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The work on this volume began with the 14th Annual Conference on Asian Studies
(ACAS) which took place on November 20-21, 2020 online due to the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. The ACAS conference series is organized annually by the
Department of Asian Studies at Palacky University Olomouc, Czech Republic. Over
the years, a system of each conference edition dedicated to a particular theme
has developed. The title of this publication is, consequently, the same as was the
general theme of the conference that year. The Call for Chapters that we issued
following the conference with the support of the Sinophone Borderlands — Inter-
action at the Edges project was, however, open not only to those who participated
in the conference, but to anyone working on an issue that could be subsumed
under the general theme. The very high number of proposals that we received
in response to the Call proves the importance as well as complexity of questions
that in one way or another pertain to the overarching issue of “voice” situated into
the Asian context.

This volume is the first in the Department of Asian Studies’ newly established
Olomouc Asian Studies (OLAS) publication series. While we were eventually able
to accept only a handful of the submitted proposals, the volume still boasts 19
chapters that develop the general theme from a wide range of angles as well as
scholarly disciplines and perspectives. In doing so, we hope that this volume will
set the standard for the volumes to come in that they will involve a variety of ap-
proaches and connect scholars working across different fields and focusing on
different geographical areas in Asia.

To conclude, we would like to express our gratitude to those who have played
a role in making the publication of this volume a reality. We would like to thank
the authors whose chapters make up this volume for their contributions, active
cooperation, and kind understanding of the fact that the production process took
us longer than what we initially expected. We would also like to express our grati-
tude to the reviewers of individual chapters, including those that were not selected
for publication, who - as the anonymous peer-review process requires — cannot
be named here.

The editors
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Halina Zawiszova and Martin Lavicka

To have a voice is to have power. People strive to have a voice, to be heard and be
seen, to have their interests taken into account and have the capacity to have them
fulfilled, to have representation and be represented in a way that is favorable to
them and reflects their identity, to be in the position that allows them to feel safe,
valued, and free. Voice is instrumental for achieving one's goals. The interests of
one may, however, be in conflict or even in direct opposition to those of another.
Therefore, those higher up in any kind of a power hierarchy may — and indeed of-
ten do — use their voice to construct complex ideological as well as actual systems
that promote and legitimize their values, beliefs, behaviors, and social positions,
while marginalizing, excluding, silencing, and even demonizing those that they
view as their Other.

The voiced set normative standards and define what is important, meaningful,
desirable, and justifiable, what should be supported, nurtured, and fostered, and
what should be eliminated, hidden, and suppressed. The unequal distribution of
power in our cultures and societies consequently establishes voice as something
valuable which is scalar, dynamic, and emergent, hence as something that social
actors — individuals, communities, institutions, or states — in particular contexts
and moments in time possess or not, are given or denied, are trying to preserve,
looking for, finding, gaining, discovering, losing, acknowledging, depriving others
of, fighting for, and so on.

Viewed in this way, the question of voice is as central to individuals’ daily
lives, their well-being, and personal relationships, as it is to the very workings of
societies and the development of cultures, their policies, economies, systems of
justice and education, art, sciences, technologies, media, housing, public health,
etc. Itis fundamental to the construction of social and political hierarchies and the
attendant power dynamics, such as the establishment of dominant social groups
as opposed to minorities, mainstream cultures as opposed to subcultures, and
standard or official languages as opposed to regional and social varieties. It is key
to the construction and perpetuation of hegemonic ideologies and realization of
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all systems of government, but also to the attempts to dismantle, reject, and subvert
them, that is, to the attempts to change the status quo.

Voice — albeit referred to by various terms — has long been acknowledged as an
important topic across the humanities and social sciences (e.g., Louis Althusser,
Pierre Bourdieu, Norman Fairclough, Michel Foucault, Antonio Gramsci, Steven
Lukes, among many). The present volume contributes to this tradition, narrat-
ing the multifaceted relationship between voice and power - although seldom
mentioning the term itself — through the lens of scholarly fields, such as political
science, history, international relations, cultural studies, media studies, literary
studies, art history, or anthropology.

The volume consists of 19 chapters, broadly divided into two parts, which
emerged organically in the process of preparing this publication based on the
approaches and central foci that the authors of the texts adopt. The first part,
entitled "Politics and Society,” includes nine chapters, while the second part con-
sists of ten chapters and is called "Arts and Literature,” although the studies that
it contains also deal with social themes. The publication brings together authors
associated with universities in Europe and Asia as well as independent researchers,
from senior academics to early career scholars.

Probing into a wide range of topics and adopting various methods and per-
spectives, collectively, the chapters discuss 'voice' in Asia — or more specifically,
East Asia (China, Japan, Taiwan, and Tibet) and South Asia (India) — as closely
intertwined with other social, political, and cultural issues. Those that resonate
most prominently include human rights, equality, institutionalized inequality,
ideology, justice, (systemic) oppression, discrimination, suppression, violence,
resistance, activism, empowerment, liberation, freedom, non-conformity, iden-
tity, representation, access to rights and resources, social media, propaganda,
censorship, gender and sexuality, the power of art and literature, construction
of narratives or discourses, social, cultural, political, and economic domination
and control.

We have sketched out below some of the concerns and findings that the individual
chapters included in this volume provide.

In the first chapter of the first part of this volume, Madhu discusses contempo-
rary attempts at online activism of the Dalit community or the so-called untouch-
able caste in modern India. Although the Indian government banned the caste
system in the last century, the socio-economic disadvantages and discrimination
against the Dalits remain even today. Madhu analyzes how social media help this
disadvantaged group voice their grievances and gain support for their plea for
human rights, justice, democracy, and equality, within as well as outside of India,
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allowing Dalits to forge connections with other economically marginalized, so-
cially stigmatized, and oppressed communities, such as the burakumin in Japan
or the Roma in Central Europe. Importantly, the chapter shows that through social
media, Dalits themselves can construct their identity as empowered people, all the
while challenging the mainstream narratives and misconceptions.

In the following chapter, written by Bhavana Kumari, we remain on the Indian
peninsula. Kumari discusses the migrant labor crisis that occurred because of the
imposition of lockdown policies during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic.
In her case study, Kumari focuses on the central eastern state Bihar. The author
illustrates how the long overlooked and ignored situation of domestic migrant
daily wage laborers began to pose serious problems during the lockdown, but
failed to result in any substantial change. Extremely vulnerable even in normal
times, they were left voiceless without money and without adequate help from
their contractors, recruiters, states, as well as civil societies, and the Indian gov-
ernment, which did not provide sufficient relief measures to mitigate their dire
situation. The socially and economically disadvantaged are revealed as lacking
voice as well as a means for gaining it.

André Pinto Teixeira's chapter is of a more theoretical nature. It concerns
burakumin in contemporary Japanese society, that is, marginalized people tradi-
tionally defined as people of (perceived) outcast ancestry, born or residing at par-
ticular locations, and/or engaged in particular occupations considered ‘polluted’ or
‘unclean.’ The author addresses questions related to identity, discrimination, and
empowerment, stressing that the discriminatory practices are rooted in discourses,
traditional historiographies, and imposed labeling, rather than genealogies, actual
physical spaces, or occupations. He argues that the people discriminated against
as burakumin can gain their voice only through reflexive and conscientious
self-identification and presentation.

The chapter by Silvia Picchiarelli looks closely at China's countryside in the
1950s, when the so-called “unified purchase and sale” system was introduced.
Based on her examination of archival sources in Shanxi province, Picchiarelli
paints a compelling picture which shows that Chinese peasants were not com-
pletely submissive and, as it were, voiceless in their resistance against Mao
Zedong's plan of the socialist transformation of agriculture, which they saw as
highly problematic and endangering their existence. The author describes the
‘'soft methods' they employed in order to protest and express their opposition to
the state without provoking the authorities.

Rural China is also the concern of the study by Pia Eskelinen. Eskelinen fo-
cuses on the contemporary issue of gender inequality regarding land tenure rights
related to the hukou household registration system. Based on her field research
and interviews with members of the All China Women's Federation in Central
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and Eastern China, the author argues that the efforts of the Federation were not in
vain and actually led to important legislative changes to the system. Women are
still more likely, however, to become landless and slip into poverty after chang-
ing their hukou. This is, the author insists, due to the gendered decision-making
processes, Chinese rural women's historically disadvantaged socio-economic
position compared to rural men, as well as women's general acceptance of their
less privileged position. More substantial reforms, which would deal with the core
problem of gender equality, are therefore needed.

With the next chapter, we remain in mainland China but move to its west-
ernmost part, the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). In the first of
two studies that focus on this region, Martin Lavicka illuminates how normative
documents are transmitted and adjusted into various channels to reach their tar-
get audience in the XUAR. Specifically, Lavicka analyzes one of the propaganda
channels, the officially published Uyghur-written booklet Din esebiyliki ademni
nabut qilidu (Religious extremism kills/destroys people), which is about the fight
against religious extremism and terrorism in the XUAR. He compares the booklet’s
content with provisions in the Regulations of the XUAR on Religious Affairs and
the Regulations on De-radicalization of the XUAR. Lavi¢ka identifies the most
common propaganda strategies utilized by the Chinese government to enforce
the restrictive policies and laws on the Uyghur population, whose voice has been
not just unheard, but actively suppressed by China's political leadership.

The second of the chapters dealing with Chinese propaganda in the XUAR is
written by Rune Steenberg and Tenha Seher. The authors analyze vlogs made by
popular young minority vloggers from the XUAR at a time when the region has
been under massive pressure by the government and security apparatus. In the
videos, they study the explicitly political content and close alignment with the
Chinese Communist Party’s narratives and suggest that there is direct involvement
of the government apparatus in the design of the vlogs. The authors argue that the
videos provide invaluable insights into the workings of the propaganda practices
in the People's Republic of China as well as into the daily life in the XUAR when
approached critically and with adequate epistemological care.

Nikolaos Mavropoulos's chapter takes us back to the time when imperial
China lost in the First Sino-Japanese War and Taiwan became a Japanese colony.
Mavropoulos zooms in on two Japanese men who went against the military es-
tablishment, the First Chief Justice of the High Court of Taiwan Takano Takenori
and the first Chief of the Education Bureau Osawa Shuji, in order to contribute to
the debates on Japanese colonization of Taiwan by showing the struggle between
the civil or political and the military voices in administering the colony. The au-
thor describes how both men's voices were silenced by the military establishment
and - using their cases to explain the Japanese colonial strategies — argues that
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as a Japanese colony, Taiwan was destined to become a place of military rule that
offered no place for civil rights and dissident voices.

The last study in the first part of the volume is by Fumi Inoue and takes us to
Okinawa after the Japanese war endeavors ended in failure and the U.S. began to
occupy the Ryukyu Islands. The author reflects on the Okinawans’ 1955 uprising
following the murder of a local girl by a U.S. military service member and describes
it as a critical milestone in the development of popular human rights activism in
Okinawa, as it involved the Okinawans collectively raising their voices to seek
legaljustice under the U.S. military occupation. Significantly, Inoue points out the
importance of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights for the empowerment
of the Okinawans in their daily fight against injustice and other issues that were
caused by the U.S. military presence.

The second part of the volume begins with Freya Terryn's study, in which she
explores the satirical depictions of the Boshin War between the pro-imperial and
pro-shogunal forces in Japan in the woodblock prints of Utagawa Hiroshige III
produced in the second half of the 19th century in the face of the censorship laws
that banned depiction of the ruling classes and current events. The author exposes
how the artist — aided by the publisher, the engraver, and the printer — made use of
images and explanatory inscriptions in the prints in order to offer a commentary
on the shifting political power and the dynamics between those who govern and
those who are governed against the backdrop of the governmental censorship
trying to suppress any dissenting voices.

In the following chapter, Jessica Uldry provides insight into a prominent Swiss
diplomat Aimé Humbert's critical views on the life of female sex workers in the
19th century Japan by analyzing the engravings and textual commentary related to
various forms of female prostitution in Japan included in his monograph Le Japon
Illustré (1870). The author shows how Humbert used altered images, text, and com-
position to criticize Japanese society of that time for allowing the trade of women's
bodies as a form of slavery that caused social damage and had to be eradicated.
Humbert is thereby shown to be exposing the less alluring and rarely talked about
aspects of the lives of Japanese female sex workers and as taking onto himself the
role of a speaker for those that may be otherwise left voiceless.

Noriko Hiraishi focuses on Japanese female writers' search for autonomy in
love at the beginning of the 20th century. Hiraishi specifically considers depictions
of unfaithful wives and places them in the context of Japanese infatuation with
European literary representations of ‘romantic love, such as the adulterous love
between Paolo and Francesca in Dante's Divine Comedy, which was idealized at
the time as a representation of ‘true love. The author describes the paradoxical
situation of the female writers’ adaptation of the European literary and philo-
sophical trends in allowing their expression of longing for independence in love,
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marriage, and sexuality which went against the laws as well as the traditional
values and customs upheld by contemporary Japanese society.

In the ensuing chapter, Robert Ono discusses the emergence of literary voices
by leprosy patients in 1920s and 1930s Japan, that is, at the times of thriving eu-
genics. The author first introduces a collection of ‘confessions’ of leprosy pa-
tients, confined to public leprosariums, which was compiled by the government,
but casts serious doubt on the authenticity of the represented voices. Ono sub-
sequently portrays the aspiration and efforts of Hojo Tamio to become the first
leprosy patient who would have their literary works published as part of main-
stream literature as well as the response of the contemporary literary world to
his works. While still censured and manipulated, Hdjo's writings gave voice to
leprosy patients otherwise deprived of humanity. His works, however, contrary
to his hopes, were largely considered in light of his condition rather than purely
for their literary merit.

With the chapter by Martina Renata Prosperi, we turn our attention to the
voices of the sick and the deviant in Chinese literature. Prosperi specifically con-
cerns herself with the role played by the figure of a beggar in Chinese modern and
contemporary literature. She discusses how the powerless characters of beggars
act as impossible witnesses to their times and to human nature. Prosperi argues
that it is only through the process of active readership that their dissenting per-
spectives and destabilizing testimonies can effectively serve as an alternative and
a counterpoint to the dominant narratives.

Robert Tsaturyan's chapter contemplates broader questions, such as the re-
lationship between witnessing and literature, and the idea of a poet's role as a
witness, as he analyzes the representation of personal as well as collective trauma
in the works of the Chinese poet Wang Jiaxin, who represents one of the most
prominent voices in contemporary Chinese poetry and translation. The author
considers Wang's poetry as well as his translation-dialogues with other poets,
exploring thus the voice of one poet dealing with human life experiences in the
face of the absurdities of history.

Kamila Hladikova focuses on a representative of an often-overlooked literary
voice coming from within Tibet. More specifically, Hladikova explores Sinophone
writings produced by an ethnic Tibetan writer Tsering Norbu and discusses them
as an example of a distinct voice of literary self-representation coming from con-
temporary Tibet as opposed to the authoritative majority Han Chinese discourse.
She demonstrates that his short stories give voice to ordinary people of Tibet and
employ various narrative strategies that allow the writer to deal with censorship
and resist the hegemonic state ideology as well as commercialization.

Letizia Guarini then takes us back to Japan with her chapter on gender dis-
crimination and gender-based violence both in the real world of contemporary
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Japan and as addressed by the contemporary Japanese female writers Himeno
Kaoruko and Matsuda Aoko. The author presents feminist voices in literature
against the backdrop of recent cases of gender-based violence and feminist ac-
tivism in Japan, proposing to approach literature as a feminist act of resistance
and solidarity that influences our understanding of the world and is able to subvert
hegemonic gender norms by breaking the culture of silence and voicing dissent
against misogyny, gender-based discrimination, and violence against women.

The following chapter, penned by Rafael Vinicius Martins, also concerns Jap-
anese contemporary literature and gendered experiences. Situating the discussion
into the context of Japanese popular media culture and its consumption, Martins
considers gendered experiences of objectification, oppression, repression, and
violence, as addressed by Sakuraba Kazuki in her light novel Red x Pink. The author
demonstrates how Sakuraba appropriates the conventions of the male-oriented
genre to express the voices of young women and gender-nonconforming people
through her three protagonists grappling with issues related to gender, power,
and identity.

The volume concludes with Annegret Bergmann's chapter, in which she
elucidates the ways in which performing art productions in Japan have been
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic and the attendant restrictions. Bergmann
argues that the pandemic has underscored the Japanese government's general
lack of interest in supporting the performing arts and — using an opera production
and a kabuki production as her case studies — describes how performing art pro-
ductions dealt with insufficient financial assistance from the government at the
time of crisis. The title of the chapter reveals the author’s conclusion: “performing
artists’ voices remain unheard.”

To conclude this introduction, we would like to emphasize one more time that
the purpose of this publication is to illustrate the great variety of issues that can be
addressed from the perspective of voice and power in Asia. The resulting diversity
in topics, approaches, and disciplines is not a disadvantage. It, on the contrary,
allows us to highlight many important links and connections that would have
remained hidden should we have opted for a different publication type. We hope
that readers will take full advantage of this format and that a reader, for example,
predominantly interested in Chinese propaganda will also be drawn into reading
about the Dalits’ ongoing struggle for human rights in India or contemporary
feminist activism in Japan.
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This paper argues that social media engagement and strategy offers Dalits to not
only construct their own identity as an empowered Dalit but also offers them
opportunities to unite and forge transnational ties with other marginalized com-
munities across the globe to fight against caste-based discrimination. This paper
highlights the assertion of Dalits using social media pages like Roundtable India,
Velivada, and YouTube channels like Dalit Camera, and Dalit organizations such as
National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR), International Dalit Solidarity
Network (IDSN), Equality Labs, etc., in India and abroad for voicing their opinions,
mobilizing, and fighting a pitched battle in the contested public sphere. The paper
explores the question of how subalterns are using new media technologies by ana-
lyzing reports of various Dalit organizations, pamphlets, and social media posts.

Keywords: Dalits, social media, transnational advocacy, discrimination, identity

1. Introduction

Dalit! political assertion in different parts of India rarely becomes a nationwide
movement. Today, the imagination of the Dalit community has begun to expand
beyond the confines of city and state seeking to further the cause of democracy

Etymologically the word Dalit derived from “crushed, ground, destroyed” which leads to the
meaning of “depressed” (Narayan 2008, 171). Dalit as a category is a modern construct and
has been in use since early 20th century from the beginning of the Dalit social movement.
It was Dalit Panthers who expanded the meaning of it by including Scheduled Castes (SC),
Scheduled Tribes (ST), Other Backward Classes (OBC), and all “oppressed” groups (Webster
1999, 68). In legal and constitutional terms, Dalits are known in India as Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes. India’s erstwhile untouchables became an official category of “Sched-
ule Castes” and “Scheduled Tribes” in 1936 when a list or Schedule of castes was drawn
throughout the British administered provinces. There are currently some 16.6% SC and 8.6%
ST respectively, of India’s population according to 2011 Census data (Express 2013).
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and equality (Thirumal and Tartakov 2011, 34). The government’s affirmative ac-
tion policies in post-independence India have not made much of a difference as
Dalits remain a socially stigmatized and economically marginalized group that is
severely underrepresented in politics and media. This paper discusses the trend of
emerging online Dalit activism. It focuses on the attempts of Dalit Internet users
to explore and exploit various social media platforms to battle Dalit deprivation,
discrimination, inequality, and injustice.

G. S. Ghurye, a sociologist, identified at least six different features of the Hindu
caste system which included caste membership to be ascribed by birth, hierarchy
a scheme of social precedence amongst castes, restrictions on inter-dining, civil
and religious disabilities, and privileges of different sections, lack of unrestricted
choice of occupation, endogamy, and no inter-marriages between castes (Ghurye
1969). Several village ethnographies account for mainly two rigid pillars in which
caste system were reproduced — food and marriage (Marriot 1968, 133-134; Mayer
1960, 35-40; Parry 1979, 41). French sociologist Louis Dumont in his well-known
book, Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and its Implications, argued that
caste was above all an ideology, “a system of ideas, beliefs and values.” He called
hierarchy as an essence of caste and purity-pollution as an important aspect of
caste, using mainly Indological sources (Dumont 1980, 49-51). Since colonial
times caste was redefined, as many scholars believe it to be a colonial construct,
because under the British rule that the practice of manual scavenging expanded
phenomenally. The British both legitimized and systematized caste, while setting
up army cantonments and municipalities. The official posts of manual scavengers
were created because the colonial army, railways, courts, industries, and quarters
of the officials were equipped with dry toilets instead of water born sewerage. The
British did not invent caste, they institutionalized it (Dirks 2001, 9). The colonial
officials and the municipal authorities of that time drew on the edifice of caste
to recruit sanitation workers and brought in Dalit workers, many of whom were
agricultural laborers in the countryside, to the cities. Wherever there was a short-
age of sweepers and scavengers in urban areas, municipal authorities looked to
Dalit migrants from rural areas to meet the shortfall. This cemented caste occu-
pation into a waged “occupation.” Nicholas Dirks in Castes of Mind: Colonialism
and the Making of Modern India has shown how Christian missionaries, colonial
ethnographers, Brahmins, and civil servants made caste into an essential element
of Indian society since they were more concerned with the strategic questions
of land ownership and sovereignty, as well as cultural and political questions of
social relationships and caste (Cohn 1996; Dirks 2001; Rao 2009). Louis Dumont
approached caste through the conceptualization of purity and pollution consid-
ering them to be an essential element of Indian society. No attempts have been
made by the upper caste Hindus to annihilate caste, whereas several attempts have
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been made by them to reform caste, through religious, political, legal issues, and
practices of normalization.

Caste can also be seen through the tensions between the nationalist and an-
ti-caste movement (Rao 2009). While on the one hand, the Gandhian nationalists
searched for India’s history and identity for the young nation and the “lost past,”
Dalits on the other engaged in the construction of India's modernity by challeng-
ing its “pre-modern” past as “oppressive.” In the present times, NGOs, advocacy
platforms and human rights activists tend to use a narrative of caste which was the
construct of colonial knowledge and are including caste perspective in their work.
Caste-based atrocities continue to be inflicted on the Dalits in more ways than one
even today. While Dalit identity remains deeply historicized and primordialized
and rooted in Indian modernity formations, at the same time it is re-conceptual-
ized on the transnational level against the backdrop of human rights, development,
governmental policies, reservations, etc. The activists of transnational organi-
zations, the International Dalit Solidarity network (IDSN), the National Campaign
for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR), Equality Labs have been raising the voice of the
subalterns by lobbying to include caste-based discrimination as a protected cat-
egory as grounds for discrimination in the United Nations (UN), and the European
Union (EU) in order to put pressure on the Indian state to address the issue of
inequalities arising out of the caste based social structure.

Studies in digital cultures in India have not given due recognition to the
presence of subalterns in the cyberspace. This can be attributed to online Dalit
self-representation which contradicts the right-wing Hindutva? self-representa-
tions (Nayar 2011, 69). Issues concerning Dalit communities are discussed freely
and openly on the social media platforms, which the mainstream media has been
ignoring for a long time. Dalit activists feel that websites, online forums, blogs,
Facebook pages, and Twitter handles contribute immensely, enabling access and
participation by the members of Dalit community. Thus, the Internet is acting as
a focal point for re-igniting the triad of caste and discrimination, religion, and
class (Krishna 2018).

Since the year 1999, when the first Dalit website Dalitstan.org was launched, the
visibility of the Dalits on the Internet has increased many folds. Today, Dalits are
using social media as a counter public sphere? to raise their voices. For example,

Hindutva is the name by which the ideology of the Hindu right, represented by the political
party, the Bhartiya Janata Party is known. The Hindutva movement has been described as
a variant of "right-wing extremism,” and as "almost fascist in the classical sense,” adhering to
a concept of homogenized majority and cultural hegemony.

The Habermasian public sphere was the one that ignored the existence of other public
spheres and reflected and protected the specific interest of the bourgeoisie. Bonfiglio (1997,
179) has asserted that Kant says that people who were propertyless were locked into com-
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the suicide of Rohit Vemula, who was a Ph.D. student at Hyderabad University,
and killed himself on January 17, 2016 after he was expelled from the university's
housing facility along with four more students on false charges of indiscipline. He
was a member of the Ambedkar Students’ Association and fought for the rights
of Dalit students. He blamed the system for his death. His suicide note went viral
on social media fueling widespread nationwide protests. Dalits are exposed to
online discourse from different parts of the country and they imagine themselves
as part of a larger collective and community cutting across language and cultural
divides. Following the Una incident, in which seven members of a Dalit family
were assaulted by the members of cow vigilante group in Una, Gujarat, video of
the incident went viral on social media platforms sparking protests by the Dalits.
Jignesh Mevani, a Dalit activist, led the protest march and blocked highways,
forcing the state to take note and act towards the redressal of the complaint made
by the Dalit victims of violence involving the incident. In both these incidents,
a pattern was seen where people protest instead of remaining confined to their
states of origin, and gained prominence and widespread following the release
of as images and videos on the online platforms by several Dalits who were not
necessarily playing a leadership role (Ahuja 2018).

The upper caste or savarna Hindus have used historic traditions for legitimiz-
ing the lowly status of the Dalits and it has been very important for the Dalit publics
to construct and provide a counter-historiographical tradition. Central to the Dalit
websites is the contribution of a different or alternative history of India. Dalits
are challenging the mainstream narrative of the Hindu nationalist caste history
by presenting counter narratives. The battle of Bhima-Koregoan, fought in 1818,
which had resulted in the defeat of the Peshwa by the British army comprising
a large number of Dalit soldiers is loaded with a powerful narrative of the Dalits
battling caste oppression that runs parallel to the uncomfortable fact of its being
a victory for colonialism.

The online Dalit discourse has helped youth from different parts of the world
to imagine themselves as part of a larger community beyond borders and divides
of language, culture, countries, and continents. The news of a former employee
of the tech major Hindustan Computers Limited (HCL) for unlawful termination
and discrimination at job, based on his caste identity by his superiors, has been
doing rounds on social media platforms. A lawsuit against Cisco, a multinational
technology company that allegedly failed to prevent discrimination against a Dalit
engineer in San Jose, U.S.A. has once again highlighted the issue of caste and
discrimination associated with it among the Indian diaspora (Moorthy 2020).

petitive social relations that prevented them from being able to deliberate upon universal,
moral, and political concerns.
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India’s erstwhile untouchables, now called Dalits, are using digital mediums to
communicate, agitate and organize with their fellow Dalits worldwide. Over the
last six decades, Dalit activists have built connections with groups across the world,
including, for example, with the Roma in central Europe, the Burakumin in Japan,
African Americans in the United States, and landless workers in Brazil (Thorat
2009, 149). Groups such as the Dalit Panthers, the National Campaign for Dalit
Human Rights (NCDHR), the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW), and
the Navsarjan Trust express a clear internationalist vision for the empowerment
and liberation of all oppressed communities. The transnational dimensions of this
activism illuminate the ways in which they reach beyond and transect the Indian
state (Keenan 2004, 435-49). The International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN),*
Equality Labs,> and Voice of Dalit International (VODI)® are some of the groups
active on social media which highlight and internationalize the appalling plight
of Dalits of South Asia and the diaspora.

Dalit activists consistently use social media to share things as they happen in
society. The agency of social media provides the Dalits, who have been historically
deprived of agency to tell their own story, in constructing and expressing identity.
The importance of internet and opportunities it offers for networking with fellow
human beings cannot be overemphasized. Today, Dalit activists are spending
much time in sharing posts, life stories, writing blogs, Dalit histories, opinions
challenging the basis of the caste system in Hinduism in more interactive and
logical ways. While the digital divide remains unbridged, as only a fraction of
Dalit users is able to afford better connectivity and devices, many are trying hard
to make their presence felt in the cyberspace. Digital bonds that are forged online
are also limited in their durability unless backed by on ground mobilization and
activism, as social media activism may not always translate in offline activism.

2. History of Dalit activism and quest for an identity

Hindu society is organized on caste lines, which is a hierarchy of ritual pollution.
The Hindu masses practiced untouchability as part of their caste obligations. In
general, the practice revolved around avoiding physical contact with particular

IDSN is an international human rights group which works on a global level for the elimination
of caste discrimination and human rights abuses against Dalits and similar communities that
suffer discrimination on the basis of work and descent.

5 Equality Labs is an Ambedkarite South Asian power-building organization dedicated to end-
ing caste apartheid, gender-based violence, white supremacy, Islamophobia, and religious
intolerance. Thenmozhi Soundararajan is its Executive Director.

6 VODIis a UK based group that champions the rights of all individuals to equality and freedom
through integrated development programs.
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groups to save oneself from being “polluted.” The varna system is a four-fold
categorical hierarchy of the Hindu religion with Brahmins (priests/teachers) on
top, followed, in order, by Kshatriyas (rulers/warriors), Vaishyas (farmers/traders/
merchants), and Shudras (laborers). In addition, there is a fifth group of Outcastes,
that is, people who do unclean work and are outside the four-fold system (Massey
1995 39-40). Dalits are not formally included in this scheme, but as evident by
designations such as avarna (“without varna“) or Panchamma (“fifth varna”) they
can be considered included in the system by virtue of their explicit exclusion.”
The Portuguese were the first to use the term “caste” to denote the hierarchical
divisions in the Indian society (Samarendra 2011, 51-52).8

The group of Outcastes is known by various names such as Untouchables,
Scheduled Castes, Harijans, and Dalits. First coined by Jyotirao Phule, an activist
of Non-Brahmin Movement in the 19th century, the term “Dalit" has served as
a central organizing identity for the anti-caste movements of post-independence
India. The term comes from the Sanskrit root dal, meaning “to break” or “to crack,”
and is often glossed in English as “the oppressed,” *
crushed.” B. R. Ambedkar, the leader of the Dalits, popularly known as “Babasaheb,”
was an Indian jurist, economist, politician, and a social reformer under whose
leadership the Dalits became organized and joined struggle for their rights, first
used the term in 1928 to describe people who had experienced degradation and
deprivation, but the term “Dalit” did not gain popularity as an identity marker until
the 1960s (Rao 2009, 15).

Before Ambedkar's prolific writings, Dalit writings existed mainly in the form
of poetry and songs of the Dalit Bhakti® poets. Madara Chennaiah,'® a cobbler

the downtrodden,” or “the

Ambedkar (1948, 11315) argues that the reason why Dalits are not included in this framework
is because untouchability was established as a social institution around 400 CE, after the
creation of the varna system.

Samarendra notes that “caste is a foreign word” and argues that the concept of caste “as
conceived in contemporary academic writing or within the policies of the state” has "never
characterized the Indian society.”

Bhakti means “"devotion” in Sanskrit. The Bhakti movement was an important historical reli-
gious movement in 12th century India that sought to bring religious reforms to all strata of
society by adopting the method of devotion to achieve salvation. The rigid caste system, the
complicated ritualism that constituted the practice of worship and the inherent need to move
to a more fulfilling method of worship and salvation perhaps spurred this movement. Their
method of expression was to sing devotional compositions in the temples, Gurudwaras, and
at shrines of the Sufi saints.

Madara Chennaiah belonged to the Madiga Caste (largely involved in Manual Scavenging
work, however, Madara worked as a cobbler) and was a staunch devotee of Lord Shiva. He was
one among the galaxy of enlightened men and women which included mystics and seekers
of truth and were part of Anubhava Mantapa, a body established by Basaveshvara (known as
the founder of the Lingayat religious sect in India). Madara composed several vachanas in
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saint from the 12th century Karnataka, who is among the earliest known Dalit
writers. He is often referred as "the father of Vachana poetry,” a form of writing
with rhymes in Kannada. Many others like Chokhamela!! (14th century), Guru
Ravidas!? (15-16th century), and several Tamil Siddhas (6-13th century), wrote po-
etry questioning inequalities of the caste system (Duhan 2018). It was primarily in
the 19th century that literature became an instrument of resistance. Strong egali-
tarian thinkers such as Sri Narayan Guru,'®* who wrote several pieces in Malayalam,
Tamil and even Sanskrit, Jyotirao Phule,'* who wrote in Marathi, highlighted the
core problems of caste oppression. Dalit pamphlet literature highlighting caste
histories became popular in the 1920s. U.B.S. Raghuvanshi wrote Shri Chanvar
Puran, around 1910, and Sunderlal Sagar wrote Jatav Jiwan in 1929, challenging
their jati's (caste) history's low caste position in the dominant upper caste literary
representation (Hunt 2014, 32). Around the same time Ambedkar too started his
own movement for Dalit people to be allowed inside Hindu temples which did
not bear any fruits (Kharat 2014, 46—47). It was after the Poona Pact!® in 1932,
that Ambedkar grew more critical of the Gandhian program for the removal of

Kannada where he spoke about the futility of flaunting one’s caste as superior, as all are born
of the same process and are made of same flesh and bones. According to him a person’s
pedigree depended upon righteous conduct alone and not on caste.

1 The 14th century Bhakti saint Chokhamela belonged to Mahar (untouchable) caste and spent

most of his life doing the peculiarly menial work Mahars were mandated to do. He was de-
voted to Vitthal (God) but did not transgress lines drawn by society and its privileged elders.
During his entire lifetime he was told where he really belonged: the door. Even today his
memorial stands outside the Vitthal temple in Pandharpur.

2. Born in Varanasi, Ravidas wrote many devotional songs during the Bhakti movement. He

became a spiritual figure and was bestowed with the title Guru and Sant in regions of Punjab,
Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh. He worked towards reforming people from social evils including
caste system.

13 Sri Narayan Guru belonged to Ezhava caste, from Kerala. He learned Vedas, Upanishads,

literature, logical rhetoric of Sanskrit, Hatha Yoga and other philosophies. He founded Sree
Narayana Dharma Paripalana Yogam (SNDP Yogam) in 1903. He gave the slogan "One Caste,
One Religion, One God for All."

Jyotirao Govindrao Phule was an Indian social activist, thinker and anti-caste social reformer
from Pune, Maharashtra. His critique of the caste system began with an attack on the Vedas,
the fundamental texts of Hindus. In his book Gulamagiri, he thanked British colonists for
making the exploited castes realize that they are worthy of all human rights. He also founded
Satyashodhak Samaj, through which he opposed idolatry and denounced caste system.

14

15 Poona Pact was an agreement between the upper caste Hindus and B.R. Ambedkar signed in
the Yeravda Central Jail, Poona on September 24, 1932 on behalf of the Depressed Classes for
the reservation of electoral seats in the legislature of British India. It was signed by Ambedkar
on behalf of the Depressed Classes (the untouchables), and by Congress leader Madan Mo-
han Malaviya on behalf of Hindus and Gandhi as a means to end the fast-which Gandhi was
undertaking in jail as a protest against the decision made by the British Prime Minister Ramsay
MacDonald to give separate electorates to the Depressed Classes for the election of members
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untouchability. Since literacy was very low among the Dalits, usually songs were
sung in the villages, poems and other writings were read out by the literate Dalits
to the entire community. It is the educated Dalits and intellectuals who not only
began to talk about the problems of the poor, exploitation, and humiliation from
the upper castes but also integrated and used technology effectively to reach out
and forge ties in a transnational manner (Aruna 2018). The majority of the Dalit
representation emerged first in the Marathi'® Dalit literature. Namdeo Laxman
Dhasal along with J. V. Pawar, and Arun Kamble founded the Dalit Panthers! in
1972. The establishment of this organization is considered one of the major game
changers in the Dalit revolution in the 20th century (Breiner 2020). In addition,
Dalit feminist writings gained prominence in the 1990s with writer-activists like
Bama, whose autobiography Karukku (1992) explored joys and sorrows in the lives
of Dalit Christian women of her state or Om Prakash Valmiki whose autobiography
Joothan (1997) is another strong literary work that movingly talks about caste-
based discrimination.

Ambedkar belonged to the untouchable Mahar community from Maharashtra
and fought for the rights of the Dalits since the colonial days (Zelliot 2005, 53). His
period of struggle marks a transformation in the Dalit history (Zelliot 2005, 59). In
post-independence India, Ambedkar while drafting the Indian Constitution, was
aware of the disjunction between political status and social reality of the Dalits in
post-independence India where caste fault lines were visible. Ambedkar pointed
out in a speech in 1949 this contradiction and argued that "Political democracy”
could only thrive if joined with “social democracy,” which was not possible unless
Hindu society gives up the practice of caste.

On January 26, 1950, a time of contradictions begins. In politics, there is equal-
ity, and in social and economic life there are inequalities. In politics there is recog-
nition of the principles of “one man, one vote” and “one vote, one value.” In the
social and economic life, there is, by reason of the social and economic structure,

of provincial legislative assemblies in British India. Ambedkar had represented the Depressed
Classes at the Second Roundtable Conference in 1932 after which the award was announced.

The Dalit writers began their focused and stipulated work in 1950s, much of which was writ-
ten in Marathi. Anna Bhau Sathe, Baburao Bagul, Arun Kamble, Raja Dhale, Laxman Mane,
Sharan Kumar Limbale, Namdeo Dhasal, all wrote in their literary works in Marathi between
the 1950s-1970s).

Inspired by the Black Panthers movement for civil rights and against racism, Namdeo Dhasal
and J. V. Pawar decided to form the Dalit Panthers in 1972. Pawar also named his daughter
Angela after Angela Davis and began to network with civil rights groups worldwide. Dalit
Panthers focused on economic issues and social justice as it was largely comprised of work-
ing-class people. The organization got dissolved in 1988 when their leader Ramdas Athawale
was made a minister by Sharad Pawar of Congress party.
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"o

continued to denial of the principle of “one man, one vote.
continue to live this life of contradiction?” (Scroll.in 2016).
For Ambedkar, caste was a systemic problem and without achieving Frater-
nity and Equality, political freedom could be quite meaningless. Ambedkar was
instrumental in building a Dalit identity which was at the opposite spectrum of
what Gandhi was trying to build. Ambedkar disapproved of the Gandhian no-
menclature of Harijan!® for the Dalits and also made sure they are not known by
their derogatory caste names. Rather, he chose the word “Dalit” which underlined
the identity of oppression. Ambedkar followed in the footsteps of Jyotirao Phule
who founded Satyashodhak Samaj, in 1873. Its mission was to provide education
and increased social rights and political access for underprivileged groups, the
Shudras, the Dalits, and the women. Savitribai Phule, Jyotirao's wife, taught at
the school established by the couple in the face of stiff opposition from the upper
castes. Jyotirao used Deenbandhu?® as an outlet for the voice of Satyashodhak
Samaj. It was started in 1877 by Krishnarao Pandurang Bhalekar, a low caste, in

How long shall we

Marathilanguage. Ambedkar, too, realized the importance of media but since most
of it was owned by upper castes, he started newspapers?® such as the Mooknayak,
Bahishkrut Bharat, Janata, and Prabuddha Bharat to raise the voices of the Dalits.
He used his journalistic writings to create awareness and mobilize people in the
anti-caste movement. He communicated not only with Dalits but with society
at large and tried to shape public opinion with respect to the caste system and
various other social issues and events (Pol 2018).

Ambedkar slowly began to realize that structural reform was the only means
to make way for social change in India and firmly began to believe that social
revolution was necessary, which could come only from actively critiquing the
cultural structure of Hinduism, as opposed to attempting to change it from within
(Rodrigues 2002, 27). Ambedkar's identity evolved throughout his life with a strong
sense of commitment to pursue justice not only as an activist but also as a prolific
writer. (Narke 1979, 61-65). At a later stage, Ambedkar also started to look at religion
as a valuable means to realize change through socio-cultural critique. While Hindu
religion proved to be a vehicle for the structural violence of the caste system,

18 Gandhi used the term "Harijan,” meaning “children of God" for the untouchables. The term was

coined by Narsinh Mehta, a Gujarati poet-saint of the Bhakti tradition, to refer to all devotees
of lord Krishna irrespective of caste, class, or sex.

19 Deenbandhu, was a weekly Marathi-language newspaper in British India to cater explicitly to

the laboring classes. The weekly articulated the grievances of the peasants and the workers.

20 pol (2018) observes that the newspapers Ambedkar was associated with have largely contrib-

uted in disseminating radical political ideas and motivated a churn within the society. These
newspapers also help to contextualize and trace the history of the Dalit political discourse,
issues of caste violence, representation, and religious fundamentalism.
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Ambedkar challenged its orthodox beliefs of Indian culture head on with fierce de-
bate and rhetoric. He studied various religions of the world in order to find the one,
which would best fit the untouchable communities and finally chose Buddhism.
Gandhi criticized the idea of a “choice” of a religion and has remarked that “religion
isnotlike a horse or a cloak, which can be changed at will. It is a more integral part
of one's self than one’s own body” (Queen 2013, 525). On October 14, 1956, on the
2500 anniversary of the Buddha's Nirvana, Ambedkar led a mass conversion of
“untouchable” Hindus to Buddhism.?! For Ambedkar, changing his religion was
an act of social protest which re-positioned the Dalit identity as collective and as
well as personal. He used both secular (gaining rights through legislation), and re-
ligious narrative (converting to Buddhism), as a means of not only securing rights
for the Dalits but also attempting to fill a void of cultural identity, which over two
thousand years of caste discrimination had created. Ambedkar was a pragmatist
who studied under John Dewey at Columbia University in the United States. He
had a modern understanding of religion, which emphasized that belief was not
only about ends, but also a means of social interpretation. He attempted to ap-
proach social conflict strategically in a way which neither privileges religious nor
secular explanations (Taylor, Bougie, and Caouette 2003, 213). His main mantra
for the Dalits to improve their condition remained: “educate, organize, agitate.”
The revival of Buddhism and the changed social identity of India’s Dalits is
seen as an important marker of building a separate identity in a Hindu-dominated
India. The Trailokya Bauddha Mahasangha, Sahayak Gana (TBMSG),%? founded
in 1967 by an English Buddhist monk, Sangharakshika, is the largest indigenous
Buddhist organization on the Indian sub-continent. It provides a stark contrast
to secular focused Indian social activists who find the narrative structure of reli-
gion-based movements focuses on overcoming victimization through the recla-
mation of one's identity within each individual (Senauke 2015). The Dr. Ambedkar
Non-Resident Indian Association (DANRIA),?3 is a group of non-resident Dalits

21 Queen (2013, 526) writes that approximately 380,000 “untouchables” took part in the outdoor

ceremony. However, scholars disagree about the actual numbers of the converts, but most
agree that it was probably the largest mass religious conversion in human history. Some
scholars have estimated that as many as 800,000 "untouchables” converted to Buddhism
on that day.

22 The basic guiding principle of TBMSG has been to form a civic-life, and community outreach

around the idea of a renewed Buddhist Sangha ("community”), as well as, concepts of Kalyana
Mitra (“spiritual friendship”) and Dharma as social practice. The Bahujan Hitaya meaning “for
the welfare of the many,” is the social work wing of the movement.

23 DANRIA is a small collaborative group of non-resident Dalits living in the United States who
have incorporated an NGO in Baltimore, Maryland founded in 2006. Their goal is to provide
educational assistance and social uplifts to Dalits living in India, particularly the manual scav-
engers of Uttar Pradesh.
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living in the United States, have repeatedly made their stand clear that their work
is to support secular Dalit education and empowerment. Their strict adherence
to secular identity is seen as to have evolved from community-based religious
ideologies and in turn, is considered a more effective vehicle for social change. It
is the secular narrative structure of securing rights for the Dalits that has allowed
activists to conflate Dalit rights with human rights. The opposite and secular nar-
ratives, by contrast focus on the re-humanization of past victims, posits that there
is a need to push the collective mentality to a tipping-point in which a rights re-
gime can be adequately enforced. Ambedkar's conversion to Buddhism along with
many of his Dalit followers remains an act of defiance, to show that they existed
and now have a distinctly new identity that could not be simply disregarded and
de-legitimized. Followers of Ambedkar's religious rhetoric can be exclusionary
and appear pre-modern for those following secular narrative, while the followers
of religious narrative find that the Dalits following the secular narrative structure
having too much reliance on western notions of liberty, democracy, fraternity.
However, most of the transnational organizations are hesitant to support religious
commitment and are willing to sideline it in favor of an underlying, and more
basic, commitment to humanism.

3. The mainstream media and the Dalits

The domination of the upper castes in the mainstream media has been described
by Kumar and Subramani (2014, 125) as “elite oriented” and "monopolized” and
is criticized by Dalit reformers as Manuwadi or casteist. Ambedkar (1945, 200)
pointed out about the absence of Dalits in the newsroom:

The Untouchables have no press and the Congress Press is closed to
them. The staff of the Associated Press of India, is entirely drawn from
Madras Brahmins—indeed the whole of the press in India is in their
hands who for well-known reasons, are entirely pro-Congress and will
not allow any news hostile to the Congress to get publicity.

Even while reporting on the carnage of Partition,?* the Indian and the British
media were relatively silent on the problems of the Dalits. The main reason for
this silence as argued by Ambedkar was the main news distributing agency, the

24 Ppartition was the inevitable outcome of India's Independence in 1947. Incidents of mass vi-
olence spread all over Northern and Eastern India, with mass migration of people from these
areas sometimes caused violence and sometimes resulted in violence. Partition set people
against people of Hindu and Muslim faith. Systemic and organized violence against women
was perpetrated as they were kidnapped, raped, killed and their bodies mutilated.
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Associated Press?? which was dominated by the English-educated “Madras Brah-
mins” (Pandian 2007, 3).26

The alternative (predominantly print) Dalit media outlets were established
already in the 1920s but had limited success due to financial constraints (Matta
2019). The Oxfam (2019) report reaffirmed that marginalized groups are absent in
news media, particularly in leadership positions which determine who gets the
space (Mondal 2017). The report revealed that the percentage of people from the
upper caste holding leadership positions is 100% in Hindi television news; 89.3% in
English television news; 91.7% in English newspapers; 87.5% in Hindi newspapers;
84.2% in digital media; and 72.7% in news magazines (Matta 2019). The survey
reports the complete absence of Dalits in the decisive positions in India’s news
media. Even anchors, panelists, and writers are predominantly from the upper
castes. Except for the Hindi newspaper Amar Ujala, the percentage of anchors and
writers from upper castes reporting on caste issues in India is more than 50% in
all mainstream media (Matta 2019).

The Constitutional provisions and protective legislation all aim towards abol-
ishing "untouchability” practices and promoting Dalits socio-economic develop-
ment. The affirmative action policy, wherein seats are constitutionally “reserved”
for the Dalits to ensure their proportional representation in federal government
jobs, state and local legislative bodies, the lower house of parliament, and edu-
cational institutions, has not proved to be fruitful in achieving the inclusion of
the oppressed and the underprivileged in several domains. It is also worrisome
because, this leaves out a large share of oppressed people who need a platform to
represent themselves. There is no democracy without diversity. For democracy
to thrive, journalism must thrive and for journalism to thrive, diversity must be
robust. This must be done consciously because the numbers on caste diversity in
newsrooms are dismal. This is a dreadful commentary on the quality of Indian
democracy.

It appears that things have changed little since Kenneth J. Cooper, an Afri-
can-American and the then New Delhi bureau chief of The Washington Post,
had noted in the mid 1990s that “India’s majority lower castes are minor voices
in newspapers” (Cooper 1996), which was followed by B. N. Uniyal, a Delhi based
journalist who wrote that in his career as a journalist spanning over 30 years he has
never met a fellow journalist who was a Dalit (Uniyal 1996). Professor Vivek Kumar

25 India's Associated Press was re-christened as the Press Trust of India in 1947.

26 Madras Brahmins had intolerant attitude towards the Dalits and it can be seen in their com-
ments towards the controversial “Non-Brahmin Manifesto” of 1916 issued by the Nationalists
of Madras. They did not open their discussion correspondence column on this subject citing
that this may lead to acrimonious controversy.
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(2017), who teaches Sociology at the Center for Study of Social Systems,?” argued
in a lecture that he gave at Center for Culture, Media and Governance, Jamia Milia
Islamia University, that Dalit marginalization in media takes place at two levels. At
one level the mainstream media suffers from a cognitive blackout and exclude the
marginalized groups from the structures and processes. At another level, the Dalit
icons and leaders are reduced to stigmatization, as their caste identity is always
highlighted. He cited the example of Mayawati, the leader of Bahujan Samaj Party
and the ex-Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh who is never credited for her brilliant
mind but is only projected as a Dalit leader. Even Ambedkar's contribution towards
the Constitution, labor reforms, and rights are not highlighted by the mainstream
media and he is rather reduced to a Dalit leader, who fought only for the rights of
the Dalits. The issue of reservation (Affirmative action) finds more space in dis-
cussions in the media than the universal idea of equality, fraternity, and justice for
the Dalits. The entire Dalit movement is reduced to a fight for reservations, issues
concerning caste atrocities of the Dalits are not brought into the discourse by the
mainstream media (Kumar 2017).

4. Dalits and new/alternative media

Systemic exclusion and underrepresentation led the Dalits to a strong desire and
need for an alternative media. By the year 2000, Dalitistan.org (now defunct) and
International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN) were already on the horizon. Around
2008, the Internet began to be effectively used as a medium to achieve what the
Truth and Reconciliation Commissions?® were able to achieve in the Western
world (Best et al. 2011, 231). The Khairlanji incident in which a Dalit family were
abducted, raped, and killed in the village of Bhandara district of the state of Ma-
harashtra, was a turning point in the use of the cyberspace by the Dalits. The
mainstream media did not report the news for weeks on end. With no witnesses
ready to testify, a Dalit government officer used the Internet to publicly upload
the report of the Fact Finding Commission that documented the findings about
the crime (PUDR 2007). The post was quickly taken down from the website, but
by then it had been widely shared and reported in the mainstream media. The
Internet was effectively used to at least give voice to otherwise voiceless victims.

27 professor Vivek Kumar's major works revolve around the issue of caste and he specializes in

Dalit Studies and Sociology of South Asia.

28 The Truth and Reconciliation Commission is an official body tasked with discovering and

revealing past wrongdoing by a government. The Commissions are occasionally set up by
states emerging from periods of internal unrest, civil war, or dictatorship marked by human
rights abuses. The India Residential Schools Settlement Agreement is the largest class-action
settlement in Canadian History. The Truth Commissions also formed part of peace settlements
in El Salvador, Congo, Kenya, and others.
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The Sessions Court, the highest criminal court in a district, held eight people
guilty of murder, six accused were given death, and two life imprisonment. The
court acquitted three of the accused (The Hindu 2016). The Bombay High Court
commuted death sentence of six convicts to life imprisonment for a period of 25
years, drawing sharp reaction from the Dalit people including the lone survivor
Bhaiyalal Bhotmange of the victim's family. He observed that not a single person
has had a confirmed death sentence which was unfortunate (Hattangadi 2010).

The atrocities on the Dalits, such as those at Khairlanji, not only suggest media
bias but questions state policy and principles (Sebastian 2009). It also focuses on
the impact of Internet on the public sphere as it enabled the emergence of an
alternative or counter public sphere, where political currents oppositional to the
dominant mainstream can find support and expression (Dahlgren 2005, 152). In
the book Dalits and Alternative Media, C. Suresh Kumar and R. Subramani (2017,
25) suggest that civic discussions and deliberations in the public sphere can prove
an important catalyst of change. Since the first Dalit website Dalitistan.org came
into being in the year 2000, many Dalit organizations have made their web pres-
ence felt in the cyberspace (Thirumal and Tartakov 2011, 26-27). They mention
numerous websites run by Dalit collectives which question the normative struc-
ture of Indian modernity, most asking for political recognition or redistributive
justice. Dalit Camera, a popular YouTube channel operating since 2007, has more
than 76,000 subscribers and has over 3,000 videos uploaded with some fetching
up to six million views. It also has films featuring Ambedkar's speeches, clips of
his funeral procession, a television series on the making of the Indian Constitu-
tion, as well as of riots in early 2018 at Bhima Koregaon, filmed and shared by the
members of the public.

The construction of an alternative identity through various online platforms
is not just about presenting dissenting lower caste characters, glorified as Dalit
heroes who fought against upper caste oppression and injustice, but also about
educating the Dalits of their constitutional rights and highlighting their contribu-
tion in Indian history. Dalits are now claiming the authority to write independent
historical narratives from their own point of view and discredit the grand nar-
ratives showing Dalits in poor light by the upper castes (Narayan 2008, 170-72).
The legend of Nangeli,?° a Dalit woman who cut off her breasts in protest against
a horrific "breast tax” which is not found in the pages of history of Kerala, nor
of Travancore, the erstwhile princely state, has made strides in the 21st century
mainly with the help of Dalit social media platforms. An Instagram page #nangeli

22 |n the early 19th century, Dalit woman were not allowed to cover their upper body in front
of the high caste people and if they did so, they had to pay a hefty tax. Nangeli cut off her
breasts in protest and presented the bleeding organs on a plantain leaf to the king's official
who had come to collect tax for covering her breasts.
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has photos, videos, and other information about her highlighting a lone Dalit
woman's resistance against caste diktats (Instagram). Similarly, Dalits worldwide
celebrate the birth anniversary of Savitribai Phule®° the wife of anti-caste activist
Jyotirao Phule, known for her contribution in the field of women's education
in the 19th century. She is regarded as the first female teacher of India (Jamal
2019). Dalits has started to celebrate her birthday on January 3 as Teachers' Day
instead of on September 5 which is the birthday of Dr. Sarvaplalli Radhakrishnan,3!
scholar and statesman who also served as the President of India between 1962 and
1967 (Navayan 2016). Social media activism of Dalit advocates and reinforces Dalit
masses to think about their identities. Most believe that there is a deep conspiracy
by the Hindu caste to maintained rigid religious norms and ignorance about Dalit
identity and their historical contribution. Significant links backed by available lit-
erature on social media are exposing the hypocrisy of the Hindu caste in plotting
a certain perception and understanding of the Dalit lives.

Beyond physical violence, ideological violence is a real threat to the Dalit
movement. Building of ideological thought on the philosophy of Phule and
Ambedkar is also one of the objectives which the digital platforms serve. It is the
hypertextual nature of the digital medium that enables one to explore links to news
reports, videos, and other documents. Digitized versions of the Collected Works
of Dr. Ambedkar, compiled and published by the Ministry of Social Justice and
Empowerment, and Phule's writings, such as Ghulamgiri, provide food for thought,
while Human Rights Watch shares glimpses of anti-Dalit violence providing ex-
posure to injustices against the Dalits. Dalits have also resisted efforts, from the
"left” and the "right” of the Indian political spectrum in appropriating Ambedkar.
Arundhati Roy, Booker Prize winning Indian author, wrote an extensive introduc-
tion of Dr. Ambedkar's Annihilation of Caste in 2014. Many Dalit activists felt her
introduction did not convey the thoughts of Dr. Ambedkar (Sarvan 2019). Some
Dalit scholars and thinkers also wrote their repartees around the theme and pub-
lished their writings in a book titled Hatred in the Belly (Harad 2016). The website
roundtableindia.co.in regularly features views and discussion of the book through
the website and their Facebook page.

30 savitribai Phule was subjected to immense harassment every day as she walked to the school.
Stones, cow dung and mud were thrown at her by the upper caste Hindus who opposed the
idea of women's education. Savitribai faced everything courageously and her poems and
efforts were noticed by the British Indian Government.

31 |n India, Teachers’ Day is celebrated annually on September 5 to mark the birthday of the
country's former President, scholar, philosopher and recipient of Bharat Ratna (highest civilian
award). Dr. Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, a strong supporter of the varna system, is alleged by The
Roundtable India, a Dalit website, that he stole from his student’s (Jadunath Sinha’s) thesis.
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5. Dalit activism and transnational advocacy

Digitization has increased communication manifolds and has allowed the Dalits
to seek support and forge bonds with groups and institutions beyond the na-
tion-state. This has internationalized the issue of caste-based discrimination as
it has disrupted the isolation of Dalit voices in India and has helped them garner
international pressure on the Indian state to act in the interest of the Dalits, who
suffer from various kinds of socio-economic disabilities on account of caste.
Transnational Dalit activism uses the language of human rights to articulate its
protests and demands. This allows them to seek support from other groups like
the Blacks from United States and gain from their social movement like Black-
LivesMatter, highlighting similarities in the kind of discrimination Dalits face to
garner support. Dalits from around the world can now meet on digital platforms
and discuss issues and concerns that affects them on digital platforms. Social
media thus plays a crucial role in shaping political identities in the movement.

In an example of transnational solidarity, six stone carvers of Pathar Gadhal
Mazdoor Suraksha Sangh (PGMSS), a labor union of more than 3,000 stone carvers,
mostly belonging to Dalit communities from the state of Rajasthan India, have
filed a law suit against the egregious abuses they have faced while constructing
Shri Swaminarayan Mandir in New Jersey (Backweb 2021). The temple was being
built by the Hindu organization Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar Purushottam Swami-
narayan Sanstha (BAPS), which has built several extravagant temples around the
world (UK, New Zealand, Australia, Kenya, India), with intricate marble carvings.
The Dalit workers who were recruited by the agents of BAPS were taken to the
United States and alleged that their passports were confiscated on arrival and they
were not paid the minimum hourly wage, and moreover were made to work for
over 87 hours per week. The workers protested after one of the workers died and
the leader of the protest was forcibly returned to India by the BAPS agents (Reddy
2021). The International Union of Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers (BAC), which
represents 75,000 skilled masonry-trowel trade craftworkers providing essen-
tial construction services across the United States and Canada and Global Labor
Justice-International Labor Rights Forum (GL-ILRF) has shown solidarity towards
PGMSS and has demanded a fair probe in the matter (GLJ 2021).

In an attempt to forge bonds with allies, Dalit activism lays emphasis on simi-
larities in identity with other groups such as Blacks who face racial discrimination
especially in the first world countries like United States, United Kingdom, and
Australia. These groups are in a comparable social position facing discrimination
and injustice just as the Dalits in India, but critically are outside of the Indian state.
Dalits share an analogical history of oppression and marginalized structural posi-
tion in society: a shared difference. The politics of a political identity of a “minority
group” is relevant within a nation state however, for sharing solidarity with global
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groups, analogies are drawn suggesting that Dalits are just like African Americans
under Jim Crow laws or the Black South Africans under Apartheid. The success of
the hashtags #Blacklivesmatter and #Dalitlivesmatter shows that these analogies
and comparisons have been mobilized for many ends. Transnational activism
thus communicates Dalit identity and human rights claims through the “citation”
of these other communities (Burton 2012, 13). Making Dalit issues international/
global issues, the activists have forged solidarities with other marginalized groups
and have tried to recast “caste” as a global phenomenon, as a form of social strat-
ification and inherent inequality that is found in societies across the world in
different countries, such as Japan, Nigeria, or Senegal. The conceptualization of
caste, while drawing similarities between other forms of inequality and discrimi-
nation on one hand allows solidarities across borders, and on the other hand raises
questions about its unique nature specific to Hinduism.

Small inroads have been made by Dalit activists for international recognition
of their issues. In 2001, the National Campaign for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR)
helped organize over 200 Dalit activists to travel to Durban, South Africa to protest
against caste-based discrimination and violence at the World Conference Against
Racism, Racial discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance (WCAR). The
Dalit activists were successful in pointing to the global nature of caste arguing that
“caste-affected” societies existed across the world, therefore caste discrimination
should be considered as a human rights violation just like racism (Visvanathan
2001, 3125-3126). The attempts made by the Dalit activists to have caste discrim-
ination included in their reports and declarations proved unsuccessful as these,
were consistently opposed and blocked by the Government of India, which argued
that racism and caste-based discrimination were distinct phenomena and outside
the purview of the WCAR (Bob 2007, 84).

Earlier in the 1990s, attempts were made to include caste atrocities and dis-
crimination as violation of human rights by the Dalit Indian delegation to the
United Nations (UN) Commission on Human Rights but were rejected in favor of
the arguments made by representatives of the Government of India who argued
that cast was a social institution relating to matters of “birth” and “social origin”
specific to India (Bob 2007, 166-170). In 1996, India's report to the Committee
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) presented the dominant na-
tionalist narrative of Indian history which embedded a politically conservative
understanding of caste (CERD 1996, 5). The 1996 report also cited a benevolent
origin of the caste system and stated that caste has its origins in the functional
division of Indian society during ancient times (CERD 1996, 6). The report argued
that unlike racial discrimination, which is a product of global historical processes,
caste discrimination was specific to India, and had local roots, and thus was out-
side the purview of UN covenants on discrimination (CERD 1996, 22). The Dalit
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activists failed to obtain the international legal protections available to victims
of racial discrimination at WCAR. However, the Dalit activists and sympathizers
succeeded in galvanizing considerable support and increasing visibility of caste-
based discrimination and the plight of the Dalits in India (Divakar 2004, 319).

Through the 1990s and early 2000s, a robust domestic and transnational Dalit
advocacy network was developed which saw NCDHR, an umbrella group of Dalit
organizations from 14 Indian states, changing the scope and reach of domestic
Dalit activism. The International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN) was established in
the year 2000 in Copenhagen, particularly for networking transnationally between
the organizations that work for the eradication of caste discrimination. It is led
by non-Dalits but seeks support for Dalit issues from the UN, EU institutions, and
private sector actors (Tarrow 2006, 32). It regularly organizes international con-
ferences on Dalit rights. The NCDHR connects the grassroot organizations from
different parts of India, gathers data, monitors the media and allocation of Gov-
ernment funds, publishes reports, and plays a networking role as well as advocates
Dalit rights in relation to their legal rights (Bob 2007, 170-182).%2

Reaching out for foreign support to put pressure on the local government is
described by Sikkink and Keck (1998, 93) as a "boomerang” pattern.3 Sikkink and
Keck (1999, 95) argue that such patterns are used mostly for human rights cause
and largely emerge in authoritative states where the activists’ access to their own
governments is blocked and is used mostly for human rights causes. Although
India is a democratic country and the Indian Constitution outlaws untouchability
(the Constitution of India, Art. 17), Dalit transnational activists find usefulness in
the boomerang pattern strategy by bringing the local issues into the transna-
tional scene. Globalization and the spread of universal human rights norms thus
offer new opportunities for Dalit movement. It brings caste into the international
human rights discourse and locates caste into civil society and developmental
discourse.

32 The focus of Bob's work "Dalit Rights Are Human Rights,” is on the efforts of Dalit activists
to include caste discrimination as a human rights issue within the international community.
According to Bob, lack of coordination and poor organization among Dalit groups along with
lack of human rights terminology have been some of the bottlenecks which denied Dalits
making the human rights claim till the end of 1990s. However, he draws attention towards
changes within Dalit community including the establishment of national and international
network that built a rhetoric of fixing state culpability for caste-based discrimination. He draws
parallels between Dalits and other minority groups such as Burakumin of Japan, Wolof, Pehul,
Mandinka, from Senegal, and Fulani, Hausa, Yoruba, Igbo of Nigeria, indicating the need for
recognition of human rights theories and international politics.

33 The externalization strategy by reaching out for foreign support and putting pressure on the

local government is called a "boomerang” pattern which was introduced as a concept by
Keck and Sikkink (1998).
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The 19th century anti-slavery movements tell us that transnational activism
is not a new phenomenon (Keck and Sikkink 1999). Globalization and changing
structure of international politics have strongly facilitated the new patterns of
transnational activism of the age (Tarrow 2006, 5). Tarrow (2006, 25-27) empha-
sizes the actions of international institutions as important factors in the creation
of opportunities for causing the contention of transnational activists. However, it
is noted that the rise of Dalit transnational activism may not be a direct or indirect
outcome caused by contention from international institutions, like the IMF, the
World Bank, etc., because Dalit activists target international institutions mainly
with a purpose of gaining support from them. It is the strategies such as network-
ing, using the boomerang pattern, the spread of universal human rights norms in
a globalized world, that offers new opportunities for the Dalit movement. It locates
caste into civil society and a discourse on development.

The transnational Dalit activism uses a political logic and form of argumen-
tation that departs from Ambedkar's movement for Dalit rights which saw caste
as "parochial” having specificities peculiar to India regarding its origin. The main
focus of transnational Dalit activists remains on finding similar grounds for caste-
based discrimination and racism along with conceptualization of caste as a form
of inherited inequality. The Cisco Systems Inc. case brought out the ghost of caste-
based discrimination faced by the Dalit diaspora globally.3* Equality Labs, a Dalit
civil rights organization dedicated to ending caste apartheid across the world,
conducted a survey in 2018, which revealed that two-thirds of American Dalits
reported being treated unfairly at their workplace because of their caste. The re-
port was cited in the lawsuit against Cisco (Mukherji 2020). Run by Thenmozhi
Soundararajan, Equality Labs specializes in digital security for activist groups.
Thenmozhi states that the lawsuit against Cisco is a landmark case because it is
first civil rights case in the United States where a governmental entity sued an
American company for failing to protect caste oppressed employees and creating
a hostile workplace (Mantri 2020). The Indian Dalit organizations like The Birsa
Ambedkar Phule Students Association BAPSA along with Ambedkar students’ As-
sociation and several others showed solidarity by tweeting about the Cisco case.

The internationalization of caste discrimination as in the case of the Cisco and
HCL employee reworks previous conceptualization of Dalit identity and caste and
has paved the way for the recognition of caste as a category for discrimination.

34 The California Department of Fair Employment and Housing (DFEH) filed a petition against
Cisco Systems Inc. on behalf of a complaint given by a Dalit employee who alleged that his
Indian supervisors practiced discrimination against him owning to his status of being a Dalit.
The complaint also read that peers junior to him were given a promotion and granted the
ability to supervise him, despite the fact that he was both competent and deserving of a pro-
motion and salary raise.
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Harvard University3 has become the first Ivy League university to recognize caste
as a protected category as a ground for discrimination (Kapur 2021). Most Dalits
who have received higher education in India or abroad are hesitant to disclose
their caste, fearing stigmatization and discrimination. After the advent of social
media, many Dalit youngsters have often said that Twitter gave them a sense
of community and for the first time they were not ashamed of disclosing their
identity in public. Facebook pages like Ambedkar Caravan, Dalit History Month
and Twitter handles like Ambedkar's Community Live, Dalit Voice, Dalit Diva,
Savarna Fat Cat, and Everyday Casteism are used by the Dalits to create discourse,
ideate, and connect with each other, and with the world. These platforms have
allowed the Dalits to reshape caste imagination as people can overcome the ghetto
mentality, which was ingrained by caste-based socialization. For a large number
of Dalits who otherwise would not disclose their caste identity, social media has
brought safety as they are part of a large Dalit community who can share their
views with remote chances of receiving any physical violence from upper caste
Hindus (Singh 2019).

For most Dalits, the Internet and social media are not a part of their ordinary
life and within their reach. Even in the 21st century only a few thousand — mostly
city-based, male Dalits — have access and competence (in terms of English lan-
guage and technological skills) to be able to use social media effectively (Kumar
and Subramani 2014, 127). However, for those few educated Dalits, the cyber space
has provided access to the production and consumption of the digital world which
they are keen to appropriate and use it for their individual, social, and political
purposes. Such a situation is not without its pitfalls where a miniscule Dalit middle
class what becomes the interlocutor between the State and the rest of the Dalits
who are illiterate and technology challenged. This may lead to monopolizing the
issues, material and symbolic resources available to all Dalits. The difficulties in
combating misinformation and fake news have plagued the social media. Some-
times unverified or fake news is used to create Faultline and animosity. For ex-
ample, Newslaundry ran the piece headline "“The media’'s blind eye to President
Kovind's humiliation” with the narrative, that mainstream media has not found the
Dalit President’s insult by Brahmin priests inside a temple a newsworthy story.3¢

35 Harvard now joins a handful of American Institutions such as the University of California, Davis,

Colby College, and Brandeis University in formally accepting the prevalence of caste-based
harassment on campuses.

36 President of India Shri Ram Nath Kovind and his wife Savita visited the Shri Jagannath temple

at Puri, Odisha on March 18, 2018. Some news reports suggested that there was possibly
breach of President’s security cordon and some servitors allegedly milled around Savita
Kovind, while she was offering prayers inside the temple’'s sanctum sanctorum, leading to
occasional jostling. The news was reported by some journalists with a caste angle to it stating
that "Brahmin” priest allegedly misbehaved with President Kovind because he is a Dalit. Even
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Later, the Press Secretary declared the article based on a fictional incident, stating
that the event never happened in the first place. The story was suspended and
taken down from the portal (Newslaundry 2018). Fake news and disinformation
over time may lead to decline in public trust in media which in turn might prove
dangerous for democracies as governments would then use surveillance and con-
trol over the content posted on social media.

6. Conclusion

There is no doubt that today social media platforms are helping the Dalits raise
their voices in the public discourse, reconstructing their identity and finding
global support in fighting against caste-based discrimination and social injustice.
Dalits are using all forms of social media to challenge the distorted notions that
deliberately malign their identity and also piece together parts of their missing
historical identity by challenging mainstream historical narratives and stereotypes
about them. Social media is also shifting the existing caste paradigms from the
religious arena to rationality helping Dalits to feel proud of their legacy, beliefs,
and practices. Dalit's perception and conception of their caste identity are finding
new grounds on the social media. It is a hard truth that Indian mainstream media
does not address Dalit issues and the voice of the Dalits is largely absent from the
newsroom even today (Cooper 1996; Jeffery 2012, 34). Identity formation and
recreation are largely influenced by blogs, social networking, and online social
exchanges in the digital era (Buckingham and Willet 2006, 24). The dominance
of caste Hindus has been challenged at every point (Gupta 2004, 12). The several
instances and stories reported online of discrimination of Dalits, their torture,
abuse, and violation of their human rights by the upper castes indicate that on-
line mobilization and agitations are being resorted to, but the widespread online
publicity may or may not always translate into offline actions. The real and the
virtual world are not exclusive as they may seem. The protests which are offline
may sometime go unnoticed/without action, however, the hashtags and tweets
posted by the social media users sometimes force the government, judiciary, print
media, and political leaders to take notice and act upon it. Virtual media is not so
virtual after all (Katariya 2018).

The digitally empowered Dalits making use of social media are more likely
to be educated, city dwellers with higher socio-economic disposable income.
It does leads to the danger of the Dalit middle class becoming interlocutors
between the state and the rest of the disenfranchised Dalit community. This

eminent Journalist Shekhar Gupta tweeted that it was no surprise that Kovind and his wife
were “treated so boorishly” by “casteist priests” at Puri.



Dalit Activism, Social Media, and Transnational Advocacy

could also lead to a cultural hegemony of the digitally advantaged Dalits over the
disadvantaged ones. This also raises questions about available strategies for non-
Ambedkarite Dalits especially in Eastern India, where an Ambedkarite approach
has found only limited footing. It is human behavior that unless people interact
offline and forge personal bonds while working together, they are unlikely to
be able to sustain collective action with regularity. It is because of the barrier
of language and technology which the majority of Dalits do not have access to,
thus puts the focus back on the mainstream media which still has a much wider
reach. What is required therefore is diversity in the newsroom, as it is of great
importance not only from the point of view of the representation of the oppressed,
but also because their presence contributes to ongoing social movements and
subsequently drives social change.
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AN ANALYSIS OF INDIA'S UNCALLED MIGRANT
LABOR CRISIS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC:
CASE STUDY OF BIHAR

Bhavana Kumari

Necessitous men are not free men.
(Franklin Delano Roosevelt)

The chapter discusses the migrant labor crisis in India that surfaced because of the
lockdown imposed during the first wave of the SARS CoV-2 (COVID-19) in 2020.
Despite several relief measures, there have been lapses that resulted in unwelcome
consequences to the fate of migrant laborers. This chapter attempts to find the
reasons behind the unfortunate consequences and offers an in-depth analysis of
India's COVID-19 lockdown and its effects on the socio-economic challenges of
domestic migrant laborers. Neoclassical Migration and Dual Labor Market theories
are applied to understand the nuanced situations of migrant laborers in India. This
research makes an inductive and qualitative analysis. The chapter uses official
empirical data available for study, and takes Bihar, a central eastern state of India,
as a case study for a better understanding of the issue.

Keywords: India, COVID-19, lockdown, migrant laborers, Bihar

1. Introduction

India registered the first case of the SARS CoV-2 (COVID-19) on January 30, 2020,
in Kerala, a southwestern coastal state of the country (Andrews et al. 2020, 490).
A student returning home for winter vacation from Wuhan University, in Wuhan,
People's Republic of China (PRC), tested positive for the deadly virus. The stu-
dent did recover from the infection later (Andrews et al. 2020, 490). However, the
COVID-19 cases kept on increasing slowly but steadily in India. On March 24,
2020, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the world's most stringent
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lockdown on only four hours' notice to fight against the pandemic. The decision
was praised as it initially helped to keep the number of infections low. However,
at the time of writing this chapter, with more than 33 million cases,! India has
become the world's second worst-affected country by the COVID-19. The sudden
and stringent lockdown, which lasted for more than two months, brought India’s
economy to its knees. The country recorded a 23.9% contraction in its GDP in the
first quarter, that is April-June month, of 2020 (Gol 2021, 2). The International
Monetary Fund (IMF) estimated India’'s economy to grow at 11.5 % in 2021, after
the country comes out from the lockdown (Mitra et al. 2021).

However, the second wave of COVID-19 hammered India more severely than
the first one. India recorded an average of about 0.35 million COVID-19 cases daily
from April 20 to May 8, 2021.2 Unlike the 2020 lockdown, which was announced by
the Central Government of India, during the second wave of COVID-19 infections,
it was the state governments which took initiatives to curb the surge of infections.
The initiatives included measures like a complete lockdown and weekend curfew.
Such measures are further expected to hinder the country's economic growth.
This slowdown of the national economy results in high unemployment rates. It
eventually affects the lives of the poor and voiceless class of Indian society, partic-
ularly migrant laborers. In 2001, India had 315 million registered migrant laborers
out of a total workforce of 406 million (Gol 2001). The number included both
intra-state and inter-state migrant laborers. A decade later, the total number of
migrant laborers saw a significant increase and went up to 452 million (Gol 2011).
The share of migrant laborers in the national workforce, which was 463 million
then, went to 97%. They also contributed 10% to the national GDP.

Table 1: India’s labor force and migrant laborers

Year Total labor force Migrant laborers
(in millions) (in millions)

2001 406 315

2011 463 452

2020 471 Not available

Source: Census Data (2001, 2011) and World Bank Data (2020)

The exact figures of internal migration are always disputed because of misman-
agement and problems in maintaining empirical data. India has postponed its
population Census 2021 enumeration due to the pandemic. The data of 2021
should present a better picture about the number of migrant laborers in the coun-

T Data updated on September 28, 2021, on worldometers.info.

2 Data updated on May 9, 2021, on covid19india.org.
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try. This chapter presents an analysis based on the 2011 Census Data and other
latest economic survey reports. Migrant laborers usually come to urban areas and
big cities to earn their livelihood. According to several news reports and economic
surveys, the number of inter-state migrant laborers is estimated to be around
150-200 million. India has a population of 1.3 billion. This means that, on average,
every seventh person in the country is an inter-state migrant.

In India, there are four major types of migrant laborers: permanent, semi-per-
manent, seasonal, and circular migrant laborers. Semi-permanent, seasonal, and
circular migrants are more vulnerable to exploitation due to the irregular market
wages and job-availability, when compared to the permanent migrants. Seasonal
and semi-permanent migrant laborers are approximately 14-15 million in number.
Itis also estimated that India has around 30-70 million circular migrants (Krishna
and Rains 2020). The plight that has been reported in the media was mainly of the
latter three categories of migrant laborers. So, talking in conservative numbers,
approximately 50-80 million migrant laborers were heading back to their native
homes during the first phase of lockdown in 2020.

This chapter conducts a study about the plight of migrant laborers, which
happened during the COVID-19 induced lockdown in India in 2020. It finds the
reasons for the hardships of migrant laborers by understanding their socio-eco-
nomic background and their place in India’s dual/segmented labor market. The
chapter also analyses the measures taken by the central and state governments
to address the migrant labor crisis in the country. The crucial section on Bihar,
a state which saw a large-scale reverse migration during the lockdown, helps to
meet the above stated objectives.

This chapter argues that India was facing a migrant labor crisis for the past few
decades, but the pandemic made the crisis publicly visible and further worsened
it. The economic imbalances between states and social conservatism pushed
laborers from poor states to migrate towards other rich states. The chapter also
asserts that migrant laborers’ needs were long ignored by the governments, indus-
trialists, and their recruiters. The reasons for such ignorance could be the lack of
any significant political, social, and economic power of migrant laborers in India.

2. Theoretical framework

To understand the scenes that unfolded during the lockdown, it is necessary to
understand the characteristics of India’s labor market and where a migrant laborer
fits in the system. India’s labor market is one of the most complex labor markets
in the world because of its vast size and no unified system. It includes both the
organized/formal and unorganized/informal sectors. So far, no theory has clearly
explained the migration issue in the Indian labor market. However, in this chapter,
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the author has used the "neoclassical” migration and “"dual/segmented labor mar-
ket" theories to draw some understanding.

The neoclassical theory makes three important arguments about the labor
migration. Firstly, it argues that internal migration happens during the process
of economic development because of the “geographical differences in the supply
of and demand of labor” (Massey et al. 1993, 433). People from a low-wage market
with a higher endowment of labor migrate to areas that provide higher wages but
have a lower endowment of labor power. India is one of the fastest developing
economies in South Asia. However, internally, not every Indian state shows a sim-
ilar rate of economic development. The North-South regional division is depicted
in ample survey results. The southern states have outperformed the northern and
eastern states of India on many socio-economic parameters like Human Devel-
opment Index, per capita income, and GDP growth (Paul and Sridhar 2015, 1). In
intra-northern regions, the Delhi-NCR area has outperformed the other states of
India. Aslabor migration occurs in the process of economic development (Todaro
1980, 361; Massey et al. 1993, 431), India's better performing regions see a major
influx of migrant laborers from less developed states like Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
Rajasthan, and others.

Secondly, the neoclassical theory also argues that migrating people consider
better wages as a long-term benefit of relocation and mitigates the monetary risk
taken during the initial period. In India, semi-permanent, seasonal, and circular
migrant laborers coming from poor states take the risk of traveling for days be-
fore reaching their preferable workplaces. Most of the time, they remain jobless
for weeks and even for months, before getting a job with pay that justifies their
skills. However, they evaluate such risks to be fruitful for them in the long run.
Thirdly, according to the neoclassical theory, individuals are the rational actors
and decisions regarding when, where, why, and how to migrate are purely taken
by the individuals. Indian society is mostly patriarchal. It is rare to see women
making decisions to migrate due to work, either alone or with the family. Though
male migrant laborers are themselves not well educated, their female partners are
even less educated. This often results in the decisions of a female partner being
insignificant in family affairs and the final decision is mostly made by the male
head in the family.

The understanding, that the decision making mostly rests on the male head of
the family, helps us to rule out the "New Economics” theory of migration for this
study. This theory argues that the social dimensions, usually household/family,
play a decisive role for migration of an individual (Massey et al. 1993, 436). The
theory seems to be unsuitable for a typical Indian family. Therefore, the New Eco-
nomics theory was not applied for this study and neoclassical theory is considered
essential in explaining the migration of laborers in India.
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Once migrant laborers reach the target workplace, they enter in the dual/seg-
mented Indian labor market. The dual labor market theory emerged in the United
States and was developed in the 1960s and 1970s. The theory divides the labor
market into two sectors: primary and secondary. The primary sector labor market
is more formalized, while the secondary sector has informal employment. The
labor markets in the primary sectors offer high wages, stable employment, job
security, and good working conditions. On the contrary, the labor markets in the
secondary sectors offer no job security, no grievance mechanism, no promotion
guarantee, and no labor union. Wages are low and largely unregulated in the
secondary sectors. In India, there is a concept of organized sectors (equal to the
primary sectors) and unorganized sectors (equal to the secondary sectors). Organ-
ized sectors are part of the formal economy and unorganized sectors constitute
the informal economy. Since the last decade, even in the formal and organized
sectors, the percentage of contract labor employment has been increasing (Anant
et al. 2006, 205). The unorganized and informal sectors are labor intensive, em-
ploy less-skilled laborers, and pay low wages with no or minuscule job security
and other benefits. Ninety percent of the working population in India are part of
the informal economy and just two states (Uttar Pradesh and Bihar) share more
than 80% of the labor force in informal economy (Patel 2020). Moreover, 90% of
migrant laborers work in the unorganized sectors that lack formal employment
mechanisms. Segmentation based on class, caste, religion, region, and gender is
another primary feature of the Indian labor market (Srivastava 2019, 49).

3. Socio-economic background of migrant laborers

When a person is listed in the Census at a different place from his/her place of
birth, he/she is called a migrant (Gol 2001). As per the Census Data of 2001 and
2011, the annual growth rate of migration has doubled from 2.4% to 4.5%. Migrant
laborers usually belong to socio-economically backward sections of society. They
are poor, less educated, and politically overlooked. They hesitate to use their sur-
name, to hide their identity and escape from being exploited based on caste, class,
or culture. If we try to divide the migrants based on their social caste category,
Other Backward Castes (OBCs) comprise 36.94% of rural-urban seasonal migrants,
Dalits comprise 30.57%, Adivasis comprise 12.63%, and Muslims comprise 11.03%
(Tyagi 2020). The General Category castes share only 5.5% and Brahmins only
2.8% (Tyagi 2020).

Males contribute 68.4% of the national workforce and women 31% (Gol 2011).
However, the percentage of migration for women is, somewhat surprisingly, more
than that of men. Marriage is the primary reason for women to migrate, whereas
males migrate mainly in search of jobs and a better lifestyle (Rajan, Sivakumar, and
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Srinivasan 2020, 1023). Women are part of the “invisible economies of care” (Shah
and Lerche 2020, 720). They are the primary caretakers in most Indian families.
They bear immense physical and psychological pressure while nurturing their
children (Bhattacharya 2013). They do unpaid domestic work at home which fur-
ther facilitates their male relatives to travel for work. The patriarchal mindset of
the Indian society also supports such rules for women. The reproductive activities
of female partners should be considered as a supportive factor for the productive
activities of males at the workplace (Shah and Lerche 2020, 721). Social Reproduc-
tion Theory (SRT) highlights such relation between production and reproduction.
The concept builds on the factors of domestic labor and women's economic role
in the capitalist society (Bezanson and Luxton 2006, 3). Having said that, some
female partners do take up jobs after migrating. Still, their primary reason for mi-
gration is listed as marriage in official records. The female partners who join the
workforce are often paid lower wages than their male counterparts for the same
job. As mentioned earlier, gender discrimination is a part of the segmented labor
market, and female migrant labors are not unaffected. Women migrant laborers
are also the first ones to bear the brunt of unemployment.

From an economic perspective, India’s per capita income was USD 156 for the
year 2019-2020. With an average monthly income of USD 437, India has been
ranked at 72nd position among 106 countries in the global list of countries with
average monthly income (PTI 2018). According to survey data of the Centre for the
Study Developing Societies (CSDS), 22% of Indian households monthly earn less
than USD 26, 32% have monthly income of 26-66 USD, and 25% manage to earn
66-133 USD as monthly household income. Only 13% of households' monthly in-
come is between 133-266 USD and 8% earn more than or equal to USD 266. A mi-
grant worker in India earns approximately USD 137 monthly, which is even lower
than the national average (PTI 2020a). The money is insufficient to live a healthy
and decent lifestyle. Given the fact that the cities they help to build become far
too expensive to accommodate its poor builders, migrant laborers prefer to live
in the outskirts of the city where they can get rooms at cheaper rates. However,
even those rented houses are not easy to find, because laborers are new to the
city, to its native culture, and its code. They also feel alienated in the destination
states. As a result, migrant laborers often choose to live at their worksites in poor
and unhygienic conditions. Article 42 in the Constitution of India (Col) guar-
antees good working conditions and maternity leave for women. The poor and
unhealthy working conditions at worksites show the real face of implementation
of rules. Moreover, in the lack of data, how many female migrant laborers have
been granted maternity leave are unknown.

In occupational terms, nearly 42% of rural-urban seasonal migrant laborers’
primary source of income are non-agricultural works, 22.5% take up cultivation
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jobs, and 18.9% are engaged in allied agricultural activities (Tyagi 2020). In the
case of rural-rural seasonal migration, 31.9% of laborers work in non-agricultural
sectors, 21.9% are cultivators, and 29.5% are engaged in allied agricultural activities
(Tyagi 2020). Densely populated Indian states like Bihar (17.88%) and Uttar Pradesh
(16.88%) comprise the highest proportion of rural-urban seasonal migrants (refer
to Table 2). Other states like Jharkhand in the east, Madhya Pradesh in the center,
Uttarakhand in the north, and Rajasthan in the west are some of the major sources
of migrant laborers.

Table 2: Major sources and destinations of rural-urban seasonal migration

Major sources of migration Top destinations
Uttar Pradesh Delhi

Bihar Maharashtra
Rajasthan Gujarat

Madhya Pradesh Haryana
Jharkhand Punjab

Andhra Pradesh Karnataka

Tamil Nadu Kerala
Uttarakhand

Source: Census Data (2011)

Lastly, the number of child migrant laborers is also increasing in significant num-
bers in India. Though there is no separate data of child migrant laborers, India
is estimated to have about 10.1 million child laborers in total.® Articles 23 and 24
of the Col prohibit any kind of forced labor and child labor. However, in a liberal
and democratic system, where social mobility is encouraged by the institutions
in place, millions of children particularly from the lower and voiceless sections
of societies are replicating the professions of their parents (Clark, Baldwin, and
Carter 2012, 2011). They join their parents at labor worksites. However, they get
paid low wages.

4. Challenges of migrant laborers

The chapter looked at the inter-state migration and migrant laborers issue, as it
is these who were stuck in pardesh (“foreign land"). In many Indian languages,
particularly of the northern belt, pardesh refers to a land of different cultures,
languages, and customs. So, whenever a person leaves his/her home and travels

3 Data collected from the official website of UNICEF India. https://www.unicef.org/india/what-

we-do/child-labor-exploitation. Accessed on May 26, 2021.
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to other Indian states, a land of a different language and culture, it is said that the
person is going to a foreign land.

Migrants always face challenges when moving from home to pardesh. Firstly,
they need to overcome the language and culture differences between their home
and the destination states. This is often the biggest problem for them, and often
results in migrants being looked down upon in the destination states. They are
seen as “aliens” for the native society of the destination state. They find difficulties
in communicating with their employers. Therefore, sometimes, they compro-
mise with low wages and inhospitable living conditions. They work in Dickensian
conditions and reside in slum areas. They do not settle at their workplace because
of the expensive urban environment. They prefer to keep families at their native
places and travel between workplace and home multiple times a year. Secondly, if
they belong to the vulnerable sections of society, their challenges multiply man-
ifold. One of the major challenges that migrant laborers from vulnerable sections
have been facing, even before the pandemic, is discrimination based on class
and caste. Those who belong to the upper class and castes are better educated.
They are placed in comparatively better jobs compared to migrants who are from
socially weaker classes. Poor and socially suppressed migrant laborers lack land
ownership and usually migrate to escape from the feudalistic approach of the
dominant class in their region. They are less educated and have low skills, which
gives them low bargaining power. They migrate from their native places, but the
hardships continue at the destination workplace. “Dirty, dangerous and demean-
ing work being invariably carried out by migrant laborers from low status caste,”
writes Ravi Srivastava (2019, 56). Lower status migrant laborers get little chance to
develop or improve their living standard.

Thirdly, migrant laborers are also treated as a threat to domestic laborers. Low-
wage domestic migrants within countries are there to fill the gaps left by low-
wage international migrants (Kofman and Raghuram 2015, 23). Many rich Indian
states like Kerala, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra are major sources of labor
force for Gulf countries. The gap left by these labor forces back in their native
states is filled by the cheap and easily accessible migrant laborers coming from
other poorer states. However, as states have data servers for their non-resident
Indians, they don't have a similar mechanism for internal migrants, much less
for the labor class. Up to date data on internal migrant laborers help in keeping
records of their whereabouts and in case of any emergency they would be easily
traced and helped. Moreover, those labor forces who choose not to migrate abroad
but would not work at low-wage jobs in their home state see migrant laborers as
threats and as someone who would pollute and corrupt their society (Mishra 2021).
They regard migrant laborers as “work snatchers” (Mishra 2021).
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Lastly, migrant laborers from poor states face discrimination because of the
sense of "nativism"” among the people of richer states in India. Many states’ social
security systems have domicile requirements. These schemes favor the native
population and leave migrant laborers from accessing government-sponsored
benefits like healthcare (Rawat et al. 2020). Seasonal, circular, and temporary mi-
grants are not eligible for domicile rights in their destination states. Several social
welfare schemes like Public Distribution Schemes (PDS), which distributes food
and other essentials at subsidized prices, are not available to them. They cannot
access rice, lentils, and kerosene provided to the poor at subsidized rates under
the state’'s PDS, which increases their spending and reduces their overall saving.
Migrant laborers also need to send remittances back home.

It can be concluded that migrant laborers’ challenges do not end after migrat-
ing to high-income states. One can understand why the migrants were rushing
towards their homes after the sudden and abrupt announcement of the nation-
wide lockdown. They were forced to travel on foot and, unfortunately, some of
them even died on their way back home.

5. Why migrant laborers wanted to leave cities during the lockdown?

India announced a nationwide lockdown on only four hours' notice. It pushed
millions of migrant daily wage laborers out of their jobs overnight with little to
no savings left to survive. The situation brought the country's invisible apathy
towards its internal migrant laborers into visibility. Figure 1 shows the direction
of reverse migration that happened during the first country-wide lockdown
due to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. The map indicates only the
inter-state reverse migration and not the intra-state migration. Nonetheless,
one cannot deny the fact that intra-state reverse migration also happened
during the same time. However, they did not catch the attention of the media
or the government.

A study of CSDS and Azim Premji university in 2019 estimates that 29% of the
population in India’s big cities is of daily wage laborers. The abrupt and complete
cessation of economic activities overnight led to a large scale of unemployment
for daily wagers, street-vendors, and contractual seasonal and circular migrant
laborers. Prime Minister Narendra Modji, in an address to the nation on March
24, 2020, said that the fight against the pandemic will take three weeks (Pandey
2020). However, the restrictions were extended further for months, with a few
exemptions for essential services. Millions of migrants found it hard to cope with
the harsh realities of cessation of economic activities. They suffered from lack of
food and money. As mentioned in the previous section, migrant laborers are de-
prived of domicile rights in other destination states. Due to the lack of documents,
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migrant laborers were turned away from the destination state's PDS shops and free
ration distribution was not made available to them initially. It was only after the
government relaxed norms for availing ration benefits, some of them could collect
rice, lentils, and oils from the PDS shops (Tripati 2020). Soon, the PDS shops ran
out of stock for relief foods, as the number of claimants exceeded the estimates.

-
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Figure 1: Reverse migration during the first lockdown in March 2020

(Source: Compiled by the author)

Migrant laborers also felt abandoned by their employers (Srivastava and Nagaraj
2020). The contractors and recruiters of migrant laborers failed to provide any
help. It is estimated that nearly 4 out of 5 workers were left unpaid by their em-
ployers (Srivastava and Nagaraj 2020). Swain, a 45-year-old migrant laborer,
said in a telephonic interview, "Nobody was understanding our problems there.
My employer did not lift the phone when I contacted him to ask for my 10 days’
wages pending with him. They are big people. What can we do?” (Srivastava and
Nagaraj 2020).

The relief camps, set up to provide housing to the migrant workers, along with
meditation and yoga classes to ease distress and anxieties, were overcrowded
as the number of shelter and food seekers was far more than the government'’s
estimated figures. The camps also lacked basic sanitary facilities, making lives of
women and children more troublesome (Pandey 2020). Migrants were unsure
about the reopening of workplaces any time soon. Therefore, with no hope for

62 DOI: 10.5507/££.23.24462691.02
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reopening of workplaces, no place to live, and no savings left, migrant laborers
preferred to move back to their native home (Pandey 2020).

The other most crucial factor that led to a mass exodus of migrant laborers is
the lack of communication about the situation, which eventually created a sense
of panic (Sengupta and Jha 2020). They were aware that a new virus was spreading
in urban areas, which was also highly contagious, but the precautions required
to be taken were not well communicated to them. Later, when the government
ministries and local administrative officers tried to convey precautionary measures
with them, they found it impossible to follow (Sengupta and Jha 2020). Practi-
cing physical distancing is not possible for everyone. In a country like India, it
is a privilege. Migrants also feared that, though the mortality rate from the virus
is low, if they got infected, they might face harassment from local community
(Kumar et al. 2020). Therefore, they believed it would be better to leave the urban
and metropolitan cities and live in their villages.

However, their journey back to home also had several hurdles. As per the re-
cords of the Railway Protection Force (RPF), 80 migrants died in trains, run by the
governments, while traveling back to their respective home states (Dutta 2020).
They allegedly died due to lack of food and extreme heat. Article 38 clause (1) of
the Col says that the state should aim to be a welfare state. Clause (2) of the same
article says that the state should try to eliminate inequalities in society. Keeping
these clauses in mind, one must compare the repatriation flights operated under
the Vande Bharat Mission to bring back stranded Indian nationals from abroad to
the scenario where the migrant laborers were left in their precarious conditions
in locked cities at nobody’s mercy until they started walking to their home state
under scorching heat in the months of April-May in 2020. Privation undergone
by migrant laborers due to the lack of jobs, food, and shelter clearly shows that
the central and state governments were not anticipating such harsh results of the
lockdown. The lack of political voice of the migrant laborers could be one of the
reasons behind such steps taken by governments. The case study of Bihar further
discusses this point in detail.

6. State's play

In March 2020, the Government of India invoked Epidemic Diseases Act,
1897 (EDA) combined with National Disaster Management Act, 2005 (NDMA), and
designed the complete plan of how and until when the nation will be under a com-
plete lockdown. State governments had little to no power to make any changes
in the given format of executing the lockdown order. The Central Government
granted 14.8 billion USD to the Indian states and Union Territories under the State
Disaster Risk Management Fund (SDRMF) (Ministry of Home Affairs 2020). The
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grants were used to provide temporary shelter, food, and medical care to home-
less people, including the migrant laborers. The PDS shops were allowed to open
throughout the lockdown period. Around 80 million migrant laborers received
5 kg of rice per person per month and 1 kg of chickpeas per family per month,
even if they could not present a valid ration card* (Tripati 2020). The supply was
for two months (June and July 2020). This was done outside the ambit of the
National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013 (Agarwal and Srivas 2020). The govern-
ment also aimed to launch the One Nation, One Ration Card (ONORC) scheme3
by March 2021. According to the latest reports 34 states/Union Territories out of
36 could implement the ONORC scheme by August 2021 (Express News Service
2021). Others are in the process of integration to the scheme. According to reports,
17 states also borrowed an additional 5.1 billion USD in 2020-2021 to implement
the plan (Sharma 2021).

Several state governments promised an immediate monetary help of 7-14 USD
per month to each migrant laborer in their respective states (Telegraph News
2020). There was no mention of the termination date of this monetary help. How-
ever, it was widely anticipated that the help would be extended for at least two to
three months.

For those who wanted to head back to their home, trains named “Shramik
Trains” were started in collaboration with the state and central governments (Dutta
2020). “Shramik” is a Hindi language word for "labor”. Indian Railways is among
the world's largest rail networks and its route length network. It is spread over an
area of 23,236 square kilometers with 13,523 passenger trains, 9,146 freight trains,
23 million travelers, and 3 million tons of freight transported daily from 7,349 sta-
tions (Shah 2021). Despite this enormous capacity, around 40 out of 3,000 trains
lost their way and did not reach their destination on scheduled time (HW News
2020). Many got delayed and diverted. Railway Board Chairman Vinod Kumar
Yadav clarified that since most of the trains were reaching only two states, Uttar
Pradesh and Bihar, “[tlhere has been a surge in crowding of people. This is the
reason why the railways had to change routes of some trains” (HW News 2020).
Therefore, a journey which was supposed to be covered in a day took 60 hours to
complete, thereby causing great distress and sufferings to passengers who starved
due to lack of food and water, which as mentioned earlier also led to death of some
of the migrant laborers (The Wire Staff 2020). Apart from trains, some buses were
also arranged later, mainly by the states that were suppliers of migrant laborers
(Express News Service 2020). However, before the traveling mechanisms became

4 Ration cards are the documents that governments issue to persons who are eligible to buy

food grains and other essentials at subsidized rates from PDS shops under NFSA.

5 ONORC is aimed at providing universal access to PDS food grains for migrant workers.
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smooth, the distressed migrants were caught in inter-state political disputes as
well. States like Karnataka and Tamil Nadu initially refused to send the migrant
laborers back, due to the fear of not getting them back after reopening of the
economy (Wielenga 2020).

The Central Government also launched a 7 billion USD Garib Kalyan Rojgar
Abhiyan to provide work for over three months to returnee migrant laborers in six
states (Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Jharkhand, and Odisha)
(PTI 2020Db). The Central Government allotted 13.8 billion USD for Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, 20056 (MGNREGA), which protects
the "Right to work” in rural India, to boost employment in villages (Agarwal and
Srivas 2020). The government raised average daily wages of MGNREGA laborers
from 2.44 USD to 2.70 USD (Shukla et al. 2021) and also increased the minimum
number of working days from 100 to 150 days (Special Correspondent 2021). The
demand for jobs under MGNREGA saw a sharp rise as around 20 million people
requested for work in April 2020 (Sharma 2021). The number is the highest since
the launch of the scheme in 2006. One major limitation of MGNREGA scheme
is that it leaves out the poor population in towns and urban areas, so for them
the government tend to provide another package. An economic package of 0.6
billion USD to provide a Special Credit Facility for Street Vendors (SCFSV) was also
announced by the Central Government. The SCFSV scheme for street vendors is
estimated to cover around 5 million street vendors (Agarwal and Srinivas 2020)
which is a number based on 2011 Census data. By 2020, the numbers must have
been significantly more.

For long-term benefits, the Central Government announced an affordable
rental housing scheme under Pradhan Mantri Awaas Yojana for migrant laborers
and urban poor. The mentioned relief measures had been announced and carried
out after a few days of lockdown and some were taken on the recommendation
of the Supreme Court of India. However, after their announcement, planning
and proper execution have been a major hurdle in front of states. There was no or
minuscule central registry of migrant laborers, despite having Inter-State Migrant
Workmen (Regulation of Employment and Conditions of Service) Acts 1979 in
place, which further derailed the PDS and cash transfer schemes of the govern-
ments (Venkataramanan 2020). The lack of literacy among laborers usually makes
them unaware of their rights and the state’s efforts to make them aware have not
been enough; the labor inspectors who are assigned to monitor the implemen-

6 The program aims to provide livelihood security in rural India by providing at least hundred

days of employment in every financial year to every household whose adult members vo-
lunteer to do unskilled manual work. Official Website for MGNREGA. Government of India.
https://nrega.nic.in/Nregahome/MGNREGA_new/Nrega_home.aspx Accessed January 3,
2021.
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tation of these laws rarely operate (Shah and Lerche 2020, 728). Thus, making the
laws is the least beneficial for the labor class. The execution is always the toughest
part of any law and if this is not done with strict monitoring, legislation could be
of no use.

Further, in May 2020 as the lockdown restriction were relaxed, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi's government announced a 271 billion USD economic package
under Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan? to bring back the country’s slumped economy
out of the COVID-19 crisis. Moreover, state governments also carried several re-
forms to send relief to small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and bring back their
confidence in the Indian economy. However, in this process states took steps to
abolish a few labor rights, which was again criticized by the labor groups, particu-
larly the migrant laborers. The next section discusses the reforms and suspension
of those labor rights.

7. Reforms and suspension of labor rights

In 1991, India moved from being a planned economy to a capitalist and free mar-
ket economy. But the reforms made then were largely in the product and service
sectors, not in the factory market. After 2014, under the leadership of Narendra
Modi (2014-2019), India has brought reforms into its labor laws. To make laws
simpler and easily executable, 44 Union laws have been condensed into four laws:

The Code on Wages, 2019

The Industrial Relations Code, 2019

The Occupation Safety, Health and Working Conditions Code, 2019
Code on Social Security, 2019

e

The above-mentioned four new laws intend to bring revolution in the factory
and labor market. The new laws include provisions like paid leave with medical
care which will apply to all laborers, irrespective of working as full-timers, part-
timers, casual, contractual, domestic, or home-based employees (Vanamali 2021).
The reforms in laws attempt to bring the unorganized sectors and the informal
economy in line with the organized sectors. They also attempt to eliminate the
segmentation of the labor market and bring uniformity in wages and other bene-
fits for working groups including migrant laborers. Firstly, to catch the interest of
industrialists, the laws provide powers to employers where they do not need the
government's permission for shutting down companies and firing less than 300
employees (Vanamali 2021). Earlier, the cap used to be at a hundred employees. It

7 Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan means Self-reliant India Campaign. The campaign aimed to

make India and its citizen independent and self-reliant. The campaign is focused on India’s
economy, infrastructure, system, vibrant democracy, and demand.
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can be inferred that the move might send relief to SMEs which are facing a crisis
and are on the verge of closing. However, from an employees’ point of view, the
provision will bring unfair outcomes for them.

Under The Code on Wages, 2019, seasonal laborers will be given a gratuity of
pay equal to their seven days of work (Ministry of Law and Justice 2020). The point
here is, as the government stresses that the new laws would safeguard both em-
ployers and employees, it forgets that 90% of India’'s workforce including migrant
laborers work in informal sectors (Sharma 2020) where implementation of these
laws has become a herculean task. The implementation of The Code on Wages,
2019, has been postponed from April 1, 2021, till further notice as states were not
prepared with their Plan of Action (PoA). India’s labor law reforms come under the
concurrent list, so finally, states will decide how to implement them according to
their ground situations.

At the provincial level, states have extended working hours in industries from
8 to 12, though some states like Punjab have also doubled pay for extra hour work
(Krar 2020). Some states suspended labor rights amid the pandemic. The rationale
behind the suspension is that labor rights are inflexible and demotivating for in-
vestors. In May 2020, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Rajasthan suspended
labor laws with few exemptions for three years, while the state of Gujarat suspend-
ed them for 120 days (Ghose 2020).8 States like Assam introduced fixed-term em-
ployment (all became contractual laborers). According to the law, labor rights can
only be suspended during the case of external aggression or a war-like situation,
and not during a pandemic (Gowda 2020). However, due to its weak enforcement,
the law seems to do little to stop the states from suspending labor rights. SMEs
indeed need the support of the governments to pay their laborers well and survive
during hard times. However, further investigation is needed to know whether
Indian investors have invested their money back in the country's economy after
receiving relaxation from the government or invested abroad.

India is a developing country with the largest young and working age popula-
tion in the world. Every year, around 12 million youths are added to the country's
workforce (Sarkar 2021). Private sectors play a vital role in providing oppor-
tunities to fresh young talents and subsuming them in the nation’'s economy.
India has some huge private sectors enterprises that contribute around two-
thirds of the country’s GDP (Banerjee 2019). Narendra Modi's government aims
to strengthen the private sector because they believe that “asset monetization
and privatization will empower Indian citizens, enhance India’s infrastructure,
and increase economic efficiency” (Pathania 2021). However, at the same time,

8 Bonded Labor System (Abolition) Act, 1976, Building and Other Construction Workers (Reg-
ulation of Employment 7 and Condition of Service) Act, 1996, and workers security provision
are exempted.
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the government should also take care of those who are invisible but omnipresent
in every sector that contributes to the country’s economy. An affirmative reform
means relaxation for industrialists and investors, at the same time providing
more wages and better working conditions for the employees. Governments
must play the role of mediator between industrialists and employees. It needs
to maintain a balance between capital and labor. So far, the migrant laborers
have not received many benefits from the policy change. Instead, it looks like
they will be exploited more in the name of crisis management and the need to
revive the economy at the earliest. The extension of daily working time from 8
hours to 12 hours would severely impact the health of factory laborers. Experts
note that the government'’s steps are largely focused on boosting the supply
side (Krar 2020). However, there is an urgent need to increase the demand side
as well, for which India’s poorest need to have cash in their hands. Without an
increase in demand and people's purchasing capacity, an economy like India
could never recover after the crisis. Moreover, with less pay and harsh working
and living conditions, India's poor will be hapless.

8. Bihar: A case study

Bihar is one of the states which saw the largest reverse migration during the pan-
demic-induced national lockdown in 2020. An estimate shows that 14.3% of the
more than 10.5 million returned migrants were Bihari migrant laborers (Parth
2020). The state, located in the Indo-Gangetic belt, has vast fertile lands and is rich
in mineral resources. Still, more than 50% of households in Bihar are exposed to
migration (Mishra 2020). People from Bihar struggle to find jobs with decent pay
in their home state. Bihar, a state once known for its learning culture and as the
center of power in ancient India, is currently one of the poorest states and ranks
lowest on HDI (0.576). In terms of population (refer to Table 3), Bihar ranks the third
most populated state of India and has the second-highest population density. The
state’s 33.73% population lives below the poverty line, which is again higher than
the national average of 21.92%. Under Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), India
is aiming to eradicate poverty in the country by 2030. But, if the states like Bihar
are not developed, the country will remain a poor developing country. Recent
reports flesh out that 58% of the population of Bihar is under the age of 25, and
11.3% population lives in urban areas, which is the second lowest in India (Varma
2015). The state's literacy rate in the state is 63.82%, ranking third last in India, and
13.8% lower than the national average of 77.7%.
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Table 3: Bihar data chart

Total area 94,163 km?
Total population (2011) 104,099,452
Population density (2011) 1,102 / km?
GDP (2019-2020) USD 86 billion
Per capita income (2020-2021) USD 661
Human development index (2018) 0.576

Literacy (2011) 63.82%

Sex ratio (2011) 918%2/1,000 ¢
Population below poverty line 33.73%
Industrial area (2021) 68

State certified startups (2021) 76

Source: Census Data (2011), Department of Industries, Government of Bihar (2021)

There are a set of issues, the "4Ps" — Population, Politics, Policies, and Partition —
which the author believes led to the large-scale migration from Bihar. Firstly, as
mentioned earlier, Bihar is the third most populous state in India and its popu-
lation density is the second highest in the country. Due to the lack of jobs and
ample supply of laborers, the people in Bihar could not get good wages. Natural
calamities like floods in the northern region and drought in the southern districts
of the state, further affects employment generation. Secondly, the feudalistic ap-
proach of the dominated class complicates the social and economic equilibrium
in the state. Bihar's politics is also highly divisive and the voters favor candidates
from their own caste and class. The high rate of corruption is another serious issue
in Bihar (Bhalero 2019). Such incidences dilute the vision of achieving economic
development and leaves Bihar behind on several economic parameters.

Thirdly, policies like Freight Equalization Policy (1950-1993), which said that
one can set up factories anywhere in the country and the raw materials would be
provided by the government at a subsidized rate or almost at the same price where
the raw materials are coming from, proved to be unfair for mineral-rich states like
Bihar (Krishna 2017). The policy laid big blow to industries like the sugar industry,
Morton chocolate industry, and the textile industries in Bihar. Gradually, some of
them were closed and some shifted to the coastal states. Lastly, on November 15,
2000, a state of Jharkhand was formed from a relatively underdeveloped southern
part of Bihar. However, Jharkhand has rich natural resources and today is one of
the leading suppliers of minerals in India. The state was the hub of mining in-
dustries in pre-partitioned Bihar that employed a lot of Bihari laborers. Therefore,
one can see how the “4Ps" led to the lack of economic opportunities, education,
and a better lifestyle in Bihar. Consequently, people from Bihar started migrating
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to other economically well-performing states. The migration is also cost the state
its economic growth.

8.1 Theoretical analysis

Bihar's migration fits well in the example of neoclassical migration and dual/seg-
mented labor market theory. As elaborated is the theoretical section, the neoclas-
sical migration theory stresses that the internal migration occurs in the process
of economic development, due to the “geographical differences in the supply of
and demand of labor” (Massey et al. 1993, 433). The theory also says that migrants
are the sole rational decision-makers and they consider long-term monetary be-
nefits over the short-term cost of relocation. Bihar is India’s poorest state (Shillong
Times Reporter 2021), with an unemployment rate of 7.2%, which is higher than
the national level of 6.1% (Surya 2020, 1). Bihar has huge economic disparity in
comparison to other rich Indian states. The state's economy is still largely depen-
dent on agriculture and traditional sectors, like handloom, art and craft industries,
etc. Both agriculture and traditional sectors employ massive manpower, however,
not at a satisfactory rate. Moreover, the agriculture sector is gradually becoming
non-productive with low yields (Haq 2020). Increasing landlessness and lack of
the state’'s financial support are other reasons for Bihari laborers to leave agricul-
ture (Kumar and Kumar 2020). The traditional sectors do not generate a desirable
profit either. Therefore, with the higher unemployment rate and weak economic
conditions at home state, Bihari laborers choose to work in rich Indian states,
which need cheap laborers to run their big factories and industries, for economic
benefits. Apart from economic disparity, Bihar has a highly patriarchal society, and
given the low literacy rate among women, male laborers are the sole rational actors
behind making decision of migrating to other states for work. Lastly, they believe
that their short-term hardship would yield benefits in the long run. Therefore, it
can be said that all three silent features of neoclassical migration theory explain
the migration in Bihar.

Looking from the dual/segmented labor market theory, Bihar has the largest
number of laborers employed in informal sectors (Gol 2020), reported by Periodic
Labor Force Surveys of 2017-2018 and 2018-2019. They are put into unskilled or
semi-skilled jobs that are usually low-paid, have no job security, and are left by the
local labor force (Ghosh, Chaudhary, and Noronha 2021). From a gender perspec-
tive, the percentage of Bihari women laborer participation in the total workforce is
also lower than the other states (Mitra and Rajput 2020). In addition, they are also
paid less and preferred only in a few job sectors. They usually find employment
in garment industries as tailors, take up jobs as maids, house helpers, cooks, etc.
The other important fact is that Bihari migrant laborers are also looked down upon
due to their state of origin.



Bhavana Kumari

The following subsections explore the problems that surfaced in Bihar from
the high-scale reverse migration during the COVID-19 crisis. The subsections
also evaluate the Bihar state government response to the challenges of reverse
migration and why Bihari laborers were again compelled to move to the cities
which they once left in anger. I also explore whether the migrant laborers were
able to make their anguish acknowledged by the ruling government by making
their votes count in the state election that was held soon after the first wave.

8.2 Government's relief measures and reverse migration

The Bihar government had been announcing a number of relief measures since
the reverse migration of its workforce started in April 2020. On the direction of
the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), Bihar State Health Society (BSHS)? initiated
a mental health program for migrant laborers (Sopam 2020). The program was
conducted at the isolation and quarantine centers where the migrant laborers
were kept upon their return. They were provided counseling, psychiatrist support,
and basic medical treatment for mental health problems. Around 14,000 migrant
workers had used the facility by July 18, 2020 (Sopam 2020).

Under Corona Sahayata (Corona Help) drive, the Bihar government has
provided a one-time assistance of USD 13 to all migrant laborers who came from
other states, provided the applicant proves his/her eligibility (Government of
Bihar 2020). The money is not enough to sustain the monthly expenses, however,
a family of three to four members could buy ration for two to three weeks with the
amount. The amount was directed to be credited to migrant laborers’ Jan Dhan
Accounts.!® According to government reports, 1,857,991 beneficiaries registered
out of which 1,578,853 applications were accepted by the bank for this assistance
program and 271,602 were rejected for various reasons (GoB 2020). The program
has two major shortcomings that restricted many poor and uneducated migrant
laborers from availing the benefits. Firstly, the applicant can apply for the Corona
Sahayata fund only through online portals, and secondly, laborers younger than
18 years can not apply individually (GoB 2020). They can only use of the benefits if
their bank accounts are registered in their parents’' names, and they are included
as minors. Thousands of laborers who are lacking smartphones/access to the
Internet cannot avail the state’'s monetary relief.

BSHS has been established as an institution which is in direct link with Ministry of Health and
Family Welfare (MHRW), Government of India. It manages the funds receive from MHRW and
organizes programs, training, meeting, conferences, policy review studies/surveys, workshops,
and inter-state exchange visits. For more information, see: http://statehealthsocietybihar.org/
aboutus.html.

10 Jan Dhan Account is a special savings account with no minimum balance requirements. It is

a benefit provided by Indian government to its citizens with low income.
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The lockdown in India, which was announced on March 24, 2020 was initially
expected to last three weeks. However, the crippling lockdown lasted until the May
31, 2020. As the lockdown duration increased, the amount of 13 USD proved to be
insufficient. People were in desperate need of long-term support and solutions to
their problems. People wanted jobs that could guarantee them food and money.
Though Bihar's Chief Minister Nitish Kumar said, “It's the government's resolve, all
returned migrant laborers will be provided employment in Bihar” (Kumar 2020), the
administration could not meet the expectations of the returned laborers. Around 1.4
million Bihari laborers returned to their home state during the national lockdown in
2020 (Parta and Umesh 2020). The Center for Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE)
reports that the unemployment rate rose to 46.6% in April 2020 (Mehrotra and Roy
2020). Darbhanga, Madhubani, East Champaran, West Champaran, Motihari, Gaya
are some of the districts in Bihar which received the maximum number of returning
migrants. Migrants were returning to their traditional agriculture activities in the
rural districts. However, the less availability of agricultural land and the low pro-
ductivity did not keep the returned migrants for long. The state government started
employing migrant laborers on May 27, 2020 under the Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), 2005. Those who completed their
mandatory 14 days quarantine were eligible to take up the work. Unfortunately,
not everyone who registered for work managed to get a job. According to People's
Action for Employment Guarantee (PAEG) reports, 1.1 million MGNREGA job cards
were issued in Bihar from April 1, 2020, to August 31, 2020 (Parta and Umesh 2020).
However, only a few thousand (2,136) could get a hundred days of work as promised
under the MGNERGA program (Zumbish 2020). This number is one of the lowest
in the entire country. One of the reasons for low employment under MGNERGA
program could be the floods in the northern districts of Bihar. The northern districts
of Bihar like Darbhanga, Katihar, Saharsa, Samastipur are often flooded due to heavy
monsoon rains during the months of May to August. As majority of the migrant
workers returned during these months, it became difficult in employing them in
agricultural jobs or in other construction jobs. In addition to above measures, Bihar
government also conducted a skill analysis survey of 0.14 million Bihari laborers
who came home because of reverse migration till May 17, 2020 (Thakur 2020). The
survey has been conducted under the JEEViKA project initiative.! However, no data
could be found regarding the number of migrants workers that could get employ-
ment under this program.

Facing poverty, unemployment, and flooding of their homes, the migrant
workers had to borrow money, sometimes even from illegal private money lenders

' The initiative has been administered by Bihar Rural Livelihoods Promotion Society (BRLPS),
an autonomous body under the Department of Rural Development, Bihar. Official Website
for JEEVIKA, Government of Bihar: http://brlp.in/overview. Accessed May 17, 2021.
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at higher interest rates to survive. Although the Bihar Money Lending Act of 1974
prohibits illegal private money lending and requires registration for all private
money lenders, the illegal borrowing of money increased in rural Bihar during the
lockdown due to lack of law enforcement (Taskin and Yadav 2020). Finally, with
no new investments in the state, private loans on high-interest, the shutdown,
and slowdown of jobs in the already existing industry, migrant laborers were left
with nothing but to march back to cities in the fall of 2020.

8.3 Bihari migrant laborers moving back to cities

Migrant laborers have been pledging to their families that they will never ever
take the roads to pardesh again (Srivastava and Nagaraj 2020). However, every
pledge does not meet the destiny. Because of the high-interest loans from local
moneylenders and acquaintances, along with running out of savings, migrants
were left with no other choice but to return to their workplaces in other states. The
situation in their home state became even worse compared to the pre-pandemic
period due to the economic slowdown. Although they did become an agenda for
opposition political parties during the election times, nothing changed in reality.
Migrants received no equal or better opportunities in their home states.

As mentioned earlier, India’s high-income states are also the source of the
labor force for Gulf countries, due to the pandemic those states have themselves
seen a huge influx of domestic laborers returning from abroad (Parkin and Singh
2020). The states will obviously be prioritizing their own laborers returned from
abroad, which could make the situation for low-skilled laborers from other states
grim. In this highly competitive labor market, many migrant laborers decided to
return to their previous jobs as soon as possible, even if they are paid less. Accord-
ing to a survey, only a few could manage to get reinstated on the pre-pandemic
pay scale (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 15). Adding more to this, employers in
high-income states need the cheap workforce to re-start their industries and busi-
ness, and for better or not, they did ask migrant laborers to come back and join
the work. The contractors and employers were even willing to pay for the trans-
portation of migrant laborers (Nahata 2020). According to research conducted by
Azim Premji University in Bengaluru, the capital city of Karnataka state, 50% or
more migrants (including migrants from Karnataka) left the city in the first few
months of lockdown (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 5). Around 18% of them re-
turned after the opening of workplaces. Some of those who did not come back in
the initial months of opening of the economy were planning to return by January
2021 (Azim Premji Foundation 2021, 5). Female migrant laborers suffer the most
and are the last ones to join back the workforce due to the uncertainty of how and
when the job will be made available to them, and on what severity scale the next
wave of virus hits them.
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8.4 Could Bihari migrant laborers speak?

Migrant laborers swing between their home state and target state to make ends
meet. Gradually, their identity becomes less acknowledgeable at the former and
unidentifiable at latter place. The state, politicians, and even the well-off middle-
class population of India did not pay much heed to their existence despite know-
ing that without migrant labor, the whole system of urban places would have
collapsed. To some extent, it did collapse when migrant laborers started mov-
ing back to their homes. As migrant laborers circulate from one state to another
throughout the year, it becomes difficult for them to make a union or organize
meetings against any unfair treatment they experience. So, is there any way for
them to raise their voice? Probably through their votes.

In a democracy, everyone meeting the eligible age criterion, has power to vote.
Usually, migrants are not able to cast their vote in state or national election because
their voter IDs belongs to their state of domicile, i.e., their home state. Due to high
transport costs and the fear of losing jobs, migrant laborers forgo their right to vote
and thus lose their political voice (Rajasekaran 2019). However, during lockdown,
as they were living in their home states, they choose to use their vote power.

Bihar conducted its state legislative assembly election in three phases from
October 28, 2020 to November 7, 2020 (Election Commission of India 2020). The
migrant labor crisis became a hot election campaign agenda. Compared to the
2015 poll, 29 districts out of 38 in Bihar saw more turnout of voters and all 29 dis-
tricts had seen major reverse migration (Vishnoi 2020). In Bihar as well, migrant
laborers used their vote power to show their anger against the ruling government.
The election results shocked most people, as Bihar's Chief Minister Nitish Kumar's
party saw a sharp decline in its vote share and stood in the third position. How-
ever, Narendra Modi's party which is also in alliance with the Nitish Kumar's party,
emerged as the second-largest party in Bihar (PTI 2020c). Surprisingly, the prom-
inent opposition party (Rastra Janta Dal) that the people of Bihar had rejected for
fifteen years because of the corruption of its leaders, emerged as the single largest
party. The results showed that although migrant laborers might need to keep a low
profile in other states, they raised their voices and made everyone, including the
ruling regime, in their home state feel their presence and realize their pain.

9. Conclusion

According to its constitution, India is a democratic and socialist country. How-
ever, somewhere the question arises on the system that lacks sympathy towards
its socially and economically disadvantaged population. The internal migration
of laborers drives not only the economy of the big cities and rich states, but it
also dares India to aim at becoming a global power. Migrant laborers who are
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jobless or underpaid in their home states leap at the opportunities provided by the
rich states. However, the expensive maintenance and irregular income compel
circular and seasonal migrant laborers to keep their families at home, and travel
between their origin state and workplace multiple times a year. Their hardships
and laborious lifestyle have been invisible to the media and the general public till
now, but, whether for good or bad, it became visible due to the pandemic and the
subsequent lockdown from March 24 to May 31, 2020. The rising unemployment
rate, especially for migrant laborers, shows that their conditions have deteriorated
in the pandemic even after reopening of the economy. The chapter explains that
when migrant laborers’ employment avenues dwindled, they were left on their
own. The relief measures provided by the government and civil societies were
insufficient to help them. The case study of Bihar, a state with the second-highest
rate of migration, shows that the economic disparities between the Indian states
have widened. Despite having rich resources, Bihar could not capture and create
sectors that could generate mass employment and help in reducing its rate of labor
migration. Unequal migration of labor results in lack of skill in the origin state and
burden on the destination states. The Bihar government needs to anticipate factors
that push its people to migrate to other states and work in precarious conditions.
The migrant labor receiving states need to anticipate that though the migrant
laborers do not have a political voice in their system, but they also contribute to the
states’ economic development. Thus, destination states should consider the needs
of migrant laborers and work for their development. They have the right to live
a dignified life in their own country and should not become victims of nativism.

India is an emerging economy and a country full of opportunities. It will see
more internal migration in the future as more rapid urbanization takes place and
big cities are developed. The complexity of India’'s internal migration cobwebs
cannot be solved in a single tenure of any government. The system must function
well for decades. It must work with sincerity and vigor for the betterment of the
labor class, and not just for rich and powerful people. In a federal set-up like India,
the onus lies on both the central and state governments to establish a national
network that reaches to the most vulnerable people of society, particularly the
migrant laborers. India needs a separate and robust annual data collection system
for migrant laborers. The years’ old data is insufficient in handling relief pack-
age distributions. India needs to introspect, anticipate, make rules, and execute
them properly. After all, if a democracy is to function, then its foundation should
always be on the principle of “for the people, of the people, and by the people”
in true letter and spirit. The chapter concludes that without any prior COVID-19
mitigation measures and proper communication with citizens, the draconian
style lockdown of a nation with a 1.3 billion population wreaked havoc on its
vulnerable citizens, particularly migrant laborers. Though, some reforms in labor
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laws were made in the pandemic years, the state has to carefully monitor their
implementation and try to take constant feedback from all stakeholders, because
India need to learn from its mistakes and do a better job in future if faced with
a similar situation again.
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BURAKU DISCRIMINATION IN CONTEMPORARY
JAPAN: THE DICHOTOMY BETWEEN DISCURSIVE
PRACTICES AND IDENTITY

André Pinto Teixeira

The buraku discrimination issue in Japan has been discussed in different ways,
both at an academic and activist level. Despite divergences in discourse through-
out the 20th and 21st centuries, the traditional interpretation of the problem is
postulated by Inoue (1969) under the “trinity of buraku” model, which is, hitherto,
the most widely used framework. However, it is not clear whether this conceptual
framework is applicable to buraku discrimination or buraku empowerment in con-
temporary Japanese society. With that in mind, this paper will begin by reviewing
and discussing Inoue’s (1969) “trinity of buraku,” comparing its three core roots of
discrimination with contemporary accounts retrieved from secondary sources.
Subsequently, we will move on to the question of identity building and presen-
tation within the burakumin communities, referring back to the seminal works of
Worchel and Giddens to garner conceptual support. Lastly, this paper will assert
the rights of buraku discrimination victims' through a multivocal approach that
does not replicate discriminatory discourses.

Keywords: Japan, burakumin, discrimination, discourse, identity

1. Introduction

Since the Meiji period (1868-1912), the words buraku (%) and burakumin (5% &)
became synonymous with groups of people in Japan who shared experiences of
discrimination based on perceived outcast ancestry, occupation, and/or place of
residence. Some scholars involved with the Buraku Liberation movement,! such
as Yoshikazu (1998, 315), described discriminatory practices against burakumin as

T Activist groups striving for the end of discrimination, such as the Buraku Liberation League.
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a residue of the feudal status system under the Tokugawa shogunate (1603-1867),
which condoned and allowed for the systemic oppression of outcasts (F§% eta
and JEA hinin) according to their base nature and pollution taboos. These per-
ceptions created a separation between normal folk and unclean peoples, called
senmin (JER).

Inoue (1969, 231-236) attempted to explain the roots of buraku discrimination
by categorizing it into three archetypal typologies: lineage, place of birth or resi-
dence, and occupation. However, not only is there no strong evidence for a direct
genealogical linkage between feudal outcasts and burakumin (McCormack 2013,
74-75), but the notion of burakumin as a group, and not merely as a discursive
practice, is, in itself, highly problematic.

This study will revisit Inoue’s "trinity of buraku,” mentioned above, which
serves as the theoretical and historical basis for an overview and discussion of the
relationship between categorization and discrimination in the context of buraku
discrimination in contemporary Japan. Lastly, it will present the findings of the
current research, proposing a more nuanced approach to buraku discrimination
issue as an academic discipline.

2. Buraku discrimination as discourse

2.1 The “trinity of buraku”

In 1969, the historian Kiyoshi Inoue (1913-2001) published his emblematic work
The History of Buraku and Liberation Theory (iii% D & R R Buraku no
rekishi to kaiho riron). In this book, Inoue introduces the groundbreaking “trinity
of buraku” (ER¥ D =i—k buraku no sanmi ittai) model, a framework that has
impacted many thinkers and researchers of the buraku issue up to this date.

In the first chapters of the book, Inoue introduces the history of Japanese out-
casts from the Jomon period (c. 14,000—-300 BCE) up to the Edo period (1603-1867).
As Inoue demonstrates, ever since the imperial system was established, there have
been outcasts ostracized by society at large and who were in direct submission
to the ruling class.2 Those outcasts included the hajibe (1:filiff, “earthenware ar-
tisans”), the yugebe (SHI¥B, "oow makers”), and other artisans of the Nara period
(710-1185).

2 Inoue (1969, 22) uses the term bumin (ZBER) to refer to outcasts in general. While the author

himself does not include the raku (¥&) character in his analysis, most works who quote him
do, hence the uniformization in this work.
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As the Heian period (794-1185) began and the ritsuryd (f43) system3 declined,
the Japanese court moved from Nara to Kyoto. In that period, the distinction
between “good people” (R ryémin) and “base people” (K senmin) became more
pronounced. The social pariahs included not only artisans, but also people who
took up any occupations that dealt with death, such as butchers and gravediggers.
Is it precisely in the Heian period that intermarriage (exogamy) between so-called
"good people” and "base people” became legally forbidden by the imperial state.
Nevertheless, it is documented that, despite the legal restrictions, marriage between
good and base people was not so uncommon, resulting, however, in the social de-
motion of their children into the base stratum. In those cases, social mobility was
exclusively unilateral and warranted nothing but disadvantages and hardship to the
people involved. Thus, there is no evidence suggesting that exogamy (hypergamy
in particular) was a relevant agent of upward social mobility in the Heian period,
due to the inevitable consequences that followed (Inoue 1969, 29).

From the late Heian period to the Muromachi period (1338-1573), outcasts grew
into different groups according to their occupation and the way they were referred
to. Besides the people known as kawaramono ()57, “people of the riverbed”),
outcast groups such as the shémoji (7 fili, “itinerant artists”), the chasen (44,
“bamboo craftsmen”’) and the eta (%%, "full of impurity”)* were also excluded from
society at large, despite their invaluable economic contributions. These outcasts
had professions that were essential to secure the normal functions of society.
Nevertheless, their social status was extremely low, and they were often strongly
discriminated against by society at large and institutions directly connected to the
state and other local power structures. One such group known as the kawata (J
) was documented as early as the 16th century, often in connection to the West
riverbank of Surugafuchtmachi, where they took up leather craftwork as their
main occupation. According to historical records, these outcasts gathered near
the riverbank, where they formed a buraku (7%, "hamlet”) (Inoue 1969, 39-40).
The term buraku would become synonym with discriminated outcasts from the
late nineteenth century onward.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the idea that the ancient outcasts were the ancestors
of modern buraku people was still mainstream. Moreover, for a long time, there
have existed many baseless theories and conjectures postulating that the ancient
outcasts were foreign technicians from such places as China and the Korean pen-

A Japanese law system based on Confucianism and Chinese Legalism, first implemented
through the proclamation of the Taika reforms of 645 AD.

These may also be graphed as etta, in katakana or Chinese characters, according to regional
pronunciations and spelling disparities. In contemporary Japanese, the term is considered
discriminatory and generally banned from usage in the media except in cases where a dis-
crimination incident is being reported and quoted directly.



Buraku Discrimination in Contemporary Japan

insula, who had allegedly been deliberately made captive, thus forced to emigrate
to Yamato. There, they were supposedly discriminated based on their “polluted”
occupations. This line of thought is also present in Inoue’s aforementioned work
on the trinity of buraku (Inoue 1969, 23-24).

But what are, exactly, the three components of the trinity of buraku? Let us
review them: they are lineage, land, and occupation.

Lineage: The 1976 amendment to the Family Registry Law strived to end un-
authorized access and background checks. However, contemporary accounts of
crimes concerning illegal access to Family Registries by private detectives and
private citizens suggest that the law has failed to thoroughly eradicate such prac-
tices associated with buraku discrimination, even if they have experienced a drop
(Saitd 2017, 8-9). In light of that, one may conclude that lineage is still a relevant
factor despite its lack of historical proof. Lineage as a weapon of exclusion is
based on perceived heritage and discursive practices that are enormously flexible,
adaptive, and indifferent to factual information.

Land: Thanks to investment in infrastructure development promoted by the
Déwa Countermeasures Special Law ([RIFTRSRIFERE DI ETE Dowa taisaku jigyo
tokubetsu sochihd), many historically discriminated buraku areas and designated
dowa areas (official terminology for buraku areas) have become indistinguish-
able from other neighborhoods. However, it has been speculated that there were
many areas where similar infrastructure investment and human rights awareness
policies could not be implemented because some areas were not designated by
the government as official dowa areas during the period between 1969-2002.

Occupation: One may consider that the disparity between the white-collar
and blue-collar classes is becoming wider. However, the traditional labor market
is modernizing, propelling a severe rural exodus and a growing acceptance of
foreign workers. A number of workers engaged in occupations that have been
designated as buraku industries have become more diverse, including ethnic
Koreans, immigrants, and people of other backgrounds. Therefore, it has become
more difficult to discriminate by categorizing people as burakumin based on their
profession. Nevertheless, the discriminator’s standards are essentially arbitrary,
hence able of producing new rationales to justify and reproduce discrimination
despite changes in context.

2.2 Criticisms of the trinity model

Almost as a direct response to Inoue and his successors, Timothy D. Amos makes
a sound rebuttal of these claims, arguing that the ancient outcasts are in no way
related to the buraku discrimination registered from the late 19th century onward
(Amos 2007, 14-15). Even if modern outcasts have been discriminated against due
to their occupations, it is impossible to empirically prove that they share a lineage
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with the ancient outcasts. In most cases, the act of discriminating by resorting to
history as a pretext is not an act based on any historical proof, but a rationalization
process based on prevailing prejudices and discriminatory perceptions.

Now that more than 50 years have passed since Inoue first presented his trin-
ity model, one must pose the following question: Does the trinity of buraku still
apply to contemporary buraku discrimination? In light of recent data, the safest
answer is probably that it does, to some degree, but not entirely. In 1969, the Jap-
anese government implemented the dowa Countermeasures Special Law. This
law was in effect for 33 years, up to 2002. This piece of legislation allowed for the
government to officially designate dowa districts and provide them with financial
support for infrastructure, education, and other public projects. While acknowl-
edging the significance of the trinity model, Noguchi (2000, 27-28) points out
that contemporary victims of buraku discrimination are not necessarily bounded
by a particular status (lineage), occupation, or place. The buraku have become
more and more heterogeneous, thus furthering the ambiguity of its physical and
conceptual borders.

According to traditional historiographies and discourses on buraku issues,
victims of discrimination have been subjected to discrimination by certain cri-
teria that distinguish them from the majority of Japanese. As discussed above, the
trinity of buraku proposed by Inoue (1969, 231-236) has been widely employed to
explain the causes of buraku discrimination. It may seem that these three catego-
ries perfectly explain why historically discriminated people, such as eta and hinin,
have been ostracized and forced to resort to endogamy (De Vos and Wagatsuma
1972, 118-120). However, is this interpretation applicable to buraku discrimination
in the latter half of the 20th century and the 21st century?

As Noguchi (2000, 26-28) argues, after the period of accelerated growth that
the Japanese economy experienced up to the 1990s when the bubble crisis put
an abrupt end to decades of prosperity, and through the Déwa Countermeasures
Project of 1969-2002, the number of trinity-like populations is believed to have
decreased sharply, leading to growing diversity within buraku areas. The bound-
aries between non-burakumin and burakumin have also become blurrier. Such
a transformation of the buraku may be linked to a confluence of trends seen in
the 20th century, such as an increase in migrations (both inward and outward)
and an increase in the intermarriage/exogamy rate.

The trinity theory also fails to explain the persistence of discrimination after
the Déwa Countermeasures Law (1968-2002). Through the implementation of
dowa measures by the central government and local governments, the crumbling
infrastructure of the buraku was repaired, the housing situation was improved, and
the enrolment rate of buraku youth to high schools and colleges increased sharply.
In that sense, it can be said that the affirmative action measures propelled by the
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dowa projects at a nationwide level have raised the living standard of the buraku
people who belonged to officially designated dowa districts (Kadooka 2013, 97).

However, even if we admit that the former déwa districts now have higher
living standards compared to the early 20th century, one cannot ignore that dis-
crimination itself is still occurring, as suggested by manifold activist groups and
court cases. Saitd (2017) provides various examples of marriage discrimination in
the 2010s. These cases vary from parents opposing matrimony to more extreme
and rarer incidents involving violence, kidnappings, and forced abortions, per-
petrated by opposing family members, partners, and neighbors.

A particularly famous case that perfectly demonstrates how buraku discrim-
ination has adapted to the 21st century is the incident known as the Tottori Loop/
Shingensha case. Tottori Loop/Shingensha, a small publisher headquartered in
Kawasaki City, Kanagawa Prefecture, hinted online that it would publish a reprint
of the National Buraku Survey, that is, a report that lists all the names of places sus-
pected of being buraku areas. This survey is based on the Buraku Name Directory
(FR¥& 2 %288 Buraku chimei sékan), an illegal publication that was widely used by
large companies in the 20th century as a tool to discriminate job applicants. When
Tottori Loop/Shingensha announced that it would publish a reprint, the Buraku
Liberation League quickly and severely condemned its actions, filing a lawsuit
against the publication due to the illegality of the publication itself (Buraku Lib-
eration League, 2018/11/12-2882).

Among the discrimination cases that occurred in the 21st century, the
Tachibanamachi discriminatory postcard case stands out in particular. From 2003
to 2008, discriminatory postcards were sent one after another to members of the
Fukuoka Prefectural Branch of the Buraku Liberation League, in Tachibanamachi.
The victims were members in charge of human rights awareness and déwa edu-
cation. In the postcards, the perpetrator wrote that the Buraku Liberation League
members who engage in educational activities were responsible for transmitting
(that is, "“polluting”) children with their burakuness and filthiness. This case repro-
duces a quintessential type of impurity (k4 kegare) perception, as displayed by
the text contained in one of the postcards:

HEDHIRT N FELZAFELTINE T FELIBITHTEMED X, FEL
ZHRENCBIMER T2V D TITBBMEE SN R A MRBEHR 2T O T
V2T T FEW,

If you keep tutoring children, your burakuness will be transmitted unto
them. I would like to let my children take part in your association's tu-
toring activities, but that is not possible with you there. So, please resign
from the Educational Affairs department. Leave your position.
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However, if the trinity of buraku does not apply to the 21st century, what kind of
motivations underlay the prevailing discrimination against the buraku? Based
on the typology proposed by Inoue in the 1960s, it would be assumed that gene-
alogy, land, and occupation would still be the true motives underlying discrim-
ination. Nonetheless, as pointed out by Noguchi (2000) and other authors, in the
21st century, the trinity model has already become anachronistic in most cases.
Therefore, it must be judged insufficient to interpret buraku discrimination in
contemporary Japan.

In light of this acute contradiction, one question persists: why does preju-
dice against buraku and discriminatory practices prevail if the traditionally held
categories no longer seem to apply? The answer might be in Amos's Embodying
Difference: The Making of Burakumin in Modern Japan (2011). Amos (2011, 24-26)
defines the term burakumin in the following manner:

A discourse of difference used to define and bind together socially
marginalized persons on the Japanese archipelago [...], an imagined
community that is believed to have emerged as a result of the common
experiences of social marginalization originating in inherited circum-
stances.

This definition proposed by Amos (2011) appears to be the most suitable to explain
buraku discrimination in the 21st century, revealing a deep historical conscious-
ness and an enormous level of nuance that Inoue's pioneer model fails to provide.

Having discussed Inoue's trinity of buraku and its relevance to the buraku
issue in contemporary Japan, the following section will address the processes of
categorization and identity formation within the context of buraku discrimination.

2.3 Evolution and appropriation of the terms buraku and burakumin

Derogatory terms such as eta and hinin, as well as other words designating feudal
outcasts, are, in most aspects, semantically different from the contemporary label
burakumin (which is now a sensitive term considered taboo by contemporary
Japanese media, despite its wide usage by the Buraku Liberation movement). Eta
and hinin were labels based on value judgments, referring to the quality as human
beings of the people who were found to be polluted due to their occupations or
perceived lineage. If one was to be described as eta or hinin, their innate value as
a human being would be suspect, which, in practical terms, meant that any rights
applicable to the general population, including the right to protection, would not
technically apply.

Up until the 1871, there were clear legal grounds for segregation based on
status (4% mibun). Nevertheless, the term buraku originally refers to a location,
the settlement or the hamlet, and the people who came from or resided in those
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areas, thus the derivation "people of the hamlet” (Amos 2011, 11-14). Unlike the
historical names given to outcast communities, the words buraku and burakumin
do not exist within the framework of social strata or mibun.

As society at large changed, so did discriminatory practices and discourses.
Hatanaka (1993, 143) points out that discriminated peoples were not and are not
static entities, but the products of social and political structures within a given
time. In that sense, Inoue’s and other researchers’ usage of the term burakumin to
refer to outcasts from the Edo period, such as the aforementioned eta and hinin,
may be anachronistic and not in line with the semantic and pragmatic nature of
the terms as they have been and are still used by the actors themselves. In con-
temporary Japan, there are also similarities between accounts of prejudice against
the buraku and other discriminated groups, such as victims of Minamata's disease,
Hansen's disease, and Zainichi Koreans.

To fully understand the buraku discrimination issue, one must comprehend
how discriminated communities have been perceived, and how the practice sur-
rounding discrimination has been rationalized and justified. Kurokawa (1999, 112)
indicated that, in the early 20th century, when ideas based on eugenics became
mainstream in the intellectual scene, discriminatory perceptions, and discourses
based on the assumption that the burakumin belonged to a “different race” or that
they were "the descendants of foreigners” gained acceptance in manifold echelons
of Japanese society. Social Darwinism gave discriminators a scientifically based
justification for exclusion.

Buraku people who were discriminated against were virtually perceived
as being "from a different race” [...]. It could be said that it was a recogni-
tion that had almost the same meaning as the racism that had dissemi-
nated after the Russo-Japanese War, although it did not specify biological
differences. (Kurokawa 1999, 112)

What is striking is that even Inoue, who makes occasional references to the pos-
sible foreign origin of the bumin, calls the origin stories (and histories) of buraku
communities “legends” or "myths” (Inoue 1969, 41). These origin theories, while
lacking in empirical groundings, have been widely used to rationalize discrimi-
nation of anyone perceived to be burakumin. Nevertheless, this kind of discourse
became prominent and even the orthodoxy within the Buraku Liberation move-
ment, assuming the role of a unifying myth and fundamental axis of the libera-
tion discourse and its narratives. This fact is noticeable in the Suiheisha (7KL,
Leveler's Association) Declaration of 1922, where the liberation activists refer to
themselves as eta. This allowed them to appropriate the derogatory term that was
used against them, going as far as calling upon their “discriminated ancestors.”
This was a dramatic calling that could only be possible by referring to an imagined
common history. In this manner, the Leveler's Association attempted to construct



André Pinto Teixeira

its own narrative and, thus, subvert the asymmetrical relation between society at
large and outcast groups at the time.

It was precisely because the discriminated buraku peoples of the 20th century
perceived themselves as descendants of feudal outcasts that a distinct culture
of the buraku was "invented.” Kobayakawa (2018, 232-235), a fierce critic of dis-
courses that emphasized the otherness of the buraku, calls this phenomenon the
"trap of identity.” According to Kobayakawa, since the communities that became
the discriminated buraku areas are extremely diverse in their geography, eco-
nomic activities, and history, narratives calling upon the unity of the burakumin
end up perpetuating a homogenous and limiting image of the buraku which is ul-
timately harmful to the actors themselves. By limiting the experiences of discrim-
inated burakumin to a particular culture, profession, and/or identity, regardless
of their own identity, one might inadvertently disseminate the same stereotypes
that are at the root of individual and structural discrimination. As examples of
particular cultural practices that have been reinterpreted by the Buraku Liberation
movement as unique to the buraku, Kobayakawa (2018, 238-239, 244-245) lists the
harigoma (#51) dance of Sado Island and the performance art of kadozuke (['1{})3
in Shibata city (both in Niigata prefecture) as prototypical cases of this invention
process. According to Kobayakawa's reading of ethnographic and historical doc-
uments, there is little evidence suggesting that harigoma and kadozuke in these
regions had historically been linked to segregated communities. This reframing
happened only in the 20th century as a conscientious effort by the Buraku Liber-
ation movement to create a historiography of burakuness based on an invented
cultural uniqueness.

By actively identifying, promoting, and passing on the culture of the discrim-
inated buraku, the activists and members of liberation movements “invented” par-
ticular traditions or connotations of pre-existing traditions that had not existed
hitherto. As Hobsbawm (1983, 4, 7) argued, inventing a tradition based on the past
(history, genealogy, etc.) is mainly a process of formalization and ritualization.
The historical continuation itself must be created by each society and community
at any given time. Similarly, traditions (such as folklore and customary forms of
art) that were invented or became associated with the distinctive culture of the
buraku people embodied the boundaries of discriminated buraku peoples who
were scattered all over the country. This strengthened the sense of community
within each community. People who shared the same experience of discrimi-
nation were, henceforth, called “brothers” and “comrades.” These were inclusive
terms that stressed their shared experiences and feelings of brotherhood. Inter-

5 Atype of traditional performing art consisting in visiting people’s houses and standing in front

of their entrance asking for metal items.
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estingly, the term “comrade” stopped being used in the liberation movement as
soon as the Buraku Liberation League cut its ties to the Communist Party in the
1970s (Aoki 2018). As a result, the invention of a distinct culture and traditions
produced an unnatural heterogeneity in the discriminated buraku, thus empha-
sizing its difference from the so-called “non-buraku” Japanese (a category that
only makes sense in the context of a non-negotiable dichotomy). This unwanted
accentuation of distinctive features has been criticized by some who believe that
it may, inadvertently, hinder buraku communities from being accepted in society
at large (Kobayakawa 2018, 250).

Activists who advocate for the rights of the buraku often refuse to use words
such as déwa ([Fl#l1), which means harmonious, and is preferred by government
agencies when dealing with the buraku issue. They reject silence as a pathway
to equality. These buraku activists defend that it is necessary to promote the em-
powerment and social equality of the people who are discriminated against based
on their location or occupation, which includes their right to proclaim their dis-
tinct identities without fear of repercussions. The eradication of discrimination
can only be considered thorough if it includes the possibility of self-affirmation
(or coming out).

Moreover, Kobayakawa's (2018) argument against buraku culture seems to
fall short when considering the pertinent legislation. Even if people from dis-
criminated buraku communities had chosen to embrace a unique culture that
is different from the mainstream culture of their place of residence, Article 14 of
the Constitution of Japan enshrines the right of all citizens to be treated equally,
regardless of their identities or backgrounds. Therefore, the ostracism of discrim-
inated buraku based on the argument of “otherness” can only be seen as a crass
violation of Japanese law and social norms regarding equity of treatment. In that
light, Kobayakawa's criticisms, even if well-intentioned, may be interpreted as
a form of victim-blaming that is often at the root of discriminatory practices in
Japanese society.

As previously mentioned, the trinity of buraku model advanced by Inoue
(1969) stipulates three elements that are indivisible from the buraku areas: land
(one or one's family's place of origin and/or residential area), status (historical or
imagined), and occupation (so-called “buraku industries” or other occupations
deemed to be impure). In 1913, the ethnologist Kunio Yanagita considered the
possibility that the discriminated burakumin had their origins in a land other than
Japan. He defined a buraku community simply as an area ravaged by poverty, high
unemployment, and subpar living conditions (Yanagita 1913, 108, 111).

Buraku discrimination is, in fact, closely related to poverty and limited social
mobility. Nevertheless, according to Inoue, the reason why buraku discrimination
did not disappear in the 20th century is because the buraku issue might not only
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be a matter of class disparity (socio-economic standing). “No matter how much
money they have or how good their neighborhood looks like: as soon as they are
called 'the people from that area, they will be discriminated against” (Inoue 1969,
231). That is, although the buraku people who have been subjected to discrimi-
nation have historically experienced economic difficulties based on their exclu-
sion from society, their economic situation is not the root of the discrimination
and social exclusion that they face. Rather, they have been discriminated against
because they are from or reside in an area that is itself avoided and ostracized
because they took up occupations such as tanning, meat processing, or garbage
collection, that were deemed as impure, or because they are perceived to be the
heirs of feudal outcasts, which results in being sentenced to the bottom strata
of society. Nevertheless, it is sensible to suppose that people who are subject to
buraku discrimination may also be excluded from society based on their class and
other factors, but, in that case, it is hard to determine whether it should fall under
the category of buraku discrimination or if it is simply an expression of classism
and/or the general disparities that reside in Japanese society at large.®

3. Categorization and identity formation in the context of buraku
empowerment

3.1 Deschamps and Devos, and Giddens

In this brief section, [ will start by defining the concept of categorization as used in
this article, which relies mostly on the previous conceptual work by Jean-Claude
Deschamps and Thierry Devos (1998) and Anthony Giddens (1991). The clarifica-
tion of these concepts will be followed by an analysis of identity formation within
the context of buraku discrimination and the challenges that it poses.
Deschamps and Devos (1998, 4) define categorization as a process through
which individuals divide “the environment into groups of subjects which are or
seem to be similar according to certain criteria.” As the author points out, one of
the major consequences of this simplification process is the exaggeration of con-
trastive features as a resource to enhance the identity of one's group (Deschamps
and Devos 1998, 4). Sakurai (2005, 36-37) distinguishes between innocuous pro-
cesses of categorization, needed for individuals to navigate the world around

One must also consider meta-discrimination within the discriminated communities. This may
include discrimination based on class, gender, and nationality. Moreover, people from discrim-
inated buraku areas may experience multiple forms of discrimination, such as discrimination
for being both from a buraku area and for being a woman, a member of a sexual minority,
a migrant worker, or the victim of a contagious or stigmatized disease, such as Minamata’s
or Hansen's disease, etc.



Buraku Discrimination in Contemporary Japan

them, and discriminatory categorization. Through this process, the dominant
culture unilaterally imposes a particular form of life onto a group of people, whose
self-awareness often ends up being entirely ignored.

At this stage, it is equally important to clarify the meaning of self-identity as
used in this paper. Self-identity presupposes reflexive awareness and has to be
routinely created and sustained in the reflexive activities of the individual (Giddens
1991, 52). While self-categorization theory recognizes that negative outcomes,
such as a shared experience of oppression can lead to strengthened group cohe-
sion, such as in the case of Jewish communities in the US, for a given group to
effectively exist it must first define itself as such (Robinson 1996, 35). In his pio-
neer work on group identity, Henri Tajfel connects social identity to belonging to
a certain social group to which the individual attributes emotional and evaluative
significance (Tajfel 1972, 272-275).

By comparing Deschamps and Devos's and Tajfel’'s understanding of catego-
rization and group identity with common strategies of bracketing and passing
among targets of buraku discrimination (Bondy 2015, 10-12), one may conclude
that, for a vast number of hypothetical members of the burakumin, their aspired
group identity is that of a so-called ordinary Japanese citizen, defined by their
personal history and experiences, just like any other individual around them, and
not simply a product of past or future instances of discrimination that they may
encounter during their lifetime. Bracketing is essentially a strategy aiming at cov-
ering up stigma (Goffman 1959) and avoiding social exclusion. In that sense, one
must admit that bracketing or fully concealing one's linkage to buraku markers of
difference (hometown or place of residence, occupation, etc.) is not necessarily
an act of self-identification with the burakumin category.

3.2 Becoming burakumin

As aforementioned, burakumin as a fixed category is, in itself, highly problem-
atic. Firstly, because individuals who are categorized in such a manner might not
necessarily identify with the label. It is vital to keep in mind that burakumin or
discriminated buraku (#ZEHIERT& hisabetsu buraku) are terms that do not refer to
real and specific communities, but rather to diverse peoples and communities
that might not share much other than the common experience of discrimination
or being targeted due to perceived otherness. In this sense, the buraku as a con-
ceptual space may be defined as a sort of Foucauldian heterotopia, “a collection
whose members have few or no intelligible connections with one another,” as
defined by Mead (1995-1996, 13-31).

Secondly, a unilateral categorization of buraku discrimination victims deprives
individuals of their identity, often mistreating them as mere receptacles of external
discrimination acts. As a result, this type of identity imposition through discourse
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excludes the voices of the very people who have been discriminated against or
have lived in fear of segregation.

A common opinion on how to end discrimination against burakumin is the
theory of natural extinction, popularly known as the “do not wake up a sleeping
child” (B7= 17z LT 97 neta ko o okosu na) approach. According to its proponents,
silence and absolute ignorance about the issue of discrimination will naturally
lead to the end of such practices. In practical terms, that means that the buraku
issue should be absent from school curricula and the media and that the end of
discrimination should be sought through general human rights promotion and
public policies that improve the standard of living of a given community. This ap-
proach, however, raises a few questions about its efficiency and feasibility. Recent
accounts of marriage discrimination and discriminatory remarks online (Saitd
2017, 2—-9) suggest that certain forms of discrimination persist to this day despite
the public and civic efforts to eradicate them.

In the 21st century, more than a century after the legal abolition of outcast
status in 1871, the only available means to trace a person's real outcast lineage
is through the family registry (F &% koseki). After the reformation law of 1976, it
became illegal to access other people's family registers without prior consent.
Nevertheless, some studies suggest that even in recent years private detectives
and detective agencies have unlawfully accessed and leaked transcripts of many
household registers upon request by employers, parents, or spouses who wished
to conduct background checks (H7Ti{# mimoto chésa) to determine whether
a future employee or spouse was from a buraku area (Saitd 2017, 8-9). Hence, even
if one assumes that the incidence of discrimination has become comparatively
lower than in the past, it is far too optimistic to expect that silence and ignorance
will suffice to completely solve the long-lasting issue of buraku discrimination.

Therefore, it is not particularly surprising that many buraku rights activists
and researchers, alike, choose the opposite approach, by prioritizing frankness,
open dialogue, and education as the keys to correct discriminatory mindsets and
behaviors. Even so, both researchers of this issue and buraku rights advocates
must recognize that an open approach to discrimination is, in its core, inalienable
from social categorization. That is, one can only choose openness if one is ready
to accept burakumin as an isolated category. In some cases, doing research on
the buraku issue may unconsciously bring about the unwanted result of repro-
ducing discrimination by solidifying the burakumin category (Miura 2009, 11-13).
While recognizing that dealing with the buraku issue may lead to undesired con-
sequences, Miura (2009) defends the role of the researcher as that of a clarifier, who
sheds light on the mechanisms which give birth to burakumin as a representation
only visible to certain people. Moreover, the author considers it necessary to take
into account the conditions which allow for the persistence of buraku discrimi-



Buraku Discrimination in Contemporary Japan

nation in modern society, characterized by a plurality of representations of buraku
and burakumin which diverge on their positive or negative value judgments about
these imagined categories (Miura 2009, 12).

Despite the imposed nature of the category and the difficulty of identifying
its supposed members, many reports and studies accept the a priori existence
of burakumin as a tangible, clearly defined group. Some accounts go as far as
presenting burakumin as "Japan’s biggest minority,”” a straightforward descrip-
tion that gives the illusion of homogeneity in a country that is, in fact, far from
cohesive (Gottlieb 2006, 50).

Confronted with the problematic recognition of burakumin as a tangible group,
one must be bold enough to ask the following difficult question: who is, then, part
of the burakumin? Is anyone a burakumin to begin with? A straightforward defi-
nition would be that anyone who shares the experience or fear of discrimination
based on their place of birth or residence, occupation or perceived lineage might
become a burakumin, at least at a social and interpersonal level. That is the clas-
sical understanding based on Inoue'’s trinity, as previously discussed. While this
broad definition encompasses many central issues of the buraku discrimination
problem, it fails to accommodate the most important aspect of identity: the right
of individuals to construe their own identity and present it or conceal it as they
desire. Advocates of buraku rights, such as the National Leveler's Association,
from 1922 to 1943, and the Buraku Liberation League (ER¥&fi#fi[F% Buraku kaiho
doémei), founded in 1946 (and renamed in 1955), openly embraced burakumin as
a banner of their identity, as seen in the Suiheisha declaration of 1922, which has
been mentioned before in this article: “People of the special hamlets [tokushu
burakumin] from all over the country, assemble” (Suiheisha Declaration 1922).

Nevertheless, one must also consider the clear difference between the term
burakumin as used by the Suiheisha and other advocates, and how the term has
been employed by outside actors (government, journalists, aggressors, etc.). The
latter may, in many cases, impose unto unwilling actors an identity with which
they do not identify. As James et al. (1997, 4) point out, when we think about iden-
tity, we must value multivocality. That is, to listen closely to the actors themselves,
paying close attention to the way they choose to express and present themselves.
In that sense, even activists and researchers who strive to end discrimination
against the buraku areas must privilege how the actors themselves choose to form

In Western media, in particular, the discriminated buraku communities are often referred to
as the untouchables of Japan, or Japan'’s largest minority. This type of nomenclature has
also penetrated the discourses of some South Asian human rights advocates, who refer to
burakumin as Japan’s equivalents of India’s Dalits or Harijans. This nomenclature might have
its roots in Orientalism and colonialism, which appropriated “caste” and other conceptual
frameworks from South Asian societies and unilaterally imposed them into different cultural
contexts.
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and express their own identities when conveying their particular challenges to
a broader audience.

Multivocality is and must be one of the main pillars of any discussion that
deals with direct accounts of discrimination by its victims. On the other hand,
one must also discuss the mutability of identity. Migrations, increasing rates of
intermarriage, urbanization, and the absence of strong communal interactions in
urban areas have made it increasingly harder to cite strong correlations between
places of residence or origin and traceable buraku backgrounds. According to
Sakurai (2005, 36—37), the transformations that have shaped buraku areas in the
past decades, such as the allotment of public funds for dowa education and the
establishment of social welfare centers, have not only changed living conditions
but have also increased the ambiguity of the borders of the burakumin category
as defined by the dominant culture.

Victims of discriminatory discourses and practices in marriage and employ-
ment do not necessarily self-identify as the categories assigned to them by their
discriminators (whether individuals or institutions) or by the Buraku Liberation
League members and allies. Furthermore, concealing a connection with the
buraku by outsiders does not necessarily constitute a statement of identity. In
some cases, this behavior should rather be understood purely as a self-defense
mechanism, given the social stigma that they may face otherwise.

On a purely ideal level, it is reasonable to affirm that it would only be reasonable
to ascribe a given group identity to the burakumin if the hypothetical members of
the imagined group self-identified and presented themselves as such. However,
without reflexive awareness of one's membership, burakumin as a group becomes
an imposed category that relegates its coerced members to a condition of utter
powerlessness and silence.

Then, let us compare the case of buraku discrimination with discrimination
based on sexual orientation. In many countries throughout the world, sexual
minorities have historically hidden their true identities due to fear of persecution
and social stigmata (Brekhus 2003, 78-79). However, as laws, cultures, and dom-
inant values shift towards acceptance of different types of sexual orientations and
lifestyles, LGBTQ individuals are more likely to proudly embrace and exhibit their
identities not only as individuals but also as members of a larger group of people
with shared values and experiences.

Yet, in the case of burakumin that does not seem to be the case. Even in the 21st
century, when instances of discrimination have become less visible compared to
the prior century, the treatment of buraku issues as taboo makes it difficult to de-
termine how most victims of discrimination see themselves and choose to present
themselves publicly. In her study of education on assimilation issues (dowa kyoiku
[EIFIZHE), Gordon (2015, 125-126) describes how teachers who attempted to relate
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to their students of buraku or Korean zainichi backgrounds ended up “imposing
onto young people identities that the students clearly did not wish to embrace.”
The teachers in this account would have certainly benefited from hearing the
students’ voices, thus contributing to a smoother formation of their self-identi-
ties. The problem lies not in each individual, but in the public policies that shape
the curricula and guidelines on the teaching of déwa kydiku. Changing policies
might, therefore, be a necessary step toward achieving the goal of eradicating
buraku discrimination.

For identity not to be imposed, it must be formed voluntarily by the actors
themselves (individuals or communities). In a candid account of his experiences
as someone who grew up in a discriminated area, author Nobuhiko Kadooka, who
proudly identifies himself as burakumin, expresses his belief that the continuity of
buraku and burakumin as relevant categories will only be possible if an associated
buraku culture follows suit (Kadooka 2013, 214). In other words, if the discriminated
burakumin do not possess a unique culture and only share their hometown and/
or the culture of their place of residence, it may not be meaningful to identify with
a burakumin category, which is, in many cases, imposed exogenously. His view
seems to echo that of Kobayakawa, previously discussed in this article. Although
the implications of culture as used by Kadooka are not clear, people in the buraku
people who are discriminated against can openly embrace their identities or, as an
alternative, choose identities that are not related to discrimination in any fashion.
If one takes into account every individual's right to live freely, according to their
own terms, it is clear that Kadooka's ideas about identity may rely too heavily on
discourses that are mainstream in the Liberation Movement and may not reflect
the plurality of opinions on what it means to be burakumin, both as an individual
and as a community.

Considering the difficulties of definition and the imposed nature of this cat-
egory, burakumin should, henceforth, be presented not as a cohesive social group
but, as Amos (2011, 24-26) brilliantly advocates, as a "an imagined community
that is believed to have emerged as a result of the common experiences of social
marginalization.”

Unlike members of sexual minorities, who are defined by their sexual orien-
tation, lifestyle, and reflexive discourse, people referred to as burakumin are, in
many cases, unwillingly ascribed to this fluid category, which changes boundaries
and definitions according to evolving circumstances and social context. In other
words, one may observe that the implications of the term burakumin as used by
activists and the parties involved and their discriminators (directly or indirectly)
are quite different.

In the hypothetical community of burakumin, the alleged characteristics of the
group (that is, other than the common experience of discrimination) are created
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by the discriminators’ arbitrary criteria or by the mythical narratives of activist
groups. How, then, do the victims of discrimination become members of this
so-called group?

It can be said that the circumstances inherited by the victims of discrimination,
that is, the series of situations in which they are subjected to social exclusion, are
“thrown at them" without any consideration of the victim's awareness and will.
Although some people may identify as burakumin and be proud of that identity,
those who have become burakumin because they were discriminated against or
were at risk of being discriminated against experience a sudden paradigm shift.
That is, the process of becoming a member of an imaginary community that is
inconsistent in most aspects, besides the common experience of discrimination,
presenting vague boundaries and commonalities, from being considered normal
through the lens of social norms and expectations. In other words, there is no
liminal state between being a non-burakumin and a burakumin because of the
experience and risk of being discriminated against. The first acts of discrimination
and the revelation of one’s origins (whether historically proven or as a product
of discourse) subject the victimized individual to a new reality. With this new
paradigm, discriminated individuals will have to choose between bracketing and
passing, or openly accepting their new imposed identities. Individuals who are
subjected to buraku discrimination have no choice but to act according to this
new paradigm since that in which these individuals were not subjected to buraku
discrimination by external volition and actions does no longer exist.

The self-inquiring nature of the victims of buraku discrimination raises many
questions about self-identity. To answer this particular question, it may be valuable
to refer back to Giddens's Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late
Modern Age (1991). Self-identity is "the self as reflexively understood by the person
in terms of her or his biography” and presupposes recursive consciousness, “which
must always be constructed and sustained by the individual's recursive activity”
(Giddens 1991, 52-53). Individuals who are from buraku or who may be subjected
to buraku discrimination must discover their history and traditions in order to
decide whether to accept or reject their burakumin identity.

This self-discovery process sheds light on an important dimension of self-iden-
tity: time. According to Latour (2005, 200), all interactions are diachronic in nature,
not synchronic. It is not the case that an individual becomes an exclusive buraku-
min at the moment when he becomes aware of the attributes of the burakumin
category, through his own inquiry and external categorization. Becoming and
being a member of the discriminated burakumin, as a category, is a culmination of
the cumulative knowledge, experiences, and discourses that the term burakumin
encompasses, including various conceptual and practical implications. These
parameters make up the burakumin category through a sense of values, percep-
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tions, and zeitgeist that may change rapidly at each point in time. According to
psychological research, the formation of self-identity and the recognition of time
are closely related. Kimura (1982, 36-37) states that "a sound self-identity requires
an expansive awareness of betweenness in time.” In other words, an individual
should have a strong awareness of the different time intervals (past and past, past
and present, present and future). Therefore, the victims of buraku discrimination
can engage in self-reflection on their identity and social status by having a sound
perception of time. Giddens insists on the spatial and temporal facets of self-iden-
tity. These aspects are premised on having “a continuity across time and space [...]
as interpreted reflexively by the agent” (Giddens 1991, 53).

In short, members of the imagined burakumin category are not just passive
containers of discrimination, but active and recursive people. Despite being
“thrown"” into this reality, the buraku subjects may live by pursuing history, while
having a strong sense of time and examining themselves. As a result, the targets/
victims of buraku discrimination are able to decide whether to accept or reject the
identity that has been externally attributed to them. Of course, it is also possible
for the people who are discriminated against to unite and write their own narra-
tives as individuals and communities and change the meaning of the category of
burakumin. However, to change the meaning of burakumin it is necessary to take
into account not only the will of the parties but also the reliable support of their
allies, as well as a public policy of zero tolerance that must follow suit.

4. Conclusion

This article discussed Inoue's trinity of buraku and how it fits into contemporary
cases of buraku discrimination. The persistence of discriminatory practices well
beyond the affirmative action campaigns that sought to improve living conditions
in discriminated areas suggests that the problem lies not so much in physical
spaces or genealogies but discourse.

After having established that the buraku is not a static entity but a mere product
of discourse, corresponding to imagined communities of immense diversity (het-
erotopia), the present study goes on to champion the importance of reflexive and
conscientious processes of self-identity making in the construction of buraku
narratives that do not fall in the pitfalls of traditional historiographies and imposed
labels. While the victims of buraku discrimination have mostly been defined by
either their aggressors (in the form of individuals, groups, or the media) or the
liberation movement, independent accounts from burakumin that do not fall into
the traditional categories are still extremely rare. This scarcity can also be linked
to the absence of representation in the Japanese media, who have adopted the
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"do not wake up a sleeping child"” approach to avoid reproach from activists and
stir up controversy.

Despite the lack of evidence that supports the usage of these terms in the 21st
century, the terms “untouchable” and “outcast” still seem to be mainstream, at least
in Western and, in some instances, South Asian reporting on the buraku issue.

In conclusion, as discussed throughout the article, this treatment of the buraku
as a static category poses many issues relating to identity. Ideally, the term buraku-
min as an attribute marker would only be applied when referring to people who
reflexively accept and present burakumin as their own identity, as is often the case
among Liberation League activists, rather than being forced unilaterally by an ex-
ternal agent. The act of referring as burakumin to someone who does not identify
in such a manner is, in itself, an instance of discrimination. Well-meaning activists
and researchers, in particular, must tread carefully while addressing this issue, so
as not to impose categories unto other individuals, while allowing for the actors
themselves to choose their own identities and how they prefer to construe and
present them. As James et al. (1997, 12-13) point out, expression is also a political
practice. Social scientists, such as anthropologists, take into account the dialogues
and asymmetrical power relationships that underlie expression practices, even
when trying to convey the worldview and perspective in the representation of
the helpless and voiceless. Therefore, this chapter asserts the responsibility of re-
searchers who deal with discrimination issues and the importance of multivocality
in social science research. Similarly, efforts such as the Settlement social work
projects (BRE¥E rinpo jigyd) and déwa education aimed at empowering buraku
people who have been discriminated against should also take into account the
position of victims and their own identities without imposing them a fossilized
and stereotypical image of a buraku. The question of how to close the divide
between discourses and self-identity has yet to be answered.
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“SOFT” RESISTANCE IN RURAL CHINA:
THE SILENT VOICE OF THE POWERLESS

Silvia Picchiarelli

In 1953, the Chinese government introduced a monopoly on trade in grain, known
as the "unified system of purchase and sale.” Although often underestimated by
the academic world, the effects of this policy on the countryside were nothing less
than devastating. Challenging conventional wisdom which deems the Chinese
peasants completely powerless and subservient, this paper seeks to show that in
fact they unswervingly resisted it. However, as my comparative analysis of primary
sources dating from 1953 to 1955 and relating to villages in Shanxi province (north-
ern China) has shown, the peasants rarely resorted to violent, large-scale rebellions
to express their discontent. They were more inclined to employ invisible and
unorganized resistance strategies, which were very similar to those identified by
the American scholar James Scott in his study of a Malaysian village and defined
as "everyday forms of peasant resistance.”

Keywords: Chinese peasants, resistance, Maoist era, unified system of purchase
and sale

1. Introduction

In the summer of 1953, a radical shift occurred in Chinese politics as Mao Zedong
decided to promote the process of socialist transformation of agriculture (Liu and
Wang 2006, 724-725). Such a decision led a few months later to the establishment
of a state monopoly on the purchase and sale of grain, known as the “unified sys-
tem of purchase and sale” (tonggou tongxiao zhidu).! This was a policy whereby
local governments were supposed to purchase the surplus grain from peasants in

T This measure remained in force for about forty years. It was gradually abolished during the
phase of “reform and opening up” (gaige kaifang) introduced by Deng Xiaoping (Luo 2008,
28-30).
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amounts, varieties, and at prices set by the State, and to resell it to households in
need. Furthermore, this measure would have also guaranteed the supply of food
to the urban residents (Li 2006, 145; Luo 2008, 28—-34).

Defined as “one of the greatest enigmas” in Chinese contemporary history (Gao
2016, 1), the unified system constitutes a topic that has so far been treated only
marginally in both Chinese and Western historiography. The socio-economic
effects of this measure on the countryside have often been neglected by historians
and consequently the extent of the peasant reaction to it has also been erroneously
minimized (Tian 2006, 4-10; Huang 2013, 13). Scholars who deal with China's
agrarian policies in the early 1950s have generally assumed that the unified sys-
tem received a positive response from the rural masses and that the resistance, if
any, involved mainly “class enemies” (jieji diren) in the countryside, namely rich
peasants (funong), former landlords (dizhu), and other so-called “counter-revolu-
tionaries"? (fangeming fenzi) (Bernstein 1967, 38—-40; Perry 1985, 416; Lin 1990,
1228; Li 2009, 76-77). As Chinese scholar Yu Liu asserts, the ordinary villagers,
including poor (pinnong) and middle peasants (zhongnong), would have never
opposed a directive issued by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). For them, the
Party was a “savior,” who had redistributed a larger share of land to them, and
even more importantly, had empowered them politically (Yu 2006, 734-735). In
addition to this, Professor Vivienne Shue confirms that the unified system brought
many benefits to the rural populace, thus gaining its immediate support (Shue
1980, 218-222).

The purpose of this paper is instead to show that the unified system en-
countered a wide and unswerving opposition, which involved the entire rural
society, and even included the CCP's most reliable allies, the poor (pinnong) and
middle peasants (zhongnong).®> The supposed voiceless in the Chinese coun-
tryside, indeed, were not as vulnerable and submissive as conventionally held.
Even under the authoritarian socialist regime, they proved capable of devising
their own ways to react.

In addition to rich peasant and former landlords, bandit chiefs, professional brigands,
Guomindang secret agents, local tyrants and sectarian leaders were also labelled as "coun-
ter-revolutionaries” (Yang 2008, 106).

3 Asis already known, Mao Zedong was among the first Chinese Communists to perceive the
revolutionary potential of poor peasants and his preoccupation with safeguarding the interests
of middle peasants, who held considerable economic power, is a continuous theme in his
leadership and writings from the early 1930s until 1955. He considered this strategy as the
key both to securing broad-based support and ensuring the vitality of the rural economy.
Theoretically, even the measures of socialist development were designed to elicit broad
support from such social groups. As Mao declared in On the present situation and our tasks
(Mugian xingshi he women de renwu): "Our policy is to rely on the poor peasants and unite
solidly with the middle peasants to abolish the feudal and semifeudal system of exploitation”
(Selden 1982, 42-43; Selden and Lippit 1982, 6-7).
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To prove this thesis, I carried out a comparative analysis of local archive docu-
ments, statistics, newspaper articles, and inner-Party investigative reports (Neibu
cankao)* dating from 1953 to 1955 relating to the northern province of Shanxi.’
Although the unified system was implemented nationally, I chose this area as the
object of study for the uniqueness of its historical background. Shanxi, indeed,
played a fundamental strategic role in the process that led to the establishment
of New China and later to the building of a socialist society. This province was on
the front-line of conflict with Japan during the 1937-1945 War of Resistance® and
in 1951 it hosted the first ten experimental agricultural cooperatives in the entire
country.” The discovery that the peasants opposed a measure introduced by the
Communist leadership even in a province with such a glorious revolutionary past
is significant in order to understand how serious its consequences had been on
their lives.

This paper is organized as follows. Chapters 2 and 3 illustrate the reasons be-
hind the peasants’ discontent. In particular, Chapter 2 shows how the flaws in the
mechanism of grain procurement, which were conspicuous during the purchase
campaign of 1954, caused many peasants to suffer starvation. Chapter 3 focuses

The archival documents analyzed are almost two hundred and mostly include reports from local
Party committees to higher Party bodies. They are kept in the archives of some Shanxi town-
ships and villages, where | conducted research between the summer of 2005 and the spring of
2016. The newspapers of the time consulted are mainly local, such as the Shanxi Daily (Shanxi
Ribao), the Shanxi Peasants’ Daily (Shanxi Nongmin Bao) and the Pingshun Gazette (Pingshun
Xiaobao). They were all run by provincial and local Party organs. The so-called Neibu cankao
consist of a series of confidential, inner-Party investigative reports written by Xinhua News
Agency'’s journalists and submitted to the various levels of the Party leadership.

5 Shanxi province is located between North latitude 34°36'-40°44" and East latitude 110°15'-
114°32" and it extends over an area of 156,000 square kilometers, occupying approximately
1.64% of the Chinese territory. Indicated also with the abbreviation of Jin, from the name of
the state founded in that area during the Spring and Autumn period (771 B.C.-476 B.C)), it
borders Hebei to the East, Henan to the South, Shaanxi to the West and Inner Mongolia to the
North. Currently its territory includes eleven prefectures: Taiyuan, where the homonymous
capitalis located, Changzhi, Datong, Jincheng, Jinzhong, Linfen, Luliang, Shuozhou, Xinzhou,
Yangquan, Yuncheng (Shanxi sheng Difangzhi 1994, 2).

6 During the War of Resistance against Japan the Communists established in Shanxi province
some of the revolutionary base areas (geming genjudi) which proved to be decisive in the fight
against the invaders. One of the most important was the Taihang base area, from which the
Jin-Ji-Lu-Yu (Shanxi-Hebei-Shandong-Henan-Jiangsu-Anhui) border region grew (Goodman
2000, IX).

The ten experimental agricultural cooperatives were established in Changzhi prefecture, in
southeast Shanxi, on the initiative of the local authorities. However, this decision triggered
a heated debate, which even involved the highest ranks of the Party and the government. In
fact, many leaders were convinced that anticipating the stages of the process of transition
to socialism would have been harmful for the development of the rural economy (Gao 1999,
35-61; Ma 2012, 10-12).
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on the restrictions the unified system imposed on trade and other activities which
were vital to the economy of the countryside and the peasants’ livelihood. The vari-
ous strategies used by the villagers to resist this policy are examined in Chapter 4.

2. The grain purchase campaign of 1954 and the causes of peasants’
starvation

The unified system of purchase and sale of grain was officially established in
Shanxi province in autumn 1953, soon after the approval by the central authori-
ties of the Resolutions on implementing planned purchases and planned supply
of grain (Guanyu shixing liangshi de jihua shougou yu jihua gongying de jueyi)
and the Orders on implementing planned purchases and planned supply of grain
(Guanyu shixing liangshi de jihua shougou he jihua gongying de mingling) (Shanxi
sheng Difangzhi 1996, 110-111). The regime propaganda presented it as an in-
dispensable measure for the following reasons. First and foremost, it would have
guaranteed the availability of grain needed for both consumption and national
construction, and secondly it would have stabilized the price of grain across the
country and also eliminated speculation in grain. But, more importantly, this rad-
ical new policy was aimed at leading the peasantry on the road to socialism, the
only path that would guarantee them prosperity and well-being.?

Despite these promises, right from the start Shanxi peasants showed a certain
reluctance to hand over their grain quotas to the State. Back then, grain consti-
tuted their main source of nourishment (Walker 1984, 1-2) and, consequently,
they feared that once it sold they would not have enough stocks to satisfy their
needs, especially in the event of unforeseen incidents such as natural disasters
(WX11953; Chen 1953; Shanxi Ribao 1953).

These fears materialized between the end of 1954 and the spring of 1955, when
a grain crisis (liangshi weiji) erupted throughout the country (Tian 2006, 27). In
1954, the "unprecedented” floods of the Yangzi and Huai rivers ruined the har-
vests of about sixty million peasants (Trevor and Luard 1962, 196; Luo 2008, 187).
In order to meet the demands of State supply, while at the same time not cutting
down resources for the industrialization program, the State decided “to buy a little
more” grain surplus from areas that had not been affected by calamities, or that
had suffered only minimally (Bernstein 1969, 374). Since Shanxi province had
been classified as a "minor disaster area” (qing zaiqu), it was forced to give its con-
tribution, providing a large quantity of grain to the State (CZ10 1954). According

8  These statements were contained in the Outline of propaganda work on the unified purchase

of grain (Guanyu tonggou liangshi de xuanchuan yaodian), issued on October 31, 1953 by
the Central Committee of the CCP (Shue, 1980, 217; Luo 2008, 89-90).
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to a survey of twenty Shanxi townships,® despite the fact that in 1954 the grain
production dropped by 12.26% compared to the previous year, the State purchased
35.18% more of their grain surplus, namely 3,183,177 jin,'° equal to 21.1% of pro-
duction (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).

Such outstanding results were obtained above all at the expense of the ordi-
nary villagers, 92.73% of whom were grain-surplus holders (yulianghu). The rich
peasants and the landlords, having lost a great part of their privileges during land
reform, owned on average a quantity of land which was lower or slightly higher
than that of the poor and middle peasants.!? In addition, the survey shows that only
6.98%!3 of them held grain surplus. Therefore, the burden of grain procurement
they shouldered could not be more than that of the ordinary villagers.

From the documents examined, it is possible to deduce that during the pur-
chase campaign of 1954, the latter were even forced to sell a quantity of grain
which was far beyond their surplus (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13). The excesses
in grain procurement (guotou liang) as a result deprived them of a conspicu-
ous amount of provisions for personal consumption (kouliang). According to the
above-mentioned survey results, in the twenty Shanxi townships the quantity
of kouliang left in the peasants’ hands corresponded on average to only 300 jin
per person,** namely 115 jin less than in 1952, when the unified system had not
yet been established. Considering that in Northern China the minimum quota

The twenty townships were selected by the Rural Work Department of the Shanxi Provin-
cial Party Committee to represent the various geographical areas that characterized Shanxi
province, including flat areas, semi-mountainous and mountainous areas. They were:
Beiganquan, Yanggao, Guandongshui (Pingshun county); Wangjiazhuang, Caijiaya, Fengle
(Xing county); Wangcun, Zhongwa, Xiaozhangwu (Jieyu county); Futang, Chenkan, Yanwucun
(Yuci county); Xiashengjin, Xingjiabu, Youzai (Yanggao county); Lujiazhuang (Lu‘an county);
Pengmen (Xi county); Shangnaihe (Hepinglu, Shuozhou counties); Wangjiata (Lishan county);
Weimozhuang (Wutai county) (Zhonggong Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 2, 1).

10 Unit of weight equal to 500 grams.

' This is the percentage of grain kept by poor and middle peasants’ households in the 20

townships, after the State’s taxation of 1954 (Zhonggong Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 1, 19).

12 According to the survey of twenty townships, in 1954 the poor peasants had 7.05 mu of land

per person, the old middle peasants owned 6.85 mu per person, the new middle peasants
had 6.21 mu per person, the rich peasants had 7.08 mu per person and the landlords 5.55 mu
per person (Zhonggong Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 1, 28-29).

13 This is the percentage of grain kept by rich peasants’ and landlords’ households in the 20
townships, after the State’s taxation of 1954 (Zhonggong Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 1, 19).

This average was calculated by adding the maximum quantity of kouliang (379 jin) recorded
in Wangcun township (Jieyu county, Yuncheng prefecture) to the minimum quantity (202 jin)
recorded in Fengle township (Xing county, Luliang prefecture) (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).
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excluded from sale, though judged small,’®* was normally 360 jin (Gao 2016, 186),
this data is quite alarming.'®

The reasons behind the guotou liang phenomenon are various and attributable
above all to the ambiguity of the rules governing the unified purchase policy.
Indeed, neither the Resolutions nor the Orders reported concrete criteria to deter-
mine the quantity of grain each peasant household would have to sell to the State.
The procurement quotas were generally defined on the basis of the general prin-
ciple for which "if the surplus is a lot, a lot will be purchased; if it is little, a little will
be purchased; if there isn't any surplus, it won't be bought” (CZ10 1954). Following
this vague criterion, the local authorities were required to extract a percentage of
grain corresponding to 75%—90% of the household's grain surplus.'” Such a per-
centage was determined through the method known as “self-declaration and pub-
lic discussion” (zibao gongyi). Once the peasants had calculated their grain surplus,
subtracting from the estimated production the amount of grain each household
would need for family consumption, for fodder, for seed, and for the payment of
the agricultural tax, they communicated it to work teams. Subsequently, the work
teams carried out checks and discussed the results with the villagers during public
meetings. If the quantity of surplus declared by the peasants was less than that
estimated by the work teams, the peasants were invited to repeat the count, until
a match was reached (Luo 2008, 102).

As can easily be inferred, this method unleashed arbitrariness on the part of
the work teams, who often failed to understand the grain situation of the villagers,
thereby making mistakes in determining the procurement quotas. Contravening
the principle of “leaving [the peasants] some [surplus]” (liu yidian) (CZ10 1954),
they often deprived the peasant households of their entire surplus and, in the
most serious cases, left them only the kouliang or a part of it. Therefore, the peas-
ants worried that the State had set no limits in grain procurement. Interpreting
their mood, the Chinese historian Gao Wangling asserts that the unified purchase
seemed to have abolished the norm for which “the more you work, the more you
get” (duo lao, duo de) (Gao 2016, 186). Even if grain output had increased, the
peasants would not have reaped any benefit. With the exception of the quotas

According to some peasants in Wangzhuang village (Pingshun county) at least 600-700 jin
would have been needed to feed themselves enough (Guo 1954).

There were, however, even more dramatic situations, such as that of Xinzhuang (Changzhi
county, Changzhi prefecture), where some peasant households were left an amount of
kouliang corresponding to only 100-140 jin per person (CZ3 1954).

Specifically, in Shanxi province if the households’ grain surplus was less than 100 jin, 75%
was extracted; if the grain surplus was between 100 and 300 jin, 75-80% was extracted; if it
was between 300 and 600 jin, 80-85% was extracted; if it was between 600 and 1.000 jin,
85-90% was extracted; if it was more than 1.000 jin, 90% was extracted (Shanxi sheng
Difangzhi 1996, 111; CZ10 1954).
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for personal consumption, for fodder, and for the other needs, the entire amount
of their provisions would have been purchased by the State. For this reason, Du
Runsheng, a former secretary of the Rural Work Department, compares this system
to that of the rationing for soldiers (Gao 2016, 186). Other authors, including Yang
Jisheng, even state that it was the origin of the Great Famine (Dajthuang) which
afflicted the country in the late 1950s (Yang 2012, 320-325).

Furthermore, the grassroots cadres were sometimes forced to overestimate or
even falsely report crop yields, because they were put under pressure by higher
authorities, and they did not want to fail to meet their expectations. According to
an investigation into Qin county,*® for example, during the purchasing campaign
of 1954, the local Party Committee decided that the estimated production - on
average 195 jin per mu'® of land - was low and increased it by 17 jin. As a result,
in some villages, the grassroots cadres had no choice but to revise and lower the
criteria for calculating the grain rations for personal consumption, forcing peas-
ants to sell part of it (NC3 1954).

To achieve the objectives set, the cadres did not hesitate to resort to coercion
(qgiangpo mingling). As a result, the peasants who did not want to sell their grain
were subjected to “abominable” tortures (WX2 1955), such as being tied up, hung
up, beaten, forced to fast, or kept outdoors in the cold for a whole night (WX2 1955).
Such coercive methods led many peasants to commit suicide. According to the
statistics of the Grain Department, 566 cases of suicide and 74 cases of attempted
suicide occurred throughout China during the purchase campaign of 1954 (Yang
2008, 51).

The villagers were thus quite concerned about the unified purchase policy.
According to a report dated November 24, 1954, a peasant resident in Huo vil-
lage?® admitted: “The transition period is really terrible, once the grain is sold,
there are not even the shells left” (CZ9 1954). While another from Machang town-
ship?! declared: “Once the grain is levied, people starve [..]. The Communist
Party doesn't like the peasants [...]. Only 12 liang?? of grain per person are left, the
rest is all purchased by the State” (PS2 1954). The same rancor emerges from the
words of Wu Qiqun, resident in Changjing village,?3 who declared: “In Shanxi
province the planned purchasing task is heavy; this is the damage we receive

8 Qin county belongs to Changzhi prefecture.

19 Unit of area equal to one fifteenth of a hectare.

20 Hyo village is located in Xiangyuan county, Changzhi prefecure.

21 Machang township was located in Lu’an county, Changzhi prefecture.

22 Unit of weight equal to 50 grams.

23 Changjing village was located in Lu'an county, Changzhi prefecture.
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for having followed Li Shunda?* [...] the grain has all been taken to the Soviet
Union" (CZ5 1954).

Not even the guarantees offered by the unified sale program to the grain-short
households (queliang hu) helped to reassure the mood of the rural masses. Indeed,
many mistakes were also made during the redistribution of the State grain supplies
in the countryside. According to a survey, in 1954 in eight Shanxi townships, 305
households who were not really in need of grain were excessively supplied; 156
should not have been supplied, but were nevertheless; 212 should have been given
a supply of grain, but were not supplied at all (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).
Furthermore, the price of the grain resold by the State was not only sometimes
higher than the one established in the unified purchase, but it could also be af-
fected by other factors such as transport, thus further aggravating the purchasing
conditions of the peasants who lived in the mountainous areas, which were diffi-
cult to reach. Further inconveniences were due to the malfunctioning of transport
systems, which sometimes caused delays in grain supply, thereby adding to the
peasants’ concerns (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).

Another factor that aroused peasant discontent concerns the purchase price of
grain. Chen Yun, the president of the Finance and Economics Committee, declared
that the purchase price would have been fair, reasonable, and above all stable (Pang
2003, 291-292). Despite such reassurances, there is little doubt that the peasants
would have obtained a greater profit by selling their products on the free market
rather than to the government organs. Furthermore, before the system was in-
troduced, the villagers could take advantage of seasonal fluctuations of prices or
wait to sell their products in the spring when their value would have increased.
Later on, all these possible sources of profit were eliminated (Bernstein 1969, 366).

However, the excessive grain extraction in 1954 and the other problems which
emerged during the implementation of the unified system in Shanxi villages were
not the only reasons for the discontent of poor and middle peasants. As illustrated
below, there were other factors which negatively affected their lives.

24 i Shunda (1115-1983) was born in Dongshandi village (Henan province) from a poor peas-

ant household and later moved to Xigou village (Pingshun county, Changzhi prefecture). In
July 1938 he secretly joined the CCP and on February 6, 1943 he founded, together with
five other peasant families, a mutual aid team: it was the first organization of its kind created
in China during the War of Resistance against Japan. For this reason, he was later awarded
with various honors, including that of "hero of work.” In subsequent years Li held various
institutional positions at the local level, until April 1983, when he was elected vice-president
of the Standing Committee of the Shanxi provincial People’'s Congress (Zhonggong Pingshun
xianwei 2015, 5-8).
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3. From individual entrepreneurs to “agricultural workers:" How the
unified system changed peasants’ lives

The unified system of purchase and sale inaugurated the process of the socialist
transformation of agriculture, allowing the State to strengthen its control over
many aspects of the peasants’ economic life. This process entailed, first and
foremost, the loss of a series of fundamental freedoms for the villagers, start-
ing with the freedom to trade (maoyi ziyou) their own products. This and other
freedoms, such as buying and renting land (tudi maimai he zudian ziyou), hiring
labor (gugong ziyou), borrowing or lending money (jiedai ziyou), had been le-
gally allowed by the central government since the founding of the PRC in 1949 to
facilitate economic recovery after a century of political disintegration, protracted
foreign invasion, and civil war (Zhao 1992, 57; Gao 1992).

With the introduction of a state monopoly on trade in grain, however, this
activity was subjected to many restrictions. As a result, the peasants were no longer
allowed to operate as individual entrepreneurs, seeking the most economically
advantageous opportunity to sell their products; they were now dependent upon
a new and complex state mechanism (Bernstein 1967, 365). This radical change
naturally caused great resentment among the rural masses. Chen Yun himself
was aware of this and acknowledged it in one of his speeches: “The peasants are
individual small producers and for thousands of years they have cultivated the
habit of only paying rent and taxes and of at least formally disposing of their sur-
plus grain freely,” consequently “[they] are not accustomed yet to the monopoly
on the purchase and sale of grain” (Zhang 2006, 96).

The state monopoly on the purchase and sale of grain had an adverse effect
also on sideline rural occupations,? which had always been a sort of “safety valve”
in case of bad harvests and an indispensable source of income. They were there-
fore fundamental for both the livelihood of peasants and the development of rural
economy (Gao 1992). According to some estimates, in the early 1950s, subsidiary
occupations accounted for almost a third of the total value of national rural pro-
duction and about a fifth of the families relied on them for a primary means of
making a living (Gao 1992).

After the planned purchase was established, however, the exercise of subsidiary
activities was severely limited. In order to guarantee the production of grain and
the purchase program, the central authorities found it necessary to impose control
over the peasant workforce and the cultivated area (Du 2005, 42). For the same
purpose, they assigned the grain a value which was much higher than that of any

25 Some of the most popular sideline activities were raising livestock, poultry, bees, silkworms,

planting fruit trees, fishing, weaving, working leather and wood, transporting goods, cultivating
SOy, cane sugar, peanuts, tobacco (Perkins 1966, 69).
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other commodity and, sometimes, well above its official price (Perkins 1966, 52).
Discouraged by these measures, Chinese peasants were thus forced to close their
family-run workshops and to interrupt the production of many sideline goods,
such as tofu, noodles, alcoholic beverages, soybeans, and other traditional food-
stuffs. According to a survey on six townships of Shanxi located in semi-moun-
tainous areas,?® in 1954 the poor peasants’ and middle peasants’ sideline rural
production respectively fell by 18.42% and 9.91% compared to the previous year
(Zhonggong Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 2, 19-20).

The sideline rural occupation that suffered serious repercussions more than
any other due to these restrictions was livestock farming. Raising livestock was
not only a profitable activity, but it was also an essential source of fertilizer and
workforce for the peasants. Hence, the popular saying “rich people do not part
with books, poor people do not part with pigs,” which was widespread in Chinese
villages (Du 2005, 41).

However, since autumn 1954, livestock production decreased significantly.
The main reason for this phenomenon was the lack of fodder due to the high
compulsory quotas procured that year (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13). As we
have already established, the grain provisions kept by peasants after the purchas-
ing campaign of 1954 were sometimes so scarce that they had no choice but to
eat the animals’ forage. For this reason, in Lujiazhuang township,?’ for example,
the donkeys and the oxen were respectively left 360 jin and 240 jin of fodder,
when they would have needed at least 500 jin and 300 jin to provide enough food
(Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).

The malnutrition of draft animals also had negative repercussions on agricul-
tural production. In the Xinghuo cooperative, located in central-eastern Shanxi, 28
the amount of land that an animal was able to plow had dropped from 5 mu to
3.8 mu. Furthermore, some of the available animals had even become too weak
to be employed in the fields (Zhonggong zhongyang 1954, 13).

Given the fact that the peasants had to raise livestock in increasingly difficult
conditions, they preferred to give them away or to slaughter them. The villagers
were convinced that they would have drawn a much greater profit from their car-
cass. Some of them, indeed, admitted: “When [the livestock] are alive we cannot sell
them; once dead we can at least sell their skin and their meat, it is much more prof-
itable” (HG1 1955). Thus, according to a survey, in eighty-five townships located

26 The six townships were Beiganquan, Yanggao (Pingshun county); Futang (Yuci county);

Weimozhuang (Wutai county); Wangjiata (Lishan county); Pengmen (Xi county) (Zhonggong
Shanxi shengwei 1956, vol. 2, 1).

27 Lujiazhuang township was located in Lu'an county, Changzhi prefecture.

28 The Xinghuo cooperative was located in Fudang village, Yuci county, Jinzhong prefecture.
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in Huguan county, Southeast Shanxi,?® 53% of cattle, pigs, and goats died only in
the last four months of 1954 (HG1 1955). While in Xiashengjin township, Northern
Shanxi,*° the number of pigs had decreased from 140 to 20 heads (Zhonggong
zhongyang 1954, 13).

The decrease of livestock production, however, did not concern only Shanxi
province, but the whole country and it finally became serious enough to require
an intervention by the central authorities. In order to safeguard livestock, on
January 15, 1955, the Central Committee of the CCP issued the Urgent directive
to vigorously protect the working animals (Guanyu dali baohu gengchu de jinji
zhishi), establishing that farm animals could be slaughtered only after receiving the
authorization of the local government (Gao 1999, 161). Although in some Shanxi
counties urgent measures aimed at the protection of farm animals had already
been taken in the winter of 1954, by the end of the following year little progress
had been made in “safeguarding small livestock” (HG1 1955).

As Gao Wangling asserts, the limits imposed on trade and sideline activi-
ties transformed peasants from independent laborers into “agricultural workers”
(nongye gongren), devoted almost exclusively to agriculture or, better, to the pro-
duction of grain (Gao 1992). This change also interrupted their hopes of enriching
themselves and improving their living conditions, taking advantage of the benefits
obtained from land reform (Zhang 2013, 155). As an inner-Party document dated
April 20, 1955 reports: “In the mountainous area of Pingshun county, Shanxi, the
activities which were relied upon in the past, such as transporting cereals, [raising]
cattle, [cooking] food and [running] inns, etc. [...] have already been abolished, [...]
peasants’ life now is very tough” (Gao 2016, 155).

Starting with the introduction of the unified system, however, the government
did not only impose its own control over the economic life of the countryside, but
also on the social. In order to ensure the efficacy of the grain rationing process in
the urban areas, the State established the household registration system (hukou),
which allowed it to exercise its own control over the population's geographical
mobility.3! Since then, the peasants, being in possession of a rural residence per-

29 Huguan county belongs to Changzhi prefecture.

30 Xiashengjin township is located in Yanggao county, Datong prefecture.

31 Although it was not until January 1958 that the Regulations on household registration in the

People’s Republic of China (Zhonghua renmin Gongheguo hukou dengji tiaoli) passed as
a law, its establishment and execution was much earlier. In 1951, the Ministry of Public Security
issued Provisional regulations on urban hukou management (Chengshi hukou guanli zanxing
tiaolie). From then on, Chinese residents were required to have official permission to migrate.
After the introduction of the unified system and the agricultural cooperative movement,
expecting a possible large-scale exodus of rural residents, control of spatial mobility was
deliberately strengthened. In March 1954 a Joint directive to control blind influx of peasants
into cities (Quanzhi nongmin mangmu liuru chengshi de zhishi) was promulgated and in June
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mit (nongmin hukou or nongye hukou), were prohibited from leaving their native
village and migrating to the urban areas in search of work and better living con-
ditions. Peasants who illegally entered the cities would have even risked starva-
tion, as they were not provided with the coupons needed to obtain the food. The
coupons, indeed, were distributed only to the urban residents, based on criteria
such as age and profession (Cheng and Selden 1994, 657-658; Lei 2000, 121).

The hukou and the coupon system (piaozheng zhidu), therefore, bound the
peasants to their land and facilitated the formation of a dualistic, city-countryside
structure (chengxiang eryuan tizhi), which further increased the disparity between
urban and rural residents. While the urban residents’ livelihood was guaranteed
by the State, the rural residents were responsible not only for feeding themselves,
but also for providing enough grain surplus to meet the State needs (Cheng and
Selden 1994, 650-651; Wang 2008, 12).

The process of centralization and control undertaken in the countryside by the
central government intensified with the establishment of the agricultural produc-
tion cooperatives (nongye shengchan hezuoshe) in late 1953.32 Some historians,
including Lin Yunhui and Xu Yong, have underlined the profound relationship
between them and the unified system. The latter promoted the process of tran-
sition to socialism in the countryside, leading the peasants on the road to agricul-
tural collectivization, whereas the agricultural cooperative greatly simplified and
quickened the task of collecting grain performed by the cadres, who therefore no
longer had to singularly deal with the numerous peasant households (Xu 2008,
54). This kind of organization, however, was never particularly attractive to most
of the rural masses. Surprisingly, even in Shanxi province, where forms of mutual
aid in agriculture had a long tradition, most of the peasants, taking advantage
of the benefits obtained from the economic recovery, wanted to deal freely with
production by working individually (dangan) (Zhao 2014, 101-102). As Profes-
sors Xin Yi and Gao Jie state, the peasants’ lack of enthusiasm for the agricultural
cooperatives proves such organizations did not arise as a response to villagers'
desire, but by the exclusive will of the Party, contrary to what is generally claimed.
In short, cooperatives, not unlike the unified system, represented a typical example
of "top-down socialism” (zi shang er xia de shehuizhuyi) (Xin and Gao 2010, 84-85).

1955 the State Council passed a Directive concerning establishment of a permanent system
of household registration (Guanyu jianli jingchang de hukou dengji zhidu de zhishi). These
decisions were endorsed despite the fact that Article 90 of the 1954 Constitution, in force
until 1975, guaranteed people “freedom of residence and freedom to change their residence”
(Cheng and Selden 1994, 646; Yu 2006, 737-738).

32 The agricultural cooperatives spread nationwide from December 1953 onwards, after the

promulgation of the Resolution on the development of agricultural production cooperatives
(Guanyu fazhan nongye shengchan hezuoshe de jueyi) (Gao 1999, 137).



Silvia Picchiarelli

4. The “soft” strategies of peasants’ resistance in Shanxi villages

As previously discussed, the unified system of purchase and sale of grain brought
many disadvantages to the Chinese peasants. Not only did it put their livelihood
at risk, but it also radically changed their way of life and their long-established
habits. Paradoxically, moreover, it transpired that these consequences were more
deleterious for those who were considered the Party's allies, the poor and middle
peasants, than for the dispossessed “class enemies.”

Contrary to any expectations, however, the peasants were not helpless vis-a-vis
such adversity. Instead of hindering their attempts at resistance, their condition of
subordination and the ideological pressure exerted by the Party led them to devise
alternative and more adequate methods to express their discontent. Surprisingly,
indeed, the historical sources analyzed reveal that the villagers rarely resorted to
violent or large-scale rebellions to oppose the unified system. They were rather
more inclined to turn to individual, unorganized, and hidden protest strategies,
described in the documents as “soft methods” (ruan banfa) (CZ2 1954; CZ8 1954;
Picchiarelli 2021, 164-165). Such specific manifestations of rural discontent are
very similar to those identified in the 1980s by the American political scientist
James Scott in his study of a Malaysian village and defined as "everyday forms
of peasant resistance” (Scott 1985, XV-XVI). Given the low level of tolerance of
the Chinese Communist regime, the villagers preferred to opt for these kinds
of actions, as they would allow them to keep a low profile and to avoid uselessly
provoking the authorities (Scott 1989, 44).

The documents examined reveal, for example, that Shanxi peasants, reluctant
to sell their harvest to the State, found all sorts of pretexts to evade or reduce their
duties in grain procurement. They pretended to be ignorant, deaf, or sick regard-
ing the requests of the grassroots cadres. Sometimes, they even bribed, cursed,
threatened, or begged them by bursting into tears and swearing that they did not
have enough grain to sell (CZ8 1954).

Some peasants thought it was better to self-consume the harvest rather than
hand it over to the State (CZ8 1954), while others resorted to strategies such as the
one known as “four for sale, four not for sale” (si mai, si bu mai), through which
they "sold [only the grain of] bad quality and not [that one of] good quality; [they]
sold [only] the unhusked grain and not the processed one; [they] sold [it] late and
not soon; [they] sold [only] small amounts and not big amounts” (CZ2 1954). Fol-
lowing this logic, a middle peasant named Jia Cunxiao, who lived in the Chengcun
township,3?* decided to sell only 300 of the 1,000 jin of grain he was supposed to
hand over to the State. Disappointed with compulsory sales policy, he declared:

33 Chengcun township is located in Huguan county, Changzhi prefecture.



“Soft” Resistance in Rural China

"The State needs to purchase the grain surplus, but we [the peasants] don't need
to sellit” (CZ7 1954).

An article from November 10, 1954, published in the Gazette of Pingshun
(Pingshun Xiaobao), instead reveals that in the Nanjiao cooperative3* the peas-
ants used “the old type of scales (lao cheng) to [weigh the quantity of] grain to be
distributed [among the peasants] and the new type of scales (xin cheng) to weigh
[the quantity to be reported to the authorities].”* Using the lao cheng, the peasants
could make a coarser measurement of their grain and thus keep a bigger portion
thereof for their own needs (Pei and Han 1954). The same source also exposes the
use of another popular method, which consisted in “sharing a lot [of grain], and
reporting little [to the authorities]” (duo fen shao bao), through which the peasants
of a cooperative in Huangya township3® succeeded in subtracting from the uni-
fied purchase 1,956 jin of millet and over 16,360 jin of potatoes (Pei and Han 1954).
A similar practice consisted in using a concave container (jian dou), slightly larger,
to measure the grain to be distributed among the peasants and a flat-bottomed
container (ping dou) to measure the quantities that the local cadres should have
registered (NC1 1954).

In addition, always aiming to keep more grain, villagers used to exaggerate the
damage caused by natural disasters to the harvest or to falsify the real quantity of
the grain production. In some cases, they did not declare part of the crop coming
from private fields, small plots, as well as that of the lands along the rivers or on
the slopes of the hills (NC11954; CZ4 1954). Some villagers from Yuci, Yanbei, and
Xinxian prefectures® had even intentionally left a large part of the land unculti-
vated, according to the motto: “Grow a little less, cultivate a little better, leave a little
more, sell a little less."8

Not completely trusting the unified sale program and the reassurances of the
government, many peasants claimed that they had no grain, even though in reality
they had enough provisions. In Renjiazhuang village,* for example, out of 186
families, as many as 120 (64.5%) had lied about the quantity of grain at their dis-

34 Nanjiao cooperative was located in Pingshun county, Changzhi prefecture.

35 With “old type of scales” the report could refer both to the one employed starting from 1928

with the Nanjing government (1928-1937), and the one which persisted from the Qing era
(1644-1911). The "new type of scales” was instead introduced on June 25, 1959, after the
approval of the State Council ordinance on the unification of China’s system of measurement
(Guowuyuan guanyu tongyi woguo jiliang zhidu de mingling) (Sun 2006, 46—-48).

36 Huangya township is located in Pingshun county, Changzhi prefecture.

37 The territories of Yuci, Yanbei and Xinxian no longer have the status of prefecture (Shanxi

sheng Difangzhi 1994, 47-51).
38 The news is taken from an inner-Party investigative report dated April 20, 1955 (Gao 2016, 194).

39 Renjiazhuang village is located in Pingshun county, Changzhi prefecture.
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posal. Therefore, at the time of implementing the procurement policy, it turned
out that more than double of the expected quantity of grain was missing (PS1
1954). A similar situation also occurred in other Shanxi villages, as the numerous
articles published in the Shanxi Daily (Shanxi Ribao) report (Shanxi Ribao 1955).

Besides the above-mentioned methods, the peasants also resorted to other and
more explicit forms of daily resistance. Defined in the archival documents as “hard
methods” (ying banfa) (CZ2 1954; CZ8 1954), they consisted, for example, in avoid-
ing public meetings or refusing to collect the certificate with the quantity of grain
to be handed over to the State. It also happened that the head of the household
sent their wives and children to face the local cadres, then pretend not to know
or understand the information provided by them (CZ2 1954). Others barricaded
themselves at home to avoid the local authorities or they left their house with the
excuse of visiting relatives (CZ8 1954).

The archival documents also report acts of vandalism, such as thefts of grain
and fires to the detriment of the harvest. Particularly serious, moreover, were the
episodes that occurred in Lu'an county in the winter of 1954. There was a case
of poisoning, which occurred in Guzhang, and an attempted attack by means
of grenades organized in the village of Hetou. The details of these incidents are
not revealed. The historical sources only report that they seriously affected the
implementation of the unified system (CZ6 1954).

Finally, as a last resort, some Shanxi peasants did not hesitate to abandon their
native villages to go in search of better job opportunities in the cities, despite the
fact that the government had tried to limit this phenomenon through the estab-
lishment of the hukou system. According to an inner-Party report, more than four
hundred people, most of whom came from Yanggao, Tianzhen, and Huanyuan
counties,*® migrated to Inner Mongolia between March 27 and April 20, 1954 to
seek their fortune (NC2 1954). Although not properly defined in these terms in the
documents from that period, the migration can be interpreted as a further example
of resistance, and specifically of daily resistance. To paraphrase the German eco-
nomist Albert Hirschman, subordinates preferred abandoning their own village
rather than manifesting dissatisfaction with higher authorities (Hirschman 1982,
13, 31; Lichback 1994, 394; Eckstein 2013, 83).

Regardless of whether they were explicitly undertaken or not, these forms of
daily resistance sometimes were not enough to express the peasants’ resentment
towards the unified system. When the frustration reached its peak, the peasants did
not hesitate to act violently. Although no evidence has been found of rebellions
against the unified system occurring in the Shanxi countryside, it is certain that

40 Yanggao, Tianzhen and Huanyuan counties belong to Datong prefecture.
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riots (liangshi saoluan shijian) and mass incidents (qunzhong nao shi or jiti nao
shi) broke out in other areas.*

Having described the various strategies of daily resistance used by Shanxi
peasants to boycott the unified system, it is worth wondering if such illegal acts,
despite being hidden and extemporaneous, were really effective in achieving their
purpose. Scholars who have dealt with this issue have conflicting opinions regard-
ing these events. Professor Zhang Xiaoling, for example, argues that any act of
protest would have been, in fact, ineffective. Typically, being too vulnerable, the
Chinese peasants could not win the fight for their rights, nor influence the choices
of the central government in any way, so they had no choice but to submit to its
will (Zhang 2013, 153-154). Similarly, Lucien Bianco states with a clever wordplay
that, with few exceptions, the “weapons of the weak” — as the strategies of daily
resistance are often defined - turn out to be “weak weapons.” From the point of
view of the French sinologist, such actions did not bring any long-term results;
on the contrary, they were sometimes even counterproductive (Bianco 2001, 263).

According to Li Huaiyin, instead, it would be wrong to consider the peasants
powerless and subservient under the socialist State and the latter as an entity ca-
pable of imposing itself by any means. Li believes that the protests which occurred
in rural China in the early 1950s played a key role in shaping the State's agrarian
policies. It was under the pressure of the villagers’ persistent and widespread re-
sistance that the State finally adjusted its unrealistic plans in order to make them
workable in the rural areas (Li 2009, 334).

Regardless of what the results of the daily resistance had been, it is certain that
resorting to more open and violent strategies of dissent would have constituted,
in any case, the least desirable alternative.

5. Conclusion

This paper has tried to re-evaluate the phenomenon of the peasant resistance to
the unified system of purchase and sale of grain, showing that it was more serious
and widespread than generally believed.

41 In Guangodong, for example, starting from December 18, 1954 the so-called “Xjjie events”

(Xijie shijian) took place. The riots involved about 40,000 people and lasted for more than
two weeks. During that time, the headquarters of thirteen local governments and six grain
purchasing stations were besieged; more than 100,000 jin of rice was looted. The cadres
sent to the village to collect the grain were kidnapped and beaten, while the militia were
robbed of their weapons. A similar episode occurred in Fujian province, where on April 23,
1955 a violent riot broke out involving more than 10,000 people, including about thirty local
cadres, thirteen of whom were arrested and eight accused of stealing 860 jin of millet and
437 jin of rice (Jiang and Liu 2012, 89).
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To demonstrate this thesis, I decided to carry out a case study of Shanxi,
a province where the Communists had settled in the countryside since the 1930s.
The discovery that even in this area the peasants opposed the unified system
highlights two aspects hitherto underestimated by Chinese and Western histori-
ography. Firstly, the effects of this policy on villages were more damaging than
many historians demonstrated. As stated before, the unified system radically
changed peasants’ habits and negatively influenced the economic development
of the countryside. Secondly, the existence of forms of resistance, albeit “soft,”
indicates that the peasants were not as submissive and well-disposed under the
socialist State, as is generally believed. When their livelihoods were compromised,
they did not hesitate to express their dissent, even if this meant questioning the
decisions of the Party.

However, to interpret peasant behavior in light of their relationship with the
CCP could be misleading. As opposed to what was initially hypothesized, it is likely
that the bond they had created since the anti-Japanese war had not consolidated
over time (Bernstein 1967, 389). Some scholars even doubt that the Party leadership
ever managed to establish a connection with the rural population. David Good-
man, for example, demonstrates that the Communist penetration into the Shanxi
countryside was sometimes received with coldness and hostility by residents.
Where the presence of landowners was greater, such as in Licheng county,* the
local CCP organizations even encountered stubborn opposition, which effectively
thwarted their reform plans (Goodman 2000, 144-145, 258).

Moreover, it seems that even the ordinary peasants, at least in an initial phase,
were not very sensitive to the revolutionary ideals propagated by the commu-
nist leaders. According to Lucien Bianco, their manifestations of discontent were
generally due to factors related to the defense of their immediate and personal
interests*? and the maintenance of the status quo, rather than the development of
a mature class consciousness and the consequent awareness of their condition
of misery and exploitation. Similarly, in a volume destined to raise a lot of contro-
versy (Johnson 1962), Chalmers Johnson argues that, despite having carried out
economic and social reform programs in Soviet areas, the Communist leaders had
failed in trying to gain popular support. In his opinion, the peasant participation
in the Anti-Japanese war was less due to the call for mobilization launched by

42 Licheng, located in Changzhi prefecture, was included within the Taihang base area (Good-

man 2000, 2).

Peasants generally rebelled when events occurred that compromised their already precarious
living conditions, such as abuses by the authorities, tax increase, military raids, to name but
a few (Bianco 2001, 40-41).

43
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the Communists, than to the emergence of a strong nationalist sentiment and
the desire to protect the homeland from the invaders.*4

Based on these assumptions, resistance in the Shanxi countryside should be
considered anything but an unexpected occurrence. The connection between the
CCP and the rural masses, indeed, was not strong enough to constitute a deterrent
to action for the latter. Further investigations into the nature of the CCP-peasants
relationship would therefore be useful to delineate this phenomenon more clearly.

Towards this end, it would also be interesting to extend this kind of analysis to
other areas of the country. Shanxi, indeed, represents only a small reality compared
to the enormous plurality of contexts that characterized, and still characterize
today, the Chinese territory. Considering the influence exercised by this policy on
peasants’ lives, it is almost certain that such phenomenon did not concern only
this province, but also throughout the mainland.

44 Johnson claims that the war presented the peasants with a challenge to their security of
such immediacy that they could not ignore it. Prewar pressures on them—such as economic
exploitation, warlord wars, and natural disasters—had never been sufficiently widespread or
intense to give rise to a peasant-based mass movement (Johnson 1962, 2).
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