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India’s reputation as a country of violence and a high risk for foreign investment is based, at least partially, on what has become known in India as ‘harijan atrocities’.
 This paper looks at a more positive side of Indian development. Despite centuries of social discrimination and economic deprivation,
 India today is producing the first generation of tertiary educated untouchables in significant numbers.  While tertiary education is not an entirely new phenomenon amongst India’s dalits or untouchables
, the turn of the 21st century is beginning to see enough of these graduates to term them the ‘breakthrough generation’. In breaking through the traditional boundaries that have kept India’s untouchables in conditions of extreme poverty engaged largely in back-breaking work in rural India or on the fringes of modern cities, the new generation of college educated dalits is positioning itself for elite urban jobs. Whether or not these aspirations will be met is the subject of a research project being undertaken by the author who is tracing the career paths of dalit college students in the city of Mumbai who embarked on a Bachelor of Commerce degree in the year 2000. The present paper addresses another dimension of this ‘breakthrough generation’ – how their values and aspirations are changing relative to those of their parents and their counterparts in rural India. The lives of the ‘breakthrough generation’ in the vast cities of India stand in stark contrast to the horrendous violence that all too frequently blights the lives of rural untouchables.  The second part of this paper will show how the daily life of rural dalits differs from the college educated dalits of Mumbai.

The students that form the focus of the present paper are currently enrolled in colleges affiliated with the University of Mumbai.  These students are the success stories of the dalit communities of India. They are often the first fully literate member of their family, and with few exceptions the first family member to study at a university college. They are upwardly mobile in a manner very different from the mobility that characterizes dalits in rural India. By understanding dalit college youth, I hope to reflect on the manner in which urbanization is transforming the lives of people who until very recently were prohibited from any kind of learning – traditional or modern.

One of the distinguishing characteristics of the Mumbai dalit college students on whom this study is based is their insistence on being described as ‘Bhod’ or Buddhist.  They do not object to the word ‘dalit’ but they prefer to think of themselves as Buddhists.  Both words – Dalit and Buddhist – are associated with the political radicalism of Dr Ambekdar’s attempt to mobilise untouchables after Indian Independence in 1947.  The term dalit, however, stresses the economic nature of the subordination of India’s untouchables.  It literally means ‘ground’ or ‘broken or reduced to pieces’ and over time has increasingly come to mean those people who are very poor.  It is also a term that attempts to cross the barriers of caste, by focussing on socio-economic or class divisions in Indian society.  Despite this, dalits in India are typically untouchables.  The Mumbai college students who insist that they are ‘Buddhists’ are describing themselves as this because they wish to go beyond socio-economic parameters to the very heart of  untouchable or dalit consciousness.  They are reminding themselves and others that in following Ambedkar’s original conversion to Buddhism in 1956,
  they are also asserting a consciousness that is distinctively different from Hinduism. In contemporary Mumbai, to identify oneself as a Buddhist remains as radical a statement as Ambedkar’s original declaration in 1935 that he would not die a Hindu.  Mumbai, the heart of Indian business, has been governed by a coalition government of the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party) and the Shiva Sena for over a decade.  Both political parties represent the new Hindu fundamentalism and the assertion of a strident Hindu cultural consciousness that has traditionally marginalised and even rejected the untouchables, including those who assert a dalit or Buddhist identity.

In this article, the term ‘dalits’ rather than ‘buddhists’ is used in describing the college students of Mumbai. This convention makes the problems of the dalit youth more accessible to an international readership that might otherwise become side-tracked into concerns about the nature of Buddhism in contemporary India.  Whilst the nature of Buddhism amongst the dalits of Mumbai is an important issue, it is not the subject of the present article.  This account of dalit family life in contemporary Mumbai begins from the viewpoint and experiences of three students currently studying for the Bachelor of Commerce at one of the colleges affiliated to the University of Mumbai.  The article compares their attitudes and experiences with those of their parents and the final section addresses the question of how the values and struggles of Mumbai dalit youth today differ from rural dalit youth in other parts of India.
The rejection of early marriage
  

Situ’s life and aspirations are very different from her mother’s although she is only 18 years old. As we show in this paper, within a single generation the expectations and outlook of young, urban dalit women has changed dramatically.  Situ is one of four children.  Her mother has been a housewife for her entire adult life, having married at the age of 18, after studying up to 9th standard.
 Situ is completing the first year of her B.Com in a Mumbai college but she represents an entire generational shift in the direction of tertiary education.  Her older sister completed an Arts degree a year ago, and her young sister has just enrolled in a science degree.  

Situ’s father and brother are both factory workers but one uncle runs a printing business employing a dozen workers in Mumbai.  This diversification of employment is an important indicator that India’s dalits are moving away from the traditional jobs of hard manual labour in agriculture and as haulers, stone-cutters and common labourers in the towns. The uncle has two very young children, who cannot yet help with the business.  Situ hopes to find employment as an accountant within her uncle's firm when she finishes her degree in March 2002.  Amongst dalit families with extended branches, the upper caste pattern of cooperation appears to have displaced the earlier tendency for families to split up. In the past, the division of the families was driven by poverty that frequently impelled family members to go their own way.   These days, with less desperate poverty and better education, families are better able to help each other and simultaneously solve the problem of what to do with their children when they finish their degrees, given the sea of graduate unemployment that faces them.

Situ who is already the same age today that her mother was on marriage has given no thought to her life as a housewife. She reminds herself that Ambedkar’s message was ‘educate and organize’ so for her education is the only priority for the moment.  On the subject of how to find a marriage partner, her views are flexible and combine elements of traditional and modern practice.  She would not object to her parents arranging her marriage if they wished.  Nor would they object if she found a suitable boy and married him for love.  Both approaches were acceptable to Situ, reflecting a strong and trusting relationship between her and the parents.   There was no strong cultural compulsion to insist on an arranged marriage. Nor was there any commitment to dowry. Gifts will be given by the girl’s parents to the boy’s parents, but they will be modest.  I asked her whether any of her girlfriends had been married – she replied yes, two of them had married recently at the age of 18  but they were ‘Hindus’ not Buddhists – in other words, not dalits.

On the subject of children, Situ has also moved a great distance from her mother.  She plans to have only one child and would prefer that it was a girl.  Her one ‘traditional’ value on the subject of marriage is the desire for a husband who is older then her by some years.  Situ also hopes that she will fall in love and marry the man she loves.  I asked her where all these new ideas came from?  Situ shrugged.  “Was it TV?” I asked.  “No, not TV,” although her favorite show was the Star Plus soapie
 Kahhi Kisse Roz.
  This soapie deals with the traditional conflict between the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law, a theme that has enormous entertainment interest for Situ although it bears no relationship at all to her life or that of her mother’s.  Her parents migrated from rural Maharashtra to Mumbai the year Situ was born.  As a result of migration Situ parents have never lived near her parents-in-law.  But the tension between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is one of the great themes of popular Indian culture, classical literature and modern Indian sociology.  The distance between these paradigms and untouchable reality were a source of fascination and amusement for Situ.

Marrying a suitable man
 
Rita is two years older then Situ, but her opinions and expectations are not substantially different from Situ’s.  If anything, Rita is much more focused on making a success of her B.Com and seems to be more determined to proceed to higher studies. Partly this reflects the maturity of her greater age and also her academic ability.  The older an Indian student becomes, the more aware they are of the vast scale of graduate unemployment that surrounds them.  Proceeding to higher studies is often a short-term solution to unemployment.  For Rita, marriage is not a consideration until the age of 24-25.  Her pragmatism is also tempered by a less romantic outlook than Situ.

Rita also represents the first generation in her family to achieve tertiary education.  Her father, a foreman in a public sector company in Mumbai, studied up to 11th standard.  Her mother, who has been a housewife all her life, also studied to 11th standard.  Like Situ’s siblings, Rita’s are also college students. One brother now aged 22 studied for a B.Com at the same college where she is presently enrolled.  He also undertook computer studies with a major Indian software company over a period of two years whilst simultaneously studying in college, but this has not improved his job prospects.  Rita pointed out that her brother’s marks were too low and his English was poor. This has made it difficult for him to compete in the Mumbai job market. He remains at home and is unemployed, with only the TV breaking the monotony of his life.

Rita is willing to take any job when she finishes college and clearly has different ideas from her brother.  Her English is very good so her prospects are also better.  Like her brother, she is taking extra computer classes to expand her skills and knowledge in various software programs relevant to the accounting profession.  These classes cost Rs.550 for three months.  In addition to paying fees for computer courses, her annual fee to the Mumbai college for the B.Com degree is Rs.660.  Over a period of a year, the computer classes cost three times the college fees.  This is one indicator of the investment that dalit families are prepared to make to improve their children’s job prospects.

Rita’s personal expectations and opinions differ little from those of Situ.  Her parents would agree to her marrying a suitable boy that she loved; on the other hand, she would agree to an arranged marriage with a suitable partner. In both cases the important adjective is ‘suitable’, a word that indicates the parent’s willingness to reach a joint decision about a marriage partner rather than force a choice on their daughter.  Once married, Rita expects to have no more than one child and would welcome a girl or a boy.  Boys have no special importance in her family.  In this respect there is a great difference between dalit families and caste families in India.  With modernisation, Indian families have shifted in the direction of an enhanced preference for sons.  In some parts of India the privileging of a son is taken to the extreme of female infanticide or the abortion of female foetuses after the sex has been determined by amniocentesis.  Upwardly mobile untouchable families are often caught up in this modernisation paradigm.  In Mumbai, however, there is no evidence of this amongst the dalit college students I have been working with.

The one point of difference with Situ is that Rita’s family will give nothing at all on marriage - there is no dowry but there will be some exchange of gifts. She plans on a very big wedding but only because her family is so large.  

Like Situ, Rita also has an uncle involved in small a business- he runs a cloth shop in Sattara district, in the hinterland of Mumbai.  Like her uncle, Rita is thinking of setting up her own business in response to the graduate unemployment that does not spare B.Com students.

Both Situ and Rita are very attached to Ambedkar and what he represents to Maharashtrian dalits.  Dr Ambedkar remains India’s most famous untouchable leader, a man who had the education and authority to challenge Mahatma Gandhi’s claim that only he ‘the Mahatma’ represented all Indians, including untouchables. The famous contest of wills and philosophy between Ambedkar and Gandhi, as illustrated by the events leading up to and following on from the Poona Pact of 1932,
 is one of the best documented events of the history of pre-partition India. Ambedkar was a Maharashtrian mahar untouchable, who continued to rise despite the concessions he made as a result of the Poona Pact.  He eventually became the principle draftsman of the Indian Constitution and therefore, also the architect of the concessions and reservation policies which the Constitution establishes in the interests of untouchables (officially called Schedule Castes) and tribal peoples (official termed Scheduled Tribes).

For some days prior to our meeting both Situ and Rita had been involved in celebrating the 100th birthday anniversary of Ambedkar.  In Mumbai, Ambedkar’s birth and death have grown into large public festivals that bring thousands of untouchables into the city from surrounding rural districts. The press of people is so great that the Mumbai police suspend all their rules against squatting so that the dalit visitors from rural India are legally permitted to sleep and live on the streets without harassment. The main role of dalit girls is to serve food cooked by resident dalit families to the thousands of visitors who throng the streets. Situ and Rita had both served at various food stalls as part of the celebrations. 

An emerging dalit leader
 
My third mini-biography is of a young man, an emerging student leader and most likely a major dalit leader in later life.  In late 2001, Sanjay and his friends launched a student magazine that will report on the life of students and staff at the Mumbai university.  When necessary, they intend to use the magazine to articulate grievances surrounding issues of equity and fair practice in employment and examination procedures.  Two years ago when we first met, Sanjay was involved in student theatre, but now his time is taken up by another kind of theatre.  “Instead of performing, I am directing”, he said.  This eloquent metaphor captured his shift out of being a mere player in student drama performances to a leadership role in the much larger drama of student politics in Mumbai.

Of all the students I have met, Sanjay is the most progressive in his outlook.  Like Ritu and Rita, many of his friends come from other castes and on the day I interviewed him he was followed by a posse of magazine helpers who clearly look to him for leadership.  Sanjay has many admirers.  His one love affair was with a caste Hindu girl.
  But after a year, she called it off in response to parental pressure.  The girl’s parents disapproved of a cross-caste relationship.

Despite this disappointment, Sanjay is confident that he will marry a girl he loves.  For him and his family, the caste identity of his future wife is of no concern. “Caste is rapidly vanishing in India; we share coffee together at college; we work together. Like the British,
 the new generation does not care about caste. It is only a problem for the older generation,” he said.

For the moment, however, he has no thoughts of marriage but is preoccupied with his career path. If and when he does marry, however, there will be no dowry involved. Sanjay has strong views on dowry: it is very bad and not widely practiced amongst Mumbai’s Buddhists. He went on to explain:  “Dowry is like selling a son. My father would wish to invest in me, not sell me,” he said.   By investment, he meant continuing with his education.

Sanjay has mapped out a five-year plan:  first to complete the B.Com and then proceed to a Master of Commerce in Management Studies. Then, if he has the necessary grades, he hopes to study law.  Since we met at the start of his enrolment in the B. Com. less than two years ago, he has become sharply focused on where he plans to go in the next few years.

In contrast to Ritu’s and Rita’s parents, Sanjay’s father has a degree – a rarity twenty years ago for dalits.  The Bachelor of Arts degree is from the same college where Sanjay currently studies commerce.  His father’s story was one of a genuine struggle beginning as a sweeper for Central Indian Railways.  He progressed upwards to become the head typist. The success of his father has given Sanjay enormous confidence.  He admires his father greatly and they are good friends and share confidences. Together they are active in the college’s council.  

Another source of his confidence comes from a life where he has experienced no caste discrimination.  His family home is located in the midst of hutments
 belonging to his uncle and grandfather. His parents are dedicated to his education, despite the criticisms from his uncle who thinks they are “wasting” too great a part of their income on Sanjay’s education.
  They moved hutments in order to be closer to a private school that taught in English.  It was not a convent school and employed teachers from various caste and religious backgrounds including Christian, Hindu, and Muslim. 

The third inspiration in Sanjay’s life has been the teachings of Ambedkar and the values of Buddhism. Buddhism is not a religion for Sanjay; it is way of living. He applies Buddhist principles to almost everything  “My studies have taught me that anyone can become a Buddhist – it is not a religion, not a caste and not a community. It is a bank of knowledge, a library, a path,” he explained.  A year ago, Sanjay had a short-term job with a bank in Mumbai earning Rs.3000 a month plus bonuses for bringing in more business. But making money is of no consequence to him.  He has no regrets about his decision to forego earnings in the interests of pursuing his five-year plan. At the same time he learnt a great deal about communication skills from his short-term exposure to the world of marketing.  Sanjay has his own philosophy about the values of marketing: he spoke at length about the connection between marketing and good communication skills in general and he is obviously applying the lessons of his banking experience to the new venture of the student magazine.

A comparison: the values of today’s dalit college youth and those of their parents 

As the three case studies above show, Mumbai’s dalit college youth represent a break with the traditional life of India’s untouchables in many ways.  Unlike their parents, not only are the youth literate but often the first generation of their families to obtain a degree.  They plan to continue their studies and have no plans for immediate marriage, compared with the youthful marriage of their parents.  They oppose dowry and believe in marrying partners they love, although they would not oppose an arranged marriage because they expect their parents to consult them. They mix comfortable with non-dalit students and do not reject the possibility of an inter-caste marriage.  At the same time, they recognise that inter-caste marriages are opposed by the non-dalit communities. Finally, it is important to note that college education is no longer regarded as something only for dalit boys.  Girls also attend colleges and their expectations are not substantially different from that of the boys.

The most distinctive thing about these college students is their overwhelming sense of optimism. They are forward looking, have plans for the future and see caste as a dying institution.  They are confident and increasing numbers of them speak English – a critical ingredient in any modern Indian success story.
  This impression is confirmed by earlier work based on a questionnaire distributed to 51 Mumbai dalit college students in early 2002.
  The responses to the questionnaire showed that the majority of them aspired to better things even though they did not always expect their lives to become easier (Table 1). The responses to the questionnaire are also interesting because they show the social conservatism of dalit students when it comes to their parents – 96 percent of them hope to look after their elderly parents. During the in-depth interviews conducted over the last two years, I sensed that today’s college students feel much gratitude to their parents who sacrificed many comforts to enable them to finish school and go on to a college education. They are also conscious of the fact that their parents lived in times when there was more social discrimination, as a result of which their lives were more difficult ten or twenty years ago. This realization has produced a strong bond between today’s college youth and their parents.  

Table 1

Aspirations of Dalit Youth in Mumbai's tertiary colleges

Survey Statement 
% who strongly agreed with the statement

____________________________________________________________________________________

I expect to travel in India

98%

I expect to improve my occupation

96%

I expect my children to attend an IIT


96%

I hope to look after my parents when they are old

96%

I expect my children to attend university

90%

I expect life to become easier

76%

I expect to own my own computer

76%

I expect to earn more money

75%

I expect to travel abroad

65%

I expect to investment on the stock exchange

45%

I expect to own my own mobile phone

39%

I expect to spend more money on clothes, restaurants, 

entertainment

 20%

I expect to have more holidays

 18%

Source:  Author’s database of responses to a questionnaire to 51 Mumbai dalit college students.

_____________________________________________________________________________________

Mumbai, in other words, is beginning to generate positive social changes that go beyond a mere accommodation to the conveniences of living in modern cities.  In an earlier work, Oliver Mendelsohn and I argued that social discrimination in the sphere of public life had largely vanished but that discrimination persisted in private life.
  In the three case studies above, the reader can see how discrimination in the private sphere has also started to erode amongst Mumbai’s college students, with dalit and non-dalit students sharing coffee and conversations; common social goals in for example the establishment of an inter-caste theatre group; political goals within the university environment and collaborating in the production of a student magazine.  Increasingly, emotional attachments also cross caste barriers and whilst frequently broken in response to parental pressure from the non-dalit side, they do represent an important emotional engagement that defies caste rules.  Moreover, cross-caste relationships do not typically bring down upon the heads of urban dalits the extreme violence and retribution that is normal in village India.

Mumbai’s dalit college youth compared with dalit lives in rural India 
In the following comparison between the values and expectations of Mumbai’s dalit youth and their rural counterparts, I have momentarily set aside the worst case scenarios associated with the extreme violence that all too frequently mars the family lives of rural untouchables.  The disfiguring impact of rural violence on daily dalit lives is a subject of great complexity, going well beyond the parameters of the present chapter. As a recent report noted, violence in rural India ranges from the organised repression of landlord armies in Bihar
 to the spontaneous, insane envy of Tamilnadu’s other backward castes (OBCs). 
  Urban India, too, has it moments of extreme caste violence, 
 but how this has impacted on dalit youth is beyond the scope of the present paper.  With these caveats, we now turn to an account of how the family lives of rural dalits differ from the optimistic scenario that emerged from our case studies of dalit college youth in contemporary Mumbai.

Discrimination in schools

While there can be little doubt about the transforming effects of urban life on the lives of India’s dalit youth and their non-dalit friends, it is equally clear that rural India has not caught up with the new and more open values. Drinking coffee and chatting with friends in a college in Mumbai contrasts strongly with the violence that awaits rural dalits if they transgress even modest social boundaries.  Although children have little or at best an imperfect knowledge of the norms of caste behavior, this did not prevent one teacher in the village of Kattunaickenpatti (Tamilnadu) from beating a five-year-old untouchable girl for drinking from a cup “normally reserved for upper caste students.”
  On the other side of India, in Viraatnagar, Rajasthan, harrassment of balmiki
 (formerly the sweeper caste
) students has pressured them to drop out of school as a result of which balmikis have the highest dropout rate in that area. Harrassment ranged from degrading verbal insults to sitting on the floor at the back of the classroom, near the shoes of the other children, rather than on the mat where the other children sit.
  Balmiki students in urban Rajasthan, by contrast, fare much better – in the slums of Jodhpur, for example, their enrolment in primary school is 80 percent of eligible Balmiki children.  As in Mumbai, the rising literacy of urban Balmiki is starting to be reflected in the diversification of employment away from the traditional practice of collecting night-soil.  One possible reason for the difference between rural and urban Balmiki lives is the small number and isolation of sweepers in villages compared to the greater safety of larger numbers in Indian towns and cities. Urban India is also a more intense and reactive political environment, inviting closer scrutiny from political parties and the press. This contributes to the assertiveness of urban dalits.

Dalit refusal to perform traditional rituals  

Traditional forms of discrimation in rural India also persist, creating unique pressures and tensions on dalit family life.  One method of ritual subordination over many centuries has been the requirement by the ‘clean’ caste Hindus
 that dalits perform specially degrading functions during festivals such as the slaughter of sacrificial animals. The rejection of such obligations became a major expression of dalit rural protest from the nineteenth century onwards.
  Cases of conflict continue to be reported. In the village of Jadimalkapur (Medak district), Andhra Pradesh the triennial Durgamma Jatara festival required one dalit family to slaughter 35-40 buffalos. In 1993, an educated dalit youth named Ratnam refused to perform this ceremony.
 His frail 60 year-old father volunteered to do the job to prevent violence against his son and family. Ratnam fled to Hyderabad, but three years later the conflict re-emerged. This time Ratnam’s father’s health had declined and he lacked the strength to slaughter so many animals. The village panchayat sent for Ratnam, and then ostracized the family when Ratnam refused to perform the ritual. A relative of his then ‘inherited’ the task, an act that prompted Ratnam to complain to the District Collector, the highest government servant in rural India.  The outcome was that his entire family was threatened with murder. They all had to leave the village and Ratnam gave up further studies to support his parents.

Dalit assertiveness and emulating high caste rituals

Dalit assertiveness sometimes takes the form of emulating the customs and habits of the high castes. The noted Indian anthropologist, M N Srinivas called such imitative behavior “Sanskritisation.”
  One common manifestation of “Sanskritisation” affecting the lives of rural dalit families is the popularity of taking grooms to weddings on horseback. A hundred years ago, only high caste grooms were allowed to do this. Today, landlords of all caste backgrounds ride horses or tractors to their weddings.  But when their landless dalit laborers do likewise, the result is often rural violence as the landlords and their hired hands seek to unseat presumptuous dalit grooms.
  In some cases, the violence that has exploded in response to dalits literally riding higher than their traditional status permits can best be described as “extravagant forms of revenge” – as was clearly the case in the Almora District incident in May 1980. On this occasion, some 14 untouchables were killed including six youths who were burnt to death in a house to which they had fled.  They had been carrying the groom in a palanquin when caste Hindus demanded that he dismount.  The caste Hindus claimed that unless the groom dismounted at the entrance to the village, the Hindu deity in the Temple would be offended.
 

Despite the respect accorded to Srinivas’s analysis of upward social mobility by low castes, Sanskritisation may not be the best word to describe the above phenomena of riding horses or lounging in palanquins.  It is possible to understand the motivation of rural dalits without assuming that they actually believe in the intrinsic value of any of these acts.  Rather, dalit grooms and their parties might simply be asserting that they have as much right as anyone else to ‘ride high’ in marriage processions. As such, ‘Sanskritisation’ is not so different from other form of assertive behaviour by dalits.  The form of assertiveness might appear to condone traditional upper caste behaviour, but the meaning of protest might be more closely associated with the radicalism of Ambedkar rather than anything else.

Changing one’s name to avoid discrimination

Changing one’s name is another kind of response to oppression, although this is more common in urban than rural India for the obvious reason that in one’s ancestral village everyone knows who you really are. Dalit government officers in many parts of India report that they must change their names to something ‘neutral’ because an obvious dalit name will prevent them from finding rental accommodation in the cities:


I was a ‘Choudhary’ for three years! Laughs Chunni Lal Jatav in Kumhere village 

of Bharatpur district. ‘That was in Jaipur between 1975-1977.  I was a savings 

officer of the government of India’.

A ‘neutral’ name is typically a high caste name. The above experience relates to the 1970s but social norms remain largely the same. Sainath reports that dalits working in Trichinopolly for BHEL (the large public sector electricity giant Bharat Hiindustan Electricity Limited) find it necessary to hide their dalit names in order to get accommodation even within BHEL’s own housing estates.

In rural India, changing one’s name is typically an act performed not by a single individual or family but an entire caste.  The Valmiki or Balmiki of northern India provide a good example of this.  Today the traditional word ‘bhangi’ is never used to describe the sweeper caste because of its associations with the horrors of collecting night-soil often in wicker baskets which leaked onto the heads of bearers.  Instead, the name Valmiki or Balmiki has been adopted not only because the sweepers revere the Ramayana but also because in claiming a relationship to the mythical ancestor and author of the Ramayana they are also claiming self-respect and honour in the eyes of the wider Hindu community.

The emergence of dowry in rural India

Within the confines of family life, however, it is possible to discern aspects of “Sanskritisation” that clearly do reflect a deeper change in values. In rural Bihar, untouchable castes like the chamars have traditionally paid a ‘bride price’ on marriage.  This requires the groom’s parents to pay the bride’s parents for the privilege of receiving a bride.  The practice probably reflects the long history of matrilineal customs amongst many untouchable castes.  With modernisation, however, the high caste tradition of giving dowry in the form of substantial amounts of money and goods is gradually asserting itself.
  In contrast to bride price, dowry is given by the bride’s parents to the groom.  According to Jack Caldwell, the noted demographer of India, dowry today increasingly represents the economic pressure to ‘buy’ a suitable groom for one’s daughter. In one case studied by me in Patna district in 1983, the gold earrings of the dowry were used to finance a young man’s enrolment in a Masters degree at the University of Patna.  The family were chamars or traditional leather workers.  In modern Bihar, they are amongst the most upwardly mobile untouchable groups.  Unlike the desparately poor and down-trodden musahars (the rat-catchers and rat eaters of Bihar) the chamar family I studied were not only reasonably well off (they had a magnificent bull tethered near their own tap, the latter in particular is a rarity for rural untouchables) but the head of the household was also the local representative of the Peasant and Workers Party.

Since 1983, dowry is increasingly common amongst upwardly mobile rural dalits. As the marriage of Dhanraj and Kuchchi reveals, even modest amounts of dowry are important in rural India.  Dhanraj was 24 when he married 20 year-old Kuchchi.in 1989.  Kuchchi’s dowry consisted of “rice, wheat and dal or pigeon peas – 10 pounds of each.”
  This is the smallest ‘dowry’ I have come across in my researches.  The case of Dhanraj and Kuchchi, however, is known not because of the issue of dowry but the circumstances in which Dhanraj was murdered. Both Dhanraj and Kuchchi worked for a landlord in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh (of the Thakur caste) who demanded to sleep with Kuchchi.  Dhanraj and Kuchchi refused.  For their defiance, Dhanraj was soaked in kerosene and set alight the very same day.  When he died almost two days later, the landlord accused him of stealing Rs. 50 under the influence of alcohol and suggested to the police that Dhanraj had set himself alight in shame. 

Sanskritisation amongst some rural dalits takes many forms of which dowry is only one.  There is some limited evidence that sati might also have appeal to some dalits wishing to achieve self-respect.  Sati, the custom of a widowed woman voluntarily agreeing to be burnt on the death of her husband used to be a practice limited to very few, high castes and geographically restricted to areas like Rajasthan. Some upwardly mobile families might be tempted to imitate the rare practice of sati as a way of not only trying to equal the higher castes but indeed outdoing them. An example of sati amongst the dalits occurred in the district of Bundelkhun (Uttar Pradesh state) in November 1999 when a 50 year old widow with a large family and six acres of virtually useless land committed sati after her husband died of TB.
   

Early marriage amongst rural dalits

In contrast to the values and practices of urban dalits, early marriage is common among rural untouchables. For example, in one study of 33 dalit women in Bidar district, Karanataka, 30 percent had married between the ages of seven and 16. Of these ten, one was widowed, two separated from their husbands, three married to a close relative, and there were two instances of polygamy.
  Age of marriage is also positively related to level of schooling attained. The higher the age of marriage, the higher the level of educational achievement is likely to be. Primary education for the dalit girls in Bidar district was a real possibility because of the activities of a Women’s Association (the Mahila Samakhya). Even so, attending school was difficult (in contrast to the Mumbai situation) because of many factors including the fear that the girls will come to harm. The distance between home and school poses a danger to girls, especially those who have had their first menstruation.  The families fear that the girls will be raped.  Then there is the fear of corporal punishment at school by male teachers.
 
One of the greatest pressures encouraging the early marriage of rural dalit girls is the risk of rape by landlords and higher caste men. As numerous observers have noted, parents have a strong preference to marry their daughters just before or immediately after the onset of the first menses.  Marriage protects a girl’s reputation - even if a rape results in pregnancy, there is no way of connecting the pregnancy to the rape once a girl lives with her husband.  This is especially so if the woman has not told her husband about the rape, which is likely for reasons of fear, shame and retribution.

Inter-caste marriage in rural India

The three case studies at the start of this article showed that urban India is more tolerant of inter-caste friendships than rural India.  Inter-caste marriages are also increasing, but there is still very strong opposition and resentment especially from the high castes.  In October 2001, a Jat girl married a dalit boy in New Delhi. The Jats, a ‘clean’ caste renowned for its entrepreneurial drive both in agriculture and industry, were outraged and the dalit boy’s family were accused of kidnapping. There were grave fears for the couple’s safety especially for the Jat girl whose female relatives told reporters that she needed “to be eliminated to redeem the lost pride of the community.”
  

In rural India it is much easier to find and kill couples who cross caste boundaries through marriage – one recent murder in Purnia (Bihar state) involved a 35 year old backward caste woman and her 22 year old dalit lover.
  From the viewpoint of an American observer, this kind of marriage might seem unproblematic because the backward castes are also typically poor and disadvantaged relative to the higher castes.  But the barriers that divide the backward castes from the untouchables are just as insuperable as the barriers between high castes and untouchables.  Indeed, some of the worst violence in rural India has occurred between backward and untouchable castes.  This is because the backward castes have only recently become upwardly mobile.  Typically, upward mobility amongst the ‘backwards’ is achieved through small land acquisitions.  These land purchases then convert the ‘backwards’ in petty landlords who employ untouchable labourers and frequently exploit landless labour just as ruthlessly as traditional, high caste landlords. Beyond these economic considerations there is the more fundamental fact that the rituals of caste in India defines the ‘backwards’ as being ‘clean castes’.  As such, they are ritually separated from the permanently unclean, impure and polluting untouchables.

If the partners of a cross-caste marriage manage to survive the wrath of their families and castes, the parents of the high caste partner might be compelled to endure social humiliation.  One recent report noted that when a Brahmin girl marries a dalit boy, she must go to live in the untouchable section of the village. The Brahmin community can only tolerate this humiliation if the girl’s parents declare that their daughter has died.  As a public declaration of this ‘ritual death’ the father is required to shave his head and drink ‘gobar pani’ (cow urine).  All visits between daughter and parents are forbidden. These ritual punishments, or worse, are decided by the relevant caste council that controls caste law and protocol at the village level (in the case of the Brahmin community, this caste council is the Brahamana Samaj
).  Even if the parents sympathise with a daughter who decides to defy caste rules, they cannot contravene the ruling of the caste council unless they are willing to be ostracised.

The degree of violence that inter-caste affairs and marriages engender varies from region to region and depends on a wide range of circumstances affecting inter-caste relationships in particular areas.  As with land disputes, it is important to remember that some of the worst violence can occur between untouchable dalits and other low castes that are not much above them in the rural hierarchy.   For example, the Indian constitution recognises the need to provide special concessions and protection to Scheduled Castes (or SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (or STs). The former term is the bureaucratic name for dalits or untouchables who form some 15 percent of the Indian population while the latter term is how the Indian administration describes the 12 percent of the Indian population who come from tribal backgrounds.  Both population groups are severely disadvantaged in comparison to the clean castes of India.  Despite the low position shared by SCs and STs in the general scheme of Indian society, there are also sufficient differences between these two groups that can give rise to violence if circumstances arises in which the ritually higher caste feels offended.  The untouchables are never the ‘higher caste’ in such circumstances.

In Bellary district (Karanataka state), for example, an affair between a Valmiki
 scheduled tribe woman and a dalit man were the occasion for inter-caste violence in the village of Vannenur.  The local Valmiki tribe are the numerically dominant caste in the village from which the couple came, they also own land and they regard themselves as superior to the dalits. The couple initially escaped from the village, but eventually the woman was caught and brought back for punishment. The man was never caught, but his dalit friends were attacked and the dalit woman who had allegedly encouraged the affair was severely beaten.  Violent cases of this kind can be prosecuted under the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities Act) 1989, but this was not possible on this occasion because the perpetrators of the violence were themselves members of a Scheduled Tribe which the Act of 1989 seeks to protect. In this situation, the Protection of Civil Rights Act of 1955 had to be invoked. The eight Valmiki attackers (including three women) were arrested but when released on bail, the five men disappeared from the area.  Further prosecution of the case, despite widespread publicity and media coverage, appears unlikely.  The Indian justice system is no more likely to succeed in cases of this kind of conflict, than in cases under the Prevention of Atrocities Act (1989) involving higher castes who carry out violent attacks on untouchable dalits and Scheduled Tribes.
    

Conclusion

Freedom of association has been a long struggle but had been sufficiently achieved in large Indian cities by the early 1990s.  In 1998 Oliver Mendelsohn and I noted the emergence in India of a new “civic culture” driven by a “sense of convenience and utility” rather than a more profound behavioral change in more intimate social situations.
  Living in cities requires the easy sharing of public utilities – it is simply not practical to discriminate against individual users of trains, buses, cafes and offices.  Discrimination in the private sphere – where resistance to social and behavioural change has been most enduring - is an entirely different matter.  However, evidence from the life stories of dalit college youth in Mumbai today suggests that by beginning of the 21st century, the personal lives of young dalits were also freeing up, as social interaction with higher castes became more acceptable.  This explains the new optimism amongst them. By 2030 about half of India’s population will be living in cities, a good omen for grass roots democracy and freedom.  

A number of factors have empowered young urban dalits, the most significant being education. Despite ongoing discrimination and caste prejudice from the older generation of higher castes, bright young urban dalits are able to be leaders, attracting support and admiration from across the caste spectrum whether their endeavors are focused on college theatre or student politics.  All this represents a major shift in outlook and opportunities. Not surprisingly the modern generation of college dalit youth also have different family ideals that begin with the notions of choosing their life partners, marrying for love, delaying marriage, continuing with their education and repudiating dowry. None of these values have any special connection to Buddhism. They are, however, a reflection of the impact of Ambedkar’s political teachings: educate, organize and agitate.  They are also values shared with millions of undergraduates across the world. However, Mumbai’s dalit college youth have come to articulate these values through the teachings of Ambedkar who made “modernism” relevant to them.

The ‘breakthrough generation’ have begun to break through the social and political barriers that have traditionally divided India’s untouchables from the rest of society.  Just how difficult this process is can be gauged by the kind of social violence that continues to define the lives of dalits in rural India. This violence is not only between high castes and dalits, but also between dalits and other very low castes and tribal communities that do not appear to be much better off than the dalits themselves.  By the standards of Indian villages, the lives of dalit college students in Mumbai have improved in ways that are unthinkable to the majority of dalit, landless labourers even today.

Author’s acknowledgements: A special word of thanks to Dr Savia Viegas of K C College, Mumbai, for her assistance with this project.  Fieldwork in Mumbai during the last few years has also been supported by grants from the Faculty of Business and Economics (Monash University) and the hospitality of the Hyderabad Sind National Collegiate Board, Mumbai. 

CAPTION TO ACCOMPANY PHOTOGRAPH
Body-building is one of the new professions that has attracted dalit youth in Mumbai. Ravi works in a Mumbai gym for 2 hours a day; the first hour he trains 50 clients and during the second hour he works out. In return, he gets a concession on his gym membership fee. In 1999, he won 2nd place in the Mumbai Body Building championships.  Given the uncertainty of the job market of Mumbai, however, Ravi is keeping all his options open by completing a Bachelor of Commerce degree.

� 	The documentation of violence against India’s untouchables began with the reports of the 


Commissioner for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes after the 6th Report of 1956-7 noted complaints about the gross mistreatment of ‘harijans’.  Over time, reportage on the number, frequency and severity of violent incidents against untouchables increased.  The Commissioner’s Report for 1971-3 included an enlarged complaints section titled: ‘Cases of Atrocities and Harrassment’.  Over time, the Indian media also began to report on the rising level of violence and in doing so, the term ‘Harijan atrocity’ slipped into common usage.  The term ‘Harijan atrocity’ covers a range of violent incidents including rape, murder, beatings and arson.  The worst examples of atrocities involve mobs and private armies (representing the interests of landlords, often petty landlords) attacking not only individuals but entire harijan families and villages.  Women and children are not, typically, spared in such attacks. For a discussion of  ‘Harijan atrocities’ see Oliver Mendelsohn and Marika Vicziany, The Untouchables: subordination, poverty and the state in modern India,  chapter 2, ‘The question of the ‘Harijan atrocity’’, pp.44-76, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1998.  The chapter distinguishes between ‘traditional’ forms of violence against untouchables and ‘modern’ forms arising from disputes about land, wages and social oppression.


� 	Ibid., chapter 1 ‘Who are the Untouchables?’, pp. 1-43.


� 	The term ‘dalit’ has gained acceptance as a descriptor for ‘untouchables’ in many parts of India. In western India and Mumbai, urban untouchables in particular, often prefer to describe themselves as ‘dalits’.  In doing so, they are identifying themselves with a radical stream of untouchable politics that dates from Dr Ambedkar’s attempts to mobilise untouchables.


� 	Dr Ambedar decided to convert to Buddhism in 1956, taking millions of  Maher untouchables with him.  In doing so he carried out the declaration he made in October 1935 at the Yeola Conference that he would ‘…not die a Hindu’.  This statement led to deep divisions amongst caste Hindus and the untouchables themselves. Between 1935 and 1956, Ambedkar considered a wide range of options to Hinduism, including Sikhism.  In the end he opted for Buddhism because he saw values that were compatible with modernity, in particular a belief system based on egalitarianism. See ibid., pp. 114-117.


� 	Interview by the author, Mumbai, Tuesday 11 December 2001.  The real names of the three students whose mini-biographies are the subject of this paper have been changed in the interests of safe-guarding their privacy.


� 	Indian schools are based on the British model.  Schooling is finished when students complete their 12th standard or 12th year, after which they can go either to university colleges or technical schools.  Completing the 9th standard is the equivalent to completing junior school.  It is doubtful that Situ’s mother actually completed the 9th grade.


� 	In India and Australia the word ‘soapie’ is used rather than soap opera.


� 	The family has colour, cable TV that they watch late into the night - this particular program begins at 11.30pm.  The cable TV fee is Rs.100 per month.


� 	Interview by the author, Mumbai, Tuesday 11 December 2001.  


� 	Mendelsohn and Vicziany, op.cit., pp. 104-117.


� 	Interview by the author, Mumbai, Thursday 13 December 2001.


� 	I am using Sanjay’s words to describe his former girlfriend.  By contrast, the dalits or untouchables of India are regarded as being beyond the pale of caste.  They do not belong to the original four-fold Varna division of the Indian caste system.  Hence the literature often talks of the untouchables as being permanent outcastes of India.  For a discussion of these concepts see: Mendelsohn and Vicziany, op.cit., pp.5-8.
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� 	With the help of Dr Savia Veigas, we distributed a simple questionnaire to a sample of 51 dalit college students enrolled in the Bachelor of Commerce degree in Mumbai.  The returns were used to create the dalit database on which Table 1 is based.  Thanks to Tim Thornton (Project Officer, Monash Asia Institute) for setting up the database.
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� 	Ibid.,  ‘The case of Bihar’, pp. 55-69.
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� 	The case above was reported by Parvathi Menon, ‘The states: another caste crime’, Frontline, vol. 18, no. 19, 15-28 September 2001, � HYPERLINK "http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fll11819/18190420.htm" ��http://www.hinduonnet.com/fline/fll11819/18190420.htm�  The reporter  noted the high failure rate of prosecutions by the Civil Rights Enforcement Cell in Bangalore under the Prevention of Atrocities Act of 1989.  Between 1991 and June 2001 a total of 11,170 offences were registered.  Of these 8,282 cases were charged but the total number of convictions was only ten and after 1998 statistics about the number of convictions were not even available.  These figures can be treated as one index of the failure of the Indian justice system to deal with violent caste crimes.


� 	Mendelsohn and Vicziany, op.cit., pp.266-267.











