Insight

Khairlanji and Its Aftermath:
Exploding Some Myths

The importance of Khairlanji liesin providing a clear illustration
of the genesis, development and culmination of a caste atrocity.
Khairlanji bringsto the fore the irrelevance of dalit politics

and politicians and rejection of them by ordinary dalits. But above
all, Khairlanji helps dispel a number of myths — the myth that
economic devel opment does away with casteism, the myth of
Maharashtra being a progressive state, the myth that there exists
a significant progressive section of non-dalits that is against

the caste system, the myth that dalits placed in the bureaucracy
can orient the administration to do justice to dalits, and finally the
mythol ogy of ‘ bahujanwad’ developed by the late Kanshiram

and followed by other dalit leaders.

ANAND TELTUMBDE

cance of Khairlanji, the forces behind

it, the reactions it evoked, and the
lessons it holds forth. Khairlanji has ex-
posed the omissions and commissions,
indeed, the very complicity of the statein
crimes against dalits, as also the bank-
ruptcy andirrelevanceof mainstreamdalit
politics and politicians. It has dispelled a
number of myths—that economicdevel op-
ment weakensthehold of thecastesystem;
that Maharashtra is a progressive state;
that there is a significant section of non-
dalits that is anti-caste; that a significant
proportion of dalitsinthe bureaucracy can
orient the state to fulfil its constitutional
responsibility towardsthe dalits; and, that
‘bahujanwad’, which tries to unite the
dalits and shudra castes on the basis of
their caste identity, isaviable strategy of
advance of the dalit cause.

I t is time to comprehend the signifi-

More Grotesque, More Extreme

The cases of recent atrocities reflect a
qualitative change in the mode of perpe-
tration as well as their intensity. Unlike
in the past, when individual s mostly com-
mitted casteatrocities, inrecent yearsthey
tend to be committed by collectivesin a
grotesguecel ebratory mode. Takethecase
of Jgjjhar in Haryana where five dalits

werelynchedtodeath on October 15,2002
by a crowd of caste Hindus in broad
daylight and within the police premises,
with police officias standing by as mute
spectators to the ghastly act. There is a
sense of defiance and self-assurance on
the part of the perpetratorsassociated with
recent crimes. The Jajjhar incident was
publicly justified as awell-deserved pun-
ishment to the victims.> So was the case
in Bhutegaon in the Marathwada region
of Maharashtra in May 2003,2 in which
ayouthwasburnt aliveby acrowd of caste
Hindus or of Sonnakhotain Beed district,
aroundthesametime, whereagainacrowd
of caste Hindus chased a poor dalit and
stoned him to death.® There is a discern-
ible increase in the intensity of atrocities
in recent years, which may be explained
to some extent by their being committed
by a collective. The cruelty displayed in
certain recent caste atrocities defies hu-
manimagination. Thedetailsof thetorture
inflicted on the Bhotmangesin Khairlanji
cannot be believed to be an act of human
beings — a mother and daughter being
paraded naked to the village centre, the
genitals of the boys being crushed with
stones, the two women being gang raped
to death and the corpses being callously
thrown into the canal.

The dispute over the passage through
Bhotmangeland providedabackdropto the
incident, nodoubt, but thisdoesnot explain
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the atrocity, particularly the ferocity of
it. The land dispute goes back 17 years
in time, when Bhaiyalal Bhotmange had
moved with his family to Khairlanji to
cultivate five acres of land that he bought
near the village of hisin-laws.# The land,
which was used as a common passage by
thevillagersaslongasit wasuncultivated,
becameunavailabletovillagersthereafter.
Thematter had goneto revenue court, but
eventually Bhaiyalal Bhotmangeemerged
unscathed with the support of Siddharth
Gajbhiye, awell-to-do cousin of Surekha,
Bhaiyalal’s wife, who was aso a police
patil® of hisvillage. Theinjury tothecaste
pride of the caste Hindus smmered and
grew with the increasing assertiveness of
Bhotmanges, which was perceived to be
partly due to their upward economic
mobility and cultural progress, thelatter in
terms of the educational achievements of
the Bhotmange children, and partly to the
support of Gajbhiye. Thevillagersgrudged
Gajbhiye' svisitstoKhairlanji, allegingan
illicit relation between him and Surekha
Bhotmange, and thrashed him on Septem-
ber 3. In the case filed by him, where
Surekha and her daughter stood witness,
12local personswerearrested. Onobtain-
ing bail, on September 29 last year they
carried out the attack on the Bhotmanges
with the support of entire caste Hindu
population. While the origin of dispute
thusappearsto beland, thecasteprejudice
of thecasteHinduvillagersplayed amajor
role, right from the articul ation of dispute
through the development and eventual
precipitation into a heinous crime.

Complicity of the State Machinery

Structurally speaking, in examining a
caste atrocity one has to take cognisance
of the existing socia relationa disequi-
libria between caste Hindus and dalits, as
also the protective mechanism in favour
of the dalits, which is mandated in the
Constitution, should this disequilibria
precipitate into injustice. The disequilib-
riain social relations is intrinsic to caste
society, and can only be contained so long
asdalitssubmittothehumiliating demands
of the caste Hindus or the latter are so
enlightened as to treat dalits as equals,
which however is only an hypothetical
possibility. Thesocial relational dynamics,

1019



in normal course, is basically mediated by
the perceived strength of each group by
both camps. The state can play an instru-
mental rolein enhancing the perception of
dalit strength by its protective measures.
But the record of atrocities on dalits re-
flects the utter failure of the state in the
discharge of its constitutional respon-
sibility.® Thestatehasonly faithfully served
the ruling classes, whose vested interests
arein preserving the existing caste divide,
evenaccentuatingit. Partly followingfrom
this, and partly due to its dominant upper
caste orientation, the state has never made
a sincere effort to arrest impending caste
atrocities. On the contrary, mostly it has
been complicit with the perpetrators of
such crimes.

The state’'s complicity has manifested
even inits post-atrocity dealingsin refus-
ing to register the case, or, if registered,
innot conducting proper investigation, and
thereby weakening the case in the court
of law. If the state had performed its role
even reasonably well, it may be argued,
the menace of caste atrocities would have
abated substantially by now. Unfortunately,
the incidence of caste atrocities has been
growing with passage of time. The very
process of dalits registering a crime with
the policeisfraught with hurdles, starting
with afear of reprisal from the powerful
upper castes or of incurring social preju-
dice, as in the case of crimes involving
women at the victim'’ s end, and thereafter
the reluctance of the police to register the
case. Thecasegetscounted inthestatistics
of crimesagainst SCsonly after it getspast
these hurdles. More often than not, the
local police clearly take sides with the
perpetrators of the crime against the dalit
victims and do everything possible to
suppress the crime at the first instance.
Political pressureand money exert asigni-
ficant role. Eveniif the crimeisregistered,
it is the police who investigate the crime
and collect evidence for prosecution. The
shoddy investigation by the policein such
cases is legion, as evidenced by the
extremely paltry rate of conviction. There
isatacit assurance to the upper castesthat
theofficial protectorsof thelaw would not
come in their way in their dealings with
dalits. Thisassurance hasplayed akey role
in sustaining the growth of atrocities year
after year. The temerity of the Khairlanji
criminalsalsoindicatesasimilar assurance.

From thefacts of the case, it isclear that
the incident was sought to be suppressed
by the police even asthey reluctantly took
itonrecord. Althoughitwouldsend shivers
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down the spine at the thought that such a
ghastly incident could have been buriedin
the files of an obscure police station, this
isprecisely what wasinitially planned. On
hindsight, it might appear foolish on the
part of the schemersto haveimagined that
they would beableto cover uptheincident,
but the very fact that they tried suggests
that this was not entirely out of the realm
of possibility. The public uproar over the
incident broke out a full month after the
incident, during which it was as good as
buried. If evenBhaiyala Bhotmange' sfirst
information report (FIR) led to the arrests
of some people (not the real culprits, he
kept on shouting until end-November) in
Khairlanji, as it actually happened, who
would havefollowed the case, what would
have happened in absence of any evidence
or any witnesses? Khairlanji, with al its
bestiality and gore would have been cov-
ered up and forgotten. Nobody would have
known about it. Even now that it has got
so much publicity, one cannot be sure that
thereal criminalswould ever be punished.
If the Ramabai Nagar case in the heart of
Mumbai could frustrate dalits, who could
besureof convictioninremoteK hairlanji?’

Treacherous Role

The insidious role the police played in
the making of Khairlanji and then sup-
pressing it is quite representative of caste
crimes anywhere. Khairlanji is a village
of 800 people in which just three house-
holds are of neo-Buddhists (dalits) and
seven households are of gonds (tribals),
whoinVidarbhamoreor lessidentify with
the caste Hindus, the balance population
belonging to the kunabi, kalar, teli, lodhi,
dhivar, vadhai and other jatis, which fall
under the other backward classes (OBC)
category, but serve as upper caste vis-a-vis
dalitsin avillage setting. In such circum-
stances, dalitswill never comeout in open
conflict with caste Hindus unless there is
a grave enough reason. The land dispute
that triggered a saga of the Bhotmanges
getting ostracised was not unknown to the
local police. While resisting the passage
of casteHindusacrosshisfields, Bhaiyalal
Bhotmange was once beaten, for which he
had complained to the police.8 In 2002,
Surekha had complained against a
neighbouring farmer, Shivshankar Atilkar
for trespassing on her farmland and abus-
ing her in “casteist” tones. In 2004,
though the re-measurement of the farm-
land confirmed the caseof theBhotmanges
in a revenue court, in order to buy

peace, Bhotmange, with the mediation of
Siddharth Gajbhiye, conceded a small
passage through the farm. But this concil-
iatory measure on his part did not stop
harassment. Priyanka, Surekha's daugh-
ter, was teased and verbally harassed by
passing lewd remarks while she cycled to
school. Onceshehad reported such harass-
ment to Siddharth Gajbhiye, who repri-
manded the caste Hindus but advised the
Bhotmanges not to formally complain to
the police. One complaint on record with
the police is of Surekha being attacked
with asickle by some caste Hindu women.
Indeed, there appears to be a series of
incidents that were reported to the police
but there was absolutely no action taken.

The Bhotmanges had the support of
Siddharth Gajbhiye, and so the Khairlanji
villagersdecided to teach him alesson. On
September 3 last year, under the aibi of
a dispute over wages to be paid to farm
labourers, some of them caught and beat
him unconscious. The following day his
brother Rajendra went to the Andhalgaon
policestationtoreport theincident but was
arrogantly turned away. Siddharth was
admitted to a Kamptee hospital, wherethe
police registered his complaint and trans-
ferred the case to the Andhalgaon police
station on jurisdictional grounds. As the
Andhalgaon police cameto take the state-
ments of Surekha and Priyanka, the wit-
nessesnamedinthecomplaint, thesarpanch
and upsarpanch of Khairlanji had threat-
ened to kill them, and that too, in the very
presence of the police. On September 21,
Rajendrawassimilarly threatened at Kandri
village. The next day he was involved in
a skirmish, for which he had made a
complaint to the police, but there was no
action. The police arrested 12 people for
beating Siddharth Gajbhiye but they were
released on bail on September 29. Itissaid
that as a witness Surekha took advantage
of the opportunity and included some of
her old enemiesin the list of 12 accused.
After thereturn of these accused, the caste
Hindus called a meeting and decided to
teachalessonto Siddharth Gajbhiyeand the
Bhotmange family. When Surekha learnt
of this,® sheinformed Siddharth Gajbhiye
and her nephew Rashtrapal Narnaware in
Warti village over her cell phone.

Each of the above complaints qualified
to be registered under SC/ST (Prevention
of Atrocities) Act (PoA Act), but nonewas
so registered. Even the case of beating of
Siddharth Gajbhiye in Khairlanji that
culminatedinthegory carnagewasdeemed
not fit enough to be registered under the
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PoA Act. Had the police taken due cog-
nisance of these preceding disputes, one
could argue, that Khairlanji could have
been averted. It isthe complicity of police
that has led to caste Hindus mustering
courage to punish Bhotmanges for up-
holding their dignity and self-respect.
Whenthemobactually attacked, Surekha
had called Rajendra Gajbhiye on her cell
to seek police help. Rgjendraimmediately
caled the police but they did not pay
any heed. Mysteriously, the sim card of
Surekha’'s cellphone went missing.
Rajendra then rushed to Khairlanji and
after witnessing the attack again called the
police on his cellphone. Bhaiyaal, who
saw the attack ran to Siddharth to save
himself. Siddharth immediately called the
police and requested for help. The torture
of Bhotmanges lasted for more than two
hours thereafter. The police, located just
eight km away, could have easily reached
there in less than 20 minutes, but they
chose not to. Bhaiyala and Gajbhiye
personally reached the Andhalgaon police
station to report theincident but the police
did not register it and instead sent a con-
stable to Khairlanji when everything was
over. The constable just met the sarpanch
and returned reporting that everything was
normal. It was only the next day, when
Bhaiyala wentwith Gajbhiyeand hisuncle
to the police station that an FIR wasregis-
tered. When in the morning of Septem-
ber 30thebody of Priyankawasrecovered
from the canal and her cousin Rashtrapal
identified her, the police recorded it in
their inquest as “unidentified and un-
claimed” and sent it for post-mortem. The
post-mortem was carried out shoddily and
the body disposed off. The next day, the
other three bodies were recovered, but
they were also similarly disposed off. The
evidenceassuchwaseffectively destroyed.
The information provided by the police
to the press was obviously prompted by
the schemers — that the Bhotmanges were
killed over the issue of an illicit relation-
ship. Thestrategy appearedtohaveworked
to the extent that none among the large
congregation of dalits gathered to com-
memorate the 50th year of conversion of
Babasaheb Ambegdkar on October 2 at
DikshaBhoomi at Nagpur noted the news.
It was not even noted by the next congre-
gation on October 14 that followed the
English calendar in observing the anniver-
sary. Theincident could haveeasily passed
off asacrimefor which some arrestswere
madeand policeinvestigationwason. They
would have managed bail for the arrested

people and thereafter for the others. This
might seem implausible, but is actually
what happensin most atrocity cases. Even
after the publicity that the case gets, there
isno guarantee of conviction of criminals.
For instance, no oneknowswhat happened
in the case of Gohanal®or Jgjjhar?

Apart from the entire police machinery,
the doctors who helped suppress this
incident by their acts of commission and
omission, the public prosecutor who inex-
plicably advised against the POA Actbeing
applied, in short, the entire state apparatus
has actively contributed to the making of
Khairlanji.

The Aftermath

What followed Khairlanji was equally
grave. Astheinformation onthegruesome
murders began leaking out of the fact-
finding reports and spreading around, it
created revulsion among certain sections
of the dalit community. The first reaction
wasto comeoutin protest ontothestreets;
a women's organisation, the Rashtriya
SambuddhaM ahilaSanghtanainBhandara,
took out a massive rally on November 1.
Thisrally provided inspiration to othersto
organise protests in various towns and
cities. Soon, the entire Vidarbha region
reverberated with protests. It is notable
that almost everywhere dalit women
had taken alead. The people, particularly
youngsters supported these efforts and
poured out on to the streets in large num-
bers. These were genuine protesters who
did not have the usual support system that
theestablished political partieshave. Most
people were educated individuals, em-
ployed or otherwise, who were impelled
to express their moral outrage against the
criminals of Khairlanji and police com-
plicity in the crime. However, the police
everywhere cracked down on them with
aheavy hand, as though they were bigger
criminals than the perpetrators of
Khairlanji. At most places the protesters
were brutally beaten. At least one person
waskilled and several injured when police
opened fire in Amravati. As an al-India
fact-finding committeethat visited Nagpur,
Kamptee, Amravati, Akolaand Y avatmal,
where significant police action had taken
place, reported that the use of force by the
police was unwarranted and reflected an
anti-dalit bias.

At the rally in Nagpur, one of the first
in a series of protest actions, people ex-
pressed their anger by blocking traffic and
shouting anti-government slogans, nothing
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abnormal, given the context of Khairlanji.
However, thehomeminister of Maharashtra
issued a statement on camera that the
government suspected Naxalites were
behind these protests. Later he publicly
retracted the statement, as it led to an
uproar amongdalits. However, the Nagpur
police fully capitalised on it to unleash
severerepression on the dalit masses. The
brutal lathi chargesonprotestingdalits, the
arrests that followed these protests, the
showering of filthy casteist abuses, the
humiliations heaped on people in police
custody as though they were hardened
criminals, and policevehemencein oppos-
ing their bail applications, were reflective
of adeep anti-dalit bias and intolerance of
dalit assertion of their democratic rights.
InAmravati, theprotest rally on Novem-
ber 14by theKhairlanji Nished Kruti Samiti
evoked a massive response; more than
25,000 people in attendance, which was
in sharp contrast to just a couple of thou-
sand persons at a rally organised by the
senior Republican Party of India (RPI)
leader, R S Gavai. After reaching the
collector’s office and handing over a
memorandum, the rally formally con-
cluded. But as the people dispersed and
were returning home, the police suddenly
began alathi charge on the pretext of stone
throwing from somewhere, which accord-
ing to organisers was rather in response
to police action. Police did not spare even
women and children, one of whom lay in
hospital paralysed for life. Irked by the
police highhandedness, people set fire to
awater tanker and afew motorbikesparked
nearby. The policeburst teargas shellsand
opened fire on the retreating people. One
youth, Dinesh Wankhede was hit in the
head and killed and three others were
wounded with bullet injuries on various
parts of their bodies. The fact that al the
wounded personsfell downintheby-lanes
clearly showed (thiswas even captured on
camera) that police had indeed fired upon
the people while they werein retreat. The
police commissioner justified thefiring to
theall-1ndiafact-finding committee mem-
bers, saying that there was an imminent
danger of acommunal conflagration, with
the Shiv Sena being prepared for that.
The police action however did not end
there. Thepolicebeganrounding up people
and slapping al kinds of cases on them —
cases such as sedition, attempt to murder,
rioting, etc, for which it is not easy to get
bail. They arrested a mathematics teacher
of thelocal Navodaya Vidyalayafor hav-
ing a booklet and a poster on Khairlanji.
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Incidentally, the booklet was a duly pub-
lished fact-finding report by the Samata
Sainik Dal, Nagpur and the poster was
freely available on the Internet and was
displayed in many cities in the form of
hoardings. The harsh treatment meted out
to persons like the arrested teacher was
intended to break the morale of intellec-
tualsbackingtheprotests. AsDilip Edatkar,
the editor of Matadar, alocal daily, said:
the police created such an atmosphere of
terror that nobody dared to speak out in
support of those who have been arrested
or being harassed.

At Yavatmal, a small rally called by
Pramodini Ramteke, anoted activistinthe
dalitwomen’ smovement, provoked severe
policerepression. Thealleged stonethrow-
ing couldwell havebeen executed by some
miscreants at the behest of vested inter-
ests, according to Ramteke. One Subhash
Rai, a businessman with a questionable
reputation got his goonsto pelt stones and
chappals at Ambedkar’s statue near
Patipura, afamousdalit colony. Thepolice
simply stood by. Inthenight, prompted by

somepolitical bigwigs, aposseof over 100
policemen raided the houses of ddits in
Teli Fail, picked up youth, beat them in
the presence of their parents and hounded
them into police vans. Later in the night
they raided Patipura. Everywhere the
police broke open the doors of the houses
and forcibly picked up the youth from
their beds and hounded them into vans.
Most of the people who were arrested
sworethat they did not know of themorcha
and wondered why they were beaten
and abused in filthy casteist language.
Pramodini Ramteke herself was arrested
and subjected to physical and sexual tor-
ture in police custody. She literaly wept
while describing her plight in the police
custody. Liketheteacher in Amravati, she
too was suspended from her job.

There was an unprecedented attempt to
counter the dalit protests by encouraging
others to come into the streets in opposi-
tion. Right from the Bhandara rally, this
pattern was evident. Supporters of the
Bajrang Dal, the Shiv Sena and the
BharatiyaJanataParty (BJP) cameintothe

streetsraisingtheissueof AnkitalL anjewar,
who was raped and killed by a dalit in
Lakhandur. Thepolicewantedtojustify its
repression by givingitacommunal colour.
Thefiring at Amravati was actually justi-
fied under thisalibi by none other than the
police commissioner. At Sholapur, sup-
porters of the combine clashed with dalits,
withthepolicetakingacompletely partisan
stand, unleashing repression on the dalits.
The police entered dalit colonies and
battered peopl e, including women and girl
children. They smashedtheframed pictures
of Ambedkar and Buddha, and abused the
peopleinthemost filthy casteist language.
Incontrast, no action wastaken against the
Bajrang Dal/Shiv Sena attackers.
Taking advantage of the dalit protests,
the police prevented scores of dalits from
paying homage to their messiah on the
special occasion of the 50th death anni-
versary at Chaitya Bhoomi last year. A
million odd people congregate at Chaitya
Bhoomi every year to observe the anni-
versary on December 6 in a solemn
manner. The fact that over 50 years there
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has not been any incident that has blem-
ishedthissolemnity, andthis, without much
police presence (the entire arrangement is
overseenby theSamataSainik Dal), should
have been good enough to dispel any
misgiving. But the state intentionally cre-
ated afear psychosis, duly whipped up by
themedia, that lakhs of people decided not
to grace the occasion. The entire Chaitya
Bhoomi and Shivaji maidan had the over-
bearing presence of police, which effec-
tively took away the solemnity of the
occasion. Theadministrationandthepolice
ineffect disrupted one of themost glorious
occasions of dalit solidarity. Henceforth,
the DikshaBhoomisand ChaityaBhoomis
will no longer be the same; they will be
closely monitored and controlled by the
might of the state.

Before the fire over Khairlanji could be
doused, the news of desecration of astatue
in Kanpur came in, giving rise to a new
waveof violent protestsinMaharashtra. In
Nashik, one person was killed; so too in
Nanded. In Usmanabad, during a ‘rasta
roko’ two persons were killed in police
firing. At Ulhasnagar, the Deccan Queen
andalocal trainweresetonfire. The arrests
that followed thereafter hadthesamepattern
of harassment, beating and humiliation in
policecustody, and soon. Thefact-finding
team that investigated the Ulhasnagar
incidents reported that, according to local
people, it was not the people protesting
therewho set therear bogiesof thetrain on
fire, but persons patronised by aparticular
politician who caused al the damage.

Question of Conscience

The spate of spontaneous protests over
the desecration of the statue of Ambedkar
stunned many people because these took
placein distant Maharashtraand not inthe
state where the desecration happened.
Whilethiscould beeasily explained by the
immediate context of Khairlanji or the
difference in degree of devotion among
dalits vis-a-vis Ambedkar in Maharashtra
and el sewhere, these protests exposed the
nature of dalit consciousness, which could
beaneye-opener for dalit movement. While
inthecaseof Khairlanji, wherefour hapless
personswere brutally killed in what could
be called apure caste atrocity, it took over
amonth for the protests to erupt, in con-
trast, the news of the desecration of
Ambedkar’ sstatueevoked aninstantaneous
response. News of the desecration of a
statue evokesanimmediate public outrage
but not that of the brutal killing of human

beings. The gruesome killings in Jhgjjhar
or burning down of 70 dalit houses in
Gohana, bothin Haryana, surprisingly did
not evoke any reaction in Maharashtra.
Why, eveninthewake of Khairlanji, there
were a spate of atrocities in Maharashtra
itself, which significantly included the
brutal cutting into pieces of a dalit farm
labourer in Jahangir Mohavillage of Beed
district of Marathwadain November or the
killing of ayouth belonging to the matang
caste in Umarga Narangwadi in October.
But both these atrocities did not create
even a ripple among dalits. Outrage over
Ambedkar statueshowever islegion; recall,
for instance, the Ramabai Nagar incident
that took toll of 10 lives in police firing
and self-killing in protest of arevolution-
ary dalit poet, Vilas Ghogre.

It seems that dalits are more concerned
with symbolic identity issues than with
what happens to the living members of
their community. On the positive side, the
Ambedkar statue symbolises the loftiest
legacy of dalit struggle, which should
inspire generations of dalits to take this
struggle further, but on the negative side,
Ambedkar could become just a god head,
like that of erstwhile vithoba or mhasoba,
that could enslave their spirits. Consider-
ing the state of dalit masses, the latter is
morelikely to happen. None other than the
ruling classes understood thisand decided
to promote it; the more the creed of the
Ambedkar statuetakesroot, themorewould
Ambedkar’ sideal sberooted out. Khairlanji
serves as one more reminder for dalits to
rethink these matters. Looked at from a
strategic angle, the resource scarce people
as they are, dalits should have an acute
senseof priorities. The sensitivity towards
dignity, symbolised by the Ambedekar
statue, is only justified if it is associated
with a similar concern for the plight of
living people. While the inversion may be
explainedto alargeextent by thehistorical
alienationof thedalit movement fromsocia
movements inspired by the philosophy of
historical materialism, it istime for dalits
to realise that this reactionary disorienta-
tion has aready done a great damage to
their collective well-being.

Irrelevance of Dalit Politicians

Theidentity orientation of dalits serves
well apoliticsthat does not have anything
tooffer dalitsother than empty slogansand
hollow symbols. Intrinsically incapabl e of
comprehending and confronting the real
life problems of dalits, the politicians
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embracing the politics of identity abide by
the practices of the ruling class political
parties to maintain the vacuous character
of dalit palitics. The Poona Pact of 1932
had deprived them of the possibility of
independent representation on the basis of
a communitarian identity. And, the pos-
sibility of analternativepalitics, involving
alianceswiththeworking classasawhole
and the communist parties, and embracing
the politics of class was not as easy as
identity politics and did not attract dalit
politicians aiming at a quick buck. The
result wasthat dalit politicsand politicians
got subsumedasadjunctsof theruling class
parties for which symbols and identities
meattered more than the material interests
of the people.

Khairlanji conclusively exposes the
bankruptcy of dalit politicsand politicians
in its comprehensiveness. The absence of
these politicians in Khairlanji was as
conspicuous asin all the earlier incidents
of atrocitieson dalits. It issignificant that
dalit politics, whose raison d’etre it is to
safeguard dalit interests fundamentally
from castediscrimination, isnot concerned
with atrocities on dalits, which indeed are
the concentrated expression of casteism.
The reason behind this is that the dalit
politicianscannot affordto embarrasstheir
ruling class political patrons. In the case
of Khairlanji, itissaid that onesenior dalit
politician had deliberately ensured that the
news of Khairlanji was suppressed in the
city edition so that the celebrations of
50th anniversary of the ‘Dhammachakra
Pravartan Din’, which has been reduced
over the years to an event for self promo-
tion passes on without any disturbance.
Some politicians pursuing the ephemeral
caste-based bahujanism could not figure
out what stand to take when they found
that kunbis and kalars were pitted against
thedalits. Reared on anti-brahmin symbol-
ism, they areintellectually so bereft asnot
to see that atrocities on dalits are mostly
committed by the backward castes who
have assumed the baton of brahminism
during the post-independence period.

The protesters over Khairlanji therefore
zealously kept away the entire set of
mainstream politicians from their midst.
Abhorrence of these politicians was so
intensethat theparticipantsinprotestrallies
even did not let the organisers speak into
the mike at many places lest they should
seem like the mainstream dalit politicians.
The anger of dalit protesters was as much
against the perpetrators of crime as was
against the complicity of the state and the
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dalit politicians, whomthey held primarily
responsible for such an occurrence.
Khairlanji, and for that matter all caste
atrocities, arearefl ection of the impairment
of the palitical strength of dalitsfor which
dalit paliticians have to take blame. When
after the mass upsurge these politicians
awkwardly triedtorushintotakethe credit,
they were utterly ignored. The pitiable
show of R S Gavai in his own citadel at
a raly on November 14, despite al the
support from the administration, reveaed
it al. The violent protests that followed
against the desecration of Ambedkar's
statue were aso largely sans leaders and
against them. The residua utility of dalit
politics could have shown up in extending
help and support to people who were
arrested by the police, but unfortunately
this was no where visible. People utterly
without any support system were prepared
to suffer but not look at these politicians
for help. Indeed, Khairlanji has taken this
dividebetweenthedalit politiciansand the
dalit masses to a new high.

Myths and Mythologies

Khairlanji exploded many myths and
mythologies that continue to shroud the
reality of the caste question and thereby
obfuscate its objective solution. Some of
the obvious myths that get exploded are
the myth that economic devel opment does
away with caste, the myth of Maharashtra
as a progressive state, the myth that there
exists a significant progressive section of
non-dalitsthat is agai nst the caste system,
the myth that dalits placed in the bureau-
cracy can orient the administration to do
justiceto dalits, and finally the mythology
of bahujanwad developed by the late
Kanshiram and followed by others.

Many intellectuals hold the notion that
economic development will eradicate
castes. Some people correlate economic
development with educational and cultural
development and therefore imagine that
the irrationality of castes would be eradi-
catedthroughit. Khairlanji certainly refutes
all these notions. In economic terms, the
village of Khairlanji is far better than the
average village in Maharashtra. Even the
economic position of theBhotmanges, who
owned five acres of irrigated land, can be
similarly taken as better than that of the
average dalit household. Even education-
ally, the village may not be inferior to an
averagevillagein the state. In such asitu-
ationitisnot the absol ute devel opment but
themanner inwhichtheunequal anduneven
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nature of the development process but-
tressescastei smthat needsto beexamined.

There is an associated myth about
Maharashtra that it is a progressive state.
This myth is built upon and related to its
economicdevelopment, particularly around
the Mumbai-Pune region, which signifi-
cantly elevates the economic position of
thestaterel ativetotheother states. Another
factor that contributes to this myth is the
origin of the non-brahmin and dalit move-
ments in the state by Jotiba Phule and
Babasaheb Ambedkar respectively. The
empirical redity however is quite con-
trary. Maharashtra is as casteist as any
other state. Maharashtra has an inglorious
track record of heinous atrocities perpe-
trated on dalits. According to the crime
statistics for 2005, Maharashtra ranks at
number 10 among 35 states for the crimes
committed against SCs and STs,* which
clearly indicatesthat it doesnot havemuch
reason to be complacent. What this myth
does is to make Maharashtra complacent.
It dampenstheneedto putinspecial efforts
by the state as well as the civil society to
fight caste consciousness and disorients
one not to see the redity. As one of the
most barbaric caste atrocities that best
expose the factors that go into their mak-
ing, Khairlanji conclusively explodesthis

myth. Although subdued, therewere certain
casteist disapprovals even during the heat
of proteststhat Khairlanji generated. Some
Hindutvaoutfitshad openly opposed these
protestsat many places. Somemediapeople
poured out their venomto dismissthemass
protests as “fuss’ created over a non-
event.12 Thus Maharashtra does not have
amoral right to claim the legacy of Phule
and Ambedkar.

It is a popular myth that there exists a
significant progressivesectionof non-dalits
that is against castes. There indeed is a
large section of people who hold progres-
siveideasonmany other social issues, such
as communalism, gender discrimination,
general exploitation of labour and the
peasantry, and so on. However, when it
comesto caste, they conveniently leave it
for dalits to deal with. When Khairlanji
protests broke out, they should have come
forward to express their support to dalits.
After dl, it was apolitical and organised
by people who in some way shared their
progressivism. Why then were they not
there? Why do the people who take up the
cause of the communal oppression of
Muslims so enthusiastically not moved on
the issue of caste oppression? Why the
peoplewhoaregenuinely concernedto save
Afzal Guru do not show any sensitivity to

participants.
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thepervasiveinjusticebeingdonetodalits?
Why is the opposition to caste bracketed
with casteism? It appears, progressivism
doesnot necessarily mean anti-casteismin
India. Even the communist parties, who
claim to have changed their stand on caste
issues, do not think that they ought to go
beyondtokenism. Why didthey not mobilise
their cadres to protest against Khairlanji?
Progressivism in this country does seem
toincludethedispelling of casteconscious-
ness. That iswhy the mediapeople, feign-
ing progressivism, do not forget to prefix
“dalit” to writers, doctors, engineers and
managers belonging to the dalit commu-
nity evenwhentheappellationisirrelevant.
Insuchasituation, onetendsto salutestray
exceptions of Varsha Kale and others of
her ilk who sided with dalit activists to
demonstrate in Mantralaya.13
Importantly, Khairlanji also blasts the
myth that if dalit individuals are placed in
the bureaucratic structure, the latter be-
comesmore congenial to dalits. Thismyth
informs a large part of the argument for
reservations. Asdiscussed, Khairlanji best
exemplifies the complicity of the state
machinery in the perpetration of caste
atrocities, and interestingly, even when
this machinery is largely manned by the
people of thedalit community. The super-
intendent of police, Bhandara, the deputy
superintendent of police, the PSI of
Andhalgaon police station, a constable
under him, the doctor who performed the
post-mortems, the district civil surgeon
who permitted the doctor to go ahead with
the post-mortems without a lady doctor,
the public prosecutor who advised against
theapplication of thePoA Acttotheearlier
cases which were essentially caste-based,
the noda officer at the apex level who
isentrusted with the responsibility of
reviewing the state of crimes against SCs
and STsin accordance with the PoA Act,
were all dalits and belonging to the same
sub-castes as that of the Bhotmanges.14
Nobody will fault this combination and
accusetheupper castepeopleof exercising
caste prejudicein relation to dalits but the
fact is that the entire network failed at
every possible step. It is easy to blame
these individuals but not the system of
whichthey areessentialy apart. Itisnaive
to believe that a dalit individual rising up
thebureaucratic or governmental structure
could influence it to be pro-dalit. On the
contrary, the rise of such an individual is
basicaly areward for the proven service
rendered by him/her to the system and the
latter expects much more of the samefrom

him/herinthefuture. Itisasingular naivety
of dalitsthat has reduced them to political
inactivity. They haveforgottenthatitistheir
own political participation, their struggle
that can influence the behaviour of the
exigtingstructures, indeed, changethesevery
structuresfor thebetter, not theindividuals
howsoever highly placed they may be.

Aboveall, Khairlanji explodesamytho-
logy, that of bahujanwad, developed and
practised by the late Kanshiram with a
reasonable level of success. Ddlit politi-
cianssuchasPrakash Ambedkar, Udit Rgj,
and many others, but without acknowled-
ging his debt, are following bahujanwad.
Bahujanwad is basically an expedient
strategy of the lower castes to succeed in
electoral poalitics, not very dissimilar to
creating amarathalike middle caste iden-
tity as successfully done by Sharad Pawar
or Mulayam Singh. It assumesthat all the
lower shudra castes and dalits can come
together and create a formidable constitu-
ency to bid for power. Indeed, purely from
the standpoint of their materia status, all
these castes are placed similarly and there
isno doubt that they should cometogether.
But when bahujanwad aspiresto unitethem
on the basis of caste identities, it misses
one point, namely, the fundamental break
that dividestheminto casteand non-castes,
varnaand savarnas, unlike the maratha or
any other casteidentities, whichfall onone
sideof thecontinuum. Thisdividecanonly
be crossed if one transcends it with an
entirely different approach, the class ap-
proach that emphasises their similarities.
Khairlanji, and for that matter every caste
atrocity, confused thebahujanwad because
these atrocities are invariably committed
by the so-called OBCs. [l
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Notes

1 On the Dussera day, October 15, 2002, five
persons hailing from the dalit community were
lynched to death in open daylight by the VHP/
Bajrang Da activists at Jhajjhar district of
Haryanain active connivance with the police.
See Anand Teltumbde's* Onslaught of Fascist
Hindutva on Dalits: Impact and Resistance’,
available at http://www. ambedkar. org/vivek/
ailc_speech.pdf. Last accessed on December
23, 2006.

2 OnMay 14,2003, in Bhutegaon, district Jalana
of Marathwadaregion, ayouth, Dilip Shendge
was burnt alive by the caste Hindu mob of the
village. See* Violenceagainst DalitsinMarath-
wada: The Caste Cauldron of Maharashtra, a
Fact-Finding Report’, CPDR, 2003, available
at http://www.pucl.org/Topics/Dalit-tribal/
2003/caste-cauldron.pdf. Last accessed on
December 23, 2006.
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3 In Sonna Khota village, district Beed of
Marathwadaregion, adalitfamily wasattacked
by acasteHindumob. Themob chased Bhaurao
Dongre when he ran to save himself from the
attack and stoned him to death. See *Violence
against Dalits in Marathwada: The Caste
Cauldron of Maharashtra, a Fact-Finding
Report’, CPDR, 2003, availableat http://mww.
pucl.org/Topics/Dalit-tribal/2003/caste-
cauldron.pdf. Last accessed on December 23,
2006.

4 Rashtriya Sambuddha Mahila Sanghatana, a
memorandum circulated for organising the
protest rally in Bhandara, Vidrohi. Some fact-
finding reports say that Bhaiyalal Bhotmange
got it from his maternal uncle. ‘Organised
Killingsof DalitsinKhairlanji Village: A Report
under SC-ST (PoA) Act, 1989', Babasaheb
Ambedkar Research and Training Institute,
Department of Social Justice, government of
Maharashtra and Centre for Equity and Social
Justice, Y ashada. Availableat http://www.mail-
archive.com/zestcaste@yahoogroups.com/
msg05124.html

5 Police patil is just an honorary post in the
village.

6 The National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC), in its report on ‘Prevention of
Atrocitiesagainst Scheduled Castes', authored
by retired civil servant K P Saxenahadindicted
successive governments for their lukewarm
response to atrocities against dalits.

7 On July 11, 1997, one police sub-inspector,
MY Kadam fired upon the protesters against
thedesecrationof Babasaheb Ambedkar’ sstatue
inRamabai Ambedkar Nagar, apredominantly
dalit-populated urban colony in Mumbai,
without much reason or provocation. Ten
persons died and 24 persons were injured in
the firing. Despite a struggle by the activists
for the last 10 years, the conviction of the
criminal PSI is not in sight.

8 Manuski Advocacy Centre, ‘ Caste Atrocity in
Khairlanji — A Fact-Finding Report’, Pune,
2006. Available at http://atrocitynews.
wordpress.com/files/2006/10/khairlanji.pdf.
Last Accessed: December 24, 2006.

9 It appears, many people knew of the decision.
Atleast onewoman deposedto onefact-finding
team that she did.

10 GohanaisinHaryana, where70housesof dalits
were burnt down by amob of 1,500-2,000 jats
in August 2005. No convictions are in sight.

11 National Crime Research Bureau, Annual
Report 2005, Table 7.1, p 299, available at
http://ncrb.nic.in/crime2005/cii-2005/CHAPL.
pdf. Last accessed on December 23, 2006.

12 Many newspaperstook atangential view of the
matter. An example is of awrite-up by Sarita
Kaushik, published in Hindustan Times on
November 27, 2006.

13 OnNovember 8, 2006 agroup of 20 odd ladies
managed to passthesecurity cordonandentered
Mantralaya. They regrouped there to demon-
strate and stunned the entire establishment.
Some non-dalit women participated in this
gloriousinitiative. Even in subsequent rallies,
afew peopleof non-dalit castesdid participate
but their number wasinsignificant. VarshaKale,
who ran the struggle of bar girls in Mumbai
was one of non-dalit women in support of the
dalit women like Urmila Pawar and others.

14 ‘Hame Padhe Likhe Logone Dhoka Diya,
Mahanayak, Mumbai, October 11, 2006.
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