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In/voluntary Attachments: Marriage, Caste, and Gender in Tamil Nadu

ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the relationship between voluntariness, marital kinship, and
the production of caste and gender stratification in contemporary Tamil Nadu. Over the last
decade, ‘inter-caste marriages’ between Dalit men and dominant caste women in the South
Indian state have become a highly politicized ground of contestation for a number of social
actors invested in preserving caste hierarchies, as well as those invested in abolishing them.
Taking inter-caste marriage as an entry point into broader questions of how caste, gender and
kinship are organized in Tamil Nadu, I look at three empirical sites in which the question of
voluntariness —and particularly ‘women’s choices’ —emerge as central to the configuration of
caste and gender hierarchization.

Chapter 1 considers the years-long contestation between two Tamil electoral parties,
explaining how a hegemonic common sense regarding the relationship between voluntariness,
caste and gender emerged through this contestation, and has constrained progressive anti-caste
politics. Chapter 2 analyzes mass media representations and stories of dominant women in inter-
caste marriages, arguing that progressive narratives of inter-caste brides, while intended to
challenge caste and gender hierarchies by emphasizing women'’s capacity for free choice in

marriage, may actually reproduce these hierarchies. Chapter 3 examines ‘family and marital

il



mediations’ supervised by women police officers in Tamil Nadu, showing how these mediations
attempt to ensure that women who come to the police station for help are making ‘free choices’
in their marriages —and ultimately arguing that in the process, caste distinction is projected and
circulated. Overall, the dissertation illuminates one shared ground —the voluntariness of
dominant caste women—on which contestations of caste hierarchization are taking place, and

suggests that we critically evaluate this ground.
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Introduction

Ambedkar on the Line

“You know, Ambedkar himself believed that inter-caste marriage was the solution to
caste.” This is a statement I have heard repeated over seven years of conversations about caste
and marriage in Tamil Nadu, by progressive activists, politicians, and writers I met with during
my research. Whether or not they always believed that inter-caste marriage could solve the
problem of caste was another question—when pressed, my interlocutors generally demurred,
explaining that many other things had to change as well, from representation in the government,
to the ‘mindset’ of dominant caste people, to the successful prosecution of caste-based crimes.
Yet that claim —that the great social reformer, politician, and scholar Dr. B.R. Ambedkar saw
inter-caste marriage as a solution to caste—popped up constantly. Not only in these
conversations and interviews, but in Indian Supreme Court decisions citing the importance of
inter-caste marriages for building an anti-caste nation, and in news articles and social media
posts that uplift inter-caste couples. Tying inter-caste marriages to India’s most significant anti-
caste thinker establishes its importance through a heuristic of reputation and authority.

Saptarshi Mandal notes in a recent essay that “marriage has occupied a crucial place in
anti-caste thought and politics in India,” be it in the work of Phule, Periyar, or Ambedkar.! Yet
its place and function in the political thought of these leaders—and in particular Ambedkar, who

is so often cited—is not as simple as the statement I opened with might suggest.

! Mandal, Saptarshi. 2022. “Ambedkar's Illegal Marriage: Hindu Nation, Hindu Modernity and
the Legalization of Intercaste Marriage in India.” Indian Law Review. 6 (2): 147-69.



As Durba Mitra explains, in his early work in Castes in India, Ambedkar centers
marriage, and specifically, the management of women in marital arrangements, in his analysis of
caste’s durability and reproduction. It is in this essay that he develops the idea of the ‘surplus
woman’: women who exceed a balanced ratio of men to women and therefore exist, or threaten
to exist, outside of monogamous marriage.> Ambedkar points to a number of kinship practices
that caste Hindus (Brahmins and other ‘twice-born’ castes) engage in order to manage the
surplus woman and prevent her from engaging in conjugal relations outside of the enclosure of
her caste group and its intra-caste monogamous practices. These include sati (in which she dies
when her husband dies), restrictions on her when she becomes a widow (such that she
experiences social death and is excluded from sexual relationships altogether), and child
marriage (which pulls her into a marital relationship far before she can circulate outside of the
community’s confines.)?

Unlike early anthropological and sociological work on these practices, which frame them
as natural social facts of Indian culture, Ambedkar argues that practices like sati and child
marriage are rooted in caste domination. By controlling women’s sexuality in and out of
marriage, and preventing them from inter-marrying with other caste groups, dominant caste
groups create enclosures and maintain access to power and resources. This logic of enclosure,

Ambedkar argues, is not ‘natural’ to India. It is the product of a sustained effort to protect and

2 Ambedkar, B. R., and Narendra Jadhav. 2016. Ambedkar : Writings and Speeches Vol 1. New
Delhi: Konark Publishers Pvt Ltd; Mitra, Durba. 2021. ““Surplus Woman”: Female Sexuality
and the Concept of Endogamy.” The Journal of Asian Studies 80 (1): 3-26.
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Ambedkar—Lecture 2 by Dr. V. Geetha—Caste: A New Vocabulary”. YouTube Video of
Lecture. April 4, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qRsprXidCl4



reproduce a hierarchical ordering of caste groups, legitimized and praised by Hindu religious
doctrine and by dominant caste political projects and violence.* In this sense, Ambedkar’s
intervention was that gender and sexuality are foundational to the reproduction of caste
stratification.

This key insight about the inextricability of caste and gender is not, however, identical to
an argument that marriages across caste group boundaries will destroy caste. That is, it was not
Ambedkar’s view that women marrying outside of their castes will somehow successfully
subvert the prevalent hierarchical order through the mere formal or logical inversion of its terms.
Nor was it his view that simply legalizing inter-caste marriage would unleash a flood of such
marriages that would break down caste barriers. In fact, as both Mandal and V. Geetha have
noted in their work on Ambedkar’s changing writings over time, the ultimate focal point of his
theory of change of caste and its forms of enclosure (including kinship) was what he saw as the
religious beliefs and commitment to Brahminical patriarchy that undergirded caste’s
functioning —beliefs that were deep-seated, would require extensive re-working, and could not
be legislated away overnight.’

For example, years after writing Castes In India, and through his battles over the Hindu
Code Bill in the Parliament, Ambedkar saw firsthand that inter-caste marriage was finding
support from caste Hindus who had no intention of changing the patriarchal caste order as a
whole. In fact, those invested in maintaining the caste order were able to integrate inter-caste

marriages into their political vision (which included maintaining patrilineal inheritance within a

4 Mitra, “Surplus Woman”, 3-26.
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family). This suggested that the legalization or even approval of marriage across caste
boundaries was not, in itself, a necessarily anti-caste act. Instead, it could be co-opted into a
range of other political projects.® Furthermore, those who wanted to marry outside of caste posed
no inherent threat to caste as a whole, particularly if the majority of people still believed in the
tenets of the Manusmriti and still desired to marry within their castes and subscribe to practices
like child marriage or widow restrictions. Encouraging those individuals who wanted to marry
outside of their castes, and legalizing their right to do so, would not force a dominant caste group
to “concede [...] rights to the one below it”, or do away with the mechanisms of “fear and
deterrence” that made the imposed enclosures of caste hierarchy possible.’

Ultimately, then, while Ambedkar identified the control of women’s sexuality and marital
arrangements as a key part of the workings of caste, his political experiences and the extensive
development of his own analyses of caste in writing did not ultimately lead him to the belief that
inter-caste marriage was the key to abolishing the caste system.

I start with Ambedkar to point out that the repeated invocation of his legacy to authorize
inter-caste marriage as salvific is not the silver bullet it might seem to be. It is important that we
not posit ‘inter-caste marriage’ as an inherently subversive form, and instead follow Ambedkar’s
methodology in closely examining its particular logics in our present and concrete moment:
what is being described by the term inter-caste marriage in a given context? Who is invested in it
and why? How are caste and gender being organized here? That is, it is incumbent upon us to do

more than invoke the name of this foundational thinker and leader to legitimize our propositions

® Mandal, “Ambedkar's Illegal Marriage”, 147-69.
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about inter-caste marriage, and instead actually investigate what we mean when we talk about
the effects of inter-caste marriage on caste stratification in the present.

The opening object of observation in this study, then, is a specific form of inter-caste
marriage, one that has become paradigmatic in popular discourse on the topic in Tamil Nadu:
heterosexual marriage between Dalit men and dominant caste women. Through this object of
observation, however, I approach my object of study: the production of caste-gender.
Specifically, I consider the ways my interlocutors in Tamil Nadu focus on dominant caste
women’s voluntariness in marriage. By analyzing what this focus entails, I show how it is linked

to the continued production of caste and gender as hierarchical forms of relatedness.

The Caste-Gender Nexus

The entry point of this dissertation is inter-caste marriage. By inter-caste marriage I am
referring to a very specific marital form in contemporary Tamil Nadu. I do not address all
marriages that cross caste boundaries, cross-caste marriages outside of Tamil Nadu, or even all
cross-caste marriages in Tamil Nadu itself. Instead, “inter-caste marriage” here is a historically
and politically specific form of kinship emergent from Tamil civic and political life in the 21
century, one that involves marriage between a Dalit man and dominant caste woman, and one
that has resulted in waves of news coverage, film and TV production, the development of new
NGOs, the mobilization of political parties, and mass violence.

When I speak of inter-caste marriages in Chapters 1 and 2, then, this is the ‘inter-caste
marriage’ I am referring to, as this is the ‘inter-caste marriage’ that is foregrounded and focused
on by my interlocutors and by the institutions whose projects I am assessing. As I explain in
Chapters 1 and 2, inter-caste marriage, specifically between Dalit men and dominant caste

women, has become a site where different stakeholders attempt to reproduce or contest the caste



hierarchization of Dalits and dominant castes in Tamil Nadu. More specifically, it is the question
of the capacity and actions of the dominant caste bride that has become the site of contestation: a
variety of actors are invested in the question of whether the dominant caste woman subject will
join, leave, or stay in an inter-caste marriage, and the question of what motivates her ‘choice.’
Chapters 1 and 2 deal specifically with inter-caste marriages, but in Chapter 3, I examine the
figure of the dominant caste woman subject in a different scene and role, extending my inquiry
into the relationship between voluntariness, marital kinship, and the production of caste-gender. I
look specifically at the mediation of a range of different marriage problems, across inter-caste
and same-caste relationships, at All Women Police Stations in Tamil Nadu. There, dominant
caste policewomen preside over the marital problems of other (mostly subordinated caste)
women, engaging them in a pedagogy of choice as part of their mandated duties. In this sense,
their role as keepers of voluntary kin-behavior is inextricable from the workings of state power,
and their work in the station generates caste and gender stratification in ways that resonate with
the production of caste-gender in the contestations portrayed in Chapters 1 and 2.

The term ‘dominant caste woman’ is not a direct translation of a Tamil term. [ use it in
this dissertation to capture the woman subject who is projected in discourse about inter-caste
marriages in Tamil Nadu. Included in the category demographically are non-Dalit, non-Brahmin
women, most often women from one of the three largest BC (“Backward Castes”) and OBC
(“Other Backward Castes”) groups in the state—Vanniyars, Thevars, and Gounders. That is,
these are women who are drawn from the intermediate rungs of the caste order. At the same
time, as I try to show across the chapters, the dominant caste woman subject is not defined only
by this demographic data, but by the qualities and characteristics ascribed to her—particularly

her capacity for ‘voluntariness’—and by her relation to other caste-gender subjects, including



dominant caste men, Dalit men, and Dalit women. At a variety of sites centering marital kinship,
dominant caste women subjects are essential to meaning making. In examining how and why this
is the case, I am trying to understand the making of a hegemonic common sense about the
relationship between voluntariness, gender, and caste.

In this sense, this dissertation is a contribution to ongoing conversations about the nexus
of caste and gender. These conversations have been spearheaded by scholars and activists, many
of them Dalit feminists, who have called for a reckoning with the ways that caste and gender are
not just intersecting experiences, but are in fact co-constituting.® Swathy Margaret Maddela
explains that Indian feminism has long attempted to separate the categories of ‘Dalit’ and
‘woman,’ to the point that some savarna (non-Dalit) feminists have tried to explain the
oppression women face as analogous to that Dalits face, as if all Dalits were men and no women
were Dalits. As Maddela explains, “These intellectuals do not, for a moment, think of Dalits who
are also women.”™ As Maddela, Sowjanya Raman, Ratna Velisela, and Indira Jalli of the
Alisamma Women’s Collective have written of Dalit and non-Dalit women, “our subordinate
positions are constituted and represented differently according to our differential locations within

casteist patriarchal relations of power.”!® Following these scholars, I suggest here that it is

$ Ayyathurai, Gajendran. 2021. “Colonialism, Caste, and Gender: The Emergence of Critical
Caste Feminism in Modern South India.” Journal of Women's History 33 (3): 133-56.; Rege,
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important for feminist scholars and activists to not only understand Dalit women’s positions as
constituted by both caste and gender, but also to critically analyze and understand non-Dalit
women’s positions as co-constituted by caste and gender in particular ways. Not only is their
position inextricable from the subordination of Dalit men and women, it is also constitutive of
caste as a system. In doing so, I aim to contribute to work in the legacy of B.R. Ambedkar, to
understand how the positioning and management of non-Dalit women is part of projects of caste
and gender hierarchization that affect both them and many other subjects.
Scales and Processes of Caste Hierarchization

While some studies of caste hierarchization understand it as an ideological structure
emergent from Hindu and Indian values,'' or as an invention of British colonial governance,'?
other scholarship argues that the stratification of caste belonging has transformed concurrently
with translocal political-economic shifts—including capitalist development, economic

liberalization, and the advent of democracy in India.! Situated in this latter tradition, this project
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is situated in the theoretical lineage of Antonio Gramsci, and understands dominant and
subordinated caste groups as negotiating within shared arenas of power, jointly producing
transformations of hierarchization at the intersection of economic conditions and non-economic,
perduring forms of belonging.!*

Following a Gramscian tradition of analysis, cultural theorist and sociologist Stuart Hall
argues that forms of belonging (such as race, and in this project, caste), are not reducible to
vulgar economic definitions of class, nor are they simply lenses through which economic life is
experienced and represented after the fact.' Instead, they materially structure economic life.

Along these lines, two of Gramsci’s interventions are especially relevant to this project’s
approach to the political economy of caste.!® The first is his argument that a particular group’s
dominance within a given society must be secured through control of the range of hegemonic
representations and affects that legitimize a particular regime of social-political order and ensure
the bloc’s power within that regime (through, for example, operation of the dominant political
party and/or ownership of the means of production). Drawing on Gramsci in his own work,
William Roseberry clarifies that hegemony is not a matter of subordinated groups’ consent to a

vision of social order that is imposed from the top down by a dominant group.!” Instead,
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contestation between groups proceeds through a common discursive framework, a constrained set
of terms within which particular moves are considered possible and legible. Roseberry argues
that neither subordinated nor dominant groups ‘choose’ the context in which they fight—the
terms of the field of force are the product not only of their struggles, but of much longer histories
of power. There are forms of action, of course, that refuse this shared grammar of politics —for
example violent revolution—but in this dissertation, I am attending to those that are constrained
by a shared arena.

Second, Gramsci’s work suggests that groups do not simply cohere and then enter into
contestation—they do so within a larger field of force, drawing on a broad set of representations
to structure their collective belonging relative to others. The effective invocation of group
belonging enables a group to mobilize and acquire material resources, in part by shaping how
members understand themselves as empowered or disempowered relative to others, and by
facilitating recognition from the state and others. The processes through which classes cohere
and the processes through which they contest the place of other classes are inextricable.
Effectively invoking ‘group-hood’ through an identification with particular qualities and through
links to particular histories facilitates collective mobilization, including by informing how
members understand themselves as empowered or disempowered relative to others who do not
have membership. Successful mobilization can enable public narratives of obligation, desert,
threat, and debt that allow the class to claim resources by leveraging its legibility to the state or
by demanding these resources from another class. At the same time, such projects require buy-in
not only from the group in question, but from other groups in the same context of contestation as
the group tries to form a bloc of allied groups—this is the production of hegemony that sustains a

particular social order.
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The ‘normalization of inequality’ by and for dominant groups in a given hierarchical
system does not mean that subordinated groups have not, or do not, resist their subordination. It
refers to the aspects of life that are so taken for granted that they do not become the specific
target of contestation. One familiar example that queer activists in the United States have long
pointed to is the emphasis on gay marriage rights in the 20" century —a demand that, in making
monogamous legal marriage the most desirable form of belonging, failed to interrogate the
inequities of a system that privileges marriage as a proxy for rights for queer and marginalized
people in the first place.'®* Even as many queer groups at the time protested the staging of the
fight for queer rights on the ground of marriage, and argued for an expansion of the program, this
ground became the prevalent and most relevant one.

Anthropologist Tania Li provides another clear example of this in her ethnography of
Lauje highlanders who enter into unequal capitalist relations, are at extreme disadvantage, yet do
not experience these new relations as a break from the past, or recognize them as unjust.’” Li uses
a “conjunctural method” that she points out is found in the work of many scholars inspired by
Gramsci, “who explore the way in which power is lived and inequality is normalized at the nexus
of force, consent, and the production of desires for particular ways of living.”? In the context of
the Lauje highlands, Li suggests that her subjects’ selective invocation of historical memory
about their ‘normal’ cultural practices shapes their understanding of what’s occurring in the

present, as well as their scope of imagination for what is possible in the future for themselves and
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those with whom they collectively identify (prompting the hope that more land will be found for
those who are currently landless, and securing the belief that collective political projects are not
possible —thereby rendering some political options unthinkable or undesirable, while others
seem quite promising and desirable). While Li’s book isn’t precisely about dominance and class
contestation, it does illuminate the intersection of changing material conditions, representational
regimes, collective consciousness and the normalization of particular political options, which in
turn normalize particular forms of inequality.

Work on political economy that emerges from a Gramscian lineage allows us to see
several features of caste’s operations in Tamil Nadu in this project about Dalit/dominant caste
relations, gender, and kinship. First, it suggests that hierarchized caste belonging and its related
oppressions, while durable, are nonetheless always contested by subordinated groups, requiring
constant work on the part of dominant groups in order to reproduce. That is, the line between
Dalit and non-Dalit groups is deeply inscribed, yet this inscription (and its force) requires active
efforts from dominant caste groups, particularly with shifts in the economic and political
landscape of the state. Second, it emphasizes that the contestation of caste hierarchization often
takes place within shared frames of meaning, which are historically specific and can shift over
time —the battlefield of yesterday is not necessarily the battlefield of today. These frames, or
arenas, of contested meaning are not limited to fields like electoral politics, but also encompass
many other domains of social life—including the life of the family. Within them, certain
assumptions about social reality and possibility are normalized and constrain strategies of
contestation—in this dissertation, I am considering the ways shared perceptions of voluntariness
as it is related to caste and gender subjectivity shape a particular field of contestation. Third, in

the tradition of Ambedkarite analysis, it highlights that caste, as a form of social belonging based
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on domination and the hierarchical ordering of classes, is inextricable from other forms of social
organization and dominance, including gender.

By looking at the production of a hegemonic common sense regarding the relationship
between caste, gender, and voluntariness in marital kinship, this dissertation seeks to understand
one aspect of the norming of hierarchized caste-gender belonging in Tamil Nadu and shed light
on its relation to these broader power structures. Toward this end, I do not spend significant time
explaining why obviously and explicitly casteist and anti-feminist groups are wrong —instead, I
am interested in delving into the sites where they share some underlying logic with certain anti-
caste and feminist progressives. It is that shared ground that constitutes the hegemonic common

sense within which the terms of caste’s production and contestation are being shaped.

‘Voluntariness’: A Connecting Concept

Voluntariness is the conceptual keystone of this dissertation. I argue that concerns about,
and evaluations of, dominant caste women’s voluntariness in kinship play an essential role in
generating caste-gender hierarchization. Scholarship that theorizes voluntariness in India has
primarily focused on the history of women as constructed legal subjects whose ability to
autonomously consent to marriage and sex has been debated and contested, both as part of
colonial governance projects and Indian nation-building. This is captured in work that analyzes
shifting definitions of monogamous marriage in colonial and post-colonial law, historical
differences in customary and ‘secular’ law that delineate norms of consent in different ‘types’ of

marriage, and in longstanding debates about the legal age of consent to sex and marriage.!
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Questions about women’s consent to marriage persist throughout India today and
continue to be enmeshed with concerns about caste, religious differentiation, and hierarchization.
In 2020, Uttar Pradesh passed a law for the “Prohibition of Unlawful Conversion of Religion,”
in explicit response to the government’s claim that unlawful, involuntary, conversions were
occurring in inter-faith marriages.?> The law requires Hindus entering an inter-faith marriage and
converting to their spouse’s religion to submit their request to convert to a magistrate document
sixty days in advance of registering a marriage, indicating they are converting voluntarily.?* The
magistrate must decide if the conversion is voluntary —examining the non-Hindu spouse’s
‘motives’ —and therefore legal. Yet even if couples pass this test, accusations of involuntary
conversion after marriage —any conversion perceived to occur due to coercion, fraud, or what
the law calls “allurement” —can lead to police and state harassment of couple, including those
who are already married. This involves the Hindu partner (almost always a woman) being
forcibly removed and isolated, and the non-Hindu partner (almost always a man) being arrested
and potentially facing years in jail.>* Notably, the penalties on the non-Hindu partner for

illegitimately converting their Hindu partner increase if the Hindu partner is from a Dalit or
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Tribal/Adivasi community —the implication here being that these individuals are somehow more
vulnerable to “allurement.”

Such ‘love jihad’ legislation has not taken hold in Tamil Nadu, despite the rise of
Islamophobia in the South. At the same time, dominant caste threats of similar legislation against
inter-caste marriages —for example, raising the age of consent for women to prevent them from
entering love marriages with Dalit men without parental approval —are resonant with right-wing
Hindu projects targeting ‘love jihad.” The ‘fake love’ allegations levied at Tamil Dalit men in
many ways also mirror the ‘love jihad’ allegations faced by UP’s Muslim men.?

In Tamil Nadu specifically, marriage has long been a site for the negotiation not only of
‘the woman question’ and religious belonging, but also the question of caste’s persistence.
Mytheli Sreenivas has written at length of the ways that a conjugal family ideal rose to become a
rich symbolic site for Tamil nation-building in the wake of colonial relations.?® Colonial and
post-colonial Tamil political movements engaged a range of attempts to reform and subvert caste

patriarchy by legislating family life, and women’s roles in the family structure: the right to

25 Gupta, Charu. “Love Taboos: Controlling Hindu-Muslim Romances,” The India Forum.
January 7, 2021.

. In her work on the politics of love jihad in present day North India, Charu
Gupta writes of the parallels between contemporary portrayals of the Hindu woman as a
susceptible and foolish victim, and similar portrayals of the Hindu woman in 1920s social reform
propaganda. She writes: ”In the 1920s too, images of the ‘foolish’ and ‘stupid’ Hindu woman
coalesced with those of her as an innocent, defenceless, hapless, and objectified victim, and
Hindu society was urged to accept her. In such articulations, one can also discern a ghostly,
shadowy presence of social reforms, with an element of humanitarian concern for the condition
of women. In the present moment though, there is no semblance of reformist energy”. This
historical comparative perspective emphasizes that the specific context of claims about women’s
subjectivity is important if we are to understand how these claims operate in a wider field of
meaning-making and contestations of power.
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Colonial India. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
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divorce, widow’s rights against isolation and proscriptive religious ritual, the abolishing of child
marriage, reform to dowry practices, equal rights of property inheritance with male heirs, and so
on. The Self-Respect Movement?” actually called for the abolition of traditional marriage and
family as a pathway to both caste and gender equality. ‘Self-Respect marriages’ were intended to
transform what once was a Brahminical religious sacrament laden with the obligations of caste-
kinship into a contractual agreement between equals, one that could be revoked.?® Partners
involved in these marriages ought to forgo Brahminical religious conceptions of marriage and
family, in favor of an imagined egalitarian model of partnership in which women would be
treated equally to men, and share labor and power with their husbands.?

Periyar’s initial ideological position involved a refusal of state intervention into
marriage —yet as the Tamil political landscape shifted in the immediate post-independence

period, Self-Respect ideologies transformed to seek legitimacy through codification in the law,

27 The “Self Respect Movement” was a social and political movement founded by
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and in the language of ‘rights.”* Contemporary Dravidian statecraft emphasizes women’s
empowerment—and relatedly, a notion of their autonomy —as a key aspect of the duties of the
Tamil state and society. Most recently, the Chief Minister of the State, M K. Stalin, promised a
monthly universal basic income to any Tamil woman who qualifies for a ration card and other
social services. The centrality of Periyarist political ideals in the development of the
contemporary Tamil state means that references to the importance of women’s equality and the
Periyarist inheritance of the “Dravidian model” of political-economy appear frequently in
political speeches and news coverage of women’s issues in the state, so much so that one is hard-
pressed to find reporting or speech on gender issues without a reference to this frame. A common
sense agreement as to the importance of these values in the public sphere has thus been well-
established, re-invoked in each election cycle with the promises of the ruling party !

Whether the lives of women across caste and religious groups are actually materially
improved as a result of the prevalence of these talking points is another question, one heavily
interrogated by Tamil feminists who have written extensively about the gaps between Dravidian
political rhetoric on caste and gender equality and women’s empowerment, and the actual
integration of feminist principles and ideas into policymaking in the mainstream work of the

state, or even the allocation of electoral seats in ‘feminist’ political parties.’> Geetha’s

30V, Geetha. The Story of a Marriage: Being a Tale of Self-Respect Unions and What Happened
to Them. https://independent.academia.edu/geethavaradarajan.

3! “Dravidian Model Is For Equality, Women Empowerment: Stalin,” Outlook India. March 8,
2023. https://www.outlookindia.com/national/dravidian-model-is-for-equality-women-
empowerment-stalin-news-268341.

32V Geetha. 2017. “Feminism and Feminists in Tamil Nadu - Fifty Years of Founded
Disinterest,” Paper read at a seminar organized to reflect on the Dravidian movement. V Geetha
writes that even though feminist activism and local organizing has been extensive in Tamil
Nadu, “such influences as fed into the many hundreds of groups working on gender concerns in
the Tamil context, have not been heeded by the larger Tamil public sphere, particularly Tamil
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intervention is essential to this project, because she points out that while a discursive field of
common sense has been generated around ‘feminist’ concerns—a field in which claims to
support women’s rights or wellbeing allows social actors to gain political and social capital —this
repeated articulation of putatively feminist concerns often falls short of concretely enacting
feminist aims. It is this field of common sense, however, within which concerns about women
and their marital relations are publicly articulated.

In this milieu, a call to respect women’s individual choices is perhaps the most vague and
flexible way to claim pro-woman credentials (or at least attempt to evade accusations of
disrespecting women), while simultaneously doing very little to assess the structural factors that
restrict their decision-making or make existing “choices” unappealing or impossible.** Of the
various things that can be done to improve the lives of women and address gender inequality, a
focus on ‘choice’ as the end goal can accommodate and legitimize projects that actually make
women'’s lives much worse (as in the UP ‘love jihad’ law), in addition to projects that improve
women’s lives.

This dissertation attempts to expand scholarship on the history of women’s construction
as legal subjects who can or cannot consent to marriage by engaging the question of choice and

voluntariness in a range of contestations between different Tamil social actors around inter-caste

intellectuals and progressive parties.” I am not making a claim in this dissertation about the
beliefs or practices of organizations that have focused on feminist goals—many organizations,
including the All India Democratic Womens Association, center gender and caste in their work.
My material instead centers on the rhetoric and activities of Tamil dominant caste and
progressive parties, mass-media targeting a middle/upper middle class progressive audience, and
the AIADMK/DMK state itself, sites where a ‘larger Tamil public sphere’ negotiates questions
of gender and caste.

33 Here we might think of the very popular example of a U.S. woman’s ‘right’ to ‘choose’ to stay
at home and care for her children in a country with no universal childcare, a gender pay gap, and
in which the barriers to re-enter the workplace after giving birth are high.
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marriage. The contestations I analyze in the dissertation occur in three sites: political discourse
and the semiotics of violent mobilization, mass media representations and stories of women in
inter-caste marriages, and everyday interactions between women and agents of the state as they
attempt to resolve marital problems with their husbands. As historian Durba Mitra has noted, it
seems that feminism in the 20™ century must produce choice;** I am asking in turn what a focus
on the importance of women’s ‘choices’ in Tamil Nadu in this moment is producing.

Why voluntariness and choice as an analytic? ‘Voluntariness’ is not lexicalized in Tamil
Nadu. I have not derived it from any particular Tamil word or phrase. Yet it is an analytical term
that I find captures a matrix of perceptions among my interlocutors concerning motive,
influence, choice, and capacity in caste-gender subjects, particularly in their kinship behaviors.
In evaluating a subject’s voluntariness, social actors evaluate the subject’s behavior in terms of
perceived degrees of internal willpower, measured by assessing the extent that undue influences
or improper motives have supposedly motivated the subject.

Voluntariness therefore capture my interlocutors’ concerns about degrees of proper and
improper motive, and relatedly, the problem of coercion and consent in the production of the
choosing subject. Under the umbrella of voluntariness, I use the term ‘choice’ throughout the
dissertation. By ‘choices,” I mean actions that are believed to require selection between multiple
options when both proper and improper motives are at play. In the absence of competing genres
of proper and improper motive, my interlocutors do not identify actions or decisions as ‘choices,’
with all the concern about voluntariness that the term implies here. Likewise, I use the term
‘choosing subject’ throughout the dissertation. By this I mean a subject who is expected to have

the capacity to respond to proper motive and resist improper motive when both are at play, but

34 Personal communication
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can fail or succeed to meet this expectation. In my readings of electoral politics, mass mediated
narratives, and police work, I am primarily tracing the establishment of dominant caste women
as ‘choosing subjects,” and looking at the ways their ‘choices’ in kinship are assessed by others
in relation to a range of proper and improper motives.

The historical centrality of the family and conjugal couple to Tamil culture and nation-
building, the history of legal debates about the ability of women to consent to a variety of kin
relations and practices (from dowry to child marriage), and the salience of women’s
empowerment in Dravidian political vision together pre-figure a ground on which both casteist
and anti-caste actors have made women’s ‘choices’ in marital kinship a significant site of the
production of the caste-gender nexus. Accordingly, rather than primarily analyzing how
subordinated actors mobilize emancipatory imaginaries to contest dominance,*> or how dominant
actors mobilize questions of voluntariness unilaterally, I suggest that the experience,
identification, and negotiation of the question of voluntariness in kinship is a common ground for

both dominant and subordinate caste groups in Tamil Nadu who are invested in it. That is,

35 In particular, multi- disciplinary scholarship on the Caribbean has attended to the role of
emancipatory imaginaries in the production and rupturing of racial hierarchization in colonial
and post-colonial contexts (Sheller, Mimi. 2012. Citizenship from below: Erotic Agency and
Caribbean Freedom. Next Wave. Durham: Duke University Press; Mintz, Sidney Wilfred. 1984.
Caribbean Transformations. Johns Hopkins paperbacks ed. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press; Cowling, Camillia. 2013. Conceiving Freedom: Women of Color, Gender, and the
Abolition of Slavery in Havana and Rio de Janeiro. Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press). Work that focuses on capitalism and liberal governance in India and elsewhere
also offers analyses of the ways that claims about freedom and flexibility (borne of emergent
capitalist relations and liberal subjectivity) shape the limits and possibilities of political projects,
as subordinated actors imagine and articulate their collective belonging in new ways to gain
resources (Sartori, Andrew. 2014. Liberalism in Empire: An Alternative History. Berkeley Series
in British Studies ; 8. Oakland: University of California Press; Tsing, Anna Lowenhaupt. 2015.
The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins. Princeton:
Princeton University Press; Sopranzetti, Claudio. 2017. “FRAMED BY FREEDOM:
Emancipation and Oppression in Post-Fordist Thailand.” Cultural Anthropology 32 (1): 68-92).
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investment in voluntariness is shared by those who wish to maintain caste and gender hierarchies
and those who wish to subvert them. Ultimately, I argue that it is not only dominant caste
groups’ claims about women’s choices in kinship that we ought to be wary of. Instead, what may
seem at first glance like a straightforward feminist and anti-caste proposition—that Tamil
women should be able to freely choose their marital attachments —can also work to re-produce
caste and gender hierarchization.

The anthropologist-reader might ask at this point why I have not engaged the literature on
structure and agency in a dissertation that centers voluntariness. I would answer that I am
attempting to make an argument about the effect of ideologies of ‘agency’ rather than advancing
a theory of agency itself. I am not invested in whether the people I have engaged with ‘really
have agency,” whether dominant caste women can really choose for themselves, and so on. That
is, [ am not trying to theorize voluntariness as a social phenomenon writ large, but as a specific
local cultural formation that is being reflexively engaged.

This sets the dissertation on a different path than work that is interested in agency at
another scale of analysis. Saba Mahmood’s foundational work on agency and gender, for
example, critiques those feminist theorists who “incarcerate the notion of agency to the space of
emancipatory politics.”*® She insists that agency can mean more. In a 2006 essay on feminist
theory and agency, for example, she argues that that what might seem like “deplorable passivity”
from a liberal angle may actually qualify as agency when the context is fully appreciated.?’

Mahmood contends that agentive capacity is present even if it is not directed at ‘progressive

% Mahmood, Saba. 2006. “Feminist Theory, Agency, and the Liberatory Subject: Some
Reflections on the Islamic Revival in Egypt.” Temenos 42 (1): 31-71.

37 Mahmood, “Feminist Theory”, 31-71.
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change,” but instead engenders stasis or the preservation of a given social order. She points out
that feminist theorists have tended to reduce the scope of autonomous action to that which
corresponds to an emancipatory politics that boils down to “resistance to social norms.” For
Mahmood, emancipatory progressive politics constitutes a specific program that she is militating
against—she is trying to expand a concept of agency beyond “action that leads to this specific
emancipatory telos.”

In this dissertation, I am not interested in expanding or recovering the analytical or
political category of agency to include a wider range of actions or desires; I do not aim to
establish the effectiveness of any particular human subject in their environment, including the
Tamil dominant caste woman. Instead, I am focused on how a range of actors evaluate her
actions in kinship, and attempt to establish her as exercising a capacity for voluntariness (or
failing to do so). I am interested in how these evaluations of her voluntariness are inextricable
from the production of caste and gender more broadly in Tamil Nadu. That is, I am interested in
how one particular emic conception of agency, articulated in Tamil Nadu as “women’s choice in

marriage,” is related to the process of caste-gender hierarchization.

Method

The research for this dissertation took place over several years and many trips to Tamil Nadu:
June through August of 2016, December and January of 2017, June and July of 2017, July and
August of 2018, November 2019 through February 2020. On these trips, I spent the majority of
my time in Madurai (in the Southern region of Tamil Nadu) and Coimbatore (the West), with
short trips to Chennai, Pondicherry, Karur, Erode, Tiruppur, Usilampatti and Coonoor for

interviews and observation. In March 2020, my final trip was cut short by the global COVID-19
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pandemic. I continued to conduct research and speak with interlocutors remotely from the US,
and shifted the project to include more textual and media analysis in addition to the ethnographic
observations, and interview data I had already collected. Many of the interviews I conducted (for
example, weeks spent with inter-caste couples, and conversations with dominant caste
politicians) do not appear in this dissertation, but my time in Tamil Nadu spent engaging in this
work was essential for helping me develop the frameworks of interpretation that shape all three
chapters.

This dissertation—from my access to Harvard and its resources, to my access and
relationships with interlocutors in Tamil Nadu, to the priorities I have set for my analysis—has
been shaped by my own caste and gender identity and experience. It has also been shaped, from
top to bottom, by commitments to caste abolition that have developed over the course of the past
decade of learning and working with others.

I come from a mixed dominant caste South Indian family (a Tamil Brahmin mother and a
Telugu Kamma father). As a dominant caste woman with research access to dominant caste
actors, | have felt that the best role for me as an ethnographer is to critically engage the question
of the gender-caste nexus by examining caste as a relational process in which investment in a
particular form of dominant caste womanhood is essential to the reproduction of caste. Dalit
women writers have for decades written of Dalit experiences of power, violence, gender,
sexuality and caste —through life-writing, ethnography, history, fiction, poetry, and many other
genres. Many of these works, including those by Tamil Dalit women writers, are widely available
in English translation for readers who are interested in learning more about the lives and political
work of Dalit women. While I certainly draw from the theoretical insights of Dalit scholars and

feminists to understand the workings of caste as a system, it is the construction of a dominant
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caste Tamil woman subject that is the specific object of my ethnographic gaze, not the position of
Dalit women specifically. My aim in this project is to analyze this particular logic of caste-
gender that I discern in both circulating discourses and institutionalized interactions, a formation
deserving of critique precisely because it is one way that caste power is reproduced, ultimately
affecting Dalit women as well.

Ethnographic research relies on the generosity of those who will agree to make
introductions for you, accompany you to meetings, help you contact interlocutors who are hard
to reach. It is through the introduction that your own personhood becomes initially framed and
indexed to caste, class, gender, and political positioning. In my case, my existing ties to Tamil
Nadu through family and friends made prior to research offer another anchor. These ties shaped
my access to research sites and topics, and shaped how I was received while living in Tamil
Nadu.

In my fieldwork in Madurai, my mother’s hometown, I am interpellated, always, as my
mother’s daughter, usually introduced to new contacts by old contacts with statements like, “Her
name is Amulya, her mother is a Madurai girl.” My maternal uncle (tay mama, a key kinship
position in the maternal family line) lives in the outskirts of Madurai city. He is well known in
his neighborhood, having run for mayor, worked as an auto mechanic and in import/export and
supports and advertises his wife’s tailoring business, which she runs out of their home. His name
comes up in interactions with people in the city. In my language class in Madurai, a postal
worker joined us students for conversational Tamil practice. When I told him the neighborhood I
commuted to class from daily on the 48Y bus, he knew the house I lived in immediately — his
friend’s veedu (house). I am recognizable, then, as a girl of my uncle’s house (mama veettu

ponnu). I am my mother’s daughter (Geetha ponnu). I am strategically placed, by those who
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want to help me meet research contacts in Madurai, as a “Tamil ponnu” (Tamil girl) at heart,
despite my upbringing in the United States.

None of my connection to Tamil Nadu is uninflected by caste. My mother’s family,
including my tay mama, are Iyengar Brahmins, living in a house on the outskirts of Madurai that
they have owned for two generations, where they moved from a nearby village. The majority of
them transitioned to white collar employment much like other rural Brahmins in the region in the
early and mid-20™ century. My mother’s Ph.D. at IIT Kanpur and her mobility from India to the
US marks her to others as a Tamil Brahmin, as does her vegetarianism and abstention from
alcohol. My father, a Telugu Kamma (non-Brahmin “Forward Caste” in the neighboring state of
Andhra Pradesh) came to the U.S. as an engineer, and has worked as a founder and CEO of tech
companies. He sometimes registers as Brahmin-analogous when in Tamil Nadu: he completed
his engineering degree in Tamil Nadu at the then-titled Regional Engineering College of Trichy,
where as a Kamma he was quickly sorted in the first week into a dorm with Tamil Brahmin
students by an openly casteist warden who claimed that my father would fit in well with these
men and “not make trouble” (in putative opposition to non-Brahmin Tamil students).

My own upbringing in the Silicon Valley also marks me as upper caste in a variety of
ways: my parents having immigrated to the San Francisco Bay Area in the 1990s on an H1-B
visa, my private high school and college education fully paid for, my blindness to caste
throughout childhood (besides an awareness that my father’s caste excluded my brother and I
from some Brahmin Hindu religious rituals, something I was grateful for at the time). In social
settings in Tamil Nadu, I find that my appearance is also stereotypically associated with Brahmin
embodiment as it is imagined there: a long narrow nose, medium-light skin, straight hair. These

features are often explicitly remarked on if people I meet try to guess my caste.
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b 13

To interpolate me in fieldwork as a “Tamil ponnu,” “nammu ponnu” (Tamil girl, our
girl), then, my interlocutors in Madurai tried to produce certain shaky equivalences as a way of
constructing me as part of a joint “Tamil”-ness that they too share. These are ways that the
knowledge of me as, functionally, a Tamil Brahmin, was temporarily under-emphasized in order
to smooth over social interactions. My father (not Tamil) was almost never mentioned, except as
a looming presence that makes my mother’s marriage to him a technically ‘inter-caste’ one, and
therefore marks me as ‘not-quite-Brahmin’ —that is, perhaps not irredeemably Brahmin. My
surname is a Telugu one, and doesn’t ring any bells relating to caste in Madurai. My mother’s
love of Tamil language and the close friendships she maintains with her Tamil Muslims and
Christian friends from childhood who I see while in town, and my uncle’s deep integration in a
non-Brahmin cross-caste and cross-religious community, also play into the perception of my
Tamil-ness as somehow de-emphasizing my Brahmin-ness. Several times in Madurai, almost as
if to push aside the question of my skin color and its potential relationship to Brahmin caste
identification, I have been asked if one of my parents is in fact White, and not Indian at all. My
own foreign citizenship and upbringing, my desire to ‘come back’ to Tamil Nadu, my study of
Tamil language as my mother tongue (taymozhi), and my commitment to anti-caste politics
(including the work of Periyar) —these things evoke a kind of pan-Tamil social identity that
stands, temporarily, in contradiction to the readily available reality of Tamil Nadu (and my own
family history and present) as a patently segregated caste space in which I am functionally a
Brahmin woman.

This is not to say that anyone forgot my caste identification. I mean only to explain the
way that rhetorically obscuring its markers became a form of social lubrication initiated by my

interlocutors in the research interaction, often against my own anxious attempts to identify
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myself. Many times in Madurai, I came barging through the door ready to offer my caste history
and found that no one wanted to hear it explicitly articulated. This is how it unfolded in Madurai.
In the Western region of Tamil Nadu, and in Coimbatore specifically, where much of my
research was also conducted, things have played out surprisingly differently. I did not have
family members or family friends in the Western region who might function as anchors to either
my caste or to a pan-Tamil identity. I also lacked many of the practice-based markers that would
identify me as specifically Brahmin—I eat all meat including beef, I am a Christian, I do not
have a clear Brahmin dialect or vocabulary when speaking Tamil because I learned most of my
Tamil in graduate school classes and through fieldwork with non-Brahmin interlocutors instead
of at home from my mother.

My main link in the way of introductions to research contacts in the Western region of
Tamil Nadu has been made through my Ph.D. advisor’s mother, a prominent dominant caste
non-Brahmin former university chancellor and human rights activist, who recently ran for
elections in Chennai with the state’s largest progressive and Dalit-led party, the ‘VCK’. Through
her contacts, I have been introduced to a variety of caste leaders, NGO workers, and community
stakeholders. Her status has shaped others’ perception of my own. My secondary link has been
introductions to government and police contacts made through a dominant caste family friend
who is a retired high-ranking police officer—I am clearly marked out through that relationship as
well. Through these pathways, my most relevant reference points are my wealth and class status.
These come to index my caste status—not as a Brahmin, but instead as an unspecified dominant
caste woman. Wealth and foreign education are highly prized by dominant caste groups in
western Tamilnadu, and I display markers of both. In the western part of the state, which lacks

the southern part’s history of militant Dravidianist political mobilization, being “Tamil,” in the
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Dravidianist tradition, or being “non-Brahmin,” matters far less. As such, in Coimbatore, without
my maternal uncle’s home as anchor or my mother’s childhood as specter, the question of my
caste status did not center on the Brahmin-non-Brahmin divide. Instead, I was legible as a
wealthy dominant caste woman “from abroad.”

A number of other aspects of my life during fieldwork contributed to this. During
fieldwork in Coimbatore, I lived primarily in a gated apartment complex near Hindustan College,
a posh area of the city proximate to numerous universities, and often took taxis, not the bus, to
my field-sites across the city. I had air conditioners in two rooms of my apartment. My landlord
was a Pillai businessman to whose wife I paid the rent each month. I hired a lower middle class
Gounder woman who works for others in the same apartment complex to clean my apartment
several times a week. Some days after fieldwork, I went to a hotel bar alone to drink and have a
snack. I wore long sleeved, loose salwar kameez with dupattas that look like they come from
FablIndia or some other overpriced boutique selling organic cotton (they usually do). I have a
“love marriage” to a non-Indian, multiracial (African-American and Acadian) man, which my
family supports.

I was clear with all of my interlocutors in Coimbatore about where I live, the amenities I
have access to, who I employed in my home, my family’s employment and education, my
husband’s identity. I left out the drinking, usually, though I would have come clean if asked
directly. Dalit leaders and community members recognized me as a dominant caste woman, and I
would explicitly offer my specific caste background early in the conversation, so that others
could ask questions about it, make decisions about whether or not to continue a conversation
with me, or choose whether or not to allow me further access as a researcher. In conversations

with dominant caste leaders and community members, the assumption tended to be that [ was a
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fellow caste member, sometimes even when I tried to clarify that I was not. For example, during
research at a Gounder Matrimony Organization, the owner offered to make matches for me, not
seeming to hear my explanations that I am not a Kongu Vellala Gounder and am therefore not
suitable for a Gounder arranged marriage. Dominant caste Periyarists and CPI members have
never asked or intimated anything regarding my caste status, and the times I have tried to discuss
it at the outset, I have been kindly rebuffed with statements that all are welcome. The assumption
seemed to be that our anti-caste, leftist politics make my own caste less than relevant for party
business.

In the third ‘region’ I inhabited, Chennai, the situation was markedly different. There, |
stayed with my Periamma, my mother’s sister, an Iyengar Brahmin, in a house in Besant Nagar,
a very wealthy part of the city that is heavily populated by upper middle class Brahmins. The
geography alone marked my caste, and furthermore, my phenotypic features, my aunt’s name
and profession (a doctor), the cafes I frequented, shaped perceptions of my caste status. [ have
always been quickly identified as a Tamil Brahmin in Chennai, and specifically, as a member of
the Iyengar sub-caste. Here, the question of Brahmin and non-Brahmin is ever-present, as it is in
Madurai, but my anchoring relationship to my Periamma as my primary kin-tie and the extreme
self-segregation of Brahmins in the city leave no ambiguities.

In India, everyone is embedded in relations of caste, gender and kinship. This is
something I have learned through interviews, reading scholarship and news items on the region,
observing interactions during fieldwork, and simply by doing multi-sited research myself. I bring
this detailed account up to highlight the ways that caste relationality, gender, kinship, and the
reality/imagined reality of different spaces in Tamil Nadu have shaped my research experience,

access, and chosen direction for this dissertation.
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Throughlines: Chapter Plan

In this dissertation I consider the ways that a dominant caste woman subject in Tamil
Nadu is understood by those invested in her capacity to make ‘choices’ about kinship—for
example, by marrying outside of her caste and leaving her parents for a new husband, or
returning to her family after a marriage. As part of my analysis, I am attempting to parse how the
perceived voluntariness of these women (and other caste-gender subjects who are invoked in
relation to her) become generative of caste-gender hierarchization itself.

Chapter 1 is empirically focused on the relationship between a dominant caste Vanniyar
led political party, the PMK, and the Dalit led VCK as they contest state power through a series
of electoral cycles, In particular, I analyze how untouchability is reproduced yet unmarked as it
becomes indexed in debates about dominant caste women’s voluntariness in marriage. Analyzing
party mobilizations over time, I show how dominant caste claims about the ‘voluntariness’ of
dominant caste women and the improper influence of Dalit men become a powerful political tool
through which these groups strategically resist anti-caste political-economic transformations,
without violating shared norms of public speech that prohibit more explicit anti-Dalit rhetoric. I
also show how Dalit actors are politically constrained by their efforts to contest these claims and
how they have maneuvered within this shared context. This chapter highlights the inextricability
of caste and gender in Tamil political economy, as well as the ways that representational and
experiential claims about intimate relations between caste-gender subjects can ground projects of
broader group mobilization and legitimization.

Chapter 2 shifts from the electoral field, and from the arena of Dalit-dominant caste

contestation to consider how a particular notion of the dominant caste woman bride has become
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elevated in the popular discourse and mass media of progressive Tamil groups who are interested
in anti-caste futures. These sources—from newspapers, to awards announcements from leftist
groups, non-profits and international organizations, to films —frame dominant caste women as
guarantor subjects, subjects whose decisions about inter-caste marriage have the unique potential
to transcend and transform the social order of caste-gender itself. In narratives about the choices
of dominant caste women who have married Dalit men, these women are either elevated as
heroes or pitied as victims. In locating such a capacity within dominant caste women alone,
these narratives simultaneously devalue Dalit husbands and Dalit women in Tamil Nadu, whose
‘choices’ in marriage are rarely spoken of, let alone praised for their transformative potential.
This chapter shows how an ostensibly feminist and anti-caste narrative about the heroism of
dominant caste women in transgressive marital relations actually reinforces the hierarchization of
non-Dalit and Dalit subjects as having different capacities for voluntary action, with these
differing capacities also assigned different levels of significance. Importantly, such narratives
also reinforce a particular notion of the willing self, obscuring a more collective anti-caste
politics in favor of an individualist remedy to this durable structural problem. The normalization
of these distinctions is contested by Dalit feminists who question the mainstream focus on the
dominant caste woman partner.

In Chapter 3, we see the production of caste-gender through everyday interactions
between women police and women petitioners at an All Women Police Station. These stations
primarily take on non-criminal cases of family and marital problems, resolving these cases
through officer-run ‘mediations.” Using ethnographic material from my time in two police
stations, I show how family mediation in the space of the station involves a ritualized interaction

with a standard set of practices including tender talk from officers to petitioners, the use of
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humiliating jokes and violence on petitioners and their families, the excision of natal family
members from the scene of petitioner decision-making, and the repetition of options for the
petitioning woman. These practices are used to create a scenario in which the woman petitioner
‘chooses’ the resolution to her own problem—it is essential that the work of officers not end in a
coerced or mandated resolution, but that the woman petitioner appears to select it of her own
volition. I argue that this production of a petitioner’s ‘choice’ is made possible because of a
perceived difference in caste status between the policewoman and the petitioner and her family,
one that is made present and effective during the course of the mediation. The policewomen step
into and leverage a dominant caste role, and the petitioners a subordinated caste role. These ritual
mediations project, generate and circulate caste-gender positionalities in relation to one
another—especially since officers are trained on the job and circulate among stations across the
state, thereby producing a standardized role across local contexts.

Together, the three chapters argue that the focus in Tamil Nadu on the dominant caste
woman subject’s voluntariness in marriage—evaluations of whether her motives to entering or
leaving a marriage are proper or improper, whether she is experiencing undue influence from
others or choosing for herself, whether her inner capacity for free choice has been compromised
or not, how this presumed capacity for free choice can be leveraged to make social change, and
whether she can transmit this capacity for voluntariness to others—is a foundational piece of
caste-gender stratification.

My claim is not that the choosing dominant caste woman subject was first formed in the
crucible of inter-caste marriage management and then traveled to the police station. Instead, in
tracking her across these sites, I mean to show that she persists as a hegemonic formation in

multiple places and contestations—concern for dominant caste women’s voluntariness is a pre-
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figured ground for these contestations to even be legible or ‘do work’ in Tamil social life.
Further research would better discern the precise historical evolution of this concern—the
conditions in which this understanding of the subject emerged in Tamil Nadu, and why —in a
way that this dissertation, given its many limitations, does not.

As the chapters progress, we move from the site that is most explicitly marked as having
to do with dominant caste-Dalit caste stratification to that which at first glance appears to have
little to do with caste’s contested production in Tamil Nadu. I first consider the electoral field and
clear contestation between those who want to maintain caste hierarchy and those who want to
subvert it. Next, I examine mass mediated narratives in which explicitly claimed anti-caste
politics nonetheless reifies existing caste-gender hierarchies through a hyperfocus on dominant
caste women as the ideal agents of this social change.

Finally, I look to an institution—the police station—where women in both inter-caste and
same-caste relationships petition for state assistance in resolving marital disputes and ‘family
problems.’” Here, the context expands beyond inter-caste marriage itself to the broader
management of ‘choice’ in marital kinship. The subjects change as well: in the police station,
dominant caste policewomen take on a supervisory role, attempting to create the conditions for
petitioning subordinated-caste women to ‘choose’ resolutions to their marital issues. Here, the
dominant caste woman subject is a state actor deployed to fix kinship by ‘teaching’ choice to
other women, at least within the ritual bounds of a mediation at the site of the station. She is able
to do so because the mediation ritual leverages the status distinction between the dominant caste
policewoman and the subordinated caste petitioners and families who come to the station.
Dominant caste women are produced as choosing subjects vis a vis their training and

authoritative role as policewomen, and attempt to produce other women as choosing subjects
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during mediations at the station. The police station itself, and the policewomen who operate it,
are mediating figures for an ideology of women’s choice and consent in kinship that is, I suggest,
embedded in this state institution.

These three sites—electoral political discourse, mass media and news coverage of marriage
stories, and the interactional site of the police station—are sites of the generation of caste-gender
at very different scales. In all three sites, a matrix of caste-gender subjects is being indexed —the
Dalit man, Dalit woman, dominant caste man and dominant caste woman—their imagined
relatedness and hierarchization giving meaning and stakes to debates that at times seem to be
about something else entirely. Moving from the site where caste as contested hierarchy is
explicitly invoked, to a site where it is rarely mentioned, primes us to perceive the caste-gender
nexus as operative even where is it least explicitly apparent. That is, reading the chapters in order
lets us see different ways that a ‘common sense’ about dominant caste women’s capacity for
voluntariness across sites of progressive political investment in Tamil Nadu may actually

engender caste-gender hierarchization, even when that is not the intent of those involved.
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A Fantasy of Pure Forms: Choice in Electoral Mobilization

Caste Contestation in Tamil Nadu

In this first chapter, I analyze the historical and present-day relationship between two
Tamil political parties, the PMK and the VCK, as they contest for power within a Dravidian
political context. This chapter offers a political-economic background for the Dalit-non Dalit
divide to which I referred in the introduction of the dissertation—its formation and grounding in
state-wide efforts to change Tamil society, efforts that spanned political, economic, cultural and

religious domains of social life.

Intermediate Caste Ascension Through Dravidian Politics

In the wake of the Non-Brahmin and Dravidian movements that populated the Tamil
political field from the 1910s to the 1960s, an assemblage of political parties emerged to reject
the National Congress Party’s upper caste Brahmin supremacy and rebuild Tamil Nadu around
what they framed as Tamil ‘Dravidian’ ideology.*® These parties—most notably, the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) —
linked non-Brahminism to a Tamil ethnic identity that was framed as capacious enough to
accommodate all Tamil people regardless of caste or religious affiliation. Yet the projected
category of ‘Dravidian’ obscured a more complex reality: the persistence of caste-based
stratification and inequality within the ‘non-Brahmin’ population of Tamil Nadu.

As historians of Tamil Nadu have shown, Dravidian parties were largely structured

38 Subramanian, Narendra (1999) Ethnicity & Populist Mobilization, Delhi: Oxford University
Press; Pandian, M.S.S. 2007. Brahmin and Non-Brahmin: Genealogies of the Tamil Political
Present. Permanent Black; Jaffrelot, Christophe. 2003. India’s silent revolution: the rise of the
lower castes in North India. C. Hurst & Co
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around the concerns of intermediate caste groups (those belonging to the census categories of
Backward, Other Backward, and Most Backward Castes, or BC/OBC/MBC). While many caste
groups populate these census categories, the three most relevant groups (with the highest
population, wealth, and political influence) are the Vanniyars (in the North), the Thevars (in the
South), and the Gounders (in the West). Together, these non-Brahmin caste groups emerged in a
set of fragile alliances against Brahmanism, seeking to combat their disenfranchisement. Political
power and capital are unevenly distributed among Vanniyars, Thevars and Gounders. As a loose
alliance of castes mobilizing through the categories of ‘non-Brahmin’ and ‘Dravidian’ however,
they were able to populate party leadership in the AIADMK and DMK, demand that the state
increase their government job and educational quotas, and consolidate varying levels of
economic power through reservations, landholding, education, and investment in new industries.
Brahminical ideologies of purity and status persist, often through the adopted norms of
intermediate caste groups themselves. Further, the Brahmin/non-Brahmin divide is still highly
salient in many professional, cultural and state spaces in Tamil Nadu. From IT, to higher
education, to the arts and literature, to the courts and civil service, to the news media, Brahmins
invest tremendous capital to retain power. Yet the supremacy of Brahmins in electoral politics
has largely been undone by intermediate caste groups in the wake of Dravidian mobilization. The
distinction between Brahmin and non-Brahmin blocs, from which Dravidian political
mobilization emerged in the mid-20% century, is no longer the primary boundary of contestation
in electoral politics.

Instead, the distinction between intermediate caste and Dalit groups has become the
primary relation around which caste and power cohere in the electoral realm and in many

political-economic realms in Tamil Nadu (including agriculture). Even as intermediate caste
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ascension has been built on opposition to upper castes, it has also depended on the subordination
of lower castes. In the shadow of Dravidian politics, lower caste groups— historically understood
to be ‘untouchable,’ categorized as ‘Scheduled Castes’ (SC) in the state and national census
categories, and often self-identifying as ‘Dalits’ vis-a-vis their own political mobilization —
continued to be exploited. Within the category of ‘SC/ST’ or ‘Dalit,” the three primary sub-castes
are Paraiyars (in the North), Pallars (in the South), and Arunthathiyars (in the West).
Significantly, the exclusion of these three sub-castes was not simply a relegation to the
sidelines of the main action. Instead, intermediate caste status ascendance was inextricable from
active repression of Dalits: the exploitation of lower caste Dalit labor, the exclusion of Dalits
from landowning, the suppression of Dalit political claim-making, and the continued cultural
and religious marking of the Dalit as the perpetual low-status subject.** Dravidian parties have
certainly represented Dalits in a superficial way (through token elected officials, for example),
but as Hugo Gorringe points out, “the incorporation of Dalits into a system of state patronage
does not equate to an extension of democratic participation.”* Further, political leadership of the
new Dravidian parties, eager to maintain association with intermediate caste communities,
looked the other way when anti-Dalit violence broke out “in the DMK’s early bases in the state’s

northern regions, and in the strongholds of the [...] AIADMK in the southern and western
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regions.”*!
Dalit Mobilization in the 1990s: The Importance of Access to State Despite Economic Changes
In the 1990s, Dalits mobilized through their own electoral organizations, due to the
efforts of specific Dalit politicians and activists who have strategically mobilized their
communities through the frameworks of pro-Tamil, anti-religious, and rights-based discourse,
articulating their claims to resources and respect with reference to ‘Dalit’-ness specifically. This
shift in formal electoral representation was contemporaneous with the industrialization of Tamil
Nadu in the 1980s, Indian economic liberalization of the 1990s, and the expansion of state
welfare policies in Tamil Nadu. Even as caste-based reservation quotas in government
educational institutions and jobs helped intermediate caste groups like Thevars to advance, they
increased opportunities for individuals in the ‘SC/ST’ category to study and work. The continued
development of manufacturing and technological industries in Tamil Nadu has also increased
Dalit opportunities for economic mobility in the private sector, in part by allowing Dalits to
move outside of village agriculture and bonded labor to work in towns and cities. More recently,
the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, guaranteeing 100 days of paid work for rural
populations, has given many Dalits a more secure income, as well as more flexibility in choosing
work outside of the agricultural labor available through oppressive relations with local
landowners. Although there are pronounced limitations, Dalit workers who can commute to
towns and cities, or migrate more permanently, are more readily able to enter into work in which

their caste belonging is less significant.

4 Subramanian, Narendra. 25 October 2017. “When Voter Participation Surged and Party
Competition Sharpened”. https://www .outlookindia.com/magazine/story/when-voter-
participation-surged-and-party-competition-sharpened/299464.
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Such mobility has transformed the relationships of interdependence with proximate
dominant caste groups, but Dalit advancement through state welfare policy and economic
development has had significant limits. Firstly, positive transformations in the political economic
landscape are very unevenly implemented across Tamil Nadu’s districts. Economically, even as
agricultural ties loosen, employment alternatives are unevenly dispersed through the state, and
for some Dalits, ties to rural kin make long distance migration in search of industrial work
difficult and less profitable that simply continuing local agricultural fieldwork.*? In some areas,
the only available alternative to agricultural work is casualized small goods production in the
home, a process that requires Dalits to extract labor from their extended families, often resulting
in children being unable to go to school. In other areas where industrialization does offer jobs
within reach, economic success may lead to backlash from intermediate caste peers, as Dalits are
unable to escape their caste categorization even as they advance economically. Anti-Dalit
violence based on intermediate caste perceptions of Dalits as acting above their station is
common, and violence towards Dalits has risen significantly in the past ten years in a backlash
against perceived Dalit mobilization. Addressing such violence through the legal system is
difficult, as local police and courts are often populated by, or linked to, members of the local
intermediate caste.

This scenario makes Dalit access to state power essential. As Hugo Gorringe and Andrew

Wyatt have noted, access to even ‘guaranteed’ public resources is politically mediated — welfare

42 Carswell, Grace. 2013. “Dalits and Local Labour Markets in Rural India: Experiences from the
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goods in Tamil Nadu “are distributed through political networks, obtaining a caste certificate
often requires political intervention and the spatial pattern of resource distribution is influenced
by political activists.”*

Admittedly, grassroots organizing has in some ways allowed Dalit communities to share
resources and collectively mobilize in areas in which electoral party leadership is weak or non-
existent** —offering a different form of access to state power and resources. For example, while
intermediate castes throughout Tamil Nadu often maintain strong influence over local state
institutions, Arunthathiyar Dalits in the Western region of the state have had some success in
wielding the ‘Prevention of Atrocities Act,” a law designed specifically to address cases of anti-
Dalit violence. Their use of the law is primarily as a deterrent against further violence (local
intermediate caste Gounders worry about being prosecuted under this law), and as a tool for
increasing self-confidence and a sense of empowerment. In these ways, the PoA has been a
useful point of grassroots mobilization in the struggle for security and dignity —the
representation of Dalits as having access to legal power has shifted the balance between
Arunthathiyars and Gounders.

Yet cases booked under the PoA rarely result in a pro-Dalit ruling. As such, Dalits are
often forced to, or opt to, settle conflicts out of court through community ‘compromise,” which
most often involves a meager financial payout and an agreement to drop formal legal

proceedings. The failure of the PoA to result in pro-Dalit rulings in this way further illustrates
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the importance of access to the state apparatus for securing Dalit upward mobility, and the
salience of electoral politics for allowing robust access to state power.

For these reasons, the fight for legal change, for police and political office representation,
and for protection from violence, often still depends on the ability of Dalit organizations to
marshal resources beyond the scale of the hyperlocal —to stage mass protests, to organize state-
wide networks of legal support that can reach Dalits who are at risk of or subject to intermediate
caste violence, to negotiate with the dominant parties for Dalit appointments, to call on the police
superintendent or the state courts in response to specific incidents of violence, to put pressure on
emergent pro-Dalit legislation. Yet Dalit political leaders and activists face significant obstacles
in their attempts to secure access to state power within Tamil Nadu’s coalitional system of
electoral politics. Like all caste-based parties, parties that advocate for Dalit liberation, be they
Adhiyamaan’s Adhi Thamizhar Peravai (ATP) or Thirumavalavan’s Viduthalai Chiruthaigal
Katchi (VCK) must enter into alliances with the Dravidian parties of the AIADMK or DMK in
order to win elections and build their voter bases.

Further complicating matters, Dalit ascendance has been met with increased intermediate
caste opposition and organization. In 1989, the Vanniyars began to transform their caste
association into an electoral political party: The PMK. Led by the charismatic Dr. S. Ramadoss,
by 2001 they were powerful enough to ally with the AIADMK, and by 2004 they switched
allegiance to join with the DMK —helping the major Dravidian parties win seats in each of those
election years. Following these successes, Gounders in the 2000s also began to mobilize into
political parties, seeking representation for their own caste interests, and campaigning against
Dalit mobilization. With the rise of Dalit political mobilization and this intermediate caste

counter-mobilization, Dalit vs. non-Dalit caste-based bloc formation and contestation has
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become a driving force shaping Tamil political life through the present day. Neither the
AIADMK nor the DMK can win an election without entering into a coalition with one or more

of these smaller caste-based parties.

Caste Bloc Formation: Dalits and non-Dalits Contesting for State Power

Despite the caste-based origins of these parties, the membership and base of the modern
parties do not automatically emerge from their founding demographics. For example, many
Vanniyars reject the PMK and vote with AIADMK, and Dalits across Tamil Nadu seek
representation from a variety of parties beyond the VCK as well. Caste groups are mobilized as
electoral party bases and developed in the course of targeted campaigns, often in the lead-up to
an election cycle—these are projects of collective identification and action that can fail or
succeed. The markers around which a group publicly coheres are crucial not just to mobilize
members of the group, but to legitimize the group as a player to other caste groups. Mutual
recognition of other caste groups as partners in electoral coalition building (or simply as entitled
to make claims about the advancement of their own caste group) is therefore key to building
political and economic power in Tamil Nadu. Dalits have been able to shape caste politics in
Tamil Nadu by protesting and leveraging the Dalit vote, but the success of Dalit groups in
forming alliances with other groups depends in part on whether or not dominant caste groups
perceive the form of identification that Dalits use to be legitimate or illegitimate.

Since they emerge from a shared history of “non-Brahmin” (a coalition of
dominant and Dalit castes) assertion against Brahmins, dominant caste groups’ claims —
to capital, to pride—are legible to other dominant castes in Tamil Nadu as within the
bounds of what is reasonable. A shared ‘middle caste’ and ‘non-Brahmin’ identification

can even ground temporary solidarities between otherwise oppositional dominant caste
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groups for political or economic advancement. Dalit regional political parties are at certain points
able to co-organize with dominant caste groups as well —for example, in relation to sentiments
of Tamil pride (as the VCK recently has). However, Dalits are violently attacked when they
appeal to those same sentiments of pride at a different scale (for example, in a particular village
in which conflict with dominant caste groups is high), or when they appeal to the ‘wrong’
sentiment, one that violates the common-sense organization of sentiment, caste, and power that
other caste groups subscribe to. Rupa Viswanath examines one historical ground of this
‘common sense’ about caste sentiment— her work traces the development of a hegemonic order
in colonial and post-colonial Tamil Nadu, in which Dalit claims were steadily relegated to the
realm of ‘social’ reform, ‘cultural change’ and ‘mindset.’* As a result, Dalits became considered
unfit for, or even threatening to, the language of political claim-making and rights shared by
other caste actors. Dominant caste actors, she suggests, thereby circumscribed the range of
‘genuine’ and legitimate Dalit sentiments and motives in order to exclude Dalit claims to
resources.

Particular representations of group belonging must have affective resonance for members
of a projected group in order to mobilize them in one direction or another, to legitimate the
exclusion of others, and to legitimate a social order in which one’s own group receives resources
that others don’t (for example, special reservations in government jobs). At the same time, these
group identities have to appear within the realm of ‘common sense’ proposals for a broader
audience beyond the caste group itself —they must be in line with hegemonic norms, or they

must become the basis of a new hegemony, as happened with the rise of Dravidianism itself in

4 Viswanath, Rupa. 2014. The Pariah Problem : Caste, Religion, and the Social in Modern
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the mid-20" century.

Caste Relationality and Shared Arenas of Power

In considering the present moment of Dalit-dominant caste contestation in Tamil Nadu,
we can ask: what is the relationship between the sentiments and identifications around
which Dalit electoral politics is organized and mobilized, and those that ground dominant
caste organizing and mobilization? How are they linked in a shared arena of contestation?

In their concern to show that caste hierarchy is not fixed but flexible and
contestable, many scholarly analyses of the mobility of a single caste do not take into
account the ways in which the ascendance of some castes is necessarily predicated on the
increased repression of others. Many of the major 20" and 21st century monographs on
individual non-Dalit castes consider the movement of a particular caste group—such as
Nadar, Chettiar, or Gounder--‘upwards.’#¢ Yet there is a near absence of analysis of the
extent to which Nadar, Chettiar, and Gounder ascendance to become ‘dominant’ castes
relied on, and continues to rely on, relationships with, and suppression of, lower caste
groups, including Dalits. They do not examine the fundamentally relational nature of the
ascendance of one caste—the way that hegemonic arenas of contestation form around
multiple caste groups that contest for status and power in particular regions. Significantly,
they also tend to underplay the ways in which access to state power, which has shaped

the upwardly mobile trajectories of non-Brahmin castes in Tamil Nadu, has functioned in

46 Chari, Sharad. 2004. Fraternal Capital. Stanford: Stanford University Press; Hardgrave,
Robert. 2006. The Nadars of Tamilnadu: the Political Culture of a Community in Change. New
Delhi: Ajay Kumar Jain for Manohar Publishers and Distributors; Rudner, David. 1994. Caste
and Capitalism in Colonial India: the Nattukottai Chettiars. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

44



relation to Dalit disenfranchisement.

In his review of the literature in Dalit Studies, Ramnarayan Rawat notes that a
body of literature focused specifically on Dalits grew, somewhat isolated from the
broader scholarship on the caste ‘system,’ through the 1960s and 1970s.*” This literature
spans a variety of topics, but Rawat highlights two major foci: first, ethnographic work
inquiring as to whether Dalits held the same beliefs as ‘Caste Hindus’ (non-Dalits), including
adherence to hierarchical values and sentiments. Second, analyses of the multiple modes of
locally specific political mobilization through which Dalit movements in different parts of India
have organized and made claims to the state for political and economic resources and rights.
These include multiple strategies, including Dalit claims to universal citizenship, rights-claims
based on a specific history of stigma that warrants special treatment from the state, and
conversion to Buddhism (with the community orientation to a form of Buddhist dignity and
belonging that Hinduism makes impossible). Each of these research foci identified by Rawat
converge on at least one point: the question of different scales of identification in relation to
which Dalits organize collective belonging and achieve increased access to political and
€COoNnomic resources.

Even as this scholarship documents important successes for Dalit movements, however, it
also suggests the extent to which Dalits have been unable to maintain a hold on political and
economic resources as middle castes do, in large part because of the actions of these castes and
their political outfits. When Dalits identify explicitly as a collective (as in mass protest or

political parties), they are subject to violence and constraint from dominant caste groups acting
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within the purview of the state (or outside of it, with its tacit consent). Dominant caste
people pose a significant threat to those Dalits (whether individuals, a small group, or an
entire sub-caste) who attempt to advance their group’s wellbeing beyond what dominant
castes perceive to be their station.*. This scholarship brings back into view the relational
nature of ‘mobility’ of any one caste group, and the ways that access to state power
shapes the constraints of subordinated groups to publicly organize.

At the same time, non-Dalit reactions to Dalit mobilization are insufficiently
explained as ‘backlash.” Much of the literature on economic and political development
and Dalit upward mobility in the 1990s and early 2000s frames this relational power
dynamic as dominant caste ‘backlash.’#® ‘Backlash’ is explained almost as a natural
reaction to the advancement of Dalits, as if dominant caste groups would necessarily or
obviously feel anger or wounded pride and act out violently simply because they are in
power. ‘Backlash,” however, is always structured, historical, and takes a particular shape

and form at different moments in time.

Inter-caste Marriage, the PMK and VCK
2010s: Intercaste Marriage and Dalit- non-Dalit Electoral Relations
The remainder of this chapter centers on the relationship between two Tamil political

parties, the Dalit-led VCK and the Vanniyar-exclusive PMK, prior to and following anti-
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Dalit violence perpetrated by dominant caste Vanniyars in Dharmapuri in 2012. Dharmapuri is
widely understood to be causally related to the inter-caste marriage between a Vanniyar woman
and a Dalit man—the violence a reaction or backlash to the marriage. This chapter expands the
scope of analysis beyond ‘backlash’ to examine a shared arena of contestation between the PMK
and VCK that existed prior to Dharmapuri, contextualized Dharmapuri in terms of a specific set
of meanings of caste and gender, and persists to this day.

In this section I analyze the relationship between the VCK and PMK from the early
2000s to the present. I follow PMK mobilization during (and in response to) the events at
Dharmapuri, VCK responses, and the production of a political common sense about the
relationship between voluntariness, gender and caste. First, I explain how the two caste blocs
came to distinguish themselves with respect to gender, and how this distinction was not
automatically given by their caste identifications, but was instead a political project forged in
relation to one another’s positions, as evidenced by their early alignment and subsequent
divergence on ‘women’s safety.” Second, I emphasize that the PMK mobilization of violence at
Dharmapuri reveals the co-constitution of gender and political economy in caste-contestation
between Vanniyars and Dalits—that concerns about ‘inter-caste marriage’ became indexically
linked to issues of capital and state resource access. Third, I argue that following Dharmapuri,
the PMK made efforts to center the ‘choice’ of dominant caste women as the key in their critique
of the marriages of Dalit men and non-Dalit women. Focusing on ‘choice,” and casting doubt on
the voluntariness of all inter-caste marriages, allowed them to re-frame the untouchability line as
a question not of untouchability but of concern over individual rights —deeply reinscribing the
line in a way that provides cover for casteism. This was an extension of Vanniyar efforts to un-

mark their own subcaste interests, while marking Dalit political actors as somehow uniquely
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motivated by caste interests. Finally, I show that resulting context of contestation is one in
which ‘choice’ in inter-caste marriage has remained a topic of concern and mobilization for
both inter-caste marriage detractors and supporters, trapping anti-caste leaders and enticing

anti-caste progressives in what I will at the end of this chapter suggest is a losing debate.

PMK and VCK

PMK stands for Pattali Makkal Katchi, or “Working Peoples’ Party.” It was formed
in 1989 by S. Ramadoss. The PMK emerged directly out of the Vanniyar Sangam, a 1970s
caste-based community association for the Vanniyar sub-caste, a dominant caste group living
primarily in Western and Northern Tamil Nadu. The Vanniyar Sangam had fought for the
Tamil Nadu state government to institute educational and job reservations for Vanniyars
specifically in 1987, with their protests involving extensive violence against Dalits. To this
day, the primary constituency of the PMK, its linked electoral party, are Vanniyars, While
the PMK claims it is not a caste-centered party, its mobilizing efforts and propaganda suggest
otherwise. The party speaks out for Vanniyar and dominant caste community interests
explicitly —including a continued focus on special reservations in education and employment
for the Vanniyar caste. PMK candidates are almost always Vanniyars, and the party is
famous for their longstanding slogan: “Vanniyar votes are for Vanniyars.”

VCK stands for Viduthulai Chiruthaigal Katchi, translated as “Liberation Panther
Party.” The party emerged from the DPI (Dalit Panthers Iyyakkam, or Dalit Panthers Party)
which was formed by Dalit activists and leaders as an anti-caste social movement in 1982.
Since 1990, it has been led by Thol. Thirumavalavan (as the DPI), and it has contested
elections as the VCK since 1999. VCK is sometimes framed as a party centered purely on

“Dalit interests.” However, unlike the PMK, VCK propaganda materials do not claim ‘Dalit
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votes are for Dalits,” but instead espouse a broad anti-caste progressive vision for Tamil Nadu
that they encourage any person to sign onto, even as it speaks to the particularities of Dalit
oppression and struggle.®® The VCK runs many Dalit candidates, but also runs non-Dalit
candidates in different constituencies. The vast majority of these candidates are men. While it
centers an anti-caste agenda, the VCK has managed a careful balancing act of scaling multiple
interests in their campaigns and strategies — their approach combines multiple Tamil political
traditions, linking a tradition of Dalit community organizing and critiques of power to
Dravidianism and secular rationalism, aiming towards universal liberatory goals.

In Tamil electoral politics, both the PMK and VCK have contested elections as
standalone parties as well as through coalitions with the two major Dravidian parties that have
managed to control the state—the DMK and the AIADMK. The PMK is a key mover in Tamil
political history because the party managed to instate a new kind of caste-politics within the
context of broader, supposedly anti-caste, Dravidian political mobilization.”! Dominant caste
interests have always been at the forefront of the AIADMK and DMK, even before the formation
of smaller, caste-specific regional parties like the PMK or its Gounder and Thevar equivalent. In
any given region of Tamil Nadu, both AIADMK and DMK regularly run candidates who belong
to the appropriate regional dominant caste, as part of their strategy to win seats.

The playing field changed with the emergence of the PMK. As Gorringe puts it, in the

70s, the PMK “evaporated residual appeals to non-Brahmin unity by flagging up the issue of
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relative caste deprivation.”> PMK brought caste explicitly to the fore and campaigned on it
aggressively and openly, initiating a wave of fringe caste-based parties that rally a base through
claims that their particular subcaste has been deprived and neglected within the broader
Dravidian political landscape. Despite the particularity of these claims and this collective
identification, a party like the PMK can still ally with the two larger Dravidian parties--larger
parties already often run Vanniyar candidates in areas of Tamil Nadu with a large Vanniyar
population >

Despite significant differences in ideology and political maneuver, the VCK’s
development was undoubtedly shaped by the necessity of maneuvering within a caste-based
context already shaped by the PMK and other caste-based parties. They have worked to carve
a space for a more liberatory politics, even while working within the confines of increasingly
caste-inflected party formation.** Unlike the PMK, the VCK struggles to run Dalit candidates
in general electoral positions in their alliance politics with the AIADMK and DMK,
particularly because their candidates are often limited to smaller percentage of positions
already reserved for Dalits. The PMK’s ability to toggle between universality and

particularity is also one that is denied to Dalits in the context of contemporary Dravidian
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coalition are allotted a certain number of seats for their candidates to run for office. The more
seats a small party can secure in the coalition, the more power they will have in the Assembly
and in future elections.

>4 Gorringe, Hugo. 2017. Panthers in Parliament :Dalits, Caste, and Political Power in South
India. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.
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politics, even though the VCK has risen in power over the last decade. The PMK can leverage
both particularity and universality because of their place within a representational complex of
Dravidian politics that favors intermediate castes (the “non-Brahmin”) as emblematic of the
region and its political milieu as a whole. In contrast, even though the VCK clearly grounds its
political statements in universalist aspirations to improve the lives of all Tamil people, it is
regularly marked as a party of solely Dalit interests. Some critics of the VCK assert that the party
is not radical enough and is too responsive and deferential to the major Dravidian parties and

non-Brahmin constituencies, though others point out that this is the nature of electoral
politics® and the coalitional demands of electoral politics in Tamil Nadu.

One node of this debate about compromise and coalition building has focused on the gender

politics of the PMK and VCK, which I elaborate on in the followings section.

Caste-Gender Issues and the Two Parties

Anthropologists and historians have written at length about the ways that discourses of
gender and sexuality are embedded in Tamil political life, from colonial era discourses that
centered ‘vulnerable’ or ‘deviant” women as objects of state and “community” management,’ to
contemporary identification with ‘honor’ and ‘valor’ as putatively masculine values for men
across caste groups.’® Among the many themes it addresses, this literature notably emphasizes

the inextricability of sexuality and gender from the making of an imagined Tamil polity, and the

35 Sreenivas, Mytheli. 2008. Wives, Widows, and Concubines : the Conjugal Family Ideal in
Colonial India. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

%6 Gorringe, Hugo. 2018. “Afterword: Gendering Caste: Honor, Patriarchy and Violence.” South
Asia Multidisciplinary Academic Journal 19 (19); Damodaran, Karthikeyan, and Hugo Gorringe.
2017. “Madurai Formula Films: Caste Pride and Politics in Tamil Cinema,” June. SAMAIJ; S.
Anandhi. 2005. “Sex and Sensibility in Tamil Politics.” Economic and Political Weekly 40 (47):
48-76.
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mobilization of groups within it. This process is especially clear in the shared histories of the
VCK and PMK.

The VCK and PMK are presently understood in popular discourse to be diametrically
opposed on the question of women’s issues— with the VCK in the feminist position and the
PMK a more conservative and patriarchal institution. This is particularly evident in recent public
conversations about the Manusmriti, in which the VCK has pointed out the patriarchal themes of
this foundational Hindu text and called for its destruction, and the PMK has defended it.
However, the VCK and PMK’s public articulations of women’s issues—and even caste
issues— were not always so obviously divergent. As early as 2001, when the VCK was still
the DPI, Thirumavalavan gave an interview that indicated he was clear on Ramadoss’
political objective and was in fact critical of Ramdoss’ goal to unite all Vanniyars under a

single banner and center a single caste identity in his political organizing. He indicated he
thought Ramadoss would succeed’’, but that he did not approve of the approach or its goal.

At the same time, as Tamil political coalition building often requires of small parties, the
VCK and PMK were united in a strategic alliance throughout the early 2000s. This also
required, it seems, some public alignment in their approaches to gender politics.

In the lead up to the 2006 elections, the DPI and PMK pursued an alliance. In 2005,

they came together to form the ‘Tamil Protection Movement,” which focused on Tamil

women’s honor.*® This group formed as a protest of comments made by Khushboo, a famous

37 “The PMK Is Dangerous to the Country, to Democracy and the People.”” Round Table India
July 12, 2013. https://www.roundtableindia.co.in/the-pmk-is-dangerous-to-the-country-to-
democracy-and-the-people/.

38 “Khushboo Should ‘Talk about Safe Sex’ and Not ¢ Premarital Sex” Says Minister,”
Medindia. November 25, 2005. https://www.medindia.net/news/view_news_main.asp?x=5928;
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Tamil actress, who spoke publicly about normalizing pre-marital sex. People filed cases against
Khushboo, claiming she was not only insulting women, but that girls would be encouraged to

elope—and that this could be a threat to the safety and wellbeing of Tamil women —although
these cases would ultimately be dismissed several years after the controversy began.*® In the

meantime, the DPI and PMK joined together to criticize Khushboo’s statements of women’s

sexual desire, and defend the ‘dignity’ of Tamil women, an investment in chastity and Tamil
gender values of women’s “protection” that the DPI had earlier seemed to reject.*

A few years before the Khushboo incident, in 2003, Murugesan, a Dalit man, and
Kannagi, a Vanniyar woman, were murdered publicly in Cuddalore district by Kannagi’s family,
on account of their inter-caste union. The VCK’s role then was less of a public facing one, and
while protests were conducted, there was no mass campaign for justice launched at the time at
the level of the later response to Dharmapuri.

Senior leadership of the party was accused of negotiating behind the scenes for a settlement
and not openly fighting for justice through the courts, a common allegation documented in my
own fieldwork interviews with human rights lawyers and NGO directors from 2015 to the
present, but also recorded by scholars of the VCK. These claims are also documented in the work
of Hugo Gorringe, who notes such allegations as part of intra-party ambivalence regarding the

party’s past practices from the early 2000s. He also records the counter-arguments of cadres,

S. Anandhi. 2005. ‘Sex and Sensibility in Tamil Politics’, Economic and Political Weekly
(EPW), 40(47): 48-76.

5 Times of India “SC Quashes ‘pre-Marital Sex’ Cases against Khushboo” April 28, 2010.
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/sc-quashes-pre-marital-sex-cases-against-
khushboo/articleshow/5867135.cms.
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which explain the appearance of behind-the-scenes work by pointing out that the VCK faced

limitations of funding that restricted its public-facing activities.5! Tamil scholar Stalin Rajangam
has discussed how caste violence happened in Tamil Nadu during the period of early 2000s DPI
and PMK coalition building. He argues that the DPI was “silent because of the alliance.”*> Even

as late as 2011, only one year before the events at Dharmapuri, Thirumavalavan presented
Ramdoss the Ambedkar Award for his public activism, and both leaders publicly called for
Dalit-Vanniyar unity.%

None of this is to make a claim as to VCK leadership’s ‘true’ opinions on women or
caste liberation, including their approach to Kannagi and Murugesan’s murder. Yet these
events and subsequent critiques underscore the extent to which VCK’s public-facing
strategies have been shaped by the battle to cement alliances and other exigencies of electoral
politics, both in the recent past and continuing into the present day. The public articulation of
the views of the party on gender and caste is not a given—different approaches can be
mobilized at different times and used as a tool in bloc formation and contestation. It is in the

light of this history of the VCK (formerly the DPI) and PMK that the events of Dharmapuri

6! Indian Express Tamil. “&6uu160018) - (Lp (5C&H& 63T QaMemev auLp&&H 6L GuifLd GCueoTmym
S(BLOMeUETEUET? FJFeEILLD eTleung(LpLd,” October 4, 2021.

https://tamil.indianexpress.com/tamilnadu/kannagi-murugesan-murder-case-did-negotiate-
thirumavavalan-controversy-and-debates-350465/; Gorringe, Hugo, "The ‘Sewer of Politics’?

Corruption, Co-optation, and Compromise', Panthers in Parliament: Dalits, Caste, and Political
Power in South India.2017. New Delhi: Oxford University Press.

2 Gorringe, Hugo, ‘Symbolism Over Substance? Symbols, Space, and Power ', Panthers in
Parliament: Dalits, Caste, and Political Power in South India. 2017. New Delhi: Oxford
University Press.

63 “>OBCs, Dalits Must Unite for Social Change,”” The New Indian Express, June 29, 2011.
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social-change-267512 .html.
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and its aftermath stand out—it was after Dharmapuri that there was a major public split between
the parties that leveraged the question of gender in caste relations, a split in which each party’s
leadership explicitly tried to frame the Dalit vs. Vanniyar issue in relation to marriage, and

specifically to gender.

Events at Dharmapuri

In 2012, Divya (a 20-year-old Vanniyar woman studying to become a nurse) and
Ilavarasan (a 23-year-old Dalit man who had recently been recruited to the state police)
married after two years of courtship. They were found out, and a public meeting with over
200 people—most of them belonging to the Vanniyar caste—was held at the local
panchayat, with PMK Vanniyar politicians making public threats to harm local Dalits if Divya was
not returned to her family in two days. Attempts were made to see if Divya would return home to
her parents. Divya insisted on staying with Ilavarasan. The same day as she communicated this to
her family, her father was found dead in his home, purportedly having hung himself.

Following his death, a large group of Vanniyars (including both men and women)
descended upon three Dalit colonies within Dharmapuri district, including Ilavarasan’s home
village: Annanagar, Natham, and old and new Kondampatti. Dalit residents of these villages
were forced to flee, and when they returned, found their possessions destroyed. Vanniyars had
looted Dalit homes and then burned them, stealing and destroying Dalit property and wealth,

including motor vehicles. Even textbooks and government certificates —signs and instruments of
education and achievement—were destroyed.** Months later, in June of 2013, after a habeas

corpus case filed in the court, and after learning of her father’s suicide, Divya returned home that

64 R. Tlangovan. “Caste Fury” Frontline. December 14, 2012.
https://frontline.thehindu.com/social-issues/article30168620.ece.
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July. After Divya returned home, in July of 2013, Ilavarasan was found dead, with the
official investigation marking it a suicide—a state commission finding that has been
vehemently contested by many activists, who argue that his death was a covered-up
murder. No one has yet been convicted for the violence conducted in Dharmapuri in
2012, or for Ilavarasan’s death. In the days, months and years following both the violence
in Dharmapuri and Ilavarasan’s death, the PMK and VCK have battled in the public
sphere, each condemning the other and calling for state inquiries into the others’ role.
Explaining Dharmapuri

The atrocity in Dharmapuri received extensive news coverage. Many public analyses
of the violence in Dharmapuri understood it as a dominant caste backlash to Divya and
Ilavarasan’s inter-caste marriage, situating it within a longer history of honor killings and
community-targeted violence following Dalit/non-Dalit marriages in Tamil Nadu and
elsewhere in India. In this reading, the focus is on patriarchy as an unchanging root of caste
conflict—the explanation being that dominant castes treat their women as property and view
Dalit men’s attentions as defiling and requiring murder in response to cleanse the social of a
transgressive act. A major focus of popular discourse on anti-Dalit violence in the wake of
inter-caste marriages focuses on honor killings of couples, individuals, or bodily violence
committed against Dalits for daring to love across caste lines. In fact, throughout the seven
years of my research on caste and marriage in Tamil Nadu, when I have expressed interest in
learning more about inter-caste marriages, I have repeatedly been told that I “must be
interested in studying honor killings.” But the mob in 2012 in Dharmapuri did not
specifically seek out the couple. It set out to destroy Dalit property and homes, including in

villages unrelated to Ilavarasan’s family. This is not easily explained by a focus on patterns
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of ‘honor killing’ or an obsession with eliminating the couple or the Dalit husband alone.
Other accounts centered on the economic explanation. Dharmapuri was clearly a planned
riot, focused specifically on property and commodities destruction, by Vanniyars from the

broader region. It wrecked Dalit economic mobility and intra-village caste relations hyper-
locally.In this framing, the violence in Dharmapuri district was a Vanniyar reaction to recent

upward mobility among Dalits across villages, with Divya and Ilavarasan’s union forming an
excuse for violence that actually had its root in economic causes. Scholars and activists,
including Anand Teltumbe, who has published perhaps the most detailed fact-finding report on
the event, have pointed more specifically to the fact that the rioters had clearly planned to
destroy property and assets, to argue that the events were not so much an organic or spur of the
moment ‘backlash’ response to Divya and Ilavarasan, but part of a broader economic strategy by
PMK Vanniyars, tailored to a specific historical moment.®> Teltumbe’s report argues that it was
not inter-caste marriage that caused Dharmapuri —instead it was a carefully planned survival
strategy for a Vanniyar political party in response to its electoral losses, and in response to
Vanniyar economic decline.

At the same time, Teltumbe points out that PMK leader Kaduvetti Guru’s political
oratory regarding inter-caste marriage and Dalits only a few months before Dharmapuri was
directly relevant to mobilizing Vanniyars to violence. Teltumbe’s report details this for instance:
that during the mob’s ransacking of the villages, the cries of Vanniyars demanding to know why
Dalits believed they should have consumer goods were accompanied with cries demanding to

know why Dalits believed they could have Vanniyar women. Though the riot was clearly not a

¢ Teltumbe, Anand. “Attack On Dalits Of Dharmapuri: A Fact Finding Report”,
Countercurrents.org, December 6, 2012. https://www.countercurrents.org/teltumbde061212.htm.
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spur of the moment action, and while it was focused on property destruction instead of the
couple themselves, the fact remains: the rhetoric of gender, sexual relationship, and

transgressions of endogamous conjugality was clearly braided into the successful mobilization of
a large group of Vanniyars so quickly.

Yet it is clear that the attacks at Dharmapuri raise questions that extend beyond the
reasons behind the mobilization of a violent mob, particularly because the PMK has kept up
the question of inter-caste marriage in the years since. By doing so, it has drawn the specific
violent event into discourses through the present day, long after it ruined the economic
prospects of the Dalits of Dharmapuri and long after the separation of Divya and Ilavarasan.
In order to fully understand the enduring significance of Dharmapuri, we need to explain not
only how the events and rhetoric were mobilizing to a Vanniyar in-group that enacted lasting
violence, but also the broader effects of these events in Dalit-Vanniyar caste contestation as
time went on.

In this sense, while Dharmapuri was likely part of a broader plan for political
consolidation, the question remains of why it was inter-caste marriage that successfully
catalyzed this event and led to lasting discourse about it— ‘successful’ here meaning that the
mob took up violence, but also that the rhetoric around inter-caste marriage that emerged
during Dharmapuri has persisted into electoral political discussion in the present day. Small-
group texts and speeches to party members routinely include all kinds of horrific statements
about Dalits, even as the PMK’s public facing rhetoric—which it circulates on TV or in the
press as it presents itself to a broader audience —rarely explicitly denigrates Dalit wealth
accumulation or economic mobility. It has heavily emphasized themes of protecting

Vanniyar women and Vanniyar families, and fighting Vanniyar ‘victimization’ at the hands
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of Dalits.

Hugo Gorringe and others emphasize that ‘untouchability’ —defined not only as a
question of the ascription of bodily purity and impurity, but more capaciously as caste-based
exclusion from goods, spaces, and opportunities—finds new forms as political economy changes
in Tamil Nadu. In the next sections, I argue that the PMK brought together two forms of

untouchability: exclusion from public goods and spaces, and prohibitions on inter-marriage and
conjugality, activating the link between the two forms to mobilize their base. This tracks with

something that scholars of caste and gender have argued for decades: gender and sexuality are
always central to caste’s political-economic operations, not epiphenomenal —albeit configured
differently at historically specific moments.

For example, the violence at Dharmapuri not only destroyed Dalit property and sent a
warning to the community about inter-caste marriages, but re-inscribed forms of caste control
over labor and space. It forced upwardly mobile Dalit men to return to the village to rebuild their
lives and protect their families, pulling them back from profitable work in other cities and towns
to be trapped again in hyper-local caste relationality. One specific area, Natham colony village,
remained isolated and affected for years after the attacks, with residents finding it difficult to get
work or resources. 5

Beyond its specific effects on the villages in Dharmapuri, PMK rhetoric about inter-caste
marriage has extended to shape electoral political contestation across the state as well. The PMK

project found an afterlife following 2012 and has expanded into a logic that other dominant

6 Srinivasan, Sarayu. “Four years after caste violence, Natham colony’s residents can’t just
move on with their lives” The News Minute. April 16, 2016.
https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/four-years-after-caste-violence-natham-colony-s-
residents-can-t-just-move-their-lives-41723.
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castes took up, often forcing Dalit political leaders had to respond in kind. This
circumscription of the field of political contestation shapes political options for the VCK to
this day, even as the PMK manages to claim that their anti-VCK mobilization is not anti-
Dalit. The PMK achieved this by connecting concern with women’s consent, choice, and
safety (universally palatable concerns that appear unmarked by caste) with the specific

situation of dominant caste women marrying Dalit men.
Intercaste Marriage and the Centering of ‘Choice’

PMK and the Politics of Choice

Following Dharmapuri, PMK and VCK leadership have continued to address both
these events and the larger question of inter-caste marriage through speeches to their own
cadres, and in speeches and interviews on Tamil news channels, which are then circulated
on YouTube and WhatsApp. Most prominently, addresses by PMK’s Ramdoss and
VCK’s Thirumavalavan are circulated as representative of their respective parties’ views.
News sites often frame this as a conversation between PMK and VCK officials, either
quoting from each party’s speeches or asking for comments in response — for example,
asking Ravikumar and another PMK official to comment on the court’s decision to rule
Ilavarasan’s death a suicide, and then pitting their opinions against each other.*’

Notably, the violence also forced PMK leaders to neutralize the potential
ramifications of previous rhetoric. In the lead up to Dharmapuri earlier in 2012, Vanniyar

leaders were explicit in calling for an end to marriages between Vanniyar women and

¢ Thanthi TV. “Ravikumar (VCK) & Balu (PMK) view about Dharmapuri Ilavarasan Case
Verdict”. YouTube Video. 1:42. February 21, 2017.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0TYAOSHItpM.
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Dalit men, arguing that they were opposed to it because Vanniyar women had been specifically
“targeted,”’®® as if an ‘unplanned’ wave of inter-caste marriages with Dalit men would have been
perfectly acceptable to them. Following Dharmapuri, Ramadoss’ immediate reaction to being
asked to comment on the violence was to blame everyone but the PMK and Vanniyar, despite
extensive evidence of Vanniyar involvement, and despite the fact that PMK public speeches
about inter-caste marriages had preceded the violence. He variously claimed that some Dalits had
burned their own homes for publicity, that the VCK was ultimately responsible, and that DMK
and AIADMK had sent their own people to the mob such that claiming it as a Vanniyar project
was unfair.

However, while maintaining Vanniyars were not involved in the violence, Ramadoss
continued his framing of inter-caste marriage as a dire problem throughout 2012. He asserted
that there was a dangerous pattern taking place in which Dalit men use flashy consumer goods,
SMSs, and false words of love to seduce and dupe wealthy dominant caste women into marriage.
A week after Dharmapuri, he also claimed that the problem of these marriages, in which women
are duped somehow after getting married, was a “regular problem in the Northern districts.”®

Again in December of 2012, he made similar remarks, adding that pop cultural portrayals of love

8 Vikatan TV. “Kaduvetti Guru's Controversial speech at Mahabalipuram PMK meeting - Junior
Vikatan.” YouTube Video. 10:18. April 28, 2013.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kbdhHQCISIw&t=278s ; Chakra, “Gl6UL_lq. H6TEHMIS...
&1E 2_cwijeneu Gevug.ul STHGaIL LG &6 g moedeolgd Gumederv aups@GLILS 6.

May 7, 2012. https://tamil.oneindia.com/news/2012/05/17/tamilnadu-case-filed-against-
kaduvetti-guru-mamallapuram-154122 .html.

6 “Ramadoss Joins Issue with VCK on Dharmapuri Violence” The New Indian Express.
November 18, 2012. https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/tamil-
nadu/2012/nov/18/ramadoss-joins-issue-with-vck-on-dharmapuri-violence-425722 .html.

61



marriage were also influencing young girls.”” That same month, the New Indian Express
reported him as having stated at a large press conference: “A few sub-castes among the
75 notified sub-castes of Schedule Castes (SC) are encouraging SC youths to go in for
inter-caste marriages. In the name of love, they are threatening the families of the girls
for money.”"!

The objectionable aspect of inter-caste marriage, in these framings, was not that they
transgressed caste boundaries, but that they came about through improper means —based on the
wrong motives from Dalit men who are pushed by Dalit politicians, and improperly consented to
by vulnerable and easily influenced or coerced dominant caste women. Even when his son and
PMK Youth Wing leader Anbumani Ramadoss took to speaking to reporters about the
PMK in 2013, the same line remained. In an in-depth interview with The Hindu Centre,
A. Ramadoss argued, “We are not against Dalits. We were never against them and in
future too we are not going to be against Dalits. We are very clear on that. We are only
going against the VCK founded by Thol. Thirumavalavan.””? Later in the interview, he
claimed the PMK had done extensive work for Dalits, but that the VCK specifically was

a problem for Vanniyars and all other dominant castes:

ONDTV, “PMK chief's anti-Dalit remarks spark outrage.” YouTube Video. 2:38. December 3,
2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ygmbvskC 8.

"I “Ramadoss Challenges Dravidian, Left Parties on Intercaste Marriage.” The New Indian
Express. December 21, 2012. https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/tamil-
nadu/2012/dec/21/ramadoss-challenges-dravidian-left-parties-on-intercaste-marriage-
435689.html.

2 M. R. Venkatesh, “‘It’s Social Engineering, Not Caste Politics’, Asserts Anbumani
Ramadoss,” The Hindu Centre for Politics and Public Policy, May 28,2013,
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We are also not against the concept of ‘love marriages’. But what the VCK has been up
to— we know it because we are in the field — as it happened in a village in Dharmapuri
district last year, they have made love — not necessarily between a Dalit boy and an upper
caste girl — into a business, allegedly extorting huge money from people depending on
their social status to ‘get back’ their respective daughters home. It is such enacted love
marriages that we oppose. It is not just Vanniyars, but people from almost all
communities including Thevars, Nadars, Chettiyars, Naidus, Vellala Gounders,
Reddiyars and Brahmins who have been affected by this.”

Importantly, this speech highlights the PMK’s attempt to produce a shared interest
between Vanniyars and other non-Dalit—not just non-Brahmin—castes. Yet what is also
notable about PMK leaders’ public statements on inter-caste marriages following
Dharmapuri is that the primary focus is on the question of ‘consent’ to ‘authentic’ marriage. His
issue, ostensibly, is not about ‘love’ but about ‘fake love.” This logic resonates with decades-
long Hindu paranoia about “love jihad” in other regions of India— the notion that marriages
between Muslim men and Hindu women are not based on an ‘authentic’ love or motive, but
rather that Muslim men are seeking to trick Hindu women into marriage to forcibly convert
them —an improper motive and an improper method of securing the union.

The public objections of the PMK to inter-caste marriage are thus framed in terms of Dalit
men’s improperly motivated undue influence over the fragile dominant caste woman subject. Of
course, the proof of the dominant caste woman’s lack of capacity is a tautology. She chooses a
Dalit husband, which is a sign of her inability to choose; she is unable to choose properly and

therefore she chooses a Dalit husband. Her presumed incompetence is an indictment of her

chosen partner (a Dalit). And her chosen partner (a Dalit) is an indictment of her competence. It

3 M. R. Venkatesh, “‘It’s Social Engineering, Not Caste Politics’, Asserts Anbumani
Ramadoss,” The Hindu Centre for Politics and Public Policy, May 28,2013,
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further justifies dominant caste moral accusations of Dalit men— what kind of person would take
advantage of a person so naive?

While this rhetoric started circulating before Dharmapuri, it escalated in the aftermath
and has extended to the present day. In 2016, in the direct lead up to elections Ramdoss was still
ringing the same bell,’”* even as he also publicly claimed that the PMK has never been
against inter-caste marriages in general, and that he personally condemns honor killings.”
PMK leaders and youth members in 2016 were reported to have mirrored this logic,
linking inter-caste marriages to the question of women’s safety and free choice. For
example, in a May 2016 report in The Wire, a Vanniyar youth is quoted as saying,
“Intercaste marriage is a strategy by Thirumavalavan to make Dalits take our wealth.”’¢

Throughout these assertions is a political economic claim: Dalit men, guided by
the VCK, coercively extract money from dominant caste families after initiating inter-
caste love affairs with their daughters. What exactly this means is unclear—whether the
allegation here is that money is demanded in exchange for annulment of a marriage
(extortion), whether men threaten to release photos and texts of a women unless paid
(blackmail), or if it is simply some kind of undue emotional ‘pressure’ that would
motivate a woman to provide her new lover or husband with money. All three of these

‘explanations’ (extortion, blackmail, pressure) aim, I argue, to link the romantic

74 “Ramdoss Vulgarly Scolding Inter Caste Lovers,” YouTube Video, 3:13, October 5, 2016.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OPdADAzG3bc.

> Thanthi TV. “PMK is not an enemy for Love and Intercaste Marriages- Ramadoss,” YouTube
Video, 0:41, March 15, 2016. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R XKIu3bNCtQ.

76 “Jeans, ‘Love Drama’ and the Electoral Spoils of Tamil Nadu’s Hidden Caste Wars,” The
Wire. May 6, 2016. https://thewire.in/politics/tamil-nadus-hidden-caste-wars.
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relationship (and dominant caste perceptions of improper extraction of value through ‘forced’-
because-improper kinship) with material threat (the non-consensual ‘theft’ of money from the
dominant caste family to a caste outsider). The allegations concretize a general boogeyman of
improper wealth outflow from upper to lower castes in the form of specific claims of fraud in
marriage. Considering the claims in this way perhaps helps to resolve an apparent
contradiction—that even as Vanniyars claim Dalits seek Vanniyar wealth through marriage, they
also claim that Dalits are already wealthier than impoverished Vanniyars through reservation and
political economic development. These two claims seem incompatible: if Dalits are wealthier,
why would they need to take money from poor Vanniyars? Thinking about these claims as
operating in parallel may resolve this contradiction.

The political-economic and the conjugal are linked in this discourse, but another
important feature of these claims is that they consistently call on the state to intervene. Not only
does the PMK blame Dalits—and accuse the VCK of teaching Dalit men to engage in such
‘fraudulent’ actions —but it also has called for state law to increase ‘protections’ for ‘women’ —
functionally, the dominant caste women of their communities. Notably, these ‘protections’ do
not simply include calls to Vanniyar parents to keep their daughters at home. They also involve
public campaigns for a change to age of consent laws, and the intervention of the police and state
investigators in preventing inter-caste marriages. In Tamil Nadu, a woman aged eighteen or over
may be married legally. The PMK has called repeatedly for the age of consent to marriage to be
increased for women who wish to marry without parental consent— that is, to keep the age of

parental consent marriages at eighteen, but increase self-chosen marriages to age twenty-one.”’

"7 The Hindu. “Make Parents’ Consent Must for Love Marriage: PMK,” January 20, 2014.
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/make-parents-consent-must-for-love-
marriage-pmk/article5598067.ece.

65



This is spoken of as a matter of women’s rights and women'’s safety. Proponents of the
age of consent change argue that these women are not capable of making their own
decisions about marriage before the age of twenty-one.

A second campaign is the PMK’s crusade against what they call “fake registered
marriages” —in which women are registered as married to a man outside their caste by
corrupt registrars and judges, even when the women are not present and did not consent.”
Here again, the framing is that the state has failed to protect dominant caste women who
are being ‘targeted’ by Dalit men, and the state may even be complicit in this targeting.
Here again, they claim that it is the state failing to protect dominant caste women.

Prior to Dharmapuri, Gounder fringe parties had expressed concerns about inter-
caste marriage’ between Gounder women and lower caste men, generally not naming
Dalits explicitly. One party, the Kongu Vellala Goundergal Peravai (KVGP), even
gathered in the face of protests in Western Tamil Nadu to discuss the problem and vowed
to teach against inter-caste marriage in schools.®* The KVGP articulated multiple reasons
for opposing inter-caste marriages between Gounder women and lower caste men,

including that such marriages “diluted” Gounder identity. One set of reasons involved a

8 Thanthi TV. “Ramadoss Demands Crackdown on Fake Registered Marriages,” YouTube
Video, 1:04, October 23, 2014. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= NOM9Noevsc.

7S, Karthick. “Tamil Nadu Groups Campaign Hard against Inter-Caste Weddings,” Times of
India, May 25, 2012.
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/articleshow/13461591.cms?utm_source=contentofinterest&utm

medium=text&utm campaign=cppst.

80 “Meet against Inter-Caste Marriages Today,” The Times of India. October 15, 2012.
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/coimbatore/meet-against-inter-caste-marriages-
today/articleshow/16815535.cms.

66



similar logic to the PMK: that the marriages were fraudulent and somehow coerced, thereby
leading to suffering for Gounder women.?' Following Dharmapuri, another Gounder electoral
party, the Kongunadu Munnetra Kazhagam (KMK), joined in, and their reasoning was further
elaborated in the press: that it was Dalit leaders and political outfits like the VCK, named
explicitly, who were forcing inter-caste marriage, and that this trickery was the core issue. A
week after Dharmapuri, G. Nagaraj, then a leader of the KMK, stated that “inter-caste marriage
should happen naturally and not by force to wreak vengeance against the dominant
community.”®? In 2015, a second Gounder party leader, forming the KMDK, an offshoot of the
KMK, followed up on Nagaraj’s logic, arguing that his community’s desire to protect their
daughters from the “politics of inter-caste marriage” had nothing to do with Dalits per se, only
with women'’s safety. He asked, “Are we talking caste, when we say, women should not marry
without the parental consent?” .83

In these discourses, the dominant caste daughter becomes a vulnerable subject to be
stewarded by others by virtue of her alleged consent problem. Her lack of ability to choose for
herself is the ground for her family’s—and the state’s—obligation and need to protect her,

secure her at home, and control her interactions with others. It also becomes a ground of

81 “Peravai Members Campaign against Inter-Caste Marriages” The Hindu. October 15, 2012.
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Coimbatore/Peravai-members-campaign-against-inter-
caste-marriages/article12558685.ece.

82 “KMK Gives Dalit Twist to Inter-Caste Marriages,” The New Indian Express. November 16,
2012. https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/tamil-nadu/2012/nov/16/kmk-gives-dalit-twist-
to-inter-caste-marriages--425178.html.

83 ““Politics of Inter-Caste Marriages Threat to Safety of Women’” The Hindu. November 13,
2015. https://www.thehindu.com/elections/tamilnadu2016/politics-of-intercaste-marriages-
threat-to-safety-of-women/article7931601.ece.
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contestation where the VCK is forced to engage and respond.
Defending Inter-Caste Marriage, Defending Dalit Politics

Prior to 2012, inter-caste marriage was not a central organizing issue or political
mobilization force for the VCK. Recognizing the tactics employed by the opposition, in the
aftermath of Dharmapuri, Thirumavalavan pointed out publicly that PMK opposition to inter-
caste marriage and the generation of inter-caste marriages as a spectacle at this critical juncture
was informed by PMK failures and Vanniyar jealousy of Dalit development.®* The VCK also
called for police and CBI investigations into the damage done in Dharmapuri, as well as
Ilavarasan’s mysterious death, emphasizing that lives had been ruined.

At the same time, the VCK has had no choice but to respond to the issues brought
to the fore by the PMK regarding consent and fraud. Following Dharmapuri,
Thirumavalavan cast doubt on the PMK narrative that flashy clothes could seduce
dominant caste women and were the sole reason for these unions, asking, “How can a
boy or male lure women only by wearing jeans, t-shirt, and cooling glass?” 8>
Thirumavalavan was reported to have commented a few weeks after Dharmapuri that
"love is blind to color and caste. If one opts for a love marriage, that is a right and no one

could interfere citing caste or anything. But sadly enough no action is being initiated

8 D, Karthikeyan. “Dalits Being Targeted Because of Their Upward Economic Mobility, Say
Leaders.” The Hindu, November 23, 2012. https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-
national/dalits-being-targeted-because-of-their-upward-economic-mobility-say-
leaders/article4125413.¢ece.

8 NDTV. “PMK chief’s anti-Dalit remarks spark outrage”. YouTube Video, 2:38, December 5,
2012. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4ygmbvskC 8.
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against caste leaders openly opposing love marriages."3¢ Here, the real crime of undue influence
and fraud is committed by those who oppose what are freely chosen inter-caste marriages.
Couples who have chosen each other have a right to marriage that must be protected.

A year later, in a speech at a social justice conference held at the Periyar Thidal in
Chennai, Thirumavalavan spoke at length about Divya and Ilavarasan.?” The speech took
place a day after Ilavarasan was found dead. He began by asking why Vanniyars plotted
to harm Divya when, in his opinion, she clearly went with Ilavarasan willingly. Speaking of
Divya’s court appearance he noted: “When she said she willingly went with Ilavarasan, shouldn’t
both of them have been left alone? Shouldn’t they have been blessed to live a peaceful life?
March 19 and March 21, when Divya came to the court, she said I willingly chose Ilavarasan and
willingly am living with him”.

Divya was brought back to court after this, and ultimately told the judge she would leave
Ilavarasan and go home with her mother. Thirumavalavan casts doubt on her decision, asking the
audience to consider if her change of heart was free or coerced: “Who is responsible for her
changing her mind? Why? Who made her say that? Who is going to ask and investigate this?
Was she under pressure? They have put so much pressure on Divya and completely wrecked her
life. Even after the interview, Ilavarasan had spoken to his father, his parents and told them not to
believe the interview and that Divya would not say she didn’t want to live with him unless she

was under some pressure and even if it takes one year or two she would go back to him. The next

8 MC Rajan. “In Tamil Nadu, after Caste Violence Cupid Enters Political Discourse.” India
Today, November 20, 2012. https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/tamil-nadu-dharamapuri-
violence-inter-caste-marriges-122036-2012-11-19.

87 Nakkheeran TV. “Thiruma about Ilavarasan—who will answer Divya?”. YouTube Video.
6:35, July 6,2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2GAP rYVW3I&t=172s.
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morning he was confident, talked to his parents and gave them hope”. Thirumavalavan
also notes Divya’s supposed fidelity to Ilavarasan to explain why Ilavarasan couldn’t
have killed himself the next day: “The reason for his confidence and courage is that
nowhere did Divya mention giving up on him. She never spoke ill of him or was
disrespectful of him. So there is no chance for him to feel mental or emotional
pressure.”8

I quote this (my own translation of the Tamil speech) at length to emphasize the
ways in which Divya’s free choice, fidelity, and Ilavarasan’s sincerity are keystones of
Thirumavalavan’s appeal —the two young people had shown, in his opinion, that Divya
had freely chosen to enter the marriage. In such a case, how could the PMK claim
fraudulence? Here, the focus is on the individual right to be left in peace to love and live
life—as long as one has voluntarily entered a sincere engagement.

Although Thirumavalavan defended the notion of voluntary intercaste marriages
specifically in response to PMK rhetoric in the aftermath of Dharmapuri, recent evidence
suggests the staying power and enduring significance of voluntariness as an organizing
concept for anti-caste progressives. A close ally of the VCK, the Periyarist rationalist
organization Thanthai Periyar Dravidar Kazhagam (TPDK), conducts hundreds of inter-
caste marriages at their office each year—including between Dalit men and dominant
caste women. Along with other anti-caste organizations, Dalit parties and progressive
NGOs in Tamil Nadu, they regularly stage inter-caste marriages in major cities, often on

holidays such as the birthday of Periyar, Ambedkar Jayanti, Independence Day, and

8 Nakkheeran TV. “Thiruma about Ilavarasan—who will answer Divya?”. YouTube Video.
6:35, July 6,2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2GAP rYVW3I&t=172s.
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Valentine’s Day. Couples are photographed as they marry in front of party or organization
officials, and usually more than one couple is married during the same event. Organizers give
speeches about the importance of inter-caste marriage and the values it indexes—love, free
choice, a lack of prejudice, anti-caste movements, and a progressive future for India. They point
out the important of inter-caste marriage in the context of efforts of dominant caste parties and
Hindu right-wing organizations to enforce caste boundaries and control young people’s choices
to love and marry whomever they’d like. These events are photographed and covered by
reporters, the stories circulated in both Tamil and English newspapers.

At mass celebrations of inter-caste marriages run by the TPDK, CPI and even the VCK,
couples are “felicitated” not simply on account of their love, but what that love is perceived to
signify about the general promise of an emergent anti-caste and pro-women social order. They
are spoken about and displayed in speeches by political organizers, linked to anti-caste
mobilization, elections, and desired legal and policy changes. On the one hand, it is clear that the
marriage is not simply about the individuals involved: it is established very explicitly as
inextricable from the projects of others. And yet it is the individuals involved who are praised
and held up as pioneers and heroes, given plaques and garlands—whether or not they themselves
have participated in, or shown interest in, the political projects they are being connected to.

These organizations are clear in their public rhetoric: this is about protecting those who
choose inter-caste marriage themselves, because people have the right to choose love. As TPDK
leader Ramakrishnan told a reporter in 2012, “No caste or religion can stop people from falling in

love. Itis the most natural thing in the world.”®® In my own conversations with Ramakrishnan

8 “Help for Inter-Caste Lovers during Times of Intolerance,” Times of India. December 12,
2012. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/coimbatore/Help-for-inter-caste-lovers-during-
times-of-intolerance/articleshow/17552290.cms?from=mdr.
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during trips to Coimbatore, he repeated this sentiment—that unlike earlier Dravidian
movements (alluding to Periyarist Self-Respect Marriages), the goal of progressive
organizations was not to encourage young people to marry across caste lines, but to
support their natural inclinations to do so. According to Ramakrishnan, the project is not
to eradicate untouchability by encouraging youth to pursue inter-caste marriages, but to
preserve the right of choice of some youth to choose such marriages of their own will if it
strikes them to do so. It is then that the marriages can be said to be sincere, not based on
‘political’ motives, but real love—a distinction that defends anti-caste organizations from
the criticisms of groups like the PMK. Yet in doing so, these statements seem to render
inter-caste marriage non-ideological: obliquely acknowledged as socially controversial
because they supposedly represent a caste-related transgression, yet also unmarked,
relationships that have nothing do with caste at all.

Regardless of underlying political motivations, the unifying theme in these public
discussions are notions of choice and sincerity. Both the PMK and VCK statements on
inter-caste marriages—and the statements of their allies, such as the KMDK or the
TPDK —center the question of whether or not such marriages are freely chosen by
dominant caste women and motivated by sincere emotion from Dalit men. The PMK’s
weaponization of choice prompts its opponents to push back without challenging the very
grounds of choice’s meaning or importance. Here, the fiction of ‘choice’ emerges within
a shared political sphere, in which Dalit political actors must defend inter-caste marriage
on the basis of its supposed voluntariness, its lack of undue influence from political or
‘caste’ motive.

What are the consequences of contestation on this shared terrain of concern about
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dominant caste women’s voluntariness and Dalit men’s sincerity? Even as Vanniyars object to
women from their caste group marrying Dalits, they claim that if Vanniyar women were to freely
consent and if Dalit men were to sincerely love them, there would be no problem. Their
‘acceptance’ is based on a fantasy of pure consent of dominant caste women (a consent that can
always be doubted, never be fully proven to be ‘free’ or pure) and a fantasy of pure sincerity of
Dalit men (which can also always be undermined or called into question). Here the fantasy of
pure forms putatively offers a socially acceptable shared premise —who would condone a
coerced marriage based on insincere trickery? —that masks the re-inscription of the
untouchability line between Dalit men and dominant caste women. It unevenly distributes the
capacity for voluntariness—the dominant caste woman is capable of free choice, yet repeatedly
fails to act on this capacity, while the Dalit man is constitutionally incapable of free choice
because he is inevitably, improperly, and illegitimately motived by caste interests. This
gendering of caste on the axis of voluntariness also rests on the invisibilizing of Dalit women, as
well as the securing of dominant caste men subjects as the only caste-gender subjects with both
the capacity to act freely as well as the moral qualities to exercise voluntariness in a caste-less
way.
After Dharmapuri: Legacies of the Choice Debate

Given that Vanniyars were mobilizing in anticipation of 2016’s election cycle following
poor results in the most recent legislative assembly contests five years earlier, what effect did all
of this ultimately have on their electoral fortunes? In Tamil Nadu legislative assembly elections,
when smaller parties ally with the DMK or AIADMK, they negotiate for a number of seats to
contest—for example, the DMK may contest upwards of 100 seats in the TNLA during an

election, placing their party officials in these positions, whereas a smaller party like the VCK or
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KMDK might negotiate for around ten seats as part of the alliance. In 2006, allied with
DMK, the PMK won eighteen out of the thirty-one seats they were allotted and contested.
During the same cycle, the VCK had allied with the AIADMK and won two out of the
nine seats they contested as part of that alliance.

In 2011, things shifted: both the PMK and the VCK allied with the same major
Dravidian party, the DMK. This time, the PMK won only three out of thirty. The VCK
won none of the ten seats they contested. For both parties, this was a significant loss in
power compared to their 2006 positions. Articles written in the lead up to 2016 elections
wondered if Vanniyar consolidation strategies of mobilizing their base after Dharmapuri
in 2012 would lead to increased victories, but in reality, the PMK suffered big losses.
Distancing themselves from their previous VCK alliance through the DMK, they also
distanced themselves from Jayalalitha’s ATADMK. Running without a Dravidian party
coalition, emphasizing only Vanniyar identity and party, they contested a total of 232
seats and won 0. They even lost their seat in Dharmapuri, the site of the violence —it
went to the AIADMK. In 2016, the VCK also chose to forgo Dravidian party alliance
and instead allied with the CPM. They contested for 25 seats in the TNLA but won zero.

The confounding variable here is that neither the PMK nor the VCK contested as
part of a DMK or ATADMK alliance in 2016. But what is clear is that PMK efforts to run
without the Dravidian parties by mobilizing the Vanniyar base—a strategy that relied
heavily on publicity surrounding their treatment of inter-caste marriage —did not help

them electorally. Likewise, the PMK’s alliances with other BC and OBC organizations®,

%0 “Ramadoss Consolidates Intermediate Caste Groups against Dalits,” The Hindu. December 2,
2012. https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/Ramadoss-consolidates-intermediate-
caste-groups-against-Dalits/article12432099.ece.
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including Gounder parties like the KMDK, were not electorally successful. That suggests that
inter-caste marriage as a Vanniyar issue was not significant enough to win them seats without a
partnership with either the DMK or AIADMK. In the 2021 TNLA elections, the PMK, still
pushing forward the discourse of fraudulent marriages, allied once more with the AIADMK and
the NDA. Through this alliance, the PMK won five of twenty-three contested seats, including in
their own strongholds of Dharmapuri district, Villupuram, and Salem, all in the central-north
region of the state. During the same election, the VCK similarly formed a coalition with the
DMK and won four seats out of the six they contested.

In considering these results, it is clear that PMK mobilization around Dharmapuri did not
have the electoral effects that Ramadoss and his allies anticipated. Tamil social scientist MSS
Pandian has written that the events at Dharmapuri do not indicate that dominant castes are
getting more powerful in Tamil Nadu or that casteism is ‘resurging.’”! Yet this lack of visible
political success does not mean that Vanniyar mobilization around Dharmapuri was ineffective
for consolidating power in other ways. Seen through a Gramscian lens, we might look at the
ways in which PMK and VCK contestation around Dharmapuri nonetheless generated a shared
common sense about the nature of caste and gender that has shaped political possibilities in ways
that restrict anti-caste movements.

Of course, it bears mention that Vanniyars have continued to leverage physical violence,
sexual abuse, and destruction of property and livelihood on Dalits who vote for the VCK, as they
did with impunity in Ponparappi in 2019. Yet beyond these more controversial methods, as noted

in the previous section, they have been remarkably successful at centering the conversation

I Pandian, M.S.S. 2013. “Caste in Tamil Nadu - II: Slipping Hegemony of Intermediate
Castes.” Economic and Political Weekly 48 (4): 13—15.
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around inter-caste marriages on the right to love freely. This can be weaponized in a
number of ways—not least of which is the targeting of the VCK itself. Thirumavalavan
has spoken of the effects of PMK mobilization on the VCK’s electoral prospects. A 2016
news article reports that “the VCK’s Thol Thirumavalavan admits that ever since the
PMK blamed him for egging on Dalit youth to trap other caste women, even mainstream
Dravidian parties seemed to exhibit a Dalit aversion, at least at the levels of district
leadership.”* A series of scandals relating to gender have, with the help of the PMK, and
increasingly with the help of the BJP in Tamil Nadu, become attached to
Thirumavalavan’s name, and to the VCK. As newspapers and social media report on
claims about Thirumavalavan’s attitude towards “women,” he must repeatedly justify
himself and clarify that the VCK is not responsible.

Beyond the realm of overt electoral politics, both sides of debates over inter-caste
relationships have manifested in popular culture, overlapping with political discourse.
Stalin Rajangam has argued that the film Kabali—starring a charismatic Dalit leader in a
three-piece suit defending his community —was a response to the kind of anti-Dalit caste
politics unleashed by the PMK at Dharmapuri.”® Following the release of Kabali, in 2020,
a director made headlines for entirely ‘crowdfunding’ his film Draupathi, which was
ostensibly about a real-world fake wedding racket and the men who stopped it. This fake

wedding circle supposedly happened in Chennai, yet little data about it was released, and

92¢“Jeans, ‘Love Drama’ and the Electoral Spoils of Tamil Nadu’s Hidden Caste Wars,” The
Wire. May 6, 2016. https://thewire.in/politics/tamil-nadus-hidden-caste-wars.

3 Yamunan, S. “‘Kabali’ Film Is a Response to the 2012 Dharmapuri Caste Riots, Says Dalit
Scholar Stalin Rajangam.” Scroll.in. July 31, 2016. https://scroll.in/reel/812882/kabali-film-is-a-
response-to-the-2012-dharmapuri-caste-riots-says-dalit-scholar-stalin-rajangam.
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no connections to caste groups were ever found.”* Nonetheless, the film directly connected a plot
about a fraudulent marriage ring to the VCK, portraying a leader that audiences recognized as
Thirumavalavan as responsible. Ramadoss claimed that Draupathi was inspired by his own
statements about marriage. Along with H Raja, a BJP official, he encouraged families to watch
the film together with their adult daughters.®> Vanniyar youths exiting the cinema spoke of how
they would kill men who came to marry their sisters and women of their caste.”® The director
himself, in an interview on YouTube, explained that the film was related to the very same
marriage and ‘extortion’ cases the PMK warns about, calling such incidents cases of “naadaga
kadhal,” or drama/false love.”’

Much of this has also unfolded over social media. In 2020 there was a wave on Twitter
blaming Dalit men for acts of violence against women, with the hashtag
#ViolenceagainstTNwomen and #banvck. The very next year, the VCK was blamed for the death
of a woman named Saraswati in 2021, even though her murderer, a Dalit man, was an AIADMK
member and not a VCK member. A years-long history of claiming Thirumavalavan’s and VCK’s

influence over criminally dangerous Dalit men helped these rumors to spread along with claims

4 Subramani, A. “Lawyers Take to Playing Priests in Chennai’s Fake Wedding Racket,” Times
of India. October 22, 2014. https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/chennai/lawyers-take-to-
playing-priests-in-chennais-fake-wedding-racket/articleshow/44904145.cms.

% Jayakumar, G. Babu. “PMK Grasps Cinema’s Power, Belatedly.” The Asian Age, March 4,
2020. https://www.asianage.com/opinion/oped/040320/pmk-grasps-cinemas-power-

belatedly.html.

%6 “Vanniya Kula Chatriyan Dawwww.” Reddit Post. R/Kuttichevuru, March 5, 2020.
www.reddit.com/r/kuttichevuru/comments/fdv2Ix/vanniya kula chatriyan dawwww/.
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that Saraswati was the victim of “fake love.””8

These narratives continue to add fuel to the political rhetoric that shapes electoral cycles.
In the lead up to the 2021 TNLA elections, a rumor circulated among dominant caste groups that
the DMK (then allied with the VCK) manifesto was actively incentivizing Dalit/non-Dalit
marriages. This claim was false—the alliance manifesto merely mentioned an existing scheme to
support inter-caste couples—but a fake video and tweet went viral®®, claiming the manifesto was
about specifically incentivizing and encouraging marriages between dominant caste women and
Dalit men. Recognizing the enduring and damaging nature of these accusations, Thirumavalavan
has spoken at length about the claims that seem to stick to him. During a speech to VCK cadres
and allies that was later broadcast on Tamil News TV and YouTube!?, he defended love as
natural and unrelated to political pushes from the VCK or anyone else:

Only after Thirumavalavan there is “love”. Only after Thirumavalavan there is “fake love”
(nadaga kadhal)! They have invented a new word! Love has existed since the beginning of man.
Man and woman looked deeply into each other’s eyes, even in the Ramayana, Rama and Sita
looked at each other according to Kamba [...] Even Kamba has talked about love. None of us
know when Rama was born. They say 5000 years back or 50000 years back. Does that mean
Thirumavalavan was present in those times? Did Rama see Sita because he was induced by
Thirumavalavan? Did Sita feel love because of Thirumavalavan? So many people came. Nobody
could lift the bow or break it. Rama could have broken the bow and then tied the knot around
Sita’s neck. But he first looks at her. Rama broke the bow only after that— only after that look
and love. It’s love, the energy from love, that enabled him to break the bow. It might not have
happened without that love. Love was there from beginning of mankind. To cheat the innocent
Vanniyar community, they say love happens because of Thirumavalavan, because the young men
wear jeans and t-shirt and “cooling glass” [....] Are young women so weak?'"!

% Meena Kandasamy [@meenakandasamy]. “A Term like ‘Nadaga Kadhal’ Is Insulting to
Women, Infantilising Them. It Is Also Highly Poisonous, Tarnishing the Political Aspirations of
VCK through Baseless Lies. Plays Directly into RSS Hands, Which Is What Ramadoss Wants in
His Greed. SS: More Hatred, Scaremongering. Https://T.Co/VMv{gz67Pn.” Tweet. Twitter,
April 18, 2021. https://twitter.com/meenakandasamy/status/1383722702318436356.

99 Shekar, Anjana. “Viral Video on Inter-Caste Marriage Scheme in DMK Manifesto Is
Misleading, Here’s Why.” The News Minute, March 22, 2021.
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Shaped by these controversies, the VCK’s ability to successfully ally with the
major Dravidian parties and contest seats in the TNLA is in part predicated on their
ability to walk the line between two public perceptions of their role: on the one hand, the
party that has consolidated a Dalit vote in Tamil Nadu, on the other hand a party that
shares values and a legislative platform with other parties. Even as the VCK has
struggled to emphasize it is not a “Dalit party,” but rather a party that aims for all caste
liberation through compromise and coalition building, the claims against Thirumavalavan
force him to repeatedly defend himself on the ground of Dalit/non-Dalit marriage, and
therefore on the ground of Dalit particularity.!®? Effectively, they aim to render him and

the VCK non-representative of anyone but an imagined, small number of Dalit men.

Producing Vanniyar Belonging, Untouchability Unmarked
As previously mentioned, while political economic shifts from the 1960s through today
have empowered Dalits in many regions of Tamil Nadu, the same shifts have in many cases
helped dominant caste communities maintain their dominance through new sources of capital
and electoral access. ‘Equality’ of standard of living, and most importantly, access to power that
would allow for Dalit self-determination at the scale of the local or the regional, is still far off.
Much research has been done on Kongu Vellala Gounders in the belt of industrialized

cities of Tiruppur, Karur, Coimbatore and Erode. Yet the northern ties of Vanniyars are different

102 Naig, Udhav. “Tamil Nadu Assembly Elections | Didn’t Want to Break the Alliance over a
Few Seats: Thirumavalavan” The Hindu. March 07, 2021.
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from the Gounder context, and important to consider here. In the western region of Tamil
Nadu, Gounders have transitioned from agricultural domination to industrial domination,
or moved into government jobs such as policing and local governance through their 50%
of reserved positions for Backward Castes. Gounders have experienced increased
mobility and wealth accumulation, particularly in comparison to Vanniyars. Meanwhile,
Arunthathiyars in the West continue to struggle for economic mobility and political
power.

In comparison, Dalit mobility (despite relative lack of agricultural landownership)
in the Northern region of Tamil Nadu is significant. Women of Dalit families may
continue working local agricultural jobs for Vanniyars or under the MGNREGA scheme,
while men travel for contract labor in Coimbatore and Bangalore. Combined with
government welfare schemes, these wages have allowed Dalits to achieve a level of
economic stability and even comfort—as Anand Teltumbe notes in his report, Dalit
houses in Dharmapuri had amenities including refrigerators, granite or stone features, and
steel almirahs, and families often have other goods such as motorcycles.

In contrast, unlike their Gounder or Thevar political counterparts in the West and
South, Vanniyars have historically not been the primary landholders of their region. For
Vanniyars, commitment to locality and local soil as the grounds of community and power
is highly salient. Maintaining control in their specific stronghold of the North is
considered crucial. As smallholders they continue to depend on agricultural production at
a small scale, and men in Vanniyar families are unlikely to engage in seasonal migration
for work. At the same time, farming practices have yielded very little in the way of

wealth for Vanniyars. Unlike Thevars, whose participation in the Dravidian movement
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was central, Vanniyars do not wield historically sedimented power in state government. Nor
have they managed to leverage their histories to access new forms of industrial capital as have
Gounders.

These features of Vanniyar-Dalit relations in the North mean that even as Dalits in the
North may experience a loosening of caste ties through their increased bargaining power in the
labor market and new educational opportunities, they still have to contest for power in relation to
disgruntled Vanniyars who have, over the past decade, increasingly perceived themselves to be
“left behind” by the major non-Brahmin Dravidian electoral parties, and have instead been
organized through the PMK and its associated Vanniyar Sangam.

While Vanniyars experience these changes in their status as violations of a prior order in
which they maintained hierarchical control over Dalits, the common language of political
mobilization and coalition building in Tamil Nadu does not permit an open call for Dalit
suppression as the PMK publicly frames their base. Certainly, violently anti-Dalit speech and
text circulate in relatively smaller public WhatsApp and internet networks, and at cadre-level
rallies. But when they must take a regional or state-wide stage, PMK politicians must activate
their base while also hewing close to these ‘rules’ of acceptable public speech and appearing
acceptable to other parties with whom they might seek an alliance.

Considering this necessary balancing act, the PMK focus on inter-caste marriage in the
present moment is an important part of a strategic political mobilization that makes different
forms of untouchability (of hierarchical segregation of resources) actionably connected, while
un-marking their explicit connections in such a way as to keep Vanniyar claims and violence
within the realms of a “reasonable” Tamil political debate. While PMK spokespeople are

therefore reluctant to articulate anti-Dalit statements in the arenas of labor disputes or electoral
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battles—two sites in which Vanniyars’ anti-Dalit sentiment and the perception of unjust
distribution of rights and goods across castes is strong, particularly in the wake of
changes to patronage systems vis a vis MGNREGA!%—they can lead with caste-based
accusations when it comes to framing a threat to dominant caste women, specifically
blaming the VCK for creating and exacerbating this danger.

Doing so requires its own rhetorical balancing act. Because Dravidian political
tradition prevents open calls for untouchability, even in a state where it is widely
practiced, the nature of the PMK’s caste-based accusations must skirt explicit calls to
untouchability. Since untouchability is not an acceptable explicit project, the PMK cannot
simply come out and say, to a broader public beyond its own sangam, we do not want
Dalits marrying our daughters. Instead, they posit a Dalit man/Non-Dalit woman
relationship that, they say, would be perfectly acceptable if it were to ever actually occur:
one in which the dominant caste woman was freely choosing the relationship and not
being manipulated or tricked by the Dalit man. Yet for those who espouse this view, such
a relationship never actually occurs: all relationships between dominant caste women and
Dalit men are involuntary and therefore illegitimate. Thus PMK leaders routinely and
generally claim that Dalit politicians and activists from the VCK influence Dalit men—
dressed above their station, embodying a desirable masculinity —to trick, and even
coerce, Vanniyar women.

In this scene, claims about improper conjugality and the politics of consent have a

103 The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (2005) guarantees every
rural household 100 days of government employment on projects involving manual labor, with
unemployment paid to the applicant if no work is provided. It has interrupted and complicated an
earlier order of dominant caste control over Dalit labor and wages in rural areas.
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dual function in facilitating Vanniyar group mobilization that envisions Dalits as a dangerous
other. On the one hand, marriage is presented as a private, family, emotional matter that ought to
merit special attention from parents and kin in a way labor or elections, as putatively public
political arenas, need not. It is a human matter. You do not necessarily need to care about
politics, but surely every father should care about his daughter being taken advantage of. The
suicide of Divya’s father, then, was for the PMK a reasonable spark for the destruction of Dalit
livelihood —the logic being that death was done to Divya’s father by Dalits motivated by the
VCK, just as changes to Vanniyar political economic access have, in the party’s ideological
common sense, been done to Vanniyars by Dalits and the VCK now accessing the state and new
employment. Publicly, the question posed by dominant case men is this: will no one intervene as
Dalit men take over our families—and perhaps our land and labor —through unnatural and
improper means? Would anyone, no matter their caste, accept their own daughter being
manipulated by a man into marriage, regardless of his caste?

On the other hand, the conjugal relationship being critiqued by the PMK here is
resolutely public. By centering “choice,” the PMK appealed to the state directly in its rhetoric
about Dharmapuri, calling for police intervention into these (supposedly deceitful) inter-caste
marriages, asking that the legal age of consent of women be raised to twenty-one, and calling for
special court investigations into marriage registrars who supposedly allowed fraudulent
marriages to be registered. In these calls, the PMK linked the surveillance and management of
inter-caste marriage to a range of other goods they count themselves as owed by the state. The
PMK remains deeply committed to a politics of victimization and desert—as Akhil Kang writes

of a North Indian context, the woundedness of Savarnas (non-Dalits) grounds a politics of desert

83



in relation to private and public resources alike.'* In the PMK narrative—one that has
long focused on what the Tamil state owes Vanniyars, for example, in special reservation
quota—it is not only Dalits who they claim have betrayed the proper order, taken
advantage, and enacted perverse social relations. It is the state as well.

At various times in public debate, the PMK promises to provide “proof” of its
claims about coerced marriages. In 2013 and again in 2019, the PMK swore it would
present data and evidence about fraudulent marriages—no evidence materialized from
them either time.'% In arguing against the PMK’s claims, Thirumavalavan even cited
scholarly literature from Princeton University, a statistical analysis of the inter-caste
marriages in India, to argue that the rates in Tamil Nadu were too low to back Ramdoss’
incendiary claims. He added that state evidence showed that Vanniyar girls had not taken
advantage of government schemes for welfare cash payouts after BC/SC marriages, and
that accusing Dalit youth of marrying them to access these resources was therefore
unfair.!%

But the claims made by Vanniyars do not find purchase because they are

supported by evidence. I suggest that they find purchase because they are parasitic on

104 Kang, Akhil. 2019. ‘Misfortunes of Reservation: Exploring Savarna Affect and Victimhood’,
presented at Sexing South Asia: Law, Activism and Sexual Justice Conference, O.P. Jindal
Global University, Sonipat, Haryana July 17,2019.

105 “pPMK to Present ‘Love Drama’ Proof,” The New Indian Express. February 25, 2013.
https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/tamil-nadu/2013/feb/25/pmk-to-present-love-drama-
proof-453423.html.

106 “pMK Theory on Love Marriage False: VCK,” The New Indian Express. February 13, 2013.
https://www.newindianexpress.com/states/tamil-nadu/2013/feb/13/pmk-theory-on-love-
marriage-false-vck-449936.html.
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broader worries about the vulnerability of dominant caste women and broader anxieties about the
sanctity of love and choice. These anxieties are shared by social actors beyond the Vanniyar
sangam, including other dominant caste parties, as well as progressive Tamil elites who are
invested in women’s autonomy and in romantic partnership (the putative ‘opposite’ of arranged
caste marriage) as a keystone of a modern society. Yet by focusing on and fetishizing a ‘free
choice’ that can never be proven to be truly free, the conversation maintains and legitimizes
untouchability. As long as there can be any doubt as to the purity of consent and choice in love,
dominant castes can call for caste segregation and hierarchy to be implemented under the cover
of concern for individual rights.

Critically, then, the language of “choice” as applied to inter-caste marriage in the
maneuvering of the PMK and VCK does three things. First, it becomes an acceptable way,
within Dravidianist political common sense, to frame caste difference by using voluntariness to
index caste itself. That is, it frames caste difference on a specific gendered axis in which Dalit
men, dominant caste women, and dominant caste men are players differentiated by their
capacities for choice and their relative vulnerabilities to undue influence, while Dalit women
(and the caste-based sexual violence they face from dominant caste men daily) are entirely
erased from the picture. Second, it allows Vanniyars to form a bloc of non-Brahmin dominant
caste groups such as Gounders and Thevars, to thereby attempt to reinstate untouchability and
the non-Brahmin/Dalit line of Dravidian politics while explicitly disavowing casteist intention or
hostility. Third, this hegemonic discourse of choice conscripts Dalit political leadership; to
counter the original accusations, they must respond to PMK and other dominant caste groups’
claims about inter-caste marriage on this shared terrain of contestation, which limits their

mobilization.
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I have spent considerable time in the earliest sections this chapter establishing the
importance of access to the state for Dalits in Tamil Nadu, and therefore the importance
of electoral political mobilization and securing seats in the state government through the
TNLA. This is in part to point out that operating outside of the state and its apparatus —
operating outside of electoral coalition-building with dominant castes—is not a simple
choice for Dalit leaders like Thirumavalavan. Political-economic resources are so shaped
by electoral politics in this region that there is no easy maneuver ‘outside’ of this arena
that would not sacrifice the opportunity for security for thousands of Dalits. This is not to
say that Dalit movements have not acted outside of electoral politics to successful ends,
but rather that I am not interested here in critiques of the VCK and other electoral parties
based solely on a perception of their tendency towards compromise. As it stands, success
in coalitional electoral politics requires these difficult choices.

At the same time, such compromises may undermine the broader anti-caste and
feminist projects of groups including the VCK. It is not simply that these compromises
restrict the forms of mobilization and identification the VCK can engage in in a given
electoral cycle. They also have other effects that extend into non-electoral domains. The
focus on dominant caste women’s voluntariness, for example, involves the elevation of a
particular vision of the citizen-subject. In the history I have traced here, the dominant
caste woman’s purity of choice becomes determinative of the legitimacy of cross-caste
interaction and socializing. In comparison, the capacities of non-Dalit men are never
addressed or questioned. The capacities of Dalit women are simply rendered irrelevant
within the category of ‘women’s safety’ altogether, and those of Dalit men are framed as

contaminated by particular caste interests. That is, progressive and anti-caste actors’
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efforts to praise or uphold individual dominant caste women as having chosen their marriages
‘freely’ and sincerely, as a way of legitimizing and valorizing such marriages, have unintended
harms as they reinforce a particular ideal subject. In doing so, they do not take into account the
struggles of social subjects for whom ‘heroic’ acts of individual willpower are out of reach, or
simply undesirable, nor do they acknowledge that perceptions of heroism are themselves
constituted within an arena where the capacity for moral and political action is already presumed
to be unevenly distributed. The next chapter looks specifically at the ways that the figure of the
dominant caste women subject has emerged in public discourse about inter-caste marriage in

Tamil Nadu, and what the circulation of this figure engenders.
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Heroines and Victims: Guarantor Subjects in Mass Media

In chapter 1, I considered the role of judgments of voluntariness in producing caste-
gender by looking at the electoral contestations of the VCK and the PMK. In this chapter, I look
at the ways that inter-caste couples, and particularly the dominant caste women in these couples,
are upheld in public discourse (including rallies, newspapers, and films) by progressive
institutions as exemplary subjects in relation to their capacity for voluntariness. I am interested
specifically in the recent elevation of the dominant caste Tamil woman with a Dalit husband as a
guarantor subject of an anti-caste progressive political vision. By guarantor subject, I mean a
subject that is imagined to function as a keystone for a particular social order. The failure of the
guarantor subject threatens the failure of that social order. In the present case —that of the
dominant caste woman in inter-caste relationships — the feature that secures her as guarantor
subject is the imagined capacity for voluntariness that allows her to resist, and ultimately
transform, a patriarchal caste society.

This chapter argues two interrelated points. First, I show how the dominant caste bride
emerges as a guarantor subject in the public discourse about inter-caste marriage in Tamil Nadu.
I argue that this guarantor subject and its corresponding social order are defined by a belief in
individual will and its transformative effect on social structure. Second, I build on my analysis of
the guarantor subject to show that ‘choice’ is not a given feature of individual action for scholars
or activists to recover. Rather, it is a contested ‘fact’ generated by the evaluations of multiple
actors in a given scene: from the individuals in question, to family and friends, to institutions.

Throughout this dissertation, I am interested in a very specific process: how the capacity
of different subjects to respond properly to and resist the motives of kinship is valorized, and the

implicit or explicit links made between their voluntariness and a broader imagined social order.
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This is necessarily also a question of how individual women’s experiences in kinship become the
material for their construction as guarantor subjects —the focus of this chapter. My approach
decenters our desire to confirm whether or not a woman is truly agentive within a particular set
of circumstances, and instead shifts the focus to examining investments in establishing her
agency. At issue are the social processes through which many actors, at different scales, aim to
construct and establish women as choosing subjects, and what is normalized, reinforced, or
subverted as they do so.

I start this chapter by examining some of the historical scholarship on women, kinship
and voluntariness across different eras and regions of India. Second, I move to the specific case
of ‘inter-caste marriage’ in Tamil Nadu in the present moment, and the centrality of dominant
caste women to circulating narratives about its salvific potential. I analyze the cases of N. Divya
and Kausalya Shankar to show the ways that a story about heroines and victims has emerged in
Tamil public discourse. Finally, I consider what the privileging of the dominant caste woman as
guarantor subject generates in terms of the arrangement of other caste-gender subjects, their
capacities, and their value —specifically, how this privileging implicitly situates Dalit men and
women in relation to marriage and conjugality. This chapter considers the perception,
demonstration, obscuring, and contesting of ‘choice.” This method affords scalar flexibility; it
allows me to analyze evaluations of voluntariness in newspaper articles and mass media (here)
and show how voluntariness and its links to caste unfold in the everyday interactions of women

trying to manage their marriages (in chapter 3).
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Histories of Indian Kinship and Conjugality: Women as Guarantor Subjects

Evaluations of women’s voluntariness in kinship, and the links between a woman’s
voluntary capacity and the establishment of particular social orders, are not new. A number of
scholarly works on women, kinship and conjugality in India elucidate the links between the
production of caste-gender in particular political economic regimes, and corresponding concerns
about women and their ‘voluntary’ capacities. In examining this work, I want to emphasize two
aspects: first, that guarantor subjects vary dramatically across time and place; they have different
caste and class identities depending on context. Second, that the imagined social order that
guarantor subjects are understood to ensure is not given a priori, but also emerges in the course
of contestation and debate.
Legislating Marriage, Legislating Consent

Looking at 19™-century women’s labor migration to Caribbean plantations, Samita Sen
writes of how the ‘marriage contract’ and the ‘labor contract’ came into conflict in British
colonial governance.!”” Throughout the 19" century, the marriage contract began to gain
prominence and increasingly become codified, due in part to the growing importance of the
family-based economy. As the plantation economy developed, however, the labor contract gave
planters a “formal mechanism” to conscript cheap labor and “ensure worker adherence to
employment agreements.” As a growing number of women began to accept plantation work,
often against the wishes of their husbands, the colonial state had to balance its commitments to
the plantation economy with its commitments to a domestic economy built on the labor

arrangements of lower caste peasant families. At the center of debates about these two contracts

107 Sen, Samita. 1998. “Offences Against Marriage: Negotiating Custom in Colonial Bengal.”
In A Question of Silence? The Sexual Economies of Modern India. Eds. Nair, Janaki, Mary E.
John, and Interdisciplinary Research Methodology Workshop. New Delhi: Kali for Women.
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was the question of the voluntary capacities of a married woman, and the propriety of the
motives that might ‘entice’ her away from her marriage.

Sen charts public and court debates that questioned whether a married woman was
actually capable of consenting to a labor contract—or whether any such ‘consent’ was in fact a
sign of improper enticement and fraudulent trickery on the part of the labor recruiter. The legal
offense at stake was not against the woman being supposedly forced or enticed, but against the
man who would otherwise have benefited from her presence and labor in the family. Ultimately,
by the turn of the 20" century, the state had opted to protect ‘the family’ (where lower caste,
rural women’s labor and its value could be easily appropriated by husbands and fathers) from the
intrusion of the market economy (and women’s wage labor outside of both the home and the
control of kin). In 1901, the British colonial state passed a law to prevent women from entering
into labor contracts without the express permission of their male guardians. The law became
essential in preserving local family control over women’s labor power in an expanding market.
Its conceptual framework established that women could not properly choose to enter labor
contracts of their own accord because they lacked the capacity to do so safely.

Divya Cherian’s work on 18"-century Marwar!'%® examines how laws governing the
sexual practices of Brahmin and merchant women emerged in a pre-colonial economy in which
the stable establishment of women as property became more and more important to cement the
prosperity of those caste groups. Cherian writes of the ways that ‘illicit sex,” or sex outside of
marriage, which grouped both extramarital love affairs and rape together, became a legal

category of deviance. Since they were understood within this legal framework to be ‘passive

108 Cherian, Divya. 2021. Stolen Skin and Children Thrown: Governing sex and abortion in early
modern South Asia. Modern Asian Studies, 55(5), 1461-1509.
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recipients of sexual acts,” not actors who could consent or not consent, women were not legally
culpable for sex outside of marriage. Cherian argues that the denial of agency to women—here,
the capacity of upper caste women to voluntarily engage in sex —more easily rendered them
manageable as valuable property for men from particular upper caste communities on the rise.
Cherian’s work is not an attempt to, as she puts it, “read into the pre-modern past the absence of
a ‘free’ subject—a rights-bearing individual seeking to tear off the shackles of unfreedom—
which is the product of a modern, liberal imagination.” Rather, she emphasizes the ways that the
social and legal framing of women as non-consenting subjects helped to make possible a
particular social ordering of caste, gender, and class.

Both of these works consider the ways that women’s behavior in marriages with men was
evaluated in terms of their voluntariness, and how these evaluations of voluntariness and related
forms of legislation positioned particular groups of women as guarantor subjects for broader
political economic orders that the state (and husbands living within it) were attempting to
produce.

Explaining the ‘Prostitute’ and her Desires

Histories of the analytical category of the Indian ‘prostitute’ also bring to the fore the
ways that evaluation of the voluntary capacity of women in kin and conjugal relations is linked
to visions of particular social orders. There is a sizable historical and anthropological literature
on the efforts of both the British colonial state and Indian post-colonial state to distinguish
‘prostitutes,” ‘concubines,” ‘wives,” and ‘widows’ from each other in attempts to manage the
‘deviant’ sexual behavior of women. Durba Mitra writes that “in colonial India, the term

‘prostitute’ was used to describe virtually all women outside of monogamous Hindu upper-caste
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marriage.”'? Instead of seeking to recuperate ‘the prostitute’ as sex worker, Mitra’s work traces
the fluidity of the concept of the prostitute as it appears in the archive, marking many different
women with many different life experiences with reference to their supposed ‘deviance.’

In her book, Mitra considers the publication and dissemination of a range of
manufactured ‘autobiographies,’” purporting to tell the real first-person stories of prostitutes in
Calcutta. In many of these stories, she notes, a woman’s fall into prostitution is explained as an
outcome of her, and ultimately all women’s, inherent inability to control their desires and lust
when they are no longer within the enclosure of heterosexual marriage and its domicile —for
example when they enter the workplace, become educated, or are widowed. The autobiographies
emphasize the ways that a fallen women might pollute the rest of society with her desires and
actions, establishing individual women’s lives as threats to public health and society at large.
Here, Bengali women are guarantor subjects who, due to their lack of capacity for proper action
in relation to proper motives, are always at risk of causing social collapse. The evaluation of their
voluntary capacity points to a strict solution: these ‘autobiographies’ ultimately advocated a
vision of the proper social order in which women were always contained within heterosexual,
monogamous marriages, and in which any deviance from such marriages could logically only be

resolved through relegation to a life of asceticism and celibacy, or death.

Sati
Scholarship on ‘sati’ in colonial and post-colonial India is yet another inroad into

understanding how Indian women have been constituted as guarantor subjects specifically in
relation to evaluations of their capacity for voluntary actions in kinship and conjugal relations.

The example of sati shows that it is not always the case that Indian women were evaluated as

109 Mitra, Durba. 2020. Indian Sex Life : Sexuality and the Colonial Origins of Modern Social
Thought. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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incapable of voluntary action—at times, establishing their authentic voluntariness and ability to
consent was crucial. Andrea Major’s analysis of the discourse surrounding sati takes us from its
customary site of inquiry (Bengal) to the Rajput states. She argues that while in the Bengal
Presidency, British sati abolitionists and reformers were able to argue against sati on grounds
that it was involuntary, these arguments did not easily translate to the indirectly ruled Rajput
states. Here, they came up repeatedly against local forms of governance and caste power that
resisted the formulation of the sati as coerced victim.!'® As a result, British colonial officials
ultimately came to argue against their stance elsewhere and in agreement with Rajput patriarchs,
that sati was voluntary among the Rajputs, even couching this in terms of Rajput women’s
supposed special qualities as members of a “martial caste.” Here, claims about Rajput women’s
voluntariness in performing sati were necessary to sustain the terms of British indirect rule.
Importantly, Major shows that evaluations of the voluntariness of sati in the colonial period did
not automatically posit an abstract Indian woman subject, unmoored by caste or class. That is,
she attends to the specificity of the guarantor subject’s contours.

Deepa Das Acevedo shows how these Rajput-centered analyses of sati began, by the
early 20™ century, to be the primary referents for Indian “folk understandings” in urban debates
about sati more generally.!'! Her work looks at the abstraction of the subject of sati as it comes
into comparison with a citizen-subject 