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his essay examines how and why representations of Dalit bodies

became potent symbolsand critical groundsfor identity formation

and socid positioning, for the colonisers, upper-caste Hindus, socid
reformersand the Ddlit themsdlvesin colonid north India, with aparticular
emphasis on the United Provinces (present-day Uttar Pradesh, and
henceforth UP). By studying the multiple discourses of different sections
of society in colonial UP, thisessay triesto provide a perspective on the
digunctiveforms of representation that sgnified Dalit bodies, both femde
andmale,

Representing Ddlit bodiesin certain modes canindicatewaysinwhich
pasts are remembered and retailed, and the relationships of such paststo
people's sense of belonging. As has been remarked, representation can
pose afresh the rel aionship between memory and myth, fiction and history,
oral and written, transmitted and inscribed, stereotypicality and
lived history.! Reading the higtories of Ddlit bodiesin colonid north India
through the lens of representation adds important dimensions to our
understandingsof it, while dso reveding tens ons between the pedagogicd
and the performative, the rhetoric and the reality. Looking deep into the
interior of constructions and projections, one can learn of waysinwhich
other redlities are conjugated. Representation makes private feelings and
images public. Further, identities are formed through practices of
representation.

Whilefunctioning as storytdlling mechanisms, representations of Dalit
bodiesin colonia Indiathrough multiple narratives helped in circulating
ideas about them. They werea o symbols, Sruggling to impose definitions
upon what isand what should be. They often symbolised the hidden fears
and desires of the collective unconscious. They spokefor the Dait women
and men, and defined their identity, giving them ashape, image and texture.
Whilewriting thisessay, | have grown keenly aware that representations
of Dalitswere often stereotypical, and not uplifting to their self-image.
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2 Charu Gupta

Indeed, more often than not, the opposite was generally the case. As
Foucault writes, all representations are by their very nature insidious
indruments of survelllance, oppression and control — both toolsand effects
of power. However, if we argue that representations of Dalits were
constructed only to support dominant modes of ideology, and that their
aim was ultimately coercive, then how can we use this space also for
confrontation? Does representation have the scope of carving out more
contingent, varied and flexible modes of resistances®

It needs to be also remembered, as remarked by Stuart Hall, that
different groups of peoplefrom different socia circumstances perceive
the same representations differently.® Further, this essay aso attemptsto
show how within the field of representation, counter-images emerged,
challenging hegemonic visions. Different, often contradi ctory ways and
practices of representing the Ddit bodies signified that their identitieswere
historically amenable to transformation, and that there could be a
co-existence of multipleidentitiesand images aong with different practices
of representation. It needsto be aso remembered, as Carlo Ginzburg has
effectively argued, that any andysis of representation cannot overlook the
principle of reality. The structures of gender and caste oppressionin
colonia Indiaimpinged on the processes of identity formation and onits
representation.

Representations of Dalit women and men posit aproblem for the
historians of colonia India. For example, in colonial India, there have
been asignificant number of studies concerned with the representations
of high caste, middle-class women, particularly for example the
bhadramahila in Bengal.> My own earlier work too has been chiefly
concerned with such representations in colonial north India.® While
ggnificantintheir ownright, thereisanimplicitimplicationin theseworks
that since Dalit women fall within the category of ‘women', their
representation need not be singled out for aseparate study. Thus, Dalit
women's portraya asamajor areaof feminist scholarly examination has
remained negligibleand onthefringes,” particularly incolonia UR illudraing
acrigswithin Indian historiography. Representations of Ddit women have
usualy been shrouded in invisbility, and remained few and far between.
They have remained unvoiced, misseen, and not doing. The subsuming of
Dalit women's representation under the rubric of ‘women' obscuresthe
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double jeopardy of caste and gender faced by them.®

In the case of representations of Dalit men, we encounter adifferent
problem, linked to issues of masculinity. Studies on masculinity in India
have come on their own in the past decade particularly.® Insightful works
have also reveal ed how masculinity was constructed and represented
particularly in the colonial discourse, juxtaposing it to femininity, with
dichotomies of manly British and effeminate colonial subject.’° Andin
present day India, links have been drawn between the growth of the Hindu
Right, assertions of masculinity and violence.* However, most scholarly
studies and theoretica exegeses on masculinity and itsrepresentationsin
colonid Indiahave either focussed on British authorities or on Hindu men,
and have not examined the way it gets played out in Dalit politicsand
identity formations by Dalitsthemsealves.? Whilerdigiousidentitieshave
remained an important arenafor masculinity studies, the same cannot be
sadwithequd authority about cagte. Dditshaveremained vexingly invisble,
and excluded as participantsin the discourse around masculinity. In other
words, the conjunctivenessand intermeshing of caste, Ddit identities, sexud
ideology and masculinity has not been easily recognised. Examining
representations of Dalit male bodies messes up the dominant images of
hegemonic masculinity,*® challenging strait-jacketed links between
measculinity, domination and power. Variousimagesof Dalit men and their
masculinity by colonisers, reformersand by Dalitsthemsel ves contested,
resi sted and absorbed hegemonic ideals of masculinity.

Thisessay Stuatesrepresentations of Dalit bodies at the centre of its
anadysis, askeysto understanding the complexities of caste, class, gender
and sexuality in colonial and post colonial India. It scrutinises these
dimensions by highlighting various sites of representing Dalit bodiesin
different contexts. It focuses on three different sets of representations of
Ddit bodies. Firg, it sudiesthedidactic literaturein Hindi, written largely
inlate colonid north India, addressed mainly to middle-class, upper-caste
women. Through them, it shows how Dalit women wereimaged by an
influential section of the upper castes. Simultaneoudy it explores attempts
made by Dalitsto counter such images. Second, it looks at conversions,
and shows, particularly through cartoons, how Ddlit bodies of both women
and men were represented. And lastly, it pegpsinto Ddit mae bodiesand
their representati ons through militarised and army discourses, both by the
colonisersand by Dditsthemselves. By focussing on three disparate Sites,
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it triesto see how Ddlit bodies were attempted to be decoded and recoded
into a'comfortable system of representation. An examination of the way
Ddlit bodies were described and imagined tells us much more about the
describers and the imaginers. We know as much about the object asthe
subject.** While the essays studies three different arenas and styles of
representation, it hopes to provide some clues to the conflicting,
contradictory and often contested nature of representations of Ddit women
and men.

[. Dirty Vamps (‘Kutnis’) as 'Other': (Mis)Representations of
Dalit Women in Hindi Didactic Literature

Gender has only recently emerged as an integral part of historical
studieson Dalitsin colonia India.® These works effectively show how
attempts to project Dalit women in certain ways led not only to the
strengthening of upper-caste women's status but aso to the consolidation
of caste-gpecific patriarchies. Reform of Dalit womenaso became away
of strengthening claimsto upward mobility. | extend these arguments by
exploring aliterary genre of colonia north India, namely Hindi didactic
literature, written mostly for Hindu upper caste, middle classwomen, and
ways in which the Dalit woman?® got represented in it. From the late
nineteenth century, there was arapid development of public ingtitutions,
libraries, and print culture, with growing publishing houses, presses,
newspapers and books in UPR. This print explosion and the emerging
vernacular press helped in producing alarge amount of didactic Hindi
literature, which had an inherent caste and class character. These etiquette
guidesand management manua swere overwhelmingly written by avoca
andinfluentid section of the Hindu middle classliterati, bel onging to upper
and intermediate castes. They became one of the cultural resources, which
helped in fashioning an upper caste, middle class Hindu identity and a
respectable domesticity.!” Thisliterature, precise and detailed, principaly
addressed itsdlf to middle class, high caste Hindu women. Thisliterature
produced and strengthened the construction of a woman which was
increasingly detached from productive resources and activities. Through
these books, middle class, upper caste women were asked to be
pativratas, obedient, religious, and competent in household work.*8 High
caste pergpectives abounded in these writings, reinforcing their supremeacy.
Even thosetractsthat werewritten with gender sengtivity, had their readers
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clearly marked out.

Poor, lower caste and Ddit women never appeared as actorsin these
didactic manuals, asthey were largely ignored or |eft out. However itis
interesting to examinethis pace where Ddit women wereamost invisible
and glent. After dl feminigt history dso meansexposure of the often hidden
operations of gender that are nonetheless present as defining forcesin the
organisation of societies. Waysin which Dalit women appeared in this
literature reveal ed deep seated biases. Dalit women here were not just a
footnote but a congtitutive footnote. They were perceived in abinary
opposition to the upper caste women. To study thisliterature through a
Ddit feminist lensd so puts aquestion mark on smplebinary oppositions,
represented by maeversusfemde. Rather, it reflectsasmultaneous active
management of gender, caste, class and religious power. These manuas
in many ways helped in consolidating caste barriers, in policing and
maintaining borders, in contributing to arhetoric that 'naturalised caste
differences, andinjudtifying and perpetuating the satus quo. Thereligious,
caste and class identity of the audience of this literature helped in
determining, marking, and sharpening, their difference with women of lower
cadtes, particularly Ddit women, intermsof socid atus, lifestyle, dressing,
attitude and behaviour. These markers became significant to provethe
higher socid statusand civilisation of the high castes, more so inacolonia
situation. Since thisliterature was meant for a particular audience, the
image of the Ddit woman could be stereotyped and projected as* different’.
Through such representations, there was an attempt to permeate a
collective mind-set, an 'us-them' mentality, and a hierarchical social
construction of womanhood.

Theseimagesof Dait women were usudly congtructed by upper caste
male writers, but upper caste women too often hel ped in mapping the
historical terrain of such representations.’® In agendered politics of power,
women were always subservient to men, but in acaste palitics of power,
upper caste, middle class women often cooperated and participated with
men to achieve control, and to contrast themsel ves with outcaste women.
A consolidation of their own status and power aso helps elucidate why
thisliterature constructed Ddlit women as deviants from prescribed socidl
norms. Repetitivetranamisson of negative and fdseimagesof Ddit women
hed their rootsfirmly fixed in ancient, cultura traditions.® With the coming
of coloniaism and the development of print culture, such imagery received
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animpetus.

These manuals directed the high caste women to cover themselves
up, not to speak loudly, not to fight, not to gossip and not to conversetoo
much with other women. It was precisely these traits and activities that
wereidentified with Dalit women and which were seen as markers of
difference. Thustheimage of the morally chaste, virtuous, ideal upper
caste Hindu woman was sharply juxtaposed to negative portrayasof the
Ddlit woman, seen asloud, raucous, unfeminine, uncouth, uncultured and
shameless. One such tract, Kanyaon ki Pothi ya Kanya Subodhini,
meant for girls and women, retailing appropriate behaviour for them,
distinguished between higher and lower castewomen by emphasising that
upper caste women did not fight with one another, did not give galis
(abuses), and never uttered bad words. They all were specified astraits
of lower caste women, who were seen as constantly fighting, abusing,
shouting and bad mouthing.?* Such imagery pervaded the description of
movements and actions of Dalit women - with their eyesrolling, lips
protruding, feet stamping, pawing, gesticulating and revealing afrenzied
madness. Portrayal of such binary and polar opposites helped to show
upper caste view of themselvesand their women versus how they saw the
‘other’. The presence of Dalit women thus helped to improve the socia
image of high castewomen in thisliterature, whose behaviour marked her
asdifferent from civilised upper caste womanhood. The construction of
‘woman' in thisliterature thus had two sides. upper caste waswhat woman
isand ought to be; Dalit waswhat she had better not be. Caste difference
wasthus marked in profound ways through the construction of gendered
differences between upper caste and Dalit womanhood.

Or to take another example, atract had detailed instructions through
rhymes, anecdotes and | ettersfor women of varied backgrounds, including
lower caste women, who were variously branded as thagini (cheat),
chatori (greedy) and kutni (evil).? She was identified as not only
uncultured and uncivilised but also someone full of kapat (deceit) and a
home-breaker. There was a perception that Dalit women were closely
related in both nature and character to bad behaviour. Thusatract had
asitslast, and stated to be the most significant, chapter entitled 'Jokhimon
se Chetavni' (Warning from Dangers).2 Addressing itself explicitly to
middle class, high caste girlsand women, it stated:

In househol ds various kutnis keep coming and going. We have
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to daily engage with women like malin (woman gardener/
flower seller), nain (woman of the barber's caste), kaharin
(woman of awater-drawer caste), chamarin (woman of the
Chamar caste), dhobin (washerwoman), barain (woman who
sells betel leaf), pisanharin (woman who grinds corn),
maniharin (woman bangle-sdler) and dai (midwife). All these
women aso indulge in pimping. They gart fightsin peaceful
homes. They roam abouit criticising others. They tdll talesabout
depraved conducts of husbands and corrupt the minds of
brides. They causefighting between husband and wife. When
they fed that aparticular brideisnot of avery sound character,
they make her fight the othersin the house and sometimes
even make her run away ... These kutniswork hand in glove
with other wicked characters. They take money from themto
trick women of decent homes. And they do it in such acunning
manner that it isimpossibleto know it. Dear daughter, bevery
careful of thesewomen. They are notoriousfor telling bad and
fdsetdes. You dearly tdl them that you have no timefor these
dirty stories. It is Ramayana and Mahabharata that are only
worth listening to.2*

Thisasymmetry among women srengthened theideol ogy of ‘otherness,
with an either-or orientation. Another tract stated that Dalit women
particularly the dai and the bhangan (femal e sweeper) were the ones
who were mainly responsiblefor spoiling upper caste women, and it was
because of them that irsha (jeal ousy), dvesh (fighting) and kalah (tension)
prevailed inthefamily.? Upper caste women were thus constantly warned
to be on constant vigilance against these perceived vyabhicharini
(adulterous) and patit (degraded) women.? It was stressed that our
neighbourhoods should be cleansed of such dangerous women, asthey
caused grave harm to character.?” Warned another tract to upper caste
women:

Be most cautious of the dangers lurking in interactionswith
nain, maniharin, chamarin and kaharin. They are the ones
who aremainly responsible for alarge number of misdeeds
and harms donein the past and being done at present.... If
you interact with and listen to them, demon will enter your
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pure hearts.®

These 'shameless women were an antithesis of the virtuous, upper
castewomen. The devaluation of Dalit women increased because they
departed from middle class'upper caste conceptions of ‘true’ womanhood
and respectable domesticity. In thesetractsthese Dalit women were 'non-
women', something other than women, and denied the status of ‘woman),
which was defined by the cult of the high caste woman. Rather, these
women wereidentified primarily from their low caste, with their specific
‘degrading’ occupations. Further, such portrayas of lower caste women,
linked to their occupational status, weretied to theideology of domedticity,
which stripped the notion of femininity of itslabour content and denuded
its economic vaue for the household. These manualsthus promoted the
claims of middle-class women to the prized domain of exclusive
housewifery and childcare asamark of status, while denigrating the Dalit
women who worked outside their homes, and were seen as unable to
devotether livesto wifehood and motherhood exclusvely. It wasremarked
that these outcaste women, who worked outsdetheir homes, had "polluted
characters, did not ook after their children properly, could not maketheir
husbands happy, and al their 'soft’ traits disappeared, destroying their
‘womanliness.® Hence two stereotypes of women were being constructed
inthisliterature. In thefirst case, women who could afford not to work
were being defined through the primersas'ided’ women while Dalit women
who were remunerated for their services were denigrated, owning to the
pervasive deva uation of al manud abour. The private/public dichotomy
was a so defined, redefined and strengthened by highlighting that it was
thisthat differentiated high caste women from Dalit women.

Alongside, the upper caste Hindu male world also often drew the
Ddit woman'sbody asexcessve and flagrantly sexud, quite different from
the emerging ideology of chadtity, purity and modesty which defined the
middle-class, urban, high caste woman's body. Crass representations of
abundant and questionable sexuality of the Dalit female body were
juxtaposed to the secluded demeanour of upper caste femae body. There
was an absence of lgjja (modesty) in Dalit women. They wereidentified
asnirlajj (shameless) and randis (prostitutes) in these manuals.* In
orientalist reportage, the dependent status of unclean menia groupswas
defined by superior landed peoplein terms of the sexua availability of
their womenfolk.! The Ddit women were supposed to live in temporary
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marriages, have questionable sexual morals and experience frequent
divorces and desertions. They were seen as sex objects by the high caste
men particularly — good to have sex with, but never to fal inlovewith.
Thusthe Dalit female body, while represented as ‘unfeminine’, was a so
perceived aslustful. Shewas unattractive but aluring. Her body wasboth
a the sametime— repulsive and desirable, untouchable and available,
reproductive and productive, ugly and beautiful. Sexua exploitation of
Ddit women was an everyday fact, which was often expressed interms
of thedleged 'loose character of Ddit women themselves. Thus casualy
remarked Crooke:

Itisneedlessto say that the records of our courts swarm with
examples of the association of men of the Rgjput classwith
women of thelower races, and in this stratum of village society
thereis not even a pretence of moral continence. The effect
of this state of things is obvious and requires no further
illustration.®

Thefact that most Dalit women were active in the non-segregated
work force, and worked as agricultural labourers along with men,
exacerbated their sexuaised identity in the eyes of upper caste publicigts.
Thusatract stated:

If you look at the personal life of many of these lowly and
labourer women who work around our household, then you
too will say along with usthat 80 out of 100 of these women
have extremely degenerate characters. Even the censusreports
state that many of these women labourers are prostitutesin
reality. Many of the women peddierswho sdll thingsor sitin
shopsprodlamther lewd behaviour loudly. Only 2 out of every
1000 such women can be said to have a chaste character.®

A fear was expressed of sexud liaisons between upper caste men and
outcaste women. Upper caste women were warned to beware of these
women who could woo their husbands, and to ensure that their men kept
away from them. While critiquing men of their frivolous nature, biases
against outcaste women were a so revealed. Stated one:
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Thelicentious tendencies of men arevery much visbleinthe
public spaces - on Streets, roads, narrow lanes, markets, fairs
and festivas... They will not talk with their wife at home, but
will laugh and talk with the outs dejamadarin (fema e siveeper),
who comesto clean the bathrooms or streets. They will flirt
with the maniharin and the chamarin on the street, completely
neglecting their wife. Women need to be cautious of the dirty
nature of their husbands and beware of these women.*

Thefears of upper caste men and their illicit liaisons with outcaste
women and vice-versa, of upper caste women colluding with outcaste
men, both were played upon. Thusfor example, when argumentswere
made to keep upper caste women couched in domesticity, it was also
stated that public places were particularly dangerous because of the
possibilities of interaction between outcaste and Mudim men with upper
caste Hindu women, who could lure them away.* On the other hand, as
we have seen, Dalit women were seen asimmoral, as wanton, asthe
deviant sexud 'other’. They were declared to be'openly licentious, 'mordly
obtuse, 'sexua outside the context of marriage, 'more sexually free, and
coded to be synonymouswith ‘progtitution’, ‘accessibility’ and ‘availability'.

Dalit women were thus represented as kutnis, as aggressive and
intimidating, to befeared and to be kept away from the upper castewomen.
They became atroupefor disrupted harmony. These negative portrayas
engendered their aienation from the dominant upper caste culture. These
negetive depictions served as akind of metaphoric rape of Dalit women,
achieved through the pers stent debasement of thissubgroup. Thisliterature
wasthusfed on adiet rich in stereotypes. In different waysthisliterature
and the material culture around it wasinvolved with agendered casteist
discourse committed to congtructing, and in fact ingtitutionalising, stable
categories of pativratas and kutnis. While such representations were
not very visblein officia recordsor in archival data (though sometimes
they seeped in), they were ubiquitousin the didactic literature of colonial
north India.

How did Ddlit men and women percelve such representations of Dalit
women and what did they do to counter such images? We observe that
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arecadting of Ddit women and control over their movementsand sexudities
was also attempted at thistime by Dalit men. Such attempts were also
made by other intermediate castes, but they acquired aspecific colour in
the case of Dadlits. Thus, Chamars of Moradabad announced that they
would dlow their womenlessliberty of movement.* Chamarsof Dehradun
and Saharanpur started to advocate the wearing of dhotisby their women
when cooking food and forbade them to visit bazaarsto sell grass.®” A
Jatia Chamar Sabha at Meerut, attended by over 4000 Chamars, passed
aresolutionto havetheir femadesgointo purdah.® Wedthy urban Chamars
particularly began putting their wives under seclusion, proclaiming anew
role for the women of their community.* At a meeting of Bhangis at
Mathura, it was decided that their women should not be sent daily to
bazaars.* A Pas panchayat in Meerut resolved that their women should
not go out for daily labour. Bhangis of Bulandshahr passed resolutions
intheir panchayats, forbidding the attendance of their womenfolk at melas
(fairs).*? Khatiks of Lucknow resolved not to dlow their women to peddle
fruitson the street, and made them sdll only in shops.® Scholarshave seen
such moves asways of strengthening claimsto upward mobility.* Ddlits
here were also drawing on norms of bourgeois respectablility*® and
dominant manhood which emanated from the upper castes, claiming their
space not through heterogeneity but through mimicry. These measures
appear to meto be acomplex mixture of upward mobility, assertion of
patriarchal control, attempts to restore dignity to Dalit women, and to
appropriate alanguage of 'moderniy' and ‘civilisation'. Regulation of
sexudity wasanimportant axisfor the politicisation of casteidentity. Dalit
reformers masculinity was predicated on thereform of gender withintheir
community and the defence of community honour against the disdain of
outsiders.*® However, given that many Dalit women played acriticd role
inthework force outside the home, it was not always easy to 'seclude
them within domestic bounds or to practice reformist bourgeois notions
of sexual purity and 'true’ womanhood, which often remained at the level
of rhetoric, and evenif possible, effected avery small upwardly mobile
section of Dalits. There were thus contradictory voices aswell, where
Dalit women and men asserted themselvesin different ways, countering
crass representations of Dalit women, while aso attempting to give Ddit
women'swork acertain amount of dignity. Often many Dalit men were
forced to accord more social room, though not necessarily equality, to
their women. Many of the Chamar midwives, recognising that childbirth
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was il largely dependent on their [abour, started asserting themsaves by
demanding paymentsin cash and afeefor services performed.” These
were also attemptsto give self-respect to their work. A panchayat of
Chamars at Basti resolved that their women should accept not lessthan
Rs. 1.40 aday when functioning as midwives.*® In Benarasthe Chamars
of severa parganas passed aresolution that less than Rs. 5 should not
be charged for cutting a'nar' of achild at the time of delivery.® Thus,
whiledidactic manuasrepresented Ddit women overwhemingly insngular
moul ds, these representations were countered by Dalits.

[1. Conversionsto Christianity and Constructionsof Dalit Bodies

However this was not the only representation of Dalit bodies.
There were other sites where these acquired different contours. In this
section | ook at conversions, and how Dalit women and men were
represented in this context. Here | particularly refer to certain cartoons
published in Hindu reformist literature, and how Dalit bodies were
represented in them.

Religious conversions have been ahighly polemicd issue. Thereare
alarge number of scholarly workson religious conversions, beit of high
casteindividuals or of low caste 'masses.® Thefigure and image of the
Dalit convert, who in any case cannot be homogenised asaHindu in the
firgt place particularly introduces aseriousrupturein theideas of caste,
religion and nation. Religious conversions have traditionally been and
continue to be one of the common expedients of those at the bottom of
the caste hierarchy,> both to improvetheir position, as acts of protest and
anger, and of assertion.

In colonia north Indiatoo, missionaries spread their network among
the outcastes for the propagation of Christianity and to facilitate
conversons.® Prosdytisation by Chrigtian missionaries|ed to dissemination
of vernacular tractsin large quantitiesin UP as propaganda material for
conversions.> The North Indian Christian Tract and Book Society, with
itsheadquarters at Allahabad, published painted story scrolls, pamphlets,
books and hymns, addressing itself largely to the depressed classes. Many
Chamarsand Bhangis of Badaun, Mathura, Meerut, Roorkee, Cawnpore,
Moradabad, Pillibhit, Bijnor and Bareilly converted to Chrigtianity.
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How were the converted Dalit bodies represented in literature in
support of and against religious conversions, by missionaries and
reformers? Conversgonto Chrigtianity cameto be sated by the missonaries
asthe biggest boon for the outcastes, ridding them of all the evils of
Hinduism. At the same time, Dalits were represented even here in
stereotypica ways revealing the dichotomy of missionary minds. Their
records repeatedly talked of the smple heart of the depressed classes.
Stressed one:

They make splendid Chridians. They have greet faith, and many
of them achild-liketrust and asmplicity in worship that puts
an occidental to shame.® (emphasis mine)

Or stated amissionary pamphlet, published from Allahabad:

The depressed classes are governed by their heart rather than
their mind. They are not cunning like many of the upper caste
@ Hindus, who have exploited these ssimple men in aclever @
fashion. It ismuch easier to win them over and mould them
according to the true teachings of Christian faith.>’

Thelanguage of missionariesfor reform and conversion among the
outcasteswasthus often problematic and seen largely asacivilisng misson,
bringing culture and civilised religion to the outcastes. With a sense of
racial and religious superiority, the behaviour of many missionarieswas
patronisng, reflecting dear biasesintermsof Dalit representations A misson
tract, published in Hindi, remarked:

Theuntouchables arelikelost rupees, on which dust, soil, dirt
and mire has gathered. But just as dirty and tattered rupeesdo
not loose their actual value, smilarly in the eyes of God the
value of these sinful people does not decrease. And we
missionaries are here precisdy to reform these dirty snners.®

Inthe context of thisessay, itisaso important to know that discourses
around demeanour, clothing and masculine elevation were also tied to
conversions. Missionary literature claimed that conversions provided
manhood to Dalits by making them into respectable men.*® Said Godfrey
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Phillips
These movements are making the outcaste into aman, and
giving him aman's place in theworld - aplace he has never
enjoyed before.®

On the other hand, Hindu reformers depicted Dalits asincapabl e of
taking decisions of conversion on their own, and saw them as being
manipulated by the maulvi (Mudim rdligiousteacher) and the missonary.
Cartoons on the subject, in leading magazines of UP portrayed Ddit mde
body asfeeble, small in stature and without amind. One caricatured him
asa'footbal’, being kicked by the pandit (Brahman, with knowledge of
Hindu scriptures), but being grabbed by the maulvi and thepadri (Chrigtian
religious preacher). Another showed him as 'unclaimed property'. In both,
the Ddit was stripped of any voicein the matter. Theseimages congtructed
the cultural meanings of inhabiting aDdit body, and symbolised the aesthetic
vauesof reformers. They indicated what was sanctioned, often repegtedly,
togoin print.

[ronically, whilelamenting conversonsas‘wrong, reformerstoo could
not deny that conversion to Chrigtianity provided Dalitswith an elevated
sature and satus. Thisreved ed the paradoxes and mord dilemmasfaced
by the reformers. This was most starkly revealed in some cartoons
published at thistime, which represented the relationship between Ddlits
and conversions. A series of cartoons on the subject were published in
Chand, themost famous Hindi magazine of thetime, in various publications
of theAryaSamgj, and congtantly reprinted in anumber of other newspapers
and journals of the time. Many of them were compiled in Wanga
Chitravali.®* Usudly they depicted two outcaste women or men together:
one who was not converted (and thus assumed to be aHindu), and the
other who had converted to Christianity. The change that conversion
brought about in Dalits - in their mode of dressing, walking style, gait,
status and prestige was present for al to see. One cartoon depicted the
converted outcaste man dressed in a suit, wearing shoes and walking
ahead royally asasahib. The unconverted Dalit walked behind, bare-
footed, carrying aload on hishead. The caption read:

chalta hai age ban sahib, isayi jo hua achchut,
jo Hindu, wah murgi dhota, peeche yeh kaisi kartoot?
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[ The untouchable who has become a Chrigtian walks ahead asasahib.
The untouchable Hindu carriestheload of chicken on hishead. What an
irony!]®

Anather cartoon had the converted Dalit man flaunting hiswedlth, and
giving wagesto the unconverted untouchable man:

ek that se gali dekar daan kar raha mazdoori!

ek jati, achchut isayi, mein rehti kitni doori?

[One curseswith arrogance and donates wages. Why such distance
between same caste - one Christian and one untouchable?]*

There were others which depicted converted Dalits playing sports,
getting their shoes polished etc. by the unconverted. The devation of Satus
due to conversions was stark. It was claimed by some Bhangis and
Chamarsaround Meerut that conversionsto Christianity gave them anew
lifethrough literacy, dignity and stature. They too enframed conversions
as away of restoring dignity and manhood, though from a different
positioning than Hindu reformersor missionaries® Dditsweredsowriting
themsalvesinto colonial modernity using Christianity, whose meanings
encompassed for them freedom from social oppression.®

To come back to the cartoons, Dalit women too featurein them. Thus
one depicted the converted outcaste woman walking ahead roydly, carrying
anumbrdla, apurse, wearing ahat and high hedled shoes. The unconverted
woman walked behind, head bent, bare-footed, carrying the child of the
converted Dalit woman. The caption read asfollows:

ek jati ki mem, aur dasi-achchut ka yeh antar!

veh chalti chaata le aage, yeh uska bachcha lekar!!

[ See the difference between two women of the same species. oneis
an English madam and the other a servant-untouchable.

Theformer walks ahead with an umbrella, whilethe latter walksbehind
with her child.]®

Another cartoon had the converted Ddit woman Sitting on achair and
the unconverted untouchable woman sitting on her feet with adog. It
stated thefollowing:
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isayin kutte ki malik, hai achchut uski naukar!

par donon the ek jati ke, dekho Hindu ankhen bhar!!

[ The Christian woman isthe master of the dog, while the outcaste
woman her servant.

But they both were of the same caste, Hindus please see carefully.]®”

Yet another depicted the converted Ddlit woman, again with hat, boots,
umbrella, and askirt, buying fish from an outcaste woman. The caption
sad:

mem sahiba ek bani hai, aur ek machli wali!

dhanya dharm isa-masih ka, kitha maha shaktishali!!
[One has become amadam-lady, the other afish seller.
Blessed bethereligion of Chrigt, whichisall powerful ]

These cartoons simultaneously lamented theloss of Dalit women to
the Hindu community, admonished the upper caste Hindusfor treating
Dalit women badly, and a so could not help but show the elevated status
achieved by these women dueto conversions, and the threat therefore of
conversonsfor the Hindu community.

There were other anxieties as well about conversions of outcaste
women. The special issue of Chand on achhuts stated that there were
millionsof outcaste motherswho werefull of loveand affection, but because
of the crudlity of Hindu society, they were converting, nurturing thewombs
and prodigiesof Mudim and Chrigtian children, and producing cow killers®
Abhydaya stated in an article:

Many of our Hindu women, whom we consder outcastes, are
going into the hands of Mudimsand Chrigtians. How canthese
women, whom wetreat so badly, become protectors of cow
and worshippers of Ram and Krishna?.... We should make dl
effortsto prevent our outcaste women from converting. Itis
Imperative so that the number of cow-protectors does not
reduce.”

Conversions by outcaste women represented a loss of numbers
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and potentid child bearing wombsfor the Hindu community, which had
to be stopped by all means.” It was amoral imperative for Hindusto
safeguard even Ddlit women and make certain they produced only ‘Hindu'

offgpring.

There were other anxieties amongst reformers about conversions by
Dalit women. While western missionary women had been effectively
brought under surveillance, it wasfeared that since outcaste women were
converting to Chrigtianity or Idam, they would persuade upper castewomen
too in doing so. Their interactionswith upper caste women could not be
regulated s0 easily, Sincethey entered homesto do various kinds of work
and had access to informal conversations with upper caste women.
Particularly fearsome was that they would encourage widows to elope,
convert and remarry.” They were seen as one of the vehiclesthat could
be used covertly for conversions, besides of course missionaries and
Mudims.

How did Dalits react to these representations and conversion
discourses? The cartoons mentioned above can a so be seen as an index
of the fact that Dalits were converting in substantial numbers. More
important, they could not help but illustrate how conversions gave them
acertain satusand dignity. They brought a certain degree of salf-esteem,
health, education and a prospect of social and economic advancement.
They impacted their dress, walking stylesand outlook. Equally important,
Ddlits often used to their advantage the alarm felt by the Arya Samg and
Hindu Mahasabharegarding their conversons, to demand morerightsfor
themselves, and as away of achieving liberation from the stigma of
‘untouchability’. They played on the fears of Hindu organisations, who
responded with aacrity to some of their demands. For example, in
Bulandshahr the threat to convert gave Chamars accessto apublic well
in a Hindu neighbourhood of the city, which had previously been
regtricted.” In Benarasthe 'untouchables demanded that unlessthe Hindus
gave them equal rights, they would convert to Ilam or Chrigtianity.™

Theexampleof conversonsand depictionsof Ddlit bodiesinit reveds
dilemmasand anxieties of upper castes and some opportunitiesfor Ddits,
however limited, who wereusing it in their own ways. Representation of
Ddlit bodiesinthearmy ismy last example, and herel show most effectively
how Dalitstwisted thetool to their advantage.
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11 WetooAre Men: Dalit Men in Army and Police

Ddlit bodieswere not just screens on which high castesand colonial
authorities projected their own caste, racial and gender anxieties and
desires. Dalitstoo were historical agentsin their own identity formation,
and in their own way, they attempted to challenge the stereotypes by
representing themsdalvesin different ways, and concelving agendered sense
of sdf inpolitica, culturd and socid spheres, often with contradictory and
ambiguousimplications. | take the example of army and police to show
how Ddlit men, through their self-representation, attempted to recuperate
their manhood. Military modernity in the colonia period provided many
castes of UP apossibility of 'manhood enhancement'. Theidiom of martia
va our found supporters amongst many, including, for example, the urban
Sudra poor and the Yadavs, asit was an effective expedient of upward
classmohility.”™ Dditstoo used thisopportunity to articulate their ditinctive
military traditions and visions of manhood, in the process drawing from
others, while smultaneoudy giving it their own colour.

Dalitsfostered their distinctive military traditions and visions of
manhood. Particularly, military modernity inthe colonia period provided
them such an opportunity. Therole and participation of Dditsin the British
army and police has been a subject of debate. Ddit scholars and some
historians have dug up colonia army historiesto show that Ddlits played
acritica part assoldiersin the British armies.” Dirk Kolff pointsto the
socia heterogeneity of the East India Company soldiers, which could
potentialy include many lower-caste soldiers. He suggeststhat Passwere
especially recruited in the earlier period.”” Stephen Cohen argues that
Ddlit sepoys benefited from colonid army services, especidly intheearlier
period, and this became ameansfor socia and economic upward maobility.
Simultaneoudly, they attempted to emul ate the martial traditions of the
K shatriya castes, and claim an upper caste status.” The Bengd army led
by Clivein the battle of Plassey consisted mainly of the low caste people
like the Dusadhs, Dhusias, Doms and Dhanuks.” Thus it appears that
when the English began to militarisetheir economic power, thelower castes
provided their first soldiers.®

However, recruitment of Ddlitsin thearmy by the British proved fickle
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and slowly, particularly after 1857, there was a Brahmanisation of the
army, due to a decision by the British government to stop recruiting
untouchables.®! They werevictims of the 'martial racestheory' adopted
by the BritishArmy after the Mutiny to judtify reorganisation of themilitary
aong cagtelines, by excluding Dditsand Brahmins, who were represented
aswesk, effeminate, and incapable of martial courage. Actudly therewas
much debate among the army officials on the subject. Asearly as 1800,
British officers commanding the regiments of cavalry had been submitting
repeated applicationsfor the dismissal of men whom they suspected to
belong to the 'objectionable lower castes, and thusin cavary it was Stated
that therewould be recruitment from higher castes only. Representations
were madeto even get rid of thelower castesin the recruitment of native
infantry.&

At the same time, there were some others who argued for their
recruitment. Remarked an officer:

The advantage of introducing low caste men to acertain extent
@ Is that they are more ready to undertake work of a @
miscellaneous character, frequently such aswould be an offence
to the caste principles or prejudices of the higher, and further,
that thereisless danger of religious fanaticism, or of union
between such men and the higher castes, on thebasis of socidl
and religious sympathy.&

The most vociferous defence regarding the recruitment of Ddlitsinthe
army as well as the police came from areport submitted in 1860 by
Lieutenant Colonel Bruce, Chief of the Oudh Police. In hispoliceforce
in 1860 there were 462 Bhungis, 252 Chamarsand 764 Pasis. Remarked
he

Enormous difficulties were experienced in getting the lower
order to enlist - several cases came to my knowledge of
endeavours being made to drive these men out of the place. ...
There can be no doubt of the policy of maintaining aportion
at least of our soldiersfrom thelowest orders. ... The Brahmins
or Mahomedans may hopethat they may be restored asrulers,
and be awaysready to attempt usurpation, but thiscan hardly
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be the case with the lower orders, whose ambition would not
extend beyond arisein the socia scale which could only be
achieved under our government. It isstrangethat without either
order or rule of government at first the Bengal Army should
have becomeaquas masonic body of Brahminsand Chuttrees,
and that the lower caste men who fought in our earlier battles
inIndiawith at any rate equal courage should have been entirely
replaced by men of more handsome appearanceit istrue, but
who would certainly seem to be lessfitted for war from the
fact doneof their taking aquarter of aday in preparing their
dinners, and another quarter of aday in eating them.®

Herepresented Bhungisasfollows:

Therearenumerousdivisonsof the sweeper tribe but dl make
good soldiers. The men are of good height and fair muscular
development, and they eat and drink anything with anybody;
they are brave, aspire greatly to military service, and arefond
of the practice of sword exercisesin which many of them are
expert, and are possessed of great shrewdness.... Thereare
nearly 500 of these men in the Police, and they have done
good service both as Soldiers and Policemen.®

Hewas particularly fully of praisefor the Pasis. He stated:

The Passees...are extremey hardy and courageous race, and
furnish most of the village watchmen of Oude and the adjacent
NWP, they use the bow and arrow expertly, and are said to
be abletokill with thelatter at wonderful distances, thereused
to be bodies of these men in the service of every Talookdar
and Zemindar of Oude, the NWP1t0o0 - | have no doubt before
they came under our rule.... Although thereishardly aspecies
of theft, robbery and plunder in which they are not experienced
and skillful, they have aremarkable namefor fidelity when
employed, so much so that Bankers employ them to carry
their specid remittances, householdersleavethe guard of thelr
property and family to them during their absence, and the
highest caste Native in the land would not scrupleto place
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themin positions of trust.®
Such voices however appear to have been dowly marginalised and
the number of Dditsinthearmy steadily declined after 1857. Most British
army officers were opposed to their recruitment. Wrote John Lawrence
inaletter dated 5 January 1861 that the employment of lowest casteslike
Chamarsand Bhungis as soldiers, along with Brahmins and K shatriyas
was 'like bringing L epersin contact with men of sound hedlthin Europe.
Brigadier F. Wheeler of Simlaexpressed deep resentment against the
recruitment of the lowest castes:

The Bhungeesor sweeper cagtesarevery filthy inther habits,
as shown by alarge proportion of them being ever in Hospita
withitch.... | therefore condemn their caste of men.... The
Chamarsand K hutteecks are a shade better. ... But thevillage
cobbler, and the tanner of leather, | as strongly object to, as
| have done to the Bhungee.... The Kunjur, as a despised
race, who feed onrats, mice and other vermin, | utterly reject &’

@ Captain E. Hdl, Commanding theAligarh Levy wrote about sweepers. @
'Intheir habits| consider them as unclean and morethan ordinarily ligble
to sickness, whilst also being generally careless and unthrifty in money
meatters." Regarding Chamars he wrote: 'Asworkers of leather they are
looked down...and in common with other low castes are addicted to the
useof drugsand liquors.'® Brigadier P. Gordon from Benareswrote about
Chamars and Mehtars that they get drunk, are smallish in appearance
withill developed chestsand small limbs. Pasis, Chamars and Bhangis
were repeatedly condemned by many British officers as drunkards,
extremely dirty, and proneto creating disturbancesin bazaars.?® Dalits
wereimplicitly either contrasted with being amost feminine, with small
limbs, or their manlinesswas seen as crude, uncultivated and inferior, which
created unnecessary disturbances.

Thusthe number of Dalit menin thearmy sharply dwindled, though
they could not be totally dismissed.* The theory of able-bodied martial
castes and races was used repeatedly in Indian recruitment handbooks
and army histories, to justify recruitment of high castesinthearmy rather
than those from low or degraded castes. These martial raceswere seen
asphysicaly and moraly resilient, orderly, hard working, courageous and
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loyal. Sikhs, Pathans, Gurkhas and above dl the K shatriya Rgjputs were
considered the best for the job.®! Untouchabl e soldiers were retrenched,
forced into retirement, and excluded from new recruitment.®2 One possible
avenue for upward mobility was closed to the low castes.

However, increased demands for manpower during the two wars
forced are-evauation of the recruitment system.** The world warsforced
the Indian Army to discover martia quditiesin new communities. Ketherine
Mayo has narrated someincidents of the deeds of vaour and extraordinary
courage of men bel onging to the untouchabl e castes during World Wer |.
Recently Radhika Sinhahas shown how sweepers, mainly from UP, were
recruited by the Government of Indiato serveinthe Army oversess, though
to do the 'lowly" work only.* In Gorakhpur and nearby areas, Doms
were urged to enlist as sweepers®™ and to go overseasto servein the
Army.%® Some Ramdasies were recruited and a Chamar regiment was
raised during the World Wer 11, but was soon disbanded after the cassation
of hodtilities.®” Moreimportant, Dalits were needed for non-combatant
Services.

During the 11 World War, the Dalits renewed their demand for
recruitment in the army, and provided their own ideologica and martial
perspectives. They repeatedly emphasised their strong military culture and
celebrated a succession of military achievementsfor Ddlit soldiersduring
the British rule. Akhil Bhartiya Harijan Sabha's president S.C.Rga
stressed the need for Harijansto enrol in the army and compared them
to Krishnas valour and martia skill.® A conference of the Adi Hindu
Sabhawas held in Lucknow on 10 and 11 February 1940, in which it
was stated that the depressed classes would give their full support to
Great Britain in the present war, urging that they be urgently recruited in
the police and military for the same.® Even if they were not recruited in
combatant services, the prestige of enrolling in the military in any pogtion
was considered great by the low castes, asit was seen as an important
means both to seek concessions from the government and to claim a
higher socia status. Ddit gened ogies and histories considered enrolment
in the army and police as a defining moment in the establishment of their
prestige and manhood. It is to be noted that Swami Achhutanand, the
founder of Adi Hindu movement, and one of the leading Dalit publicist
of UP, was raised and educated in amilitary cantonment where hisfather
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was employed.

RSHari Prasad Tamta, an MLA from the Kumaon hills, President of
the Kumaon Shilpkar Sabha and avery active member of the UPAI
Hindu Depressed Class Association of Almora, actively asserted therole
that Ddits could play in the British army and posed divergent normsand
models of masculinity, not confined just to the upper castes. Tamta
emphasi sed the martial role that Shilpkars of Kumaon and other Dalits
had played in the past, pointing to thefluidity of earlier recruitment inthe
army and kshatriyanaukari traditions. On 7 September 1939, he offered
to raise abrigade of the depressed classes of Kumaon in service of the
British army during the War.*®© Many Shilpkars, who were mostly Doms,
actually enrolled from the Kumaon region in the army during thistime.
Usualy they went into alabour unit, and not acombatant unit, dueto the
stigmaof untouchability. But any military designation wasembraced asa
sourceof socid affirmation by them. These Domslater recaled their military
service, even asporters, to plead for officia patronage.™ Maurice Hallett,
governor of UP, in hisaddressto the Kumaon Shilpkar Sabhain Almora
on 24 October 1941 acknowledged the valuabl e contribution made by

@ the community to the war effort of India by the readiness with which @
members of it had comeforward to join Pioneer Battalions. Heremarked:

| am particularly glad that the Shilpkars of Kumaon are now
recruited to the Army not in hundreds but in thousands. Recently
in Lucknow | had the privilege of being taken around thelines
of one of the new Pioneer Battalions.... The Commanding
Officer, Mgor Crawford, wasfully of praisefor their bearing
and disciplineand fromwhat | mysdlf saw | have no doubt that
these men are aworthy addition to the Indian Army.1%

Tamtalinked it to the restoration of manhood and civilisation among
the Shilpkars. He further wrote on 27 March 1942:

| am one of those who stand for unconditional support of the
British Government in this struggle which she has taken up for
usal.... Youwould be glad to hear that from the District of
Almoraaone | have been able to get about ten thousand
Shilpkars (Depressed Class) recruited inthe Army. These
Depressed Classmen (Shilpkars) are serving in various Pioneer
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Battalions, Labour Unitsand as Technicians.... Itisatruth
poignantly realised by the Depressed Classes of these
Provincesthat for centuries preceding the British Rule they
were steeped in the abysmal ignorance and unspeakable
poverty and the socia system aswell asthe political power
then conspired to rob them even of their manhood. Had it not
been for the British Government which cameto their rescue
likeamerciful act of God, the Depressed Classes could not
hope within any measurable time to emerge from degradation
and to share benefits of acivilised world.®

Tamta, dong with Chandrika Prasad Jgyasu, interviewed the Shilpkar
soldiers and gave a spirited speech:

We areimmorta souls and these bodies are our garments....
Just aswefeel joy in putting on new clothesin place of old
ones, similarly, those who are bravefed joy in entering new
bodies after sacrificing old bodies at the altar of duty.... A
coward is afraid of death but a brave person invitesit. He
fearlesdy entersthebattlefidd. ... Theearthisfor thebraveto
enjoy.1o4

Constant appealswere made by the UPAdi Hindu Mahasabha and
by Tamta particularly, urging the depressed classesto join the defence
sarvices and offer themsdves asrecruitsin aslarge numbers as possible '®
In aspeech made at the Adi Hindu Conference, held at Allahabad on 15-
16 January 1942, Nand Lal Jaiswar 'Viyogi' argued that Dalits had given
their whole-hearted support to the British government againgt the rebellion
of 1857, which aso proved the manliness and the martial character of the
Ddlits.!® Thiswasawidely held perception among the Dalits that they
had militarily helped the British in 1857, and had thus proved their martia
culture. They mobilised apaterndigtic discourse through which they tried
to invoke the specia bond that they shared with the British, the sarkar,
by having faithfully served intheir army. By repestedly invoking how they
had entered the service of the ruling power, they also tried to turn that
entity into apatron who could be supplicated for concessons. Itissgnificant
that some Dalitswere even awarded for the same. For example, land was
granted to some Choovail and Chaidah Chamars, paying ajumma of Rs.
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250, asareward for mutiny service. %’

The great aspiration among Dalit men for a military status was
continuoudy reflected in their various meetings. Theannua conference of
the UPAdi Hindu Ddit Mahasabhaheld at Allahabad on 14-15 February
1942 adopted various resol utions, urging the achchutsto enrol themsalves
inthearmy and police ascivic guards, ARP, police and military services.
It requested the government to adopt specia measuresto create scheduled
caste regiments and military police forcesasin the Kumaon division.’®
Enrolment in the British army under any capacity was seen by Ddit groups
asamajor peg around which to congtruct their fitnessfor higher levels of
political power, equa citizenship and manhood. Police or army uniforms,
medals and military papers became critical markers to project the
measculinised body of Ddlit men, and to reinvent themsalves as able bodied
men.

Various Dalit castes often evolved apre-colonial martia heritage,
focusing on deeds of their bravery and martia valour. Chamars claimed
apast history of extreme valour and bravery and stated that they served
inthearmy of Mughdls, just asMaharsand Mangs did among the Maratha
army.’® At another place aDdlit writer attempted to prove the self-worth
of the downtrodden by emphasising theimportance and honour of serving
inthemilitary. He stated that by serving in thearmy, Dalits could fashion
adifferent kind of body by acquiring asoldierly bearing, and styling their
headgear and clothesin away suitable for military service. Hewent on
to statethat any Dalit who returned from the Army, having served in any
capacity, took greet pridein displaying hismilitary gear and clothes. These
Ddlitsrecuperated amilitant history for the Dalit communities, but hitched
their martia identity to anew goal — aclaim to continued employment
inthe British Army. Army service deeply affected the first generation of
Dalit publicists who experienced social mobility and relatively little
discriminationinthe military.

These attemptsto represent Dalit men as strong, brave, masculine
and vdiant soldiers historically served multiple purposes. They serioudy
questioned dominant writings about upper caste martia races, reveding
another facet of soldiersand armies. Ddlit soldierswere depicted assmple
peasant brotherhoodsin arms. They were plain, smpleand informd, ready
to do avariety of tasks, which many of the upper caste soldiers would
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not touch. Theworld of upper casteswasjuxtaposed asaluxuriousworld,
where men were more interested in luxuries than in fighting. The Dalit
soldiersposited amodd of smplicity and soldierly masculinity. Here Dalits
seemed to have imbibed ashared strategy of mobility with other castes,
imbued of the manhood rhetoric, but added their own distinct arguments
to it. Such representations a so served as a disguise to overcome their
sense of powerlessness of themselves, and claim respectability. The
language of socid status, of better jobs, of employment here aso became
alanguage of claimsto manhood, which in turn was used to argue for
moredignity and rights. It was alanguage determined as much by gender
as by caste.

Conclusion

Thisessay hastaken up three disparate and unlikely sitesto weave
them together through the common thread of representation of Ddlit bodies
in colonial north India by the British, the nationalists and by Dalits
themselves. These Stesreved that Ddit identitiesand bodieswereimaged
in multiple ways, and their invocation depended on the context. On the
onehand, the didactic manuas of thetime provided anumber of lubricious,
venal Dalit female muses. They strengthened the glorification of upper
caste norms, mores and va ues, especialy pertaining to women. Theassault
of thisliterature reveaed that the representation of women, even when
spoken to or spoken about, as both objects and subjects, was sharply
divided dong caste and classlines, leading to astereotypica coding of the
imagery of Dalit women. Such representations reinforced not just acaste
hierarchy but afemale hierarchy among upper caste and Dalit women,
fortifying femae polarisation socidly and culturdly. On the other hand, the
sitesof conversions and army show that representations of Dalit bodies
reflected the fears and anxieties of British and reformers, contributing to
collectiveimaginations of Ddits. But these very stesaso show that Ddlits
desperately searched for respect from marginal social locations, and
conversions and army participation, among other things, wereaway to
restore their dignity. These were forms of compensation for feelings of
powerlessness that they felt and toolsto articulate social mobility inthe
face of socid excluson. Alternative representationsin these sitesby Dalits
were aperformative act, atool deployed by the underprivileged. Through
conversonsand clamsfor placein thearmy, Dalitswere searching for an
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entry, tenuous though it may be, into amodern public sphere wherethey
could daimto have anidentity and dignity. It was part of asurviva strategy,
acoping mechanism and aform of resistanceto alimited structure of
opportunity. Such representations produced creaks, cracks and
didocationsin dominant representations of Dalit bodies.
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