A New Champion of India’s Dalits

Introduction: Throughout much of Indian history, a lager group of people, outside the caste system, known as untouchables, laboring in the most unclean jobs. They were also discriminated against by the higher castes. The Indian Constitution outlawed untouchablility and, in an effort to help uplift this group, it introduced an affirmative action system that reserved places for these “ex-untouchables” in universities, government jobs and other sector of society.  In 1970, influenced by the American Black Panther Movement, the ex-untouchables took the name “Dalits,” meaning “crushed” or “broken.”
Although many Indians still discriminate against Dalits, the reservation policy did expand education and job opportunities that helped create a Dalit middle class. As they rose in the society, the Dalits began to mobilize and form political parties that have helped usher in a major change in Indian politics.

Symbolic of this change is the career of Mayawati Kumari, who was born into a low-caste Charmar family. Hoping to become a district magistrate, she studied law and worked as a teacher before embarking on her political career. In 1995, she became the first Dalit chief minister to head one of India/s state governments.  In the following selection, a newspaper correspondent explains the rise and style of this extraordinary woman.

She arrived by helicopter and spoke for an hour and a half beneath an air-conditioned canopy. Her followers traveled by bus, and sweated for hours in a field in 105 degree heat. Still, most of them loved every minute of it.

Their leader, Mayawati, is chief minister if India’s largest state, Uttar Pradesh, in the north. It is home to 166 million people, which means she governs more people than all but one woman in the world. But what drew hundreds of thousands to her rally in the state capital in April was her status as India’s most powerful Dalit—the people at the bottom of Hinduism’s caste hierarchy, once known as untouchables, and still sometime treated as such. . . . That they are no longer at the bottom, politically at least, is embodied by the woman they call Behenji, or sister, a pugnacious, squat former school teacher who is the country’s first female chief minister. . . .
This rally was ostensibly ro celebrate the birthday of Dr. Bhim Rao Ambedkar, a Dalit who led the drafting of India’s constitution and fought to abolish the caste system. He is sometimes likened to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. . . . 

Her critics charge that she is cut-throat in pursuit of power, and that she lavishes more money on ostentatious displays than on serving the poor she claims to represent. . . regardless, her excesses seem less to offend her supporters than to affirm their own rise. 

“Mayawati gives us inspiration that anything can be achieved,: said Nirmala, 22, who wants to become a teacher. Babu Ram Prajapti, an agricultural laborer, concurred, says, “She and her party have empowered poor people.” . . . 
In putting on an almost imperial show of power, she has touched something deep. Many Dalits who came for her rally had the thin frames and fraying finery of the rural poor. But for a day, they owned Lucknow, once defined by the extravagance of Muslum nawans (rulers). . . 

Rural Dalits marveled at the grand memorial she had built to Dr. Ambedkar on 28 acres here. “These are the places where the downtrodden can come and say, ‘This is our symbol,’ said a former state’s police chief. But these symbols have come at a price  . . . prompting some to argue that the resources would be better spent on uplifting the Dalits economically.  “The symbols have a psychological benefit, but ultimately one has to work on the material issues, said Professor Ghanshyam from Jawaharlal Nehru University.   . . . .with a changing economy and this liberalization, Dalits are in the most disadvantaged position. You have to equip them through skills and education to compete in the market.”  (Source: Amy Waldman, New York Times, May 4, 2003).

Since this article was written, Mayawati has consolidated her position and worked to broaden her base. Her new slogan invited everyone, including upper-caste candidates, to “come ride the elephant,” her party’s election symbol. In the latest elections, she fielded more Muslim and upper-caste candidates than ever before to try and win more votes. (Source: 11 Mat, 2007.  GMT 14:37UK 
