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FOREWORD

It is my firm belief that every human being is unique and endowed by God, in His divine wisdom, with distinct talents and potentialities. These gifts are not distributed on the basis of clan, caste, or community. Skills and abilities, therefore, are not the prerogative of any particular social group, nor should professions or trades be assigned according to caste-based identities.

Trades and occupations must be allocated purely on the basis of aptitude, skill, and competence. This necessitates a clear understanding of both the requirements of each trade and the capabilities of individuals. When these profiles are thoughtfully matched, individuals are enabled to perform at their best. The principle of “the right person for the right job” must guide all decisions related to employment and personnel management, as it leads to excellence, efficiency, and dignity of work.

If this principle is accepted, there is no justification for the belief that any particular caste or clan possesses an inherent aptitude for a specific occupation. While experience may enhance proficiency in a skill, it does not define an individual’s innate talent or aptitude. A person with the right ability can excel in any trade, regardless of caste or social background. Therefore, the distribution of work must be grounded in skills and aptitudes, entirely independent of social or communal considerations.

Even more damaging is the practice of attaching grades of social status to different forms of work. In India, manual and menial occupations have historically been accorded a lower status than so-called white-collar professions. As a result, individuals engaged in such work are unjustly perceived as inferior. This is a grave moral failing. Every occupation is essential to the balanced functioning and progress of society; no form of work is inherently inferior to another. If a task is necessary for the well-being of society, how can it be devalued? And how can the dignity of the person performing that task be diminished? The fundamental injustice of the caste system lies precisely in assigning higher or lower worth to individuals based on the nature of their work. In this context, I deeply appreciate Dr. Prashant Miranda’s insightful and thoughtful analysis, which places the problem of caste in its correct moral and social perspective.

Independent India presents us with a vital opportunity to correct these historical distortions. Our Constitution unequivocally upholds the principles of equality and fraternity and prohibits discrimination on the grounds of caste, colour, or creed, thereby safeguarding the secular and inclusive fabric of our nation. It is my sincere hope that this book will enlighten minds and touch hearts, encouraging a deeper recognition of the value of equality and the necessity of equal opportunity—so that every individual may flourish in accordance with their God-given talents and aptitudes.

Rev. Fr. Faustine Lucas Lobo
Director
Father Muller Charitable Institutions
Kankanady, Mangalore

Book Overview

The Politics of Purity: Hindutva, Varna, and the Making of Modern Power investigates how Hindutva ideologues and organizations have reinterpreted the ancient Hindu concept of Varna—a socio-spiritual classification—into a tool for political consolidation in modern India. Bridging history, religion, sociology, and political psychology, the book explores how caste hierarchy has been transformed from a social and spiritual framework into an instrument of cultural dominance and ideological control.

Through archival research, contemporary case analysis, and theoretical insight, this work reveals how narratives of purity, hierarchy, and divine order—once rooted in spiritual and sociocultural frameworks—have been re-engineered to advance nationalism, exclusion, and political power. It interrogates the intersections of faith, fear, and authority, tracing how myth, memory, and ritual continue to shape India’s political imagination.

Blending rigorous scholarship with an accessible narrative, The Politics of Purity seeks to understand not only how Hindutva gained mass legitimacy but also how it reshaped the democratic fabric of India by manipulating the deeply embedded logic of Varna—purity versus pollution, belonging versus otherness. It is a comprehensive exploration of the historical, social, and political dynamics that underpin contemporary debates about caste, identity, and power.

PART I: Roots of Division — The Historical Foundations

Chapter 1: The Varna Idea – Origins and Interpretations

This chapter traces the conceptual origins of Varna in the Vedic corpus, exploring its philosophical meanings as a division of human qualities rather than rigid birth-based hierarchy. It then follows the historical transformation through the Dharmashastras and Manusmriti, showing how fluid social functions hardened into a rigid caste order. The chapter ends by analyzing how this system was justified through religious narratives of purity, pollution, and cosmic order.

Chapter 2: From Dharma to Hierarchy – The Making of Caste Society

Here, the narrative moves from scriptural theory to social practice. It investigates how medieval India institutionalized caste boundaries through rituals, occupation, and endogamy. Using examples from regional histories, it shows how power and privilege became embedded in landholding patterns, temple economies, and cultural authority—laying the foundation for Varna as a lived system of inequality.

Chapter 3: Colonial Knowledge and Caste Politics

This chapter examines how British colonial rule reified caste as a bureaucratic category. Census surveys, ethnographic studies, and orientalist interpretations converted fluid identities into fixed social markers. By codifying caste within governance and education, colonialism inadvertently strengthened caste consciousness, setting the stage for its modern political use.

Chapter 4: Reformers and Resistance – Bhakti to Ambedkar

From the Bhakti poets’ defiance of ritual orthodoxy to Ambedkar’s radical critique of Brahmanism, this chapter chronicles movements that challenged Varna’s moral legitimacy. It highlights how resistance evolved—from devotional equality to intellectual and political assertion—foreshadowing later ideological battles between Hindutva’s cultural revivalism and Ambedkarite emancipation.

PART II: The Rise of Hindutva — Religion as Political Identity

Chapter 5: The Birth of Hindutva Ideology

This chapter unpacks the intellectual origins of Hindutva through the works of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar and M.S. Golwalkar. It explores their central argument: that India’s national identity rests upon a unified Hindu civilization. However, unity here implies homogeneity, achieved by invoking a mythic past where Varna represented social order and discipline—a moral counterpoint to colonial fragmentation.

Chapter 6: Constructing the Hindu Nation

Hindutva transformed religion into a political project. Through the establishment of organizations like the RSS, VHP, and Jana Sangh, religious belonging was reframed as national duty. This chapter shows how “Hindu unity” paradoxically relied on internal hierarchies—mobilizing caste pride where convenient and silencing caste critique when divisive.

Chapter 7: Varna as Cultural Order, Not Oppression

In this chapter, the ideological reframing of Varna takes center stage. Hindutva intellectuals reinterpret Varna as a functional division of labor—spiritualized and de-politicized. This rhetorical move allows caste hierarchy to persist while appearing benign or “natural.” The chapter illustrates how textbooks, temple sermons, and right-wing literature promote this sanitized narrative.

Chapter 8: The Cow, the Temple, and the Caste Question

Ritual purity becomes political theater in this chapter. Through the politics of cow protection, temple entry, and religious festivals, Hindutva re-enacts the logic of purity that once justified Varna. It shows how such campaigns create emotional solidarity while reinforcing symbolic control over space, body, and belief.

PART III: The Political Instrumentalization of Varna

Chapter 9: The Politics of Inclusion and Exclusion

This chapter analyzes how Hindutva organizations strategically engage marginalized castes. While invoking “Hindu unity,” they selectively empower Dalits and OBCs through symbolic gestures—festivals, commemorations, or welfare programs—without altering the upper-caste leadership structure. Inclusion becomes a spectacle, not a redistribution of power.

Chapter 10: Electoral Engineering – From Shudra to ‘Hindu’

The BJP’s rise is mapped here as a story of caste rebranding. Using field studies and electoral data, this chapter explores how the party converted local caste loyalties into a larger Hindu identity through welfare politics, social engineering, and religious rhetoric. “Shudra” becomes “Hindu”—a linguistic shift with deep political consequences.

Chapter 11: The Cultural Narrative – Textbooks, Temples, and Television

Hindutva’s control of narrative space—education, media, and religious institutions—is examined here. The chapter discusses how textbooks glorify Varna-era harmony, television mythologizes Hindu valor, and temples become political spaces, creating an ecosystem where caste hierarchy appears as timeless tradition rather than oppression.

Chapter 12: Dalit Appropriation and Co-option

Hindutva’s strategic embrace of Dalit icons such as Ambedkar, Suheldev, and Valmiki is analyzed as ideological co-option. By selectively reinterpreting their legacies, these figures are reframed as defenders of Hindu civilization rather than critics of Brahmanism, neutralizing their radical potential.

Chapter 13: The Economics of Hierarchy

Beyond culture, the chapter examines how neoliberal economic reforms and privatization sustain caste advantages. Corporate structures, temple trusts, and political donations reproduce elite dominance under the rhetoric of meritocracy. It argues that the political economy of Hindutva depends on both symbolic and material caste capital.

PART IV: Conflict, Contest, and Counter-Narratives

Chapter 14: The Resistance Within

Within Hindu society itself, reformist voices continue to challenge caste-based Hindutva. This chapter highlights intellectuals, monks, and lay movements that reinterpret Hinduism as an inclusive and egalitarian spiritual path, contrasting sharply with the hierarchical order of the Sangh Parivar.

Chapter 15: Ambedkarite and Left Responses

A comparative study of Ambedkarite and Marxist frameworks that expose Hindutva’s contradictions. While Ambedkarites critique its caste orthodoxy, Left thinkers highlight its capitalist-patriarchal alliance. Together, these movements provide the most potent ideological opposition to Hindutva’s reimagined Varna order.

Chapter 16: Women, Purity, and Patriarchy

The Varna system’s gender dimension is explored here. Through issues like inter-caste marriage, honor crimes, and women’s participation in Hindutva organizations, the chapter reveals how control over women’s bodies and sexuality preserves both caste and communal purity in the nationalist project.

Chapter 17: Hindutva Abroad – The Globalization of a Hierarchical Identity

Focusing on diaspora politics, this chapter examines how Hindutva organizations in the U.S., U.K., and elsewhere promote cultural pride while exporting caste discrimination through temple networks and cultural curricula. It reveals how Varna ideology adapts to global contexts under the guise of heritage preservation.

PART V: Reimagining India Beyond Varna

Chapter 18: The Secular Challenge – Pluralism Under Pressure

This chapter explores the tension between India’s constitutional secularism and the majoritarian narrative of cultural nationalism. Through case studies of law, education, and citizenship, it highlights how Hindutva’s Varna-based logic undermines the secular and egalitarian foundations of the Republic.

Chapter 19: Beyond Identity – Movements for Equality and Justice

The focus shifts to contemporary resistance movements—Dalit, Adivasi, feminist, and interfaith—seeking to reimagine India’s moral and social landscape. These movements reject both caste hierarchy and religious chauvinism
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