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HAPTER 1
THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

- " The history of the Scheduled Castes and the
untouchables, in & casto-stratified soclety like India,
is s continuous tale of suffering, exploitation and
oppression., Paradoxically, 1f history cen thus be sald
to be a record of the suffering of the oppressed castes,
it is also at the same time a record of tremcndous human
efforts inftiated for the emancipation of the oppressed
cesteé. In this sense, an analysis of the efforts of
two historic figures, Mahatma Gandhi and B.R. Ambedkar,
is notewrthy., The differences botween the two were
not only on aceount of differing temperaments, but their



sharply divergent approsches in tackling the untouchabl.
14ty problem, were essentially contributed by thelr
di fferent understanding of the problem itself.

Gandhi ossentially saw the question of untouche
ability and castelsm on an individial and morsl plane.
For him, the caste-structure and the consequent feelings
of purity and hicrarchy were all located in the minds of
men. Al appesl to the humen mind would mitigate the
evils of the casto-gysticn, There 1s o éonf.mvarw as o
whether Gandhi wanted the romoval of the caste-system st
all, One point of viow states that even 1f Ganchi did
‘not specifically ask for the asbolition of the caste-
system, he concentrated his atteck on the principal
mani festationg of the caste-system, which conglsted of
untouchablility, the ritual monopoly and participation
in temple rites, the pollution syndrome and the social
exclusion it bred.} mnd since the fault for all this
could be laid squarely at the door of the upper castes,
his sppesl to the upper castes was to accept the scheduled

e

1. Owen Lynch, W&%&M
Columbl a versi ty Press, 19069,

See also, Eleanor Zellioct, "Gandhi and Ambedkar: A
Study in Lesdership®, an Article in, J. Michael
Mghar (ed.),

University of ong Press, 1972,



castes as thelr brethren and remove untouchablility., In
short, he pleaded for the assimilation of the Scheduled
Castes and thelr meaningful participation in the Hindu
social structure with full ‘equality, Justice and dignity.
Thus, accozding to thig intorpretation of Gandhi, though
there was mﬁ demand for the specific removal of the
caste structure, the caste systen was auﬁomaticani' to
'withering«away' in the changed values and attlitudes.
Ang Gandhi set a pﬁ-exnlnmt personal example, He lived
with the untouchables, shared thelr misery and called
them Hardijans {the Children of God), His greatest ambi-
tion was to wipe the tesr from every eye, and he went
sbout the task with a striking degree of gincerity and
humility,

~ The other view of Gandhi is that he wanted the
whole question of untouchability and the untouchables to
be kept out of pcuu.csuz Gandhi accepted the 'Varmae
shramdharma’ theory of the four Vamas of Hindulsm and
conceived of the removal of untouchability as the
abgorption of the untouchables into the fourth, or Shudra
Varna, He asked that thig be done by repentsnce and

2. Arun Sadhu, *The Dallts®, an Article in Seminar
(Issue on Untouchables), May 1974,



selfepurification of the upper castes for thelir unjust
and unequal treatment of the untouchables. The welletoe
do upper castes wore to be the trustees of the poverty
striken lower castes. This point of view that Gandhi v
wanted to keep the Hindu soclial structure intact, absorb
the untouchables within the system, by asking the upper
castes to extend their hands, is aleo shared by B.R.
smbedker. o _

Anbedksr totally opposed Gandhi's philosophy
and hig programme for the removal of untouchatdlity. He
/ felt that the upper castes had made and kept the untouch-
ables a mmmnitv separate and unequal from other castes
and in reality they were not part of the Hindu community.
Aobedkar, to & certain extent, saw the problem of caste
in structural terms. He saw the caste syeten as part of
- a religious system of Hindulen. The oppressed castes
and the untouchables could no longer be equal citizens
under Hinduisn, Therefore, Ambedkar emphasized on adequate
political safeguards for the depressed castes, like
9 separate elections, and at the religious and personal
level he adwocated thelr conversion to Buddhism, The
full extent of hig oppogition to Gandhi 41s bomme out in



his "hat Congress and Gandhl Have Done to the Untouche
ables®.d He states that the sanctity and infallibility
of the Vedas, and Shastras, the iron law of caste, the
heartless law of Karma and the genseless law of status
by birth . these very instruments which have mutilated, /
blasted aﬁd blighted the 1ife of the untouchables are

to be found Sntact and untarnished in the bosom of
Gondhisn.* The differences between Gandhi and Anbedkar
cang to a head in 1932 when the British announced thelr
Commsunal Award. According to this, the depressed classes
were to have a number of special seats assigned to them
for & period of twenty years. Only depressed classes
could wte for these geats, although they were also
entitled to wte for the general seats. Gandhi rejected
the Award and began what is known as his "Epic Fast®
agalnst 1t. with Gandhi near death, a solution was
finally reached through what is known as the Poona i’act.
According to this, the depressed classes were to be
allowed a sepsrate electorate in the primaricg but they
wore to wote in Joint clectorates in the election itself.

v




Howaver, 18 per cent of tho geats in the Central and
Provincial Legislatures were to be reserved for depressed
tlass manbers. The Congress was, therefore, morally snd
politically comdtted to this Pact, although it nelther
accepted nor did 1t reject 1t publicly,”

mﬁbodkar. like Gandnl, also did a comparative
study of vorld religlons, and eelected Buddhien because
he félt,that its basic tenets and principles gave status
‘and dignity to the humsn individual and he was attracted
“by its non-materislisn snd non-violence,

fobedkar embraced Buddhisn in 1956 1nap1:'1ng
about three million peepla mostly Mahars to get converted.
The course that Ambedkar adopted was that of gaining
poliﬁcal rights for he felt that with political power
 the rest wul follow. I_.ajur events have, however, proved /\“
that political and economd ¢ developgent have t be simule
tangous if either is to be effective.

L)

3, Owen LY“C“. %-dto. Pe e’
6, Sep, Y. Dalmia, “Scheduled Castes: A View From
Ihe Jimss of Indla,

Bolow®, an Article in
ﬁecmbcr 15, 1974,



Though Ambedkar made an attempt to sec the
problem of caste in structural terms, his snalysls was
clouded by too much emotional ferwur. He wanted to
abolish caste and he wanted to do 4t quickly. But he
had set out to bresk practices which hed existed for
centuries, and which were firuly rooted in class
interests. The emphasis on Buddhism, perhaps, blurred
some of the :eal iuuu.?

Anbedkar's wrk provided two major types of /L
benefits for the untouchables in independent Indlia,
Reservation in leglelative bodies, 4n institutions of
higher education, and for government employment on the
one hand and finenclal assistance throuoh welfare schemes
on the other.

Gondhi *s main enerdies on the other hand were
devoted to changing the heart of the Hindus and trying
to alleviate the sufferings of the untouchables by
sharing thelr migexry. But, 4t seemed that therc was no

g Wit

7. For Ambedkar’s view on cuta. uc. B.R. ﬂmbcdkar.

Bharat a'm‘w\ Pross. &mbay, 1949,



place in his programme for the educated, politically
congeclous untouchable fighting for his civil rights,

Ulmatelv it was Ambedkar's vision of progress
through education and politics, rather than the Gandhian
vision of a change of heart among caste Hinduc, that has
come to ingpire most of the Scheduled Casto menbers
todafr.e o

The ingpiration provided by Ambedkar and Gandhi
ul timately resulted in tw legal measures « the formu.
lation of the Untouchability (Offences) Act, by which
untouchability was declared % be & legal offence, and
the draving up of a policy of Protettive Discrimination,

The latter took the fomm of reservation of seats

in the legiclature, financial support for educetion
through schalatships and quotas in governnent jobs. The
success of both thege measures, despite being in force
now for altost twmtw-»fivq yeérs, is debatable. Most

gtudies in pecent years have shown that untouchabllity ig
#till wWidely practiged in slmost all parts of the country.

8. For a comparative analysis of Gandhi and Ambedkar,
se9, Eleanor 2Zelliot, "Gandhi snd Ambedkar: A
Studv in Lﬂ'd@:ﬁh‘pqg Op-dtu pn2.

-
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L: The plcture that Lelgh Dughkin paints of the
cffactiveness of Protective Digerimination 1 a dismal
one.” che finds that the promise held in the dramatic
incresse in enxolment among untouchables at the elemen-
tary education stage has not been carried forward to
matricul ation or college level. Results, even as

. measured by literacy slone, are discouraging, She finds

‘that of the 6.6 nillion untouchables in Indla (according

to 1961 Census) only 10.3% were literate in gharp contrast

to the national figure of 24% The gap widens further at
higher levels of education, in so far as educstion cone"
stitutes the major channel for upward mobility in employe
ment, it is not surpriging that Lelah Dughkin findg that
2/3rds of the Stheduled Castes were holding menial jobs, ¥

—

( Thus, Protective Diascrimination might merely be
a way of keeping the woaker sections weak, by making the
untouchables who are clected to political offices, pawns
of the ruling party, and by keeping the educated out of

politics by giving them govemment employment,dl }

NN A -

9. lelah Dushkin, "Scheduled Caste Politics*, an
Arﬁ@l@ ing e h&ichaﬂ. “Bhar (' o)
o _Santanpazacy Andia.

Op. ter P2
10, Ibid.
1. Ibié- |



Thusg, legal measures can merely help to supple-
ment and not substitute for changes that must cmerge
from soclety itself. |

=

L And vhat makes the situation particularly
complex is the circular reinforcoment of the economic

and soclal variables in the case of the untouchables.

The raligipus sanction given to untouchabllity 4s
extended further legltimagy By the squalor in vhieh

most of the untouchables are forced to live, Thig
superimposition of pollution on poverty 1s further
intensified by the cumulative nature of inequality in
India and by the overall low level of economic dovelop-. -

ment, 12 j

- The term 'Dalit' is quite difficult to catow
gorise precisely vithout rafirenc:a to the components of
the caste structure in Mgharaghtra. But, at the outset
it must be mentioned that t?u torm was originglly
initiated by Ambedker. J
12. Sea, Mdre Beto:llle. *ollution And Poverty®, an

Articlu in, J. Kichtel Hahar (ed. ),
(2} ] L Op dto' pPe2.




§ § §

L . Though the temn 'Dalit' broadly means the
‘oppressed’ in Marathi, Ambedkar as one of the foremost
political activigts for the Dalits serves a3 a congtant
source of inspiration and reverence for the latter.  His
relection of Gandhi and Gandhism, his disillusionment
vith post.independence Indla, his declaration in the
l1ast voars of his life that the Constitution should be
burnt, his embracing of Buddhism snd violent criticien
of Hindu eociety, are all the heritage of today's dalit
youth, particularly in Maharashtra. -In fact, it was
Anbedkar, a Mahar, before hig conversion to Buddhi em,
who first began to use the word 'Dalit’ in an explicitly
caste content. Therefore, initially the term *Dalit!
becane spplicable to membars of the Mahar community in
Maharashtra.‘l?

-/ Under the inspiration provided by Ambedker, &
large number of Mahars in Msharaghtra converted then.
selves to Buddhisn and were termed NeowBuddhiste. It
is the Neo-Buddhists who form the bulk of the Dalit
Panthers. j

13. Sudhdir sunalkar, "Dalit Panthers: The Volce of the
ressed”, an Article in Jhe Hindustan Jimes,
e 2 1974.
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L -But, in the light of empirical evidence today,
there is a controversy whether the texm 'Dalit' can
only be applied to the Neo-Buddhists or even to the
Mshars in Msharashtra. Though the Neo.Buddhlists and
Mahars are the most numerous community in maharaiﬁtra
~ today, they enjoy a relatively better position. in
terﬁs of 1n£ome. occupation and pouticai representa~

. tion, 14'\/ -

" Eleanor Zelliot, in her article on the Mshars

in Rajni Kothari's book, Caste.dn.lndian Politics, hes
'-e::tplicitly stated that the ﬂahars were one of the fore-
most among the Scheduled Caste communities, to politi-

14, See G.M, Gare's soclo-cconomic study of the Schew
duled Castes in rural Maharashtra, published in
ICSSR Research Abgtracts Quarterly, January.

il 1974, Vol. 11, Nos. 2 snd 3. Gare states
that the rate of literacy for the Mahars and
Neo-Buddhi gts varies from 45 to 50X wheregas for
the Mangs, Ramoshis, Vadars and Holars, it varies
from 20 to VX, Awong the Mghars and Neow
Buddhists, 7 to D% of families wero engaged in
Government and private services. Similarly, as
far as income is concerned, Holars and Mangs
belong to the low.income group while among Mshars
and Neo-Buddhiats, 60 to 06% of femilies have an
income below Rs. 1,000/~ snnuslly, while &{n the
case of Bhangls, only 25% had an income below
RB.VI;OOO/s—.

Seq, algo Sunands Patwardhan, W
Andials Haxdlena, longmans, 1973.
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cally articulate their grievances thrmough elected
ropresentatives, 13 e Mahars have also been accused
of caste discriminstion towards the Andavans, Somans,
Bavanes and Barasks, who sre subecastes among the
H‘ahara."é '

‘lhc;ugh the Mahars had early ‘mromta.ﬂon in
the Indian Army through the fo}mauon of the Mshar
Batallion, it is not suggested that the l:iahau are not
a deprived a:é oppressed community. In fact,the very
reverse is true, The conversion of some of the Mahars
o zmde. has not brought asbout any perceptible
chaige in thelr social statusy they are still victimg
of caste discriminastion. And further, conversion to
Buddhlicm has further estranged them from the other
Scheduled Castes. Y But, what is merely suggestod here
&s the fact of their relative prosperity, within the
overall framework of deprivation and migery. j

. “

Rajni Kothari (ed.),
longmans, 1970.

16. Seg Narendra Gaikwad, "Dslit Panthers: Existence
and Expectations®, an Article in Janavadana,
January 26, 1974,

17. See Gara's study, Gp.citc. pe 12.

13. See Eleanor Zelliot, "Learning the use of political
means, The Mahars of Maharaghtra®, an Article in,
Saate Lo Indimn Palitics,

o
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E The Mahars and Neo-&:dqmsta are relatively
better off than the Andavans, Somans, Mangs, Holars,
Vadars and Dhors, and the Bhangis, Ramoshis and
Chambhars are relatively bstter offAthan the Mshars, 18

All this compounds the problem of trying to
Sdentify precigely ‘who are the Dalits?'., The Dalit
Panthers movenent which elalmed to be representative of
all Dalits was itself ceught up with the problem of
‘trylng to define the Dalits, The differences on this
BCOLO auonq the leadership of the Dalit Panthers was
one of the reasons responsible for the aeventual split \
in the movement,

\Rala Dhale, claiming to carry on hig shoulders
- the horitage of hig mentor, Ambedkar, once again tried
to 1imit the term 'Dalit' within the explicit confines
of caste. In fact, one of the criticiems wiced against
Dhale, s Neo-Buddhist, wes that he was trying to linit
the Dalit Panthers movement to Nw-&d&\lttl;”

18, 1bid,

19 sn y, "Dalit Panthers' Stir g Flzziin
’ 1974.; n Arcicxn in Ihe Timas of India, July 3?..
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/ Under Dhasal's ingpiration, and for the first
time, an effort was wade to define tho Dalit by a ;
combination of hath caste and class terms. Thus, the /
Dalit Panthers Manifesto defined the Dalits as members
of Scheduled Castes and Tribes, Neo-Buddhists, the
working people, the landless and poor peasants, women )
and all those who are being exploited politically,
economically and in the name of mligion.m Dhasal's
efforts towards dafining the Daiit as any one who is
down-trodden, lrrespective of caste, creed or religlon,
broke new grounds.

But, in his attompt towards widening the basge
of the movement and doveloping along secular lings, as
opposed to caste-soctarianisn, perhaps, the definition
of the term 'Dalit' became too broad and eonfusin‘q..z“

Nareqd:ag‘elkwad: for example, has defined the
struggle of the Dalit Panthers as not asgainst any indi-
vidusl but a decisive fight against the system of slavery.

™. Sezqggnxmm of Dalit Panthers, publisheds Sombay,

21. See Arun Sadhu'sg at‘ﬂcle. Opodtna P 14.
* A leftist inteliectual and editor of the journal,
Jdanavedana. |



Ho defines the Dslit in feudal torms and stresses that in
this struggle not morely the Mghars or Neo-Buddhiets are
involved, but all the Scheduled Castes and Tribes and
those economically deprived sections at the bottom of the
socioty, like the agricultural latourers, the landless
and a;l thoge oppressed due to the gystem of orthadoxy.m

For a proper definition of the term 'Dalit', the |
twin factors of oppression and explottation must be taken /
into account. A valid distinction ¢an be drawn between
exploitation and oppression, though, in most cases, the
tw terms coincide. For example, the case of g Negro
landlord in the U.S., walting 4n his limougine, while
collecting rent from hie tenants, because Lf he entered
the i_'asidences of his white women tenahts... he might ba
accused of molestation, 43 a case of sclal oppression
and not of exploitation.,

Thusg, tho Dalits have to be daefined in caste v
and class terms. Though, as far ss the case of the
Scheduled Castes. ,.ére concerned, there i1s a superimposition
of oppression on exploitation adding upto the cumulative

nature of inequality. ﬂ

22, See Narendra Gaikwad's article, op.cite., ps 13,

N



THE CRIGIN OF THE DALIT PANTHERS

In the various efforts initiated towards the
emancipation of the Scheduled Castes, the formstion of
the Dalit Panthers constitutes yet sother significent
landmark. -The rise of the Dalit Panthers as a movenent
began under certain basic socio-economic and political

conditions, .

| 7 In this connection, a study conducted by G.M.
Gare Jointly sponsored by the Gokhale Institute of
Politics and Economics, Poona, and the Indian Council of



Soclal Sciehce Research on the living conditions of
Scheduled Castes in rural areas of Maharashtra in 1974
is worth recalling,?

The survey was conducted in eight talukas in

| eight districts of Mgharashtra.? It showed that the
rate of literacy asmong the Scheduled Caste families was
 23%. Among males it was 44%, among females it was 8%,
68% of schoolwage ehn‘drm ware not attending schools
because their services could be more profitably utilised
in labour sctivities.d

The survey aleo found that 48.9% of the Scheduled
Caste familios were engaged in sgricultural labour, 27.7%
in agriculture, 8,7% in traditional or caste occupations, |
8.7% in services and 6% in miscellaneous occupations.
33% of the Scheduled Caste familios were in debt.* 67%

1. See, ICSSR Research Abgtracts Quarterly, Januarye
April 1974,

2. Anaravati, HBhir, Kolaba, Dhulia, Jalgaon, Kolhapui,
Nasik and Satara.

3. Indd.
4, Ibid.



among these had borrowed for agricultursl purposes or
for mere maintenance. 10X had borrowed for soclial or
religious purposes, 5% had borrowed for illness and
education and 18X for eerlier debts, or to engage in
trade and commerce or for the purchase of livestock. >

The study also showad that 50% of the fanilies.
viere landless. iyfantuea having less than one acre
wag included, 64% would be landless or marginal owners.
Qut of every X0 Scheduled Casts families in Mgharashtrs,
65 were landless, 24 small cultivators, 8 medium culti.

vators snd 3 big culuvators.é |

| The study als proved the widesproad prevalence i
of untouchability snd caste discrimination with regard

fo temple entry, hostels and the use of public services

13ke wells, barbors snd washexmen.’ It showed that 75%

of the Scheduled Caste families lived in huts which

lacked ventilation and sanitation., Consequently, digeases

like malaria, typhoid, dysentry and emall-pox were

btﬂvalent in every locautv.a

8, Ibid.
6. Inid.
7. Inid,
8. Ibid,



(Stmvw‘ like these an& similar studles prove
that the problems of the Scheduled Castes are resl and
cannot be wished awav.} And that in spite of the many
Wr their emancipation, they have
still a very long way to 99.9 [ They show that the aolu~
tion to the problem of the Scheduled Castes lies in
W}/de_ tanding thelr class mdﬁon, the fact that they
are 1@&933 snd for the most part agricultural labourers,
Thelr poverty, misery and exploitation lies in thelr
| 'relat.‘mmhip to land and can only be solved by changing /’J
this relationship., Caste discriminetion and untouch.
abllity are two facets of their existential reslity,
which can only partially be tackled through education,
but mainly by a change in the materisl conditions of
the untoucheblos and other discriminsted sections of

the society.)

/Today, the status-sumation model of caste,
where caste determined class position no longer applies
'because while thig would be typical of feudal society,

9. For a better understanding of the xob%en of the

Untouchables, see, J. Michael ed, ),

lm.ver ty
o mna ?mu, 3.9 2, Alao. sunmda Patwardhan,
ﬂdo) : al A%y longnans,
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today land has come t the market, thers has besn a change
in class relationships, and to s very large extent, non.
Brahtins own most of the 1and. ¥ The violence and degra-
dation that the untouchsbles suffer stem from a doep-
rooted bellef in the legitimacy of caste hierarchy, a
belief which the oppressors cen effectiveltrarslete into
action by the power of class advantages that they cnjoy./,,

| (To be fair to Anbedkar, he viewed the conversion
process only as g means of enhaicing the soclal statug
of the untouchables, But, religious and caste diserimi.
nation continues even in the case of the Ngo-Buddhists.
But, 4t 18 not religion that detemmines an individual's
gocial won. it is cless, )

(The mo st fundsmental sd continuous factor for
the tise of the Dallt Panthers was, of course, the
repression and terror under which the oppressed castes

10. Ses Andre Beteille,
Adongmans, 1970, Di

o Y,5927-4435 N7 4
Vadanr,  GReea

™~
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live, In a village called Bawda in the Indapur tehsil
of Pune distriet, in June 1972, a social and economic
boyeott of the Scheduled Castes by denying them the
basic necossitics of 1ife, was orgsnized by the mambers
of the upper castes. The reason for this was that a
Hari jon youth had dared to contest &n the elections to
the local Zilla Pardshad.?t

At Brahmangas, two Scheduled Caste vomen were
assoulted by hich caste Hindus beceuse they had drawn
water from a common w:e).l,.'m

At Erangaon, a Harijan, Randas Narusvre, was
sacrificed by caste Hindus to appcase thelr Cod, 13

Thege are among the many such specific cases
of atrocities that contributed to the emergence of the
Dalit Panthers.

Al

1k 509@, wWhildren of God Become Panthers®, an
Article in :
(special number), August 1973.

12, 1edd,

13, Ikid,
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{memm factox
( The fallure of the Republican Psrty of India
wags an added cause for the emergence of the Dalit /
Panthers., The party had bgen formed by Ambedkar as a
successor o the 'Independant Labtour Party of 1935, and
tho All-India Scheduled Castes Federation formed at
the time of the Cripps Mission. The Republican Pirty
of India actually came into being only after Ambedkar's
death.

7 Though a party of the Sd’teduicd Canstes, the
Republican Party of India initislly devoted much atten-
tion to the problemsg of the landless, among whom
untouchables constituted a majority.

Under the leadership of Galkwad, one of the
fow leaders of the Republican Party of Indis to have a
peasant bage, struggles of landless labourers began in
Dhulia, Jalgeon, Nasik and in parts of the Nagpur region.
As a part of thege struggles, nearly fifty thougsnd
workers went to jail in 1959. Another msssive satys-
graha was launched by the Republicen Party of India
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towards the end of 1964 to press the government to
distribute fellow and waste land ngar railway lineg and
canals among landless peasants.d?

Recogni zing the mags base of the Republican
Party of Indie, Maharashtrs Congress lecaders made over-
tures to the Republican Party of India and an-alliance
was worked out between the Congress and the Republican
Party of India at the time of the 1967 elections, with
this bogan the decline of the Regpublican Party of India.
The politics of the party thersafter got entangled in
one split after another, in jockeying for positions in
ministries and in petitioning the ruling Congress party
for paltry concessions for the Seheduled Cnst_enf“"’ /

Today, political opportunism has divided the
Republican Party of India into thm"faceicm. the
Khobragada, Kmbie and Gaval groups. There are also
no prospects for reconciliation in the near futunj ‘

L

14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.
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The growing atrocities created the need for a
new organi zation which would effectively fight for the
cauge of the oppressed. At a muhg organi zed on 9th
July 1972, by Dalit youths st Siddharth Nagar in Bombay,
the 6am Panthers formally came into m;istmce.lé

At this meeting, Raja Dhale waé elected
Prealdént, Namdev Dhasal Defence Minigter and J.V. Pawar

General Secretary. w

. The term *Dalit’ means ‘oppressed' and the
'‘Panthers! was borrowod from the Black Panthers organi-
zation- in U.S.A." Most of the Dalit leaders had resd
the writings of the Black panther leaders, and m;a.
ingpired by the struggles they had waged for equality
and Jusuca./

16. J.V. Pawar, "Record of History of the Dalit
Panther Youths in Bombay", A Pamphlet published
by Panther Publications, bombav. December 6,

1973,
17. Ibdd.



But, the Dalit Panthers al® appreciated the
fact that the social situation in the U.S. and Indla was
not the same. They had to orgsnize thelir ows mclal revo-
lution, but they could leamn from the organizational fea-
turos, tactices snd strategies of the Black Pwthcrs.-.m j

Initially, the influence of Dalit literature
was patamﬁmt., Some of m{n’mz youths with foxmal
education, others without, in late 1969 and early 1970,
expressad through poems, articles and short-stories,
thelr misery and oppression at being treated as some-
thing less than human belngn.” This rendering of
their existential experiences into print, temed as
'Dalit Idterature' was not new in Maharaghtrian history.

J ,
18, Sudhir Sonalkar, *Dalit Panthoru The Voice Of
The Oppnssed' an Article in
Times, Jun 3 1974, The term 'Dofence Minister®
| 4s borrowed directly from the Black Panthers.

19, Dilig Padgaunkar {ed.), "alit Panthers®”, ‘
: o.&mng Speci alpélement. November 25 1973,



Dallit literature hag a long tradition and 1ts history 4s
co=teminug with the non.Brahmin movemgnt in Hahamshtra.m j

B:be ngw crop of Dalit literary writings 1n£t1a11y‘
began at Nasik, Aurangsbad and Poona, but soon spread to
other ;Slaces in Masharashtra. The literature produced
indicated a high level of consciousness achieved by the
Dslits. ) Mutual participstion in literary activity
enablod them to achieve a sense of selfeidentification
and homogenity as a group.2' sSince most of the Dalit
Panther leaders first began as writers, Dalit literature
can ba treated as part of a movement towards realisem in / :
Marathi litersture. Some of the writers begen to be \
dissatisfied with merely writing about untouchabllity
~and other horrors in thelyr lives and doclded that they
'had to do something about the continued degradation of,
and atrocities againgt the Dalit comeunity as a vhole.22

Some others among the same group of writers,
such as Daya Pawar, were still sympathetic to the

€ So autt Tt Pubucuuons, Bombay ,

21. Ihe Tinmes of india Special Supplement, op.cit.,p.26
22. Sudhir Sonalkar's Bmd.j Op-ci,t-. p.26¢



Republican Party and unwilling to bresk up their old
omotional ties. Dhasel and others, on the other hand,
found themgelves erwbod by the slumbering Republican
Party and eventually formed the Dalit Panthers, s
movement for the defence of Dalits against the atxo-
cities comnitted againet them, 3

| A critic on the subject refers to Dalit
literature as having created s now hiatus ‘in darathi
' literatumﬁ.zﬂ The Dalit writers wiote simply yet powsse
fully aloet their soclal experience and soclal xeality.
 But, a definite purposc could be traced in sll their
writings. PFlrstly, they waited %o expose the sham and
hypocrisy of a caste-stratified society, where even
after a quarter of a century of the country's indepen
dence, no major changes had bgen brought about in their
conditions of life. Secondly, by stating this, they
were making a case for deep-rooted soclal change, There
was aleo the realization that the impetus snd initiative

- i - ’ —_—

23, Sudhir Sonalkar's article, Op.clt., P 20,
24, G.P. Deshpande in Sathvakatha, December 1975,



P

for chenge must come from within themselves and it would
be a folly to depend on external !'acwm.ﬁ

It was this realization that basically led %o
the formation of the Dalit Panthers, which has been
identified with a strong fisgt brandished against soclal,
religious and culturgl Msew-za j |

A nunbor of Marathi wrdters have made 'extwﬁvt
analysis of Dalit literature. They have in particular
examined the cozinection batween Dalit literature and the
Dali¢ Panthers movement specifically the unkage betweon
the 1iterary writinge and the growth of political snd
social consclousnass among tho Dalits, Some writers have
ale stressed on the essential links between Dalit |
1iterature and the Dalit liberation utruggla..ﬂ i

o e I " " e

25, Ibid,

26, See Narendra Galkwad, "Dalit Panthers: Existence
and Expoctations®, an Article in Janavedana,
Janvary 26, 1974, A

27. For o representstive sample, see Vagant Inglo,
*Dalit literature and the Dalit liberstion

Struggle”, an Article in W June 1974,
for 2 perspective on Dalit literature, see gn

interview vith Baburao Bagul, in

Augusgt 1974, , of August 1974 was 3
speclial issue on t literature and articles by
M.N. Wankheds, Janardhan Wadinare, Nerurkar,
Prabhgkar Machwe, Arjun Dsngle and Pandurang
Kadam are psrticularly relevant, See alwxo,
Cangadhar Pantawne's penetrative srticle in hig
book A\nxax%d: June 1974, For a comprehensive
portrayal of Dalit literature with all its rami.
fications, sos Numerous articles in

edited by Pantswne, ewpecially Diwall 1ssuq,
1970, March 1971, Jan-Feb-March 1973, Jan-Febw
Mar(:h 19?4;
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| L‘!he first efforts towards foming an orgendza-
tion was in the form of an association cslled 'Yuvak
Aghadl' in 1972, This association was basically refor-

- . mist in character and did not incorporate a clear line

of action. Its only notewrthy aschievenent wae that it
organized s *Dharna’ outside the residence of the
‘Hahsrashtz‘a Chief Minister on 27th June 1972 in protest
against the 'Bawds incident!, 1

/The aims and programme of sction of the Dalit
Panthers wore formally incorporated into a Manifesto
which was publighed a yesr after the fomation of the
Dalit Penthers,®

The Manifesto listed eighteen domsnds of the
Dalits, ranging from the sbolition of feudalism, Dalit
ownership of the means of production, nationalizastion

28, Ihe Iimes of lndls, June 20, 1972,

2. The Manifesto which becane an Lmmediaste source of
controversy was publighed in the middle of 1973,
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of foreign capital, land sllocation to Dalit pessents
and the 'true introduction' of socielien 4n Indis to
the demond that Dalits must live within the village
precincts, they mugt be sllowed to draw water from
public wells; it demanded free education, medicsl and
housing facilities for Dalits, the banning of religlous
and castelst literature, the punishment of blacke
marketeers, money-lenders snd hoarders, and a reduction
in the prices of essentlial commodi ties, O

™ 1n defining the tem 'Dalit', the Manifesto
tried to include as brosd a categry of people as
possible., It lisgted members of the Scheduled Castes and
Tribes, Neo~.Buddhists, the working people, the landless
and poor peasants, women and all those being exploited

» 4
politically, economically and in the name of uugion.s."

M/Zn ah identification of the friends and enemies
of the Dalits, the Manifeosto stated thet its friends
were revolutionary partiss which set out to break down

T

0. The Manifogto was purported to be drafted by
Namdev Dhasal., See Arun Sadhy, "The Dalits®, an
g_gcls.in Seminar (Issue on Untouchsbles), May

31. Ibid,
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the casto s?sm and class yule, and all other gections
of sociaty that are suffering dus to economic and
politicsl oppreussion. ‘It listed &ts enemies as land-
lords, capitalists, money~lenders snd all those parties
* which indulged in religlous and castelst politics,32

Elabt;rating its gg!:f_o_pt of mmc{ggﬁton for
the Dslits, the Manifesto stressed that what was neoded
was & grnplate revolution, "ig do not want s little
place in the Brahmin Alley. We want the rule of the
whole lend. Ve are not looking ai persons but at a system,
Change of heart, liberal education etc, will not end
our state of cxploi‘tavtiom When we gather a revolutionary
mass, rouse the people, out of the struggle of thisg giant
mass will come the tidal wave of revolution, w33

To implenent this radical rhetoric into practice
which also contained within it a vision of the future,
the Dalits understood that an effective orgendzation,
ideologicel cohesivengss and appropriate lines of action,

—— —— b —

32. This section was reproduced by Namdev Dhasal in the
Marathi manmv.'&xmm& of August 1974,

| providing further evidence that the Msni festo
was penned by Dhasal,

33, lmd}_\ ' n



wore basic pro-requisites, The Manifesto stressed that
ant oxgond zation of workers, Dalits, landless and poor
peassnts would have to be bullt in all city factorias in
all v&lzagu-m | |

To awid the politicel iwlation of the Dalits
within the narrow confinesg of éute. the Manifesto lald
W on the broader raniflcaticons of the problem M‘/
-umugnamm. /Q':ulv speaking, the problem of Dalits,
;; sw;;;led Castes and Tribeg has become a broad
problem; (the Dalit 4s no longer merely an untouchable
outgide the village walls and the scriptures. He is an
uitouchable, and he is a Dalit, but he is ale a worker,

8 landless labourer, a proletarian; And unless we
strengthen thisg gmvﬁrjg revolutionary unity of the many
with all our efforts, our existence hag no future, We
nust understand that the caste nature of the torm Dallt
s bresking down, |

The Dalit must accordingly accept the sections
of masses, the othor rewolutionary forces as part of his
own movement, Only then will he be able to fight his

enenios effectively. "3:]

39, Ivdd, \

v



< S/ .The Mfeat& strossed that the Congress Party
romained in power by using the classical Britich tactic
of "divide snd rule’, It used every tactic to divide
the people along ngiow, caste and other lines., In
spito of the fact that it had effectively concentrated
State power in its hands, it had not been able to
effectively translate its programmes into sction. Thus,
people's xle, socialisn, 'garibl hatao', and green
rovolution, meim& empty slogans, dewoid of mntm?-?

. The Mani festo aleo proclaimed its deep~moted
hostility to Gandhism,* According to it, Genchiem meant |
preservation of religious authority, traditionaliem,
castelsm, progervation of traditional divisions of
1sbour ete, 3

e .1t recognized only the contributionsg of two
leaders - Jyotibas Phule and B.R. Ambadkar.- Phule,
because he was ong of the oari.v socdal | reformers to

36. Ibid.
37, Ind,
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preach agalnst the evils of castelw, snd Ambedker,

because he_ effoctively championed the csuse of the Dalits,

both from within snd outside the government.® It was

 Ambodker who gave the Dalits a basic sense of humsn. |
A ogndty,

The Manifesto characterized the struggle for
national independence, as a strugjgle under the leader-
ship of capitalists, landlords and feudals for thelr
own bonefit. 1¢ was npt waged for the bemﬁt of the
pmpla.ag

an its snalysis of other political parties,
the Manifesto accused the left parties of bakruptey
and political opportuniem, Electoral advantsges memnt
g0 much to them, that they did not hesitste to join
hands with communal parties like the Jan Sangh and the
Muslinm Loague, None of the leftist parties, accorxding
te the Manifesto, dared to tumn rewlutionsry., The
stand taken by the leftist parties prevented the spread

B, Ikid,
39. Ibida



of rewslutionasry ideology among the pwplo;‘“ The
Republican Party of India had bocome a camp-follower
of the Congress. ¥

Therofore, the Manifesto did not envigage any
closs collaboration betwoen the Dalits and any political
party towards a joint struggle. Vvhat it wonted was a
struggle waged on new and differsnt lines, Thus it
$dssued s call for all independent leftists, intelieow
tuals and gympathizers, to join tho Dalit Panthers and
fight for & more just and oqual waew.“l:{

/ Immodiately after the formation of the Dalit
Panthers, it was decided to characterhze 15th August
1972 as Black Independence Day, ‘l‘hit'wuld serve two
purpcsaes. Flrstly, it wuld draw attention to the
struggle of the Dalit Panthars, and secondly, 1t would
gtress the fact that celebration of Independence had

40, Ibid,
41, Ibid,
42, Ibid.
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become an elsborate ceremonial ritual, largely mesting.
less becausg true equslity and mue. had not been
achioved, .

ﬂigﬁrsd by the strocities comml tted on the
Herdjans in the middle of 1972, Raja Dhale wrote a
scathing and bltter article in Sadhana. 8 Marathi
monthly) He ralsed the question if people could not

 ghow rospect for the hodies ol the Dalits {a reference

to the two unfortunate Dalit women of Brshmangaon) why
should the Dalits show respoct to the national flag? )
They would jugt treat it as an ordinary plece of cloth,*3

v’

(Dhale's article was widely condemned snd the
Jant Sangh and Shiv Seny)took out morchas to the office of
Sadhana and threatened to bumn coples of the hutnal.“;

Sounding a similer thewe, Namdev Dhassl, in en
article in Mavaksl, s Marathi daily, ssked vhether a
national emblem could have any s;mificmce, in a soclety

43, Sadbana, Avgust 1972,

44, S.D., *"Children of God Become Panthers®, an
Article in Wﬂ.ﬁnﬁm
_ { Speclal number), August 1973,
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riven with divigion and discrimination guch as India?
He conceded that nothing would be solved by insulting
the natlonal flag, but‘ stusmi that the Dalits were
bound to lose falth in national symbols, 1f nothing was
done to a;eﬁaratq their 1ot ?®

_ A demonsgtration and s rally organized jointly
by the Yuvak Kranti Dal and the Dalit Panthers under
" the loadarship of Namdev Dhasal %o pmtast agalngt the
strocities committed on the Dalits, was held in Bombay
on the l4th end 15th August 1972 mmecﬂvﬂ.?»‘e‘

To indicate its deep~rooted hostility %o the
Hindu social 6rder end the Hindu way of life, a number
" of coples of Manusmrits were burnt by the Dalit Panthers -
at a number of public meetings in Eombay. ‘ |

To Lllustrate its opposition to Gandhism and
to highlight its view that Gandhi had nothing to offer
but *charity' for the Dalits, copies of Gandhi's works
were aleo burnt by the Dalit Panthsrs at rallies in Bombay,

45, Ibid,

48, W&h& Migust 17, 1972, See sleo, "Record of
story of the Dalit Panther Youths in Pombay®,
ngc:t:abg Pe 25,
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 On the 14th of August 1973, the Dalit Panthers
presonted a joint appeal to the Maharashtrs Chief
Minister and the Disgtrict Collectors of Maharaghtra,
seeking iomediate and speedy redresssl of thelr
'grlevangzu.' They aleo cited numerous instances of
atrocities committed agsinst the Dalits in Maharashtra,
citing reports in Marathi newspapaers like Gavkach,
Navehakthd, Aoksatta, Sidwnex, Mazatha, etc.?

t of Elactiona

/ The Dalit Panthers burst on the Indian politi.
cal scene, albeit in s negative sense by thelr organiged
doycott of the Bombay Central (North) Parlismentary
Byo=clection of January 14, 1974.‘;3, A series of public
meetings were held earlier explaining its stand, Basle
cally, it was digenchanted with the election system and v
did not conglder that sny of the candidates would do
anything for the Dslits, It slso denied rumours that it
supported the Congress candidate.®

S M —

47, Authoy not stated, Dalit Panthers' P
taining full text of appeal; Penther Pumlcaﬁona,
Bombay, August 14, 1973,

48, Author not stated. Dalit Panthers' Pamphlet,
explaining the boycott; Panther Publications,
Bombay, 1974.

49, Ibid,
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The‘m:lta nunbered a sizeabls section in the
congtituency, and the boycott call was effective,
rosulting in extremsly poor voting as low as 13 to 20%
in some areas. ™ Mrs. Roza Deshpande (CPI) was
~declored elected, with 81,653 wtes, defesting Dr.
Vasant Kumar Pandit of the Jan Ssngh who secured 74,677
votes, and Mpr. Ramrao Adik of the Congresgs who sacured
70,185 wotes.>} This election dicclosed the unholy
_ s1lisnce botweon the Congress snd the Shiv Sena. \[
Mr, Adik was a former member of the Shiv Sena and had
Mr. Bsl Thackeray's Messihgs.52

The Dalit Panther leaders later clerified that
their boycott of the clections could not be construed
- as support for the Communist Party of Indle. A boyeott
essontially meant 3 denlal of all the candidates and
all the political parties contesting the election, There
had also boen intermittent trouble in the srea botween
the caste Hindus end the Dalits, and the fact that fone

80. Ihe Hinduaten Tings, Jsnuary 15, 1974,
51, Ibid,
'52. Patrioi, February 12, 1974.
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of the polltical partlies referred to thip at the
elaection time ongered the Dallt Panthers.d> e
elections aleo proved decisively that the Republican
Party of Indla (which had now eplit into three factions)
no longer anjoyed the confidence of the Dalits,>*

(e intermittant clashes botween caste Hindus
and Dalits led to open pitched battles on 18th Januaxy
and J0th January 1974,) On 18th Jsnugry, police opened
fire fow $mep at Vorli in which one person was killed
and three injured.>® On 30th January, at the B.D.D.

( Bombsy Development Department) Chawls, police fired
two rounds to quell heavy stone throwing. According
to the police, militsnt Dalit Panthers attacked thew
with acld bulbs and fireballs of Kerngene-gvaked cloth,
resulting in injuries to twenty-six police personnel.

Sixty persons were taken into wstndv.sa
53. Ih » : Jonuary 14, 1974,

54, 1bid.

85, Ine Hindustan Thias. Jenuary 19, 1974,
56. Ihe Hindustan Times, January 31, 1974.
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The gravity of the situation which led to
riots in the Viorli and Nalgsum sreas in Bombay forced
the Maharashtra Chief Minister to appoint a one-man
Commd ssion of Enquizy under Justice Bhasine of the
&uibay High Cau:t.:’?

 The Dalit Panthers £n & memorandum gubmitted
to the Maharashtra Chief Minister on Sth Februpry 1974,
declared that 1t did not have ony confidence that the
Conml ssion of Enquizy would be able to srrive at an
objective analysls of what reslly happened in liorld
" and Nalgsum, It attributed the riots to hostilities
perpetrated agalnst 4% by nembers belonging, to the
shiv Sena and Jan Sangh, It alwe accused the poldcemen
of being in close collaboration vAth the shiv Sens, end
demanded that the Shiv Sena MLA, Pramod Navalkar, should
be remyved from the police advisory committee of
ﬂuhnmuhtranm

Addressing a five thougend strong rally, the
Dalit panther leader, Raje Dhale, threatened to hold

L

57, Ihe Hindustan Times, February 1, 1974,
58, m Fﬂbmaw 6, 1974,
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a demonstration outside the Lok Sabha, protosting over
the vorld riots, and the official nagligmcc.w |

The Worli area continued to be the scene of
sporadic clashes between the caste Hindus end the Dalit
Panthers right upto the middle of April 1974, with
curfow being imposed in the area time and agein, Flring
by the police was also resorted to, and residents of
the aiaa submitted evidence hefore the commlittee on
atrocitios committed on them by the police. A number
of meetings of the Dalit Panthers in the area was alw
broken up.®

The Commission has since concluded its delibe~
rations ond is expected to submit its report to the
Maharashtra government shortly. (The incldents at vorld
shot the Dalit Panthers &into alleIndia prominence ond &
nunber of articles and stories on the Dalit Panthers
appeared during this period, |

55, 1bid,

60, WMA, April 16, 1974. For s account
the incidents at torll, gee w; Boabay,

Jonuary 27, 1974; and
Bustak, ombay, February 1, 1974,



1f the tone of the articles are sy indication,
the Dalit Panthers sean to have won the sympathy of
most of th§ dmcratic and leftist intellectual opinion
in the m_mwgfﬁl

During this period also, a number of Dalit
Panther field offices were opened in most of tho
districts and the Dslit Panther General Secretary,
ARTS Pawa:.‘ atataé in Npw Delhl that the Dalif Panthers
were won to become sn all-Indis body,52

t‘;,g& The Dalit Panthers publicly supported the
anti-Brahmin pronouncenments of the Dravida Kazhagan
leader, the late E.V. Raoagwamy Halcker, Accordingly,
the first convention of the Vicharbs unit of the Dallt
Panthers invited his vddow, Mrs, HManiomnal Halcker, to
be the chief guost.®?

A

= - In Tamil Nadu alego, ounport for the Dalit
Panthers cane from Mrs., Sathyasvani Mgsthu. the Tamdl
Naduy Harljan Wolfare Minister. She wanted the Hardijans

——

Gl. See "The Dalits*®, Op.cit., p. 31,
62. Patxiat. July 13, 1974,
63, Ihe Jimes o€ Andia, February 6, 1974,



of Tanil Nadu to organize a similar movement in the
State, she advised Harljan mothers not t practise
family planning, as the Harijsn community was in need
of brave youths to fight for Lits ciusv.ﬁ‘ Mrs. Sathya-
vani Muthu was later dignissed from the Minigtry for
hexr morthodnx ﬁm“

[In studying a movement like the Dalit Panthors,
some initisl problems arise, Flrstly, the pmbles of
categorising the Dalit Panthers movement as a ‘social
movement', ) The problem 15 simplified 1€ wo accept that
the maln aim of any s0cisl movement is to bring about
fundanental changes in the soclal ordar.“ which is
alss the basic "raison d'otre® of the Dalit Panthers.
But, 1€ we try to specify the aress in which these
changes are sought, for sxample, in the basic ingtitu.
tions of pmpu‘ty)

S —— S » » —— ’ ————

and labour relations, then more
problems ardge.

W April 150 1974,
5. Ihe Jines of Indla, May 15, 1974,

66, m&lf a‘b.tlﬁp Yy )
L Ad A 00 1~ D Ppphton-(:entxw.
Csy NOW W :k’ 1951; p!6Q




( The Dalit Panthers have not had a sound theo-
retical understanding of property snd latour relations. {
Besides, 1f 4deology 45 a systom of Ldeas that acts as
a guide to action, then the Dalit Panthers certalnly
had on ideclogy, which was unequiwocally set forth in
its Manifesto. But, thig ideology itself was still-
box, having been repudisted later by s section of the
movenent, | | |

As far as formal oxganization is concemed,
the Dalit Panthors did initially stert with an oxgani.
zation in Bombay. After the pattern of the Shiv Sens,
they set up ‘chaonis’ 4n the chawls of Bombay, and
‘there was a chennel of communication between the various
cheonis, with regard to programmes of action. . Bug,
this oxganization confined itself to EHombay, there was
no move to set up foxmal organigations in rfursl parts
of Msharashtra or even in other parts afx India) @eu
was no clear enunclation of strategies and tactics
be employed with regard to the aspired goals. There
were alw widespread differences within the movement
as to what tactics should be adopted in particular
s tuations,
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( The Dalit Panthers remsined s social movement
in the broad sense of the temn,’ Though some sections
in the movenent realized the necessity of political
action, thera was no move to formally traneform itself
into a pontieal party)~ in the senge of a2 group of
people who propose to act in concert in the eampet&tive |
struggle for political pemr.67

Initial memborship and its strength was
confined to the "lugpenw.proletariat’ in Bombay, in
spite of the fact that later the movement gstablished
a mess bage among members of the Dalit peassntry in
rural parts of Kaharashtra.éo serdous effort was made
to address itself to the problems of rural Dalite.

{The consciousoss of the Dslits as a deprived
and oppressed group fanned by thelr literary writings
was strong. But, (sericus differsnces cropped up among
the members about the reoasons for their mlsery, -éppmo-
glon and poverty.,) The differences essentially rewolved
asround the guestion of the relative primecy of the caste.
aﬁd class factor as the main cause of their poverty.

But, no effort was made to dialectically link the two. J

67« Jogeph Schumttr. W
Sracy, Harper and thers, New York, 1942,p.283




INTERNAL DISSENSIONS AND THE SPLIT

~ Though the Dalit Penthers foxmally declded
to become an all-India body in the middle of 1974, and
s number of uni.t offices were opened in some of the
States in Indis, Namely, Delhi, Gujerat, Tamil Nadu,
Kamataka, 'i('aaxfala..,vmjab, Bihar, etc., no move was
infitiated to wirk together concretely at sn slleindias
levol,d

Ahere was also no effective link between
Bombay and the field offices in various parts of Msha-
raghtra. To add to thisg, there was videspread dig.

N T g

1. PBatxdat, July 13, 1974,



agreement among the leadership with regard to etrategy /
and programme. The differences were both due to
personality and ideclogicel factors.

| \.A movement like the Dalit Panthers had ewolved
basically in a hostile soclal aw-jpbuu.' To face the
 combdnstion of hostile wclal forces renged sgainat 1t
was sulcidal, Raja Dhale initially expelled Nandev
Dhagal and some of his mporto:s for ellaged disloyalty .
to the Panthars, on August 22, 1974,2 pron ‘

Nandev Dhasal left with his supporters and set
up s rival organizstion, Dhasal's expulsion was fore
mally ratified by the Nagpur Conference of the Dalit
Panthers, on October 23, and 24, 1974, The bulk of the
organization remained with Raja max..j

The basic reasons for the split can be traced
back to the Manifesto 1tself, Raja Dhale was disturbed

" e sy

2. Anil Awchat, *The Dalit Penthers", » er presoie
ted at a seminar orgsmzed thu :tian
Ingtitute for the S of Religlon ad Society,
Bangelore, December 1974,




by the predominantly leftist content of the Manifesto., /
He viewed Dhasal's friendship with menberas of the
Comunist Party of India and suspacted the lattes's
hand in tho drafting of the Hmifnta;)‘ Nemdev Dhasal's
public declaration that he was a Comnunisgt, after the
famous 'Oval handshake' with Dange, dld not help
mattors. > | | |
A serles of pemphlets was issued by Raja
Dhale prior to the Nagpur Gonference of the Daldt
Panthers in October 1974, in which Dhale repudiated the
Manifesto in toto? and one containing his basgic criti.
ciens of Communden,>

— .

3, Arun Sadhu, *The Dalits®, an Article in Seminar,
{(Issue on Untouchables), May 1974,

A mpmmo th ral,ﬂ was held by the Dalit Panthers
at the Oval maldsn in Bombay. Dasnge congratu=
lated Dhassl on the success of the rally with
a handshake. Moast of the Marathi n apers

layed up this incldont attributing this to CP1
influence over Dhasal,

o " 4, Raja Dhale, “Jzhirnana Ki Nemjshire, 3 pamhlets,

Marathwada Dalit Panthers Publicationy, athe
wads, Septembesr 1974,

3. Baga Dhale, "Eknight Ki Communigt®, Publigher:
«V. Pawar, &)ﬂbﬂ?g Cctober 19074,
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In his rejection of the Manifesto, Dhale came
out strongly against the leftist content of the Mani.
fosto. The programne adwocated by Dhasel was not going
to bring about any fundamental changes &n the lives of
the Dalits. ALl that 1%t contained was a lot of radical
_ rthetoric, but nothing of pragmatic value. For Dhale,

_ through the Moni fosto Dhasal had exposed himself as a
' Mordst, For him, Aubodkarism snd Marxien were besi-
cally two ltnwapétible philosophies. He illustrated

thig with quotations from Ambedkar showing the lattox'*c
‘pejection of Marxien.®

ﬂhéla bel.\estéd in the Buddhist future for the
Dalits. He quoted oxteneively from Dr. Ambedkar's
speech at the fourth conference of the Vorld Fellowship
of &.sdd!ligts held at Kathmandu on 20th November, 1‘956.7

Dhale criticised Dhasal for not paying sny
attention to problems of the rursl Dalits in hig Mani.

Ay

60 "Jahimm K Namjahir®, Op.cit., p.2%0,

7. In his speech, Ambedkar attempted s comparison
between the Buddha and Marx, reiterating hig
belief and falth in Buddhiem,
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fosto, Dhale at the end of the pamhlet, was not even
prepared to tolerate the term 'Menifesto’, for it ralsed
disturbing visions of the ‘Communigt Manifesto’, In his
analysisc of Commim,a Dhale questions the loyalty of
Communists both at home and sbroad. Agcording to him,
 Comnunien may have a very nice economic programe, but
in practice it had led to the imposition of s dictators

- ship, MNost Communists, according to his view, were
int&#etted in personal aggrandizement of power, and did
fot have the people’s interests at heart.”

Dhale accused the Indlan Communists of caste
prejudices. They had done nothing to breek caate
barriers and caste digcrimination, and instead, had
strengthenod 4t by caste conslderations during the
eloctions, He contended that Communiets had hardly
‘pald any attention %o the problem of caste, especially
in the rural areas.m They believed An the rcvoluuonaty :
potential of the proletariat, so much that they concenw

8. "Eknight Ki Communisgt", Op.cit., p.%0.
9. Ibid.
10, Ibid.
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trated on working in the urban sreas mostly. Thus,
according to this view, they were guilty of subsuming
caste to the clags factor, and having falled to snalyse
the dimenglons of the caste problem, they bellaved
rather that in the clasc strugale, caste would suto-
matically dissppear, it

Thig pemphlet alm tries to show the "ungsvoury*
role played by the CPI in trying to infiltrate the Dalit
- Panthers movemant, right from 1973, Uhasal was only one
of the 'CPl.led Panthers'. The pamphlet ends vith
recognd 2ing Dhassl's potential for contributing to the
Dslit Panthers movement, But it relterstes that Dhasal
would have to choose betwoen Marxism and the Dalit
movement.$2 Ho would have to shake off the unholy
influence of the CPI, only then could he be taken back
into the movoment.3d

- A ——— - - . ‘ m————— . s

11 Ibid,
12, Im4d,
13, Ibid,




Rhasalls Cass

In his roply, Namdev Dhasal wrote a pamphlet
asking Dhale not to tuzn back the onward march of
mmw.*‘ This pamphlet wes also reproduced in the
Marathi paper Renangan, in a speclsl iassue edited by
m:asal.m

Dhasal reiterated his basic fsith both 4n
Harxisn and in the Manifesto of the Dalit Panthers.
Ho seld that history had vindicated the Merxist spproach.
He gtressed that the broader identification of the
Dalits in the Manifesto was correct. He accuged Dhale
of sectarieniom end republicaniem by confining the
Dalit Ponther movement to members of the Mahar community
and that to thoge that had embraced Buddhim,

Dhale was taking Ambedker's speeches in the
1iteral sense, wheress, according to Uhasasl, the correct
interpretation would be %0 take Ambedkar's remarks in a

——— i AP —— _ -

14, Nandev mm. nauhmem Chakra Ulti Fizvu Naka
Naht, Tar Khaddyat Jul®, gamphlot, Publigher:
Dhassl, Bamhav. Suptdbn 197

» Benangan, Bombay, October 26, 1974,



broader and more substantial context. In any case,
Dhasal stroused that the emphasis should be on comple-
ting the basic tasks left unfinished by Asbedkar,

and not waste time on fruitiess debate over Anbed.
karisn and &zd&s&m,m

Dhasal u;igealed to ﬂ’aﬁe to i’up ties vith
the Republican Party of India.' The R@ublicm Party
acwrding to him was o spent farci. As far as tho
rursl question was considered, Dhasal mentioned that
he, along wdth gome supporters, had mnbaz’kod on the
foreible cultivation of land in Poona district, but
the movement had to be stopped, because Dhale made no
effort to support h&mﬂ

After the formal split in the movement, Ohale .
found thst in texms of numerical mipport, he had the
advantage over Dhassl, This was because among the
larger masses of the Dalits, Ambadkar was still a symbol
of reverence and deap Tespect. It was for this reason

16, Ibdd,

17, 'Etihtucm Chakra Ultd Firvu Nake Nahi, Tar
: aﬁ?&t Jﬁl' %adtqg 9.54.




that Dhasal could not make any criticien of Ambedkar.
Though Dhale's understanding of Mazxliee was very poor,
this was also true of the Dalits in qmaral.m Agaln,
the fact that Dhasal did not nake any great efforts
to explain his position clearly to the Dalit masses,
what prevailed was a general state of confusgion,
Anidst this, it was easy for Dhale and other conserva-
ﬁva slements to wrest control over the movement, 1 /
Also, Communism as such has been looked upon
with deep susplcion and hostility by the Dalit masses
in Msharashtra. One reason for this is because of the
relative lack of Marxist literature in tune with their
level of md&reiéﬂd&ng, and the other 1s bocsuse of the
record of the Communigt movement in Maharashtra vhich
has not bsen very protudsing, FRox thig, the Communist
parties havo only themselvas to blane, for not having
developed a well-integrated theory of the social sltus-
tion, and thereby adopting a correct tactical and
stratigical line, ®@

N

18. Raja Dhale, "Dr, Ambedksgr and Rewslution®, 3
% amphlet, Publigher: J.V. Pawar, Dombay,
ebruaxry 2, 1976,

19. Yashodara Dalmia, "Scheduled Castes: A View From
Below”™ an Article in Ihe Times of lodia,
ﬂaclmbet 15, 1974,

20, Gail Onvedt, W&W
Sciantific Socialist Trust Publications, Pombay,

1976,
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Thus, today the Dalit Panthers movement appears
to bo irrewcably split. The Dhasal group orgenized a
peasant and woxkers' rally in Jonuary 1976, vhere it
pnblficlv announced 1ts support to the Prime Mlnigter's
twanty-point economic programme, and celled upon all
leftist and progressive groups in the country to extend

their support.2l | |

The Dhale group finds itself politically isols-
ted, reduced o holding meetings on occasions like
Budghs Jayanthi etc., where nothing concrete is discussed,
nor any action taken, .Tho Delit Panthers movement
mainly exists by neme today.

The split in tha Dalit Panthers movement
wﬁecked vhatever chances the movement had of developing
on secular and nonw-gectarian lines, The lﬁdorship of
sither faction did not seem at eny stage to be conscious
of the fact that it’wae loading a movement with a future,

21. Ihe Times of India, Jsnuary 6, 1976,



No concrete snalysis was made of the magnitude
of the tasks facing the movement. No effort was made
to strengthen tho organization into an effective wellw
ordered mechanign which could sustain the movenent,

Dhale, by his actiong, hardly seemed interested "
in the organization at all. Through his writings, it
soeng that ho wanted to 9o down in history as one who
ha\d' resurrected Ambedkar.2? ‘

He ongaged in & bitter dofonce of Ambedkar's
position during the Poons Pact. He took pelns to prove
that Anbedkar was not s copitalist in spite of being
the author of the Indisn Constitution, which had incox-
porated the right to property.

He launched an attack agsinst Gandhi and
Nehru for being hypocrites and not having embraced
Buddhigm., Dhale viewed the conversion inte Buddhism as
an intornational process, which would take place all
over the wrld. Hé stressed that true peace snd Justice

g g

- 22, “Or, Ambedkar and Revolution®, Op-dt-; p.55._



would not reign in Indla until all of Indian gociety

Ho sven went to tho extent of defending the
violence of the Dalit Panthers despite his support of
Buddhism, Though Buddhisn lald emphasis on non
violmce, its concept of non.violence, was a workable
~and not en utoplan pipe - drean like the Gm&liu\ NN
vlclsnee.“ what ha meant was that Buddhiam vd.md \/
violence ss necessary ai certain times.,”

‘Dhale was criticised by the Delhi unit of the
Dalit Panthors, for having spent most of his time
writing and not doing anything concrete to build wp
tht organi zation, But, Dhale continued to concentrate
on writing, and the orgenization suffered.

Dhasal hed his own limitations as a leader,
- &n spite of some charisna., He was basically s radical
poaet, but of selfeconfessed *lumpen eriqin’.zs Hs

23, Ibid.
24, Ibid,

25, Sudhir Sonalkar, "Dalit Panthers: The Volce of The
remd _} P an Article in JThe Hindustan Jimas.



acquaintance with ﬁ&rﬂlm was of recent standing mostly
through independent leftist friends.?

| From the beginning, he was Nppottad by s
minority in the movement., His pursonai iife stylo was
~ hardly methndiﬁel. and could not serve as an example
to his supporten. Dhagal's position at the time of
the split was hardly understood by the rank and file, \
with the regult that hu case largely went by doiuultﬁr’ \

Thus, after his expulsion, it was easy for
conservative elaments like Dhale and others to wrest
oomplete control pf the movement. Dhoale carried a
‘perpotual chip on his shoulder’ with regard to caste
diserimination, He wanted to prove that his personal
lifo-style wss equal to that of eny Upper-caste Hindu,
Thus his wedding at Poona was celcbmted with grest
pomp and ostentation the equal of sny high.caste
vug:n:!dﬁmg»a

%. “‘Schggllled Castest A View From Below®, Op.cit.,
P,
27, Insd,

28. Patriat, June 11, 1974,
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1 Xt is clear that because of lack of proper
lesdership, the Dalit Psnthers movement falled to move
in a clear direction., with regerd to concrete situa-
tions, amblvalent and wa_vm'ng positions were adopted
by the movement, 1m. for example, the‘pwhlu'of‘
concessions and reservation of sests, etc. The full
sionificance of the toycott of the Bombay Parliamen.
tary Byo-eloction was not snalysed. / - -

- No alternative strategy of working outside
tho Constitutional and Parlismentary framewrk was
wirked outy Amidet this 'welter of confusion’,
infighting, and the gplit in the Dalit Pather ranks
- put pald to any chaices of the movenent developing
inty a strong, uffcctive ond well-ordered organdzation,



SOME CONCLUSIONS

: The Dslit Panthers movement was born under
certain basic soclal conditions, Among these may be
1listed the rapidly detexiorating living condltiong
of the Dalits, the increasing wave of strocities
comnitted on them, the growth of a literary and
political consciousness snd the sssrch for s new
organi gation, which would sffectively tranglate their
struggle for emancipation 4ntw practice.

Qroanizational Prmblens
In spite of the fact that the Dalit Panthers
declared 1tcelf to bo an all-India body towards the
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aiddle of 1974, snd Dalit Panther offices were opened

in a nunber of States, the oxrganization just falled to
get off the ground, No efforts were initialed towards
coordination, vab that joint progremmes of action could
be launched at a national level,)

This almost gave the impression as if the
problens that the Dalits were confronted with in Mahe-
rashtza were special to the region and bore no resen-
blance to problems faced by Dalits in other parts of
the country,

The Delhi Dalit Panthers President, Bapurso v
Pakhiddey, for example, did make efforts towards
achieving allelndia coordination, He had oven suge
gested the incorporation of some of the Dalits from
other parts of the country into the all-Indias execu.
tive conmittea.t This wes viewed by the Mahar Dalit
leadership in Bombay with slarem, and they saw it as a -
thrgat to thelir own posl'uom

- o

1. The Delhi Dalit Panthers Resolutions, published in
Htﬂﬂi, Delhi, August 1974,
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Within Maharashtra fiself, there has been an
over-contralising tondency in the movement, Most of
the decislons were teken by the leaders in Hombay., On
numerous occasions, Dalits from Osmanabad, Nasik, ete,
were called to Bombay and then told what to do. (Thers
were no offorts inltlated to create leadership from
the rural districts of Meharashtra snd allowdng them
to take decisions on local issues. .

If particular Dalits showed initiative and
entorprise, this was viewed as a potential threat by
the leadexrchip vested in Bombay. Raja Dhale has a0
far been pre~-cminently successful in fsolating and
thwarting all challenges to his leadership,?

The eonﬂint between him and Dhassl was more
ideological, prompted by a complete di fference in
thelr analysis of the Dalit problem, But whon Dhasal
had to leave the movement, a part of the organization
also went with him, But vhen Dhale expelled Hhal

2+ Dhale's ulsion of Dhasal, Mahateksr and
%gars ars testimony to his shrewed leader-
-4 p’

/

y
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Sangare and Avinash Mahstekar, two Dalit leasders from

Bpmbay, they were completely 1solated, and thelr
expul sion z;xadc no vigible impact on the movement,
This was because both Sangare and Mahatekar were only
opposed to Dhale's style of lesdsrchip, which they
terned 'undemoeratic',d

(The Dalit Panthers which had to wage pitched
battles sgainst the Shiv Sona in the styeets of Bombay,
algo borrowed the tactics and organizational features
of the Shiv Sena,) ldke the Shiv Sena wAth its aremwdse
ghakhas, the Penthers orgenized themselves into ares-
whise chaoins. In Bombay, st one tice, there were
hundyed «'and’ sixteen chaolng, each eompriddq of two
hundred workers.*

3. See, Vivek Karekatte, "what's Happened to Dalit
Panthers®, an Article in mﬁma, Fabpuary

'19;

4, Ibid,
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[The Dalit Panthers also suffered from lack of
fundg which 1s necessary to bulld an effective orgenie )
zation.® The conflict betwesn Dhale and Dhasal split
the movemgnt, ahd coherent ideclogy became & casualty.) !

Dhasal 4n the Manifesto had sdequately defined
the term ‘Dalit's He undorstood that the combination
of goclal forces in opposition to the Dalits was formi-
dable and that the Dalits would have to make common
cause with other exploited and appressed sectlons in
the country, in opder to achleve its aims,

But, Dhale wanted to confine the movement to
the lMaghars and that too smong the Neo-Buddhists, Beling

~ a Buddhist, he believed in the Buddhist vielon of

goelety and thought thst he was falthfully following
Anbedkar’s exsmple. This 1mlaﬁonﬁst ond gectarian
attitude, allongted the Dalit Panthers from ofther Dalits
in Msharashira and elsewhers. Those of the Mahars who

5, Y. Dalmla, "Scheduled Castes: A View From Below",
gg?grticu in Ihe Timas af india, December 15,
[ ]
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had not been converted, the Mangs, Chanbhars, Dhors,
Phangle, Vadars, Holars snd Ramoghis, but formed a

ol zeable soction of the Dalit population in rural
Msharashtrs, viewed the Dalit Panthers with deep -
 pusplefon and distrust. |

(The Dalit Panthers had also a mass-bass among
the landless Dslits and Dalit sgricultural letourers
- &n rural Mgharashtra. But, no efforte were mpde by
the Panthers to understand the rural position of the
Dalits especially tho Dalits' relationship to land,) |

Only under Dhasal's leadership, a movement
was launched in the rural areas for abolighing rural
indebtodness, distribution of land to the landless and
forcible cultivation of land expropriated by caste.
Hindus, But, this movenent did not recelve sipport
from other sections of the Ponthers and soon flzzled out.

Dhassl also falled to explain his theoretical
position in conclse and clear terms to his followers
in the movemont, His problem was compounded by the
fact that in Maharashtra, there is a complete inade-



quacy of Marxist litersture for the Dalits to read
ond improve thelr theoretical and objective under-
“tmdiﬂgﬁ '

Congequently, in the context of the limited
understanding of the average Dalit, a lot of importance >
is sttached to 'labels’. Dhale's accusation and
congequent labelling of Dhasal as a Marxist was enough
to arouse suspicion #0d hostility, This ie because
' the Comounist parties &n all thelr years of working in
Mgharashtra have not always played a considerably
progrossive role and the Dalit does not feel that they
have done gnything concrete to improve his living
cund:ltions.s

The revevence and dewp respect that Ambadkar's
nane evokes among the Dalits in Msharashtras is aslso a
factor that has to be takén into account. Fundamentally,
the Dalits consider Ambedkar to have given them » basie
sense of self.respect and dignity, This even Dhasal




reall zed, and ﬁon;equmtlv. was careful t awid any
overt and explicit criticism of Ambedkar. But,
Dhale's charge that Ohaossl was selling ‘Marxism' in
the guise of 'Anbedkarism’, was to the Dalit evidence
cf the deepest treachery. There was no effort made

ta mderstaad the full dg\l ficance of some of the

. '1amr issues mw}.wd. and none to uplaz.n it.

| - Dhale pmved nis honafides bv wri.t;tng oulogiat
o of fobadkar and exho:ung all the Dalits to convert

) ‘thanselvu to Buddhd ! The movement increasingly
| became sngta:ian; conservative and obscuraitist.

| ///Tha fact that no effort was made to understand
or solve the rural problem confined the Dalit Panthers
moveaent to _&mbav. ét became urban-cenired, and the
fact tljiat in Bombay, most of its members belonged to |
the 'lunpen proletsriat’ incressingly allevated it -
~ from its rural base.

( In Msherashtrs, as in most parts of rursal India,
caste is the existentisl reslity, It is caste discrie
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mination that is empirically and immediately discer-
nible. And it is against this discrimination that an
individual is often tempted to react insgtinctively,

But, the Dallt Panthers' was a social move- Y
ment trying to organize a struggle to bring about
situation in which there would be no di scrimination

and no inequality. The task that the Dalit Panthers

set themselves was formidable. Hence the vneed for a
correct theoretical understanding of the nature of

the social situation, a need to which onl‘y perfunctory
attention séems to have been given by_the Dalit Panther
leadership.‘

For such a theoretical understanding, an
understanding of the class situation prevailing in
Maharashtra is necessary. Class is the bagic reality
though its nature is not readily discernible. Caste,
on its own, is certainly worthy of wdal analysis,
but to scientifically understand the phenomenon, it
must be linked to class. If a numbexr of apparently
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casto conflicts are cavefully snalysed, 1t vill be
found that class is the underlying _factor.?

On the other hand, for any ong to think that
the factor of caste is not importsnt, and that 1¢ will
avtomatically dissppear in the context of a class
ﬁimggle. is illogical. And 4t is true that the
Communist parties in Indls have yet to arrive at an
adequate caste-class anglysis of Indien soclal reslity.
~ We are not sujgesting that‘ Scheduled Castes are classes
. by any means, but what we are stressing is that thelr
problems -camut he understood i thout understanding
their basle class dimensions, and they camot Le solved
unless the basic class inejualitios are removed.

\In Mgharashtra, the Dalit Psnthers hed to face
& host of soclal and poldtical forces ranged ogainst it,
amongst whom mention may be nade of the ruling party,

7. See, mandrasekhar. "Caste War has become a Class
War®, an Article in Mothariand, June 23, 1975,
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the reprosentatives of law and oxder and the formi.
dable Jan Ssngh « Shiv Sena allisnce. It alw had to
initially contend with an indifforent Press, sonmetines
bordering on outxight hostility which did not gven
care to establish a distinction between the Shiv Sena
and the Dalit Panthtu.e»

(To a very large extent, the Dalit Pathers'
denigration of the Gods of the Hindu Pantheon, thelr
decisive pronouncesents asgeinst some aspects of
Hindulem, snd thelr public bonfires of what nmy
consgider to be the Hindu scriptures, aliensted them
from 1£bera1 minded upper-caste Hindus who were other-
wige inclined t be sympathetic to thelr cause.

~ (Thelr militant tactics have also come in for
a lot of eriticism, While it ig unfair in this context
to tske an abstract, ethical or generalized view of
violence, the position of the Dalit Panthers would be
better appreciated, 4if the temper and context of the
spocial situation in which they oporated is teken into

g . . o

8. See for instsnce, Ihe Hindustan Times, January
19, 1974,
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account. Surcly, the strocities perpetrated on the
Harijsns in xural Msharashtra snd the tactics of the
shiv Sgna in Eombay, would easxn the label of violence?

Perhaps, the whole approach to the problem
of the Scheduled Castes in India, including the,
understending of the dominent Dalit faction, has been
lopsided and wrong. Concessions and privileges, |
though they matter to some extent, vAll never schieve
true ¢quality, or a synthesis bﬁmm the oppressed
and uppor castes. |

( The concessions have slways remained less
than the demand. The Commissioner for Scheduled
Castes and Tribes presenting the 22nd report to the
Pzesident of India observed that there is a gap between
what we profess and what we practice. Steps already
taken have theii' own limitations. Various agenciss
get up by the government for programne implementation
cuffer from lack of funds. He doubted the sincerity
and commi tment of the lesdership at the lower levels.”

R

9, | rt of the Commissioner for Scheduled Castes and
ribes, Government of India, May 1976, I70 pages.
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* There is much that con be done at an official
level. . Bat, to achieve a truly equal and just soclety,
the class dimem{tona and revolutionary potentlial of
both the Scheduled Castes and other exploited growps
in the country will have to be tapped. |

| (Basically, the conditions that gave rise % |
. the Dalit Panthers still remain, and the means and
4%&&:3 of struggle for a Just ubdnty are dictated
essentially by the nature of struggle one is engaged
in, The Dalit Panthers live in a violent sclety;
day in and day out, they have been the victimg of
violence. They sre basically committed to organize
and prepare for s situation in which violence will no
longer be the rule. Thig is a stupendous task, end
the megnd tude of thia ¢an only be fully realized by
those engaged in the taak./
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