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Abstract  

 

This thesis is an ethnographic exploration of the way in which local actors 

who engage in Ambedkarite discourses in rural Chhattisgarh are disconnected from 

the larger pan-Indian social movement. It goes beyond the literature that looks at 

Dalits in the urban context by focusing on Dalits in rural India. The aspects under 

investigation are caste, social and sectarian movements, youth, rights, 

intergenerational difference and education.  

 

The Satnami community examined here is located in a village where they are 

in more or less the same economic position to other castes. These other castes, 

however, practice ódistancingô from them to avoid ópollutionô, which is a cause for 

smouldering resentment. Satnamis have been historically militant. They acquired 

additional land and assert themselves through a sectarian movement. They have their 

own functionaries and pilgrimage site. Their sectarian ideology advances the claim 

that they are independent (swatantra) from other castes and have mitigated exchange 

(len-den) with them. Nevertheless, they remain at the bottom of the village caste 

hierarchy and face everyday forms of caste oppression. Educated Satnamis in the 

younger generation claim that they know more (jaankar) about their rights (adhikaar) 

and aspire to change by becoming ñkey social animatorsò. These young men are 

organised in an association (samiti/samuh) that draws on Ambedkarôs ideas about 

overcoming caste oppression. They also appropriate mainstream spaces in the village 

by organising Hindu festivals, and defy ócleanô caste ostracism at a ritual level. But 

they do not have any functional power in the village or in the panchayat.  

 

When urban Dalit activists, with their headquarters in Raipur, visit rural areas, 

they ignore this group of young men in the village. Their main activity is fact-finding 

and the dissemination of reports of caste-motivated atrocities on the Internet with the 

intention of forging links to NGOs nationally and internationally. They do not focus 

their attention on mundane forms of caste oppression in everyday village life, and the 

young men in the village remain hidden from view.  

 

The present study examines how the Dalit movement is functioning at the 

grass roots level, focusing on those actors in rural India who remain hidden from 

mainstream channels of activism in the Dalit movement.      
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Chapter 1  
 

Introduction to the Thesis  
 

 

The Satnamis in Chhattisgarh in central India are the largest óex-untouchableô
1
 

community in that state. In rural areas, the Satnamis live segregated from all other 

castes and are still considered by Brahmins and others belonging to the OBC (Other 

Backward Classes) castes to be ópollutedô. Those castes practise ódistancingô towards 

the Satnamis and do not allow them to share the same sources of water. They even 

assign them to a separate area for bathing in village ponds. Restrictions on sharing 

food (commensality) and cross-caste marriage are also prevalent in everyday village 

life. Although the practice of untouchability has become more subtle and has been 

mitigated in many ways, the Satnamis remain at the bottom of the village caste 

hierarchy. The Satnamis were described as a ódissentingô sect by Russell and Hiralal 

in 1916, and although they are no longer militant, an example of Satnami dissent was 

reported in the local media recently, during the course of my fieldwork. The transition 

of Satnami identity from the óuntouchableô Chamar caste
2
 to its present status took 

place through a sectarian movement that began over two hundred years ago, but the 

Satnamisô struggle for rights is still ongoing, and an end to caste discrimination is not 

yet in sight.  

 

The victory that the Satnamis won through their sectarian movement is reflected in 

their own terms, such as independence (swatantra) from the oppression of óupper-

castesô and mitigated exchange (len-den) with those castes. Mitigated exchange was 

not only a matter of choice as the Satnamis have been mostly endogamous and are 

restricted by caste-prescribed rules concerning commensality and conjugality much 

like all other castes in rural India. Although they made a transition in their identity on 

an ideological level, structurally and socially the Satnamis remain at the bottom of the 

                                                 
1 
A ópolitically correctô term for óUntouchableô / Dalit / Scheduled Caste.   

2
 The traditional occupation of the Chamar caste in many other parts of India is the removal of 

carcasses and tanning leather, which are deemed to be highly ópollutingô tasks. The Chamars thus fall 

under the category of óuntouchableô castes.  However, in Chhattisgarh, it is the Mehar caste that is 

responsible for the removal of carcasses, and not the Chamars. 
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ritual caste hierarchy based on notions of purity and ópollutionô that are rooted in 

Hindu cosmology. Furthermore, in government population censuses the Satnamis fall 

under the Scheduled Caste (SC)
3 
category. This denotes those castes that were 

considered óuntouchableô in the Hindu caste system over the centuries.    

 

The present research centres on a group of young Satnami men in a village called 

Meu, who in 2004 started an association by the name Yuva Ambedkar Chetna Manch 

(which can be translated as Youth Ambedkar Awareness Forum). They organise 

Hindu festivals in the Satnami ward (para) and hold meetings to discuss issues related 

to rights (adhikaar) and village development (vikas) while venerating Ambedkar as an 

icon of the movement for Dalit
4 
(or óuntouchableô) rights. Although these young men 

symbolically draw upon Ambedkar, rural Satnamis seldom if ever adopt a politicised 

Dalit identity. The members of YACM are neither affiliated to any political parties, 

nor are they activists in the pan-Indian Dalit social movement, which is represented 

by the Dalit Mukti Morcha (DMM) with its headquarters in the state capital Raipur. It 

can be argued that the formation of YACM was catalysed by the spread of education 

                                                 
3
This and other categories for reservations are explained further below.  

4
 óDalitô is the politicised identity that óuntouchableô communities have adopted since the 1970s, when 

it was popularised by the Dalit Panthers. It is a term Ambedkar brought into currency, which unlike his 

original connotation is often translated as ódowntroddenô or óbrokenô. Ambedkar played a major role in 

the post-colonial formation of the Indian state and its Constitution, and set the stage for the 

óautonomous anti-casteô movements that followed. His legacy is the most powerful symbol in the 

contemporary Dalit movement, and the word óDalitô itself is Ambedkarôs creation. According to the 

hypothesis in his book ñThe Untouchables: who were they and why they became untouchables?ò 

published in 1948, ñ(in Jaffrelot 2005: 40-41) he explains that all primitive societies have been 

conquered at one time or another by invaders who set themselves above the autochthonous peoples. In 

the process of social fragmentation that followed, peripheral groups, or what he calls óBroken Menô, 

split off from the centre: óIn a tribal war it often happened that a tribe, instead of being completely 

annihilated, was defeated and routed. In many cases, a defeated tribe became broken into bits. As a 

consequence of this, there always existed in Primitive times a floating population consisting of groups 

of Broken tribesmen roaming in all directionsô (pp 275 in Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar, Writings and 

Speeches, Vol. 7). When the conquerors became sedentary, they turned to these óBroken Menô to 

protect them from the attacks of nomadic tribes. Ambedkar used this theory to describe Untouchables 

as the descendents of Broken Men (or Dalit, in Marathi), and thus as the original, pre-Aryan, 

inhabitants of India. For Ambedkar the association of Broken Men with Buddhism did not suffice as an 

explanation of why Brahmins had consigned the Untouchables to a lowly status. The additional reason 

that he put forward was related to their eating habits: the Broken Men refused to become vegetarian 

and continued to eat beef, whereas óBrahmins made the cow a sacred animalô (ibid).ò Ambedkarôs 

views on the origins of the caste system and the relegation of óuntouchablesô to the bottom of the 

hierarchy are similar to those of the Ad-Dharm and Adi-Dravida movements in north and south India 

respectively. In contemporary usage, the word Dalit does not always correspond to Ambedkarôs 

hypothesis. The popular usage of the word Dalit for óuntouchableô castes spread in the 1970s during 

Scheduled Caste and Hindu riots in Bombay by the Dalit Panthers, who used the term to assert their 

identity, which stood for a struggle for rights and self respect (Shah 2001: 21-22). Dalit is a symbol for 

óchange and revolutionô and conveys these aspirations.  
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in the village and growing awareness about notions of citizenship and rights. 

Intergenerational difference in terms of education is a pervasive phenomenon 

observable not only in Meu but throughout rural India, as is the insertion of 

Ambedkarite discourses, predominantly in the repertoire of selfhood of young 

educated Dalit men.   

 

This study attempts to understand how these young men, having acquired some level 

of schooling, navigate intergenerational differences and avenues for social mobility. 

How do they reconcile the ideological stance of being Satnami, self-sufficient 

(swatantra) and with mitigated exchange (len-den) with other castes while beginning 

to identify with increasingly urbanising and politicising Dalit communities throughout 

India? How can their seemingly contradictory approach to fighting for rights, on the 

one hand, by organising the celebration of Hindu festivals, and, on the other, by 

invoking Ambedkarite discourses for the alleviation from caste discrimination be 

understood? What has really changed as a result of Dalit movements for rights, and 

what do grass-roots actors such as these young men think about the efficacy of the 

pan-Indian Dalit movement of the last couple of decades? 

 

The thesis examines why there is a lack of engagement between the young men in 

Meu and the Dalit rights movement. Seen from the vantage point of the urban 

activists and NGOs as well as the academic literature that deals with the Dalit 

movement, the focus is often on forms of activism or engagement with actors that are 

either victims of caste atrocities or those that are visible in the networks of activism. 

In this literature, the exploration into the ways in which the Dalit movement engages 

with vast rural óuntouchableô communities in remote villages is limited and there is 

barely any work done on the ways in which actors in these communities are beginning 

to formulate their own discourses about rights. The present research looks for the 

underlying reasons why urban activists do not recruit actors such as the young men in 

Meu into their movement as active members or activists; and why the young men in 

the village neither seek out the Dalit movement as a channel for fighting for their 

rights.    

 

Although the present study is particularly concerned with the social mobility and 

aspirations of the Satnamis in Chhattisgarh, its wider relevance is to engage with and 
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contribute to work on Dalits more generally. It examines the interaction of those Dalit 

activists that belong in the ónewô Dalit Social Movement, which began organising as 

NGOs in the 1980s with Satnamis in a remote rural village, and is now undergoing 

changes mainly in terms of education. In the context of far-reaching political and 

socio-economic change among urbanising Dalit communities, this study uses the 

ethnographic method to address the dearth of anthropological research into the forms 

which Dalit activism takes in remote rural areas. Contemporary research related to 

Dalits has largely focused on political currents and the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) in 

Uttar Pradesh (Jaffrelot 1998, 2000a, 2000b; Pai 2002; Jeffrey et al. 2008) and on 

urban Dalit activism (Gorringe 2005, Hardtmann 2009). This research shows that 

activism in the Dalit movement in Chhattisgarh is predicated on upward social 

mobility and is dominated by educated or urban activists that are engaged with 

Internet-based advocacy which links them nationally, internationally and trans-

nationally. This approach fails, however, to include grass-roots actors such as those in 

the YACM.  

 

Urban Dalit activists can hardly represent the numerous Dalit communities that reside 

across class, caste, religious and regional identities, within social contexts that are 

contradictory, and in economic settings that are highly heterogeneous. As activists 

became more visible in pan-Indian, trans-national and international networks, the 

image that began to form gave a sense of the rise of Dalit power, not only in politics 

through the Bahujan Samaj Party in the north, but also as an important social 

movement that would transform the Dalitsô position in Indian society in a radical way. 

This was the image being formed towards global audiences such as those convening 

in global social forums as well as among the urban middle classes in India. It had 

seemed as though subordinated people in Indian society who had recently gained 

opportunities for higher education and migration to the west to earn better wages were 

forming voluntary organisations in civil society that would simply catapult Dalits into 

post-neoliberal middle-class Indian society, where óuntouchabilityô would be a thing 

of the past. 

 

Whereas the above may have been true for some Dalit activists in the past couple of 

decades, they actually represent only a small fraction of the Dalit population across 

India. The majority of Dalits still reside in villages in India which are far from being 



11 

 

touched by the kinds of transformation that liberalisation has brought to Indian towns 

and cities. In the rural setting, where caste remains an important part of everyday life, 

education is a means of social mobility that leads to new ways of interacting with 

others or becoming village elites. Educated young men and some young women 

(though far fewer in numbers) are beginning to organise themselves into associations 

in an unprecedented way. The formation of such groups can be linked to the 

experience of schooling and increased awareness through print and other media. Such 

actors are often invisible to urbanised forms of activism, and do not appear in the 

mainstream of political activity in rural communities. They are hidden from view 

because they do not easily link to mainstream channels of protest or mass 

mobilisation.  

 

Such actors provide a vantage point from which to examine how rural people far 

removed from urban forms of activism draw upon emancipatory discourses found in 

the Dalit movement. They also bring into view unexpected ways in which educated 

young people organise events in everyday village life that symbolise the assertion of 

autonomy different to those of older generations. While the activities of such rural 

young men may seem insignificant in terms of protest or bringing about any far-

reaching changes in village politics or hierarchies, it is worth examining and 

understanding the subtle ways in which their discourses and activities signify 

intergenerational shifts. The YACM is an example of the ways in which schooling 

and wider access to Dalit emancipatory discourses are incorporated into a repertoire 

of activities and conversations that rural young men are now able to engage in. The 

significance of the YACM lies in mapping the different ways in which Dalit 

discourses are appropriated for the purpose of overcoming social inferiority and 

subjugation in rural areas that are otherwise overlooked when gauging the extent of 

Dalit movements in India. Thus, rather than only focusing on the outcome of Dalit 

activism, this research calls attention to subterranean shifts in contemporary rural life 

that are not characterised by revolutionary actors or events, but by gradual changes 

that are just beginning to occur.   

 

The objective here is to shed light on actors in the YACM that are otherwise hidden 

from view (also hidden in the research on the Dalit movement) because they are not 

part of activist, NGO or political networks that are more visible in towns and cities. 
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The young men in the YACM represent a rural generation that is literate and 

beginning to formulate a language of rights and dissent which does not fall neatly into 

existing Dalit political or social movements. The examples of discrimination and 

dissent presented in Dalit literature are often spectacular instances that stand out in 

relation to everyday forms of discrimination and the claiming of rights in rural areas. 

This study attempts to understand the young men in the YACM through the 

framework of óorganic intellectualsô referring to Gramsciôs conception of how 

subordinated groups can generate a sense of cultural awareness; and, through 

leadership, óorganicallyô question and change their own position within the social 

hierarchy or cultural status quo (Bellamy 1994). Ambedkarôs thoughts and his slogan 

óeducate-organise-agitateô - which is significant in the discourse adopted by this group 

of young men, and which forms a bond between them and the larger, more visible 

networks of activism - not only resonates with Gramsciôs emphasis on the ñneed to 

educate and organise the collective will of the massesò (ibid: xiv) but also with his 

claim that the dissemination of new values would give people ñcritical purchase of 

their current situation and galvanise them into actionò (ibid). Education and ócultural 

preparationô played a key role in Gramsciôs thinking about the ways in which social 

change from the bottom up could occur, and the attainment of higher awareness was 

central to it.  

 

This analysis of everyday practices constituting the contemporary form of caste 

discrimination in rural Chhattisgarh attempts to explain the position of the young men 

in the YACM through the historical trajectory of the Satnami movement. It also 

explores the intergenerational changes that have led to the increased awareness or 

jaankari that they claim. Significantly, the Satnamis of Chhattisgarh do not associate 

themselves with the Dalit identity as readily as urban Dalits in some other parts of 

India, and neither do they find recourse in Dalit political movements such as that of 

the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) as in Uttar Pradesh. There are several reasons for this. 

Firstly, the assertion of Satnami identity in rural Chhattisgarh is more prevalent, and 

secondly, the BSP does not have any political power in Chhattisgarh. In this context, 

the language of rights articulated by the young men in the YACM informally 

organised as ókey social animatorsô
5
 in the village community is different from the 

                                                 
5 
This is a term I borrow from Jeffrey et al (2008: 32). 
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kinds of rights claimed by the school of subaltern studies (Chatterjee 2008) that looks 

at subordinated communities from the vantage point of patronage. This 

ethnographical study seeks to gain an understanding of the thoughts and actions of 

young educated Satnami men on how their óuntouchableô past can be transcended in a 

rural setting. Their understanding is highly significant since the evidence illuminates 

areas where large numbers of óuntouchableô castes in India live and remain 

disconnected from increasing Dalit politicisation and activism. The disconnection 

between the growth of activism within the pan-Indian Dalit movement and the 

exclusion of actors such as those in the YACM from the activist networks calls for 

further exploration into the hidden forms of rights-claiming that occur in village life. 

These are obscured by urban activistsô networks in the Dalit movement and by current 

ethnographies of it. 

 

The YACMôs disconnection from activist networks reveals how the contemporary 

Dalit movement lacks a broad base and fails to make inroads into local voluntary 

groups that do not necessarily engage with activism. Groups such as the YACM 

remain uncharted by local activists that separate themselves from actors at grass-roots 

level while forging links to the outside world of NGOs and advocacy. While they 

canvass for Dalit rights and employ resources in activities such as ófact-findingô and 

supporting victims of caste-motivated atrocities by providing legal representation, 

they do not always organise people as a broad base. This model of Dalit activism does 

not replicate political power, where vote-seeking engages political actors with the 

grass-roots to influence individuals. For mainstream political actors, the goal is 

electoral victory. This is not, however, the case for activists in the Dalit movement. 

The need for a broad base is not deemed necessary to the work of activism. This 

means various groups at the periphery of the movement, such as the YACM in Meu, 

are not considered instrumental or important to the work of Dalit activists.  

Satnamis and the caste system 
   

En route to Meu, near the end of oneôs journey, is a larger village called Pamgarh. 

The bus screeches to a halt amidst fruit stalls and billowing dust adjacent to a stout 

statue of Ambedkar, gaudily painted and garlanded with tinsel. The characteristic 

western three-piece suit, black-rimmed glasses and thick-bound book resting in 
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Ambedkarôs arm characterise him in stark contrast to Gandhi, whose statues portray 

him in a traditional dhoti. The bus drops passengers going to Meu at a point on the 

highway from which a narrower road leads to the village. This part of the journey is 

made by foot or by horse and carriage (tonga). The stretch into the village is flanked 

by paddy fields on both sides, hedged in places by clusters of besram
6
 bearing purple 

flowers, while the fields host clumps of mango trees. Occasional quiet sounds made 

by kingfishers and other birds fall into the rhythm of the turning of the tongaôs wheels 

and the trot of horseshoes. At the entrance of the village, a rusty sign bearing the 

name of the village in Hindi stands askew on a pole to one side and the shrine of 

Sheetla Mata, one of the three protective deities of the village, on the other. There are 

no statues of Ambedkar or Gandhi here; instead, a tall white structure resembling a 

thin obelisk looms into view as one enters the Satnami ward (para) in the village. This 

structure is a óvictory poleô (jaith-kambh) which is a symbol of the Satnamis of 

Chhattisgarh and can be found wherever a large Satnami community resides.  

 

The importance of the jaith kambh and other Satnami sectarian symbols is covered in 

Prakasamôs (1993) ethnography of rural Satnamis. It focuses on the substantialisation 

of the Satnami caste and describes the social organisation of the caste in structural 

terms. Prakasamôs ethnography is set in contemporary rural Chhattisgarh and is a case 

study that engages with Dumontôs holistic approach to understanding the caste 

system. Prakasamôs main aim is to study the internal caste structure of the Satnamis 

and to thus contribute to an overall understanding of sectarian movements in India 

(1993: 39). Satnamisô interaction with political or social movements is not part of 

Prakasamôs study. Rather, his focus is on sectarian and religious aspects of Satnami 

beliefs and he analyses the reforms (if any) that these beliefs have led to. Closely 

related to this study is Dubeôs (1998) ethnographic history, which traces the origins - 

and details the trajectory - of the Satnami sectarian movement in Chhattisgarh. Dubeôs 

study is derived from some primary, but mostly secondary, sources and contemporary 

narrations about Satnami beliefs, rituals and social organisation. Both studies focus 

primarily on defining the Satnami caste as separate from all other castes, and the 

Satnamisô position in the caste system within the sociology of central Indian castes. 

Dubeôs focus on Satnami history and identity does not include analysis of 

                                                 
6
Ipomoea carnea (http://www.botanical.com/site/column_poudhia/68_morningglory.html) 
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contemporary social movements in relation to the Satnamis. His study does not 

attempt to engage with the view of Satnamis as Dalits or the inclusion of Satnamis in 

pan-Indian Dalit movements. In contrast to Dubeôs meticulous analysis of Satnami 

sectarianism in a historical context, Russell and Hiralal (1916) describe the Satnamis 

in the context of castes and tribes in central India during colonial times. Their 

description highlights the perception of the Satnamis as a militant caste, who were in 

a continuous ósocial warô against land owners and refused to pay rent. 

 

Babb (1972) analyses the transformation of Satnami patrilineal gurus into non-

patrilineal political figures drawn into party politics through the Congress Party and 

their endorsement of Mini Mata as a political representative of Satnamis in 

Chhattisgarh. Berthet (2008) further analyses the state and the political scenario in 

Chhattisgarh and he shows that the Satnamis are a marginalised caste in the right-

wing dominated state. The latter looks at statistical data for Satnamis as vote-banks 

and gives an account of the waning of the (insignificant) power the Bahujan Samaj 

Party managed to capture in the state. However, neither of these scholars analyse 

Satnamis in light of the Dalit Social Movement.      

 

Parry (1999, 2001, 2004 and 2005), engages with the Satnamis through the lens of 

industrialisation and the transformations this brings into the lives of primarily steel 

workers. Parry presents the Satnamisô position within the larger context of politics in 

Chhattisgarh and economic changes mainly in and around the Bhilai steel plant in the 

Durg district. Parryôs ethnographies portray the Satnamis in a semi-urban context 

which is very different to the rural village where I conducted my fieldwork. However, 

the problem of caste segregation is present in both. Whereas, Parryôs studies engage 

with movements such as the Chhattisgarh Mukti Morcha and the dynamics of the 

politics involving trade unions and the struggle for justice in the state, the Dalit 

Movement or the activists in this movement from Chhattisgarh are not the focus in 

any of these studies. Parryôs wide ranging ethnographies related to Chhattisgarh that 

span caste, class, conjugal relations, consumption, childhood and corruption have 

been an important gateway into researching rural Chhattisgarh and to understand the 

larger context of the Satnamis in this state.  
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Ambedkar statue in Pamgarh 

 

 

En route to Meu in a tonga 
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Jaith kambh in Meu 

 

Sheetla Mata shrine in Meu  


