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INTRODUCTION

THE MENTION OF RAJASTHAN, INDIA’S LARGEST STATE BY AREA, spanning across 3,42,239 square kilometres, often evokes images of vast deserts, camels, majestic forts and a vibrant culture. Beyond this colourful façade, however, lies a deeply nuanced and diverse political landscape shaped by centuries of feudal rule, caste dynamics and power struggles. The topography of the state is varied and challenging – the wheat fields of the Shekhawati region give way to the hilly Alwar and Bharatpur regions, nestled amidst the mightyAravallis, before we encounter the cityscape of the capital, Jaipur and, eventually, the endless stretches of sandy desert in the western districts of Barmer and Jaisalmer – an apt reflection of the state’s political landscape, which is equally confounding and rife with contradiction.

Having worked as journalists covering the state’s affairs for over a decade, we have found its complex history and enduring impact on contemporary Indian politics endlessly fascinating, but sadly, not particularly well-known or understood, especially outside the region. The uniqueness of Rajasthan’s politics stems from its long feudal past, which sets it apart from other Hindi heartland states. Rajputana, as the region was popularly known until the state was officially recognized and rechristened as Rajasthan in 1949, persists in memory to this day. Its echoes can be seen in the way Rajasthani society is structured, how its inter-community dynamics have evolved, its distinct challenges while integrating into the democratic republic, individual-driven electoral campaigns and responses to events of national consequence. Through this book, we have attempted to trace the footsteps of the state’s political identity on the sands of time, combining the best of our more than a decade of reportage experience with five years of extensive research, as it has transitioned from a state of princely dynasties to one of hard-fought democratic battles.

At the time when India won its independence, Rajasthan was a collection of princely states, known as Rajputana – each with their own kings, jagirdars (land owners) and administrative institutions that had faced minimal interference from the British government in their day-to-day functioning – and was substantially different from other areas of the country. While the national freedom movement had been at its peak in the first half of the twentieth century, Rajputana was undergoing a different kind of freedom struggle of its own, led by kisan sabhas (farmers’ unions) and praja mandals (people’s organizations) that were challenging the authority of royalty and feudal systems.

The Indian National Congress, the main political party that had garnered massive public support for its part in the freedom movement elsewhere in the country, could not hope to match the influence and power held by Rajputana’s royalty. The kings ruled over vast swathes of land and each had their own armies, government officers and jagirdars to boot, to whom they had entrusted the management of large fiefdoms. The region’s complex caste system further complicated feudal rule and relegated several communities to the lowest rungs of society, with no way to demand justice for the atrocities committed against them.

It eventually became apparent that freedom from colonial rule was imminent and the rulers of Rajputana realized that their kingdoms would soon be integrated into democratic India. At the same time, the agrarian class, which did not have any rights over the lands they tilled, began to agitate for freedom from the jagirdari system and realized that associating with the Congress could aid them in their efforts. The merger of farmers’ organizations such as the Marwar Kisan Sabha ultimately led to the Congress emerging as a bankable electoral force in Rajputana. However, the feudal rulers managed to find an ingenious way back into the seats of power. Democracy, the very phenomenon that had ended their unquestioned rule, presented them with an opportunity to utilize their centuries-old influence to become a deciding force in the state’s politics. In 1952, several of them contested the first assembly elections and the general elections as independent candidates. They not only emerged victorious but also managed to dent the fortunes of the Congress, which was invincible in other regions of the country at the time.

Rajasthan was among the very few states where the largest party in post-Independence India represented the peasants and the working class in the state and yet did not win a thumping majority in the first assembly elections. The Congress barely managed to scrape through to form a government. The jagirdars and royals permanently cemented their role in the state’s politics with this win. They continued to play a crucial role in subsequent elections, leveraging their ideological tilt towards Hindutva to lay and later strengthen the foundations of anti-Congress politics in Rajasthan. This is evidenced in the success of non-Congress political parties, such as the Ram Rajya Parishad, Swatantra Party and Jan Sangh. Several founding members of the Jan Sangh, that later became the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), were from Rajasthan.
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Since the late 1990s, the state had achieved a peculiar equilibrium – for twenty-seven years, the incumbent party had consistently been voted out every five years. The clear political demarcations between communities, which had sprung up after the abolition of the jagirdari system and initiation of land reforms, had also become much less rigid. The state BJP, previously home to Rajput leaders almost exclusively, now had several leaders from the Jat community, which had traditionally supported the Congress and formed the largest chunk of its cadre. Similarly, the Congress too began to court Rajput leaders to join its ranks.

And yet, the ground reality showed traces of the state’s feudal past – the business of heritage hotels gaining widespread popularity, incidents of Dalit wedding processions being attacked for violating caste norms by having the groom ride a horse, and the erstwhile royals dragging old feuds from pre-Independence times into electoral politics.

Despite caste being the primary driving factor in the political arena, a magician’s son from a minority caste became a three-time chief minister, while the most numerically dominant community nurses the grudge of never getting to occupy the CM’s chair even once. A woman hailing from the erstwhile royal family in the neighbouring state of Madhya Pradesh became the chief minister twice and continues to be among the most powerful leaders Rajasthan has seen, despite belonging to a male-dominated party.

Another significant feature of the state’s political landscape is the public’s preference for larger-than-life personalities. Be it former chief ministers Bhairon Singh Shekhawat, Ashok Gehlot, Vasundhara Raje, or younger leaders such as Sachin Pilot and Diya Kumari – the charisma of individual politicians has always captured the imagination of the public. At times, this strong fan following has even compelled their respective political parties to surrender to their will. This resulted in the achievement of formidable feats, such as Shekhawat overcoming the demands of the RSS, Raje quelling dissent against her leadership and Gehlot outfoxing the Congress high command to prevent a change of guard.

A stroll along the streets of Jaipur’s Civil Lines lined with the bungalows of current and former chief ministers and other politically connected families is akin to tracing the path of the state’s politics. Old, well-known names from the BJP give way to relatively new ones, reflecting the generational transition the party is undergoing in the state, with the elevation of Bhajan Lal Sharma, a first-time MLA, to the chief minister’s post in 2023. The Congress’s decade-long tussle between the old guard and younger leaders continues and the peaceful locality betrays nothing of the inner conflict, generations of its members residing beside one another in apparent harmony.

This book charts the course of the political events from 1947 to the present day, when Rajasthan is at yet another crucial turning point in its history. It is based on five years of extensive interviews with both former and present politicians from the state and individuals who witnessed major historical events on the ground, and information gleaned from rummaging through mountains of old news reports and dusty old records of state assembly proceedings. The book recounts the details of this long and eventful history while also contextualizing it for the reader by providing the background to important issues such as caste and religious fault lines, the condition of marginalized communities and factionalism and rivalries within political parties – all significant factors affecting the politics in the state. The facts herein are further supplemented with stories of real happenings on-ground, which we have been documenting for years as reporters, and with anecdotes from our experience of covering six assembly and Lok Sabha elections, incidents of caste atrocities, Adivasi assertion, fight for gender rights, refugee rights, curfews, riots, lynchings, and stories of hope and resilience – all of which barely feature in the media outside this region.

This book is the first single, in-depth account (written in English) of the political journey of Rajasthan that not only embeds the state within the larger framework of Indian politics, but also critically examines the role played by regional factors in its specific context from the very first elections in 1952 to the present times and thus reveals the grand tapestry of the state as never seen before.





1

RAJPUT PRIDE AND ELECTORAL MIGHT

Old Rulers, New Turf

‘PATTHAR KO JO KAR DE PAANI, JAI BHAWANI, JAI BHAWANI! (THE ONE who can transform stone into water, Jai Bhawani!)’ echoed through the streets as a large group marched briskly past St Xavier’s School, Jaipur, their hands gesticulating violently as they sloganeered on their way to the Rajput Sabha Bhawan.

It was 17 November 2017 and the Shree Rajput Karni Sena was having a field day protesting against the Bollywood movie Padmaavat. Angry young men, many of whom were barely in their late teens, clad in ripped jeans with coaching centre bags slung over their shoulders, were seen flinging shoes and chanting slogans at a photo of the director, Sanjay Leela Bhansali. On the previous day, Mahipal Singh Makrana, the then state president of the Karni Sena – he later became the national president of the outfit – had threatened to chop off the lead actress Deepika Padukone’s nose1 for her ‘incendiary remarks’– she played the role of the thirteenth-century Rajput queen, Padmini, in the movie.2

Makrana, who claims to be a gold medallist from the University of Rajasthan,3 had been generous with the theatrics, alternating between threats and sermons, pumping his fists, daring other actors who had come out in support of Bhansali, to confront him. ‘Tu idhar aa ja, tera gussa shant kar denge (You come here, we will calm your rage),’ he said, in his signature beret at a press conference inside the Rajput Sabha Bhawan, targeting actor Hrithik Roshan.4 He accused Bhansali of distorting history and showing Rani Padmini in a bad light. In the street outside, the police were silent spectators as the tall, bearded figure of Narayan Singh Divrala – the Divrala (also Deorala) suffix an allusion to the village where he was born – the then Jaipur district president of the Karni Sena, walked towards an effigy of Bhansali made by young members of the outfit using his photos and a wooden pole. It had been mangled from the constant kicks and punches it had received from the mobs. Standing beside it, Singh took in the television cameras before flashing a grin and shouting ‘Jai Bhawani’ at the top of his voice. He lit the fire.5 ‘It was me who had slapped Bhansali when he came to Jaipur,’ Singh was heard bragging on the occasion.6

Thirty years before this incident, another fire had been lit in Divrala, which had sent shockwaves across the country and brought Rajput might onto the streets. 16 September 1987 saw lakhs from the ruling community of the erstwhile Rajputana gather to celebrate Chunari Mahotsav,* defying prohibitory orders by the high court. It had been thirteen days since eighteen-year-old Roop Kanwar’s tragic death by sati on her husband Maal Singh’s funeral pyre in front of hundreds of villagers and thousands following in procession towards the pyre, including some Rajasthan politicians.7

Following Kanwar’s death, a Jaipur women’s collective comprising academics and activists organized a massive demonstration against the practice of sati and filed a petition against the Chunari Mahotsav at the Rajasthan High Court that led to the ban. Lad Kumari Jain, former chairperson of the Rajasthan State Women’s Commission and the woman behind the petition, recalled in an interview how her husband picked up a call on their landline phone and was met with a threat: ‘If your wife goes to the court, khoon kharaba ho jayega (there will be bloodshed)’.8 She also said that government officials had told Rajput outfits to expedite the celebrations, leading to the gathering at the sati sthal on the morning of 16 September. In addition, the women’s protest march was met with a counter march by Rajput organizations, including youths carrying unsheathed swords, protesting for their right to worship Goddess Sati.9

Three decades later, Roop Kanwar was still revered as a goddess among the Rajputs, despite civil society maintaining that she had been forcibly placed on the funeral pyre by relatives, who, to this day, command respect from their community for being related to ‘sati mata’.10 Roop Kanwar’s death is the last documented case of sati in India. A fact-finding team sent to Divrala by the Bombay Union of Journalists (BUJ)11 days after the event noted in its report that the sati sthal comprised a raised brick platform with a saffron canopy over it. In the centre was a trishul with a red-and-gold chunari draped over it, resembling the figure of a woman. Seven Rajput youth carrying rusty swords circled the site day and night in two-hour shifts for the next few days.

The fire of Roop Kanwar and Maal Singh’s funeral pyre forged the political careers of leaders from both the Congress and BJP stables, with some of them going on to become multiple-term MLAs and cabinet ministers. To the late Lokendra Singh Kalvi, the founder of the Karni Sena, Roop Kanwar was a ‘devi’, but Deepika Padukone was a ‘naachnewali (dancing girl)’.12 Kalvi – once a national-level basketball player who often mentioned his six feet five inches height during conversations – was the son of former MP Kalyan Singh Kalvi, who was at the forefront of the pro-sati protests in the late 1980s.13 Till the time of his death in 2023, Kalvi maintained that Rajputs are the ‘actual victims’. He said that it is a misconception that all Rajputs were kings or jagirdars. A major grouse of his was that in movies the Thakur is often portrayed as a despicable villain.14

The emergence of pressure groups such as the Kalvi-led Karni Sena – named after Karni Mata, a deity worshipped by the Rajputs – in recent years are a reflection of the consistent anger felt by Rajput youngsters at the mismatch between their fabled past glory and current commoner status. Accounting for more than 8 per cent of the population, Rajputs have high representation in government services, judiciary and governance. In sharp contradiction, according to Satish Kumar, the director of the Centre for Dalit Rights in Jaipur, it took more than fifty years after Independence for the Rajasthan High Court to get a judge from a Scheduled Caste (SC), despite the fact that Dalits comprise 17.8 per cent of the state’s population.15 The state has consistently remained among the top three in the country – along with Uttar Pradesh and Bihar – for atrocities committed against Dalits.

So why does the Rajput community, which has ruled over the region for a thousand years, feel victimized? The answer to this question lies in the 1947 accession of princely states to the newly created Indian nation, when the royal families of Rajasthan negotiated with the Indian government over the terms and conditions of their merger into the state. They had to surrender their titles, lands and a large part of their assets to the Indian government so the land could be redistributed equitably among farmers, who, in pre-independent India, had served Rajput royalty without any ownership rights over the farmlands.

However, come Independence, Rajput royalty found a different avenue to continue their rule despite a legal end being put to their kingship – democracy.

Feudalocracy

A six-seater Beechcraft Bonanza plane flew low over the arid landscape of Jodhpur on 26 January 1952, dangerously close to the ground. Nearly five years had passed since India’s Independence, but the passengers of this aircraft had managed to retain their royal stature. The pilot of the aircraft, Maharaja Hanwant Singh of Jodhpur, was a self-assured man. In line with his father Maharaja Umaid Singh’s ways – who was accompanied by hundreds of servants and more than fifty ponies when he travelled abroad – he put his personal fleet of aircrafts on flamboyant display during his independent election campaign in the run up to the 1952 general elections.16 Running on very little sleep, he was confident of a landslide victory over his rival, Rajasthan’s best-known freedom fighter and the incumbent chief minister, Jai Narain Vyas. He had been met with immense love and reverence by the people while on his campaign trail17 and was basking in the afterglow as he flew with his second wife, Zubeida, an actress he had met in Bombay. Since she was a Muslim, his clan had not been happy with her inclusion in the family, but the maharaja had paid no heed to their disapproval and managed to have their marriage solemnized despite these hurdles. Zubeida was renamed Vidya Rani and the couple lived at the historic Mehrangarh Fort, overlooking Jodhpur’s Brahmapuri, home to the ancient houses painted blue that gave the city its moniker of ‘Blue City’.

The transition from royalty to democracy was painful for the ruler, who fought tooth and nail to retain his royal status, even meeting with Muhammad Ali Jinnah during Partition discussions to explore the option of joining Pakistan if that would aid him in his mission. Jinnah assured him he was eager to make Jodhpur a part of Pakistan, but the maharaja had ultimately changed his mind and decided to sign the treaty of accession with India. His anger at the prospect of acceding to India has been well-documented by V. P. Menon, who was the Secretary, Ministry of States, under Saradar Vallabhbai Patel and his man Friday during the integration of princely states. Hanwant Singh initially refused to accept the terms in the Instrument of Accession, even threatening Menon with a revolver. He was admonished for his recklessness, after which he reluctantly signed the document agreeing to integrate Jodhpur into Rajasthan.18

When the date for the elections finally drew near, the janata (subjects) of Jodhpur never once considered refusing their Thakur sahab what he had come to their doorstep soliciting, according to Congress leader and former cabinet minister Pratap Singh Khachariyawas, a vocal Rajput politician whose political career was also propelled by the pro-sati protests.19 Turbaned men abandoned their hookahs at the sight of the royal, lunging to touch his feet. Veiled women clutched the ends of their long ghoonghats while chanting mantras and showering him with vermillion. The maharaja ridiculed the Congress in his speeches, cautioning his subjects against voting for the party by invoking the sacred cow. He told the electorate:

Congress is permitting the erection of a factory where hundreds of cows will be killed . . . to solve the food problem. The cow is like our mother. Perhaps Congress will next suggest that we should kill our mothers and eat them. . . . The slavery of the British was a thousand times better than the Freedom of today . . . I swear by the Goddess Chamunda that if elected I will continue to serve the people as my ancestors have done for seven hundred years.20

The young royal of Jodhpur inspired other royal families and jagirdars to consider the merit in using electoral politics as a means to retain their influence despite losing their power to the Indian constitution. A party founded by a godman from Uttar Pradesh would soon give them the banner to take on the Congress.
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For Rajputs, the very thought of people with non-royal lineage and bureaucrats deciding their fate was revolting. Even the smallest of jagirdars had absolute power over the villages they governed. A report compiled on the abolition of jagirdari in Rajasthan by former Uttar Pradesh chief minister G. B. Pant in 1953 puts the total number of jagirs (land holdings) in the state at 16,780.21 Land reform acts now threatened to disenfranchise the Rajputs and transfer the vast swathes of lands under their governance to the authority of the Indian government. Along with this, freedom fighters and future chief ministers, including Jai Narain Vyas, aggressively resisted the jagirdari system as well, leading to further alienation of the Rajputs from the new Indian state. Vyas led the Marwar Hitkarini Sabha, which demanded accountability from the ruler of Jodhpur. He was subsequently arrested and exiled from the princely state in the 1930s, but by the time of Independence had become the face of Congress in Rajasthan. Elsewhere, praja mandals formed by farmers mounted further pressure on the jagirdars, particularly in Shekhawati Rajasthan comprising Sikar, Jhunjhunu and Churu districts. Activist Kailash Mina, whose hometown Neem Ka Thana in Sikar district was ruled by the erstwhile Patan thikana (jagir), highlights the Dalits’ discontentment with jagirdari, mentioning how the erstwhile jagirdars and their administrations perpetrated horrifying atrocities against marginalized SC and ST communities. His community, Meena, had even been classified as a criminal tribe by the British, which further made it vulnerable to arbitrary arrests and punishments during the rule of the jagirdars.

The Marwar Hitkarini Sabha demanded in 1929 that a legislative assembly overseen by the maharaja be created and elections to the municipal boards be held, all the while allowing freedom of speech to flourish. The Jodhpur royal family was compelled to bury the hatchet with Vyas, since his stature had risen considerably during his exile. In 1948, Vyas was made the prime minister of Jodhpur state, reflecting the growing pro-democratic sentiments in Rajasthan. In March 1951, Vyas, being a close friend of Nehru’s, was made the chief minister of the state, and retained his position at the helm till the first general and state assembly elections in 1952. He had closely observed the clout of the Maharaja, and despite his consistently firm anti-feudalistic stance, as CM, he thought it necessary to find a middle ground with the royalty to ensure peaceful governance.

He entered negotiations with Hanwant Singh about allowing jagirdars to contest elections on 10 per cent of Congress’s tickets, inviting fierce opposition from stalwart Congress leader Manikya Lal Verma. Later, he even let the Rajasthan Kshatriya Mahasabha nominate a member to his ministry during his first term as CM. However, any hope of the Rajput jagirdars joining the Congress was dashed on the eve of the first general elections, when the Jat-dominated Marwar Kisan Sabha merged with the Congress, giving the party a much-needed base in western Rajasthan. The Rajput jagirdars had been embroiled in numerous confrontations with Jat farmers who were tenants but didn’t have any right over the land they tilled – there was no chance the two communities would be on the same side.

With an alliance with Congress no longer possible, the Rajputs rallied behind the Akhil Bharatiya Ram Rajya Parishad (RRP) founded in 1947 by Swami Karpatri, a monk who was a fierce critic of secularism and aspired to restore Ram rajya (a utopian idea of good governance as purportedly under the rule of Lord Ram). RRP’s Ram Rajya imagined a state governed along Hindu religious lines, which put the party naturally at odds with the Congress under Jawaharlal Nehru, who was advocating for a modern, democratic republic system. With Hanwant Singh contesting as an independent candidate for the Lok Sabha and assembly elections, other royals and jagirdars followed suit, either standing as independents or under the banner of the RRP, leading to Rajasthan giving the fledgling party its biggest tally of seats in India. The Rajasthan Kshatriya Mahasabha also pledged its support to the RRP, helping it emerge as an unlikely challenger to the Congress, which enjoyed widespread, undisputed public support. Meanwhile, Hanwant Singh picked a group of Rajput men to contest as independent candidates in the areas comprising the present-day districts of Jodhpur, Pali, Jalore, Jaisalmer and Barmer.

The banner of the 500-year-old rule of the clan of Rao Jodha, the founder of Jodhpur, flew high once again when the twenty-seventh maharaja of Jodhpur defeated the incumbent chief minister of Rajasthan Jai Narain Vyas from the Jodhpur City B assembly constituency. Hanwant Singh received 11,786 votes in the elections, while Vyas lost his deposit after polling a mere 3,159 votes. He had contested from two constituencies and had lost from both – the Jalore A seat being won by a Rajput candidate fielded by the RRP.

The Congress, which won 364 seats in the first Indian general elections and comfortably formed the government in most states, was shocked by the outcome in Rajasthan. In the 160-member state assembly, the Congress bagged eighty-two seats, a majority by just two MLAs. In the Lok Sabha elections, it could win only eleven seats – half of the total constituencies. Powered by Rajput jagirdars, the RRP had won twenty-four seats, making the little-known party the principal opposition in the Rajasthan assembly. There were also thirty-five independents – enough to form their own party – and, interestingly, more than twenty of them were Rajputs from Jodhpur and other districts of Western Rajasthan, handpicked and supported by the maharaja himself. With fifty-four MLAs, the Rajputs comprised one-third of the Rajasthan assembly.

The maharaja of Jodhpur had been successful in his mission to establish a feudalocracy in Rajasthan – the throne had remained uncontested and the doors of democracy had been flung open for the former feudal lords. But as fate would have it, the architect of the victory was never able to enjoy its glory.

Hanwant Singh and Zubeida’s Beechcraft Bonanza airplane crashed over Sumerpur, in Pali district, on 26 January 1952, killing both passengers before the election results were declared.*

A Rajput Political Renaissance

One can see the cogs of the state machinery churning day in and day out in Civil Lines, Jaipur – a devoted party karyakarta (worker) putting up hoardings; senior ministers in their sixth or seventh terms in the assembly finishing their breakfast on their sprawling manicured lawns; people from faraway districts, clad in dhotis and their off-colour sturdy juttis, queuing up to air their grievances before their elected leaders. They await an audience with the important occupants of these heavily guarded stately mansions, relying on the strength of caste ties or being native to the leaders’ constituencies. They carry photocopies of legal documents, FIRs, case records in plastic bags, seeking respite from long-drawn court battles or speedier investigation from the police into pending cases their lives may depend on.

The jovial, bespectacled Abhimanyu Singh Rajvi is presently in his early thirties and a third-generation Rajput politician.* He flashes a smile as he walks past an elderly visitor on the lawns of his maternal grandfather and three-time Rajasthan chief minister Bhairon Singh Shekhawat’s bungalow. He makes a joke in chaste Rajasthani and the elder showers his blessings on him in reply. Abhimanyu’s father and Shekhawat’s son-in-law, Narpat Singh Rajvi, was formerly an MLA and cabinet minister.

Abhimanyu recalls with some fondness how his grandfather would deal with the huge crowds of people gathering at their gates every day to meet him, interacting with them individually, addressing them by their names – all while performing his usual functions of clearing files brought in by officials and bureaucrats. Shekhawat was a founding member of the BJP, former Rajasthan CM and Vice President of India, and his grandson proudly proclaims that the Rajput community has not seen a leader like him.

It is hard to dispute his grand claim. The veteran leader passed away in 2010 and we are yet to see a contemporary parallel who has influenced Rajasthan’s political landscape in a comparable way. If Hanwant Singh paved the way for the Rajputs’ grand entry into democratic politics, Shekhawat – fondly addressed as ‘Babosa’ by his partymen and the public owing to his stature as a father figure in the state’s politics – was the able navigator who guided the community across the rocky terrains of electoral and coalition politics through the following decades and cemented their position. Shekhawat was a sub-inspector in the then State Police of Sikar and a distant relative of the jagirdar of Khachariyawas, a village in Sikar district. He successfully contested the 1952 elections from Danta Ramgarh on the ticket of the Bharatiya Jan Sangh (BJS) – the BJP’s predecessor – selling his motorcycle to raise money for his election campaign.22

As an MLA, and later as the leader of opposition, Shekhawat vociferously took on the Congress and cornered subsequent state governments in the 1950s and ’60s over issues such as corruption and law and order in the state. Emerging as a moderate yet unapologetic voice for the Rajput community in the wake of the abolition of the jagirdari system, Shekhawat highlighted the hatred being spread against the jagirdars, even though he supported the move to redistribute their jagirs among tenant farmers. With his exceptional oratorial skills, he alerted the Rajasthan assembly in December 1956 to the ‘discrimination’ faced by the jagirdars after they had been robbed of their power and income. ‘I can surely say that at this point of time, what is an issue of class divide will take the form of a struggle in the future,’ he said.23 This was the first instance of a public representative giving political legitimacy to the narrative of Rajput victimhood, a thought that continues to fuel the ideology of outfits such as Karni Sena in present day.

Throughout the 1960s, members of Rajasthan’s royal families continued to venture into electoral politics, becoming multiple-time MPs and MLAs. In 1962, Gayatri Devi, the Maharani consort of Jaipur through her marriage to the erstwhile Maharaja Sawai Man Singh II, bagged a thumping victory from the Jaipur Lok Sabha seat. She contested on a Swatantra Party ticket and went on to comfortably win two more terms from the constituency. Her long-time associate Dharmendra Kanwar recalls that the Rajmata was disappointed to bear witness to the prohibition of privy purses for former kings by the Congress and supported the need for political opposition.24 The highest point for the Rajputs came in 1977, when Shekhawat was first elected chief minister of the state, riding the wave in favour of the Janata Party after Emergency was declared.

The fact that from the very first elections, when the first non-Congress government was formed, all opposition leaders were Rajputs is evidence of the community’s shared anger towards the grand old party. In the later years of the twentieth century, more and more Rajput jagirdar families chose to join politics to protect their business interests and influence. While it is not up for debate that the Rajput elite struggled after the abolition of privy purses by Indira Gandhi, by the 1990s they had found other avenues to bolster their financial situation. In post-liberalization India, the hospitality industry boomed and many ancient havelis belonging to jagirdars and royalty were converted to heritage hotels. These were lucrative holiday destinations for foreign tourists, who had no qualms about splurging to get a taste of the royal life in erstwhile Rajputana.
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Just a few hundred metres from the present-day residence of Shekhawat’s family is the official bungalow of Diya Kumari, the BJP’s rising star and, more recently, the deputy CM of Rajasthan in the wake of the 2023 assembly elections. She is Sawai Man Singh II’s granddaughter from his eldest son, following in her step-grandmother Gayatri Devi’s footsteps. She was brought into politics by former CM Vasundhara Raje in 2013, when she contested and won on a BJP ticket from Sawai Madhopur and became an MLA. Incidentally, Raje herself belongs to the Scindia royal family, former rulers of Gwalior, Madhya Pradesh, and was the first royal to become the Rajasthan CM.

However, Diya Kumari fell out with Raje after the Jaipur Development Authority (JDA) sealed the Rajmahal Palace hotel – her family’s property – in 2016, when Raje was the chief minister. As the impasse continued, the erstwhile royal family roped in the Karni Sena, which organized a huge rally in Jaipur, reminding the state government of Rajput muscle. In response, her mother, Padmini Devi, the former Queen consort through her marriage to the Maharaja Sawai Bhawani Singh, expressed her gratitude for the people’s support: ‘I am overwhelmed by the support from all over Rajasthan. My family is hurt by the high-handed action of JDA at the Rajmahal Palace.’ Diya Kumari’s son Padmanabh Singh, who was made the titular King of Jaipur after Bhawani Singh’s death, was also at the forefront of the rally. Diya Kumari distanced herself from the rally since she was a member of the ruling BJP government, but her community’s displeasure at the Raje administration was clear.25

In 2019, Kumari became the BJP MP from Rajsamand. She claimed that her family were the direct descendants of Lord Ram, through his son Kush, and were hence named Kushwahas and Kachwahas. She claimed that the relevant documentary proof about their lineage was kept in the City Palace Museum.26

The tradition of former royals joining politics has continued till date – Jaipur, Jodhpur, Udaipur, Kota, Alwar and the Jat-ruled Bharatpur and Dholpur have all at some point in the state’s history been elected to power as allies of either the BJP or Congress. What started in 1952 with a group of forward-looking jagirdars, rulers and the RRP has now become a permanent key feature of the state’s political milieu.

‘Kamal ka phool, hamaari bhool’

The monsoon had draped the hilly terrain leading to Udaipur with a thick coat of greenery. Shrubs and creepers covered this historic battlefield which had once witnessed the legendary battle between two kings that inspired a plethora of literature, poetry and political rhetoric. The narrow mountainous pass of Haldighati is flanked by rocks the colour of turmeric, giving it the name that has now become synonymous with the clash of Maharana Pratap and Akbar’s forces in June 1576. This event is a watershed moment for the Rajput community and even today, swells the community’s youth with pride – the Maharana’s bravery against the huge forces of the Mughal Emperor Akbar makes for an impressive example of the Rajputs’ glorious legacy. It is no wonder then that the community mobilizes readily to defend this narrative of their history, and any missteps come at a high cost to Rajasthan’s leaders, as was demonstrated in 2018.

Four months prior to the assembly elections that year, Raje announced the Rajasthan Gaurav Yatra to help her fight widespread anti-incumbency sentiments and defeat a resurgent Congress under Sachin Pilot. In June 2016, CM Raje and then union defence minister Rajnath Singh unveiled a statue of Maharana Pratap in Gogunda, once the capital of Pratap’s kingdom, 30 kilometres from Haldighati.27 The statue showed the Maharana atop his loyal horse, Chetak, with hands raised and spear pointed upwards. It was a token of gratitude to the Rajput community for steadfastly supporting the BJP, and before that, its predecessor Bharatiya Jan Sangh. Raje herself hailed from a kshatriya family and often described herself as a ‘Rajput ki beti’ (daughter of Rajputs) to woo the community, which comprised the biggest chunk of anti-Congress voters in the state amongst all caste groups.

Despite the Congress fielding Rajputs in every election since 1952 and also awarding them important ministerial berths, the community’s first choice has always been the BJP. Once settled into power after winning a thumping majority of 163 seats in the 2013 assembly elections, the Raje government continued with its overtures towards the influential community. Vasudev Devnani, a former college professor, was the Minister of State for Education in the Raje government with a knack for rewriting history. While launching a special issue of Pathey Kan, an RSS-affiliated magazine, in 2017, Devnani said that there was no doubt that Maharana Pratap had won the battle of Haldighati.28 Leaders such as Devnani, who had a strong RSS background, wanted their tenure to be productive in terms of furthering the Sangh’s ideology, and knew that by invoking Maharana Pratap, the BJP would only strengthen its relationship with the Rajputs. Almost all his public speeches included diatribes against ‘invader Mughals’ and scorn for ‘anti-nationals’. He was unapologetic about making changes in school textbooks, removing Nehru from the syllabus of one class, declaring his intent to introduce a chapter on the 2016 demonetization and to ensure that school students are taught about the unmistakable victory of the Maharana over Akbar.29

The Rajput community was pleased by the glorification of Maharana Pratap in political discourse and continued to lend its wholehearted support to the government in all its endeavours. In 2017, Rajasthan textbooks were altered to change the outcome of the battle of Haldighati, with the revised textbook not mentioning Pratap’s retreat from the battlefield – a fact that is generally accepted by most historians.30 It appeared that nothing could dull the spark between the Rajputs and BJP – until the unthinkable happened. As Raje’s Gaurav Yatra reached Haldighati in August 2018, it was greeted by the unexpected sight of sloganeering Rajputs.31 ‘Kamal ka phool, hamaari bhool (The lotus is our mistake)’, they chanted.

But what had caused this sudden change of heart?

The man who drove a wedge between the BJP and Rajputs was Anandpal Singh. A gangster whose extortion and bootlegging operations had frequently incited gang wars in the the Shekhawati region in the mid-2000s, Singh was an unlikely spoilsport in the decades-long alliance between the party and the community. He was widely viewed as a larger-than-life Robin Hood-like character owing to the immensely popular stories of his exploits peddled by the media. This led to young Rajput men idolizing him.32

In September 2015, Singh made a daring escape from police custody as he was being conveyed to a high-security prison facility after a court hearing. The escape – along with his penchant for posing for photos with weapons and appearing for interviews with reporters, speaking in broken English – made him an icon among Rajput youth, who hailed him for his bravery and claimed he was a victim of the system. The BJP government, which came under severe fire after Singh’s mockery of the law, was forced to act fast. A flashpoint came in June 2017, when the Rajasthan Police killed him in an encounter in Churu district. Armed with an AK-47, Singh had fired at the police till his last breath, even critically injuring a commando from the Rajasthan Armed Constabulary. Singh’s death led to massive protests by Rajput outfits, including a rally at his village Sanvrad, Nagaur district, where things quickly got out of control and violence ensued. The angry mob attacked the then Nagaur SP IPS Paris Deshmukh, who was narrowly saved by his gunman, but sustained injuries. One person died in the violence. The Rajputs spilled out onto the streets, vowing to teach the BJP a lesson.

Ironically, Anandpal Singh was a Ravana, a Rajput sub-caste that is not considered at par with the upper echelons of the caste, yet he had oddly managed to unite the community in his death. ‘I would like to thank bhai Anandpal Singh, whose martyrdom demolished the barriers between the Ravana Rajput and Rajput communities and made us united,’ Ravana Rajput leader Gajendra Singh Sankhla thundered in a community meet after Singh’s death.33

August 2018, when Raje’s Rajasthan Gaurav Yatra entered the hamlets of Mewar to ask the people to vote for the BJP, seemed the opportune time to remind the party of the extent of the displeasure felt by the party’s oldest allies at Singh’s ‘fake’ encounter. Simultaneously, in Jaipur, the Shree Rajput Sabha – the highest decision-making Rajput body – was flashing a poster of an inverted lotus with a red line struck through it. The Rajputs had vowed to correct their past mistake of helping the lotus flourish. The late Giriraj Singh Lotwara, the president of the Rajput Sabha till his passing in 2021, had echoed the community’s sentiment that the BJP took them for granted. Over the next few months, Rajput leaders reached out to villages, blocks and tehsils to tell their brethren it was time to break ranks with the BJP and demonstrate the community’s might. In the 2018 elections, the BJP fielded twenty-six Rajput candidates, but only ten of them could make it to the assembly.

In a spectacular display of unity, the community had demonstrated that there could be no ruling government in Rajasthan without the Rajputs.
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Seventy years after the first elections in Rajasthan, the Kshatriya Yuvak Sangh gathered at a ground in Jaipur in December 2021 to mark their diamond jubilee celebration; the sea of saffron turbans surrounding the stage presented a formidable picture of the Rajput community’s strength. Founded in 1944 by Tan Singh of Barmer, who later went on to become an MLA and MP, the Sangh describes itself as a non-political organization. However, everything about this gathering was political – Rajput leaders from both the Congress and the BJP were in attendance. A minister in the then Ashok Gehlot government, Pratap Singh Khachariyawas, sat beside BJP MP and union minister Gajendra Singh Shekhawat, who had defeated Gehlot’s son Vaibhav in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections from his home turf, Jodhpur.*

Young men in sunglasses could be seen clicking selfies as the politicians addressed the massive crowds one by one, confining their speeches to the time slots assigned to them by the organization’s leaders. The elders appealed to the politicians from the opposing parties to prioritize the community over political divides.

The thousands of people in attendance were not just celebrating the host organization, but the might of their community, which had survived the abolition of jagirs, the nation’s independence and the institution of statehood and successfully merged their feudal past with the contemporary reality of electoral politics.
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TILLERS AND KINGMAKERS

The Jat Vote

JUST A KILOMETRE AWAY FROM THE CHIEF MINISTER’S RESIDENCE IN Jaipur’s Civil Lines, a steady trail of cars and two-wheelers moves sluggishly underneath the elevated Metro track that divides the road into two. The cluttered road often causes traffic jams outside Baldev Plaza, popularly known as Orbit Mall – a large, yellow structure with two triangles protruding from its roof. One of the earliest malls built in Jaipur, the building houses a plethora of shops, along with a passport seva kendra.

On this foggy January afternoon, Raghuvendra Mirdha sits at his desk in his office in the mall’s basement, dressed impeccably in formal attire. He is in his early fifties and, gazing upon a timeworn bust of a turbaned man with a sharp moustache, he says with pride, ‘It all started with him, my great grandfather’. The man he speaks of, immortalized in bronze, is Baldev Ram Mirdha, founder of the Marwar Kisan Sabha and an architect of the movement that led to the political empowerment of the Jat community in Rajasthan. He is also known to have popularized the Mirdha name in the state’s political history, with various MPs, MLAs and ministers bearing the family surname over the last sixty years. Now here he is, resting in the basement of the mall that derived its name from him, watching over his grandson as he manages it. Their family owns all the office spaces in the building and has rented them out to various vendors.

Raghuvendra is a businessman and the youngest scion of a political family whose clout once transcended the state’s boundaries to reach all the way to the Parliament in Delhi. This was during the era in which several larger-than-life Jat leaders from Rajasthan were members of the Congress party. His father Harendra Mirdha is a former minister and the incumbent MLA from Nagaur,1 while his grandfather Ram Niwas Mirdha – Baldev Ram’s son – was a multiple-time union minister and former speaker of the Rajasthan Legislative assembly.

But by now, the title Mirdha has lost much of its sheen, becoming largely restricted to historical electoral data and academic institutions named after the political stalwarts. Even so, any account of the many dimensions of Jat politics in Rajasthan will be incomplete without the story of the Mirdha clan.

Comprising more than 10 per cent of the state’s population and holding the largest share of seats for any single caste within its 200-member assembly, the Jats are one of the most formidable forces in Rajasthan politics. The foundation for Jat assertion and dominance was laid by Baldev Ram Mirdha with the founding of the Marwar Kisan Sabha, which served as a body of primarily Jat farmers in the Marwar region of western Rajasthan. Owing to the fact that Baldev Ram Mirdha had a high-ranking job in the Jodhpur princely state as a deputy inspector general, he had considerable repute and influence in his community. Over the years, the Marwar Kisan Sabha became the biggest farmers’ organization in western Rajasthan to vocalize the struggles and defend the rights of the peasants tilling the lands of Rajput jagirdars. The organization was eventually taken into the Congress’s fold in 1951.

In the early twentieth century, however, the Jats of western Rajasthan could typically be seen labouring on farmlands they did not own and were not known to obtain formal education. Baldev Ram was, in fact, one of the first Jats to break with this tradition by passing matriculation in the English medium and emphasizing the significance of education to the community. He leveraged his close relationship with the royal family of Jodhpur to arrange for grants and facilitate the authorization of secondary schools for the children of farmers, predominantly Jats. This led to the establishment of Jat schools and boarding houses in areas such as Merta, Nagaur, Parbatsar and Barmer in the western region of the state.2

Before Independence, Rajputana – as the region comprising modern-day Rajasthan was called then – was a collection of princely states. Vast swathes of land entrusted to jagirdars by the king were called jagirs, and at times, even comprised several villages. The feudal lords, primarily belonging to the Rajput community, owed their allegiance to the king of the princely state and enjoyed unbridled power over their jagirs. The remaining land was ruled by the king himself and was known as Khalsa land.

Barring eastern Rajasthan’s twin princely states of Bharatpur and Dholpur, which were under Jat rulers, Rajputs have always
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The Chief Minister’s Chair and a Jat Grudge














Jat Politics 2.0: From Kisan Sabhas to Farmer Movements
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