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This book is dedicated to
the radical, emancipatory forces in society
engaged in the struggle for social change



There once lived a bird in a forest which was part of a kingdom. The name of 
the bird was Lalmuni Chiriya. When Lalmuni Chiriya sang, the whole kingdom 
sang along. When she cried, all the people cried with her. Seeing her infl uence 
on the people, a thought struck the king—why should he waste time and money 
constructing roads and digging wells for the people to keep them happy when he 
could put Lalmuni under his power and gain control over them? So he summoned 
the court priests, the ministers and all his courtiers, and asked them to work out 
how the bird that was ruling the hearts of the people could be controlled.

Unfortunately all the plans suggested by them—like laying a net, setting a 
trap and hiring a bird catcher—failed to bring Lalmuni under the king’s control. 
The king was greatly perturbed.  One day, when he was riding in the forest pon-
dering over the problem, a yogi (roving saint) appeared before him. Seeing his 
troubled look, the yogi asked him, ‘O king, what makes you so worried?’ The king 
replied, ‘O Respected Swamiji, it is my intense desire to bring a bird under my 
control. All my politicians, soldiers and money have failed to ensnare her. What 
should I do?’

After thinking for some time the yogi came up with an idea. He said, ‘Listen 
O King, you cannot gain control over a bird in this way. I suggest that you try to 
arouse within her the memories of being a bird. These memories should emphasise 
that the forest where she lives is within the kingdom of the king and in the king’s 
welfare lies her welfare. However, for this you will have to seek the help of other 
birds who will tell her stories that will make Lalmuni Chiriya believe that her 
entire life is connected with the king’s.’

Latching on to the yogi’s advice, the king created a group of storytelling birds 
whose job was to narrate stories to Lalmuni centred on her own past in such a 
way that her identity and existence both became interlaced with the king, and the 
king’s power became her power.

But when Lalmuni Chiriya started to listen to the stories that were being 
narrated to her by the king’s storytellers, she saw through them and the stories 
failed to impact her. The storytellers did not lose hope, but continued to narrate 
stories to her in the same form as the king had told them to do. This process is 
still continuing and even today the struggle between the king’s storytellers and 
the Lalmuni birds is going on in the forests.

A folktale from Shahabpur village, 
Uttar Pradesh
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Preface

A story is often narrated in villages about a trickster who could 
prise the gold nose stud of a newly married woman without 
her having the slightest inkling of what was happening. In 
the same way, politically motivated communal forces are si-
lently but ingeniously working among the common people 
to break up the harmony existing in society. They are doing 
this by communalising the identity construction of different 
communities and positing them against other communities 
who are being projected as their enemies. The feeling of pride 
that communities have in their own identities is being slowly 
converted into a feeling of hatred for other communities, and 
their narratives of self-respect are being replaced by narra-
tives of violence against other communities.

This book is an attempt to study the designs of one such set 
of communal forces operating in Indian society, that is, the 
Hindutva forces, who are trying their hardest to bring more 
and more communities under their infl uence, both for their 
political gain and for fulfi lling their ideological objective of 
building up a unifi ed Hindu cultural nation. Initially, these 
forces used Lord Rama, the hero of the popular Hindu epic 
Ramayana, who is revered by all upper-caste Hindus, as the 
symbol to draw together Hindus in all parts of the country. 
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Today, with a large number of Dalit communities, mainly 
confi ned to the rural areas, having entered the political arena, 
the Hindutva forces have shifted their focus and are devis-
ing strategies to bring these diverse Dalit castes, each with 
their own heroes and histories, under their fold.

Intellectuals in the think tanks of these forces are digging 
out the myths and legends of each of these Dalit castes that 
are popular at the local level and re-interpreting them in a 
Hinduised way by either projecting the heroes of these myths 
as brave Indian warriors who protected Hindu religion and 
culture from the Muslim invaders of the medieval period or 
portraying their heroes as reincarnations of Lord Rama so as 
to link the myths of these Dalit castes with the unifi ed Hindu 
meta-narrative represented by Lord Rama. Hindutva work-
ers at the grass roots are doing this by erecting communal 
walls, slowly but steadily, between the various castes that 
form the composite local culture of the villages. While the 
folk traditions of many of these castes have communal elem-
ents, portraying other communities including Muslims as 
enemies, Dalits and Muslims have been living together har-
moniously in a network of mutual interdependence for the 
last many centuries. Today, the communal forces are using 
these communal elements, both for instilling among Dalits 
a hatred of Muslims and for linking them to a consolidated 
Hindu identity, and are well on their way to fragmenting the 
grass-roots society. There is great danger that these forces 
will ultimately succeed in achieving their objective like the 
trickster in the folk story mentioned earlier, unless they are 
prevented from doing so by radical, emancipatory forces 
aware of their evil designs.

In this book my attempt is to bring to the notice of the 
readers the cultural narratives of the politics of hate of the 
Hindutva forces at the grass-roots level that are slowly cor-
roding the social fabric of the country. In this endeavour I 
was greatly facilitated by the insights of scholars like Ashish 
Nandy, Christophe Jaffrelot, Rajen Harshe, Gyan Pandey, 
Sudha Pai, Simon Charsley and Jyotirmay Sharma, who 
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helped me to understand the subtler elements of the drama 
being staged at the grass roots of north India. I would like 
to take this opportunity to express my gratitude to Ravi 
Srivastava, Bhaskar Majumder, Bishnu Mohapatra and 
Susan Legene who have constantly given me moral support 
in my adverse times. A major portion of this book was writ-
ten in Cambridge University when I was there as a Smuts 
Fellow. My stay there enabled me to consult the libraries of 
Cambridge University and other libraries in London and 
also to interact with a number of scholars, which greatly en-
hanced my scholarship. I am grateful to Kathy White and to 
the staff of Wolfson College, Cambridge, for providing me 
all the infrastructure to make my stay there a smooth and 
pleasant one. One chapter of this book is based on an article 
published in the Economic & Political Weekly (EPW) and one 
on a chapter in the book Political Process in Uttar Pradesh: 
Identity, Economic Reforms and Governance, Pearson, New 
Delhi, edited by Sudha Pai. I would like to express my grati-
tude to the editor of EPW and to Sudha Pai for accepting 
them for publication. Lastly I would like to thank my wife, 
my father and my daughters for their unwavering encour-
agement throughout the study.
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Introduction: Pastness and Politics

While doing my fi eldwork for this study, I spent a night at 
the house of a farmer in a village situated on the banks of the 
river Girwa fl owing along the border of Bahraich and Nepal. 
After dinner, I found sleep evading me. The incessant cough-
ing of an old man who was the head of the family broke the 
stillness of the night, preventing me from falling asleep. For 
want of something to do, I asked the old man to narrate a 
story. After some initial reluctance, the old man narrated the 
story of a magical snake, which was as follows:

There was once a farmer who had four sons. Three were 
human, while one was a snake. No one had seen the snake 
son since he used to roam about in the fi elds. While the farm 
work was going on, he used to supervise the labourers. If 
any labourer dawdled, an invisible sonta or heavy stick used 
to land on his back.

Before each meal, when the mother laid three plates for 
the three human sons, another plate would appear from no-
where. If she prepared six rotis, they used to miraculously 
become eight. At night the snake used to sleep in the dreams 
of the three sons and the mother, from where he used to 
emerge in the daytime. No one had seen him but it was said 
that he was longer than the earth, though if the need arose he 
could shrink himself to the size of a mustard seed. Some used 
to hear his voice, some the sound of his hissing, while some 
others could feel his presence. However, no one could see 
him or hear what he said.
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I feel that the past is also like the invisible snake, which 
one can hear, one can talk about, one can feel all around in 
one’s life, but cannot see or touch in reality. It has no defi n-
ite shape or structure and whatever substance it has is its 
pastness, which, like the snake in the old man’s story, is ac-
tively present everywhere. This pastness is the source of a 
person’s identity and is deeply entrenched in his/her dreams 
and desires. Pastness is both the truth and the imagination of 
the past. It takes shape during the process of remembrance 
of the past, and when an incident that took place in the past is 
narrated or heard, it transforms into pastness. This pastness 
is the foundational element of a person’s identity and en-
ables him/her to confront confi dently the various kinds of 
vicissitudes in his/her daily life that can lead to anxiety and 
stress. Both the actual past and the sense of pastness ingrained 
in a person’s psyche have great infl uence on his/her exist-
ence, which needs to be understood while negotiating with 
him/her.

The sense of pastness is also present within communities 
and helps them fi ght the anxieties and insecurities that arise 
from their increasing feeling of temporariness. This feeling of 
temporariness, which can be seen even among fully settled 
communities, is usually the result of their growing encoun-
ters with statehood, modernity, the onslaught of globalisation 
and the changing forms of the market. The awareness of their 
pastness facilitates an illusion of permanence, which provides 
them the social confi dence to cope with these anxieties and 
insecurities. The growing need to acquire the ‛permanence’ 
that gives social confi dence is also the reason why people are 
defi ning smaller and smaller boundaries for themselves, 
and are slowly retreating from broad identities to narrower 
ones, for example, from a national identity to a regional, lin-
guistic or caste-based identity. These narrow identities too 
are continuously given shape by the sense of pastness pres-
ent in the psyche of each individual. Sometimes it seems 
that there is nothing like the past in the present; everything 
is pastness, which is multiple, changing and contesting, but 
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both individuals and communities hold on to them tightly 
as their precious legacy.

Although an individual’s and a community’s sense of 
pastness sometimes work together or overlap or work in the 
intermediate zone where exchanges between the two take 
place, they have different ways of working. In the case of 
Dalits, the individual’s sense of pastness is usually refl ected 
in their autobiographical modes—the memories of suffer-
ings and victimisations; the various kinds of exclusions, pain 
and pathos in their past and present; and their struggle for 
survival with dignity and self-respect.

However, the sense of pastness among communities, 
especially Dalits, is represented in the forms of folklore, popu-
lar histories, myths, rituals, commemorative ceremonies, and 
so on, which tell stories of not only their glorious past and 
pitiful present but also of their constant struggle for survival. 
The sense of pastness of an individual and the community 
to which he/she belongs sometimes changes, depending 
on the context of the remembrances. Both these senses some-
times appear as universal but are, at other times, multiple and 
divided, and vary from person to person. In spite of their multi-
plicity, they overlap constantly in both the personal and col-
lective domains, and the individual and collective domains.

It is interesting to note that sometimes Dalits at the in-
dividual level assert their past of suffering as a conscious 
project of creating guilt among others, especially the people 
belonging to forward communities. At other times, they try 
to escape from their assertion of the past of suffering when 
they interact in the forward caste dominant public sphere. 
In everyday discourse, many Dalits who have attained a rea-
sonably good socio-economic status avoid narrating the mem-
ories of food habits such as eating the leftovers ( joothan) of 
rich upper-caste feudal families in villages. However, Dalit 
writers such as Omprakash Valmiki ( Joothan, 1999) and 
K. Nath (Tirashkar, 1999), while asserting their Dalitness in 
their autobiographies, have narrated such memories in the 
form of stories of their childhood sufferings. Sometimes inputs 
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from various oral, aural and visual sources and mediums as 
well as various kinds of exposures with others become part 
of individual recollections and speech acts. These individ-
ual senses of pastness transform into collective memories 
only when they are abstracted and detached from the indi-
viduals and fi nd representation in myths and folklore (one 
story of many people) as well as in institutions like schools, 
churches, muths, temples and other such places through ab-
stract subjects that organise the past as a whole rather than 
some of its separate parts. This collective past sustained in 
ideologies, language, common sense and institutions of the 
community becomes the sense of pastness of the community 
as a whole and is used for asserting their identities (Portelli, 
1997: 157).

The strong desire of communities to assert their iden-
tities based on their sense of pastness is profi tably encashed 
by political parties and other agencies involved in the cre-
ation of homogeneous infl uences on these communities. 
While these communities want to assert their identities to use 
their community voting power to exert pressure on political 
parties and the government for their share of the pie of power 
and development, the political parties, under compulsions 
of democracy, are trying to mobilise them electorally in their 
favour by whatever means that suit the urge of the commu-
nities. Sensing the signifi cance of the relationship between 
past and pastness for building up the collective identity of 
communities, they are now using this relationship for arous-
ing the identities of communities, which are being reinforced 
by the inherent desire of the communities themselves. Thus 
the entire process of identity construction around pastness 
can be seen as a political project linked to the democratic 
set-up.

This strategy of political mobilisation is a remarkable 
shift from the earlier strategy used by all political parties, 
which consisted of making promises and offering allure-
ments, mostly to the illiterate and gullible masses situated 
on the margins of the democratic space of the country, who 
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were assumed to be passive objects waiting for the fulfi lment 
of the dreams created by these parties. The shift in the political 
strategy started in the 1980s when small and marginalised 
Dalit castes started emerging as major forces in the demo-
cratic arena with the potential to tilt the existing power bal-
ance. The process is still continuing as smaller and even more 
marginalised communities are entering the democratic space 
and demanding their share in the various welfare schemes 
launched by the government. The entry of these smaller castes 
and communities is causing the democratic arena to expand 
more and more, and the realisation of the latent power of 
these communities has compelled the political parties to give 
them adequate space in their electoral discourse in order to 
bring them under their political umbrellas. These parties are 
continuously striving to develop newer and more creative 
strategies to politically mobilise these smaller castes and com-
munities by arousing their sense of pastness, which is being 
reinforced by the strong desire of these communities them-
selves to assert their identities. The interplay between these 
two forces has led to the evolution of the prevailing political 
strategy based on the exploitation of ‛pastness’.

In this entire project, history and past have become es-
sential components since the sense of pastness of these com-
munities is being evoked through the process of fi nding 
similarities with mythical or historical heroes belonging to 
these castes who suit the political ideology of the party con-
cerned and with whom the caste members can easily iden-
tify themselves. These heroes, picked out from the myths, 
histories and legends present in the oral culture of these 
castes, are reinterpreted, recreated and reconstructed to suit 
the political ideologies of the party concerned, and are then 
transmitted back to the people as symbols of their caste 
identities. Politicians and intellectuals who constitute the 
think tank of these parties rigorously rake through the lan-
guage, symbols, feelings, aspirations and other identity 
resources of different cross sections of the target population 
making up their vote bank and select heroes who they feel 
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are appropriate for their purpose. Celebrations are organ-
ised, statues are erected, rallies are held, booklets and pamph-
lets narrating their legends in the form that fi ts the political 
ideology of the party are distributed and various other 
methods of propaganda are carried out in order to mobil-
ise the community to vote for the party. The identity con-
struction of the community that takes place through these 
methods is often successful in swaying the community to 
vote in favour of the political party. However, identity by it-
self is a fl exible discourse that is always undergoing modi-
fi cation and change. This is why the modernist claim of the 
truthfulness of the past is being shattered every day by this 
phenomenon of identity construction and assertion. Through 
this phenomenon, history and the political version of the 
identity are continually being served to the public as an 
everyday discourse.

The states of Uttar Pradesh (UP) and Bihar in north India 
are the regions where this political strategy is being carried 
out most successfully. The success can be attributed to cer-
tain features unique to these states that make them a fertile 
ground for political parties engaged in caste and identity pol-
itics. The foremost feature is the glaring division of society 
on the lines of caste and cultures, and alongside, the strong 
prevalence of the Brahminical code of conduct that dictates 
the cultural and moral code of the people of these states. Even 
after 60 years of independence, caste and the associated caste 
hierarchy still remain important symbols for most people of 
these states. This hierarchy, which gives people belonging 
to some castes the privilege and power of domination over 
people of other castes, has been present in India since time 
immemorial. While its infl uence has faded in most regions, 
it is still alive and thriving in these two states. This division 
of society on caste lines is the cause of the success of the pol-
itical parties indulging in caste and identity politics and 
the politics of pastness. It is being actively nurtured and re-
inforced by the various political parties, which constantly 
readjust and renegotiate with the identity aspirations of 
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various communities and try to revise them to suit their pol-
itical ideology and also to politically mobilise the commu-
nities in their favour.

In a fractured and multi-caste society like India, the polit-
ics of constructing one meta-narrative of the past is not suf-
fi cient to create a hegemony among the various castes that 
are contesting and sometimes opposing each other as well as 
interacting at various socio-political and cultural levels. This 
is why the political project of mobilising communities and 
castes is being expanded to recreate, reproduce and revise the 
various forms of pastness that then help in creating various 
forms of identities of the same community.

Creating Popular Politics

The two main parties that are involved in this game of iden-
tity politics in UP are the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), although other parties like the 
Samajwadi Party (SP) and the Congress also indulge in it 
without openly declaring it as their strategy. Interestingly, 
the BSP is a party of the Dalits and other lower and Back-
ward Castes linked together under the rubric Bahujan Samaj, 
while the BJP is a party of the upper-caste Hindus, who 
constitute a small minority numerically but are extremely 
powerful economically and culturally. The BSP was formed 
with the aim of empowering Dalits—who have been exploited, 
oppressed and marginalised by the upper-caste Hindus for 
centuries under the moral and cultural code still prevail-
ing in UP that is sanctioned by ancient Hindu religious texts 
and epics—by bringing them into the democratic processes 
of the country.

The main ideology of the BJP, on the other hand, is to 
spread the notion of Hindu cultural nationalism under the 
Hindutva nomenclature, based on the moral and cultural 
code preached by the ancient Hindu religious epics like the 
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Ramayana and the Mahabharata and the Hindu code of law 
propagated in the ancient text Manu Samhita. Both these par-
ties indulge in identity politics to mobilise their respective 
electorates, but the compulsion of electoral politics has made 
them move beyond the boundaries of the communities that 
were their earlier vote banks. Thus the BSP, in addition to 
mobilising Dalits, is now targeting the upper castes who were 
looked upon by Dalits as their arch enemies, while the BJP 
is now targeting the various Dalit communities belonging 
to the bottom-most rungs of society, who were considered 
to be dirty and impure by the upper-caste Hindus and 
shunned by them. This section is also being mobilised by the 
BSP since it is the target of most political parties and it is of 
paramount importance to keep them as a part of the BSP. For 
this purpose, the BSP too is using the same local myths of the 
various Dalit castes that are being used by the BJP and re-
interpreting and recreating them to mould them in keeping 
with the ideology of the BSP.

However, the myths and legends of the Dalits that are being 
used for mobilising them are being interpreted differently 
by the two parties. While the BJP is reshaping these in terms 
of the Dalit contribution to the Hindu past, history and Hindu 
struggle against the Muslims, the BSP is using these as a 
proof of the better governance of Dalits, their contribution 
in the nation-making process and, most importantly, to retell 
the memory of exclusion, oppression and deprivation of the
Dalits by Brahminical forces and upper castes. Through 
these myths and legends of the past of the Dalits, the BSP 
and the Dalits are trying to acquire power, a better share in 
development projects and benefi ts from the welfare state. 
Thus the past is being used by BSP for empowering the Dalit 
communities and providing them self-respect and confi dence, 
which may be ultimately transformed in their struggle for 
acquiring state and democratic power. On the other hand, 
the BJP is trying to acquire state power by appropriating the 
past and identity of the Dalits as a Hindu past and identity 
so that it can bring the Dalits within its fold. The BJP is trying 
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to recreate the memory of various Dalit castes through their 
myths, heroes and caste histories. Another difference in the 
use of Dalit myths by the BSP and BJP can be seen in the way 
the BSP mostly focuses on the myths of the Dalit women her-
oes of the 1857 revolt, like Jhalkaribai, Udadevi, Mahavirdevi, 
Avantibai and Pannadhai, in order to build up the image of 
its leader Mayawati (see Narayan, 2006). On the other hand, 
it is very diffi cult to fi nd myths of Dalit women in the BJP’s 
political discourse. It usually uses folk myths of Dalit caste 
heroes related with the Vedic past or pre-medieval past and 
not the heroes related with the nationalist movement or the 
1857 revolt as the BSP does.

The process by which the BJP is mobilising various 
Dalit communities to bring them within the framework of 
Hindutva using their own myths, legends and caste heroes 
is an extremely fascinating one. Usually it is done by organ-
ising big celebrations around each selected Dalit male hero 
with much fanfare. It is interesting to observe the process 
of Hindutva aestheticisation during the celebration of these 
Dalit myths. Just before the celebrations, various kinds of 
badges, stickers, cards, and so on, are printed with the images 
of these Dalit male heroes for distribution among the people. 
These accessories are highly colourful and decorative and 
portray the Dalit heroes as chivalrous warriors in the image 
of heroes of Hindu mythology like Maharana Pratap. The BSP 
also uses stickers, badges and other accessories to distribute 
among the common people during their rallies, but these are 
mainly of their icons, like B. R. Ambedkar and Sahuji Maharaj, 
and their female heroes, like Jhalkaribai and Udadevi. These 
are not as decorative as the ones printed and distributed 
by the BJP. The celebrations around Dalit myths organised 
by the BSP are also smaller and less decorative in their pre-
sentation (Narayan, 2006), although a large number of cele-
brations around each myth are organised at many places.

The strategy of mobilising the various Dalit castes of UP 
individually, using their own caste heroes, myths and legends, 
rather than trying to mobilise them as a consolidated whole, 
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was hit upon keeping in mind the fact that UP is a highly 
caste-divided state and winning elections in UP depends 
more on the number of castes a party is able to enfold rather 
than on promises of roads, hospitals and schools that will 
benefi t all people. The BJP won the state assembly elections 
in UP in 1991 when it succeeded in consolidating Hindus, 
especially the upper castes, using the cultural symbol of Lord 
Rama—hero of the Ramayana and an important symbol for 
Hindus. The use of this symbol helped raise them to the 
national level and the fi rst BJP government was formed at 
the centre on 16–31 May 1996, with Atal Bihari Vajpayee as 
prime minister. Thereafter it ruled twice more at the centre, 
but it did not succeed in coming to power in caste-ridden 
UP after it won in 1991. In the 2002 polls, its tally came down 
sharply to 51 from 88, when it was still trying to consoli-
date all the Dalits together with the Hindus and trying to 
forge a unifi ed Hindu identity using the plank of Hindutva. 
Only since then has it started using the strategy of trying to 
woo the different Dalit castes of this state, who form a huge 
vote bank but are divided and fragmented, with each caste 
having it own myths, heroes and legends.

The BSP, on the other hand, which is also mobilizing the 
Dalits using the same strategy as the BJP, displayed an amaz-
ing show of strength when it swept the polls in 2007 with a 
thumping victory of 208 seats. The victory of the leader of 
the BSP, Mayawati, has been attributed to her strategy of 
‛social engineering’ whereby she cobbled a rainbow coali-
tion, forging an alliance with the Brahmins—her traditional 
foes—in addition to creating a momentum whereby a section 
of Muslims and Other Backward Castes (OBCs), the vote 
bank of the Congress and SP, voted for her. This social alli-
ance between Dalits and Brahmins is a far cry from her earl-
ier pugnacious attack against the upper castes.

Although the core vote banks of the two parties are so-
cial foes, it is interesting that both the parties are following 
the same political agenda of trying to bring all the castes 
and communities existing in UP under their political fold in 
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order to expand their mass base. The only difference is that 
the BSP is trying to empower the Dalits while reaching out 
to upper castes for a coalition and the BJP is trying for so-
cial consolidation and harmony among all castes by forging 
a Hindu unity based on Brahminical, upper-caste norms. An 
analysis of Mayawati’s political strategy during the 2007 elec-
tions shows that she is trying to make building blocks of vari-
ous castes by roping in politicians belonging to different 
castes in order to attract the castes to which they belong. 
For example, her close associate S. C. Mishra attracted 
Brahmins, Nasimuddin Siddiqui invited the Muslims, while 
B. S. Kushwaha’s presence drew the OBCs. In spite of the add-
ition of these caste groups to the party, it has still retained its 
original identity of being a Dalit party. The move to bring in 
the other castes was only to consolidate the political position 
of the Dalits and not to co-opt them into the Hindu caste-based 
social framework. The method for forging links with these 
castes was by organising caste conferences such as Brahmin 
Sammelan, Bania Sammmelan and Pal and Kushwaha 
Sammelan in various parts of the state. The strategy of the 
BSP was and still is a continuation of strengthening and ap-
peasing the identities of various caste groups and refram-
ing them or reshaping them according to its ideology. At 
each caste conference, Mayawati tried to attract the particular 
caste by saying that she would give them a share in power 
according to the numbers of the caste—‛Jiski jatani sankhya 
bhari-uski utani hissedari’ (‛The larger the numbers, the more 
the share’). The pattern of linking the castes was done by 
coining slogans based on the symbols of their identities, as 
was done in the previous elections. Earlier, when her elec-
tion strategy was to oppose the upper and middle castes, 
her slogan was ‛Tilak, tarazu aur talwar/inko maaro joote char’. 
Roughly translated, it meant ‛Give Brahmins, Vaishyas and 
Kshatriyas a beating with shoes’. In 2007, when her strategy 
was to include them in her fold, the slogans were changed 
to ‛Haathi nahin, Ganesh hai, Brahma, Vishnu, Mahesh hai’ 
(‛It is not an elephant, but Ganesh, and Brahma, Vishnu and 
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Mahesh’, the holy trinity of the upper-caste Hindus). The ele-
phant reference was to the BSP’s symbol. Another slogan, 
‛Pandit shankh bajaya, haathi aage badhta jaayega’, which meant 
pandits (or Brahmins) will play the conch, while the elephant 
will lumber on. Thus the game of identity politics, which is 
that of satisfying and appeasing the identities of different 
castes, is still continuing. It is interesting to note that after 
Mayawati’s triumph in the UP elections and the BJP’s dis-
mal performance, the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) 
has appreciated Mayawati for using a ‛soft’ Hindutva for 
wooing the upper-caste Hindu vote bank of the BJP (Puri, 
2007). The reason for this is that the BJP is trying to woo the 
same electorate as the BSP and also by simulating the same 
strategy of social engineering as the BSP. While Mayawati’s 
attempt has been to create an ever-increasingly empowered 
Bahujan Samaj by reaching out to the upper castes, the efforts 
of the RSS–BJP at social consolidation and harmony are es-
sentially about forging a Hindu identity.

In my previous book Women Heroes and Dalit Assertion in 
North India: Culture, Identity and Politics (Narayan, 2006), I had 
tried to understand the popular political construction of BSP 
in its mobilisation of the Dalits of UP by using their myths, 
legends and heroes of the 1857 rebellion who had been mar-
ginalised from mainstream history but were present in the 
oral memory of the people as symbols of Dalit identity, even 
as they were used to build up the image of Mayawati. This 
book will focus on the political machinations of the BJP in 
mobilising some Dalit castes of UP, using strategies that suit 
its political agenda of, fi rst, giving a communal interpret-
ation to the myths and legends of Dalits and thereby creating a 
divide between them and other communities, and, second, 
appropriating the myths and legends of some Dalit castes 
and linking them with the meta-narrative of a unifi ed Hindu 
cultural nation, with Lord Rama as the symbol of Hindu iden-
tity. The various chapters in the book attempt to bring out the 
fascinating political tactics of the party to arouse the socio-
cultural identities of the different Dalit castes and bring them
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within the fold of Hindutva, which is its national party ideol-
ogy. The tactic used for each caste is different depending 
on the nature of the hero of that particular caste, but the 
ultimate aim is to both unify them under the broader Hindu 
identity and communalise them by separating them from 
the Muslims, who they portray as foreign invaders who 
polluted the pure Hindu culture coming down from the 
Vedic period.

Besides being of interest to the general reader, it is also 
hoped that this book will help forewarn people of the acti-
vities of the Hindutva forces actively working at the grass 
roots to create unbridgeable divisions between the various 
communities that have been living in harmony in the rural 
areas of the country for the last many centuries, bound by ties 
of mutual interdependence. It is true that the folklore of 
most of these communities offer plenty of scope for commu-
nal forces to fragment them as will be discussed in this book, 
but in spite of them, these communities have been surviv-
ing together. Awareness about the attempts of communal 
forces to divide grass-roots society on the lines of caste and 
religion will, it is hoped, prevent the further fragmentation 
of society.

Trajectories of Hindutva Politics

The BJP was launched as a new party on 5 April 1980, by a 
group of people who earlier belonged to the Jana Sangha. 
The Jana Sangha was one of a number of non-Congress par-
ties that had formed an alliance called the Janata Party in 
the 1970s. The endeavour of the Jana Sangha was to attract 
various social groups whose material interests were being 
adversely affected by the policies of Congress governments, 
both central and state. Its main focus was a cluster of urban 
groups, chiefl y small industrialists, traders and people on 
the lower rungs of the professional and administrative 



14

Fascinating Hindutva

hierarchies, and, within rural society, besides small traders, 
it was prepared to take the side of the peasants against 
landlords and big farmers. The BJP gave high positions to 
leaders who had come from the Janata Party, for instance, 
Ram Jethmalani, Shanti Bhushan and Sikander Bakht. Its fi rst 
president was Atal Behari Vajpayee, who was a member of 
the Jana Sangha. Jethmalani and Bakht were appointed vice 
presidents of the BJP and its important leaders were Vijaya 
Raje Scindia, L.K. Advani and Murli Manohar Joshi (Jaffrelot, 
1993: 5).

The party is a religious conservative political organisa-
tion that sees itself as rising to the defence of indigenous cul-
ure and Indian religious systems, which include Hinduism, 
Jainism, Sikhism and Buddhism. It is a strongly upper-caste, 
Hindu-oriented party whose ultimate goal is creating a 
Hindu cultural nation and consolidating all Hindus together 
under a unique Hindu identity called Hindutva. The pol-
itics followed by this party is known as saffron politics as 
its symbol is a saffron lotus. Since its inception it has been 
known for its politics of communalism, that is, setting up 
Muslims as enemies who had invaded India in the medi-
eval period and torn the social fabric of the country that 
had existed since the ancient Vedic period. The party be-
lieves that the era of Islamic invasions was the bloodiest 
period in the history of mankind and that the cruelty of the 
Mughal kings has remained unmatched till today. During 
the Mughal rule, according to the BJP, Hindus had to face 
either forced conversion or death, but never sacrifi ced their 
notion of religious tolerance, secularism and willingness to 
change, which are the foundational elements of Hinduism. 
The party claims that Muslims have continuously abused 
these elements even though the Indian government always 
appeased the Muslim minority. The party’s chief objective 
is the ‛building up of India as a modern, progressive and 
enlightened nation’, which draws inspiration from India’s 
ancient Hindu culture and values.
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At the time of its inception, the guiding principles of the 
party were based on the teachings of the Vedas, the ancient 
Hindu and Indian scriptures like the Ramayana, Mahabharata, 
Puranas, Upanishads, Bhagwad Gita and the Manu Samhita, 
which are the religious and cultural resources of the upper-
caste Hindus. However, unlike the Jana Sangha, which was 
the political wing of the RSS—a Hindu nationalist group that 
had been formed in the 1930s—the BJP tried to avoid any 
comparison with the Jana Sangha, which was why it wel-
comed Janata Party leaders who had no previous associa-
tion with Hindu nationalism ( Jaffrelot, 1993: 315). The BJP 
also claimed to be the heir of the Janata Party by announcing 
at the constituent conference in April 1980 that its election 
manifesto for the Vidhan Sabha elections scheduled for the 
coming June would be none other than that of the Janata 
Party in 1977. The word ‛Hindu’ was studiously avoided, 
with the BJP adopting a strategy of moderation at the price 
of distancing itself from the RSS. This was done to project 
an image that would be most acceptable to the public and 
the alliances that formed the Janata Party.

However, although the BJP desperately tries to deny talk 
of any links with the RSS, it is no secret that it draws its 
ideological support from this organisation. The RSS was es-
tablished by Keshav B. Hedgewar in 1925 with the express 
mission of organising the Hindus on nationalistic lines 
(Ghosh, 1999: 71). The RSS ideology was strongly infl uenced 
by Savarkar’s theory of Hindutva, which he espoused in his 
book Hindutva, the fi rst edition of which was brought out 
in 1923. In this book Savarkar distinguished between Hin-
duism and Hindutva. His argument was that Hindutva is 
a racial concept—if ‛Hindu blood’ fl ows in an Indian’s vein, 
irrespective of his religion, then he is a person of the Hindu 
race. To Savarkar, therefore, Hindutva is ‛not a word but 
a history. Not only the spiritual or religious history of our 
people…but a history in full. Hinduism is only a derivation, 
a fraction, part of Hindutva’ (Savarkar, 1949: v).1 Besides its 
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faith in Savarkar’s Hindutva, two practices of the organisa-
tion that indicate its ideological orientation were prayer and 
pratigya (pledge). The prayer was a salutation to the Hindu 
rashtra (nation) and the pledge was a promise to serve the 
RSS with one’s heart, body and money because in it lay the 
betterment of the Hindus and the country (Savarkar and 
Joshi, 1967: 1). Although the earliest members of the RSS were 
mostly Brahmins, emphasis was laid on a casteless Hindu 
society. One of the distinctive features of the organisation 
was the shakha (meaning branch), the local unit of the move-
ment, where up to 50 boys and male adults met daily for 
physical and ideological training. In these shakhas the par-
ticipation of the backward and the untouchable castes was 
encouraged. The idea was

… to consolidate the Hindu nation through psycho-social 
reform involving some assimilation of the others’ egalitar-
ian values…[It] attempted to create an ethic of selfl ess indi-
vidualism, which could provide the basis for a more inclusive 
and cohesive form of Hindu nationalism. The RSS was thus 
supposed to become a sort of Hindu nationalist spearhead 
based on individual solidarity. Its syncretism (the import of 
egalitarian values typical of the European nationalism and the 
Muslim communal fraternity) was strategic because it aimed 
at building a Hindu nation strong enough to resist these 
‛foreigners’ and because it was seen as a mere elaboration of
the familiar, indigenous sectarian patterns. (Jaffrelot, 1993: 521)

The BJP as a wing of the RSS is under constant pressure 
from it to resort to militant Hinduism to widen its mass base. 
The electoral base inherited by the BJP from the Jana Sangha 
consisted mainly of people residing in rural towns in-
volved in provincial professions, small industries and country 
trading and banking. It also included two important com-
ponents of Indian urban society—the white-collar workers 
and the industrial employees. Another group in which it was 
interested were the refugees who had emigrated from the 
areas that had become Pakistan to the towns and cities of 
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northern India (Graham, 1997: 274). It had hardly any hold 
in the rural areas, which chiefl y decided the fate of the win-
ning political party. When the party launched its mission 
to expand its rural base and enfold it within its electorate 
during the middle and late 1980s, Rama was a symbol which 
was used for the process of social engineering to reach out 
to all sections of the Hindu population, including the Dalits 
and middle castes. This was made possible because Lord 
Rama, the hero of Ramcharit Manas composed by Tulsidas, 
is omniscient in all the villages of north India. He is said to 
reside in the hearts of all the Hindus of this region. He is con-
sidered to be Maryada Purshottam (epitome of the highest 
qualities of man). This myth was introduced in 1989 after 
the broadcasting of the 78 weekly episodes of Ramayana on 
national television in 1987 and 1988 (Jaffrelot, 1993: 389). Lord 
Rama was presented as a hero of signifi cance to Hindus of 
all sects and as the ruler of the whole of India and not just a 
northern king (ibid.: 389).

The popularisation of the Ramayana through television 
prepared the public for the Hindu nationalist venture of the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), RSS and BJP of presenting 
Rama as both a historic hero and the supreme deity of Hin-
duism. The combine understood the potential of Lord Rama 
as a god, ideal and hero for mobilising people of both urban 
and rural areas in whose minds he was supposed to be res-
iding (man man mein base Rama). Its main target was the rural 
population of the country since it wanted to break the notion 
that the party was mainly an urban upper-caste one that was 
more concerned about issues affecting this section. Rama was 
transformed into a mega hero of all Hindus, whether rural 
or urban and upper caste or lower caste.

However, the BJP was in quest of an aggressive image of 
Lord Rama as its symbol, which could be used to mobilise 
all the Hindu castes to fi ght against their common enemy, 
the Muslims. In the Ramcharit Manas, although there are mul-
tiple meanings of the symbol of Rama, they are all non-violent 
and non-aggressive. The only time during the whole sequence 
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of Ramayana that Rama became aggressive was when he 
raised his bow and arrow to calm the sea at Rameshwaram 
while building the bridge to Lanka to rescue Sita. This single 
aggressive imagery of Rama in this episode was picked out 
by the Hindutva forces and merged with all the multiple 
non-aggressive images of Rama, and the various cultural con-
notations were transformed into a political one. This was 
made feasible through activities like Advani’s rath yatra, deep 
prajwalan in villages, shila pujan, and circulating calendars, 
photographs, bindis, Ramnavami cloths, and so on, which the 
BJP carried out from time to time in collaboration with the 
VHP (Narayan, 2007).

The adoption of this symbol was necessitated because the 
lower and middle castes living in rural areas were slowly 
starting to lose faith in the Congress and were tending to 
shift towards the BSP and the SP, which had started gaining 
ground in the Hindi heartland. There was intense competi-
tion for capturing votes from this region of the country, 
which had the largest number of constituencies. Each pol-
itical party had adopted innovative strategies to grab more 
and more middle caste and marginalised groups, which com-
prised the largest electorate in their favour. The goal being 
to mobilise diverse sections of the population, the language 
of mobilisation thus had to be evolved keeping each group 
in mind. The strategies adopted by the BJP—which had not 
won even a quarter of votes or seats in the UP Assembly 
before 1991—were highly successful in that region, facilitating 
its emergence as a national contender to the Congress.

The most signifi cant factor responsible for the downfall 
of the Congress was its inability to retain its traditional sup-
port base that had cut across caste, class and community 
lines. Furthermore, the Congress’ actions regarding Ayodhya, 
the disputed site of the Babri Masjid, claimed by Hindus as 
the birthplace of Lord Rama, alienated the devout voters 
among both Hindus and Muslims, accelerating its decline 
(Hassan, 2000: 150). At the national level, the adoption of 
the recommendations of the Mandal Commission by the 
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government led by Janata Dal at the centre intensifi ed div-
ision among Hindus and spurred the BJP to support the move-
ment led by the VHP aimed at reintegrating lower castes 
into the Hindu hierarchy through a religious appeal to all 
Hindus to demolish the Babri Masjid and replace it with a 
Ram mandir. These politics of communalism practised by 
the BJP and its attempts to unify all Hindus within a trad-
itional and hierarchical social order helped in the elevation 
of the BJP as a national party, and it could take over the reins 
of the government in the mid-1990s. However, its election 
manifesto, which worked successfully in the 1990s, did not 
bring fruitful results in the next general parliamentary elec-
tions. Today the party is no longer in power after it lost to 
the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) in 2004.

The shocking defeat of the BJP when it was all set to win 
the mandate for the second time has made the party and 
its brethrens like the RSS and VHP realise that the myth of 
Lord Rama has lost its effectiveness in arousing the people. 
The repeated use of the same myth in different contexts has 
made it lose its sheen and power. Today, the combine has 
understood that this myth is no longer working to mobilise 
the different states of the country and also the various com-
munities in each state living at the grass roots, especially 
the Dalits. Each state constitutes a separate polity that has a 
specifi c collection of local and regional issues, factions and 
social forces. Language, culture and history inscribe state bor-
ders with potent meanings. While at the top the issues are 
national supremacy and the power to defi ne Indian nation-
alism, at the bottom only local issues and people matter. Thus 
the party is now trying to combine top-down and bottom-
up views of regional India by promoting Hindu unity to at-
tach Hindu identities to the BJP voters (Ludden, 2007: xvii).

As a part of this political strategy it is now unearthing local 
myths, local history, local past and local issues to link Dalits 
with the forces of Hindutva. The dissemination of Hindutva 
politics in villages through the Hinduisation of local spaces, 
local history and local past has now become a major strategy 
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of the BJP politics. This strategy is being employed at differ-
ent layers of the party’s operations in rural areas. Its politics 
have now become focused on local issues rather than on a 
homogeneous national issue. However, each of these local 
issues is converted into a symbolic setting where Muslims or 
Christians are targeted as adversaries and a group feeling 
of Hindu identity is generated. Local issues are thus being 
communalised, which advertise the idea that India is still 
racked by the failure of Hindus to purify Bharat as a Hindu 
homeland. Metaphorically, communal confl icts anywhere 
affi rm that Hindu India lives forever at odds with its alien 
others (Ludden, 2007: xvii).

Dalit Militia and New Politics of Local Cultures

The political strategy that the BJP, in connivance with the 
Hindutva forces like the RSS and the VHP, is now following 
is aimed at, on one hand, giving representation to leaders of 
Dalit communities in state and national politics and trying to 
satisfy their urge of representation in the power politics, and, 
on the other, appropriating cultural symbols and folk icons 
popular in Dalit oral traditions by providing them a saffron 
colour and redefi ning local societies in north Indian society. 
Its political space has now shifted from the global and na-
tional Hindutva formulations to the local, with the local iden-
tities and spaces being added to the global spaces. For this 
purpose, it is now selecting the local heroes of various castes, 
particularly the Dalit castes living in different regions of the 
country, and adding them to the meta-narrative to form one 
unifi ed narrative of Hindutva. Local myths and legends 
are being recreated and reinterpreted, and the past of that 
region is being re-narrated by saffronising it to fi t into the 
overall political ideology of the party.

Depending on the nature of the local myths, at some places, 
local heroes are being given warring identities and are being 
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projected as saviours who fought against Muslim foreign in-
vaders who tried to despoil Hindu or, synonymously, Indian 
religion and culture, while at other places, they are being 
either reinterpreted and reinvented as Hindu mythological 
figures in order to fit them into the meta-narrative of 
Hindutva or linked with the story of Lord Rama in the 
Ramayana. An example of how the local myths are being 
reinterpreted by projecting their heroes as reincarnations 
of Lord Rama can be seen in the region of UP adjoining 
Bihar, which is dominated by the lower-caste Musahars. 
Dina–Bhadri, two brothers who are popular heroes of this 
caste, are being interpreted as the reincarnations of Lords 
Rama and Laxman of the Ramayana. Salhesh, a popular local 
hero of the Dusadhs of UP and Bihar, is also being projected 
as the reincarnation of Lord Rama.

Examples of how Dalit heroes are being linked to Lord 
Rama can be seen in one part of UP where Savari, who was a 
minor character in the Ramayana and was supposed to have 
belonged to the Musahar caste, is being used for mobilising 
this caste. In the same way, the myth of Guhya, the king of 
the lower-caste Nishads, another minor character in the 
Ramayana, is being used to mobilise the Nishads of Allahabad 
and the surrounding regions. In this manner, the symbol of 
Lord Rama is being stretched at the local level by either fi nd-
ing similarities with a local hero whom Dalit castes concen-
trated at a particular region identify with and proving him to 
be a reincarnation of Lord Rama, or linking local Dalit heroes 
with the story of Lord Rama in the Ramayana. It can thus be 
said that the local myths and heroes are being ‛Ramaised’ by 
the BJP and the nationalist discourse of Hindutva politics is 
being shifted to the local level.

Interestingly, at another plane, the periphery of the myth 
of Lord Rama has stretched to the global arena due to its 
dissemination internationally among non-resident Indians 
(NRIs) by the VHP, from where it is being transferred to the 
national and local levels. This was observed in the contro-
versy that has cropped up recently regarding whether the 
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30 km Ram Setu (bridge) between India and Sri Lanka made 
of tiny rock islands—supposed to have been constructed by 
Lord Rama with the help of his monkey brigade in the epic 
Ramayana and which exists even today—was constructed 
naturally or is man-made. Some NRIs, who are basing their 
arguments on satellite photographs of the bridge taken by 
the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
of the US, are strongly asserting that the bridge is a man-
made one. If this claim is established to be true, it will prove the 
existence of Lord Rama historically, which will support the 
viewpoint of the Hindutva forces who vehemently claim that 
Lord Rama was a real historical character and not a mythical 
fi gure. The reason why they are so keen to establish their 
claim is that their strategy for mobilising Dalits is based on 
the notion that Lord Rama was a real historical character 
who was actually linked with Dalit characters like Savari and 
Guhya, with whom Dalit castes like Musahars and Nishads 
identify.

NASA, however, has distanced itself from this claim by 
stating that it had only photographed the bridge and not 
interpreted whether it is natural or man-made. All it claims is
that it had posted the information that the bridge is 1.75 million 
years old on its website in October 2002. It also states that it
is diffi cult to establish whether the bridge is a natural one 
or was constructed artifi cially (Kumar, 2007). Incidentally, a 
former director of the Geological Survey of India, interpreting 
the NASA photographs, has claimed that the bridge was not 
constructed naturally (Hindustan, 2007). This statement is 
supporting the BJP’s stand and is being propagated through 
processions and rallies organised at the local level in villages 
and small towns in various parts of north India.

While mobilising the communities at the local level, the 
BJP has used fl exible top–down strategies to court local inter-
ests by tactfully downplaying Hindutva and highlighting 
the local myths according to local context, even while being 
intricately connected with the overall political strategy at 
the top. Thus the sphere of operation continuously shifts 
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from the global to the local and again from the local to the 
global. As a matter of fact, it has been pointed out by Arjun 
Appadurai that Hindu fundamentalism is being actively 
aided and supported by the process of de-territorialisation, 
since it is clear that the overseas movement of Indians has 
been exploited by a variety of interests, both within and out-
side India, to create a complicated network of fi nances and 
religious identifi cations, by which the problem of cultural 
reproduction for Hindus abroad has become tied to the pol-
itics of Hindu fundamentalism at home (Appadurai, 1996: 38).
The continuous infl ow and outfl ow of ideas and images 
through the use of electronic media like satellite television 
and Internet are changing the very meaning and forms of 
various local village societies and cultures, and new redefi ned 
saffron locals are being produced. Through this process the 
Hindutva forces ultimately aim to develop a unifi ed na-
tional and global saffron Hindutva narrative which will unite 
all the Hindus under one common culture.

One of the reasons for the success of these Hindutva forces 
in saffronising the myths and heroes of the Dalits linked with 
these myths and thereby politically mobilising them may be 
the strong urge of the Dalits themselves to seek acceptance 
from the upper-caste Hindus who had always culturally and 
socially marginalised them. A close reading of the oral culture 
of many lower castes shows that they have a strong desire 
to be part of the upper caste–dominated socio-cultural and 
religious domains of north Indian society by linking them-
selves with their temples, rituals, gods and goddesses and 
also by replicating many of them (Karanth, 2004). This ap-
propriation of the cultural resources of the very people who 
oppress them and from whom they want liberation might 
be a means to elevate themselves in their eyes and thereby 
gain acceptance in their exalted circle. However, even within 
this desire to be accepted by the upper castes, there is a vein 
of dissent against them, which too is refl ected in their oral 
culture, as will be shown in this book.
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While the fi rst phase of BSP’s political mobilisation of the 
Dalits’ cultural and identity resources was based on tapp-
ing this dissent to build up a strong Dalit identity (Narayan, 
2006), the BJP and the Hindutva forces tried to control this 
dissent by playing on their stronger desire to be accepted by 
those who have excluded and oppressed them. It is interest-
ing to note that, today, in the second phase of BSP’s political 
mobilisation, it is moving in the same direction of integrat-
ing the Dalits with the upper castes by using the desire of 
the Dalits to seek acceptance by the upper castes through the 
construction of a sarvajan (all inclusive) identity, as was seen 
in the recent (2007) elections in UP.

This desire of the lower castes for upward mobility by 
being accepted by the upper castes through their cultural 
symbols has a historical antecedent since it began during 
the colonial period when the Arya Samaj, a Hindu religious 
body, tried to inculcate in the Dalits self-respect and a de-
sire to rise in the social hierarchy by appropriating symbols 
of Brahminical traditions. Their efforts were to integrate the 
Dalits in the respectable Brahminical society by granting them 
the right to use the symbols that were denied to them by 
Hindu Brahminical cultural norms like the use of the sacred 
thread (janeyu) and the right to read the sacred religious 
books. However, this was later rejected by the Dalits since 
it was actually strengthening the Hindu hierarchic caste-
based socio-cultural system. Many Arya Samaj scholars also 
attempted to write the history of middle and lower castes 
and to create a space for them within the Brahminical social 
system. In fact, the caste history of many lower castes was 
written during the colonial time not by scholars of their own 
caste but by the Arya Samaj activists and scholars who tried to 
give the middle and lower castes an identity. Many books were 
published enumerating the qualities of persons belonging to 
the Brahmin or Kshatriya castes and the books written by Arya 
Samajis gave space to the lower and backward classes to claim 
Brahmin or Kshatriya status. Thus upper-caste characteristics 
were appropriated into the histories of the Backward Castes.
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Some of the caste histories published during the colonial 
period were the Kshatriya Varg Kosh translated in Hindi by 
Pandit Hardayal Sharma of Meerut in 1899, the periodical 
Pandit brought out from Kashi in 1898 and the Nishad 
Vanshavali written by Shri Devi Prasad published in 1907 
to chronicle the Pauranic history of the Nishad caste. The 
book Kalvar Sanhita in which the Kalvars were projected as 
Kshatriyas was published in 1912. In the same series, also in 
1912, Arya Samaji Mathura Prasad Sharma published Maha 
Lodhi Vivechana, from Nagpur. In 1914, Dileep Singh Yadav 
of Etawah composed Ahir Itihas ki Jhalak, while another book 
on the Ahir caste, Ahir Raj Kul, written by Bal Dev Chaudhry 
Updeshak, was published from Aligarh and Allahabad in 
1924. In 1917, Shri Bhola Nath wrote Vaidom Vanshi Darziyon 
ki Vanshavali, which was published from Badayun. This 
book linked the Vamkul Vanshi Darzis with the Yaduvansh 
Kshatriyas. In 1918, the famous Arya Samaji Shri Satya Vrat 
Sharma Dwivedi of Sikanderpur near Farrukhabad pub-
lished Telivarna Prakash from Allahabad, proving the Teli 
caste to be Vaishyas. Similarly, in 1921, Shri Ganga Prasad 
Gupta wrote a book, published from Banaras, in which he 
proved the castes like Koiri, Kachhi, Murad and Kushwaha 
to be Kshatriyas. Another book Kurmi Kshatriya Itihas, pub-
lished from Banaras in 1927, was written by Arya Samaji Shri 
Abhayanand Saraswati, who claimed the important agri-
cultural caste Kurmi to be Kshatriya, while the book Mali 
Jati Nirnay, published in 1935, established the genealogy of 
the Basailiya Pali caste. The Lodhi Rajput Itihas, written in 
1936, claimed the Lodhis, an agricultural community, to be 
Rajputs. Similarly, in 1939, the All India Bhartiya Koli Rajput 
Mahasabha published the book Kol Rajput Jaati ka Sankshipt 
Parichay, the foreword of which was written by the famous 
Arya Samaji Shri Nand Kumar Shastri. In 1940, Shri Baijnath 
Prasad Adhyapak wrote a short history called Rajbhar Jati ka 
Itihas centring around the Rajbhar caste of UP, in which he 
tried to establish that the Rajbhar was a ruling caste linked 
with the ancient Bhar tribe (Narayan, 2004: 197).
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These caste histories written under the infl uence of the 
Arya Samaj refl ected the competing aspirations of these 
communities (Dirks, 1997: 121) and provided an opportun-
ity to the backward and lower classes to lay claim to a higher 
status in society. The Hindutva forces are following this 
same method more aggressively in their political mobilisa-
tion of the lower castes. For this purpose, as has been men-
tioned earlier, the cultural resources of the Dalits at the local 
levels, including their caste histories, legends and caste 
heroes, are being reinterpreted and recreated by giving them 
a Hindutva tinge with the aim of saffronising the Dalit psyche 
and memory spaces, and ultimately transforming them into 
sites for political control.

An example of the way local myths are being re-narrated 
by the BJP by giving Hindu identities to Dalit heroes and 
posing them against Muslim enemies can be seen in the use 
of the myth of Suhaldev prevailing in Bahraich and counter-
poising it against the myth of Ghazi Mian, also prevailing in 
this region. This is helping to create a divide between the two 
religions and, in the same process, enfolding the Dalits within 
the broader Hindu identity by reconstructing their myths, 
legends and heroes. The underlying aim behind the forma-
tion of such local narratives by the Hindutva forces is to create 
anxiety among Hindus against Muslims. This anxiety is the 
fear of loss of Hindu culture and dominance in the region. 
In the Bahraich region, Hindutva forces are projecting the 
fear of growing Islamic infl uence due to the growing num-
ber of madrasas (Muslim religious schools) in the region. The 
media hype about Islamic terrorist growth in that region is 
also helping them to convince people about it.

The BJP’s strategy of projecting a particular community, 
in this case the Muslims, as the enemy to be defeated bears 
striking similarities with Fascist and Nazi politics. These par-
ties too used the strategies of creating and using myths and 
symbols as instruments of mass mobilisation, and projected 
one group as a scapegoat to be blamed and an enemy to be 
vanquished, by highlighting elements of fear and danger of 
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the ‛other’ and building up anxiety. Herculean heroes, who 
would end the crisis and appear as saviours, were also de-
veloped and mobilised in support of the Fascists (Casillo, 
1988: 237). The Fascist state also emphasized on the political 
use of gods, ascetics, saints and heroes (Gentile, 1990: 229). 
Its interest in such myths was exclusively political and these 
were used merely as instruments of mass mobilisation 
(ibid.: 230). The symbolism of Hindutva politics around the 
myth of Suhaldev and other Dalit heroes used by the BJP to 
saffronise the Dalit past reminds one of the Fascist symbolism 
based on the mysticism of blood and sacrifi ce and the on 
cult of heroes and martyrs. Through these myths, an effort 
was made by the Fascists to develop the concept of militia 
and create soldiering and warring identities of communities, 
which was one of the important Fascist political strategies 
(ibid.: 237). In the BJP’s narrative pattern of using myths like 
that of Suhaldev, too, one can fi nd an attempt to create an 
enemy, demonise it through various cultural devices and pro-
ject Dalit heroes as being involved in the heroic fi ght against 
this enemy.

Hindutva forces working in local regions are engaged 
in the process of creating ‛another local’ by creating another 
history, myth and past of the local society or region. Through 
this past they are trying to defi ne desire, hope and politics of 
the people. People’s imagination is being oriented through 
different kinds of inventions of history, myths and past, and 
their memories are being reframed by intervening in the 
collective memories of that society through creating narra-
tives, constructing visuals in the form of statues, calendars, 
and so on, producing new rituals and reframing ongoing rit-
uals, writing popular booklets, publishing pamphlets, and 
organising new myths and hero-based fare. In this process 
they are in fact trying to develop another public sphere by 
replacing the already existing public sphere of the society. 
But these new narratives developed in one locality are also 
being transmitted to other localities and are picked up and 
re-narrated by the communities there, sometimes the way 
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powerful political forces design it and sometimes in their own 
way. The reinterpretation and recreation of local myths in 
the saffron way helps the BJP to create popularly acceptable 
memories and myths of the Hindu past of that region, and 
especially reinterpret the Dalit past as Hindu past. This is 
one way of spreading its national political narratives in 
villages, regions and local societies, by inserting these nar-
ratives in the collective memories of people of the local soci-
eties through reinterpreting local heroes and local history. In 
this process it applies selective remembrance and selective 
forgetting and is trying to dominate the remembrance of 
certain versions of caste and collective memories.2 This means 
it wants to forget other forms of collective memories and nar-
ratives. It is also adding its own narratives with the narra-
tive of local heroes and erasing some of its other multiple 
popular dimensions, which were prevalent among the people 
of the region.

At times the use of local myths and local gods/goddesses 
takes place at the initiative of local leaders and local com-
mittees of the party; these may not have been approved 
or discussed by national leaders and national committees 
of the party. Recently, Vasundhara Raje, chief minister of 
Rajasthan, who is heading the BJP government, was depicted 
as Annapurna, a local deity highly popular in Rajasthan, by 
local BJP leaders of Jodhpur, in a calendar. She was fl anked 
by some senior leaders, who were depicted as other deities 
from the Hindu pantheon. It created a lot of controversy and 
an unholy row within the party as another dissident section 
of Rajasthan BJP, with the support of some national lead-
ers, criticised the local leaders involved in the publication of 
the calendar. Raje’s supporters organised a big function in 
Jodhpur on the occasion of its release (Sunday Times, 2007). 

This incident shows how the BJP local politics is diversifying 
towards using local myths and symbols at various levels.

Initially, the Dalit political discourse as launched by pol-
itical agencies like the BJP and BSP was projected as a homo-
geneous one, but at the grass-roots level there is a great deal 
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of heterogeneity among the various Dalit castes. Only a few 
Dalit castes have cordial social and political relations be-
tween themselves. For the most part, the castes are in com-
petitive and confl icting relations. Thus the political parties 
engaged in mobilising all these mutually differing castes with 
their separate and constantly evolving identities have now 
realised the need to develop a political discourse that can in-
fl uence both their specifi c caste identities and their unifi ed 
homogeneous Dalit identity. By including Scheduled Tribes 
(STs), ex-criminal and nomadic tribes, OBCs and Backward 
Castes into the net, the Dalits have now evolved into a for-
midable social group making up a huge chunk of the total 
vote bank. No political party can ignore their sheer num-
bers, which can decide a party’s electoral fate. And as their 
awareness of the power of their votes, and with it their demo-
cratic rights, is increasing, their electoral importance and 
power are also increasing. This is swiftly bringing about their 
transformation into a political power to be reckoned with.

Seeing the new turn of events, mobilisation of Dalits to 
suit its political agenda has been the top priority of the BJP, 
in conjunction with its other wings like the VHP and the 
RSS, as an analysis of its political strategies for the last few 
years shows. However, rather than the term ‛Dalit’, which is 
a category that was created by the Ambedkarite movement, 
it prefers the term ‛vanchit’ (deprived) in its discourse. This 
term has a passive echo in its meaning, which does not con-
test the dominant powers and maintains the sense of pitiful-
ness. On the other hand, the term ‛Dalit’—derived from the 
Indo-Aryan root dal meaning ‛oppressed’ or ‛broken’—which 
is associated with a sense of identity and pride to fi ght 
against social injustice of the upper castes, is avoided by the 
(upper caste) Hindutva forces. Sometimes the BJP also used 
the term ‛achhut’ (untouchable), which contains an echo of 
passiveness and pitifulness that is contrary to the protesting 
Ambedkarite meaning of Dalit. However, under the pressure 
of democratic politics, which made it imperative to exploit 
this large section of the population as a potential vote bank, 
the BJP started identifying with the term ‛Dalit’. However, 
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it is trying to modify the meaning of Dalit to ‛vanchit people’ 
who were once glorious saviours and protectors of Hindu 
religion and culture, but became vanchit due to the Muslim 
intrusion into Indian society.

Hindutva Meaning of Dalit Identity

In order to include Dalits in its political fold, keeping in 
mind its political agenda of establishing a Hindu cultural 
nation based on upper-caste Hindu norms, BJP propagated 
the concept of Ramrajya in which upper and lower castes live 
together in harmony. Rama and Ramayana were projected as 
symbols of unity among Dalits and upper castes by empha-
sising how Rama was linked with the deprived people and 
how the Ramayana centred on them. According to the idea 
circulated by the party, the Dalits played a monumental role 
in the entire life span of Rama. For winning the battle in Lanka 
Rama did not send for soldiers from Ayodhya but took the 
help of Sugriv, Angad, Jamvant, Hanuman and the monkey 
brigade—the so-called deprived communities of today’s 
period—who succeeded in fi nding Sita, the soul of India. 
That is why Rama had forsaken everyone but not Hanuman 
and kept him by his side throughout his life. This was meant 
to imply that Rama took to his bosom those who saved the 
soul of the country, those who defended the country and 
those who helped win the victory in the fi ght against evil. 
Hanuman was none other than a symbol of the deprived and 
the underprivileged. For this the party created its own propa-
ganda literature through various forms of print and visual 
media. A special issue of Panchjanya, its mouthpiece weekly 
newspaper, called Samajik Nyay was published, which showed 
its attempts to absorb the growing Dalit dissent against 
Brahminism and their growing struggle for self-respect and 
equality by reinterpreting their past, history and identity and 
transforming their newly emerging Dalit-Bahujan identity 
into Hindutva identity (Lakshman, 2004: 12).
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In this manner, the RSS and BJP started projecting Dalits 
as the militia and saviours who made up the army of pro-
tectors of Hindu dharma. The Dalits and Backward Castes 
were said to be the communities that had contributed the 
most to keeping alive the cultural heritage of Hinduism in 
the long history of India. They were the ones who had helped 
spread the message all over the world to save Hinduism 
and keep its traditions intact. India was known as a golden bird 
only because of the contributions of the Dalits and Backward 
Castes. The BJP–RSS combine further declared that even when 
the Mughals attacked India it was the Vanvasis, Bheels and 
Dalits of today who lent their support to Maharana Pratap 
to fi ght against Akbar when no Rajput king agreed to do so. 
Along with Shivaji in the battlefi eld were the Bhavlis, Paharis 
and Vanvasis, who were all Dalits. Shivaji was supposed to 
have established the Hindu kingdom in the south with the 
help of these deprived communities and shaken the founda-
tions of the Mughal monarchy. Thus it was the Dalits who 
helped end the Mughal rule and establish Hinduism in the 
country (Thengdi, 2003: 28).

The BJP went on to say that of all the people who have 
fought and died for the Hindus in the communal riots that 
have taken place in the last 45 years, the maximum have been 
the Dalits and Backward Castes of today. Their houses were 
burnt down the most. This means that they were the ones 
who stood their ground against the Muslims to protect Hin-
duism. The BJP tried to make it appear that the feeling that 
inspired the Dalits to protect this religion was that it was 
theirs and no one else’s. Because of some historical distor-
tions they might not be getting their due respect and position 
in society, but whenever any danger falls on Hinduism it is 
the Dalits who save it. That is why Hinduism is their pos-
session and they are the true guardians of the Hindu faith 
(Panchjanya, 2003). However, in spite of this rhetoric to 
include the Dalits within their fold, the party was conscious 
of its failure to ensure social justice for the marginalised castes 
during its reign in the 1990s. This was evident in its ‛Vision 
Document—2004’ published just before the 2004 elections in 
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which it advocated that the means to secure social justice 
(samajik nyay) should also promote social harmony (samajik 
samrasta).

The idea of bringing about social harmony had already 
been implemented by the party through the Samajik Samrasta 
Campaign that had been launched in Maharashtra in 1983 
(Patange, 2006: 92). The fi rst objective of the campaign was 
to eradicate the internal confl icts existing in society and re-
move untouchability, while the second was to bring Dalits—
who had for different historical and social reasons been 
made outcastes—into mainstream society, by providing 
them health, education and entrepreneural skills (ibid.: 92).
The source of inspiration of the campaign was Dr Hedgewar 
and in order to link with the Dalits it sought similarities 
between him and Dr B. R. Ambedkar, which were pub-
lished in Panchjanya (2004a). The basis of this campaign was 
that social inequality could be eradicated only by a change 
of heart of the upper castes; for achieving this, many pro-
grammes were launched in various parts of Maharashtra. One 
of the fi rst activities of these campaigners was to organise a 
march from the Kalaram Temple in Nasik in front of which 
Dr Ambedkar had held a demonstration in 1930 against the 
head priest who had refused to let him enter the temple. 
During the demonstration many Dalits had lost their lives. 
When the priest of the temple at the time when the campaign 
was launched heard about the objective of the campaign, he 
requested the campaigners to begin the march from the tem-
ple. He held a special prayer inside the temple which was 
attended by many Dalits. The devotees were then taken to 
the sanctum sanctorum to view the idol of Lord Rama after 
which the priest, who was the grandson of the head priest 
who had refused to allow Dr Ambedkar to enter the temple, 
apologised to them for the grave mistake of his grandfather 
(ibid.: 101).

Among the other activities of the campaign were literary 
festivals in various parts of Maharashtra, which included dis-
cussions and brainstorming sessions on the objectives of the 
campaign (ibid.: 104). Many of the activities included the 



Introduction

33

Samrasta Bhoj (community meal) Campaign in which Dalits 
were invited to eat khichri (kedgeree) with the upper castes. 
Schools were opened in Dalit bastis (settlements) and sensi-
tisation campaigns like organising processions to link Dalits 
with upper-caste Hindus were held. In 1989, during the birth 
centenary celebrations of Dr Hedgewar, the RSS and the BJP 
launched a network of Hedgewar Sewa Nyas (Hedgewar 
Welfare Organisation) to work in Dalit hamlets, colonies 
and bastis for linking Dalits with Hindu identity and politics. 
Organisations such as Dayanand Shiksha Kendra, Swami 
Vivekanand Shiksha Kendra and Jaya Baba Ramdeo Kendra 
were set up for the same purpose (Vision, 2004).

The strategy taken up by the BJP in the 1980s and 1990s to 
mobilize marginalised communities was an attempt to in-
clude the Dalits as a homogeneous category within the Hindu 
fold. But when this did not bring success, it shifted in the next 
decade to a strategy of mobilizing each caste individually 
by evoking its caste identity, even while trying to build 
up a unifi ed Hindu identity through cultural nationalism. 
This strategy was employed in the 2004 parliamentary elec-
tions when it raised the meta-slogan of development but 
simultaneously tried to reach out to individual castes through 
their caste myths and heroes, and by glorifying their caste 
professions. Thus, along with linking Dalit castes with the 
epics like Ramayana and Mahabharata held sacred by the upper 
castes, the BJP also started hunting for local heroes and his-
tories of various parts of the country that could be added 
to these meta-narratives to form one unifi ed narrative of 
Hindutva. The rural hinterlands of north India, which are 
mostly inhabited by marginalised lower castes that are yet to 
be incorporated into the mainstream political discourse, are a 
fertile ground for spreading notions that nurture Brahminical 
values and thus help disseminate the concept of Hindutva.

With its ultimate goal of making India a Hindu nation, 
the BJP has chalked out an extensive strategy to rope in the 
Hindutva-minded people across the country, in particular 
the villages (Bhan, 1994: 19). Since the term ‛Dalit’ encom-
passes many small castes and communities, the BJP has been 
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forced to extend its meta-language of electoral discourse 
to include the smaller castes that have emerged as a major 
voice in the electoral scene. In order to do so, the party raised 
the issue of development, and its recurrent themes of Rama 
and Hindu nationalism that it had been propagating for 
many years were linked with development. It tried to claim 
a strong role in establishing a civil society by proposing itself 
as a harbinger of a democratic society. The newly rising 
desires of self-respect, the growing sense of identities and the 
aspiration for power by the marginalised communities com-
pelled the BJP to draw up such a strategy.

Communal Imagining and Politics of Memory

The success of these strategies aimed at developing com-
munal, aggressive Hindu identities of the Dalit castes rests 
on the abilities of the BJP activists and thinkers to stir up the 
emotions of the Dalit castes in favour of Hindutva through 
their collective memories developed over the past centuries. 
This warring identity then energises the Dalit castes to fi ght 
tooth and nail to defend Hindutva from the forces projected 
as enemies by the BJP. An example of how the collective mem-
ory of a Dalit community that is linked with the myth of Lord 
Rama is motivating it to fi ght against forces projected as anti-
Hindu can be seen in the recent controversy regarding Ram 
Setu (bridge), which has been mentioned earlier. As a part of 
the effort of the Bhangi (mehtar) community, an untouchable 
Dalit caste, to associate itself with the upper-caste Hindus, 
it claims that Valmiki, the author of the epic Ramayana, be-
longed to the Bhangi community (Narayan, 2007: 45). This 
community now calls itself Valmiki after its caste hero and 
is strongly inclined towards the Hindutva forces. According 
to a newspaper report, during the controversy when the rul-
ing central government led by the Congress disclaimed the 
historical existence of Lord Rama and stated that the war be-
tween Lord Rama and Ravana did not take place at all as 
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stated in the Ramayana, the Valmiki community, under the 
banner of Bharatiya Valmiki Dharma Samaj, announced 
that the union government’s statement disclaiming the war 
was in a way an insult to the writer of the Ramayana. The or-
ganization asked the union government for an apology and 
warned that if it was not given it would launch an agitation 
against the government. The top-most leader of the Bharatiya 
Valmiki Dharma Samaj, Dr Advaiti, claimed to have carried 
out a number of ‛research works’ to prove the authenticity 
of the Ramayana and was prepared to challenge the state-
ment of the central government (Bharat, 2007: 73).

This incident shows how the collective memory of a Dalit 
community is being used by the Hindutva forces to build up 
an aggressive Hindu identity linked with Lord Rama, which 
is then being used to motivate it to fi ght against the forces 
perceived as anti-Hindu.

However, the collective memory of a caste developed over 
the centuries is not singular but dynamic, changing and con-
testing, and one can hear multiple voices in them. Multiple 
sites of remembrance are developed in them and multiple 
voices are attached to them during the long historical time. In
fact, the collective memory can be said to be a divided one, not 
merely between offi cial memory and community memory 
but within the community’s memory itself (Portelli, 1997: 157). 
Institutions like state and political forces have an important 
role to play in the creation of the divided memories of the 
communities. On the other hand, the divided nature of col-
lective memories provides the various political parties an 
opportunity to negotiate with the collective memory of a 
particular society and give it different interpretations. Vari-
ous political agencies are not only creating different but also 
contesting narratives of the same myth and trying to recreate 
memories of the communities that suit their political logic 
and discourse. The same myth may be interpreted in different 
ways that fi t into the political ideologies of different political 
parties, thus creating divided memories of the same myth. 
The creation and recreation of these divided memories also 
provide space for competing and contesting political forces to 
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intervene in the process of identity construction of the same 
community by using the same myth but with different inter-
pretations. The process may also lead to the creation of div-
ided memory of the entire society and the cultural sphere of 
that society.3

It is interesting to note that these memories, especially 
those related with identities, are remembered during the state 
power–oriented democratic condition just before elections. If 
the political party wins the election, it will help catapult the 
political leaders to positions of power and prestige, which will 
allow them to hand out benefi ts to the castes that had sup-
ported them during the elections. Thus, the state-led political 
discourse contains a strong rhetoric of hope and an evocation 
of the desires of the marginalised communities. As a result, 
the myths get converted into instruments for attaining power 
for both the political agencies and the leading section of the 
communities. Thus, their relationship with these myths, which 
was earlier only socio-cultural, has now been converted into 
a political one. When political parties and community lead-
ers use myths as an instrument, the technology for creating 
a community self works in certain directions, which infl u-
ences the process of subjectivisation of the community and 
the formation of a community self, identity and memory. This 
community memory, which is already divided, now extends 
towards further division, difference and fragmentation of so-
ciety along caste lines.

This ambivalence in the collective memory provides a fer-
tile ground for the reconstruction and recreation of the col-
lective memory of different castes for the politics of power. 
It is interesting that the emancipatory Dalit memories that 
are being reinvented and reinterpreted by BSP and other 
Ambedkarite political groups and the creation of saffron Dalit 
memories by the BJP are being done through the same strat-
egies and devices, such as using remembrance and forgetting 
as instruments through fairs, festivals, celebrations and com-
memorations, through the publication and distribution of 
popular booklets and calendars, by installing statues at 
strategic places and by creating and using anxiety and fear 
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psychosis against others. But the difference between the 
strategies of these two kinds of political forces lies in the 
result, as mentioned earlier. In the process of political mo-
bilisation, one produces racial communal politics, which em-
powers a powerful section of the society, while the other tries 
to provide opportunity to the powerless Dalits in the power 
and welfare politics. The myths and heroes related with 
Dalit self-glory used by these two parties may be received 
by Dalit people beyond their electoral political associations, 
attachments and commitments and may appear as new re-
sources for their contemporary identity. This may be not in 
the exact way anticipated by the Hindutva forces, but may 
suit the interest of the Dalit castes. However, these may 
slowly convert into their long-term memory and help in the 
creation of a Dalit identity that will have far-reaching effects 
than their short-term electoral infl uence.

Unfortunately, a radical Dalit community is yet to emerge 
in north India that can resist such a reconstruction of its pub-
lic sphere and try to develop a critical Dalit public sphere 
in the real sense. Not being a fortune teller, it is diffi cult to 
say how far the strategies of the two political parties, whose 
ultimate aim is to gain power, are helping to empower the 
powerless when the very nature of powerful and powerless 
is changing, but, as social scientists, we can critically observe, 
study and document this process of social change and inter-
vene in it by our continuous deconstructive tools and protect 
the voices of the subalterns.

Chapters 1 and 2 of the book will discuss in detail the BJP’s 
perception of an ideal village and the strategies adopted by 
the party to transform all the villages into its dream village. 
In Chapter 3, we will study how the BJP modifi ed its electoral 
discourse just before the 2004 elections to include various 
Dalit castes within its political ambit by glorifying their 
myths, legends, heroes and also the caste-based professions 
of these castes, even while alluring them with visions of de-
velopment and progress. In Chapter 4, the use of the myth 
of Suhaldev by the BJP to mobilise the Pasis and also the 
upper-caste Hindus of Bahraich will be studied.
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Suhaldev’s myth had originally been a political capital of 
the BSP, but sensing the tremendous potential of this myth 
for linking the Dalits with the Hindutva agenda, it has now 
been appropriated by the BJP–RSS–VHP combine. The anti-
Muslim angle of the myth is the most attractive one for this 
combine and has made them feel that they have a legitimate 
right over it. The mass base of Suhaldev and his myth is now 
considered to be under their proprietorship, which is why 
the celebration of the anniversary of the victory of Suhaldev 
in Chittora has now been taken over by the BJP and RSS, who 
celebrate it with great pomp and show every year. They have 
also set up his statues in many parts of UP and are trying hard 
to either lure the Rajbhar and Pasi leaders of the BSP or cleave 
them from the BSP. In Chapter 5, we will see how the BJP 
is mobilising Nishads into its political fold through myths 
that associate the Nishads with the narrative of Lord Rama. 
The BJP is including the cultural resources of this caste into 
its original cultural resource of Lord Rama by searching for 
myths, legends and caste heroes of this caste that bring out 
how they were linked with the upper castes through sanskrit-
isation, lineage, heritage and Brahminical symbols.

Another example of a myth that suited its political agenda 
and was used to mobilise lower-caste communities was that 
of Shabari in the epic of Ramayana. The use of this myth 
for mobilising Musahars, a lower-caste marginalised com-
munity of UP and Bihar, will be discussed in Chapter 6 of 
this book.

Chapter 7 will narrate the story of how a hero of the Dalit 
caste Dusadh of Bihar had been Brahminised by the Brahmins 
of the Maithili region in the decade of the 1970s, which 
served as readymade material for the BJP to use for mobilis-
ing the Dusadhs in the present period. Chapter 8, which 
is the concluding chapter of the book, will be an overview 
of the study and will also enlist the new questions generated 
through the study that need to be studied in the future.
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Notes

1. Hindutva was published by one V.V. Kelkar, a Nagpur-based advocate. 
As Savarkar was then in prison his name was not used. The book ap-
peared under the nom de plume ‛A Mahratta’.

2. See Paul Ricoeur (2004), Veena Das (2001) and Arjun Appadurai (1999) 
for more on selective remembrance and selective forgetting.

3. In my book Documenting Dissent: Contesting Fables, Contested Memories 
and Dalit Political Discourse (2001), I had explored the case of remem-
brance of the myth of Chuharmal among various Dalit and other castes 
in the same society of Mokama near Patna.
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1

Saffron Imagining of the Local
A Communal Map of an Indian Village

Jo dharm ke naam per dushmani paalta hai
vah bhagwan ko arghya se vanchit karta hai

(Those who bear enmity in the name of religion
They deprive god from true worship)

—Rabindranath Tagore, 
translated from Bengali into Hindi by M. K. Gandhi

Whose village is this? Gandhiji’s, Ambedkar’s or that of 
Ramphalbhai, who is an activist of the RSS? We all know 
Gandhi and have also heard a lot about Ambedkar in the last 
few years. Both Gandhi and Ambedkar had very different 
ideas about the typical Indian village. Gandhiji imagined a 
village to be a republic, which he looked upon as heaven. It 
was a place where a tiger and a goat drank water at the same 
watering hole and lived together cordially and happily. 
Landlords and the landless worked together with love and 
without tension, confl ict and violence. Humanitarianism and 
kindness prevailed throughout the village. Gandhiji’s inner-
most desire was that those who had greater wealth, land 
and property would have a change of heart, which would 
impel them to distribute their excesses among the poor. 
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Gandhiji wanted to make villagers gyani (wise), fearless, 
hardworking, premik (fi lled with fraternal love) and neat and 
clean (Bannerji, 1999: 73).

On the other hand, Ambedkar claimed that this kind of vil-
lage was a colony of the upper castes and a slaughterhouse 
where Dalits are slaughtered. He said:

The Indian Hindu village is known as republic and they are 
proud of its internal structure in which there is no democracy, 
no equality, no liberty, no fraternity. This is a republic of 
high castes for high castes. For untouchables, it is the im-
perialism of the Hindus. It is a colony for the exploitation of 
the untouchables where there are no rights for them. How 
polluted is the Hindu slaughter house…. (Ambedkar, 2004)

Let me now introduce you to Ramphalbhai and describe 
the kind of village that he wants to construct. Ramphalbhai’s 
full name is Ramphal Singh Ramjibhai. Everyone knows him 
as Ramjibhai. He is the secretary of VHP and an activist of 
RSS. Earlier he held an important portfolio in the RSS but 
since he became the national secretary of VHP he has limited 
himself to being only an activist of the RSS. One of his du-
ties with the RSS is looking after the Bharatiya Samajik Itihas 
Shodh Sansthan, a branch of the organisation.

Ramjibhai has very defi nite ideas about the kind of village 
that should exist in India. He wants to construct a village 
which is governed by the upper castes of the Hindus and 
where the untouchable Dalit castes are imbued with Brah-
minical values. They should willingly function as the soldiers 
of the upper castes and fi ght battles on their behalf. He would 
like to convert the villages into places where the growing 
chasm between the upper and lower castes is reduced, social 
harmony is restored and together they fi ght against the anti-
Hindu Muslims.

In his imagination, based on the memories of his past, he 
creates a village that is a battlefi eld where the upper castes are 
commanding an army of Dalits. In this village, the relation-
ship between the upper and lower castes is a harmonious 
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one, but the basis of this relationship is common anti-Muslim 
feelings. Ramjibhai’s ideas are based on the political ideology 
of the RSS and he spreads them by writing small booklets. In 
his booklet Chhuachhoot Ghulami ke Den Hai (Untouchability 
is the Result of Slavery), he says, ‘The idea of spreading my 
views among the people through small booklets was given 
to me by the chief pracharak [disseminator] Mananiya [Hon-
ourable] Anant Ramchandra Gokhale. His suggestion was 
both my command and my inspiration’ (Ramjibhai, n.d.: 2).

Ramjibhai’s ideas about the Indian village can be seen from 
the following narratives from his past that have been picked 
from some of his booklets (trans. by Mousumi Majumder).

Narrative 1

‘Bhaiya, what is this new happening in the village?’ Bhai Sahib 
asked. ‘What is this new happening?’ asked the people gath-
ered at the common meeting place (chaupal) in the village.

‘The new wife of Sukkha Turk is a pure Mussalman. She 
reads the namaz fi ve times and has brought a bearded (darhi 
wala) man with her. That bearded man has even started 
giving azaan (the call of “Allah ho Akbar” to gather Muslim 
devotees together before reading namaz) at Sukkha Turk’s 
resting place,’ said Bhai Sahib.

Everyone’s attention shifted to Bhulla, a Chamar living in 
that village, who was also present there. For some minutes 
silence reigned in the gathering. Bhulla himself broke the si-
lence. ‘If you say I will send him fl eeing with two whacks of 
my stick.’ Bhai Sahib said, ‘Do whatever you like but no azaan 
should be called.’ Bhulla stalked away swirling his stick. The 
gathering broke up but an expression of anxiety was cast on 
everyone’s face.

In the evening a shout spread in the village, ‘Surround 
them…beat them…beat them…’ Within few minutes, from 
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both sides men appeared with sticks, spears and knives. Blood-
shed seemed inevitable as each side hurled curses and abuses 
at the other. The Muslims were shouting, ‘He beat our mullah 
while he was reading the namaz. We were not around so the 
mullah ran away in terror. He abused the mullah and even 
threatened to kill him. Our women told us this. We will not 
leave him alive!’ Another cry arose, ‘If anyone lays a fi nger 
on Bhulla, corpses will be strewn on the ground.’

The elders of the two communities came forward to the 
centre to discuss the matter. The two armies then went their 
way, waving their weapons, and the matter ended. But azaan 
call was never heard in the village again.

Narrative 2

I was in Class III at that time. While returning from school I 
saw that the Mehtars (Bhangis, a very low ‘untouchable’ Dalit
caste) of our village had been surrounded by the Muslims. 
They were being pulled out from their houses. Within the 
twinkling of an eye, all the Hindus of the village came to-
gether and surrounded the Muslims. On being asked why 
they were beating the Mehtars, they replied that the pigs 
reared by them used to enter their houses and pollute them. 
They had warned them to stop the pigs from straying but 
they did not listen. That day, the pigs had again entered their 
houses. That’s why they were trying to teach them a lesson.

The Mehtars defended themselves by saying, ‘Bhaiya, the 
pigs do not have any ropes around their necks and neither 
do they have rings in their noses. We try to keep them in 
their pens but they manage escape. We are not letting them 
wander deliberately.’ The Muslims then commanded the 
Mehtars to stop rearing pigs, as they were dirty animals. 
When the Mehtars saw that the Hindus were with them they 
felt empowered. They retaliated by saying that their fam-
ilies had always reared pigs. They were their principal source 
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of livelihood since the proceeds from their sale allowed them 
to sustain themselves. At the time of weddings and other 
occasions they feasted on their meat. They had neither farm-
land nor property and could not buy and tend any other 
animal. The Muslims replied in anger that they did not want 
to know all this. If a pig entered any of their houses again 
there would be no relenting. Things soon started hotting up 
and a fi ght began. Even the Mehtars were strong. They began 
beating up the Muslims and the Hindus also joined in. Later, 
when things cooled down a panchayat was called. Everyone 
narrated his or her woes. The Hindus said that if an animal 
belonging to the Mehtars was to be prevented from entering 
the houses of the Muslims, the Muslims should make sure 
that none of their animals entered the Hindu territory. The 
panchayat ended without taking any decision.

Narrative 3

The village where I used to study was called Sirsa. Some Mus-
lims like Sayed, Sheikh and Dhuniya lived there. Among 
the Hindus were two Baniya families and the rest were the 
Charmakars (Chamars), who had a sizeable population. The 
Muslims often marched through the village shouting slo-
gans like ‘We will take Pakistan’ (le ke rahenge Pakistan) and 
beating their breasts shouting ‘O Hussain, we have not be-
come’ (hai Hussain hum na hue). During the course of their 
march they had to cross a peepal tree near the Chamar colony, 
which was sacred to the Chamars.

Since the branches of the tree hung low, the fl ags (alam ke 
jhande) that they held in their hands could not pass under 
them. Once some boys of their community climbed up the 
tree to cut the branches. Seeing this, all the Chamars assem-
bled to oppose this act. They said that they worshipped 
the peepal tree and would not allow it to be cut. Either the 
Muslims should lower their fl ags or go around the tree. 
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Hearing this the Muslims got wild. They screamed that the 
fl ags would neither be lowered nor would the procession 
change its course. The branches of the tree would have to 
be cut for the procession to move ahead.

At once a fi ght started between the two communities. The 
Muslims even dragged out the Chamar women from their 
houses and beat them up. Some of the Chamars ran off to in-
form the people of the neighbouring villages. In a little while 
the Hindus gathered and ordered the Muslims to apologise 
to the Chamars for beating them and cutting their sacred 
tree. Till the Chamars forgave them, the Hindus too would 
not forgive them. It was only after the Muslim leaders apolo-
gised to the Chamars and promised not to cut their trees again 
was the procession allowed to move ahead.

Narrative 4

The hostel of the middle school in Amroha where I lived 
had an Arya Samaj mandir adjacent to it. Some activity or 
other always took place there and the sounds permeated 
the walls of the hostel. Since my family’s environment was 
that of the Arya Samaj, I started visiting the temple. There 
I passed a few examinations, studied their literature and 
listened to their discourses. I gathered information about the 
activities being conducted by the Arya Samaj. I learnt who 
killed Maharshi Dayanand Swami Shraddhanand and why 
and how. What was the context of the assassination? All this 
I Iearnt there.

Narrative 5

In high school, I secured admission in Jagdish Sharan Hindu 
Inter College. There I learnt that Jagdish Sharan had be-
queathed his entire property to the cause of education and the 
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college had been named after him. Each year, a tableau used 
to be taken out in a procession on Shri Krishna Janmashtami, 
which was led by Jagdish Sharanji. And each year the Mus-
lims of Amroha used to attack the procession. The Sethji 
used to summon all the Hindus of the adjoining localities to 
safeguard the tableau. That is why he was highly respected 
in society. There I came into contact with the RSS. The Sangh 
used to meet in the college premises every evening. The 
principal of the college used to lead the discussions. I also 
started attending the meetings of the shakha. There, a game 
called Hindu–Hindu bhai bhai (Hindus are brothers) used to 
be played. The lives of the pracharaks and the dedication of 
the volunteers greatly enhanced my admiration for them.

The Discourse of the Narratives

These narratives make it amply clear that the memories of 
Ramjibhai’s past, which he highlights in his booklets, are 
that of a constant battle between Hindus and Muslims and 
where the Dalits function as the soldiers of the upper castes 
to fi ght against the Muslims.

Narrative 1 shows that a Chamar, Bhulla, is concerned that 
no Muslim mullah should call the azaan in the village. The 
practice of the Muslims to gather all the men of their com-
munity together instils a fear in the minds of the fanatic 
Hindus living there and Bhulla, as their representative, func-
tions as the vanguard to protect the Hindus. When he fear-
lessly attacks the Muslims and they retaliate by beating him 
up, the upper castes rally around to defend him.

Narrative 2 shows how the Muslims, in whose religion 
pigs are anathema, vehemently oppose pig rearing, which is 
the existential basis of the Bhangis. The narrative thus brings 
out the violent incidents centring around pigs that are per-
ceived at two extremities by the communities concerned. 
The intervention of the upper-caste Hindus in support of the 
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Dalits reminds one of the benevolent attitudes of the upper 
castes towards them, who perceived it as their duty to shel-
ter and protect the lower castes under their care.

Narrative 3 tries to prove the deeply Hindu religious sen-
timents of the Chamars, who strongly opposed the cutting 
of the peepal tree. The support of the upper-caste Hindus 
for the Dalits serves as an example of the unity—based on 
anti-Muslim feelings—between all the Hindu castes. This nar-
rative tries to arouse the nostalgic memories of the two castes 
when they were united against the Muslims.

Narrative 4 points vaguely to the fact that the assassins 
of the Arya Samaj saints Swami Brahmananda and Swami 
Dayananda were Muslims. This narrative reminds one that 
the Arya Samaj, which played an important role in uplifting 
Dalits in the colonial period, was a platform where upper-
caste Hindus and the lower castes united against the Mus-
lims who were their common enemies.

Narrative 5 recounts how all Hindus consider it their 
sacred duty to come together to protect their religious sym-
bols in the event of an attack by their enemies, in this case 
the Muslims.

These incidents from Ramjibhai’s past form the blueprint 
of the village that he would like to create in the future. 
Ramjibhai admits that his memories were triggered by the 
RSS but he credits Ashok Singhal, the international chief of 
the VHP, for nurturing and nourishing them (Ramjibhai, 
n.d.: 2). Thus Ramjibhai is not just passively remembering 
his past, but working on a defi nite memory project using re-
membrance as a project to achieve a certain goal.

Ricoeur (2004) suggests that two forms of memory can be 
identifi ed. The fi rst appears passively and with the equivocal 
atmosphere of an affect, while the second is the object that 
results from a ‘conscious search’ and is thus a type of work. 
He writes that remembering is not only welcoming and re-
ceiving an image from the past, it is also searching for it by 
‘doing something’ (ibid.: 56).
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In Ramjibhai’s case, when he remembers certain things 
selectively and removes certain other things from his re-
membrance, he wants to create a memory in others in the 
form of his own memory. He is not remembering things in a 
secluded manner; he is attempting to expand these narratives 
of his memory to the public sphere of society. He wants to
transform his individual narratives as public narratives 
through popular booklets and lectures among RSS, VHP 
and BJP activists and through interventions in the collective 
memory of villages during the Samrasta Campaign. The ob-
jective behind doing so is to disseminate these narratives 
as the basis of the Hindutva dream project of reshaping the 
culture and memory of people. Ramjibhai also documents 
his ideas about the ideal village in the form of small book-
lets for distribution among common people, from where the 
narratives given earlier have been taken. Additionally, he also 
disseminates his ideas in the magh mela held in Allahabad 
annually where the VHP and RSS jointly organise rallies. 
While addressing the activists attending one of the rallies he 
said that India is a country of villages where all Hindus live 
together as brothers. The Dalits and upper castes should 
fi ght against the Muslims unitedly. He advised the activists 
to understand and tap the militant potentials of the lower 
castes. For this they had to make visits to villages. Lord Rama’s 
grace was with them but they also had to give new meanings 
to the gods, heroes and myths of the lower castes and link 
them with the upper castes.1

Local Society, Untouchability and Hindutva

Not just Ramjibhai but all the other thinkers (vicharaks) of 
RSS and the leaders of the village societies consciously or un-
consciously view villages as the ground for nurturing Brah-
minical values and breeding Brahminical forces, which are 
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the bases of their concept of Hindutva. An important Sangh 
leader Shri Rajendra Singh pointed out the idea that all 
the untouchable castes are the soldiers who will safeguard 
Hindutva against Islam because they have been reduced to 
their present condition through the machinations of the Mus-
lims during the Mughal rule in India. According to him, the 
untouchable caste that is now known as Balmiki was an off-
shoot of the Rajputs who were defeated by the Muslims. They 
were made captives and forced to clean excreta. Those who 
declined to do so were made to remove other kinds of gar-
bage. Because of their dirty activities the upper castes shunned 
them and made them outcastes. Since then their condition 
deteriorated and has not yet been restored. Thus it was the 
Muslims who are responsible for their present deplorable 
situation (Singh, 1994: 60).

The leaders belonging to OBCs and Dalit castes who are 
linked with the BJP, RSS and VHP also glorify the militant 
role of these castes in safeguarding and protecting Hindutva. 
Shri Bangaru Laxman, in an article written by him and pub-
lished in the special Dalit issue of Panchjanya, says that the 
Dalits and Backward Castes have sacrifi ced the most in pro-
tecting Hindutva and keeping it alive (Laxman, 1994: 32).

But, for Ramjibhai, it is imperative for Dalits to join forces 
with the upper castes in the project of developing militant 
Hindus against Muslims. The discursive strategy developed 
for this purpose is to fi rst constantly remind upper-caste 
Hindus that the untouchables, who are objects of loathing for 
them, have always been fi ghting Muslims on their command. 
Second, the Dalits and untouchable castes need to be told that 
the cause of their untouchability is not the Brahminical sys-
tem but the advent of Islam in India. Thus their grief and 
sorrow has been caused by the Muslims. Ashok Singhal, 
Ramjibhai and other thinkers of the BJP, RSS and VHP be-
lieve and propagate the notion that before the invasion by the 
Muslims, untouchability did not exist in Hindu society. To 
support their argument they say that there were no separate 
bathing steps (ghats) for Dalits and upper castes where they 
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could bathe without touching each other during the ritualis-
tic bathing on auspicious days. Everybody bathed together 
at the same ghat. Nobody enquired about anybody else’s 
caste. In the famous pilgrimage spots of the country like the 
4 dhams, 12 jyotirmaths and 52 shaktipeeths, there was no caste-
based denial of entry for anyone, as dictated by the religious 
texts. The tradition of becoming saints among Hindus also 
did not prevent anyone from becoming a saint (The Times of 
India, 2006b).

Ramjibhai writes:

Before the arrival of Muslim invaders, the entire society fol-
lowed all Hindu traditions. After the Muslims came to India, 
in order to protect their religion, the Hindus declared the Mus-
lims to be untouchable and polluted. Since the Muslims were 
victorious, they could not perform dirty jobs. So they ordered 
their soldiers to capture some Hindus. These captive Hindus 
were told to either convert to Islam or to collect garbage from 
people’s houses. Those who chose to remain Hindus became 
the Bhangi caste. (Ramjibhai, n.d.: 6)

The BJP and RSS also tried to establish that before the ar-
rival of Muslims, there were no untouchable castes, like the 
Bhangis, since the practice of humans carrying night soil on 
their heads did not exist, as Hindus did not have toilets in 
their houses. Even kings and landlords did not have toilets 
inside their palaces. Either the adjoining gardens were used 
or deep pits were dug for these purposes (Ramjibhai, n.d.: 8). 
Through such narratives the RSS–BJP–VHP combine is try-
ing to establish the argument that the Dalits of today are 
Dalits not because of the Brahminical order but because of 
the Muslim invaders. Second, through these arguments they 
are trying to create a memory of oppression and domination 
by the Muslims among the Dalits. There also appears to be 
an attempt to convey the impression that before the Muslims 
came, the upper and lower castes lived together harmoniously, 
with each caste engaged in its own caste-based occupation.
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Communal Religion and Counter Narratives

But the biggest stumbling block in Ramjibhai’s village pro-
ject is the democratic electoral politics of today. The fact that 
the Muslims are citizens of India who have the franchise to 
vote makes it imperative for various parties to solicit their 
votes in order to strengthen their electoral base. That the BJP 
also has this same compulsion was evident from the fact that 
during Ramjibhai’s speech at the magh mela, an activist of 
the party interjected to say that in this process the few votes 
of the Muslims that the BJP managed to procure would also 
be lost. Ramjibhai explained to him that if the upper castes 
succeeded in getting the votes of the lower castes there was 
little need to run after the votes of the Muslims.2  From his ex-
planation it is evident that the main agenda of the BJP is to 
link the Dalits with the Hindutva forces. However, electoral 
compulsions have forged other kinds of alliances among 
the various castes and communities in society, which is in 
strong opposition to the idea being propagated by the BJP 
and Hindutva forces.

Parties like the BSP that represent the Dalits of UP and are 
trying to unify the numerous Dalit castes by creating a homo-
geneous Dalit identity are doing so by asserting that the 
miserable condition of Dalits today is the result of centuries 
of oppression and exploitation under the Brahminical code 
of conduct prevailing in society.3 Other Dalit parties like the 
Republican Party of India are coining slogans like ‘Harijans 
and Muslims are brothers, from where did Hinduism appear’ 
(Harijan, Muslim bhai–bhai, Hindu kaum kahaan se aai). These 
parties are shattering the myth of a harmonious Hindu soci-
ety that is being propagated by the BJP by circulating stories 
about inter-caste rivalry that has always existed in society.

The Dalit intellectuals, on the other hand, consider the con-
fl ict between the upper castes and Dalits to have emanated 
from the attitude of the upper castes towards the Dalits. This is
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expressed in the form of a dialogue in a poem composed by 
a Dalit poet of Ajuha village, Kaushambi district, UP:4

They say
All the villages are on fi re
The winds of casteism are blowing
At each crossing, each chaupal
Rebellion is in the air
Spreading hatred in alleys
There is a crowd of foul mouths
Ignorant of nation and religion
To break the country the mob is going
The Hindus are bursting
The Hindus are breaking
Villages are tearing apart
Ties of love are also breaking
Since the last many centuries
That which we have nurtured
The fraternal feelings are also breaking
Hindu–Hindu were not distinct
We lived like brothers
Outside–Inside here there
We fl oated together in the same boat.

Eating leftovers and wearing torn clothes
Those who survived
Touching our feet was what they did
And blessings we always gave them
But now it is too bad
Those who were lying on the path
Now stand with their chests puffed-up
Those who kept their eyes lowered
Are now standing rigidly with knitted brows.
They say
All the villages are on fi re
The winds of casteism are blowing
At each crossing, each chaupal
Rebellion is in the air.
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The Dalits on the other hand say:
We say
Look within you
You will get all the answers there
The secrets that you had carefully tended and nurtured
Will all be out soon.
No no you are great conmen
Like the magician Harfan Maula you are great tricksters
Always waving your hands
You constantly smile sweetly
And you are always singing this song
We are higher, we are higher
You are lower, you are lower
You are always saying this
You say this openly
Every morning and evening
But now this ruse will not work
Your deals will not succeed
Your look has always been dirty
Black hearted are you folks.

That is why there is chaos all around
You have always denied them
All that is their right
That is why there is chaos all around
Your heaven is breaking
You are losing your softness
Your unpaid servants
Are now escaping from your clutches
That is why
There is chaos all around
That is why there is chaos all around.
Through your texts and scriptures
You wove a net of lies
Sitting in one place and eating
You have always been very clever
All the learned written texts
That were kept hidden
We have pricked holes in them
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We have unearthed them
We have fi ltered them
We have examined every layer
They were the weapons of exploitation
That is why there is chaos all around
That is why there is chaos all around.

—Guru Prasad Madan (trans. by Mousumi Majumder)

This poem by a famous revolutionary Dalit poet shows 
how the Brahminical code of conduct legitimised and sancti-
fi ed by ancient religious texts—that allowed the upper castes 
to systematically exploit and ostracise the lower castes over 
centuries—has now been deconstructed and demystifi ed by 
the sensitised and aware Dalits. That is why the RSS–BJP–
VHP combine and other Hindutva forces are crying hoarse for 
a revival of the old days when Dalits functioned as the army 
of the upper-caste Hindus. But the majority of the Dalits have 
not attained the same level of enlightenment as the poet. This 
is the reason why there are many villages where Ramjibhai’s 
ideas are being experimented upon and the Hindutva forces 
are mobilising Dalits in places like Bhopal, Punjab and 
Bangalore by fi ghting for their rights (Gupta, 2005).

Another problem that has cropped up in the path towards 
the creation of Ramjibhai’s dream village is the gathering mo-
mentum of conversion of Dalits to Christianity. That is why 
Ramjibhai is constantly exhorting Dalits and non-Dalit Hindus 
to struggle against the forces that are trying to change their 
religion. In many districts in north UP like Bahraich, Basti, 
Gonda, Jaunpur, Sultanpur and Ghazipur, the BJP, RSS and 
VHP are making concerted efforts to bring back the Dalits who 
have undergone religious conversions to the Hindu fold. In 
Ramchandrapur village in Sultanpur district when 36 Dalits 
converted to Christianity recently, activists of the Bajrang Dal 
held a ghar vapasi (homecoming) ceremony to convert them 
back to Hinduism (The Times of India, 2006a). It is interesting 
to note that the Dalits who returned to the fold of Hinduism 
became more ritualistic after their reconversion than before 
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conversion to Christianity.5 To stop further conversion 
of Dalits to Christianity, top leaders of the BJP like Murli 
Manohar Joshi and L. K. Advani, in a rally organised by the 
SC unit, said that the Dalits who have given up their religion 
should not be entitled to reservations (Gupta, 2005). This 
statement shows that their concern is more to prevent Dalits 
from moving out of Hinduism than for their welfare.

Under the discursive strategy of the BJP to form an army 
of Dalits who will fi ght against the Muslims, the famous 
Hindi writer Amritlal Nagar gave a number of examples in 
his book Nachyo Bahut Gopal to show that there are many Dalit 
castes that were made Dalits after being defeated by the 
Muslims (Nagar, 1994: 79). These examples are quoted by BJP 
activists like Ramjibhai. That is why he cautions Dalits that 
even if they convert to Islam they will receive a lower-caste 
treatment. In Rajasthan when the Hela community, a Dalit 
caste that removes garbage, converted to Islam en masse, it was 
neither allowed to read the namaaz with the Muslims nor was 
any social relationship maintained with it (Hussain, 1994).

In this manner the entire discourse of Ramjibhai and his 
associates is geared towards projecting the Dalits as Hindus 
who will fi ght to protect Hindutva and Brahminism from 
Islam under the leadership of the upper castes. Through 
these discourses they also try to inject the notion that the dis-
satisfaction of the Dalits towards the upper castes due to the 
ill treatment meted out to them that is sanctioned by religious 
texts like Manusmriti is baseless. In this same trend, they also 
portray Hinduism as an egalitarian and compassionate one 
(Paliwal, 1994). Thus Ramjibhai and other activists of the 
combine are concentrating on creating a village where Dalits 
live as the soldiers of upper-caste Hindus to fi ght against the 
forces of Islam and Christianity. In the next chapter, we will 
see how the Hindutva forces are trying to create a village 
based on the dream of Ramjibhai and how the composite cul-
ture of the village where Hindus, both upper and lower castes, 
and Muslims live together in unison is being slowly com-
munalized under their infl uence.
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Notes

1. Badri Narayan, Field Diary, 5 January 2005.
2. Badri Narayan, Field Diary, 5 January 2005.
3. See various case studies discussed in Narayan (2006).
4. This is a widely recited poem in Dalit hamlets in villages; it is still an un-

published manuscript, which has been collected and preserved by the 
Dalit Resource Centre, GB Pant Social Science Institute, Allahabad.

5. During my fi eld visit to some villages in eastern UP, I observed that 
along with the photographs of Ambedkar, there were also photographs 
of Lord Ganesha and Lord Rama displayed on the walls of Dalits who 
had converted back to Hinduism.
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2

Exploring Dalit Militia
Local Cultures and Communal Politics

Suar ke bar aaur turuk ke dari
Ek jaisa hola

(A pig’s whiskers and a Muslim’s beard are the same)
—A folk idiom popular in villages of north India

In this chapter I would like to tell you the story of a village 
where not one but many Ramjibhais live and work together 
to create the village of Ramjibhai’s dreams. This village is 
called Chittora and it is located in Bahraich district of UP. 
The political interventionists of the RSS–BJP–VHP combine 
like Ramjibhai would like to transform not only Chittora but 
all the adjoining villages of district Bahraich into the dream 
village of Ramjibhai (Ramjibhai, n.d.). The reason why this 
region is the focus of attention of Hindutva forces is because 
of its proximity to the Nepal border and the plains of Nepal. 
The region is a hotbed of Naxalite activities that may be sup-
ported by the strong presence of CPI (ML) there and is also 
fast emerging as a breeding ground of Muslim insurgents 
and Inter Service Intelligence (ISI) terrorists. The mushrooming 
of a large number of madrasas (religious schools of Muslims) 
has led many to fear that these are sites for spreading Muslim 
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fundamentalist ideas in that region. It is noteworthy that 
one kind of communalism strengthens another kind of com-
munalism. This can be evidenced in this region where the 
intensive media hype about the spread of Muslim fundamen-
talism and fear of terrorist activities by them, in tandem with 
the activities of the Naxalites, has catalysed the RSS, BJP and 
VHP to join forces to fi ght these ‘anti-national’ elements. Con-
sequently, Hindutva politics are more active in this region 
to combat these forces and this is why many co-workers of 
Ramjibhai are working on the politics of saffronisation of 
the local culture and memories.

Village Chittora: Hindutva Politics and Changing Culture

Chittora is a tiny village and also a hamlet that falls within 
the Masihabad gram sabha. The other hamlets in this gram 
sabha are Nagraur, Jagatpur, Rasoolpur Saraiya, Beria and 
Masihabad. Chittora has a mixed population comprising of 
Brahmins, Kumhars, Dhobis, Kahars, Thakurs and Chamars. 
The Chamars form the majority having 25–30 households 
while the other castes have only one household each. There 
are no Muslim families in Chittora but they are concentrated 
in the adjoining hamlets of Nagraur and Rasoolpur Saraiya. 
The other nearby hamlets like Beria and Jagatpur are in-
habited by Yadavs (30 households), Banias (15 households), 
Pasis, Chamars and other lower castes (30 households), 
Brahmins (2 households) and Thakurs (1 household). The 
lower castes comprise nearly 25 per cent of the total popula-
tion of Masihabad gram sabha which is around 2,300. Al-
though the main occupation of this gram sabha is farming, 
it is quite an affl uent one since the land is quite fertile. All 
the Dalit, backward and landless farmers have been given 
government land on lease, thus enabling everybody to earn 
their living. There is one primary school and a junior high 
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school in Chittora. There is no inter-college in that region 
(Gautam, 2006).1

Bahraich district, in which Chittora village is situated, is in 
the centre of the north-east border of UP. On its north, Bahraich 
touches the border of Nepal while the rivers Kaudiyala 
and Ghaghra form the western border. On the other side of 
the rivers are the districts Khiri, Lakhimpur, Sitapur and 
Barabanki. The districts Gonda and Balrampur adjoin this 
district (Shuka, 2003a: 19). Bahraich district is in central 
UP and its land area is 6,871 sq km. Its total population is 
1,726,972 of which 937,903 are males and the rest are females 
(Pandey, 1988: 2). In the ancient times it was a part of 
Ayodhya Raj. This district is mainly inhabited by the Bhar 
Pasis who are today in the driving seat of Dalit politics. There 
are many buildings, mounds, wells and ponds, which, in the 
oral history of the region, bear testimony to the presence of 
the Bhar Pasis for a very long time in this region.

Of special signifi cance is the Charda mound, which is as-
sociated with the memory of the Bhar Pasi King Suhaldev 
(Pandey, 1988: 2) who was supposed to have killed Sayyad 
Salar Ghazi Mian, a Mughal, in the medieval period. The story 
of the clash between Ghazi Mian and King Suhaldev still 
holds a prominent place in the popular psyche of the people of 
this region.2 This story is kept alive by the presence of a dargah 
(a Sufi  shrine built over the grave of a revered saint) dedi-
cated to Sayyad Salar Ghazi Mian in this region. This dargah 
attracts a large number of visitors, both Hindus and Muslims, 
throughout the year. The number increases manifold during 
the month-long fair held in this dargah during the month 
of May.3

During the British period, just after the annexation of 
Awadh, the Bahraich region underwent administrative over-
hauling many times. The expansion of the district to its present 
form took place during the British period. Bahraich is div-
ided into four subdivisions—Nanpara, Kaiserganj, Bahraich 
and Bheenga. Chittora, the village that we are talking about, 
is in one of these subdivisions (Pandey, 1988).
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In the last two decades the cultural intervention by the 
BJP–VHP– RSS combine has wrought a number of changes 
in the performative domain of the village. Many new rit-
uals that have been infl uenced by their political needs have 
also been adopted by the villagers. Many fairs were held to 
celebrate Hindutva myths, composition of musical folk the-
atres (nautankis) and reinterpretation of existing ones on 
Hindutva lines. These were aimed at denouncing Ghazi Mian 
as a foreign intruder and establishing Suhaldev as a Hindu 
and Dalit hero who protected Hindus from the intruder’s evil 
designs. Songs and tales narrating his valour were composed 
in his honour. Communalisation and saffronisation of pub-
lic spaces were done to bring both Hindus and Dalits together 
under the Hindu fold by organising community meals in parks 
and open spaces. In this process a new cultural change could 
be seen to be underway.

Like in other villages, fairs are held in Chittora and in 
adjoining villages. Fairs are domains where rural exchanges 
and festivities are seen in their traditional forms. These are 
signifi cant events in the lives of villagers, especially of women 
since they provide them the opportunity to leave the con-
fi nes of their houses. The wide array of colourful ribbons, 
combs, sindoor (vermillion applied in the hair parting by mar-
ried women), sweets and other things attractive to women 
gladden their hearts and provide them relief from the drudg-
ery of their daily lives. Performing artistes like Madari and 
Nat, whose caste-based profession of displaying acrobatics 
and tricks is slowly dying out under the onslaught of mass 
media, also get the opportunity to earn some money by per-
forming their skills.

Unlike these fairs, a fair is held in Chittora in honour of 
Suhaldev. The fair began in 1950 and, apart from the usual 
attractions of fairs, discourses, theatres and songs are held 
glorifying Suhaldev as the Hindu king who vanquished the 
Muslim invader Sayyad Salar Ghazi Mian. This fair grad-
ually led to the creation of fault lines between the Hindus 
and the Muslims who had earlier lived together amicably and 
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in harmony. Khwaja Khalil Ahmad Shah, a member of the 
Ghazi Mian Dargah Committee, protested against this fair by 
submitting a letter to the administration. On the basis of this 
letter, the administration imposed Section 144 of the CrPC 
on this fair.4 The fair had been held regularly with little overt 
communal overtones, but since 2001 the RSS–BJP–VHP com-
bine started developing this fair as a public space to further 
their aggressive political strategy of positing Suhaldev as a 
Hindu hero who killed the Muslim intruder Ghazi Mian. 
Under their political patronage, the fair started being organ-
ised by the Suhaldev Sewa Samiti which was established in 
2001. The fair includes yajna (worship before a sacred fi re), 
satsang (gathering of learned people), discourses and cul-
tural activities including plays that portray the glory of 
Suhaldev.5 Along with other lower castes, the Pasis partici-
pate enthusiastically in the fair. Very close to the mela site, a 
temple dedicated to Suhaldev has been constructed, where 
an annual Maharaja Suhaldev Vijayotsav is celebrated 
(see Figure 2.1). Each year on the ninth day in the Shuklapaksh 
of Kartik (that is, the period in the Indian month of Kartik when 
the moon waxes), under the auspices of Hindutva forces, a 
procession is organised which marches through Gareriyan 
Purva, Beria Gaon, Beria Samay Mandir, Jaysinghpur 
Bhavani, Gokulpur, Baikutha, the Khwaja Mai Mandir in 
Hajurpur Road, Masudpur village and other villages on the 
way. The members chant aggressive Hindutva slogans like 
‘Suhaldev has awoken, Salar has fl ed’; ‘Suhaldev is beckon-
ing, Surajkund is ours’ (‘Suhaldev jaga hai, Salar bhaga hai’; 
‘Suhaldev ne lalkara hai, Surajkund hamara hai’), which often 
trigger communal tension between the Hindus and the 
Muslims of the region.6

The RSS–BJP–VHP combine repeatedly emphasised that 
the dargah of Ghazi Mian was once the ashram of Balark Rishi. 
The ashram and the surya kund (water tank) inside it were 
razed by Salar Masood. The site was converted into a dargah 
nearly 300 years later by the Muslim king Feroze Tughlak. 
Salar Masood was actually killed nearly 5 km from where his 
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Figure 2.1 Suhaldev’s Temple in Chittora

Source: Nivedita Singh.

tomb is located. Through these kinds of mobilisational strat-
egies the combine is attempting to consolidate Hindus and 
Dalits under the Hindutva fold.

Fairs have been spaces where people of different castes, 
religions and classes mingle, consolidating ties of social har-
mony. Today, these same spaces are being used by the 
Hindutva forces to develop a rift between the Hindus and the 
Muslims. In fact, fairs have always been an important forum 
for Hindu forces to spread the messages of Hindutva and 
instigate Hindus to come together against the Muslims. The 
traditional Ramayana and the Ramnavami fairs organised in 
many parts of north India at the time of Dussehra (the day 
when Rama was supposed to have killed Ravana in the epic 
Ramayana), during which the 10-day-long Ramlila (a musical 
based on the story of Ramayana) is staged, are examples of 
such fairs.

It should be mentioned that the fair at Chittora is not a 
traditional one but was begun with the very idea of spread-
ing political ideas based on communalism. Apart from the 
Chittora fair in the Bahraich region where the myth of Suhaldev 
is used for mobilising the Pasis living there, fairs are also 



64

Fascinating Hindutva

organised in other rural areas of UP to commemorate the 
memories of local heroes who fi t into the political ideology 
of Hindutva. The Saatan mela and Eklavya mela held near 
Allahabad that are organised as a part of the Samajik Samrasta 
Abhiyan are examples of such fairs (Singhal, 1994: 1). These 
fairs are primarily organised with the intention of com-
munalising spaces that were originally meant for social ex-
changes and the intermingling of various cross sections of 
the population, for changing public spaces into communal 
spaces and for appropriation of the memories and the rit-
uals around them for their own political use.

Communalising Nautanki and Sports

Communalisation of memories was also done through vari-
ous dissemination strategies developed by the Arya Samaj 
during the colonial period. Arya Samaji groups composed 
various bhajans (devotional songs) and kirtans (religious 
chanting) and formed many bhajan and kirtan groups through-
out north India to disseminate their narratives of the Arya 
Samaji version of Hinduism. Some of the Pasi theatres and 
other theatre companies popular in north Indian districts and 
towns during the fi rst and second decades of the 20th cen-
tury (high time of Arya Samaji infl uence in north India) were 
also involved in dissemination of the Arya Samaji narratives 
of Hinduism, which were trying to appropriate Dalits by Brah-
minising them and projecting them as very active and aggres-
sive aryaputras (sons of Aryans) (Hansen, 2006).

The people of Chittora remember that earlier many the-
atre companies from Lucknow, Kanpur and Mathura used 
to perform in their village.7  From Kanpur a theatre company 
called Krishna Company used to come to the village occa-
sionally to perform plays like Mordhwaj, Harishchandra, 
Amar Singh Rathore, Laila–Majnu and Shiri–Farhad. Today the
plays performed in the village are usually Ramlila and 
Suhaldevlila.8
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These theatres are prepared under the guidance of the 
Sangh activists. Earlier, only upper castes used to play the 
roles of the kings but now, under the political strategy of 
the BJP to include the Dalits in its fold, even lower castes are 
given roles, albeit not those of kings and queens. They are 
usually cast as marginalised characters like demons, monkeys 
and bears. Since 2001 when the activities of the RSS gained 
tremendous momentum, the psyche of the viewers of Ramlila 
has also undergone a notable change. Earlier the Dhanush 
Yajna episode of the Ramayana was the most popular one that 
drew a great deal of applause but today the episode in which 
Lanka is attacked by Lord Rama has surpassed it in terms 
of popularity.9 The episode in the Ramayana in which Lord 
Rama picks up the bow in order to win Sita invokes feelings 
of love and romance among the viewers, while the episode 
depicting the attack on Lanka against an enemy evokes anger 
and aggression. In the perception of RSS this enemy is un-
doubtedly the anti-Hindu Muslims.

Ram Sumer said that another striking change in the Ramlila 
today is the presentation of the Suhaldev Bavni song at the 
end. This song is a narration of the aggressive and valorous 
attack by Suhaldev on Ghazi Mian. It is signifi cant that be-
fore 2001 Lord Rama held an important position in the pol-
itical discourse of the BJP–RSS–VHP, but today the local 
myth of Suhaldev, who holds an important place in the col-
lective psyche of that region, is slowly become equally im-
portant, if not more, for them. That is the reason why the 
valorous escapades of Suhaldev are recounted at the end of 
Ramlila in the form of songs, dances and plays. According to 
Ram Sumer, the plays on the life of Suhaldev are usually per-
formed by local theatre companies of Bahraich who are more 
familiar with his myth. These plays continue for almost two 
hours and Suhaldev’s contribution as the Bhar Pasi king who 
protected Hindu religion from the onslaught of Ghazi Mian 
is transmitted to the viewers. The plays try to highlight his 
main characteristics, which were those of religiosity and love 
for his subjects. Both songs and words are used, and actors 
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playing the voice of conscience and jokers are included in 
the plays to get the message across more forcefully.10  Gopal 
Shukla narrated that in the scene in which Suhaldev throws 
Ghazi Mian on the ground and stands with a leg on each side 
of his chest, the hall resounds with applause.11

Not only this, but the Maharaja Suhaldev Sewa Samiti, 
UP, constituted by the RSS, organises a Suhaldev Vijayotsav 
function which includes a Virat Dangal, a Hindu Sant Sam-
melan and also a Sri Ram Katha in order to give it a Hindu 
colour. In this manner the myth of Suhaldev is propped up 
with the myth of Lord Rama, and Suhaldev’s myth is added to 
Lord Rama’s story in the collective psyche of the local people. 
Through the invocation, reconstruction and dissemination 
of Suhaldev’s memory in the local culture of Chittora, the 
BJP–RSS–VHP combine seems to be attempting to appropri-
ate both the Dalits and the upper castes into their political 
fold. It is interesting to note that the priests of the Suhaldev 
temple are usually men belonging to non-Brahminical OBC 
castes. The fi rst priest, Baba Narayan Puri Sri Ram Ratna 
Maurya, belonged to the Kurmi caste and the chief saint, 
Sri Ram Lal Nishad, was a Mallah by caste. He was a poet 
who composed many songs in praise of Suhaldev.12 The priest 
today is Sri Shobha Ram Yadav, a Backward Caste, who hails 
from Sardarpur village, Bahraich. He too is linked with the 
BJP–RSS and lives in the temple precincts.13

Village, Public Space and Hindutva Politics

Using a public space like the Suhaldev fair for making the 
myth of Suhaldev a part of the Hindutva public discourse 
and for the dissemination of Hindutva ideas is a routine strat-
egy of the BJP–RSS, who have always used public places for 
arousing communal feelings in the participants, ostensibly 
in the name of cultural initiatives. Among these cultural acti-
vities, practising wrestling and organising wrestling matches 
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(akhara dangal) were, and still are, prominent activities in 
rural areas, which along with being a popular form of pub-
lic entertainment, help in injecting communal ideas within 
the wrestlers.

The underlying motive for promoting wrestling and ap-
peasing the wrestlers living in the akharas by the RSS is that 
at the time of communal riots these forces come forward to 
defend the Hindus, as explained by R. D. Sonkar, a Dalit in-
tellectual and retired IAS offi cer, who had served as the ad-
visor of the governor of UP. According to him, the majority 
of the youth in his village used to go to the akhara regularly 
to undergo training from the Ustad and Khalifa (the masters 
who teach the art of wrestling). This training stood the village 
in good stead during communal riots since the youth were 
always prepared to face a communal mob (Sonkar, 1993: 2).

In the village culture of Chittora, Bahraich as well as the 
rural areas adjoining them, wrestling is a highly popular form 
of rural entertainment in which both the lower- and upper-
caste Hindus and the Muslims live and train together under 
the tutelage of an Ustad. This is an important public space of 
the village created by the local folk culture that has included 
all the communities living at the grass roots. Although the 
tradition of wrestling is slowly losing its charm and popular-
ity under the infl uence of urban forms of entertainment that 
have also made inroads into rural culture, in many places of 
rural India this sport is still alive.

As a part of the strategy of RSS–VHP–BJP to use public 
spaces to inject communal ideas, since 2001, these forces 
have begun to invite the wrestlers to the Suhaldev fair in 
Bahraich to participate in the Virat Dangal competition.14  It is 
noteworthy that Muslim wrestlers are not invited to partici-
pate in the tournaments. When this question was posed to 
RSS activist Sureshwar Singh, the president of the Maharaja 
Suhaldev Sewa Samiti, he replied that all wrestlers living 
in the vicinity, irrespective of caste and religion are invited, 
but the Muslim wrestlers themselves did not like to attend 
the fair.15
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It is worth mentioning in this context that although Mus-
lim wrestlers do not participate in the tournament, they wor-
ship Lord Hanuman, the symbol of strength in akharas and 
touch the feet of their Ustad, whether he is a Hindu or a 
Muslim. This fact reveals how the RSS is communalising a 
secular public space like wrestling arenas where lower castes, 
Hindus and Muslims used to live and play together in har-
mony. Another example of communalisation of a public 
space can be seen from the fact that earlier Muslims of that 
region used to organise processions in the villages just before 
Muharram in which they marched with colourful fl ags (daha), 
without any opposition or obstruction by the Hindus. But, 
along with other socio-cultural reasons, the militant pre-
sence of the RSS in the region during the last few years has 
almost put an end to this practice. Nanku said that daha 
songs and wails of ‘Hasan–Hussain’ are heard very rarely 
in the village.16

Moulding Suhaldev to fi t into the Hindutva framework and 
projecting him as Hindu folk hero is a part of the same politi-
cal strategy developed by the RSS–BJP–VHP to encompass 
Dalits into their fold. This process of transformation of a 
local hero into a Hindu hero and then re-establishing him as 
a local hero is boosted by the priests of the Suhaldev temple. 
Suhaldev bhajans, dohas (couplets), chaubola (a kind of meter 
in folk songs), and so on, are composed and then sung by the 
priests and also by professional singers during the Suhaldev 
celebrations. Most of the songs describe the bravery exhibited 
by Suhaldev during the battle with Ghazi Mian. They also pro-
vide the opportunity to abuse Muslims severely. One such 
folk song is as follows:

Ghazi Mian karle rahal julum barh bhari ho rama
Desh khatir Suhaldev bhaile kurban ho
Ram turk ke mar ke dharma bachavle ho rama
(A Turk of the name Ghazi Mian perpetrated much oppres-
sion in this country; Suhaldev saved the country from these 
oppressions. He killed the Turk to defend the prevailing reli-
gion and sacrifi ced his all for the sake of the country).17
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Orality, Narratives and Formation of Dalit Memory

Indian society is not homogeneous but is a conglomeration 
of many heterogeneous societies that have been living in 
both harmony and confl ict for many centuries. Thus there 
is no one unique folk memory in any particular region. It is 
possible that many of these memories are similar but most of 
them contain elements that are mutually confl icting. For ex-
ample, the oral tradition of upper-caste Hindu society is us-
ually based on sympathy, compassion and love, but there are 
also many types of folk stories about the Turks (Muslims) 
in the medieval period that draw attention to their intrinsic 
cruelty and violent nature and create an image of the Muslim 
as cruel, violent and treacherous. One can fi nd many folk 
stories popular in rural Hindu society about the confl icts 
with and contestations against Muslims by Hindus. In spite 
of these stories, however, Muslims and Hindus have by and 
large always lived together peacefully and harmoniously 
in villages.

One such story was narrated to me in my childhood by 
my mother who was a loving, compassionate Brahmin lady 
who lived all her life in a village in Bihar. The story goes that 
once a princess was married to a prince living in a far-off 
land. After her marriage when the princess was on the way 
to her husband’s house in a palanquin accompanied by her 
husband and their entourage, the convoy was attacked by a 
group of Turks (Muslims). They drove away all the servants 
and made the prince and princess captives. The prince could 
not defend either himself or his bride. A Garheria (a Dalit 
shepherd caste), who was grazing his sheep, heard the com-
motion and came running. He challenged the Turks to a fi ght. 
In the fi ght he succeeded in vanquishing all the enemy sol-
diers, who fl ed from there. He then freed the prince and the 
princess. The princess was so impressed with the bravery of 
the Dalit boy that she went with him to the jungle, leaving 
the prince behind.
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Among the many messages conveyed through this story, 
an important one that can be gleaned is that the Muslims 
used to assault people, rob them of their valuables and ravage 
their womenfolk. Another message given out in the story is 
that a poor shepherd is more courageous than the prince and 
his soldiers. The third one is that the princess prefers to go 
away with the shepherd than remain with her husband with-
out caring for status or title.

Another folk song popular in the Bhojpuri cultural region 
of UP and Bihar is a song sung by women while grinding 
wheat (jantsar song). The song is about a Muslim called Mirza 
who attacks a kingdom with his soldiers and forces the king 
Jai Singh to give him his daughter’s hand in marriage. The 
song narrates the anguish of one such Hindu family whose 
daughter too was taken away by Mirza.

Purub ke deswan le aile mirijwa,
Are dera dale nadi ke kinare nu re ji.
Char siphia re char dekandarwa,
Are Jaisinh ke pakari liavahu nu re ji
Are horil sinh ke pakari liavahu nu re ji
Kiya tor mirija re dinwa gharwali,
Are kiya tor jotila janjiria nu re ji
Nahin more jaisinh dinwa gharwalay
Are nahi more jotela janjiria nu re ji
Are ram kai din bhagiwant se biahawa nu re ji
Agia lagau mirija tohri akilia
Are kato hola hindu-musalman se biahawa nu re ji
Char sipahia re char dekandarwa
Are rama jaisinh ke deda hathkariyan nu re ji

An important Muslim warrior (Mirza) came from the east,
And set up camp on the bank of the river,
Four soldiers and four helpers
Captured Jaisingh and brought him (to the Mirza)
And also captured Horil Singh and brought him (to the Mirza)
What is this Mirza, am I a daily labourer
Do I plough your fi elds in chains?
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No Jaisingh, you are not a daily labourer
Nor do you plough my fi elds
I want you to marry me to your daughter
May your eyes set on fi re, Mirza
Where does a Hindu–Musalman marriage take place?
Four soldiers and four helpers
Put Jaisingh in handcuffs

(Singh, 1991: 38–39, trans. by Mousumi Majumder)

Another folk tale portraying the cruelty of the Muslims 
popular in the Awadh region is that of Kusuma Devi. Ac-
cording to the tale, Kusuma Devi was kidnapped by a lustful 
Mughal who wanted to marry her. He had also captured her 
brother and father and imprisoned them, but the girl, with 
great cunning, succeeded in freeing them from the prison. 
She then resorted to jal-samadhi (drowning herself), in order 
to protect her purity. The Mirza tried to save her by throw-
ing a net in the water, but she had disappeared under the 
water. In the net he only caught two kinds of fi sh (ghogha 
and sivar). The tale is narrated in the form of a song. Some 
extracts from the song are as follows:

Ghorwa charal aawai ek re turukwa
Goriya ke rupwa lobhaile ho ram.
………………..
Bahiyan pakari, turukwa ghorwa charaavai
Tup-tup chuvai ansuwa ho ram
Jo tuhi mirza ho ham par lobhaya
Baba tai hathiya besaha ho ram
Bhaiya tai ghorwa besaha ho ram
Jo tuho mirza ho ham pai lobhaya
Doono ke bandi chhorawa ho ram.
………………..
Roi-roi mirza ho jalwa lagaawai
Baanjhi aawe ghonghwa semarwa ho ram

The Turk (Mughal) came by riding on a horse
And started lusting for the young girl’s beauty
………………..
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Pulling her by her arm he put her on the horse
Drops of tears fell from her eyes
If you lust for me, Mirza
You must release my father
You must release my brother
If you lust for me, Mirza
You must release the two of them from prison
………………..
Weeping the Mirza threw the net
But all he caught were ghogha and sivar fi sh

(Upadhyay, 1997: 69, trans. by Mousumi Majumder)

It is diffi cult to say how many such folk songs and stories 
that create an archetype of Muslims and Turks exist in village 
society. There are also many folk beliefs and folk memories 
about Muslims that are present in the popular discourse of 
Hindus at the grass-roots level. It is believed that the orna-
ment dholna popular among rural women was originally a 
talisman containing the bones and hair of pigs that was meant 
to protect them from the roving eyes of Muslims who liked to 
kidnap and ravage young Hindu girls. This was because 
pigs are anathema to Muslims.18 These kinds of folklore and 
beliefs were not created overnight but have evolved through 
a long process of socio-political–cultural discourse as they 
were passed down to each successive generation orally. 
The impressionable minds of young children—who will be-
come opinion makers and creators of popular discourse in 
the future—absorb a stereotypical image of Muslims as being 
cruel and violent. Ultimately, after going through repeated 
osmosis, this discourse has become converted into an image 
and a narrative type that is now deeply ingrained in the folk 
psyche of Hindus and is being exploited by communal forces 
through their grass-roots politics to place Muslims as en-
emies who need to be vanquished.

The folk traditions of many Dalit communities also con-
tain narrative types of their confl ict with the militant Turks 
and Muslims. The Pasis believe that their caste originated 
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from the sweat of Parashuram, which fell when he was fi ght-
ing against the people who kill and eat cows (Census of 
India, 1971). There is a belief circulated among the Dusadhs 
of Bihar that their hero Chuharmal became a martyr when 
he was trying to save cows (Narayan, 2001). The story of Dina–
Bhadri, the heroes of the Musahars of north Bihar, is associ-
ated with saving of cows and very possibly arouses a feeling 
of antagonism against Muslims in the collective memory of 
the Musahars (Narayan, n.d.). The Dusadhs and Musahars 
of Bihar also believe that their ancestors migrated to their 
present habitat along with the Rajput soldiers who came to 
Bihar in the medieval period to protect the Hindu muths and 
temples from the invading Muslims (Devi, 1965). There is a 
folk belief among the martial Pasis and Dusadhs of UP and 
Bihar that they were made to settle outside the perimeters 
of the villages so that they could protect the cows owned by 
the villagers from the marauding Muslims (Choudhry, 1997). 
The Pasis also believe that they began rearing pigs in order 
to safeguard upper-caste Hindus from the Muslims, as 
Muslims shun the presence of pigs. This belief is extended by 
the enlightened and educated Pasis who claim that the same 
caste Hindus who made the rearing of pigs the caste pro-
fession of Pasis now treat this caste as untouchable because 
of their caste profession (Pasi, 1997).

The Pasis of UP believe that they ruled over various parts 
of that region in the medieval period before the Muslims in-
vaded India, but the Mughal reign and the conspiracy of 
the upper-caste Hindus in territorial expansion led to their 
dethronement and ultimate pauperisation. Their king, King 
Baldev, rather than face defeat at the hands of the Muslims, 
preferred to commit suicide by jumping into a fi re (Choudhry, 
1997). There is a popular story in many villages of north India 
about a baba (saint) called Gauriya Baba who had dedicated 
his life towards fi ghting against the atrocities committed 
by the Mughals in the medieval period when they had un-
leashed a reign of terror against the non-Muslims. Although 
Gauriya Baba originally belonged to the Dusadh caste, he 



74

Fascinating Hindutva

also protected the Dhanuk, Rajput, Mallah, Mali and Barai 
castes because of which he is worshipped as the family god 
of many of these castes even today. Gauriya Baba was a 
skilled horseman who fought a one-man battle against the 
Mughals to prevent them from forcibly converting Hindus to 
Muslims, kidnapping Hindu girls and marrying them, loot-
ing and robbing the houses of rich Hindus and carrying out 
the other cruel acts. The popular belief about him is that since 
pigs are anathema to the Muslims, he used to slaughter a pig 
in front of his house and bury its head in the front yard to 
prevent the Mughal soldiers from entering his house to attack 
him. Since his house was in the front of the village, it also 
prevented the Mughals from entering the village to commit 
their cruel deeds. All day long he used to ride up and down 
the village on his horse in the same manner as Napoleon 
and keep continuous vigil to protect the villagers from the 
Mughals. He was highly respected among the people of that 
region and even today he is looked upon as a folk hero. His 
tales of bravery are still circulated in the oral narrative of the 
region (Acharya, 2002: 57).

It is diffi cult to understand the origin of these stories, but 
sometimes communal narratives in the Dalit memory trickle 
down from the dominant and elite narratives of the society. 
Also, the socio-economic subordination of Dalits often leads 
to the narrative subordination by the dominant narratives 
of society. This narrative subordination produces a space in 
the identity structure of Dalit communities, which may be a 
communal space open to exploitation by communal forces. It 
is interesting to note that the coexistence of stories in a com-
munity about its past in a place where many communities 
live together is present in other parts of India as well.

Nandy (2001) gives the example of Cochin City in Kerala 
where as many as 14 communities still live in the city. Virtually 
every community has its ‘history’ of struggle and also its 
own hierarchy of communities in which it places the others 
according to a remembered or mythic past. Each commu-
nity sees some communities as good, others as bad (Nandy, 
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2001: 159). However, Cochin being an urbanised, literate, 
secular and cosmopolitan city, these stories have not yet been 
used to mobilise communities against each other. Cochin re-
mains the ultimate symbol of cultural diversity and has not 
seen a bloodbath or even a proper riot for centuries (ibid.: 
158).

In north Indian villages, however, the stories that refl ect 
hostility against other communities, especially Muslims, have 
been fuelled by the Hindutva forces like the VHP and the 
RSS, who, in the process of the political mobilisation of Pasis 
and other Dalit castes, have given these beliefs their pres-
ent form by recreating and reinterpreting them to suit their 
political ideology. The Hindu reformist groups like the Arya 
Samaj have also helped in this process by attempting to 
Brahminise and sanskritise Dalit castes through stories of their 
sacrifi ces to protect Hindu religion from Islamisation. These 
stories and narratives offer immense scope to purveyors of 
communal politics who are working hard to spread their pol-
itics of hatred among people at the grass roots. It is a hopeful 
sign that, in spite of the presence of communal spaces in Dalit 
life, the communal movements that accelerate and make them 
violent are not stable. If communal forces working for Dalit 
mobilisation apply the right infl uencive discursive strategies, 
they would succeed in mobilising these spaces that lie at the 
core of the identity structure of Dalit communities.

Public Space, Hindutva Discourse and Appropriation

As a part of the social harmony campaign of the RSS, usu-
ally a discussion is initiated at the end of the community 
meal in which upper, middle and lower castes partake meals 
together. In these discussions, it is reinforced that many Hindu 
religious leaders had opposed the explanations given in reli-
gious texts about the practice of untouchability in Hindu 
religion and that Dalits had always been in the forefront of 
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the Hindu army to protect their religion and they should once 
again assume this role. The emergence and development of 
Dalitness in Hindu society occurred because of the Muslims 
(Singhal, 1994). The Hindu interpretation and recreation 
of Dalit saints and their appropriation into the Hindutva 
discourse—done very meticulously by their scholars—are ex-
plained to the Dalits present at these meetings. In the dis-
cussion about Sant Ravidas, the most prominent saint of the 
Dalits, he is proved to be a devotee of Lord Rama and a prop-
agator of the Vedic Hindu religion. They claim that he was 
a pupil of Swami Ramananda who instructed him to sing 
bhajans in praise of Lord Rama. On getting his guru’s instruc-
tion Ravidas made Lord Rama his patron god. During this 
discourse it is proudly asserted that Sikander Lodi, on hear-
ing of Sant Ravidas, called him to Delhi and ordered him to 
convert to Islam, but Sant Ravidas forcefully declined the 
offer. Sikander Lodi tried to tempt him with many precious 
things, but Sant Ravidas’s refusal was proof of his whole-
hearted faith in the Hindu religion (ibid.: 1994).

Through these kinds of narratives, Hindutva forces try to 
appropriate Dalit heroes into the Hindu fold by declaring 
that they were the vehicles for conveying Hindu ideas, while 
at the same time claiming that Muslims had forcefully made 
them Dalits. In this way, they try to both intensify the con-
fl ict between Muslims and Dalits and prevent the conversion 
of Dalits to other religions. While narrating the story of 
Mahatma Phule they repeatedly highlight his religiosity and 
his love for his culture. They claim that Phule’s discourses 
on Hindu religion revealed his opposition to conversions 
by Dalits. They also emphasise that Mahatma Phule himself 
had never advised anyone to change his/her religion. He 
once prevented a Mahar peon from forsaking his Hindu re-
ligion (Dwivedi, 2003). It is also proudly declared that the 
Dalits of today who talk about changing their religion 
are doing so against the beliefs of their own hero Mahatma 
Phule (ibid.: 2003).
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In the Hindutva discourse, Ambedkar is being presented 
as a modern Manu who was the writer of the constitution, 
which was the code for the country to follow, just as Manu 
wrote the Manu Samhita, which was the code for the society 
to follow. This can be evidenced from the printed mater-
ials distributed by the Sangh pracharaks (Sheshraghavachar, 
2005: 28). The linking of the symbol of Dr Ambedkar with that 
of Manu is, fi rst, an attempt to legitimise Manu and, second, 
an effort towards Hinduising Ambedkar. Since the Dalits con-
sider Ved Vyas and Balmiki to be their heros, the portrayal 
of Dr Ambedkar as the foremost thinker of Hindutva and 
Vedic culture facilitates the BJP to grant representation to 
the Dalits in its debate on social harmony.

The discussions on social harmony in villages are usually 
conducted either in the local dialect, which is a mixture of 
Bhojpuri and Awadhi, or in chaste Hindi.19 An important as-
pect in the discussions on social literacy as the RSS under-
stands it is that Urdu words are consciously avoided.20 Urdu, 
which was an integral component of Hindustani language, 
is now slowly disappearing under the infl uence of the lin-
guistic strategy of the RSS. Not only this, but the words in 
the local dialect used in the everyday discourse in villages 
are being replaced by a highly sanskritised Hindi. An example 
is the replacement of the ordinary Hindi word desh with 
the Sanskrit word rashtra (nation). From the word duniya-
jahaan which was commonly used in local Hindustani par-
lance, the component jahaan, which is of Urdu origin, has 
been dropped. Words found in ancient Hindu religious and 
mythological texts like samrat (great emperor), rashtra, rakshak 
(saviour), virat (great), which were usually used for describ-
ing the glory of rulers and kings, have now entered into the 
patois of many north Indian villages. Today these words 
have acquired communal meanings and have become sym-
bols of the Hindutva ideology that is being disseminated at the 
grass roots by the BJP–RSS combine. The words dharm rakshak 
(protector of religion) and dharmacharya (teacher of religion)
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also occur frequently in the discourse on social harmony 
conducted by the BJP.21

The disappearance of Urdu words from the language 
spoken commonly by the people and its gradual inclination 
towards sanskritised Hindi seem to signal the end of the Hin-
dustani language. The replacement of Urdu words by San-
skrit at the communal cultural intervention of the RSS under 
its communal political strategies is linked to the attempt of 
this outfi t to stigmatise Urdu as the language of Muslims 
and separate it from the language spoken by the Hindus. Be-
fore 1997, along with Hindustani and its strong sprinkling 
of Urdu words, Urdu also existed as a distinct language in 
India and was used in many parts of the country (Aijaz, 1996; 
Desai, 2006). The Indian government had declared Hindi 
as the offi cial language of India in place of Hindustani, but 
the linguistic, political and cultural efforts of forces like RSS 
are precipitating the extinction of Urdu as the language of 
the common people.

The increasing interference by the BJP–RSS–VHP combine 
in the local spaces and local cultures has wrought massive 
changes in the local societies. An example, as mentioned 
earlier, is the gradual disappearance of Islamic cultural com-
ponents from the composite local culture. Daha songs, which 
were often heard in many north Indian villages, are seldom 
heard there now. Urdu language and the history and cul-
ture around it too are slowly fading out. Another change 
is the decreasing participation of Muslims in the common cul-
tural and traditional spaces of villages. Today Muslims are 
moving out from the common spaces and forming their own 
associations. This is leading to a decrease in the feeling of co-
operation between the upper-caste Hindus, Dalit castes and 
the Muslims. Thus, on one hand, there is a growing chasm 
between the Hindus and the Muslims under the infl uence of 
saffron politics and, on the other, the process of saffronisa-
tion of Dalits is continuing.

In the next chapter we will see how the memories of the 
Dalit community of Pasis living in Bahraich are being managed 
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by the BJP by creating a warring hero from the myth of their 
hero Suhaldev and positing it against the Muslim hero Ghazi 
Mian, in its quest to, fi rst, get Dalits into the fold of Hindus 
and, second, to incite them to fi ght against the Muslims of 
that region.
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3

Making of a Warring Hero
Hindutva Politics of Memory and Forgetting

Suhaldev has been reincarnated in the Pasi community to rout out 
vidharmies (anti-religious people) from the soil of our nation.

—Ramveer Choudhury, Bahraich, A local VHP leader from 
Pasi caste1

In the last chapter we saw how the BJP is trying to enter into 
the communal spaces present in the remembered and mythic 
past of Dalit castes and politically mobilising them when the 
communal moment is favourable. In this chapter we will 
study in detail how this strategy is being implemented in the 
Bahraich region of UP in Chittora village. In the ‘Introduction’, 
we had discussed how the Hindutva forces are now changing 
their political strategy by shifting their political space from the 
global to the local, with the local spaces being added to the 
global spaces. For this purpose, they are now picking out 
local heroes of various castes, particularly the Dalits living 
in different regions of the country, and adding them to the 
meta-narrative to form one unifi ed narrative of Hindutva. 
This strategy is being followed in the Bahraich region, as 
was mentioned in the last chapter. A local myth of the 
Dalits of the region that deals with the killing of a Muslim 
commander who is highly revered there is being recreated 
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and reinterpreted, and the past of that region is being re-
narrated by saffronising it to fi t into the overall political 
ideology of the party. The hero of that myth, Suhaldev, who 
was the king of the Bhar-Pasis, a Dalit caste, is being given a 
warring identity and being projected as a saviour who fought 
against a foreign invader (Ghazi Mian) who tried to despoil 
Hindu—or, synonymously, Indian—religion and culture.

The Hindutva forces, which are very powerful in these re-
gions, are, in this process producing ‘another local’ by creat-
ing another history, myth and past of the local society or 
region and through this past they are trying to redefi ne the 
history of that region. In this process they are also trying to 
create the ideal village envisaged by them, which was des-
cribed in the previous chapters. In the village of Chittora, the 
Dalits—who are encompassed into the Hindu fold and are 
strongly imbued with Brahminical values—work as watch-
dogs to defend the upper-caste Hindus from the Muslims. 
Thus the Hindutva politics is trying to change the meaning 
and form of local village societies by their new strategy of 
saffronising the locals. From these saffron locals they ultim-
ately aim to develop a saffron Hindutva narrative–based na-
tional politics.

There are two purposes behind the creation of commu-
nal warring memories of the myth of Suhaldev. The fi rst is 
to appropriate the Pasis into their political fold, while the 
second is to extend and construct a Hindu history against 
Islam to mobilise Hindus under their fold. The myth of 
Suhaldev is being used for this purpose by proclaiming him 
as the hero of the Pasis and thus identifying him with all 
Pasis. As mentioned in the last chapter, the famous dargah of 
Salar Masood Ghazi who is popularly called Ghazi Mian is 
in Bahraich. This dargah is visited by thousands of devotees 
each day. In May each year a fair is held in the memory of 
Ghazi Mian, which is attended by lakhs of devotees ( jayren), 
of whom the maximum are Hindus. These people attend the 
fair to pray for the fulfi lment of their desires since the dargah 
is reputed to be a place where the wishes of all devotees 
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are granted. In order to counter this phenomenon and to 
bring the straying Hindus back into the fold, around the same 
time, the BJP also organises a fair to commemorate the 
memory of Suhaldev in the precincts of a temple built in 
his memory in Chittora, a village very close to the city of 
Bahraich.

This project of wooing the Hindus of Bahraich into the 
Hindutva fold began when the Maharaja Suhaldev Sewa 
Samiti was formed in Bahraich in 2001. On 2 May 2004, it 
organised the fi rst fi ve-day celebration in memory of Maharaja 
Suhaldev. The organisers of the programme were Mahiraj 
Dhwaj Singh, the pracharak of RSS, and Sureshwar Singh, 
also of RSS. The other members of the organising committee 
were members of the BJP. Shri Yogi Adityanathji Maharaj, 
a BJP MP from Gorakhpur, inaugurated the function. The 
other names mentioned in the invitation letter were mostly of 
local leaders of the BJP, the Hindu Parishad and the RSS. Ac-
cording to the invitation letters, pamphlets and leafl ets dis-
tributed before the function, the celebration was being held 
to commemorate the memory of Maharaja Suhaldev, the 
great warrior who defended Hindu religion and Hindus from 
the foreign invader Masood who despoiled Indian cultural 
traditions, ravaged women and killed children and men 
without facing obstruction from anyone. They proclaimed 
that it was essential to sing the glory of such great sons of 
the nation, otherwise the defender will be erased from the 
pages of history while the cruel invader will be glorifi ed.2

Many programmes were organised as part of the func-
tion, which included a kalash yatra (journey with holy water 
carried in a pot), yajna, sports competitions, a huge (virat) 
wrestling match and a Rama katha (discourse on Rama). The 
headquarters of the organising committee was mentioned as 
Keshav Bhawan, Model House, Lucknow, which is also the 
head offi ce of the RSS in UP.

On 6 May 2004, another fair began in Bahraich at the 
dargah of Sayyed Salar Masood Ghazi, popularly known as
Ghazi Mian, who the RSS painted as the foreign invader who
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had caused ruin and desolation among the people. Sur-
prisingly, he seems to be revered more by Hindus than by 
Muslims, since Hindus come to the fair in large numbers 
each year (Amar Ujala, 2004i). According to a news report 
published in Amar Ujala on that day, the fair symbolises 
communal harmony in the region. The report said that the 
baraat (marriage ceremony) of Ghazi Mian would be held on 
9 May and attended by almost 5 lakh people, of which the 
maximum would be from the majority community, that is, 
the Hindus (ibid.).

On the same day another report was published in the 
same newspaper saying that Kunwar Manvendra Singh, the 
president of the legislative assembly and council and a leader 
of the BJP, who had come to inaugurate the Rama katha on 
the last day of the fi ve-day fair of Maharaja Suhaldev, termed 
the worship of Salar Masood Ghazi as unfortunate. He said it
was tragic that Maharaja Suhaldev had been resurrected so 
late, but everyone should attend the victory celebrations of 
such a great person. Proclaiming Maharaja Suhaldev as a 
great martyr he said that earlier governments had not under-
stood his greatness. He appealed to the people to follow his 
footsteps and emulate his ideals (Amar Ujala, 2004i).

From these two reports, it is obvious that two parallel 
but contesting and warring histories are being celebrated in 
the same region, which the two communities inhabit. The 
BJP–RSS is trying to create a warring history of Suhaldev by 
projecting him as the defender and saviour of the Hindu reli-
gion who had laid down his life to save the people from the 
foreign invader who was ruining and destroying the existing 
culture. The managing committee of the dargah of Ghazi Mian, 
which organises the fair every year, on the other hand, pro-
jects him as a symbol of communal harmony between Hindus 
and Muslims. The committee is a non-political one that has 
members affi liated to all political parties.3 The story about 
Suhaldev and Ghazi Mian that is popular in the region is that 
Suhaldev was the king of the Bhar kaum (community). There 
were 17 small kings in the region and he was the leader of 
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them all. He was a cruel king who oppressed all the people 
of his kingdom. At that time that place was a jungle. Ghazi 
Mian, whose actual name was Salar Masood and who was 
the nephew of Mahmood Ghaznavi and also his son-in-
law, had come to the jungle to hunt. He set up his tent in-
side the jungle and was supposed to leave after hunting. The 
Muslims living in the region, who had all been converted 
from Hinduism, went to him and requested him to look after 
them since they had no saviour. Ghazi Mian agreed. When 
Suhaldev heard about Ghazi Mian he doubted Ghazi Mian’s 
intent and thought that he had come to expand his territory 
by overthrowing him. He attacked Ghazi Mian and, after a 
fi erce battle, killed him and his entire army. Suhaldev also 
died in the battle the next day.4

Another myth that is in circulation is that Salar Masood 
was in love with a girl called Zohra, who was a resident of 
village Rudauli in district Barabanki. He was supposed to 
marry her but could not do so since he died before the mar-
riage. The girl then built a tomb for him and also built her 
own tomb during her own lifetime. She died soon after that 
on a Sunday, which was also Salar Masood’s death day. 
That is why a baraat or marriage procession of Ghazi Mian 
is taken out from the dargah each year on a Sunday as part 
of the annual fair held there, and a symbolic marriage ritual 
is performed in their memory. Even today people from the 
Rudauli village pose as members of the bride’s family and 
lay a chadar (bed spread) on her tomb. The local people say 
that this incident has been mentioned by Ibn-Batoota in his 
book Tarikh-ibn-e-batoota written in the 11th century when 
he visited India.5

The reason why Ghazi Mian is so popular among the 
Hindus of that region is that when Ghazi Mian’s tomb was 
built, it was believed to have acquired magical powers. 
The local people narrate that both Hindus and Muslims are 
blessed after praying there. According to the popular history 
of that region, the fi rst person to have experienced a miracle 
was a Yadav woman. She had no offspring, but after praying 
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there she gave birth to a son. Since then many miracles have 
been claimed. Lepers who come to pray at the shrine during 
the annual fair get cured. Men and women visited by ghosts 
are brought there to be exorcised. During the annual fair, more 
than 75 per cent of the visitors are Hindus and all the poli-
tical leaders who stand for elections visit the tomb to get his 
blessings both before fi ling the nomination and after winning 
the elections.6

Invention, Incarnation and Interpretations

Our purpose here is to see the process of myth making of 
the war between Suhaldev and Salar Masood and its trans-
mission as popular history among the people of the region. 
Our intention is to focus on the political processes being 
played at present and thereby to see the politics of construc-
tion of hatred by the use of history. The myth of Suhaldev 
is developed around the story of the war between Sayyed 
Salar Masood and Maharaja Suhaldev. According to the 
Gazetteer (Shukla, 2003: 108), Sayyed Masood was a nephew 
of Mahmood Ghaznavi. Masood was born in Ajmer in AD 
1015. At the age of 16 he started his invasion of Hindustan. 
He travelled through Multan to reach Delhi and from there 
to Meerut, Kannauj and Satrikh in Barabanki. Before arriv-
ing at Bahraich, which seems to have been a desolate place 
at that time, he sent Saiyad Saif-ud-din and Mian Rajab, two 
kotwals (lieutenants) of his army, there. A confederation of 
the nobles of Bahraich threatened the two lieutenants of 
Masood and tried to push back the army of Islam. Masood 
then marched towards the region and reached Bahraich in 
AD 1033. The chieftains of the region were at fi rst daunted 
by the young warrior but gradually took heart and fought 
against him. But Masood defeated them time after time, until 
the arrival of Suhaldev turned the tide of victory. Masood 
was overthrown and slain with all his followers in AD 1034. 
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He was buried by his servants in Bahraich in the spot chosen 
by him, where his dargah was built in AD 1035.

Suhaldev was the eldest son of the king of Sravasti, called 
Mordhwaj. According to the stories circulated popularly, he 
had many names like Suhaldev, Sakardev, Suhirdadhwaj, Rai 
Suhrid Dev, Suhridil, Susaj, Shahardev, Sahardev, Suhaaldev, 
Suhildev and Suheldev. But in contemporary print culture he 
is referred to as Raja Suhaldev (Government of Uttar Pradesh, 
1903/1988). It is popularly believed that he was the king of 
the Bhar community, from which emerged the Pasi commu-
nity, a Dalit caste of the region. Some people of the 
forward castes of Bahraich project him as a Vais Kshatriya 
(Suryavanshi Kshatriya) (ibid.), but there are no historical 
records to substantiate it. In Mirate Masudi (a Persian text) 
he is mentioned as Bhar Tharu. Boys, a British historian, 
mentions him as Bhar Rajput (Fisher and Hewett, 1884; 
Kol, 1997). Alexander Cunningham mentions him as Tharu 
(Government of Uttar Pradesh, 1903/1988). Some writers 
claim that he was Pandav Vanshi Tomar; some say that 
he was a Bharshiv and some Pasi (Bharat Kranti Rakshak 
Party, 2004). Gonda Gazetteer mentions him as Rajputvanshi 
Jain. Gewail, in the Bahraich Gazetteer, calls him Tharu 
Kalhans. The Paragana book of Bahraich (a local revenue 
record) mentions him as Nagvanshiya Kshatriya and the 
Kaifiyat Paragana Ikauna (also a local revenue record) 
writes of him as Visen Kshatriy. The texts Kanth Charitra and 
Shankar Vijay refer to him as Suryavanshi Kshatriya (Maharaja 
Suhaldev Sewa Samiti, 2003).

Gradually, as time passed, the Pasis became convinced that 
Suhaldev belonged to their caste and they started glorify-
ing him as their caste hero. This phenomenon shows that 
often the identities of many communities do not pre-exist but 
are constructed through a regulated process of repetition of 
certain forms of memory. However, although identity does 
not pre-exist, identity resources in various forms exist in 
our culture and consciousness and they are also produced 
and reproduced during the various practices in our society. 
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Identities also often change in the process of discursive prac-
tices and, in this process, a political construction emerges, as 
is happening when the BJP re-narrates and reinterprets the 
myth of Suhaldev by saffronising it, in order to politically 
mobilise the Pasis. Suhaldev as constituent of Pasi identity 
did not pre-exist since even his caste relation with Pasi was 
not clear. But during the process of this communal shap-
ing of Pasi identity by the Hindutva forces, this form of 
Suhaldev’s symbol emerged. In the elections held in 2004, 
Guddi Rajpasi, a Pasi candidate of Barabanki Lok Sabha re-
gion, a neighbouring region of Bahraich, as a member of the 
Bharat Kranti Rakshak Party (BKRP), appealed to the Pasis 
in her election leafl et to vote for her in the name of Rashtra 
Bhakt Maharaja Suhaldev and other heroes of the Pasi caste, 
such as Maharaja Satandev, Bijli Pasi, Virangana Udadevi 
and Ganga Baks, and other Dalit heroes, like Jhalkaribai, 
Mahatma Buddha, Mahatma Gandhi, Baba Saheb Dr Bhimrao 
Ambedkar, Sardar Patel and Amar Shaheed Abdul Hameed.7

As the second largest Dalit community in UP, the Pasis 
are the targets of various political parties who would like 
to marshal this huge community as their vote bank. Under-
standing the political and electoral importance of the Pasis, 
the RSS launched a campaign to search for heroes who suit 
its Hindu political agenda. It found such a hero in Suhaldev 
and started organising festivals in Chittora for evoking his 
memory among the common people. Suhaldev is projected 
as a Rashtra Rakshak Shiromani (greatest saviour of the nation) 
who defended the Hindu society, culture and the country 
from Muslim intruders by forming a confederation of local 
kings. In the narratives, Suhaldev is depicted as an ideal 
Hindu king who protected cows (go rakshak) and Indian cul-
ture, provided a respectful position to saints (sant rakshak) 
and worked for the uplift of Hindu culture (dharma rakshak).8

The cow as a symbol is used for glorifying both Suhaldev 
and Salar Masood. In another version of Salar Masood’s story 
narrated by the Dafalis, a low-caste Muslim community, 
whose profession is to sing songs in praise of Ghazi Mian at 
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his dargah, it is said that when Salar Masood was sitting at 
his marriage mandap (tent) just before his marriage was to 
be solemnised, a woman ran up to Salar Masood saying that 
some people had let loose her cows. On hearing this, Ghazi 
Mian rushed to rescue her cows but lost his life. He was thus 
unable to fulfi l his desire to marry his lover and died before 
his marriage was consummated (Kol, 1997).

In the narrative glorifying Suhaldev it is said that Salar 
Masood, realising the significance of cow in the Hindu 
psyche, placed a herd of cows in front of his army, and his sol-
diers attacked the opponents from behind them using them 
as a shield. As a counter strategy, Suhaldev cut the chains 
of the cows the night before the battle so they could go free. 
Salar Masood thus could not use them as buffers and there 
would be a man-to-man fi ght (Kol, 1997). Thus in the narra-
tive glorifying Ghazi Mian, he is portrayed as a cow pro-
tector and Suhaldev as a cow snatcher. On the other hand, 
in the story glorifying Suhaldev that is narrated by the RSS, 
Ghazi Mian is depicted as a cruel heartless person, who was 
insensitive towards dumb animals and who used the sacred 
cow against the Hindus. Through this narrative Suhaldev 
emerges as a saviour of the cows that were being needlessly 
killed during the battle and as a smarter war strategist than 
Ghazi Mian.

Through the print media also, the BJP–RSS tried to carve 
the image of Suhaldev as a Pasi hero who was a pride of 
Hindu society. This can be seen in the booklet Hindu Samaj 
ke Gaurav, Pasi Veer Maharaja Suhaldev ki Shaurya Gatha, writ-
ten by Trilokinath Kol, a local RSS activist and BJP leader 
of Bahraich, in which he tried to infl uence the Pasi commu-
nity in favour of Hindutva agenda (Maharaja Suhaldev 
Sewa Samiti, 2003). He also attempted to create a narrative 
to cause hatred against the Muslims within the Pasis by ex-
aggerating the attitude of the Muslims towards the Pasis. He 
did this by showing how the Muslim rule in the medieval 
period was very oppressive towards Pasis. The Pasis were 
the earlier rulers of that region and had been dethroned and 
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dispossessed by the Muslims. After the death of Kanishka in 
AD 101 his kingdom was snatched by the Pasis, which brought 
an end to the Kushan dynasty. According to the narrative, 
Muslims consider Pasis to be their greatest enemy and have 
referred to them in some places as Bharshiv or Pashiv. It is 
commonly believed that when the Pasis were defeated by the 
Muslims, they were forced to do jobs like fi lling water from 
tanks. This occupation gave them the title Bharpasi.

At that time, the Pasis welcomed this name since fi lling 
water is a respectable Hindu work. They did not realise that 
this name would later turn into a curse for them. During the 
Muslim rule tremendous efforts were made by the rulers to 
divide and weaken the Pasis. They married Pasi girls and 
forced them to change their religion. Under these circum-
stances the Pasis started eating pork, which is hated by Muslims, 
and married off their children at young ages. Kol (1997) 
lamented that it was unfortunate that due to lack of historical 
information, these events are not given much importance.9

The RSS and its various wings and organisations are using 
such local histories and creating narratives of the past to 
play the politics of hatred among the Dalits and Muslims. 
Through these narratives they also want the Pasis to believe 
that the Muslims had a strong role to play in their marginal-
isation process.

On the other hand, Salar Masood was projected as a cruel 
person who ravaged Hindu women. The RSS, hitting out at 
the Hindus who visit Ghazi Mian’s dargah to pray for the 
fulfi lment of their desires, emphasizes repeatedly that the 
dargah was once the ashram of Balark Rishi. The ashram 
and the Suryakund (water tank) inside it were razed by Salar 
Masood. The site was converted into a dargah nearly 300 years
later by a Muslim king called Feroze Tughlak. Salar Masood 
was actually killed nearly 5 km from where his tomb is 
located. The RSS termed it unfortunate that Maharaja 
Suhaldev, the saviour of the nation and the Hindu religion, 
has been forgotten by the Hindus, who go and pray at the 
imaginary tomb of a foreign intruder to get their wishes 
fulfi lled.10
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Through these narratives the discursive strategy of the 
RSS is to, fi rst, paint the myth of Suhaldev with a Hindu 
colour. Second, by linking the myth with Pasis it is trying to 
electorally mobilise them under its umbrella. Third, by cas-
tigating Ghazi Mian as a Muslim invader who spoiled the 
culture of this region, it is trying to implant a sense of guilt 
among the Hindus who visit the tomb of Ghazi Mian to pray 
and get their wishes fulfi lled. This also helps the RSS to create a
divide between Hindus and Muslims. Here one can observe 
the construction of a Hindutva-oriented communal history of 
Salar Masood and Suhaldev in its struggle for injecting and 
evoking feelings of hatred against the other community.

The temple of Suhaldev Pasi, which is located in a very 
remote place near a lake called Ashtavakra Jheel in Chittora, 
is fully under the control of RSS and its people. The present 
pujari of the temple, Shobh Ram Yadav, also belongs to the 
RSS. This temple is perceived and propagated by the RSS 
as ‘Rashtra Rakshak Veer Shiromani Maharaja Suhaldev ka 
darbar’ (the court of the saviour of the nation Veer Shiromani 
Maharaja Suhaldev). Unlike Ghazi Mian, Suhaldev is not wor-
shipped as a healer and a deity and his temple is not looked 
upon as a place where devotees get fulfi lment of their desires. 
He is worshipped as a warrior who protected Hindutva. The 
statue of Suhaldev shows him sitting on a horse holding a 
bow and arrow (Figure 3.1). He is wearing the dress of a 
Maharaja with a crown on his head. The statue is located 
inside a locked iron cage. Bhartiya Janata Kisan Morcha, an-
other organisation of that region, also celebrates his birthday 
each year and attempts to project his image as a king who 
struggled valiantly to protect the RSS version of Hindutva. 
Suhaldev’s image is also linked with the image of a grand 
Hindu god. Visuals of cows are made on the walls to show 
him as a go rakshak (cow protector). On one side of the front 
wall, there is a painting of Krishna, the cowherd god of 
Hindu mythology. On the other side, there is a painting of 
Lord Rama. Just below Rama’s painting there is a painting 
of a cow and a calf.11
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Myth Making and Popular Narrative

It is interesting to note that the story circulated by the RSS 
and its various wings is contradicted by the popular narra-
tive of the people who come to worship Ghazi Mian, who 
are mostly Hindus. Ghazi Mian is perceived popularly not as 
an intruder but as a hunter who wanted to settle down here 
because of the beautiful environs. Suhaldev was the king of 
a local tribe called Bhar who worshipped the Sun. He was a 
great tyrant and oppressor of the people who were mostly 
Muslims and lower castes. When Ghazi Mian arrived, all the 
people went to him with the request to save them from the 
oppressions of Suhaldev. Very reluctantly he agreed, and a 
fi erce battle ensued in which both Suhaldev and Ghazi Mian 
were killed (Shukla, 2003). Thus Suhaldev is looked upon as a 
villain while Ghazi Mian is a hero. Even today when a strong 
wind blows it is believed to be the evil spirit of Suhaldev, and 
an iron chain that is full of magical powers is tied at the front 
gate of the dargah so that the spirit cannot enter it. No human 
being is allowed to enter or leave the dargah at that time.12

Figure 3.1 Statue of Suhaldev in Chittora

Source: Nivedita Singh.
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The month-long annual fair at the dargah of Ghazi Mian 
held in May is organised by the dargah committee and Sunni 
Central Board, Bahraich. The committee was formed during 
the British period in 1902.13 The fi rst Sunday of the month 
is an important day and all the people living in the neigh-
bourhood gather there. The RSS claims that there was a lake 
in the middle of the dargah in which an idol of the Sun god 
stood. During solar and lunar eclipses big fairs used to be 
held there thousands of years ago, even before Salar Masood 
came here. The Muslims changed the name of the Suryakund 
(lake dedicated to Sun god) to Hoz Shamshi, which is the 
Persian translation of the word Suryakund.14 Sunday is the 
day of the Sun. On this day Hindus observe fast and pray to 
the Sun god. This is the reason why Hindus come here with 
fl ags and trishuls (tridents) to pray. It is commonly believed 
that when lepers bathe in the water of the Suryakund Lake 
near the dargah they get cured. The RSS through its various 
communicative strategies, however, propagates that the 
lake actually belonged to Balarkmuni and it was sanctifi ed 
by rishis and munis over the ages, which gave it miraculous 
properties. This is the reason how lepers get cured when they 
bathe in this lake.

Statue, Image and Myth Making

The logical, intellectual and narrative resources which the 
RSS and its people used draw heavily from the narratives cre-
ated and circulated by the Arya Samaj, Ram Rajya Parishad 
and the Hindu Mahasabha Sangathan, all organisations that 
tried to spread ideas of Hindu nationalism derived from 
socio-religious movements initiated by high-caste Hindus 
(Jaffrelot, 1993: 11). The basis of such an image of Suhaldev 
was invented and constructed by a schoolteacher and poet
of Bahraich, Guru Sahay Dikshit Dwijdeen, who, infl uenced 
by the Arya Samaj, composed a long poem, ‘Sri Suhal Bavani’, 
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in 1940, based on the character of Suhaldev. The poem, com-
posed in Veer Ras (emotion portraying bravery), projected 
him as the saviour of Hindu pride against the foreign in-
truder Salar Masood. Bitter words were used against Islam 
and Salar Masood in particular. The poem used to be recited 
by the poet in local poetry conferences in a grandiloquent 
manner with a sword in his hand and a headband around 
his head. The recitation of the poem in this manner brought 
Suhaldev to life in his chivalrous glory before the audience.

A local resident of Bahraich, who had attended one such 
recitation at the mass level, narrates that the poet was able 
to create an arresting image of Suhaldev in the minds of the 
audience.15 The oral rendition and the printed version, which 
appeared in 1950, helped to build up and diffuse a heroic 
image of Suhaldev in that region. It is interesting to note that 
in the poem Suhaldev was not labelled as a Pasi king but as 
a Jain king who was a passionate anti-Muslim and a staunch 
Hindu loyalist. Inspired by Suhal Bavani, the local intel-
lectuals like lawyers and schoolteachers started writing art-
icles in newspapers glorifying this image of Suhaldev.16

The partition of India and the ensuing communalism 
played an important role in the reconstruction and transmis-
sion of the myth of Suhaldev as an anti-Muslim, Hindu hero. 
After independence, an incident took place in the region that 
has served to reinforce the memory of Suhaldev in the minds 
of the local people. The Arya Samaj, Ram Rajya Parishad and 
the Hindu Mahasabha Sangathan had launched a movement 
to demand the installation of a memorial of Suhaldev. As 
part of this movement, they had also planned a fair in April 
1950 in memory of Suhaldev, in Chittora, which was to be 
inaugurated by Joginder Singh ‘Sardar Sahab’, a local state-
level Congress leader of Bahraich at whose house Mahatma 
Gandhi and Nehru used to stay when they visited Bahraich. 
A stone plaque mentioning the inauguration was also kept 
ready in anticipation of the event. But, on the day of the func-
tion, Khwaja Khalil Ahmad Shah, a member of the dargah 
committee, went to the district administration and reported 
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that due to the frenzy created by the Hindu Mahasabha, Arya 
Samaj and Ram Rajya Parishad around the Suhaldev issue, 
a situation of communal tension and riots was being cre-
ated. He appealed to the administration to prevent the func-
tion commemorating Suhaldev from taking place. The 
residents claim that prohibitory orders under Section 144 
were imposed on the basis of his appeal. However, Santram 
Khanna, a Hindu resident of Chittora, gathered together a 
few local residents like Onkarnath Saraf, Kedarnath Asthana 
and Mathuraprasad Tandon and instigated them to break 
the ban. They started shouting slogans like ‘Suhaldev jaga 
hai, Saiyad Salar bhaga hai’ (Suhaldev has risen, Saiyad Salar 
has fl ed), and ‘Suhaldev ne lalkara hai, surajkund hamara hai’ 
(Suhaldev has instigated, Surajkund is ours). They gathered 
a big crowd, which then made its way to the nagar offi ce 
(Shukla, 2003).17

Section 144 was broken and a riot started. The rioteers were 
put into jail by Baijnath Singh, the city kotwal. In this tension-
ridden situation the main social worker of the city, Mahadev 
Prasad Srivastava, who was associated with the Hindu 
Mahasabha, called a meeting of eminent people of Bahraich 
like Sri Bholanath Arya, Shyamlal Srivastava, Laxminarain 
Gupta, Padma Chandra Jain, Pyarelal Mishra, Amarnath 
Puri of the Ram Rajya Parishad and the RSS pracharak Laxmi 
Chandra Dhawan, and formed a Sri Suhaldev Sangharsh 
Samiti. It was decided that till Section 144 was lifted, batch 
upon batch of people would go to jail. The main markets 
were shut down for a whole week and batches of residents 
shouting slogans went to jail.

In the meantime, a section of the Congress under the 
influence of Hindutva, under the leadership of Vaidya 
Bhagwandeen Mishra, joined this movement around 
Suhaldev. They wrote to the government that if Section 144 
was not lifted the Congress would join the protests in a big 
way. Around 2000 people went to jail. Buckling under the 
pressure of the people, the government lifted the section after 
sometime (Kol, 1997).
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The local Congressmen, taking advantage of the situation, 
organised a big rally in Chittora to inaugurate the Chittora 
fair and the memorial of Suhaldev. They commissioned two 
local painters Lalit Nag and Rajkumar Nag to create the fi rst 
icon of Suhaldev. The painting was put on the back of an 
elephant and taken around the city in the form of a big pro-
cession. This painting was installed in Chittora and the paint-
ings of Rishi Ashtavakra, Balmiki, Buddha, Mahaveer and 
Guru Nanak fl anked it. A local raja of Prayagpur donated 
500 bighas of land and the Chittora Lake to the Suhaldev 
Smarak Samiti. Later, sculptor Samaydeen of Gonda sculpted 
a statue of Suhaldev based on the painting made by the Nag 
painters, in which he was portrayed in a chivalrous stance 
astride a horse. Earlier the statue was of clay and later it was 
changed to cement. A temple of Suhaldev was constructed 
around the statue. The fi rst priest was Bibhishan Narain Puri 
who was associated with the Hindu Mahasabha. Under his 
leadership the event celebrating Maharaj Suhaldev Vijayotsav 
began. In the beginning it was celebrated in the form of hom 
and havan (sacrifi ce of grains and sacred articles in the fi re 
altar for the worship of deities), puja path and taking out a 
victory procession. During Dussehra, a tradition of worship-
ping weapons was started in which Hindu forces started 
participating in a big way.

The people behind the Suhaldev memorial movement 
also invented a celebration around the Rajyabhishek of 
Maharaj Suhaldevji on Basant Panchami and a big fair 
started being held on the occasion (RSS, 2004). Between 1950 
and 1960 the association began infl uencing Pasis electorally 
since Pasis were the dominant majority in many legislative 
constituencies in Bahraich and its adjoining districts. They 
started projecting Suhaldev as a Pasi king who had fought 
for defending a Hindu Ram Rajya. A candidate called Bala 
Prasad won the elections from Ikauna, a Pasi-dominated re-
served constituency between 1952 and 1957 (Dainik Jagran, 
2004b). In the beginning, although the RSS was involved in 
the movement, the leadership was in the hands of the Arya 
Samaj, the Hindu Mahasabha and the Ram Rajya Parishad. 
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Later, due to the agenda of involving Dalits under its fold and 
the fear of conversion of lower castes into Islam in the Indo-
Nepal border after the opening of a number of madrasas in 
the region, the RSS intensifi ed the move of projecting Hindu 
warring icons to perpetuate the anti-Muslim hatred and 
started creating memories of Suhaldev as a Hindu hero 
against Muslim invaders not only in Chittora but also in the 
adjoining regions.

The movement dampened for a few years but picked 
up momentum in 2001 when the Maharaja Suhaldev Sewa 
Samiti was formed under the banner of the RSS. As men-
tioned earlier, this association aggressively revived the mem-
ories and celebrations around Suhaldev by creating new 
festivals, publishing pamphlets, leafl ets and booklets, and or-
ganising various popular activities so that the narrative 
of Suhaldev would transmit to the grass-roots level. Inter-
estingly, the Raj family, which had earlier patronised the 
Sri Suhaldev Smarak Samiti led by Ram Rajya Parishad, 
the Arya Samaj and the Hindu Mahasabha, shifted its alle-
giance to the Shri Suhaldev Sewa Samiti under the RSS. In 
the literature and stationery used by the Sewa Samiti to cir-
culate information about their various activities, the Pasi 
leaders associated with the organisation like Poonam Verma 
and Padma Sen Chowdhry were mentioned prominently. In 
the 2004 elections, they appealed to the voters to vote for the 
party which had elevated the glory of persons who had laid 
down their lives in the defence of their motherland, whether 
it was Suhaldev or the martyrs of the Kargil War.18 Murli 
Manohar Joshi too, in his address to the Pasi community, 
transformed the myth of Suhaldev into an electoral resource 
by specifi cally mentioning that Suhaldev had stopped the 
conversion of many Hindus to Islam.19

As part of the transmission of Suhaldev in the popular 
memory of people of UP, various statues of Suhaldev were 
installed in different parts of the state. The statue installed 
in Lucknow by the RSS refl ects its urge to propagate an 
aggressive image of Suhaldev (Figure 3.2). It is markedly 
different from the statue in Bahraich installed in the 1950s 
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based on the painting by the Nag brothers. The Lucknow 
statue shows Suhaldev in a valiant, militant stance, similar 
to the image of Maharana Pratap. He is wearing iron armour, 
iron headgear and iron breeches, and is holding a spear, 
with a sword by his side.20 On the other hand, the statue in 
Bahraich depicts him more as a medieval folk hero wearing 
a crown and holding a bow and arrow. Maharana Pratap is 
another myth propagated by the RSS and the attempt to carve 
Suhaldev in his image might be a refl ection of the desire to

Figure 3.2 Statue of Suhaldev in Lucknow

Source: Nivedita Singh.
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homogenise the militant Hindu heroes and their icono-
graphy. The residents of Bahraich, however, believe that the 
statue of Suhaldev in Bahraich is a true depiction.21

The construction of aggressive hatred against Muslims 
can be clearly observed during the celebration of the mem-
ory of Suhaldev by the RSS during their annual festival. One 
form of expression of this hatred is through theatres. Before 
2002 the festival was restricted to performing Ramkathas, 
kalash yatras and havan, and taking out processions. In 2002 at 
a meeting in Saraswati Shishu mandir, a branch of a school 
run by the RSS all over India to culturally condition young 
children, it was decided that depicting the life of Suhaldev 
through theatre would be a more effective medium of trans-
mitting the message of the RSS to the masses. The Berunapur 
Theatre Company was commissioned to prepare a drama 
based on the life of Suhaldev. The script of the drama was 
prepared by Mahiraj Dhwaj Singh, a Sangh pracharak, with 
the help of the writer Gopal Shukla. The drama, when 
performed for the fi rst time during the Suhaldev fair organ-
ised at the premises of the Suhaldev temple, evoked a thun-
derous applause, especially in the scene when Suhaldev 
chopped off Ghazi Mian’s head. Seeing the response of the 
audience, the organisers decided to make the drama a regu-
lar feature and that particular scene even more gruesome 
and aggressive. This version of the drama is used by various 
other drama companies of the region, which they perform 
on various occasions. Thus the drama prepared for the cele-
bration of the memory of Suhaldev is now emerging as a 
popular culture of theatrical performance of the region and 
is helping the creation of popular memory in one religious 
community against the other.

In this chapter we tried to see how the BJP, as part of its 
overall strategy of culling out and appropriating local heroes of
Dalit communities by entering into the communal spaces 
of their memories, is saffronising and conferring a warring 
identity on the hero of the Pasis, Suhaldev, and positing 
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him against a Muslim king Ghazi Mian. As has been men-
tioned, the motive behind this attempt is, fi rst, to enfold the 
Pasis politically into the Hindu fold and, second, to arouse 
their passions against the Muslims so that they function 
as the soldiers of the upper-caste Hindus against Muslims. In 
the next chapter we will see how the local myths and legends 
of various Dalit castes were used by an important leader of 
the BJP, Murli Manohar Joshi, just before the general elec-
tions in 2004, to induce them to vote for him. In the case where 
no myths or legends were found, the caste-based professions 
of these castes were glorifi ed. However, while mobilising the 
upper castes, the issues of development were used.
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4

Creating Popular Politics
Caste Histories and BJP’s Electoral Discourse

Shikari aayega,
Jaal bichhayega

Jaal mein phansna nahin
(The hunter will come and spread his net, 

don’t get caught in it)
—A popular folk proverb

In the earlier chapters we saw how the political strategy taken 
up by the BJP in the 1980s and 1990s to mobilise the Dalits as 
a homogeneous category within the Hindu fold has changed 
in this decade. The changed strategy is to try to mobilise each 
caste individually while trying to build up a unifi ed Hindu 
identity. The party had to resort to this changed strategy for 
mobilising Dalits because earlier, for them, Dalit was one 
category which was almost abstract and symbolised by cer-
tain features such as ‘deprived economically by upper castes’ 
and ‘faced humiliation and discrimination by upper castes’—
all images that emerged from the Ambedkarite Dalit move-
ment in Maharashtra. Earlier, in the discourse of the RSS, 
VHP and BJP, Dalits were not referred to as ‘Dalit’, but were 
looked upon as one homogenous category called vanchit 
(deprived). In practical politics, the BJP was including them in 
its politics through various kinds of representational politics 
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like promoting some leaders of Dalit castes in its political 
structure, distributing election tickets to them based on the 
majority of the caste in the constituency, supporting issues 
like social justice and integrating them in the Ram Mandir 
issue as a means to integrate them in the Hindutva agenda.

Later, the growing infl uence of the BSP and the need to re-
spond to it led the BJP to realise the importance of identity in 
contemporary electoral politics. It was then that it proceeded 
to deal with various ‘micro-units’ (castes) of the ‘macro–unit’ 
of Dalit-vanchit communities, which it wanted to saffronise. 
As has been mentioned, it started digging out myths of vari-
ous Dalit castes that were popular locally, saffronised them 
to fi t into the political ideology of the party and then linked 
them to the meta-narrative of Hindutva. However, the party 
recognised the idea that for motivating the Dalits to vote for 
the party, just arousing the caste identities of the Dalits is not 
enough since most of the Dalit communities are economic-
ally highly marginalised. They have not reaped the benefi ts 
of development, which have been cornered mainly by the 
upper castes. Most Dalits live in villages in extremely dismal 
conditions and are lagging behind in all indicators of develop-
ment like access to health, education, roads, electricity and 
clean drinking water. In order to induce them to vote for the 
party they also need the allurement of development, which 
the party had failed to provide while it was in power. The 
political strategy thus had to be modifi ed to link the issue of
development with that of glorification of local caste 
heroes to fi t into the agenda of Hindutva. ‘Development’ was
given two meanings by the BJP in this context. One was the 
fulfi lment of basic needs and the other, in the context of 
Dalit communities, was the development of various castes 
like Pasi, Chamar and Nishad, using their traditional skills 
based on caste traditions. In its electoral discourse the party 
tried to link both kinds of development discourses, that is, 
development of society through the development of basic 
needs and development of marginalised castes with their 
mythic and cultural identity materials.
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This strategy was highly visible just before the 2004 par-
liamentary elections when its national political slogan of ‘feel 
good’ and emphasis on developmental politics was mixed 
with the developmental aspiration through caste identity his-
tories and mythic material. That it was conscious of its fail-
ure to ensure social justice for the marginalised castes while 
in power in the previous term was evident in its Vision Docu-
ment 2004 published just before the elections, which enu-
merated a number of means by which SCs, STs and OBCs, 
which are still the most marginalised communities of Indian 
society, could be uplifted both socially and economically.

It also revealed its reluctance to forgo the original ideol-
ogy on which the party was formed, which was that the 
basis of national identity is cultural nationalism, for which 
‘Indianness’, ‘Bharatiyata’ and ‘Hindutva’ are synonyms. Ac-
cording to its Vision Document 2004, cultural nationalism is 
the most potent antidote for communalism, divisiveness and 
separatism of every kind (BJP, 2004).

In this chapter, we will see how the hopes and promises 
of development were translated in the real fi eld when the 
party started its electoral campaign to mobilise different Dalit 
castes living at the grass roots in UP. This can be seen from 
the election campaign of Murli Manohar Joshi, a very senior 
BJP leader and ideologue, who was the minister for human 
resource development when the BJP-led NDA government 
was in power between 1999 and 2004. Joshi’s constituency 
is Allahabad district, which includes both the main city in-
habited mainly by elite upper castes and the adjoining vil-
lages inhabited by various Dalit and lower castes. While 
campaigning for himself just before the general elections held 
in May 2004, he, along with other supporters of his party, 
addressed many rallies in and around Allahabad. The ral-
lies addressed in the city of Allahabad were mostly attended 
by upper-caste educated people. The rallies addressed in 
suburban areas in the outskirts of the city were attended by 
people from the middle castes, most of whom were semi-
literate, while the rallies in remote villages were addressed to 
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marginalised castes and communities who are yet to become 
a part of mainstream development as measured by conven-
tional socio-economic indicators. In this chapter we will docu-
ment and analyse a few speeches made by Murli Manohar 
Joshi to various cross sections of his target electorate, as 
reported in the leading Hindi and English newspapers 
during that period. This will help us to see how the BJP 
and others with the same ideology are trying to link the 
identities of various Dalit castes to the Hindutva discourse 
while they try to mobilise these Dalits by using the rhetoric of 
‘development’. Thus one of the purposes of this chapter 
is to see how the BJP produced and reproduced mythic, 
historical and identity materials, which we have discussed 
in the previous chapters, in the real fi eld of electoral politics 
through the mapping of electoral discussions of Murli 
Manohar Joshi.

BJP and the Creative Manipulation of 
Lower Castes and Dalits

On 10 March 2004, Murli Manohar Joshi had addressed the 
Kushwaha community of Allahabad, which is engaged in 
growing fruits and vegetables. The representatives of this 
community asked the BJP to ensure increased participation 
of the Kushwahas in the democratic process. In reply, Joshi 
said that the party believed in giving equal respect and rep-
resentation to all communities. He glorifi ed the caste-based 
profession of the Kushwahas by praising their contribution 
to the development of the country. He said that the country 
was ahead in the production of fruits and vegetables but the 
farmers could not take advantage of it since more than 30 per 
cent of the products perished before reaching the market. In 
this situation the youth should try to improvise new methods 
for preserving perishable fruits and vegetables. In the meet-
ing, Joshi stressed on development and asked youngsters 
to come forward. He was accompanied by the then union 
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minister of state for social justice and empowerment, 
Nagmani, who is from the Kushwaha caste. The meeting 
was presided over by former member of legislative council 
(MLC) Brij Bhushan Kushwaha (Amar Ujala, 2004a).

On 12 March 2004, Dr Joshi addressed a section of Pasis 
at Akora gram, Bara, situated in rural UP. He said that 
granting equality to all communities was the main task fa-
cing the BJP. The distortions in history should be removed 
and castes like Pasi and Gurjar, which were earlier categorised 
as criminal, should be included in history (Amar Ujala, 2004b). 
On 14 March 2004, while addressing another meeting of the 
Pasis in Shivkuti, Allahabad, which was attended by Pasis 
of the city and adjoining villages, Dr Joshi said that the BJP 
government had given many facilities to the Dalits. The 
heroes of these communities had been included in school text-
books. He exalted the hero of the Pasis, Maharaja Suhaldev, 
who had stopped many Hindus from changing their religion 
by fi ghting against foreign intruders who tried to force the 
natives to convert. Joshi said that the history of these com-
munities is full of brave heroes but at present they are suf-
fering both socially and economically. The government is 
committed to giving them equal status. It has given demo-
cratic rights to the Dalits by letting them enter the parliament. 
It has tried to universalise education by starting the Sarva 
Shiksha Abhiyan, which has greatly benefi ted the downtrod-
den sections. The effort of the government has always been 
to ensure literacy for all communities so that they become 
equal partners in the development process. Among other 
speakers at the meeting were Sri Trilokinath Kol, who has 
written a glorious narrative about the hero of the Pasis, 
Maharaja Suhaldev Pasi. Noting the glorious history of the 
Pasis, he called upon the community members to learn from 
their ancestors and come forward to save the country (Dainik 
Jagran, 2004a).

In a meeting with the people of the Vishwakarma caste 
in mid-April, Joshi began by garlanding the statue of 
Vishwakarma, the god of machines, as the Vishwakarmas 
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are mechanics. Addressing the caste identity of this commu-
nity, Murli Manohar Joshi said that one should always keep 
pace with the changing techniques and technologies and 
search for new methods for increasing sales. He said that for 
talented persons it is not important to be highly educated, 
for example, the roadside mechanics who repair cars and 
scooters are usually educated only up to class eight but they 
are no less knowledgeable than an engineer in a big car fac-
tory. He clarifi ed that he did not imply that it is not important 
to study, but that it is also not right to criticise new tech-
niques and technologies. The president of the meeting, who 
belonged to the Vishwakarma community, lamented that 
the number of representatives of this community in the par-
liament was not proportional to the size of its population 
(Amar Ujala, 2004e).

Joshi also addressed the Patel community in Bardaha 
village in the Karchhana assembly constituency around the 
same time. He said that had Sardar Patel been alive for some 
more time, terrorism would not have reared its ugly head 
in Kashmir and other states of the country. It was important 
for Indians to follow the footsteps of Sardar Patel for taking 
the country ahead and for establishing social harmony. In 
another meeting that was held in the same village on the same 
day, Joshi addressed the Muslim minorities and emphasised 
the need of the community to acquire education and move 
ahead. The central government had made a signifi cant move 
in this direction by installing computers and introducing 
the study of science in madrasas. He said that the BJP was 
trying hard to change the direction of mainstream develop-
ment by bringing about improvement in the living standards 
of minority and marginalised communities so that they could 
move ahead. The Muslims could develop only by linking 
themselves with the BJP who were their true well wishers. 
On this occasion nearly 150 Muslims, who were earlier sup-
porters of Congress and SP, pledged their allegiance to the 
BJP (Amar Ujala, 2004f).
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While addressing the Nishads, a ‘water-centric’ backward 
community, on 1 April in Naini, Murli Manohar Joshi pro-
mised to fulfi l their demands for reservations in the Navy, 
the zila police and the fi sheries department. In his speech, he 
said that the Nishads could not be ignored in the construc-
tion of the Ram Mandir in Ayodhya. After all it was Nishadraj 
who had helped Lord Rama to cross the Ganga. He also pro-
mised to build a statue of Eklavya in Shringverpur if he won 
the election (Amar Ujala, 2004c).

On 22 April 2004, Sri Beni Madhav Bind, a BJP leader 
who campaigned for Murli Manohar Joshi, addressed the 
Zila Eklavya Graduate Youth Brigade which is an associa-
tion made up of Nishads who revere Eklavya as their caste 
hero. He said that Eklavya became a hero by cutting off 
his thumb. His dedication and sacrifi ce have made him im-
mortal in history. He said that cooperation and dedication 
towards the BJP would end the inherent problems of our 
country (Hindustan, 2004a).

On 28 April 2004, another BJP leader, Narendra Singh 
Gaur, addressed the Nishads at the same place to campaign 
for Murli Manohar Joshi. He passed on the message of 
Murli Manohar Joshi in which he said that the story of Veer 
Eklavya and its ideals are a heritage treasure for Indian cul-
ture. Eklavya was the ideal of not only the Nishads but of all 
Indians. The meeting was attended by the deputy mayor of 
Allahabad, Anamika Chowdhary, who also belongs to the 
Nishad community. She said it was a matter of pride for 
the Nishads that Eklavya belonged to their community. 
She also praised Murli Manohar Joshi for promising to start 
the Eklavya Channel on television and for establishing the 
Eklavya Marg. The meeting was presided over by Ram Saran 
Nishad, MLC (Hindustan, 2004a).

Just before the elections, on 28 April 2004, Eklavya Jayanti 
was celebrated by the All India Eklavya Kalyan Samiti at 
the Eklavya Crossing in Civil Lines, Allahabad. Addressing 
the meeting, Narendra Gaur, a BJP leader and MLA from 
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the Allahabad (north) assembly seat, projected Eklavya as a 
son of the Nishads whose religious and cultural life epitom-
ised the heritage of an ideal Indian. He said that two months 
ago Murli Manohar Joshi had launched an educational 
channel on radio called Eklavya Channel and had also in-
augurated a road near a cluster of Nishad villages in Naini, 
named after Eklavya. On this occasion, the message of 
Murli Manohar Joshi to the Nishad Samaj was also read out 
(Dainik Jagran, 2004c).

Hopes, Promises and Messages of Development

In addition to the speeches made to caste groups located in 
the lower rungs of the social hierarchy, Murli Manohar Joshi 
also addressed a gathering of upper castes on 2 April 2004, 
at a general meeting in a Brahmin-dominated locality in 
Meja, a big block township near Allahabad. In his speech, he 
warned people against the dangerous consequences of caste-
ridden politics by citing the example of Bihar. He played his 
development card to motivate the listeners and also spelt out 
the commitment of the NDA government for the develop-
ment of the nation as a whole (The Times of India, 2004a). On 
24 April 2004, Joshi addressed some general meetings in 
Allahabad City in which he asked people to vote for him in the 
name of development of the city in particular and India in gen-
eral. In the meetings held in South Malaka, Shahararabagh, 
Loknath and Zero Road, which were attended by people 
belonging to mostly upper-caste communities, he iterated 
that the people of the country would be voting not just for 
the members of parliament but also to support Atal Behari 
Vajpayee who was committed to creating a new, developed 
India. He said that in the fi ve years of the NDA government 
there had been an all round development of the country. 
Roads, drinking water, telephone facilities, gas connections 
and other basic needs had been provided to rural people to 
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facilitate their development (Hindustan, 2004b). On 25 April 
2004, Tarla Joshi, wife of Murli Manohar Joshi, addressed a 
rally in Allahabad in which she asked the people to come 
out of the trap of caste and vote for development. There 
had been a holistic development of the country under Atal 
Behari Vajpayee’s prime ministership and if he returned to 
power once again, a stable country, and not a divided one, 
would emerge. She called upon the people of Allahabad to 
vote for Murli Manohar Joshi in the name of development 
(Amar Ujala, 2004h).

Context, Shift and Political Discourse

From a collection of newspaper reports published between 
10 March and 27 April 2004, one can see that Murli Manohar 
Joshi addressed 20 caste meetings out of a total of 24 meet-
ings in and around Allahabad. All the caste meetings were 
targeted at the lower and marginalised castes. In each of these 
meetings his strategy was both to raise the caste identity and 
to promise to link the caste with the development process 
in terms of socio-economic indicators like education, health, 
roads and electricity. He tried to raise caste identity either 
by extolling the caste-based profession or by glorifying the 
caste hero who was associated with that caste. The derogatory 
way in which lower castes following their caste-based pro-
fessions are looked upon by upper castes was subverted by 
glorifying their caste professions. This was seen in the case of 
the Kushwahas, Binds and Vishwakarmas, whom he urged 
to link with the development process by strengthening their 
caste-based professions. The Vishwakarmas were told to keep 
pace with modern technology, modern society and the mod-
ern market by modifying their caste-based knowledge and 
wisdom to suit modern needs.

In this way, while glorifying their caste profession which 
seemed to be becoming archaic and irrelevant in today’s age 
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of modern technology, he tried to link them with the devel-
opment process. Through this he tried to raise the pride and 
confi dence of the community in their professions and, in the 
process, consolidate them as a vote bank for his party. The 
Kushwahas and Binds whose caste profession is to grow and 
sell agricultural products were similarly told to keep abreast 
of the latest innovations in agricultural technology for pre-
serving perishable fruits and vegetables. The youths of these 
castes who often shunned their caste-based professions 
were exhorted to take pride in them and link the traditional 
knowledge and wisdom of their castes with modern technol-
ogy. In this manner he tried to forge connectivity between 
caste identity, caste professions and traditional wisdom with 
development and modernity, thus subverting their sense of 
inferiority because of the low status of their caste in the eyes 
of the higher castes. His being escorted to the meetings by 
BJP leaders belonging to these castes was a way of demon-
strating the participation of these castes in the democratic 
processes of the country.

The attempt to raise the caste identity through their caste 
heroes was seen in the case of the highly marginalised Pasi 
caste, which does not fi nd a mention in mainstream history 
books. There seemed to be two underlying motives in Joshi’s 
address to this caste. The fi rst one was to construct their 
heroes and histories as the constituent elements of their caste 
identity and in the process link them with democratic elect-
oral politics. The second was to appease this huge caste that 
constitutes a sizeable vote bank by giving democratic repre-
sentation to their heroes and histories who the Pasis claim 
have made signifi cant contributions to the history of the 
country but have been disregarded by the upper castes. 
Through these two discursive strategies, Murli Manohar Joshi 
tried to arouse their caste pride and caste identity by invok-
ing their heroes, histories and memories of the past that had 
been suppressed in the mainstream narratives. In order to 
politically mobilise the Pasis, both these strategies were em-
ployed by Joshi in his electoral discourse.



Creating Popular Politics

111

An analysis of Murli Manohar Joshi’s speech to the 
Patels shows that his discursive strategy was to invoke the 
caste identity of the Patels by linking it with a hero of their 
caste, Sardar Patel. The BJP picked up the symbol of Sardar 
Patel, who actually belonged to Gujarat, to get the vote of 
the Patels, and in the process it also projected Sardar Patel’s 
idea of one nation. His authoritarian behaviour of assimi-
lating the princely Muslim states of Hyderabad and Kashmir 
into India was interpreted by him as a step towards the con-
solidation of the Hindutva agenda. His speech to the Muslims 
on the same day, however, did not contain any mention 
of Sardar Patel who had adopted a hard attitude towards 
Muslims during the Kashmir dispute. An analysis of his two 
speeches delivered on the same day at the same village shows 
that while mobilising the Patels he glorifi ed Sardar Patel, a 
hero of the Patel caste but who was known for his unsym-
pathetic stand towards the Muslims. At the same time, in 
order to appease the Muslims and appropriate them into the 
BJP fold, he promised to raise their standard of living with-
out mentioning Sardar Patel at all.

An example of how a Dalit caste was tried to be mobilised 
into the upper caste, Brahminical psyche that characterises 
the BJP can be seen in the way the Nishads were wooed by 
Murli Manohar Joshi. While promising to uplift the back-
ward community that is still dependent on water-based activ-
ities, he reminded them that Nishadraj, a king of the Nishad 
tribe mentioned in the Ramayana, had played a signifi cant role 
in Lord Rama’s journey to the forest during his exile. Thus, 
since historically the Nishads had served the upper castes, 
it was their present duty to vote for the BJP in the name of 
Lord Rama. The eulogising of Eklavya, another hero of the 
Nishads who had been treated shabbily by the upper castes 
in the Mahabharata, also reveals the predominant Brahminical 
mindset of the BJP which glorifi es sacrifi ce, devotion and 
worship of the teacher, irrespective of how badly he may 
treat his students. The incident in which Eklavya cuts off his 
thumb in order to repay his debt to Dronacharya who did not 
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accept Eklavya as his student because of his lower-caste ante-
cedents was interpreted as a shining example of devotion 
and dedication towards his guru (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 Eklavya and Dronacharya

Source: Nishad Jyoti Magazine.

This interpretation is a complete reversal of the BSP’s 
interpretation that Eklavya was prevented from acquiring 
education and skills by the upper castes as part of their de-
liberate efforts to deprive the lower castes of knowledge and 
wisdom.

Thus while mobilising the Nishads, Murli Manohar Joshi 
invoked the memories of Eklavya and Nishadraj who have 
been mentioned in the upper-caste Hindu epics Ramayana 
and Mahabharata. Although neither of them was shown to 
have a high status in the two epics, they were extolled and 
glorifi ed in his speeches for their dedication and service to-
wards the upper castes. From these attempts it is obvious 
that the BJP was trying to integrate the narratives of Nishad 
identity into the Brahminical meta-narrative.
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The marginalised castes addressed by Murli Manohar 
Joshi were Kushwaha, Pasi, Pal, Kol, Vishwakarma, Nishad, 
Patel, Bind and Muslims. He addressed two meetings of 
Kushwahas, three meetings of Pasis, four meetings of Pals, 
two each of the Pasis, Vishwakarmas and Kols, four of the 
Nishads, two of the Patels and one each of the Binds and 
Muslims. Caste heroes were glorifi ed in the case of Pasis, 
Nishads and Patels. Caste professions were praised in the 
case of Kushwahas, Vishwakarmas and Binds. The issue of 
only development was raised in the case of Pals and Kols 
who are still very marginalised in terms of socio-economic 
indicators and do not have caste heroes associated with 
their caste. The issue of caste linked with development was 
raised in the case of Kushwahas, Pasis, Vishwakarmas and 
Nishads.

However, in spite of this aggressive wooing of the Dalits, 
Murli Manohar Joshi did not succeed in winning the coveted 
Allahabad seat. The reasons for this might be that the elect-
orate was highly confused by his election speeches. On 
the one hand, he promised unifi ed development for all. On 
the other hand, he addressed each caste individually and 
exhorted them to develop using their own cultural resources. 
The BSP and SP, the other two main parties in the fray for mobil-
ising Dalits and lower castes, clearly pursued their agenda 
of caste mobilisation and ensuring political participation of 
middle and lower castes. In this quest they also satisfi ed the 
individual identities of lower-caste persons by helping them 
in their everyday activities and in their personal work. In the 
early stages of the political campaign, Murli Manohar Joshi 
talked only about the development of Allahabad, but later 
he changed his discourse after monitoring the discourses of 
the BSP and the SP. He started going to caste associations 
of different castes but did not care to fulfi l the personal needs 
of people belonging to mass society. Since he himself be-
longed to the elite upper-caste society he was mainly con-
cerned about fulfi lling the personal needs of people belonging 
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to his own society. However, the needs of the marginalised 
communities were satisfi ed by the SP and the BSP, who 
were openly evoking caste identities as they pursued their 
strategy aggressively. Joshi’s dilemma was refl ected in his 
political discourses, which is why his addresses to the lower 
castes were not aggressive. The failure to cleverly shift from a 
sheer developmental discourse among the urban, upper-caste 
middle class to dealing with caste identity resources along 
with development, or the failure of a good mixing of the de-
velopment discourse and the caste identity discourse, or 
the failure to prepare a discursive condition in which both 
discourses could be naturalised in performative politics may 
have been the reason for his defeat.

The study of the electoral discourse of the BJP just before 
the parliamentary elections held in 2004 showed that the BJP 
tried hard to break its image of being a communal party by 
creating a meta-narrative for mobilising communities across 
caste lines. In order to do so, the party raised the issue of 
development, and its recurrent themes of Rama and Hindu 
nationalism that it had been propagating for many years were 
linked with development. It tried to claim a strong role in es-
tablishing a civil society by proposing itself as a harbinger 
of a democratic society. As observed from the speeches of 
Joshi, collected from newspaper reports, there were strong 
shifts in the language of discourse depending on the target 
group. These ranged from issues based on development to 
addressing the question of caste identity and increasing pol-
itical participation in democratic processes. Since the mid-
dle class (mainly upper-caste communities) living in the city 
of Allahabad are more concerned with development, the 
issue of development was used in places inhabited by them. 
However, while addressing lower castes his electoral dis-
course consisted of elements that aimed to address their caste 
pride and caste glory through references to their caste heroes. 
Through his speeches he also tried to consolidate their caste 
identity by exhorting them to take pride in their caste-based 
profession. There were strong references to caste heroes and 



Creating Popular Politics

115

myths with which particular castes associate themselves 
that helped consolidate the identity of the caste as a whole. 
This paved the path for the BJP to woo these castes as homo-
geneous vote banks.

Thus words and phrases like ‘poverty alleviation’, ‘devel-
opment’, ‘growth’, ‘social justice’ and election slogans like 
‘garibi hatao’, ‘mera bharat mahaan’, ‘feel good factor’ and ‘India 
shining’, which were once important mobilisation metaphors, 
were found to be couched in terms that the different castes 
could easily relate to depending on the specifi c needs of each 
of these castes. This change in the language of political dis-
course from one uniform language to different languages for 
different target groups is the result of the entry of the mar-
ginalised Dalit castes and communities into the political and 
democratic arena of the country, especially in UP, and the 
growing fragmentation of society along caste lines. As under-
stood from the speeches of Murli Manohar Joshi, the BJP as 
a national party was also compelled to change its political 
strategy to enfold these castes under its political umbrella 
and chalk out its language of political discourse to suit the 
needs of each of these castes.

In the next chapter we will study in detail how the Dalit 
caste Nishad is being wooed by the BJP through the use of 
the myths and cultural resources of this caste. This is also 
being done by other parties who have joined the bandwagon 
of identity politics. In this process, the caste itself is acquir-
ing the power to negotiate with various parties in the fray 
for winning its votes.
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5

Legend War
Mapping the Political Mobilisation of the Nishads

Ab tak kya kiya
Jivan kya jiya

Zyada liya, aur diya bahut, bahut kam
Mar gaya desh

Aur jivit rah gaye tum
(What did you do till now

What life did you lead
You took a lot but gave very, very little in return

The country died
And you remained alive)

—Muktibodh, 1984

In the previous chapters we tried to show how the identities 
and identity symbols of various Dalit castes are being used 
by the BJP to mobilise these castes by reinterpreting them on 
the lines of Hindutva. Apart from the BJP, the other party 
that is using the cultural resources of various Dalit parties to 
politically mobilise them is the BSP, as has been mentioned 
earlier. Along with these two parties, certain other parties 
like the SP have also joined the bandwagon of identity pol-
itics. Thus it can be said that these castes are like a political 
constituency, which political forces are contesting to win 
over. All these political parties are using the same mythical 
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and cultural resources, with the common motive of winning 
the votes of these castes, but are reinterpreting and recreating 
them in different ways to suit their political agendas. How-
ever, an interesting side effect of this process is that the castes 
are themselves acquiring the power to negotiate with vari-
ous parties in the fray for winning their votes. In this chap-
ter we will see how this is happening for the Nishad caste 
of UP, in which case the competition among the different 
political parties has led to a strengthening of the political 
power of the caste itself. The Nishads themselves are now 
using their past to mobilise and unite the entire community 
and are gradually emerging as a powerful pressure group 
for demanding more privileges, benefi ts and protective dis-
criminatory schemes from the state. Thus they are now in a 
position to bargain with the various political parties in the 
race for getting them votes.

Formation of Nishad Identity

Nishad is a sub-caste of the Mallah caste, which is a  ‘water-
centric’ community whose primary occupations are boating 
and fi shing. Earlier it was not recognised as an SC but con-
sidered a most Backward Caste. But recently the UP government 
declared it an SC. This decision has not been implemented 
because the issue went to court and the court has not yet given 
its decision. But socially and economically they are like Dalits, 
which is why we consider them as Dalits in this study.

The term ‘Mallah’ was used to denote a person who rode 
a boat. According to Crooke (1896/1975: 460), it is purely an 
occupational term derived from the Arabic word Mallah—‘to 
move its wings like a bird’. He further mentions that a number 
of communities are included in the Mallah group. These are 
Mallah, Kewat, Dhimar, Karabak, Nikhad, Kachhwaha, 
Manjhi and Jalok. Presumably, the word Nikhad has been 
transformed to Nishad. The term ‘Mallah’ was found to be 
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used in two different senses: fi rst to refer to a number of fi sh-
ermen and boatmen castes, such as Dhimar, Karbak, Nikhad, 
Kachhwaha and Sorahiya, and, second, for a specifi c caste, 
which is traditionally known by the name Mallah. The use 
of the term in these two senses makes the task of ethno-
logical analysis of Mallahs intricate and perplexing (Census 
of India, 1961).

There are many sub-castes of Nishads in UP at present 
such as Nishad, Kewat, Mallah, Bind, Batham, Bathwa, 
Chai, Yar, Sorahiya, Goriya, Godh, Dharak, Guriyari, Tiyar, 
Tanwar, Khulwat, Kharbind, Turaha, Rayawar, Sahni, 
Kashyap, Kahar, Dhimar, Manjhi, Majhwar and Lodh. The 
important sub-castes among them are Nishad, Bind, Lodh, 
Kashyap and Kewat (Nishad Kalyan Sabha, Uttar Pradesh, 
1979). All these sub-castes were once a part of the Mallah com-
munity but now caste associations like the Rashtriya Nishad 
Sangh, Nishad Kalyan Sabha and Maharaja Nishadraj Guhya 
Smarak Samiti are trying to unite all the sub-castes of the 
Nishads into one large Nishad community. The various sub-
castes of this community originated from the different kinds 
of occupations linked with water like fi shing, rowing and 
sand dredging. But the desire to unite all the sub-castes of 
Nishads under a common caste name stems from the fact that 
it will make them a powerful community whose members 
could win seats in the Parliament and work towards the up-
lift and betterment of the community. Nishad was chosen 
as the unifying identity since the name has been mentioned 
in the ancient Hindu religious texts. This fact helps them 
to prove that they are among the oldest settlers of the sub-
continent and gives them the right to claim various grants 
given by the government.

The unifi cation of the Nishads is being attempted by or-
ganising unity conferences (ekta sammelan), sensitisation 
programmes and employing other mobilisational strategies. 
This process began in the colonial period when a newly 
educated middle class started emerging. This section, along 
with the traditional leaders of the caste panchayat, formed a 
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leadership group, which took the lead to develop the All India 
Nishad Mahasabha in 1918 in Lucknow, spearheaded by Rai 
Ram Charan Vakil and Pyarelal Chowdhry from Allahabad. 
Its fi rst convention was held in Allahabad, followed by sev-
eral such meetings in other parts of India. The convention 
was held in Lucknow in 1919, in Kashi from 27–29 Decem-
ber 1920, in Buxar (Bihar) in 1926 and in Agra in September 
1927. In December 1936, a meeting was held in Hooghly. In 
1946, a unique meeting was held in Dehri-on-Sone, in which 
a huge tent was put up on the banks of the river Sone. In 
1940, a meeting was held in Tengraghat in Munger, while 
in 1946, it was held in Shyamnagar in Purulia, West Bengal. 
In 1950, Khalilabad, Gorakhpur, hosted the meeting. In 1952, 
the Kashyap Dheewar Milan Nishad Sammelan was held 
under the aegis of the All India Nishad Mahasabha in Rajghat, 
Benaras. In 1956, at the meeting in Sirsa, Allahabad, inter-
caste marriages within the Nishad sub-castes were santioned 
with the aim of uniting them.

In all these meetings, the need for unifying all the Nishads 
under a common umbrella was stressed, and this was iter-
ated through speeches and pamphlets. Through these meet-
ings, the glorious past of the Nishads was highlighted and 
both Arya Samajist writings about their identity and history, 
based on Brahminical values, and the writings of colonial 
ethnographers, which classifi ed them as the original settlers 
of this land, were quoted. Social reform and political repre-
sentation of the Nishad community were attempted through 
these meetings.

This assertion for political representation bore fruit when 
in 1936, Ram Charan Advocate became a member of the le-
gislative council of the United Province (Chowdhry, 1999). In 
a meeting of the Maharaja Nishadraj Guhya Smarak Samiti, 
at Allahabad on 23 January 1997, that was held to unite people 
from the Nishad, Bind, Kashyap and Lodh sub-castes, it was 
mentioned by the intellectuals of these communities that in 
the ancient period their samaj (community) was united at the 
national level under the name ‘Nishad’, and that was the 
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secret of their prosperity. They called upon the people of these 
different sub-castes to once again unite themselves and 
strengthen their community. In another meeting held in 
Gauribazaar, Dewaria, Raghuvir Dayal Verma, leader of the 
SP, and former minister Manoharlal Nishad said that their 
community had been highly exploited historically and that 
this process was still continuing. They said that the Lodhs, 
Binds and the entire Nishad community needed to unite 
themselves to fi ght against this exploitation. As the initial step 
in this direction, nearly 250 leaders of the Lodhs, Nishads and 
Binds living in UP got together and decided to unite them-
selves by reviving the roti–beti sambandh (commensality and 
inter-marriage) among themselves (Dainik Jagran, 1997).

Since then, there have been many similar attempts to 
unite the Nishads by organising such caste conferences to 
merge all the sub-castes under one common identity. At a 
Virat Nishad Sammelan held at Minto Park, Allahabad, on 
23 May 1997, Shri Chhedilal Sathi, who inaugurated the con-
ference, appealed to all the Mallahs to claim themselves as 
Nishads and form a broader unity of all the sub-castes. This 
would help them to come forward in power politics and 
create pressure on the Indian state to adopt social welfare 
measures for Nishads.

At a regional Nishadraj Guhya Jayanti Samaroh held on 
the banks of Shringverpur Ganga in Soraon tehsil, Allahabad, 
in May 1997, the organiser Shri Sitaram Nishad, President 
of the National Association of Fishermen, UP, said that 
Nishadraj Guhya, who was the hero of all the sub-castes of 
the Nishads, was born in Shringverpur. This place was thus 
important for the Nishads and became a pilgrimage centre 
of all the Nishad sub-castes.

Forging a commonality between all the Nishad sub-
castes through their caste hero was another mobilisational 
tactic employed by community leaders to unite them under 
one common caste name. On 23 November 1992, a conven-
tion was organised by the state unit of the Rashtriya Nishad 
Sangh in Dayanidhan Park, Lucknow, to unite the Nishad 
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community and its sub-castes such as the Lodhs, Nishads, 
Binds, Kashyaps, Dhuriyas, Bathams and Ramkawars. The 
pamphlet published on the occasion claimed the rally as the 
first and only historic rally of the Nishads and its sub-
castes. It is interesting that Nishad itself is a subcaste of the 
Mallahs, but in the rally it was claimed as the meta-identity 
for the entire water-centric community. Although many such 
attempts had taken place in the past, the pamphlet declared 
it to be the fi rst one to emphasize its pioneering role and thus 
make its mobilizational language more effective (Rashtriya 
Nishad Sangh, 1992).

Magazines published by the Nishads like the Nishad Jyoti 
try to infl uence the readers belonging to the various sub-
castes of Nishads to unite under the common name of Nishad. 
In an article called ‘Nishad Vanshiya Sankhya Bal’ in Nishad 
Jyoti it was said that Nishads and their various sub-castes 
accounted for nearly 18 per cent of the total population in 
UP. Almost 54 sub-castes are subsumed under this generic 
caste name. The writer E. S. D. Bind (2001) remarked that it 
would be an excellent idea if all these sub-castes changed to 
the universal caste name of Nishad or Kewat, which also had 
historical and Pauranic roots.

Myths, Legends and Popular Histories of Nishads

The printed literature of the Nishads, such as magazines 
like Nishad Jyoti published from Ghazipur, Kalindi and 
Nishad Sandesh published from Allahabad, Nishad Jagaran 
from Patna, Jal Shramik from Delhi, Jheel Putra Smarika from 
Riwa, and various pamphlets brought out on the occasion 
of birthdays of their heroes, narrate the history and glory of 
the Nishad community. Through these the Nishads of today 
try to establish that before the advent of the Aryans in the 
western, north-western and central part of India, there was 
a well-developed kingdom of Nishads and Dravids having 
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their own forts. They also claim themselves as the forefathers 
of the Sindhu civilisation. In support of this claim, they quote 
colonial ethnographers, such as Hall, Keith, Dowson, Slater, 
Hewitt and William Crooke, and also Indian books such as 
Vishwa ki Prachin Sabhyataen written by Shri Ram Goyal, the 
Hindi Vishwakosh, vol. 6, published by Kashi Nagrik Pracharak 
Sabha, Varanasi, and the novel written by Kuber Nath Rai 
called Nishad Bansuri (Choudhary, 1997). They also quote the 
Rigveda, which mentions that before the coming of the 
Aryans, many developed castes lived in the subcontinent. Ac-
cording to it, the Ganga River Culture developed because of 
the Nishads. The Nishads were familiar with modern tech-
niques of farming and also had a well-developed panchang 
(calendar), which is still in use.

The Gaurav Gatha or tales of glory of the Nishads are also 
narrated by them to claim their high status in the ancient 
period. The Nishads are supposed to be the descendants of 
Ved Vyas who had composed 18 Puranas and also the epic 
Mahabharata. Ved Vyas’s father was Rishi Parashar and 
mother Satyawati. There is a temple of Vyasji in Kalpi, where 
his statue has been erected. Near this temple there is a vil-
lage called Madarpur, which is inhabited by people of the 
Nishad community. Important historical characters like Ved 
Vyas, Nishadraj Guhya, Eklavya, Virangana Avanti, Rani 
Rasmani, Phoolan Devi, Amar Shaheed Himmat Rai Dheewar 
and the guru of Narad Maharshi Kalu were born into the 
Nishad caste.

The genealogy of their caste as claimed by the Nishads 
as follows: Shri Nishad Narayan Prabhu, Shri Hari Vishnu, 
Shri Adi Raja Maharaja Nishad Raj Prabhu, Shri Nishad Raja 
Guhya Mahavali Chakravarty, Shri Veer Nishad Eklavya 
Krishna Jeet, Shri Nishad Ratna Vyas Vishwa Shrasththa 
Mahaprakash, Raja Venu, Machhanwal Muni, Raghu, Kewat, 
Vatu, Yogi Raj Monia, Nishad Raja Nala, Damayanti, Motiram 
Mahara, Satyawati, Matsyagandha and Rani Rasmani. They 
also include Columbus and Vasco da Gama in their genealogy 
(Bathan, n.d.).
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Not only this, the forefather of the Indus Valley Civilisa-
tion belonged to their caste. At that time the kingdom of the 
Nishads had trade links through sea route with almost the 
whole of the world, and this fact has been mentioned by 
various historians and scholars, both Indian and western. 
These scholars say that in the ancient period the commu-
nity was united all over the subcontinent under the name of 
‘Nishad’ and this was the secret of their prosperity (Maharaja 
Nishadraj Guhya Smarak Samiti, 1997). The Nishads also claim 
that Maharaja Nishadraj Guhya, the king of Shringverpur, 
is the forefather of all the Nishads. They quote a myth from 
the Ram Charit Manas, the popular version of the Ramayana 
composed by Tulsidas, according to which Nishadraj 
befriended Lord Rama when he was exiled from Ayodhya. 
Lord Rama is supposed to have accepted the hospitality 
of Nishadraj and spent one night in Shringverpur. He was 
then escorted by Nishadraj up to Prayag and was helped 
by him to cross the Ganga River. After crossing the Ganga, 
Lord Rama went to Sadiyapur, which is a village inhabited 
by the Nishads. In support of this myth they quote a chaupai 
(a verse of poetry that uses a metre of four syllables) from 
Ram Charit Manas:

Uttari thari bhae sursarireta
Siye ram guhya lakhan sameta
(Disembarking from the boat, on the sands of the Ganga
Stood Sita and Ram with Guhya and Laxman) (quoted in 
Choudhary, 1997)

While narrating the history of their glory they narrate the 
story of Eklavya, a character in the famous epic Mahabhar-
ata. They claim that Eklavya was a Nishad by caste, who 
wanted to learn archery from Dronacharya, the teacher of the 
Pandavas and Kauravas. But Dronacharya refused to accept 
him as his pupil since he tutored only the sons of kings or 
Kshatriyas. Eklavya then carved a statue of Dronacharya in 
the forest with clay and practised archery before it. Soon he 
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became a great archer. Once, Dronacharya came to the forest 
with his students including Arjun, who was already showing 
strong signs of developing into the best archer of the world. 
When he saw the prowess of Eklavya, he was fearful that 
Eklavya would surpass Arjun’s skill in archery in the future. 
To prevent this from happening, he demanded the thumb 
of Eklavya as guru dakshina (payment to the teacher). This 
would forestall him from shooting arrows and Arjun would 
not have any competitor in his path to becoming the greatest 
archer in the world. The Nishads narrate this story, to empha-
sise both the sacrifi ce of Eklavya (daanveerta) and the injustice 
suffered by him for not belonging to a Kshatriya family.

Another mythical hero of the Nishads is Kalu Dheewar. 
They believe that Kalu Dheewar was the guru of the great 
rishi Narad Muni. Narad was a Brahmin while Kalu Dheewar 
was a Mallah. His father was Kaundav and mother was 
Shyamadevi. The Nishads narrate that Lord Vishnu ordered 
Narad to go to the Earth and choose a human being as his 
guru. Narad asked how he could he select a human being as 
his guru when all the humans living on the earth were the 
devotees of the gods. Lord Vishnu then told him to approach 
the fi rst human being whom he met on Earth. That person 
happened to be the fi sherman Kalu Dheewar, who was 
throwing his net on the water of the Ganga to catch fi sh. Fol-
lowing the instructions of Lord Vishnu, Narad was forced to 
accept Kalu Dheewar as his guru, but he was sceptical about 
how much he would learn from this guru. He relayed his 
doubts to Lord Vishnu, who told him that it was his duty to 
acquire wisdom from his guru, otherwise he would be re-
born 84 times from a female’s womb. On hearing this, Narad 
came back to the earth and accepted Kalu Dheewar as his 
guru. That is why the Nishads proudly claim that the guru 
of the Earth is a Brahmin but the guru of the Brahmins is a 
Nishad (Manav Vikas Sangrahalaya, n.d.).1

The contribution of the Nishad community to the devel-
opment of other religions is another matter of pride for them. 
The myth of Himmat Rai Dheewar, who laid down his life for 
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the Sikh religion, is recounted in glowing terms to highlight 
the chivalry and valour of members of their community. Ac-
cording to this myth, Baba Himmat Rai Dheewar was born in 
1661 in Jagannath Puri, Orissa. In 1699, Guru Govind Singh, 
a religious leader of the Sikhs, while addressing a religious 
meeting at Anandpur Sahib, called upon the 75,000 people 
present there to volunteer fi ve devotees who would be ready 
to gift him their heads when he asked them. They would be 
known as the panch pyare of Guru Govind Singh. Among 
the fi ve persons who volunteered to do so was Himmat Rai 
Dheewar who was part of the crowd. He gathered a big army 
of people devoted to him, who were ready to sacrifi ce their 
lives to fi ght against injustice and oppression. Till the end, 
Baba Himmat Rai remained loyal to Guru Govind Singh, 
who also loved and respected Himmat Rai greatly. On 
22 December 1704, Baba Himmat Rai attained martyrdom 
while fi ghting against the Mughals in Ropar, Punjab. The 
story of his chivalry and courage has now become a source 
of inspiration for the Nishad Dheewars, inspiring them to 
work for the uplift, self-respect and glory of their community 
as a whole (Kashyap, 2001).

Three other heroes who have helped in developing the 
mythology of Nishads are Avantibai Lodh, Rani Rasmani 
and Phoolan Devi. Avantibai Lodh lived in the Bundelkhand 
region and played an important role during the 1857 free-
dom movement. Through the story of her valour during the 
freedom struggle, the Nishads try to highlight the contribu-
tion of their caste members in the freedom struggle and in 
the nation-building process. Rani Rasmani was a Nishad 
queen who lived in Dakshineshwar on the banks of the river 
Hooghly in Calcutta. She constructed the Dakshineshwar tem-
ple in Calcutta, whose priest was Shri Ramkrishna Paramhans 
Dev, a devotee of Maa Kali, after whom was founded the 
Ramkrishna Mission, a religious sect that was started in 
Bengal but has now spread all over the world. The third his-
torical character whom the Nishads glorify is Phoolan Devi, a 
famous Nishad woman who fought against the exploitation 



126

Fascinating Hindutva

and injustice of the upper castes by becoming a bandit queen. 
She later became an MP, before being killed.

These histories of the Nishads are being circulated through 
the caste magazines, booklets and pamphlets published on 
various occasions like political meetings of their caste and 
celebrations of commemoration days of their heroes. The his-
tory that emerges from the oral interviews of the selected 
respondents mentioned earlier is very similar to the ones 
found in the printed form. The only difference is that the oral 
narratives do not mention the fact about the Nishads being 
the original settlers of the country and being the founders of 
the Indus Valley Civilisation, the oldest civilisation in the sub-
continent, while the print literature does so. Most of the oral 
respondents narrated the mythical history of the Nishad caste 
by describing the glory, greatness and chivalry of heroes 
and legends linked with their caste. Some of the literate and 
enlightened Nishad respondents talked about theories re-
garding the origin of their caste in the Indian subcontinent, 
but most oral respondents talked only about the myths as-
sociated with their caste.2

The stories of the caste glory and the glorious heroes and 
legends of the Nishads are mostly picked up from texts like 
Nishad Vanshavali composed by Shri Devi Prasad, an Arya 
Samajist, that was published in 1907 during the colonial period. 
This book explored the Pauranic history (history recorded 
in the Puranas) of the Nishad caste. Such caste histories, kul 
kathas (caste legends) and vanshavalis (genealogies) composed 
by the Arya Samajists tried to reconstruct the identity of these 
multiple water-centric communities as one ‘Nishad’ iden-
tity and projected them as fully co-opted in the sanskritised 
Pauranic Hindu fold. During the colonial period, when the 
colonial documentation project started in the form of census 
and gazetteers, there was a strong desire among all the castes 
to project themselves as being Brahminised and sanskritised 
by rewriting their caste histories. The Arya Samajists played 
an important role in this process since they wanted to bring 
more and more non-Brahmin castes within the Brahminical 
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fold and sanskritise them. Many community leaders and or-
ganic intellectuals also joined the bandwagon to bring out 
such publications. Nearly all these caste histories contained 
strong references to the Vedic, Pauranic and Hindu epical 
texts like the Ramayana and Mahabharata. As a part of this 
trend, the Nishad community also brought out many histories 
of their own caste. It is interesting to know that to establish 
Nishads as the original non-Aryan settlers of this land, 
Nishad narrators of their own caste histories take help from 
the writings of colonial ethnographers, but for recreating their 
glorious history through heroes and Hindu saints and rishis 
they take help from Arya Samajist compositions of their caste 
histories constructed during the colonial period.

These caste histories linked them heavily with the symbol 
of Rama via Nishadraj Guhya and tried to popularise vari-
ous sanskritised rituals, symbols, rites, beliefs and values 
among fi shermen in an attempt to co-opt them into the meta-
Pauranic Hindu identity. This Arya Samajist reconstruction 
of the past played an important role in the construction of 
popular values and culture among fi shermen living on the 
banks of the Ganga. These Pauranic caste histories were taken 
over by various Nishad caste associations formed during col-
onial time and, through their popular discourses, they were 
percolated down to the common fi shermen communities in 
various parts of the country, especially in north India. This 
kind of Pauranic, Hindu Brahminical reconstruction of Nishad 
identity was further picked up by popular Hindi upper-
caste novelists such as Kuber Nath Rai who composed a tril-
ogy of novels cum caste histories of the Nishads called Nishad 
Bansuri, Kirat Nadi mein Chandra Madhu and Man Pawan Ki 
Nauka (Rai, 1974, 1982, 1983).

Dramatic performances are another device used for mobil-
ising the common Nishads. Avinash Chaudhary, an old or-
ganic intellectual and community leader of the Nishads of 
Sadiyapur, remembers that when Ramlila was performed in 
villages, one whole night was devoted to the Kewat incident 
in the Ramayana in which Nishadraj Guhya helps Lord Rama 
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to cross the river Ganga.3 The dramatic performances tried 
to project the heroic image of Nishadraj by highlighting 
his chivalry and masculine qualities. This story entered the 
popular psyche of the common people and helped them to 
associate themselves with him.

Popular Politics around Legends of Nishads

Since the 1990s, the legend of Nishadraj began getting a pol-
itical hue when his memory began to be commemorated 
publicly by different associations of the Nishads.4 On 13–14 
May 1987, the National Association of Fishermen, Allahabad, 
celebrated the Nishadraj Guhya birth anniversary in 
Shringverpur. The main slogan of this celebration was ‘Long 
live Nishadraj Guhya, friend of Lord Rama’. In 1993 the Indian 
Mallah Sangh of Allahabad celebrated the birth anniversary 
of Nishadraj Guhya. Many other small associations like the 
Maharaja Nishadraj Guhya Smarak Samiti, Allahabad, 
and the Maharaj Nishad Guhya Smriti Samiti, Prayag, also 
separately celebrated the birth anniversaries and other com-
memorative occasions associated with Nishadraj Guhya. 
These associations organised shobha yatras (marches) of the 
Nishads and conferences for the unity of the different sub-
castes of the Nishads, and also demanded an appropriate 
share in state power in terms of political representation. Al-
though these small associations were not overtly political 
units, different political parties tacitly supported them since 
it provided them a good opportunity to mobilise all the sub-
castes of the Nishads together as a single vote bank.

When the BJP launched Lord Rama as its political icon, 
it started using the myth of Nishadraj Guhya and the 
story of Nishadraj’s service, help and devotion for Lord 
Rama’s cause to woo the Nishads under its fold. The myth 
of Nishadraj Guhya is very relevant to the BJP since his 
story could be easily linked with Lord Rama. In 1990, when 
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L. K. Advani was undertaking his rath yatra (journey by 
chariot) around the country5 and his entourage was prevented 
from reaching Ayodhya by the ruling Mulayam Singh govern-
ment, the Nishads were motivated to transport the kar sewaks 
(voluntary workers of the BJP) to Ayodhya by 30 October 
through the water route. The mobilisational strategy was 
the use of the memory of the help rendered by Nishadraj 
Guhya to Lord Rama when he crossed the river. As the des-
cendants of Nishadraj, the Nishads were exhorted to lend the 
same support that Nishadraj Guhya had extended to Lord 
Rama (Dainik Jagran, 1990).

Being highly infl uenced by the exhortations, the Nishads 
agreed to transport more than 50,000 kar sewaks from Balia, 
Deoria, Gorakhpur, Azamgarh, Faizabad, and so on, across 
the river Ghaghra. Not only this, they had even agreed to help 
convey the rath (chariot) of Advani by boat across the river 
Sarayu if he was prevented from reaching Ayodhya by land. 
Apart from transporting the kar sewaks to Ayodhya, nearly 
20,000 Nishads living on the banks of the rivers Sarayu and 
Ghaghra also went to Ayodhya to work as volunteers in the 
construction of the Ram Mandir (Amar Ujala, 2004d). The in-
fl uence of BJP politics around Nishadraj Guhya is also evi-
dent in the evolution of the iconography of Nishadraj Guhya. 
The icon of Nishadraj Guhya published on booklet covers 
and pamphlets after the 1990s show him as an aggressive 
Kshatriya wearing a crown and holding a bow and arrow 
(Figure 5.1). This image is very similar to the image of 
Lord Rama circulated by the BJP. In addition, the statue of 
Nishadraj Guhya along with Rama, Lakshman and Sita con-
structed in Shringverpur during the same time period also 
portrays him as a Kshatriya king with the same motifs as 
Lord Rama (Figure 5.2).

The BJP used the myth of Nishadraj Guhya extensively, as 
it fi tted ideally into the political strategy of the party. How-
ever the other myths, legends and heroes of the Nishads like 
Eklavya and Phoolan Devi were also used to mobilise this 
caste by other parties involved in caste and identity politics, 
depending on the ideology of the concerned parties. So the SP, 
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Figure 5.1 Photograph of Nishadraj on the Cover of a Magazine

Source: Nishad Jyoti Magazine.

which depended on the support of non-Brahmin castes like 
Yadavs and Patels, picked up the myth of Eklavya for con-
structing the identity of Nishads and mobilising them under 
its umbrella.
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Figure 5.2 Nishadraj Temple in Shringverpur

Source: Author.

The non-BJP parties used the myth of Eklavya to fi ght the 
BJP, since Eklavya’s story was that of a revolt against Guru 
Dronacharya, a Brahmin. The SP interpreted the story of 
Eklavya as a revolt against the Brahmins, and was thus con-
sidered appropriate since the BJP used Brahminical symbols 
and was looked upon as a party of the upper castes. Eklavya 
emerged as the hero of the Nishads after 1994, when a spurt 
of festivals, celebrations and statue-making erupted. The 
fi rst bronze statue of Eklavya was inaugurated in 1997 at the 
Government Press Crossing in Allahabad (Figure 5.3). Organ-
isation of celebrations around Eklavya was also started at this 
time by the SP and other non-BJP parties.

 When the BSP joined the game, it started using the 
myth of Eklavya as a representative of the Dalits who were 
highly talented but had to suffer injustice at the hands of 
the Brahmins because of their low birth. Eklavya was used 
as a symbol of the prevailing condition of the Dalits who were 
mired in poverty and illiteracy because of the conspiracies 
of the upper castes.
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Figure 5.3 Statue of Eklavya in Allahabad

Source: Nivedita Singh.

The myth of Eklavya became more signifi cant in the 1990s 
when the Mandal Commission Report was implemented 
and there were very few takers for the posts reserved for the 
SCs because of their lack of suitable educational qualifi ca-
tions to fi ll up the posts. Eklavya was used more aggressively 
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by the BSP than by the SP and Janata Dal. Although Mayawati 
was heading a coalition government with the support of the 
BJP, during her chief ministership in UP, she used the sym-
bol of Eklavya to criticise Brahminism and Hindu traditions 
that were supposed to be the basis of BJP politics. During her 
reign, she inaugurated a sports stadium named after Eklavya 
in Agra built by the government, and many local BSP com-
mittees constructed small statues of Eklavya in various parts 
of UP.

Understanding the power of the symbol of Eklavya and its 
use by the BSP and the SP, the BJP also tried to appropriate 
this myth for gaining support of the Nishads and other Dalit 
communities. While addressing a Nishad gathering in Naini, 
during the campaigning for parliamentary elections in 2004, 
Murli Manohar Joshi, the BJP candidate from Allahabad, said 
that it would not be possible to forget Nishadraj when the 
Ram Mandir was constructed in Ayodhya, since it was he who 
had helped Lord Rama to cross the Ganga. He requested the 
Nishads to follow the footsteps of Nishadraj to row the boat 
of the BJP to safety in this election also and assured them that 
if he won the elections this time he would see to it that a statue 
of Eklavya was installed at Shringverpur (Hindustan, 2004c). 
But on the same day when he addressed another political rally 
in Meja, he lambasted caste- and religion-based politics and 
warned the people against its dangerous consequences. He 
said that only the Vajpayee government was committed to 
the development of the nation and was determined to eradi-
cate illiteracy (Times of India, 2004b). Just before the elections, 
on 28 April 2004, Eklavya Jayanti was celebrated by the All 
India Eklavya Kalyan Samiti at the Eklavya Crossing in Civil 
Lines, Allahabad. Addressing the meeting, Narendra Gaur, a 
BJP leader and MLA from Allahabad (north) Assembly seat, 
projected Eklavya as a son of the Nishads whose religious and 
cultural life epitomised the heritage of an ideal Indian. He 
pointed out that Murli Manohar Joshi had recently launched 
an educational channel on radio called Eklavya Channel and 
had also inaugurated a road, near a cluster of Nishad villages 
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in Naini, named after Eklavya. On this occasion, the message 
of Murli Manohar Joshi to the Nishad samaj was also read 
out (Hindustan, 2004c).

When the SP, on the other hand, saw the widespread use of 
the myth of Eklavya by the BSP and its impact in favour of the 
party, it started searching for another symbol that would help 
to mobilise the Nishads into the SP fold. It found this sym-
bol in Phoolan Devi, whose story as a woman who turned into 
a bandit queen to fi ght against the oppression by the upper-
caste Thakurs contained the ideal ingredients to convert her 
into a myth. When Phoolan Devi surrendered to the police 
and was jailed, the Nishads started an agitation asking for 
her freedom. The SP, with Mulayam Singh Yadav at its helm, 
secured her release. The agitation for her release helped in the 
transmission of the popular image of Phoolan Devi among the 
grass roots Nishad community. When she was in jail many 
songs and ballads in the form of Biraha, Quawwali, Phoolan 
Devi ki Katha were composed and published in the form of 
popular and cheap booklets (Pawan, 1992; Akela, 1993) that 
were sold on the footpath and crossings. Many popular local 
singers sang these songs, which were sold as cheap audio 
cassettes in small towns and villages of UP.

The SP realised the power of the image of Phoolan Devi 
and offered her a ticket from Bhadohi, Mirzapur. This helped 
the party to attract a section of the Nishad population to vote 
in its favour. After her death, during the election campaign 
before the parliamentary elections in 2004, there was a meet-
ing of Nishads in Arail in which Vishambhar Nishad, a min-
ister in the Mulayam Singh’s SP government and leader of the 
community, said that they were obliged to the SP for having 
released Phoolan Devi from behind the bars, and it was their 
duty to repay the debt by electing it to power (Amar Ujala, 
2004g). Thus Phoolan Devi was transformed into a symbol 
of glory in the caste history of the Nishads.

A study of the identity construction of the Nishads shows 
that, on the one hand, there is an attempt to integrate the 
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narratives of the Nishad identity into the Brahminical meta-
narratives, while, on the other hand, they are in a perennial 
quest to seek out dissenting heroes from the Indian trad-
itional epics like the Mahabharata and the Puranas. As soon 
as the assertive representation of a dissenting hero fractures 
the Brahminical meta-narrative, it is once again appropriated 
by the Brahminical forces by re-narrating and recasting the 
symbolic representation of the Nishad traditional symbol. 
These are the cultural and identity resources which are being 
utilised by political forces as one of the ways to forge their 
connectivity with the community and mobilise it politically 
in their favour. These narratives of identity gradually create 
a collective memory within the community, due to which a 
space is created for evoking this collective memory by using 
these symbols and myths and mobilising them for their 
political interest.

In most of these efforts for caste mobilisations, there are 
attempts to homogenise the internal diversity among the 
sub-castes to confer a unifi ed identity to them. But, as soon as 
one party succeeds in doing so, another party comes up with 
another narrative to mobilise them in their favour. Thus the 
concept of unity in such a situation gets fractured. In spite 
of this, it is an effective means of mobilisation of the com-
munity in the electoral market. This kind of effort is gaining 
momentum through the newly developed leadership among 
the Nishad caste, comprising mostly of the educated urban 
middle class and the elite section of the community, percola-
ting down to the grass roots. Although this process is taking 
place in the modern period the language used consists of 
traditional myths, memory and history. This process is fur-
ther consolidated by using the social networks, values and 
power of the traditional pattern of leadership such as the jati 
panchayats. The myths that are relevant in the contemporary 
socio-political scenario give rise to celebrations around them 
in the form of new rituals, festivals and statue-making, and 
a new iconography emerges. Thus they go beyond the nar-
ratives to become a part of the identity assertion. The rest of 
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the myths that are not used in this manner remain a part of 
the narrative of the caste.

While creating a homogeneous history and identity it is 
evident that a caste is fractured and fragmented in terms 
of political locations and the mobilisations associated with 
them. In spite of this, the power of myths and caste histories 
is obvious in the struggle for political representation of vari-
ous marginalised Dalit communities who are gradually as-
piring to develop themselves as a socially, politically and 
economically powerful group. The battle around history 
and myth is not only a part of the newly emerging popular 
culture but also seriously involved in the power game and 
electoral politics.

Notes

1. Oral interview with Avinash Chandra Chaudhary, a chaudhary (pradhan 
of Sadiyapur caste panchayat of the Nishad community).

2. Oral narratives collected from 16 panchayat chaudharies of the Nishad 
caste in Allahabad.

3. Oral narrative of Avinash Chaudhary, 4 May 2003.
4. Oral narrative collected on 4 May 2003.
5. BJP leader, L. K. Advani, travelled across India in a chariot (rath) to 

mobilise Hindus to accompany him to Ayodhya to work as volunteers 
for constructing the Ram Mandir at the disputed Babri Masjid site, and 
was anticipating being arrested by the government and prevented from 
moving forward.
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6

The Politics of Cultural Resources
The Mushahars of North India

Daliton mein Ram kisi aur roop mein paida hue hain.
(Lord Rama has been born in 

another form among the Dalits.)
—Swami Prapannacharya, VHP leader and saint, recorded in 

Magh Mela, Prayag, 2003

Very often, a marginalised community, in the process of 
being exposed to the democratic discourse at election rallies 
by different political parties and also by the acquisition of 
reading and writing skills by at least one section of its popu-
lation, acquires the capacity to aspire for a share of democratic 
power. In this process the leading section of the community 
recreates the myths, legends and heroes of its own caste in a 
way that suits the contemporary democratic power discourse 
and also provides its people self-respect. These myths and 
heroes are then picked up by different political parties and 
again reinterpreted and recreated to fi t into their political 
agenda and used to mobilise the marginalised community 
into their own political fold. In this process they create a lan-
guage of hope, desire and dream for the future of the com-
munity based on its mythical past. Thus because of the intense 
competition among the political parties to win elections by 
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securing the votes of the community as a whole and also 
because of the desire of the communities themselves to ac-
quire a share in the democratic processes of the country by 
asserting their identities through the myths and legends that 
provide self-respect to their caste, these myths and legends 
and the heroes around whom they are based have emerged 
as powerful cultural capital of the communities today.

As has been mentioned in the earlier chapters, this pro-
cess is most visible in UP and a few parts of Bihar, where the 
urge for identity assertion by marginalised communities has 
become inextricably linked with the desire for development 
by the communities themselves. This desire for development 
is a multiple pronged psychological process that involves 
continuous remembering, reforming and reconstructing of 
their identities. It is continuously fed by the political hopes 
raised by the various parties in the political arena. One pol-
itical hope created by one party cannot satisfy this desire 
for a long time. It needs various political hopes and human 
dreams launched by various political parties at the same 
time. This provides space and potential for many political 
parties that can be involved in producing, packaging and 
marketing hopes for marginalised communities with and 
without any moral commitment for their development. Since 
aspirations and desire for development is one of the basic 
motivations for ongoing identity construction of the com-
munities at the margins, there is always space for rightist 
intervention in the reframing of the identity and revision of 
their memories and myths with the message of fulfi lling their 
hopes and desire. Due to the multivocality and heteroglossia 
that persist in our oral cultural memory, the same myth is 
being used by different political parties with opposed ideol-
ogy, as was seen in the earlier chapters in which we described 
how the BJP is saffronising and communalising the myths 
used by the BSP to raise the identity and self-respect of mar-
ginalised castes like Pasis and Nishads.

In this chapter we will study how the highly marginalised 
untouchable Musahar community of north India has started 
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converting its cultural capital into an integral constituent 
of its identity discourse for participating in the democratic 
processes of the country, rather than preserving their culture 
as a sacred entity of the members of the community. The 
leading caste members are reinterpreting the Brahminical 
symbols and myths, in one way, to glorify their own social 
location in the Hindu caste hierarchy and, in the other, to 
subvert the dominance of the upper castes. The myths are 
being retold for creating a social discourse of empower-
ment, for acquiring social equality and for the development 
of their community. However, with the growing competition 
for votes in the electoral arena, these myths and symbols 
are being increasingly used by political parties to woo the 
Musahars under their fold, and thus the dividing line be-
tween culture and politics is slowly becoming blurred. The 
main focus of this chapter will be to explore how the BJP is 
contesting to acquire the cultural capital of this marginalised 
community by reframing their identities and revising their 
memories and myths.

Musahar is an SC, concentrated mainly in Bihar and a 
few pockets of UP. According to the 2001 Census, their total 
population in Bihar was 2,112,136, of which 59,165 lived in 
urban areas and 2,052,971 lived in rural areas (Government 
of India, 2001). They are widely distributed in the districts 
of Madhubani, Muzaffarpur, Darbhanga, Champaran, 
Hazaribagh, Santhal Pargana, Bhagalpur, Munger, Purnea, 
Gaya, and so on, in Bihar. In UP they are found in the cen-
tral and eastern parts of the state. Etymologically, they derive 
their name from the word Musahar signifying fl esh-seeker 
or hunter (masu meaning fl esh, hera meaning seeker), while 
others understand it to signify rat-takers or rat-eaters (musa 
meaning rat) (Sharma, 2002: 20). There are one or two other 
names by which the caste is known. In the districts of Oudh 
they are commonly, and in some places exclusively, known 
by the title ‘Banmanush’. Other names less commonly known 
or used are Bansatta, Siori, Deosiya, derived from their great 
ancestor Deosi, Banraj or king of the forest, and Bhuiyan 
(Nesfi eld, 1888: 3).
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Today, the Musahars are a very backward and marginal-
ised community, whose members mainly work as landless 
agricultural labourers. Very few are cultivators or work in in-
dustries and offi ces. According to the 2001 Census, 692,526 
Musahars belong to the agricultural labour class, out of which 
454,670 are men and 237,856 are women. The remaining are 
like cultivators (21,038), household industry workers (3,997) 
and other workers (27,653) (Government of India, 2001).

Marginalities, Myths and Culture

There are three popular legends about the origin of the 
Musahars and the caste heroes with whom these legends 
are associated. The fi rst is the legend that traces the origin of 
Musahars to the Kol tribe of Cheru and to Deosi. The myth 
of Deosi is quite popular in the oral memories of Musahars 
in central and eastern UP. It was recorded in Sultanpur and 
Mirzapur district.1 The story is as follows:

At the fort of Pipri near the Ganga there lived a great 
Cheru warrior and king named Makara Durga Rai. He was 
not only regarded as the chief by the princes of the neigh-
bouring hill-forts but also paid revenue by the peasantry 
living on the banks of Ganga. At a distance of 20 miles on the 
northern banks of Ganga, there was another great warrior 
called Lorik who lived in a fort named Gaura. He was the 
chief of the Ahirs or cowherds and owned numerous herds 
of cattle. These two warriors were great friends although it 
was not in keeping with the natural animosity between the 
two tribes, namely, Cheru and Ahir, since one reared and 
worshipped cows while the other hunted and ate them. The 
bond between them was a pair of orphan twins Sanwar and 
Subchan, one of whom was reared by the mother of Durga 
Rai and the other by the mother of Lorik. Both the brothers 
retained a fi rm alliance and friendship with the members 
of the other tribe, which led to a friendship between Lorik 
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and Makara. But the friendship ended after a series of cir-
cumstances leading to the destruction of the heads of both the 
houses. Lorik, who had a very adventurous spirit, left home 
soon after his marriage, to a place called Hardi, taking with 
him a woman whose husband was still alive. He left Sanwar 
to look after his numerous herds of cattle. After 12 years 
when there was no news of Lorik, the mother of the woman 
with whom Lorik had eloped went to Makara and requested 
him to avenge this insult. She persuaded him to kill Sanwar 
and his wife as a substitute for Lorik as a revenge for the 
capture of her own daughter. After some initial hesitation 
since the act would incur the wrath of a brave warrior like 
Lorik, Makara agreed. Taking his bravest son Deosi with 
him, Makara descended with his army on Boha where Sanwar 
was living and attacked the kingdom. Sanwar, however, was 
not present in the palace at the time of the attack. His watch-
men were caught unawares and the keepers of the cows were 
defenceless. But when the cows were being driven towards 
Pipri, they suddenly turned around and attacked Makara’s 
army. Makara then sacrifi ced a few boys to please his goddess 
and then made a second attack on Pipri. By then Sanwar had 
returned to Boha and he was killed by Makara. Gaura, the 
stronghold of Lorik, fell under the dominion of Makara.

When news of this disaster reached Lorik, he devised a 
cunning strategy to avenge this insult. He sent a man pro-
fessing to be a deserter from the Lorik camp to Pipri who 
offered to disclose the secrets of Lorik’s plan and movement 
if he was admitted into the membership of the Cheru tribe. 
After winning their confi dence, he drugged the wine which 
he was sharing with the other members with bhang. At the 
dead of the night, when everyone was asleep, he slayed 
Makara, four of his sons who were present in the palace 
and all the inhabitants of the land. He then ploughed every 
plot with asses to signify that it should remain deserted. Of 
the three remaining sons two were staying with relatives 
while Deosi was out hunting. After his return when he heard 
the news, Deosi went to his two brothers to convey the news. 
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His brothers were greatly angered at Deosi for failing to 
protect their father and told him that henceforth he should 
be called Mushera, the fl esh-seeker or hunter, because of his 
love for hunting, and live in the forest of Suhera. Deosi and 
his wife started living in the forest and became the founders 
of the Musahars, who are also sometimes called Deosiya. Till 
the end of his life Deosi continued his attack on Ahirs and 
entreated his descendants to do the same. The traditional en-
mity between the Ahirs and Deosis is continuing till today. 
A proverb still current among the tribe is ‘Jab tak jiwe Deosiya, 
Ahir na chaje gai’ (Till Deosiya is alive, the Ahir will not graze 
his cow).

The fi rst thing that Deosi did on entering the forest was 
to invent an instrument called gahdala, which has since then 
become the badge of the tribe. One day, accidentally meet-
ing Lorik unarmed, Deosi killed him and the bloody feud 
was renewed. Neither of Lorik’s sons was permitted by their 
mother to go out and face such a dangerous man. Deosi then 
marched towards Boha where Lorik’s cattle were stalled 
and was about to capture the cows as his father Makara had 
done before him, but Sanwarjit, the son of Sanwar, whom 
Makara had slain, went secretly to Boha and prayed to his 
Sati mother on the mound where she had burnt herself alive 
after her husband’s death. The prayer was heard and Deosi 
was slain by an arrow from Sanwarjit’s bow.

This legend throws light on how the Musahars, who earl-
ier belonged to the Cheru tribe, were detached from the 
main tribe with a leader of their own. The modern fort at 
Pipri, which was built on the old site, stands at the foot of the 
Mirzapur ranges. Close to it, from the east fl ows the river 
Barhi, which meets the river Satesgarh that has its source in 
the west. From the point of confl uence the two rivers fl ow 
northward into the Ganga in a single stream called Jargo. At 
the confl uence of the two rivers and in the very middle of the 
stream there is an image, carved out of a natural monolith, 
of the goddess Behiya to whom Makara had sacrifi ced fi rst 
fi ve and then seven boys and who was once the guardian 
goddess of Pipri. According to the Mushera legend, she was 
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originally the guardian goddess of Sanwar, the elder brother 
of Lorik, but when Makara, the Cheru, had won her over 
to his own side by the sacrifi ce of so many boys and when 
Sanwar had been slain, she left Gaura, the stronghold of the 
Ahirs and took up her residence in Pipri under the patron-
age of the Cherus.

The legend further relates that when Pipri in its turn was 
captured by Lorik and ploughed up by asses, she fl ed the fort 
to escape the threatened indignity and posted herself mid-
stream in the confl uence of the two rivers, where she still 
stands. The natives living about Pipri now call her by the 
name of Nikundi. Pipri is now uninhabited and has been 
ever since it was ploughed up by Lorik, the Ahir. No Ahir or 
other Hindu will live there. But to the Musahars it is a sac-
red place. Every Musahar would like to see Pipri before he 
dies and would like to have his corpse thrown into the rivers 
surrounding the fort. Meetings of the tribe are secretly held 
there at midnight. Musahars attempt to live there but the 
Ahirs of the neighbourhood combine together to expel them 
and thus keep the old traditions alive. This story of the Cheru 
legend is current only among the people whom it concerns 
and has never been tampered with by Brahmins.

Another myth that is highly popular today is that of Savari. 
It is related to the Hindu mythological epic Ramayana. The 
Musahars of today believe that Savari is their only ancestor 
and they have descended from her. According to the story 
in the Ramayana, Savari belonged to a lower caste and she 
waited patiently for many years for Lord Rama to visit her 
cottage. When Rama reached the cottage with Laxman and 
Sita, she offered him half-eaten wild berries, which he ac-
cepted and ate although she was of a lower caste.2

There is another legend of Savari, imported with consider-
able embellishments into the Shiva Puran. This legend, col-
lected during the colonial period by a colonial anthropologist 
(Nesfi eld, 1888. 15), is as follows:

Arjun, one of the fi ve heroes of the Mahabharata, had re-
tired temporarily into the forest to meditate on the 108 names 
of Shiva. In order to test his devotion, the god caused a wild 
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boar to run in front of him. But Arjun, notwithstanding his 
passion for hunting wild game, resisted the temptation and 
completed his meditation before getting up to seize his bow 
and arrow. The boar led him on through the bushes till he 
reached a hermit’s hut where Shiva and Parvati had already 
seated themselves in bodily form, in the guise of a Savar and 
Savari (a man and woman of the tribe so named). Shiva held 
a gahdala in his hand and Parvati supported a basket on her 
head. Arjun and Savar both started pursuing the boar and 
when the animal had been killed, a dispute arose as to who 
had the right to claim it. It was agreed that the matter should 
be decided next day by a wrestling match, a common mode 
of settling disputes.

Arjun wrestled with the disguised god all day till sun-
down, when he pleaded that he must go and repeat his 
evening meditation. Through the intensity of his meditation 
he realised that it was not a Savar with whom he had been 
wrestling but the divine being himself. Returning to the her-
mit’s hut where the disguised Shiva was still present, he 
threw himself at the feet of his divine antagonist, received a 
blessing and returned to his four brothers. At the hermitage 
where these incidents took place, there was a young girl of 
unknown parentage who used to wait on the hermit and pre-
pare his food. When the maiden returned from a bath, she 
found Shiva seated there in the guise of a Savar and Parvati 
by his side in the guise of a Savari. As soon as the eye of the 
God fell on her she became pregnant and gave birth to a pair 
of twins, one male and one female. The hermit, judging from 
the uncouth features and dark complexion of the babies that 
she had been guilty of unchastity with some wild man of the 
woods, banished her from the hermitage.

From the two children sprang the Musahar tribe, the men 
of whom are still noted for using the gahdala and the women 
for carrying baskets. Among Musahars of the present day, the 
female ancestor Savari is generally much less remembered 
than the male one, Deosi, or the eponymous Banmanush. Yet 
she is not wholly forgotten. In marriage ceremonies in some 
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places, a dhoti or piece of cloth is put aside in her honour, and 
sweetmeats are offered to her. Sometimes she is identifi ed with 
the Banaspati or Bansatti, the guardian goddess of the tribe, 
and believed by them to be the supreme power in the uni-
verse. Musahars when questioned as to their ancestors will 
sometimes say that they are of the Savari tribe, but the tribe 
itself descended from the great goddess mother, Bansatti.

Another myth that is popular among the Musahars of 
north Bihar is that of Dina–Bhadri.3 The myth of Dina–Bhadri 
is based on the ballad of Dina–Bhadri. This is a common folk 
performance of the region, and although it is getting less 
popular among the younger generation of today, whenever 
it is performed everyone gathers in silence to listen to it. This 
ballad is a long one that tells about many wars. A performer 
of this ballad said that there were 52 parts in this war and it 
was about the warrior life of Dina and Bhadri who came to 
the world to protect the poor labourers from the exploita-
tion of rich landlords. Dina was the younger brother of 
Bhadri and their parents were Kalu and Nirsaun. They were 
born in Jogiya Nagar (which is nowadays a small village in 
Ladaniya block of the north-east part of Madhubani district 
in Bihar). Both the brothers were bir (brave men) and in their 
short lifespan they fought many wars and sacrifi ced their 
lives for the sake of the community. They were revered by 
the community members and today they are referred to as 
Dada and Baba, to signify that the Musahars consider them 
as their ancestors.

From the very beginning both the brothers faced many con-
fl icts from people. Through this process they became great 
warriors by the age of 12. They were not labourers but hunt-
ers in the forest of Raj Belka and fought for the rights of 
bonded labourers who were forced to work for feudal land-
lords. Their first major struggle was against Dhamiya 
Kanaksingh who was the stick wielder of the ruling land-
lord of Ruchauli kingdom. Their second major struggle was 
against Kangaliya Dusadh, a contractor who forced 900 
Musahars to work as labourers for the feudal lord.
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In another case, Goddess Bageshwari appeared in the 
dreams of Dina and Bhadri and told them that a lot of julm 
andhakar (injustice) was going on at Lari Larwar where a 
pond was being dug with the help of Musahars who have 
always been skilled in the art of digging. Two brave men 
Hansraj and Bansraj were trying to decimate the members of 
the community by burying them underground since they 
wanted to do the digging themselves and earn all the money 
that would have gone to the Musahars. The goddess told Dina 
and Bhadri to go to Lari Larwar in the guise of peasants and 
free the oppressed labourers from their hands. They went 
there as per her instructions and rescued the labourers by 
killing Hansraj and Bansraj.

The battlefi elds where Dina and Bhadri fought were in the 
region called Tiruhat or Mithilanchal in north Bihar. The last 
battle, in which Dina and Bhadri lost their lives, was in a place 
called Katiya Khap, now in the Satpadi district of Nepal. At 
this place there now stands a temple of Dina–Bhadri. The 
story behind the erection of the temple was that when Dina–
Bhadri had sacrifi ced their lives, all the Musahars who were 
on their side during the revolt ran away from Katiya Khap 
out of fear of the landlord for whom Dhamiya Kanaksingh 
worked. The last rites of Dina and Bhadri were performed 
by some cattle herders (Gwalas or Yadavs).

Myths, Dissent and the Developmental Discourse

The legends, ballads and popular narratives discussed earl-
ier were collected from some folk singers and members of 
the Musahar community who can be said to articulate the 
aspirations and desires of the community as a whole. Their 
narratives can thus be said to represent the collective psy-
che of all the Musahars. The legends are not common among 
all the Musahars but are localised in particular regions. In 
the region adjoining Sultanpur in central UP and Pipri and 
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Mirzapur in east UP, the myth of Deosi is popular, while in 
the Gaya and Magadh regions of central Bihar, the myth of 
Savari is popular. Among the Musahars of Darbhanga and 
Mithila in north Bihar the myth of Dina–Bhadri is popularly 
narrated, sung and worshipped. The narratives of these three 
myths and the caste heroes associated with them have now 
become effective mobilisational instruments for the mem-
bers of the community.

If these three myths are analysed and their texts decon-
structed, it can be seen that they refl ect the aspirations of the 
Musahars to attain equality in society, and their narration 
helps them to become empowered and self-confi dent. The 
narration and retelling of these myths also helps them to 
grab a share in the development discourse of the nation. The 
potential of these myths for mobilising the community as a 
vote bank has also been recognised by politicians of differ-
ent parties, who are using the fairs and festivals organised 
by the community members in honour of the caste heroes as 
platforms for disseminating their electoral messages.

For the weak, powerless and vulnerable Musahars of today 
who are forced to lead a hand-to-mouth existence, the telling 
of the myth of Deosi is an important one for raising their 
self-esteem. According to the myth the Musahars have ori-
ginated from Deosi who was the son of a powerful king called 
Makara. Due to his rivalry and enmity with the Yadavs they 
were forced to take shelter in the forests, which is the cause 
of their present pathetic condition. Through the myth of 
Deosi the Musahars try to emphasise, fi rst, that they too were 
once an economically and socially powerful community that 
ruled over a large kingdom. Second, they were highly know-
ledgeable about various kinds of resources found in forests 
and were also skilful in converting different forest products 
into their means of survival. Third, they were skilled in the 
use of a special weapon called gahdala that they themselves 
had created and only they knew how to use. Fourth, they 
were a brave warring community that fought courageously 
against the Yadavs, using weapons and instruments made 
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from forest resources. Finally, they also try to reiterate that 
they were at par with the Yadavs, who are now a powerful 
middle caste, and not an untouchable community as is usu-
ally perceived by the upper castes.

Through this legend they mainly try to highlight the fact 
that the Yadavs and the Musahars were earlier friends but 
became rivals later. In the story, Deosi is projected as a man 
who spent his whole life attacking the cows of the Yadavs after 
they had dispossessed the Musahars of their land and prop-
erty. Thus the myth of Deosi is an effective one for granting 
self-confi dence and self-respect to the Musahar community, 
reminding them that they once enjoyed a good position on 
the social ladder.

The myth of Savari which is popular in central Bihar4 is 
a minor sub-plot in the Ramayana and is not related to the 
Ramayana at all in the version by Nesfi eld, but the Mushars are 
using it to elevate the glory of their caste, raise themselves 
in the social hierarchy and develop their self-confi dence. 
As a part of this desire, celebrations are organised, memor-
ials have been raised and many temples dedicated to Savari 
have also been built in that region. The fi rst temple was 
constructed in Shankarbigha village in the Magadh region, 
atop a small mound. Another temple was built in Gharaiya. 
A big temple that was built in Sitamarhi has two women 
priests called Kaushalya Devi and Radho Devi, who belong 
to the Kabir Panthi sect. Most other temples have men as the 
priests. These temples are visited regularly by the Musahars 
who pray there with a great deal of religiosity. Although 
Musahars are mainly non-vegetarians, on the day of the 
worship, they wear clean clothes, eat vegetarian food and 
worship Savari. This is a conscious effort meant to iterate that 
like the upper castes who perform Durga Puja, the Musahars 
perform Savari Puja.5

Organising fairs is another way by which Musahars of that 
region commemorate the memory of Savari. In these fairs, 
statues showing Savari feeding wild berries to Lord Rama 
and Laxman are installed. In many places, the statue is also 
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taken around the village so that people of the other castes 
understand that Musahar (also called Bhuiya in that region) 
is a touchable caste from whose hands Lord Rama ate ber-
ries, and that the Bhuiyas also have rishis and munis in their 
caste. That the myth also had the potential of being used as 
a vehicle of development was authenticated in 1988 when 
an organisation called Gram Nirman Kendra was formed in 
the region of Gaya by some members of the community who 
felt that while all other castes have progressed, the Musahars 
have been left behind in the march towards development. 
They used the myth as a platform to consolidate the people 
of that community and, as a part of this objective, they have 
been organising a fair near the temple since 1988.

In the fi rst fair, held in Kowamath in Wajirganj block, 
6,000 people of the community gathered to attend the fair. 
In 1989, fairs were held in the villages of Garaia, Bhindas 
and Bagadha, which were attended by approximately 3,000 
people each.6 From the analysis of the myth of Dina–Bhadri, 
which is popular in the northern part of Bihar, it is evident that 
Dina and Bhadri struggled on behalf of the poor Musahars, 
who were being forced to work as bonded labourers, to pro-
tect their rights and to empower them. Their struggle against 
various kinds of feudal bondage among marginalised com-
munities is visible. The Musahars claim that this ballad is not 
merely a ballad but the life history of Dina–Bhadri. According 
to this ballad, just as Rama and Laxman came to the earth 
to vanquish evil, Dina and Bhadri were incarnated in Jogiya 
Nagar when the people were suffering in that region. They 
even had the courage to challenge divine forces like Indra and 
Goddess Bageshwari, who were supporting the feudal lords 
and their gatemen. The reference to gatemen was import-
ant since they were the fi rst barriers when Dina and Bhadri 
wanted to meet the feudal lords. The legend of Dina–Bhadri 
is highly effective for the mobilisation of the marginalised 
Musahar community because of its strong elements of anti-
feudalism, anti-bondage and pro-peasant rights. The fact 
that Dina–Bhadri fought for labourers shows their heroism 
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in the eyes of all the oppressed and exploited peasants of 
that region. When Musahars remember this myth they also 
remember the exploitation that they had undergone in the 
past in the hands of feudal landlords.

The legend of Dina–Bhadri is kept alive in various ways 
in the memory of the Musahars. The symbol of this myth 
is present in every Musahari household. Just outside every 
Musahari tol and sometimes just in front of a Musahari house, 
one can see a raised square platform of mud, about 3–5 ft 
wide, with two long bamboo sticks about 30 ft long inserted 
into it. The sticks are parallel to each other with a wide gap be-
tween them. This is called ‘Dina–Bhadri Asthan’. The two 
sticks symbolise two great warriors Dina and Bhadri. By seeing 
these two sticks one can understand that this is the location 
of a Musahar tol in the Mithilanchal (north Bihar) region.7

In addition, many temples have been built in the honour 
of Dina–Bhadri in Musahar villages. It is interesting to note 
that the fi rst temple to be built was by the Yadavs in Katiya 
Khap, now in the Satpadi district of Nepal, the site where 
Dina and Bhadri lost their lives fi ghting against the ruling 
landlord on behalf of the peasants. Since all the Musahars 
on their side had fl ed from the battlefi eld out of fear of the 
landlord, the last rites of Dina and Bhadri were performed 
by some cattle herders (Gwalas or Yadavs) who then erected 
a temple in their honour. Every year in the month of Asadh 
(August–September), a big fair is held at this place in which 
people of this region participate. In this fair the ballad of 
Dina–Bhadri is sung for fi ve nights continuously. Four or 
fi ve performers, accompanied with mridang, jhal and harmo-
nium, sing it. The same tune is repeated continuously and in 
between stories are told by the performers. The song is sung 
in pure Maithili but the stories are narrated in a mixture of 
Hindi and Maithili.

Three forms are used in the ballad. The fi rst is the Marauti 
which is used for singing the songs narrating the life activ-
ities and wars of Dina–Bhadri. The second is the Jagar, the 
narration of their life in the form of a story or gatha. The third
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is the Jhoomar, which is used at regular intervals to change 
the mood. Marauti and Jagar differ not in content but in their 
form and style. Jhoomar, on the other hand, is sung to a fast 
beat and tells the stories of gods and goddesses including 
rivers, mountains and other natural entities. These have 
names like Jhoomar of Kamla and Jhoomar of Kosi.8 Along-
side, plays depicting the story of Dina–Bhadri, especially 
highlighting their valour and heroism, are also performed 
from time to time to reinforce their memory in the Musahar 
community.9

Thus the myth of Dina–Bhadri is not merely a source of 
entertainment for the Musahars but emerges as a refl ec-
tion of their life culture. By linking it with their festivals, 
rituals, ballads and other forms of folklore and folk culture, 
the memory of this myth is constantly kept recurrent. This 
recurrence gradually converts this myth into the collective 
memory of the community. Additionally, the reference to 
real places where the incidents supposedly took place helps 
the marginalised community to give concrete form to these 
memories by erecting memorials, statues, temples and organ-
ising festivals and fairs at those sites. The telling and retelling 
of the myth of Dina–Bhadri as the incarnations of Rama and 
Laxman, the main characters of the Ramayana, and the myth 
of Savari, who is a minor character in the Ramayana, are giving 
the community social confi dence. This forms a constitutive 
element of their identity formation in the contemporary 
social scenario of north Indian society. In the changing con-
text, the form and content of these myths also gradually get 
constructed and reconstructed in a way that suits the col-
lective aspirations of the community. It is often presumed 
that little traditions aspire to merge with great traditions. But 
we often forget that there is another process in which mar-
ginalised communities use the symbols of great traditions 
against their defi ned social locations, values and norms 
defi ned by the great traditions themselves. For example, by 
imagining Dina and Bhadri to be the incarnations of Rama 
and Laxman, the marginalised Musahars could prove that 
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their community too could produce brave men who fought 
for the liberation of the oppressed people, just as Rama and 
Laxman did by killing Ravana. On the other hand, through 
the myth of Savari who fed half-eaten berries to Rama and 
Laxman in spite of being an untouchable, the Musahars 
try to liberate their community members from the stigma 
of untouchability and grant them social respect among the 
other castes.

The telling and retelling of these myths allow the Musahars 
to emancipate themselves from their marginalised position 
by glorifying the marginal space thrust upon them by the 
upper castes in the process of development. An example of 
this can be seen in their act of taking the statues of Savari 
around the villages to prove to the upper castes that Lord 
Rama himself declared that they were social equals by eating 
half-eaten berries from the hands of a person who was la-
belled an untouchable by the upper castes. The building of 
chauras (small mounds) dedicated to Dina–Bhadri in vari-
ous places in the village is also an outcome of this desire. 
It is commonly believed that the role of cultural capital is 
to provide a means to maintain the high position of those 
at the upper end, whereas for those at the lower end it can 
limit aspirations, create discrimination, and block mobility. 
In the case of the Musahars, however, they are using their 
cultural resources to subvert the Brahminical culture in their 
struggle for equality and emancipation of their community. 
Through these acts they also try to prove that they reached 
their present condition because of the conspiracy of the 
upper castes, though once upon a time they were socially 
equal or even the rulers. Rather than narrating these myths 
as only stories, they are narrated as a socio-cultural political 
discourse full of nuances of the politics of discourses guided 
by contemporary social, cultural and political situations. This 
goes a long way in helping the community as a whole to ac-
quire self-confi dence. This confi dence further helps in build-
ing their identity, giving them the feeling of equality with 
other castes, gaining social respect and empowering them to 



The Politics of Cultural Resources

153

compete for a share in the development projects launched 
by the state. Thus one can observe the process of building the 
social confi dence of the marginalised Musahar community 
through the telling and retelling of these myths, by organis-
ing festivals and celebrations around those myths to keep 
their memory alive and by effectively using them for the 
upward mobility of the community in the social hierarchy.

The youth of the community, who are keener than the 
older generation to carve a future for themselves and for their 
community, are even more aware of the legends, myths and 
caste heroes, and their potential as tools for development, 
upward mobility and acquiring social confi dence. They are 
mostly involved in exploring the cultural resources of the 
community and recreating them in keeping with the contem-
porary needs. All the texts of the myths and legends about 
the caste heroes of the Musahar community presented here 
were collected mostly from the younger generation. This does 
not imply that the older generation is not involved in this 
process. They usually play the role of mentors and guides to
provide direction to the youth and to fi ll in the gaps in the 
knowledge base of the youth about the cultural resources of 
the community.

Democratic Pressures, Social Acceptance and Politics

With the increasing pressure of the democratic processes 
of the country, there is a strong urge among small commu-
nities to become a part of these processes. For the political 
parties also there is a strong compulsion to include these 
small communities into their political discourse in order to 
use them as vote banks. If we analyse the form and content 
of the electoral discourse of different political parties just 
before the elections in recent years, we will fi nd that they 
are fi lled with references to the myths, legends and symbols 
of the target communities. The language of the electoral 
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discourse is worded in such a manner that it fi ts into the 
political agenda of the party concerned even while evok-
ing the hopes and desires of the concerned community. The 
rise in the level of awareness among the people belonging 
to smaller communities and their strong sense of identity 
assertion have made it a compulsion for different political 
parties to address them directly using their own myths and 
legends as reference points.

Earlier when there was less awareness among the small 
communities; an all-encompassing meta-language of elect-
oral discourse promising the fulfi lment of basic needs was 
used to address all these communities. The growth of identity 
assertion and sense of self-respect among smaller communities 
have led to the evolution of a language of electoral discourse 
that addresses each community individually using their own 
myths, legends, icons and symbols to satisfy them, to mobil-
ise them and to include them in their electoral fold.

The fairs and festivals organised by the community mem-
bers to celebrate the memory of their caste heroes are import-
ant focal points for political parties who use these occasions 
as platforms for political mobilisation of the community. This 
process was visible in the case of the Musahars in 2003 just 
before the general parliamentary elections when the Savari 
melas organised by the Musahar community were used by 
political parties to mobilise them politically. It is interesting 
to note that the parties do not organise the fairs but only 
participate in them and help them fi nancially by providing 
facilities like generators. During their election speeches they 
try to bring the people under their electoral fold by invoking 
the memory of Savari.10

Several such instances can be found in the Musahar-
dominated regions of Bihar where the myth of Savari is popu-
lar. One meeting was organised in Punama village, Wazirganj, 
where Ramji Majhi, a Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) MP from the 
Musahar community, started the construction of a tableau 
of Savari. Some members of the BJP also attended the fair. 
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In this meeting, the BJP leader Sushil Kumar Modi delivered 
a speech in which he appealed to the Musahars that being 
descendents of Savari they should all should help in Ramkaj 
(the incomplete work of Ram) and the only way for it would 
be to support the BJP’s struggle.11 Another meeting of the 
Musahar community in Nardiganj village in block Navada 
was organised in which the RJD took great interest and also 
fi nancially supported it. Jeetan Manjhi, an RJD MLA, par-
ticipated enthusiastically in the fair. On this occasion the 
Savari Parivaar Manch held its meeting there.12 In Sarbadipur 
village, Paraian block, a meeting was organised by Lok Shakti 
Shikshan Kendra, which was attended by MP Ramji Manjhi 
and other BJP members.13 In Belaganj village, a big Savari 
mela was organised, attended by members of both the BJP and 
RJD.14 Another fair was organised in Gosaipesra, in Barachetti 
block, by Dalit Chetna Trust and other social activists, which 
was attended by a large number of Musahars.15

The myth of Dina–Bhadri is also being used by the BJP 
to mobilise the Musahars under its political fold. As men-
tioned earlier, in order to strengthen its point, the BJP has 
started projecting Dina and Bhadri as incarnations of Rama 
and Laxman since like Rama and Laxman they too fought 
against the demon-like forces in society who used to oppress 
cows, women and the common people. The party is trying to 
emphasise that since the BJP is fi ghting to sustain the cause 
and mission of Rama and Laxman, so the Musahars should 
support the party in this socio-cultural and political mission. 
It is interesting to note that in the interpretation of the story 
of Dina and Bhadri, the BJP is highlighting that portion of 
the story which supports cow protection and not their strug-
gle for the cause of Nonia and Beldars against the contractors 
and the people employed by them to dig land. This particu-
lar angle of the story of Dina–Bhadri would have been grist 
for the mill for the Left and other revolutionary pro-labour 
forces, but sadly the signifi cance of this cultural resource for 
mobilising the Musahars and creating popular support for 
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their forces has been overlooked. The Hindutva forces, on 
the other hand, have meticulously delved through the local 
myths, traditions and folk tales of that region and successfully 
picked out those portions that could be re-narrated and re-
created to fi t into their political ideology and thereby used 
to mobilise the target community. The tiny sub-plot of the 
story of Dina–Bhadri, which suited their larger agenda of 
Hinduising Dalit myths and linking them with the Hindutva 
meta-narrative, was exaggerated and dramatically highlighted 
in the ways discussed in this chapter, in order to politically 
and culturally mobilise the Dalit Musahar community.

Thus with the widening of the democratic arena of the 
country, the cultural capital of more and more marginalised 
communities living on the fringes of society, like the highly 
marginalised untouchable Musahar community living in the 
Gangetic belt of north India, are being transformed into in-
tegral constituents of their identity discourse. The symbols 
and myths of these communities are being reinterpreted by 
them both to glorify their own social location in the Hindu 
caste hierarchy and to subvert the dominance of the upper 
castes. It is thus evident that the communities are them-
selves working on the project of using their own myths for 
developing themselves, but the same myths and the same 
community spaces are also being exploited by the political 
forces to serve their own interests attached with electoral pol-
itics. This can be seen from the fact that the Hindutva forces 
are picking up and highlighting only those portions of their 
folk traditions that can be linked with the Brahminical reli-
gious texts and epics, especially the Ramayana. The myths of 
Deosi, Savari and Dina–Bhadri, which are popular among 
Musahars living in different regions of Bihar and UP and have 
the potential to be retold for creating a social discourse of their 
empowerment, acquiring social equality and developing 
their community, are being reinterpreted and re-narrated in 
a saffronised way in order to fi t them into the broader agenda 
of the Hindutva forces to Hinduise Dalit communities. These 
cultural resources are then being disseminated among the 
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common people mostly in the form of temples, rituals, fes-
tivals and fairs, and icons and statues of the caste heroes in 
the images of Hindu upper-caste heroes.

Gradually a language of mobilisation is being evolved, 
which is fi lled with references to these myths, legends and 
caste heroes. While overtly elevating the caste glory and caste 
pride of the community, covertly, the caste symbols are being 
interpreted and moulded in a manner that suits the political 
agenda of Hindutva. Thus the memory around the narra-
tive of these myths is being reconstructed as reality by the 
Hindutva forces for mobilising the Musahars electorally.
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7

Saffronisation of a Dalit Hero
The Story of Salhes of North Bihar

Har yug mein Ram aate hain
(Lord Rama comes in every age)

—Swami Prapannacharya, Magh Mela, Prayag, 2003

As discussed elaborately in the earlier chapters, in order 
to enter the Dalit memories and saffronise them, Hindutva 
forces have given representation to leaders of Dalit com-
munities in state and national politics and sought to satisfy 
their urge for a place in power politics, while trying to ap-
propriate cultural symbols and folk icons popular in Dalit 
oral traditions and redefi ning local societies in north India. 
We have already studied appropriation as a tool of control 
by Hindutva forces to mobilise Dalit communities in vari-
ous parts of north India. These forces are successful in their 
efforts because the Dalit community at large at the grass-
roots level also wants to be accepted by the dominant forces. 
However, this desire to be accepted by dominant forces does 
not come as simple mathematics. It is in fact a very complex 
process which develops through negation and dissent against 
those people by whom the Dalits want to be accepted. This 
process is compellingly visible in some of the oral forms of 
Dalit cultural life in north Indian villages. In a study of the 
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language of the Chamars of eastern UP and the Bhojpuri 
belt (Tiwari, 1998), it was found that the oral traditions of 
the Chamars strongly refl ect their desire to get acceptance 
within the great tradition, for which they attempt to construct 
a culture that is counter and parallel to the great tradition. 
In this process there is also an attempt to create a space by 
invoking pity and sympathy for themselves within the psy-
chic parameters of the great tradition.

However, the underlying dissent against the very tradition 
in which they want acceptance is also obvious in their oral 
culture in which a thin vein of dissent is present. For example, 
their prayers, which are full of pathos due to their age-long 
subordination, sometimes also express their protest (Tiwai, 
1998: 179). This feeling is clear in the following couplets:

Today Saheb has arrived at our home,
Dindayal has come.

Banwari has become cruel for us only,
By his feet only,
He liberated Ahilya who was the wife of Gautam,
Krishna eradicated the poverty of Sudama,
But Banwari has become cruel for us.1

These couplets show how the Chamars turn to the god of 
the upper-caste Hindus, to express their pathetic condition. 
They also address him as Saheb, which is the way they usu-
ally address the petty government offi cials with whom they 
have everyday interactions such as the land offi cials (amin), 
chowkidars, daffadars, police and so on, and their upper-caste 
masters from whom they want socio-cultural acceptance. 
Saheb is the form of address for people who are above them 
in the social and cultural hierarchy and for their leaders and 
gurus who are highly respected in their cultural language; 
for example, it is also used for Kabir and Kanshiram. There 
are many examples in their folklore where they want to sub-
merge themselves in the Saheb. The term is used for spiritual 
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as well as political leaders. It is a metaphor for people who 
are superior to them. However, in spite of the desire to win 
the sympathy and thereby the acceptance of the upper castes, 
there is also an undercurrent of rebellion against the gods 
of the upper castes when they venture to break the head of 
Brahma, as seen in the following couplet:

O Macchhindra!2 Dance on the rhythm,
Break the head of Brahma. (Tiwari, 1998)

This dialectical interplay between the desire of accept-
ance coupled with dissent against the very people who were 
instrumental in marginalising them is found not only in the 
cultural expressions of Dalit communities at the grass-roots 
level but also in the dissenting Dalit political expression as 
refl ected in the BSP politics. This was evident in the 2007 
elections when the BSP workers were highly pleased with 
the coronation of Bahanji Mayawati by the Brahmins, against 
whom the entire Dalit politics of the BSP is based (Tiwari, 
1998). This desire of acceptance by those who have excluded 
and oppressed them leads the Dalits towards dissenting 
representations, which sometimes ultimately lead them to-
wards accepting those same values, norms and cultural sys-
tems which had oppressed them at certain socio-political 
moments.

The keen understanding of this ambivalence within the 
Dalits has made the appropriation of their cultural symbols 
easier for the Hindutva forces, which have converted them 
into powerful tools for reining in the dissenting forces. These 
cultural symbols, including the caste histories, legends and 
caste heroes, are being reinterpreted and recreated by giv-
ing them a Hindutva tinge with the aim of saffronising the 
Dalit psyche and memory spaces and ultimately transforming 
them into sites for political control.

As can be gleaned from the earlier chapters, political forces 
do not have much interest in the cultural life of communities but 
are interested in converting these cultural resources, which 



Saffronisation of a Dalit Hero

161

are the foundational constituent of their identity, into political 
products and using them to control the collective memory 
spaces of the communities through them. Politics—which 
appears very crude at the surface—is in fact very creative 
at the grass-roots level, especially while negotiating and 
interfacing with the identity formation of communities and 
trying to make these processes political. Often traditional 
primordial memories are invoked in the process of identity 
formation and popular politics are developed around them 
in order to reshape the identities of communities along the 
political agenda of the parties concerned, largely based on 
these memories. This can be observed in the new democratic 
politics in UP and Bihar, chiefl y by the BJP and BSP, as has 
been mentioned earlier. This invoking of primordial iden-
tities is different from Partha Chatterjee’s observation in the 
case of West Bengal where new community identities are 
being formed based on the categories defi ned in the policies 
of the state to give benefi ts to different categories of the weaker 
sections, for example, the BPL (below poverty line) section, 
slum dwellers, rickshaw pullers, and so on (Chatterjee, 
2004: 173).

In north Indian society, especially in the states of Bihar 
and UP where caste and not the state-sponsored economic 
category is the primary identity of each person, marginal-
ised and Dalit communities are emerging as identifi able 
groups to create pressure both on political forces and on the 
modern democratic state for acquiring the various kinds of 
benefi ts doled out by the government from time to time. On 
the other hand, the nature of democratic politics is also chan-
ging because of the continuous and ever-increasing entry of 
new caste groups into the realm of political society. It is in-
teresting to know that apart from the major Dalit castes like 
Chamars and Pasis, smaller castes like Dhobis, Kories and 
Jogis are now making their presence felt in UP although they 
are comparatively new entrants in UP democratic politics. 
Like the other castes, these castes too are asserting their caste 
history and identity to create pressure for their share in the 
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power structure and in the welfare policies and projects. 
This growing entry of marginalised castes is a major factor 
in the popular mobilisational politics developed by various 
political parties that are mostly centred around caste iden-
tity, memories, caste heroes and caste histories. As mentioned 
in the ‘Introduction’, the growing realisation of the poten-
tial of these sizeable communities to make or break the power 
of political parties has led the parties that rely on identity 
politics for mobilising various castes, including the BJP, to 
gear themselves up to keep pace with the increasing urge of 
these castes to fi nd a place in the political arena of the coun-
try. The method by which they are doing so is by digging out 
the cultural resources of these marginalised castes and saf-
fronising them by reinterpreting them on Hindutva lines. 
In this process it is very helpful for them if they fi nd any Dalit 
mythical narrative that has a Brahamanical tinge attached to 
it since it will ease their work of recreating and reinterpret-
ing it in the Hindutva form.

An example of how this readymade cultural material 
was used by the Hindutva forces to mobilise a marginalised 
Dalit caste will be seen in this chapter. Here we tell the story 
of how a Dusadh Dalit folk hero who is very popular in the 
Mithila region and in the northern part of Bihar, especially in 
the border areas of Bihar and Nepal, has been Brahminised 
through a long process of socio-political transformation of 
north Bihar society due to the efforts made by the Brahmin 
socio-political elites of the Mithila region of Bihar and is now 
serving as a readymade cultural material for the Hindutva 
forces for interpreting and appropriating this hero and 
through him the Dusadh caste in the Hindutva fold.

The Myth of Salhes

Kameshwar Chaupal is an important BJP leader of Bihar 
and also the chief of its SC wing. As a Dalit leader of the 
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Chamars of Bihar, he laid the foundation stone of the Ram 
Janmabhoomi in Ayodhya. Kameshwar Chaupal, who is the 
symbol of the important position being accorded to the lower 
castes by the BJP, believes that the Dalits, whom he terms 
as the vanchit (deprived) castes, have their own glorious his-
tory and their own heroes, and the glory of the Dalits is closely 
linked with their heroes. According to him the Dusadhs of 
Bihar worship Salhes and Chuharmal, the Musahars wor-
ship Dina–Bhadri, the Chamars worship Nantha Chamar and 
the Doms worship Raiya Ranpal; the glory of these castes is 
linked with these heroes (Chaupal, 1994: 36).

Salhes, who is described by Kameshwar Chaupal as the 
hero of the Dusadhs, is also known as Raja Salhes, Devta 
(Lord) Salhes or Bir (Brave) Salhes. He is worshipped in the 
form of a Manukh Devta (Human God). One can fi nd many 
Salhes Thaans (Places of Salhes) underneath peepal and ban-
yan trees in these regions. These spots are also known as 
gahwar in the local language. Inside these gahwars are installed 
small statues of Salhes along with the other characters of his 
story. Salhes is usually shown as sitting on an elephant with 
one tusk, which is called Bhauranand. On the elephant’s 
back is seated the mahout (keeper) whose name is Mangala. 
On Sahles’ right is his brother Motiram while on his left is 
his other brother Babua Budheshwar, both astride horses. 
Sahles is fl anked on both sides by two fl ower girls holding 
baskets of fl owers. Raja Sahles’ bodyguard Kewla Kirant is 
shown as holding an open sword in his hand ( Jha, 2002: 107).

Salhes is an extremely popular folk hero who belonged to 
the lower-caste Dusadh. His story is widely circulated in the 
forest and hilly areas of the Mithila region of Bihar compris-
ing the districts Darbhanga, Madhubani, Samastipur, Munger 
and Vaishali, and in the Terai areas of Bihar adjoining Nepal 
comprising Morang, Viratnagar, Jainagar, Rapti and other 
districts on the Bihar–Nepal border. In these places he is wor-
shipped as a god who can bestow favours on his devotees. In 
order to express their faith in him, every year a fair is held on 
the day of Satuani, a local festival, when prayers are offered 
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to him. The fair is visited by people from all castes of these 
regions who come from far and near to attend the prayers. 
Salhes is also believed to have magical powers and there 
are many beliefs about him in circulation there to prove his 
magicality. One belief is that every year on the day of the 
fair Salhes’ lover Dona visits the earth in the form of fl owers 
which bloom on a tree called Haram that stands where the 
fair is held. Another belief is that if the wheels of a carriage or 
a cart get stuck in the mud, it can be easily pulled out by ut-
tering the words ‘Jai Salhes’ or ‘Jai Rajaji’ (Jha, 2002).

Although Salhes belonged to the Dusadh caste, people 
belonging to this caste are not allowed to conduct prayers 
at the secular fairs in many parts of Bihar, especially in the 
area near the Nepal border. This privilege is given to a caste 
called Donwar, a sub-caste of the Kshatriyas who claim that 
Raja Salhes was their god. In the Mithila region, however, 
where the people from the Dusadh caste conduct the pray-
ers, the Yadavs and Doms are also allowed to conduct the 
prayers on special occasions. The person who conducts the 
prayer is called Bhagat or Bhagata or Ghora. It is believed 
that only a person who has been granted special favours by 
Salhes can conduct the prayers. This usually happens when 
Salhes appears in the dreams of a religiously inclined person 
and instructs him to function as a Bhagat. The appearance of 
Salhes in the dreams of a person to confer upon him the pri-
vilege of conducting his prayers is known as sapnauti in the 
local language. The Bhagat is considered the representative 
of Salhes who is like a bridge between him and the devotees. 
It is believed that the Bhagat has divine powers granted to him 
by Salhes, which he uses to remove the pains and sorrows of
the devotees. He often holds public sessions known as Bhagatai, 
when he listens to the problems of the devotees, which range 
from solving land disputes to curing illnesses. Apart from 
these sessions devotees can individually invite Bhagats to 
their houses for conducting special prayers called gohari. 
When a gohari is held to request the Bhagat to bless a barren 
woman to give birth to children it is called kokhiya gohari. 
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When it is held for healing a child’s illness it is called baalak 
gohari and when it is held to cure a gynaecological prob-
lem of a woman it is called tiriya gohari. If a gohari is held for 
curing ill cows it is called gaay gohari. After these problems 
are solved the affected parties offer prayers at the gahwar of 
Salhes (Jha, 2002).

In addition to the annual Satuani fair which is attended by 
people of all castes, the Dusadhs organise a special worship 
session for the people of their own caste when collective pray-
ers are held at all his gahwars. These prayers are known as 
Salhes Bhao or Bahariya Puja. Generally the prayers are 
held on any Monday, Wednesday or Friday of the month of 
saavan, when a Bhagat who also belongs to the Dusadh caste 
is invited by the people to conduct the prayer. These prayer 
sessions in honour of Salhes are extremely interesting to 
observe.3 Just before the prayers, the empty land in front of 
the gahwar is covered with cowdung and a square mandap 
(prayer site) is constructed by planting four banana trees at 
the four corners. Rice pudding, betel leaves, acrecia nuts, 
tobacco, sacred thread, rice, fruits, garlands of fl owers, tulsi 
leaves, incense sticks, and so on, are placed for the Bhagat 
to use for conducting the prayer. The Bhagat is usually ac-
companied by a troupe of singers known as Gohaniya. The 
Gohaniyas sing devotional songs eulogising the glory of 
Salhes in accompaniment to percussion musical instruments 
like jhal and mridang. The man who leads the chorus is 
called Gitahar.

For the prayers, the Bhagat dresses up in a special way in 
which the upper part of his body is uncovered while the lower 
half is covered by a red loincloth. Around the loincloth is tied 
a leather belt to which a number of bells (channar ghunghroo) 
are stitched. On his neck and head he wears garlands made of 
orhul and kaner fl owers. A big long red sindoor mark adorns 
his forehead while his entire body is covered with a dust-
like powder. The entire get-up of the Bhagat lends him dis-
tinctiveness that makes his role as a medium for Salhes 
credible to the devotees. The other members of his troupe 
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wear yellow dhotis (long loin cloths), long shirts and hang 
long muffl er-like cloths around their necks. The Bhagat seats 
himself on the mat placed in front of the gahwar while the 
other members of his troupe stand around him.

The prayers begin with a traditional prayer addressed to 
Salhes and other gods and goddesses of the Dusadhs. After 
it is over the Bhagat sits on his knees with his head touching 
the fl oor, holding a stick in both his hands. The singers then 
start chanting hymns inviting Salhes to enter the body of the 
Bhagat. These hymns are known as Salhesak Gohari. As the 
hymns start the Bhagat’s body starts vibrating in tune with 
the music. The tempo of the music gradually increases and 
along with it the Bhagat’s body starts shivering, he takes deep 
long breaths, his head sways from side to side, his eyes roll up, 
his nostrils fl are up and his lips start quivering. These are indi-
cations that the soul of Salhes is entering the body of the 
Bhagat. As the music reaches the climax the Bhagat suddenly 
jumps up shouting ‘Jai Ganga, Jai Bis (Vishnu)’.

Immediately the onlookers, who understand that Salhes 
has arrived, start retreating backwards. A member of the 
musical troupe then offers the Bhagat fresh cow’s milk with 
some sweets in it, which he drinks up in one long sip. The 
musicians then start singing songs in praise of Salhes that 
narrate stories of his wonderful deeds. The Bhagat too waves 
his stick and sways and dances in tune with the songs. The 
devotees also often join the dance. This music and dance 
paves the way for the absolute entry of Salhes into the body of 
the Bhagat and he then appears to be completely transformed 
into Salhes.

As the music slows and stops the Bhagat quietens down 
and seats himself on the mat. He then starts talking to the 
people about the past, present and future of that society. He 
expresses his displeasure at the misconduct of a particular 
member of the caste, warns the people of the natural calam-
ities that might occur soon so that they can take precaution-
ary measures to protect their crops, mentions illnesses that 
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might affect some people there and blesses the people with 
good health and prosperity. During this session the Bhagat 
also demonstrates some amazing feats, like dipping his hands 
in a pot of boiling hot milk, balancing a jug of water on the end 
of his stick, walking barefeet on fi re and touching a lighted 
lamp with his tongue, to prove his supernatural powers.

The Bhagat in the form of Salhes also looks into the personal 
problems of the Dusadhs. Among these problems are the op-
pressions faced by them in the hands of the feudal landlords 
when they work as labourers (banihars) in their fi elds, the 
exploitation by various state agencies especially the police 
who are patronised by the landlords, the political condition 
of the region, and so on. Since these problems cannot easily 
be solved by the victims on their own, the meetings with 
the Bhagat in the form of Salhes gives them space to express 
their everyday humiliation under the existing social, political 
and cultural system. Before the Bhagat enters into a trance, 
all those who have special requests to make to Salhes place 
offerings like fruits and sweets in a basket kept in front of 
the gahwar. After the supposed entry of Salhes’ soul into the 
Bhagat’s body he calls each of these persons one by one and 
listens to their sorrows. At the end of each narration, he pro-
mises them that their problems will be solved and blesses 
them by blowing into their mouths, putting fl owers in their 
hands or placing his hand on their heads.

In this manner the everyday domination which the Dalits 
face by various agencies that have the power to exploit them 
like the state, feudal landlords and the upper castes who 
routinely humiliate them under their cultural norms are 
sought to be subverted by the Bhagat (who is also a Dusadh), 
when the spirit of Salhes is supposed to have entered into his 
body. In this trance-like state he can say all the things which 
he is not able to say in his normal state. This empowers him 
to function as the saviour of the people of his caste, who be-
lieve everything he says as coming from Salhes. At the end 
of the session the Bhagat once again reverts to his original 



168

Fascinating Hindutva

form when the spirit of Salhes is believed to have gone back. 
In the normal state he no longer behaves as a Bhagat but as 
what he was originally—an oppressed Dusadh.

The story that is circulated is that Salhes was a brave 
youth of the Dusadh community who wielded a lot of power 
over the wild animals, demons and thieves of that region. 
They were all afraid of him and many of them were also a 
part of his army. Salhes used to protect the weak kings and 
rulers of that region from the attack of powerful invaders 
including demons and thieves. It seems that he had a kind 
of supernatural power by which he could save people from 
fl oods, droughts, and so on. He could bore a hole in the 
ground and draw out water from places where there was 
scarcity of water. He could cause a pond to appear by sticking 
an arrow in the ground. Wild animals on the verge of at-
tacking innocent passersby used to turn around in mid-air 
the moment Salhes’s name was uttered and even thieves, 
demons and natural calamities used to disappear on hearing 
his name. These stories of his immense mental and phys-
ical prowess are the basis of the plays, musical theatres, and 
so on, around him, and are still popularly narrated among 
the people of that region (Manipadam, 1973).

A deeper sudy of his story shows that Salhes worked as 
a gateman (dwarpal) at the palace of one of the kings of the 
Mithila region and prevented thieves and demons from 
entering. It seems he understood the cleverness of thieves be-
cause his army also consisted of thieves. Thievery had 
emerged as an important profession at that time and thieves 
enjoyed an exalted position in the palaces of many kings since 
they also worked as spies. These thieves used to spread terror 
in the kingdoms of the neighbouring kings, which is why 
Salhes was employed to guard the kings’ palaces from them. 
In the story of Salhes, his fi ght with Chuharmal, known as 
the First Thief, is the result of the confl ict between the gate-
men of two neighbouring kingdoms (Narayan, 2001). Most 
of these brave gatemen belonged to the Dusadh caste.



Saffronisation of a Dalit Hero

169

In this manner, by functioning as the saviour and protector 
of the kings of the Mithila and Nepal–Bihar region, Salhes 
slowly gathered enough forces to create his own kingdom 
called Mahisauth and established himself as its Dalit (Shudra) 
king and the hero of all the lower castes. In the folktales of 
that region, Salhes has been portrayed as having to face 
many obstacles due to his being a Dalit. But by dint of his 
capabilities and bravery he succeeded in overcoming them, 
which made him a hero for all the lower castes, both of that 
period and of today. Even today, not many lower castes are 
able to fi ght against the hegemony of the upper caste com-
bine, which legitimises its social and cultural oppression and 
exploitation of the lower castes through the ancient religious 
texts. Salhes’s name, fame and prestige rose so much that 
King Hiteshwar, an important king of that period, wanted his 
hand in marriage for his daughter Samar. According to folk 
belief, however, his son—the prince—did not want his sister 
to marry a lower-caste man. In order to win Samar, Salhes 
then struggled hard to acquire more wealth and a bigger 
kingdom. Gradually he rose to become an important king in 
the Mithila and the Terai regions of Nepal adjoining Bihar 
and came to be known as Lok Devta. His story has trans-
formed into a myth that is still popular among all the Dalits, 
especially among the Dusadhs, of that region and he is now 
an important folk hero there.

Maithili Identity and the Myth of Salhes

The state of Bihar can be divided into the Bhojpuri, Magadhi, 
Maithili, Angika and Bajjika regions, each having its own 
distinct language and culture. After independence Hindi was 
imposed on these regions as part of the drive to develop it as 
the offi cial national language to conjoin all states of the coun-
try. In spite of this effort, each of the regions has retained 
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its unique cultural identity based on its local language. The 
folk culture and folk memories of that region are expressed 
through this language. It is true that the presence of Hindi and 
the onset of modernity have given new forms to these mem-
ories and to the original myths and legends, but the narra-
tives based on the oral memories are still present there.

The Maithili region is situated in the north of Bihar adjoining 
the Nepal region. The language spoken there is Maithili, 
which differs greatly from Magahi, Bhojpuri and the other 
languages spoken in the other regions of Bihar. The culture 
of Maithili, including its oral culture, is unique to that region
and is distinct from the cultures of the other regions. Maithili is 
one of the most important regions of Bihar both politically 
and culturally, and after independence the domination 
of the Maithili-speaking Brahmins, who were among the 
richest landowners of Bihar, intensifi ed greatly in the state, 
which led to the hegemonisation of the Maithili linguistic 
and cultural identity in Bihar. The political parties to which 
the Maithili Brahmins belonged initiated a number of socio-
cultural movements that led to the inclusion of Maithili 
in the 8th Amendment of the Indian Constitution in spite 
of having fewer speakers than Bhojpuris. In the 1970s, 
Dr Jagannath Misra, a Maithili Brahmin and an important 
political leader of the Congress party who was also the Chief 
Minister of Bihar, even got it included as one of the subjects 
in the administrative service examinations, which made the 
Maithili identity even stronger. In this process, Maithili iden-
tity assertion was prevalent not just in Bihar but also in the 
Terai region of Nepal where it is spoken. In Nepal, Maithili 
language associations began to be formed in which Maithili 
pride and glory were redefi ned and recreated. A Bhashiya 
Adhikar Sanyukt Samiti was formed and associations like 
Maithili Society and Maithili Development Forum, Virat 
Nagar became active in this period. These associations started 
defi ning Maithili pride and glory through their local kings 
and heroes (Thakur, 1980: 5). Since the importance of lower 
castes in the political arena had already started being felt, 
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Salhes was one of the local heroes selected as a symbol of 
Maithili identity.

During the chief ministership of Dr Jagannath Misra, a 
Salhes Section was formed in the Vidyapati Bhawan in Patna. 
Many novels and plays began to be written about Salhes. 
In this series, the famous historical novel Raja Salhes was 
written by Sri Manipadam in the Maithili language in 1973 
(Narendra, 1985: 2). The Maithili Academy, a government 
institution, also started giving importance to the story of 
Salhes. The myth became important not only because of the 
growing importance of linguistic and cultural identities but 
also because of the growing electoral presence of Dalits in 
the politics of the Bihar Congress. Leaders of other political 
parties, sensing the rising importance of Dalits in the elect-
oral arena and the need to incorporate them into their political 
fold, also started giving importance to their myths, legends 
and heroes by participating in the celebrations around them 
organised by local Dalit communities, and even organised 
many of them.

One such leader was Tarakant Jha, another Maithili Brahmin, 
who was closely associated with Hindutva politics, fi rst as a 
member of Jana Sangh, then as a member of the Janata Party 
and fi nally as an important leader of the BJP. He participated 
in many Salhes Pujas organised by rural Dalit communities 
in the regions of Madhepura and Darbhanga. Since the 
myth of Salhes was being used by the Brahmins, in the 
discourses of the Maithili Brahmin politics, Salhes’ dis-
senting hero image began to be projected as a god who was 
fi lled with supernatural powers. The image began to emerge 
even through the publications and discussions around this 
issue and he was publicised as a towering god-like personal-
ity of the Mithila region (Manipadam, 1973). In this manner, 
a dissenting hero of the Dalits who fought bravely against the 
ruling Brahminical forces of that period was appropriated by 
the Mithila Brahminical politics and portrayed as the pride 
of Mithila by exaggerating his supernatural side.
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Hindutva Politics and the Dusadh Hero

As has been discussed in the earlier chapters, in the last few 
decades, under pressure of electoral democratic politics, the 
Hindutva forces have been carrying out a project of trying 
to forge ties with the Dalits of different parts of north India 
by granting them representation and respect within the 
Hindu social, cultural and political fold. In this process they 
developed a strategy of digging out mythical heroes of the 
Dalits, saffronising them by interpreting them as saviours 
of Hindu religion and culture, and glorifying them as sym-
bols of both Dalit and Hindu pride and glory. In order to link 
the Dusadhs, a numerically signifi cant Dalit community of 
Bihar concentrated mainly in the Mithila and Terai regions 
adjoining Nepal, these forces were on the look-out for a myth-
ical hero of the Dusadhs whose myth had strong echoes of 
Brahminical narratives. They found such a hero in Salhes, 
who had already been Brahminised by the Mithila political 
elites in the 1970s.

The Hindutva political forces are now trying to revise the 
myth in a way that will fi t into the Hindutva agenda and 
will also co-opt the sizeable Dusadhs and other Dalit castes 
into the saffron fold. This process is being carried out by the 
playwrights and writers associated with these forces who 
are penning a large number of plays and stories based on the 
Hindu version of the myth of Salhes, and are staging them 
in various parts of Bihar with the aim of popularising a 
Hinduised version of the myth. In the 1990s, theatre com-
panies such as Panchkosi Manch and Salhes Mangiya (Patna) 
started disseminating the story of Salhes recreated by the 
Hindutva forces (Kusuma–Salhes Play, n.d.). In these versions 
Salhes has been projected as the avatar of Lord Rama who van-
quished the forces of evil in the form of thieves and demons. 
The deliberate Hinduisation of the myth of Salhes was seen 
more clearly when a number of Salhes Pujas began to be con-
ducted in rural regions of Raxaul, Saptari, Madhepura, 
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Darbhanga, and so on, under the leadership of Kameshwar 
Chaupal, the Dalit BJP leader who had laid the fi rst stone of 
the proposed Ram Mandir in Ayodhya (Hindustan, 2001). 
Another strategy of the Hindutva forces for spreading their 
message among the Dalits, especially the Dusadhs, is to 
mobilise the Bhagats by organising conferences for them in 
which they are exhorted to portray Salhes as a Hindu god.4 

As mentioned earlier, the Bhagats wield tremendous power 
and infl uence over the Dalits in their transformed state as 
Salhes, which the Hindutva forces try to encash for their pol-
itical benefi ts.

It is diffi cult to say what has been the effect of this drive in 
mobilising the Dalits under the Hindutva fold but the myth 
of Lord Rama is gradually being developed and expanded 
into the myth of Salhes in that region through various pol-
itical and cultural devices in order to develop popular saf-
fronised narratives. Till now Salhes had been confi ned to 
terracotta fi gures under peepal trees and was signifi cant only 
to the people familiar with his myth. However, if the BJP 
and the other Hindutva forces continue with their design of 
enveloping Salhes in the myth of Lord Rama in other parts 
of north India as well, by installing his statues at important 
crossings, printing his image on pamphlets, posters, calen-
dars, badges and accessories, and by organising festivals and 
fairs around his memory as they have done in the case of other 
Dalit heroes who have been saffronised by them, he might 
soon leave the confi nes of his myth and attain a larger-than-
life image and become a symbol of identity construction for 
Dalits all over north India.

In addition, it can be observed that for the last few years 
the overseas movement of Indians is creating a complicated 
network of fi nances and religious identifi cations globally 
that is tied to the politics of Hindu fundamentalism in India. 
Through the efforts of this global nexus, while Lord Rama 
has been converted into a global symbol who has the abil-
ity to ignite Hindu religious and political sentiments all 
over the world, local Dalit myths like the myth of Salhes are 
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being Hinduised by the Hindutva forces by linking them with 
the meta-narrative of Lord Rama and are also on the way 
to becoming global brands since they are gradually being 
exported to the Dalit diaspora after being packaged and com-
modifi ed through sophisticated media interventions. The 
new make-over images of these heroes are then once again 
brought back to the local levels from where they were ori-
ginally picked up and circulated in their new forms. Elec-
tronic media like the Internet and satellite television are the 
most effective tools for this purpose since they allow instant 
to and fro movement of ideas and images all over the globe, 
converting the local into the global and the global into the 
local. Thus the local Dalit hero Salhes might soon become a
global brand in the same way as Lord Rama has become, 
paving the way for the larger agenda of the communal forces 
of saffronising Dalits and bringing them under the fold 
of Hindutva.

Notes

1. Recorded in the kirtan programme of Chamar toli of Sikraharta, Bhojpur, 
15 April 2003.

2. Machchindra is a popular name of Baba Machchindra Nath, a guru of 
the interogeneous Nath sect. But in Bhojpur folk culture, the Brahma 
also denotes the non-Brahmanic myth of a saint who had changed the 
Brahma once. This meaning of Machchindra was narrated to the author 
by Shivram Dusadh of Bhojpur, Bihar.

3. Field visit, Mithila, April 2006.
4. Field visit, Darbhanga, 21 April 2003.
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The Path Traversed and the Way Ahead

It was a new moon night in the forest. The king’s storyteller 
birds were still narrating their stories to the lalmuni birds. These 

birds were able to prove through their convincing narratives 
that it was a full moon night. It seemed as if the lalmuni birds 

would not be able to hold their own against these powerful birds. 
But the lalmuni birds had the power to change the very nature 
of the competition because their basic characteristic was that of 
subversion which would make the other animals of the forest 
aware of the many chicaneries and machinations taking place 

there. Even today the lalmuni birds are narrating their stories to 
protest against the powerful and dominant narratives that have 

the capacity to sway popular beliefs.
—A folktale from Shahabpur, collected from Jhuria, an old 

Chamar woman of Shahabpur

In the political scenario of north India today, popular pol-
itics has been converted into a very creative process in which 
mapping, reshaping and using popular aspirations and 
popular identities appear as major constituents. These popu-
lar aspirations and popular identities, however, are not 
always the creation of the communities themselves. Most 
often they are inspired and instigated by others, especially the 
state, political forces and dominant forces of society, which 
the communities follow either as replication or as reactions. 
This can be observed mainly in the case of marginalised 
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communities where culture and not political oratory based on 
promises of indicators of development like access to health, 
education, roads, electricity and clean drinking water has 
emerged as an essential ingredient in the strategies of polit-
ical parties to mobilise them. In this process, politics has 
transformed into a cultural act from a political act and the 
earlier forms of election campaigns like raising slogans, or-
ganising processions, strikes and rallies have given place to 
organising celebrations, commemorations and installation of 
statues of local heroes of different castes, especially marginal-
ised Dalit castes. Rather than building up obvious resources 
such as money, power, cadres and local leaders, invisible 
resources such as myths, memories, legends and symbols 
centring around local heroes of individual castes are being 
built up both to construct the identities of these castes and 
to pose them against other castes and communities with the 
aim of creating a division among them.

This transformation in the form of political mobilisation 
occurred since the late 1980s and early 1990s when a notice-
able change was witnessed in the political arena of UP and 
Bihar, especially UP, in which the Dalits gradually emerged 
as a formidable political force whose combined strength 
could make or break a political party. The political parties 
active in UP who have understood the potentials of this group 
are trying hard to mobilise them in their favour through vari-
ous kinds of political strategies.

These parties, whose fi ngers are fi rmly on the pulse of the 
psyche of the Dalits, have come to realise that for the Dalits 
overcoming the memories of their past when they were op-
pressed and exploited by the Brahminical cultural and moral 
code is an existential need for constructing and asserting 
their identities. Thus these parties are engaged in a constant 
effort to mould, reinterpret and recreate the pastness of these 
communities along the lines of their political ideologies with 
the ultimate aim of mobilising them en bloc in their favour. 
Since pastness is both the truth and the imagination of the 
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past of each person or community and takes shape during 
the process of remembrance of the past, the past of each of 
these communities, which is present today in the form of their 
folk culture and collective memories, is being transformed 
by the political parties in their own ways depending on their 
political ideologies. Strategies are devised in ways that will 
both fulfi l the need of the communities for asserting their 
identities and inculcate the political ideology of the parties 
within them.

It is interesting that the Dalits—who have a long history 
of oppression and subjugation by the upper castes who had 
always culturally and socially marginalised them by legitim-
ising their activities through the ancient Hindu religious texts 
and epics like the Ramayana, Mahabharata, the Manu Samhita, 
the Vedas and the Puranas—also have a strong urge to seek 
acceptance from the upper-caste Hindus, which can be gauged
from a close perusal of their folk culture. This urge for accept-
ance is closely linked with their strong dissent against the 
Brahminical norms that marginalised them. This ambivalence 
in their feelings is being profi tably encashed by the parties 
who are engaged in the politics of raising the identities of 
various castes in order to mobilise them.

As all people who have been studying the political scenario 
of UP know, the two main parties involved in the game of 
identity politics in UP are the BSP and the BJP. Both the par-
ties are following similar political strategies of using the cul-
tural resources including the myths, legends and caste heroes 
and histories of various communities, especially of the vari-
ous Dalit communities, to mobilise them in their favour. How-
ever, while the BSP is using these myths to develop a radical, 
emancipatory Dalit identity as I have tried to show in my 
previous book (Narayan, 2006), in this book I have tried to 
show how the BJP is using them to mobilise the Dalits in its 
favour both for linking them with a unifi ed Hindu meta-
narrative, as a part of its political agenda of uniting all Hindus 
to form a single Hindu cultural nation, and for creating a 
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divide between them and the Muslims. Its success rests on 
the creation of ‘communal moments’ by reinterpreting and 
recreating local culture, local myths, identities, popular sym-
bols, and so on, in communal ways that will help to construct 
aggressive Hindu identities for fi ghting against the Muslims 
who are projected as the enemies of Hindus. This political 
strategy is different from the one followed in the 1990s, which 
was to link all Hindus, both upper and lower castes, and liv-
ing in both rural and urban areas, under one homogeneous 
Hindu identity with Lord Rama as the symbol of the Hindu 
identity. Now its political space has shifted from the global 
and national Hindutva formulations to the local, with the local 
identities and spaces being added to the global spaces.

As I have shown in the various chapters of the book, the 
BJP is now culling out the local heroes of various castes, par-
ticularly the Dalit castes living in different regions of the 
country, and adding them to the meta-narrative of Hindutva. 
Local myths and legends are being recreated and reinter-
preted, and the past of that region is being re-narrated to fi t 
into the overall political ideology of the party. Depending on 
the nature of the local myths, at some places local heroes are 
being given warring identities and projected as saviours who 
fought against Muslim foreign invaders who tried to despoil 
Hindu or, synonymously, Indian religion and culture, while 
at other places they are being reinterpreted and reinvented 
as Hindu mythological fi gures in order to link them with the 
story of Lord Rama in the Ramayana.

In this process, the symbol of Lord Rama, which has now 
become a global one due to its dissemination internation-
ally among the non-resident Indians by the VHP, another 
wing of the RSS and the BJP, is being stretched at the local level 
by either fi nding similarities with local heroes with whom 
Dalit castes concentrated at a particular region identify with 
and proving them to be reincarnations of Lord Rama, or by 
linking local Dalit heroes with the story of Lord Rama. In 
this manner the local myths and heroes are being ‘Ramised’ 
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by the BJP and the nationalist discourse of Hindutva politics 
is being shifted to the local level. Thus Hindutva politics is 
shifting its sphere of operation from the global to the local and 
again from local to global. In the process the very meanings 
and forms of various local village societies and cultures are 
changing. From these redefi ned and reproduced saffron 
locals the BJP ultimately aims to develop a unifi ed national 
and global saffron Hindutva narrative which will unite all 
the Hindus under one common culture.

Although the BJP failed to win the 2007 elections in UP in 
which the BSP won a thumping victory, its effort, in tandem 
with the other Hindutva forces to mobilise the different grass-
roots Dalit castes by communalising them and giving them 
saffron identities is still continuing. Even today its efforts are 
to search for communal spaces in the folk memories of the 
Dalits and use them at the right communal moment to stir 
up the passions of the Dalits against the Muslims. In this pro-
cess the BJP is subtly transforming many of their folk stories 
that are based on love and emotions into hate and violence, as 
was done in the case of Salhes, the folk hero of the Dusadhs of 
the Mithila region. The success of these communal forces rests 
on the fact that although Dalits are usually seen as a group of 
subversive people who are fi lled with political consciousness 
and who are constantly engaged in a struggle against the 
dominant forces of the society for their secular, economic 
and political emancipation, the reality is that in spite of the 
passage of so many years since India’s independence and the 
emergence of Dalit politics and Ambedkarite consciousness, 
only a small section of the Dalits have acquired Dalit con-
sciousness. Even this small section has not been able to free 
itself from the radical possibilities and traditional beliefs of 
asserting its caste identity. It is true that their old identity 
has been revised to some extent in today’s context and has 
been reconstructed in a new form, but they are still bearing 
the memories of their old identity.

Particularly after the implementation of the Mandal Com-
mission report and the emergence of BSP politics, each caste 
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has become more assertive about its individual identity. In 
the Ambedkar and Ravidas fairs held in many parts of UP 
like Kanpur, Lucknow and Allahabad one can fi nd camps of 
each individual caste. In this situation their individual caste 
histories, which had been moulded by the Arya Samaj, ex-
pert colonial knowledge and the reinterpretation of Pauranic 
memories, have become more strengthened. That this creates 
space for a Hinduised Dalit identity can be seen from the 
fact that an important leader of the Republic Party of India 
B. P. Maurya has joined the BJP and the Dalit poet Namdev 
Dhasal who has composed many revolutionary poems to 
arouse Dalit consciousness in Maharashtra, has linked him-
self with the Shiv Sena.

As a social scientist who is trying to study the social real-
ity at the grass-roots level, it is my duty to bring to the fore 
the fact that the folk culture of many regions of UP and Bihar 
are not only fi lled with soft human feelings but also have a 
touch of communalism. If we do not accept this fact we will 
be committing a historical blunder. It needs to be understood 
that this polyphony and heteroglossia in folk consciousness 
has been created after traversing through a long process of 
continuity and change due to the various kinds of external 
infl uences on rural society. This, however, does not imply 
that the people at the grass roots are communal. In spite of 
the presence of communal spaces in their folk culture, all the 
communities coexist harmoniously with each other, bound 
by ties of mutual interdependence. I am only trying to draw 
attention to the fact that the memories of the various kinds of 
historical experiences that the people have undergone have 
created both these kinds of spaces in their consciousness 
and to point out that this fact is taken advantage of by com-
munal forces that are often successful in penetrating into the 
communal spaces by creating a kind of communal move-
ment in order to mobilise people towards communal politics. 
This can be evidenced by the conduct of the Dalits living in 
Balmiki Basti, Kanpur, who voted for the BJP during the 
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elections swayed by their communal politics even after sup-
porting the BSP for fi ve years in the intervening period.1 My 
aim behind pointing out this happening is to make the gen-
eral people aware of the various kinds of efforts being made 
to radicalise the Dalits living at the grass roots through the 
communal spaces present in their folk culture so that the com-
munal forces do not get the opportunity to misuse and ex-
pand these communal spaces.

This study was an attempt to analyse the changes taking 
place at the grass roots that are being triggered by the delib-
erate efforts of the Hindutva forces. However, instead of 
making a fi nal statement, it has thrown up a number of issues 
that need to be studied in order to get a thorough under-
standing of the happenings at the grass roots. The fi rst and 
foremost is that there is a need to continuously make crit-
ical and intellectual studies of the marked presence of the 
creative and destructive infl uences in the folk consciousness 
of the lower castes. In addition there is need to continuously 
map the increasing politicisation of folk culture and analyse 
it in the context of the growth of democratic society. The rea-
son is that while understanding the danger of hegemonic 
infl uences and meta-narrativity in the process of politicisation 
of the poor and the oppressive attitudes towards them, the 
intellectual need for studying the basis of their emancipatory 
and subversive development is becoming increasingly obvi-
ous. Moreover, instead of being impressed by the newness 
of the religious political formations within the Dalits it is 
equally important to critically understand their internal 
structures. For example, are the growing conversion of Dalits 
to Buddhism and Christianity liberating them from their 
traditional rituals and making them more secular or are they 
becoming more ritualistic? It is interesting to observe that
in addition to the conventional rituals followed in the houses 
of Dalits who have converted into Buddhism, new Buddhist 
rituals are being added and a new form of worship is de-
veloping. In the wedding cards of Dalits, along with the 
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Figure 8.1 Ganeshji and Namo Buddhaye together on the Marriage 
 Card of an Ambedkarite Buddhist Dalit Family

Source: Collected by Brijendra Gautam.

pictures of Buddha and Ambedkar, the picture of the Hindu 
god Ganesh is also present (Figures 8.1 and 8.2).2  There is 
need to study how the sense of pride in their religious rituals 
is still present in the Dalit consciousness, which is spreading 
through the political mobilisation into the Dalit public sphere. 
In many Pasi, Bhangi and Khatik hamlets in UP one can 
fi nd BJP fl ags with the lotus symbol in the centre, fl uttering 
in the wind.3 It appears that the Hindutva forces are slowly 
but surely gathering their strength there. But more than 
the spread of Hindutva, it is the communalisation of folk 
culture and folk memories and the infi ltration of the politics of 
hate into the cultural spaces in everyday life that is increasing 
the cruelty of mass society, which is more dangerous.
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Figure 8.2 Invitation Card for a Marriage in an Ambedkarite Buddhist Dalit Family

Source: Collected by Brijendra Gautam.

Notes

1. Field diary, Badri Narayan, Kanpur, 14 August 2007.
2. Field diary, Brajendra Gautam, Kanpur, 14 August 2007.
3. Field diary, Brajendra Gautam, Kanpur, 14 August 2007.
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