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It will take more than
government intervention
to change age-old
attitudes toward the
lower castes in India

The Stigma
of the

2L
e r\
o £\

e X

- AXMI CHAND TYAGI stood

wreckage of his rural develop.
ment center about' 30 miles from
Jodhpur in northwestern India.
“They were around 400 high-caste
youths, mostly Rajputs, from neigh-
boring villages,” he explained as
we stumbled in the dark, past the
charred window frames and shat-
tered doorways. “They poured over
the compound wall, swinging iron
bars and lathis (wooden staffs).
Then they shouted, ‘Who is from
the low castes?” And if they saw
anyone with dark skin, they beat
them with their iron bars. They set
on fire everything that was here: the
cots, the clothes, the mattresses.
They threw onto the blaze the cen-
ter’s records and video recorders
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and the slide projectors — every-
thing we had built up over seven
years.”

Tyagi spoke quictly on that morn-
ing of October 22, 1990. He is a
small, precise man, with hunched
shoulders, a rumor of a- mustache
and heavy black-rimmed glasses
perched uncomfortably on his nose.
“Here, look!” he said. *“This was
the dispensary.” The torch beam
swept around a smiall rectangular
cell, whose door was hanging loose
on its hinges. As we stepped inside,
our feet crunched on broken glass,
pills and capsules. “The Harijan
(untouchables) used to come nearly
25 miles for treatment here. And
we taught them rudimentary health
care.”

“But why did they do this?” 1
asked. ““What difference does it
make to the Rajputs if you educate
the untouchables?” '

“The lower castes have always
been the slaves of the higher
custes,” he replied. “They work in
their fields for low wages; they
sweep their streets. If we ed-

. ucate them, who will do these

dirty jobs? The Rajputs hate this
place because it makes their slaves
free.”

When I asked Tyagi what he had
done while the Rajputs destroyed
his life’s work, he made a slight
gesture with his open palm: *Il
was thinking of Gandhi. He was
also beaten up -- many times. He
said you must welcome such at-
tacks because it is only through
confrontation that you can go for-

ward. We will start again. The poor
of this desert still need us.”

“And if the higher castes come for
you again?”

“Then we will welcome them.
They are also victims of their
culture.”

While driving to the center,
Tyagi had shown me just how
far caste is written into the Indian
landscape. Coming over a ridge,
we saw a small white-stone village.
Nearby stood another, larger setile-
ment: a scries of round mud huts
with pretty conical thatched roofs.
To me it was a charming picture,
but to Tyagi it spoke of repression
and segregation. “The stone village
with the pukka houses belongs 10
Rajputs,” he explained. “The huts
belong to the Harijan. They are not
allowed to live together, and if a
Harijan wishes to come past the
Rajput houses, he must remove his
shoes.”

“Do the castes have separate
wells?”

“No, there is only one well. If
a woman from a Hanjan family
wishes to take water from it, a

person of high caste must come and -

provide it. The untouchable cannot
touch the bucket. It is the same in
every sphere of life. In the village
tea house, the cups for the Harijan
are kept separately from those of
the other castes. If there is a
public meeting, the Harijan cannot
share the same durree (carpet) or
charpoy (string bed) as the Raj-
puts. If Harijan children are admit-
ted to the primary school, then
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they sit Separately at the back.”

In Rajasthan, caste IS an open
book that can be read as soon as
you know the local visual dialect,
Among men it is the color and tying
of the turban that g significant:
around Jodhpur, a white turban
belongs to an elderly smallholder
of the middle castes (the Bishnoi
or the Jats), while only the upper
castes will wear saffron. The way
YOu train your mustache — upward,
downward or across — and the
Way you wear your dhoi (loin-
cloth) could define you even more
closely.

Among women, jewelry and dress
color is important. Saffron, yellow
and red are the colors of the upper
Castes and are worn with elaborate
and expensive jewelry. Red with
black borders and maroon are usu-
ally worn by the middle castes,
while darker colors, coarse cloth,
simple silver or brass anklets and
tattooed arms define the wearer as
low caste - or an untouchable,

From marriage to jobs, every
detail of life in the traditional In-
dian village, where 75 percent of
Indians still live, is regulated. Every-
one knows hijs place, and what is
expected of him. Moreover, it is
divinely ordained. Hindus believe
that your caste in this life is deter-
mined by your actions in a previous
existence. A good life js rewarded
by high caste, a bad life punished
by future low-caste status or even
untouchability, -

Therefore, to rise out of your °

caste within your present lifetime
120
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does more than just rock the foup.
dations of society: it breaks the
cosmic cycle; it defies nature. So
when a man tries 1o educate the
Harijan, he must be stopped. And
when a government commits itself
1o raising the status of the lower
Castes, that 100 must be fought.

Rajeev Goswami was a Brahmin
boy, in his early 20s, from a middje-
class Punjabi family. His father was
4 postal clerk, and in time Rajeev
was expected to take up a re-
spectable government job as well,
The government’s announcement on
August 7, 1990, that 27 percent of
those jobs were to be reserved
for backward castes (adding to the
22.5 percent already reserved for
certain very low castes and. tribal
people) ended Rajeeyv’s hopes of a
career in the bureaucracy. Previous-
ly, the better clerical jobs had been
the preserve of the Brahmins. That
many of these should now be re-
served for the lower castes was
unthinkable,

First Rajeev went op a hunger
strike, but it received little attention
in the press. So, together with some
friends, he planned a stunt — a.
mock  self-immolation. He would
douse his legs with kerosene and set
them alight. His friends would be
on hand 10 put out the fire.

On that morning of September 19,
1990, Rajeev was at the venue with
only his legs doused in kerosene.
But in the charged atmosphere he
got carried away. He poured kero-
sene over his body and set himself
alight. His friends, who were at the

)

33

T sas l  n B e VPRI



[

1992

back of the crowd, couldn’t put out
the flames. But there were photog-
raphers, and as Rajeev burned, the
shutters clicked. The next morning,

while Rajeev fought for his life in .

hospital, his picture was on every
front page.

In quick succession, riots broke
out in several Indian cities as high-
caste students fought police, disrupt-
ed traffic and burned trains. There
was a wave of self-immolations —
deliberate this time, and all involv-
ing high-caste teen-agers.

The state of Rajasthan, where
Jodhpur is located, was one of the
centers of the agitation. Here cen-
turies of rule by Rajputs had left a
monolithic legacy of caste distine-
tions. Social mobility was virtually
unknown. Thus, when the new gov-
ernment measures were announced,
the shock here was considerable.
The attack on Tyagi’s center was
just one among many attacks on the
lower castes.

When I went to Rajasthan after
the riots began, the violence had
subsided, but emotions were stil]
‘running high. In Jodhpur I found an
angry group of high-caste students

waving black flags and clustered

round a makeshift shrine — a
picture of the burning Rajeev Gos-
wami and a statue of the Mon-
key God Hanuman (“to give us
strength to fight the government”).
“In old times these untouchables
were oppressed, but today nothing,”
said Sandeep Joshi, a student
leader. He shook his head with
horror: “If they. get government

T e s e n i, e s e

THE STIGMA OF THE CASTE SYSTEM

jobs, everything will' break down.”
The lower custes had the same
opportunities as anyone else, the
students argued, and if many of
them were poor, then so were many
Brahmins.

This is partly true. Even,in Rajas-
than some untouchables are doing
well. Forty miles outsidgJodhpur, in
the village of Gadvada; lives a large
community of leather workers, one
of the lowest sub-castes of untouch-
ables. For years they had pursued
the uncertain trade of stitching
together leather shoes. But recent-
ly a Delhi businessman gave them
new designs and employed nine
stitchers to make high-guality leath-
er goods. The stitchers now earned
about 25 rupees a day, two-thirds
more than the 15 rupees the upper
castes paid day laborers in their
fields. As the stitchers worked in
pairs, usually with another family
member, it was possible for one
family to bring home 2000 rupees a
month.

In India this is big money, and
in Gadvada the prosperity was
showing. Several of the leather
workers had built additional rooms
to their homes, and a few had even
bought stainless steel kitchen uten-
sils. Socially, they were still un-
touchable. However, several of them
had now leased farmland to the
middle castes.

But Gadvada is exceptional,

whereas the village of Gagadi,
where Tyagi has his center, is
typical. Home to about 300 fami-
lies from eight different castes, its
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social hierarchy is rigid. Rajputs and
Biutmins are at the top, Jats in
the niiddle. Below them are three
low castes — the basketmakers, pot-
makers and blacksmiths — and final-
ly the untouchable castes — leather
workers and sweepers.

Caste feelings here remain strong.
Bhera Ram is a charming Jat. Tall
and well-dressed, he is the man-
ager of the farmers’ local coopera-
tive. When 1 asked him about the
plan to reserve government jobs,
he said, “It will break down the
existing social order — this mustn't
happen!”

“You think they should be your
servants?” | asked.

“The lower castes,” he said, “‘must
respect us and know their place.”

“And do they no longer respect
you?”

“The educated ones now look for

other jobs. They don’t want 1o work
for me.”

“Would you let a low caste come
into your house?”

“If he tried, I'd berate him and

-throw him out,” said Bhera Ram.,

In the end, only time and educa-
tion can hope 1o remove the stigma
of the caste system. Just before ]

‘left Gagadi, I talked to Nim Bhara,

a 12-year-old boy who goes to the
school run by Tyagi. “Are there
untouchables in your class?” ]
asked.

*“Yes, but we all sit together.”

“Are you friendly with them?”

*“Yes, in school I can mix freely
with them.” .

“When you grow up and have a
house of your own, will you treat
everyone the same?”

Nim Bhara remained silent for a
while. Then softly he said, *“Yes.”

CONDENSED FROM OBSERVER MAGAZINE {DECEMBER 2. '90). © 1990 BY OBSERVER MAGAZINE, LONDON
PHOTO. © TiM GIBSONENVISION P
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Objectives of the Plan {(The First Five Year Pilan 1973-78)

Objectives of the Flan

{111}

To reduce poverty.

To raise output in the major sectors of the economy particularly

in agriculture and industry.

To expand the output of essential consumption items 1ike food,
clothing, edible oil, kerosene and sugar with a view to provide

the minimum consumption requirements of the masses.

To consolidate the gains made so far in the socialist
transformation of Bangladesh,; to ensure a wider diffusion of
economic opportunities in the self-employment sectors 1in the

urban and rural areas.

To reduce dependence on foreign aid over time  through
mobilisation to domestic resources and the promotion of self-

reliance.

1

To transform the institutional and technological base of
agriculture with a wview tp attaining self-sufficiency in
foodgrainsg, widening employment opportunities in agriculture and

stemming the flow of labour to the cities.

To lay the ground were for an ambitions programme of population

planning and control.
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(vill) To accelerate the rate of development expenditure and remedy the
glaring deficiencies 1in the traditionally neglected fields of
social and human resources development by improvement in

education, healith, rural housing and water suppiies etc.

Objectives of the Two Year Plan {1978-80)

{1 To achieve a higher rate of growth of the economy.

{(2) To develop the rural economy with special emphasis on increasing
productivity as well as employment opporfunities.

{3 To put greater reliance on domestic resources and reduce our
dependence on foreign aid.

(4) To expand employment opportunities to arrest deteriorating
poverty condition, improve income distribution and thereby
promote social justice.

(9} To improve towards self-reliance in foodgrains at a faster rate.

{6) To reduce the rate of population growth further and lay the
ground for accelerated decrease of population .growth in the
subsequent plan periods.

{7) Improve provision of basic needs such as food, clothing, drinking

water, health services and education.
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Fourth Five Year Plan {(1990-95) Drafi

Objectives of the Fourth Five Year Flan (1990-95) :

part  of

mai » oob

{a)

{t)

The  Fourth Five Year Plan (1980-85) begins from July, 1990, As
the perspective plan (1900-2010), the Fourth has the following

otives

Accelerating  economic growth. It is envisaged that the anhual

growth rate of ODP would be 5% during the plan period.

Poverty alleviation and employment generation through human

resource development.,

Tnorease self-relisnce.



