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Praise for The Trauma of Caste


“Thenmozhi Soundararajan is the most profound and prophetic Dalit American voice of her generation. The Trauma of Caste is a trailblazing and pathbreaking work that rips the veil of Brahmin supremacy in the South Asian diaspora within the United States as well as across the world. In the great tradition of the inimitable Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, this visionary and courageous work is a magnificent manifesto that calls for the abolition of caste apartheid. . . .  I urge everyone to read this book and pass it forward, for these are the genocidal times that try our souls. Let the fire of resistance free all our oppressed peoples.”

—Dr. Cornel West, New York Times best-selling author of Race Matters, Democracy Matters, and Black Prophetic Fire




“Thenmozhi Soundararajan is one of the most powerful, brave, visionary, and determined social justice leaders I have met in my lifetime. . . .  an irresistible cri de coeur, The Trauma of Caste is at once an embodied meditation and simultaneously a literary hand grenade blowing open the torturous prison and agony of caste. . . .  Thenmozhi makes clear that as genocide and ethnonationalism looms in South Asia, the stakes have never been higher. The responsibility for change cannot be on the shoulders of the oppressed. It is up to each and every one of us to rise for Dalit people now.”

—V (formerly Eve Ensler), author of The Vagina Monologues and The Apology




“Searing, powerful, and haunting, this book is a must-read for all of us who are committed to a world grounded in human rights and caste and gender equity. The book is a clarion call for revolution, and I would urge all to heed its call.”

—GOVIND ACHARYA, India Country Specialist, Amnesty International US




“…a tour de force for caste annihilation. Thenmozhi deftly weaves through personal story, ancestral resistance, and political histories to illuminate vital truths, shatter myths, world-build transnational solidarities, and uplift courage and love through this embodied text. . . .  This work is intellectually fierce, profoundly necessary, and a compelling must-read for us all.”

—Harsha Walia, author of Undoing Border Imperialism, coauthor of Never Home, and former executive director of British Columbia Civil Liberties Association (BCCLA)




“The Trauma of Caste is a worthy successor to Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s work in its visionary analysis and epic sweep. . . .  With profound compassion and brilliant insight, Thenmozhi Soundararajan shows us the damning truths of caste in our time and lights a path forward.”

—Minal Hajratwala, author of Leaving India, editor of Out! Stories from the New Queer India, Stanford/Columbia/Fulbright-Nehru Senior Scholar, and founder of the Unicorn Authors Club




“Thenmozhi has long proved herself as a true movement organizer. In a direct response to Dr. Ambedkar’s call to ‘Educate, Agitate, and Organize’—she leads us through both practical and visionary strategies to take responsibility and do our part to abolish caste at both interpersonal and systemic levels, helping make a path toward liberatory futures.”

—Prachi Patankar, anti-caste and feminist activist and writer




“The Trauma of Caste, by one of North America’s leading Dalit activists, is a powerful combination of moving personal memoir, political philosophy and history, and thoughtful meditation exercises and reflections. Thenmozhi Soundararajan’s work is both a call for justice and a toolbox for transformation. This book will be an invaluable resource for teaching and for activist work. It provides historical, textual, and material insight into how caste oppression has manifested in visible and invisible ways, embedded in social systems, and internalized in all South Asian bodies over generations. This should be a required read for students and scholars of Hinduism and all South Asian religions.”

—The Feminist Critical Hindu Studies Collective




“Caste is one of the urgent moral, multifaith issues of our time, and The Trauma of Caste is a critical intervention, helping us to better understand how caste operates, what it feels like, and most importantly, why we must work to abolish it, once and for all.”

—Simran Jeet Singh, executive director for the Aspen Institute’s Religion & Society Program and author of The Light We Give




“… a powerful reintroduction to Buddhism as a response to the unjust suffering of caste. Thenmozhi draws on her own lived experience and insights from the study of anti-caste activism over millennia to illuminate the struggle for justice, freedom, and caste abolition against the interlocking systems of oppression faced by those at the bottom of body-based hierarchies: among the South Asian diaspora, the African diaspora, and beyond. . . .  The Trauma of Caste is an instant socially engaged Buddhist classic and is crucial reading for all who are committed to Sanghas rooted in liberation in all beings.”

—Rhonda V. Magee, author of The Inner Work of Racial Justice




“Thenmozhi Soundararajan captures with precision the experience of being a survivor of spiritual violence and how religion, which has been a tool for the oppression of Dalits, can be a foundation for our freedom when we are awarded consent and acknowledgment of our caste soul wound. . . .  Her work creates new possibilities in the darkest moment of our history, and I urge all who care about the future of our world to read it now.”

—Manjula Pradeep, Dalit feminist leader and cofounder of the National Council of Women Leaders and the Dalit Human Rights Defenders Network




“In the face of the overwhelming pain and stress inflicted upon caste-oppressed people, Thenmozhi calls readers to participate in a fully embodied transnational love, making radical and empathetic connections with other oppressed communities. . . .  As a Dalit, I welcome this work that further paves the way for all of our collective healing from caste.”

—Dr. Sunder John Boopalan, assistant professor at Canadian Mennonite University and author of Memory, Grief, and Agency




“The Trauma of Caste places the experiences of Dalit people firmly at the center of a global story about race and caste they have long been excluded from and uses that experience to teach us all about power, about survival, about changemaking. . . .  Every Black activist should read this book, every immigrant rights activist should read this book, every survivor of violence should read this book—because it holds within it seeds for our collective future.”

—Malkia Devich Cyril, founding director of MediaJustice and principal at the Radical Loss Project




“The Trauma of Caste deconstructs caste oppression and considers possibilities for healing through a Dalit American feminist lens, in conversation with the writings not only of Dalit thinkers but of those from Black, Indigenous, and other historically exploited communities. . . .  As a Dalit American, I am inspired by Soundararajan’s important efforts to raise awareness about caste and bring about healing.”

—Vauhini Vara, journalist and author of Immortal King Rao




“In Thenmozhi’s stories there is much to learn not only about caste in the United States, but the trauma caste engenders for all of us. As a Shudra sufferer of caste in India, I urge everyone to read this book. It is essential reading for all those committed to dignity, human rights, and a caste-free world.”

—Kancha Ilaiah Shepherd, author of The Shudras, From a Shepherd Boy to an Intellectual, and Why I Am Not a Hindu




“This deeply spiritually grounded meditation on the trauma and afterlives of caste apartheid deserves our global intersectional feminist solidarity. Thenmozhi Soundararajan shows us in this book that the work of freedom must happen not only in the head and the heart, but also in the body. She has me convinced that the work of eliminating caste, a dominating system that predates white supremacy, will help to free us all.”

—Brittney Cooper, author Eloquent Rage and Beyond Respectability
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I dedicate this book to my incredible loving birth and chosen family, who have been the foundation for all of my work. I also dedicate this book to my fellow cofounders of Equality Labs and the incredible staff and members who have helped us grow into a loving global movement for caste abolition.






Foreword

Tarana Burke

When Thenmozhi asked me to do the foreword to The Trauma of Caste, I didn’t hesitate. We have been friends for over twenty-five years. From Selma to Mali and back, we have built a sisterhood that has crossed continents and is made up of joy, survivorship, friendship, and liberation that has stood the test of time. It is about more than just friendship though. You have to keep in mind that in the 2000s activists like us were inheriting a world that was filtered with the thinking of leaders like bell hooks, Patricia Hill Collins, and the Combahee River Collective—Black feminists who paved the way for interventions on white feminism and our own communities. We also were carrying forth a movement that saw white feminists deradicalize their efforts to stop sexual violence and become service providers for survivors who looked like white middle-class women and not like Thenmozhi or me. This is why, as young women, we were faced with a landscape where we knew the problems but no one cared to develop solutions that would help us. That was a terrible feeling.

And at that moment, even if the world did not care for us, we cared for each other. We supported each other with visions of what the world would look like if violence toward Black and Dalit girls ended. And there is a lesson in that in terms of how we need to address some of our urgent problems today. In many ways, we need to understand that movements are built through our solidarities and in the ways we hold and care for each other. For often the things people believe are impossible are exactly what we need to lean into to build the world that we want. 

Think about it. What kind of a world would we be in if Black and Dalit survivors were centered? It is not the world we were in then or are in now. But we need to live in our movements the way we want the world to look after our movements have succeeded. That is why it is important to read books like The Trauma of Caste. Too few of us understand what is going on for Dalit people under caste apartheid, and we need to know. Our liberations are connected. If Dalit people continue to be enslaved under this system, how can anyone know real freedom? As an unapologetic Black survivor, I seek my freedom with other survivors to free ourselves from individual and structural harm. 

When I look back at our younger selves, what got us through was how we supported each other. We listened and experimented and learned from each other. Thenmozhi was one of the first people outside my community to support my work with survivors, unconditionally, in its various iterations—from my interventions on Black religious and civil rights leaders who were inflicting sexual harm in our community, to my first organization, Just Be, Inc., and my work with the Me Too movement. But similarly, I learned and listened with my whole heart about the pain of Dalit women and the system of caste apartheid. That is what this book calls for you to do as a reader: sit and take it in with your whole heart. It is filled with information that will be new for some, but more important than the facts is the perspective. A second-generation Dalit feminist woman’s firsthand account of how the unyielding cruelty and systemic dehumanization of casteism affected her personally and moved her to collaborate with other Dalit survivors to build and broaden a modern movement has to be taken not just into your mind but into your heart. I started the work of the Me Too movement when many people did not believe it was necessary or possible. I did that with the help of people like Thenmozhi who never thought for a moment that it wasn’t going to happen. A lot of people don’t realize this, but Dalit women were some of the first South Asian leaders of the Me Too movement, and the relationships of many Dalit feminist movements have built years of solidarity between Black and Dalit feminists like Thenmozhi and me. 

It is an amazing thing to have been a witness to her journey. I have watched her come to terms with her own survivorship as she has worked to build a movement for caste equity that centers Dalit feminist survivors wherever they might be. From international exchanges, organizing, research, and ultimately her own art; I have known that in watching her grow into a global leader that we are linked by love and a commitment to survivor power. And this is important for looking at systems like race and caste; consent is at the core of so many of the problems. 

I was struck by how much consent has been removed from the lives of Dalit people. It is one thing to know this from a friend. It hits even harder when reading it in this book. Even the idea that Dalits have to “come out”—to be so systematically robbed of their humanity in every domain of life from the spiritual to interpersonal and structural—is chilling. I am moved when my friend calls herself a survivor of gender-based violence but also of religious violence. As someone who has worked with survivors of pastors, I know we cannot underestimate the damage to our spirits when spiritual systems are weaponized for exploitation. Systems of faith are systems before they are places of faith. They are made by people and share the flaws of their builders. Hearing the stories of Dalit people is a reminder that we must hold human lives higher than systems of faith that would dehumanize them. 

But even after we leave such violence behind, how do we heal the wounds of the spirit like the ones that come from caste? Thenmozhi’s book provides a loving path to resilience and healing. As discussed in even the opening of this book, engaging oppressed survivors to pursue justice without providing them pathways to pursue healing is unethical. The pursuit of justice can be healing, but the singular pursuit of justice in and of itself is not the same as the pursuit of healing. This is one of the most important lessons I learned in this book and that in my own work with survivors I am passionate about. 

I also had to sit with how strange and profound caste is. And when I was talking about it with my staff, one of the things that was difficult for us to grapple with is what would happen if violence like racism came from our own people. That is, what if the white folks in our context were instead our own? How much harder would that be to explain and to make visible to people who may not even be able to find South Asia on a map? It is such a betrayal, and it can only be addressed by the building of power—collective power, political power, and institutional power. 

Again, from our shared friendship, it was BIPOC survivors and leaders who worked together to build our movement. We went from dreaming together in closed rooms and sharing stories that inspired us to work to addressing survivors in our own communities by experimenting with healing circles, interventions on harm-doers, and advocacy. Our stories became experiments, organizations, actions, and eventually movements. We are not just about services but about building survivor power because there is no community in the world where gender-based violence is not happening. But we survivors are more than our wounds. We are store clerks and doctors, laborers and lawyers, elected officials and jurors; we are everywhere, and we are a constituency that votes and can move nations. Imagine if instead of having Trump, Putin, and Modi, we had survivors like Thenmozhi, me, and the millions of others leading us into a world of consent and healing.

This is what this book is a reminder of. When oppressed leaders witness each other, we are able to build shared liberation. Witnessing is more than just liking a tweet or sharing a post. It is not about performative activism. It is about offering grace to a shared traveler on the road to justice. I may not have always understood everything about caste when I first began my friendship with Thenmozhi, but I understood in my heart the tears of what it means to be dispossessed and left behind. Survivors like us cannot just accept being dispossessed; we must make way for each other and with each other. 

This is revolutionary grace. 

Thenmozhi knew this too. Even at a young age, she had this extraordinary gift of vision. She could see where all the broken parts could fit together in a whole, and she shared that vision with those around her so that we could see it more clearly. This is the gift of a storyteller, but it is also the gift of a bridge builder and a movement leader. And for all the organizers reading this book, cultivating these skills is critical and reading this book is part of that. We build movements through awareness of ourselves, our relationships, and the structures we create that in turn impact the world. To make change is to bring attention to our actions in these realms and to change with intention in these domains. Thenmozhi uses her Dalit Buddhist background to bring insight to the journey of healing that Dalits and other oppressed people might travel in building that awareness. And this journey has many lessons for movement builders all over. 

Systems of exclusion, violence either interpersonal or structural, as Thenmozhi says, are meant to break meaning, break our minds, bodies, and spirits. Thenmozhi could weave by listening, witnessing, or writing a vision that is larger than that violence. In that way, witnesses also give space to belief. And sometimes when you are on the margins, or on the margins of the margins, all it takes is belief to be the bridge for what comes next. This is also revolutionary grace, holding space for the possibilities that come after the wounds. 

And so again, I ask all the folks who would read this book that you listen with your whole selves and your whole heart and that you offer revolutionary grace to Dalit people, Dalit survivors. We are in an unprecedented time when Dalit people are coming out. I would ask you to listen so that we might act. To bring about healing from all systems of oppression. To bring about the world that comes next. To begin that which starts with revolutionary grace but ends with unapologetic freedom. 





Author’s Note

I write this book for my parents, who fled caste apartheid as immigrants and were able to thrive in the United States, but who also carried the wound of caste apartheid within them. I write this for all immigrants who experienced harm in their countries of both origin and destination.

I write for my ancestors, who survived before me so that I might survive and hold the door open for those who come after me.

I write this in honor of the Dalit Bahujan and Adivasi thinkers, reformers, leaders, and freedom fighters upon whose shoulders I stand, including Dr. Ambedkar, Iyothee Thass, Ayyankali, Jyotirao and Savitribai Phule, Periyar, Phoolan Devi, and more. I write this also with tremendous thanks for all of the caste-oppressed and allied scholars who have lit the way for our generation today, suffering great violence for their incisive scholarships and many sacrifices to hold the truth for many of us, including G. Alyosius, Gail Omvedt, Vivek Kumar, Eleanor Zelliot, Kancha Ilaiah Shepherd, Sukhadeo and Vimal Thorat, Braj Ranjan Mani, and so many, many others. 

I write this book for the 5.4 million South Asian Americans who live in the US, peoples with roots in India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, Tibet, and the Maldives; and Indo-indentured people in Malaysia, Singapore, Fiji, Australia, New Zealand, the African subcontinent, and the Caribbean; as well as for people who identify as Buddhists, Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, Jains, Ravidassias, and Hindus. I write especially for those among you who are caste-oppressed.

I write this book because progressive Americans of all ethnicities and faiths need to know that justice and dignity and liberation are not just about the issues at home, but about how we build solidarity across nations. I write this for the allies around the world, in hopes you will be inspired by the resistance that is present in Dalit history. 

I write this for Buddhists everywhere to understand that the origin of Buddhism was a reaction and challenge to the suffering caused by caste apartheid. And the acknowledgment of this origin story requires all sanghas to examine our practices and responsibilities in light of caste apartheid.

I write this in material solidarity with the movement for Black liberation. Dalits stand with our Black kin, as we suffer from similar historical violence and state impunity for generations. In acknowledging our pain, we also witness yours and see our joint struggles for freedom as deeply intertwined.

I also write in honor of all of my Muslim kin, because so many Muslims have carried the water for so many Dalit movements, and in turn we too carry yours. When faith is criminalized and racialized, we have to overturn the expectations of the dominant culture to return to our fullest selves. We learn every day from your commitments to justice and peace even in a time of great dehumanization. 

I write this because of climate change, because what America does with its fossil fuels affects the world. Asia was the biggest victim of natural disasters last year, and climate change will make South Asia home to the largest numbers of climate refugees and food-insecure people in the world. It is of vital importance that we reclaim our connections to each other from oppressive systems, so that we unite as a species to preserve and hold fast the earth. 

I write to acknowledge what I have learned from the leadership of Indigenous and Adivasi resistance, which has held settler colonial communities accountable and held the space for another vision for our world. From Standing Rock to Jharkhand we are committed to the process of decolonization and debrahminization. Your struggles for the reclamation of dignity of the land, ourselves, and existence is the foundation for all our struggles.

I write this book for Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi feminists across the planet, who resist caste apartheid and Brahminical patriarchy every day. I write so that the world may know of the powerful force we are, and that the freedom of all genders is connected to the end of caste apartheid in our lifetime.

I write for all the Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi women, nonbinary, and trans siblings we have lost to caste-based sexual violence. I write for Delta Meghwal, the brilliant young student and artist who was raped and murdered in her school by her teacher.1 I write for Jisha, the young law student who slept with a sickle under her pillow, who was raped and murdered in her home for speaking on behalf of oppressed people for the right to their land.2 I write for the young girls of Badaun who were raped and hung from a tree, and whom the police suggested had hanged themselves, instead of the police confronting the caste-based sexual violence in their village.3 I write for the Bhagana survivors, whose families have been occupying a protest site for years, fighting for some scrap of justice, but are denied by the violent Indian caste apartheid state.4 I write for the young woman of Hathras whose body was burnt before justice could be won and her family who fights for her still. I write for our Dalit trans kin Pandiyamma, who was falsely arrested and then sexually assaulted in jail. When she was released, she was later assaulted again in the police station. After her family went to complain, even her family was attacked. In despair Panidyamma self-immolated herself in the police station. I write so that our community can truly feel the depth of our sorrow for all we have lost to caste-based sexual violence. Some do not make it and others defy it. But all our families carry these wounds forward. I write so that we can begin to heal. 

I write for Dalit, Adivasi, and Bahujan trans and nonbinary siblings Living Smile Vidya, Grace Banu, Angel Gladys, and so many others, who fight so that all trans and nonbinary folks may live free from violence, and with economic dignity.5 I also write this for the revolutionary Dalit Bahujan Queer leaders who have led the way for Queering Ambedkar like Sumit Baudh, Dhrubo Jyoti, Akhil Khang, Dhiren Borisa, Karmegam, Rachelle Bharathi Chandran, M. Bangar, Raya Sarkar, Jyotsna Siddharth, Mimi Mondal, and so many others. I write so that the world will one day come to know your incredible courage and tenacity and celebrate the way you carry our struggles forward with grace and fire.

I write for Radhika Vemula, mother of the institutionally murdered Dalit student activist Rohith Vemula, who committed suicide after he was assaulted and arrested for fighting for his rights in an unjust and casteist campus.6 In turn Radhika herself faced attacks as she fought for accountability around the conditions of her son’s death. Despite it all Radhika Vemula continues to inspire in her commitment to commemorate the death of her son through the continued upliftment of our people. It was because of his tragic death that our community profoundly began to address the issue of Dalit suicide by looking to institutional accountability for creating the conditions of suicidal despair. I write so you know that your battle means everything to us and we will not let them silence the struggle for mothers of the movement like yourself, as well as for all Dalit, Adivasi, and Bahujan students like Rohith.

I write for the many Dalit women leaders who are paving new directions for justice, including Dalit feminist elders like Ruth Manorama, Manjula Pradeep, Vimal Thorat, Rajni Tilak, Bhanwari Devi, and Fatima Bernard, as well as new firebrands like Manisha Mashaal, Sushma Raj, Gauri Aman, Rajni Mashaal, Swati Sawant, Smitha Kamble, Sarita Pariyar, and so many others. We are here as a leaderful movement thanks to your courage and your love for our people.

I write this book for the 10,000 political prisoners who are languishing for resisting the terrifying policies of genocide, such as Dr. Anand Teltumbde, Professor Hany Babu, G. N. Saibaba, and the Bhima Koregaon prisoners. Their courage during their pandemic imprisonment is inspiring and heartbreaking as they undergo terrifying conditions for speaking out against injustice. I hope only for their freedom and accountability for all they have lost on the behalf of all our people. 

I write this book because the era of exploitation and dehumanization of peoples must end.

Critically, I write this because South Asia is now buckling under the pressure of multiple religious ethnonationalisms. With millions of lives hanging in the balance, the time to address our historical trauma and find new paths for de-escalation, healing, and empathy is now. 

Finally, I write so that dominant-caste people in South Asia and the diaspora might confront the knowledge of the origins and ongoing existence of caste apartheid and accept the untold suffering it continues to cause. The time to end caste apartheid is now. To join the movement, you must first unlearn all that has helped sustain it. I write in the earnest hope that you commit to shoulder the burden of resisting the system of caste apartheid and the terrifying legacy of Brahminism. This includes embracing discomfort and taking this conversation with courage into the networks of your privilege and holding this line as fiercely as you can.

How to Read This Book

The theoretical engagement of this book is intentionally one grounded in embodied practice. We have been trained over centuries to solely intellectualize caste and in turn create distance from its horror and compartmentalize its impact on our bodies and societies. This book, then, is for all of us impacted by caste—the caste-oppressed and the privileged, as well as the allies who would stand with us as we work though this trauma and free ourselves from caste apartheid.

In fact, I want to experiment in ways I can create an embodied text as part of a commitment to heal. Throughout this book I have taken care to offer my own bodily experiences to violence; in the appendix I have also compiled exercises and worksheets to help readers do their own work related to caste. 

Use them. Take time. And don’t be afraid to pause in reflection. What I hope is that you can use the breaks as opportunities to observe your body’s reactions to the discomfort of caste. You need not agree with everything I say, but I am hoping we can learn together how to re-regulate our nervous systems and be re-embodied in new patterns of awareness around the wound of caste. Dominator systems like caste are sustained by the continued disruption and dysregulations of our nervous systems to accept untenable conditions that keep our survival responses continuously engaged. We are in essence in a state of constant hypervigilance, which in turn makes us threats to each other and the planet. To become free is to become aware and then, in turn, to heal. 

It is not easy, especially if you are new to observing your trauma responses. But if you can take these steps with me tenderly and with care for yourself and each other, I suspect we will find movement even in the hardest parts of your heart. 

This book is also intended for diverse audiences inside and outside the South Asian community. Caste has been siloed for so long that much of the vocabulary to discuss caste is not commonly known. To that end I have included a glossary (see p. 215) with both South Asian and North American terms to help readers understand the many transnational themes I discuss. In Appendix I, I also offer profiles of ancestors in Dalit history to inspire us all. I hope you will reference them frequently. Unlearning caste is an iterative process that leads to shared healing and communal organizing. 

Thank you with loving-kindness. 




Introduction: The Wound as Teacher

Listen. 

Breathe.

Witness.

This is a story.

A story of caste. A story that is my story. But not the story of caste. 

How could it be? 

There could never be one singular narrative of a system that has attempted to break the will, spirit, and bodies of millions of people across millennia. I am a daughter of these people. Born across the Kala Pani, the inky black water that was supposed to break caste.1 Migration across the oceans promised to disrupt, in the words of Tamil scholar Yaso Nadarajah, “lifeworlds of caste and kinship systems, rituals and belonging.”2 But instead of dissolving it, the diaspora re-created the wound of caste again and again, in the United States and across the world. 

In Tamil, my birth language, there is another haunting specter: the Mundam. It means “mindless or headless body.” Said to haunt cemetery grounds, Mundams are doomed to wander in cursed bodies without rudders of consciousness. Caste operates like these ghosts. It is a mindless re-creation of the trauma we carry in South Asian bodies from centuries of caste violence. Because we are unconscious of it, we inflict its wound everywhere. Caste is the wound that, left untreated, will ultimately destroy us. 

But in my story I hope there is a lesson—a medicine for what happens when we confront our generational wounds. May the medicine be the doorway to our healing. And in so doing be a small contribution to all those who would heal from historical trauma. 

For while I am a daughter of a people who have been oppressed for thousands of years, I am also the artifact of centuries of their love and resilience. In that there is a hope for everything. 

May a thousand flowers bloom in your heart and in mine for our liberation. 



The Trauma of Caste is a series of meditations on the path to freedom, from my perspective as a Dalit American, a feminist, and a Buddhist. “Dalit” is the name that we chose for ourselves when Brahminism, the animating belief system that created caste, declared us “untouchable” and “spiritually defiling.”* Dalit means broken. Broken by suffering. Broken by caste: the world’s oldest, longest-running dominator system, decreed in scriptures and enforced by unspeakable acts of violence. Broken by the horror of the enormity of human potential that was lost to this violent system—lives not fully lived, and souls who never got to sing their full song.

Despite untouchability being banned by Indian law since 1950,3 caste persists and thrives with impunity, a de facto apartheid that exploits, excludes, humiliates, maims, rapes, and murders caste-oppressed people every day. Caste is a system of exclusion that ranks people at birth into a hierarchy based on alleged purity and pollution.4 

Sometimes people fall into the trap of thinking that dominator culture is embedded exclusively in white people, an essential part of whiteness. Yet caste has been going on for several thousand years. 

The immensity of caste-based suffering—over not just centuries but millennia—is immeasurable. And caste isn’t limited to the homelands of South Asia but migrates around the globe. Brahmins and other caste-privileged people reproduce it in their new homelands and among their social networks. Caste apartheid festers among the 5.4 million South Asian Americans in the US and elsewhere in the diaspora.5 It erupts online. And it forms the basis of the monstrous ethnonationalist project in India that is poised to become the world’s largest genocide.

Yet although Dalit means broken, it also means resilient. There have been darker moments in history that we as caste-oppressed people have suffered, darker even than this one. Despite that, our people endured to get to this place where we shout from every possible rooftop of our beauty, our value, and our pride. We are survivors. We have lessons to share about finding belonging and healing in the face of deprivation and violence, lessons that are urgently needed not only by other oppressed people but by the whole of humanity and the planet itself.



In 2015 with several Dalit feminists I cofounded Equality Labs as one of the first organizations led by Dalit Americans that uses community research, public education, power building, art, and technology with the goal of ending caste apartheid, gender-based violence, and religious intolerance everywhere in the world. We created the landmark report Caste in the United States, which first documented caste discrimination in the US.6 Through our Unlearning Caste Supremacy workshops, we have trained thousands of people on how to be caste abolitionists. I have traveled across South Asia to witness caste atrocities and to support survivors of caste rape in pursuing justice. In the US, I alongside many Dalit activists, organizations, and allies have built a national civil rights movement organizing for caste equity by raising caste competency in Americans, bringing cases of caste discrimination to light, and working to establish caste as a protected category in all our institutions. 

I have seen the unspeakable and have been called unmentionable things by those who hear the challenges to the brutal system of caste apartheid as a threat to their peace of mind. But my experience of caste is also much more intimate. Despite my growing up in the United States, ostensibly having escaped caste, it was with me every day, in my house, in my family, in my own body. There was no escaping it.

When the pain of all I witnessed and experienced became too much to bear, it was Buddhist practice that enabled my healing and resilience. The healing that Buddhism offered to me began with nonattachment. I was separate from my pain. And I could pause my engagement with it in real time and take a gentle step back. Just that small bit of distance could give me insight, perspective, and much-needed respite from caste suffering. Part of my leaning into Buddhist practice was being able to understand that you can have an experience that is wounding, but you can still build resilience past that wound. And the key part of that is to never stop seeking. For inquiry itself is healing.

In fact, the Dalit experience was what originally illuminated suffering for the Buddha. Buddhism was created in part as a reaction to the cruelty of caste apartheid and became the first refuge of the caste-oppressed. This book is partly a tribute to those origins. To that end another name for this book could be The Dhamma of Caste. Not “dharma” in the Hindu sense, the strict code of duty that requires submission to the accepted caste-based pecking order of power, but as it is referred to in Buddhism’s original language of Pali—dhamma. In the Buddhist context, our dhamma is the duty to be free. And as a Dalit feminist, I interpret that our duty is also to seek, to inquire, and to choose our conditions, all toward liberation from caste and all forms of oppression. This is why Assata Shakur’s slogan rings so deeply with Dalit people. When she says, “It is our duty to fight for our freedom. It is our duty to win. We must love each other and support each other. We have nothing to lose but our chains,”7 we hear her call for action across time, movements, and generations. Our duty to commit to the task of emancipation is the only way forward. There is infinite potential in exploring the knowledge of freedom. 

Our duty to be free also means that we have to explore and interrogate everything that has caused us harm and has created separation between ourselves and the land, ourselves and each other, and even inside ourselves—all of which is actually interconnected. Our job in terms of supporting the law of life is to support reconnection where connections have been broken. Intersectionality is not optional in a Dalit feminist anti-caste vision of dhamma—it is foundational. 

Like every dominator system, Brahminism breaks connections. Caste apartheid is a fictitious system of separation for the purposes of exploitation, just like white supremacy. It separates caste-privileged from caste-oppressed. But the trauma it causes in the caste-oppressed also separates us from ourselves. After traumatic events—and the legacies of these events over generations—we survive by disconnecting from our emotions, from our bodies, from our spirits, from the divine, from our families, ancestors, beloveds, and other species, and even the earth. We compartmentalize. We go numb. We make terrible choices. So to heal from trauma, from that separation within ourselves, is also part of the duty, the dhamma of caste. 

In order to heal, we have to soften that in ourselves that feels unmovable or frozen. We need to touch the space tenderly, with both a cognitive approach and also a somatic practice, because the dominator systems are embodied. The body in South Asia is now so heavily linked with Brahminism’s classifications of purity and pollution that healing from these notions requires somatic approaches. Our nervous systems are wired by centuries of exclusion and othering. They wire us to replicate separation, polarization, violence, and hate. As a society we then generate policies that are artifacts of this wiring. In this way we are captives—both the oppressed and the powers that be—held hostage by dominator systems like white supremacy and Brahminism.

This is not to say that political and economic campaigns are not critical. The urgency of the material work required to save lives, and give lives basic dignity, is undeniable. Period. 

I choose here to focus more on the emotional wounds of caste because too often we do not allow the pain of caste to be seen, to be acknowledged, to be legible. Brahminism has made such examination taboo by shaming and gaslighting those who would bring forth the injury of caste.

We keep failing in our commitment to annihilate caste because we are not embodied in our response. We need to become empathetic witnesses to each other’s pain. We need to return to our bodies and care for the pain they hold and have held for many centuries around caste. Only then can we contribute productively to the tandem political and economic projects of caste abolition. 

As trauma therapist Resmaa Menakem notes in his book My Grandmother’s Hands, “We’ve earnestly tried to address white-body supremacy in America with reason, principles, and ideas—using dialogue, forums, discussions, education, and mental training. But the widespread destruction of Black bodies continues… It’s not that we’ve been lazy or insincere. But we’ve focused our efforts in the wrong direction. We’ve tried to teach our brains to think better about race. But white-body supremacy doesn’t live in our thinking brains. It lives and breathes in our bodies… The body is where we fear, hope, and react; where we constrict and release; and where we reflexively fight, flee, or freeze. If we are to upend the status quo of white-body supremacy, we must begin with our bodies.”8

Resmaa is in essence making the argument for us to understand systems of exclusion through the lens of trauma and in doing so recognize the resulting racial soul wound that is at the heart of ongoing racial violence and exclusion. Soul wounds are the deep wrenching pain that results from historical trauma.* This is why to heal from race we must address this embodied trauma both for ourselves and across generations. It is why he has moved from calling white supremacy to white-body supremacy to recenter the body as a core terrain of healing in racial trauma.9 In a similar spirit, I call for healing the caste soul wound to be the necessary prerequisite for caste abolition. A project in which both the caste-privileged and the caste-oppressed reckon with their terrible legacies related to caste and work to make legible its somatized impacts on bodies, relationships, and communities.

This Moment

As I write these words in the spring of 2022, the backdrop for this book’s meditations is a horrific moment in India, where Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s authoritarian administration is poised to open up the largest network of concentration camps and create the largest stateless population in world history. In fact, religious ethnonationalism threatens all the democracies in South Asia, beyond the Islamophobic and casteist genocidal project in India, from the coup in Myanmar to the Taliban reclamation of Afghanistan to the return of the general of the Tamil genocide, Gotabaya Rajapaksa, into Sri Lankan politics as prime minister. And COVID-19 added even more misery to South Asian caste and religious minorities, who have suffered unbearable grief from staggering death tolls, COVID-related discrimination, and loss of jobs that have led to the largest internal migration in world history. 

To sit in contemplation of the trauma of caste, to do this internal work of softening and witnessing, may seem excruciating in this moment as multiple tragedies, pandemics inside of pandemics, are engulfing our beloved peoples. 

However, it is important to understand that our path to solutions is not an either/or proposition. We absolutely need to fight out there—on the streets, in the media, in the courts, in our families—with our every breath, for life and for liberation. 

But when we are unconscious, when we act too fast, we often cause harm to each other and to the movement for liberation. The pace dictated—by capitalism, Brahminism, white supremacy, social media, and even by each other’s trauma—discourages consciousness. Too often we unwittingly steer back into cycles of oppression. So the call of this moment is also for us to deeply do the work to transform what it is about ourselves that constantly creates patterns of polarization, conflict, intergenerational harm, and division; the call is for us to truly be in the right relationship with each other. It requires a great deal of care, cautiousness, and mindfulness to stay aware of everywhere the ravages of separation might exist within you.

To heal from the trauma of caste is to free ourselves from all the demons that systems of oppression create, whether it’s inside of ourselves, whether it’s in the ways that we interact, whether it’s in our engagement with the species. It’s a call to interrogate everything so that we can reimagine what’s possible. 

This is a call to the world that the time to rise with Dalit people is now. No matter where you’re from, what kind of spiritual practice you may or may not engage in, whether you have any connection to caste apartheid.

Because the world stood with the civil rights movement in the United States and the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, these causes succeeded. Now the world must stand with Dalit people to end the violence of caste oppression, in the name of all who have suffered from systems of separation, exclusion, and exploitation. We have gone too long without a global empathetic witness to our struggle, and we wish only for a reconnection back to humanity. The yearning for global empathy is something I feel deeply in my body. At times I find my breath caught in my chest for I know this is a battle our people will not win alone. Our return to humanity requires a reconnection of material solidarity with all the peoples of the world. It is vital that as many allies from as many traditions as possible lend caste-oppressed people their support, love, and strength. For our survival is linked with your own.

In Buddhism, the idea of “samvega” is an urgency toward the spiritual understanding that leads to freedom. The urgency is like a thirst, a hunger. Once you see the truth of the cause of suffering, you can’t unsee it. The hunger to address it, to move through it, demands of you that you respond. The thirst for freedom or that samvega is going to push us to innovate beyond dominator systems, beyond these cycles of violence and suffering.

Do we have the courage to answer the moral call to action? Or will we just sit by, afraid of our own discomfort, hiding from that wound, nursing it, letting it fester, because it’s terrifying to confront the pain it holds? I’m here to tell you that the avoidance of the wound will lead to consequences far more frightening than if we just work with each other to confront the caste pain that sits in our heart and let the wound be the teacher. 

The recognition of the wound is how you move beyond it. And in this way, the wound can teach you. How do you turn that grief into a vehicle for justice and freedom? How do you live your life with joy so that your ancestors live with you? I cannot make up for the violence that happened to my ancestors, but I can live life in a way that allows them to know there is dignity at last, there’s freedom. And then I can hold the door open for all those who will come now that the path is clear. 

As Indigenous leader Sherri Mitchell gently guides us in her book Sacred Instructions: “A wound cannot be healed by pretending that it doesn’t exist. It must be examined, cleansed, and tended. In order to create a healthy path forward, we must deal with the spiritual illness that plagues our past and present reality.”10

The Trauma of Caste considers the caste soul wound as a great teacher. That wound’s poignant lessons hold wisdom not just for Dalits or South Asians, but also for all those committed to liberation and healing from trauma. When we take the time to attend to our wounds—as both the oppressed and the oppressors—as well as the wounds of our ancestors, we can awaken to the possibility of ending our collective suffering. Only then can we keep the cycle of trauma from repeating in future generations. 

The Path to Freedom

Buddhist readers will recognize the structure of this book as a mirror of the Four Noble Truths:

Meditation I: The first truth is that caste exists. It exists in the homelands of South Asia and across the diaspora, everywhere South Asians go, causing untold suffering. The taboo of caste must be broken. 

Meditation II: The second truth is there is a cause for—a source of—caste. Caste is a fiction, a human creation set up to benefit a few at the expense of many, based in scripture and the philosophy of Brahminism. Caste-privileged people, even outside South Asia in the diaspora, uphold the apartheid that grants them more dignity, freedom, status, and wealth. The invitation is for caste-privileged people to overcome their discomfort, step up, and speak out against caste violence. 

Meditation III: The third truth is there are paths towards freedom in each facet of caste violence: carceral culture and slavery, sexual harms, suicide and murder, climate and environmental destruction, cyberhatred, and the theft of the imagination.

Meditation IV: The fourth truth is that there can be an end to caste. The end lives in sacred connections with other oppressed peoples. The end is seeded in the resistance of caste reformers and abolitionists. The end exists within the power of survivors.

The book ends with a reminder of the urgency and what’s at stake, as genocide and multiple ethnonationalisms loom in South Asia. Part of the call in this book is about understanding that the responsibility to life in a time of genocide is everywhere. It cannot simply be on the
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