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HATHRAS, A NEW PHASE IN THE CASTE ATROCITY NARRATIVE 
The caste-rape itself has been brushed aside; instead,  

the responses to it are being labelled as instigating a caste war 
 The gang rape that took place recently in Bul Garhi, a tiny village near Hathras in Uttar Pradesh, marks 
a new phase in the eventful history of rape-as-caste-atrocity in the 21st century. The idea of the caste atrocity 
is itself a product of the last quarter of the 20th century. The new republic took some time to realise that 
nothing is changed by granting passive legal rights to people who are actively treated as unequal. This is 
especially true when the responsibility for the enforcement of these new rights rests mainly upon those who 
believe that the old inequalities are part of their legitimate caste-inheritance. 
 

Criminalising the ‘legitimate’ 
 A provisional answer to this dilemma emerges through the notion of the caste atrocity, and a new law 
— the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 
(https://bit.ly/2SCkW1Q). The Act highlights the truth that an extraordinary law is needed to criminalise 
practices that were considered ordinary and legitimate not so long ago. The term “atrocity”, like its 
predecessor “untouchability”, is not defined in the law, which only refers to a list (under Section 3 of the Act) 
of practices — ranging from extremes such as being forced to eat excreta, to varied forms of routinised 
humiliation and discrimination, including economic boycott, social exclusion, sexual violence and political 
disenfranchisement. 
 The difficult process of redefining (some) traditional practices as modern crimes is where we must 
begin in order to understand the place of rape within the larger spectrum of the caste atrocity. In rural society, 
the sexual “availability” of lower caste women to upper caste men is included in the intangible forms of caste 
capital that go with tangible forms such as land or wealth. Tensions arise when intangible caste entitlements 
begin to meet resistance rather than resignation. Upper caste outrage at being robbed of an inheritance is 
forced to adopt an oblique dog-whistle kind of language that must, paradoxically, deny the relevance of caste 
and highlight the agency of the lower caste woman, albeit in biased ways. In response, lower caste rage against 
accumulated humiliations is compelled to insist on the perennial presence of caste and its unique pathology 
above all other co-morbidities. These reactions are neither equal nor symmetrical. 
 

Patterns of denial 
 Contemporary thinking on caste-rape was jump-started by the infamous 1995 judgment of the 
Rajasthan High Court in the Bhanwari Devi gang rape case, which held that upper caste men could never rape a 
lower caste woman because they would not touch her. By explicitly invoking caste to deny rape, the judgment 
provided an instructive and stark contrast to the persistent denial of caste in rape cases involving Dalit women, 
especially after the Prevention of Atrocities Act came into force. 
 The classic instance of caste denial was the Khairlanji case of 2006. Anand Teltumbde’s (The 
Persistence of Caste: The Khairlanji Murders & India’s Hidden Apartheid) careful reconstruction establishes the 
undeniable centrality of caste in the ongoing enmity between Surekha Bhotmange, a Mahar woman, and her 
Kunbi opponents. Surekha’s assertiveness and the upward mobility of her family had narrowed the social 
distance between the two castes to a level that was unbearable for the dominant Kunbis. Following the horrific 
sexual assault and murders of Surekha, her daughter and two sons, the Nagpur High Court judgment insisted 
that it was a revenge killing that had nothing to do with caste. 
 

The ‘Nirbhaya’ impact 
 The next phase in the evolution of caste denial arrives with Delhi’s ‘Nirbhaya’ fatal gang rape in 
December 2012. Between 2012 and 2013, neighbouring Haryana witnessed a relentless succession of rapes, 
gang rapes, sexual assaults and murders of Dalit women and girls, significant enough to be reflected in 
National Crime Records Bureau data. Public and media responses to the Haryana rapes were muted in the face 
of all the attention to the Delhi gang rape, but they were not silenced, as they had been initially in Khairlanji. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/dalit-girl-gang-raped-by-upper-caste-men-in-up/article32689718.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/delhi-gangrape-victim-narrates-the-tale-of-horror/article4230038.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/delhi-gangrape-victim-narrates-the-tale-of-horror/article4230038.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/delhi-gangrape-victim-narrates-the-tale-of-horror/article4230038.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/editorial/Dalits-as-easy-targets/article10170423.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/editorial/Dalits-as-easy-targets/article10170423.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/editorial/Dalits-as-easy-targets/article10170423.ece
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 Haryana did see local mobilisations by Dalit activist groups and support from some Delhi-based Dalit 
and women’s organisations. Several cases were successfully filed despite opposition from the all-powerful Jat 
community, to which most of the accused belonged. A common tactic of the accused was to try and turn every 
rape case into one of consensual sex, and every murder into suicide. This was accompanied by the denial of 
caste regardless of the identity of victim or perpetrator. When out of court settlements or compromises failed, 
caste details were invariably removed from the records, and the Prevention of Atrocities Act was not allowed 
to be applied. 
 The recent Bul Garhi case seems to be breaking with earlier patterns. In an eerie coincidence, its as yet 
unnamed victim died on September 29, exactly 14 years after Surekha Bhotmange and her children were killed 
on September 29, 2006. In continuity with the past, we have a Dalit (Balmiki) young woman allegedly raped, 
battered, maimed, and left to die by dominant caste (Thakur) men, and the familiar initial attempts at cover-up 
and denial. But everything else is a contrast. 
 

The State’s response 
 Instead of acting as passive facilitators for the accused as they have usually done, the police here take 
on the role of an active accomplice. In what later proves to be a decisive moment, they forcibly cremate the 
body and do not allow the family to conduct the last rites. This shockingly heartless act triggers a wave of 
revulsion, and conversely, a surge of support for the dead victim and her family. But the truly stunning 
performance is that of the State Chief Minister who stands caste denial on its head by claiming that protests 
against the incident are acts of sedition, part of a foreign-funded conspiracy to foment caste riots, motivated 
by jealousy of his State’s development record. Cases are lodged against every political party that organised a 
protest, but public meetings in support of the accused are allowed. Just as the Haryana cases were in the 
shadow of Nirbhaya, the Bul Garhi case is part of the larger context defined by the post 2019 Modi-Shah 2.0 
regime. So it is surprising, but not unbelievable, that the tactics being used against the anti-Citizenship 
(Amendment) Act protests are being deployed here as well. 
 
Some hope 
 This is a new trajectory. The caste-rape itself is brushed aside without comment, and it is the 
responses to it that are accused of instigating a caste war. There are, however, some unprecedented positives. 
An anonymous dead woman has invited mass identification with a Dalit cause for the first time since Rohith 
Vemula. Moreover, Dalit women’s voices have a prominent place in the protests. And finally, the Bul Garhi 
caste-rape-murder has triggered the first mass demonstrations since the anti-CAA movement. This is going to 
be a long and interesting century. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 

 atrocity (noun) – act of barbarity/brutality, 
cruelty, inhumanity. 

 narrative (noun) – a representation of a particular 
situation; portrayal/account. 

 brush aside (phrasal verb) – dismiss, disregard, 
ignore. 

 instigate (verb) – incite, egg on, trigger/provoke. 
 passive (adjective) – inactive, non-active, non-

participative, non-participating, uninvolved. 
 enforcement (noun) – imposition, 

implementation, execution. 
 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined as 

“the state of not being equal, especially in status, 
rights and opportunities; imbalance, unevenness, 
disproportion, disparity. 

 rest upon (phrasal verb) – be based on, depend 
on, be dependent on, rely on. 

 legitimate (adjective) – valid, reasonable, reliable. 
 inheritance (noun) – the passing on of something 

(traits, properties, etc,.) from parents to their 
offspring; legacy, bequest, endowment. 

 criminalise (verb) – make something (an activity) 
illegal. 

 provisional (adjective) – temporary, interim, 
transitional. 

 dilemma (noun) – quandary, predicament, 
difficulty. 

 notion (noun) – idea, belief, thought, view. 
 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 

emphasize, call attention to. 

https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/dalit-girl-gangraped-by-upper-caste-men-in-uttar-pradeshs-hathras-dies-in-delhi-hospital/article32721406.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/hathras-gang-rape-hundreds-join-protest-at-jantar-mantar/article32753450.ece
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/atrocity?q=Atrocity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/narrative
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/brush-someone/thing-aside?q=Brush+aside
https://www.lexico.com/definition/instigate
https://www.lexico.com/definition/passive
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/enforcement
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/inequality
https://www.lexico.com/definition/rest
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/legitimate
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/inheritance
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/criminalize
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/provisional
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/dilemma
https://www.lexico.com/definition/notion
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/highlight
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 extraordinary (adjective) – rare, unusual, 
uncommon. 

 predecessor (noun) – a thing replaced by another 
thing. 

 untouchability (noun) – the practice of ostracising 
(excluding) a minority group by segregating them 
from the mainstream by social custom or legal 
mandate. 

 excreta (noun) – waste matter, foul matter, 
particularly urine & faeces. 

 routinise (verb) – subject to/cause something to 
be a routine. 

 humiliation (noun) – embarrassment, shame, 
 indignity,  dishonour, insult, offence. 

 discrimination (noun) – prejudice, intolerance, 
inequity, unfairness (against an individual or group 
of individuals by society and its institutions 
(basically in the procedures, policies or 
objectives) as a whole. 

 economic boycott (noun) – an economic 
boycott can mean consumers refusing to buy a 
certain product or to do business with a certain 
company. 

 exclusion (noun) – banning; rejection, ostracism, 
banishment. 

 disenfranchisement (noun) – the condition of 
being stripped of the right (to vote). 

 spectrum (noun) – wide range, gamut, ambit. 
 intangible (adjective) – impalpable, 

untouchable, invisible. 
 tangible (adjective) – touchable, palpable, distinct, 

real. 
 entitlement (noun) – right, prerogative, claim, 

title. 
 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 outrage (noun) – fury, anger, wrath, indignation, 

resentment. 
 rob (verb) – deprive, strip, divest/dispossess. 
 oblique (adjective) – indirect, inexplicit, implicit. 
 dog whistle politics (noun) – political messaging 

employing coded language that appears to mean 
one thing to the general population but has an 
additional, different or more specific resonance 
for a targeted subgroup. 

 paradoxically (adverb) – contradictorily, 
inconsistently, incongruously. 

 albeit (conjunction) – though, even though, 
however. 

 biased (adjective) – prejudiced, partial, partisan, 
one-sided. 

 relevance (noun) – significance, importance. 
 accumulated (adjective) – gathered, collected,  

amassed. 
 compel (verb) – force, coerce, pressurize, push. 
 insist on (verb) – demand forcefully, ask for, 

press/push for. 
 perennial (adjective) – everlasting/unending, 

endless, permanent. 
 pathology (noun) – (mental) abnormality, 

unhealthiness, malfunction. 
 co-morbidity (noun) –  the presence of one or 

more additional conditions (diseases/problems) 
co-occurring/co-existing with a primary condition 
(disease/problem). 

 contemporary (adjective) – modern, present-day. 
 symmetrical (adjective) – consistent, regular, 

even. 
 contemporary (adjective) – modern, present-day. 
 jump-start (verb) – to help/support something 

(which is dull at present) to improve quickly; 
energize, motivate, stimulate, inspire, galvanize. 

 infamous (adjective) – notorious, disreputable, ill-
famed. 

 explicitly (adverb) – clearly, unequivocally, 
directly. 

 invoke (verb) – cite, refer to, adduce. 
 instructive (adjective) – informative, instructional, 

informational, revealing. 
 stark (adjective) – clear, distinct, evident, obvious, 

striking. 
 contrast (noun) – difference, dissimilarity, 

contradiction. 
 persistent (adjective) – continuous, constant, non-

stop, lingering. 
 come into force (phrase) – come to effect (a new 

law, rule, change etc.). 
 apartheid (noun) – racial segregation/ 

discrimination system in (South Africa); prejudice, 
bias, bigotry/inequity (racial segregation). 

 undeniable (adjective) – unquestionable, 
undebatable, inarguable. 

 centrality (noun) – the quality of being essential. 
 enmity (noun) – opposition, hatred/hate, 

bitterness. 
 opponent (noun) – rival, enemy, nemesis,  

contender/opposer. 
 assertiveness (noun) – forceful behaviour; 

dominance, authoritativeness. 
 mobility (noun) – adaptability, flexibility, 

versatility, adjustability. 

https://www.lexico.com/synonym/extraordinary
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/predecessor
https://www.lexico.com/definition/untouchability
https://www.lexico.com/definition/excreta
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/routinize
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/humiliation
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/discrimination
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/boycott
https://www.lexico.com/definition/exclusion
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/disenfranchisement
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/spectrum
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/intangible
https://www.lexico.com/definition/tangible
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/entitlement
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/outrage
https://www.lexico.com/definition/rob
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/oblique
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/dog_whistle
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/paradoxically
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/albeit
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/oblique
https://www.lexico.com/definition/relevance
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/accumulate
https://www.lexico.com/definition/compel
https://www.lexico.com/definition/insist
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/perennial
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pathology
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/comorbidity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/contemporary
https://www.lexico.com/definition/symmetrical
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/contemporary
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/jump-start
https://www.lexico.com/definition/infamous
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/explicitly?q=Explicitly
https://www.lexico.com/definition/invoke
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/instructive
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/stark
https://www.lexico.com/definition/contrast
https://www.lexico.com/definition/persistent
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/undeniable
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/centrality
https://www.lexico.com/definition/enmity
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/opponent
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/assertiveness
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mobility
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 narrow (verb) – diminish, decrease, reduce. 
 unbearable (adjective) – intolerable, 

unsupportable, unmanageable. 
 horrific (adjective) – dreadful, awful, terrible,  

appalling. 
 sexual assault (noun) – sexual misconduct, 

molestation, sexual interference, physical 
violence. 

 evolution  (noun) – gradual development. 
 fatal (adjective) – deadly, lethal. 
 relentless (adjective) – continuing, constant, 

continuous, non-stop. 
 succession (noun) – sequence, series, chain. 
 reflect (verb) – indicate, show, reveal, exhibit. 
 National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB) (noun) –

 an Indian government agency responsible for 
collecting and analysing crime data as defined by 
the Indian Penal Code (IPC) and Special and Local 
Laws (SLL). NCRB is headquartered in New 
Delhi and is part of the Ministry of Home 
Affairs (MHA), Government of India. 

 mute (verb) – restrain, subdue, silence, tone 
down. 

 in the face of (phrase) – when confronted/faced 
with; despite, notwithstanding, regardless of. 

 mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 
people/resources together for a particular cause. 

 activist (noun) – a person who supports a political 
or societal change/cause. 

 consensual (adjective) – relating to consensus/ 
consent;  in agreement with those who involved. 

 accompany (verb) – occur with, be present with, 
coincide with, coexist with. 

 regardless of (phrase) – irrespective of, without 
consideration of, notwithstanding, in spite of. 

 perpetrator (noun) – someone who does immoral, 
harmful and illegal activity; offender, criminal, 
wrongdoer/evil-doer, culprit. 

 invariably (adverb) – always, every time, each 
time. 

 break with (verb) – act in a way that is not in line 
with others cases. 

 eerie (adjective) – strange, abnormal, 
unnatural, weird, bizarre. 

 coincidence (noun) – co-occurrence, 
coexistence, simultaneousness. 

 allegedly (adverb) – apparently, ostensibly, 
purportedly, reportedly. 

 batter (verb) – attack, thrash, pummel/beat up. 
 maim (verb) – injure, wound, hurt. 
 cover-up (noun) – an attempt to conceal a 

mistake/crime. 
 facilitator (noun) – a person/thing that 

encourages an action and makes it easier. 
 accomplice (noun) – associate, confederate, 

collaborator, accessory. 
 cremate (verb) – dispose (of a dead person’s body) 

by burning after funeral ceremony. 
 revulsion (noun) – disgust, contempt, 

repulsion, aversion/hatred/dislike. 
 conversely (adverb) – inversely, the other way 

round, oppositely/reciprocally. 
 surge (noun) – sudden increase, rise, growth. 
 stunning (adjective) – staggering, incredible,  

breathtaking. 
 stand/turn something on its head (phrase) –

 completely change the meaning of an idea or 
argument. 

 sedition (noun) – incitement (to riot/rebellion), 
agitation, trouble making/provocation. 

 conspiracy (noun) – (unlawful) plan, intrigue, 
collaboration/deception, deceitful strategy. 

 foment (verb) – instigate, incite, provoke/stir up. 
 jealousy (noun) – envy; the state of being jealous. 
 lodge (verb) – submit, present, file, enter, register 

(a complaint/claim/appeal, etc,). 
 in the shadow of (phrase) – in a situation when 

attention is influenced on someone/something 
(better known). 

 The Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019 (noun) – 
The Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019 was 
passed by the Parliament of India on 11 December 
2019. It amended the Citizenship Act, 1955 by 
providing a path to Indian citizenship for illegal 
migrants of Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain, Parsi, and 
Christian religious minorities, who had fled 
persecution from Pakistan, Bangladesh and 
Afghanistan before December 2014. Muslims from 
those countries were not given such eligibility. 

 deploy (verb) – use, utilize, employ.  
 trajectory (noun) – approach, direction/course. 
 unprecedented (adjective) – not done or 

experienced before. 
 anonymous (adjective) – nameless, incognito, 

unknown/unspecified. 

 
 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/narrow
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/unbearable
https://www.lexico.com/definition/horrific
https://www.lexico.com/definition/assault
https://www.lexico.com/definition/evolution
https://www.lexico.com/definition/fatal
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/relentless
https://www.lexico.com/definition/succession
https://www.lexico.com/definition/reflect
https://www.lexico.com/definition/mute
https://www.lexico.com/definition/in_the_face_of
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mobilization
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/activist
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/consensual
https://www.lexico.com/definition/accompany
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/regardless_of
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/perpetrator
https://www.lexico.com/definition/invariably
https://www.lexico.com/definition/break_with
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/eerie
https://www.lexico.com/definition/coincidence
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/alleged
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/batter
https://www.lexico.com/definition/maim
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cover-up
https://www.lexico.com/definition/facilitator
https://www.lexico.com/definition/accomplice
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cremate
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/revulsion
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/conversely?q=Conversely
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/surge
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/stunning
https://www.lexico.com/definition/turn_something_on_its_head
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/sedition?q=Sedition
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/conspiracy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/foment
https://www.lexico.com/definition/jealousy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/lodge
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/shadow?q=in+the+shadow+of#shadow__12
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/deploy
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/trajectory?q=Trajectory
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/unprecedented
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/anonymous

