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			Praise for I Am on the Hit List

			“If you want to understand the grave threat to democracy in present-day India, and South India in particular, you could do no better than to read Rollo Romig’s gripping book of reportage. It’s a murder mystery, travelogue, and deeply felt homage to Romig’s adopted country. Reading it will inform and outrage you. (It will also make you crave a dosa.)”

			—Suketu Mehta, author of Maximum City

			“Rollo Romig expertly crafts this tale of an awful murder and its ramifications while bringing alive the dark underbelly of India’s Silicon City, Bangalore. You may never have heard of Gauri Lankesh, but her assassination has serious ramifications for everyone everywhere who fears escalating political violence.”

			—Paul French, author of Midnight in Peking

			“Rollo Romig is a powerful storyteller. In I Am on the Hit List, he charts India’s strident march toward autocracy by telling the remarkable story of Gauri Lankesh—her life, death, and the ideas that made her dangerous. Romig writes with lyricism and empathy, fear and hope in equal measure, telling stories within stories that meander across three southern states.”

			—Suchitra Vijayan, author of Midnight’s Borders

			“Romig’s fascinating book carries the beguiling title of a Bollywood potboiler, but I Am on the Hit List is much more than that. It is a gripping, multifaceted inquiry into the nature of India itself—an exploration of its mythologies, its faiths, and of the battle currently being lost by secularists in the face of rising Hindu nationalism in the era of Narendra Modi. Along the way, readers meet a cast of characters that include bluntly spoken journalists, philosophical mobsters, and mystical preachers of violence. What emerges is a portrait of an India caught in the grip of rapid change and a scarily uncertain future.”

			—Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che Guevara
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			Born and raised in Detroit, Rollo Romig is a journalist, essayist, and critic. He has been reporting on South India since 2013, most often for The New York Times Magazine.

		

	
		
			
			
				
				[image: Book Title, I Am on the Hit List: A Journalist's Murder and the Rise of Autocracy in India, Author, Rollo Romig, Imprint, Penguin Books]
			

		

	
		
			
			PENGUIN BOOKS

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2024 by Rollo Romig

			Penguin Random House supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader.

			“It’s also fine” from Midnight and Other Poems by Mourid Barghoti, translated by Radwa Ashour; copyright © The Estate of Mourid Barghouti. Translation copyright © 2008 by Radwa Ashour. Used by permission of Arc Publications.

			Excerpts from Hulimavu Mattu Naanu by Indira Lankesh, translated by Amulya Leona. Used with permission of Indira Lankesh and Rollo Romig.

			Excerpt from “Neelu Poems” from Indian Literature 55, no. 3 (May/June 2011): 12, by P. Lankesh, translated by Ankur Betageri. Used by permission of Sahitya Akademi.

			Portions of this book appeared in different form as “Railing Against India’s Right-Wing Nationalism Was a Calling. It Was also a Death Sentence” (March 14, 2019) and “Masala Dosa to Die For” (May 7, 2014) in The New York Times Magazine.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Romig, Rollo, author.

			Title: I am on the hit list: a journalist’s murder and the rise of autocracy in India / Rollo Romig.

			Description: New York: Penguin Books, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references. |

			Identifiers: LCCN 2024012635 (print) | LCCN 2024012636 (ebook) | ISBN 9780143135289 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9780525506959 (epub)

			Subjects: LCSH: Gauri Laṅkēś, 1962-2017—Assassination. |
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			INTRODUCTION

			THE INESCAPABLE FACT OF Bangalore is its traffic. Its once sleepy streets are now choked, a congestion that calcifies as the day wanes. Stuttering yellow autorickshaws, all of them occupied. Infinite white Ubers, none of them the one you’re waiting for. Dripping water tankers. Overloaded two-wheelers. Sometimes, like an apparition from the lost past, the rare bullock cart, trapped in exhaust fumes from the thousand idling engines surrounding it. Old-timers will reminisce about how legendarily navigable Bangalore’s streets once were; new transplants will grouse that the traffic is the only major blemish fouling Bangalore’s reputation as India’s most livable city. Like the rent in New York and the rain in London, the topic of traffic dominates Bangalore small talk, clogging the spaces between worthier subjects just as the traffic itself clogs the spaces between where you are and where you want to be.

			Some find ways to adapt to it. The Bangalore-based fiction writer Vasudhendra dedicated one of his books to the city’s traffic, because he wrote his stories during traffic jams on his commute to his tech job (which the books’ success allowed him to quit). No one can evade it. Even Gauri Lankesh, who made a career of mocking tradition, of scoffing at convention, of impishly living as she wished, spent the last thirty minutes of her life in the most ordinary Bangalore way: in traffic.

			She described herself as an “activist-journalist,” and she worked as the editor of a weekly newspaper that bore her name: Gauri Lankesh Patrike, the word “patrike” meaning simply “newspaper” in Kannada, the primary mother tongue of the state of Karnataka, whose capital is Bangalore (known officially as Bengaluru). Gauri Lankesh Patrike went to press on Wednesdays, and on Tuesday nights she usually would have been late at the office, finalizing the articles. But on Tuesday, September 5, 2017, she drove home early, around 7:30 p.m. She and her younger sister, Kavitha, had gotten hooked on the American tearjerker This Is Us, but Gauri’s TV was on the fritz, and she had an evening appointment with the cable guy to fix it.

			She got in her car—a white Etios Liva, the cheapest hatchback Toyota sells in India—and drove alone through Basavanagudi, the neighborhood where she worked for the last seventeen years of her life and where she’d grown up as a child. At the time of her death she was fifty-five and a half years old, five feet and a half inch tall—she always insisted on the half inch, her ex-husband said—and some friends thought she’d become alarmingly thin, probably due to her heavy smoking and her tendency to skip meals, so busy she was with her newspaper and with her activism and with fighting the court cases that had been filed against her all over Karnataka.

			The first streets she drove through were full of young women. Her office was near the BMS College for Women, and at that hour its students would have been ducking in and out of the many little sweets and snacks shops that cater to the college crowd. Half of her route home took her down 50 Feet Road, a commercial artery that supplies all the raw materials the city needs to keep expanding itself: pipes, plywood, fixtures, glass, steel. The face of Rajkumar, Bangalore’s greatest and most deeply mourned movie star, smiled from the signboards of everything from music shops to hardware stores.

			On Mysore Road, which repeatedly crosses the twisting Vrishabhavathi River, the traffic finally eased, granting her one last stretch of open road. As she accelerated, her neighborhood’s newest “ultraluxury” high-rise slid into view: the Birla Apple Spire, twenty-five glimmering stories topped with a helicopter pad. It would open for occupancy nine months after she died. Nearing home, she passed the elaborate pink-and-gold RR Nagar arch, built some twenty years ago in pseudo-seventeenth-century style, and the Gopalan Arcade shopping mall, whose facade is tricked out to simulate a Nawabi palace.

			There are five million two-wheelers—motorcycles and scooters—on the streets of Bangalore, more than in nearly any other city in the world. So it’s unlikely she would have paid any mind to the motorcycle with two riders that started following her near Netaji Memorial Park, around the corner from her house.

			Her friends smile even now when they recall the crowded parties she threw in that house—a small, simple, single-story, white-and-red building, angular in a modernist sort of way. On party nights it would fill with conversation and cigarette smoke until nearly morning. But she lived alone, and on most nights her street was an unusually quiet and dimly lit pocket of this megacity of twelve million. The plots on both sides of hers were vacant and overgrown. She and the motorcycle with two riders passed a wall that read, in Kannada, “Thank you for your cooperation in keeping this place tidy.” Her house was tidy, too: never any clutter indoors, and a well-kept garden in front. Two weeks earlier, Gauri’s mother had gotten the bushy plants in Gauri’s front yard removed, afraid they might hide snakes. Gauri had planned to plant vegetables in the newly empty plots.

			Gauri had made one other concession to her family’s concerns for her safety. Half a year earlier, she’d installed several closed-circuit infrared TV cameras on the premises—cameras that captured some, but not all, of what happened next.

			Just after 8:00 p.m. she parked her car in front of her house at an indifferent angle, then jumped out to open the gate. The moment she got it open, the motorcycle’s passenger rushed up and shot her with a small semiautomatic pistol. Two bullets hit her in the abdomen, one passing through her liver. She turned to run, and the third shot missed her and struck a wall. A fourth bullet hit her in the back, passing through a lung and grazing her heart before exiting through the left cup of her bra. She collapsed on her front step. Blood spread across her pale blue kurta. Her flip-flop sandals were still on her feet.

			News of her assassination spread immediately. Over the next few hours, hundreds of Bangaloreans crowded around her house. First neighbors. Then policemen, and journalists, and the state’s home minister, and dozens of shocked friends and colleagues crowded under the kanuga tree in front of her house.

			“There was so little security,” Gauri’s friend Chandan Gowda told me months later as he showed me the spot where she fell. “Everybody was here. There was a semblance of a cordon, some tape, but people were just getting in underneath it. This is the evidence area. Nobody should be here. But there were dozens of people. You would not believe this was the scene of a murder.” As the police found the four bullet cartridges, he said, they showed them off to bystanders before placing them in an evidence envelope. Bangalore’s police commissioner, T. Suneel Kumar, blamed the press for the chaos, saying that they should have cleared the crime scene while the forensic team did its work.

			Among the crowd was Malavika Avinash, a popular actress who lived nearby and who’d known Gauri since childhood. In recent years they’d become ideological opposites. Gauri’s paper was unabashedly left wing and scathing in its criticism of India’s ruling party, the BJP; Avinash had become a BJP spokesperson. “There was that churning in my stomach when I heard of it—and when we actually saw her lying there, bullet-ridden,” Avinash told a TV journalist. “What a way for a friend to have died. I felt the churn further in my stomach when some of her friends arrived…and when her body was being lifted and taken away from that compound, a lot of faces that were there were looking at me and saying…you killed her, you rightists, you killed her. That instant reaction of politicizing the whole thing.”

			The crowd thinned only after midnight, when heavy rain began to fall.

			

			•   •   •

			THIS IS HOW AN ordinary day becomes a holy day. To everyone who loved her, and even to many who’d never heard of her until she died by gunfire, September 5 became a day to commemorate, a day used to mark time.

			The next day, protests arose nationwide, large and small. In Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai, Hyderabad, Chandigarh, Lucknow, Thiruvananthapuram, and many other Indian cities, crowds gathered to hold vigils and protests, bearing large banners with Gauri’s face, which they’d gotten printed with impressive speed. In Talaguppa, a tiny place two hundred miles from Bangalore, a woman named Poornima stood alone for an hour in the village market square holding a placard that read I Too Am Gauri, then walked ten miles to the nearest town and held up her sign for an hour there, too. Gauri’s murder seemed to capture the outrage of countless Indians in a way that few crimes ever did. On the steps of Bangalore Town Hall, where Gauri herself had sat for so many protests, hundreds sat to protest her murder, the fresh ink on their signs bleeding in the continuing rain. At Ravindra Kalakshetra, a cultural center in the heart of Bangalore, Gauri Lankesh, her body wrapped tight in white cloth and her nostrils stuffed with cotton, was displayed in a transparent refrigerated casket garlanded with carnations. (Forty-five years earlier, Ravindra Kalakshetra staged two plays written by Gauri’s father; in one of them, an adaptation of Oedipus Rex, ten-year-old Gauri had a walk-on role.) Ten thousand people, watched over by five hundred police officers, waited under a sea of umbrellas for a chance to see her.

			Just before 5:00 p.m., at the Lingayat cemetery in Chamarajpet, Gauri’s body was lowered into a grave. She was given a state funeral, but she would have hated it if the ceremony had included any religious rituals, so there were none. A pen and a copy of the latest issue of her newspaper were buried with her. “Look, the seed that’s sown here has sprouted all over the world,” her tombstone reads.

			On September 12, one week after the murder, some twenty thousand people thronged the streets of Bangalore for a rally in her honor. Her friends and family marveled not only at the number of protesters but at their variety: writers, students, activists, Dalits, Adivasis, transgender women, autorickshaw drivers, landless farmers, sex workers, Muslims, Christians. “It was huge,” said the journalist Ammu Joseph. “The procession just never seemed to end. She had obviously connected, at some very deep level, people who you wouldn’t have imagined.” The scale of the reaction was so unexpected that it was almost baffling. Her father, P. Lankesh, who died in 2000, had been a legendary literary figure in Kannada, and her newspaper was an offshoot of a profoundly popular and influential tabloid—called simply Lankesh Patrike—that he had founded, edited, and wrote for prolifically. But it was conceded even among those who admired her most that she’d never rivaled her father as a writer, and her paper certainly was far less influential than his. Even at its peak, the circulation of Gauri Lankesh Patrike never exceeded four digits.

			At the time of her death, the paper was far from its peak. Money had always been tight, due in large part to her refusal to allow advertisements in the newspaper, which she felt was necessary to shield it from the corruption and outside pressure that often compromise the Indian press. Its cover price was a pittance: 15 rupees, or around 20 cents, to keep it affordable. Just before her death, the paper’s financial situation had become so dire that she had decided to run ads for the first time, in a forthcoming special holiday issue. That’s what her final conversation was about: just before leaving the office on September 5, she’d asked Satish, the paper’s IT manager, to start soliciting the ads the next day. Newspapers were folding all over India, and her colleagues knew it was likely that Gauri Lankesh Patrike would end soon, too.

			Why would she have been a target for assassination? How had she known and moved and unified so many different kinds of people? The full scope of her life seemed to have eluded even those who knew her best.

			

			•   •   •

			I’D BEEN IN BANGALORE just a few weeks before Gauri’s murder, the latest of several recent monthlong visits I’d made to the city, in part because my family and I had grown so fond of the place that we were trying to decide if we should move there. There were plenty of things to like about Bangalore: its mild climate, its easygoing attitude, its endless variety of excellent food. But what loomed largest in my imagination was its bookstores. There’s nothing I enjoy more than to kill an afternoon hunting through the shelves of an overstuffed bookstore—preferably a used-book store with a haphazard or eccentric approach to organization—and Church Street, in the very nucleus of Bangalore, is the greatest booksellers’ row I’ve ever had the pleasure of browsing. There are so many books in the bookstores of Church Street, arranged with precisely the right degree of imprecision to maximize the book buyer’s sense of discovery, that even if you systematically worked your way through every bookstore in the neighborhood and scanned every shelf, by the time you circled back to the shop where you began, many days later, its stock would be so fully refreshed that you’d have to begin the circuit all over again.

			You might begin at a scruffy subterranean operation called Goobe’s Book Republic, which rarely stocks bestsellers, preferring an unpredictable jumble with a specialty in science fiction. Next you must steel yourself for an overwhelming expedition up and down the stairs of Blossom Book House, a four-story Goliath with what’s likely the largest selection of used books anywhere in India. Then you might take a slight detour to MG Road for Higginbothams, the city’s oldest bookshop, a white-columned palace of new releases. Back on Church Street, Blossom’s has, incredibly, a second location that’s nearly as large and equally labyrinthine as the first. A few steps down, there’s the Bookworm, a tucked-away treasure trove that seems to keep expanding the longer you spend inside.

			If somehow you haven’t found satisfaction in any of these shops, you could try the Bookhive or Gangarams Book Bureau. And on some nights, the literary stars align and there are book events at several of these shops on the same evening—a book launch at Higginbothams, a reading at Goobe’s, a discussion at Blossom’s—and you can move at whim among them, mingling with favorite writers and fellow readers, the street spilling over with novelists and translators and poets in Bangalore’s cool evening air.

			But to visit my favorite shop in central Bangalore, you must search around several corners until you find a faded yellow sign with the words Select Book Shop and the slogan “A rendezvous for like minds.” Founded in 1945, Select operates on an entirely different model of bookselling. Upon your entrance to its crowded warren of rooms, the bookseller—often the founder’s grandson, Sanjay—invites you to sit down on a stool and then interviews you about your interests, to determine if he has anything that aligns with them. It is a process that resists too specific an inquiry. If you name a title you’re hoping to find, Sanjay might respond, smiling, “Ah, yes, we could have it upstairs.” Then comes a reflective pause. “But it might be difficult to place our hands on it.” Then comes a longer pause, during which no one makes a move to search for the book, and the interview resumes: “What else are you interested in?”

			If you surrender to the process, Sanjay and his colleagues will reveal to you books that you’d never heard of and avenues of inquiry that you’d never considered. (When I mentioned to the Select staff that I was writing about the Gauri Lankesh case, they immediately started itemizing other local injustices I should also attend to, along with the books that would best aid each investigation.) I’m not sure it’s even accurate to call Select Book Shop a business; on one visit, Sanjay recommended a book to me that I didn’t have enough cash to pay for, but he urged me to take it anyway and seemed unconcerned whether I ever returned to settle the debt.

			Gauri, too, haunted these shops. Shortly after her murder, the writer Satyavrat K. K. published a panegyric to Church Street’s bookshops that pivoted, in its last paragraph, into a warning: “The bullets of those who would rather do away with this part of Bengaluru’s topography, the voices it contains and the power of the ideas that resonate within it, have claimed Gauri Lankesh, someone who I had simply assumed would always be a permanent presence in my corner of the world.” He concluded, “We mustn’t allow them to hijack the environs that made her.”

			Four months after Gauri’s murder, I returned to Bangalore to begin trying to understand the mystery of her death and of her afterlife. I thought I’d devote a few months to the project. Instead, I kept looking for years, speaking to dozens and dozens of people who knew her or her world, but also returning again and again to the bookshops of Church Street. The more I searched and listened and read, the more I came to see Bangalore not as a city of bookshops but as a city of authors. At times it felt as if nearly everyone connected to her murder case—her friends, her parents, her rivals, the other victims, several of the accused, their guru, the prosecutor, a local mafia don—had written a book (if not many books) or edited a periodical or both, in English or in Kannada or both. But that’s just one small specimen of my shifting perspective. What drew me to Gauri’s murder was the shock of it—the way it instantly exploded the vague sense I had that such a thing wasn’t really possible in Bangalore (a sense that many lifelong Bangaloreans shared). What kept me searching was the way this tragedy uncloaked so many hidden aspects of Bangalore, and of India, that I’d never imagined.

			At last count, India has twenty-eight states and eight “union territories,” and these thirty-six entities are often grouped into six loosely defined cultural and geographical regions: North, South, West, East, Central, and Northeast. It’s generally accepted that South India comprises the states of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana. Bangalore lies almost directly at the center of South India.

			Over a quarter of a billion people live in the five states of South India—far more than live in all of western Europe. If South India were its own country, it would be, by population, the world’s fifth largest. But for such an extraordinarily particular region of the world, South India rarely gets its due, even within India. North India gets all the attention, with its New Delhi and its Taj Mahal and its Ganges and its Kashmir and its Hindi. North Indian ways are presumed to be the default; in Indian mass culture, as the South Indian writer Nisha Susan puts it, “all Indians are north Indian unless proven otherwise.” That’s one of the quirks of vast mega-countries like India and China: huge swaths of human variety are tucked within them, often overlooked in favor of more famous precincts, in a way they’d never be if they were their own separate countries. Most of my fellow Americans, provincial as we are, could easily list touchstones of, say, Spanish culture, despite its distance from us: bullfighting, flamenco, tapas, Picasso. And yet Spain’s population is half that of a single South Indian state, each of which has its own languages, literatures, cinemas, cuisines, for which we can’t conjure up even a stereotype.

			Geographically, what sets South India apart from the rest of the country is that it’s a peninsula, jutting like a stalactite between the Bay of Bengal and the Arabian Sea. “When you have a peninsula, there’s always trade,” the South Indian historian Manu Pillai told me. “Trade has a direct correlation with literacy. Being a peninsula also changes cultural outlooks. Your attitude to foreigners is different because you’re used to seeing people of different colors, different religions, come and go.” The South Indian politician Shashi Tharoor echoed this idea. “In the South we have a much more expansive spirit towards the world,” he told me. “Whereas in the North, the historical memory is of being invaded and attacked. Psychologically, that’s a fundamental difference. Kerala, for example, is one place where minorities don’t have a minority complex. You will never meet a Muslim or a Christian who feels that he is in any way different from a Hindu in Kerala. He feels just as much a stakeholder and owner of this place, its culture.”

			In this book I’ll be telling three southern stories, each centered on a different state. The central story is that of Gauri Lankesh, through which I’ll be exploring not just the investigation into her murder but also her life, the world she came out of, and her beloved city, Bangalore. But when it comes to India, sticking to one narrative path never seems enough. One story is a nest for many other stories, whose relevance only becomes clear through the telling. I’ve included two other stories in the form of interludes that mirror the detours I felt compelled to take over the years in which I researched this book in South India. The first interlude digs into the mysteries of ancient Kerala; the second explores the kitchens of modern Tamil Nadu.

			This structure is in part an homage to the stories within stories of the Indian oral epic tradition. The poet and scholar A. K. Ramanujan tells us that until the nineteenth century every Indian text had a context or a frame: “The Rāmāyana and Mahābhārata open with episodes that tell you why and under what circumstances they were composed. Every such story is encased in a metastory. And within the text, one tale is the context for another within it; not only does the outer frame-story motivate the inner sub-story; the inner story illuminates the outer as well. It often acts as a microscopic replica for the whole text.” Or, as another scholar, Arshia Sattar, writes of the epics, “Their stories move forward episodically, in fits and starts. Where one might expect a grand elaboration, there is none. Action is often slowed down by a digression into another story or a long description of nature. While the central story does always come to a satisfactory conclusion, it winds and meanders through a ‘chaotic’ abundance of other tales and side tales, diversions into philosophies and moral discourses, genealogies and cosmologies, looping back on itself, framing one story after another, until finally it comes to rest.”

			One reason I cherish stories within stories is that they suggest infinite possible outcomes. Right now I’m frankly terrified of the outcome India seems to be racing toward. The southern harmony and inclusion Shashi Tharoor spoke of already feel like things of the past. My own life became tied to India, and led to this book, when I married a South Indian Muslim; I now fear for my in-laws’ safety in a way I never dreamed I’d have to.

			Even as India’s profile has risen globally, it has made a rapid descent toward autocracy at home. The murder of Gauri Lankesh offers a key to India’s current crisis and its many facets: The dysfunction and capture of India’s entire justice system, from policing to trial. The collapse of the press under the pressure of the ruling party. The increasing criminalization of all dissent. The dominance of an enormously popular demagogue who leads an ultranationalist movement that seeks, among other things, to obliterate regional and religious variety in favor of a homogenized Hindu rashtra, or Hindu nation, in which hundreds of millions of non-Hindus are to be second-class citizens. And the real danger of genocide as the forces of hate are further empowered and emboldened. The situation is, I fear, much worse than even many engaged observers realize, and Gauri’s story illustrates how it got there and where it’s going.

			The national elections of 2024 will have occurred before this book is published; I’ve finished writing it before the results are known. No matter what those results are, a poisonous hatred has already so deeply permeated this country I love these past ten years that it will not easily be cleared. Over the years of reporting this book, though, I’ve had the honor of meeting countless brave Indians who, like Gauri, are ready to do that work no matter the cost, without the privilege that protects me by way of my skin and my passport.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			January 2018

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Why Gauri?

			WHEN I LANDED BACK in Bangalore in January 2018, four months after Gauri’s death, the first person I met was Kavitha Lankesh, Gauri’s younger sister by three years. She looks quite like Gauri—the same wide smile, the same light eyes, but more athletic and with long black hair. Her neighborhood, Chikkalasandra, is not too far from Gauri’s, but is distinctly more upscale. Kavitha is a film director, and as we settled in to her living room—a room both stylish and cozy, with one red wall, a skylight, and an uyyale, or bench swing, hanging from the ceiling—she told me that she’d just finished “a very Enid Blyton–ish” kids’ movie called Summer Holidays, in which Gauri plays a small role as a crusading journalist.

			“More than my sister, I would say she is my best friend,” she said. “My soulmate. We were so alike in many ways.” Anything Kavitha wrote, she said, she’d show it to Gauri first. If she was torn between making a commercial film and a film she actually wanted to make, Gauri “would give me the courage to follow my heart.” Tears flowed silently down her face as she spoke. She cries continuously when she speaks of Gauri, and in the months and years to come, I never saw her pause to collect herself. She just smiles and dries the tears with a tissue as she continues talking, as if already accustomed to the fact that her mourning is a rupture that can never be fixed, only absorbed.

			“People would always mistake us—her for me, me for her,” she said. When she appeared at public events, she said, she was often introduced as a filmmaker, journalist, and activist. She’d try to correct the record and say that she’s a filmmaker only—the journalist and activist is her sister—but they’d laugh it off as if she were being overly humble. Eventually she just let it slide. When Gauri died, some publications ran Kavitha’s photo with the news. One website, she said, posted Gauri’s photo with the words “Kavitha Lankesh is dead.”

			They were different in many ways, too: Gauri was an atheist, while Kavitha prays around five times a day. “You’re like a Muslim,” Gauri would tease her. In the wake of her death, many had accused Gauri of being hostile to religion, but Kavitha insisted that wasn’t true. They celebrated everything together, she said: Hindu holidays at their younger brother Indrajit’s house, Christmas at Kavitha’s house, and the Muslim feast of Eid at Gauri’s house. Gauri loved explaining the meaning of each festival to Kavitha’s and Indrajit’s children.

			Three generations of Lankesh women live in Kavitha’s house: Kavitha; her mother, Indira; and her daughter, Esha. Esha popped in to introduce herself, a bright-eyed thirteen-year-old with very long straight dark hair. She’s an impressive kid and possessed of the preternatural poise of many Indian teenagers. Kavitha is a single mother by choice; Esha’s father is an American whom Kavitha used to date, and when she decided that she wanted to have a child on her own, he agreed to help. Esha calls Kavitha “Amma” and called Gauri “Avva”; both mean “mother.” “Everybody thought that she was Gauri’s daughter, actually,” Kavitha said. Earlier in 2017, Kavitha and Gauri got matching forearm tattoos of Esha’s name: Kavitha’s in English letters, and Gauri’s in the looping script of Kannada, embellished with a peacock feather.

			Gauri spent at least a day with them every weekend, no matter how busy things got at the newspaper. Kavitha is a vegetarian, but she often cooked meat for Gauri, who liked to say she’d eat anything that walked. “She was such a bachelor that she would not cook anything at home, so she took food from here. Every week we’d make curries, chapatis, things like that, and pack them for her.” On the night of the murder, when the police inspected Gauri’s house, they asked Kavitha, “Madam, there is no milk, no nothing, what does she drink or eat?”

			“She had a constant cough—smoker’s cough,” she said. “And she didn’t do any exercise.” Kavitha smokes, too; it’s made her voice husky. I asked her how many cigarettes she goes through a day, and she said, “Fifteen, or thirty.” But Kavitha was also a national yoga champion—for a time she worked as a yoga instructor in New York City—and every day she both works out and walks her dogs four kilometers. For Gauri, who smoked even more, climbing the single flight of stairs to her newspaper office was the only exercise she got. “I tried to force her to work out a bit at least,” Kavitha said. “Once I remember she did some kind of exercise at home and sent us a sweaty picture of herself. That went on for maybe fifteen days. After that, nothing.”

			On the evening of September 5, Kavitha had been playing badminton not far from Gauri’s house and was on her way home when she got a call from their mother that Gauri had apparently fallen down. “I thought maybe she’d gotten dizzy or something like that,” she said. “We had to make sure she ate; even if she came here, sometimes she’d have a drink until 3:00 a.m. and not eat at all, and no breakfast. We were worried about that.”

			Kavitha rushed to Gauri’s house; police and journalists were already there. The news photos were horrible: Gauri’s bloodied body lit harshly by flashbulbs, her right arm jammed unnaturally against her doorstep, her face contorted in a brutal grimace. But if there’s one image from the photos that troubles me above all others, it’s the expression of shock and anguish on Esha’s face at the murder scene. Did it occur to Gauri’s killers that they were also attacking a child? Would they have cared if they’d known?

			I asked Kavitha if she felt frightened. “Absolutely,” she said. “For no reason. Suddenly some car stops, and two guys get out, and you just wonder.” For days, she said, there’d been a car parking nearby where there wasn’t even a house, with a clear view into Kavitha’s house, which has no grilles on the windows as so many other houses have, and at night when their lights were on, they felt so visible and vulnerable. The car was sitting there even as we spoke. She’d asked the police to come check it out. Because didn’t Gauri’s killers likely know this house? The killing seemed to be carefully planned; wouldn’t they at some point have followed Gauri here, too, when they were doing their reconnaissance? And the police investigating Gauri’s murder—who knew what they might be unwittingly unleashing? Four months had passed with no arrests; what if in their desperation to crack the case, the police had beaten someone up, maybe even some innocent person, just to get some information—wouldn’t such a person be angry at such treatment, if it happened, and now be loose on the streets of Bangalore and maybe looking for someone to blame?

			Esha had by then gone upstairs to her room. Kavitha called out a warning: “Esha, I’m smoking, don’t come in here.” She can’t keep all the dangers of the world at bay, and she can’t protect her from all these late-night fears that have now infiltrated even the bright of day. But she can at least put some distance between Esha and secondhand smoke.

			

			•   •   •

			THE NEXT DAY, I spoke to Gauri’s close friend Shivasundar, an eloquently self-effacing fifty-one-year-old with white hair and a near-constant look of amusement who wrote a column for Gauri’s paper for ten years. He invited me to meet him and five other men who’d been close to her through her newspaper or her activism. I found them in the unassuming restaurant of Hotel Paraag, around the corner from Bangalore’s legislative assembly, making plans around milky cups of coffee.

			They’d named their group the Gauri Memorial Trust, and their first order of business was a festival called Celebrating Resistance for Gauri’s birthday, which was two weeks away, on January 29. They’d invited young activists whom Gauri admired from around India to come and give speeches. They were also planning to publish a new weekly newspaper on the model of Gauri Lankesh Patrike, provisionally titled Our Gauri, to keep her memory alive. They hoped to launch it on March 8, for three reasons: it was International Women’s Day, it was the date of the first issue of Gauri Lankesh Patrike, and it was the birthday of P. Lankesh, Gauri’s father.

			Our conversation about Gauri seemed to have a sort of emotional tide: their fond feelings for her would swell, and everyone would talk and laugh, then ebb into sadness and silence. At first the talk kept turning to food and drink. She might not have eaten enough when left to her own devices, but she loved cooking for and eating with her colleagues.

			“She used to cook every day for her associates in the office,” Shivasundar said. “Every day in the afternoon, her assistant cooked rice and she cooked the curry”—usually a vegetarian dish, like sambar. “And they ate together.”

			“But she enjoyed nonvegetarian food,” the journalist Dinesh Amin Mattu said.

			“Ah, she loved it,” said Pradeep K. P., a documentary filmmaker. “She loved fish.”

			“She enjoys her drinks,” added Mattu. Everyone laughed when I asked what drink she preferred.

			“Cottage rum!” Pradeep said.

			“It is a very humble drink,” Mattu explained. “If somebody offers scotch, she will refuse. She wants that rum.”

			And she loved eating beef, Shivasundar noted. Especially because she knew how much it would annoy her ideological opponents, many of whom were adamant about the protection of cows. She wrote with such fearlessness and glee, he said, in her rhetorical attacks on religious nationalism—especially as embodied by the Bharatiya Janata Party, or BJP, the political party that took power in India in 2014. “Her weekly magazine was a weekly threat to their philosophy,” he said. “Every page. Even the film page had something to say about egalitarian values and to condemn these people.”

			The others nodded in proud agreement with everything Shivasundar was saying. “She was enjoying her life,” he said, and the others nodded at that, too. “She had no repentance of the way she lived,” he said, and they smiled in assent. “She enjoyed each and every moment.”

			That last sentence stopped them short. It seemed abruptly to remind them all of her last moments. The table fell quiet.

			“We don’t know what went on in her mind then, when the bullets were fired at her,” Shivasundar finally said. “She was very afraid even of getting an injection. So we feel very bad when we think about it. About what must have gone on in her mind.”

			

			•   •   •

			GAURI WAS MORE VULNERABLE than she sounded on the page. One friend told me that she always reminded him of a sparrow—tiny, with a sharp nose, her head topped with a feathery whorl of short gray hair, bursting with noisy argument but fundamentally gentle and sweet. “She was full of anger and concern,” he said. “But she was a harmless little creature.”

			A few days later I met with Shivasundar alone, and his attempts at bravado on Gauri’s behalf had evaporated. She and her newspaper, he said, had been struggling badly in their final days. “It was in deep trouble,” he said. “It was a kind of weekly wonder. She was suffering huge losses.” Without advertising income, the paper had to rely on newsstand sales, which Gauri supplemented with a modest sideline in publishing test-prep books for students. She could have profited from those books a lot more than she did. She could have asked the government to assign them as required textbooks, which would have guaranteed hundreds of thousands of sales; she had the right connections to do so. But her father had taught her never to accept a personal favor from a politician, let alone ask for one.

			If she had a nemesis, it was Narendra Modi, the prime minister of India. Ever since his election, she’d published a weekly column in her paper devoted to lambasting him, and she called the column Busi Basiya—a Kannada phrase that means “bluff master.” One of Gauri’s fellow activists told me that at a protest full of speeches the day after Gauri’s murder, he wondered what she would have said in her own speech. “She would definitely say, ‘Modi, you are the killer,’ ” he said. “She wouldn’t mince words.” Modi probably had no idea who she was. But in November 2016, he announced a surprise policy called demonetization, and it was calamitous for her. All 500- and 1,000-rupee banknotes—which amounted to 86 percent of the cash in circulation—were canceled, with only a few hours’ warning. The idea was to crack down on corruption and the shadow economy. But the resulting cash shortage eviscerated legitimate small businesses like Gauri’s. Her book and newspaper sales plummeted. To keep the paper afloat, she’d taken out a loan of 1.5 million rupees (or around $20,000). She sometimes had to pawn her jewelry or take an overdraft from the bank to pay her staff’s salaries.

			Shivasundar last spoke to her at 9:00 a.m. on the day she died. She told him that she’d just cashed in her life insurance policy in order to pay her staff. “Now I have nothing,” she told him. “Nobody owes me any money, and I don’t owe anyone.” And then she slammed the phone. He interpreted it as an accusation: What are you doing?

			“She was frustrated that no one was helping her,” he said. “She used to work like a donkey. There were some parts she could not handle, and there was nobody to support her.”

			When Gauri called—and her calls might come at any time, especially in the middle of the night—she often had an argument in mind. Her friend Sugata Srinivasaraju learned to answer the phone with a question: “What are we fighting over today?” But in the dozens of tributes to Gauri that appeared in print in the days after she died, many insisted that she never held a grudge. Her longtime friend Prakash Belawadi, an actor, recalled the moment in 2014 when he declared his support for Modi. Gauri called and screamed at him. “It is the wretched Brahmin in you that has risen,” she told him. He was deeply offended that she would make it about caste, and he unfriended her on Facebook. But six months later he saw her at a party, and “it was the old gang meeting up,” he wrote. “Everything seemed the same. It was as if ideologies did not matter.”

			Many tributes remembered, too, that just as often as arguing, she called when she knew a friend needed help. Often she was the only one who called. Friends and strangers alike knew to call her or write to her or just turn up at her house when they were in trouble, and they knew she’d do whatever she could. She was so energetic that few knew she was stretched so thin.

			In the tributes to Gauri, the same adjectives tended to recur. She was fun loving, they wrote. Free-spirited. Fair-minded. Impatient. Impulsive. Affectionate. Humane. Exasperating. Anxious about injustice. Disputatious to a fault. Quick to laughter, quick to anger, and quick to make friends.

			The word “feisty” appeared with great frequency. But so did the word “frail.” Longtime friends who used to describe her as a party girl had started describing her as ascetic. She’d sworn off dating and stopped dyeing her hair, and several people told me that they were alarmed at how skinny she’d become.

			Who would want to shoot down this tiny, frail, fifty-five-year-old woman with a tiny, failing newspaper? Within two hours after the murder, the city’s police commissioner announced the formation of a Special Investigation Team dedicated to finding out. Its leader would be a seasoned inspector general named B. K. Singh. Its chief investigator would be a young deputy commissioner named M. N. Anucheth. In its early stages, two hundred police officers were assigned to the SIT. But their job was extraordinarily difficult—a “blind case,” as Anucheth described it. There was no known motive. There had been no eyewitnesses. If a professional contract killer had pulled the trigger, it was possible that he had no idea who’d even ordered the killing; it could have been a “cutout” murder, the term that Indian police use for crimes arranged through a chain of middlemen, making it almost impossible to prove who was behind the murder even if the killer is caught. And in India, a vast country of over a billion people, it was easy for an anonymous triggerman to disappear forever.

			

			•   •   •

			
			IN THE ABSENCE OF solid information, theories proliferated in the papers, on the news channels, and across the internet. Some guessed that Gauri had been killed over some sort of real estate dispute—not because there was any evidence that she was party to a real estate dispute, but because in twenty-first-century Bangalore it’s a fair bet that any violent conflict has something to do with real estate. Some floated an unsubstantiated theory that Gauri had been on the verge of publishing a series of explosive exposés of corrupt politicians and industrialists in Karnataka. (“She was obviously silenced,” one newspaper quoted an anonymous “friend.”) Some wondered if she’d been shot in the inadvertent escalation of a bungled robbery. But the news channels soon obtained the CCTV footage of the murder, and it was obvious that this was no robbery. The shooter had fired the moment he dismounted the motorcycle. It was over in six seconds.

			A classical singer named Premalatha Diwakar approached the police with a tip: several years ago, she’d accused a powerful swami named Raghaveshwara Bharathi of rape. The mainstream press had ignored her. Gauri had been the first journalist willing to publish her accusations and often wrote scathingly about the swami in the pages of Gauri Lankesh Patrike. Perhaps, Diwakar suggested, the swami’s followers had targeted Gauri.

			The police questioned the swami. The police questioned Vikram Sampath, the cofounder of the Bangalore Literature Festival, whom Gauri had criticized in her paper. (“Will the SIT be questioning everyone whom Gauri has been critical of?” Sampath asked. He had a point; if they did, it would be a very long list.) They questioned Gauri’s brother, Indrajit, who was rumored to have once pulled a gun on her. They questioned a reformed underworld don named Agni Sreedhar, who had claimed in a speech that he had some inside knowledge about who had killed her. They questioned fifteen separate people who had filed defamation cases against her. They questioned left-wing Naxalites—the Indian term for most Maoist revolutionary guerrillas—whom Gauri had helped emerge from the underground. They questioned right-wing Hindus, including some from a religious community called Sanatan Sanstha, whose associates have been suspected in previous assassinations or bombings, at their ashram in Goa. No arrests were made.

			One obvious investigative avenue was to observe who was happy that Gauri was dead. On the night of her murder, countless social media posts rejoiced in Gauri’s assassination. One right-wing journalist tweeted, “So, Commy Gauri Lankesh has been murdered mercilessly. Your deeds always come back to haunt you, they say. Amen.” A self-professed BJP social media adviser tweeted in Hindi, “As you sow, so shall you reap.” One Twitter account followed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi posted in Hindi, “A bitch died a dog’s death and now all the puppies are wailing the same tune.”

			Some messages were even more alarming, like this one that appeared on Facebook the night Gauri died: “At last a ray of hope. Not an iota of sympathy for d bitch. They should have shredded her body with bullets & even blasted apart her apartment…. Let d shooting of #GauriLankesh serve as example to those antinationals who masquerade as journalists & activists. I hope this is not d last in a should be episode of serial assassinations of all anti nationals.” The author then offered his own list of writers and activists—all women—who he thought should be shot next.

			“The voices that were celebrating Lankesh’s killing are products of the political climate that has been created,” the TV journalist Ravish Kumar said at an event the next day. “We have created a society that smiles around your corpse.” Politics in India have become as bitterly polarized as they are in the United States, to the point where any misfortune on the other side, no matter how gruesome, is met with glee on your own side. And there was no mistaking that the celebratory messages after Gauri’s murder all apparently emanated from right-wing accounts. But the fact that people with right-wing politics were saying such things didn’t prove that right-wingers had killed her. To delight in a monstrous act doesn’t make one culpable for it. Maybe her right-wing opponents were simply more vocal in their abuse. Her paper’s boldness had earned her a wide range of adversaries, not all of them on the right wing. The actual killers might have reason to be silent.

			Some studied Gauri’s own Twitter feed, and some thought they found clues in her final two tweets. At 3:04 on the morning of her murder, she’d posted, “why do i feel that some of ‘us’ are fighting between ourselves? we all know our ‘biggest enemy.’ can we all please concentrate on that?” And three minutes later: “Ok some of us commit mistakes like sharing fake posts. let us warn each other then. and not try to expose each other. peace…comrades.” Some thought these messages strongly suggested that Gauri knew she was in danger, and they seized on the words “fighting between ourselves” from the first tweet and “comrades” from the second as evidence that Naxalites, the Maoist guerrillas, might be responsible.

			And outside Karnataka, some conspiracy theorists looked suspiciously at the name of her paper, Gauri Lankesh Patrike, and made the wild leap that her real last name was Patrick and that she was secretly a Christian. Surely that was why she was buried and not cremated? They didn’t realize that in Kannada “patrike” means “newspaper.” In fact, her family’s religious background was Lingayat—an identity that some observers who were better informed about Kannada culture thought might be the real reason she’d been targeted.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			The Lingayat Question

			EVEN WITHIN INDIA, LINGAYATS aren’t well known outside Karnataka. International press coverage about Gauri rarely mentioned the word “Lingayat.” But when I started talking to Bangaloreans, I found that a political controversy known as the Lingayat question was often floated as a possible reason why Gauri was murdered. It was the sort of cultural nuance that, although crucial, seems to journalists and their editors too much trouble to explain in the context of a newspaper or magazine article, so they end up not mentioning it at all.

			I heard my first proper explanation of the Lingayat question from Gauri’s ex-husband, Chidanand Rajghatta, a columnist for The Times of India who’s long been based in Washington, D.C. He happened to be in Bangalore, and the same day I met Shivasundar, Rajghatta asked me to meet him at the Bangalore Club.

			The city’s most prominent colonial relic, established in 1868 for officers of the British Empire, the Bangalore Club comprises thirteen acres of stately buildings and leafy grounds near the center of the city. Unsurprisingly, Gauri had written scathingly about the Bangalore Club, in a column from 2015. “The Bangalore Club is much admired by a few and despised by the rest,” she wrote. “It represents the oppression of the British.” (Typical of the awkwardness of these colonial institutions that now have Indian proprietors, the Bangalore Club seems weirdly proud of Winston Churchill’s onetime membership—even though Churchill thought of Indians as vermin—and prominently displays in its entrance hall, like a beloved souvenir, an old ledger that records the unpaid bar tab he left behind.) After independence in 1947, Indian civilians became eligible for membership, but the club remains highly exclusive. Its waiting list is decades long. Its dress code strains reason. As I approached the entrance, the doorman looked stricken when he noticed that I was wearing sandals, as most people do most of the time most places in India, given the climate. I had forgotten that many members-only clubs in India refuse admission to anyone not wearing closed shoes.

			He asked me to lift my pant leg, and sighed in relief. “Ah, they’re Roman sandals,” he said—meaning that they had a strap behind the heel. Apparently that strap, invisible though it was under my cuff, had sufficiently civilized the sandals, and he opened the door for me with a flourish, as if he’d never considered doing otherwise.

			I found Rajghatta on the leafy grounds, and we sat at a vacant table. He and Gauri had divorced in 1990, after five years of an increasingly quarrelsome marriage. But typical of Gauri’s relationships, they’d remained dear friends. She’d become close to Rajghatta’s current wife, Mary, and their two children. When Rajghatta’s mother died in 2017 and he couldn’t get to India in time for the funeral, Gauri went in his place, then wrote him an email: “let me just say that you, mary, diya and sharana were there today because you are my family and i am part of your family, legalities be damned!”

			Round-faced, soft-spoken, with rimless glasses and a thick head of gray-dusted hair, Rajghatta is generally upbeat and slightly professorial, but with enough of a sharp edge to his outlook that you could see how he and Gauri would have made good sparring partners. “She loved a good argument,” he told me. “She was very, very combative. But to me she was incredibly graceful. She was hard-edged when she fought her ideological and political battles; she could be harsh, abusive, a raging tempest,” he said, his eyes widening at the thought of Gauri at her most furious. “But at heart she was just the kindest person you could ever meet.” After the divorce, he said, she often demanded money from him—so that she could pass it along to some young woman she’d met who couldn’t afford her school fees or who was trying to escape an abusive relationship. “You owe me this,” she’d insist. “I didn’t ask you for a cent in alimony!”

			Yet he spoke little about her directly. I was expecting to hear anecdotes from their marriage, but Rajghatta kept shifting the conversation back to history and politics, to events that had happened in Karnataka or elsewhere in India decades or centuries earlier. Later I came to understand why. As modern as Gauri was, her life had been steered by events from the distant past. In some ways she embraced these legacies. In some ways they had trapped her. And there might have been a direct line from these ancient forces to her murder in 2017.

			Gauri and he were both from a community known as Lingayats, Rajghatta told me, but that identity had nothing to with bringing them together when they met, as undergraduates, in the early 1980s. Some people say Lingayats are a sect of Hinduism. Some call it a caste. Some even say it’s its own religion. At the time, Gauri and Rajghatta couldn’t have cared less. Both were rationalists—as nonreligious, anti-superstitious atheists are called in India—and proud of it. Neither knew much of anything about Lingayat traditions, and in their urbane journalistic circles they met few people who did. Typically in India there’s pressure to marry only inside your community—sometimes enormous pressure. Neither Gauri nor Rajghatta had cared a bit about doing that, either, so it was just a funny coincidence to them that they’d accidentally married inside their community anyway. They bonded instead over a shared obsession with the hilarious stories of the British writer P. G. Wodehouse. “We were completely anglicized,” he said. “Deracinated. We’d forgotten our roots.”

			But as Gauri delved deeper into the politics of Karnataka, she became fascinated by the Lingayat story. She never became a believer—perish the thought—but she found a kindred spirit in the founder of the Lingayat tradition: a twelfth-century poet named Basavanna.

			Born in the year 1105 in what’s now northern Karnataka, Basavanna was a royal accountant who rose in rank to minister to the local king. But he used his position to battle all forms of human hierarchy. He and his spiritual comrades, then known as sharanas—ones who have surrendered—were an astonishing collective of mystical revolutionaries fervently devoted to the worship of the god Shiva, one of the major deities of Hinduism. Sharanas came from every class and caste; Basavanna was himself a Brahmin, but his fellow sharanas were blacksmiths, oarsmen, prostitutes. They wrote some of the greatest, most surprising devotional poetry in history—brief, vivid, free-verse poems called vachanas, which are brazenly irreverent toward everything but Shiva, and sometimes even toward him.

			Basavanna rejected rituals, temples, cremation, and the authority of the foundational scriptures called the Vedas. “Loaded with the burden of the Vedas,” he wrote, “the Brahmin is a veritable donkey.” He insisted on the dignity of labor, open discussion, and a gender equality so radical that it transcended gender. But above all, Basavanna and his fellow sharanas rejected the hierarchies that are now known as caste.

			

			•   •   •

			WHAT IS MEANT BY the word “caste”? It’s not a word of Indian origin. The Portuguese imported it when they arrived to colonize India in 1498. (In the Portuguese language, “casta” means “breed” or “lineage.”) Like the word “race” in America, “caste” does not coherently describe the social phenomena it’s applied to, but we’re stuck with it, and, imprecise as it is, the word has taken on too significant a life of its own to ignore.

			Sometimes “caste” seems to refer to the varna system, a concept from ancient Hindu scriptures that assigns four social classes: Brahmins, the priestly class; Kshatriyas, the warrior class; Vaishyas, the farming or merchant class; and Shudras, the laboring class. The fifth category is everyone excluded from the four varnas. These Indians have been called many things over the centuries: untouchables, outcastes, avarnas, ati-Shudras, pariahs. Gandhi called them Harijans, or “children of God.” Their own preferred name nowadays tends to be Dalit, which means broken or oppressed.

			Sometimes “caste” seems to refer to jati, a word that means “birth,” and which roughly means clan or ethnicity: India’s thousands of extended-family groups, which vary widely from region to region, and which are often associated with a particular hereditary occupation, sometimes indicated by a person’s surname. Even as many of the traditional occupations associated with a particular jati have become defunct, the concept of jati has stubbornly persisted. Christian and Muslim communities, too, often find themselves divided along jati lines. Strikingly, the word “jati” appears in nearly every Indian language. So while the practice of jati has a great deal of local variation, the concept of jati is nearly universal across India. (A partial exception are India’s many indigenous tribes, which make up approximately 8 percent of the population; known as Adivasis, or “original inhabitants,” these communities live all over India, particularly in the country’s Northeast, and often in forests.) Varna and jati are not at all synonymous, but even among Indians these two methods of categorization get conflated when caste is discussed.

			The history and origins of caste are highly contested. (And there’s long been debate over whether caste is intrinsically “Hindu,” or whether it’s an unfortunate social phenomenon that happens to be specific to South Asia—much like the debate over whether female circumcision is a Muslim or a regional problem.) At some point, though, the jatis started hardening into rigid hierarchies, with a great deal of regional variation. Intermarriage between jatis became taboo, and when it did occur, violence was the typical result. The Brahmins had the power of the priesthood and the pen, and they therefore dictated the hierarchies, ensuring, naturally, that their own jatis held the uppermost ranks.

			What made these hierarchies particularly insidious is that they were based on purity. The lower in rank your community, the less pure you were considered. There was a slender possibility of mobility—of gradually elevating your jati to a purer position. But Dalits were condemned as categorically impure, with no hope of escape. They were banned from all aspects of collective village life—temples, wells, the homes of caste Hindus—and forced to perform a village’s most scorned tasks, like disposing of shit and skinning carcasses. Some were required to wear brooms, to erase from the earth the supposed pollution of their footprints. Some were required to wear bells, to announce their approach and prevent their neighbors from the supposed pollution of looking at them. The position of Dalits relative to Brahmins was, as the writer Sujatha Gidla puts it in the title of her excellent memoir of growing up Dalit in South India, like that of “ants among elephants.”

			But there have long been daring rebels against caste. Basavanna and his fellow sharanas were among the earliest and bravest, and Gauri loved them for it.

			Basavanna’s story ends in a disaster that was also the culmination of his uncompromising egalitarianism. Two sharanas, an outcaste and a Brahmin, agreed to demonstrate their shared commitment to a casteless society by uniting their children in marriage. To caste-minded Hindus, this was the most outrageous of all possible weddings: a Brahmin woman with an untouchable man. Basavanna blessed their union. The king went berserk. He ordered that the groom’s eyes be gouged out and that the couple’s fathers be tied to the legs of elephants and dragged to death. A young sharana retaliated by assassinating the king. And the king’s son ordered a ferocious crackdown that killed thousands of sharanas. Basavanna fled, his revolution dead.

			But his community persisted. Over time, the sharanas’ descendants came to be known as Lingayats, named for the small linga—a stone symbolizing the god Shiva—that many of them wear. Temple culture, idol worship, and a host of rituals slipped back into their tradition. The priestly class reasserted itself among them. In a horrible irony, Lingayats came to be seen as just another caste group, with its own internal hierarchies of some ninety-nine castes and subcastes, some of them claiming a status even higher than Brahmins. Gauri’s own subcaste among Lingayats is Nonaba Vokkaliga, which is considered “high” caste. Shivasundar told me that for most of her life she wasn’t even aware which subcaste she belonged to—a telling sign that one’s caste is privileged.

			

			•   •   •

			OVER THE PAST CENTURY and a half, caste has become in some ways even more entrenched than it was in Basavanna’s time. Between 1872 and 1931, British colonial rulers conducted a census of India once a decade, and to each person surveyed, they assigned a caste—the better to pit Indians against one another, which would limit rebellion, and to promote Indians whom they viewed as superior, particularly Brahmins. In doing this, the British census takers tried to map each of India’s thousands of jatis (regional clans) to one of the four varnas (the scriptural class categories), which made no sense at all. But they forced it anyway, thereby making the caste system even less flexible and intelligible than what preceded it. And they added their own cruelties. The British condemned entire communities—particularly those who resisted their rule—as “criminal castes,” guilty by birth. Some of these communities they sent en masse to prison camps.

			Then, in 1947, after nine decades of struggle, came independence. Drafted by the great Dalit freedom fighter B. R. Ambedkar and promulgated in 1950, the Indian Constitution abolished the practice of untouchability, on paper at least. The days of Dalits wearing brooms and bells are over, but 27 percent of Indians continue to practice untouchability, avoiding contact with their neighbors who are Dalits (and those are just the ones willing to admit such a thing to a pollster). Only 5 percent of Indians marry outside their caste. Intercaste marriages still sometimes result in murder. Caste, at every level of the hierarchy, remains very much alive; like racism in America, it’s often invisible to those who wield and benefit from it the most, and a crushing daily reality to those whom it was designed to oppress.

			And in independent India, caste has gotten even more complex. A program of caste-based affirmative action, known in India as reservations, now sets aside jobs and other benefits for members of historically oppressed communities. These reservations are an urgent corrective to the caste system’s deeply entrenched inequities, but they’ll always be a frustratingly imprecise tool, and in their own way reservations have further entrenched caste, too. They effectively require any Indian who wishes to benefit from them to retain a caste-based identity, and they’ve provoked a predictable (and sometimes violent) backlash from caste groups who fall outside their scope. Furthermore, politicians have come to see caste communities as distinct constituencies—known as vote banks—whose members might offer or withhold their support as a bloc. In many Indian elections, caste is the single most significant determining factor.

			In Karnataka, no vote bank is more important than Lingayats. And at the time of Gauri’s murder, the most inflammatory political issue in the state was the Lingayat question: Were Lingayats really Hindus, or were they a separate religion?

			Massive rallies of Lingayats who favored a return to Basavanna’s philosophy, with crowds as strong as 200,000, had been gathering for months to demand recognition as a minority religion, distinct from Hindus. And Gauri had been highly vocal in their defense. The final four issues of her newspaper all highlighted the Lingayat question, arguing in column after column that Lingayats are not Hindus. “Basavanna and all sharanas rejected everything about the Hindu religion and rebelled against it,” Gauri wrote on August 8, 2017, less than a month before her murder. “If Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism—which were also born against the tenets of Hinduism—can be considered separate religions, then why not Lingayats?” Meanwhile, state elections in Karnataka were fast approaching. The BJP and its main rival, the Congress, seemed to have an equal shot at taking power—depending in part on which way the Lingayats went.

			In one crucial way, the BJP is no ordinary political party: it’s the electoral subsidiary of the RSS, an enormous and powerful Hindu-nationalist paramilitary organization. The animating philosophy of the RSS and its offshoots is Hindutva: a fundamentalist, majoritarian political movement that seeks to codify and enforce orthodox Hinduism and to define India as an explicitly Hindu country. (Hindutva is not at all synonymous
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