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G E N E R A L E D I T O R ' S P R E F A C E

The New Cambridge History of India covers the period from the
beginning of the sixteenth century. In some respects it marks a radical
change in the style of Cambridge Histories, but in others the editors
feel that they are working ®rmly within an established academic
tradition.

During the summer of 1896, F. W. Maitland and Lord Acton
between them evolved the idea for a comprehensive modern history.
By the end of the year the Syndics of the University Press had
committed themselves to the Cambridge Modern History, and Lord
Acton had been put in charge of it. It was hoped that publication
would begin in 1899 and be completed by 1904, but the ®rst volume
in fact came out in 1902 and the last in 1910, with additional volumes
of tables and maps in 1911 and 1912.

The History was a great success, and it was followed by a whole
series of distinctive Cambridge Histories covering English Literature,
the Ancient World, India, British Foreign Policy, Economic
History, Medieval History, the British Empire, Africa, China and
Latin America; and even now other new series are being prepared.
Indeed, the various Histories have given the Press notable strength
in the publication of general reference books in the arts and social
sciences.

What has made the Cambridge Histories so distinctive is that they
have never been simply dictionaries or encyclopaedias. The Histories
have, in H. A. L. Fisher's words, always been `written by an army of
specialists concentrating the latest results of special study'. Yet as
Acton agreed with the Syndics in 1896, they have not been mere
compilations of existing material but original works. Undoubtedly
many of the Histories are uneven in quality, some have become out of
date very rapidly, but their virtue has been that they have consistently
done more than simply record an existing state of knowledge: they
have tended to focus interest on research and they have provided a
massive stimulus to further work. This has made their publication
doubly worthwhile and has distinguished them intellectually from
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other sorts of reference book. The editors of The New Cambridge
History of India have acknowledged this in their work.

The original Cambridge History of India was published between
1922 and 1937. It was planned in six volumes, but of these, volume 2
dealing with the period between the ®rst century ad and the Muslim
invasion of India never appeared. Some of the material is still of value,
but in many respects it is now out of date. The past ®fty years have
seen a great deal of new research on India, and a striking feature of
recent work has been to cast doubt on the validity of the quite
arbitrary chronological and categorical way in which Indian history
has been conventionally divided.

The editors decided that it would not be academically desirable to
prepare a new History of India using the traditional format. The
selective nature of research on Indian history over the past half-
century would doom such a project from the start and the whole of
Indian history could not be covered in an even or comprehensive
manner. They concluded that the best scheme would be to have a
History divided into four overlapping chronological volumes, each
containing short books on individual themes or subjects. Although in
extent the work will therefore be equivalent to a dozen massive tomes
of the traditional sort, in form The New Cambridge History of India
will appear as a shelf full of separate but complementary parts.
Accordingly, the main divisions are between i. The Mughals and their
Contemporaries, ii. Indian States and the Transition to Colonialism,
iii. The Indian Empire and the Beginnings of Modern Society, and iv.
The Evolution of Contemporary South Asia.

Just as the books within these volumes are complementary so too
do they intersect with each other, both thematically and chronologi-
cally. As the books appear they are intended to give a view of the
subject as it now stands and to act as a stimulus to further research.
We do not expect the New Cambridge History of India to be the last
word on the subject but an essential voice in the continuing discussion
about it.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

themes and approaches

This book is an attempt to account for and interpret the phenomenon
of caste in the Indian subcontinent. It deals primarily with the period
from the mid-eighteenth century to the present day, though the ®rst
two chapters explore the spread of castelike norms and values in the
age of the great sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Indian dynasts.

Of all the topics that have fascinated and divided scholars of south
Asia, caste is probably the most contentious. De®ned by many
specialists as a system of elaborately strati®ed social hierarchy that
distinguishes India from all other societies, caste has achieved much
the same signi®cance in social, political and academic debate as race in
the United States, class in Britain and faction in Italy. It has thus been
widely thought of as the paramount fact of life in the subcontinent,
and for some, as the very core or essence of south Asian civilisation.

There is of course an enormous body of academic writing on caste.
Studies by anthropologists and other social scientists provide a wealth
of closely observed ethnographic detail; many propose sophisticated
theoretical interpretations. So, given the notorious sensitivity of this
terrain, what is the case for an attempt to explore it from an historical
perspective?

In recent years historians have broken much new ground in the
study of political and economic change in the subcontinent, both
before and during the colonial period. But caste, which is best seen as
a meeting ground between everyday Indian life and thought and the
strategies of rulers and other arbiters of moral and social order, tends
to provoke more heated debate than almost anything else in the
specialist literature.

It has been common since the days of British rule for both
historians and anthropologists to refer to India as a `caste society', and
to treat the values of so-called caste Hindus as an all-pervading
presence in Indian life. Since the 1970s, however, there have been
commentators, both within India and abroad, who have accused these

1
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earlier specialists of massively overstating the importance of caste.
Some have gone so far as to question the very existence of an ancient
pan-Indian caste system, dismissing the idea of caste society as a
fabrication of colonial data-collectors and their of®ce-holding Indian
informants. This often perplexes newcomers to the ®eld when they
read about the many important Indians, including Mahatma Gandhi
and other past and present politicians and social reformers, for whom
caste was and is a real force in Indian life, and certainly much more
than an orientalist's `imaginings'.1

The subject of caste throws up other dif®culties as well. Those
unfamiliar with the ®eld often complain that even the best modern
historical studies make little effort to explain what they mean by caste,
despite the fact that these works so often refer in passing to such
mysterious phenomena as jati and varna, Backward and Forward
Castes, Brahmanism and non-Brahmanism, purity and pollution,
untouchability and outcasting, caste movements, casteism, `caste wars',
and much more.

Furthermore, in dealing with such major historical events as the
1857 Mutiny-Rebellion and the anti-colonial `freedom struggle', the
literature often identi®es groups of Indians by speci®c regional caste
titles, often without making clear whether this kind of group af®nity
truly overrides individual decision-making in times of crisis. Not
surprisingly, many readers wish to understand more fully what is
meant when they read that, in 1857, there were areas where `the Jats'
remained loyal, while `the Rajputs' and `the Gujars' rebelled; or that in
the 1920s, `the Patidars' of the Gujarat region joined Gandhi in acts of
resistance to British rule. They read too of how Gandhi and his
powerful opponent B. R. Ambedkar clashed in the 1930s over the
issue of how best to `uplift' India's millions of so-called untouchables.

Those to whom these terms and concepts are unfamiliar will rightly
want to know what an endowment of Jat, Patidar, Brahman or
`untouchable' caste identity actually entailed at these times. Further-

1 See Inden 1990. Such works as Dirks 1992a, 1992b, Cohn's `The census, and objecti®ca-
tion' in Cohn 1987, Appadurai 1992 and Breckenridge and van der Veer 1993 improve
greatly on studies which treat Western orientalist ideas in isolation, especially in suggesting
that colonial rule had the effect of turning such `constructions' into lived reality. (See also
Washbrook 1975.) The present volume shares these historical perspectives but argues that
while colonialism deserves much emphasis, so too do the many changes which were
underway well before the British conquest. Furthermore, much weight will also be given to
factors promoting the assertion of caste values in the years since Indian Independence in
1947.

caste, society and politics in india
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more, did such af®nities change, or did they remain constant and
immutable when so much else was changing in India's culture and
material environment? Readers of both historical and anthropological
works have good reason to ask whether caste is to be seen in any sense
as an ancient or primordial essence of Indian life. Should such be the
case, how is this to be reconciled with what many historians now say
about the ¯uidity and dynamism of the pre-colonial state systems and
economies?

By the same token, non-specialists sometimes ®nd even the most
stimulating anthropological discussions of caste hard to reconcile with
accounts of nineteenth- and twentieth-century nationalist politics.
Those reading these historical treatments of the early nationalist era
®nd once again an emphasis on subtly overlapping af®liations of
religious community, class and regional or linguistic af®nity. They are
therefore taken aback when they then turn to works by those
anthropological theorists for whom Indian life and thought are
represented in an apparently very different way, featuring ®xed and
arbitrary schemes or structures of caste identity.

issues and premises

This study will argue that caste has been for many centuries a real and
active part of Indian life, and not just a self-serving orientalist ®ction.
Yet it will also seek to show that until well into the colonial period,
much of the subcontinent was still populated by people for whom the
formal distinctions of caste were of only limited importance as a
source of corporate and individual lifestyles. This would include much
of Bengal, the Punjab and southern India, as well as the far northwest
and the central Deccan plain.

Of course long before the age of European expansion, these and
other regional societies knew norms and conventions which named,
grouped and sometimes ranked people by order and function. There is
much debate about the nature of these social forms as they emerged in
India's medieval kingdoms, and this study will not attempt a detailed
reconstruction of these usages in the distant past.2 It is clear though
that some at least of these diverse and ¯uid ideas and practices

2 For one such reconstruction see Inden 1990: 213±62 on castes as political assemblages
or `subject-citisenries' within medieval Indian kingdoms.

introduction
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pre®gured what we now know as caste; indeed the names of many
individual castes as well as other elements of the terminology used in
contemporary caste life derive from these earlier regional schemes and
groupings. But this certainly does not mean that a single static system
of caste has dominated Indian life since ancient times, despite the fact
that a reverence for certain generalised caste ideals is extolled in
important scriptural writings. Nor did the emergence of the varying
castelike observances of the medieval realms translate directly into the
very different forms of so-called caste society which anthropologists
observe today.

These current manifestations of caste are now far more generalised
across the subcontinent than was the case in former times. The book's
aim is therefore to show that caste as we now recognise it has been
engendered, shaped and perpetuated by comparatively recent political
and social developments. The initial premise is that even in parts of the
so-called Hindu heartland of Gangetic upper India, the institutions
and beliefs which are now often described as the elements of
`traditional' caste were only just taking shape as recently as the early
eighteenth century ± that is, the period of rapid regional state-building
which accompanied the collapse of Mughal rule and the expansion of
Western power in the subcontinent.

Furthermore, from the early nineteenth century onwards, British
rule signi®cantly expanded and sharpened these norms and conven-
tions, building many manifestations of caste language and ideology
into its structures of authoritative government. It was Indians as much
as Britons who took the initiative in this process, even though the
impact of these moves was all the more compelling because it was
supported by the apparatus of an increasingly powerful colonial state,
and also by the effects of India's involvement in a Western-dominated
global market economy.

Ironically, the practices of representative government, which
became more deeply rooted in British-ruled India than in any other
part of the non-white colonial world, served further to enhance the
importance of caste af®nities in the political arena. Both for early
participants in electoral politics and to a signi®cant extent in the
period since Independence, caste has been an effective tool and
resource for the creation of common interests across the boundaries of
region, language, faith and economic status.

The argument here is not that Indians have somehow lacked the

caste, society and politics in india
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capacity to develop `modern' political allegiances. On the contrary, it
has often been avowedly `modern' men and women who have taken
the lead here, discovering that by embracing caste principles, or by
imposing them on others, one may gain an extraordinarily ¯exible
resource in uncertain times. On the one hand, the assertions of caste
have made it possible to build broad allegiances which breach India's
many boundaries of region, faith, language and economic status. Yet,
at the same time, caste principles have often provided the means of
excluding, disempowering or subjugating others. This has proven to
be of great advantage in situations where other differentiations ± those
of class, for example ± may be far less effective than an assertion that a
group or individual is of alien or inferior caste. This may go far to
explain why consciousness of caste differentials has not altogether
given way in contemporary India to other markers of social difference
± for example, those of class, colour, language or occupation ± even
though in many situations considerations of caste may overlap or be
partially supplanted by any or all of these.

These manifestations of a more consciously castelike social order
became increasingly apparent in the turbulent environments of the
later Mughal realm, as well as those of the eighteenth-century post-
Mughal kingdoms. This explains the book's somewhat arbitrary
starting point of 1700. Of course the making or remaking of caste in
the forms that we see both in the colonial period and today was a
long-term process which cannot be pinned down to speci®c dates.
Even so, the book will attempt to show that the later eighteenth
century in particular was a period when India's regional societies
underwent profound and complex changes which tended to give more
Indians than hitherto a stake in this `traditional' caste order.

The reasons for this are extremely diverse, and no single book can
encompass all the ways in which caste and castelike identities were
shaped, debated, attacked and contested even in the relatively recent
past. There will, however, be an attempt to identify the most decisive
of these changes, and to write about them comprehensibly, avoiding
the use of abstruse technical jargon wherever possible. At the same
time, the book will seek to build on the best of the existing empirical
and theoretical literature. But, like the other New Cambridge His-
tories, this volume was commissioned as an interpretive synthesis
rather than a survey. So what can it achieve that has not already been
done by other specialists?
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First, it will seek to draw on interdisciplinary perspectives in an
attempt to bridge the gaps that often divide historians from social
scientists in the treatment of caste. Particular emphasis will be given to
the work of anthropologists: this discipline's special skills, and its
insights into the values of the small-scale community, can and should
be drawn on in the attempt to explore both changes and continuities in
the experience of caste. Secondly, the book will attempt to frame its
questions along rather different lines from those pursued in other
studies. In particular, using both historical and anthropological per-
spectives, it will ask why caste has so evidently mattered to so many
Indians, why it has aroused so much debate both within and outside
the subcontinent, and why its norms have been so widely acted on in
so many areas of economic, political and religious life, both in recent
times and in the more distant past.

The aim here is certainly not to defend caste. Nor is it the intention
to offer an all-embracing theory of caste, or at least not the kind of
theory proposed by those social scientists whose goal is to identify a
single principle such as purity, power or orientalism with which to
explain caste experience, regardless of regional or historical context.

This does not mean that the book will disregard the rich but
confusingly diverse theoretical literature, though it will give priority
to those approaches which treat caste as a dynamic and multidimen-
sional reality of Indian life, rather than an orientalist ®ction or
monolithic cultural code. The underlying premise then is that caste is a
topic that can and should be explored by those seeking to grasp the
complexities of both past and present life in the subcontinent. Indeed,
given the vast array of empirical and theoretical studies that have
contributed so much in recent years to the disciplines of Indian
anthropology, sociology and history, the time is certainly ripe for an
attempt at synthesis and interpretation.

What then of value judgements? Generations of well-meaning
observers have denounced caste as a source of dehumanising inequal-
ities and enfeebling social divisions. And it is true that in recent times
especially, caste has been for many Indians a system of oppression
comparable with the racist doctrines of apartheid, or the worst abuses
of European serfdom. But it is impossible to understand its full effect
on Indian life if we see caste only as a scheme of social and material
`disabilities'. On the other hand, nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century critiques of caste did have a powerful impact on colonial
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policy, and on the ways in which Indians themselves have come both
to understand and to experience the phenomenon. Many modern
south Asians are ®ercely disparaging about caste, dismissing it as a
legacy of a backward and inegalitarian past. Yet this kind of internal
scrutiny was itself a major factor in the shaping of present-day caste
society. Its effects are most visible today in a number of far-reaching
provisions of India's post-Independence Constitution. Though now
widely contested, these empower the state to advance or `uplift' those
of its citizens who are de®ned as `backward' or collectively deprived
on the grounds of low-caste birth. Ironically, as will be seen in the
book's ®nal chapters, the implementation of these provisions has
played an important role in perpetuating rather than eliminating the
claims of caste for many Indians.

More broadly, this study seeks to show that both before and after
the end of British colonial rule, the perceptions and writings of both
Indian and foreign observers contributed directly to the shaping of
caste as a `system', both in the distant past and in more recent times. In
other words, caste was and is, to a very considerable extent, what
people think of it, and how they act on these perceptions. Far from
being a static re¯ection of received codes and values, caste has been a
dynamic force in Indian life and thought: it has been embodied in
what people do and say at any given moment about the conventions
and values which they de®ne as those of `caste society'.

This does not mean that the book will seek to reduce caste to the
realm of imagination or `discourse'.3 For centuries, south Asians have
found ways to make caste or castelike identities serve them in changing
and often threatening circumstances. As a means of coping with a
diverse and unpredictable social and physical environment, the titles,
symbols and lifestyles of caste have proved to be remarkably durable
and adaptable. So if caste is neither an orientalist ®ction nor a shameful
crime to be disguised or ignored in discussing India's history, it must
be a ®t subject for historical exploration. It is this which the volume
will attempt to provide.

3 The term `discourse' is being employed here in the crude though widely used sense of
purely cognitive or unconscious operations without connections to an active social or
political domain.
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de®nitions and principles

The English word caste has come to be widely used in south Asia,
even by speakers of vernacular languages, though many equivalent
terms for human orders or `communities' exist in the subcontinent's
regional languages. (On the origins of the term in English usage, see
Chapter 3.) Today, as in past centuries, most Indians who would
classify themselves as Hindus (and also many non-Hindus) are likely
to be at least broadly familiar with two distinct concepts of corporate
af®liation: the jati (birth group) and the varna (order, class or kind).4

The term caste is commonly used to refer to both of these. Both
may be used of non-Hindus; they sometimes designate distinctions of
species or kind amongst gods, animals and even inanimate objects and
substances.5 Nevertheless, both now and in past centuries, the term
jati has most often been used for the units of thousands or sometimes
millions of people with whom one may identify for such purposes as
marriage. There are thousands of titles associated with speci®c jatis in
different parts of the country. A few such titles ± most notably Rajput,
Chamar and Jat ± have come to be quite widely recognised; most will
be unfamiliar to people outside a limited geographical area.

In contrast to this profusion of jatis or birth groups, the concept of
varna involves a scheme with only four divisions. Thus what would
now be called Hindu society is conceived of as being divisible into
four very large units which transcend speci®c regional associations.
This scheme is propounded in a variety of widely revered Hindu
sacred scriptures (see below, pp. 13±14). It has been most commonly
understood as a ranked order of precedence, with the four varnas or
idealised human callings appearing in the following order:

. the varna of Brahmans, commonly identi®ed with those ful®lling the callings
of priests and spiritual preceptors;

. the varna of Kshatriyas, usually associated with rulers and warriors, but also
including seigneurial landed groups;

4 These usages include such regional vernacular terms as qaum, sampraday, samudi and
jati. Like other English terms made familiar through colonial administrative practice,
`community' is still widely employed in both English and the vernaculars. It is often a
reference to ethno-religious origin, as when newspapers refer euphemistically to Hindu±
Muslim riots as `clashes of two particular communities'. It is also a term for caste origin,
often with an implication that such a `community' shares an inherited moral mandate to
promote common interests by coercive means. (See Chapters 8 and 9 below.)

5 Sharma 1975; Marriott and Inden 1977.
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. the varna of Vaishyas, often identi®ed with commercial livelihoods, though
associated with other producers and wealth-creators as well;

. the varna of Shudras or servile toilers.

So-called untouchables (and also the hill and forest populations who
are now commonly called `tribals') occupy an ambivalent place below,
outside or parallel to this varna scheme. The titles of these four
archetypes or orders, and the hierarchy of ranked callings and moral
endowments which characterise them, are de®ned in ancient religious
scriptures which became increasingly well known both before and
after the British conquest. It is important to note too, however, that
there are many widely revered sacred texts and doctrines which
devalue or condemn caste principles. (See Chapter 1, below.)

In the words of the anthropologist R. S. Khare, the concept of jati
refers to the experience of caste in the `concrete and factual' domain of
everyday social life, as opposed to the `ideal and symbolic . . .
archetypes' which are embodied in the concept of varna.6 Once caste
or castelike norms have come to be widely shared in a given region, a
reference to jati can therefore identify people in a very minute and
precise way; the designations of varna evoke vast and sweeping
generalities. While one would expect to ®nd at least a rough match
between the two, there has often been much dispute about the precise
order of merit among the various jati populations of a given region.
Furthermore, people of different doctrinal traditions and social cir-
cumstances have attached differing degrees of importance to these
schemes of caste. Indeed all these conceptual principles, and the ways
in which people have acted on them, have been far more diverse and
¯exible than has often been thought, both by academics and by
would-be reformers of caste.

For all this ¯uidity, it is still the case that certain basic ideas
subsuming both jati and varna were shared by at least some people in
the subcontinent well before the colonial period. The underlying
premise here, which is still widely known today, is that those who
would nowadays call themselves Hindus are born into ®xed social
units with speci®c names or titles. Such a unit is one's caste or
`community'.7 And, insofar as individuals and kin groups recognise
the claims of caste, these embody something broader than the notion

6 Khare 1983: 85.
7 This is the sense in which the term jati is generally used, though without necessarily

overriding its meaning as a reference to broader species-like groupings. (See note 4 above.)

introduction

9

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



of a common kin or blood tie. Indeed caste is widely described by
anthropologists as a notion of attachment which bundles together a
given set of kin groups or descent units. Both in the past and for
many though not all Indians in more modern times, those born into a
given caste would normally expect to ®nd marriage partners within
these limits, and to regard those outside as of unlike kind, rank or
substance.

Furthermore, both in the past and today, those sharing a common
caste identity may subscribe to at least a notional tradition of common
descent, as well as a claim of common geographical origin, and a
particular occupational ideal. Neither now nor in past centuries would
an individual claiming Brahman parentage have been obliged to follow
a priestly or preceptoral livelihood. Nor would a man professing
princely Rajput descent automatically expect to wield a sword. Yet
such claims have often conveyed recognisable messages to other
Indians. In particular, those claiming Brahman or Rajput descent
would de®nitely not expect it to be thought that their ancestors were
humble labourers or providers of menial service, as would be the case
for an individual identi®ed by a low-caste jati designation such as
Paraiyan or Chamar. (On the important topic of women's caste status,
see below, especially Chapters 1 and 3.) Above all, the concept of caste
has come to imply both boundaries and collective or corporate rank.
In theory at least, civilised `caste Hindus' should regard it as wrong
and unnatural to share food or other intimate social contacts with
those who are radically unlike them in caste terms. In theory too, the
central characteristic of `caste society' has been for many centuries the
hierarchical ranking of castes or birth groups. The implication here is
that to be of high or low caste is a matter of innate quality or essence.
This is what is said in many scriptural codi®cations of caste ideals; in
real life, these principles have often been widely contested and
modi®ed. Nevertheless, even people who came to reject caste princi-
ples either recently or in the more distant past are at least likely to
have been familiar with these notions of corporate moral essences or
qualities, meaning that in `caste society', gradations of rank and
precedence are innate, universal and collective. The implication of this
would be that all who are born into so-called clean castes will rank as
high, pure or auspicious in relation to those of unclean or `untouch-
able' birth, regardless of wealth, achievement or other individual
circumstances.
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theories and debates

The key problem for Indian social science has been to decide whether
caste should actually be seen in these terms, that is, as a coherent
system of thought and practice rather than an orientalist ®ction or a
miscellany of essentialising `discourses'.8 This in turn leads to the
question of what exactly comes into people's minds when they
differentiate between one another in caste terms. How distinctive are
these markers of difference? Are they truly unlike those of other
strati®ed social systems, where differences of status would seem to be
so much more readily reducible to straightforward material matters,
that is, to differentials of economic class, colour, education or religious
af®nity?

One might not think that caste differentials are so very distinctive,
requiring special explanations which treat the difference between high
and low castes as being fundamentally unlike the forms of strati®ca-
tion that distinguish the rich from the poor, or the dominant from the
weak and subordinated `subaltern'. After all, people of low-caste
origin are often signi®cantly poorer, less well educated, more inclined
towards unprestigious forms of `folk' religion, and even physically
darker-skinned than those claiming superior caste rank. None of
these, however, is invariably a feature of caste difference. Some other
basis of differentiation does seem to come into play, above all in cases
where there would appear to be no evident material basis for a claim of
caste superiority.

Both in the past and to a signi®cant extent today, the deprived
`untouchable' and the very poor individual of `clean' caste may appear
to be indistinguishable in economic and other material terms. Yet
there is still something real and important that divides them, not just
in the abstract, but in the bitter realities of everyday experience.
Similarly, Brahmans and other `clean' or high-caste groups and
individuals may often be found in deprived material circumstances.
Yet such people will not lose the intangible but widely recognised
quality that de®nes them as higher in caste terms than those who may
be richer, better educated and even more politically in¯uential than
they are, but who will still be seen as their inferiors by the standards of
`traditional' caste ideology. This, however, raises the question of

8 For an in¯uential treatment of this issue see Inden 1990.
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whether such perceptions have differed at the top and bottom of the
scale, either in the distant past or in more recent times. There is much
debate on these two related issues, that is, whether `modernity' has
modi®ed or undermined caste values, and whether those deemed to be
low-born in caste terms have accepted or contested the jati and varna
principles which de®ne them as unclean or otherwise inferior.9

Among social scientists, the most compelling modern interpreta-
tions of caste are those which have sought to resolve these problems
by combining ethnographic ®eldwork observations with an analysis of
sacred scriptures and other normative texts. The anthropologist Veena
Das has been a particularly eloquent and innovative champion of this
technique. She has thus rejected the approach of the empirical anthro-
pologists who studied caste in the 1950s and 1960s, notably F. G.
Bailey, for whom the learned abstractions of Hindu scripture were an
irrelevance to the life and thought of the ordinary `caste Hindu'.10

For Bailey and many of his contemporaries, `traditional' caste was
to be found in India's villages, and the villager's mental universe was
one of practical material realities. `Caste Hindus' worshipped Hindu
gods, but the logic of their social relations did not stem from the
values of those codes and scriptures which proclaimed the superiority
of `pure' Brahmans over worldly men of wealth and power. These
were merely a disguise or ex post facto rationalisation for the realities
of material advantage and disadvantage. Caste in Bailey's view was
therefore not a unique moral or religious system. It was merely a more
elaborate form of the social strati®cations to be found in many other
societies: the true basis of the distinction between those of low and
high caste was differential access to political and economic resources.

For Veena Das, as for other important commentators of the past
twenty years, texts do connect with this wider world of everyday
town and village life, and have done so for many centuries. It is
notable too that anthropologists who study `caste' norms no longer
con®ne themselves to non-literate village environments. T. N. Madan,

9 Moffatt 1979 argues for `cultural consensus' between those of low and high caste; see
Weber 1958. For opposing views, see Berreman 1967, 1971; Gough 1973; Mencher 1974;
Omvedt 1980; Juergensmeyer 1982; and works by historians of the Subaltern Studies school,
e.g. Chatterjee 1989. Other important contributions include Freeman 1986; Lorenzen 1987;
Randeria 1989; and DelieÁge 1988, 1989, 1992. And see O'Hanlon 1985. (The distinction
between those of low and high caste is now widely seen as being conceived in terms other
than or in addition to those of ritual purity and impurity: see note 18 below.)

10 See Das 1982, also Tambiah 1985; compare Bailey 1957, 1960.
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R. S. Khare, AndreÂ BeÂteille and Jonathan Parry are among the most
highly regarded of those who have taken the study of both `caste
Hindu' and apparently caste-free life and thought to environments of
complex urban modernity. This blend of textual and ethnographic
approaches has thus opened up a domain of norms and values which
would otherwise have remained hidden from view, but which are now
widely seen in anthropology as determinants of thought and action
both within and beyond the world of caste relations.11

India's earliest expressions of caste ideals can be found in the vast
body of sacred writings known as the Vedas. These texts are thought
to have been compiled between 1500 and 1000 BC, though it was in
relatively modern times that the Vedas, especially the great invocatory
sequence known as the Rg Veda, were extolled by in¯uential sage-
reformers as the de®ning core of Hindu faith and worship. One of the
most famous sections of the Rg Veda describes the primordial act of
blood sacri®ce from which the gods created the four human varnas.
The victim in this cosmic creation story is the thousand-eyed Purusa,
the ®rst created man. From the dismembered fragments of the
sacri®ced Purusa came each of the four varnas:

When they divided the Purusa, into how many parts did they arrange him? What
was his mouth? What his two arms? What are his thighs [loins] and feet called?
The brahmin was his mouth, his two arms were made the rajanya [kshatriya, king
and warrior], his two thighs [loins] the vaisya, from his feet the sudra [servile
class] was born.12

The sanctity of caste is extolled too in the Bhagavad Gita, the great
exposition of spiritual teaching which is contained within the ancient
Mahabharata epic. Without caste, says the Gita, there would be
corruption of humanity's most precious standards of domestic honour
and sexual propriety:

. . . when lawlessness prevails, . . . the women of the family become corrupted, and
when women are corrupted confusion of castes arises. And to hell does this

11 See e.g. Madan 1991, 1992, 1993; Khare 1984; BeÂteille 1991a, 1991b, 1996; Parry 1980,
1981, 1985, 1994. These are certainly not simplistic portrayals of caste as an all-pervading
essence of Indian culture; see also Kolenda 1983, 1986; Fuller 1992. M. N. Srinivas (1965,
1969, 1989) gave the ®eld the important though now much modi®ed concept of Sanskritisa-
tion, an historical process of upward group social mobility through the embrace of high or
`Sanskritic' (as opposed to local or popular) forms of Hindu social and religious practice,
thus allowing caste society to be seen as mobile and ¯uid rather than static and in¯exible.

12 Rg Veda 2.2.1.1, quoted in Radhakrishnan and Moore 1957: 19; see O'Flaherty 1988:
27±8.
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confusion bring the family itself as well as those who have destroyed it . . . By the
misdeeds of those who destroy a family and create confusion of varnas [castes],
the immemorial laws of the race and the family are destroyed.13

The principles of caste as a universal law of life are further elaborated
in the Manavadharmasastra or Manusmrti, an encyclopaedic treatise
in verse on human conduct, morality and sacred obligations. This
work is most commonly known as the Laws or Institutes of the
mythical sage or lawgiver Manu; it was probably composed in about
the ®rst century AD. Here, as in the Bhagavad Gita, the focus is on
the concept of dharma. This key principle of `caste Hindu' thought is
usually understood as the code of duty, religious law and right human
conduct which de®nes the path to virtue and spiritual ful®lment for all
humankind. In the Institutes of Manu, the source of this dharma is the
will of the divine creator who gave each of the four human archetypes
or varnas a distinct moral quality, and a calling to follow. God, `the
lustrous one', `made separate innate activities' for the different orders
of humanity.14 All wellbeing and merit, indeed the preservation of the
entire created universe, depend upon this strati®ed ordering of castes.
The term `dharmic' is often applied to those ways of life which
conform to these principles of varna.

How then have modern social scientists sought to relate these
ancient scriptural ideals to the everyday life of the `caste Hindu'? The
best-known though most hotly contested attempt to construct a
textually informed interpretation of caste has been that of the French
sociologist Louis Dumont. Dumont proposed his formulation as
nothing less than a synopsis of Hindu civilisation itself, which he saw
as being animated by a unique and coherent structure of `core values'.
These he saw as conforming to the structuralist cognitive principles
elaborated most in¯uentially in the work of Claude LeÂvi-Strauss. The
view here is that social systems are underpinned by identi®able
systems of values and concepts, and that these in turn are organised
around universal cognitive and symbolic processes. In both LeÂvi-
Strauss's and Dumont's versions of structuralist analysis, these regu-

13 `The distress of Arjuna', Mahabharata 40±3, quoted in Radhakrishnan and Moore
1957: 105.

14 O'Flaherty 1991: 12. On the growth of social complexity in ancient India, which is
thought to have provided the context for this text's differentiation of ranked human classes,
see Thapar 1984 and 1992. On the idea of dharma as universalising `laws of life', see
O'Flaherty 1991: lxxvi±lxxvii, also pp. xxxv±xxxvi on dharma in the cultural synthesis
embodied in the Hindu epics (the Ramayana and Mahabharata) and the Laws of Manu.

caste, society and politics in india

14

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



larly recurring core patterns or operations of thought take the form of
paired binary oppositions.

Famously ± and controversially ± Dumont speci®ed the opposing
conceptual categories of purity and pollution as the ®rst in the
sequence of all-important complementary principles which, in his
theory, pervade the conscious or unconscious thought processes of all
Hindus. These are the archetypal or core principles which Dumont
held to be unique to caste, and which he claimed to have observed
both in scriptural formulations and in everday life and worship.15

Thus for Dumont, the facts of life for the Hindu villager are not the
straightforward matter of material differences on which Bailey in-
sisted. The difference between those of high and low caste is far from
being a disguised re¯ection of the ability to command material
resources. It is instead, says Dumont, the reference points of purity
and pollution which provide the important measurements of rank and
status for the `caste Hindu'. `Preoccupation with the pure and the
impure is constant in Hindu life', Dumont declares.16

Many anthropologists have found corroborating ethnographic evi-
dence for this. Referring to the Pandit Brahmans whom he studied in
their home region of Kashmir, T. N. Madan declares, `[Their] whole
way of life is pervaded by a sense of the pure, and consequently, by
the fear of impurity.'17 Other ethnographers too stress the importance
attached in everyday speech and action to these complementary
concepts of purity and de®lement, though many specialists would
now insist that the picture is misleadingly simplistic without the
addition of further conceptual polarities, most notably those of
auspiciousness and inauspiciousness.18

15 Both Dumont and his critics draw on such earlier theorists as Emile Senart (1894),
CeÂlestin BougleÂ (1927), Georges DumeÂzil (1957) and especially A. M. Hocart (1938) who
emphasised the ritualised or sacri®cial dimension of the caste system's occupational
specialisations. For interpretive overviews, see DelieÁge 1993 and Kolenda 1983; on Dumont's
intellectual pedigree, see Galey 1981 and Appadurai 1992; on Hocart's view of caste as a
ritualised redistribution system with principles comparable to that of the royal kingdom, see
Dirks 1987.

16 Dumont 1970: 44. For debate on Dumont's view of caste as a unique feature of
Hinduism which has nevertheless in¯uenced or `contaminated' many non-Hindus (1970:
202±12), see Ahmad 1973; Fuller 1975 and 1996.

17 Madan 1992: 109.
18 Such terms as the Hindi shuddha/ashuddha for purity/impurity, sutak for ritual

pollution caused by birth and death, and shubh/ashubh for auspiciousness/inauspiciousness
are widely used. On the debate about whether `caste society' embodies power-centred
relations of auspiciousness/inauspiciousness which exist independently of those of hierarchy
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Thus, many commentators, particularly Veena Das, Richard
Burghart and the `ethnosociologists' inspired by McKim Marriott,
have discerned a much wider array of cultural coordinates in `Hindu
thought' than those emphasised by Dumont.19 Indeed, even Dumont
contrasts the Hindu social being, that is, the purity-loving dharmic
`caste Hindu', with another ideal type whom he sees as a second
crucial pillar of the Hindu moral order. This is the ascetic renouncer ±
the so-called holy man or god-person ± who for Dumont provides a
complementary counterpart to the values of caste society. The ascetic
steps outside social norms to follow a path of transcendant spirituality;
this may lead to the achievement of ultimate release (moksha, libera-
tion) from the bonds of material existence.20

Other theorists, most notably J. C. Heesterman, also make much of
this seeming tension between the two domains of caste life and other-
worldly asceticism. As will be seen in Chapter 4, this is an important
consideration for both historians and anthropologists, because both in
the past and in more recent times, in¯uential doctrines of anti-
Brahmanical and even anti-caste `uplift' and `reform' have been
constructed around claims that Hinduism's highest spiritual principles
exalt `casteless' renunciation over and above the values of caste.21

Furthermore, much like Heesterman, both Veena Das and Burghart
are dissatis®ed with Dumont's simple binary oppositions, and insist
instead on the importance of additional patterns and conceptual
categories as reference points, both in scripture and in everyday
ethnographic reality. In particular, all three depart from Dumont in
emphasising the ideal of kingship and power as an independent variable
in Hindu life and thought. Burghart ®nds three rather than two spiritual

or ritual purity/pollution in Dumont's sense, see Carman and Marglin 1985; Raheja 1989;
Madan 1991; Parry 1991 and 1994: 135±8.

19 See Das 1982; Burghart 1978b, 1983a, 1983b. Ethnosociologists, whose techniques
derive from American cognitive anthropology, seek to interpret non-Western cultures using
indigenous sociological concepts, rather than those of Western social theorists. See Marriott
1968, 1989; Marriott and Inden 1977; CIS Special Issue 23, 1: 1989; Moffatt 1990; Khare
1990; compare Madan 1982.

20 On the associated doctrine of karma, the effects of past actions determining a being's
successive rebirths, with moksha as the goal of ultimate liberation from incarnate existence,
see Keyes and Daniel 1983; Fuller 1992: 245±52. On ascetic renunciation: Weber 1958; van
der Veer 1987; Burghart 1983a; Babb 1987.

21 Heesterman sees no true opposition between the Brahman-centred values of caste
society and those of the ascetic who seems to reject the norms of caste life. In classical Hindu
scripture Heesterman sees a basis for reconciliation of this `inner con¯ict': the Brahman
absorbs the ascetic's renunciatory principle and is therefore able to claim to be `in the world
yet not of it' (1985: 43).

caste, society and politics in india

16

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



ideals extolled as principles of supreme human and cosmic virtue and
harmony. These three elements, each of which is a path of virtue and a
source of cosmic harmony and righteousness in its own right, are
represented as follows: ®rst, the standards of dharmic caste life, as
embodied in the priestly functions of Brahmans; second, ascetic renun-
ciation; and third, the exercise of power by righteous kings, and by
those who share kingly qualities of initiative, assertion and command.

Yet for Burghart, this apparent diversity still has coherence as a
single system of thought and faith, with each of the three ideals
interpenetrating and referring back to the others. Kings glory in their
capacity to order the world through the exercise of power, yet still
shore up their claims to be fonts of righteousness by borrowing from
the characteristics of the other two ideals. In the same way, the
exemplars of the priestly and ascetic ideals absorb the key qualities
that de®ne the other two paths of righteousness.22

For Veena Das, Hindu thought involves an even more complex
array of patterned mental structures. She identi®es a whole series of
interconnected conceptual pairings: kings and their `unkingly' subjects
(commoners or Shudras); Brahmans and renouncers; renouncers and
unkingly subjects; Brahmans and kings. For each pairing, she then
identi®es a `latent' third ideal, arguing for example that the relationship
between the Brahman and the king has no meaning without the
implied presence of this pairing's shadowy silent or latent principle,
that of the renouncer. These webs of interconnecting core concepts,
which she describes as a scheme of `tripartite classi®cations with one
term latent', are for her the basis on which the diversities of Hindu
thought can be seen to achieve ultimate coherence.23

Marriott's `ethnosociology' offers yet another highly complex
formulation, treating the bonds of caste as a product of mutable, ever-
changing `coded substances', and offering a model of caste society in
which status rankings are expressed and experienced as a multidimen-
sional web of ordered ceremonial exchanges and transactions.24

22 Burghart's (1978b) sources include seventeenth- and eighteenth-century texts from the
Hindu-ruled Himalayan kingdom of Nepal. Compare Malamoud 1981.

23 Das's (1982) sources include Gujarati caste puranas (mythological `community'
histories) dating from about the ®fteenth century AD.

24 For Marriott's view of Hindu culture as `transactional and transformational', and of the
Hindu person as a ¯uid, unbounded, continually transacting `dividual' or divisible entity
composed of coded substances or essences transferred to others through marriage and other
interpersonal contacts, see Marriott 1976 and 1989.
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For all the richness and sophistication of these approaches with
their insistence on this greater diversity of conceptual reference points
and core principles, they have all remained bounded by a surprisingly
circumscribed notion of Hinduism. As a result, these formulations do
not seem to recognise the extent to which the `Hindu''s life and
thought have been intertwined with the subcontinent's other powerful
religious traditions, including those of devotional Islam, as well as
Christianity and Sikhism.25

Some social scientists have argued that caste norms are based on
ideals which are unique to Hinduism, and that `true' caste is to be
found only among those who profess the Hindu faith. Yet this
presupposes much ®rmer boundaries between ethno-religious `com-
munities' than was often the case in past centuries. Certainly, castelike
forms of rank and corporate allegiance have been very prominent in
the lives of most people who would nowadays be thought of as non-
Hindus. The dif®culty here is that so many studies of the supposedly
casteless minority faiths have played down those elements of religious
and social life which adherents of these faiths have shared with the
wider society. Yet if one looks at the millions who subscribe to India's
minority faiths ± Islam, Sikhism, Christianity, Jainism, and the osten-
sibly anti-caste neo-Buddhism to be discussed in Chapter 7 ± one
®nds both in the past and today a high level of sensitivity to the
nuances of caste, especially in matters of marriage and ritual pollution.

For adherents of the Sikh faith, the distinction between `peasant'
tillers and urban moneyed groups has long been re¯ected in an
awareness of which Sikhs are of `peasant' Jat caste origin, and which
are to be identi®ed by other jati names denoting a background in the
literate service occupations. In south India it is common to encounter
Christians who take pride in Brahman ancestry, and until recently
many north Indian Muslims identi®ed with the caste ideals of the
lordly Rajput. Furthermore, as James Laidlaw has shown, most of the
powerful north Indian traders who follow the austerely anti-Brah-
manical Jain faith are as insistent as their Hindu neighbours on the
importance of marrying within named Vaishya merchant jatis, while
simultaneously claiming descent from converts of princely Rajput
caste.26 Above all, for the members of virtually all the so-called

25 See S. Bayly 1989 on south Asian religious `syncretism'; on the historic construction of
Hinduism see Thapar 1989 and van der Veer 1988.

26 Laidlaw (1995: 88±119) shows that while Jains and Hindus regard their faiths as
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conversion faiths, the ¯uid but highly potent phenomenon of the
pollution barrier is still a living force in everyday life, with those
deemed to be descendants of untouchable caste groups often being
denied social ties with others of their ostensibly casteless faiths.27

aequalis or hierarchicus?

With this one important caveat then, the view of caste offered in this
volume is closest to the multidimensional models of those anthropol-
ogists who have emphasised the persistent appeal of renunciatory and
kingly ideals, and their interconnections with those of Brahmanical
purity. Veena Das and Richard Burghart are among the key in¯uences
here. At the same time, there are certain debates which are pursued in
the work of other theorists, notably Dumont and his critics, which
will be important to the approach being taken here. For Dumont, the
presence of the renunciatory element in Hinduism does not alter his
central premise, which is that it is fundamental to Hindu thought to
rank all beings, all substances and all aspects of worldly social
existence by this one overarching criterion of purity and pollution.
This for him is an inherently `religious' principle. It is on this basis,
and no other, that the hierarchical rankings of caste derive their
meaning. Brahmans therefore stand at the apex of the moral hierarchy
which we call caste because they are inherently purer than the people
of every other caste.28

The great problem which Dumont thereby claims to have solved is
how to explain the role of the so-called untouchables whose presence
in `caste Hindu' communities is for him a paramount fact of Hindu
life. Dumont saw the presence of these `unclean' toilers as a funda-
mental manifestation of Hindu values. In Dumont's theory, the
distinguishing characteristic of so-called untouchables is that they and
only they must perform the tasks of ritual cleansing and pollution-
removal which he sees as indispensable for the existence of Hindus as
social beings. These are tasks which keep the `untouchable' in a
permanently unclean state, but which thereby allow those of `clean'

separate and distinct, the same castes exist among both; Hindu±Jain intermarriage is
permissible so long as the partners are of matching caste. On Muslims and Rajput lordliness,
see Chapter 1, below.

27 See Chapter 1, note 3.
28 Important discussions of Dumont and the concept of hierarchy include Kolenda 1976;

Appadurai 1986, 1992; Galey 1989.
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caste to maintain a state of ritual purity in a world which continually
surrounds them with both tangible and intangible sources of de®le-
ment and pollution. Thus for Dumont, the distinctiveness of the
supreme, pure Brahman is the complementary counterpart to that of
the inherently unclean `untouchable'.

What then are the problems arising from these claims? Many of
Dumont's most vehement critics have accused him of disguising or
even legitimising the coercive side of caste relations, particularly the
concrete realities of disadvantage as experienced by those of low and
`unclean' caste. Among those who have attempted to reassert a
material or political economy dimension to caste have been those
Marxist commentators who since the 1970s have written sympatheti-
cally about caste-based militancy involving so-called `Dalits' (ex-
untouchables). Gail Omvedt in particular has thus rejected older
Marxist views of caste as mere `superstructure' or `false consciousness'
in a world where the true realities of political economy were to be seen
as those of class-based oppression. She argues instead that the material
effects of colonialism and modern capitalism served to make caste an
authentic force in Indian life, and that any truly `revolutionary' move-
ment in India must take note of the special oppression experienced by
those who have been thus coerced and disadvantaged through the
workings of this `rede®ned caste system'.29

Some of those who have argued in these terms have at least hinted at
the idea that Dumont's picture of caste may therefore be an accurate if
only partial re¯ection of Indian reality, not in the sense of being a
timeless expression of age-old `traditional' values, but as a product of
economic and social change in comparatively modern times. Yet there
are still those who have condemned Dumont's entire theory as an
exercise in demeaning orientalism, charging him with purveying a false
stereotype of Indians as the slaves of an all-powerful `religious' code,
hence dreaming, irrational, otherworldly and devoid of the capacity to
take `modern', secular or individual initiatives. A number of Dumont's
critics, notably Mattison Mines, have found evidence of strongly
individualist values in Hindu thought.30 Above all, many see Dumont
as recapitulating Western colonial views which supposedly exalted or
even fabricated the Brahman-centred perspectives that are central to

29 Mencher 1974, 1978; Berreman 1979; Omvedt 1978, 1982; Gough 1989. See also
Meillassoux 1973; Godelier 1986; Shah 1985: 14±15.

30 Mines 1992.
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his analysis, and which are also fundamental for such commentators as
Madeleine Biardeau, for whom `orthodox Brahmanism' is nothing less
than the `permanent heart' of Hinduism.31

It true that Dumont's theory treats Indians (or Hindus) as heirs to a
system of values which are radically unlike those of the West. For
Dumont, the Hindu's hierarchical judgements of human worth are
made on a basis of collectively inherited moral qualities, rather than
personal endowments or attainments. He maintains that only in
modern, secular, rational Western society has there evolved a genuine
concept of the individual. For Dumont, no such principle is possible
in `traditional' Hindu thought. The Hindu is a caste being whose
social identity derives from collective rather than individual bonds and
claims; in Hinduism, he says, only the follower of the renouncer's
path can lead a life approximating to that of the Western individual.
Thus, in Dumont's famous phrase, Indians belong to a distinct human
order or cultural category, that of homo hierarchicus. This is a broad
category embracing other supposedly `traditional' non-Western civili-
sations. Yet for Dumont the Indian variant of this hierarchical being is
unique; in their deference to the overriding `religious' values de®ned
in his theory of caste, Indians (or Hindus) are so different from other
peoples that they are almost a distinct species of humankind.32

Even Dumont's defenders have generally accepted that there are
serious ¯aws in this sweeping portrayal of the Euro-American as
homo aequalis, in contrast to the Hindu Indian who is consigned to
the category of homo hierarchicus. But the key complaint here, as far
as the historian is concerned, is the charge that Dumont makes India a
land of static `oriental' spirituality rather than action and agency. More
speci®cally, these critics say that by insisting on Brahman-centred
caste values, Dumont and those who share his views make India
appear to lack any indigenous values which might have inspired the
construction of strong states and the achievement of effective political
action, either in the distant past or in resistance to colonial conquest.33

A number of commentators have therefore mounted strong objec-
tions to Dumont's hierarchical or purity-centred picture of caste
values, since this suggests to them a claim that only with colonial rule

31 Biardeau 1992: 15; those criticising Dumont on these grounds include Inden 1990; and
see Searle-Chatterjee and Sharma 1994.

32 Dumont 1970; see Madan et al. 1971.
33 See e.g. Dirks 1987; Raheja 1988a, 1988b; Quigley 1993.
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did the subcontinent ®nally acquire forceful but `derivative' models of
polity and statecraft.34 It is indeed true that for Dumont, the logic of
caste makes those who are collectively pure by birth and essence
superior to those who are endowed with mere worldly power.
Although kings and other embodiments of the Kshatriya's active,
lordly qualities may stand supreme in the material order, Dumont
maintains that the Brahman as priest-preceptor derives his status from
a source which is beyond and superior to the concerns of the mere
material plane.

Dumont's famous phrase for this is the assertion that in caste
society power is invariably `encompassed' by status.35 Thus he
proposes yet another key set of binary conceptual oppositions:
following on from his complementary pairings of purity/impurity,
Brahman/untouchable and renouncer/man-in-the-world is his insis-
tence on a radical disjunction in Hindu values between priesthood and
secular power. In other words, unlike other societies which possess
the cognitive capacity to recognise and exalt individual prowess and
achievement in the worldly sphere, Dumont argues that in the Hindu
social order, the worldly achiever and doer of active this-worldly
deeds performs a less exalted task than that of the `pure' and therefore
superior Brahman.

Nicholas Dirks and Gloria Goodwin Raheja in particular charge
Dumont with having overlooked much strong ethnographic and
textual evidence which would radically reduce the importance of
Brahmans and Brahmanical values in Hindu thought and social life.
These critics propose a view of caste relations emphasising action,
initiative and concepts of power deriving from indigenous cultural
concepts and categories, rather than the `religious' values of purity and
hierarchy proposed by Dumont. In this view it is rulers, and those
who exercise king-like power through the command of men, land and
other material resources, who stand at the apex of India's scheme of
moral order and values.36 Thus in the centuries before colonial rule,
Brahmans are to be seen as little more than technicians, performing

34 Chatterjee 1986.
35 Dumont 1970: 76±9.
36 Dirks's formulation (1987) which emphasises indigenous notions of royal gifting

proposes a view of power which, unlike Bailey's, does not depend on simple economic or
material differentiations; Raheja (1988b) insists too on the mechanism of the gift (dan) which
transfers inauspiciousness and thereby asserts and con®rms the power (or `ritual centrality',
rather than hierarchy) of dominant, king-like landed groups.

caste, society and politics in india

22

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



their specialist rituals as subordinate servants of kings and other men
of power.37 Even in present-day village life, it is the Kshatriya-like
qualities of landed elites, rather than Brahman-centred purity values,
which are seen by Raheja as structuring the relations between Hindus
of differing caste rank.38

These attempts to downplay or even dismiss the signi®cance of
Brahmans and Brahmanical caste values go against the grain of much
that is familiar both from the historical record and in contemporary
Indian life. The social scientists who will probably have the most
enduring impact on the ®eld are therefore those who have taken
Dumont's formulations seriously rather than dismissing them
altogether.39

At the same time, however, India's enormous complexity and
historical dynamism must make any quest for a single model or
formula of caste a deeply frustrating experience. Herein may lie the
great advantage of exploring these issues historically. The central
premise of this volume will be that through historical perspectives, it
may be possible to reach a view of caste which captures much of the
plurality and multiplicity of Indian life and thought. From an histor-
ical vantage point, it may indeed be possible to show that none of the
divergent theoretical interpretations outlined above can be refuted
absolutely. On the contrary, each of them may actually be correct for
some if not all Indians, at least for limited periods, and in at least some
areas of the subcontinent, either recently or in the more distant past.

Those arguments which de-emphasise the Brahman and identify the
princely warrior as the lodestone of the social order work best for the
pre-colonial military states which took shape in comparatively remote
frontier regions, well away from the great centres of high Hindu
culture and worship. Yet it cannot be convincingly inferred from this
that the role of the Brahman was merely a ®ction promulgated by
ancient law-givers, and then seized upon by British of®cials and
academic orientalists. On the other hand, far from illuminating the life
and thought of an unchanging or primordial `traditional' India,
Dumont's theory is probably best understood as a description

37 Quigley 1993.
38 Raheja 1988a.
39 Among the many strengths of these works is that they treat Dumont's category of

purity as an element of a dynamic world shaped by the force of the political and the
`religious', rather than an abstract or independent entity. Notably successful examples are
Parry 1974 and 1994; and Fuller 1979 and 1988.
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capturing some of the rapid and complex changes which were
becoming increasingly active in Indian society just before and during
the colonial period.

Chapters 1 and 2 therefore explore the changes in political,
economic and religious life which helped to spread castelike ways of
life in many areas of the subcontinent in the period immediately
preceding the colonial conquest. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with thought
and `discourse': Chapter 3 assesses Western colonial perceptions of
caste, and Chapter 4 considers the understandings of caste that
animated debates among Indians themselves, concentrating particu-
larly on in¯uential social, religious and political commentators of the
later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chapter 5 returns the
discussion to the domain of everyday life. Its aim is to explore the
changing experience of caste in the age of high colonialism. The
emphasis here will be on the increasing rigidities of the so-called
pollution barrier, by which is meant the formalisation of social barriers
separating those of superior caste from the lowest or most unclean and
inauspicious caste groups, in circumstances of growing con¯ict in both
town and countryside, in the period before the First World War.

Turning next to the power and resources of the twentieth-century
Indian state, Chapters 6 and 7 focus on the electoral arena and the
impact of modern political institutions on the experience of caste, ®rst
in the late colonial era, and then in the period since Independence. In
the two ®nal chapters, an attempt is made to ask in what ways and to
what extent contemporary Indians are still affected by the norms of
caste. Chapter 8 considers the practical realities of caste in the late
twentieth century, asking how far the experience of caste has truly
changed or been supplanted by other forms of solidarity and moral
obligation in everyday life. Chapter 9 explores the painful and
controversial phenomenon of so-called `caste wars' in present-day
India.

It goes without saying that the interpretations offered here will not
please all of the ®eld's contending experts. Nevertheless, on the
assumption that these are important and compelling matters to explore
and comment on, it is to this array of thorny issues that we now turn.
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CHAPTER 1

HISTORICAL ORIGINS OF A
'CASTE SOCIETY'

I N T R O D U C T I O N : H I S T O R I C I S I N G T H E

A N T H R O P O L O G I C A L M O D E L S

Caste is not and never has been a fixed fact of Indian life. Both caste as
varna (the fourfold scheme of idealised moral archetypes) and caste as
jati (smaller-scale birth-groups) are best seen as composites of ideals
and practices that have been made and remade into varying codes of
moral order over hundreds or even thousands of years. The context
for this fluidity has been the subcontinent's remarkable diversity in
culture and physical environment, and above all the diversity of its
states and political systems. Those conventions of rank and corporate
essence that are often seen as the defining features of caste have been
shaped, critiqued and reconstituted in all sorts of ways, both century
by century and region by region. As will be seen in the three final
chapters, these processes of invention and reformulation are still
taking place today at the local level, and also in the wider context of
regional and pan-Indian political and social conflict.

Even in the distant past, recognisably castelike ideologies and
practices were followed by some people in most or all of the
subcontinent's regional cultures. Yet until relatively recent times,
many Indians were still comparatively untouched by the norms of jati
and varna as we now understand them. This was true not only of the
forest and hill people who are now called 'tribals', but also of much
larger groups of powerful plains-dwellers and martial pastoralists.
Even under the Raj, caste as a 'system' was far less uniform and all-
pervading than many colonial commentators believed. Nevertheless,
in the centuries immediately preceding the British conquest, social life
in almost all areas of the subcontinent became significantly more
castelike than had been the case in earlier times.

But what exactly did it mean to become part of a castelike social
order, and what was it that caused these far-reaching changes in
thought and behaviour? In the Introduction, it was noted that the
social scientists who appear to have the most persuasive models of
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CASTE, SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN INDIA

caste as a conceptual system are those like Veena Das and Richard
Burghart who emphasise a multidimensional array of themes, ideals
and principles. In these anthropological accounts, which have both
challenged and built on Louis Dumont's structuralist formulations,
three sets of values - those of priestly hierarchy, kingship and ascetic
renunciation - have particular importance in caste society as both
opposing and interconnecting reference points for the 'caste Hindu'.1

Looked at historically, however, it is possible to see a sequence of
relatively recent political and ideological changes which brought these
ideals into focus for ever more people in the subcontinent. Between
about 1650 and 1850, all three of these core concepts came increasingly
to make their mark in Indian life. Yet these developments did not
bring all three conceptual principles to bear with equal force at one
and the same time. On the contrary, there seem to have been two
distinct stages in the making of the elaborately ritualised schemes of
social stratification which have come to be thought of as the basis of
'traditional' faith and culture in the subcontinent. (The term ritualisa-
tion is being used here to denote an emphasis on forms of differentia-
tion between groups and individuals which appear to demand
recognition through distinctive modes of action - rituals - and which
derive from some quality of innate or hereditary status, rather than
immediate economic or political power.)2

What happened in the initial phase of this two-stage sequence was
the rise of the royal man of prowess. In this period, both kings and the
priests and ascetics with whom men of power were able to associate
their rule became a growing focus for the affirmation of a martial and
regal form of caste ideal. Across much of India, those who embraced
these values sought increasingly to establish firm social boundaries
between themselves and the non-elite tillers and arms-bearers to
whom their forebears had often been closely affiliated. The other key
feature of this period was the reshaping of many apparently casteless

1 Without adhering literally to Das's or Burghart's schemes, the book's attempt to
portray caste as both historically shaped and multi-stranded draws on their insights and
those of other anthropologists discussed earlier. (On the relationship between dharmic,
kingly and ascetic ideals, see below, pp. 49-62, and Chapter 2.)

2 This is not to overlook the importance of forms of caste which focus on ideals of
political power and kingship; indeed king-centred manifestations of caste will be emphasised
throughout. Also, in the light of important work on kingship and the royal gift (notably
Dirks 1987), it is not being suggested here that politically conceived conceptions of caste
were lacking in the element of 'ritualisation'. See Dumont 1970; Humphrey and Laidlaw
1994.
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forms of devotional faith (bhakti) in a direction which further
affirmed these differentiations of rank and 'community'. (See below,
pp. 46-9.)

The spread of these lordly or Kshatriya-centred manifestations of
caste values is therefore the focus of this chapter. Three important
elements of change in the new states and dominions of the post-
Mughal period will be discussed here: first, the emerging courtly
synthesis between Kshatriya-like kings and Brahmans; second, the
diffusion of these values and practices into the world of the upper
non-elite 'peasantry'; and third, the continuing power and importance
of martial 'predators' and so-called tribal peoples. The significance of
these trends, and particularly the importance of individual agency in
the forging of more castelike forms of social order, are explored more
concretely at the end of the chapter through an account of the rise of
the great Maratha-dominated polity of Shivaji Bhonsle (1630-80).

Chapter 2 will then explore the second stage in this sequence, which
had its origins before the British conquest but reached its culmination
during the period of colonial rule. Here Brahmans, together with
scribes, ascetics and merchants who espoused Brahmanical social and
spiritual codes, became ever more widely deferred to, even achieving a
quasi-independent status in such areas as legal codes and colonial
administrative practice. It was in this period that the power of the
pollution barrier became for many Indians the denning feature of
everyday caste experience.3

What will be seen in subsequent chapters is that British rule had the
effect of intensifying many of the trends towards ritualisation in social
life which were already underway well before the colonial period.
Towards the end of British rule, and also in independent India, a
process of what one might call de-ritualisation has been apparent. This
has meant that Dumont's purity-conscious 'caste Hindu' has come in
many cases to look more like a believer in material and political power
as the chief measure of value in a dangerous and uncertain world. Yet
these trends have never been complete. At no time in the past did all
Indians deal with one another on a purely 'ritualistic' basis. By the
same token, even in 'modern' environments, contemporary Indians

3 On the important phenomenon of the pollution barrier, that is, the values and practices
dividing those of ritually 'clean' and 'unclean' birth, see below, Chapters 2, 5 and 8. (Despite
their increasing power, these differentiations retained considerable fluidity and flexibility: see
Parry 1970: 84-104 and 1979: 113.)
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have not entirely de-ritualised their understanding of social difference.
The focus throughout this study will therefore be on the many ways
in which the experience of caste has taken root, often being forcibly
challenged, and yet still spreading and diversifying in ways which had
far-reaching effects across the subcontinent.

CASTE AND THE ORDERING OF PLURALITY

Nothing quite like caste has evolved in other parts of the world. Of
course there are schemes of idealised social and moral order outside
the subcontinent, especially in east and southeast Asia where Indian
gods and social norms are widely known, but these schemes took
shape in very different contexts. Japan's bushido code denned a
hierarchy of warriors (samurai), commoners, merchants and 'untouch-
ables' which resembled the fourfold varna scheme but was not
associated with a proliferation of smaller jati-like birth-groups. In
Thailand, ostensibly casteless Buddhist norms have co-existed for
centuries with an ideal of kingship derived from India: hereditary
Brahman ritualists still serve the Thai royal house, and the deified hero
Ram is still the model for Thai rulers (as for the former Khmer kings
of Cambodia) in their capacity as protectors of faith and righteousness.
Furthermore, both east and southeast Asia have sizable minority
populations - pastoralists, swidden cultivators and hunter-gatherers -
who have been looked upon by 'civilised' townspeople and sedentary
'peasant' villagers in much the same way that so-called caste Hindus
have regarded India's 'tribals'.4

Yet in east and southeast Asia, where the expansion of the rice
frontier was generally accompanied by the spread of Islam and
Buddhism, castelike hierarchies did not emerge from these differentia-
tions between wanderers or 'tribals' on the one hand and sedentary
villagers and townsfolk on the other. This should not come as a
surprise: in these other Asian lands, diversities of religion, culture and
language have been considerably less dramatic than India's. These

4 For debate on the existence of caste outside India, especially in apartheid societies, see
Dumont 1970: 243-8; Berreman 1979; Ursula Sharma 'Berreman revisited' in Searle-
Chatterjee and Sharma 1994: 72-91; Beteille 1991b: 15-36. (Detailed consideration of the
literature on caste in Sri Lanka and Nepal is beyond the scope of this volume.) Potter and
Potter (1990) and Bloch (1989) have pointed to the existence of castelike social groupings in
China and Madagascar; Bourdieu (1962: 132) refers to the racial divide between whites and
Muslims in colonial Algeria as a 'caste system'.
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regions' political landscapes were generally much less diverse as well,
with ideals of pre-colonial kingship often focused on only one divinely
mandated royal house rather than many competing dynasties. Further-
more, in both the distant and more recent past, India's specialist
Brahman priesthoods and ascetic preceptoral corporations tended to
retain a considerable degree of separation and independence, even
from very powerful rulers and their courts. Elsewhere in Asia, most
notably in pre-modern Japan and China, both the Buddhist clergy (the
monkhood or sangha) and its Confucian equivalents were often
significantly more closely tied to state power than was the case for
their Indian counterparts.

This difference can be attributed in part to the rise of regional
Muslim kingdoms in India from the eleventh century onwards. Even
where Muslim rulers patronised and interacted with Hindu religious
foundations, as they often did, the subcontinent still did not develop a
single composite 'national' faith. One further factor in the making of
caste was the inheritance of a large body of sacred scripture elevating
the Brahman to a status co-equal with or even superior to that of a
reigning king, though this is certainly not to say that the Institutes of
Manu or any other ancient code or text in some way 'created' the
phenomenon of caste.5

Indeed the emergence of caste cannot be reduced to these factors or
any other single causal factor. Yet the fact remains that, in contrast to
other areas of Asia, the paramount fact of Indian history has been the
subcontinent's remarkable array of contrasting ecologies, languages,
religions, modes of production and political systems, as well as its
great political fluidity, with persistent oscillations between prosperity
and dearth, commercialisation and subsistence, pastoralism and
peasant agriculture. One especially striking element of Indian life has
been the presence of very large subordinated populations who have
been identified as culturally, morally and even biologically distinct
from other Indians: these are the people to whom such labels as
'tribals' and 'untouchables' have been applied.

All of these cultural, ethnic and historical diversities are reflected in
the profusion of different meanings that Indians have given to the
castes or caste-like groupings with which they have come to identify
themselves. This was a particularly notable trend of the period

5 On eclectic styles of religious patronage, see Chapter 2, below.
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explored in this chapter, this being the time when the great Mughal
polity was fragmenting into the fluid regional successor regimes of the
late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.6 These critical changes in
India's pre-colonial political landscape had profound but very dispa-
rate social effects. In many respects the subcontinent had become
more fully integrated by the later eighteenth century, both physically
and culturally. This integration derived from an increase in inter-
regional warfare, as well as increasing travel, pilgrimage and commer-
cial exchange, and greater scope for the transfer of writings and social
norms from one region to another. Yet the limited standardisation
which had occurred under Mughal administration was counter-
balanced by equally powerful decentralising trends. These were parti-
cularly widespread during the eighteenth century, with its proliferation
of competing and decentralised kingdoms and petty chiefdoms.

In these new post-Mughal realms, parvenu ruling elites took bold
initiatives in the attempt to assert their power and legitimacy, turning
to the symbols and language of caste as a prop of their statecraft, and
especially to versions of these which emphasised power and benefi-
cence. Yet at the same time, most of these rulers had to tolerate the
presence of smaller-scale social groupings possessing their own norms
and social conventions. These people, who included networks of long-
distance traders, armed ascetics and arms-bearing 'tribals', often had
only tenuous connections to the ideologies of caste being promulgated
in these fluid new dynastic realms.7

The great puzzle then is how to relate people's lives in these
environments of plurality and dynamism to ideals of jati and varna
which apparently reduce human experience to arbitrary stereotypes:
high and low, clean and unclean, 'pure' Brahman and 'impure'
untouchable. In fact, however, pre-colonial kings and their subjects
did not treat caste norms as one-dimensional absolutes, but as
reference points to be negotiated, challenged or reshaped to fit
changing circumstances. In the period from the Mughal conquest to
the early stages of colonial rule, the caste or castelike conventions

6 On the formation of these Muslim-, Sikh- and Hindu-ruled polities (including those of
Bengal, Awadh, the Punjab and the Maratha domains), see e.g. Alam 1986; Cole 1988;
Grewal 1990; Gordon 1993; C. Bayly 1988; Wink 1986; Peabody 1991; also S. Bayly 1989;
Dirks 1992a; Perlin 1985; Kulke 1995; Brittlebank 1997.

7 These circumstances of volatile politics and rapid but uneven economic growth
ultimately came together to create a foothold for British military and commercial expansion
across the subcontinent. See note 6, above; also Marshall 1996; Subrahmanyam 1990a.
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which had come into being in different regions equipped both the
weak and the strong with a means to maximise assets and protect
themselves from loss.

This often involved naked coercion: new rulers and other insecure
elites frequently invoked jati and varna principles in attempts to assert
authority over dependent cultivators and other subordinate groups.
But even people whose 'community' was defined as low or inferior in
caste terms could see advantage in being known by a recognised title
and status which they could associate with sacred norms and man-
dates, especially when others around them were relating themselves to
these same conventions. These strategies of collective classing and
ranking proved particularly valuable in circumstances where state
power was fluid or insecure, and where large numbers of people had
to adjust to the unpredictable in their everyday environments. The
experience of caste could even reflect individual achievement, although
in theory there should have been no way to force the facts of jati and
varna to take account of personal prowess, as for example when a man
claimed to be of exalted or 'pure' substance even though his origins
were clearly of quite a different order.

So how wide were the diversities, given that caste has often been
portrayed as a single homogeneous 'system', rather than a grid of
diverse and changeable ideals and practices? In the high period of
Mughal power (c. 1580-1700), there certainly were areas where strictly
defined orderings of rank and status had come to prevail quite widely,
especially among ruling elites, settled cultivators, and specialist mer-
cantile and service groups in zones where intensive cultivation had
long been practised. Such norms were common in the densely
populated eastern Ganges valley. Similar conventions emphasising
conformity to Brahman-derived ideals of refinement and ritual purity
had emerged even earlier under the great Hindu dynasties which in the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were centred on the royal courts and
temples of the rice-growing southern river deltas.8

Yet even in south India, where Brahman-centred jati and varna
codes are often thought of as being especially strict and all-embracing,
the great ruler Krishnadeva Raya (1509-29) communicated an ideal of
kingship which extolled both Brahman-centred piety and the virtues
of lordship and armed prowess:

8 Stein 1980 and 1989.
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The expenditure of money ... [on] buying elephants and horses,... in maintaining
soldiers, in the worship of gods and Brahmans and in one's own enjoyment can
never be called an expenditure ... [A king] should protect one and all of his
subjects, should put an end to the mixing up of the castes among them ... [and]
should always try to increase the merit of the Brahmans ... A king should get the
merit of severe fasting and subduing the body only by giving money and not by
giving up the enjoyment derivable from the anointments, baths, feasts, smearings,
clothes and flowers in the several seasons ... A crowned king should always rule
with an eye towards Dharma.9

Indeed, much of south India had no uniform 'system' of caste even
in the colonial period, and the regional societies which came under
Nayaka warrior rule in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were
far from being textbook illustrations of the fourfold varna scheme. On
the contrary, among south India's trading people there was little
emphasis on the Vaishya ideal. In addition, many of the superior
Tamilnad landowners, who modelled their refined lifestyles on those
of superior Brahman land-controllers (mirasidars), did not themselves
wear the sacred thread of the twice-born, the suta. As far as the formal
varna scheme was concerned, this meant that they could not claim to
be anything but members of the lowest varna, that of the non-elite
Shudras.10

SEIGNEURIAL RIGHTS AND STATUSES: AN
ARCHETYPE OF THE 'HIGH-CASTE'

These former Nayaka-ruled regions then were among the many areas
where caste or castelike forms of social organisation were either fluid
and open-ended or were based on conventions that were special to one
particular regional subculture.11 Elsewhere, however, there were
regions where more standardised understandings of varna had become
widespread and where, in particular, armed men of power had come to
exalt themselves as heirs to the scriptural Kshatriya ideal. The adop-
tion and spread of the title Rajput among north Indian ruling clans
was of critical importance here. In the arid hill country which is now
known as Rajasthan, located to the southwest of the Mughals' original
strongholds in the Gangetic plain, powerful lords and their arms-
bearing retainers had been calling themselves Rajput, a title derived

9 Sarasvati 1926; see Stein 1989: 51-2.
10 See Rao, Shulman and Subrahmanyam 1992.
11 See Chapter 3 below.
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from the Sanskrit rajaputra, 'king's son', as far back as the thirteenth
or fourteenth century AD, and possibly much earlier. These people's
closest counterparts elsewhere were the users of the south Indian
designations Nayar and Nayaka; such titles as Kanyakubja and Maithil
had similar connotations in the eastern Gangetic plain. Nevertheless,
through a process of assimilation and interaction with the statecraft of
the Mughals and their eighteenth-century successors, it was the Rajput
version of lordly caste values that became particularly influential
across much of the subcontinent.12

The Rajasthan region's ideal of Kshatriya-centred caste ideology
emerged in its initial form well before the Mughal conquest, through
the struggles which transformed the area's most effectively militarised
chiefdoms into expansive royal domains. In both the sixteenth and the
seventeenth centuries, Mughal armies fought bloody battles in this
strategic frontier region, and through a mixture of force and concilia-
tion, its kingdoms were eventually absorbed into the loosely textured
Mughal political order. At this time, these armed elites had strong
memories of the earlier clan chiefs who had made their mark in
turbulent times by adopting known marks of lordship and exalted
descent. Whether they were grandees commanding the region's great
royal fortresses, or the armed retainers of such lords, such people now
had to adapt themselves to the new circumstances of Mughal hege-
mony. Some clan heads accepted revenue-taking rights and military
rank as Mughal clients, while others became 'rebel' opponents of
Mughal rule; in either case such lineages had good reasons to identify
with the potent though still highly flexible ideal of the lordly royal
Rajput.13

Thinkers dating back to ancient times have written as if all of India
(or non-Muslim India) were a domain of caste, with Brahman-centred
caste values being everywhere revered as the core of human order and
propriety, dharma. But the scholars of the Indo-Islamic courts knew
that not all Indians, not even all 'Hindu' Indians, lived their lives by
the principles of jati and varna. So to be Rajput or its equivalents
elsewhere was more a matter of mediating between the formal world
of courts, towns and villages and the big and vigorous populations

12 Tod [1829-32] 1920; Peabody 1991 and 1996; Kolff 1990; Ziegler 1973: 3; Fox 1971;
Ziegler 'Some notes on Rajput loyalties during the Mughal period' in Richards 1978.

13 Richards 1993.
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who lived a more open or 'wild' life near the margins of the settled
caste Hindu world.

India in the high Mughal period was therefore not yet embraced
and integrated by proliferating Brahman-centred pilgrimages and
royal rituals, with state power being exercised by and through pan-
Indian Brahman service networks. As Chapter 2 will show, these were
features of the far more castelike society that was only just beginning
to take shape in many regions during the mid- to late eighteenth
century. These were uneven processes even in the eighteenth century,
with pacific Brahmanical norms often being confined to the lives of
major courts and devotional centres, while the ways of prowess still
flourished on the turbulent margins. Indeed, even at the centre of
many new realms, these nominally opposing ways of life still existed
side by side, sometimes in tension, but often interacting and interpene-
trating, and with one only gradually coming to predominate over the
others.

Yet the varna archetype of the Kshatriya-like man of prowess did
become a key reference point for rulers and their subjects under the
Mughals and their immediate successors. The chiefs and warriors
whom the Mughals came to honour as Rajput lords in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries may not even have been descendants of
Rajasthan's earlier pre-Mughal elites. What mattered instead was that
for both the Mughals' client feudatories and those who fought against
them, these titles, and the markers of refined faith and social life which
accompanied them, spoke in recognisable terms of exalted blood and
ancestry.

Surprising as it may seem, Mughal rulers and their deputies actively
fostered these assertions of seigneurial caste values. While the empire's
power was still expanding, there was obvious advantage to be gained
from the establishment of overlordship over an exalted regional
military nobility. Indeed for the many Rajasthan chieftains who served
in the Mughal armies as leaders of clan levies from their home
domains, being Rajput came increasingly to be defined in precisely
these terms, that is, as an entitlement to be enrolled in privileged
military service within the imperial system. Mughal statecraft therefore
consistently acknowledged the distinctiveness claimed by those pro-
fessing Rajput birth and blood. In 1638 the Mughal dynast Shah Jahan
personally placed the red tilak mark of investiture on the brow of his
Rajput client Jaswant Singh of Marwar, despite the fact that this
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gesture had strong connotations of Hindu dharmic convention. Even
the 'Islamising' emperor Aurangzeb (reg. 1658-1707) included a high
proportion of Rajput officers in the upper ranks of the imperial service
hierarchy, and exempted them all from payment of jizya, the special
tax on non-Muslims.14

These bonds between Mughals and Rajputs were equally notable in
the sphere of dynastic marriage. Despite their allegiance to the
ostensibly casteless faith of Islam, the Mughals made much of their
marriages to Hindu brides from the households of Rajput grandees. In
so doing they created strategic alliances and enhanced their legitimacy
as dynasts by conforming to the known moral traditions of south
Asian kingship. By these conventions, a true ruler must have many
seigneurial co-sharers in his sovereignty. Such a ruler thus proclaims
his authority by means of bride-taking and other acts which establish
a continual flow of shared honour and allegiance between the sover-
eign and the lordly lineages who take part in these transactions.15

Under Mughal rule, all these usages spread far beyond the royal
domains of Rajasthan, particularly across the Gangetic plain and deep
into central India. This occurred in part through the continuing out-
migration of arms-bearing lineages who called themselves Rajput. It
was also a reflection of the willingness of Mughal rulers and officials
to recognise titles implying Rajput descent as a marker of such
people's assumption of rights to lordship over land. Again there were
equivalent usages in the south, most notably in the kingdoms of the
Telugu-speaking Nayaka dynasts who claimed to be heirs to the
lordships created by the Deccan's Hindu Vijayanagar dynasts of the
fourteenth to sixteenth centuries.16

Both within and beyond these domains, those who wished to claim
ties of blood and privileged clientage with elite lineages became
increasingly insistent on their superiority to the unrefined toiling
'peasant' groups. By the later seventeenth century, there were many
areas of north and central India where the most fertile lands had
become subject to lords based in mud-walled forts who used their
bonds of marriage with fellow Rajput, Maithil, Bhumihar or Kanya-
kubja patricians to command a flow of resources and deference from

14 Richards 1993: 179-80.
15 See Galey 1989; Richards 1978; Dirks 1987; Fox 1971; Stern 1977; Cohn 'Political

systems in eighteenth-century India' in Cohn 1987: 483-99.
16 Stein 1989.
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1. The Mughal Prince Parviz in audience with his father, Jahangir. The
emperor wears a Rajput-style turban; Mughal court styles were strongly

influenced by the conventions and symbols of Rajput lordliness.
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non-elite tillers and dependent labourers. By the early nineteenth
century, European travel writers regularly observed both fortress-
dwelling chiefs and their more prosperous 'peasant' imitators who
defined themselves as men of refinement whose forebears had never
'touched the plough'.17

In the north, these clusters of petty rural patricians looked to ideals
of Kshatriya kingship which had originated within the grander
Kshatriya-ruled realms and chiefdoms. Amongst such lineages, the
wearing of the sacred thread came to be considered a distinguishing
mark of the Rajput seigneur and his regional counterparts, and to be
incompatible with the life of the non-elite 'peasant'. And ultimately, as
Chapter 2 will show, a high proportion of these men of prowess
turned to forms of high courtly culture which exalted the more
purity-conscious versions of varna ideology, most notably those
which proclaimed the indispensability of Brahmans to human and
cosmic order.

Of course these areas still contained large numbers of non-elite
tillers. In the Punjab and the western Gangetic plains, convention
denned the Rajput's non-elite counterpart as a Jat. Like the many
similar titles used elsewhere, this was not so much a caste name as a
broad designation for the man of substance in rural terrain. Even well
into the nineteenth century, a male Jat was understood to be a man of
worth but not a follower of exacting lordly codes. If he tilled land, his
holdings were generally organised into common units of ownership
(bhaiachara, literally brotherhoods), with each co-sharer being a
fellow member of the same descent unit (the clan or gotra). In theory
at least, each of these kin groups was a tightly-knit unit exercising
control over the lands and villages of its own self-regulating ancestral
territory or khap: tradition holds that this control was maintained
through the authority of bodies which were known as sarv-khap
(clan-territory assemblies). To be called Jat has in some regions
implied a background of pastoralism, though it has more commonly
been a designation of non-servile cultivating people.18

17 Pinch 1996: 86.
18 Pradhan 1966: 94-111 notes Mughal references to these sarv-khap assemblies; see also

Stokes 1986: 128-42. In the Deccan the most widely used designation for 'peasant' groups
was Kanbi. Their closest counterparts were the people referred to as Kammas, Reddis and
Lingayats in much of the south, and as Kurmis and Goalas in Hindustan.
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During the later Mughal period, the seigneurial rights of the greater
landed lineages had come to be widely understood in ritual terms, that
is, as a claim of inherited superiority over people who were identified
by lower-status caste names. However, the basis of such rights was in
the assertion and sharing of lordliness: in the more formally ordered
kingdoms and chiefdoms over which the Mughals established their
suzerainty, these assertions of rank came to be rooted in the claim that
some higher overlord, a king or other man of power, had recognised
one's ability to collect and remit revenue, usually land tax, within a
particular territory.19

As the scale of state power expanded during the later sixteenth
century and into the seventeenth, such opportunities became more
widely available. In addition to those who could plausibly call
themselves Rajput or Nayaka, many of these newer revenue contrac-
tors (zamindars) came from families claiming Brahman origins. In
such areas as Darbhanga (now in north Bihar), these powerful lineages
found advantage in embracing the style and trappings of princely lords
(rajas). Darbhanga's Brahman revenue-receivers signalled their
seigneurial pretensions by adopting the jati title Maithil; this presti-
gious honorific had many equivalents elsewhere.20 Such titles came to
be associated with highly formalised jati and varna norms, and in
particular with an insistence on the lordly man's duty to protect
Brahmans and Brahmanical caste codes.

This kind of caste ideology became much more pervasive during the
colonial period. Its most distinctive feature was its insistence on the
power of the pollution barrier, that is, an emphasis on the impurity
and degradation of so-called untouchables, and for those of 'clean'
caste an ideal of strict exclusiveness in relation to marriage, dress and
diet.21 (See below, Chapter 5.) These are the rigorous social codes that
have been widely regarded as the core of a single all-pervasive Hindu
caste 'system', equipping both the weak and the strong to say in effect:
'Those are my inferiors; they are unclean by birth; by divine mandate
their womenfolk are available to me, and they themselves must defer
and toil in ways which I do not.' But caste in these forms was not
universal even in the Gangetic heartland of Mughal India or in the
'orthodox' Hindu south. Such highly developed manifestations of jati

19 See T o d [1829-32] 1920,I: 127; Westphal-Hellbusch 1974.
2 0 Ludden 1985: 166; Brass 1974: 5 8 - 9 .
21 Fo r further discussion of this important phenomenon, see Chapter 5, below.
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and varna had only a very rough similarity to the looser forms of
community which were still prominent long after the decline of central
Mughal power.

THE OTHER INDIA:
AND ARMS-BEARING "PEASANTS'

Despite the prestige achieved by such people as Rajputs and Nayakas
in their home locales, the life of the so-called traditional caste Hindu
was still strange to many Indians even in relatively recent times. Long
after the rise of the post-Mughal successor states, a large proportion of
the subcontinent was still populated by martial uplanders and pastor-
alists who knew little of Brahmans, purity norms or socially exclusive
marriage practices. Yet here, too, the broad status categories employed
by military recruiters and other key practitioners of Indo-Islamic
statecraft had familiarised many Indians with the idea that, like
Rajputs, such non-lordly arms-bearers were also to be identified by
specific regional 'community' titles. Indeed the very assertiveness of
the seigneurial groups who wished to be known as Rajput had its
direct counterpart in the increasing use and recognition of such
collective arms-bearers' designations as Gujar, Koli, Kallar, Marava
and Rebari.

Yet the forebears of the Tamil-speaking Kallar 'caste' whom
Dumont studied in the 1950s would have been hard to recognise as a
caste in the modern sense even in the later eighteenth century.
Looking at such populations historically, it becomes clear that the
turbulent events of state-building and ideological change both before
and during the colonial period subjected such arms-bearers as south
India's poligars (warrior chiefs), together with their counterparts else-
where, to a further 200 years of caste-forming influences.22 Not the
least of these was the disappearance of the thick jungle which still
covered much of this terrain until the late eighteenth century. Until
relatively recent times there were few sedentary 'peasants' either in the
poligar country or in such areas as the Koli-dominated territories of
Gujarat. The contemporary evidence suggests that hierarchical varna

22 The chiefs known as poligars came to control much of the Tamil and Telugu country
in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; most were from the southern arms-bearing
populations known as Kallars, Maravas and Vadugas. See Price 1996.
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and jati concepts were of little significance among these regions' arms-
bearing people until this process of 'peasantisation' was well in train.

Certainly the names by which these martial groups have come to be
known often originated as dismissive outsiders' coinages, rather than
caste or 'tribal' designations in the modern sense. Yet by the mid-
eighteenth century, as Mughal authority fragmented and the rulers of
the new regional successor realms fought to consolidate their power,
many of the upland, forest and 'tribal' people made dramatic gains.
The expanding state systems with which they became involved in this
period played a crucial role in pulling the Kallars and their counter-
parts elsewhere into the world of jati and varna. This happened
gradually at first, and in ways that generally reinforced the arms-
bearers' command of ritual and material resources, and then more
fully and disadvantageously as the East India Company's forces began
to subjugate and 'sedentarise' these groups.

The statecraft of the Mughals and post-Mughal successor regimes
certainly did not 'invent' caste. Yet by building on the inheritance of
the Rajput domains and other pre-Mughal royal centres, these rulers
familiarised a high proportion of their subjects with distinctions
between high and low or meritorious and unmeritorious birth. By the
early eighteenth century, a whole range of standardised social classifi-
cations had become central to the language of officials, scholars and
military men. In addition to the titles associated with Rajput status,
such broad regional arms-bearers' designations as Kallar and Marava
in the south, and Koli, Ahir and Maratha in the west and north, gained
prominence both in Indo-Islamic record-keeping and in the usages of
such rulers as the south Indian Nayakas.23

None of these was a truly castelike usage, signalling corporate
affinity within an all-embracing dharmic order. Many were simply the
usages of the scribe and the lofty urban moraliser in referring to those
whom they regarded as frontiersmen and turbulent rustics, of interest
primarily for purposes of record-keeping and intelligence-gathering.
So a Mughal chronicler, commenting in 1664 on an abortive uprising
involving 'predatory Kolis' from the Ahmedabad region, records: 'The
Kolis, who always have the wind of revolt and the passion of rebellion
in their heads, made that base person [a 'Balooch' rebel leader] a
handle of revolt, and created disorder.' In the Gangetic north, arms-

23 These were successors to south India's medieval Vijayanagar dynasts.
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bearing Jat and Rohilla 'plunderer' populations were stereotyped in
much the same way in eighteenth-century Persian commentaries.24

Crude as it was, this terminology did reflect a rough notion of
shared geographical origin, and often a specific liability to revenue
payment or military service. Not surprisingly then, these labels, and
others which regional officials either coined or took over from their
predecessors, were rapidly assimilated into local vernacular languages.
This occurred particularly in areas where such terminology reflected
moves made by new rulers to differentiate among those of their
subjects whose skills could be used in expanding their armies and
revenue networks.

Through the operation of these patronage and preferment systems,
large numbers of Indians became accustomed to the use of the many
corporate titles which the Mughals and their successors had applied to
both martial and non-martial client groups. Again, it was the people to
whom such titles as Koli and Kallar had been applied who were
particularly important here. Although most of the subcontinent's
mobile forest- and plains-dwellers were disarmed and coercively
'peasantised' under British rule, during the late seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries the waning of Mughal suzerainty brought rich oppor-
tunities for these groups. Aspiring dynasts competed for their skills
and allegiances, and as they became more deeply involved with the
people of towns and sedentary cash-cropping villages, it would have
been hard to draw firm boundaries between the martial meat-eaters
and the big groupings of rural people who were known to other
Indians either by superior lordly designations - Bhumihar, Rajput,
Nayaka - or by so-called peasant titles - Jat, Kanbi, Kurmi and
Kamma. Until well into the nineteenth century, these groups were all
part of the same social continuum as the lordly elites and toiling
cultivators who are now thought of as conventional 'caste Hindus'.

Nevertheless, by the standards of those who lived among socially
exclusive and varna-conscious 'caste Hindus', the sense of community
displayed by Kolis, Kallars and other mobile arms-bearers was
decidedly open and fluid. It is particularly notable then that in the new
kingdoms and dynamic smaller lordships which came into being
across most of India in the eighteenth century, many of the new men
of power had precisely this kind of non-elite martial background. A

24 Khan 1965: 227.
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significant number of these chiefs and dynasts were either descendants
of humble tillers from the thinly settled lowland plains, or hillmen and
pastoralists with an established warrior tradition and a history of
uneasy relations with sedentary village-dwellers.

Relatively few of the new lords and revenue magnates were superior
'caste Hindus' in the modern sense. Few wore the sacred thread (suta),
and most were supported by socially diverse populations of warrior-
cultivators who were relative strangers to Brahmanical convention. In
the north, many of the individuals and armed lineages who forged
these new dominions were identified as Marathas and Jats, and as
Kallars and Maravas in the south. Many others called themselves
Rajput. But as will be seen below, the armed lineages who expanded
the margins of trade and commercial cultivation into remote areas in
the Himalayan foothills and along the thinly populated fringes of the
Gangetic plainland centres lived very different lives from those of the
Mughals' grand patrician clients.

Initially at least, as they competed with their rivals for warrior
recruits and other local allies, the rulers and their armed retainers in
such dominions as the Jat-ruled Bharatpur kingdom southwest of
Delhi, or in the other dry and thinly populated tracts of the poligar
country and the western Gangetic plain, had good reasons to stay
relaxed about matters of ritual purity. Many were from Muslim
minority populations; these rulers particularly found advantage in
building open and all-embracing networks of recruitment and affilia-
tion. The non-Muslim soldiers, merchants and revenue contractors
who took the new dynasts' patronage also needed to keep their
options open: some Brahmanical exclusiveness in diet and marriage-
making could signal to both Hindu and Muslim rulers that one's kin
were honourable and thus suitable for service within the new realm.
Too much, on the other hand, could foreclose options for tactical
marriages and alliances with these rulers' other new-found clients.

In these areas where understandings of 'caste' were comparatively
loose and flexible, the new rulers did recognise the more formal
versions of jati and varna which characterised certain of their subjects
and near neighbours. The self-made dynasts thus knew and used the
relatively precise and socially exclusive jati and varna titles which were
common to the specialist merchants, priests and artisans whose skills
were of value to them in the forging of their new domains. At the
same time, not even all of these people drew hard and fast boundaries

43

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



CASTE, SOCIETY AND POLITICS IN INDIA

between themselves and the populations of nomadic hill people,
pastoralists and forest hunter-gatherers who made up a sizable propor-
tion of the Indian population in this period.

Certainly the eighteenth-century dynasts and lordly groups found it
advantageous to interact with unsettled 'marauders' as well as settled
villagers and the habitues of the more refined court and shrine centres.
This was no longer the case for people who used patrician titles in the
later nineteenth century, when the memories of such connections were
being widely disowned by 'pure' caste Hindus. Indeed, as Chapter 2
will show, for all the openness and ambiguity of the eighteenth-
century warrior rulers in such matters, it was paradoxically the
strategic and ideological needs of the dynasts which tilted the balance
towards stricter order and rank, both in the making of marriages and in
other important areas of caste experience. Even so, it was only in the
later colonial period, when a high proportion of the unsettled arms-
bearers had been reduced to the status of tied labourers in the service
of dominant cultivators, that plains-dwellers came more generally to
shun hill and forest people as unclean enemies of the 'caste Hindu'.

Yet in most cases these changes came slowly and unevenly. Even
well into the era of the East India Company's political ascendancy,
many people who were recognised as Rajputs, or as persons of
equivalent honour and refinement in other regions, still had attach-
ments to meat-eating 'tribal' chiefs, recruiting warriors from their kin
groups, recognising the power of their gods and forest holy places,
and often accepting their daughters in marriage.

It is true that by the mid-eighteenth century, many of the expansive
new post-Mughal lordships were encroaching deep into the territories
of the supposedly fierce and carnal people who were known by such
titles as Bhil, Gond and Santal. Yet these heightened contacts could
still be mutually advantageous. As the new dynasts became increas-
ingly dependent on cash revenue and commerce, many hill and forest
groups provided a market for commodities from the plains. In many
cases too, rulers increased their recruitment of irregular military levies
from these turbulent margins, whose populations often still mixed
forms of shifting cultivation with armed tribute-taking from adjacent
'peasant' locales. So, far from seeking to disarm or annihilate such
people, the Marathas and other post-Mughal dynasts found at least
until the later eighteenth century that it made strategic sense to vest
the most valuable of these groups with forms of qualified sovereignty
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(girasi), often with a tacit right to raid adjacent populations of
sedentary revenue-paying 'peasants'.25

In both north and central India, some new dynasts encouraged the
itinerant quasi-Brahman bards known as Bhats or Charans to attach
themselves to these armed hill lineages whom they called girasias
(sometimes girisi rajas, later anglicised as Gracias or Grasia Rajas).26

The idea of recruiting Bhats to sing the praises of these so-called
girasiadars was that these hill chiefs could thereby be exalted in the
heraldic style associated with Rajputs, thus becoming more plausibly
'royal', and therefore fit to exercise the kind of parcelled-out lordship
that had become the basis of suzerainty both in the Maratha-ruled
territories and elsewhere. This seems to have been the means by
which many self-made men of prowess equipped themselves with
convincing Rajput 'caste' credentials. In the south too there were
bardic groups who performed similar functions in the poligar
country.

There was always a delicate balance between aggression and
harmony in these relationships. Even so, until relatively recent times
plains people tended to hold the bearers of 'tribal' titles in mingled fear
and reverence. Their hills and forests commanded respect as the
domains of blood-taking deities whose powers of sakti or activated
divine energy empower both kings and gods to contend with the
unclean or 'demonic' forces which continually menace the ordered
dharmic world. Even well into the nineteenth century many powerful
people still understood 'caste' codes to be saying to men of prowess
that conformity to Brahmanical norms was not enough, that dynasts
and their fellow Kshatriyas had a mandate to associate themselves,
however ambivalently, with the gods, peoples and warlike energies of
the hills and forest margins.

This idea even entered the great sixteenth-century Mughal text on
statecraft, the Ain-i-akbari, which records a legend about the founder
of one of the great Rajput dynasties being brought up in the wilds by a
spear-wielding Bhil. When the young prince succeeds to his throne he
is given his tilak, his emblem of royal consecration, by being marked
on the brow with human blood provided by his Bhil protector. This
stands in marked contrast to later versions of this story in which the

2 5 Skaria 1992; also T o d [1829-32] 1920,I: 1 9 0 - 1 ; Singh 1988; Unni than 1994.
2 6 Forbes 1813, II: 88-106 . O n these Bhat 'self-immolators', see Chapter 2, below.
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Bhil guardian becomes a mere savage to be subdued and triumphed
over, thus proclaiming that the lordly man conforms to models of
varna-derived Kshatriya refinement. The blood in the ritual is now
that of the Bhil himself, slain by the prince who has won his throne by
shedding the blood of the un-dharmic forest 'other'.27

DEVOTION AND CASTELESSNESS

Caste terms and principles were certainly not in universal use in the
post-Mughal period, but those seeking appropriate terminology could
certainly glean much from the available sacred sources - from the
Sanskrit Vedas and epics, from Manu and the other dharmasastras,
from the purana texts, from Brahmanical rituals, and even from the
denunciations of anti-Brahmanical 'reformers'. Furthermore, by the
early eighteenth century, more and more Indians could see these
schemes of rank and classification being used to advantage all around
them.

Yet at this time both the subordinated and the newly advantaged
could and did turn to other forms of religion which have been widely
described as 'casteless' and anti-Brahmanical. These spiritual traditions
derive from the religion of bhakti or devotion as expressed by the
great sampradayas or organised sectarian orders. Initiates of these
monk-led orders still bind themselves in loving communion to one of
the incarnate forms of the all-India high gods, the most popular of
these being Ram the warrior-king, and Krishna the pastoral lover and
nurturer. In the centuries preceding the British conquest, these devo-
tional networks spoke to both new and established 'peasants', and also
to rulers, traders and artisanal populations, in the anti-Brahmanical
language of Caitanya, Kabir and the other historic teachers and
mystics.28

27 O n the Mara thas ' b loody subjugation of Bhils in Indore , where worsh ip was offered to
the e ighteenth-century rulers ' royal executioner 's axe, see Lua rd 1908, II: 222. Also
U n n i t h a n 1994: 109; M. Carstairs 'Bhils of Kotra Bhoma t ' in M a t h u r and Agarwal 1974;
Deliege 1985; G u h a 1996; and the anthropologis t Adr ian Mayer ' s account (1985: 215) of a
Rajput pr ince 's accession rite in 1918 when a Bhil repor tedly performed the hereditary task
of applying the installation b r o w mark wi th b lood from his o w n gashed t h u m b .

28 A m o n g o ther medieval preceptors in this t radit ion are Ramanuja, and also the
originator of Sikh teaching, G u r u N a n a k ; earlier versions of anti-Brahmanical teaching were
disseminated th rough bo th Buddh i sm and Jainism. Fo r historically informed anthropological
t reatments of the sampradaya faiths see Burghar t 1978a; van der Veer 1987, 1988; Pinch
1996.
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Islam too, which first took root in coastal areas of the west and
south through contact with eighth- and ninth-century Arab traders,
had a complex history of interaction with the anti-Brahman sampra-
daya faiths. By the sixteenth century, the rise of Muslim-ruled king-
doms in the Deccan and north spread the teachings of Islam to both
humble and elite groups in much of the subcontinent, with Muslims
comprising as much as one-fifth of the population in some areas. Even
after the decline of Mughal power in the early eighteenth century,
Muslim pirs (adepts of the mystical and devotional traditions known
as Sufism) continued to be revered by both Muslims and non-
Muslims. These pirs or cult saints attracted constituencies which were
similar to the followings of Hindu bhakti teachers and Sikh gurus, and
which shared many of their ideals and spiritual practices. Thus, from
these sources too, Indians encountered messages of devotion to a deity
who was to be seen as transcendent, but also as dissolving divisions of
rank and hierarchy through practices of personalised mystical
devotion.

Paradoxically, however, even though both Islam and the popular
bhakti forms of Hinduism are often described as casteless and
egalitarian, few if any adherents of these traditions should be seen as
renouncers of caste. On the contrary, in the Punjab, Bengal and the
southern poligar country particularly, the many non-elite 'peasants'
and pastoralists who became devotees of Muslim pirs during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries seem to have become distinctly
more castelike than hitherto through these new-found bonds of
discipleship. Of course these ties were not based on Brahmanical
purity, but they did foster a sense of Kallar, Rangar or Meo qaum or
jati affinity which was nourished by shared attachment to the pir and
his power.

Such developments were particularly widespread in areas where the
Muslim saint or spiritual preceptor had become a recipient of royal
patronage, and an embodiment of lordly powers and virtues, in one of
the fast-growing new regional realms and chiefdoms.29 These trends
closely resembled patterns of caste formation which were occurring at
this time among hitherto amorphous and open-ended trading and
service groups. Such people developed these enhanced jati affinities
through attachment to pir-like local power divinities (birs and virans),

29 S.Bayly 1989.
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or to the temples, maths and gurus of regional bhakti cult deities.
Here particularly we see a connection between the movement of
merchants and traders into the bhakti cults and their growing associa-
tion with the larger and more settled kingdoms and royal patronage
networks of the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.30

This was also true of the initiated adherents of Sikh teaching in the
north, and the followers of the Shiva-Lingayat tradition in the
southern Deccan. These adherents of devotional faith had already
become castelike 'communities' in their own right well before the era
of the post-Mughal successor realms. More generally, however, bhakti
teaching simply gave to the ordinary so-called caste Hindu an
experience of mystical and apparently casteless union with the divine.

Yet even when the sampradaya sectarian orders devalued worldly
jati and varna hierarchies, their lay adherents did not deny their validity
in everyday life. Especially where marriage was concerned, lay initiates
who worshipped through a personal guru (preceptor) rather than a
Brahman ritualist would still accept that the 'untouchable' Chamar or
Paraiyan was radically unlike the devotee of respectable caste origin.
Many bhakti sects denied initiation to 'unclean' groups; some allowed
only those of Brahman birth to become gurus. And at the very least
these movements - like north India's Ram-worshipping Ramanandis,
and the other bhakti networks which played a crucial role in the
making of what we now call Hinduism - built on familiarity with jati
and varna conventions, even though their devotees were urged to
evade or transcend these boundaries in certain circumstances.31

Furthermore the activities of these 'conversion' faiths and sampra-
daya networks gave rise to assertive counter-movements like Bengal's
early nineteenth-century Dharma Sabha organisations which rallied
self-professed preservers of 'orthodox' faith to the defence of Brahma-
nical authority. Bengal was one of many ethnolinguistic regions where
strong caste ideologies existed side by side with ostensibly un-
Brahmanical forms of bhakti Hinduism, as well as with Sikh, Muslim
and even Christian variants of devotional faith. In many cases too,
both before and during the colonial period, battles between organised

30 O n such ne tworks of affiliation among H i n d u s see Prakash 1990a: 4 1 - 5 8 ; C o n l o n
1977. On pirs see S. Bayly 1989; Ea ton 1978.

31 See e.g. Pinch 1996: 27. A similar diversity of messages can be seen in the teachings of
Sikhism, and in the m a n y ' indigenised' manifestations of Islam and Chris t iani ty which t o o k
root in the subcontinent in the centuries before European conquest.
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