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Politicsin U.P., 1946-48.
Ramnarayan Singh Rawat®

‘Thisis 1946, not 1932 .

The year 1946 was a Sgnificant moment in the history of Ddit struggles, about which we till know
very little. The Ddits had launched a popular movement againg the Congress and the British
government in different parts of Uttar Pradesh and outlined their agenda. Its importance was noted
by aDdit activigt, Shankaranand Shastri. In November of the same year, he published Poona-Pact
or Gandhi, which he clamed to be an authentic history of Ddlit struggle from 1932 to 1946 (the
second, revised edition of the book extended the narrative up-to the events of 1965). Addressed
primarily to Ddlts, the book hoped to make them aware of the dubious and hawkish policies of the
Congress. Written in an angry and combative tone, Shastri portrayed ‘a scheming and corrupt
Gandhi, Nehru, Mdaviya and Company’ and described the Congress as ‘Brahmin-baniya
Company’ .2 The timing of the book suggests Shastri's awareness of the crucia relationship between
the present palitica juncture and the fate of the Ddlits in an independent India As a Ddlit activist's
account of their struggle againgt Gandhi, the caste-Hindus, and the Congress, the book offers a Ddlit
perspective on what we might describe as 'Partition politics, that is, the politics made possible by
the coming of Independence and the likelihood of Partition.

According to Shadtri, the Ddlit agitationin UP was part of awider agitation launched by the
All-India Scheduled Caste Federation (heresfter SCF) between July and August 1946, which

included the anti-begari movement in which rural labourers participated.® Shastri identities two other



‘satyagrahas of the Ddlit struggle: the Mahad Satyagraha of 1927 and the Nask Satyagraha of
1930. He thus suggests a trilogy of Dalit struggles as a ddiberate counterpoise to the trilogy of
Congress struggles (1920-22; 1930-34; 1942) advertised by Congress spokespersons.” In dl this
Shadtri's work represents a Ddlit reading of the recent historica past, an dternative to the Congress
history of the ‘freedom struggl€-- it is a conscious effort to contest not only Congress poalitics, but
aso ther 'palitics of History'.

The central concern of the author is to repeatedly assart a separate achhut identity and
emphasise the leadership of Ambedkar.> Both were necessary, he urged, to protect the rights of
achhuts. The book, in fact, documents the betrayd of the achhuts by ‘Gandhi, Nehru, Mdaviya
and Company’. Shestri identifies the Poona-Pact as the emblem of their betraya.® He then
elaborates how the Pact ensures a subservient position for the achhutsto the Hindus and obstructs
any liberation of their community. In the third section he gives an account of the achhuts' struggle for
their rights, which were described as ‘communa’ by the caste-Hindus in order to discredit and
destroy their movement. In the find section he discusses the contribution of Dr Ambedkar to
politica processes after |ndependence.

Is Shadiri's book an aberration from the general mood of 'nationdist’ unification that is
supposed to have defined the times, or can it be consdered one of the many subdtern initiatives
which has remaned hidden or ddiberately ignored by ‘caste-Hindu' historiography? Exising
writings on Partition and Independence seem to have no place for Shadtri's text (or Smilar writing).
Shadtri's book, it seems to me, offers an dternative reading of the palitics of the 1940s, one that
serioudy takes the attempt made by the UP Scheduled Caste Federation to formulate an achhut

identity. The prospect of Partition created a new and volatile Stuation, and congtitutiona discussons



about independence and the rights of minority communities in the new nation enabled, | will argue
here, new forms of Ddit activiam and sruggle.

As areminder of the issues a dake in such a discusson, we might turn to Urvashi Butdids
recent book, and in particular to the important question she poses. ‘was there then a history of
Harijans too at Partition?” Butdia exemplifies this question by staging the predicament of an
untouchable woman from Punjab, who was left unharmed by Mudim rioters once she disclosed her
untouchable identity. In the context of the Partition riots in Punjab, Butdia suggests that the Ddlits
were in many ways ‘invisble or ‘untouchable’, and thus outsde the polarised oppositions of Hindu
and Mudim. | would suggest that we read this incident more specificdly in the particular context of
Ddit palitics in the Partition years, and remind ourselves of thar increasing assertion, at this time, of
a separate identity. Indeed it is possible to speculate that the Ddit woman escaped because there
was, for a while, a formal dliance between the Mudim League and the SCF in Bengd, UP and
Punjab, and because of the support extended by the SCF to the demand for Pakistan. In Lahore,
from early 1947, sections of Ddlits had supported the Leagues movement, and demanded the
resgnation of Skander Hyatt Khan, Premier of Punjab, the redtoration of civil rights and the
establishment of Pakistan.® The Mudim League repeatedly vowed to protect the safety of the Ddlits
in Pakigtan. In Punjab, many representations were sent by Ddlits from various villages that they
should form part of Pakistan.’ These political developments may have shaped popular perceptions
about the attitudes of Ddlits towards the Mudim League and the Congress (perceptions which need
to be addressed in discussions of Partition riots).

Sekhar Bandyopadhyay has argued, however, that the Dadit eectora support to the

Congressin 1946 and thar role in anti-Mudim riots in Benga suggests ‘their merger with the Indian,



predominantly Hindu nation’.*° His study indicates that they opted for a Hindu identity in response to
the sharply polarised Stuation created by the Partition. Riots in Bengd might provide compdlling

ingtances of such identification, but his argument about eectora support nationdly is by no means
watertight. For ingance, he falls to take into account the eection to Primaries in which only the
Ddits voted, for in these eections, the SCF established its popularity by winning most of the sedts it
contested in UP.M In this regard, other commentators too consider these years as insgnificant to the
history of Ddit politics. Mark Juergensmeyer's sympathetic account of the Ad-Dharmis Sruggleisa
case in point. He writes that ‘during the finad struggle for independence and the trauma involved in

the Partition of the Punjab, issues regarding the lower castes were dl but forgotten in the chaos of

migration and resettiement’.*? Owen Lynch points to the initiative taken by the Jatavs in the 1940s
to further "direct politica participation” by establishing the SCF, but discusses only the sociological

aspect of the SCF; he does not discuss the political aspect of achhut identity asit was articulated in
the new SCF agenda.’® In this respect, Juergensmeyer and Lynch share common ground with the
historiography of Partition and Independence. Ddlits figure in these histories soldly as supporters of

the Congress-led nationd movement, which has become some kind of received wisdom in our

historiography.

Here, | will point to the specificity of the Partition politics which enabled the Dditsin UP to
raseissues of their separate and commund identity, taking my cue from Shall Mayaram's suggestion
that we ‘look a how [the] identity politics of Partition’” impinged on issues and palitics which were
not directly concerned with the demand for Partition.™ Partition politics, we are told, fixed identities
even for the margind communities: the choice was between Hindu or Mudim. But this might be an

inaccurate reading; | will argue that new opportunities for saf-definition became available to margind



groups. The Ddlits of UP, for instance, appropriated the new gStuation to their advantage. When
necessaty, they did not hedtate to establish an dliance with the Mudim League to judtify their
demand for a separate identity. In doing so, they indicated the smilarity of their politics with those of
the League, and the outcaste Status of their community. They were equaly keen to assert ther
differences with the Congress in UP, which they demondtrated (especidly in the urban aeas) by
voting for the SCF in the eection to the Primariesin 1945. In contrast to existing historical accounts,
| argue that in the context of UP, the SCF and the Ddlits articulate a separate achhut identity,
forceful enough not to have become submerged into Congress or nationd consensus, and one

whose palitica concerns live with us ill.

I

The SCF expected some kind of congtitutional safeguards from the Cabinet Mission. It hoped that
the Mission would provide for the principle of separate representation for the Ddlits by recognisng
them as a separate community. This was the mgor demand that the SCF repeatedly raised in its
resolutions after 1942.™ The expectations of the SCF were not entirdy unfounded; they were, in
fact, based on the commitments given by the Viceroys. In a letter to Gandhi, Wavdll resffirmed the
British pogition by stating that they viewed the Scheduled Castes as a separate community, and their
consent was a necessary condition in the transfer of power. Earlier, Lord Linlithgow had made a
smilar statement about the Scheduled Castes in his speech on 10 August 1940 in Bombay.®
According to Dr Ambedkar, the Cabinet delegation gave a positive response to his proposas during
their meeting on 15 April 1946."" The representatives of the Scheduled Castes, however, were not

invited to the final discussons a Smla The British, in the end, accepted the Congress proposition



that the Scheduled Castes were part of the Hindu community. In line with this position, the Cabinet
Misson Award of 16 May 1946 did not provide any specific safeguards for the Scheduled
Castes.® The arrangement proposed by the Cabinet Misson for elections to the Constituent
Assembly from the provincid assemblies recognised only three communities, @) Generd b) Mudims
and ¢) Skh. The SCF demand that the Dalits be recognised as a separate community was not
accepted. As a concession to the demands of the Scheduled Castes and other minorities were
accommodated in the Advisory Committee to safeguard their interests in the proposed Congtitution.

In his critique of the Cabinet Misson proposds Ambedkar argued that the ‘ Scheduled
Castes were greatly surprised to find themselves lumped together with the Hindus .*° The status and
powers of the Advisory Committee were not defined. Ambedkar argued that the representatives of
the Scheduled Castes in the Congtituent Assembly represented the interests of the Congress and not
of the Scheduled Castes. He disagreed with the Cabinet Mission's defence that the representatives
of the Scheduled Castes in Congtituent Assembly represented the interests of the Congress and not
the Scheduled Cagtes' seets in the last eection. Ingtead, he argued that an examination of the
eections to the Primaries in 1945 would show the limited extent to which the Congress represented
the Scheduled Castes. In this phase of eection the Scheduled Castes were provided with separate
electorates, which was not the case in the generd dection. His andyss of the dection results of the
Primaries indicated that the non-Congress Scheduled Castes secured 72 per cent of the vote
compared to the 28 per cent for the Congress.

Jagjivan Ram, in his response to the Misson's Plan, asserted that the Ambedkarite politics
of separate electorates has been rgjected. Nevertheless he too articulated a pogtion different from

that of the Congress. He agreed that the Ddlits have recelved unfair treatment by the Cabinet



Mission, and reiterated the demand of the Depressed Classes League that ‘the Scheduled Castes
should be given representation in the Condituent Assembly and the Legidative Assembly in
proportion to their population in a provinee .2 Ironicaly, this demand was first raised by the SCF.
Jagjivan Ram was wel aware of the amilarities of his party's postion with the SCF's. The only
difference between his party and the SCF, he said, was with regard to the postion of the Ddlits to
the Hindu community. He believed them to be the part of Hindu community, while the SCF argued
for Dalits separation from Hindu society.*

| suggest that Jagjivan Ram came to redlise the importance of changes then in progressin the
1940s and therefore reassessed his position. This was, perhaps, dso a comment on the Congresss
falure to ded adequatdy with the problems of Ddlit society. It was for this reason that he agreed
with Wavell's characterisation (in 1944) of the Congress as a caste-Hindu party. When Gandhi
protested againg this description, Jagjivan Ram issued a public statement agpproving Wavel's
position. He adso characterised Gandhi's statement as self-contradictory and surprising. He argued
that the Poona-Pact was a clear acknowledgement of two sections within the Hindus, the 'Harijan’
and the 'non-Harijans and Hindus.? This radicaliam in aleading Congress Harijan leader underlines
the changes taking place around thistime in the character and temper of Ddlit palitics.

The inadequate representation of the Ddits in the Interim Ministiry was portrayed as yet
another ingtance of injustice towards them. Ambedkar in his statement objected to the unfair and
unjust composition of the Minigtry. He said that the Dalits had demanded three seets, but were
dlotted only one. Jagjivan Ram eaborated this point by referring to their population of 60 million
which made them digible for three seets. He complained that "if three seats could be dlotted to the

Mudims, two segts to the Skhs, then one seet for the Dalits is unfair and againg the principles of the



Cabinet Misson Plan". Similar criticism was made by the UP Congress Ddit leaders Hari Prasad
Tamtaand Chaudhari Girdhari L.

Criticiam of the Cabinet Misson plan was not limited to the dite Ddlit leadership. Even a the
popular level there was a fairly widespread sense of betraya by the Congress. Ddits of western UP
were among the firg to register their protest againgt the award of the Cabinet Mission. In June 1946,
the Digrict Harijan Conference and the Didtrict Harijan Uddharsabha of Saharanpur passed two
identical resolutions®* They protested not only against the award of the Cabinet Misson per se, but
also the acceptance of the award by the Congress. They accused the Congress of being partia and
unfair to the Dalit community. They were passed in response to the press satement made by the
President of the Congress, Maulana Azad, on 24 June, in which he Stated that the seats for the
Ddits in the Condituent Assembly would be fixed in accordance with the proportion of their
members in the Assembly of each province. Even the Congress Harijans (hereafter Harijans) of
western UP disagreed with their Party's response to the Awards.

The two resolutions demanded that the Harijans should be given 45 seats out of a total of
140 generd seats in the UP Legidative Assembly. They were dlotted 20 seets in the Assembly,
which they fdt were inadequate, considering the Scheduled Caste population which was 11 million
out of atotal population of 55 million. The Harijans wanted the same rights in representation as had
been provided to the caste-Hindus, Skhs and the Mudims. The criterion enunciated by the Cabinet
Misson for representation to the Congtituent Assembly was one dected representative for every
one million of the population. If this criterion could be gpplied to other communities, they argued,
then why were the Harijans excluded? What is dgnificant for us is their aticulaion of Harijan

differences with the Congress (and the implications of these differences for Ddit palitics). They



invoked the congtitutiond criteria by which the Congress accepted the rights of minorities, and thus,
to reinforce their claim, compared themsdves to other non-Hindu communities. While the Harijans
werein fact careful to avoid any reference to ther religious separateness from the caste-Hindus, and
adopted a secular strategy to focus on a congtitutiona principle, they neverthedess underlined their
Separateness, as a community, from caste-Hindus. This sense of difference defined the notion of
ther own community and was enhanced by ther invocation of, and comparison to, other
communities.

The pogitions articulated by the two resolutions were smilar to the stand taken by the SCF.
This tenson between the Harijans of western UP with the Congress indicates the changes in
postions taken by Ddlits in the 1940s. The two Harijan organisations were, lowever, equaly keen
to emphasise their preference, for the Congress and addressed the two resolutions, in order of
preference, to the Congress leaders and the Viceroy. They choose to ignore Ambedkar from their
iniative® The rapid ease with which public meetings were organised after Maulana Azad's
gatement on 24 June suggests that the Dalits had dready been discussng the implications of the
Cabinet Misson Award. Such meetings were held on 26 June in Meerut and 30 June in Saharanpur.
The resolution passed in Meerut was later approved by the Ddits of Saharanpur. The close
proximity of time and space in the passng of the two resolutions suggests that a great ded of
dialogue was taking place among the Harijan leaders of western UP, particularly among the two
Harijan organisations. One reason for the Congress Harijans difference with the Congress-- despite

being part of it-- could be located in the Ddlit agitation taking place in parts of western UP.



In its turn, the SCF's rgjection of the Cabinet Mission award of 16 May 1946 was not limited to
mere statements in the press. It decided to organise satyagrahas throughout India to protest against
the Cabinet Misson award and the Congress and identified three main issues for the proposed
satyagrahas. They demanded a blue-print from the Congress on position of the Dalits in independent
India. They also demanded the abrogation of the Poona-Pact, which they described as politica
fraud againg the Ddits®® They reiterated their demand for separate dectorates for the Ddits.
Gandhi and his Harijan movement were held respongible for denying rights to the Ddlits.

This Ddit movement affected twenty-three districts of UP. Out of these, ten didricts
witnessed prolonged agitation from June to November 1946 Altogether the extent of the
satyagraha speaks remarkably well of a party set-up only four years earlier. To ensure participation
in the proposed satyagraha, leaders of the SCF toured their respective areas to mobilise the Ddlits.
In the absence of Party papers or much reporting in the newspapers, it is difficult to make detailed
statements regarding these efforts. We may note, however, that the decision to launch the satyagraha
was taken in the first week of June 1946, and by the second week the leaders of the SCF in UP
began to mobilise the Ddlits. The Ddlit leaders, Dr Manik Chand and Fagir Chand, toured western
areas of UP. In Saharanpur, Fagir Chand organised a meeting on 12 June in which he "threatened to
oppose the Congress Government if adl the Ddit demands set out in a legflet distributed at the
meeting were not conceded". *® Manik Chand organised similar meetingsin the district of Ferozabad.
Tilak Chand Kured of Kanpur and President of the UP SCF organised the Ddits not only in
Kanpur but dso toured Azamgarh and Gorakhpur. In a meeting a Lucknow, Rare Ld Tdib
reiterated the demands of the SCF, and mobilised volunteers. Similar meetings were aso held in

Etah and Etawah digtrict by Swami Chhamanand. In some respects organising Ddlits in these areas
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was not difficult, snce the SCF had done considerable politica work during the eections of 1945-6.

The agitation began in Lucknow on 16 July when hundreds of achhut satyagrahis marched
in a processon towards the Legidative Assembly. The demondration was led by Tilak Chand
Kured. The satyagrahis carried placards and raised dogans. 'Down with British Imperidiam,
'Down-with Congress and 'Scrap the Poona-Pact'. The prominent Dalit leaders-- Kuredl, Jaiswar,
Tdib and Shadtri-- were arrested immediatdly after their speeches to the satyagrahis. On the first
day of the satyagraha, 222 Dadlit satyagrahis were arrested. In subsequent days the satyagraha was
held on 17, 18, 22, 24 and 29, July 1946. After a gap of afortnight the UP SCF organised another
satyagraha on 11 August, when 45 satyagrahis were arrested.? The All India SCF suspended the
satyagraha in Bombay on 28 July, when the sesson of the Legidative Assembly in Poona was
adjourned. The SCF in UP, however, continued the satyagraha until 15 August when the Legidative
Assembly in Lucknow was adjourned.®*® The officid statement in the Legidative Assambly put the
total number of satyagrahis arrested as 311.%

| would like to emphasise two aspects of the Ddit agitation: firs, the choice of the
Legidative Assembly asthe Site of protest and second, the gppropriation of the Gandhian concept of
satyagraha as the mode of protest. The SCF decided to question the democratic credentials of UP
Legidative Assembly that was in sesson in Lucknow. It was keen go make a point about the lack of
‘true’ Ddlit representatives in Legidative Assembly, thanks to Poona-Pact. The choice of satyagraha
was a deliberate politica act in the context of SCF's opposition to the Congress and Gandhi. It was
thus more than a mere gppropriation, a point noted and commented upon by the Hindi daily
Vartman in an editorid about the illegitimacy of the choice. The editorid noted that ‘the most

amusing aspect (of the satyagraha) is that today Dr Ambedkar has to depend on Gandhiji's weapon

11



of protest: satyagraha, the same person againgt whom his opposition is well known' ** That a
nationdist Hindi daily would represent the SCF choice of satyagraha as a ‘contradiction’ suggests
that its subversive potential was generdly understood.

In the book Shastri mentions Kanpur (besides Lucknow) as another centre of achhut
protest. The SCF organised a satyagraha to mark 'Poona Day' in Kanpur on 15 August by ‘hoisting
black flags on their houses and holding meetings a which caste-Hindu lesders were denounced’ .
Mesetings and demongirations were aso organised in rurd aress. Members of the SCF were
particularly active in areas around Etah and Etawah, where meetings and demondrations were
organised in co-ordination with the satyagraha in Lucknow. The objectives of the SCF were
reaffirmed in meetings and demonstrations organised in other districts as well (Faizabad, Gorakhpur,
Fatehgarh, Ferozabad, Agra, Azamgarh and Farrukhabad are some of the places that are mentioned
repeatedly in the Weekly CID reports). For instance, at the Faizabad meeting, ‘the audience was
asked to follow Ambedkar’ as their leader. At a meeting in Gorakhpur, ‘speskers criticised the
Congress government with the remark that rather than enjoy Swarg under Congress, they [will
prefer] to live under British rule ** In these meetings great emphasis was laid on the unity of the
achhuts. Speskers dso warned their audience about the undemocratic character of the caste-
Hindus and their party, the Congress and the Poona-Pact was cited as an example of ther
undemocratic atitude. These points were specificdly made in the achhut meetings in Etah, Etawah
and Farrukhabad.® The SCF in UP aso decided to resume its agitation during the next session of
the Legidative Assambly.

The second phase of the Ddlit agitation was amed at enlisting volunteers for the proposed

satyagraha, which began in Agrafrom the first week of August. In Agra, Manik Chand, hiswife, and
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Gopi Chand Pipd, the President of the Agra SCF, enrolled about 150 satyagrahis by the middle of
September.®* Meetings were also organised in Etah, Etawah and Farrukhabad by loca leaders of
the SCF to mobilise satyagrahis. At a meeting in Fatehgarh, a Hindi ledflet, ‘Alarm Bdl Arthath
Khatrey Ki Ghanti' was digtributed in which the Ddlits were ‘warned not to join’ the Congress but to
‘prepare for a satyagraha ¥ In this agjtation, the status of Ambedkar as the leader of the Dalits was
emphasised in conscious oppodtion to Gandhi, Nehru, and Jagjivan Ram. In ther meetings at
Hamirpur and Agra, Gandhi was described as ‘a traitor and a chesat to the cause of [Ddlitg and
accused of mideading the [Ddlits] into the Congress . There will be no freedom for Ddlits unless
they follow the path of Dr Ambedkar—the Bhim. The Ddits were urged to worship Bhim instead of
Ram. At some places symbols of Gandhian politics like Khadi clothes and Gandhi caps were dso
burnt.** In a meeting of Ddlits in Moradabad, a resolution was passed declaring Dr Ambedkar as
their ‘true leader and representative’.*° Similar resolutions were also passed in Faizabad, Etah,
Etawah and Allahabad. Repoang faith in Ambedkar's leadership and declaring him as their true
representative became a integrd feature of the new achhut identity. Efforts dong smilar lines had
as0 been made during the eection to the Primaries in October 1945 and at the Generd eection in
March 1946.*

The extenson of Ddit agitation into rurd areas provided a new dimension to these efforts.
The Anglo-Indian press and officid reports noted the involvement of Ddit women in the agitation,
indluding agang begari in the few reports, we can extrapolate from reports like that in the Pioneer
which notes thet ‘the Dalit women of Rampurva village (district Gorakhpur) engaged in the work of
cutting umbilical cords are demanding Rs5 per case’ . That thiswas not alocal instance but part of

awider protest is shown by other comparable newspaper reports.* The Aaj reported that in many
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parts of the province, Chamar women were demanding Rs. 5 for cutting the umbilical cord of new-
born babies. The People's Age aso reported smilar events from the district of Jaunpur, where Ddit
women refused to act as 'dais or midwives.

Ddit women were required to perform begari not only in the domestic sphere but aso in the
fidds of zamindars, where they worked as labourers, particularly in the regping and harvesting
season. Intdligence report from Bijnor noted that ‘the [Ddlits] have stopped their women folk from
doing menia work such as removing dung and grinding’ in the household of Hindu zamindars* In
village Kedowara, digrict Azamgarh, a Ddit woman Jhunia went to the police station and filed a
complaint againg the zamindars of the village. In the complaint, Jhunia accused zamindars of forcibly
demanding begari from the Ddit men and brutaly besting them when they demanded wages™
Thanks to these newspaper reports, however brief, and the odd question in the Legidative
Assembly, Ddit women emerge as vishle paticipants in the agitation. | would suggest that we
should take these reports as representative of a wider process of women's participation in the
protest. The involvement of Ddit women was geared to the demands of their community, and the
issue of achhut identity-- for men and women:- was thus linked crucidly to ther right to fair wages

(to start with, to any wage at dl).

1l

The building of an dliance between the SCF and the Mudim League was dso a dgnificant
development in achhut palitics during this period. The dliance was an indication of changing times, a
conscious move to legitimise Ddlit dams to minority satus by identifying the smilarities of thar

socid conditions with those of the Mudims. From the middle of September 1946, regular interaction
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between the leaders of the SCF and the League became a ditinctive feature of their sruggle for
achhut identity.*® The League's participation in the Ddlit agjtation in UP was symptomatic of similar
changes at the nationd level. The dection of Dr Ambedkar to the Congtituent Assembly from the
Bengd Legidaive Assambly as an independent candidate supported by the Mudim League was one
such indication.*” An early instance of co-operation between the SCF and the Muslim League, in the
course of the Ddit agitation, was reported from Kanpur and Farrukhabad.® At Kanpur a Ddlit
meeting was addressed by two Mudim League leaders. In Farrukhabad, at a Ddit meeting, League
leaders compared the podtion of their community with those of the Ddits in India They supported
the achhut struggle and reminded them that unless they filled the jals, their demand would not be
conceded. Prior to this, in the last week of August, the SCF in its meeting at Kanpur had supported
the demands of the Mudim League, including that of boycott of the Condituent Assembly and
Interim Government.*

The SCF and the League |leaders began to emphasise the smilarity of their struggles against
the Congress. It was not long before ordinary members of the League began to participate in these
meetings. For ingtance, a Kheri, Lucknow and Kanpur, the League members participated in Dalit
meetings. At meetings in Kanpur it was repeatedly stated that ‘ no scheduled caste movement would
be launched in Provinces which has [a] Mudim Lesgue government’ . In meetings a Kanpur,
Farrukhabad, Kheri, Lucknow and Mainpuri, ‘Jinnah was thanked' for the support extended to Dr
Ambedkar's dection to the Condituent Assembly. The Mudim League was swayed by the
enthusiagtic response of the Ddlits, and heartened by the widespread criticism of caste-Hindus and
the Hindu rdligion and scriptures in Ddlit meetings. Ther criticism of the Congress, Gandhi, the

Poona-pact and the demand for separate eectorate strengthened the Leagu€e's conviction. These
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two aspects of the achhut agitation may have convinced afew leaders of the League that the Ddlits
might convert to Idam. In some of their joint meetings they appeded to Ddits to embrace Idam and
join the League, as for instance when a Mudim League leader, Hgi Mohammad Sdeh, asked his
audience in Lucknow to join hands with the League and embrace Idam.> The perception that Dalits
might convert en masse seemed to have acquired afair amount of credibility, till the SCF denied, in
Allahabad, any such prospect, a denid which may have undercut the very separateness from Hindus
which was amgor feature of the Ddit Struggle.>

The dliance between the League and SCF dicited an immediate response from Hindu
organisations like the Arya Samg and the Hindu Mahasabha which felt especidly threstened by this
development in Ddlit palitics. In early November, these organisations took initiativesin Aligarh, Etah,
Bardlly, Nanitd and Mathura to show their willingness to consider the demands of the achhuts for
sodid uplift.>® In these districts the Hindu organisations opened temples and wells for the achhuts
organised inter-dining sessons and invited them to rdigious ceremonies in caste-Hindu temples.
Subsequently, smilar measures were taken in other parts of the province in Bijnor, Saharanpur,
Jalaun and Etawah.> Elite 'Hindu' nationalism had formulated the question of untouchable identity as
a'Hindu' question in the 1910s and 1920s. This was related to the concerns of the Arya Samg and
the Hindu Mahasabha about the numericd drength of the Hindu community and its dominant
postion in the Indian nation. The Hindu organisations went a step further and damed that
untouchability emerged during Mudim rule™® The insensitivity of the Hindu organisations in offering
gde solutions to the issue raised by the achhuts is noteworthy. They were unable to respond to
changes in Ddlits politics, or to negotiate with the new agenda put forward by the achhuts, primarily

because they did not acknowledge the SCF and its political agenda.
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The Congress followed suit: the Mau Mandd Congress Committee organised a Harijan
meeting on 17 November and warned Harijans about the nefarious designs of Ambedkar and the
League.® Similar attempts were aso made in meetings at Azamgarh, Unao, Kheri and Agra, which
a times turned violent. In Unao two thousand members of the Congress, caste-Hindus at that, made
an effort to disrupt the proceedings of an SCF conference. Timely police intervention averted a
clash. In amore amiable response, Congressmen in Agra distributed legflets in which the Ddits were
urged to join the Congress.>” As these ingtances suggest, the nature of opposition was very similar to
that of the Hindu organisations: they wooed the Ddits and warned them againgt the Mudim League
as ‘separatist’ and described it as a part of ‘commund palitics > It was with this perspective too
that the Congress and Hindu organisations intervened in Ddlit politics when the dliance between the
SCF and the League acquired a more stable character in UP from late September. As rumours of
Dadlit conversion to Idam or thelr co-option into the League spread, the Congress and the caste-
Hindu organisations offered religious reform. They did not address the political demands of the SCF,
particularly for separate eectorates, which in any case was read as a communa demand.

At the time of the negotiations for the trandfer of power, there was thus no space in the
Congress perspective to even acknowledge Ddit demands. To further erode the legitimacy of ther
politics, Ddit leaders were described as agents of feuddism or imperidism, or as urban leaders
involved in inditutiond politics without a mass base among the people. In a Hindi lesflet entitled
‘Congress Socidigt Party ki Sdah’, Dr. Sheo Shankar Upadhya identified Ambedkar among others
as a Congress enemy and an ‘ obstacle to our independence’ .>® The skewed dectora arrangement
worked out under the Poona-Pact ensured that the Dalits opposed to the Congress would never

succeed in the dections. This dlowed nationdist historians to create and perpetuate a myth that the
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Ddlits were traditiona supporters of the Congress.®®

In such a scenario, historians too easily see the League as the pre-eminent partner in the
dliance with the Ddlits, and as encouraging and manipulating Ddit politics to fulfil its own ‘commund’
ams. In this reading, therefore, there is no dliance, but a conspiracy hatched by the League to
capture the Ddits. Officid reports too took a amilar view towards the dliance and attributed the
increasing strength of Ddlit agjitation to the intervention of the League® The possibility that Ddlits
could enter into an dliance with the Mudim League on their own terms was not even congdered. On
the other hand, evidence suggests that the initigtive for the dliance was taken by the SCF, in
response to changing political circumstances. Moreover, there was nothing ‘naturd’ in the efforts of
the SCF to seek an dliance with the League, for as late as 1944, the UP SCF in its annua
conference had passed a resolution againgt the demand of Pakistan, which was described as ‘ anti-
nationa’ .®* Two years later however, the SCF not only initiated an dliance with the League but aso
supported their demand for Pakistan. The shift was a reflection of the Ddlits new politica agenda. In
seeking an dliance with the League, the SCF expressed their shared concern about the issue of
politica judtice for members of deprived sections of the society-- the achhuts and the Mudims. In
this regard, Shankaranand Shastri writes that the Congress ‘effort was to suppress our freedom
movement by describing it a communa’.®® This he writes, ‘was truly an example of their opposition
to the emergence of true citizenship and naiondism’. For him then, the abolition of untouchability
was in fact necessary to provide Ddits with a citizenship and nationdity. It was a palitica ided, not

amply aproblem of socid reform.
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On 28 April 1947, the Condtituent Assembly unanimoudy passed a Bill abolishing untouchability and
making its practice a crimind offence. It was, perhaps, the first step from the Congress towards
rapprochement with the SCF. A more concrete gesture was made on 2 July, when Ambedkar was
nominated as the Congress candidate from the Bombay Legidative Council to the Congtituent
Assambly.®* This paved the way for his subsequent appointment as a Law Minister in Nehru's
cabinet. Soon, on 18 July, the UP Government released dl the leaders of UP SCF arrested during
the satyagraha® These initiatives from the Congress were aimed at integrating the SCF into the
‘nationa maingream’. If these were steps to disarm the Ddit struggle, perhaps the most crucia was
Ambedkar's decison to accept the Congress nomination. Predictably, his decison has been
celebrated by nationdigt higtoriography as the find triumph of Indian (Congress) nationdiam. | wish
to argue that these events need to be understood in the context of achhut palitics Thisinitiative on
the part of Congress should not lead usto believe that the SCF had disowned its agenda. | would in
fact suggest that Ambedkar's decison reaffirm the endurance and significance of achhut identity in
Indian palitics. The fact that the Congress had no option but to negotiate with Ambedkarite palitics
was recognition of the power of the Ddlit struggle. In the changed redlities of 1947-- the Congress
government and independence-- some kind of co-operation with the Congress government was a
worthwhile proposition for Ambedkar.®®

These Congress initidtives were certainly not wholly beneficid to Ddlit palitics in UP; in
particular Ambedkar's decison disrupted the developing cohesion in Ddit politics. There wasin fact
dready an indication of the first mgor divison in the SCF, as three senior leaders of the UP SCF,
RPadd Tdib, R.S. Shyamld and Nandld Jaiswar, had pledged their co-operation with policies of

the Congress Ministry in UP.®” These leaders soon joined the Congress, as did Manik Chand, and
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contested the eections in 1951-52 as officid candidates of Congress. Pardd Tdib and Manik
Chand were elected to the Lok Sabha, respectively from the Banda didtrict congtituency in UP
(General and SC) and Bharatpur (Reserved) condtituency in Rgasthan, while R.S. Shyamla was
elected to the UP Legidative Assembly as a Congress candidate. Another prominent leader of the
SCF, Karan Singh Kane was gppointed a Rehabilitation Officer by the UP government. He,
however remained a loyal Ambedkarite and worked for the SCF.%® Gopa Singh, a Dalit adtivist of
the SCF from Ludhiana (Punjab) responded differently. He described Ambedkar's decison as an
opportunistic ‘surrender’ to the caste-Hindus and ther palitics, and announced his decison to
become a socidist.®® Gopa Singh's response was surely shared by many other workers of the SCF,
who saw in the ‘surrender’ to the Congress the loss of what had so far been the idedls of the SCF.
This does not mean, however, that they renounced thelr commitment to these ideals. Rather, Ddlit
activigs found individud solutions to cope with a new palitica Stuation, and continued to pursue
their objectives.

In turn, Ambedkar redlised the disorienting impact of his decison, and fdt it necessary to
clarify his stand so as to resffirm the idedls of the SCF and its opposition to the Congress. The fifth
conference of the UP SCF provided the opportunity for him to explain his pogtion to the Ddits. The
conference was held a Lucknow on 24 and 25 April 1948 and attended by 7,000 members and
ddlegates.” In his speech, Ambedkar denied the rumours that he has joined the Congress. He
clarified that his object was to serve the interests of the Ddlts, a cause for which he had fought
agangt the Congress for 25 years. ‘What | want is power -- palitica power -- for my people, for if
we have power we will have socid status, reaffirmed Ambedkar in his inaugurd address™ He

particularly emphassed the sgnificance of their separate identity and the need to trandform it into a
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potent political force, under one banner, one dogan, one leader, one party and one programme. He
a0 criticised the Premier of UP, who turned down the legitimate demands of the Ddlits because he
commanded a mgority in the House. Ambedkar's speech was important in its reaffirmation of the
SCF's differences with the Congress. Notions of 'independence’ and 'citizenship' were meaningless
for the Ddlits unless they had a share in political power, he argued. The point driven home at the
Conference was that despite the abalition of untouchability and the promise of citizenship, ther
sruggles were far from over. The SCF was doubtful about the likey outcome for Ddits in
implementing these principles through administrative measures. Therefore the SCF consdered it
essentid that the Ddlits should continue their efforts to maintain their separate identity.

Ambedkar's speech was dismissed by the nationdist pressin UP as a‘ frustrated outburst’.”
With Partition fresh in collective memory, the editorid in the Leader commented, ‘ Dr Ambedkar has
chosen precisdy a this moment to tdl the Scheduled Castes, 'a united nations is dl rot'. Dr
Ambedkar wants the Scheduled Castes to form a third nation’.”® Ambedkar's criticism of the
Congress, including his remarks about the disintegration of the Congress, was dso consgdered
unacceptable. An editorid in the National Herald described his speech asacynicd outburst lacking
in wisdom and foresight.” The editorid in Vartman described Ambedkar's speech as ‘ reactionary
and againg the ideds of Indian nationalism. Any hopes of change in the ideas of Ambedkar, when
he joined the Cabinet have been quashed by his speech’.” The editorid presented him with two
choices either submit to nationdism or resign from the Cabinet. The opinion offered in these
newspapers, indeed those of the press in genera in UP, were clear that ther loydty lay with the
Congress. For the press, the Congress symbolised nationaism and nationd unity, and editors were

clear about what condtituted nationalism, and consequently, ‘Indian’ politics, and what was ‘ anti-
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nationd’ or ‘commund’ politics. Ambedkar was described & potential Qaid-e-Azam, and this
despite the fact that he did not raise the SCF's demand for a separate eectorate, dways the bane of
Ambedkarite palitics for the nationdi<.

After independence the nationalist press was certain that there could not be two identities:
that of being Ddit or Mudim in addition to that of being ‘Indian’. This, they argued, was a necessary
precondition to building the new Indian nationstate, and dl palitical parties were exhorted to help
Congress achieve this noble am. Only the Indian state and the Congress possessed the sole right,
according to the nationaist press, to condtitute the new ‘Indian’ citizen. Ddlits could be thus scarcely
be dlowed to define ther citizenship in ways which would dso dlow them to retain thair achhut
identity, even if they attempted, as Owen Lynch has argued ‘to make the paliticaly ascribed status
of citizen and not the religioudly ascribed status of caste, the dominant status’.”

Indeed, not only Ambedkar, but Ddits in generd in different parts of UP began to make
their fedings about post-1ndependence politica redlities quite clear. In 1948, the SCF organised a
series of demonstrations and meetings in some twenty-one districts of the province.”” Two concerns
came to occupy centre-stage: the first addressed the ‘fallure’ of the Congress government, and the
second demanded dtatutory provisons for Dalits. These points were reiterated in SCF meseting at
Allahabad, Etah, Lucknow, Bareilly, Kanpur, Agra, Ssharnpur and Meerut.”® The Congress was
described as a caste-Hindu party and therefore the dogans were anti-Hindu, e.g. ‘Hindu Quam ka
nash ho', ‘ Kangress Government ka nash ho', * Achhuto ke Shattroun ka nash ho' and ‘Manu Smriti
kanash ho'.”

This was the polarised context in which the Chamars launched an agitation in July 1948 (the

movement continued till November before petering out) againgt begari, an agitation that was not
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even acknowledged as a legitimate protest by the Congress government in UP.% Officid report in
fact ingsted that the Chamar agitation was harming ‘public’ interests. A report noted that *Chamars
of Bijnor digricts have refused to remove the dead bodies of animds and this is causing
congderable inconvenience to the public’ 2 It is as if the Dalits were not considered part of the
'public’, which was congtituted by the caste-Hindus, Mudims, Skhs and so forth, so that ‘public life
was seen being harmed by the Ddlits refusd to work without wages. Particularly reveding is the fact
that the Chamars protested not only against their supposed ‘duty’ to remove dead bodies, either
human or animd, in a village, but dso refused to perform this task for the police. In the second kind
of protest, the Chamars refused ‘to perform menid duties including removal of corpses connected
with crimes, which obgtructed the functioning of the police® In Jdaun, Kanpur and Hamirpur,
caste-Hindu police constables were compelled to perform the task of removing corpses.

The Chamar protest thus had twin targets. one the caste-Hindus and the zamindars, the
other the police and the state (now represented by the Congress government). The Chamars were
of course compelled to provide assstance to the police because they were Chamars, and not
because they were gppointed to paid posts by the state. Thus, the so-caled menid duties demanded
by the police was a form of begari imposed on Ddlits. Like the caste-Hindus, the police in many
areas did not hesitate to apply coercive measures to ensure that they work.® But this time the Ddlits
were determined to assert ther rights. In Barelly a group of 100 Chamars, organised a
demondration againg the police, and gpproached the DM to initiate action againgt the culprits.
Smilarly the Chamars were ready to fight the zamindars, in case they retdiaed with violent
methods® Police reports noted that ‘in Bijnor and Bulandshahr districts, Chamars are refusing to

remove the dead bodies of animas which is naturdly causng inconvenience ® The offidd
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perception of these protests was smilar to that of caste-Hindus: the Chamars were violaing the
accepted norm-- what they owed to the caste-Hindus-- by refusing to ‘perform ther duties. In
using these terms-- 'public’ and ‘duty’-- officid discourse underlined the ditinction between caste-
Hindus and Chamars. The Chamars were assumed to have a specific role within the public domain,
even as they could make no clams on it. In spite of the commitment of the date to universd
principles of modernity and citizenship, Ddits were treated as a group agpart, to be brced to
acknowledge customary and discriminatory caste practices.

The SCF was very much involved in these protests, which is why the protests began in
Kanpur and Jdaun where the SCF had a subgtantia following. The agenda was outlined in the fifth
annua conference of UP SCF at Lucknow. In one of the resolutions at the conference, the SCF
demanded abalition of begari and criticised the tyranny of zamindars® At the conference Tilak
Chand Kured threatened to launch a satyagraha if their demands were not accepted. The criticism
of the Congress government and demand for abolition of begari was adso repeated at the second
conference of Rohilkhand Division of SCF, held on 16 and 17 June 1948 a Barelly.®” This Ddit
protest after Independence confirmed to them that they would need more such struggles to achieve
ther liberation. It dso reaffirmed the continuing necessity of separate achhut identity, and enshrined

it asacardind principle of their new poalitics.

Vi
These new trends in Ddit palitics in the 1940s, built upon the rapid expansion of the SCF in UP
were different from earlier forms of Ddit politics, which emphasised the need for 'ritud purity’ or

'clean’ socid gatus. Since many Dalit caste mahasabhas merged their existing networks with the
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SCF, a new dl-encompassng identity for the achhuts could be imagined. For ingance, the Adi-
Ravidass Mahasabha of Allahabad in their resolution of 16 February, 1946 maintained that the
Ddlits ‘are trying thar utmog to gain dl ther legitimate socid, mord and citizen rights, conddering
themselves a separate eement from the caste-Hindus % Resolutions dong Smilar lines were passed
by the Ddlits in various digricts of UP in 1946. Shadtri too, in his book, points to a shift in Ddlit
politicd undergtanding: ‘If Gandhi and Company had done genuine work for their uplift, then the
Ddits might not have fdt necessary to raise their own voice .® The failure of the Congress to
address the issue of caste-inequdity further dienated the Ddits, paticulaly as the Congress
congdered untouchability to be a religious issue of the Hindus, whereas the Ddits congdered it a
political problem.

Accordingly, Shadtri identified two key aspects of the red socid reforms for the achhuts
‘gpecid educationd fadilities ... particularly higher studies and twelve per cent reservation in the
Government jobs.* He tells us that these programmes were implemented for the first time by Dr
Ambedkar in 1942. In fact, in the 1940s, education had become a kind of panacea to the Ddlits for
dl their problems®* Political power and education thus were seen by the achhuts as a necessary
precondition to disupt the sociad and occupationd discrimination which perpetuated their
confinement to menid or low labour. The Ddit intdligentsia and the Adi-Hindu ideologues played a
crucid role in propagating these idess in the Dalit neighbourhoods of major towns in the province.*
Their vison was one in which the Ddits would occupy influentid pogtions in the Assamblies,
government offices and other inditutions. This would enable them to provide genuine benefits to the
community, and actudly implement public policy and programmes. Thus, the demand made in 1946

by the Ddits for adequate representation in the Condituent Assembly and Legidative Assembly
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turns out to be a crucid event in the larger politica struggle to acquire an influentid role in the Sate.

Many different politicad mobilisations thet led to independence, particularly the arguments for
Separate communities and congtituencies which ultimately underlay the partition of the subcontinent,
had a generative effect on much palitica thinking and action, including that of Ddit palitics. The
different conceptions of Ddit communities which existed among the Ddlits in the 1930s and earlier,
were moulded in the 1940s into a new notion of a'unified' and afar more inclusve community. If the
caste mahasabhas of the Jatavs, the Chamars and the Raidassis had earlier represented ‘fragmented’
communities, alit dong lines of cagte identity, the emergence of the SCF in UP and its articulation
and mobilisation of new and pressing politicd issues suggested a new conception of achhut
community. The recognition of, and ingstence upon, Ddit difference led to the abolition of begari
and safeguards in adminigtrative and educationd ingtitutions. The assertion of an achhut identity
became the fulcrum of a new Ddlit politics. Like other communities, Ddits utilised the conditions
crested by Patition palitics, paticularly the legitimation of questions of community identity in
condtitutiona discussons to mould an awareness and a poalitics viable in the newly independent
nation.

Ddit, more than anyone ese, brought into focus the narrowness of the Congress (caste-
Hindu?) commitment to citizenship, rights, nationalism and pointed to its exclusive character, despite
clamsto the contrary. Ddlit Struggle questioned the democratic structure being implemented in India
which tended to grant al powers to the mgority-- the caste-Hindus, at the cost of minorities--
Ddits, Mudims, Skhs, Women and s0 forth. They demanded a congtitutional arrangement to
safeguard the minorities againg the potentiad misuse of dected bodies by the mgority community.

Recent developments in the contemporary politics of India have suggested the importance of such
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safeguards. This may well be the legacy that these Ddit struggles bequeathed to the palitics of
independent India; alegacy which continues to play an important role in the democratic governance

of the nation.
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