
1 
 

 ‘Made to think and forced to feel’: The power of counter-ritual
1
 

Meena Dhanda  

 

Dr Ambedkar argued that habitual conduct with the backing of religion is not easy to 

change and that salvation will come only if the caste Hindu is ‘made to think and is 

forced to feel that he must alter his ways’.
2
 He meant that the casteist conduct of the 

‘caste Hindu’ is hard to change because it springs from an ingrained habit of mind.
3
 

The impetus to change ways can come from unexpected contingencies: impersonal 

political junctures, very personal histories, inter-personal challenges, intra-group 

skirmishes, a whole network of factors that brings the habitual conduct of caste up for 

scrutiny. This mix of factors is quite complicated in the U.K. where I am located as a 

researcher and academic, regularly engaging with the public. We need to think 

through the means of defiance against systematic oppression and stigmatisation of 

people on the basis of caste. In this paper I will reflect upon whether caste might be 

disrupted in its everyday reproduction through the use of counter-rituals. 

                                                           
1
 This is a revised version of my Keynote at the International conference on Dr B.R 

Ambedkar - Quest for Equity, at Bengaluru, India, presented on 23 July 2017. A 

different version was presented at the British Sociological Association annual 

conference on 12 April 2018. The present essay is a kind of amalgamation of the two 

lectures.  

2
 Ambedkar in a letter to Mr Thakkar, on 14 November 1932, Ajnat (1993: 79). See 

footnote 20 below for the full quotation from which these words are extracted. 

3
 Ambedkar (1936/2014: 286) ‘Caste is a notion; it is a state of mind. The destruction 

of caste does not therefore mean the destruction of a physical barrier. It means a 

notional change’.  
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Research Context: 

From March 2017 – September 2017, the U.K. Government Equalities Office (GEO) 

conducted a public consultation on ‘Caste in Great Britain and Equality Law’ for 

British residents. Three years prior to the consultation I led a project on ‘Caste in 

Britain’
4
 for the U.K. Equality and Human Rights Commission producing two reports

5
 

which were a key reference in the GEO’s guidance for the public consultation on 

caste.
6
 The consultation took place following intense lobbying by mutually opposed 

sides of community groups which one could call: the ‘assenters’ who want Parliament 

to act on its duty to prohibit caste discrimination by the explicit addition of the term 

‘caste’ in the letter of the law, and the ‘refusers’ who oppose such an addition of caste. 

The UK government announced its response to the public consultation on 23 July 

                                                           
4
 This interdisciplinary project (2013-4) had two parts: a definitional part, and a public 

engagement part, which resulted in two reports (Dhanda et al 2014a; 2014b). The 

remit of the project was to explain how caste might be defined in the context of 

Britain, to facilitate the legal direction to include caste as an aspect of race in sec 9 of 

the Equality Act 2010. We addressed three specific questions: how caste should be 

defined in the Equality Act 2010; what Exceptions and Exclusions for caste should be 

placed in the Equality Act 2010; and how caste should be related to the Public Sector 

Equality Duty.  

5
 Dhanda et al 2014a and 2014b. 

6
 The GEO Public Consultation document of March 2017 refers to our EHRC Report 

91 (Dhanda et al 2014a) as ‘The University of Wolverhampton’ report. 
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2018: a decision ‘to invite Parliament to repeal the duty’.
7
 As a sop to the sufferers of 

caste discrimination the Government has offered: ‘In order to ensure that people know 

their rights and what sort of conduct could be unlawful under the Equality Act, we also 

intend to produce short guidance before the repeal legislation is introduced. We want 

this to be of particular use to any individual who feels they may have suffered 

discrimination on grounds of caste. It should also help employers, service providers 

and public authorities who are outside those groups most concerned with caste and 

who may have little awareness of caste divisions.’
8
  

 

The assenters, or the pro-legislation groups, drawn from many different communities 

across the country demanded that government must follow the direction of Parliament 

given in April 2013 that ministers must make ‘caste an aspect of race’ in the U.K. 

Equality Act 2010. On the other side, the refusers or the anti-legislation groups, are 

community groups led by Hindu organisations who continue to lobby against the 

mention of the term ‘caste’ in British legal statutes.  

                                                           
7
 Penny Mordaunt (Minister of Women and Equalities) announced the Government’s 

response to the consultation: ‘About 53% of respondents wanted to rely on the existing 

statutory remedy and repeal the duty, 22% rejected both options (mainly because they 

wished the Government to proscribe the concept of caste in British law altogether) and 

about 18% of respondents wanted the duty to be implemented.’ (Mordaunt 2018 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-

statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-07-23/HCWS898/.) I think the 

Government has disingenuously reached its conclusion based on an analysis that is 

highly objectionable on methodological, procedural and ethical grounds. 

8
 Morduant, Ibid. 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-07-23/HCWS898/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-07-23/HCWS898/
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Why is there such a sensitivity about the mention of caste? Does the vehement refusal 

to acknowledge the potential of caste identity to lead to discrimination rest perhaps on 

the deeply integral role caste plays in maintaining communal bonds? If so, what can 

those who are desperately seeking explicit legislation against caste discrimination do 

in order to convince the refusers?  At the political juncture of this division within the 

diaspora South Asian community groups on the matter of whether or not explicitly to 

acknowledge the existence of caste discrimination in order to outlaw it, I wish to step 

back and examine how the everyday reproduction of caste relations might be 

interrupted to open the possibility of critical thinking on casted relations. How can the 

refusers be ‘made to think and forced to feel’? 

Experience of racial discrimination is a factor in the explanation of the caste-related 

rift within South Asian communities. I suggest, without elaboration here, that although 

living in the diaspora, invariably prepares all South Asians to expect racial 

discrimination, it does not uniformly make them empathise with the victims of 

casteism. Their own experience of discrimination does not necessarily make them 

sensitive to the discrimination others face. Well-meaning anti-racists do not 

automatically become anti-casteists. Opposition to legislation against caste 

discrimination from some Hindu and some Sikh groups in the U.K. is fed by growing 

transnational attempts to forge a Hindu identity. Since Hindu identity is inseparable 

from caste marking, many Hindu representatives, view the attempt to include caste in 

the Equality Act as an assault on their Hindu identity.  The Alliance of Hindu 

organisations including the National Council of Hindu Temples, leading the 
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opposition to the legislation
9
, amongst other things, claims that caste discrimination 

does not exist in the U.K. From a distinct platform, the Sikh Council UK, representing 

several Sikh organisations, does not deny that caste discrimination exists, but it 

opposes the addition of caste to the EA 2010, preferring instead to follow the ‘case 

law’ route.
10

 The positive outcome of the public confrontation between the assenters 

and the refusers is to highlight a pressing research question: how must we understand 

the mechanisms of the perpetuation or erosion of caste in the Diaspora? Are there 

avenues of cultural politics providing an opening for non-state extra-legal challenges 

to caste prejudice and caste hierarchies? 

Reproduction of consciousness of caste 

We must understand how consciousness of caste hierarchy is reproduced in everyday 

life. My focus in the remainder of this essay is on rituals and counter-rituals. 

Participation in rituals is an important aspect of social belonging, including dual 

possibilities of renewed bonding as well as ruptures.
11

 Social belonging is firstly, 

                                                           
9
 The UK government response to the public consultation to repeal the duty to add 

caste to the EA 2010 elicited jubilant approval from the National Council of Hindu 

Temples (UK) who declared it an ‘entirely just conclusion’. See 

http://www.nchtuk.org/index.php/8-news/latest-news/468-the-caste-consultation-

concludes. 

10
 Besides the Sikh Council UK, the Sikh Federation UK had reportedly ‘lobbied for 

this outcome’ and were clearly very pleased with the Government’s decision (see 

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/uk-sikhs-hail-government-

backing-off-on-anti-caste-discrimination-legislation/articleshow/65125615.cms).  

11
 Weber wrote that ‘So long as the karma doctrine was unshaken, revolutionary 

http://www.nchtuk.org/index.php/8-news/latest-news/468-the-caste-consultation-concludes
http://www.nchtuk.org/index.php/8-news/latest-news/468-the-caste-consultation-concludes
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/uk-sikhs-hail-government-backing-off-on-anti-caste-discrimination-legislation/articleshow/65125615.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chandigarh/uk-sikhs-hail-government-backing-off-on-anti-caste-discrimination-legislation/articleshow/65125615.cms
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about connectedness to others, and secondly, but not always equally, it is about 

acceptance – our acceptance by others, their acceptance of us. It is worth noting that 

one can remain connected to others who do not accept one as we may want them to, 

and sometime these are the most pernicious kinds of belongings.  

Connectedness is not solidarity. Belonging to people, to traditions, to places, are 

vulnerabilities requiring careful expression, indeed, at times requiring careful cover 

ups. Revelations of one’s allegiances and affiliations - to whom or to what one 

belongs, is risky. Proclaiming one’s membership as a human being to the party of 

humanity is a safe option. Failure to secure a place in this party, however, can be 

excruciatingly painful. You may feel connected to others as human beings, but they 

can seem unconnected to you: their eyes touch your colour, your bodies, your caste, 

your attire, your accent, your age, but they do not touch you.  

Belonging to this or that caste may or may not be central to our practical identity, but 

in any case, because our practical identities are ‘unstable’, transformative protest has 

the potential to makes us who we become. Elsewhere, I have argued that practical 

identity is negotiating the continuous process of becoming different.
12

 Is it not, 

therefore, incumbent upon each one of us to scrutinize our inheritance and wisely 

perform our little acts of identification? The deniers of caste discrimination in the U.K. 

                                                                                                                                                                        

ideas or progressivism were inconceivable. The lowest castes, furthermore, had the 

most to win through ritual correctness and were least tempted to innovations.’ 

(Religions of India, cited by Berg 2018: 846). Berg notes Weber’s hasty presentation 

of the ‘lowest castes’ as apolitical, and as a conceptual alternative, he deploys the idea 

of ‘embedded contingency’ to explore the possibility of resistance. 

12
 See Dhanda (2008 and 2012a). 
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take caste identity to be, in some undefined simple sense, about ‘belonging’, and not 

about discrimination. I think they fail to see the threads of connection between the 

given-ness of an inherited place (inferior or superior) in the social world and the 

reproduction of that place through processes of identification. Their own everyday 

routine acts weave these threads into the fabric of caste communities. 

The challenge to caste by an exceptional man 

As it well known, Dr Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, the chair of the drafting committee 

of the Indian Constitution, a student of the American pragmatist philosopher John 

Dewey, was an Untouchable by birth. He accumulated a string of international 

academic degrees but remained unappreciated as an intellectual until recently
13

. I turn 

to him to understand the lessons learnt from trying to uproot the stranglehold of 

Casteism. Ambedkar ‘exercised his talents as a sociologist in the service of a cause: he 

scrutinised the mechanisms of caste with the aim of annihilating this social system 

based on hierarchy and such an approach did not help him to be recognised as a true 

social scientist.’
14

 Diametrically opposed to Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, 

Ambedkar challenged the ‘Varna’ system (a mythically conflict-free, social 

arrangement, of four broad, occupationally defined, mutually supporting groups). He 

argued that a caste society divides the dominated too! Ambedkar argued that habitual 

conduct with the backing of religion is not easy to change. Concerted political action 

is needed to overturn entrenched habits. In an insightful analysis communicated in a 

letter to Mr A.V. Thakkar, a Congress leader from Bombay, the General Secretary of 

                                                           
13

 Rathore 2017 shows in an exemplary way how Ambedkar’s thought can be 

mainstreamed into political theory.   

14
 Jaffrelot (2005: 6). 
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the Anti-Untouchability League, and one of the signatories on the Poona Pact in 1932, 

Ambedkar wrote: 

‘In my opinion there can be two distinct methods of approaching the task of uplifting 

the Depressed Classes. There is a school, which proceeds on the assumption that the 

act of the individual belonging to the Depressed Classes is bound up with his personal 

conduct. If he is suffering from want and misery, it is because he must vicious and 

sinful. Starting from this hypothesis this School of social workers concentrates all its 

efforts and its resources on fostering personal virtue by adopting a programme which 

included items such as temperance, gymnasium, co-operation, libraries, schools, etc., 

which are calculated to make the individual a better and virtuous individual. In my 

opinion, there is also another method of approach to this problem. It starts with the 

hypothesis that the fate of the individual is governed by his environment and the 

circumstances he is obliged to live under and if an individual is suffering from want 

and misery it is because his environment is not propitious. I have no doubt that of the 

two views the latter is the more correct, the former may raise a few stray individuals 

above the level of the class to which they belong. It cannot lift the class as a whole’.
15

  

He then goes on the attach the aim of the Anti-Untouchability League to the second of 

the two approaches, urging energies to be drawn ‘to effect a change in the social 

environment of the Depressed Classes’, rather than ‘to foster private virtue’.
16

  

Further, whilst encouraging the Depressed Classes to campaign for ‘the enjoyment of 

their civic rights such as taking water from the village wells, entry in village schools, 

admission to village chawdi, use of public conveyance etc.’ Ambedkar warns of two 

                                                           
15

 Ambedkar’s letter to Mr Thakhar on 14 November 1932, Ajnat (1993: 77-8). 

16
 Ibid.  
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obstacles.
17

 First, the corruption of the police and magistracy who ‘are out not to see 

that justice is done but to see that the dignity and interests of the caste Hindu as 

against the Depressed Classes are upheld…’.
18

 Secondly, he fears the boycott of the 

Depressed Classes in the village will lead to harassment, unemployment, and 

starvation. Even so, despite expecting the programme to involve ‘social disturbance 

and even bloodshed’, he is convinced that an ‘alternative policy of adopting the line of 

least resistance’ will be ‘ineffective in the matter of uprooting untouchability’.
19

 His 

reasoning is consistent and as explanations of social psychology prescient of theories 

of the nature of prejudice that took shape decades later. I quote at length again:  

‘The silent infiltration of rational idea among the ignorant mass of caste Hindus 

cannot, I am sure, work for the elevation of the Depressed Classes. First of all, the 

caste Hindu like all human beings follows his customary conduct in observing 

untouchability towards the Depressed Classes. Ordinarily, people do not give up their 

customary mode of behaviour because somebody is preaching against it. But when 

that customary mode of behaviour has or is believed to have behind it the sanction of 

religion mere preaching, if it is not resented and resisted, will be allowed to waft along 

the wind without creating any effect on the mind. The salvation of the Depressed 

Classes will come only when the Caste Hindu is made to think and is forced to feel 

that he must alter his ways. For that you must create a crisis by direct action against 

his customary code of conduct. The crisis will compel him to think and once he begins 

to think he will be more ready to change than he is otherwise likely to be. The great 

                                                           
17

 Ibid. p. 79. 

18
 Ibid. 

19
 Ibid. 
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defect in the policy of least resistance and silent infiltration of rational ideas lies in this 

that they do not compel thought, for they do not produce crisis.’
20

  

Sadly, dominant sections of caste Hindus still do not think they need to alter their 

ways. Amongst Ambedkar’s exceptional contemporaries, it was Gandhi who 

reinvented caste through a defence of hereditary occupations. As is well known, there 

were bitter feelings between the two towering figures of Indian nationalism. In an 

interview with the BBC broadcast on 31 December in 1955, Ambedkar told the world 

how he saw Gandhi ‘in his human capacity, the bare man in him’ as ‘an orthodox 

Hindu’. Gandhi, according to Ambedkar’s acerbic estimation, ‘was never a reformer’. 

He chides Gandhi for limiting his reformist actions to ‘Temple entry’.  In 1930, 

Ambedkar had led such movements of temple entry himself, albeit, with pessimism, 

for he had declared to his Untouchable comrades: ‘Your problems will not be solved 

by temple entry. Politics, economics, education, religion – all are part of the problem. 

Today’s satyagraha is a challenge to the Hindu mind. Are the Hindus ready to consider 

us men or not; we will discover this today...We know the god in the temple is of stone. 

Darshan and Puja will not solve our problems. But we will start out, and try to make a 

change in the minds of the Hindus.’
21

 Thus, although he posed a challenge to the ritual 

restriction of access preventing the so-called lower-castes from entering Hindu 

temples by advocating transgression of ritual norms, the point of such transgression, 

for Ambedkar, unlike Gandhi, was to establish the hollowness of the Hindu claims to 

equality, rather than the value of temple entry itself. It was also his way of ‘energising’ 

the Depressed Classes. This was Ambedkar’s pragmatism.  

                                                           
20

 Ibid. pp. 79-80. 

21
 Ambedkar cited by Zelliot (2004/2013: 88) 
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As a social theorist, Ambedkar’s understanding of social relations was quite complex. 

He wrote: ‘The touchables and the untouchables cannot be held together by law...The 

only thing that can hold them together is love. Outside the family justice alone in my 

opinion can open the possibility of love, and it should be the duty of the Anti-

Untouchability League to see that the touchable does, or failing that is made to do, 

justice to the Untouchable.’
22

 Justice in the public realm was necessary to 

accommodate commensality, a genuine sharing of social space, which in the course of 

time may erode the ‘nausea’ that poisons their interactions. 

Contested cultural inheritance 

There is a deep chasm dividing those who find their cultural inheritance troubling and 

those others who seek to celebrate an anodised, infinitely marketable and ecumenical 

version of their traditional cultures. Stigmatising of people through practices, is a vivid 

everyday reality for sufferers of prejudice, but for dominant others, it is only a 

regrettably aberrant, soon to disappear, awkwardness. For dominant groups, the stigma 

has all but gone: since hierarchies have multiplied, therefore they have become 

meaningless, and all that remains is ‘different identities’. I do not agree with this 

assessment. This tendency to see caste as ‘defanged’ has been aptly called the 

‘culturalisation of caste’ by Balmurli Natrajan.
23

  Even when, as Natrajan rightly 

argues, caste has powerful material effects, its effects within the cultural domain also 

have deep roots. Consciousness of caste, in my view, is securely embedded and works 

as a silent orientation in the world.  

                                                           
22

 Ambedkar’s letter to Mr Thakkar, Ajnat (1993: 83). 

23
 Title of Natrajan (2001). 
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I also agree with Gopal Guru’s reiteration of the importance of referring to experience 

in building any theory of caste. He is right to warn against ‘discursive attempts’ to 

undermine ‘any specific existence in itself’ to ‘caste as jati’.
24

 Each such attempt robs 

caste of its ‘significance as an unique social phenomenon’ and ‘denies the historical 

production and reproduction of experience that is associated with caste’.
25

  

Therefore, I suggest that seriously uprooting casteism requires regular scrutiny of 

one’s expressionless complicity in everyday enactments of caste superiority. We can 

do this through reflecting upon unthinking enjoyment of privileges. Reproduction of 

casteism can be checked by understanding how casteism is embedded in rituals 

(beyond individual motivations and actions). Scholars of a materialist bent of mind 

have criticised purely social structural accounts of caste e.g. Arjun Appadurai shows 

how in Dumont’s argument, hierarchy ‘becomes the essence of caste, the key to its 

exoticism, and the form of its totality’
26

. Caste in practice is actually more than 

hierarchy and can persist despite ‘internal criticism’
27

 of cased-based hierarchy. I 

think there is a route to developing a materialist but elastic, therefore, potent account 

of the reproduction of caste relations through understanding the role of rituals and 

counter-rituals. By this I do not mean to separate the cultural from a materialist 

understanding, rather I suggest that casteism persists (even in the diaspora) because 

                                                           
24

 Guru and Sarukkai (2012: 115). 

25
 Ibid. 

26
 Appadurai (1988: 41). 

27
 In his essay ‘Caste, Karma and the Gita’, Bimal Krishna Matilal (2015: 136-144) 

discusses the ‘paradoxicality of caste and karma’ and shows the presence of ‘internal 

criticism’ within the tradition about the ‘prevalence of the heredity-based caste 

hierarchies’. He has the convincing view that ‘hierarchical society was heredity-bound 

from time immemorial’ and there existed ‘an internal critique of this within the 

tradition itself’ (2015: 143). 
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transnational connections reinforce it, because it is profitable and because dominant 

groups continue to defend caste privilege by act or omission.  

 

Rituals and caste 

Tradition and modernity have intersected and renewed caste in various guises, 

redefining and reproducing boundaries between groups. Social relations of 

oppression are reproduced through enactments of rituals. Discrimination involves 

practices, i.e. not the holding of beliefs per se, but the manifestation of beliefs in 

behaviour. Orthopraxy, rather that orthodoxy, sustains casteism in ritual behaviour. 

People follow prescribed behaviour, and if you ask a participant in a ritual: why do 

you think that a person of x caste must perform p function? They may not be able to 

come up with a belief justifying the restriction. They are likely to say: ‘we submit to 

what must be done as it has to be done’. There is a connection between ritual and 

memory.
28

 In the diaspora, everyday casteism is evident in distinct caste-marked 

places of worship with their distinct religious rituals; in caste associations with their 

distinct festive rituals, and in protection of endogamy with its ritual of finding 

‘suitable’ marriage partners: each with costs for transgressors of caste norms.  

Commenting on the ‘Gujarati caste phenomena in Britain’, Vertovec writes: ‘a caste 

system could no longer govern social, economic, ritual, or other relationships, caste 

identities among Gujaratis have continued to be of considerable importance with 

regards to status, marriage, social networks and formal institutions.’
29

 I add that caste 

                                                           
28

 Feuchtwang (2010: 283) explains the connection of ritual with memory thus: ‘It is 

practical spacial learning-to-be and conveys an overarching sense of time’.  

29
 Vertovec (2000: 92). 
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identity appears harmless only so long as there is no interference in the patterns of its 

reproduction, but when there is a challenge, for example, when a leadership of a place 

of worship is challenged from across a caste divide, or when marriage across caste is 

seen as threatening caste identity, then trouble follows. Vertovec’s claim that in the 

diaspora, caste identities are ‘waning’ in competition with Hindutva ‘universalism’ 

and ‘ecumenical’ Hinduism
30

 is hard to accept partly for demographic reasons and 

partly from observation of the current opposition to the U.K. legislation on caste 

discrimination.  

Migration statistics, on the continuing addition of new migrants from the sub-

continent, point in the direction of renewal of the ‘caste mind-set’. Even if British born 

second/third generations are less self-conscious about their caste identity, new arrivals 

are likely to come with fully-formed caste identities; their presence is unlikely to allow 

caste to wane even if the transmission of caste across generations is weakened. 

Opposition to the U.K. legislation on caste discrimination is connected to the barely 

hidden fear that routine practices based on caste identities will come under scrutiny.  

Opponents of the legislation have accused us of immorality, inauthenticity and 

suffering from ‘colonial consciousness’. I have argued that such an accusation springs 

from ‘misplaced nativism’
31

. The accusers are obsessed with the imagined fear of 

Christian ‘hatred for Indian culture’, and thus blinded, they fail to see beyond 

‘Orientalist’ constructions of caste.
32

 They ignore the indisputable fact that indigenous 

                                                           
30

 Ibid. p.162. 

31
 See Dhanda 2015. 

32
 Prakash Shah 2015. For a sharp critique of the circularity and vacuity of Shah’s use 

of the trope of ‘colonial consciousness’ see Sutton (2018). 
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traditions of protest have stood for centuries against hierarchical divisions of jatis, 

against Brahmanwad and its ritualism. Of late, there have emerged counter-rituals. 

Counter-rituals 

Ambedkar had warned against the dangers of spontaneous protests on the hand and 

cautious confinement within 'respect for tradition' on the other. There is another 

possibility of protest that emerges, which I term - counter-ritual. Counter-rituals are 

planned and deliberate challenges to entrenched practices, which productively deploy 

deep feelings of transgression. Counter-rituals necessarily require repeated 

performance, redefining the rules of engagement between participants and observers, 

often creating unexpected intensities of feeling in both. Examples include the burning 

of the Manusmriti, a code book of laws governing relations between members of 

different caste groups; beef festivals
33

; runaway marriages
34

; marking the martydom of 

Mahishasura; worship of Raavan: each of these disturb normalities of habitual conduct 

of the so-called upper-castes. In particular circumstances, the successful use of 

counter-rituals would rely on an assessment of the extent to which the apologists of 

caste are ‘made to think’ and ‘forced to feel’ when confronted with counter-rituals as 

protests. The element of protesting is the key to distinguish between two types of 

counter-rituals.  

 

                                                           
33

 Gaurav J. Pathania (2016) offers a critical account of beef festivals and Asura 

worshipping as counter-hegemonic practices, arguing for the ‘sophisticated balancing 

of rejection and acceptance of opposing hegemony and carefully building a new 

counter-hegemony’ (p. 273). See also Natrajan (2018). 

34
 See Dhanda (2012). 
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Every new religious tradition in its inception very likely begins with transgression of 

existing norms. New rituals are designed to demarcate boundaries. In time the element 

of transgression vanishes and what remains is a common ritual. One can take as an 

instance, the anti-idolatry religious rituals devised by the Arya Samaj. These are 

geared by a democratising impulse, one of incorporation. Initially these challenged the 

priestly mediation between god and the people, but gradually these rituals produced 

other priests.  

 

Contrary to newly minted religious rituals, the transgressive counter-rituals for 

example of burning the Manusmriti, or beef eating festivals, or worshipping 

Mahishasura are deliberately exclusionary. They are staged protests necessarily 

engaging the sufferers of Casteism and as protests they have the potential to remain 

transgressive. The former type of counter-ritual, the Arya Samaji one, has to reinvent 

the threat against which it stands as a pseudo-rebellion. The latter type of counter-

ritual which is born of imminent threat is deliberately limited in scope. Only those 

who directly bear the brunt of prohibitions can feel the power of transgression and 

therefore there is no pretence of democratising participation beyond the affected.  

 

Protests can move from the cultural to the legal sphere. Dr Goldy George an Adivasi 

academic activist reported a few months ago: ‘Durga pooja and Dussehra may be a 

day of celebration of Brahmanic Hindus of India. But not for the Adivasis. It is also 

the day when their ancestors/gods are killed and their killing is being celebrated. But 

not anymore. A case has been slapped upon people who celebrate Mahishasura vadh. 
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For the first time in the history of India, the Adivasis have asserted culturally against 

the celebration of Mahishasura vadh.’
35

  

 

In the last few years counter-rituals of mourning the ritual killing of Mahishasura and 

Raavan have emerged ectopically within University settings.
36

 These are meant to 

challenge Brahmanical history and are mainly commemoration rituals. Speaking 

against ‘cultural imperialism of Hindutva’, Digree Prasad Chauhan, a leader of Dalit 

Mukti Morcha says, ‘we need to break such shackles of slavery that killed our 

ancestors where the killers are worshiped. All those who were killed may it be 

Eklavya, Mahishasura, Ravana, Shambhug, Bali, Holika are our debtas and such 

moves needs to have a complete stop for all times. Moolnivasis [indigenous people] 

have to be affirmative about what their true history is.’
37

  

 

My second example is of a festive ritual – Holi, which has become the subject of dalit 

and adivasi women’s protest. The myth underlying the festival is from the Bhagavata 

Purana of the Asura King (a demon according to hegemonic Hindu view) 

Hiranyakashipu who asked his daughter Holika to kill his son Prahlada whom he 

feared due to his excessive devotion to Lord Vishnu. Holika has a cloak which can 

save her from fire, but when she sits with her brother Prahlada on the fire, a wind 

blows off the cloak and wraps it around the boy who is miraculously saved while she 

                                                           
35

 See https://countercurrents.org/2017/09/29/adivasis-dance-today-the-first-fir-filed-
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36
 See Pathania (2016: 267-9) for ‘iconic politics’ including the celebration of ‘Asura 
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 Cited by George 2017. 
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is burnt by the fire. Holi is celebrated as the victory of the good (devotion to God) 

over evil (powers that can be used to become equal to God). A bonfire with an effigy 

is burnt and the next day dry and wet colour is sprinkled on people in riotous abandon. 

Often bhang is consumed and there is a licence to touch people in the process of 

applying colour.  

 

Protesting Dalit and Adivasi women question the founding myth. Was it not possible 

to think of Holika as having been forced to sit on the pyre by her father? Was it not 

possible to think of her having sacrificed her life to protect her brother? If so, should 

we be celebrating at all, or rather, should we not be mourning her death instead? 

 

To understand the significance of the protest, I briefly note an influential 

anthropological understanding of rituals. Victor Turner writes in The Ritual Process – 

‘Society (societas) seems to be process rather than a thing – a dialectical process with 

successive stages of structure and communitas. There would seem to be – if one can 

use such a controversial term – a human “need” to participate in both modalities. 

Persons starved of one in their functional day-to-day activities, seek it in ritual 

liminality. The structurally inferior aspire to symbolic structural superiority in ritual; 

the structurally superior aspire to symbolic communitas and undergo penance to 

achieve it.’
38

  

 

Turner describes Holi as a ritual of status reversal, with the ‘blunt speaking and rough 

doing’ of structural inferiors noted by the anthropologist McKim Marriott.
39

 Sexual 

                                                           
38

 Turner (1969: 203). 

39
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improprieties are noted, but not from the point of view of the women who are violated. 

Although, Turner does remind us, that through these ecstatic behaviours, there is ‘the 

stressing, not the overthrowing of the principle of hierarchy’.
40

 

 

For Turner within certain rituals, the ‘liminality of status reversals’ provides a 

‘pseudo- structure where all behavioural extravagances are possible’.
41

 He adds the 

‘liminality of reversal did not so much eliminate as underline structural distinctions, 

even to the point of (often unconscious) caricature’.
42

 He surmises: ‘Cognitively, 

nothing underlies regularity so well as absurdity or paradox. Emotionally, nothing 

satisfies as much as extravagant or temporarily permitted illicit behaviour. Rituals of 

status reversals accommodate both aspects’.
43

  

 

Thus, we see on this account, the ‘reasonableness’ of everyday hierarchies is 

reinstated after festivities of status reversals are over. But something more serious is 

taking place in the protests against the ritual burning of Holika – a counter-ritual is 

emerging. The challenge to Holi, advanced by a section of women students in a top-

ranking Indian university goes like this: ‘Why does Brahmanical-Patriarchal India 

celebrate the burning of Holika? An Asura Bahujan woman? What is Holy about 

Holi?’
44

 By staging the protest every time Holi is celebrated as a festival of colour, 

they mark the Casteist and misogynist colour of the festival of Holi. 
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Conclusion 

From these examples, it is clear that counter-rituals bring implicit caste identifications 

to the fore and open them to critical confrontations. The backdrop of racism against 

which claims of casteism are experientially registered is an inescapable predicament of 

the diaspora. This backdrop has the paradoxical potential to generate solidarities with 

the oppressed as well as routes to evasion of responsibility. One is complicit one way 

or another; all inaction is still action. However, I think we need to think a bit more 

about being with others, especially in non-argumentative modes. To do this we must 

change our direction of thinking to grapple with the ‘un-thought’, not in the banal 

sense of that which has not yet been thought, but that which is beyond the discursive 

realm. 

As protest, counter-rituals enact a politics of viscerality, to use Achille Mbembe’s 

phrase.
45

 They are, what he would call ‘strategies of disruption’.
46

 Using the first 

person, one can say: those who are willing to take part in these disruptions are more 

solidly on my side. We belong together. We feel pain together. We laugh together. It is 

not how our bodies appears to others that seals our togetherness, such apparent 

togetherness is merely a seriality, to use Sartre’s term
47

, and is easily ruptured. Sartre 

describes the ‘serial’ togetherness using the example of people waiting for a bus at a 

bus stop: ‘a plurality of isolations: these people do not care about or speak to each 
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other and, in general they do not look at one another; they exist side by side...’
48

 

Within a ‘series’ everyone lives as ‘the provisional negation of their reciprocal 

relations with Others.’
49

 In Ambedkar’s words: ‘it is not enough if men act in a way 

which agrees with the acts of others. Parallel activity, even if similar, is not sufficient 

to bind men into a society’.
50

  

 

Taking the moment of ‘isolation’ a bit further, if we add the element of mistrust, 

which marks social relations coloured by caste, we notice the potential obstacles to 

collective praxis. Mbembe says: ‘To see is no longer enough. I don’t know what I’m 

seeing. You might be wearing a mask. If I cannot trust the face I see how do I make 

sure you are with me...’
51

 Looking alike is no ground for solidarity. Doing things 

together, for example, participating in a counter-ritual, can seal our togetherness. We 

could be transformed through ‘a real change’ of ‘inert activity into collective action’.
52

  

 

If ‘rituals in ongoing practice are the principal site of new history being made, and that 

study of the plural formal potentialities of rituals could be basic to efforts to imagine 

possibilities for real political change’
53

 then we must pay attention to the mediation of 

transformative social praxis by the insertion of counter-rituals. To be bound into an 

‘integral whole’ what is necessary is ‘for a man to share and participate in a common 
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activity, so that the same emotions are aroused in him that animate the others’.
54

 The 

dismantling of social groups based on caste may benefit from the invocation of 

visceral identifications, brought to the surface in a dialectical mediation aimed, 

ultimately, at the annihilation of caste. Transgressive counter-rituals may thus play a 

radical transformative role, at the very least to force upon us the acknowledgement 

that ‘caste is the monster that crosses your path. You cannot have political reform, you 

cannot have economic reform, unless you kill this monster.’
55
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