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An investigation of contentious action by associations representing six 

occupational groups at different socio-economic levels reveals that middle-class groups 

tend to favor contentious means of making demands such as demonstrations and strikes, 

while lower-class groups tend to avoid contentious action, preferring more 

institutionalized or contained means.  While such findings might appear to be puzzling 

given middle-class groups’ superior access to state institutions and the Habermasian 

concept of a rational, orderly, bourgeois public sphere, they are consistent with the 

literature on resource mobilization and social movements in the West: Access to financial 

resources and strong mobilizing structures enables the middle-class groups to take 

advantage of a political opportunity structure that rewards contentious action. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

In popular consciousness, protesters are those who have been excluded from the 

benefits of society, who want to change the political system, who are “mad as hell” and 

not going to take it anymore.  What does it mean, then, when we find that it is not the 

excluded or deprived who engage most frequently in protest, but the privileged, educated 

middle classes, those who are more capable of accessing institutions of the state?  

In the United States, the early scholarly work on social movements was based on 

the assumption that protest was driven by grievances, the result of structural conditions 

that lead to the deprivation and frustration of a particular group, combined with the 

spread of a belief system regarding the causes of their grievances and the best means of 

redress—in other words, an ideological justification for agitation (Zald and McCarthy, 

1987: 150).  However, no relationship between deprivation and the occurrence of social 

movements could be established; grievances were ubiquitous throughout time and space, 

while protest was not.  Furthermore, Mancur Olson’s elucidation of the collective action 

problem presented the puzzle of why anyone would join a movement if he or she could 

reap the benefits without the paying the cost (1965).  From Olson’s insight emerged a 

new emphasis upon the costs and benefits of participation in social movements, the 

importance of organizational bases, and participants’ expectations of success.  This 

approach became known as “resource mobilization theory” (RMT) and inspired a 

profusion of new studies on social movements.  Of course, RMT presented its own 

puzzle: How are some groups that lack resources still capable of mobilization?  Scholars 

then turned their attention to political processes and opportunities for richer explanations 

of why social movements occurred, particularly among excluded or resource-poor 

groups.  Prominent scholars such as Charles Tilly, Sidney Tarrow, and Doug McAdam 
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led this field of inquiry, and the resource mobilization approach eventually declined in 

influence. 

In Varanasi, India, we find a puzzle of a different sort.  The political and 

institutional environment effectively encourages contentious action, but some groups 

protest far more than others.  There is a lively public sphere of rational critical discourse 

that is far more diverse, politicized, and contentious than the formalized bourgeois realm 

that Habermas describes in 18th century England.  Groups of all kinds, representing a 

wide range of economic and political interests, battle for public and state attention.  

Protest is quite frequent, as is evident from the reports that appear in the newspapers 

almost daily.  Furthermore, the state effectively encourages contentious action by 

responding to protestors’ demands in a speedier manner than they probably would if the 

protestors followed normal procedural channels. 

However, not all groups respond alike to this institutional environment.  Middle-

class groups resort to contentious action far more often than lower-class groups. 

Therefore, while a consideration of structural, environmental or institutional factors can 

offer much insight into the overall incentives to protest, the resources of each group 

strongly influence the extent to which it can take advantage of this uniquely effective 

means of making demands.  Building and sustaining strong, well-organized mobilizing 

structures; taking the time to organize and participate in contentious actions such rallies, 

processions, sit-ins, and especially (most importantly) strikes; accepting the risk of bodily 

harm or arrest by the police; and potentially losing income as a result of participating in 

protest all require a certain level of financial resources and security that different 

occupational groups posess in sharply varying degrees.  In Varanasi, and probably more 

widely in India, protest is a privilege. 
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This study examines the means by which associations representing six 

occupational groups (boatmen, weavers, teachers, lawyers, traders, and doctors) make 

demands upon the state.  A year and a half of fieldwork involving 157 interviews in 

Hindi and English, extensive direct observation, a survey of eleven years’ worth of news 

reports in a local Hindi daily, and informal questionnaires conducted among the members 

of each occupation yielded strong evidence that the middle-class occupational groups 

(traders, lawyers, and teachers) carried out far more protests and strikes than the lower-

class groups (boatmen and weavers).  Impressions gained during interviews and direct 

observation were mostly confirmed by the survey of news reports of contentious actions.  

However, reports of irregular levels of contentious action by the one upper-middle-class 

group, the doctors, showed that there is not a strictly linear, positive correlation between 

resources and a tendency toward contentious action.  The doctors had perhaps the highest 

level of resources in terms of both personal financial resources and the strength and 

wealth of their primary association.  This suggests that the relationship between resources 

and contentious action may be curvilinear, which implies that the resource mobilization 

approach may require further refinement or modification.  On the other hand, such a 

finding might also be due other factors that militate against protest and that are peculiar 

to this particular occupation.  

This study represents one of the few attempts (or perhaps the first) to apply 

resource mobilization theory to contentious action in India.  It also breaks new ground in 

terms of the kinds of contentious action to which it is applied.  Traditionally, the 

approach has been used mainly with regard to large social movements, however this 

study shows that resources are just as relevant in explaining variations in levels of 

routine, every-day demand-making. 
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The following pages provide an introduction to the city of Varanasi and to each of 

the six occupational groups.  Then the methods used in collecting the data for this study 

will be discussed in further detail.  An overview of the remaining chapters concludes this 

introduction. 

 

INTRODUCTION TO VARANASI 

With a 2010 estimated population of just over 1.2 million people, Varanasi, also 

known as Banaras and Kashi, is the principal city in eastern Uttar Pradesh, itself the most 

populous state in India.  It is the administrative seat of Varanasi District, which has a 

population of over three million (Census of India 2001).  Its large district court complex 

draws thousands of people from surrounding villages and small towns every day.  

Located on the Ganges River, the city has been a center of commerce since at least the 

late 1700s, as it occupied an important position between Bengal in the east and the 

Maratha territories in the west.  With over 26% of its workforce now engaged in retail 

trade, it remains the primary commercial hub of eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar state 

(Census of India: 2001; Bayly, 1983: 104-106; Freitag, 1989: 1-22).  The other major 

industries, in terms of their numbers of workers, are “business activities” (10%), public 

administration (9%), textile manufacturing (9%), and education (6%) (Census of India 

2001).  It is also the site of Banaras Hindu University, one of India’s largest universities, 

the founding of which was an important moment in the nationalist movement of the early 

twentieth century (Renold, 2005). 
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Figure 1: Location of Varanasi in India 

 

 

Varanasi is regarded as one of the oldest living cities in the world, with evidence 

indicating continuous habitation for at least the past three thousand years.  As Mark 

Twain famously noted, “Benares is older than history, older than tradition, older even 

than legend, and looks twice as old as all of them put together” (1897: 480).  It has long 

been a cultural and religious center, having been the home of poets and writers such as 

Kabir, Tulsidas, Ravidas, and Premchand, and musicians such as Ravi Shankar and 

Bismillah Khan.  In Hindu tradition the city is associated with Lord Shiva and is the 

holiest of Hinduism’s seven holy cities; as such it is one of the most important pilgrimage 

destinations in India.  It is also regarded as a sacred city by Buddhists and Jains: The 

Buddha delivered his first sermon in nearby Sarnath and established his first teaching 
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circle among fellow monks there, while an important Jain teacher, Parshvanatha, was 

born in the city.  While Varanasi is popularly regarded as having a strongly Hindu 

identity, its historically large Muslim population, currently about 27 percent of the total 

population, has also had an important influence on local history and culture, particularly 

poetry and music, and dominates the city’s famous silk weaving industry. 

While India still has a primarily rural population, it is becoming more urban and 

scholars are increasingly shifting their attention to urban areas.  A UN Habitat report 

estimated India’s urban population at 27.7% of the total population in 2000 and projected 

that this figure would rise to 41.4% by 2030 (United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme, 2005: 4).  However, most scholarly attention to urban areas in India has thus 

far been devoted to the big cities of Mumbai, Delhi, and Kolkata.  The mid-size cities 

have largely been neglected, despite the fact that most of the large urban agglomerations 

in India have populations of between one million and two million people (Brinkhoff, 

2010).  Therefore, a mid-size city was desired as the subject of research as it was 

considered in a way more “representative” than the mega-cities. 

Varanasi was chosen as the site of this study because of its position as a 

significant urban center in the North Indian “Hindi Belt.”  It was necessary to choose a 

city in which Hindi (or a variant thereof) was the primary language, so that the author 

could communicate with people.  Varanasi’s status as a holy city might make it appear 

too special to be taken as representative of mid-size North Indian cities.  Its holiness 

among Hindus certainly has had some political ramifications.  For one, its population has 

an unusually high proportion of Brahmins, and due partly to this and partly to the strong 

religious and traditionalist sentiment of many other Hindus in the city, there is wide 

support for the right-of-center Bharatiya Janata Party, a party strongly associated with 

Hindu nationalism and religious conservatism and that has otherwise not been doing 
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terribly well in Uttar Pradesh in recent elections.  However, the city’s religiosity did not 

appear to have any discernible influence on the practical and economic concerns of the 

occupational associations under study, or on how they promoted these concerns.  

Occupational associations in Varanasi are focused on the same bread-and-butter issues as 

those in any other city.  In the course of researching the ways these groups protect the 

economic and personal interests of their members, Varanasi’s status as a commercial and 

administrative center was far more evident and significant than its role as a pilgrimage 

site.  Banarsi Hindus’ religiosity clearly does not get in the way of their mundane pursuit 

of economic security.  For example, when the right-wing Hindu nationalist movement to 

destroy mosques built upon the sites of temples destroyed during the Mughal era seemed 

to threaten Varanasi’s Gyanvapi Masjid (having achieved “success” with the demolition 

of Ayodhya’s Babri Masjid in 1992), the city’s residents, led by the primarily Hindu 

shopkeepers located around the mosque, resisted this threat to local peace and prosperity.  

Without local support, the movement ran aground in Varanasi.1 

A scholar studying a different subject (e.g., local social and religious rituals) 

might have a different perspective, as she would have been immersed in a different area 

of local life.  This researcher, however, conducted research in the city for a year and a 

half and found that Varanasi’s religiosity had only the most peripheral relationship to the 

subject of investigation.  Therefore, it is maintained that Varanasi is no more or less 

“representative” of mid-size North Indian cities than any other, “representativeness” 

being an elusive goal in qualitative social science research.  Every city of roughly 

comparable size is “special” in some way: Kanpur as an industrial center, Agra and 

                                                
1 Personal interview, Dipak Malik, Gandhian Institute of Studies, 6 August 2006 (Varanasi); Personal 
interview, J. P. Upadhayay, President, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh (Vishwanath Gali Business 
Association), 10 February 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Mr. Shankar Giri, General Secretary, 
Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh, and Vice President, Mahanagar Bharatiya Janata Party, 27 February 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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Jaipur as tourist attractions, Lucknow as a state capital and center of Mughal courtly 

culture, Patna as the capital of India’s most “backward” state, Bihar.  Varanasi is indeed 

special and, at the same time, entirely typical in its specialness. 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE OCCUPATIONAL GROUPS UNDER STUDY 

In this section, each of the six occupational groups is introduced in terms the 

occupation’s economic, historical, and social significance in Varanasi or more broadly in 

India, the caste and religious identities of its members (some of the occupational groups 

are more diverse than others), and major occupational concerns or problems.   

 

Boatmen 

As one of the holiest cities in India, Varanasi is a major pilgrimage destination for 

devout Hindus as well as a popular tourist attraction for Indians and foreigners alike.  It is 

located on the banks of the Ganges River, where approximately two thousand boatmen 

ply their trade, taking pilgrims and tourists out onto the river for religious rituals and 

sightseeing.   

The boatmen of Varanasi have long been integral to the economic, social, 

cultural, and religious life of the city.  They constitute both an occupational group and a 

“caste” (or more precisely, a cluster of groups or jati that traditionally have made their 

living by boating, fishing, diving, and other means associated with the river).  Their 

general caste designation is Mallah, classified by the Government of India as a Most 

Backward Caste (MBC), one administrative notch above Scheduled Caste, as the dalit or 

untouchables are classified.  However, these two identities do not overlap perfectly: 

“[W]hile all boatmen belong to the Mallah caste (jati), not all Mallahs are boatmen.  In 
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fact, the majority of all Mallahs in Banaras are engaged in occupations not connected to 

the river economy” (Doron 2008, 16).   

The boatmen’s work includes taking passengers on rides and ferrying people from 

one part of the river to another, building and repairing their boats, engaging in 

supplementary but related work like fishing, diving, and (in recent decades but now 

decreasingly) sand-mining.  Despite their important social functions, the boatmen are 

almost entirely lower class, with a few successful ones breaking into the middle class by 

acquiring fleets of boats and hiring others to ply them.  Most boatmen either row their 

own boat or a boat belonging to another and take home what they earn each day.   

Doron discusses the Mallahs’ efforts to raise their position within the Hindu social 

hierarchy and create a more unified “imagined community” by adopting the name 

Nishaad for their community, a name considered more “auspicious” and “dignified” 

(2009, 8).  In interviews by both Doron and this author, many Mallah leaders and 

activists extolled their “mythic ancestry” (Doron 2009, 16) by citing scenes from the 

Ramayana in which the Mallah/Nishaad community protects and accompanies Lord Ram 

during his exile, particularly the scene in which a boatman ferries Ram, his wife Sita, and 

his brother Lakshman across the Ganges River.2  Further efforts at raising the status of 

the community include a narrative that cites the contributions of the Mallahs to the 

Independence Movement, connecting their efforts to the larger project of Indian nation-

building (Doron 2009, 9). 

In what might appear a paradox, the Mallahs of Uttar Pradesh are also slowly 

increasing pressure upon the government to be classified as a Scheduled Caste, the formal 

                                                
2 See Doron 2009, 16.  Also: Personal interview, Radhey Mohan Bind (aka Radhey Mohan Saral), boatman 
leader and Bahujan Samaj Party worker, Trilochan Ghat, 21 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Sheobodh Ram, District In-Charge, Bahujan Samaj Party, 25 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Vinod Kumar Nishaad, activist, Rajendra Prasad Ghat, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party leader, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi); etc. 
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administrative designation for those communities previously known as “untouchable.”3  

This official diminishment of status would make available to the community considerable 

state benefits, including a reserved quota of public sector jobs, a number of reserved seats 

in the Lok Sabha (Parliament), and reserved slots in institutions of higher education 

funded by the central government (comparable to the concept of affirmative action in the 

United States).  Doron lends some insight into how this might not actually be as 

paradoxical as it appears: He suggests that the Mallah activists’ assertions of an 

honorable history combined with the oppression and poverty of their more recent past 

yields a “heightened sense of entitlement,” which they are turning into demands for state 

compensation (Doron 2009, 20). 

Aside from these broader issues, there are several long-standing issues of concern 

to the boatmen of Varanasi.  It is these more immediate, local matters that have provided 

the main impetus for their mobilization, when it happens, and form the substance of their 

interaction with local administrative authorities and the state government in the past few 

years.  Foremost have been the bans on fishing and the use of motorboats on the river 

within the city.  In the interest of reducing the contamination in the Ganges River caused 

by the immersion of human remains during funeral rituals, the Uttar Pradesh Forest 

Department in 1989 began introducing a species of turtle that feeds off of decaying 

flesh.4  In order to encourage the propagation of this turtle species, the state government 
                                                
3 Personal interview, Baburam Nishaad, prominent community member, 13 October 2007 (Varanasi); 
Personal interview, Prithvi Majhi and Gopal Majhi, community leaders and activists, 19 October 2007 
(Varanasi); Sujit Kumar Nishaad, General Secretary, Uttar Pradesh Nav Yuvak Maajhii Samaaj Samiti, 5 
June 2008 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party leader, 8 June 2008 
(Varanasi); Etc. 
4 Varanasi being considered an auspicious place to die, where one can finally be released from the cycle of 
birth and death (attain moksha), many cremations are carried out daily on the banks of the Ganges River.  
According to a traditional cremation ritual, when a body is cremated, a small part of it is reserved and 
offered to the river.  The bodies of some are not cremated at all, i.e., the bodies of holy men or sadhus, 
children, animals, and those who die of snake bites (the last, as it was traditionally believed, having the 
potential to return to life).  The sheer volume of such immersions has caused a level of contamination that 
is now widely (though not universally) regarded as a public health threat (many traditional Hindus continue 
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designated the entire length of the river passing through the city as a wildlife sanctuary.  

As in all wildlife sanctuaries, then, all fishing and boating is technically banned (officials 

enforce the ban only with regard to motorboats, not rowboats), which directly affects the 

boatmen’s livelihoods.  Other major issues include state and municipal taxes for carrying 

passengers and boat registration fees, as will be discussed in the case study below; 

boating restrictions during the monsoon season; government employment and fair 

remuneration for divers who assist the police in retrieving the bodies of the drowned after 

a boating accident or overturning; and the allocation of government contracts for sand-

mining, a traditional occupation of the Mallahs.  Members of the Yadav community are 

said to have recently taken over the sand-mining business and now receive almost all 

government contracts for this work.5 

One surprising finding was that despite the large population of Mallahs in the city, 

estimated at 50,000, the boatmen do not have any stable, strong links to any single 

political party.  One might expect that in an electoral system widely characterized as a 

patronage democracy based on clientelistic relationships between parties and caste and 

religious groups (e.g., Chandra 2004), such a large community in a city of one million 

would carry considerable political clout.  However, the boatman community is not 

                                                                                                                                            
to believe that the Ganges purifies whatever it touches, and even some biologists believe that the river’s 
ecosystem naturally processes much of the contamination).  Personal interview, Chhote Lal Nishaad, 
General Secretary, Mallah Samudaay Sangharsh Samiti, 18 March 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Subhash C. Tripathi and Ram Avatar Singh, Uttar Pradesh Aranya/Van Vibhag (Uttar Pradesh Forest 
Department), Varanasi District, 31 October 2007 (Ramnagar); Interview, Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad and Sujit 
Kumar Nishaad, Uttar Pradesh Nav Yuvak Maajhi Samaaj Samiti (New Youth Maajhi Samaaj Samiti), 18 
March 2007 (Varanasi); Etc. 
5 Several statements during informal conversations hinted at some competition or low-level animosity 
between Mallahs and the more prosperous and powerful Yadav community, traditionally associated with 
herding and the production of dairy products, and currently classified as a backward caste (OBC).  Personal 
interview, Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party leader, 6 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Radhey Mohan Bind (aka Radhey Mohan Saral), BSP worker, Trilochan Ghat, 21 October 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Vinod Kumar Nishaad, activist, Rajendra Prasad Ghat, 5 June 2008 
(Varanasi); Etc.   
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unified behind any particular party and its leaders have not managed to establish a stable, 

mutually beneficial relationship with any party or individual politician.  

For example, the boatmen’s chief organizer Chhote Lal Nishaad in our first 

interview expressed a preference for the BJP, as this party “defends religion” and is the 

most “swadeshi” party (roughly meaning, independent of foreign influence and thus 

genuinely Indian).  Doron discusses the enthusiasm with which many in the boatmen 

community at one time embraced the Hindutva (“Hinduness”) movement: 

For many groups considered within the Hindu fold (i.e., those above the pollution 
line), like the Nishads, the restoration of the golden age of Ram, where social 
inequalities and discrimination are invalid and inoperative, was seen as an 
opportunity to gain social and political recognition as legitimate sons of the 
nation-state…[The idea of ramraj, or the reign of Lord Ram] enabled boatmen to 
shift from a discourse of abandonment and oppression, available to them under 
the modern state, to one of empowerment and privilege (Doron 2009, 16). 

However, the boatmen’s identification with Hindutva and the party most closely 

identified with it, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), appears to have waned.  In the 2006 

state assembly election, Chhote Lal Nishaad himself ran as a candidate against the 

incumbent BJP member of the legislative assembly (MLA), Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary, 

under the banner of a small party geared toward a populist agenda and dominated by low-

caste leaders, the Bharatiya Samajwadi Party (not to be confused with the Bahujan Samaj 

Party, which now controls the state government).  In the days before the election, when 

ordinary boatmen were asked how they would vote, they mentioned several parties, but 

generally seemed to have become disenchanted with MLA Chaudhary and the BJP, who 

had accomplished so little for their community thus far.  A community meeting held the 

evening before the election yielded only dissent and the general conclusion that 

individual boatmen should vote for whomever they wished.  The most popular parties 
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among them were Congress, BSP, BJP, and SP—in short, all the parties that matter in 

Uttar Pradesh.6 

 

Weavers 

“The ancient city of Varanasi has been famous from early times for its beautiful 

brocades and gossamer fabrics,” extols the 1965 Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteer (140), 

citing accounts from sixteenth-century English travelers William Forster and Ralph Fitch, 

among others.  Thomas Babington Macaulay (Lord Macaulay) wrote that in the 

eighteenth century, “Commerce had as many pilgrims as religion.  All along the shores of 

the venerable stream lay great fleets of vessels laden with merchandise.  From the looms 

of Benares went forth the most delicate silks that adorned the balls of St. James’s and of 

the Petit Trianon” (Macaulay, Ch. 16).  When Nita Kumar wrote her well-known study 

on the artisans of Banaras in the 1980s, the silk weaving industry was still thriving, the 

“commercial backbone” of the city (Kumar 1988, 18).  According to one study published 

locally in 1981, before the introduction of powerlooms, the number of silk weavers 

working in the city at that time was around 150,000 (Kumar 1988, 19).  More recent 

estimates vary wildly, from 12,900 total workers employed in “spinning, weaving and 

finishing of textiles” according to a 2001 census document,7 to 500,000 weavers 

according to a local historian in 2006 (as the city population is just over one million, such 

an estimate could make sense only if it included all those associated directly and 

indirectly with the weaving industry throughout Varanasi District, not just within 
                                                
6 Conversation with boatmen sitting in Nishaad Raj Mandir, 2 May 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Nhanku Baba, Mallah/Nishaad Chaudhary of Shivala, Assi, and Bhadaini areas, 2 May 2007 (Varanasi); 
Personal interview, Shyam, boatman on Assi Ghat, 29 May 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Chhote 
Lal Nishaad, 31 May 2007 (Varanasi); Conversation with boatmen at Nishaar Raj Mandir, 31 May 2007 
(Varanasi); etc. 
7 Census of India, 2001, Table B-22 [City], Uttar Pradesh (New Delhi: Office of the Registrar General, 
India, 2001).  Data CD obtained from the Office of the Registrar General’s Sales Depot in New Delhi. 
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municipal limits) (R. P. B. Singh 2006, 210).  Perhaps the most realistic figures come 

from the Handloom/Powerloom Census Data from 1995-6, which comes from the Deputy 

Director (Handlooms/Handicrafts) Office, a state agency with an office in Varanasi.  

According to these data, at that time there were 124,832 handloom weavers and 2645 

powerloom weavers in the city. 

The weavers present a complicated case for this study.  As with the boatmen, this 

is not only an occupational group, but largely a “caste” group or community as well.8 

Most weavers in Varanasi are Muslim (informal estimates range from sixty to ninety-five 

percent), of the Momin Ansari biradari (community), and most Ansari in Varanasi are 

weavers and increasingly, in the last few decades, wholesame and retail textile traders.9  

For analytical purposes we divide weavers into two occupational sub-groups—the 

traditional handloom weavers, who are extremely poor and marginalized, and the 

powerloom weavers, more successful weavers who moved up the economic ladder by 

purchasing powerlooms beginning in the 1980s.  The focus of research is on the 

handloom weavers, who are engaged in an occupation that, while requiring highly 

developed skills, positions its members in the lower class.  Powerloom owners, on the 

other hand, are generally far more prosperous and frequently employ poorer members of 

the Ansari community (as well as Hindus) to operate their powerlooms.  Thus the 

interests of handloom weavers can occasionally conflict with those of powerloom 

weavers and textile traders: handloom weavers compete with powerloom weavers (at a 

                                                
8 While Islam is supposed to be a “casteless” religion, Muslim communities in India have over several 
centuries developed something like a caste system (Ahmed, 1978).  Asghar Ali Engineer asserts that the 
“Julahas” (a name for the Ansaris that has fallen out of favor) are descended from low-caste Hindus who 
converted to Islam “after the invasion of Turks and Afghans specially under the influence of Sufis who 
came in the wake of these invasions” (1992, 509).  For more general scholarly discussions of caste-like 
social stratification among Muslims in India, see Ahmed (1978) and Bhatty in Srinivas (1996). 
9 Engineer offers the estimate that Julahas (Ansaris) constitute 70% of all Muslims in Varanasi (1992, 509), 
while Showeb’s research yields the estimate of 91.7% (1993: 11). 
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great disadvantage) and are routinely under-compensated by the traders who buy their 

goods.  Therefore there is some tension between the haves and the have-nots within the 

Ansari community.  However, to characterize the community as simply divided by class 

would be to ignore other social forces, some encouraging unity and others creating 

cleavages that cut across class lines.  For one thing, Ansaris constitute the bulk of the 

city’s Muslim minority (albeit a large minority at around 27%, according to the 2001 

Census) in a city strongly identified with Hinduism, which may help keep the community 

knitted together.  On the other hand, there are other cross-cutting schisms within the 

community, such as that between the Banarsiya (Ansari native to Varanasi) and the 

Mauwale (Ansari from families who migrated from the nearby city of Mau), or between 

the Sunni and Shi’a (the Sunni being the much larger group).  Therefore it would be 

simplistic to view the weavers as fundamentally divided between rich and poor, 

powerloom weavers versus handloom weavers.  Considering handloom weavers and 

powerloom weavers separately is only intended to highlight the role of resources in 

enabling or discouraging the use of contentious politics, and to show how Ansari 

community leaders use different demand tactics depending upon whom they are 

attempting to mobilize.  As discussed below, the handloom weavers have faced major 

difficulties in advancing their interests through contentious action, while the powerloom 

weavers have been fairly successful in this regard. 

In terms of political loyalties, many political analysts, political parties, and casual 

observers assume the existence of a “Muslim vote,” which tends to be attributed to the 

Ansaris as well.  Due to the violence that has been waged against Muslim communities in 

several Indian cities in the recent past, there is evidence that Muslims in India tend to 

give their votes to the candidate or party that is most likely to assure their security. 

Steven Wilkinson writes, “As a result of anti-Muslim riots in the past, we know that 
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Muslims place a very high priority on one particular issue—that of physical protection or 

at least nonaggression from the state” (2004, 145).  However, whether Muslims or any 

other community vote as a bloc may be contested.  While most probably do oppose the 

BJP, it is difficult to say whether Muslims (or Ansaris) as a “whole” cast their vote for 

any particular party.  According to interviews with party leaders, political candidates, and 

Ansari community leaders, the Ansari community as well as members of other Muslim 

communities until recently tended to support either the Congress Party or the Communist 

Party of India – Marxist (CPI-M).10  In the last few years, however, these parties have 

weakened considerably in Uttar Pradesh, while the Samajwadi Party (SP) has promoted 

itself as the most reliable defender of “Muslim interests” (in the context of the surge in 

Hindu nationalism in the 1980s and 90s, this primarily means preventing anti-Muslim 

pogroms).11  According to conversations with ordinary weavers themselves, votes in the 

last state assembly election in 2007 were divided among all three of the abovementioned 

parties, with the SP getting the largest share.  The overall impression derived from 

numerous conversations with a wide range of people is that Muslims will vote for any 

party that appears to have the best chance of defeating the BJP, preserving the security of 

Muslims, and promoting their economic interests.  Their calculations depend on which 

candidate is most likely to win in any given district; so in the 2007 state election, 

Muslims in the South Constituency of the city voted in large numbers to support the 
                                                
10 Personal interview, Jagriti Rahi, Secretary, Vision, 6 March 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Sardar 
Maqbool Hasan, Tanzim Chaudhavi, 14 April 2007 and 17 November 2007 (Varanasi); Abdul Aziz Ansari, 
former MLA candidate (Congress Party), 21 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Abdullah Ansari, 
Jamia Islamia School, 14 September 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Kalim Mahato, 25 September 
2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, CPI-ML, Bunkar Mahasabha, 28 September 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Nizamuddin, Sardar, Baisin/22nd tanzim (Banarsiya, as opposed to 
Mauwale), 18 November 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Sheik Md. Shammim, former MLA 
candidate, Congress Party, 27 November 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Md. Islam Ansari, President, 
Bunkar Dastakar Federation, 7 December 2007 (Varanasi); etc. 
11 The image of the Congress Party suffered among Muslims with the destruction of the Babri Masjid in 
Ayodhya, which occurred when Congress had control over the central government.  For unrelated reasons, 
the fortunes of the CPI-M have also declined; the party currently has no seats at all in the state assembly. 
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Congress Party candidate Dayashankar Mishra, who appeared to have a strong chance of 

defeating the longtime BJP incumbent, Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary, while Muslims in the 

North Constituency appeared to overwhelmingly support the SP candidate, Samad Ansari 

(a young nouveau riche member of their own community), who promised to bring 

infrastructural development to Ansari-dominated neighborhoods. 

That weaving represents a largely Muslim occupation in Varanasi is a significant 

distinction from the other groups under study.  Varanasi has seen communal (ethno-

religious) tension between Hindus and Muslims “on and off” since the early nineteenth 

century (Engineer 1992: 509).  Gyanendra Pandey describes how British colonial 

administrators encouraged the creation of a communal divide with their official narrative 

of the “bigoted Julaha,” (one name for this Muslim weaving community that has since 

fallen out of favor) whom the British regarded as responsible for the sectarian strife that 

occurred in Banaras (Varanasi) as early as 1809 (perhaps earlier), when a “quarrel broke 

out over the ‘neutral’ space between a Muslim mosque and an older Hindu structure” 

(Pandey 1990: 69).  Pandey cites several colonial reports from various cities in Eastern 

Uttar Pradesh and Western Bihar, one of which reads, “The Julahas are the most bigoted 

of all Musalmans and…a turbulent and lawless race, as was amply illustrated during the 

conflicts between Hindus and Muhammedans in 1893 and on other occasions” (1990: 

70).  Pandey describes the general social and economic upheaval in North India at the 

time and demonstrates that this, not the inherent qualities of a particular community or 

the supposedly eternal animosity between Hindus and Muslims, was responsible for the 

rioting that occurred in the centers of cities such as Varanasi from the nineteenth century. 

One of India’s most dedicated chroniclers of Hindu-Muslim violence, Asghar Ali 

Engineer writes that “There were practically no communal riots in Benaras from 1947 to 

1966 but from 1966 to 1991, i.e, 25 years, there have been about 12 communal riots” 
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(1992: 209).  Engineer and Showeb argue that economic competition between Ansaris 

who were becoming more entrepreneurial and prosperous and the more economically 

established, traditionally Hindu community of traders “played a part” in communal 

tensions that appeared to build up through the 1980s (Engineer, 1992: 509; Showeb, 

1993: 2-3).12  While there is considerable merit to this observation, political forces were 

undoubtedly also a significant factor: the right-wing Hindu movement to erect a temple to 

Ram on the site of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya increased communal tensions in the 

1980s and 1990s, and several politicians, most of them members of the right-of-center 

Bharatiya Janata Party, successfully exploited this issue in state-level and parliamentary 

elections (Jaffrelot 1998; Brass 2003; Wilkinson 2004).  The communalization of 

electoral politics resulted in violent attacks against Muslims in several cities in northern 

and western India, culminating tragically in the massive pogrom in Gujarat in 2002 

(Brass 2003; Wilkinson 2004).   

Interestingly, when some right-wing Hindu nationalist activists threatened to take 

their campaign of mosque destruction to Varanasi, advocating the demolition of 

Gyanvapi Masjid (which Emperor Aurangzeb is said to have built upon the site of a 

Hindu temple he had destroyed; the temple, Vishwanath Mandir, was rebuilt adjacent to 

the mosque), the primarily Hindu residents and business owners around the mosque and 

temple resisted this threat to local peace and prosperity, and calls to destroy Gyanvapi 

Masjid eventually faded.13  Security around the temple-mosque complex, however, 

                                                
12 The connection between Hindu-Muslim “riots” and economic competition between Hindu and Ansaris 
who were developing new markets for their goods and getting into the sari trade themselves was made in 
several interviews as well.  Personal interview, Raghuvansh Lenin, 5 March 2007 (Varanasi); Md. Toha, 29 
May 2007 (Varanasi). 
13 Personal interview, Dipak Malik, Gandhian Institute of Studies, 6 August 2006 (Varanasi); Personal 
interview, J. P. Upadhayay, President, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh (Vishwanath Gali Business 
Association), 10 February 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Mr. Shankar Giri, General Secretary, 
Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh, and Vice President, Mahanagar Bharatiya Janata Party, 27 February 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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remains extraordinarily tight.  One recent incident that threatened to reignite “communal” 

tension was the bomb explosions at the Sankat Mochan Mandir (temple) and central 

Varanasi railway station in March 2006.  While responsibility for these bomb blasts, 

which killed at least 28 people, was attributed to a group connected with Kashmiri 

militancy in Pakistan, Lashkar-e-Toiba, there were widespread fears that revenge attacks 

might be launched against the local Muslim population, members of which are 

occasionally accused of loyalty to Pakistan, and that violence would spiral out of control.  

Violence was averted, some argue, because Hindu and Muslim religious leaders and other 

members of civil society immediately sprang to action and made unified calls for peace 

(Williams 2007; see also Varshney’s study of “institutionalized peace systems,” 2002).  

Therefore, while the narrative of communalism persists in Varanasi, there have also been 

countervailing forces that promote Hindu-Muslim peace (if not necessarily affection). 

The fact that most weavers in Varanasi belong to a minority Muslim community 

that has occasionally been regarded by some members of the Hindu majority with 

suspicion and resentment might make their group appear to be too peculiar a case to be 

included in this study, from which one hopes to make generalizations about lower-class 

occupations more broadly.  However, Varanasi has long been closely associated with the 

weaving industry and handloom weavers are an important element of the city’s economic 

and social history; to exclude them from this study would result in an inaccurate portrait 

of the landscape of occupational associations and contentious politics in Varanasi and 

therefore would also diminish the broader applicability of the study’s findings.  

Furthermore, by dividing the group between lower-class handloom weavers and middle-

class powerloom weavers and comparing their participation in contentious politics, we 

can in a sense “control” for factors such as religion, caste, social history, etc., and get 

additional traction for our argument.  Specifically, the fact that middle-class powerloom 
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weavers engage in large-scale, costly strikes while handloom weavers do not, actually 

provides strong support for a resource-based explanation for contentious action.  

 

Teachers 

Teaching has traditionally been a highly honored profession in India.  According 

to Mehrotra, “in ancient India it was one of the most sacred occupations…[its] main 

function being the transmission of religio-spiritual values” (1980, 7).  Later, during the 

“medieval” period in Mughal India, higher education was geared toward Islamic religious 

teachings and state administration.  As before, teachers “held a high position in society, 

and though their emoluments were small, they commanded universal respect and 

confidence” (Mehrotra 1980, 8-9).  The British introduction of the “multi-tier system” of 

education and the extension of scholarship beyond the spiritual realm “resulted [in] the 

creation of a new genera [sic] of teachers, for whom teaching was like any other paid job.  

As…education in India became hierarchical and diversified, the numbers and types of 

teachers increased” (Mehrotra 1980, 9).  No longer was teaching associated with a certain 

ascriptive role, the sole province of Brahmins and Kshatriyas; it was now viewed as an 

“achievement oriented” profession (Mehrotra 1980, 7).  Studies show increasing 

diversity: When Mehrotra completed her study of secondary teachers in Varanasi in the 

1960s, Brahmins still dominated this occupational group (1980, 9).  In Sharma’s survey 

of college and university teachers in Western Uttar Pradesh in the 1990s, almost 40% 

identified themselves as Brahmin, and just over 55% of the total came from communities 

regarded as upper caste (2000, 131).  However, because college and university teachers 

tend to have higher levels of education than primary and secondary teachers, who are the 

focus of this study, it might be surmised that there would be a higher proportion of 

teachers from the lower and middle castes represented among primary and secondary 
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teachers.  Interviews with several leaders of teachers associations and activists also 

yielded this impression—many interview respondents had identifiably Brahmin names 

(e.g., Mishra, Tripathi), but almost as many were named “Singh,” a common name 

throughout North India but one that in Eastern Uttar Pradesh is often associated with one 

of the traditionally agricultural communities (see fn. 18).  

The status of teachers today is perhaps paradoxical: the esteem with which 

teachers are said to be traditionally regarded does not seem to be entirely commensurate 

with their present socio-economic status, which is generally lower-middle to middle class 

(particularly among primary and secondary teachers).  The issues that drive most 

teachers’ protests almost always involve salary and other benefits.  For example, the 

major secondary teachers’ association had to fight for five years (1996-2001) to have the 

state government apply the 5th Pay Scale, which determines the salary of state employees 

and teachers at government-funded colleges and universities, to secondary teachers.14  

While the major secondary teachers association, has been known to pressure political 

figures with the threat of electoral punishment, teachers’ leaders otherwise stress the 

political independence of their organizations, and teachers as a group do not appear to 

have any unified political tendency.15 

The focus of this study is on secondary school teachers and their associations, 

though some information on primary school teachers and their associations was gathered 

as well.  In Uttar Pradesh, primary education includes grades 1-5 (“lower primary” or 

                                                
14 Personal interview, Chet Narayan Singh, activist, 6 November 2007 (Varanasi).  A significant exception 
described by Mr. Singh is the agitation of 1978, in which the association demanded that the central 
government restore education to its “Current List” (samvarti suuchi) of top national priorities, after Indira 
Gandhi’s government had removed it during the Emergency. 
15 Personal interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, Treasurer, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Sharma 
Group), 23 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Pramod Kumar Mishra, District President, UP 
Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Sharma Group), 25 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dinesh Mani 
Tripathi, State Vice President, UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Pandey Group), 6 October 2007 
(Varanasi); etc. 
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“junior basic”) and grades 6-8 (“junior high” or middle school).  Secondary education 

includes grades 9-10 (“high school”) and grades 11-12 (“intermediate” or “intercollege”).  

Almost all secondary school teachers in Varanasi are employed in privately managed 

“aided” or “unaided” schools (the former receive some government funding while the 

latter receive none).  There are very few purely government managed and funded schools, 

and these have such poor reputations (as do government schools in many areas of North 

India) that only the poorest urban families send their children to these schools; families 

with even the slightest disposable income endeavor to send their children to privately 

managed schools, paying fees for the privilege. 

 

Lawyers 

As the seat of two higher levels of administration, Varanasi District and Varanasi 

Division, the city hosts the district court complex (kaccheri), which is home to the district 

magistrate’s office and other district administration offices, and is adjacent to the office 

of the commissioner, who oversees the division.16  Hundreds of lawyers work in outdoor 

encampments here, preparing court papers, petitions, and other documents for the 

thousands of people who come every day from throughout the district.   Their incomes 

range widely, placing them anywhere from the lower-middle to upper-middle class.   

Lawyers have played a prominent role in Indian politics since the colonial period 

and might even be considered the driving force behind the Independence Movement, 

whose leaders—Mohandas K. Gandhi, Jawaharlal Nehru, Vallabhbhai Patel, and 

Mohammed Ali Jinnah most famously in the West, but even before them, Bal Gangadhar 

(Lokmanya) Tilak, Lala Lajpat Rai (“The Lion of Panjab”), and Motilal Nehru (father of 
                                                
16 As of the 2001 Census, Varanasi District’s population is about 3.1 million, of which 1.9 million live in 
the surrounding rural areas.  Varanasi Division is larger and even more rural, including Varanasi, 
Chandauli, Ghazipur, and Jaunpur Districts. 
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Jawaharlal and founder of the Nehru-Gandhi political dynasty that still dominates today’s 

Congress Party)—were all prominent barristers (Gandhi 1987, 2 – 4).  The very success 

of the Non-cooperation Movement could be argued to have been dependent upon the 

broad participation of lawyers, who were urged to boycott British courts and other 

administrative institutions.  In the post-Independence years, lawyers were critical to the 

successful creation of a new state and in laying the foundations of democratic institutions, 

and to this day lawyers have continued to play a central role in Indian politics. 

With regard to caste and religion, lawyers represent a highly diverse profession.  

One lawyer who was actively involved in promoting lawyers’ occupational or 

professional interests bemoaned that his colleagues will not vote as a block, because they 

vote according to caste or religion, while another interviewee, a former MLA candidate, 

suggested that lawyers will vote for fellow lawyers, regardless of any other characteristic 

or tendency.17  Aside from the dubious validity of such generalizations, it is widely 

recognized that lawyers as a group share neither an ascriptive nor a political identity.  For 

this study, interviews were conducted with lawyers who were Hindu and Muslim; high-, 

middle-, and low-caste (including Brahmins and those from castes associated with trade 

and agriculture); and those of indeterminable background.18  The diversity of the legal 

profession is not a new phenomenon—with regard to the list of lawyers who spearheaded 

the Independence Movement, both Gandhi and Patel came from merchant communities, 

                                                
17 Personal interview, Bansidhar Singh, Former President, Central Bar Association (Banaras), 10 
September 2007 (Varanasi); Mr. Ravindra Jaiswal, former MLA candidate, 3 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
18 Interviews did not include questions about the respondent’s caste; assumptions were made based upon 
the respondent’s name and other social cues.  Sometimes such cues are absent or inconclusive.  For 
example, several lawyers interviewed bore the last name “Singh,” which is a common name used by 
several communities in North India (in Eastern U.P. the name is frequently used among the agricultural 
Yadav community, officially designated an “other backward caste” but politically very powerful, as well as 
the Rajput landowning group known as Thakurs).  Guessing the caste origin of a Singh is further 
complicated by the fact that it is frequently given as a middle name (e.g., Mulayam Singh Yadav), and that 
some men drop their last name and go by Singh only. 
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while the Nehrus and Tilak came from different Brahmin communities, and Mohammed 

Ali Jinnah, who founded Pakistan, was of course a Muslim.19 

 

Traders 

Varanasi is a city of commerce: Retail and wholesale trade accounts for the 

largest portion of the workforce, accounting for over 30 percent of “total main workers,” 

according to the 2001 census. The city has long been a major commercial hub, as 

Macaulay’s description of eighteenth-century Banaras quoted above (“Commerce had as 

many pilgrims as religion”) attested, due to its location on the Ganges, once a major 

means of transporting cargo, and its large (but declining) textile industry, and remains the 

center of trade for Eastern Uttar Pradesh and Western Bihar.  Our category of “traders” 

includes the proprietors of retail and wholesale shops, which are almost all small and 

locally owned.  By far the largest category of trade involves general goods, including 

everything from textiles to cosmetics, household appliances to construction materials, a 

sector employing over ten percent of Varanasi’s “main workers.”   

In the traditional caste structure, traders traditionally come from the Vaishya 

varna, the third of the four broad social categories after Brahmin (priests and teachers) 

and Kshatriya (warriors and rulers), within which there are many (perhaps thousands of) 

castes and sub-castes traditionally associated with trade and agriculture.  However, as 

Varanasi has long been a center for trade, attracting buyers and sellers from throughout 

the subcontinent, the commercial sector is quite diverse, encompassing businessmen from 

many caste, religious, and ethnic communities that originated in several regions: 
                                                
19 J. S. Gandhi also found lawyers to be a fairly diverse lot in terms of caste, in his sociological study of 
district lawyers in Gobindgarh District, Panjab.  His respondents identified themselves as follows:  Jat Sikh 
27 (agricultural); Khatri (administrative) 27; Arora (administrative) 12; Brahmin (priestly) 12; Bania 
(merchant) 8; Christian 1 (no caste); Goldsmith [Sonar?] (craftsman) 1; Ahluwalia (Sikh) 1.  Gandhi 1987, 
89. 
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Marwaris (originally from Rajasthan, mostly Hindu), Sindhis (largely Hindus from 

Sindh, which is now in Pakistan), Panjabis (Sikhs and Hindus who migrated from Panjab, 

a region that straddles the India-Pakistan border), etc.20  The Marwari community is 

especially prominent in commerce: The president of the Marwari Yuva Sangh (Marwari 

Youth Association) said that the Marwari community in Varanasi, which dates back 

centuries, numbers about 40,000 members; 75% of these are in business.21   Furthermore, 

while sari traders continue to be predominantly Hindu, middle-class members of the 

Ansari (Muslim weaver) community controls a growing portion of the retail sari trade.22 

According to several interviewees, for many decades most traders tended to 

support the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP; before the BJP, the Jan Sangh and Swatantra 

Parties claimed the loyalty of many conservative traders).23  However, the Samajwadi 

Party in Uttar Pradesh has successfully endeavored to lure many traders into its fold and 

is informally linked to the most prominent traders association in the city, as will be 

discussed below.  The Congress Party, though now quite weak in Uttar Pradesh, still 

attracts many from the business community as well. 

Traders’ concerns are local, national, and even international, as globalization is 

forcing a radical transformation of the Indian retail sector.  The major issues of concern at 

the time of fieldwork were the implementation in Uttar Pradesh of the new Value Added 

                                                
20 “There’s no caste of traders, people of every caste are in business.”  Personal interview, Dayashankar 
Mishra, Congress Party leader, 6 June 2007 (Varanasi).  When asked about traders associations, a former 
MLA candidate mentioned the Marwari Samaj, Sindhi Samaj, and Panjabi Samaj, which actually represent 
ethnic/regional communities strongly associated with business.  Personal interview, Manoj Rai, 29 June 
2007 (Varanasi).   
21 Personal interview, Jagdamba Prasad Tulsiyan, President, Marwari Yuva Sangh, 15 December 2006, 
(Varanasi). 
22 Personal interview, Raghuvansh Lenin, 5 March 2007 (Varanasi); Md. Toha, 29 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
23 Personal interview, Dipak Malik, Gandhian Institute of Studies, 6 August 2006 (Varanasi); Personal 
interview, Amitabh Bhattacharya, Varanasi Editor, Northern India Patrika, 9 February 2007 (Varanasi); 
Personal interview, J. P. Upadhayay, President, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh, 10 February 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, General Secretary, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 13 
February 2007 (Varanasi); etc.  See also Engineer (1992, 509). 
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Tax (VAT), which already had been implemented in most other states, and the arrival of 

large national chain stores in the city.  Aside from these, there are the many ordinary, 

day-to-day issues with which traders associations perennially must deal.  They cite 

abuses by government inspectors and other bureaucrats (usually in the form of demands 

for bribes by officials such as food and labor inspectors, those who issue permits for 

transporting goods across state lines, and so on).  Traders associations also complain 

about crime and public order problems, such as extortion by organized gangs, robbery of 

traders taking money to or from the bank, etc., and problems with the police themselves, 

particularly in the market surrounding Gyanvapi Masjid, viewed as a potential flashpoint 

for any future Hindu-Muslim violence, where security is extremely tight.  The 

overwhelming police presence there is said to scare away shoppers and permits security 

forces to take liberties with shopkeepers.  Finally, traders associations also demand 

improvements in the infrastructure, such as a more regular supply of electricity and 

water, and better and cleaner roads. 

 

Doctors 

Doctors represent the wealthiest and most highly educated occupational group in 

this study, which focuses on allopathic medical doctors who work in clinics or hospitals 

located in the city.  Most are members of the Indian Medical Association – Varanasi 

Chapter (IMA), which concerns itself with public health issues as well as the 

occupational interests of doctors.  The issues of greatest concern to doctors’ occupational 

interests, as described by several IMA leaders, included security matters such as 

kidnapping and extortion by “criminal elements,” harassment by disgruntled clients, taxes 

imposed upon clinics, and the accountability of law enforcement officials in various 
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situations involving doctors.  As will be discussed below, doctors as a group do not 

follow the pattern of participation in contentious action observed among the other five 

occupational groups in this study.  While they tend to have the highest income, doctors 

did not carry out the most protests.  However, if one looks beyond the raw numbers of 

reported incidents, one finds that the discourse of contentious action among many doctors 

is similar to that of the other groups.  Moreover, because of their privileged position in 

society and highly developed mobilizing structure (the IMA), when doctors do carry out a 

protest, they receive an immediate and usually favorable response. 

Most doctors in Varanasi, though not all, are high-caste Hindus, and most appear 

to favor the BJP, according to the IMA leadership.24 However, the association has 

Muslim members as well and has had at least one Muslim leader in the past, and prior to 

the 2007 state assembly election, several IMA members voiced support for the Congress 

Party and BSP candidates.25  

 

METHODS AND DATA 

The occupational groups in this study were chosen partly on the basis of their 

economic and social significance and partly with the goal of having as widely 

representative sample as possible.  Varanasi’s economy continues to be based largely 

upon commerce, as well as tourism and pilgrimage-related services and small 

                                                
24 Personal interview, Dr. Anil Kumar Srivastava, President Varanasi, and Dr. O. P. Tewari, State 
Secretary UP, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dr. 
Sanjay Rai, Honorary Secretary, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi).  The 
IMA has held at least one multi-denominational (Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Sikh) prayer meeting, and on 
another occasion held a joint Diwali-Eid celebration, in recognition of its non-Hindu members, according 
to Dr. Rai (27 April 2007).  At the IMA hosted a function celebrating the inauguration of its Blood 
Component Separation Unit on 5 August 2007, to which it invited two BJP leaders, Kalraj Mishra and Ajay 
Rai, both of whom mentioned the IMA’s strong relationship with the BJP.  
25 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, Honorary Secretary, Indian Medical Association – Varanasi, 25 May 
2007 (Varanasi). 
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“household” industries, principally textile weaving.  Therefore, traders, boatmen, and 

weavers are locally significant occupational groups whose experiences would give rich 

insights into the local economy and local politics.  With its large district court complex, 

lawyers represent an important segment of the city’s professional classes.  Teachers and 

doctors were chosen simply to round out the sample of higher-level professional 

occupations.  The occupational groups chosen for this study, then, represent a fairly large 

portion of the city’s population.  Choosing the associations that represent each occupation 

was fairly straightforward—in most cases (barring that of the weavers) there were only 

one or two associations that were widely understood to be the most important 

associations representing each group.  It quickly became clear through interviews and 

newspaper reports which associations were most relevant. 

Extensive fieldwork was carried out between October 2006 and December 2007 

and from September to October 2008, involving 157 semi-structured interviews with 

association leaders, political leaders, the leaders and workers of at least six political 

parties, local administration officials, police officials, activists, journalists, and 

academics.  Respondents were chosen on various bases, depending upon the type of 

respondent.  In choosing which political leaders to interview, I chose those who currently 

or formerly held seats as members of the Uttar Pradesh state legislative assembly (MLAs) 

and used data from the Election Commission of India to identify those who ran in the last 

four state-level assembly elections (2007, 2002, 1998, and 1993) as the chosen candidates 

of the top three vote-getting political parties (in all years, BJP, Samajwadi Party, and 

Congress Party).  Top vote-getting independent candidates were also determined to be 

local political leaders.  I also interviewed Varanasi’s MP or member of the national 

parliament (Lok Sabha) and several others who were recommended to me as “relevant” 

local leaders.  Activists, journalists, and academics were chosen for interviews on the 
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basis of recommendations from others.  Interviews were conducted in Hindi and English; 

most of the Hindi interviews were conducted with the assistance of an interpreter, Mr. 

Ajay Pandey.  Having an interpreter was immensely helpful in posing questions in the 

most effective way and capturing the subtle nuances of responses. 

The attitudes and opinions of ordinary members of each occupational group were 

gleaned with the help of an informal questionnaire tailored to each group.  I completed 47 

questionnaires among boatmen; 60 among weavers; 50 among teachers; 49 among 

traders; 50 among lawyers; and 23 among doctors (doctors were difficult to access and 

time was short).  The questions and aggregated results are included in Appendix C.  The 

questionnaires were completed by approaching people informally in their places of work: 

boatmen were approached on the ghats on the riverbank; weavers were approached on 

the street in the neighborhoods dominated by weavers and in their workshops; teachers 

were approached in schoolyards and near their classrooms (permission was taken from 

the principals where necessary); traders were approached while working in their shops; 

lawyers were approached near the district court complex and at bar association buildings; 

and doctors were approached in hospitals and clinics.  Survey conditions were anything 

but rigorously controlled and the results of these surveys do not represent a perfect 

measure of attitudes and opinions.  For example, frequently, particularly when talking 

with boatmen and weavers, I would approach one individual who would agree to answer 

my questions; his fellows would congregate around him and offer their suggestions as to 

how he should answer and occasionally he would change his answer as a result; others 

would occasionally answer on his behalf; occasionally, the original respondent would 

eventually wander off and I would have to complete the questionnaire without him, 

taking answers from whoever was dominating the group discussion.  Therefore, 

particularly in the case of boatmen and weavers, these questionnaire data are a better 



 30 

reflection of the consensus public attitudes of small groups than the genuine opinions of 

individuals.  Even when conducting the survey among people more familiar with the 

conventions of a questionnaire, the conversation was rarely private and therefore the 

respondents probably framed and edited their answers with their eavesdropping 

colleagues in mind. 

Furthermore, the selection of questionnaire respondents was not purely random.  

With the boatmen and weavers, I tended to approach people who looked most willing to 

speak with me.  In schools and hospitals I was occasionally referred to specific people 

who might have been selected for me on the basis of their cooperativeness, loyalty, or 

“professionalism.”  With all groups, I was frequently referred to specific people whom 

the referrer seemed to believe would have something interesting or relevant to say, or 

who was regarded as a leader in some way.   

The questionnaire surveys were generally conducted in Hindi unless the 

respondent expressed a preference to speak in English, which occasionally happened with 

doctors, lawyers, and teachers. 

To verify the impressions gathered from interviews and observation, four research 

assistants (RAs) and I conducted a survey of the local edition of Uttar Pradesh’s most 

popular Hindi daily, Dainik Jaagran, from years 1998-2008 and recorded the numbers of 

various forms of contentious action reported.  The results are shown in Table 2 in the 

next chapter.  Because it was a huge task for which there was little time, native Hindi-

reading assistants were employed.  This presented both advantages and disadvantages.  

The advantages were (1) speed (the research team was able to go through ten years’ 

worth of Hindi-language newspapers within six weeks, while it would have taken this 

researcher, at the rate of two to four newspapers a day, roughly two and a half years); and 

(2) impartiality (because the RAs were not fully apprised of the hypothesis and its 
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implications in advance, they were able to do the counting without bias).26  The 

disadvantage of employing RAs is that they occasionally committed counting errors or 

made judgment calls that this researcher might not have made.  For example, the RA who 

went through the 2007 newspapers did not catch any articles on doctors.  However, I 

have on file several clippings from Dainik Jaagran describing a four-day-long protest 

involving a hartaal (strike or work stoppage) in 2007 and have included those accounts in 

Table 2. 

In terms of the design of such a survey, tracking the frequency of contentious 

action in this way also has disadvantages.  One of the drawbacks is that the actions are 

not weighted in terms of numbers of participants or other measures of scale or 

“significance.”  A short rally involving a dozen people is counted the same as a full-day 

strike involving thousands.  The only group with which we attempt to make this 

distinction is the weavers, where we discuss the differences in mobilization patterns 

between handloom weavers and powerloom weavers.  However, articles often did not 

give a sense of how “big” an action was, so weighting the actions consistently would 

have been difficult if not impossible, and discarding reports in which such information 

was lacking would have resulted in the exclusion of many, if not most, of the reported 

actions.  Usually, strikes, sit-ins, demonstrations, processions, etc., did not involve 

participation by all the members of the occupation.  Most contentious actions were 

smaller, symbolic public demonstrations made on behalf of the whole occupation.  

However, they are considered significant nonetheless because they still involve missing 

out on work, and the frequency with which an organization can mobilize even a few 

members to miss work does indicate something about the relative ability of that group to 

                                                
26 The 2008 newspapers were reviewed later, in early 2009, by one of the research assistants, Ajay Pandey, 
who emailed the information to me. 
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sacrifice income.  Furthermore, there were also several cases of true strikes, in which 

most if not all the members of the occupational group participated, notably the boatmen’s 

strike of 2008, the powerloom weavers strike of 2003, several shut-downs (bandh) by 

traders in 2003 and 2005, and many (if not most) of the lawyers’ strikes. 

Finally, there is the question of reporting bias.  It is true that the middle-class 

associations are better organized and have better public relations skills and better 

personal connections to the media.  They are skilled at preparing press releases and have 

the means to duplicate them and deliver them to the newspaper offices.  Additionally, as 

Harvey Molotch argues, there may be a “class bias of ‘interesting,’” meaning that the 

middle- to upper-class readers of Dainik Jaagran are possibly more interested in the 

activities of other middle- to upper-class people, so the newspaper’s reporters and editors 

will slant their coverage toward middle- to upper-class events (Molotch, 1979: 75).   

However, it is unclear whether any of the groups would be systematically favored 

or disfavored by such a bias.  In response to the above points, one could argue that certain 

countervailing biases also exist in favor of the lower-class groups.  For example, most of 

the strikes and protests carried out on behalf of handloom weavers were organized by 

various NGO activists and the local office of the Communist Party of India–Marxist 

(CPI-M), which are highly effective at spreading word of their organized public actions.  

Furthermore, in the stories about protests by the handloom weavers, one occasionally 

detects a subtext of wariness at the potentially subversive or threatening activities—or 

simply the “otherness”—of this predominantly Muslim community.  For example, the 

stories on the weavers’ outdoor mass prayer meetings (dua’ khwani), which were 

intended to draw attention to the problems of weavers and pray for their amelioration, 

were accompanied by sensational photos of thousands of Muslim men in distinctive 

dress, bowed down in prayer.  The press may well consider such events newsworthy for 



 33 

their visual impact if nothing else.  The boatmen might be argued to receive reliable 

coverage as well: On the rare occasion when they manage to organize and execute a 

strike and/or protest, it is necessarily big news in Varanasi, which is a major pilgrimage 

and tourist destination and where a visit is incomplete without a boat ride on the sacred 

Ganges.  Boatmen are a highly visible community and their strikes can be major blows to 

the city’s whole pilgrimage/tourism industry.  The boatmen have also used their boats as 

physical props in their actions, whether blocking the river with a line of moored boats or 

carrying a boat through the streets to the district magistrate’s office.  These are the kind 

of spectacular events that the media like to cover.  Therefore, the possibility of reporting 

bias is not dismissed but is regarded as less of a problem than some might think. 

 

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

Chapter II lays out the theoretical approach of the study and provides an overview 

of the findings.  It frames the study in terms of the theoretical literature on the public 

sphere and discusses the relevance of this literature to public life in Varanasi.  A variety 

of evidence supports the argument that the public sphere in Varanasi is highly 

contentious, politicized, and diverse, and effectively privileges protest.  Contentious 

action is viewed as a particularly effective and legitimate means to make demands upon 

the state.  However, my findings in the field suggest that in Varanasi, middle-class 

occupational groups generally protest far more frequently than lower-class occupational 

groups.  We connect these findings to some influential work on civil society, political 

society, civic participation, and class in India, and briefly examine certain political trends 

in India that may have influenced these findings. 

However, the overall contentiousness of Varanasi’s public sphere and the 

additional evidence that shows most middle-class occupational groups using contentious 
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action more frequently lower-class groups presents us with the main puzzle that this 

study endeavors to solve: Why do groups at different class levels not resort to protest and 

strike at equal rates?  If the public sphere is generally contentious—if protest is such an 

attractive means of making demands—what explains the clear class-wise variation in the 

resort to protest? The discussion then turns to the literature on social movements and 

particularly resource mobilization theory to explain this puzzle: those groups with higher 

levels of resources—in terms of financial resources and mobilizing structures—tend to 

use contentious action more frequently, taking advantage of a political environment that 

rewards protest.  Alternative explanations are considered, and the chapter is concluded 

with a consideration of class and occupation as analytical categories. 

The layout of Chapters III and IV is intended to provide both a comparative 

overview of all six cases as well as individual, in-depth treatment of each case.  Chapter 

III further develops and applies the resource-mobilization approach proposed in Chapter 

II.  The body of the chapter is divided into sections on financial resources, mobilizing 

structures, and influential allies, and within each section, all six occupational groups are 

compared across these variables.  The purpose of this is to make a cross-case comparison 

of resources as clear and accessible as possible.  This cross-case comparison of resources 

and contentious action is summarized in Table 1, below.  It demonstrates that for five out 

of six groups, there is a strong positive relationship between resources and the tendency 

to resort to contentious action.  The sixth group, the doctors, has the highest level of 

resources of all, and suggests that the relationship may not be linear, but rather 

curvilinear. 
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Table 1: Overview of Group Resources and Contentious Action 

 Financial and 
Educational 
Resources  

Strength of 
Mobilizing 
Structures 

Impact of 
“influential 
allies” on 
protest? 

Frequency of 
Contentious 
Action 

Boatmen Low Low-medium High Low 
Handloom 
Weavers 

Low Low High Medium  
(low-cost) 

Teachers Medium High Low Medium 
Traders Medium-high High Mixed High 
Lawyers Medium-high High Low High 
Doctors High High Low Low 

 

Chapter IV provides a richer discussion of each of the cases, illustrating how each 

group tends to make its demands upon the state, how it engages in contentious action 

when it does, and whether and to what extent it builds relationships with political parties.  

In the first case study, we show how and why the boatmen were able to overcome the 

challenges posed by their lack of resources to organize a highly effective strike in 2008 

and find that cooperation with the Congress Party made the difference.  In our discussion 

of the weavers, we consider the modes of organization and engagement of the handloom 

weavers and powerloom weavers separately and show how varying levels of resources 

within the traditional weaving community strongly affect their ability to build mobilizing 

structures and determine the types of contentious action that are possible for each group.  

The handloom weavers have had a difficult time building and sustaining any association 

among themselves, and rely upon outside activists to lead the effort to organize and 

mobilize them for contentious action, which tend to be very small, brief demonstrations.  

The powerloom weavers, on the other hand, are able to organize themselves and launch 

large-scale, costly, long strikes and gain the valuable support of the traditional leaders of 
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the Ansari community.  In the third case study, we show how teachers have had a long 

and colorful history of contentious action, but generally limit their efforts to obtaining 

salary increases, promotions, and other benefits for teachers.  Their direct representation 

in the state legislative council may have reduced some of their need to protest.  In our 

discussion of the lawyers, we show that the one group who might be presumed to have 

the strongest faith in formal, institutionalized channels of making demands upon the state 

are actually one of the most contentious groups, and discuss some possible reasons for 

this paradox.  This case study is illustrated with a discussion of two-week long strike in 

August 2007.   The next case study discusses the traders associations’ strong relationship 

with political parties and how this does and does not affect their use of protest and strike.  

We find that the highly politicized competition between the two major traders 

associations may lead them to launch more protests.  However, the political parties 

themselves do not appear to have a hand in hand in organizing the protests.  Finally, we 

discuss the special case of the doctors, the most privileged group of the study.  It shows 

that there is not a simple linear, positive relationship between resources and contentious 

action and suggests that there may be actually a curvilinear relationship, in which groups 

near the top of the socio-economic ladder have a wider selection of means to make their 

demands and contentious action becomes relatively less attractive.  Furthermore, the 

association of doctors in Varanasi, the Indian Medical Association—Varanasi, is closely 

connected to a powerful political party, the Bharatiya Janata Party; thus this case study, 

taken together with that of the traders, also demonstrates that there is no clear relationship 

between a group’s connections to political parties and its resort to contentious action. 
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Chapter II: Theory 

It is argued here that while Varanasi’s public sphere is highly contentious due to a 

set of political and institutional opportunities that rewards protest, only those groups with 

relatively abundant financial and organizational resources can take advantage of such 

opportunities.  Thus we find that middle-class occupational groups resort to contentious 

action far more than lower-class occupational groups.   

First we consider the theoretical concept of the public sphere and discuss the form 

it has taken in Varanasi, where it is marked by the frequent public expression of demands 

and opinions in the form of contentious action.  Such action is undertaken as a dramatic 

performance of a group’s claims, frequently against the state, and the bigger and bolder 

the performance, the more likely it is to receive a response.  While it is not “disorderly” 

or “irrational”—it has a clear method and logic—it looks somewhat different from some 

notions of civil society as marked by “civility.”  It bears some similarity to the concept of 

a public sphere described by Habermas, but it is also more diverse and politicized.  This 

notion of a public sphere that privileges contentious action can be connected to the 

political processes and opportunities (PPO) approach described in the literature on social 

movements.  We discuss this concept and suggest that a combination of structural and 

institutional factors in Varanasi may have produced the kind of contentious, 

demonstrative public sphere that we have observed. 

However, the empirical findings discussed in Chapter I show that there is a 

distinct class-wise variation in the extent to which different occupational groups actually 

resort to protest.  To explain this variation, we must look beyond structural and 

institutional factors and examine factors particular to each group.  After considering 

alternative explanations such as their relationships with political parties, the types of 
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claims they make, and sociological factors such as caste and religion, we argue that 

resource level is most consistently related to the outcome we observed.  We explore 

resource-based explanations—especially the literature on resource mobilization and PPO, 

which has mostly focused on the study of social movements and political participation in 

the West—and find that they can be usefully applied to explaining this pattern of routine 

claim-making in India.  However, we also suggest some modifications to these 

explanations.  As further discussion of the empirical evidence will show, particularly with 

regard to the case of the doctors, there is not a perfectly linear, positive relationship 

between resources and frequency of protest.  It is argued here that there may actually be 

more of a curvilinear relationship: a certain basic level of financial and organizational 

resources may be necessary for more frequent participation in contentious action, but 

much higher levels of such resources may render contentious action unnecessary.  Highly 

privileged groups such as the doctors, who have extraordinary access to powerful figures 

in administration and the political parties, occasionally do resort to protest (and 

sometimes very dramatically), but also have other means to press their claims (and seem 

not to have to work as hard to get a sympathetic response).  Finally, we also examine one 

important element of the PPO literature, the role of influential allies, and find that while 

having influential allies may be critical to the ability of resource-poor groups to mobilize 

large-scale contentious action, they do not play a similarly critical role in the mobilization 

of groups who have good financial and organizational resources of their own.   

 

THE PUBLIC SPHERE IN THEORY AND IN INDIA  

Jürgen Habermas has argued that a “bourgeois public sphere” of “rational-

critical” discourse developed in England, France, and Germany in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, in which the “public” (consisting of educated bourgeoisie, 
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particularly the clergy, teachers, doctors, officers of the governing apparatuses, “greater 

merchants” [as opposed to petty shopkeepers], etc.) began to participate in a highly 

structured, refined criticism of the arts and letters, which led to a bourgeois culture of 

discussion and a direct engagement with the nobility that began to challenge the absolute 

power of the monarchies (1991).  Habermas describes the emergence of “public” debate 

on the proper role of the state in society and the economy, and on the forming of “right” 

laws and opinions, which grew from the coffee-houses and was sustained by the 

dissemination and discussion of private printed newsletters and essays.  By virtue of their 

shared class position in society, according to Habermas, members of this educated 

bourgeoisie shared common interests vis-à-vis their relationship with the state.  With the 

gradual commercialization of the media and the growing influence of private business 

interests on media and governance in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, however, the 

public sphere eventually became commercialized, politicized, dominated by opposing 

special interests, and therefore less public. 

Habermas’s argument has provided considerable traction for political theorists 

and observers of political participation and civil society.  Writers continue to debate 

where public spheres have existed and where they apparently have not.  These questions 

become more complicated when posed with reference to societies outside Europe and 

North America, particularly post-colonial societies, where political and economic 

development has occurred along paths fundamentally different from the conditions that 

Habermas describes as having given rise to the public sphere in Europe, especially with 

regard to industrialization, urbanization, and the development of more representative 

governance.  As these processes were unfolding in Europe, India was just beginning its 

experience with colonialism, which would have profound effects upon its economic 

development, social systems, and political systems.  To this day, industrialization and the 



 40 

development of the service sector are uneven, with some regions having highly 

developed secondary and tertiary sectors and others still virtually feudal.  However, the 

transformation of the economy and traditional power structures continues and the rate of 

urbanization is increasing.27  The transition to a democratic system has been far more 

abrupt than such transitions in England and France.  Promulgated in 1950, the 

constitution granted equal political rights and protections, including the right to vote, to 

women and men from all castes and classes in one fell swoop.  Of course, the full 

political participation of women, the lower castes and classes, the rural, and the less 

educated in a fully-fledged liberal democracy has not happened all at once.  As Yogendra 

Yadav describes, voter turnout in the first general election of 1952 was a low 46 percent, 

and for several decades national priorities and the meaning of “democracy” were largely 

defined and represented by the English-speaking elite (1999: 11).  In terms of voting 

behavior, “patron-client networks and systems of reward distribution were already in 

place in the first decade after independence,” and “preexisting social divisions” were 

finding new expression in competitive politics.  However, Yadav argues that this does not 

represent a peculiar corruption of democracy that is specific to India; this gap between 

the ideals of democracy and its performed reality is not only universal, it represents a 

tension that lies at the “very heart of the practice of liberal democracy.”  Democracy’s 

“articulation through the pre-existing social divisions helped competitive politics take 

firm root in the society and assume something like an organic growth” (Yadav 1999: 13). 

Thus, while some have questioned the depth or quality of democracy in India on 

the basis of the country’s dramatic economic inequalities, the influence of patron-client 

                                                
27 For data on urbanization rates and trends in India, see Pranati Datta, “Urbanisation in India,” paper 
prepared for the European Population Conference, 21-24 June, 2006 (Population Studies Unit, Indian 
Statistical Institute, Kolkata).  Accessed online 26 February 2010 at 
http://epc2006.princeton.edu/download.aspx?submissionId=60134. 
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relations based on caste and religious affiliations, localized outbreaks of political 

violence, the overwhelming dominance of the Congress Party through the mid-1970s, and 

other factors, for six decades democratic participation has grown nonetheless and an 

understanding of what democracy means, what it demands and what it enables, has 

spread.  Voter turnout surged fifteen points in a mere fifteen years, to 61 percent in the 

1967 general election (Yadav 1999: 11).  According to Christophe Jaffrelot, a “silent 

revolution” has been underway among India’s large lower-caste populations, beginning 

in the 1930s among lower castes in the South and 1960s among lower castes in the North.  

In the North (where Varanasi is located) this revolution began with the rise of Charan 

Singh, a peasant leader who sought to unite the peasant farmers among the Other 

Backward Classes (OBCs), led the fight for the expansion of reservations (hiring and 

admissions quotas) to the OBCs (see below), and briefly served as prime minister of 

India in 1979-1980 (Jaffrelot, 2003: 1-10). 

Another sign of how the transition to democracy has been not only far more rapid 

but qualitatively different in India than in Western Europe is the level of participation in 

elections among different demographic groups.  “The European and North American 

experience led to the assumption that political participation was a function of social 

privilege.  If you are rich, well-educated, and belong to the majority community, then you 

are likely to vote more and participate more in political activity,” writes Yadav.28  

However, polling data from Yadav and the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies 

in New Delhi show that a distinctly different pattern is evident in India.  “The poor vote 

more than the rich, especially in urban areas.  For the last four general elections, Dalits 

[formerly known as untouchables] have voted more than upper caste Hindus.  Ever since 

                                                
28 Yogendra Yadav, “The Truth About Theories on Turnout,” The Hindu (Online Edition), 13 April 2009.  
Accessed online at http://www.thehindu.com/2009/04/13/stories/2009041355691200.htm on 4 March 2010. 
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1977, rural areas have recorded higher turnout than the cities.”29  While the full 

realization of political equality is a continuing process, political participation has 

broadened and deepened in India far more quickly in the last sixty years than during any 

comparable period of England’s long, gradual transition to democracy.  As we see in the 

data on electoral participation, India is not simply experiencing the same kind of 

transformation that Europe did, albeit centuries later; it is undergoing a process that is 

qualitatively different.  

However, we should not make the mistake of assuming that the development of a 

public sphere is necessarily linked to the development of democratic institutions.  Lisa 

Wedeen persuasively argues that democratic practices such as public deliberation can 

exist quite independently of formal democratic institutions (such as elections) and even 

thrive in the absence of such institutions (2008: 3).  Public spheres (or public 

deliberation, or public reasoning, or whatever term one chooses) arguably have existed in 

India long before its encounter with European-style democratic institutions.  Farhat 

Hasan finds abundant historical evidence for the emergence of a Habermasian public 

sphere of rational-critical discourse in Mughal North India in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, demonstrating parallels with the developments that Habermas 

describes taking place in Europe at about the same time.  While the Mughal state and the 

elites could easily dominate the public sphere and “win arguments” through the 

deployment of superior resources, “the common people also knew of methods and 

techniques of defending their interests, based on the manipulation of the system and the 

mobilization of public opinion” (2005: 91-94).  Hasan argues, “When the British 

established their rule in India, therefore, one of the problems they were confronted with 

was to manage and control this (pre-existing) pluralistic public sphere” (ibid., 105).  

                                                
29 Ibid. 
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Sudhir Chandra explores the concept of citizenship during the British raj and 

demonstrates that resistance to colonial oppression and growing recognition of the 

“irreconcilability of interests between the rulers and the ruled” effectively “fostered 

‘citizenlike conduct’ and created an ever-widening public sphere.”  Thus came the birth 

of the Indian National Congress in 1885 and the development of the independence 

movement that would eventually drive the British from India (Chandra 2005: 113).  Watt 

also examines social service associations and civic activism in the early 20th century and 

the role that this “associational culture” played in nation-building during the colonial era.  

Watt argues, “There might have been more restrictions in the public sphere in colonial 

India than in the United States or Europe, but a public sphere and viable civil society did 

exist.”  It was political as well as social, existing beyond the realm of mere “ritual and 

symbolic expression” (2005: 11). 

The necessary conditions for the existence of a public sphere are unclear, but in 

his aptly titled book The Argumentative Indian, Amartya Sen maintains that India has a 

long tradition of public reasoning.  Sen points to discourses in the Upanishads and 

Mahabharata, exchanges between Alexander the Great and Jain philosophers, councils 

sponsored by Emperor Ashoka that promoted the “tradition of open discussion on 

contentious issues” and that were governed by rules of conduct (e.g., “‘restraint in regard 

to speech, so that there should be no extolment of one’s own sect or disparagement of 

other sects…’” [quoted in Sen 2005: 16]), and Emperor Akbar’s efforts to promote 

dialogue among different faiths.  The tradition of public argumentation is celebrated as a 

cultural institution in the region of Bengal, including West Bengal and Bangladesh, 

where public conversations on “intellectual” or “cultural” topics are known as adda.  A 

manifestation of the fabled Bengali love of discussion and debate, adda “incorporates 

elements of both ritual and informality,” (Chakrabarty 2001, 124-127).  The tradition 
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appears similar to the qat chews that Lisa Wedeen describes as a feature of public life in 

Yemen (2008).  In an article entitled “The Chattering Masses,” journalist Peter 

Trachtenberg observes, “Of course, everyone had an idea of what constituted a real adda. 

Was it peasants chatting at sundown by the Kali temple; the pensioners gabbing at 

Bhaumik’s club; the tailors and goldsmiths opining by the tea stalls on Ganguly Road; the 

literary heavyweights who meet every Wednesday to discuss the arts?  The one thing 

everyone agreed on was that the best addas were the ones held at coffeehouses…”30  

While Chakrabarty describes adda as a practice traditionally limited to the bourgeoisie 

(as it can involve long hours of non-productivity), Trachtenberg finds that in practice it 

has become “democratized, thanks to universities, bookstores and coffeehouses.”  

According to Sen, India’s argumentative tradition and history of heterodoxy have “deeply 

influenced Indian politics” and are “particularly relevant…to the development of 

democracy in India” (2005: 4-16).  In other words, a vibrant, pre-existing public sphere 

may have provided a hospitable environment for the development of democracy in India. 

As Howard Spodek’s study of the historical antecedents of Gandhi’s “political 

methodology” shows, the Indian public sphere has long accommodated a varied 

repertoire of protest (1971).  It is more than just talk; there is also plenty of action.  The 

tradition of protest in the Kathiawad region of western Gujarat state long pre-dates the 

arrival of the British and encompasses a variety of protest forms, including “fast, self-

punishment, passive resistance, and even a form of guerilla warfare,” that were used as 

political leverage “both by the government and against it” (363).  These means were 

divided into violent and non-violent, a type of guerilla warfare called baharvatiya and 

peaceful protest called risaamanu.  More relevant to our discussion here, risaamanu 

                                                
30 Peter Trachtenberg, “The Chattering Masses,” New York Times, 15 May 2005.  Available online: 
http://travel2.nytimes.com/2005/05/15/travel/tmagazine/15T-
INDIA.html?_r=1&ex=1142917200&en=086d620c97018174&ei=5070.  Last accessed 14 February 2010.  
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“played upon the emotions and psyche of the antagonist” and included methods such as 

fasting, traga (self-punishment such as inflicting wounds on oneself), and dharna (the 

meaning of this term will be discussed in detail below).  Spodek argues that Gandhi 

incorporated these common traditional forms of non-violent protest into his repertoire of 

tactics used to force the British government out of India (Spodek 1971: 363). 

 

The Language of Protest 

We conclude this section with a consideration of the vocabulary of protest in the 

Hindi language.  There are, of course, many ordinary words for which there are simple 

English translations: juluus for procession; pradarshan for demonstration or protest, 

putla jalaana for the burning of effigies, and so on.  However, there are also numerous 

terms in Hindi that evoke specific forms of protest and that draw from a long history of 

previous protest movements, and that do not have simple, precise equivalents in the 

English language.  For example, the word dharna can be roughly translated as “sit-in,” 

but the word also conjures a specific style and procedure of sit-in: One Hindi-English 

dictionary defines it as “sitting doggedly to enforce compliance of a demand.”31  In pre-

British Kathiawad, Spodek writes that dharna involved “stationing oneself near the 

ruler’s palace or in some other prominent place so as to call public attention to, and 

hopefully invoke public sympathy for one’s cause” (Spodek, 1971: 363-364).  While 

Merriam-Webster Online calls it “a fast held at the door of an offender in India as an 

appeal for justice,”32 it need not involve a fast, actually.  A dharna can be one hour long 

or of indefinite duration, held in a public space (e.g., on a street corner) or on the 

                                                
31 Sangeeta S. Parikh, Dick F. Plukker, Rob F. Veldhuyzen van Zanten, and Henk W. Wagenaar, Hindi–
Transliterated Hindi–English Dictionary (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Limited, 1996). 
32 Merriam-Webster Online, http://media.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/dharna (downloaded 25 March 
2010). 
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doorstep of the target of one’s demand (e.g., in the portico of the district magistrate’s 

office); and it can involve one person or a hundred.  However, it usually involves a 

display of determined waiting and usually lasts until the target person has appeared to 

receive the demand and make some concession, even just a symbolic or promised one.  

The word is commonly combined with the word for “demonstration,” dharna-

pradarshan, the rhythm of the phrase lending some emphasis and suggesting the routine-

ness of this form of protest. 

Gherao is another commonly used term with an illustrious history for which there 

is no single-word English translation.  Literally, it is the informal imperative form of the 

verb meaning, variously, “to surround,” “to enclose,” and “to besiege.”  In other words, it 

is literally a command to one’s fellows: “Surround!”  It has entered the English language 

with its conjugated form used as both a noun and a verb (e.g., “The workers undertook a 

gherao at the factory’s management office,” or “they gheraoed the superintendent’s 

office”).  MSN Encarta’s online dictionary describes it as the “act of surrounding 

somebody as protest: the detainment of an official, employer, or manager, usually at the 

workplace, as a political or industrial protest.”33  The term is historically rooted in the 

industrial actions in West Bengal in the 1960s and 1970s (particularly the unrest in the 

jute, tea, cotton, and various heavy industries).  “Firebrand” labor leader and later state 

labor minister Subodh Banerjee is credited with developing this form of protest, which 

involved surrounding management offices (for days on end, if necessary) to force 

concessions, not allowing the captives to come outside even to eat or to relieve 

themselves.  This form of protest has a certain historical and situational specificity and 

was not observed in Varanasi during fieldwork; however, the term persists in popular 

                                                
33 MSN Encarta Dictionary, http://encarta.msn.com/dictionary_561509230/gherao.html (downloaded 25 
March 2010). 
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consciousness and the media occasionally use the term to describe (imprecisely) some 

dharnas.34   

There are additional ways to stop people from getting to where they want to go: 

The chakka-jam is essentially an effort (it might involve a dharna) to block traffic 

(chakka means wheel and jam is borrowed from the English).  This technique may have 

originated as a specifically rural form of protest, in which tractors and carts would gather 

to block the road.  Like dharna and gherao, this term is frequently used in an English-

language context as well as in Hindi.  Rasta roko is another term for blocking the road, 

while rail roko involves occupying the rail lines and forcing all rail traffic to a halt (like 

gherao, roko is the informal imperative form of a verb, in this case “to stop”). 

In Hindi there are not one but two words commonly used for something like a 

strike, bandh and hartaal.  Many (including the Supreme Court of India) are hard-pressed 

to explain precisely the difference between them; either term can be used to refer to a 

shut-down or work-stoppage and the terms are often used together or interchangeably.  A 

highly successful action of this type would mean an empty street and the cessation of all 

formal economic activity.  The practice of some political parties (e.g., LDF in Kerala, 

CPI-M in West Bengal, DMK in Tamil Nadu) to call for statewide bandhs and to elicit 

wide compliance by force precipitated a Supreme Court ruling against such bandhs as 

unconstitutional; however, the court failed to clearly distinguish between bandh and 

hartaal.35  Organizations and parties still frequently call for such actions, provoking legal 

challenges and official censures that do little to halt the practice. 

                                                
34 D. Bandyopadhyay, “A Defiant Rebel,” Mainstream, Vol. XLV, No. 33 (8 August 2007), available 
online at http://www.mainstreamweekly.net/article263.html (downloaded 25 March 2010); Dasgupta, 1992: 
27-28; De, 1970: 203). 
35 Abani Ray, “Bandh is Legitimate,” and Abraham Thomas, “It’s Unconstitutional” in “Politics of 
Disruption: Does the judiciary’s observation that strikes are “unconstitutional” deny the democratic right to 
protest?” The Pioneer (Lucknow Ed.), 7 October 2007, p. 4. 
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There are more: anashan literally means “to the end” and implies a fast-unto-

death, something rather more final than a mere hunger-strike.  The term is occasionally 

used in connection with dharna—supposedly one involving a fast, but it was also used 

rather sensationally by the media to describe ordinary dharnas in which the only fast 

appeared to occur sometime between lunch and afternoon tea.  Yatra, a journey that is 

traditionally taken for religious purposes (i.e., pilgrimages), has in recent years taken on 

highly politicized, protest-oriented forms as well, as with Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 

President Ram Advani’s famous rath yatra (chariot journey) to Ayodhya in 1989, 

undertaken to mobilize people in favor of the building of a temple to Lord Ram on the 

site of the Babri Masjid. 

 

PROTEST AND VARANASI’S PUBLIC SPHERE 

This study concerns contentious politics in Varanasi, where a vibrant public 

sphere of rational-critical discourse can be observed in the city’s ubiquitous small chai 

shops, where men gather to read and discuss the news; in the small lanes where women 

gather around each other’s doorways to discuss local festivals, the lack of electricity, and 

the price of vegetables; in the almost daily street demonstrations against this policy or 

that tax, against police inaction or the lack of some state benefit for some group; on the 

walls and posts covered with flyers advertising association meetings and the spray-

painted symbols and names of obscure political parties; in the weekly or monthly 

mushairas (gatherings at private homes where amateur poets recite their compositions); 

and in the numerous bookshops and small publishing houses where scholars, activists, 

and ordinary folk gather to discuss history, politics, and economics.  Associational life is 

thriving.  While there is no way to tell exactly how many associations exist in the city 

(even after seven or eight futile visits to the local Society Registration Office, where 
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records have not yet been computerized and files lay about in heaps), it is clear from the 

ubiquitous fliers, newspaper accounts of association meetings, interviews, and personal 

observation that there is an abundance of associational life.   

(It might be noted that the obviousness of Varanasi’s intense associationalism 

renders Pradeep Chhibber’s finding that India has a “weak associational life” all the more 

baffling. He cites the results of a 1991 survey in which 13% of respondents said they 

were members of an association, and compares it with the results of the 1991 World 

Values Survey, in which respondents in twenty-four other democracies [mostly 

European] answered a similar question.  In the latter study, the country with the lowest 

rate of association membership was Spain at 23%, ten points higher than the figure from 

the Indian survey.  However, such surveys fail to take into account the various ways in 

which people can be involved in public life, how they define “membership” and 

“association,” and might dramatically underestimate the degree of organized, collective 

public action that actually occurs.  Empirical studies on associational life in India 

[Bhargava and Reifeld, 2005; Jayaram, 2005; Eliot, 2003; Bhattacharyya et al., 2004] 

make clear that a large universe of associations exists in India.  According to formal and 

informal observation, people who might not regard themselves as “members” of formal, 

structured associations may nonetheless attend meetings and form ad hoc committees to 

deal with particular problems in a collective way.  Flyers advertising such meetings are 

frequently circulated and posted; oral public announcements are also made and spread by 

word of mouth.  While associations, committees, fora, councils, and other groups are 

organized at varying levels of formality and may not grant formal “membership” status, 

they exist in abundance.) 

Unlike the idealized, circumscribed public sphere that Habermas describes in 18th 

century England, the public sphere in Varanasi is neither exclusively bourgeois nor is it 
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unified by common interests.  It is highly diverse, politicized, and contentious.  Groups of 

all kinds, representing a wide range of economic and political interests, battle for public 

and state attention.  Protest is quite frequent, as is evident from the reports that appear in 

the newspapers almost daily.  During one four-month period from June through 

September 2007, there were 88 reports of demonstrations, strikes, processions, and other 

forms of public protest by occupational associations in Dainik Jaagran, equivalent to an 

average of at least one protest per weekday.  This figure does not even include many 

more demonstations by other types of groups, such as political parties, (purely) caste 

associations, religious organizations, and other civil society collectivities, nor does it 

include the numerous reports of meetings, conferences, and more “contained” means of 

making demands such as publicly presenting memoranda to government officials.  It does 

include public protest by people in a wide variety of occupations, including bank 

employees, telecommunications engineers and employees, television and radio 

employees, auto-rickshaw drivers, street sweepers, milkmen, insurance employees, 

railway laborers, state administration employees, and many more groups in addition to 

some of the occupational groups examined in this study (traders, lawyers, teachers, 

doctors, and weavers).  The reasons for these protests varied widely, but most commonly 

were rooted in demands for better pay, bonuses, and promotions (particularly among state 

employees—who are legally prohibited from striking but do it anyway—including those 

in telecommunications, media, banking, education, and other industries, but also street 

sweepers, diesel locomotive factory workers, railway laborers, etc.), opposition to 

government regulation and taxes, and a plethora of more specific grievances, such as 

demands to police make arrests in cases where a colleague had been killed, kidnapped, or 

otherwise injured; protests against poor management or pending privatization or merger; 

and so on.  For example, in 2007 alone, engineers employed in the local office of Bharat 
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Sanchar Nigam Limited (BSNL), India’s largest state-owned telecommunications 

company, carried out an extended strike in protest against the management’s decision not 

to purchase an expensive new global system for mobile communications (GSM) system.  

One local association of teachers protested against a new sex-education curriculum.  One 

organization of scheduled caste/scheduled tribe (SC/ST) employees at a local bank 

protested against alleged harassment by higher caste employees.  Diesel locomotive 

factory workers struck after the ambulance carrying one of their colleagues, who had 

suffered cardiac arrest on the job, was stopped at the factory gate and delayed because the 

drivers did not have a pass.   

The point here is that workers in a wide variety of industries regard protest and 

strike as an effective and legitimate means of making all kinds of work-related demands 

that might in other contexts be made through more contained, formal, or institutionalized 

means.  Institutions of the state, such as the administration and police, effectively 

encourage the use of agitation to make demands by ultimately making or at least 

promising concessions desired by the protesters.  As Eisinger writes in his analysis of 

civil rights protests in American cities,  

[T]he system which responds to protest is likely by its very responsiveness to 
encourage protest.  Elites who attempt to mobilize people to protest will fail 
eventually to recruit participants if protests are never successful.  Protestors must 
gain satisfaction through protest on occasion or they will stop using it as an 
instrumental tactic. Some survey data indicate that those who take part more often 
in protest are more likely to believe that protest works than those who take part 
less frequently.  Protest, then, feeds on the responsiveness it succeeds in eliciting 
(1973: 27-28). 

In Varanasi, the state frequently proved association leaders’ cost-benefit 

calculations right by responding to association demands in a speedier manner than they 

probably would have if associations had followed normal procedural channels.  

Administrative and police authorities appeared to be constantly in reaction mode, 
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responding in an ad hoc manner to the noisiest demands of the most troublesome groups.   

As several leaders of various associations proclaimed, “Not until a child cries will the 

mother give it milk.”36  These leaders frequently made statements indicating that they 

viewed protest and strike as highly effective means of making demands upon the state. 

One Central Bar Association (CBA) official indicated frustration and impatience with the 

unresponsiveness of the administration: “There are complaint procedures, like submitting 

applications, but these are not heeded.  So the only way to get the administration to listen 

is to go on strike.”37 Formal institutional or prescribed channels, such as submitting 

memoranda, applications, or petitions to administrative officials and resolving grievances 

through the court system are viewed as time-consuming and as ultimately yielding 

unsatisfactory resolutions.  Meetings with political figures and government officials are 

an important means of making demands upon the state, but these do not always result in a 

positive outcome.  Therefore, associations often resort to agitation, claiming that 

institutional channels would yield little benefit and justifying—even valorizing—their 

actions in terms of their “rights” in a democracy.  One Bar Council official explained, “It 

is our democratic right to sit on dharna.  It sends the message that [officials] should not 

misbehave in the future.  It has a more effective impact.  If you try to file a complaint in 

the court, the case would go on for years.”38 

Not only is protest considered to be a uniquely effective means of making 

demands (and having them met), but it also appears to be imbued with a special moral 

                                                
36 The line in Hindi, frequently voiced during interviews, was “Jab tak bachha nahin rota, maa usko doodh 
nahin pilati hai.”  Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathy, Member and former Vice Chairman, Bar 
Council of Uttar Pradesh, 6 September 2007; Statement by Rakesh Jain, General Secretary, at a meeting of 
the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 5 July 2001; Personal interview, Subhash Singh Patel, Vice President, 
Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 6 July 2007; etc. 
37 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Singh, General Secretary, Central Bar Association, 9 October 2007. 
38 Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathy, Member and former Vice Chairman, Bar Council of Uttar 
Pradesh, 6 September 2007. 
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legitimacy, an almost inherent righteousness, that lends it broad appeal.  While this 

portrayal of a city roiling with protest might suggest a disorderly, dysfunctional system in 

which the state and its agencies are incapable of providing social order and proper 

governance, drawing such a conclusion would be a mistake.  To be sure, agencies of the 

state are overloaded and inefficient, and there is some degree of corruption, and these 

factors may well undermine some people’s faith in contained, formal, or institutionalized 

channels.  However, this is not the full story.  In the course of fieldwork, there were 

several situations encountered in which formal, contained means of resolving an issue 

were readily available, and yet groups chose to protest anyway (for example, as with the 

lawyers, discussed in detail in Chapter IV).  Furthermore, as argued above, public 

contentiousness has a long and respectable history in South Asia; people did not suddenly 

discover protest recently, when formal channels proved to be inefficient.  Further 

evidence of this is found in Bayley’s 1970 study of protest in India, in which he 

concluded rather pessimistically, “Protests are so common that they not only supplement 

formal procedures but supplant them and render them irrelevant.  Protests are not used 

only when other avenues of accommodation have been exhausted; they have become a 

‘court of first resort’” (1970: 304).  While it is not true that formal procedures have been 

rendered irrelevant in the forty years since he made this argument, it does appear to be 

true that some groups—the more privileged groups, as this study will show—frequently 

prefer protest to formal procedures and resort to it immediately.   

Bayley likewise observed that protest has become institutionalized in Indian 

politics: “In supplementing the established means of redress, protests have developed 

their own rules, informal regulations, and accepted uses.”  For the most part, everyone 

mostly follows the rules; in this way, “disorder is kept within manageable proportions 

(1970: 308).  As the foregoing excursion into the rich vocabulary of protest in the Hindi 
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language demonstrates, there are specific forms of protest that are regarded as 

conventional and normal, and particularly effective because of the wide accessibility of 

their meanings.  In addition to those forms of protest conveyed by specifically Hindi 

terms (e.g., dharna, gherao, chakka-jam, anashan), there are other common forms of 

protest such as effigy burning, processions, and strikes.  This is a perfect example of a 

“repertoire of contention,” a concept pioneered by Charles Tilly and adopted as a central 

element of the social movements literature (Tilly, 1986; Tilly, 1995; Tarrow, 1998; 

McAdam, 1999: ix; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001; Tilly, 2008).  Tilly initially 

defined it as “the ways people act together in pursuit of shared interests” (1995: 41), and 

later elaborated, “the word repertoire helps describe what happens by identifying a 

limited set of routines that are learned, shared, and acted out through a relatively 

deliberate process of choice…People experiment with new forms in the search for tactical 

advantage, but they do so in small ways, at the edge of well-established routines” 

(unpublished, cited by Tarrow, 1998: 30).  Tarrow argues, “No less than in the case of 

religious rituals or civic celebrations, contentious politics is not born in organizers’ heads 

but is culturally inscribed and socially communicated.  The learned conventions of 

contention are part of a society’s public culture” (1998: 20).  Varanasi’s public sphere is 

clearly characterized by such repertoires, as the Hindi vocabulary of protest indicates and 

as direct observation soundly confirms; in fact, contentiousness itself has become an 

important part of Varanasi’s repertoire of political expression.  Additionally, it may even 

be important to ascribe a specific cultural or religious significance to a form of protest 

(even fairly universal forms of protest) in order for it to be perceived as legitimate or 

righteous.  When asked why traders associations appeared to favor the burning of 

effigies, the president of Varanasi’s largest traders association justified the practice first 

by noting (very pragmatically) that it captures people’s attention, but then adding that it 
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carries a special resonance among Hindus, who cremate the bodies of the deceased.39  

The question of whether this is a valid connection is not as important as the fact that 

either he felt it necessary or useful to cast the practice in a cultural or religious light or it 

actually did carry such significance for him. 

Anthropologists have analyzed the function of protest and other forms of 

“spectacle” and “spectacular performance” in creating modern social order and 

citizenship, particularly in a globalizing world.  Based on his research in a small city in 

Bolivia, Daniel Goldstein writes, “Spectacles, like other public events, are systems for 

not only the performance but also the creation or transformation of social 

order…Spectacles are often intensely visual, and it is in part through the manipulation of 

symbolic objects that spectacle performers create meaning, offer critiques, or suggest 

alternative readings of social reality” (2004: 16).  The purpose is to be seen, and this is 

“particularly important in urban settings, in which people are marginalized or otherwise 

rendered invisible in the public eye, yet are in close geographic proximity to the loci of 

official power” (Goldstein, 2004: 16).  My research shows that such spectacle is useful 

not only to the “marginalized” but to any group that wishes to challenge and implicate the 

state.  By making its demands in a public space, that group attempts to universalize its 

claim by making it a matter of the state’s accountability to the public at large.  Goldstein 

argues, 

Spectacular performance is interesting not merely because it is performed in 
public, but because spectacular events enable groups of people to establish 
themselves as a public, to define themselves as part of the public or as a special 
kind of public in a particular society.  Performed for an audience that includes the 
political, economic, and social elite…spectacles produced by marginalized groups 
are an effort to construct another kind of public, a ‘popular public’ to which 

                                                
39 Personal interview, Gyanshyam Jaiswal, President, Kashi Vyapari Pratinidhi Mandal, 7 July 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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officeholders and other authority figures should hold themselves accountable” 
(2004: 19). 

Even when the groups are not necessarily “marginalized” or “excluded,” publicly 

portraying themselves as victimized is certainly a useful political strategy.  This happens 

in other liberal democracies as well: Take, for example, the current “Tea Party” 

movement in the United States, the supporters of which tend to be “wealthier and more 

well-educated” than average, as well as white, male, and over age 45, according to a 

recent New York Times/CBS News poll.40  “Tea Party” activists have made great use of 

spectacular performance in their protests against federal taxes and social programs.  In 

Goldstein’s words, “These alternative ‘dramas of citizenship,’ composed of parades, 

marches, speeches, and other more quotidian forms of public demonstration, are critical 

means by which those ordinarily cast as the audience for state-sponsored performances of 

the nation take the stage themselves” (2004: 19).  Contentiousness in Varanasi, then, is a 

not a disruption of the public sphere or a reflection of the state’s dysfunctionality; it is a 

form of routine political expression that positively contributes to the construction of 

citizenship in a relatively young democracy. 

 

FINDINGS: THE PRIVILEGE OF PROTEST 

However, herein lies our puzzle.  While Varanasi’s public sphere is evidently 

contentious and appears to be shaped by institutional factors that encourage protest—

creating a political opportunity structure conducive to contentious action—not all groups 

respond alike to this institutional environment.  Extensive interviewing, direct 

observation, and a survey of eleven years’ worth of daily newspaper reports on six 

                                                
40  Kate Zernike and Megan Thee-Brenan, “Poll Finds Tea Party Backers Wealthier and More Educated,” 
New York Times (14 April 2010).  Available online: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/15/us/politics/15poll.html (downloaded 25 April 2010). 
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occupational groups (handloom weavers and boatmen, representing the urban lower class, 

and traders, lawyers, teachers, and doctors, representing the urban middle class) show 

that the middle-class occupational groups actually carry out far more public contentious 

actions than do the lower-class occupational groups.  The data in Table 2 represent the 

numbers of reports of contentious actions, including rallies, processions, sit-ins, strikes, 

and other forms of demonstration that appeared in Dainik Jaagran.  These numbers are 

not meant to be taken as authoritative by themselves, but they do generally confirm and 

summarize the impressions derived from extensive interviewing and observation, 

discussed in greater detail in the following chapters: The lawyers’, traders’, and teachers’ 

associations resorted far more frequently to strikes, sit-ins, and other forms of 

contentious, and occasionally even illegal, public action, while the boatmen’s and 

weavers’ associations tend to prefer formal, institutionalized, and/or contained means of 

making demands.  However, it is not a strictly positive, linear relationship either, as data 

on the doctors’ activities suggest. 

The weavers are a complicated case, as explained below.  Initially, they were 

taken as a single occupational group; however, it quickly became clear that a distinction 

between the lower-class handloom weavers and middle-class powerloom weavers would 

have to be made.  Thus we consider each group separately and compare their 

mobilization efforts.  This also allows for some “control” of additional social and 

religious factors, as the weavers represent the only predominantly Muslim occupational 

group of the six under study, and also constitute a single caste-community or biradari.  

As will be discussed in greater detail below, most of the handloom weavers’ 58 

contentious actions represented here were small, brief, relatively low-cost rallies 

organized by outside activists, NGOs, and political parties on handloom weavers’ behalf.  
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Most powerloom weavers’ actions, on the other hand, were costly, lengthy strikes and 

major demonstrations organized by their own self-formed associations. 
 

Table 2: Reports of Contentious Public Action by Occupational Associations in Varanasi, 
1998-2008 

Year Boatmen Weavers* Teachers Traders Lawyers Doctors 
** 

Total 

  Hand-
loom or 
unknown 

Power-
loom 

     

1998 1 3 3 31 5 4 0 47 
1999 0 0 0 6 9 5 0 20 
2000 0 2 2 2 18 17 0 41 
2001 0 5 0 8 9 18 3 43 
2002 0 2 0 4 21 8 0 35 
2003 0 10 14 3 58 11 2 98 
2004 0 17 0 5 14 11 1 48 
2005 2 6 1 15 55 7 11 97 
2006 1 7 0 4 19 7 3 41 
2007 1 5 0 13 26 21 4 70 
2008 18 1 0 8 27 6 0 60 
Total 23 58 20 99 261 115 24 600 
* The weavers are a complicated case, for reasons described later in this dissertation.  The weaving 
community can be divided into handloom weavers, who are lower class, and powerloom weavers, who are 
middle to upper-middle class.  We focus on the mobilization of handloom weavers and compare it with the 
mobilization of powerloom weavers.  As will be discussed below, there is very little mobilization organized 
by handloom weavers themselves on their own behalf.  Most of the 58 contentious actions represented here 
were organized by outside NGOs or political parties on handloom weavers’ behalf and were attended by 
handloom weavers, usually in small numbers. 
** Four Dainik Jaagran reports on doctors’ actions in September 2007 were not counted by the research 
assistant who scanned the 2007 papers, but I have clippings of these articles from DJ in my file. 

 

Thus we see that while Varanasi’s public sphere of routinized contentiousness 

encourages protest, there is wide variation in the frequency with which groups at different 

socio-economic levels resort to protest. Therefore, while a consideration of structural, 

environmental or institutional factors can offer much insight into the overall incentives to 

protest, such explanations cannot account for why some groups protest more often than 
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others.  To understand this variation, we must consider factors specific to each group.  

There are innumerable factors that likely have some influence on how often or why a 

group chooses to carry out contentious action, but it is argued here that resources are a 

critical consideration.  While protest is enabled and encouraged in Varanasi, it is not cost-

free.  Building and sustaining strong, well-organized mobilizing structures; taking the 

time to organize and participate in contentious actions such rallies, processions, sit-ins, 

and especially (most importantly) strikes; and accepting the risk of bodily harm or arrest 

by the police or of losing income opportunities as a result of participating in protest all 

require a certain level of financial resources and security that different occupational 

groups have in sharply varying degrees.  Thus we find that middle-class occupational 

groups protest more often than lower-class occupational groups because they have the 

resources that contentious action requires.  In Varanasi, agitation is an attractive and 

effective option for those who can afford it.  It is not that the poor are left completely 

without means of pressing their demands.  Lower-class groups do form committees and 

associations (occasionally with the assistance of outside activists or politically ambitious 

local leaders), hold public meetings on issues pertaining to their occupational interests, 

and organize unified appeals and responses to administrative agencies.  Occasionally, 

when resources permit, they conduct public protests.  However, it is the middle-class 

groups—the putative core of a Habermasian sphere of rational public discourse—that 

frequently choose protest as a means to make demands upon the state and thereby lend 

Varanasi’s public sphere its characteristic contentiousness.  In effect, the public sphere in 

Varanasi not only permits a high level of contentiousness, it privileges it. 
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Defining Contentious Action 

Before proceeding to the literature on the role of resources in enabling contentious 

action and social movements, it might be helpful at this point to define more clearly how 

the term “contentious action” is conceived here.  Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow, and 

Charles Tilly, central figures in the contentious action literature, define it as “Episodic, 

public, collective interaction among makers of claims and their objects when (a) at least 

one government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party to the claims and (b) the 

claims would, if realized, affect the interests of at least one of the claimants” (2001: 5).  

In this study, the term is used in conjunction with the term “contained action,” with both 

conceived in terms of their relationship to modes of engagement that are legally or 

administratively prescribed, or openly encouraged by the state.  As shown in Figure 2 

below, public actions can be arrayed along a continuum ranging from contained to 

contentious, and some may fall somewhere in the middle.  Actions that lie toward the 

“contained” end of the continuum follow procedures that are legally or administratively 

prescribed or openly encouraged by the state and do not fundamentally challenge state 

authority or its policies.  Actions that lie toward the “contentious” end of the continuum 

take place outside legally prescribed or officially encouraged procedures.  Furthermore, 

they can (for the purposes of this study) be described as disruptive, public, collective, and 

high-pressure (i.e., imposing costs for non-response).  They are aimed at challenging 

government authority, policies, or decisions.  One reason why this study conceives of 

“contentious action” and “contained action” in terms of these actions’ relationship to the 

state is that, in this study, the state happened to be the target of all claims.  This was 

simply the nature of most if not all observed contentious action in Varanasi.  So, while 

McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly’s definition of contentious action specifies, “at least one 

government is a claimant, an object of claims, or a party to the claims,” this study views 
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actions in terms of what is considered “within the bounds” (contained) versus “out of 

bounds” (contentious).  Figure 2 below offers some examples of contained and 

contentious action.  When conducting the analysis of news reports summarized in Table 2 

above, the author and research assistants looked for reports of actions that were described 

as dharna (sit-in), pradarshan (demonstration), juluus (procession), bandh (strike/shut-

down), hartaal (strike/shut-down), putla jalaana (effigy burning), or something we 

categorized as “other,” including rallies, road or rail-line blockages, hunger strikes, 

street-corner meetings, lamp-lightings/candlelight vigils, public prayer meetings (the ones 

reported in the paper were usually very large, with political speeches), events involving 

organized commotion or destruction (e.g., “hangama,” “torphor”), events described with 

the general term andolan (movement), and so on. 

 

Figure 2: A Continuum of Public Action 

 



 62 

The Bourgeoisie, the Lower Classes, and Civil Society 

Thus, while it has been argued here that Varanasi’s public sphere is normally 

highly contentious, we also see that contentious politics have a distinct class character.  

This brings us to the issue of class in “classic” conceptions of the public sphere and civil 

society.  According to Habermas, the public sphere was a product of the bourgeoisie.  As 

the public sphere degenerated, gradually becoming more commercialized, politicized, and 

dominated by opposing special interests, it also became more inclusive, taking on more 

“mass”-oriented characteristics and appeal.  To the extent that the concept of “civil 

society” overlaps with the public sphere, this was also considered to be a realm defined 

and dominated by the bourgeoisie. For Hegel, civil society was essentially bourgeois 

society (Seligman 1992: 45-51; Jones 2001: 107-118).41  While the working class was not 

explicitly excluded from his vision, neither was it mentioned.  “This is a serious 

omission,” write Cohen and Arato, “especially because Hegel claims that his estates 

correspond to economic differentiation.” His failure to fully recognize the “specifically 

modern form of stratification” of social class led him to ignore the working class, 

implicitly portraying it “as being unable to integrate into, and unable to contribute to the 

integration of, civil society” (Cohen and Arato, 98-9). 

 Several post-colonial scholars have adopted the Hegelian concept of civil society 

as a predominantly bourgeois realm in their critiques of the concept’s applicability in the 

developing world.  Partha Chatterjee writes, “I have favored retaining the old idea of civil 

society as bourgeois society, in the sense used by Hegel and Marx, and of using it in the 

Indian context as an actually existing arena of institutions and practices inhabited by a 

                                                
41 Hegel divided society into different estates corresponding with people’s economic function: the 
agricultural estate, the “trade and industry” or business estate, and the universal estate, which was 
concerned with bureaucratic or administrative functions (Hegel 1996: pars. 201-205; Wood 1991: xix).  
Most closely associated with civil society was the business estate or bourgeoisie (Seligman 1992: 45-51; 
Jones 2001: 107-118). 
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relatively small section of the people…” (2004: 38).  Chatterjee argues that in post-

colonial, developing countries (i.e., “most of the world” [2004: x]), the bourgeoisie or 

educated middle-class represents such a small portion of society that the civil society 

concept is of little use in understanding public life in those countries (2002; 2004).  With 

regard to India, he argues that “most of the inhabitants,” that is, the poor, the peasantry, 

the subaltern, are “only tenuously, and even then ambiguously and contextually, rights-

bearing citizens in the sense imagined by the constitution.  They are not, therefore, proper 

members of civil society.” Sudipta Kaviraj interprets Chatterjee’s argument thusly: “Elite 

groups, educated in Western style, understand the advantages of social individuation and 

have the skills of association—i.e., the subtle and in some ways culturally unfamiliar art 

of getting together and committing themselves partially and transiently to other with the 

same sectional interests.  People belonging to other social groups do not” (Kaviraj 317). 

Partha Chatterjee describes the government’s efforts to accommodate particular 

groups’ demands on an ad hoc basis in the context of the political appeasement of poor, 

disadvantaged populations (e.g., “a group of people living or cultivating on illegally 

occupied land or selling goods on the street”) that are demanding special consideration 

for their position, and portrays a governmental apparatus that has become accustomed to 

making special exceptions or accommodation for such groups (2010: 11-12).  Because 

the poor are effectively excluded from civil society and because they lack access to 

normal, legal means of livelihood, their demands upon the state are fundamentally 

different from those of the bourgeoisie, involving basic matters of welfare and security 

and occasionally based on illegal claims or means.  They operate not within civil society 

but a realm of action he calls “political society” (2004: 38; see also Chatterjee 2010).  

Political society is a site of conflict and competition, where mobilization becomes unruly 

and where institutional norms are violated in the struggle for rights and entitlements 
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(2002: 176).  Chatterjee describes “four features of political society in post-colonial 

democracies”: 

“First, many of the mobilizations in political society which make demands upon 
the state are founded on a violation of the law…Second, even as they appear 
before the state as violators of the law, they demand governmental welfare as a 
matter of ‘right’…Third, even as welfare functions are demanded as a right, these 
rights are seen to be collective rights…Finally, the agencies of the state and of 
non-governmental organizations deal with these people not as bodies of citizen 
belonging to a lawfully constitutes civil society, but as population groups 
deserving welfare” (2002: 177). 

He continues, “This is very different from the well-structured, principled and 

constitutionally sanctioned relations between the state and individual members of civil 

society” (2002: 178). 

However, what Chatterjee describes as poor people’s agitation in the realm of 

political society is hardly distinguishable from the routine public claim-making by a 

much wider socio-economic array of groups in Varanasi.  As illustrated above, the public 

sphere in Varanasi is characterized by an ordinary, everyday contentiousness, with 

groups representing middle-class as well as lower-class occupations and interests 

demanding the state’s attention to their particularized demands.  In his discussion of the 

political society concept, Sudipta Kaviraj describes the “political mendicancy” of the 

poor; and yet one sees frequent, public, noisy, and highly politicized demands for 

favorable policies, concessions, tax-breaks, and/or subsidies by middle-class traders’ 

groups, powerloom weavers’ associations, and other occupational groups.  The 

“acceptance of patronage from politicians” that Kaviraj notes with regard to the poor (and 

a feature of “political society”) was very much in evidence among associations 

representing traders, doctors, and powerloom weavers  (2001: 317-23). 

What do we make of a civil society in which the bourgeoisie are at least as 

contentious, politicized, and disorderly as the lower classes are purported to be?  If civil 
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society is by definition a realm of bourgeois public action, then it suggests that the 

bourgeoisie or middle classes in Varanasi have created a civil society that is 

fundamentally different from what Western civil society scholars have led us to expect as 

the “norm.”  On the other hand, if the ubiquity of contentious action in Varanasi is taken 

to suggest that civil society there has “broken down” or become “uncivil,” then what do 

we make of poor people’s associations that endeavor to play by the rules (whether by 

choice or default), pursuing more institutionalized means of making their demands?  Are 

lower-class groups the primary constituents of a truly “civil” civil society, or are they 

effectively excluded from a public realm that privileges contentious action, playing the 

role of “suckers” (in game theory parlance)?  Definitions and labels developed by 

Western theorists with reference to specific developments in Western political history are 

applied only with difficulty in Varanasi (and elsewhere in non-Western countries), unless 

a broader interpretation of such terms is adopted. 

 

Who Agitates and Who Operates? 

Pursuing Partha Chatterjee’s distinction between civil society and political 

society, John Harriss examined associational activity at different class levels in the South 

Indian cities of Bangalore and Chennai and concluded that the upper-middle-class 

associations tended to solve their problems in cooperation with state administrative 

entities while lower-class associations had a more antagonistic relationship with the state 

and tended to resort more to political avenues to pursue their interests.  In an epigraph he 

quotes a civil society activist who asserts “Only the poor agitate; the rich operate” (2006: 

445).  Harriss illustrates this maxim with descriptions of two types of citizens groups 

concerned with neighborhood development in Bangalore and Chennai.  The first type is 

“distinctly elitist” and “run by upper-middle class people.”  The organizations he 
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investigates are concerned with “participation in budgeting, and of transparency and 

accountability in local government” (2006: 455).  He compares this category of 

associations with those that “typically originate with or are focused on the informal 

working class, that mobilize and organize people to make demands upon the state.”  He 

focuses on associations whose primary concern is improving living conditions in slums, 

and who direct their effort “at securing basic rights for the people” (2006: 455).  

“These two types of organizations engage with government in very different 

ways,” Harriss writes.  The upper-middle class organizations “have adopted the paradigm 

of ‘public-private partnership’ and champion the notion of ‘collaborative change.’ The 

idea is that ‘synergy’ between citizens and government is essential to bring about 

change.”  On the other hand, the “mass movements” that represent the interests of slum-

dwellers, “have consciously adopted ‘protest’ and see their methods as being successful 

in protecting the rights of the poor and the marginalized. ‘Partnership’ with the state is 

inconceivable to most of these organizations, and the way they seek to obtain political 

representation is usually through entering into mainstream politics” (2006: 456).   

While the numbers shown in Table 2 above are at odds with Harriss’s 

conclusions, my findings do not necessarily directly contradict his.  The occupational 

associations that represent the middle-class groups in Varanasi, like the associations he 

observed in Bangalore and Chennai, are very well funded, well developed, and 

professionalized (Harriss 2006: 455).  Some do have strong connections to local 

government (for example, the formal linkages between the Indian Medical Association—

Varanasi and the district administration’s chief medical officer and district-level public 

health committees, or the informal linkages between leaders of the Central Bar 

Association of Varanasi and individual court employees and district officials).  However, 

while Harriss finds that the Bangalore and Chennai upper-middle-class associations’ 
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extensive resources and links to local government mean that they will choose to 

“operate” rather than “agitate,” this is not the case among middle- to upper-middle class 

occupational groups in Varanasi.  Even the Indian Medical Association, which has 

carried out far fewer agitations than the traders’, lawyers’, and teachers’ groups, does 

occasionally resort to some rather spectacular forms of protest when association leaders 

determine that protest will yield a quicker, more favorable response.  IMA leaders have 

never been disappointed in this regard—doctors’ protests in the last decade have always 

achieved their intended effect.  It was clear that even with superior resources and 

connections to government officials, middle-class occupational associations in Varanasi 

did occasionally favor protest. 

Part of the difference between Harriss’s findings and those of this study may be a 

result of the different types of associations examined.  Harriss studied associations that 

were mainly concerned with the living conditions and infrastructural development of the 

localities where the members live.  The upper-middle-class groups are concerned with the 

development and administration of their residential colonies or neighborhoods.  Local 

administrators themselves might also live with those areas, and there would be fewer 

inherent conflicts of interest between local government authorities and the residents of 

these “posh” areas.  On the other hand, the lower-class groups are concerned with 

improving basic amenities in the slums they occupy, which are not likely to be the home 

of any government officials.  The lack of basic amenities such as access to water and 

electricity are usually among the demands of slum dwellers’ organizations.  One 

challenge of these associations is to get local government officials to recognize the 

urgency of their demands and spend public funds on infrastructural development in areas 

with which the officials have no personal experience or interest.  In such cases, direct 

contentious action might be more necessary and effective than it is for upper-middle-class 
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groups whose living situations are not nearly as bad, do not require such urgent attention, 

and do not represent a reality completely unfamiliar to government officials. 

Another possible reason for the different findings from Harriss’ may have to do 

with the particular political context of each city or region—the set of political processes 

and opportunities, as social movement scholars would put it—as well as other local 

factors.  While a proper comparison of the public spheres or political opportunities of 

Chennai, Bangalore, and Varanasi are beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is possible 

that protest is not regarded as effective or “legitimate” in the two southern cities as it is in 

Varanasi.  This could be a result of different perceptions of institutional effectiveness, 

accountability, or efficiency.  Another possible explanation focuses on the middle- to 

upper-middle-classes in those cities and their views of protest in particular.  In Varanasi 

and other North Indian cities, it is possible that the idea of “protest” as a form of political 

expression won increased legitimacy among the middle classes during the period of 

heightened anti-reservation (anti-affirmative action) and Hindu nationalist activism in the 

1980s and 1990s.  Scholars and journalists dubbed these dual political forces “Mandir” 

and “Mandal.” “Mandal” refers to the intense political backlash to Prime Minister V. P. 

Singh’s 1989 decision to implement the recommendations of the government-appointed 

Mandal Commission (led by Member of Parliament Bindheshwari Prasad Mandal), 

which found that the policy of reservations of seats for the scheduled castes and tribes 

(SC/ST, bureaucratic terms for the dalit [“untouchable”] and tribal groups included on 

the official “schedule” of groups designated for special benefits in the constitution) 

should be extended to low-caste groups classified as “other backward castes.” In North 

Indian cities, the prime minister’s announcement sparked an explosion of anti-reservation 

protest among upper-caste, mostly middle-class students and others that frequently turned 

destructive and violent, even including several cases of self-immolation (see 
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Muralidharan, 1990; Balagopal 1990).  Muralidharan describes intensive and 

overwhelmingly sympathetic press coverage of the anti-Mandal protests, particularly in 

the English-language press, casting the protestors “in the role of idealistic 

revolutionaries” (1990: 32).   

The wave of anti-Mandal activism was mostly limited to North India, where 

upper-caste resentment against the increasing political mobilization of the lower castes 

had been building.  The electoral revolution among the lower castes had picked up 

momentum in the 1970s and 1980s, and it is likely that the vitriol of the anti-Mandal 

movement represented in part an upper-caste backlash.  In South India, on the other hand, 

responses to the proposed implementation of the Mandal Commission’s 

recommendations were more muted.  This is possibly due to the fact that the lower-caste 

upsurge had already occurred in South Indian politics several decades before, beginning 

in the 1930s and resulting in a sweep of electoral successes in the 1960s (Varshney, 2000; 

Jaffrelot, 2003).   

The second regional political development that may have whetted the North 

Indian middle-class appetite for contentious action was the “Mandir” (temple) movement 

launched by right-wing Hindu nationalists, which aimed to build a temple devoted to 

Lord Ram on the site of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya.  This movement became the 

nucleus around which the broader Hindu nationalist movement coalesced and became the 

rallying cry of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) on its road to a series of electoral 

successes, and finally culminated in the infamous destruction of the mosque by thousands 

of rioting “volunteers” who had assembled in Ayodhya for a political rally.  Jaffrelot 

describes how this movement was historically rooted in Brahmanism and the preservation 

of upper-caste privilege, and remained associated with an upper-caste, middle-class 

support base (Jaffrelot, 1996: 45-50; 2003: 453).  Varshney notes it as a movement that 
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originated among middle-class urban traders (Varshney 1993: 232-3).  He attributes some 

of the success of the movement in the 1990s—including the mobilization that led up to 

the destruction of Babri Masjid—to the participation of middle- and upper-caste, middle 

class people who believed their interests were threatened by the proposed expansion of 

reservations under the Mandal plan and became galvanized against V. P. Singh, who had 

become estranged from the BJP (Jaffrelot, 1996: 424-431.42  This movement was a far 

more potent political force in North India (Varshney argues that it was electorally 

stronger in the North but politically relevant in the South as well [1993: 232-3]).  Jaffrelot 

describes how it originated in western India and spread through North India (1996: 66-

68).  An essential element of the Mandir movement and of the new wave of so-called 

“saffron” activism in general was flamboyant public spectacle: processions led by 

vehicles elaborately decorated to evoke Ram’s chariot, rallies where activists dressed up 

as gods and brandished trishuls (three-pointed spears, which served as both powerful 

religious symbols and a display of aggression), burned effigies, and so on.  Much of the 

Hindu nationalist narrative, it should be noted, was developed from the 1920s onward 

upon the premise that Muslims were outsiders who had corrupted Indian society and 

needed to be repressed and “integrated” into Hindu society, if not evicted altogether 

(Jaffrelot: 1996, 25-33).  The movement of the 1980s and 1990s, then, became associated 

with a surge in anti-Muslim violence at that time (Varshney, 2002: 60-68; 95-96). 

Thus the 1980s and 1990s saw a surge in protest as a legitimate, even heroic, form 

of middle-class political expression in North India, which might be one reason why the 

findings of this study differ from Harriss’ findings in South India (and it should be 

                                                
42 Complicating matters even further, the BJP attempted to defuse OBC demands and gain the support of 
lower castes by then presenting the Ayodhya movement as a pan-Hindu cause (Jaffrelot, 1996: 431), 
thereby exploiting their desire to raise their status within society by increasing their identification with 
Brahminical practices and beliefs.  This is related to what M. N. Srinivas called “Sanskritisation” (1952).  
See Jaffrelot, 2003: 453. 
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emphasized that this is sheer speculation and would require far more research to 

confirm).  However, the middle and upper classes and/or castes in India have long 

participated in contentious action in large numbers.  The various insurgencies and 

movements that were part of the broader Independence Movement, including the 

Swadeshi (Self-Sufficiency) Movement, the Satyagraha (Non-Cooperation) Movement, 

and the series of civil disobedience actions initiated by Mohandas Gandhi were all led 

and dominated by middle- and upper-class individuals.  Even now, occupational 

association leaders in Varanasi occasionally invoke Gandhi and the Independence 

Movement to justify their use of contentious public action, including various forms of 

strike, to make their demands upon the government.43  Their “repertoires of contention” 

are heavily drawn from Gandhian tactics and the Independence Movement: their 

processions evoke Gandhi’s Salt March and other marches, their strikes recall the Non-

Cooperation Movement, and their hunger strikes (most common among the doctors) hark 

back to Gandhi’s dramatic fasts. 
 
 

EXPLAINING THE FINDINGS: RESOURCE MOBILIZATION  

While political forces of the 1980s and 1990s might be part of the explanation as 

to why middle-class associations in a North Indian city like Varanasi used protest more 

than middle-class associations in South Indian cities, they do not fully account for the 

central question posed in this study, which is: Why do middle-class occupational 

associations protest more than the lower-class occupational associations in Varanasi?  

The members of each group all have a personal interest in the outcomes of mobilization, 

and yet the lower-class associations are incapable or unwilling to organize as many 

                                                
43 E.g., Subhash Singh Patel, Vice President, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, personal interview on 6 
July. 2007. 
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protests as the middle-class associations.  It is argued here that any answer must take into 

account resources, particularly money, education, and the organizational structures that 

can mobilize those resources.  This explanation is adapted from the social movement 

literature and particularly from the resource mobilization approach developed in the 

1960s and 1970s.  This body of literature largely focused on explaining participation in 

large, broad-based social movements and even civil war (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 

argued for extending the logic of this approach to a wide range of social conflict 

including rebellion and civil war [2001], but Oberschall had already demonstrated the 

generalizability of a resource-based analysis back in 1973 with his examination of the 

Nigerian Civil War, and Tilly had long considered the impact of resource availability in 

his studies of large-scale social conflict (inter alia 1973; 1978).  McCarthy and Zald, who 

coined the term “resource mobilization” for their initial “partial theory,” defined a social 

movement as “a set of opinions and beliefs in a population which represents preferences 

for changing some elements of the social structure and/or reward distribution of a 

society” [1977: 1217-18]).  However, it is argued here that this approach can be equally 

useful in explaining small-scale, routine contentious action as well—that is, 

contentiousness as a form of political expression and everyday claim-making, of the kind 

that frequently occurs in Varanasi.  This kind of contentiousness is not necessarily rooted 

in society’s beliefs and does not involve changing the social structure or the fundamental 

reward distribution of society.  It is more closely related to interest group politics.  

However, resource mobilization can help explain the methods employed by these interest 

groups.  Why, when middle-class occupational associations have access to a wide range 

of means to press their claims in contained, formal, or institutionalized ways (and here 

the term “institutionalized” may be problematic, as protest itself appears to constitute an 

informal institution in Varanasi), do they choose a means that may be more costly and 
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inconvenient?  And why do the lower-class occupational associations not choose such 

means? 

The resource mobilization perspective was developed as part of a broader reaction 

of many social movement scholars against “the prevailing conception of mass 

movements and similar phenomena as collective behavior, as a confusion of common 

sense by fads, delusions, demogogues, and crowd influence” (McAdam, Tarrow, and 

Tilly, 2001: 15).  To the extent that earlier scholars imputed some form of rationality to 

their subjects, they often assumed (like Marx) that social movements ought to occur in 

response to deprivation or other grievances.  However, it is clearly apparent that 

grievances and deprivation are widespread and constant, and mass movements occur only 

sometimes.  Mancur Olson and other rational action theorists jolted the field of social 

movement studies by questioning the assumption that people will necessarily choose to 

act on their grievances (Olson 1965). Olson showed that “rational individuals will not 

participate in collective action unless selective incentives encourage them to do so” 

(Klandermans, 1988: 5).   From this critical insight emerged a new emphasis upon the 

costs and benefits of participation in social movements, the importance of organizational 

bases, and participants’ expectations of success (Klandermans, 1988: 4-9; McAdam, 

Tarrow, and Tilly, 2001: 15; Jenkins 1983: 528).  Pioneering studies by Anthony 

Oberschall (1973), William Gamson (1975), John McCarthy and Mayer Zald (1977), and 

Charles Tilly (1978) came to be collectively known as the “resource mobilization” 

approach.  Oberschall used case studies of the US civil rights movement and the Nigerian 

Civil War to illustrate a broad theoretical exploration of social conflict, arguing that a 

variety of risk-reward considerations play a central role in the decisions of reformists and 

revolutionaries to mobilize (1973: 157-160).  The failure of extremely deprived people to 

mobilize could not simply be attributed to false consciousness or apathy, he maintained.  
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Resources (financial, educational, etc.) from within or outside the group are necessary.  

Either a full-time group of activists and leaders must mobilize resources within the group, 

or, if “un- or weakly organized collectivities…find it difficult to produce their own 

‘inside’ leaders for sustained movement,” then “the availability of outside leaders and 

resources for mobilization is a necessity” (Oberschall, 1973: 160).44   

Gamson compares the success of mobilization outcomes among a large number of 

randomly selected organizations and finds, among other relationships, that groups with 

more highly developed internal bureaucracies (with formal leadership roles, a charter, a 

membership list, etc.) are stronger challengers and have greater likelihood of success 

(1975: 91).  Additionally, he argues that resource-poor groups without strong, dedicated 

leadership can successfully mobilize if they have outside “sponsors” that help with the 

costs of mobilization (63-66).  

McCarthy and Zald presented a “partial theory” of resource mobilization that 

explained “social movement activity” in terms of “the variety and sources of resources” 

[especially money and labor]; the success of organizations in aggregating a group’s 

resources; “the relationship of social movements to the media, authorities, and other 

parties; and the interaction among movement organizations” (McCarthy and Zald, 1977: 

1212, 1216).   

Finally, Charles Tilly had a major influence throughout the 1970s on the 

development of resource mobilization theory, as noted by Gamson as early as 1975 

(Gamson, 1975: 137-8); Tilly’s 1978 work From Mobilization to Revolution is the most 

                                                
44 Interestingly, Oberschall also noted that the “free professions, especially lawyers, journalists, artists, 
writers, professors, physicians, and students…have frequently taken the initiative and most active role in 
opposition and protest movements” because their participation risk-to-reward ratio is greater than it is for 
some other professions (1973: 164-5).  However, his argument hinges on considerations that are not as 
relevant to the context of the groups studied in Varanasi.  He also argues that business groups are “far more 
vulnerable” because they have “fixed, nonmoveable assets,” and the rewards of mobilization are less.  
However, in Varanasi the traders associations were the most active protesters. 
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frequently cited of his studies from that time.  Here he argues that it is not only resources 

(land, labor, and capital) but also the “delivery” of those resources is necessary for 

successful group mobilization.  Such delivery depends upon three factors: the competing 

claims on the resources, the nature of the action for which they would be mobilized, and 

how well organized the mobilizing group is (Tilly, 1978: 69-73).  He distinguishes 

between “offensive” and “defensive” mobilization and argues that resources define a 

group’s options: 

Common sense says that the rich mobilize conservatively, in defense of their 
threatened interests, while the poor mobilize radically, in search of what they 
lack.  Common sense is wrong…[T]he rich are constantly mobilizing to take 
advantage of new opportunities to maximize their interests.  The poor can rarely 
afford to…The group whose members are rich can mobilize a surplus without 
threatening a member’s other amusements and obligations.  A group with a poor 
constituency has little choice but to compete with the daily necessities…As a 
result, any mobilization at all is more costly to the poor and the powerless; only a 
threat to the little they have is likely to move them to mobilize.  The rich and 
powerful are well defended against such threats; they rarely have the occasion for 
defensive mobilization (Tilly, 1978: 75).   

More recently, Jenkins and Wallace examined social movements centered on 

progressive political values and found that “Educated salaried professionals, especially 

sociocultural and public sector professionals, display greater protest potential, especially 

for civil disobedience,” and emphasize the impact of higher education upon “protest 

potential” (1996). 

In this study, we compare the contentious action of lower- versus middle-class (as 

opposed to Tilly’s truly “rich and powerful” upper-class) groups, and find that both 

engage in what might be called defensive mobilization, but that the middle-class groups 

did so far more frequently, aided by greater resources.  The doctors pose a possible 

exception (or at least a special case) and are discussed in a later chapter.   
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Three general categories of “resources” are most important in explaining these 

findings.  First, there are financial resources, in terms of both the levels and the security 

or dependability of income and/or wealth), which is generally connected to educational 

levels.  In Chapter III, the role that these resources play is explored in more depth, and 

each occupational group’s resources are considered and compared. 

The second category is organizational resources, known in the literature as 

“mobilizing structures.”  McAdam defines mobilizing structures as “those collective 

vehicles, informal as well as formal, through which people mobilize and engage in 

collective action” (1999: ix).  In this study, these are the occupational associations, the 

organizations that represent the economic interests of the broader occupational group.  

They may or may not have formal “members” and vary widely in terms of their formal 

bureaucratization and funding.   It is evident that the more resources among the members 

of an occupational group in Varanasi, the more resources their associations can mobilize, 

thus the stronger the associations.  In Chapter III we examine the degree of formalization 

(or “bureaucratization,” to borrow Gamson’s term), durability, and prominence of the 

occupational associations under study.  I look at each association’s ability to “reach” and 

organize the members of the occupational group, and the influence that each wields with 

regard to the state (the target of most demands). 

The third category is influential allies (along the lines of Gamson’s “sponsors” or 

Oberschall’s “outside leaders”), which the social movement literature treats as either an 

internal resource or an external political opportunity (inter alia, Oberschall, 1973; 

Gamson, 1975; Jenkins and Perrow 1977; Tarrow, 1996b: 55-56).  In Varanasi, both 

lower- and middle-class occupational associations (or their leaders) have such allies 

among administration, political parties, NGOs, and other institutions.   In Chapter III, we 

consider the various roles that such allies play and argue that influential allies play a 
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critical role in helping resource-poor groups in mobilizing for contentious action, but do 

not entirely compensate for the lack of resources, as is shown by the lower numbers of 

protests and strikes among those groups.  It is also argued that while many middle-class 

associations have influential allies, those allies do not appear to be necessary in 

mobilizing for contentious action, as the middle-class associations have sufficient 

resources to mobilize their members without outside assistance.  However, these 

associations do rely on their allies when making their demands in more contained ways, 

such as through negotiation or special requests for help.  

 

Political Processes and Opportunities  

The influence of the resource mobilization approach has waned considerably.  

Scholars turned their attention to political processes and opportunities (PPO) for richer 

explanations of why social movements occurred (Meyer 2004).  Doug McAdam 

criticized the earlier approach as being too mechanical in its reliance on resources as an 

explanatory factor, overly focused on elites, and neglectful of the potential power of the 

masses (McAdam, 1982: Ch. 2).  He called his political process model an “alternative” to 

the “deficient” resource mobilization perspective (1982: 36).  He and other scholars were 

concerned with the question of how some groups that lack resources are still capable of 

mobilization, and what factors contributed to the success of mobilization among excluded 

or resource-poor groups.  The scholars that pursued these questions offered compelling 

explanations for the civil rights movement (Eisinger, 1973; McAdam, 1982), the variable 

success of farm-worker movements (Jenkins and Perrow, 1977), and other movements 

that focused on the political context at certain times and places, and shifts in the political 

environment that yielded new opportunities for mobilization and success (Jenkins and 

Klandermans 1995, Tilly 1995).   
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The political context was conceived as a “political opportunity structure,” a 

combination of exogenous political and/or institutional factors that could either 

encourage or discourage contentious action.  Eisinger first developed the concept, 

arguing that political systems that contain both “open” and “closed” characteristics or that 

are in the process of becoming more “open” may represent environments that encourage 

protest (1973).  This is now considered one of the relatively more “statist” versions of the 

political opportunities perspective.  States that are unable or unwilling to suppress protest 

effectively provide a “license” to protest; “Such license represents an opportunity in the 

whole structure of opportunities: protest offers a chance to gain a hearing in public 

councils” (1973: 27).  Jenkins and Perrow also emphasized the importance of the 

“political environment,” arguing that changes in political opportunities explained the 

varying success of farm workers’ movements at different times in American history 

(1977).  Kriesi sought to develop the concept of political opportunity structure by 

specifying “three broad sets of properties of a political system: its formal institutional 

structure, its informal procedures and prevailing strategies with regard to challengers, and 

the configuration of power relevant for the confrontation with the challengers” (1995: 

168).  Over time, social movement scholars began to move away from a strict 

“structuralist” view of political opportunity and toward a concept of a set of exogenous 

political processes and signals that encourage protest or increase the likelihood of its 

success.  In this vein, Tarrow describes political opportunities as “consistent—but not 

necessarily formal, permanent, or national—signals to social or political actors which 

either encourage or discourage them to use their internal resources to form social 

movements” (1996a [in MMZ]: 54).  One type of signal is the “opening up of political 

access,” which echoes Eisinger’s findings (Tarrow, 1996a: 54, citing Eisinger 1973).  

Thus, as McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly explain in their recent evaluation of the “classic 
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social movement agenda,” the concept of political opportunities sometimes took the form 

of a “static opportunity structure,” but is now more commonly presented as a “changing 

political environment” (2001: 14).  This changing political environment may expand 

opportunities for groups that are normally excluded from routine political processes to 

undertake collective action and succeed (McAdam, 1999: ix).  A “restructuring of 

existing power relations,” as a result of either “generalized political instability” that 

“destroys any semblance of a political status quo” or “broad social processes” that elevate 

the standing or opportunities of particular challengers constitutes a shift in political 

opportunities that can be conducive to insurgency (McAdam, 1982: 41-42).  

However, the effort to explain successful mobilization by resource-poor, excluded 

groups in terms of political opportunities led to an exclusive focus on such groups and a 

failure to consider the reasons why privileged groups also engage in contentious politics 

when they have other options.  For example, McAdam characterizes social movements as 

“rational attempts by excluded groups to mobilize sufficient political leverage to advance 

collective interests through non-institutionalized means” (McAdam, 1982: 37, emph. 

added).  According to Eisinger, “Protest is a sign that the opportunity structure is flexible 

and vulnerable to the political assaults of excluded groups” (1973: 28, emph. added).  

Tarrow writes, “The irreducible act that lies at the base of all social movements, protests, 

and revolutions is contentious collective action…Collective action becomes contentious 

when it is used by people who lack regular access to institutions, who act in the name of 

new or unaccepted claims, and who behave in ways that fundamentally challenge others 

or authorities” (Tarrow, 1998: 3, emph. added).  He further argues, “[T]he most 

characteristic actions of social movements continue to be contentious challenges.  This is 

not because movement leaders are psychologically prone to violence but because they 

lack the stable resources—money, organization, access to the state—that interest groups 
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and parties control” (ibid.: 7, emph. added).  The PPO approach shows, he argues, that 

“Changing opportunities and constraints provide the openings that lead resource-poor 

actors to engage in contentious politics” (ibid.: 20, emph. added).   

This study presents a comparison of participation in contentious action across 

groups with different levels of resources (at different class levels), presenting the puzzle 

of participation by groups that do not lack regular access to institutions or stable 

resources.  This study finds that even privileged groups that already have a wide selection 

of means for representation and claim-making will choose protest when it appears to be 

more effective than formal and/or contained means of pressing their demands.  This does 

suggest a general political opportunity structure that rewards protest in Varanasi, and 

perhaps more widely in North India.  One could argue that the enormous political and 

structural transitions of the last century and continuing in recent years with the lower-

caste upsurge, the upper-caste backlash, and the right-wing Hindu nationalist 

mobilization has created a highly contentious, fluid political environment that is 

conducive to protest as a means of political expression, comparable to the situation of 

shifting power relationships that Habermas described in 18th century England that 

created a foment of discussion and intellectual exchange among the bourgeoisie.  

However, the variation in participation among groups at different class levels strongly 

indicates that resources play a critical role, whether directly (with financial resources 

providing the means to organize and sustain protest) or indirectly (with financial 

resources enhancing a group’s social and political influence, causing the state to respond 

more positively to its protests).  Either way, the resource variable may actually be prior to 

and more fundamental than political factors. This is not to argue that mass movements 

among the lower classes are not possible (McAdam criticizes the resource mobilization 

approach for having “seemingly rejected” the possibility [1999: 39]), but that lower-class 
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groups are not at liberty to launch a protest or strike at will without the assistance of 

outside mobilizing structures or influential allies, or other forms of external resources that 

compensate for the lack of financial and other internal resources. 

One might argue that the political opportunity structure of Varanasi is a sufficient 

explanation for the variation among groups—political opportunities are available to the 

lawyers, traders, teachers (and doctors) that are not available to the boatmen and 

weavers—without regard to different levels of resources.  The administration, police 

officials, political leaders, and other targets of protests are more receptive to the demands 

of the former groups than of the latter groups, and respond more positively to contentious 

action by the former groups.  This might well be true, and indeed does appear to be true 

to some extent.  However, the most basic and consistent difference between the former 

groups (lawyers, traders, teachers, and doctors) and the latter groups—which also 

represents the main difference in their respective relationships with the state—is 

resources.  The middle-class groups have more power and influence than the lower-class 

group, due to superior resources: they have the financial resources, the personal 

connections, the education, and the sense of personal efficacy to either damage or 

enhance the careers, reputations, and influence of the district magistrate, the chief 

inspector of police, or the local member of the legislative assembly (or their superiors).  

Therefore, such public figures are likely to be more responsive to the high-pressure 

tactics of middle-class groups than of lower-class groups.   

The distinction between the resource mobilization approach and the PPO 

approach should not be overstated; the latter emerged from the former, and over the 

years, elements of both approaches have been integrated into what is now considered a 

“consensus” social movement “agenda” (McAdam, 1999; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly, 

2001).  “Mobilizing structures” and “influential allies” are central elements of this 
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agenda.  Here it is argued, however, that resources cannot be neglected; there are basic 

differences in mobilization capacities between the poor and not-so-poor.  Indeed, those 

scholars who are promoting this integrated social movement research agenda have long 

acknowledged the role of resources; Tilly is one obvious example.  In the first edition of 

his influential book, Power in Movement, Tarrow wrote that a political opportunity 

structure could either encourage or discourage actors to use their “internal resources” to 

form social movements (1994: 85); in the second edition he amended his definition of 

political opportunity structure to exclude the resource element (1998: 20).  While the 

concept of political opportunity—a structure, even—is important for understanding the 

way in which Varanasi’s contentious public sphere provides an environment that is 

conducive to protest, such broad contextual considerations leave the question of inter-

class variation unanswered. 

In a sense, resources might even seem to be too obvious as an explanation for the 

greater tendency of middle-class occupational associations to protest.  There is abundant 

evidence to show that in several Western countries, people with higher education and 

better resources have higher rates of “political participation” (the most influential study 

being that by Verba, Schlozman, and Brady, 1995) and “protest potential” (Jenkins and 

Wallace, 1996).  However, Verba et al. aggregate all forms of political participation, 

including voting, attending town council meetings, and protest.  In India, the pattern in 

election turnout may actually be the reverse.  Yogendra Yadav showed with extensive 

polling that from 1971 to 1998, the poor became more likely to vote than the upper-

middle to upper classes, the illiterate became as likely or more likely to vote than those 

with college degrees and higher, and those categorized as members of the “scheduled 

castes” (dalit or, formerly, “untouchable”) became more likely to vote than those in the 

upper, middle, or lower castes (Yadav 1999b).  While this is an older study, Yadav 
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continues to argue, “The poor vote as much, if not more, than the urban middle classes.45  

Furthermore, scholars such as Chatterjee and Harriss have argued that the poor must rely 

on protest more than the middle classes do.  So it is not clear a priori whether protest 

would be positively linked with income or education in India. 

Finally, the social movement scholars have done little if any work on contentious 

politics outside of the United States, Europe, Canada, and other Western liberal 

democracies, so whether their conclusions about the impact of resources, political 

opportunities, mobilizing structures, influential allies, repertoires of contention, and so on 

necessarily apply to India cannot be taken for granted.  This study is a small contribution 

to filling that lacuna. 
 

ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

The above discussion brings us to a consideration of alternative explanations for 

our findings—why would the traders, lawyers, and teachers have carried out so many 

more contentious actions than the boatmen and the handloom weavers, if not because 

they have more resources?  Does the case of the doctors pose a serious problem for a 

resource-based argument? 

 

Relationships with Political Parties 

The work of Chatterjee (2004; 2010) and Harriss (2006) suggests that perhaps 

those groups with the closest ties to political parties or particular political leaders might 

engage more frequently in protest.  This would be a reasonable hypothesis: political 

leaders can draw attention to themselves and their parties by inserting themselves into a 
                                                
45 Yogendra Yadav, “Six Myths About Indian Elections,” BBC News (3 April 2009).  Available online at 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7973477.stm (downloaded 25 April 2010). 
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group’s battle for some particular demand, claiming to be a victimized group’s defender, 

and/or politicizing a group’s claims.  One certainly sees political leaders showing up at 

protests around the city, making speeches in defense of a group’s claims, perhaps 

offering assistance behind the scenes.  There are close relationships between some of the 

most active groups (particularly the traders’ associations) and certain political parties (the 

Samajwadi Party and Bharatiya Janata Party [BJP], for example).  And there are cases 

where a political leader and/or party workers played a critical role in helping a group 

mobilize a large, successful movement, such as the local Congress Party’s involvement in 

the highly effective boatmen’s strike of 2008.  However, there are just as many 

counterexamples.  The bar associations, which represent lawyers, the second most 

contentious occupational group after traders, assiduously avoid political entanglements 

and do not maintain relationships with any party.  On the other hand, the Indian Medical 

Association, representing doctors, has strong links to the BJP, and yet it held the lowest 

number of protests overall from 1998 to 2008.  The teachers organizations are associated 

with medium-high levels of contentious activity, but are not clearly associated with any 

political parties.  Therefore, the hypothesis that groups that are closely connected with 

political parties will protest more is not borne out by the research findings. 

Table 3 shows at a glance the lack of an obvious relationship between contentious 

action and relationships with political parties. 
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Table 3: Contentious Action and Political Parties 

 Associations have 
close ties to 
political parties? 

Group’s frequency 
of contentious 
action 

Political parties 
help group 
mobilize for 
contentious action? 

Boatmen No consistent ties Low Occasionally 
Weavers Mixed Low/Mixed Occasionally 
Teachers No High-middle No 
Lawyers  No High No 
Traders  Yes High No 
Doctors Yes Low No 

 

These variations among the different groups in their relationships with political 

parties and the extent to which parties are directly involved in helping the groups 

organize for contentious action do not follow any evident pattern.  Therefore, an 

alternative explanation for participation in contentious action that centers on relationships 

with political parties is not supported. 

 

Organization Building 

Another alternative explanation concerns the purpose of mobilization, with those 

association leaders who desire to build up their organizations, increase the association’s 

influence, and increase their own personal influence using protest as a means to increase 

cohesion and loyalty among group members.  This is also an entirely feasible hypothesis 

and can add nuance to our understanding of why particular associations mobilize and 

what the underlying motivations of such mobilization might be.  However, it is more 

applicable to some cases than others.  For example, it can help understand how high 

levels of contentious action by traders associations is connected to the rivalry between the 



 86 

two largest associations, with each association striving to portray itself as a more 

vigorous defender of traders’ interests.  However, this explanation does not apply at all to 

the lawyers associations, which were also highly contentious.  Almost all lawyers are 

members of one or both of the city’s bar associations, so there was no need to compete 

for more members; and yet those associations were second to traders associations in the 

number of strikes and protests they organized.  The same point could be made with 

reference to the teachers associations.  Almost all eligible teachers joined one of the 

major associations.  There was little effective competition between the two intermediate-

level teachers associations, one of which was far more prominent than the other.  With 

only one primary teachers association, there was no competition there, either.  Yet the 

teachers associations were also fairly contentious. 

Ultimately, the motivation behind contentious action is somewhat beside the 

point.  The essential argument is that only those associations representing groups with 

higher levels of resources will be at liberty to use protest to achieve their goals, whatever 

those goals might be.  Furthermore, it is not theoretically clear why traders, lawyers, and 

teachers would place a higher value on organization-building than boatmen and weavers, 

except perhaps that with more education, their leaders might better understand the value 

of building their organizations.  However, this does not displace the critical and more 

fundamental role that resources play in mobilization. 

 

The Types of Claims that Each Group Makes 

It could be argued that varying levels of contentious action might be the result of 

each group having a different type of grievance.  This study compares occupational 

groups, so all groups are primarily concerned with their members’ economic interests and 

to some extent physical their well-being (e.g., access to health care and clean water 
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among handloom weavers, protection from kidnapping and extortion among doctors, 

etc.).  However, could the traders’ opposition to taxes and government regulation demand 

different kinds of tactics than handloom weavers’ demands for more government benefits 

and protection?  There does not appear to be much of a pattern, as shown in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Types of Claims Made by Each Group and Levels of Contentious Action 

 Main issues Level of Contentious Action 
Boatmen Opposition to government 

regulations and taxes 
Low  

Handloom 
Weavers 

Demands for government 
assistance and protection of 
industry; poor infrastructure 

Medium level of small, brief 
protests  

Powerloom 
Weavers* 

Opposition to taxes and import 
barriers; poor infrastructure; high 
electricity rates 

Low number of protests and 
strikes, but strikes are large, 
long, and costly 

Teachers Demands for salary increases, 
promotions, retention 

High-medium  

Traders Opposition to taxes and 
government regulations; high 
crime and lack of security; poor 
infrastructure 

High 

Lawyers Opposition to mistreatment of 
lawyers; crime/security 

High 

Doctors Opposition to mistreatment of 
doctors; crime/security; taxes; 
protection from liability suits 

Low 

* Powerloom weavers are shown here mainly for the sake of contrast with handloom weavers 

 

Opposition to government regulation and taxes is a characteristic of both 

boatmens’ and traders’ protests; however, the former carries out a low level of 

contentious action while the latter carries out a very high level.  The lawyers and doctors 

are both heavily concerned with the vulnerability of their fellows to mistreatment by 

police and/or administrative authorities, kidnapping, extortion, and other crimes; yet the 
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lawyers are highly contentious while the doctors are not.  Thus there is no apparent 

relationship between the tendency of a group to use contentious action and the types of 

claims it makes.  

 

Interpersonal Networks 

Schussman and Soule (2005) and McAdam (1986) argued that the strength and 

availability of personal networks facilitate recruitment by social movement organizations.   

“[I]ndividuals who are asked to protest are far more likely to protest than are 
those who are not targeted. This finding resonates with those of Klandermans and 
his colleagues (Klandermans 2004), and it confirms the important suggestion by 
McAdam, Tarrow and Tilly (2001, p. 51) that contentious political activity (such 
as protest) must be understood as developing through social interaction” (1097). 

This is an important finding with regard to individual decisions to participate in 

protest, which this study does not address.  The focus of this study is on aggregate 

participation in protest by occupational groups and the associations that represent them.  

Associations that have more resources, which usually means they are also more 

formalized, durable, and influential, will likely have an easier time focusing on 

recruitment of individuals to participate in protest, so it is not entirely possible to separate 

recruitment efforts and network building from resources.  Aside from this, one might also 

argue that social networks among boatmen and weavers are likely to be even stronger 

than those among traders, lawyers, and teachers.  For one thing, boatmen and weavers 

represent not only occupational groups but also social groups (castes or jati/biradari), so 

there is more intensive and substantive social interaction within those occupational 

groups in terms of marriage, worship, and recreation.  They also tend to be concentrated 

in certain residential areas: the boatmen near the river, the weavers in areas dominated by 

the Ansari weaving community.  The middle-class occupational groups (traders, lawyers, 



 89 

and teachers) might be dominated by particular social groups (especially traders, who are 

heavily drawn from traditionally trading communities or ethnicities such as the Marwaris, 

and teachers, among whom Brahmins are strongly represented), but they are far more 

socially, ethnically, and religiously diverse than the boatmen and weavers, and they tend 

to live not in particular enclaves but dispersed throughout the city.  Therefore, the success 

of recruiting individuals to participate in contentious action will depend heavily upon the 

strength of the mobilizing structures, or associations, which is directly related to the 

aggregate resources of each group. 

 

Caste and Religion 

It might be argued that a group’s caste and/or religious identity plays a role in the 

frequency with which it resorts to protest.  If the low-caste boatmen and Muslim weavers 

protest less often than the teachers, traders, and lawyers, perhaps it is due to the 

boatmen’s and weavers’ historical social oppression or domination by traditional leaders 

within their communities.  These are the only two groups of all six under study that are 

not only occupational groups, but jati or biradari as well. 

In order to grapple with this issue, we have divided the predominantly Ansari 

weavers into handloom weavers and powerloom weavers, which enables us to hold caste 

and religious factors constant and compare the two groups’ mobilization levels on the 

basis of class.  The handloom weavers are extremely resource-poor while the powerloom 

weavers have abundant resources, both financial and organizational.  As discussed in 

Chapter III and in greater depth in Chapter IV, there is an enormous difference in the 

kinds of protest that each of these groups can carry out.  While the handloom weavers’ 

dire situation has drawn in many outside activists and NGOs who try to organize them, 

even with such “influential allies,” the handloom weavers can at best participate in only 
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small, brief rallies and other demonstrations that involve minimal time spent away from 

work and minimum risk.  The powerloom weavers, on the other hand, may not protest 

frequently, but when they do, they carry out large, costly strikes involving the shut-down 

of their powerlooms for weeks on end.  Therefore, while caste and religion might play 

some role, we find that even within a single community, resources makes a huge 

difference.  It appears to be a more fundamental factor than caste and religion.   

 

What of the Doctors? 

Finally, the case of the doctors suggests that perhaps it is not solely the 

availability of resources that explains the variation in levels of contentious action.  The 

doctors have the highest level of aggregate personal resources, the strongest, most 

formalized and bureaucratized, and apparently wealthiest mobilizing structure, and 

powerful influential allies in the BJP.  However, the sheer number of protests launched 

by doctors during the period of study is quite low.  Therefore, it is possible that the 

relationship between resources and contentious action is not linear but more curvilinear. 

Some minimal level of financial and organizational resources is critical to sustaining the 

capability to mobilize for protests and strikes; however, very high levels of such 

resources may render the resort to contentious action unnecessary.  This is probably 

especially true in cases where a high level of resources is associated with a long-

entrenched position of privilege in society.  Doctors in particular command a great deal 

of respect, which enables them to (1) avoid contentious action, and (2) get a quicker, 

more favorable response when they do resort to contentious action.  This will be 

discussed further in Chapter IV.  Second, it might also be noted that, due to their 

perceived ethical obligation not to withhold treatment from patients, when doctors do 

protest, it is a very big deal.  Indeed, several doctors interviewed were adamantly 
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opposed on principle to doctors ever participating in any strike.  Having so many 

members of an occupational group who refuse out of hand to participate in strike would 

make it far more challenging for the association to obtain a consensus among its members 

to mobilize for protest. Under such conditions, the fact that the Indian Medical 

Association mobilized successfully as often as it did is fairly remarkable. Therefore, 

doctors do represent a somewhat special case that will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter IV. 

 

CLASS AND OCCUPATION 

Finally, “class” and “occupation” as categories and analytic constructs should be 

discussed.  The term “class” is not used here in the Marxist sense, suggesting that there is 

an inherent conflict between boatmen and weavers on one hand and teachers, traders, 

lawyers, and doctors on the other.  There may or may not be such conflict, but this study 

is not generally concerned with the relationships of these groups to each other (with the 

significant exception of the relationship between weavers and traders).  The term is used 

as shorthand for broad categories of people whose command of resources, or the means 

of production, determines to a great extent their economic and social advantages.  Jon 

Elster defines it simply as “a group of people who by virtue of what they possess are 

compelled to engage in the same activities if they want to make the best use of their 

endowments” (1985: 331).  As Herring and Agarwala argue, “Class explains much in the 

differentiation of life chances and political dynamics in South Asia” (2009: vii); it 

“determines what people must do, what they have the freedom to do, what they cannot 

do.  It structures the realm of choice” (2009: 2). 

A class approach was adopted for this study initially in response to Chatterjee’s 

essentially class-based arguments about civil and political society (2004) and Harriss’s 
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similarly class-based study of civic association activity (2006).  It was further pursued 

largely because of the long-standing dominance of “caste” and “religion” as the 

constructs by which politics in South Asia are usually analyzed and the desire to show 

that caste and religion are not the whole story; material factors also matter (Herring and 

Agarwala, 2009; Chhibber, 2009).  Indeed, it was striking how often interviewees 

referred to their occupational groups as a source of identity and loyalty and sought to 

downplay caste and religion, particularly among the more diversified middle-class 

professional occupations.  Even with regard to the weavers, several activists and local 

political leaders quite emphatically pointed out that not all weavers were Muslim and not 

all were of the Ansari community.  Perhaps respondents who highlighted their organizing 

efforts in terms of occupational identity were merely seeking to dispel any notion that 

they were “communally” motivated; however, this in itself is significant. 

It is possible, furthermore, that with the increasing urbanization and globalization 

of India, class and occupation will become more important as organizing principles and 

caste less so.  With regard to the relationship between urbanization and citizenship, 

Holsten and Appadurai argue, “[C]ities remain the strategic arena for the development of 

citizenship…[W]ith their concentrations of the nonlocal, the strange, the mixed, and the 

public, cities engage most palpably the tumult of citizenship.” (1999: 2-3).  The salience 

of occupational identity and the strength of interest-driven occupational associations as 

opposed to (or in addition to) caste or religious identity and caste or biradari councils, in 

a city popularly regarded as strongly tradition-bound, shows the impact that urbanization 

can have upon the reconstitution of interests and the re-shuffling and re-layering of 

identities.  It is not that caste no longer matters; what Saskia Sassen describes as the 

“unmooring of identity” in globalized cities is not evident in Varanasi, at least not yet 

(1999: 191).  Traditional social hierarchies are still a powerful force in Varanasi.  
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However, heavy migration of workers from the countryside, various economic pressures, 

and other factors have forced many people to take up new and unfamiliar occupations in 

the cities, or allowed them to take advantage of opportunities that they did not have 

before.  Thus many occupations in Varanasi are no longer “owned” by particular castes 

or religious communities, and are in fact quite diverse.  Even in occupations that are still 

largely dominated by particular communities, the task of defending the occupational or 

economic interests of the group no longer belongs primarily to traditional caste or 

biradari councils.  In the case of the boatmen and to some extent the weavers, these 

functions are served by associations that have little to do with the social concerns of the 

community and are mainly concerned with the professional interests of the occupation.  

Traders, teachers, lawyers, and doctors associations, representing occupational groups 

that are fairly diverse in terms of their members’ caste and religious affiliations, are 

likewise entirely focused on occupational interests and have no evident connection to any 

caste or religious councils. 
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Chapter III: Financial Resources, Mobilizing Structures, and 
Influential Allies 

In this chapter we explore the reasons for the evident variation in participation in 

contentious action by the six occupational groups under study.  Pursuing the rationale of 

the resource-based explanations for social movements and political participation 

discussed in Chapter II, we look at the relative financial and organizational resources of 

the different groups.  It is clear that resources are a critical part of the explanation for why 

some groups use protest and strike more than others.  We also examine each group’s 

access to influential allies and find that while the involvement of prominent outsiders is 

not necessary for mobilization among groups with relatively strong resources of their 

own, it does make a critical difference in the mobilization efforts of groups with scantier 

financial and organizational resources, specifically the boatmen and weavers.  In Chapter 

IV, case studies will explore each group’s patterns of engagement with the state in more 

detail, discussing when contentious action is used, when it is not, and the other means 

that groups use to make demands upon the state. 

 

FINANCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES  

One of the most marked differences among these groups and the most basic 

indicator of their “class” is their members’ command over material resources.  While 

reliable data on income levels are unavailable (even the most formalized occupational 

associations could not provide data on the economic demographics of their 

memberships), most boatmen and handloom weavers are very poor (lower class); most 

teachers, lawyers, and traders live modest but materially comfortable lives (lower-middle 

to middle class), and most doctors are quite well off (upper-middle class).  In this section 
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the estimated personal resources of each group’s members will be discussed.  Estimates 

are based upon direct observation of the living conditions of members of the occupation, 

educated guesses on the approximate earnings in each occupation, and characterizations 

and estimates offered by the members themselves (though most people tended to be 

modest about their wealth or express the feeling that they are just getting by, no matter 

how much they appear to have). 

Financial resources are an important explanatory factor for several reasons, and 

are considered in terms of both group resources and individual resources.  Clearly, the 

higher overall financial resources of an occupational group contribute to its social status 

(i.e., its power and prominence in society), which commands some attention to the 

group’s demands.  However, group resources are perhaps more important as a material 

factor.  There is a strong correlation between the financial resources of an occupational 

group and the degree of formalization, influence, and durability of its associations, the 

latter being a direct result of the funds that associations collect from their members 

(which may be collected annually as formal dues, as in the case of the lawyers’ and 

doctors’ associations, or more ad hoc and informal, as it is with the main boatmen’s 

committee, whose leaders circulate among the community and request contributions for 

particular projects or efforts) and the ability and willingness of members to participate 

regularly in the proceedings (meetings, elections, etc.) of the association.  Evidence of 

this correlation is clear: The handloom weavers, for example, were perhaps the poorest of 

all the groups under study, and had the most difficult time establishing any kind of long-

term, organized structure for promoting their interests.  The doctors, on the other hand, 

have the Indian Medical Association (Varanasi Branch), a well-known, highly formalized 

association that has existed in Varanasi since 1920 and owns a large building in the 
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Lahurabir neighborhood (the ground floor of which is leased to commercial tenants for 

additional income).  

A higher level of group resources also makes a group an attractive political ally 

during election time, and therefore more influential when making demands upon the 

state.  A high-income, high-status group appears to have considerable social influence 

and therefore, electoral candidates will actively seek its endorsement, whether formal or 

informal (this will also be discussed in detail below).  Therefore, when an occupational 

group is making a demand that requires some action from elected representatives, groups 

with more resources wield more influence. 

Financial resources are an important explanatory factor on an individual level as 

well.  With greater resources, individuals can afford to sacrifice earnings, which reduces 

the incentive to defect during a occupation-wide strike or shut-down, or enables them to 

participate in a token strike, sit-in, rally, etc.  People with reliable financial safety nets are 

emboldened to take risks that might potentially land them in jail (a small payment to the 

right person will probably get them out) or in the hospital (medical insurance is not 

common and therefore medical costs are paid out of pocket), or cost them future earnings 

(handloom weavers, for example, might be hesitant to make any demands that jeopardize 

their relationships with the middlemen or retailers who buy their products). 

The ability to sacrifice earnings, however, is not the same as the overall amount of 

free time one has.  Free time may be critical to the ability to participate in contentious 

action, but it does not appear to be correlated with participation in contentious action in 

our study (see Schussman and Soule 2005, 1085).  For example, the boatmen appear to 

have abundant free time, as they spend much of their days on the ghats (broad steps along 

the riverbank) waiting for passengers (while the mornings and evenings can be quite 

busy, as this is when most worshippers conduct religious rituals on the river and when 
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tourists take boats out for sight-seeing, mid-day, especially during the hot season, finds 

most boatmen sitting, chatting, napping, or away on other business).  And yet, the 

boatmen participated in the least number of contentious actions.  Lawyers, who also 

appear to have considerable free time as they wait for clients in the sheltered outdoor 

work area within the district court complex (kaccheri) and spend much of it chatting with 

colleagues, participated in a great many contentious actions.  Traders, on the other hand, 

appear to be constantly busy when one visits them in their shops, but they can stop their 

work, pull down their shutters, and leave when their presence is required elsewhere, even 

if this means losing some sales.   This may be an important factor in their ability to 

participate in frequent contentious action.  Therefore, having free time may not be a 

sufficient condition for participation in contentious action, but it is for obvious reasons 

necessary, and with the ability to sacrifice some earnings, it can be created.  Financial 

resources appear to be the stronger explanatory variable and accordingly the resources of 

each occupational group (in both group and individual terms) will be considered and 

compared.  The financial resources of each occupational group’s primary representative 

organization or association will be considered separately in the section on mobilizing 

structures below. 

Educational resources will be discussed along with financial resources.  Verba, 

Schlozman, and Brady (1995) found that “civic skills” and education levels were the two 

most important predictors of political participation (Verba et al. 1995, Chap. 12).  

Schussman and Soule (2005) find some evidence of a positive relationship between 

education levels and protest participation, but find that this relationship loses statistical 

significance when other variables (“measures of political engagement and structural 

availability”) are factored in as well.  With regard to participation in civil society in India, 

Sudipta Kaviraj considers the influence of specifically Western-style education (2001): 
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“Elite groups, educated in Western style, understand the advantages of social 

individuation and have the skills of association—i.e., the subtle and in some ways 

culturally unfamiliar art of getting together and committing themselves partially and 

transiently to others with the same sectional interests.  People belonging to other social 

groups do not” (Kaviraj 2001, 317).  Here, educational resources are discussed as a 

component of class or socio-economic status rather than as a stand-alone explanatory 

variable; Verba et al. describe education level as a standard element of the socio-

economic model with regard to political activity (1995, 280).  Education lends not just 

raw resources in the form of “training” or “skills” such as literacy and mathematical 

ability, but also social status and a sense of privilege and social relevance.  Thus it is an 

important component of class.  The following paragraphs offer a brief description of the 

relative financial and educational resources of each group. 

 

Boatmen 

 “[T]he overwhelming majority of boatmen lead a hand-to-mouth existence,” 

writes Doron in his anthropological study of the boatmen of Varanasi (2008, 16).  He 

continues,  

This is partly because of the seasonal nature of their work.  Apart from those 
boatmen who work on the central ghats, most boatmen earn very little during the 
monsoon months, when few tourists or pilgrims visit Banaras.  During these 
difficult months some rely on their savings, while others resort to casual (manual) 
work to make ends meet…The majority of boatmen live with their extended 
families and their houses are generally no more than one or two cramped rooms 
(2008, 16).   

Their homes are usually located near the ghats where they work (Doron, 2008: 

16).  The women of the household frequently have to take some outside employment in 

addition to housework, frequently as cooks and maids in other households.    
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Education levels in the boatman community are quite low.  “Education among the 

older generation is uncommon and most are illiterate.  Among the younger boatmen, 

however, the majority have primary schooling (up to 5th standard [grade]) and basic 

reading and writing skills” (Doron 2008, 16).  Many families recognize the value of 

education and endeavor to send their children to school, but school fees, books, and 

uniforms may be unaffordable, and children who work can provide additional income for 

the family.  Children frequently drop out of school after a few years of primary education 

and go to work on the ghats or elsewhere.  A few prominent people from this community 

have managed to become highly educated and well-placed—several such people were 

interviewed for this study: Kailash Nath, a former school principal and intercollege vice-

principal; Baburam Nishaad, former chair of the Uttar Pradesh Fisheries Development 

Corporation, a state minister-level position, and now member of the Samajwadi Party’s 

(SP’s) executive council; Subhash Chandra Sahani, a local Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) 

leader; and Radhey Mohan Saral, a journalist and political party worker.  However, few if 

anyone who receives such an education continues to work as a boatman.  Bhaiyya Lal 

Nishaad, on the other hand, is an example of a boatman who is uneducated but has 

managed to become relatively rich by acquiring a large fleet of boats and hiring others to 

ply them.  Despite not being one to actually wield an oar, he can be considered a boatman 

as he derives his income from boating, spends his days on the ghats, and mainly 

associates with other boatmen.  He is, however, among a very small minority of boatmen 

who are not poor. 

 

Weavers 

As described in the Introduction, handloom weaving is one of the most important 

traditional occupations of Varanasi; hand-loomed Banarsi silk saris are famous 
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throughout India and used to be considered an indispensable part of a bride’s trousseau.  

However, it is also an industry in decline, and handloom weavers are enduring extreme 

hardship.  Therefore, despite being highly skilled craftsmen, handloom weavers are 

among the poorest, least (formally) educated workers in Varanasi.  One recent report put 

the handloom weaver’s average income at around $360-600 per year (Sharma, n.d.: 5).  

Since the 1990s they have been abandoning the craft in droves: A 2005 NGO report 

asserts that silk handloom weavers’ wages have “halved” since the 1990s, and that local 

traders estimate that “half the weavers” have shifted to other occupations such as fishing, 

rickshaw driving, or construction work (Francis and Lenin, 2005: 10).  Across India, 

handloom production declined by nearly 7% between 2000 and 2005 (Francis and Lenin, 

2005: 10).  Some of the reasons most frequently given for this decline in fortunes include 

competition from powerloom weaving, lower tariffs on imported silk fabric and 

consequently greater competition from Chinese imports, rising prices for silk thread, and 

shifts in fashion that have resulted in a reduced demand for traditional Banarsi saris. 

Another NGO report describes widespread illiteracy among handloom weavers and their 

families, putting the figure at about 40% (Showeb 1993, 25).  The precision of the figures 

cited above is perhaps doubtful, but such numbers provide an indication of what is 

readily apparent to anyone in Varanasi—that the weavers are extremely poor.  

Beginning in the 1970s, some members of the Ansari biradari moved into the 

wholesale trade of textiles and some, beginning in the 1980s, invested in powerlooms 

(Showeb, 1993; 2-3).  Together they now represent the wealthier middle- to upper-

middle-class segment of the community.  In order to control for the influence of religion, 

caste, and the presence of traditional forms of hierarchy or leadership within the 

community, powerloom weavers are considered separately from handloom weavers in 

this study.  Powerloom weavers can produce a less artful and cheaper version of the 
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traditional Banarasi sari as well as trendier styles in a small fraction of the time; it is 

frequently stated that a sari that would take ten days to produce on a handloom can be 

produced in one day on a powerloom.  With an estimated 10,000 powerlooms in the city 

(Sharma, n.d.: 4), powerloom weavers have come to dominate the market with relatively 

inexpensive saris and other textiles.  They can be described as comfortably middle-class, 

and some very successful ones might be considered upper-middle class.   

 

Teachers 

Many in India have decried the declining prestige of the once-honored occupation 

of teaching, as evidenced by what is viewed as their low salary and other compensation.  

However, primary- and secondary-school teachers in government-aided schools are 

generally guaranteed at least a lower-middle class standard of living (with many 

providing private lessons to bring in extra cash), as their salaries are determined by the 

central government’s 6th Pay Scale, implemented by the state of Uttar Pradesh and 

extended to aided-school teachers in 2008 (their salaries were previously determined by 

the 5th Pay Scale, which was applied to such teachers in 2005 after a long battle by 

teachers’ unions, discussed below).46  In her survey of college and university teachers in 

western Uttar Pradesh, Sharma found that almost all of them (93.6%) identified 

themselves as “middle class” (2000, 133).  College and university teachers likely earn 

more than secondary school teachers. 

While current data on the education levels attained by secondary school teachers 

have not been obtained for this study, it is worth pointing out that Mehrotra conducted 
                                                
46 Muhammad Najeeb, “Uttar Pradesh employees get pay parity with central government,” The Hindustan 
Times (27 Nov 2008), Report from Indo-Asian News Service brought to you by HT Syndication.  Article 
available online from several portals, including Indian Initiatives (29 Nov 2008): 
http://www.indianinitiatives.com/55/indian-governement/six-pay-commission-indian-governement/uttar-
pradesh-employees-get-pay-parity-with-central-government/ (downloaded 28 Dec 2009). 
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research on higher secondary school teachers in Varanasi in 1967-68 showing that over 

two-thirds of respondents possessed post-graduate degrees, i.e., post-bachelors degrees 

(1980, 83).  The Bachelors of Education, or B.Ed., is actually a post-graduate degree and 

one held by many teachers. 

Some information on primary school teachers’ associations was also obtained for 

this study, but information on primary teachers’ income is not available (it is not clear 

whether they are covered by the recently implemented 6th Pay Scale in Uttar Pradesh).  A 

perusal of internet discussion boards regarding the 6th Pay Scale suggests that primary 

school teachers in Uttar Pradesh and other states earn somewhere between Rs.6000-

10,000 per month, which might place them in the lower-middle class (though obviously 

much also depends upon their family circumstances and income from outside tuition).47  

A visit to the simple two-story home of Hira Prasad Yadav, District General Secretary of 

the primary teachers association, Uttar Pradeshiya Prathamik Shikshak Sangh, gave the 

impression of a modest but stable lower-middle class existence.  Data on educational 

levels of primary school teachers were not gathered for this study, but interviews with 

primary school teachers in Varanasi yielded the impression that while they may not be 

highly educated, they appeared to have received at least a basic education. 

 

Lawyers and Traders 

In this section, lawyers and traders will be considered together.  While members 

of each group represent a range of socio-economic categories, including income, they are 

almost entirely within the broader middle class.  Members of both categories tend to live 

in houses with at least two rooms (some simple, others almost mansions) and own some 
                                                
47 See, for example, Mobile Reviews, News and Tips: Mobile, Results, Education and Admissions: 
http://www.adtan.com/mobilereviews/sixth-pay-commission-new-pay-scale-calculator/ (downloaded 29 
Dec 2009). 
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type of motor vehicle (most commonly a motorcycle or modest car, but occasionally a 

more luxurious car).  Lawyers are quite well educated (having received the standard law 

degree, the LL.B.) while most traders have achieved widely varying levels of education, 

ranging from just a few years of primary school to advanced post-secondary degrees.  

The Central Bar Association of Varanasi and the Banaras Bar Association were 

unable to provide formal data on the income of their members.  Income levels within the 

profession vary widely, depending partially upon the reputation and popularity of the 

lawyer, and, as J. S. Gandhi suggests, the time spent in the profession and degree of 

specialization (1987, 76).  Lawyers interviewed at home for this study were all within the 

middle- to upper-middle class.  Furthermore, while Gandhi’s sociological study of the 

lawyers of the Gobindgarh (Panjab) district court contains no data regarding the income 

levels of lawyers themselves, it does show that about three quarters of these lawyers’ 

fathers were themselves employed in law, business, teaching, and other white-collar 

professions; in other words, lawyers mostly came from what he calls a “middle or upper-

middle class background” (1987, 74). 

The traders associations were likewise unable to provide formal data on the 

income levels of their members, but personal observation sufficed to show that most 

traders are within the broader middle class.  Most association members are prosperous 

enough to operate actual brick-and-mortar shops, though there are a few who operate 

mobile carts from which they sell items such as vegetables.  These mobile vendors tend 

to be poorer and less likely to be members of the major traders associations (which 

require payment of dues), but this researcher spoke with one such vendor who was a 

member and who occasionally attended association meetings.   
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Doctors 

Doctors represent the wealthiest among the six occupational groups under study.  

As with the other groups, quantitative data on their income levels were not obtained, but 

personal observation of several doctors’ living conditions (large, well-furnished houses 

with gardens in privileged neighborhoods) as well as interviewees’ statements confirmed 

that doctors generally are financially quite comfortable.  The view among IMA leaders 

that one of doctors’ biggest problems is kidnapping and extortion by “criminal elements” 

is highly suggestive.48  As for their education levels, doctors are without doubt highly 

educated.  It might be noted that all interviews with doctors were conducted in English. 

 

These brief portraits of the financial and educational resources of each group 

should demonstrate that among the six occupational groups discussed in this study, the 

weavers and boatmen have the lowest level of resources and can be considered lower-

class; the teachers have greater resources and can be considered lower-middle to middle-

class; traders and lawyers have a wide range of resources and are generally in the broader 

middle class; and doctors have the highest level of resources and can be considered 

upper-middle-class. 

 

MOBILIZING STRUCTURES 

As discussed in Chapter II, organizational resources are critical to successful 

mobilization.  Mobilizing structures among these groups run the gamut from informal 

                                                
48 Personal interview, Dr. Anil Kumar Srivastava, President Varanasi, Indian Medical Association (IMA),  
and Dr. O. P. Tewari, State Secretary UP, IMA, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay 
Rai, Honorary Secretary, IMA, 26 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dr. O. P. Tewari, State 
Secretary UP, IMA, 29 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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committees that convene on an ad hoc basis only (whenever a particular issue requiring 

group discussion and decision comes up) to highly formalized and well-funded 

organizations with a dues-paying membership, regular meetings, a sets of rules and 

procedures, routinized elections, and a building owned by the association where its 

activities are based.  All the groups have mobilizing structures of one kind or another, but 

the handloom weavers are the most disadvantaged in this regard.  They have no durable 

self-formed mobilizing structures, and have largely relied upon the efforts of “outsiders,” 

community elites, and traditional caste leaders to make claims upon the state on their 

behalf.  The boatmen have long had several committees that work for the interests of 

boatmen, and one in particular has been particularly active and durable, but there has 

been some dissent among boatmen in recent years over whether this community is really 

working for boatmen; other committees are occasionally formed and remain active for 

short periods of time.  The traders have highly active, visible, and influential associations, 

and are by the estimates of several interviewees, the most powerful associations in 

Varanasi, but maintaining a unified voice has recently become a problem for them as 

well.  The teachers, lawyers, and doctors have the most unified, formalized, and long-

lasting associations, all having been founded in the early part of the 20th century.  They 

are highly effective and well-funded.  In the following paragraphs, each group’s 

mobilizing structures will be discussed and compared. 

 

Boatmen’s Mobilizing Structures 

Strong influences work both for and against organizational unity among the 

boatmen.  Access to the river is essential to the economic and cultural life of the city, 

which makes boatmen almost indispensable.  The nature of their work physically locates 

boatmen in concentrated numbers along the ghats, affording them ample opportunity to 
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meet, discuss, and plan.  Doron cites evidence that “during the pre-modern period…boat 

people were formed into guild-like groups” (2008, 22).  However, he also notes that both 

historically and currently, it has been a community “fraught with conflict and rivalry, 

primarily due to scarce resources.”  The boatmen must necessarily compete with each 

other for passengers.  In order to manage this conflict and distribute boating rights 

somewhat equitably, the boatmen follow a complex system of customary rules for 

determining which boats may operate where and claim which passengers (see Doron 

2008, Ch. 3).   

There have been several committees established to promote the occupational 

interests of boatmen, including one that had been fairly active since 1948 until its leader 

passed away in 2003.  Most committees, however, are formed by two or three men in 

response to some perceived threat to boatmen’s interests, remain active for a few years, 

and then gradually become dormant.  They might revive the next time a challenge to 

boatmen’s livelihoods arises, or perhaps another committee will form and take the lead in 

organizing people.  An important exception to this pattern of ad hoc mobilization is a 

committee that was founded in 1976 and remains the most prominent and durable 

association working to promote the economic interests of boatmen, the Mallah Samuday 

Sangharsh Samiti (Mallah Community Struggle Committee, or MSSS).  The driving 

force behind this committee is Chhote Lal Nishaad, a tireless and canny organizer well 

known among boatmen throughout the city.  The organization basically consists of a 

small committee of leaders and active participants who call open meetings whenever 

issues affecting boatmen’s interests arise, in which they develop a response.  With his 

fellow committee officers, Chhote Lal (as he is widely known) makes frequent visits to 

administrative offices such as the district magistrate (DM), the state Forestry Department, 
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and municipal corporation offices.  On rare occasions the MSSS organize protests such as 

processions to the DM’s office.  This will be discussed further below. 

In a survey conducted among ordinary boatmen working on the ghats, they often 

complained that their community was not “unified” or well represented politically.  It is 

apparent that there is some conflict within the community over whether the MSSS is truly 

effective and whether Chhote Lal is acting in good faith or simply using the committee to 

promote his own personal ambitions and “enrich” himself.  However, in response to the 

survey question, “Is there any leader or committee that works for the economic interests 

of boatmen?”, the largest number of respondents, 39 percent, specifically named the 

MSSS or Chhote Lal (on the other hand, the second-largest number of respondents, 28 

percent, answered “no”).  Despite some rumblings of dissatisfaction with his leadership, 

many boatmen along the river maintained that Chhote Lal was the most effective leader 

of the boatmen. 

It is important to note that while there are traditional community leaders or 

chaudharis, their function is to provide social guidance and leadership to the Mallahs (as 

a community) within their immediate localities, and do not play any evident activist role 

in organizing boatmen as an occupational group or promoting boatmen’s occupational 

interests.  As noted above, all (or almost all) boatmen are Mallahs but not all Mallahs are 

boatmen, as some have gone on to practice other occupations.  Moreover, the one 

chaudhari interviewed for this study, Nhanku Baba, wielded very little influence even 

within his traditional role and appeared to fill more of a symbolic or ceremonial function.  

In other areas where interviews were conducted, the local chaudhari was never 

mentioned. 
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Weavers’ Mobilizing Structures 

While the traditional social leaders of the boatmen’s community were marginal in 

the fight to defend boatmen’s interests, we find a very different situation among the 

weavers.  To some extent, the traditional social organizations of the Ansari community 

could potentially serve as occupational associations, and we must seriously consider their 

role as mobilizing structures.  Lloyd Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph make a 

strong argument for viewing traditional caste associations as serving “modern” political 

and economic functions (1984), so we follow their lead.  The Ansari community of 

Varanasi is divided into smaller organizations, one might say jurisdictions, known as 

tanzim (similar to a caste panchayat or council).  There were at one time 52 

geographically delimited and numbered tanzim in the city, but this number has drastically 

declined, so that now there are only a handful of fully functional tanzim in Varanasi, 

namely the 5th, 14th, 22nd, and 52nd.   Furthermore, one’s membership in a particular 

tanzim is no longer determined by geography, as people have moved around but remain 

associated with their original tanzim.  The leader of each tanzim is the sardar or mahato 

(the title of the leader depending upon the tanzim).  The main functions of the sardars 

and mahatos are to counsel people concerning marriage, divorce, and other family 

matters, resolve intra-community disputes over property, business matters, etc., and so 

on.  Several people have mentioned that the power of the sardars and mahatos within the 

Ansari community is waning, as people rely less upon the dictates of traditional 

community leaders and become more willing to take their problems and issues to public 

authorities.  However, there is evidence that some of these leaders and their councils 

serve not only to provide social guidance, but to engage with the state to fight for 

weavers’ economic interests as well.  Furthermore, several interviewees have also stated 

that the sardars and mahatos are the only leaders in the weavers’ community with the 



 109 

power to call a large-scale strike, and newspaper reports from the years 1998-2008 bear 

this out: every report of a strike by groups identified as weavers or Ansaris mentions the 

tanzim leadership as one of the main forces, if not the principle force, behind the action. 

Tanzim leadership positions are usually dominated by particular elite families that 

have become wholesale textile traders or powerloom owners.  So while the tanzim 

leadership endeavors to promote the interests of both the poor handloom weavers and the 

wealthier powerloom weavers and shopkeepers, it appears to use more contained means 

(e.g., lobbying and negotiating with government officials) when the issue is one of 

greater concern to the handloom weavers, and to support more contentious means (e.g., 

calling for work stoppages) when the issue is of greater concern to the powerloom 

weavers.  The choice to resort to different strategies could be the result of either a conflict 

of interest or the recognition that powerloom weavers can better afford to strike than 

handloom weavers can.  This matter will be discussed further in Chapter IV.   

Ultimately, while the biradari tanzim serve some of the functions of occupational 

associations, this is not their primary purpose.  Therefore we now turn to other mobilizing 

structures, organizations devoted to occupational interests.  We find that the handloom 

weavers themselves have not been able to create any very influential, long-term, stable 

occupational associations dedicated solely to the interests of handloom weavers.  

Organizers from within the occupation have attempted to organize their fellow handloom 

weavers, calling meetings and organizing small rallies, but their efforts have been 

hindered by the challenges of organizing a profession so poor that it is desperate for any 

work, underpaid or unsteady as it may be.  Therefore, the handloom weavers’ most 

successful mobilizing efforts have heavily depended upon outside assistance: grassroots 

activists who are from the Ansari community but not themselves handloom weavers, such 

as Mehfooz Alam, member of an elite Ansari family and convenor of the Bunkar Bachao 
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Andolan (Save the Weavers Movement, or BBA); externally funded nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) such as the Bunkar Dastakar Adhikar Manch (Weaver and Artisan 

Rights Committee, or BDAM), which is associated with Oxfam, and Vision; and an 

organization connected to the Communist Party of India–Marxist (CPI-M), the Bunkar 

Dastakar Morcha (Weavers and Artisans Front, or BDM).  With the exception of 

Mehfooz Alam’s group, which is no longer active, these organizations organize frequent 

small rallies and conferences, “street corner” meetings, and visits to administration 

officials such as the district magistrate and assistant director of handlooms, a state-level 

official whose office is located in Varanasi.  They frequently employ handloom weavers 

or former handloom weavers as organizers and liaisons, but they are not created or 

directed by handloom weavers.  

Powerloom weavers, on the other hand, have had a capable and well-connected 

association working in defense of their interests, the Banaras Powerloom Weavers 

Association, founded in 1985.  This association receives support from the sardars and 

mahatos as well as other associations, but is entirely unrelated to the tanzim system. Atiq 

Ansari, a powerloom owner and former journalist, was elected general secretary of this 

organization in 1995 and, according to himself and several others, became a vigorous 

promoter of powerloom weavers’ interests.  The association became well known among 

politicians and other prominent people of the city, as interviews with such people attest, 

particularly during Atiq Ansari’s tenure from 1995 to 2003-4.  The association is not 

continuously active, but is reconvened whenever there is a perceived threat to powerloom 

weavers’ interests.  Atiq Ansari says that he could call a meeting and reassemble the 

group “in an hour.”   
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Traders’ Mobilizing Structures 

Varanasi being a city of commerce, the associations that represent traders are, in 

the estimation of many people, the most prominent occupational associations in the city.  

There are dozens if not hundreds of small traders associations organized by commodity 

(e.g., ready-made apparel, grain, stationery), neighborhood, retail versus wholesale, etc.  

Most of these small associations are members of one of the city’s two large umbrella 

associations, the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal (Kashi Traders Representative Forum, 

or KVPM) and the Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal (Varanasi City Industry [and] 

Traders Forum, or VNUVM).  These local umbrella organizations are fairly well 

established with published by-laws, frequent meetings, regular elections, mechanisms for 

collecting regular dues, and budgets.  The leaders of these groups describe their role as 

being “to bring the voice of the businessman to the government,” in the words of one.  

Each of these city-level umbrella organizations is part of a statewide network of similar 

city-level organizations, represented by a statewide organization that represents traders’ 

interests at the state level, interfacing with government officials in Lucknow.  As will be 

discussed in the case study below, there is considerable political competition between 

these networks at both local and state levels.  Among the local political figures 

interviewed for this study, almost every one mentioned one or both of the local umbrella 

associations by name when asked about the most important occupational associations in 

Varanasi.  They are indeed regarded by most community leaders, journalists, and other 

observers as highly effective organizations and are widely credited with helping to 

prevent the Value Added Tax from being implemented in the state of Uttar Pradesh from 

2005 to 2008. 
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Teachers’, Lawyers’, and Doctors’ Mobilizing Structures 

Teachers, lawyers, and doctors will be considered together here as they all 

represent educated, professional occupations and all have well established, highly 

formalized, and influential mobilizing structures.  These are all membership-based 

associations that have constitutions and lists of byelaws, hold regular elections according 

to formal rules, receive dues from their members, and maintain their own buildings (the 

last perhaps being the most prominent sign of a well-established, well-funded 

organization).49  It might also be noted that despite these commonalities, these groups 

have varying patterns of contentious action, which will be discussed in more detail 

below. 

The Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Uttar Pradesh Intermediate 

Education Association or UPMSS) represents secondary and intermediate teachers in 

government-aided, privately managed schools.  It was founded in 1921 as the Uttar 

Pradesh Secondary Education Association and rechristened in 1947, the year India gained 

its independence.50  Primary school teachers are represented by the Uttar Pradeshiya 
                                                
49 The bar associations and the teachers associations under study constructed their buildings with assistance 
from the government, while the IMA appears to have built their building with funds raised from their 
membership.  The Banaras Bar Association built its building with a fifty thousand-rupee contribution from 
Samajwadi Party President Amar Singh (it is not clear whether the money came from party funds or from 
his MLC development fund), while the Central Bar Association had its building constructed entirely by the 
government, which spent 50 lakh ($110,000) on the project, according to BBA president Vijay Shankar 
Rastogi, 16 June 2008 (Varanasi).  The teachers association building, known as Shikshak Bhavan 
(Education House) and accommodating both factions of the secondary teacher’s association, was built on 
land donated by the state education ministry under Kamala Pati Tripathy with fund raised by association 
members, according to Pramod Kumar Mishra (25 June 2007).  Incidentally, perhaps as a sign how 
important traders associations have become, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal has also been granted money 
for the construction of an association building—also by Samajwadi Party leader Amar Singh (again, it is 
not clear from which fund the money came).  They have not yet begun construction because while they 
received five lakh (Rs. 500,000 or almost $11,000), the land would cost them at least ten times as much.  
Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, General Secretary, Kashi Vyapari Pratinidhi Mandal, and President, 
Samajwadi Party (Varanasi), 30 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
50 One interviewee incorrectly dated the founding of the organization at 1956, however, Swamy gives a 
more complete account of the group’s origins in his study (Swamy, 1980, 58).  Personal interview, Pramod 
Kumar Mishra, Ashok Kumar Singh, and Nayan Lal Mishra, UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Sharma), 13 
June 2007 (Varanasi).  Swami cites a statement released by the UP Secondary Education Association at its 
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Prathamik Shikshak Sangh (Uttar Pradesh Primary Education Association or UPPSS), 

also founded in 1921.51  Swamy writes, “The emergence of [UPPSS] and [UPMSS] 

created a new awareness among the teachers in the state.  Right from their inception they 

have been engaged in programmes of academic interest, besides striving for the welfare 

of their members.  The educational conferences organised annually provide opportunities 

to the teachers to express their opinion on problems of education and to suggest remedial 

measures” (1980, 59). 

The secondary teachers association, UPMSS, split in 1971 when a young upstart 

member, Om Prakash Sharma, won election as president of the organization, displacing 

the established line of leadership loyal to the founding members, Harihar Pandey and 

Maheshwar Pandey.  The “Pandey Group,” which represented the older, more traditional 

members, became separated from the “Sharma Group,” which formed around the 

youthful vanguard.52  To this day the Sharma Group is associated with the younger 

members of the association and therefore attracts most new members; perhaps also due to 

Sharma’s consistent, charismatic leadership from Lucknow, it remains the more 

prominent and powerful association, with about 100,000 members statewide and about 

3000 members in Varanasi District.53  The Pandey Group, on the other hand, claims 

                                                                                                                                            
founding: “The chief reason why the teachers are indifferent to the problems of education is that they have 
no voice in the management of their professional affairs.  It is high time that the teachers became a self-
governing and dynamic profession.  But to be a self-governing profession it is absolutely necessary that the 
teachers should organise themselves and form a union” (cited in Swamy 1980, 58). 
51 Personal interview, Hira Prasad Yadav, District General Secretary, Utter Pradeshiya Prathyamik 
Shikshak Sangh, 10 October 2007 (Varanasi); see also Swamy 1980, 58. 
52 Personal interview, Pramod Kumar Mishra, District President, Ashok Kumar Singh, District Secretary, 
and Nayan Lal Mishra, UPMSS (Sharma), 13 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dinesh Mani 
Tripathi, State Vice President, UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Pandey Group), 6 October 2007 
(Varanasi). 
53 Personal interview, Pramod Kumar Mishra, District President, Ashok Kumar Singh, District Secretary, 
and Nayan Lal Mishra, UPMSS (Sharma), 13 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
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1200-1300 members in Varanasi District.54  Much of the vaunted power of the UPMSS, 

particularly the Sharma Group, comes from their direct representation in the upper house 

of the Uttar Pradesh state legislature, known as the Vidhan Parishad or Legislative 

Council.  As will be discussed below under “Influential Allies,” in the Vidhan Parishad 

there are a certain number of seats reserved for particular “constituencies.”  The teachers’ 

constituency consists of eight seats that can be filled only by teachers at the secondary 

level or higher, elected only by their peers.  As of 2007, the Sharma Group’s candidates 

occupied all these seats. 

While the city’s political leaders consistently mentioned the UPMSS (Sharma) as 

the most powerful local teachers association, the primary teachers association, UPPSS, 

has far more members, with 4500 in Varanasi District and 300,000 at the state level, and 

benefits from a unified leadership.55 The district secretary of the organization described 

the association’s recent efforts to improve primary education, cooperating with Unicef 

and other foreign NGOs, holding conferences on pedagogy and education policy, etc.  

However, most of their activity appears to be directed at securing benefits for teachers.  

Primary school teachers are paid less and have a lower status than secondary teachers, 

and cannot participate in the teachers’ constituency elections for Vidhan Parishad seats, 

either as candidates or voters.  Leaders of the secondary association UPMSS (Sharma), 

however, claimed that the teacher MLCs (members of the legislative council) endeavor to 

represent the interests of all school teachers in the Vidhan Parishad.   

There are associations for teachers in other types of schools as well, particularly 

government schools, but these will not be covered in this study as there are far fewer 

                                                
54 Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, State Vice President, UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 
(Pandey Group), 6 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
55 Personal interview, Hira Prasad Yadav, District General Secretary, Utter Pradeshiya Prathyamik 
Shikshak Sangh, 10 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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government schools than aided or unaided schools in Varanasi District, and the 

associations discussed above are by far the largest and best known.56  Overall, according 

to Swamy, “The professional organizations of teachers in Uttar Pradesh…project broadly 

a united image of teachers.  Unlike many other states, Uttar Pradesh is free from the 

phenomenon of multiplicity of organizations in the sense that only a small number of 

well-knit organizations of teachers function in the state.” (1980: 57).   

The lawyers likewise have well established, older, highly formalized associations, 

the Banaras Bar Association (BBA) and the Central Bar Association–Varanasi (CBA), 

both volunteer professional associations (in India, the term “bar association” does not 

mean the same thing as it does in the United States, where it refers to a single 

authoritative licensing body; the Bar Council of Uttar Pradesh plays that role within UP).  

The BBA is the older bar association, having been founded in the mid-nineteenth 

century.57  The CBA was founded in 1903 for those lawyers working in the collectorate, 

which collected taxes at the time, and was gradually opened to all lawyers.  The CBA has 

the much larger membership now, with 7000 members compared to the BBA’s 1500 

(some lawyers are members of both), due to what one of its leaders called its better 

governance.  The two associations appear to cooperate in every matter and there does not 

seem to be any rivalry diluting either organization’s influence.  That they have not 

merged seems due mostly to organizational inertia and the smaller BBA’s pride in its 

longer history. 
                                                
56 Estimates vary, but according to interviews, there are approximately 176-9 secondary aided schools, 
106-10 unaided/private secondary schools, and just 9 government secondary schools.  Personal interview, 
Pramod Kumar Mishra, District President, UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Sharma Group), 25 June 2007, 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, State Vice President, UP Madhyamik Shikshak 
Sangh (Pandey Group), 6 October 2007 (Varanasi); Conversation with leaders of UP Madhyamik Shikshak 
Sangh (Pandey) and following press conference, 11 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
57 Vijay Shankar Rastogi of the BBA said it had been founded in 1841, but Radhe Mohan Tripathi of the 
CBA said it was founded shortly after the first struggle for independence in 1857. Personal interview, Vijay 
Shankar Rastogi, President, Banaras Bar Association, 16 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Radhe 
Mohan Tripathi, President, Central Bar Association, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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The mission of both bar associations, according to their presidents, is to promote 

professional ethics, protect the interests of lawyers practicing in the district court, render 

them personal and legal assistance, defend them against “anti-social elements,” and 

“promote law and order.”58 They also advise the government on the legal aspects of 

pending legislation (and sometimes use pressure tactics such as a work stoppage to try to 

force the government to accept their recommendation).59  Their buildings house small 

law libraries for the use of their members, meeting rooms, a few offices, and other 

amenities. 

Almost all doctors in Varanasi are members of the Indian Medical Association 

(Varanasi Chapter) (IMA), which was founded in 1918 as the Doctors Club and renamed 

the Benares Medical Association in 1920, at which time the first election was held.  In 

1928 the national-level Indian Medical Association was created, at which time the 

Benares Medical Association became the IMA–Benares.60  The national-level IMA is 

based in New Delhi and coordinates the actions of the state-level branches, each of which 

coordinates the actions of the local branches. 

Leaders of the IMA (this abbreviation will refer only to the Varanasi Chapter 

unless otherwise noted) explain that in addition to promoting the professional interests of 

doctors, the organization serves as a social club for doctors, provides continuing 

education to doctors, and performs community service such as organizing immunization 

                                                
58 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, President, Banaras Bar Association, 16 June 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, President, Central Bar Association – Varanasi, 8 
September 2007 (Varanasi).  The bar associations are not licensing organizations—in Uttar Pradesh, this 
function is served by the Uttar Pradesh Bar Council, a statutory body in which lawyers must be enrolled in 
order to practice law in the state.  Even the Bar Council, however, has become more active in promoting 
the occupational interests of lawyers, as its highly visible involvement in the 2007 Pindra affair (discussed 
in the case study below) demonstrated. 
59 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, President, Banaras Bar Association, 16 June 2007 
(Varanasi). 
60 Personal interview, Dr. Prabhakar Shukla, former president, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 25 
February 2007 (Varanasi).  
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drives and annual check-up camps and establishing a local blood bank.61  The 

organization holds monthly meetings, organizes lectures, and hosts other functions such 

as holiday celebrations.  Nationally, the organization publishes the Journal of the Indian 

Medical Association (JIMA), a scientific journal similar to the Journal of the American 

Medical Association.62  In recent years, the secretary of the IMA has been a member of 

Varanasi District-level administrative public health committees such as the District 

Taskforce for Polio Eradication and the Vector Borne Diseases Control Committee.63 

City leaders, including political figures, businessmen, and district administration 

officials, regard the IMA as one of the most influential occupational associations in the 

city.64  It has raised its profile in recent years, apparently due to the activist leadership of 

its secretary Dr. Sanjay Rai, who occupied the post 2002–2007 (during which time 17 out 

of the IMA’s 20 reported contentious public actions occurred).65  The District Magistrate 

of Varanasi, Veena Kumari Meena, said in an interview that of all the occupational 

groups under study, the doctors were the “best organized.”66 

                                                
61 Personal interview, Dr. Prabhakar Shukla, former president, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 25 
February 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, Hon. Secretary, Indian Medical 
Association–Varanasi, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
62 Personal interview, Dr. Prabhakar Shukla, former president, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 25 
February 2007 (Varanasi). 
63 Dr. Sanjay Rai, Hon. Secretary, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
64 District Magistrate Veena Kumari Meena, for example, called doctors the “best organized” of the six 
occupational groups in this study.  Personal interview, Veena Kumari Meena, 8 November 2007 
(Varanasi).  Similar statements: Personal interview, Shatrudr Prakash, former MLA, 25 August 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Ajay Rai, MLA, Kolasala (BJP), 29 November 2007 (Varanasi); Personal 
interview, Anil Srivastava,  two-time MLA candidate and prominent businessman, 11 June 2007 
(Varanasi). 
65 One prominent local businessman and political leader, Ravindra Jaiswal, when asked what the most 
prominent occupational associations in the city were, mentioned the IMA and asserted it had been formed 
just two to three years prior.  When this was pointed out to him as incorrect, he clarified that rather, the 
IMA had become more of an activist organization in that time, carrying out several highly visible public 
demonstrations in recent years, whereas before they were “just doing social work.”  This trend, confirmed 
in the examination of new reports, will be discussed in more detail below.  Personal interview, Ravindra 
Jaiswal, 21 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
66 Personal interview, Veena Kumari Meena, District Magistrate of Varanasi, 8 Nov 2007 (Varanasi). 
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The IMA is probably the wealthiest of all the associations under study, as it owns 

considerable real estate.  Dr. Prabhakar Shukla, a former president of the Varanasi 

Branch and former president of the Uttar Pradesh branch, claimed that the Varanasi 

Branch has the largest budget of all the local branches in the country (ten million rupees, 

or about $220,000, annually), due to the income it received from renting out office and 

shop space in its large building complex in the Lahurabir neighborhood.67   

It is worth noting that the original forms of these teachers, lawyers, and doctors 

associations were all founded between 1918 and 1921.  Carey Watt analyzes the trend of 

voluntarism and “associationism” in colonial India during the first two decades of the 

twentieth century and argues that as “notions of active citizenship” spread, “a growing 

network of associations” brought together people from different caste and religious 

backgrounds, thus nurturing and strengthening the concept of an “Indian” identity, which 

had a definitive impact upon the Independence Movement (2005).  The creation of 

occupational associations for teachers, lawyers, and doctors appear to have been part of 

this process, when “North India’s rich associational life brought new social groups into 

public life,” particularly “the educated upper castes of the middle classes” (Watt 2005, 7).  

Even today, while occupations such as teaching and medicine tend to have higher 

numbers of upper-caste members, they and the professional associations that represent 

their interests are becoming increasingly diverse.  The teachers and lawyers associations 

are probably the most diverse of all the associations under study, as the educational 

barriers to these professions are not as high as for some others (particularly medicine).  

The lower-class occupational groups (boatmen and weavers) tend to be associated with 

traditional occupations that are almost exclusively dominated by particular castes.  As 

                                                
67 Personal interview, Dr. Prabhakar Shukla, former president, Indian Medical Association–Varanasi, 25 
February 2007 (Varanasi). Unlike the bar associations and teachers associations under study, the IMA 
seems to have acquired their land and buildings without assistance from the state. 
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such, they are represented by associations and other collectivities that are strongly 

connected to particular communities (jati or biradari). 

In conclusion, among all the occupational groups under study, only the handloom 

weavers did not have a single, durable, widely recognized, self-formed association 

dedicated mainly to the occupational interests of handloom weavers.  Fighting for 

handloom weavers’ interests were a collection of small, informal, short-lived committees 

headed by one or two individuals; committees formed by local political parties, and the 

traditional “caste” or biradari association or social council, the tanzim (which are 

dominated by families now in powerloom weaving and the sale of woven goods).  While 

the boatmen also have a variety of small, informal, ad hoc committees, the most 

prominent group working in their name is widely recognized and still going strong after 

over thirty years. The traders associations are very active and politically influential (the 

most powerful associations in Varanasi, according to some prominent figures) and are 

proving to be durable thus far, though they are not as old as the other middle-class 

associations. Teachers, lawyers, and doctors all have very old, strong, formalized 

associations.   

 

INFLUENTIAL ALLIES 

As discussed in Chapter II, influential allies appear to be critical in helping 

resource-poor groups mobilize for contentious action.  While the middle-class 

occupational groups and the associations that represent them may have all kinds of 

influential allies, these allies did not appear to be involved in helping the middle-class 

groups organize protests and strikes. 

In this context, influential allies usually can be found among politicians 

(particularly those affiliated with one of the major political parties, and especially if they 
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hold a position in state or central government, whether elected or appointed), local 

administration officials, law enforcement officials, NGO workers and activists, and 

ordinary individuals with the means and inclination to assist groups in making claims 

upon the state.  In the following sections, each group’s access to and “use” of influential 

allies is discussed.  As will be shown below, the boatmen are perhaps the most lacking in 

consistent influential allies.  The handloom weavers may have influential allies among 

the traditional Ansari leaders, the sardars and mahatos, but the relationship is complicated 

by a possible economic conflict of interest and the desire of sardars and mahatos to avoid 

getting involved in contentious action; on the other hand, the handloom weavers do have 

more dedicated, dependable influential allies among individual and NGO activists and 

CPI-M workers, but these allies have fewer resources and their “influence” is probably 

less.  Teachers and traders are their own influential allies, as their association leaders 

have direct representation in the state legislative council and/or state legislative assembly.  

Lawyers have no particular individual influential allies, but with a strong tradition of 

mobilization, they are not in great need of external allies.  Doctors have many very 

influential allies, both in politics and in administration—perhaps so many that 

contentious action is less necessary for them.  

 

Boatmen’s Influential Allies 

Neither the boatmen as a community, nor the MSSS as an organization, has any 

single, consistent influential ally.  As mentioned in Chapter I, the boatmen do not have 

any stable, strong links to any single political party or individual politician, despite their 

large numbers and highly visible presence in the city.  Whatever loyalty they previously 

might have had to the BJP seemed to dissipate in the days surrounding the 2007 state 

assembly election. As mentioned above, MSSS general secretary Chhote Lal Nishaad 
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initially expressed a preference for the BJP and claimed that as a community leader he 

had a good relationship with the party.  However, in the 2007 state assembly election, he 

ran as a candidate himself for a small party geared toward a populist agenda and 

dominated by low-caste leaders, the Bharatiya Samajwadi Party.  In response to questions 

about why he was running against the incumbent BJP candidate, Shyamdeo Rai 

Chaudhary, he first responded that the BJP did not give him a ticket to run; later he stated 

that he had run in order to register a protest against the incumbent’s performance and 

reduce his vote share.68  Many others in the boatmen community also withdrew their 

support from the BJP in the 2007 state assembly election as they perceived that MLA 

Chaudhary had done little to earn their votes.  However, there was little agreement on 

which party or individual would perform better.  “We have tried all parties in past, they 

haven’t done anything for us.  There has been no development of city; the roads and galis 

[small lanes] are the same.  Nothing has been done.  What is the use of voting for the 

BJP?”69  They had been voting for the BJP in last few years, they said, but still there were 

problems with water drainage, water supply, and sewage leaking into the water supply.  

Therefore, they explained, they will not support the BJP.70  On the evening before the 

election, the chaudhari or chief caste elder of the largest boatman locality called a 

meeting to discuss which candidate the community might endorse.  Not only were 

boatmen unwilling to support the BJP as a group, they did not reach agreement on any 

other party or candidate, including Chhote Lal Nishaad—one of their own.  In separate 

                                                
68 Personal interview, Chhote Lal Nishaad, 18 March 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Chhote Lal 
Nishaad, 26 April 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Chhote Lal Nishaad, 31 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
69 Note the measure of performance being improvement of the city and public goods such as roads and the 
water supply.  This runs counter to the usual argument that less educated, lower-caste or-class people in 
India generally vote on the basis of clientelist or patronage-based benefits to their particular community.  
Conversations with boatmen and weavers repeatedly showed evidence of concern for broader development 
of the infrastructure and economy.  Personal interview, Nhanku Baba, Chaudhary, 2 May 2007 (Varanasi); 
Personal interviews, boatmen sitting in Nishaad Raj Mandir [temple], 2 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
70 Ibid. 
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interviews, a few expressed unwillingness to “waste” their votes on a fellow boatman 

who had so little chance of winning. The final consensus was that each boatman should 

vote for whomever he wished; the general understanding was that most would probably 

vote for either the Congress Party candidate or the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) candidate 

(ultimately, it was the BSP that ultimately gained control of the state legislature, and the 

local BJP MLA Chaudhary won a fifth term with far fewer votes than in previous 

elections).71 

These days, with the BSP in control of the state government, the boatmen may 

have an influential ally in a local BSP leader who also happens to be a member of the 

Mallah community.  Subhash Chandra Sahani is the BSP’s general secretary for the city’s 

South Constituency.  His newfound influence has made him a potentially valuable ally 

for the boatmen, but it is entirely derived from his relationship to the ruling party.  He has 

accompanied Chhote Lal and other MSSS leaders on visits to district and state officials, 

with whom his direct line of communication to the state’s new chief minister, Mayawati, 

might carry some weight (whether it actually does is hard to gauge from our 

conversations with Forestry Department officials).  However, it is difficult to tell whether 

he has long-term potential as an influential ally, as he was relatively unknown before 

BSP’s rise to power and could just as quickly slip back into obscurity with the BSP’s next 

electoral defeat. 

In addition to lacking long-term, stable connections to powerful political figures 

and parties, neither do the boatmen’s associations nor any of the more prominent 

members of the community have well-established, personal links to administration 

officials.  Those officers who deal with boatmen’s concerns—particularly those in the 

                                                
71 Personal interviews, boatmen sitting in Nishaad Raj Mandir [temple], 2 May 2007 (Varanasi); Personal 
interviews, boatmen sitting in Nishaad Raj Mandir [temple], 31 May 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Shyam, boatman, Assi Ghat, 29 May 2007 (Varanasi);  
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municipal corporation who issue boating licenses, those in the Forest Department who 

administer the section of the Ganges designated as a wildlife sanctuary (more on this 

below), and those who oversee the jal police (river patrol)—are certainly well acquainted 

with the boatmen’s leaders, but their interests usually conflict and there is no evidence of 

anyone in the administration who might be considered an ally of the boatmen.   

The Congress Party seems recently to have sensed an opportunity to build a vote 

bank among the boatmen and is positioning one of its local leaders as an ally to the 

boatmen.  Dayashankar (Dayalu) Mishra, though he lost the May 2007 election, 

continues to actively build his base of support among boatmen and was instrumental in 

coordinating the January 2008 strike, which by all accounts was an unprecedented 

success.  This event will be discussed in greater length in the case study below, which 

demonstrates the critical difference that influential allies can make in mobilizing groups 

that lack other resources.  Whereas influential allies might be helpful to groups like the 

traders associations and the bar associations, they are not absolutely necessary, as will be 

shown below.  In the case of the lower-class occupations, however, they appear to be 

critical. 

 

Weavers’ Influential allies 

As discussed above, Muslim communities in many parts of India tend to give their 

votes to the candidate or party that is most likely to assure their security, which for many 

people means the party best able to defeat the BJP.  Accordingly, in Varanasi, candidates 

from those parties offering the strongest opposition to the BJP in Uttar Pradesh—the 

Samajwadi Party, the Congress Party, and increasingly the BSP—assiduously seek to 

build relationships with the Ansari community by promising special benefits to weavers, 

such as electricity subsidies, government insurance schemes, and the promotion of textile 
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exports.  However, their efforts to build relationships with the Ansari community tend to 

be generalized to the entire community, encompassing both handloom and powerloom 

weavers, and are based upon the assumption that the Ansari community is a homogenous 

voting bloc with shared interests.  Thus these parties’ candidates and other leaders 

approach the traditional leaders of the Ansari community, the sardars and mahatos, to 

ask for their endorsement, with the expectation (or hope) that the entire community will 

go along with it.  The sardars and mahatos consult with their councils, decide upon a 

candidate to support, and then word goes out to the community on the favored candidate.  

Handloom weavers’ relationships with these particular parties, then, tend to be mediated 

through the sardars and mahatos, who come from middle- to upper-middle-class families 

that are involved in powerloom weavers and textile sales. As they are traditionally 

charged with protecting the interests of the whole community, the sardars and mahatos 

do make demands on behalf of handloom weavers, and these are not entirely rhetorical or 

futile efforts: Because political candidates expect that the community votes as a bloc, they 

give some credence to the demands of the community’s traditional leaders and at least 

appear to respond to these demands.  However, because handloom weavers do not have 

strong mobilizing structures of their own, they are handicapped when making their 

demands directly to the major political parties and, therefore, when cultivating influential 

allies among them. 

The tanzim leadership can be highly influential allies when (or if) they work on 

behalf of handloom weavers’ economic interests.  Perhaps the most influential such 

leader is Maqbool Hasan, sardar of the 14th tanzim, with around 200,000 people under 

his leadership.  He and his council have been fairly active in lobbying the government for 

benefits and concessions for handloom weavers, and have met with prominent leaders 

and other politicians at the state and national levels regarding issues such as subsidized 
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electricity rates. His efforts may have had some success: Former Uttar Pradesh Chief 

Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav launched several assistance schemes for handloom 

weavers in 2006 and 2007.  The Congress Party in 2007 unveiled concessions (subsidies) 

on electricity rates for all weavers that it promised to implement at the central level.  

It is worth noting that several authors have argued that this kind of mediated 

relationship between localized groups and the state is the norm in India.  For example, 

Patrick Heller writes, “To the extent that local citizens interact with local government, 

they generally do so through the mediations of various brokers and fixers, often leaders 

of caste associations or landed elites” (2009, 133; see also Krishna [2005], Manor [2000], 

and Oldenburg [1987]).  However, of the six occupational groups under study, only the 

handloom weavers have clearly demonstrated this phenomenon.  The other lower-class 

group, the boatmen, maintain a direct relationship with the state through the MSSS and 

other committees.  The middle-class groups all very clearly have direct relationships with 

the state through their associations. 

Paradoxically, the political party that devotes more time and resources than any 

other local party organization to interacting directly with handloom weavers, mobilizing 

them, and campaigning on their behalf also happens to be one that lately has held few or 

no seats in the state assembly, the Communist Party of India–Marxist (CPI-M).  This is 

the most prominent communist party in the state, but its influence in Uttar Pradesh has 

declined precipitously in recent decades.  They have established a permanent local 

committee for handloom weavers, the Bunkar Dastakar Morcha (Weavers and Artisans 

Front), which holds “street corner” meetings, organizes small dharnas at kaccheri and 

other administrative offices, and assists individual weavers in negotiating the 

bureaucratic process to take advantage of government benefit programs.  One of their 

chief organizers, Mobin Ahmed, is a handloom weaver himself.  They should be regarded 
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as an influential ally, despite their lack of representation in the assembly, as they have 

achieved a highly visible presence in the city.  Their activities and demonstrations are 

frequently reported by the local media, they are well known by local administrators, 

politicians, and fellow activists, and they appear to create pressure on the government to 

take action on handloom weavers’ concerns. 

Evidence of the importance that the Samajwadi Party and Congress Party place on 

the Ansari “vote bank” is that during state and municipal elections, they frequently field 

Muslim candidates in areas of the city where Ansaris are dominant, particularly the North 

Constituency.  It was from this constituency that Samad Ansari, the Samajwadi Party 

candidate, won election as member of the legislative assembly (MLA) in the 2007 state 

legislative assembly elections.  Samad Ansari has thus become another potential 

influential ally for the Ansari community.  He claims to raises issues of concern to 

handloom weavers in the state legislative assembly and defend their interests.  

Additionally, as MLA he has access to discretionary local area development (LAD) funds 

equivalent to about $163,043 per year (as of 2002, according to Wilkinson 2007: 122).  

He claims to be using these funds to improve infrastructural amenities in neighborhoods 

where Ansaris live, particularly new public water pumps and improvements in the 

sewage and drainage systems.  However, while he and the tanzim leadership maintain 

that they work on behalf of the Ansari community as a whole, i.e., both handloom and 

powerloom weavers, several activists have asserted that they are primarily concerned 

with the interests of powerloom weavers and Ansari merchants/traders.  This will be 

discussed in more depth in the case study below.  For now we will turn our attention to 

the influential allies of handloom weavers. 

Additionally, there are activists from both within and outside the Ansari 

community that work on behalf of handloom weavers, who might be considered 
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“influential allies.”  Mehfooz Alam, while coming from an elite Ansari family, has been 

an active defender of the poorest handloom weavers.  He sees his role as a “trainer” and 

leader, seeking to “educate” handloom weavers with regard to their “rights” and mobilize 

them for action.72  In 2003–2004, he and his committee, BDM, coordinated and 

facilitated a series of rallies and sit-ins among handloom weavers, intended to pressure 

the government to enforce the Handloom Reservation Act of 1985, which grants certain 

protections to handloom weavers against competition by powerloom weavers.  According 

to him, this sustained effort led to improved government enforcement of the act.73  The 

other mobilizing structures mentioned above—particularly the NGOs such as BDAM and 

Vision—have served to some extent as influential allies as they have successfully 

mobilized handloom weavers for small rallies and meetings.  However, they have not 

successfully organized any large strikes, as the case study in Chapter IV will show.  

Furthermore, they do not appear to have much influence with powerful politicians or 

administration officials and have not had as much success in eliciting concessions or 

favorable policy initiatives from the government as the tanzim leaders apparently have 

had through their more contained means of making demands.  Their contribution appears 

to be in organizing conferences among weavers and activists, in order to raise awareness 

among handloom weavers and encourage them to be more active citizens.  

As will be discussed below, the tanzim leaders serve as influential allies for the 

powerloom weavers as well as the handloom weavers, but these allies appear to work on 

behalf of each in different ways.  Several persons interviewed for this study asserted that 

the only leaders with the influence to call a widespread strike among handloom weavers 

                                                
72 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
73 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 15 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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were the sardars and mahatos.74  However, the tanzim leaders generally prefer not to use 

their influence to this end.  Sardar Maqbool Hasan argues that the handloom weavers are 

too poor to participate in strikes, and such efforts would only harm them.75  Others, 

however, have argued that the tanzim leaders, coming from families involved in 

powerloom weaving, have no interest in helping to organize major strikes among 

handloom weavers and endorse such actions only under enormous pressure from 

organizers.76  Some activists have accused the sardars and mahatos of being far more 

likely to support strikes for the benefit of powerloom weavers.77  Some powerloom 

weavers, however, have also complained about the reticence of tanzim leaders to support 

contentious action.  According to them, they have successfully organized themselves and 

only then obtained the support of the sardars and mahatos.  One former leader of the 

Banaras Powerloom Weavers Association, Atiq Ansari, said he had to “compel” the 

tanzim leaders to support their actions, otherwise they would not have been able to get the 

larger Ansari community, including handloom weavers, to join in the effort.78  Therefore, 

it is difficult to know exactly why the tanzim leaders do not generally get involved in 

strikes and whether they put powerloom weavers’ interests ahead of handloom weavers’ 

interests.  Perhaps another source was correct in arguing that sardars and mahatos are 

simply too divided among themselves to coordinate their support for a broad 

mobilization.79 However, as they are more closely connected to powerloom weavers 

                                                
74 Personal interview, Dr. Lenin, People’s Vigilance Committee on Human Rights, 5 March 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Sardar Maqbool Hasan, 14 April 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi); etc. 
75 Personal interview, Sardar Maqbool Hasan, 14 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
76 Personal interview, Nizamuddin, Spokesperson, Bunkar Dastikar Adhikari Manch, 9 April 2007; 
Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi);  
77 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, CPI-M and Bunkar Dastakar Morcha, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
78 Personal interview, Atiq Ansari, Banaras Powerloom Weavers Association, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
79 Personal interview, Salmaan Raghib Ansari, 10 April 2007 (Varanasi) 
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(Sardar Maqbool Hasan as well as Mahato Naziruddin of the 52nd tola or locality both 

own powerloom businesses themselves), it is likely that there is at least some bias in their 

actions.  (It should be noted that one exception to the generalization that tanzim leaders 

avoid supporting contentious action is the annual mass prayer meeting or dua’ khwani 

[prayer recitation].  This action can be considered somewhat contentious, as it seeks to 

convey a political message or demand and involves handloom weavers giving up a day’s 

work.  It usually takes place in November or December, when the sardars and mahatos 

make a unified call to all Ansari weavers to gather in an open field and pray for a better 

year ahead.)   

 

Teachers’ Influential Allies 

Teachers in a sense are their own influential allies, as they have direct 

representation in the Vidhan Parishad, the upper house of the state legislature.  The upper 

house is not as powerful as the lower house—it plays more of an advisory role, 

submitting non-binding votes on major legislation that is under consideration in the lower 

house. 

In the Vidhan Parishad there are a certain number of seats reserved for particular 

“constituencies,” or certain groups of people of a particular professional or educational 

status who are guaranteed representation as members of the legislative council (MLCs). 

Teachers at the secondary level or above are allotted eight seats, each representing a 

geographic division of the state (also popularly called constituencies, to make matters a 

little more confusing).80  Any such teacher with three or more years of experience can run 
                                                                                                                                            
 
80 Elections for these seats take place every six years. There is also a “graduates constituency” (restricted to 
those with degrees at the bachelors level or higher) consisting of two seats; elections for those seats occur 
at the same time and there is some coordination, as teachers are also graduates and can run and vote for 
those seats as well.  On election day there are polling stations, and voters show their IDs. If they are a 
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for the seat in his/her geographic division, but the strongest candidates are those officially 

backed by the teachers associations, particularly the UPMSS’s Sharma Group, and 

usually hold leadership posts in those associations.  In other words, the leaders of 

teachers associations (O. P. Sharma himself has been an MLC for six terms, or 36 years) 

directly participate in the state legislature, assuring that teachers’ interests are represented 

whenever legislation is considered. (Such constituencies exist at the national level as 

well—in the Rajya Sabha there are seats reserved for eminent figures in art, music, 

entertainment, science, and so on.  The reasoning behind this system is that such people 

are presumed to have good education, sound judgment, and a perspective that is valuable 

in the legislative process; there is also the implicit presumption that such people would 

not win their seats outright in general elections, so their positions must be protected.81) 

When asked if political parties got involved in these elections, District President 

Pramod Kumar Mishra (UPMSS, Sharma Group) said that they did not.  If a candidate 

happened to be involved in politics, it was a personal or individual matter, he said.82  The 

election witnessed during field research seemed mostly to bear out his assertion; it was a 

highly contested race for the Varanasi seat (left open when the incumbent MLC Shyam 

Narayan Deo Singh suddenly passed away) between Dr. Mishra of the Sharma Group, Sri 

Deo Singh of the Pandey Group, and the renegade candidate Chet Narayan Singh, a 

veteran organizer and activist with a strong following.  Political parties were nowhere to 

be seen during the brief but hectic campaign period, nor did any prominent politician 

make any widely heard endorsement.  However, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, State Vice 

                                                                                                                                            
teacher or graduate, their name should appear on the voting list of teachers or graduates.  Only a few states 
in India have such reserved constituencies in their state legislatures.   
81 Swamy writes with regard to teachers: “The rationale behind creating teachers’ constituencies is 
providing representation to teachers—considered to be [an] articulate section of…society—in the policy-
making and decision-taking processes” (1980, 173-4). 
82 Dr. Pramod Kumar Mishra, District President, UPMSS (Sharma Group), 25 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
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President of the UPMSS (Pandey Group), freely admitted accepting assistance from the 

parties (any and all of them) during these elections, in the form of vehicles and manpower 

for the campaign.83  However, the rivalries among teachers appear to be structured 

mainly around O. P. Sharma’s cult of personality versus the traditional old-guard leaders 

of the Pandey Group, rather than around party politics.  The distance that the teachers 

associations maintain from the political parties is evident during wider state assembly 

elections and general (national parliamentary) elections as well; they generally do not 

endorse candidates or parties in these elections.84 

 

Traders’ Influential Allies 

Similar to the way the teachers associations (particularly the Sharma Group) have 

direct representation in the state legislature and thus have in their own leaders their most 

influential allies, the major local traders association leaders are closely involved in local 

political party structures, have direct access to state political leaders, and therefore can 

directly represent traders’ interests in representative government.  The associations’ most 

influential allies are intertwined with their own leadership.  This has both helped and hurt 

the traders associations.  On one hand, their involvement in politics raises their visibility 

and the willingness of political parties to seek their support.  The traders associations 

                                                
83 Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, State Vice President, UPMSS (Pandey Group), 6 October 
2007 (Varanasi). 
84 The only exception in recent history, according to interviews, was when the MSSS (Sharma Group) 
vowed to defeat the BJP in state assembly elections in retaliation for Chief Minister Kalyan Singh’s 
decision to exclude teachers from the statewide implementation of the 5th Pay Scale for government 
employees.  O.P. Sharma vowed to “bring teachers out on the road” and defeat the BJP in the 2002 state 
assembly election.  The association claims that their withholding of support significantly hurt the BJP, 
which subsequently lost several seats.  Personal interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, Treasurer, UPMSS 
(Sharma Group), 23 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, State Vice President, 
UP Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Pandey Group), 6 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Hira 
Prasad Yadav, District General Secretary, UP Prathyamik Shikshak Sangh, 10 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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have been successful at pressuring the state government to favor their interests for several 

years (at least until the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) leader Mayawati took over as chief 

minister and forced traders to accept a new value-added tax system).  On the other hand, 

the intense politicization of the traders associations has resulted in increasing 

factionalization and, according to some observers, a dilution of their influence in the last 

couple of years.  Either way, it is important to keep in mind that the politicization of 

associations (or close involvement with political parties) is not something peculiar to the 

lower classes, as Harriss (2006) and Chatterjee (2002; 2004) have argued.  We observe it 

among traders and, as will be discussed below, doctors.  However, unlike the lower-class 

associations, these middle- to upper-middle class associations do not require assistance 

from political parties to mobilize for contentious action. 

In order to illustrate traders associations’ close ties to political parties and how 

elected officials have served as influential allies, it is necessary to delve into a bit of the 

turbulent recent history of traders associations in Varanasi and Uttar Pradesh more 

broadly.  Varanasi’s two main umbrella associations, the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal 

(KVPM) and the Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal (VMUVM), as well as a smaller 

“rump” organization, the KVPM (“Goenka Group,” named for its leader Rajendra 

Goenka), were previously all part of a single association that bore KVPM’s name.  This 

association was very old, having been founded in 1948.  As traders associations began 

forming in other cities in Uttar Pradesh, they formed a network across the state, which 

was headed by a state-level organization based in Lucknow known as the Uttar Pradesh 

Udhyog Vyapar Mandal (UPUVM).  Through the decades this network of associations 

and the state-level association became a formidable force, exerting pressure on the state 

government on matters concerning sales taxes, regulations and inspections, and 

transportation fees.  The president of the state-wide organization UPUVM, Shyam Bihari 
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Mishra, was a member of parliament (MP) from Kanpur and a BJP stalwart.  The general 

secretary, Banwari Lal Kanchal was a member of the BJP, but soon after the SP gained 

control of the state government, he joined that party; in return for his support, the SP 

helped him obtain a seat in the Rajya Sabha (upper house of Parliament).85  This 

precipitated an eventual split in the organization that bore ramifications for the local-level 

associations.  The KVPM in Varanasi was likewise experiencing internal tension due to 

competition between BJP loyalists and SP loyalists (and recent converts).  In 2002, when 

the KVPM held its biannual election for leadership posts within the organization, Rakesh 

Jain, who also happened to be the president of the SP’s city organization, won the post of 

general secretary.  A group of BJP loyalists, led by Jethmal Chandak and Mohanlal 

Saraugi, reacting against what they perceived as increasing SP influence over the 

organization, eventually decided to split and create their own group, the VMUVM.  

Furthermore, the prominent businessman who held the post of general secretary before 

Rakesh Jain, Rajendra Goenka, eventually formed his own rump organization, the KVPM 

(Goenka), with himself as president.  This last organization is no longer very active.  

However, it is worth noting that the general secretary of this organization, Kailash Kesri, 

is also the city president of the BJP, and a former general secretary, Harsh Kapoor, is a 

BJP MLC (member of the legislative assembly or Vidhan Parishad). 

These rivalries can be understood in the context of the intense competition 

between the BJP, the SP, and the BSP in Uttar Pradesh from the late 1980s through the 

early 2000s and the (ultimately failed) Ramjanmabhoomi movement to build a temple on 
                                                
85 Personal interview, Mr. Shankar Giri, General Secretary, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh, and Vice 
President, Mahanagar Bhartiya Janata Party, 27 February 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 
General Secretary, Kashi Vyapari Pratinidhi Mandal, and President, Samajwadi Party (Varanasi), 30 May 
2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Rajendra Goenka, prominent traders association leader, 29 June 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Mr. Ravindra Jaiswal, MLA candidate (BJP), 3 September 2007 (Varanasi); 
Personal interview, Jethmal Chandak, President, Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal, 6 July 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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the site of Babri Masjid.  For many years traders were loyal to the BJP and its 

predecessor party, the Jan Sangh.  Thus in order to weaken the BJP, which was riding 

high on the crest of Hindu nationalist sentiment stoked by the temple issue until it lost 

control of the state assembly in 2002, the SP sought to appeal to traders by luring the 

leaders of their associations into its fold with the promise of plum political posts.86  

Banwari Lal Kanchan was the SP’s prize catch, enabling them to claim the loyalty of 

traders communities across the state.  Incidentally, a few months after the fieldwork for 

this project was completed, Kanchan left the SP and joined the BSP, which had gained 

control of the state government the previous year.  BSP leader and Uttar Pradesh Chief 

Minister Mayawati later expelled him from the party, accusing him of “anti-party 

activities.”87 

The point of this long digression is that much of the rivalry between the two 

major umbrella associations, the KVPM and VNUVM, appears to be driven by the effort 

of some association leaders to maximize their clout with various political parties (not to 

mention personal gain) and the effort of the political parties to maximize their appeal 

among traders.  There are links between the parties and smaller associations as well: for 

example, Shankar Giri, the general secretary of the Vishwanath Gali Traders 

Association—one of the more important neighborhood associations in the city, 

representing the owners of shops located around the most popular temple in the city, 

Vishwanath Mandir—is also the vice president of the city’s BJP organization. 

                                                
86 Personal interview, Rajendra Goenka, former KVPM leader and prominent businessman, 29 June 2007 
(Varanasi); Dipak Malik of the Gandhian Institute of Studies also discussed the success of the SP in gaining 
the support of traders previously loyal to the BJP.  Personal interview, 6 August 2006 (Varanasi). 
87 Farzand Ahmed, “BSP sacks Kanchal, Bansal, and Anna,” India Today (Lucknow), 18 November 2009.  
Online: http://indiatoday.intoday.in/site/Story/71431/India/BSP+sacks+Kanchal,+Bansal+and+Anna.html 
(last accessed 21 January 2010). 
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Thus it is evident that traders associations have very influential allies among 

political figures, including elected representatives, party leaders, etc., who are 

instrumental in helping to convey traders’ interests to the highest levels of government.  

However, while these connections provide traders with direct representation in the state 

legislative assembly and other bodies, their role in traders’ contentious action is not clear.  

On one hand, traders associations are clearly capable of carrying out contentious action 

without the assistance of political parties.  On the other hand, it is likely that electoral 

competition provides some of the fuel for some of this action.  The traders are by far the 

most politicized of all the occupational groups under study, and they are responsible for 

the highest number of reported contentious actions.  And yet it would be a mistake to 

simply attribute their high level of contentiousness to their relationships with political 

parties.  For one thing, the lawyers associations, which are also highly contentious, have 

no discernible connection to political parties at all.  Part of the answer may be that traders 

associations have mobilized around a handful of concrete policy issues that also happen 

to be highly politicized, particularly the question of the value-added tax (VAT).  This 

issue will be discussed in further detail in the case study below.   

Where influential allies clearly provide the most assistance to traders associations 

is in making demands on the state-level or central government through more “contained” 

or institutionalized channels, i.e., meeting with or lobbying state or central government 

officials, raising issues in the state assembly or Parliament, as well as all manners of 

“operating,” that is, using informal connections and networks to convey demands and 

negotiate compromises.  For example, KVPM General Secretary Jain was in an especially 

advantageous position when the SP was in control of the UP government.  He claimed 

that as long as the SP was in control of the government, he could go directly to state 

leaders and state his case.  Later, after the 2007 state assembly election in which the 
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Bahujan Samaj Party won control of the government, Jain said he expected to have a 

more difficult time getting access to influencing state and district officials appointed by 

the state government.  One might expect that having or not having direct access to state 

leaders might affect the frequency with which associations engage in contentious action. 

However, as will be discussed below, no such simple, direct relationship was observed: 

KVPM used contentious action no more or less frequently when the BSP or BJP were in 

control of the state government than when the SP was in control.  

 

Lawyers’ Influential Allies 

Leaders of both the Central Bar Association and the Banaras Bar Association took 

great pains to stress their independence from politics, and interviews with ordinary 

lawyers, local politicians, party workers, journalists, and others did not reveal any 

evidence of significant ties between the bar associations and any of the political parties.  

Some MLA candidates claimed in interviews to have received endorsements from the bar 

associations, but association leaders strongly denied any such endorsements. For 

example, when MLA candidate Dayashankar Mishra (Congress Party) claimed to have 

received the endorsement of the BBA during the 2007 state assembly election campaign, 

the president of the association, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, held a news conference the next 

day denying that the BBA had endorsed him.  It is more likely that Mishra and other 

politicians who claimed the support of lawyers had received support from small groups 

that did not necessarily represent the official position of the bar associations. 

The general neutrality that the bar associations adopt with regard to the political 

parties does not rule out seeking assistance or favors from political figures.  When a 

major dispute arises, bar association leaders may go to meet with prominent political 

figures in order to make demands or seek assistance in their interactions with 
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administrative officials or to lobby for benefits or assistance to lawyers or the 

associations (e.g., as mentioned above in fn 49, the Central Bar Association received 

funding for a building from the Samajwadi Party President Amar Singh). 

Because of the nature of their work, lawyers—especially the association leaders—

have well-established, routinized, professional relationships with district-level 

administrative officials and judicial authorities.  The relationships are not necessarily 

cooperative or collaborative, but there is a certain level of familiarity.  Furthermore, there 

might be personal relationships between individual association leaders and certain 

officials; however, generally speaking, we did not find any evidence that the lawyers 

associations had any particular, stable influential ally within the administration. 

 

Doctors’ Influential Allies 

Similar to the way that traders have strong influential allies among political 

figures, but do not require support from political figures to mobilize for contentious 

action, the Indian Medical Association (IMA) has benefited from its leadership’s strong 

relationships with several BJP politicians for at least the past several years.  As with the 

traders, while these relationships have not been critical for “agitating,” they have been 

very useful in terms of “operating” (to use Harriss’s terms).  General Secretary Sanjay 

Rai, who led the IMA from 2002 to 2007, claims to be a personal friend of BJP MLA 

Ajay Rai (relationship unclear), who represents the Kolasala District just outside the city 

(but whose home is within walking distance of the IMA building).  He has performed 

numerous favors for the association, and not without reward.  The IMA (led by Dr. Rai) 

approached him for funding for the IMA’s blood component separation machines for the 

association’s blood bank.  MLA Rai put them in touch with Rajya Sabha MP Kalraj 

Mishra, another high-level BJP leader, who contributed 20 lakh (about $43,000) from his 
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local area development fund to the cause.  Later, when the establishment of the IMA’s 

Blood Component Separation Unit encountered bureaucratic delays, MLA Rai and MP 

Mishra intervened to expedite the process.  Several other BJP figures have assisted the 

organization on numerous occasions: Rajnath Singh, former chief minister of Uttar 

Pradesh and a BJP leader of national stature, was passing through Varanasi when the 

IMA was carrying out a hunger strike in 2005.88  Upon hearing about the hunger strike, 

he went and made a public appearance at the site and listened to the doctors’ grievance.  

According to Dr. Rai, he personally called the senior superintendent of police (SSP) and 

pressured him to address the doctors’ demands.  These politicians are not merely 

performing altruistic good deeds to promote the wellbeing of doctors and their patients.  

They have reaped demonstrable political benefit from their connection to the IMA.  Prior 

to the 2007 state assembly election, the IMA’s executive leadership endorsed the re-

elections of MLA Rai and MLA Chaudhary and “gave the message” that IMA members 

should support those candidates.89  Later, at the inauguration celebration for the Blood 

Component Separation Unit, MLA Rai and MP Mishra were honored as special guests.  

When MLA Rai addressed the assembled doctors, he stated, “The IMA is directly or 

indirectly associated with the BJP…” and encouraged doctors to seek representation 

(presumably as BJP supporters) in the state legislative council.  MP Mishra in his speech 

echoed MLA Rai’s sentiments.90  Finally, another example of how the IMA and BJP 

politicians have nurtured their relationship to mutual benefit: During the municipal 

election of October 2006, mayoral candidate Kaushlendra Singh, who had been “very 

supportive” of the IMA in the past, requested the opportunity to address a joint Diwali-

                                                
88 Doctors were seeking to pressure the police to take speedier action to resolve a case in which kidnappers 
abducted a doctor and were demanding a hefty ransom of 50 lakh or about $108,000. 
89 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, Honorable Secretary, IMA, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
90 Speech, Ajay Rai, Member of the Legislative Assembly, addressing the Indian Medical Association – 
Varanasi, 5 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
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Eid celebration that the association was hosting for its members, and the IMA leadership 

granted his request.  After the celebration, Dr. Rai sent a personal text message to all 

IMA members asking them to support Singh in the municipal election.91   

It is important to note that the IMA at the national level actually has a policy with 

regard to endorsing candidates in elections.  Shortly before this fieldwork was conducted, 

the New Delhi office sent a memorandum to all the state and local chapters, encouraging 

them to support any candidate who is a doctor, regardless of his or her party, and if there 

is no candidate who is a doctor, then each chapter should endorse a candidate who 

“understands doctors’ problems” and supports their interests.92 

IMA also has numerous functional links to the administration and assiduously 

cultivates those relationships as well.  As mentioned above, the secretary of the IMA 

participates in several district-level public health committees.  The IMA secretary 

officiates monthly meetings of the District Taskforce for Polio Eradication at the district 

magistrate’s office and is a member of the Vector Borne Diseases Control Committee, the 

Disaster Management Committee, and the Hospital Improvement Committee, among 

others.93  Furthermore, the IMA and the Varanasi police department recently established 

a joint committee headed by the SSP, to address doctors’ issues and complaints.  Such 

direct access to the highest level of local law enforcement and special consideration for 

doctors’ concerns is certainly an extraordinary privilege, which IMA leaders justify in 

terms of their high vulnerability to extortion threats, kidnapping, and accusations of 

malpractice (which on occasion take on violent dimensions, when the families of a 

                                                
91 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, Honorable Secretary, IMA, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
92 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, Honorable Secretary, IMA, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
93 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, IMA, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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deceased patient target the doctor or clinic they presume to be responsible for the 

death).94  

The IMA nurtures these connections to administration and law enforcement 

officials, for example, inviting them to IMA functions as guests of honor.  Every year the 

IMA hosts a “Doctors Day” when they honor individuals from the administration, law 

enforcement, social work, and journalism. In 2007, the “chief guest” was Varanasi 

Commissioner Nitin Ramesh Gokarn, and other special guests included Income Tax 

Commissioner Dr. Ramesh, Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Abdul Haleem, and the former 

SSP of Varanasi (perhaps the same one who worked with the IMA to establish the 

abovementioned joint committee).  Dr. Rai said of these types of functions, “We honor 

them so they will favor us when our doctors have problems.”95 

It is clear that the IMA has numerous, close connections to political figures and 

administrative and law enforcement officials, among who they have cultivated several 

very influential allies.  These allies have been useful in helping doctors to negotiate 

bureaucratic processes, obtain funding for IMA projects, and addressing law enforcement 

problems.  However, there is no evidence that these influential allies are critical to the 

doctors’ efforts to mobilize for contentious action, nor is there any apparent reason why 

they would be.  Instead, the IMA’s allies play important roles in their “operating” 

network, and also help the IMA get a speedier response when it does choose to “agitate.”   

 

                                                
94 The establishment of this committee came after particular highly publicized incidents of violence against 
doctors and, in turn, IMA-led agitations such as public hunger strikes and sit-ins.  Personal interview, Dr. 
Sanjay Rai, IMA, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
95 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjay Rai, IMA, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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PREFERRED MEANS OF MAKING DEMANDS UPON THE STATE 

The foregoing sections have compared each of the group’s access to (and 

utilization of) three sets of resources that are frequently discussed in resource 

mobilization and social movements literature: financial resources and education, 

mobilizing structures, and influential allies.  In this section, the impact of these three sets 

of resources upon each group’s tendency to use contentious action will be discussed.   

Consistent with the literature on resource mobilization, we find that with the 

exception of the doctors, greater financial resources and more developed mobilizing 

structures generally means more (or more intense, in the case of powerloom weavers 

versus handloom weavers) contentious action.  The relationship between financial and 

organization resources became apparent with extensive interviews and casual 

observation, and it was confirmed by the analysis of news reports in Dainik Jaagran.  

However, interviews and observation also showed that there is not such a simple 

relationship between access to influential allies and contentious action.  Influential allies 

appear to be critical for the boatmen and weavers, lower-class groups with few financial 

resources and informal or weak mobilizing structures.  These influential allies do not 

necessarily have to be political figures, as one might expect in the context of the vast 

literature on patronage politics in India.  They could be individual activists from the NGO 

community or at large, or in the case of weavers, a more elite member of the Ansari 

community such as Mehfooz Alam.  Among other groups, we see the traders and doctors, 

who have strong influential allies but do not depend on them for assistance in mobilizing 

for contentious action, and we see the lawyers, who have no particular, individual allies 

but a strong tradition of mobilization nonetheless.  Therefore, it seems that influential 

allies are necessary for successful mobilization only among groups that lack other 

resources. 
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Boatmen 

As mentioned above, the high-profile boatmen’s organization MSSS and other 

less durable groups occasionally organize protests and strikes when meetings and 

negotiations with administration officials fail to yield a satisfactory resolution of 

boatmen’s concerns. However, such actions have taken place only four times during our 

period of study, in 1991, 1993, 2006, and 2008.  As Table 2 in Chapter II shows, there 

were 22 reports of contentious action by boatmen that appeared in Dainik Jaagran from 

1998-2008, and eighteen of these reports were published in 2008 alone, when a new 

mobilizing structure and a new influential ally came on the scene.  The protests in 1991, 

1993, and 2006 were comparatively smaller—though not ineffective—actions, according 

to our interviews. 

The general tendency in boatmen’s engagement with the state through most of the 

period of study has been to use contained, institutionalized means of making demands.   

These findings are consistent with a resource-based explanation for contentious action.  

The boatmen’s relative lack of resources—scanty financial means and an income that is 

dependent upon each day’s labor; a main mobilizing structure that is active and durable 

but informal, weak, and under-funded compared to the teachers’, lawyers’, and doctors’ 

associations, and one that can not always count on the unified support of all boatmen; and 

the lack of a consistent influential ally—means that mobilizing for contentious action is 

difficult, while contained, institutionalized efforts are more attractive.  However, in 

January 2008, the boatmen were able to organize and sustain a highly successful strike 

that lasted for ten days and forced the Forestry Department to back down from a 

draconian new tax structure.  In Chapter IV we discuss how influential allies in the 

Congress Party helped make such a successful strike possible. 
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Weavers 

With regard to weavers, as Table 2 in Chapter II showed, Dainik Jaagran 

contained 78 stories of contentious actions by groups identified as “weavers” (as a whole) 

from 1998 to 2008.  Being neither very low nor very high, this number does not tell us 

much about an occupational group that is highly diverse in terms of its economic and 

organizational resources.   In Chapter IV we will break down this data further and show 

how, by dividing the community into handloom weavers and powerloom weavers and 

their reported actions into strikes and non-strikes, and by detailing what kinds of 

mobilizing structures were responsible for organizing these actions, we can more 

fruitfully analyze the dynamics of contentious action in the weavers’ community.  In 

brief, we find handloom weavers rarely if ever participate in the costliest form of 

contentious action, the strike or shut-down, while powerloom weavers’ actions are mostly 

of this type.  Furthermore, we find that most handloom weavers’ actions are organized by 

outside NGOs, Ansari community activists who are not themselves working as handloom 

weavers, and organizations that are connected to political parties.   Most powerloom 

weavers’ actions are organized by their own association(s) in cooperation with the tanzim 

leadership.  

 

Teachers  

As Table 2 in Chapter II shows, teachers carried out a total of 99 actions reported 

in Dainik Jaagran from 1998 to 2008.  Compared to the other middle-class occupational 

groups, this is low.  It was observed during fieldwork that teachers’ protests occasionally 

go unreported.  For example, union leaders spoke of an action at a women’s inter-college 
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(grades 11-12) that was not reported in Dainik Jaagran.96 The reason some teachers 

association actions do not get reported is unknown, but it could be due to the fact that 

their protests are rarely “spectacular.”  Compared to the traders’ propensity to burn 

effigies, the lawyers’ dramatic demonstrations of force (while wearing their distinctive 

British-era black suits and white cravats), the boatmen’s use of boats as physical props, 

the weavers’ visually striking dua’ khwani (with thousands of Muslim men dressed in 

white, bowing down in prayer), and the well-fed, well-groomed doctors’ evocation of 

placid self-martyrdom in their hunger strikes, teachers’ protests in the last decade have 

been relatively ho-hum affairs.   

Despite under-reporting, teachers’ agitations are clearly more frequent than 

boatmen’s or weavers’ agitations.  One critical reason is that their high job security and 

guaranteed salaries make it relatively easy for them to participate in contentious action.  

However, teachers are slightly less active than traders and lawyers, and reasons for this 

include: (1) the teachers associations are powerful enough—having unified memberships 

who have high job security and are demonstrably willing and able to miss work—that 

union leaders are usually successful at pressuring school and district administrators into 

backing down or reaching a compromise before a strike is called;97 (2) more importantly, 

the teachers associations also have numerous institutionalized avenues of access to both 

administrators and representative bodies, enabling them to represent their demands in 

contained ways.  For one thing, as discussed above, teachers have eight reserved seats in 

the state’s legislative council.  Additionally, as shown in Chapter IV, associations have 

                                                
96 This was a sit-in in protest against the firing of 42 teachers teaching “unaided subjects,” i.e., teachers 
whose employment was not covered by government funding, at Arya Mahila Intercollege.  Personal 
interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, 23 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Pramod Kumar Mishra, 25 
June 2007 (Varanasi).  
97 Personal interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, 23 June 2007 (Varanasi); UPMSS (Sharma) District President 
Pramod Kumar Mishra said UPPSS is “even stronger” than the UPMSS (Sharma), as “one voice can shut 
all the schools.”  Personal interview, 25 June 2007 (Varanasi).   
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additional, regularized contact with administration officials at both the local and state 

levels.  For example, state-level association leaders hold an annual meeting with the 

state’s chief minister in which they formally present their demands. 

 

Traders 

As indicated in Table 2, the traders are by far the most “contentious” occupational 

group under study.  From 1998 to 2008, Dainik Jaagran printed 261 reports of 

contentious public actions by traders groups of all kinds.  These contentious actions range 

from brief rallies to boisterous processions and effigy-burnings to widespread shut-downs 

(band) that endure for days on end.  However, as the preceding section on influential 

allies shows, traders associations are deeply enmeshed in politics and use their close ties 

to powerful political figures to gain access to the government and administration.  

Contentious action is one way in which they make demands upon the state, but not the 

only way.  In Chapter IV we examine the full repertoire of pressure tactics that 

associations use when engaging with the state, and how they move from one tactic to the 

next.  Association leaders will take a different approach depending on whether they are 

dealing with an ordinary, local issue as opposed to a major statewide or national policy 

issue, which tends to become more politicized. 

 

Lawyers 

Lawyers are a highly contentious group, which is consistent with a resource-based 

explanation for contentious action (they have abundant financial, educational, and 

organizational resources), but which is somewhat surprising given that they are so 

intimately familiar with the workings of the administration and judiciary (indeed, their 
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very livelihood depends on people’s faith in the court system) and have direct lines of 

communication to government officials.  One might expect them to be successful 

“operators,” to borrow Harriss’s source’s term (2006), if not active litigators.  And yet, 

not only are lawyers the second-most contentious group according to both personal 

observation and our newspaper survey (Dainik Jaagran printed 115 reports of 

contentious public actions from 1998 to 2008), they frequently appear actually to prefer 

protest and strike over negotiation, petitioning, operating through political channels, and 

even, surprisingly, court action.  Furthermore, it is the lawyer’s protests that most 

frequently turn violent, resulting in occasional property damage and, in at least one 

known instance, bodily injury to administration employees.  A more detailed discussion 

of their contentious public action follows in Chapter IV. 

 

Doctors 

The doctors are the exceptional case in this study.  Their high levels of resources 

and strong mobilizing structures would suggest a high level of contentious action.  

However, in terms of the sheer number of reported actions in Dainik Jaagran, they 

appear to be the least contentious of the six groups.  Also contrary to what the literature 

on social movements might lead us to expect, their reduced level of contentious action 

might even be partly due to their access to several very influential allies in both politics 

and administration.  In other words, doctors are so well connected that protest is usually 

unnecessary.  This suggests a curvilinear relationship between resources and contentious 

action—some minimal level of financial and organizational resources is critical to 

sustaining the capability to mobilize for protests and strikes; however, very high levels of 

such resources may render the resort to contentious action unnecessary.  This is probably 

especially true in cases where a high level of resources is associated with a historically 
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entrenched position of privilege in society.  Doctors in particular command a great deal 

of respect, which enables them to (1) avoid contentious action and (2) get a quicker, more 

favorable response when they do resort to contentious action.  This will be discussed 

further in Chapter IV. 

 

CONCLUSION 

As the foregoing has shown, those occupational groups associated with the 

highest levels of contentious action (traders, lawyers, and teachers) also have relatively 

high levels of financial resources and strong mobilizing structures.  The two groups with 

the lowest levels of financial resources and the weakest mobilizing structures (boatmen 

and handloom weavers) have lower levels of contentious action.  The one group that does 

not necessarily fit this pattern is the doctors, who have abundant resources of all kinds, 

and yet do not participate in contentious action very frequently.  This case—along with 

the others—will be discussed in more depth in the following chapter.  With regard to the 

boatmen, we will discuss in particular the 2008 strike and how it was made possible with 

the assistance of an influential ally, the Congress Party.  With regard to the handloom 

weavers, we contrast them with the powerloom weavers and show how, when we control 

for social factors associated with their religion and caste, resources provide an essential 

component of the explanation for their different modes of contention.  The case study on 

teachers will be brief, simply showing how contentious action has historically been an 

important means for them to protect their salaries and other benefits, but that having 

direct representation in the state legislative council has reduced some of the need for 

protest.  In the section on traders, we address the puzzle of an association that frequently 

engages in protest despite close linkages to the state’s ruling political party, 

demonstrating that contentious action is not a result of a lack of institutional access.   As 
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for lawyers, we provide a more detailed analysis of a particularly dramatic strike in 2007, 

and discuss statements by several lawyers that seem to reveal a strong predilection for 

contentious action within that group.  Finally, we discuss the case that does not fit, the 

doctors, and offer some ideas on why the group with the highest levels of resources 

overall appears to be one of the least contentious, and what this implies for resourced-

based explanations for protest. 
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Chapter IV:  Case Studies 

Whereas Chapter III offered a general overview of the financial resources, 

mobilizing structures, and influential allies of each occupational group, this chapter will 

contain more in-depth discussion of each case.  Each case study serves a different 

purpose.  The section on the boatmen provides an explanation of why, after several years 

of trying to resolve their conflict with the administration and the state Forestry 

Department over the bans on motorboating and fishing on the Ganges, several activists 

decided that a strike was necessary in 2008, and how, with such scant resources in the 

community, it was possible for them to organize one.  Such an event highlights the 

critical role that influential allies play in helping otherwise resource-poor groups 

mobilize.  The section on the weavers explores further the differences between handloom 

weavers and powerloom weavers, and focuses on the difficulties that handloom weavers 

have in organizing themselves and carrying out the kind of large scale, costly strikes and 

protests that the powerloom weavers have been able to accomplish.  A dire lack of 

resources is found to be the main inhibiting factor.  This section also tackles the 

complicated and ambiguous role that the tanzim councils play as mobilizing structures.  

The case study on the teachers is brief and serves mainly to show that the teachers 

associations historically have been highly contentious in pursuit of salary raises, job 

security, and other benefits.  Teachers’ protests have thus become highly routinized and 

predictable; perhaps as a result, the state government seems to have begun making 

preemptive concessions in order to avoid strikes.  The case study of the lawyers discusses 

the bar associations’ tendency to resort to contentious action quickly and often.  In this 

sense it is perhaps more “representative” than the other case studies.  The strike of 

August 2007 is described in particular detail because this researcher was able to observe 
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it, interview the participants, and attend some of the planning meetings for it.  The section 

on the traders also describes a particular series of protests as illustrative of traders’ 

agitations in recent years, the anti-VAT movement that peaked in 2003 and 2005, which 

was ultimately defeated in 2008.  This case study also explores in more depth the 

relationships between traders associations and political parties, and what role this 

relationship might play in traders’ high levels of protest.  Finally, the section on the 

doctors grapples with the case that challenges an explanation that posits a simple, linear 

relationship between resources and contentious action.  We introduce a provisional 

hypothesis that the relationship is actually curvilinear, with groups at the very top of the 

resource scale capable of getting their demands met with less frequent—but highly 

effective—protest.  We also discuss the IMA’s relationship with the Bharatiya Janata 

Party and argue that this shows, along with the discussion of the traders associations’ 

relationships with different political parties, that middle- to upper-middle-class groups 

rely on electoral politics for “voice” and “representation” as much as lower-class groups.  

 

THE BOATMEN: SUCCESSFUL STRIKE WITH OUTSIDE ASSISTANCE 

In this section, the successful boatmen’s strike of January 2008 is discussed.  The 

foregoing discussion of the boatmen’s meager financial resources, the relative weakness 

of their mobilizing structures (compared to the highly formalized and well-funded 

associations representing the middle-class occupations, that is), and their lack of 

consistent influential allies make it clear that mobilizing for contentious action is not easy 

for them.  Therefore, an exploration of how the 2008 strike was possible and why it 

happened is now in order. 

First, let us consider the way that the Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti (MSSS) 

usually prefers to operate.  As the most prominent and consistently active association 
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working to defend boatmen’s interests, the leaders of the MSSS have long worked to 

overturn or “relax” fishing and motor-boating bans, remove temporary boating bans 

during monsoon season, remove onerous boat registration fees and requirements, assist 

individual boatmen in renewing their boating licenses, fight against abuses by the jal 

police, and other matters of livelihood.  With regard to the bans, they make frequent visits 

to the district magistrate’s office and the local Forest Department office, and on at least 

one occasion have traveled to the Uttar Pradesh state capital, Lucknow, to visit the 

secretary of environment and the environmental minister.  In this way they have managed 

to win temporary periods of non-enforcement of the bans.  In interviews, MSSS general 

secretary Chhote Lal Nishaad expressed a preference for negotiating with the 

administration over calling strikes and coordinating protests.  He explained that 

generally, whenever there is an issue of concern to the boatmen, they call a meeting, 

discuss the issue, and determine which is the most appropriate government official to 

approach.  The leaders of the committee then go meet with that official, and if that person 

does not help them, they go to see the official above him or her.98  They are quite familiar 

with the formal channels of approach to administration officials and use these channels 

regularly.  While the MSSS had organized a few large processions and demonstrations on 

three occasions before 2008, they (particularly Chhote Lal) generally emphasized 

meeting and negotiating with the authorities.  When I asked whether he would be 

organizing a protest with regard to a temporary boating restriction (which had long 

outlasted it intended purpose) in October 2007, Chhote Lal expressed resistance: 

“Meetings are going on, dialogue is happening, so why do dharna pradarshan [sit-in, 

demonstration] now?  The need for dharna pradarshan comes when communication 

                                                
98 Personal interview, Chhote Lal Nishaad, 18 March 2007 (Varanasi). 
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breaks down or demands are not being fulfilled.”99  It should be noted that most 

association leaders from all occupational groups made similar statements, claiming that 

they used contentious action only as a “last resort,” but their perception of when that “last 

resort” was necessary varied dramatically.  Chhote Lal had been willing to carry on with 

meetings, negotiations, and petitions for years, while lawyers’ leaders (for example) 

tended to lose patience within a couple days, resorting to contentious action after a couple 

of meetings, claiming they had “no other choice.”  The traders, another contrasting 

example, fought the anti-VAT battle for years, using political pressure and negotiation 

but also sustaining high levels of contentious action throughout. 

Strikes are especially difficult and costly to organize, because in the case of the 

boatmen, they must be universal in order to be effective.  Competition among the 

boatmen for passengers is quite intense, and if a mere gaggle of boatmen decide to 

abstain from work for the day as a form of protest, they might get their picture in the 

paper, but no one else is inconvenienced in the slightest—not the passengers who find 

other rides, nor the boatmen who continue to ply their boats and profit from the reduced 

competition, nor the administration, Forestry Department, or jal police, whose efforts to 

maintain public order are not jeopardized in the least.  Therefore, among the boatmen, 

unless a strike is universal, it means only loss for the strikers. However, as the 2008 strike 

shows, an especially urgent threat along with the assistance of an influential ally can 

persuade boatmen that strike is both necessary and possible. 

When the Forest Department re-asserted the motorboat and fishing bans in 

January 2008 and announced steep new taxes on passenger fares, Chhote Lal and the 

other MSSS leaders sought to negotiate with the Forest Department and claimed that they 

were on the verge of coming to a compromise with them.  However, some ambitious 

                                                
99 Personal interview, Chhote Lal Nishaad, 14 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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young leaders among the boatmen decided the time was ripe for a strike.  MSSS leaders, 

particularly Chhote Lal, were strongly opposed to any strike.  The young upstarts 

proceeded to mobilize boatmen without the consent or cooperation of the MSSS.  They 

were ultimately successful: the boatmen of Varanasi achieve a total, universal strike for 

ten days.  It was a truly spectacular event: A line of hundreds of boats, tied end-to-end, 

ran down the middle of the Ganges, from one end of the city to the other.  Some foreign 

tourists even participated in the strike, standing with the boatmen and their touts against 

the draconian fare hikes.  In the end, the Forest Department shelved its plan, which, had 

the boatmen not acted, surely would have achieved its intended effect: to dramatically 

reduce river traffic and force boatmen to find other work. 

Why did some boatmen decide that a strike was necessary at this time despite the 

opposition of the MSSS, and how was it possible for them to organize and sustain it?  

One factor may have been increasing dissatisfaction within the community with Chhote 

Lal’s leadership and the dubious results of his years of negotiation.  Another factor 

appears to be the desire of these younger, aspiring community leaders to assert 

themselves; the Forest Department’s new policy gave them the opportunity to do so.  A 

third factor was that the new taxes were so uniquely onerous that most boatmen seemed 

to agree that there was little option but to strike.  However, another critical factor that 

made their challenge  (to both Chhote Lal and the state) possible was the involvement of 

an external influential ally, the Congress Party and one of its local leaders, Dayashankar 

Mishra (“Dayalu”).  The first three factors combined with the powerful mobilizing 

influence of a major political party may have finally persuaded the boatmen to put down 

their oars.  

As explained in Chapter I, there has been a long-standing struggle over boatmen’s 

rights to ply their boats on and harvest fish from the section of the Ganges that passes 
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through the city, due to the Forest Department’s designation of this area as a wildlife 

sanctuary.  The Forest Department’s goal has been to protect and encourage the 

propagation of a soft-shelled turtle that had been introduced to this part of the river (or re-

introduced, depending on whom one asks) in an effort to reduce pollution levels.  Part of 

the effort to protect the turtle involves reducing boating and fishing activities on the river, 

thus the establishment of a wildlife sanctuary.  While the wisdom of designating a 

wildlife sanctuary within a highly urbanized, densely populated area that derives much of 

its livelihood from river-based activities can be questioned, the Forest Department’s 

stated aims are not dishonorable: They claim to be trying to protect public health and 

sustain the ecosystem in the long-term.100  However, they are also quite openly trying to 

drive an entire occupational group out of business, which could potentially wreak havoc 

not only upon this highly vulnerable community but on the entire local economy as well. 

In early January 2008, in an effort to assert its control over the wildlife sanctuary, 

the Forest Department issued a circular announcing a new policy regarding the 

registration of boats and the taxation of boatmen.  First, the new policy states, the 

municipal corporation would no longer be responsible for the granting of licenses; 

beginning January 15, boatmen would have to register their boats with the Forest 

Department, which would issue the licenses.  The annual registration fee would be 

increased to Rs. 500 (approx. $10) for each rowboat and Rs. 1000 (approx. $20) for each 

motorboat (the number of motorboat licenses would be limited to “five or six” per year).  

Furthermore, boatmen would be charged a tax of Rs. 50 ($1) for each two-hour trip they 

make in a rowboat and Rs. 100 ($2) for each two-hour trip in a motorboat.  Finally, the 

new policy held, “tourists” (which might include pilgrims and anyone from out of town) 

                                                
100 Personal interview, Ram Avatar Singh, Subdivisional Forest Officer, Uttar Pradesh Aranya/Van Vibhag 
(UP Forest Department), Varanasi District, 9 June 2008 (Ramnagar). 
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would have to buy tickets for boat rides within the city: Indian tourists would pay Rs. 30 

for a ticket good for three days and Rs. 30 for each day thereafter; foreign tourists (the 

boatmen’s most lucrative customers) were to pay Rs. 350 ($7) for a three-day ticket and 

Rs. 175 ($3.50) for each day thereafter (a boat ride ordinarily costs Rs. 30-50—$1 or 

less—if one knows how to bargain for it).101  Such astonishingly exorbitant taxes had but 

one explicit purpose: to make boating unaffordable to most boatmen and boat rides 

unattractively expensive to passengers, thereby reducing overall river traffic, as a Forest 

Department official confirmed in an interview.102  However, it was entirely unclear how 

the Forest Department would enforce such a complicated taxation scheme.  Dayalu, the 

local Congress Party politician mentioned above, who is one of the main characters of 

this story, said he had heard that the Forest Department planned to establish ticket booths 

on the ghats from which tickets would be sold; Forest Department officials would also be 

present at posts along the ghats, tracking which boats went out on the water each day and 

collecting revenue from their owners at the end of each day.103   

When news of the Forest Department’s new policy appeared in the paper, a flurry 

of activity began and it is not entirely clear who took the lead.  Several of the boatmen 

claimed that members of their community informed someone in the Congress Party of the 

new policy and requested help; Dayalu claims that local Congress leaders learned of the 

policy from upper-levels party leaders and took the initiative: “We [Digvijay Singh, a 

leader from the central Congress Party based in Delhi, local MP Rajesh Mishra, and 

himself] started to mobilize the boatmen on this issue.”  He characterizes the Congress 

Party’s role as “raising awareness” among the “illiterate” boatmen about this policy 

                                                
101 Personal interview, Ram Avatar Singh, Subdivisional Forest Officer, Uttar Pradesh Aranya/Van Vibhag 
(UP Forest Department), Varanasi District, 9 June 2008 (Ramnagar). 
102 Ibid. 
103 Personal interview, Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party politician, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
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through small meetings held each evening along the ghats, reconciling the “tensions” 

among the different boatmen’s committees and getting them to “cooperate” with each 

other, and galvanizing the boatmen to defy the boat registration order when it went into 

effect on January 15.  However, when asked whether the strike was Congress’s idea or 

the boatmen’s, he answered vaguely, “It was the whole community’s idea.”104 

While the boatmen are portrayed in this narrative as having been unaware of the 

policy until Dayalu called them together for a meeting, and so hopelessly divided so as to 

be ineffectual by themselves, a couple of young boatman named Vinod Kumar Nishaad 

and Kaju Sahani, both aspiring organizers and leaders, told a different story.  From their 

perspective, they, as young activists from among the boatmen community who were also 

sympathetic to the Congress Party, went to Dayalu for assistance with organizing; they 

did not see themselves as just passively receiving guidance and being organized. Kaju 

said he went to “the intellectuals” for help because he “felt the law would destroy the 

community.”  With their support, he explained, “the boatmen could run the movement 

and fight against an unjust law.” He concluded, “With the support of Dayalu we could 

put things together nicely.”105  It is possible that, flush from the success of their efforts in 

helping launch the most successful strike in recent memory, these activists were eager to 

project themselves as more proactive than they were.  However, Sujit Kumar Nishaad, 

who reportedly did not support the strike at first, also claimed that it was the young 

boatmen leaders who first informed Congress senior leader Digvijay Singh of what they 

planned to do, and that Singh subsequently directed Rajesh Mishra and Dayalu to lend 

assistance.106 

                                                
104 Personal interview, Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party politician, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
105 Personal interview, Kaju Sahani, activist and boatman, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
106 Personal interview, Sujit Kumar Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
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It does appear that there was considerable dissent within the community on how 

to respond to the new policy.  Vinod Kumar Nishaad described a scenario in which he 

first went to Chhote Lal and Gopal Nishaad, the most senior leaders of the community, 

and urged them to start mobilizing boatmen for a “movement.”  In his version, the 

established leaders refused to pursue contentious action; Chhote Lal remained opposed to 

the strike throughout, while Bhaiyya Lal and Sujit Kumar were eventually brought 

around to supporting it.107  According to Sujit Kumar, however, he and Bhaiyya Lal were 

on board from the beginning and “chose” Vinod Kumar to lead the movement.108  Kaju 

Nishaad, who was working with Vinod Kumar and the Congress Party, described how 

they “went over the heads” of the old guard (Chhote Lal, Bhaiyya Lal, and Sujit Kumar) 

and claimed even to have received threats for going directly to the Congress Party (this 

would more likely have come from Chhote Lal rather than Bhaiyya Lal and Sujit Kumar, 

as the former had more to lose from being usurped, and the latter two were already 

sympathetic to Congress).  However, he said, the younger leaders had the support of 

ordinary members of the community, so they pressed ahead.  Their motive “was not fame 

but the benefit of the community.”109  To summarize this confusing chain of events, it is 

mostly clear that there was strong dissent between the older, more established leaders and 

the younger upstarts; that the young leaders had Congress on their side; and that some—

but not all—of the older leaders eventually came around to support the movement when it 

appeared to be headed toward something big. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad remained adamantly opposed to the strike and did not wish to 

speak at length about it when I interviewed him months later.  He objected to the 

involvement of a political party—or perhaps simply the Congress Party.  He also claimed 

                                                
107 Personal interview, Vinod Kumar Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
108 Personal interview, Sujit Kumar Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
109 Personal interview, Kaju Sahani, activist and boatman, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi).  
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that before the strike, he was on the verge of getting a better deal for boatmen through 

negotiation and that the strike caused them to lose ground that he had worked for 

seventeen years to achieve.  It is also possible that he was opposed to the movement 

simply because it was not his own, because he was losing his leadership position. 

To most other observers, it appeared that the strike was ultimately successful in 

forcing the Forest Department to shelve its plan.  While Dayalu’s account of the hapless, 

factious, ineffectual boatmen is highly problematic, it does appear that having Congress 

involved made a huge difference, at least in terms of bolstering the confidence of the 

boatmen to proceed with their protest.  On the day when the new policy was to go into 

effect, January 15, the young leaders and Dayalu convinced 25-30 boatmen to defy the 

registration requirement and ply their boats.110  When the strike began soon thereafter, 

Congress involvement encouraged boatmen not only to participate but also to enforce 

participation of others. Vinod Kumar said, “In the beginning, none came along because 

they were scared of arrest and so on.  So they were not even giving their names to the 

press.  We were not scared.  We were with Dayalu.  The others who were scared, they 

were not educated.  They refused to hang banners.”111  As the strike gathered steam, 

boatmen stood vigil day and night making sure no boats went out, and they achieved 

universal or near-universal participation.  Vinod Kumar praised Dayalu and MP Rajesh 

Mishra’s heavy involvement: Dayalu was “everywhere in the movement…He didn’t even 

take breaks for meals, he was always with them.”112  MP Rajesh Mishra sat on dharna on 

the ghats, declaring that this was not about politics but of his constituents’ well-being.  

Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad credits Rajesh Mishra’s dharna and a meeting with the district 

magistrate with helping them obtain a written document stating that the sanctuary would 

                                                
110 Personal interview, Dayashankar Mishra, Congress Party politician, 8 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
111 Personal interview, Vinod Kumar Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
112 Personal interview, Vinod Kumar Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 



 159 

be lifted/ended soon.113  Congress claimed a victory, with Rajesh Mishra organizing a 

victory procession.114 

In the end, Forest Department official Ram Avatar Singh said, “The state made its 

decision [to suspend the new policy] because of politics…The Congress completely 

involved itself, even the MP joined the dharna.  The [Bahujan Samaj Party-controlled] 

state [government] didn’t want Congress to benefit from the movement, so it stayed the 

policy and ended the strike.”  He added resignedly, “So the Forest Department is now 

freed from responsibility in a way—no one can say we are not trying.” 

 

THE “CONTROL CASE” OF HANDLOOM WEAVERS VERSUS POWERLOOM WEAVERS 

In this section we will discuss in greater depth the case of the weavers and their 

dominant modes of engagement.  The focus of this study throughout has been on 

handloom weavers; wherever the simple term “weavers” is used, it generally refers to 

handloom weavers unless otherwise noted.  However, in Chapters III we introduced 

powerloom weavers into the mix for analytical purposes: While handloom weavers are 

predominantly lower class, the powerloom weavers (i.e., the owners of powerlooms) are 

predominantly middle to upper-middle class.  In addition to having different levels of 

resources, handloom weavers and powerloom weavers also have different kinds of 

mobilizing structures and different modes of engaging with the state.  In this chapter, we 

pursue this distinction further and compare the different modes of engagement preferred 

by each group.  This allows us to “control” for the handloom weavers’ distinctiveness in 

relation to the other occupational groups under study, in terms of caste and religion.  

When one compares the mobilization efforts of the handloom weavers with the 

                                                
113 Personal interview, Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad, 5 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
114 Personal interview, Ram Avatar Singh, 9 June 2008 (Ramnagar). 
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powerloom weavers, the effect of class and resources on mobilizing capacity and success 

becomes even more obvious. 

Furthermore, as we will discuss below, the tanzim leadership—which is supposed 

to be working on behalf of the whole Ansari community, handloom weavers and 

powerloom weavers alike—actually works on each group’s behalf in different ways and 

to different degrees, with a greater tendency to support or call for more strikes on behalf 

of powerloom weavers (i.e., when the issue is of primary concern to powerloom weavers 

or is one on which powerloom weavers have taken the lead) and to use more formal, 

contained, conciliatory means of making demands on behalf of handloom workers. 

 

Handloom Weavers and Powerloom Weavers: Disparate Modes of Mobilization 

In Table 5 below, we break down the data presented in Table 2, dividing the data 

into reports of strikes versus those of non-strikes, by handloom weavers versus 

powerloom weavers, and detailing the types of mobilizing structures reported as 

primarily responsible for organizing the actions.  Strikes include those actions described 

as a bandh or hartaal, while non-strikes includes all other contentious actions, such as 

rallies, processions, and dharnas (which can be as short as one hour, or go on 

indefinitely).  Strikes are presumed to be more costly than non-strikes, as they tend to 

involve at least one full day of work and require the near-universal participation of an 

occupational group’s members, while non-strikes may require as little as an hour or two 

of missed work by any number of an occupational group’s members, who may even 

rotate their participation.  These data show that while more actions overall were attributed 

to handloom weavers, all of these actions were non-strikes.  Furthermore, almost all the 

handloom weavers’ actions were coordinated by outside NGOs, activists who were not 

themselves handloom weavers, and organizations connected to political parties, while 
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most if not all of the powerloom weavers’ actions were organized by their own 

association(s) with the endorsement of the tanzim leadership (two reports on powerloom 

weavers’ strikes did not mention the tanzim leadership; given this author’s understanding 

of the same events, it is likely that this was simply an omission in reporting). 

There were many reports that described actions as carried out by “weavers,” with 

no indication of what type of weavers, or by members of the Ansari community generally 

(the terms Ansari and weavers [bunkar] are frequently used interchangeably).  Indeed, 

sometimes the two groups worked together on issues of concern to both, such as taxes on 

silk yarn or competition from Chinese cloth.  However, joint actions were almost always 

organized and dominated by the powerloom weavers, though handloom weavers (and 

powerloom owners’ employees, often themselves former handloom weavers) may have 

attended the protests in equal or greater numbers.  Secondly, many actions attributed to 

the Ansari community as a whole were mass prayer meetings, or dua’ khwani, called by 

the tanzim leadership in cooperation with religious authorities.  These huge, outdoor, 

daylong prayer meetings often have an explicit political purpose, usually to draw 

attention to the economic problems of weavers, particularly handloom weavers but also 

the Ansari community as a whole.  As prayer meetings, of course, they are also appeals 

for divine intervention; however, the political undertones of such gatherings are 

unmistakable.  These meetings involve a total work stoppage for one to three days.  The 

tanzim leadership and religious authorities are the only people who have the influence to 

call such massive work stoppages, and they hold such events about once annually. 
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Table 5: Contentious Actions by Weavers: Handloom Weavers vs. Powerloom 
Weavers and Strikes vs. Non-strikes, with Principal Mobilizing Structures. 

 Strikes Non-
strikes 

TOTAL 

Handloom Weavers 0 27 27 
---called by sardar/mahato 0 0 0 
---called by activists among the handloom weavers 
(e.g., Ramzan Panchrangi) 

0 5 5 

---called by other Ansari activists, not handloom 
weavers (e.g., Mehfooz Alam’s BBA, etc.) 

0 5 5 

---called by organizations connected to political 
parties (such as BDM, a committee of the CPI-M) 

0 9 9 

---called by NGOs such as BDAM 0 4 4 
---called by combination of above (BDM & 
Panchrangi 1, BBA & Panchrangi 1, BBA & BDM 2) 

0 4 4 

Powerloom Weavers 14 5 19 
---called by sardar/mahato and powerloom weavers 
groups (mainly BPWA) 

12 5 17 

---called by powerloom weavers groups only 2 0 2 
Both or Unspecified 9 23 32 
---called by sardar/mahato 6 1 7 
---called by political party/parties 0 3 3 
---called by NGO(s) 0 3 3 
---called by other groups or unspecified entity 3 16 19 
TOTAL 23 55 78 

 

As Table 5 shows, most reports of contentious action in support of handloom 

weavers’ concerns mention non-handloom weavers groups as the main coordinators.  The 

most frequently mentioned organizations included those attached to political parties, 

especially the Communist Party of India–Marxist’s (CPI-M’s) Bunkar Dastakar Morcha 

(BDM); organizations led by non-handloom weaving members of the Ansari community, 

e.g., Mehfooz Alam and his group, Bunkar Bachao Andolan (BBA); and outside NGOs, 

e.g., Bunkar Dastakar Adhikar Manch (BDAM) and Vision.  There were five reports of 
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actions coordinated by handloom weavers’ self-formed groups, particularly a committee 

led by Ramzan Panchrangi.  Many actions were coordinated by several groups working 

together.  We attempted to identify the primary mobilizing structure, and when that was 

not possible, listed the action as jointly organized; there were four such actions on behalf 

of the handloom weavers.  As these data show, organizations working for the interests of 

handloom weavers organize frequent rallies, small, brief sit-ins, conferences, and “street-

corner” meetings, but never have they been capable of achieving an complete strike 

among handloom weavers.    

The handloom weavers’ failure to organize large strikes is partly a failure to form 

and sustain durable, effective mobilizing structures, which is essentially due to a lack of 

resources.  This is especially clear when we look at the powerloom weavers’ successes in 

mobilizing and sustaining effective organizations.  Handloom weavers’ responses to an 

informal survey undertaken in three different areas of the city are strongly indicative of a 

community that is simply not well organized, despite the efforts of numerous outside 

activist organizations.  Some of the survey results are show below in Tables 6, 7, and 8.  

The survey was conducted in three areas in order to compare and sort out the effects of 

living within different tanzim, as some tanzim leaders were more active than others in 

working for handloom weavers’ interests.  The questions on this survey were open-ended 

and the responses loosely categorized later.  This was not intended to be a “scientific” or 

formal survey, just an attempt to get a sense of common attitudes toward how ordinary 

handloom weavers deal with problems related to their work. 
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Table 6: Survey Responses: To whom do handloom weavers go for help? 

Question 4: To whom do you 
go if you're having some 
problem with your trader or 
with a government policy or 
rule concerning your trade?  

Pilikothi 
(14th 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Banarsiya 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Mauwali 
tanzim) 

Madanpura, 
Reori Talab, 
Bazardiha 
(52nd 
tanzim) 

All 
areas 

%
  

Total number of respondents 
(some respondents gave 
more than one answer) 21 18 3 18 60  
No one 7 10 1 10 28 48% 
Handle it myself (e.g., by 
going to “my trader” or to an 
administration official) 6 4  5 15 26% 
Go to a politician (MP, MLA, 
corporator, party worker, etc.) 3 4 1 1 9 16% 
Other local “neta” (leader) 4 2  3 9 16% 
Go to sardar or mahato 3 1 1  5 9% 
Handle it as part of group of 
weavers 1 0 1 2 4 7% 
No answer or “no problems” 2    2 3% 
Committee or association         0 0% 

 

Table 7: Survey Responses: Is there any leader who works for handloom weavers? 

Question 7: Is there any leader or 
committee who works for the economic 
interests of ordinary weavers? 
 
 

Pilikothi 
(14th 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Banarsiya 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Mauwali 
tanzim) 

Madanpura, 
Reori 
Talab, 
Bazardiha 
(52nd 
tanzim) 

All 
areas 

%
  

Total number of respondents (some 
respondents gave more than one 
answer) 21 18 3 18 60  
No 12 11   12 35 60% 
Yes--politician (MP, MLA, corporator, 
party worker, etc.) 3 3  1 7 12% 
Yes--other leader or unspecified 2 2  3 7 12% 
Yes--committee/association 2  2 1 5 9% 
Yes--sardar/mahato 3   1  4 7% 
Don't know  2   2 3% 
Yes--cooperatives    1 1 2% 
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Table 8: Survey Responses: Why aren’t handloom weavers organized? 

 
Follow-up question to #7 above, if 
respondent answered “no”: Why aren't 
weavers organized into a union? 
 
 

Pilikothi 
(14th 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Banarsiya 
tanzim) 

Bari 
Bazaar 
(22nd 
Mauwali 
tanzim) 

Madanpura, 
Reori 
Talab, 
Bazardiha 
(52nd 
tanzim) 

All 
areas 

%
  

Total number of respondents (some 
respondents gave more than one 
answer) 12 11   12 35  
Not unified 4 4  7 15 26% 
No leadership or poor leadership 4 3  5 12 21% 
Unable to organize because of poverty 
(opportunity cost) 1 1  6 8 14% 
Unable to organize because of traders, 
"capitalists," or co-ops 5 3   8 14% 
Don't know  2  3 5 9% 
Uneducated/illiterate 2 2   4 7% 
Conflict of interest within community 
due to different classes 2 1   3 5% 
It takes too much time 1    1 2% 
It wouldn't work  1   1 2% 
No answer 1 2   3 5% 

 

The responses given to the third question shown here, in Table 8, are somewhat 

difficult to interpret.  Part of the problem is that the question used the word “bunkar” 

(weaver) without distinguishing between handloom weavers and powerloom weavers, so 

these data are perhaps not very useful.  However, this might explain why the most 

common responses appear almost tautological (weavers cannot organize because they are 

not unified or because of poor leadership), but actually are not.  Such responses might 

have been referring in a veiled way to conflicts within the Ansari (weaver) community 

among handloom weavers, powerloom weavers, and traders.  Three people plainly stated 

that conflict of interest among different classes was the main problem. Moreover, the 

impact of economic hardship on organizing is clearly discernable: 14% of respondents 

answered that a lack of resources prevented handloom weavers from organizing, while 
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another said that it just took too much time.  Finally, responses to this question are 

difficult to interpret also because of how the data were gathered: A foreign woman 

wandering the streets with a questionnaire and asking questions on highly sensitive issues 

is not likely to get completely straightforward answers, especially among a minority 

community that is strongly self-protective. 

When asked why handloom weavers have not been able to form strong 

associations of their own and organize strikes, activists who are not handloom weavers 

themselves tended to emphasize the lack of resources and education: Handloom weavers 

are too poor and too “illiterate” to sustain such efforts; they are disorganized; they are 

powerless; they are under the thumbs of the sardars and mahatos, who discourage 

contentious action by handloom weavers and who are loyal to the powerloom weavers 

and shopkeepers (being powerloom weavers and shopkeepers themselves).  It is 

essentially the lack of surplus resources, education, and alternative means of income that 

makes it so difficult for them to form their own strong, durable mobilizing structures and 

organize and participate in costly strikes.  Mehfooz Alam argued that handloom weavers 

have a hard time organizing themselves because they get frustrated with the political 

system too quickly: “They want immediate results.  It’s like trying to make yogurt in your 

hand.  In this country, everything gets done through democracy, through politics.  You 

can’t hope to have results the next day.  You can’t know how much time it will take to 

get results.”115 

On the other hand, the powerloom weavers have at least one influential 

association of their own, the Banaras Powerloom Weavers’ Association (BPWA), which 

has been able to mobilize large movements that involve complete shut-downs of the 

city’s powerlooms for several days when there is an issue of major concern to powerloom 

                                                
115 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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weavers.  While it is not as consistently active as the groups working on behalf of 

handloom weavers, it has the capacity for large-scale, high-cost mobilization that has 

proven effective in winning changes in policy from the central government.  The most 

basic reason for this comes down to the greater wealth and influence of the powerloom 

weavers, which means several things: They have enough of a surplus of financial 

resources that they can shut down production for days or weeks on end, not to mention 

take time out from work themselves to organize and participate in strikes; they can 

dedicate money and time to meeting and coordinating their actions (funding is required 

for having posters and pamphlets printed, hiring space and equipment for meetings, 

transporting themselves and their workers to meetings and public actions, etc.); they have 

the connections to other powerful members of the community (particularly the tanzim 

leadership, whose role in such actions is discussed in more detail below), influential 

politicians, and others to obtain endorsements and get assistance with building support 

for their movement; and so on.    

In the following sections, the patterns in contentious public actions of both 

handloom weavers and powerloom weavers and specific examples of such actions are 

discussed in further detail. 

 

Handloom Weavers: Contained Action and Non-Strike Contentious Action 

In this section the efforts of the most active organizers of handloom weavers in 

recent years will be discussed.  These organizers fall into three categories: Individuals or 

committees from the Ansari community, including Mehfooz Alam, an elite member of 

the community who is not a handloom weaver himself but has been a strong advocate of 

handloom weavers’ interests, forming a group called Bunkar Bachao Andolan, as well as 

Ramzan Panchrangi, a poor, uneducated handloom weaver who endeavored to organize 
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his fellows himself and finally gave up in frustration; organizations attached to political 

parties, of which the CPI-M’s Bunkar Dastakar Morcha, led by Hiralal Yadav and Mobin 

Ahmed, is the most active and prominent; and NGOs, particularly Bunkar Dastakar 

Adhikar Manch (led by an activist who goes by the name Dr. Lenin and an organizer 

named Nizamuddin) and Vision (whose efforts on behalf of handloom weavers are led by 

an activist named Jagriti Rahi).   

Mehfooz Alam is an Ansari whose family has become successful by opening 

several sari shops and a sari-finishing business (sari finishing involves pressing and 

folding the several meters-long lengths of silk).  His personal interests revolve around 

politics and activism, and he is one of the few elite Ansaris who is widely regarded as a 

genuine champion of the interests of poor handloom weavers.  He founded the Bunkar 

Bachao Andolan (Save the Weavers Movement) and spent several years as the driving 

force behind a series of agitations in 2003 and 2004.   

When asked exactly what he does to bring attention to an issue of concern, he 

listed three steps: memo, media, and dharna.  The first step involves submitting a 

memorandum, also known as an application or petition, to relevant government officials 

delineating one’s complaints or demands and requesting action.  The demand can involve 

the enactment or enforcement of a policy, such as the 2003 movement discussed below, 

or it might concern basic infrastructural problems in weavers’ neighborhoods, like the 

lack of electricity or clean water.  The second step involves contacting the media to 

release a statement of one’s demands or announce an impending public action.  When 

memos fail to elicit a satisfactory response, the third step is dharna, usually just one day 

long. 

Two examples of this approach can be mentioned.  In 2003, Mehfooz Alam and 

the BBA launched a campaign that lasted a year and a half, the goal of which was to 
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press a list of twelve demands upon the state and central governments.  The primary 

demand was that the central government to enforce the Handloom Reservation Act of 

1985, which (among other things) prohibited powerloom owners from producing saris 

with certain jacquard designs that emulate traditional handloom techniques designated as 

the protected province of handloom weavers. Under his leadership, the BBA undertook a 

series of marches, demonstrations, and dharna, usually targeting local state and central 

administrative offices.  Alam claims that the movement was a success in that subsequent 

government actions have directly addressed the BBA’s demands.  In particular, the 

government promised to enforce the 1985 provision against producing protected 

jacquards on powerlooms.116 

Another example is the BBA’s effort to get handloom weavers exempted from the 

Child Labor Act, which prohibits work by children under age 14.  Because handloom 

weaving is a craft that must be learned from childhood onward (according to most 

weavers and weavers’ advocates), handloom weavers view the Child Labor Act as an 

unfair imposition on their livelihood and an unwelcome intrusion of the state into their 

homes, where handloom weaving takes place.  The BBA presented memos to the district 

magistrate (DM) and held dharnas at the DM’s office.  The demand was thereby 

conveyed to the central government, says Alam, and eventually sari weavers were 

exempted from the Act. 

Despite this success, Mehfooz Alam appears to have become exhausted by the 

effort that organizing requires and is no longer active.  “There are people [working with 

him] but I have to do everything.  They make up the train, but an engine is needed.  I 

have to command and instruct them in order for the train to move.”  Why?  “Because 

weavers are weak, their economic situation is not strong.”  He further explains, “Weavers 

                                                
116 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi). 



 170 

don’t have the capacity for struggle.  They lack education and awareness of their 

constitutional rights.”  Even with help in organizing and mobilizing, he argued, the 

handloom weavers are so poor they cannot sustain a movement for long.  When I asked 

them if he had completely abandoned his organizing efforts, he said he had not; however, 

he explained,  

How long can I direct everything?  I want them to learn.  They have improved.  
When we started the movement, we were creating awareness.  Now they have 
become aware.  They discuss pros and cons in the group.  Before they were scared 
because they were uneducated.  Now they know some solutions.  Before taking 
weavers into the movement, we train them with information.  I tell them that we 
won’t get results in one or two days.  The sickness has been there so long, it can’t 
be cured right away.  It will take time.117 

 

In recent years there was one such poor, uneducated handloom weaver, Ramzan 

Panchrangi, who attempted to organize his fellow handloom weavers in the Madanpura 

area of the city.118  After working with other committees for over twenty years, 

Panchrangi formed his own committee called Charka Andolan, or Spinning Wheel 

Movement, a name that evokes not only the work of weavers but Gandhi’s iconic symbol 

of self-sufficiency.  Indeed, he declared that he and his supporters fought in the 

“Gandhian way” for the rights of weavers, through dharna-pradarshan (sit-in and 

demonstration), hunger strike, and blocking roads. They protested for “better facilities 

and infrastructure so that weavers would have better living conditions.”119  They also 

pursued meetings with the DM, the commissioner, the chief minister, and even the prime 

minister (it was not clear with whom among these they had actually met), working 

                                                
117 Loosely translated.  Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2010 (Varanasi). 
118 Panchrangi’s family’s traditional work is part of the handloom weaving process but it actually involves 
the dying of thread—thus their name, which translates to “five colors,” the name of the technique in which 
they specialized. 
119 Personal interview, Ramzan Panchrangi, 27 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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through local political parties to get appointments with government officials.  He believes 

his efforts were successful to some extent but became frustrated with the implementation 

of government assistance programs.  Eventually the challenges of organizing became too 

discouraging for him and he quit.  He now says he is “embarrassed” to continue “raising 

the voice of weavers,” because the people who went along with him before are now 

disappointed with the absence of tangible results.  “I don’t have the courage to gather 

people and fight again,” he said dolefully.120  His efforts stand as an example what 

individual organizers from within the community have been able to achieve—or not 

achieve—and the difficulties they face. 

Another widely known and highly active organization working on behalf of 

handloom weavers is the CPI-M’s Bunkar Dastakar Morcha (Weavers’ and Artisans’ 

Front, or BDM), led by Hiralal Yadav and Mobin Ahmed.  The BDM is the only active 

association working on behalf of handloom weavers in Varanasi that is connected to a 

political party; it is also worth noting that the CPI-M is currently very weak in Uttar 

Pradesh, as it holds no seats in the state legislative assembly, and is not expected to 

improve its standing anytime soon.  However, the BDM is widely respected among local 

organizations and individuals that promote handloom weavers’ interests and indeed 

appears to be led by extraordinarily dedicated people. 

The BDM has formed smaller committees that work in the city’s various localities 

in the city where handloom weavers live, and holds monthly meetings among the 

committee members.  Whenever a particular issue comes up, they hold larger public 

meetings in the localities.  At these meetings they attempt to “raise awareness” among 

handloom weavers on the particular issue and recruit public participation in the effort to 

address the issue.  In addition to this, they organize frequent dharnas at the DM’s office 

                                                
120 Personal interview, Ramzan Panchrangi, 27 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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and other demonstrations. Hiralal Yadav explained that generally at such dharnas, “If 

that particular officer can resolve the issue, we try to resolve the issue right there.  If not, 

then we ask that he inform the government.”121 

For example, one ongoing campaign (at the time of fieldwork) was an effort to 

help very poor handloom weavers obtain the central government’s Below Poverty Line 

(BPL) identification cards (also known as ration cards or red cards), which entitle bearers 

to special market rates for foodstuffs and other necessities.  Any family whose income is 

below the designated poverty line is eligible for the card.  However, obtaining such a card 

can be a daunting process for the illiterate and ill-informed.  The BDM held several 

general meetings to raise awareness of the campaign, and then carried out a series of 

processions to relevant government offices, from low-level to high-level offices, and held 

dharnas in front of the offices.  At the dharna sites, speeches were made, and the 

government official would make an appearance, address the crowd, and accept their 

memo.  Mobin Ahmed said that at the height of this campaign, in 2004, he organized 

fourteen such dharnas at the DM’s office, meeting with the DM each time to convey their 

demands.  He claimed that as a result of their efforts, 609 red cards were issued.122 

The BDM has also been working to help handloom weavers obtain special 

identification cards that designate them as handloom weavers.  While it is not clear just 

how useful or necessary these identification cards are, they have become a popular issue 

among handloom weavers hoping that the cards will facilitate their access to government 

assistance schemes (medical insurance, special subsidies, etc.).  The BDM launched the 

campaign for the creation of these identity cards in 2003 and succeeded in having an 

identification card program established (any government agency or private company can 

                                                
121 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
122 Personal interview, Mobin Ahmed, 30 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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issue the cards, but they must be validated by the Assistant Director of Handlooms, 

whose office is located in Varanasi).  Now BDM workers assist individual handloom 

weavers in obtaining the cards and getting them properly validated; it is also engaging 

with the Assistant Director of Handlooms on the problem of brokers helping poor 

weavers obtain cards in exchange for exorbitant rates.123  Thus the BDM is also highly 

active in non-contentious means of advocacy, particularly in helping handloom weavers 

to navigate the bureaucratic mazes involved in claiming government benefits, enrolling in 

the limited government medical insurance plans for handloom weavers, and so on. 

Yadav noted the importance of gathering delegations of handloom weavers and 

going to meet with government officials at various levels from the Block Development 

Officers (who administer the surrounding rural areas) to the DM and all the way up to the 

chief minister of Uttar Pradesh.  Getting an appointment with the DM is easy, he said; 

one can either go directly to his or her office.  If that fails, the DM “can be trapped in the 

middle of the road.”124  Getting an appointment with the chief minister is more difficult, 

he conceded, though it can be facilitated through “your own MLA or MP” (i.e., a member 

of the state legislative assembly or member of national parliament who is a member of 

one’s party; however, as noted above, the CPI-M has none of its “own” in the state 

assembly at this time).  At such meetings, whether with the DM or the chief minister, 

BDM (and other advocacy groups generally) make a statement on the handloom weavers’ 

dire economic situation and request government action or assistance in the form of 

subsidies or other special benefits.  Yadav described recent meetings with the state and 

central-level textile ministers, who had come to visit Varanasi.  BDM gathered a 

delegation and went to meet with the officials, whom they presented with a memo 

                                                
123 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
124 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 24 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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containing a list of demands, including “relaxation” of electricity bills, compensation for 

the families of handloom weavers who commit suicide, government schools in handloom 

weavers’ neighborhoods (he said currently there are none), improved access to healthcare 

(he said tuberculosis was very common among handloom weavers, as were certain 

orthopedic problems resulting from sitting in the shallow pits below the looms all day), 

and access to low- or no-interest loans for business development.125   

The best response they can hope for during the meeting itself is a promise to look 

into the matter.  The CPI-M MPs will also raise these issues in the national parliament 

(and when there are CPI-M members in the state legislature, they can do the same at the 

state level).   Perhaps, if they keep up the pressure, over time (mostly likely right before 

an election), the state or central government might announce a new plan to introduce this 

or that assistance scheme for weavers.  For example, in December 2007, the Congress 

Party organized a massive rally in Pilikothi, an area of Varanasi dominated by weavers, 

where local Congress Party leaders announced the central government’s plan to approve 

electricity subsidies for handloom weavers, in addition to other benefits.  Many local and 

state-level organizers had been demanding such subsidies for a long time (BDM 

organizer Mobin Ahmed said he had gone to see the DM four to five times in the last year 

on this issue); they believe this and other such ameliorative measures by the state and 

central government are direct consequences of their efforts.126 

So far we have discussed individuals and small committees from the Ansari 

community (Mehfooz Alam and Ramzan Panchrangi) and an organization attached to a 

political party, the BDM.  The third type of organization that organizes weavers for both 

contentious and contained action is the handful of local NGOs, including Bunkar 

                                                
125 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 24 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
126 Personal interview, Mobin Ahmed, 30 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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Dastakar Adhikar Manch (Weavers and Artisans Rights Front or BDAM, organized 

under the auspices of an organization called People’s Vigilance Committee on Human 

Rights (PVCHR), which is led by an “outside” activist, Dr. [Raghuvansh] Lenin); and 

Vision (whose efforts on behalf of handloom weavers are led by an activist named Jagriti 

Rahi).  PVCHR appears to provide guidance to BDAM and publishes English-language 

materials on the dire situation of handloom weavers. BDAM has designated a handloom 

weaver named Nizamuddin as “spokesperson,” who represents his fellow weavers under 

the BDAM banner. 

The issues that BDAM and Vision said that the main issues they work on are 

generally the same issues that the other organizations work on: obtaining BPL cards 

(ration cards, red cards) for poor weavers, demanding that the government provide low- 

or no-interest loans to handloom weavers, helping weavers claim extant government 

benefits such as a special insurance policy for handloom weavers; demanding a reduction 

of handloom weavers’ electricity bills; and improving handloom weavers’ access to 

education, food, and basic healthcare.The means by which BDAM and Vision make these 

demands are also the same as those discussed above: carrying out processions, dharnas, 

and rallies; presenting memos to the DM, the local MP and MLAs, and other officials; 

and so on.  Additionally, they also organize large conferences for handloom weavers, 

where both local and outside activists speak on relevant matters.127   

As BDAM receives funding from foreign donors and organization assistance from 

activists from outside the city, it is regarded with some skepticism by other organizers 

(Vision appears to be externally funded as well, but it is a smaller organization and does 

not seem to attract as much suspicion from the other organizations).  For example, 

                                                
127 Personal interview, Dr. Lenin, 5 March 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Jagriti Rahi, 6 March 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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Mehfooz Alam pointed out that not only does BDAM receive foreign funds, it works 

with Oxfam, which he argued cannot genuinely work on behalf of weavers’ interests 

because they have a shop in London that sells Banarsi saris—the implication being that 

Oxfam are essentially shopkeepers driven by profit (never mind that Alam’s own family 

owns several shops).  Dr. Lenin’s campaigns against child labor also drew the opposition 

of many in the Ansari community.128  Hiralal Yadav of BDM (the CPI-M group) also 

noted that BDAM accepts foreign funds and argued that NGOs are “anti-socialist” and 

“promote imperialism.” He asserted, “Their main objective is to weaken political 

movements.” 129   

There is little doubt that BDAM and Vision are genuinely working on behalf of 

handloom weavers’ interests, but it appears that most of the value that they add to the 

fight is in raising public awareness.  They do not appear to have as much credibility 

within the community as the other organizations, and it is not clear to what extent they 

can influence government policy (as they are generally perceived as externally funded 

and directed NGOs).130  However, their big (and expensive) conferences and other events 

attract the media, and they distribute an abundance of printed material, so it is possible 

that they have been able to raise broader public awareness of the plight of handloom 

weavers. 

In conclusion, we can see that there are several organizations that mobilize 

handloom weavers and work on their behalf.  The strongest, most effective such 

organizations are led not by handloom weavers themselves but more elite Ansaris such as 

Mehfooz Alam or activist organizations from outside the community.  These 

                                                
128 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 15 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
129 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 24 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
130 Even Atiq Ansari, who called Dr. Lenin a friend, was less complimentary when discussing the sources 
of PVCHR and BDAM’s funding. 
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organizations do carry out contentious actions with the participation of handloom 

weavers, but the actions tend to be small and brief—for example, a procession and 

dharna that fills the better part of one day, but does not require more than a couple dozen 

participants who will return to their work after a few hours.  It is evident that the weavers 

are not completely voiceless or helpless—with the help of these organizations, they have 

been able to make demands to improve their economic conditions.  However, strikes 

among handloom weavers are rare.  As will be discussed below, the only entities that can 

call a near-universal work stoppage among handloom weavers are the tanzim leaders, 

who may declare a muriband (literally, stopping of the shuttle) among all Ansaris (but 

not necessarily all handloom weavers).  However, it appears that the only group that can 

persuade the tanzim leaders to call such a strike are the powerloom weavers.  The social 

compulsion to observe a muriband is powerful, so even the poorest handloom weavers 

will participate.  However, these “strikes” are never called with the primary intention of 

benefiting handloom weavers, and are never called by handloom weavers themselves, as 

will be shown below. 

 

Powerloom Weavers: Effective Organization and Costly Strikes 

As discussed above, the powerloom weavers have formed a group called the 

Banaras Powerloom Weavers Association.  It is not highly formalized or continuously 

active, but its members convene whenever there is an issue of concern.  Atiq Ansari was 

general secretary of this association from 1995 to 2004 and is still widely regarded as a 

major figure in organizing powerloom weavers.  One of the first campaigns the 

association took under his leadership was in 1998, in response to Prime Minister Deve 

Gowda’s ban on the import of Chinese silk yarn, which Atiq Ansari explained was 

necessary to produce fine quality organza on powerlooms (Chinese silk yarn is 
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considered to be of a higher quality than Indian silk yarn, and is also cheaper).  

Smuggling it into the country illegally quickly became “tiresome,” and powerloom 

weavers nationwide became active in their opposition to the ban.  Atiq Ansari joined 

several delegations on trips to New Delhi, where they met with three different prime 

ministers and opposition leaders.  In Varanasi, he called a series of public meetings and, 

he said, organized a week-long strike.131  Eventually, the government lifted the ban. 

In April 2003, the Banaras Powerloom Weavers Association achieved another 

major victory with the cooperation of the tanzim leadership, when they launched a 

month-long strike in response to the central government’s imposition of an 11.2% excise 

duty on certain luxury goods, including Banarsi silk saris produced on powerlooms.132  

This was also part of a nationwide movement, with agitations in Gujarat also going 

strong.  Atiq Ansari explained how in Varanasi, the powerloom weavers benefited from 

joining forces with the local powerful sari traders association, Banarsi Vastrudyog Sangh, 

led by Ashok Dhavan, who was also a prominent BJP leader and an MLC (member of the 

state legislative council).  Sari traders were also suffering from the excise tax, and 

therefore shared an interest in having it repealed.  Furthermore, because the BJP 

controlled the central government at that time, an ally such as Dhavan was useful.   In 

return, Atiq Ansari promised access to “manpower” for a large strike, i.e., the powerloom 

workers (a mixture of poor Ansaris and Hindus).133  Prashant Shukla commented that the 

workers who operate the powerlooms have little choice but to forgo work when the 

                                                
131 Personal interview, Atiq Ahmed, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi); I was not able to find reports in Dainik 
Jaagran of this strike with the exception of a report of a three-day muriband in 1998. 
132 Personal interview, Atiq Ahmed, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 28 
September 2010 (Varanasi). 
133 Personal interview, Atiq Ansari, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi). 



 179 

factories are shut down; whether the powerloom owners compensate them in any way is 

not known.134   

With the help of Ashok Dhavan of the sari traders association, a large national 

delegation of powerloom weavers went to New Delhi and met with Prime Minister Atal 

Vajpayee (as well as senior leaders of opposition parties).  In Varanasi, Atiq Ahmed 

appealed to the tanzim leadership to support a strike; with their endorsement, he could 

turn this into a matter of broader concern to the Ansari community at large and get wider 

participation in the strike.  “I compelled the sardar-mahato to support it, to call a 

muriband.  That was the only possible way to get a crowd of 50,000.”135  He convinced 

the two most influential sardars, Maqbool Hasan (sardar of the 14th tanzim) and 

Nizamuddin (sardar of 22nd tanzim, not the same Nizamuddin mentioned above) to 

support the powerloom weavers by calling a general muriband.136  However, while a 

muriband might involve the participation of all Ansaris, this action was clearly intended 

to benefit primarily the powerloom owners.  Prashant Shukla, convenor of the Bunkar 

Mahasabha (General Council of Weavers), a currently inactive effort by the Community 

Party of India – Marxist/Leninist (CPI-ML), described the powerloom owners’ influence 

with regard to the 2003 action: “There are three-four big people [powerloom owners] in 

each locality who provide employment for many people.  They are exploiters, but they 

also provide security.  Only such big owners are affected by the excise tax, not the 

workers themselves.”137 

                                                
134 Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 5 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
135 Personal interview, Atiq Ansari, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
136 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi).  Alam notes that the 52nd mahato, 
who is most influential in the southern part of the city (Madanpura, Reori Talab, Bazardiya), did not 
support this strike and that compliance with the strike was wider in the northern part of the city.  This 
would mean that the strike might not have been as universal as some have contended.  Also, this 
Nizamuddin is the 22nd sardar of the Banarsiya subcommunity—apparently there is a rival 22nd sardar who 
is associated with the Mauwale.  He refused to be interviewed. 
137 Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 28 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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The strike was a success.  Lasting for a month and extensively covered in the 

newspapers, it was sustained by wide participation.  “All looms were closed,” said 

Prashant Shukla.138  There were demonstrations of 25,000 to 50,000 people at the DM’s 

office on several occasions during that time.139  The central government finally issued an 

exemption from the excise duty for powerloom weavers who owned fewer than twelve 

powerlooms, or whose annual turnover totaled less than forty lakhs (Rs. 4,000,000 or 

around $80,000) (this exemption was later narrowed to include those who owned fewer 

than ten powerloom and whose turnover was less than thirty lakhs [Rs. 3,000,000 or 

around $60,000]).  According to Atiq Ansari, when the central government determined 

that these exemptions covered almost all powerloom owners in twelve cities in Eastern 

Uttar Pradesh, it exempted all powerloom owners in Eastern Uttar Pradesh from the 

excise tax.140 

Atiq Ansari’s reputation among the Ansari community in Varanasi may have 

suffered as a result of his cooperation with sari traders and BJP leaders.  However, he 

argues, the strategy ultimately helped them; it was a mutually beneficial relationship.  

Moreover, he said, “If Congress and SP [Samajwadi Party] leaders can’t help me, then 

what the hell?”141 

In conclusion, the 2003 action is a prime example of how powerloom weavers 

have been able to organize large strikes with wide participation.  However, it is largely 

because of their superior resources and organization skills and their shared interests with 

other similarly privileged, influential entities (tanzim leaders and sari traders).  For the 

powerloom weavers, in contrast to the handlooms weavers, protest is a privilege. 

                                                
138 Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 28 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
139 Atiq Ansari estimated 50,000, while Prashant Shukla estimated 25-30,000.  Personal interview, Atiq 
Ansari, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 28 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
140 Personal interview, Atiq Ansari, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
141 Personal interview, Atiq Ansari, 2 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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Role of the Tanzim Leadership 

As discussed in Chapters I and III, the sardars and mahatos of the Ansari 

community tend to come from the more elite segment of Ansari society.  Elite Ansaris 

have traditionally been highly successful master weavers that employed hand weavers to 

work their looms; since the 1960s many have also moved into the marketing and sale of 

saris, and since the 1980s some families have invested in powerlooms and now 

manufacture a variety of textiles.  The families of both Sardar Maqbool Hasan and 

Mahato Nasiruddin (of the 52nd tanzim), for example, run powerloom businesses and 

textile showrooms.  Such families are solidly middle to upper-middle class. 

Interviews for this study yielded a confusing mix of opinions on what role the 

tanzim leaders could, should, and did play in fighting for the economic rights of weavers, 

particularly handloom weavers.  Many acknowledge that if they chose to use their social 

influence (waning but still strong) in the community to organize contentious action, they 

could be highly successful.  However, opinions are divided on what they actually 

accomplish.  One line of argument is that they prefer not to get involved in such battles at 

all, choosing to remain within the purview of their traditional social role.  Another is that 

they will fight on behalf of powerloom weavers, but not handloom weavers.  Yet another 

is that they do indeed fight for handloom weavers’ interests.  Several interviewees noted 

“in-fighting” among the leaders of different tanzims, due to personal differences and 

conflicting political loyalties.142  Some other interviewees argued that the sardars and 

mahatos just are not as powerful as they used to be.  There is evidence to support each of 

these perspectives.  What might be concluded from the whole range of evidence gathered 
                                                
142 Personal interview, Salman Raghib Ansari, 10 April 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Momin 
Ahmed, 30 September 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 
(Varanasi); Personal interview, Kalim Mahato, 27 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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is that they do still have considerable influence, but they have no desire to be activists. 

They can be induced to call a muriband for powerloom weavers, particularly if it benefits 

themselves, but have no interest in instigating a massive upsurge among handloom 

weavers.  Sardar Maqbool Hasan is the most active among all the tanzim leaders, and he 

generally prefers to engage with state- and central-level officials and the leaders of the 

major political parties, particularly Samajwadi Party and Congress, to press for special 

programs and benefits for poor handloom weavers, over organizing large strikes.  

Occasionally, perhaps once a year, they will put out their customary call for a dua’ 

khwani, or mass prayer meeting, which does involve a day-long work stoppage, but is a 

less contentious form of political expression than a same-sized gathering at the district 

magistrate’s office would be. 

Mehfooz Alam explained that in the past, tanzim leaders were very much 

involved in the economic interests of weavers.  They decided on the wages that master 

weavers must pay to handloom weavers, and negotiated on behalf of weavers in disputes 

with traders.  “Now they cannot take care of the weavers’ wellbeing,” he said, “but in the 

past they were a very good thing.  They were socially very powerful.”143  There is a 

widespread perception among activists that tanzim leaders tend to avoid getting involved 

in contentious action, and will support or call a strike only under tremendous pressure, 

and only when it appears to benefit their own interests or that of powerloom weavers 

generally.144  Mehfooz Alam and Hiralal Yadav both maintained that tanzim leaders 

actually work against the interests of handloom weavers; despite this, organizers continue 

to seek out their support, as the endorsement of the sardars and mahatos can add weight 

                                                
143 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
144 Personal interview, Nizamuddin, spokesman for BDAM, 9 April 2010 (Varanasi); Personal interview, 
Hiralal Yadav, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi);  
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to a movement and induce broader participation.145  Yadav proclaimed, “They want to 

rule only.  They want to maintain their subedari [lit: provincial governorship; authority].  

For this they use religion.  If they ever demand anything for weavers from political 

figures who visit here for votes, they demand things that benefit the rich weavers.  Their 

demands are never for the majority of the weavers, only for the minority that is rich 

[powerloom weavers].”146  Even Sheik Md. Shammim, a wealthy businessman and 

former Congress Party candidate for an MLA seat in the city said, “The general people do 

not have faith in them.  The sardar-mahato are not helping the people, only themselves.  

They do not fight for ordinary weavers.”147  As Prashant Shukla of the CPI-ML’s 

organization explained, the tanzim leaders’ “interests are not the same as [handloom] 

weavers’ interests.  Weavers want to get a good wage, the sardar-mahato want big 

orders…Their interests don’t converge at the economic and political level.”148   

Occasionally, perhaps once a year, the sardars and mahatos will call a muriband, 

and upon their command, all work stops for the day.  The ostensible purpose of most 

muribands is to bring the community together for a dua’ khwani; some media reports of 

these meetings state that the meeting is being conducted to draw attention to the problems 

of weavers, so there is some political intent.  However, Mehfooz Alam finds the custom 

of calling muribands particularly harmful to handloom weavers’ interests and says that 

sometimes, “The sardar-mahato call a strike, all looms stop, and people don’t know why 

the strike is called.  Someone goes around the areas and announces that tomorrow is a 

muriband.”  He says he tells weavers, “The sardar-mahato are not working in your favor.  

                                                
145 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 
20 September 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Mobin Ahmed, 30 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
146 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
147 Personal interview, Sheik Md. Shammim, 27 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
148 Personal interview, Prashant Shukla, 28 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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They’re working against you.  They have powerlooms.  They are not standing for your 

problems, they are not communicating with politicians, so why listen to them?”149   

When muriband are called for expressly political purposes such as the 2003 

powerloom weavers’ strike discussed above, the damage to handloom weavers is double, 

according to some.  Not only do handloom weavers lose work, they are forced to sacrifice 

it for the benefit of powerloom weavers.  

Hiralal Yadav was likewise opposed.  Muribands are intended to help the rich 

weavers, he said.  “The poor participate, but only because they are in the grip of the 

sardar-mahato.”  Poor weavers never benefit from these strikes, he said, but they 

participate, and the rich take advantage of it.150  BDAM spokesman Nizamuddin was 

likewise opposed, saying that the sardars and mahatos “are like dictators.  They give 

orders to shut down handlooms, but the common weavers do not benefit.”151 

Thus in the case of muribands called by the tanzim leaders, we see poor handloom 

weavers participating in strikes they cannot afford, which poses a problem for a purely 

resource-based explanation for contentious action.  In this case, strike participation is 

socially compelled.  However, the impetus for these strikes, the organization and 

leadership of these strikes, is coming from the middle- to upper-middle-class powerloom 

weavers and tanzim leaders.  The handloom weavers are unable, for a whole host of 

reasons that are, at the most basic level, resource-driven, to organize such strikes for 

themselves—to press their own issues. 

That the tanzim leaders endorse and/or participate in major contentious actions 

that are primarily in support of powerloom weavers’ interest is strongly supported by the 

newspaper reports, summarized in Table 5 above.  According to newspaper reports of an 

                                                
149 Personal interview, Mehfooz Alam, 18 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
150 Personal interview, Hiralal Yadav, 20 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
151 Personal interview, Nizamuddin, BDAM spokesman, 9 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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eleven-year period, the only strikes that were openly endorsed by the tanzim leaders were 

strikes specifically in support of powerloom weavers’ interests and those intended for the 

Ansari community as a whole (e.g., dua’ khwani).  However, it might not be entirely fair 

to say that the tanzim leaders actively work against the handloom weavers’ interests.  

Moreover, there is some variation among the tanzim leaders.  Sardar Maqbool Hasan is 

far more visible in fighting for Ansaris’ economic interests (as a whole) than the other 

tanzim leaders.  However, he clearly prefers more contained means of making demands. 

He and his council have met with government officials to request subsidies and other 

forms of assistance for handloom weavers and infrastructural improvements in 

neighborhoods where poor Ansaris live.  Hasan says he generally resists calling strikes 

among weavers, arguing that meetings are more effective than strikes, and that strikes 

only result in losses to poor weavers.152  In a later interview, I suggested to Hasan that 

some people say that sardars and mahatos cannot effectively represent weavers, as they 

themselves are traders and powerloom owners, and have interests that conflict with poor 

weavers.  He declared this was a “rumor” spread by non-Ansaris and that the sardar has 

an obligation to the whole community.  The tanzim council fights for everyone, he said.  

He denied that sardars’ interests conflict with those of ordinary weavers, and he argued 

that the problems of handloom weavers and powerloom weavers are essentially the 

same.153  

Mahato Naziruddin of the 22nd tanzim also declared his opposition to calling 

strikes, but apparently for different reasons.  I asked why the tanzim leaders do not call 

strikes for the interests of handloom weavers, and he responded, “We’re not interested in 

unnecessary or useless things.  By going on strike, business is harmed…If merchants are 

                                                
152 Personal interview, Sardar Maqbool Hasan, 14 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
153 Personal interview, Sardar Maqbool Hasan, 17 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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not doing well, then we don’t do well.  So we maintain a good relationship with 

them…Times have changed, this is the main reason [handloom weavers are not doing 

well].  The machine can produce a lot of material quickly, and the material can be sold 

cheaply.”154 

At the time of fieldwork, he began working with recently elected MLA Samad 

Ansari, who represents the Varanasi North constituency, where the 14th tanzim is based, 

to start a new committee that would work for “policies for the betterment of weavers” by 

meeting with state-level government officials.  It appeared to be an initiative of Samad 

Ansari, members of the tanzim leadership and their councils, and at least one wealthy 

Ansari shopkeeper.  Samad Ansari said that these people would hand-pick the committee 

members, so it was clearly not an organization “of the people.” 

As this discussion shows, the evidence on what role the sardars and mahatos play 

in defending handloom weavers’ economic rights is not clear.  There is wide 

dissatisfaction with their efforts: They are doing not enough of the right things (fighting 

for poor Ansaris) and too much of the wrong things (calling useless strikes that only hurt 

handloom weavers).  They themselves contend that strikes are harmful to handloom 

weavers, but then they are accused of calling muribands for the benefit of powerloom 

weavers.  Maqbool Hasan sees his role as engaging political leaders and government 

officials to get policies enacted that are helpful to handloom and powerloom weavers 

alike, but does not generally take the initiative to mobilize weavers for contentious action 

unless the powerloom weavers are pushing for it.  The other sardars and mahatos 

generally avoid getting involved in these issues at all.  Calling a muriband for a prayer 

meeting, and perhaps in a case such as the 2003 strike where there is a clear-cut, 

                                                
154 Personal interview, Mahato Naziruddin (Bavani/52nd mahato), 20 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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achievable benefit to powerloom weavers, is fine.  Generally, however, they see their 

roles in terms of their traditional social obligations.   

 

THE TEACHERS: ROUTINIZED CONTENTION 

Contentious action historically has been an important means for teachers to 

protect their salaries and other benefits.  Teachers have been consistently active in 

contentious politics since even before Independence.  In a 1980 study of teachers 

organizations in India, Swamy wrote, 

[T]he organisations of teachers in Uttar Pradesh very frequently resort to 
agitational means in furtherance of their demands, particularly on the issues 
related to emoluments and service conditions…In 1946, nearly 35,000 teachers of 
primary schools tendered resignations en masse, registering their protest against 
the pay scales recommended by the Pay Commission.  It was done at the instance 
of the Uttar Pradesh Prathamik Shikshak Sangh [UPPSS].  The teachers struck 
work for 37 days between January 1 and February 8, 1946.  They also resorted to 
fast and satyagraha.  More than six hundred teachers courted arrest.  Ultimately 
they succeeded in getting their pay scales revised (1980: 59). 

In a 1979 survey on unionism among teachers, Jayaram and Sivaramakrishnan 

found, “Some teachers are apologetic about favouring unionism.  These teachers do not 

advocate unionism as a right, but plead that they have to resort to it because nothing else 

works.  ‘These days only a crying baby gets milk,’ is their typical response.  According to 

one teacher, ‘our Government does not appreciate peaceful behaviour’” (1979: 124).   

More recently, having direct representation (reserved MLC seats) in the state 

legislative council may have reduced some of their need for protest.  Teachers 

associations also have additional, regularized contact with administration officials at both 

the local and state levels, which allows them to convey demands in a contained, 

institutionalized way.  However, government officials at both the local and state level and 

local school administrators occasionally fail to respond favorably, and then the unions do 
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not hesitate to swing into action.  Even for teachers, who have their own reserved MLC 

seats and multiple links to local and state levels of government, contentious action is a 

normal, routine means of conveying demands and expressing discontent.  The extent to 

which teachers use contentious action is actually under-reported in Dainik Jaagran; as 

the following discussion shows, there were several known protests that were not reported 

in this particular newspaper.  While teachers are not as active in demonstrating as traders 

and lawyers, they are clearly more active than Dainik Jaagran portrays.  One teacher who 

has long been involved in efforts to mobilize teachers on salary issues, Chet Narayan 

Singh, described his involvement in strikes and other protests beginning in 1964 (when 

he began to organize teachers to protest the widely varying salaries among teachers 

employed by different levels of government and at different kinds of schools) and 

continuing with a 32-day-long strike in 1968 (on the same issue, on which they finally 

achieved victory in 1973); he further described a successful movement from 1974-78 to 

win retirement benefits for teachers.155  These efforts have also been documented in 

Swamy’s study (1980: 121-141).  From 1975 to 1978, UPMSS joined teachers 

associations across India in protesting against the central government’s removal of 

education from its so-called “current list,” a list of top national policy priorities, a 

movement that culminated in a massive strike in 1977-1978.  In January 1978 in Uttar 

Pradesh, when teachers were supposed to begin the new term, 37,332 of UPMSS’s 

62,000 members chose to continue their participation in the strike.156  One of their 

demands was that the central government should implement a nationwide curriculum and 

assume responsibility for basic education.  Singh claims that this movement achieved 

                                                
155 Personal interview, Chet Narayan Singh, 6 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
156 Singh claims that this action on January 5, 1978, is recorded in the Guinness Book of World Records as 
one of the largest strikes on record, a claim I have not sought to verify.  Personal interview, Chet Narayan 
Singh, 6 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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success in 2001, with the central government’s taking responsibility for the education of 

children up to fourteen years old.157  Thus, as this brief sketch of protest and strikes over 

the past few decades shows, teachers have a strong history of contentious action. 

 

Privileged Access 

As explained in Chapter III, the Uttar Pradesh teachers associations have direct 

representation in the state legislative council, with eight reserved MLC seats.  The 

designated candidates of the major teachers associations almost always win the elections 

for these seats, so the associations have a strong voice in the legislative council.  

Additionally, the local chapters of the associations meet with district-level administration 

officials regularly and frequently.  For example, leaders of the UPMSS (Pandey) have a 

fixed meeting with district education officials every other Sunday and meets with the 

Joint Director of Education on the last day of each month.  At these meetings, association 

leaders present administrators with a list of issues, which, Tripathi said, are usually 

resolved within two weeks.  Their demands at such meetings usually relate to hiring, 

firing, promotions, and salary issues, particularly with regard to individual teachers who 

are employed at local unaided schools and are therefore not covered by the standard pay 

scale for government employees or protected by government regulations on job tenure 

and promotions.  Additionally, at the state level, delegations from both the major 

secondary teachers’ associations, UPMSS (Sharma) and UPMSS (Pandey) meet with the 

state’s chief minister once per year to discuss their common demands.158  Thus teachers 

have regular, institutionalized access to both the state’s representative bodies and 

                                                
157 Personal interview, Chet Narayan Singh, 6 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
158 Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, 6 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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administrative offices, and usually get favorable responses.  Thus the need to protest is 

reduced. 

While the efforts of teachers associations appear to be focused primarily on 

compensation, retention, promotion, and retirement (perhaps because there is the 

perception that their traditional social status is not reflected in their present standard of 

living), they also take up issues concerning education—increasing public funding for 

education, making children’s access to education more equitable and less dependent upon 

family income, improving and enforcing educational standards, etc.—particularly at the 

state level.  They normally take up these kinds of issues via institutionalized, contained 

channels (e.g., raising them in the legislative council) rather than with contentious action. 

 

Ritualized Contention 

However, even with the ability to make claims and resolve disputes through 

contained channels, teachers do practice contentious action consistently, even routinely, 

and to positive effect.  When teachers resort to contentious action, it is almost always 

with regard to salaries, pensions, promotions, hiring, firing, etc.  Swamy’s study shows 

that this has been the case historically as well (1980).  He writes, “most of the agitations 

launched by the teachers’ organizations are for receiving increased pay packets, and for 

ensuring security of service and tenure for their members” (1980: 141).  His data on 

“major struggles” in Uttar Pradesh between 1966 and 1974 confirms this point—all the 

recorded actions concerned salary and other forms of compensation (1980: 137).   

During fieldwork in 2007, there were local strikes and dharnas involving issues 

such as (1) promotion decisions by the Basic Education Officer (BSO), a district-level 

administrator who handles personnel and regulatory issues for local primary schools, and 

(2) a mass firing of 42 teachers of “unaided subjects,” i.e., teachers whose employment 
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was not covered by government funding, at Arya Mahila Intercollege, a local women’s 

intercollege.159  Typically, the teachers will cease instruction for a day or two, maybe 

longer, as they sit on dharna before the offices of the district official or school 

administrator being targeted.  They might hold the strike on alternating days for a longer 

period of time, or they might conduct a “chalk-down strike,” in which they report for 

work in the classroom but do not teach.160  One leader of the UPMSS (Pandey Group), 

Dinesh Mani Tripathi described institutionalized, regular dharna-pradarshans that his 

association carries out twice per year in front of the District Inspector of School’s (DIOS) 

office and once per year in front of the Joint Director of Education’s office. During these 

protests, the association presents its demands and complaints (ordinarily concerning 

hiring, promotion, and pensions, and perhaps even some related to education itself).  

Association leaders say that in advance of this highly formalized protest—a true “ritual 

performance”—they inform the officers and police in order to “avoid violence,” though 

violence almost never results from a dharna-pradarshan by anyone.   As Tripathi 

explained, these protests are “part of the organizational structure”—they “have to do it,” 

he said. Furthermore, he said, through dharna-pradarshan their organization gets an 

“identity.”161  They can demonstrate their strength and get attention for their demands. 

 

Agitation for the 5th Pay Scale  

The overwhelming impression gained from interviews and newspaper reports was 

that the primary impetus for contentious action among teachers was concern over salaries 

                                                
159 Personal interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, 23 June 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Pramod Kumar 
Mishra, 25 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
160 Personal interview, Pramod Kumar Mishra, 6 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Dinesh 
Mani Tripathi, 6 October 2007 (Varanasi); Personal interview, Chet Narayan Singh, 6 November 2007 
(Varanasi). 
161 Personal interview, Dinesh Mani Tripathi, 6 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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and other benefits.  Swamy’s 1980 study shows that little has changed in the last thirty or 

more years.  He writes, “The major factors motivating teachers’ struggles are…the 

evasive approach of the state governments in implementing the salary scales 

recommended by the Education Commission and the University Grants Commission” 

(1980: 121).  He continues,  

[T]he state governments generally refuse to concede through negotiation the 
demands of the teachers’ organizations, particularly on matters concerning the 
emoluments of teachers.  The normal plea is the paucity of funds.  But when the 
teachers resort to agitational means the state governments come down and at least 
partly concede the demands.  This process has created an impression among the 
teachers and their organisations that their demands can be realized only through 
‘agitations and agitations alone’ (1980: 121). 

The last time an issue galvanized all the teachers in Uttar Pradesh for an extended 

period was in 1998, when the central government released new pay scale 

recommendations and the Uttar Pradesh state government decided not to apply the 

recommendations to teachers’ salaries.  The central government appoints a Pay Scale 

Commission to review the salaries of all government employees and teachers once every 

few years.  While the pay scales are established at the Center, state governments have 

considerable latitude in implementing them.  Naturally, the teachers associations become 

highly active at this time.  When Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Kalyan Singh 

implemented the 5th Pay Scale for state government employees in 1998, he announced 

that the pay raises would not be extended to teachers.  Having pressed for the inclusion of 

teachers since the central government announced the new pay scale in 1996, both factions 

of the UPMSS launched a series of protests that went on for years.  In July and August of 

1998, at the beginning of the new school year, primary and secondary teachers 

throughout the state went on strike for 36 days, when school buildings remained locked.  

After 36 days, 168 teachers were laid off, so state-level association leaders called off the 
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strike but continued the movement in different ways.  O. P. Sharma announced that 

teachers would defeat the BJP in the next election, and to this day local association 

leaders claim that teachers were responsible for the subsequent reduction of the BJP’s 

vote share.162  For several years the associations kept up the pressure with frequent 

dharnas and road blockings throughout the state.  Finally, in 2001, Uttar Pradesh Chief 

Minister Rajnath Singh began dialogue with association leaders and eventually accepted 

their demands to have teachers covered by the pay scale, retroactively to 1996.  

When the 6th Pay Scale was released in 2006, the state teachers associations began 

gearing up for a similar battle.  However, Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister Mayawati, no 

doubt keen to avoid the same kind of thrashing that previous state governments suffered 

at the hands of the teachers associations, announced in August 2008 that the state would 

fully implement the central government’s pay recommendations and that teachers would 

be included.163  

In conclusion, it is evident that teachers use a wide range of means to press their 

demands, from the most contained and formalized (through their MLC representatives), 

to institutionalized, formalized protest to highly contentious strikes (particularly 

involving salaries and benefits). The teachers associations do not rely solely upon protest 

to make demands upon the state; as discussed above, their direct representation in the 

state legislative council makes that unnecessary to some extent.  Furthermore, they have 

regular meetings with district-level administration officials to discuss common issues.  

                                                
162 According to UPMSS (Sharma) leader Gulab Chandra Patel, this is the only time the association ever 
verged on becoming involved in politics; even then, they did not endorse any particular party or candidate, 
they sought only to punish the party that was harming teachers’ interests.  This election would have been 
either the 1998 or 1999 state election (it is unclear).  Personal interview, Gulab Chandra Patel, 23 June 
2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Hira Prasad Yadav, 10 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
163 “Maya Doles Out Pay Hikes, Matches New Central Scales,” Times of India, 19 August 2008.  Available 
online: http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Maya-doles-out-pay-hikes-matches-new-central-
scales/articleshow/3378725.cms (last downloaded 6 May 2010). 
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However, despite their privileged access to local and state administrative officials and 

their direct representation in the state government, they still perceive the need to use 

contentious means to make their demands, even in highly ritualized, regular ways.  

 

THE LAWYERS: FAMILIARITY BREEDS CONTEMPT? 

On August 14, 2007, a lawyer named Premchand Rajbhar came to President 

Radhe Mohan Tripathi of the Central Bar Association with several fresh, undressed cuts 

and bruises on his face and head.164  Rajbhar was seeking action against the Sub-

divisional Magistrate (SDM) Anand Swarup of Pindra tehsil (an administrative unit), 

whom he accused of having physically attacked him.  According to Rajbhar, he came to 

the Pindra court representing a local farmer who had previously taken a loan from a bank, 

which took his tractor as collateral and had it impounded at tehsil headquarters.  The 

farmer had just paid back the loan, so Rajbhar brought a High Court order to the tehsil 

office to have the tractor released.  He said he found the tractor in “bad condition,” with 

its battery removed, diesel fuel drained, tires punctured, and other damages.  He 

complained to the tehsil employees and an argument ensued.  The SDM intervened and, 

according to Rajbhar, became verbally abusive; he then instructed court employees to 

beat Rajbhar.165 

Tripathi arranged for Rajbhar to be taken to the hospital and then went to the 

Additional District Magistrate (Varanasi) and other administrative officers for 
                                                
164 It should be mentioned that Rajbhar is the name of a so-called “backward” community of low-level 
farm laborers.  However, caste was never mentioned in any of the interviews conducted and was brought up 
only once in a public speech, when Rajbhar publicly criticized a local Bahujan Samaj Party official for 
trying (in a private conversation) to claim Rajbhar’s loyalty based on his caste.  It is unknown what 
community the SDM (Pindra) might have come from, and caste was not part of the public discourse of the 
ensuing agitation, so a caste-related interpretation of this affair would be unsupported by the data I have. 
165 Obviously there is no way to know exactly what happened; this account reflects public statements by 
Rajbhar at the statewide “mahapanchayat” of lawyers in Varanasi on 30 August, Arun Kumar Tripathy, 
Radhe Mohan Tripathi, Shatrudr Prakash, and lawyers participating in the dharna on 24 August. 
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“dialogue,” to demand that the SDM Pindra be arrested and an investigation launched.  

According to Tripathi, the officers (who had recently just arrived after the inauguration of 

the new state government) were uncooperative.  When Tripathi threatened to file a first 

information report (FIR; in other words, to press formal charges), they threatened to file a 

“counter-FIR” against Rajbhar, who they contended had improperly entered the tehsil 

court in Pindra and disturbed its proceedings.166  The exact outcome of the meeting 

between Tripathi and administration officials is unclear; according to Arun Kumar 

Tripathi, dialogue quickly broke down in the hours and days after the initial incident.167  

That same evening, when other lawyers became aware of what had happened to Rajbhar, 

they demanded that a general meeting be held immediately (according to CBA rules, if 

60 lawyers submit petitions for a general meeting, it must be held).  At this meeting, the 

participants, perceiving the treatment of Rajbhar and the officers’ response as “disrespect 

to lawyers as a class,” decided that the CBA should call a strike for the next day.168   

What actually happened the next day became a matter of great debate.  Striking 

lawyers conducted what they called a peaceful procession to the office of the ADM 

(City); effigies were burned.  At some point, it appears that the ADM (City) ordered a 

lathi charge on the lawyers (“lathi charge” is a common Indian English phrase referring 

to a charge by lathi- [or baton-] wielding police).  This heightened the sense of outrage, 

which appears to have provoked a small band of lawyers to travel to Pindra and storm the 

tehsil office, where they upset furniture and beat the employees in retaliation.  In the 

following weeks, some lawyers and bar association officials denied that such an attack 

took place, others conceded that it had and called it unfortunate and undisciplined, while 

                                                
166 Personal interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
167 Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathi, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
168 Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathi, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi); description of meeting also by 
Radhe Mohan Tripathi; personal interview, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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others defended their colleagues’ actions as a justifiable and legally defensible response 

to a “sudden provocation.”169 

That evening, at the conclusion of a meeting at the CBA offices (where 

participants agreed to continue the strike), police arrived to arrest Uttar Pradesh Bar 

Council member Arun Kumar Tripathi, who was accused of participating in the attack on 

the Pindra tehsil office.  Tripathi immediately gave himself up for arrest but insisted that 

he would walk the six kilometers to the police station—a shrewd move.  His colleagues 

who had just come out of the meeting with him witnessed the arrest and joined him in 

walking to the station.  Along the way through the district court complex and into the 

streets, hundreds more lawyers joined them.  Tripathi’s arrest turned into a procession, a 

pilgrimage even.  It might be noted that such a procession would certainly evoke 

Gandhian undertones: the martyr willingly giving himself up for arrest, traveling on foot 

for maximum visual impact, his supporters following him en masse.  Tripathi claims that 

by the time he reached the station, 500 lawyers accompanied him (Rastogi said 300), and 

hundreds more awaited him at the station, along with several media crews (who must 

have had ample time to reach the station if they had been contacted at the time of arrest).  

Upon arrival, his companions demanded that the police arrest them as well, also a clear 

allusion to the Gandhian protest strategy of filling British jails during the Independence 

Movement (some make this connection quite explicitly: At the statewide general meeting, 

or mahapanchayat, of lawyers held on August 30, 2007, in response to this crisis, Ved 

Prakash Rai proclaimed, “Lawyers are the one who initiated the freedom struggle.  We 

                                                
169 Discussions with participants of dharna at the district court complex on 23 August 2007; Personal 
interview, Shatrudr Prakash, 25 August 2007 (Varanasi); statements at dharna at the district court complex 
on 27 August 2007; statements at lawyers’ mahapanchayat (general meeting) at district court complex on 
30 August 2007; personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathi, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi); personal 
interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Bansidhar Singh, 10 
September 2007 (Varanasi). 
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made the British run away from here, we opposed the Emergency,” and suggested that all 

lawyers should offer themselves for arrest.  “The government will be made to listen,” he 

said).170  However, the police refused to arrest anyone else.  They kept Tripathi until 2:00 

or 3:00 in the morning, when, finding no reason to keep him (or finding it inconvenient), 

they released him with an apology.  

Over the next two weeks the CBA and BBA maintained a total strike and sat on 

dharna every day in front of the DM’s office, virtually shutting down the district court 

(see Figure 3).  The strike garnered statewide media attention; several political leaders 

and other association leaders appeared at the dharna site to offer their support.  The bar 

associations were demanding that the DM and the ADM (City) both be transferred out of 

Varanasi and that the SDM (Pindra) and offending tehsil employees be arrested and/or 

suspended.  Charges were filed by both sides: the CBA filed charges against the SDM 

(Pindra) and the Pindra administration filed charges against Rajbhar and the lawyers who 

were alleged to have attacked the tehsil office, but no arrests were ever made after the 

spectacle involving Arun Kumar Tripathi.  The strike culminated in a massive general 

meeting (or mahapanchayat) at Varanasi’s district court complex that drew attorneys and 

bar association leaders from all over Uttar Pradesh in an impressive show of strength.  

Meanwhile, intensive negotiations among bar association leaders and administrative 

officials resulted in the SDM (Pindra) being transferred a few days after the end of the 

strike.  The lawyers dropped their other demands and claimed a victory.   

 

 

                                                
170 Public statement by Arun Kumar Tripathi at dharna at district court complex, 25 August 2007; public 
statement by Vijay Shankar Rastogi at statewide general meeting (mahapanchayat), 30 August 2007 
(Varanasi); personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathi, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi).  Statement made by 
Ved Prakash Rai at statewide general meeting (mahapanchayat), 30 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
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Figure 3: “Advocates on Hunger Strike.” Amar Ujaala, August 24, 2007, Varanasi 
Edition (page 6). 

 
Photo caption can be translated as, “Seeing the lawyers on strike, a foreign woman eager to know more 
joined them.” This author, trying her best to maintain a low profile and not succeeding, is pictured in 
foreground trying to get the facts straight on the incident in Pindra that precipitated the strike. 

 

This little vignette provides an ideal illustration of the Varanasi bar associations’ 

modus operandi. Despite being among the most familiar with how formal, 

institutionalized channels are supposed to work, the lawyers represent one of the most 

highly contentious groups in this study.  While their personal financial and educational 

resources and strong mobilizing structures are what make their participation in 

contentious action fundamentally possible, we also examine lawyers’ marked preference 

for contentious action.  It might even be due to, not despite, their regular, daily access to 
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the state that they so quickly and easily resort to protest and strike to press their demands, 

frequently preferring contentious action to negotiating, petitioning, operating through 

political channels, and even court action.  This case is important because it is frequently 

assumed (e.g., in the social movements literature [McAdam, 1982; Eisinger 1973; Tarrow 

1998] and in prominent writings on civic participation and “political society” in India 

[Harriss, 2006; Chatterjee 2002]) that contentious action is a response to the lack of 

institutional access.  An examination of lawyers’ contentiousness in particular turns this 

conventional wisdom on its head; not only do they participate in contentious action 

because they can, but because they prefer it.   

 

 

“Without Concern for Their Losses, They Should Go on Strike” 

Generally, when a dispute or other issue concerning lawyers (an individual 

lawyer, the legal profession, etc.) arises, the general secretary or president of either of the 

bar associations (a post that changes annually) may call district level officials to try to 

iron it out informally.  If initial conversations are unproductive or inconclusive, then the 

leaders of the bar associations may call a meeting to discuss further steps.  Such 

meetings, several of which were observed during fieldwork, are usually called almost 

immediately and can be quite large and raucous, with dozens of members offering 

(sometimes shouting) their opinions and engaging in vigorous debate with each other and 

the leadership.  Decisions to go on strike appeared to be made at these meetings. 

Extensive interviews and observation confirm the pattern observed in the news 

reports from Dainik Jaagran (summarized in Table 2): Lawyers choose protest and strike 

even when it appears that their demands could be made without resort to strike.  When 

bomb blasts shook kaccheri in November 2007 (incidentally, at the same time when this 
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researcher was actually supposed to be at the complex to conduct a survey but was 

diverted homeward because she had forgotten to bring her questionnaires), lawyers 

abstained from work for a week to force the administration to tighten security at the 

complex and increase compensation to the families of the blast victims.  Central Bar 

Association (CBA) General Secretary Vijay Shankar Singh said that strike was 

“necessary to put pressure on the administration”; the district administration had 

promised to increase security and offer compensation packages to the blast victims’ 

families, but the bar associations wanted more.  With the strike beginning the day after 

the blasts occurred, it was evidently the associations’ immediate course of action.171 

The bar associations will frequently strike to express their indignation at some 

outrage committed against a fellow lawyer.  In October 2007, just a few weeks before the 

November bomb blasts, lawyers struck for four days to protest the killing of one of their 

colleagues and force the police and administration to resolve the case.  As it turned out, 

the murder appeared to have been connected to a particularly bitter family real estate 

conflict.  In this strike, members of both bar associations would meet daily, discuss the 

actions of the police and administration the day before, and decide whether to continue 

the strike for another day.  After the fourth day they decided to stand down.172 

The lawyers were the only one of the six groups under study whose protests 

occasionally turned violent; such violence usually took the form of broken tables and 

chairs and minor bruising, such as what occurred in the Pindra incident described above.  

Furniture also flew on the day after the March 2006 bomb blasts at the central train 

station and the Sankat Mochan temple, after district court officials refused the bar 

associations’ request to shut down kaccheri for a day to honor the blast victims. The 

                                                
171 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Singh, 12 December 2007 (Varanasi). 
172 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Singh, 9 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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refusal provoked several lawyers to go on a rampage, an event that was recorded in 

Dainik Jaagran as well as recalled in an interview.173  

When one asks bar association leaders why they resort to protest and strike so 

often and so quickly, one response is frustration and impatience with the 

unresponsiveness of the administration. CBA General Secretary Vijay Shankar Singh 

said, 

The administration is not as transparent as they should be, so this is a problem 
from time to time.  There are complaint procedures, like submitting applications, 
but these are not heeded.  So the only way to get the administration to listen is to 
go on strike.  Jab tak bachha nahin rota, ma usko doodh nahin pilati hai [not until 
a child cries will the mother give it milk].174   

General Secretary of the Banaras Bar Association (BBA) Abhay Kumar Dixit 

voiced a similar sentiment in response to the question whether he thought it was “good 

for the lawyers to go on strike”: 

In a democratic system, lawyers have only the strike system in order to get their 
demands heeded.  To get their demands met, strike is the only option.  It doesn’t 
cause loss only to the administration, but to lawyers as well.  They’re not 
government employees, they’re not paid by the government…During a strike, the 
income of lawyers is affected, but it’s for the benefit of lawyers.  Without concern 
for their losses, they should go on strike.175 

The last sentence of this quote is of particular interest with regard to a resource-

based explanation for contentious action.  Boatmen and weavers do not have the option to 

go on strike “without concern for their losses”; lawyers do. 

Occasionally, as with the August 2007 Pindra incident, there is considerable 

skepticism that the administration or police would properly handle a complaint made 

through formal channels.  For example, when asked whether that strike was necessary, 

                                                
173 Personal interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
174 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Singh, 9 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
175 Personal interview, Abhay Kumar Dixit, 9 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
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CBA President Radhe Mohan Tripathi replied, “Certainly, because a senior officer was 

involved.  The PCS [Provincial Civil Service] Officers Association is very strong; the 

government cannot run without them.  So no other proper action was possible.  The 

investigation would not have been conducted properly, because the police work under 

these officers.”176  In this case, the bar associations decided that the only way they could 

get “justice” was by going on strike; except for filing an FIR, which was more of a 

bargaining tactic than anything else, they completely avoided formal channels. 

Yet it is not only the unresponsiveness or unaccountability of the administration 

that causes so many lawyers’ strikes to happen; after all, if the administration is 

unaccountable, it is unaccountable to many kinds of groups, not only to lawyers.  The 

privileged position of lawyers, as well as their personal resources and strong mobilizing 

structures, encourage them to resort to contentious action to force a response from the 

administration.177 Their daily contact with the administration and court system elevates 

their sense of familiarity with the state, contributing perhaps to a sense of cynicism that 

leads them to disdain formal, institutionalized means of making demands as too slow 

and/or ineffective.   

In numerous interviews, one also detects a particular sense of entitlement and 

empowerment among lawyers rooted in their self-identification as intellectuals (or even 

“the most intellectual of intellectuals”) who know the law better than anyone else.178  

BBA President Vijay Shankar Rastogi explained the effectiveness of its demonstrations 

and strikes in terms of the reputation of lawyers as “intellectuals.”  Contentious action is 

                                                
176 The SDM Pindra would have been a Provincial Civil Service officer and therefore a member of the PCS 
Officers Association, which likely would have come to his defense had he been arrested.  Personal 
interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
177 Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathy, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
178 Statement by unnamed participant in a lawyers’ dharna at district court complex, 21 August 2007 
(Varanasi). 
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effective, he said, because “the bar association is an association of intellectuals.  The 

individual advocate has respect in society.”179  When Rastogi was explaining how the bar 

associations review “drop bills” (bills proposed to become law, publicly circulated in 

advance) and submit their recommendations to the government, he said there may be 

“tussles and disputes” if the government refuses to accept the recommendations.  In such 

cases, he said, lawyers will protest in a “parliamentary” way, through dharna-pradarshan 

and strike.  Significantly, he maintained that while the government is not legally bound to 

accept the bar associations’ recommendations, it had a “moral duty” to do so.180 

There is some debate over whether lawyers are even legally entitled to go on 

strike, which has created an air of defensiveness among lawyers who passionately defend 

their “democratic right” to protest.  In Harish Uppal v. Union of India (2002), the 

Supreme Court of India stated in its decision, 

The law is already well settled. It is the duty of every advocate who has accepted 
a brief to attend trial, even though it may go on day to day and for a prolonged 
period. He cannot refuse to attend court because a boycott call is given by the Bar 
Association.  It is unprofessional as well as unbecoming for him to refuse to 
attend court even in pursuance of a call for strike or boycott by the Bar 
Association or the Bar Council. 

As mentioned in Chapter II, the Supreme Court has not been very consistent or 

clear in its various rulings on what constitutes a legal strike or an illegal strike, and 

lawyers themselves are obviously not taking this decision too seriously.  BBA General 

Secretary Dixit argued, 

The Supreme Court believes that in a strike, the lawyers go on strike and do not 
let other lawyers work.  That would be illegal if they are blocking the work of the 
court.  But we are not government employees, it is our own choice to be away 
from work.  It would be illegal if I went inside the court and disturbed the 
procedures.  We only decide not to go to court, not to be there, not to do our work.  

                                                
179 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, 18 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
180 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, 18 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
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We are not stopping them from doing their work.  When we go on strike, we 
convince our brothers to stay away from work.181 

Some asserted that protest and strike is their “democratic right” and an acceptable 

way to enforce government accountability.  For example, when asked whether there was 

some way the lawyers could have avoided going on strike in August 2007, Uttar Pradesh 

Bar Council Member Arun Kumar Tripathy responded, 

Strikes by advocates are not a natural thing.  They only happen under compelling 
circumstances—to express resentment in a lawful manner.  This is our democratic 
right, so we exercised that right.  Until a child cries, the mother will not give it 
milk.  It is our democratic right to sit on dharna.  It sends the message that they 
should not misbehave in the future.  It has a more effective impact.  If you try to 
file a complaint in the court, the case would go on for years [emph. added].182 

Thus lawyers appear to lack faith in the very same formal, institutional procedures 

through which they regularly guide their clients.  Their high level of expendable 

resources enable them to go on strike “without concern for their losses”; their perceived 

status as “intellectuals” to whom the government has a “moral duty” to listen invests 

them with a sense of righteousness that encourages them to go around formal channels 

for speedier resolution of their own problems. 

While several political figures turned up at lawyers’ protests in order to give 

speeches and show their support, the bar associations do not have particularly strong 

relationships with any political parties, and clearly do not require their assistance in 

mobilizing for contentious action.  However, political figures seem never to cease trying 

to gain the support of lawyers.  During the August 2007 strike, politicians from a wide 

spectrum of parties paid visits to the dharna site.  Their appearances could be restrained 

and dignified, as when Harishchandra Srivastava, the respected, elderly former MLA 

                                                
181 Personal interview, Abhay Kumar Dixit, 9 October 2007 (Varanasi). 
182 Personal interview, Arun Kumar Tripathy, 6 September 2007 (Varanasi).  Framing contentious action 
as the “democratic” means to make demands might be a response to an ongoing debate over whether 
lawyers are legally permitted to strike. 
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from the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) came and briefly joined the dharna, explaining, 

“When I saw that my young friends are sitting on dharna, I thought to come and sit with 

them for 10 minutes…The state assembly president is coming today; we will speak with 

him and sort out the problem.  By talking together, some solution will be found… I do 

not see any mistake by the lawyers.  A lawyer has been insulted.  There is nothing wrong 

with what the lawyers are doing now.”183  Political appearances could also be noisy and 

sensational, as when Omprakash Rajbhar, leader of the lesser known Bharatiya Samaaj 

Party, arrived with a crowd of flag-waving, slogan-shouting supporters and a 

memorandum to the DM stating his support.  In a speech he proclaimed, “The poor, 

oppressed people in the villages, whenever they are victimized, the lawyers are there to 

help them, not the administrative officers and government employees…You people 

shouldn’t consider yourselves alone…Do not fear, Omprakash Rajbhar has come to 

Banaras…I will bring [Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister] Mayawati under control…”184  

Many other political figures appeared at this series of dharnas, incluing senior 

BJP leader and former law minister Arun Jaitley, local MP Rajesh Mishra from the 

Congress Party, president of the Uttar Pradesh Congress [Party] Committee Salman 

Kurshid, Samajwadi Party leader Ambika Chaudhary, and many others.  No one from the 

state’s ruling party, the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), came, which is not surprising, as the 

ruling party was associated with the district administration: the DM, ADM City, and 

SDM Pindra were all state government appointees.  While politics was generally not a 

part of the discourse during the strike, there were many public protestations against Chief 

Minister Mayawati during the huge statewide general meeting (mahapanchayat) on 

                                                
183 Public statement by Harishchandra Srivastava, 27 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
184 Public statement by Omprakash Rajbhar, 23 August 2007 (Varanasi).  Actually, a word he used with 
regard to bringing Mayawati under control was nakhel, which is the word used for putting a rope through a 
hole in the nose of an ox. 
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August 30, 2007.  Politics and caste also came up in a particularly interesting way during 

the speech by Premchand Rajbhar, the lawyer whose mistreatment at the hands of the 

SDM Pindra provoked the whole agitation.  He claimed that the Varanasi district 

president of the BSP called him and said, “‘Why are you letting yourself get caught in the 

traps of these Brahmins and Thakurs [i.e., bar association leaders]?  You are one of our 

own [caste].  They are trying to make it a political issue.’”  Rajbhar went on, “I said to 

him, in your government, most of the ministers are Brahmins and Thakurs.  If you take 

out all Brahmins and Thakurs from your government, I will leave the Brahmins and 

Thakurs,” to which the mighty crowd of lawyers—Brahmins, Thakurs, Muslims, 

Rajbhars, and others—cheered enthusiastically.185  Rajbhar thus publicly accused the 

ruling party of resorting to caste politics, distancing himself and the bar associations from 

such shabby tactics. 

Generally speaking, the lawyers tended to project themselves as being above the 

petty concerns of politics and caste.  While the strike certainly focused some anger upon 

Mayawati, it likely would have focused anger on any other chief minister, as that person 

represents the formal head of the state’s administrative apparatus.  Overall, the lawyers’ 

actions never appeared to be driven by politics, and hardly became politicized to any 

significant degree.  As mentioned in Chapter I, the lawyers themselves are a diverse 

occupational group, in terms of both political affiliation and caste/religion.  In fact, one 

former CBA president, Bansidhar Singh, rued the inability of lawyers to exercise greater 

political influence precisely because they were so diverse and independent-minded.  By 

far the most political-minded of all the bar association leaders interviewed, he said,  

“Lawyers are not organized like a class, like the traders organizations.  Lawyers are not a 

                                                
185 See fn. 67.  The part about being fooled by Brahmins and Thakurs was actually (in Hindi), “kya yeh tum 
brahminon thakuron ke chakkar men pare ho?”  Public statement by Premchand Rajbhar, 30 August 2007 
(Varanasi). 



 207 

political class.  If any political decision is made by a traders’ organization, all the traders 

follow it.  But the same is not true of lawyers.”186  He was clearly sympathetic to the 

Samajwadi Party (SP), which had been in control of the state government 2002–2007.  

When I asked whether he thought the lawyers’ associations should be more political, he 

said, “Yes…No government had ever done so much for lawyers as the last government.  

They gave 70 crore [approx. $14 million] for [bar association] buildings, library, welfare 

for lawyers.  Even with this, lawyers did not unite to support the party.”187 

Association leaders were adamant that the associations never endorse any 

candidate for election.  When asked whether the BBA ever endorsed any political 

candidates, President Vijay Shankar Rastogi said the associations never undertook any 

political activities or supported any candidate.  He said they maintain “equal 

relationships” with all parties, and no candidate even bothered to ask for an official 

endorsement.  However, he said he was personally inclined to support any candidate who 

was himself a lawyer, because lawyers “are part of a brotherhood, as they belong to the 

same profession.  If an advocate wins election, he will listen to other advocates…Because 

there is a prevailing brotherhood throughout the country.  No matter where he comes 

from, if an advocate is in trouble, other advocates will help him without hesitation.”188 

These statements are significant for several reasons: First of all, the sense of a 

“brotherhood” of lawyers was noticeable in several interviews, meetings, protests, etc.  

This provides support to the contention in Chapter II that a purely occupational identity 

does indeed exist in India—there is more to social and political life than simply caste and 

religion.  Secondly, it also provides a strong counterpoint to the idea that political parties 

must necessarily be the impetus for contentious action and political expression in India, 

                                                
186 Personal interview, Bansidhar Singh, 10 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
187 Personal interview, Bansidhar Singh, 10 September 2007 (Varanasi). 
188 Personal interview, Vijay Shankar Rastogi, 18 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
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also discussed in Chapter II.  Lawyers were highly contentious, and yet they strongly 

resisted attempts to politicize their demands.  They did not reject the support of political 

parties, but they did not seek it and refused to show a preference for the support of any 

particular party.  When asked whether it was helpful for political leaders to appear at the 

lawyers’ dharnas to show support, CBA President Radhe Mohan Tripathi replied 

indifferently, “Not really.  They come to keep themselves alive.  We were not avoiding 

them—‘Guest is God.’”189 

In conclusion, the lawyers present a group whose sense of privilege and strong 

cohesiveness as a group, and whose frequent interaction with the administration, in 

addition to their abundant resources and powerful mobilizing structures, contributes to a 

high propensity for contentious action. 

 

THE TRADERS: HIGHLY POLITICIZED CONTENTIOUSNESS 

While the lawyers provide an example of a middle-class occupation whose 

associations strongly resist politicization, the traders represent the opposite: a largely 

middle-class occupation whose associations are highly politicized.  The role that politics 

plays in traders associations’ decisions to engage in contentious action is not entirely 

clear, however, it is possible that competition between the two major traders 

associations—one loyal to the Samajwadi Party and one to the Bharatiya Janata Party—

may have provided some motivation for contentious action.  The case of the traders (as 

well as that of the doctors, discussed below) provides a strong counterpoint to John 

Harriss’ argument that the poor seek to advance their claims through political 

                                                
189 Personal interview, Radhe Mohan Tripathi, 8 September 2007 (Varanasi).  The last phrase, “Guest is 
God,” is a common proverb expressing the injunction to treat all guests with hospitality and respect (there 
are several stories in Hindu tradition in which a strange traveler appearing at the door turns out to be more 
than just an ordinary traveler). 
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representation and party channels more often than the upper-middle classes.  The traders 

associations were clearly the most highly politicized organizations of all those under 

study. 

As with the lawyers, an examination of traders’ mobilization also yields strong 

evidence against the argument that contentious action is the last resort of groups who lack 

access to institutions of the state (Harriss, 2006; McAdam, 1982; Eisinger 1973; Tarrow 

1998).  Not only were traders associations identified by most government officials and 

political leaders as among the most powerful occupational associations in Varanasi; the 

most prominent, widely known association, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal (KVPM), 

which has strong links to the Samajwadi Party (SP), had both one of its highest per-year 

reported levels of protest (2005) and one of its lowest (2004) during the period of SP rule 

(mid-2003 to mid-2007).  In other words, even during the years when KVPM had 

unhindered access to the highest state government officials (through its state-level 

representatives in Lucknow), it sustained both high and low levels of contentious action.  

Therefore, engaging in contentious action clearly has little relationship with being 

excluded from institutions of governance. 

In this section we explore some of the reasons why traders in Varanasi have been 

so contentious.  We examine in particular the sustained agitation against the state’s 

implementation of the Value Added Tax from 2003 to 2007.  We also consider the ways 

in which traders associations’ linkages to political parties influence the way they made 

demands upon the state.  While the parties were not visibly involved in strikes and 

protests, politicized competition between the associations may have encouraged them to 

use contentious action in order to promote their organizations.  Linkages to political 

parties may have been even more important in helping traders associations promote their 

interests through more contained channels, e.g., helping them gain access to state 



 210 

government officials and local administrative officials, and representing their concerns in 

the state legislative assembly. 

 

Politics and the Turbulent Recent History of Traders Associations 

To recall our discussion of the traders associations in Chapter III, the original 

KVPM was founded in Varanasi in 1948 by a group of traders who had come together to 

oppose a sales tax.  For decades this organization agitated against a variety of taxes and 

attempted to draw city and state leaders’ attention to the problem of corruption among 

government officials.  Eventually the organization linked up with several other city-level 

traders associations throughout the state to form the Uttar Pradesh Udhyog Vyapar 

Mandal (UPUVM).  In the late 1980s, power struggles, differences in strategy, and 

political ambitions began to create different factions within the organization, and internal 

conflict persisted through the 1990s until the leaders of one faction finally broke away, 

forming separate organizations at all levels of the organization.  In Varanasi, the 

breakaway group from KVPM formed the Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal 

(VNUVM) in 2001.190   

Some association leaders interviewed for this study have connected these power 

struggles to the dramatic transformations that were taking place in Uttar Pradesh’s 

electoral politics during the 1990s and the series of unstable governments and intermittent 

periods of central rule that resulted (President’s Rule).  The faction that remained in 

control of the organization that continues to be most commonly identified as KVPM 

(there has been a long struggle over which faction controls the “rump” organization and 

                                                
190 Personal interview, Rajendra Goenka, 29 June 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Ghanshyam 
Jaiswal, 4 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Jethmal Chandak, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal 
interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi); 9 July 2007; personal interview, Mohanlal Saraugi, 
9 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 4 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
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thus has rights to the original name), is led by a coterie of Samajwadi Party (SP) 

loyalists.191  The longtime general secretary of this association, Rakesh Jain, served as the 

city president of the SP for several years and was the party’s candidate for an MLA seat 

in the 2002 state legislative assembly elections.  On the other hand, the leaders of 

VNUVM (and at least three of its most powerful constituent associations, the Varanasi 

Vastrudyog Sangh [Varanasi Garment Industry Union] and Reshmi Taga Sangh [Silk 

Thread Union], and the Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali Business 

Union]) are closely connected to the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).192  As mentioned in 

Chapter III, Shyam Bihari Mishra, the president of their state-level organization, the 

UPUVM, is a member of parliament (MP) from Kanpur and a BJP stalwart. 

The point here is that traders associations in Varanasi (and more broadly in Uttar 

Pradesh) have become highly politicized in recent decades, probably more so than any 

other occupational association.  However, their close identification with political parties 

is mostly limited to the leadership of the organizations, and not even the leaders 

unanimously share common political loyalties.  Moreover, ordinary traders themselves do 

not always line up behind the association that more closely reflects their political beliefs.  

However, the widespread view is that KVPM leans more toward the SP while VNUVM  

and another splinter group, the KVPM(G) (led by Rajendra Goenka), lean more toward 

the BJP.  In the following paragraphs, we discuss generally the relationships between 

traders associations and political parties and how these relationships affect the ways in 

                                                
191 Personal interview, Rajendra Goenka, 29 June 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Ghanshyam 
Jaiswal, 4 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Jethmal Chandak, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal 
interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi); 9 July 2007; personal interview, Mohanlal Saraugi, 
9 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 4 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
192 Showeb’s work confirms the impression of the BJP-leaning tendency of the Varanasi Vastrudyog Sangh 
and Reshmi Taga Sangh, and shows that it is not a recent development (1993: 69). 
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which these associations make demands upon the state, particularly their use of 

contentious action. 

 

Politics as Usual in a City of Commerce 

The relationships between traders associations and political parties are quite 

openly relationships of exchange.  Just as traders receive considerable support from 

political figures, local political figures likewise seek out support from the business 

community.  As traders associations are considered to be among the most powerful civic 

associations in the city, their endorsements—explicit or implicit—are considered a top 

prize.  Some traders associations, even the SP-dominated KVPM, claim that they do not 

explicitly or officially endorse any candidate, in order to avoid causing schisms within 

the organization or jeopardizing their future relationship with any party not endorsed.  

However, in such cases the endorsement is likely to be more implicit or tacit.  There is 

often a special understanding between party leaders and traders association leaders (the 

latter might be a party leader himself, as in the case of Rakesh Jain), and a leader 

sympathetic to a particular party might subtly promote a candidate or party among 

members of his association.   

Sometimes open, official endorsements are made.  VNUVM General Secretary 

Ajit Singh Bagga acknowledged that his organization—dominated by BJP loyalists—will 

endorse candidates under certain circumstances.  If a trader runs in the election, they will 

support him regardless of his party affiliation, he said.  Moreover, if the party in control 

of the state government has been helpful to traders, he said, their association will support 

that party’s candidates.  When asked how the endorsement process worked, he explained 

that at an association meeting they solicit the opinions of the members, discuss the 
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candidates, and vote.  If over fifty percent favors any candidate, the association will 

endorse him/her.   

While both the KVPM and VNUVM are understood to be chiefly led by party 

loyalists who will use their positions to attempt to influence members’ votes, the 

leadership is not monolithic in either case, and the rank-and-file membership does not 

seem to be generally associated with any one party.  KVPM leaders and members both 

insist that their association welcomes traders of any persuasion, political or otherwise. 

The association’s slogan, according to KVPM Vice President Subhash Singh Patel, is 

“party kaum koi bhi ho, pehele hum vyapari hain” (whatever one’s party or caste might 

be, we are first and foremost traders).193  Some KVPM members stated that they voted 

for Rakesh Jain when he ran for an MLA seat in 2002 not because he was with the SP, 

but because they knew and trusted him, and believed that he would defend the interests of 

traders.  However, the connection between the SP and the KVPM leadership is clear: At 

one KVPM meeting, Rakesh Jain referred to the SP as “our party,” and Subhash Singh 

Patel did the same in an interview.194 

This ambiguity does not stop other political candidates from eagerly seeking the 

endorsements of these organizations—it may even encourage them.  Many of the local 

political leaders interviewed are businessmen themselves (commerce being the chief 

pursuit in Varanasi), and almost all claim to have excellent relationships with the major 

trade associations of the city.  In interviews with over twenty different local political 

leaders, almost all of them noted the prominence of traders associations in the city, and 

several of them claimed to have won their endorsement or the general support of 

                                                
193 Personal interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
194 Statement by Rakesh Jain at a meeting of the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 5 July 2007 (Varanasi); 
personal interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi).  
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individual traders.  They tended to portray themselves as great defenders of the interests 

of businessmen, a winning strategy in this city. 

 

Modes of Engagement in a City of Protest 

Despite—or perhaps partly because of—the close connections that traders have to 

elected officials and political party leaders, they perceive a strong incentive or need for 

protest.  Traders are by far the most contentious occupational group among those studied, 

and perhaps the most contentious of any in Varanasi. 

Most of the problems that traders associations deal with are ordinary, local issues 

related to regulations and taxes; excessive security in the central market around 

Vishwanath Temple; harassment by government officials, police officers, or “criminal 

elements” (including extortion); and inadequate public infrastructure or traffic problems.  

All association leaders described essentially the same steps in their efforts to pressure the 

state on these kinds of issues.  First, association leaders will contact the district magistrate 

(DM), senior superintendent of police (SSP), or the relevant administrative department 

head in an attempt to resolve the problem through dialogue.  Most small, day-to-day 

issues are resolved this way.  If the associations are unable to resolve the issue to their 

satisfaction, they go to one or more local MLAs and/or the MP, a state-level minister, or 

a more senior political figure if necessary.  They might initially go to a political leader of 

a party to which they have the best connections, but they will also consider which leader 

will have the most influence with regard to their particular problem (e.g., an influential 

person in the state’s ruling party if it is a state-level matter).  If it is an issue of some 

broader political significance, leaders like KVPM’s Rakesh Jain and VNUVM’s 

Mohanlal Saraugi, who are fairly prominent local figures themselves, will be able to get 

state- or even national-level officials or political leaders involved if they are unable to 
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sway local officials.  The purpose of getting MLAs, the MPs, or higher figures involved 

is to put pressure on the targeted officials, embarrass them, and threaten to raise the 

matter in the state assembly or at even higher levels.  

Association leaders generally say that most issues can be resolved this way.  

However, if local officials and political figures are unable to iron out the matter, 

associations will resort to protest.  The action might be a small or large one, ranging from 

a few dozen traders to thousands.  As it is with other associations’ protests, the intent is to 

cause enough inconvenience and/or public embarrassment (with the help of the media, 

who are always invited) to the targeted officials that the latter invite the association 

leaders for a meeting to discuss their complaints and either concede to their demands or 

agree to a satisfactory compromise. The initial forms of public contentious action are 

usually dharna, processions, and public rallies.  If these fail, the association then calls for 

a shut-down.  In the (approximate) words of one prominent leader of the VNUVM, 

Mohanlal Saraugi, 

First we start a dharna, a kind of satyagraha [Gandhi’s term for his method of 
nonviolent resistance], to raise voices among the public, to make them aware that 
we are fighting for our problems.  If the government doesn’t consider the problem 
at this point, we resort to bandh [strike, shut-down].  This is the last stage.  At this 
point, public awareness grows and the matter comes up in the [State] Assembly—
some member raises the issue.  Bandh raises public awareness, and the 
government begins to consider the problem.195 

KVPM President Ghanshyam Jaiswal distinguished among the different goals of 

protests: When they are targeting an agitation at government officials, they will protest in 

front of his/her office, to force him/her to meet with them, he said.  However, sometimes 

they do agitations elsewhere in the city, for example, burn effigies in the street; this is 

intended as a message for other traders, to raise their awareness and recruit them into the 

                                                
195 Personal interview, Mohanlal Saraugi, 9 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
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movement, and for the public at large.  It is also intended as a message to government 

officials at either local or higher levels.  As Jaiswal explained, when the media and the 

Local Investigation Unit (LIU, which reports on all protests or public events like this to 

the government) convey the news of protests such as effigy-burnings, it serves as a wake-

up call to government officials.  If association leaders were not able to get a meeting with 

administration officials such as the DM or SSP before the protest, they will be more 

likely to get one afterward.196 

Association leaders claim to use protest and strike only as a last resort.  However, 

the high level of contentious action we observed directly—and confirmed in our 

newspaper survey—suggests that traders associations either “exhaust” their other options 

fairly quickly, or they take up far more issues than other occupational associations do.  

Kailash Keshari, BJP city president and leader of a faction that split from the KVPM, 

said that they typically wait just ten to fourteen days after initially presenting their 

position to administration officials in the form of a memorandum, or written demand, 

before they launch a protest.  Then they close their shops for one day and take out a 

procession the administrative offices. When asked whether protest was the most effective 

means of influencing the administration, he replied, “In a democracy, what else can you 

do?”197  In other words, protest—early and often—is viewed as a normal, ordinary way of 

pressing one’s demands upon the state in an open society.  It is also viewed as highly 

effective.  VNUVM General Secretary Bagga boasts that the administration knows the 

strength of his organization—that upon his call, thousands of traders will go on strike and 

“completely close down Varanasi.”198 

                                                
196 Personal interview, Ghanshyam Jaiswal, 4 July 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Ghanshyam 
Jaiswal, 7 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
197 Personal interview, Kailash Keshari, 11 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
198 Personal interview, Ajit Singh Bagga, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
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The chief reason, it appears, that traders associations carry out so many 

contentious public actions is that they believe it works.  President Jaiswal of KVPM 

estimated that “ninety to ninety-five percent” of their protests were successful.  How do 

they measure success?  If, he explained, they go to meet with officers with a list of ten 

demands after an agitation, and he accepts all ten, that is considered a success.  However, 

sometimes they put forward a few demands that they know cannot be fulfilled, and use 

these as bargaining chips.199 

Association rank-and-file members are not always as confident of the utility of 

contentious action as association leaders are, perhaps because there are more traders who 

are economically struggling among the membership than among the leadership.  At one 

KVPM meeting, in which leaders and members discussed their strategy for fighting 

against implementation of the VAT, a couple of traders argued that protest would 

accomplish little: “What will we accomplish by burning effigies?” They argued for 

continued dialogue with the government.  However, General Secretary Jain was adamant 

that the government will listen only if they agitate.  “Not until a child cries will the 

mother give it milk,” he argued.200  A few days later we asked another KVPM leader, 

Subhash Singh Patel, why the association was choosing protest.  He discussed the 

tradition of nonviolent resistance, citing the philosophies of Gandhi, and then went on to 

explain:   

In our democracy, there are procedures to make the government hear us.  We 
could give petitions, but there is a fault in the system.  Government officials don’t 
listen.  Until the child cries, the mother will not feed it.  If you don’t demand 
something, you won’t get it.  We have to protest in order to be heard.201 

                                                
199 Personal interview, Ghanshyam Jaiswal, 4 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
200 Statement by Rakesh Jain at a meeting of the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 5 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
201 Personal interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
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When asked, “Why don’t petitions work?” he replied, “When you give a memo, 

the ruling party has its own thinking, and considers its own profit and loss.  They don’t 

take action on petitions.  So, to get heard, when our petition is not considered, we protest.  

Our demands will then be fulfilled.”202 

Occasionally the traders of Varanasi have to contend with threats to their interests 

from state- or national-level policies.  It is at such times that the full extent of their power 

becomes evident.  A discussion of the anti-VAT movement is illustrative of how the 

traders of Varanasi waged a long and highly contentious battle against the state 

government. 

 

The Anti-VAT Movement 

The traders associations of Uttar Pradesh are widely credited with successfully 

using protest and strike to stave off implementation of the VAT for several years after the 

central government announced its intention to bring the entire country under this new tax 

system.   This was the major issue of concern to traders during the time of fieldwork.  

Ultimately, however, they lost their battle when the current BSP government 

implemented the VAT on 1 January 2008. 

Traders complained that the VAT placed a disproportionately onerous burden on 

small traders, who make up almost the entire commercial sector in the city.  Their anxiety 

regarding this new tax system was sharpened by the fact that several major national and 

international retailers were entering the Varanasi market at this time.  Additionally, 

Varanasi’s first indoor shopping mall, complete with the city’s first McDonalds, opened 

in 2006 and one or two more high-end malls had opened by mid-2008.  Opposition to the 

                                                
202 Personal interview, Subhash Singh Patel, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
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VAT was tightly intertwined with pervasive fear and uncertainty about the impact of 

globalization on local businesses.   

Opposition to the VAT immediately crystallized across India when the tax was 

first proposed in 1999.  The central government made some amendments to the plan in 

2004, and states began to implement it one by one.203  In Uttar Pradesh there were several 

major anti-VAT campaigns, in 2003, 2005, and 2007, with 2003 and 2005 representing 

the peaks of the movement.  In 2003, when Mayawati headed a coalition BSP-BJP 

government in Uttar Pradesh, she attempted to implement the VAT.  Traders associations 

across the state launched an intense campaign against it.  In Varanasi, KVPM led a 

vigorous agitation that involved a three-day shut-down and the burning of ninety effigies 

representing various government ministers in the city’s central park, Beniya Bagh.204  

The 2005 campaign was similarly intense, according to both reports in Dainik Jaagran 

and interviews with association leaders.205  One KVPM leader, Umesh Bhargava, still 

had boxes of old flyers left over from that series of protests.  At that time, the SP was in 

control of the state government, led by Chief Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav.  Why did 

the KVPM protest so vigorously against a state-level tax when it had direct connections 

to the state government’s ruling party?  This matter will be discussed further below in a 

consideration of the dynamic between traders’ contentious action and the party in power.  

Here it is important to note that in 2005, the strategy according to KVPM General 

Secretary Jain was to direct protest at the central government, and to encourage then-

Chief Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav to oppose central government pressure on Uttar 

Pradesh to implement the VAT.206   

                                                
203 Personal interview, Mohanlal Saraugi, 9 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
204 Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 13 February 2007 (Varanasi). 
205 Personal interview, Umesh Bhargava, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
206 Statement by Rakesh Jain at a meeting of the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 5 July 2007 (Varanasi).  
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In 2007, Uttar Pradesh remained one of the few states that had yet to implement 

the tax.  When Mayawati became chief minister in May 2007 and expressed her intention 

to implement the tax, the last anti-VAT campaign was launched, but with considerably 

less brio than in previous years.207  The traders associations were no longer unanimously 

opposed to the tax and were talking more in terms of amendments that would make the 

new policy more tolerable.208  KVPM, whose statewide network, led by Rajya Sabha 

member and SP leader Banwari Lal Kanchan, had successfully persuaded former Chief 

Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav (SP) not to implement the tax, continued to oppose the 

VAT, at least publicly.  However, some within the organization were beginning to view 

VAT implementation as inevitable, and argued that they should be pushing for an 

amended version.  When asked if the continued opposition to VAT implementation had 

become more of a negotiating strategy, to enable them to bargain for amendments 

favorable to traders, one leader quietly confirmed that this was the case.209 

The VNUVM also continued to publicly oppose the VAT as it was, but appeared 

more willing to compromise if certain amendments were made.  They demanded that the 

threshold of revenue that would bring a trader into the VAT system be raised from Rs. 

300,000 to Rs. 1,000,000, and that the daily penalty for non-payment of the tax be 

replaced with a single penalty.  VNUVM General Secretary Bagga expressed willingness 

to protest and/or strike to get these amendments made, if necessary.210 

                                                
207 Personal interview, Umesh Bhargava, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 4 
August 2007 (Varanasi). 
208 Personal interview, Umesh Bhargava, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi); personal interviews, Ajit Singh 
Bagga, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi) and 25 August 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 4 
August 2007 (Varanasi); meeting held at local Sales Tax Office to address the concerns of traders regarding 
the VAT, 29 August 2007 (Jethmal Chandak, Mohanlal Saraugi, and Ajit Singh Bagga of VNUVM in 
attendance). 
209 Personal interview, Umesh Bhargava, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
210 Personal interview, Ajit Singh Bagga, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi). Statements by Jethmal Chandak and 
Mohanlal Saraugi at Sales Tax Office meeting, 29 August 2007. 
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The last major action against the VAT was a statewide bandh or shut-down in 

September 2007, called by Uttar Pradesh Udyog Vyapar Mandal, the network of which 

the KVPM was part.  In Varanasi it was only partially successful, as traders loyal to the 

KVPM observed it and those loyal to VNUVM did not. 

 

Does Having Connections to the Ruling Party Reduce the Need for Protest? 

As this short description of the anti-VAT movement should make clear, while the 

leadership of each traders association might have a particular political tendency, the 

frequency of protest by that association does not necessarily depend upon which party is 

in power at the state level. The particular political message or significance and the targets 

of the actions may be affected by changes in government, but the overall frequency 

appears to remain about the same.  Statements by association leaders are contradictory: 

Some suggest that the frequency of protest should go up when an association has 

connections to the ruling party, and some suggest that the frequency of protest should go 

down.  The only conclusion one can draw is that for traders associations, protest is a 

perennially popular tool to influence the state, regardless of who is in power.   

KVPM General Secretary Jain stated in one interview that when the SP is in 

power, he has an easier time getting access to important officials and has more influence 

over them; when another party is in power, he says, he has to resort to protest more 

frequently in order to influence the government.211  However, we found that during the 

period of study (1998–2008), the KVPM’s numbers of reported contentious actions both 

peaked and dipped at times when the SP was in control of the state government from 

August 2003 until May 2007, and remained at a medium level after the BSP came to 

power (see Figure 4).  Furthermore, according to Dainik Jaagran, the number of 
                                                
211 Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 13 February 2007 (Varanasi). 
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contentious actions carried out by traders groups were about the same in 2003, when the 

BSP and BJP were in control for most of the year, as in 2005, when the SP was in 

control.  Moreover, the frequency did not increase after the BSP won sole control of the 

state government in May 2007, and in fact remained almost unchanged from 2007 to 

2008.  (Reports of contentious actions were perhaps lower in 1998 and 1999 at least 

partly because Dainik Jaagran devoted less space to local news at that time; the city 

editor said they revamped the city edition’s format in 2001, adding several more pages of 

local news.212) 

 

Figure 4: Traders’ Reported Levels of Contentious Action in Dainik Jaagran, 1998-
2008 

 

 

Contradicting Rakesh Jain’s implication that he had less need to protest when the 

SP was in power due to his connections, KVPM leader Umesh Bhargava said that the 

                                                
212 Personal interview, Raghvindra Chaddha, City News Editor, Dainik Jaagran, 2 October 2008 
(Varanasi). 
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KVPM continued its intense agitation in 2005 precisely because the SP was in power.  

The KVPM leadership viewed Mulayam as sympathetic to traders, so they were 

emboldened by his support to protest, believing that their efforts were more likely to 

make a difference.213  Jain himself appeared to carry on the protest when the SP was in 

power because not only was he confident of being heard, but the protests enabled Chief 

Minister Mulayam Singh Yadav to resist pressure from the central government to 

implement the VAT: 

We have to protest in order to be heard.  When Mulayam Singh Yadav was CM, 
we would protest against our party, the Samajwadi Party.  MSY therefore said 
that he wouldn’t implement the VAT until the people of UP want it.  Now the 
BSP is there.  They don’t know much about traders, they don’t care.  We will 
protest.  We will face any action taken against us.  We are ready to go to prison.214 

Thus KVPM vowed to carry on the agitation with the BSP now in control of the 

state.  However, traders were less confident of the efficacy of protest, complaining that 

BSP Chief Minister Mayawati would not be receptive to their demands.  When asked 

about the differences between the 2005 and 2007 anti-VAT movements, Rakesh Jain 

said, “The previous government listened to us.”  Would they protest as strongly now 

[2007] as they did before?  He explained, “In the past, the effort was greater, the chief 

minister was our own.  But this one—she has no connection to traders, and no trader has 

any connection to her.  She doesn’t understand traders.”215  Thus the KVPM lost some 

faith in their ability to pressure the government through contentious action, and the 2007 

agitation was therefore considerably weaker.  Does this mean that Rakesh Jain then 

resorted to more contained or conciliatory means of making demands after the BSP came 

to power?  This is not clear; however, months before, immediately after the election, he 

                                                
213 Personal interview, Umesh Bhargava, 2 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
214 Statement by Rakesh Jain at a meeting of the Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal, 5 July 2007 (Varanasi).  
Emph. added. 
215 Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 4 August 2007 (Varanasi). 
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described the awkwardness of going to see the new DM, a BSP appointee, as he had once 

been in a position as an SP leader to dictate instructions to the DM’s office.  He said he 

would meet the new DM “in the streets,” i.e., in protest.216 

VNUVM makes more of an effort to appear politically neutral, even if their state-

level president is a BJP MP.  City president Jethmal Chandak said that “Because we’re 

neutral, we can pressure any government,” regardless of the party in charge.217  He said 

their association protested frequently during the SP government because there were so 

many local problems with electricity and water.  However, he claimed that with the BSP 

government, there were fewer such problems, so protest was less necessary.218 

Kailash Keshari, general secretary of the KVPM(G) (“G” signifying the Goenka 

Group) and city president of the BJP, said he could use his connections to help traders 

when the BJP controls the state government, “but if the BJP is not running the 

government, I will fight.  When BJP is there, problems can be resolved with table talk.”  

As BJP president, he organized frequent protests against the government regarding 

electricity, water, and traffic problems.  However, he said, “If you’re connected to some 

party, then you can’t protest against that party.”219 

Therefore we see that the politicization of traders associations can have numerous 

and countervailing effects upon the tendency to protest.  The most important point here, 

however, is that the occupational group with the strongest political connections of any of 

the occupational groups under study is also the one that resorts to agitation most 

frequently.  This illustrates one of the central puzzles of our inquiry: while Tarrow 

(1998), Harriss (2006) and several other scholars of both contentious politics and civic 

                                                
216 Personal interview, Rakesh Jain, 30 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
217 Personal interview, Jethmal Chandak, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
218 Personal interview, Jethmal Chandak, 6 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
219 Personal interview, Kailash Keshari, 11 July 2007 (Varanasi). 
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participation expect those who lack institutional access to be the most frequent protesters, 

the traders represent a group that is well-connected and whose votes are enthusiastically 

sought by political parties, but that nonetheless carries out more protests and strikes than 

any other group in the study.  One reason they do so is that they can: they have the 

financial resources that allow them to take advantage of a political opportunity structure 

that encourages and rewards contentious action.  In the case of traders, highly politicized 

competition among different traders associations no doubt provides additional incentive 

for organizing frequent protests and strikes. 

Does all this mean that political parties serve the function of influential allies 

described in the social movements literature (Gamson, 1975; Jenkins and Perrow, 1977; 

Tarrow, 1996b)?  Not exactly: The traders do not appear to need any assistance in 

mobilizing for contentious action the way weavers and boatmen do.  They have all the 

financial resources and mobilizing structures they need to carry out frequent protests and 

strikes. Close personal observation of association meetings and protests showed that these 

events are very much internally organized and executed.  However, traders associations’ 

close connections to political parties are extremely useful in gaining them access to 

administrative officers when associations wish to make a complaint or plead their case in 

a more contained way.  Traders’ associations also have direct representation in the state 

legislative assembly due to their close ties to political parties.  Therefore, the parties are 

indeed influential allies to the traders associations, but more in the realm of contained 

action than contentious action. 

In conclusion, it is clear that traders, the most contentious occupational group 

among all the groups studied, are also the most highly politicized.  Having extraordinary 

access to institutions of state power does not seem to reduce the incentive or need for 

protest; in fact, in some ways it might even increase the incentive for protest, depending 
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upon the dynamics of the issue.  Furthermore, competition among different and highly 

politicized associations may encourage contentious action.  However, while the political 

parties appear to represent highly influential allies to the traders associations, they are 

evidently not instrumental in mobilizing traders for contentious action.  The traders are 

extremely well organized and have abundant resources for mobilizing themselves.  

Rather, they rely on political parties to help promote their interests in contained ways. 

 

THE DOCTORS: A SPECIAL CASE 

As mentioned in Chapter III, the doctors appear to be the exceptional case in this 

study.  Their high levels of resources and strong mobilizing structures would suggest a 

high level of contentious action.  However, in terms of the sheer number of reported 

actions in Dainik Jaagran, they appear to be the least contentious of the six groups. 

Like the traders associations, the Indian Medical Association (Varanasi) (hereafter 

IMA) has strong yet informal ties to a political party that serves as an influential ally but 

which is more active in helping the association with contained means of making demands 

than with mobilizing for contentious action.  The IMA does occasionally organize strikes 

and protests, but does not require the outside assistance to do so.   

In fact, the IMA is so well connected to agencies and individuals in administration 

as well as powerful political leaders that their connections might render contentious 

action unnecessary in many cases.  This suggests a curvilinear, rather than a strictly linear 

and positive, relationship between resources and contentious action: Some minimal level 

of financial and organizational resources is critical to sustaining the capability to mobilize 

for protests and strikes; however, very high levels of such resources may render the resort 

to contentious action unnecessary, as they would be associated with having higher social 

status and closer connections to people in high places.  Doctors in particular command a 
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great deal of respect, which enables them to (1) avoid contentious action and (2) get a 

quicker, more favorable response when they do resort to contentious action.   

Like the lawyers and the bar associations, the IMA engages with the state on a 

regular basis due to the nature of their work.  The institutionalized connections between 

the district administration and the local IMA chapter will be discussed here, as will be the 

association’s resort to law enforcement agencies and the courts when individual doctors 

experience particular problems with harassment, extortion, and other crimes. 

This is not to say that doctors do not engage in contentious action.  While in terms 

of the sheer numbers of Dainik Jaagran news reports, they appear only about as 

contentious as boatmen.  However, when doctors do organize strikes and protests, they 

are spectacular and highly effective.  They consistently elicit an immediate, positive 

response from their target, usually the police or administration.  In the years 2005-2007 

they were particularly active, apparently due either to the contentious tendencies of its 

leadership and/or to the issues that happened to come up during that time.  Dr. Sanjay 

Rai, bearing the title of “honorable secretary” of the IMA from 2003-08, might have been 

a major influence upon the association’s increased use of agitation during his tenure, but 

he appears to have had strong support from other IMA leaders (such as State Secretary 

Anil Kumar Srivastava and Varanasi President O. P. Tewari) and a good portion of the 

membership (however, some doctors objected to strike on ethical grounds).  The 

diachronic pattern in the IMA’s resort to protest and strike will be discussed below. 

Like the bar associations and teachers associations, the IMA is not limited to 

pursuing the special occupational interests of doctors.  All three of these occupations’ 

associations routinely engage with the government on general public-interest issues.  

While the bar associations engage with the government on general matters of law and 

governance and the teachers associations on issues in education, the IMA regularly 
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interacts with the state on matters of public health (whereas the traders, boatmen, and 

weavers associations are almost exclusively concerned with the special interests of 

traders, boatmen, and weavers).  For example, the IMA and the district administration 

have established cooperative approaches to disease prevention and disaster management; 

the administration also provides the IMA with assistance in maintaining blood banks.  

The IMA works jointly with several NGOs on public health campaigns, such as the 

Clinton Foundation and its HIV-AIDS awareness program, and the Sankat Mochan 

Foundation on the campaign to clean up the Ganges River, which is viewed as having 

dangerously high levels of E. coli and other potentially harmful microorganisms.220   

Additionally, the IMA is increasingly working as a special interest group as well, 

promoting doctors’ interests on issues such as municipal taxes on nursing homes and 

clinics; liability for alleged malpractice; and abuse of doctors by “goondas” (gangsters, 

ruffians), including extortion, kidnapping, and other crimes.221  The contained and 

contentious means by which the IMA handles both kinds of issues—public interest and 

private issues—are discussed below. 

 

Routine “Operators” 

In Harriss’s study on upper-middle-class civic associations, he found that they 

generally tend to work in cooperation with government agencies; he characterized them 

as “operators” as opposed to “agitators” (2006: 445).  While my findings on middle-class 

groups in Varanasi were mostly different from Harriss’, with regard to doctors, they are 

in agreement for the most part (however, while it is not clear whether Harriss’ groups 

ever engaged in any contentious action, the IMA certainly did on a few occasions).  This 
                                                
220 Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
221 Personal interview, Anil Kumar Srivastava and O. P. Tewari, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi); personal 
interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi).  
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might be due to the fact that most of the interaction that the IMA has with the state is 

related to its role in public health campaigns and doctors’ function in society as protectors 

of health.  On such issues, public-private partnership is regarded as essential. 

The IMA has an institutionalized role on several administrative committees and 

task forces and therefore routine access to administration officials.  For example, the 

IMA secretary officiates at the meetings of the District Taskforce for Polio Eradication, 

held at the DM’s office on a monthly basis, and is a member of the district’s Vector 

Borne Diseases Control Committee, Hospital Improvement Committee, and Disaster 

Management Committee.  The IMA and district administration also run joint programs to 

combat HIV-AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria.222  IMA leaders are rightfully proud of 

their organization’s commitment to community service, pointing out that it organizes 

annual immunization and medical check-up “camps” in the city; runs one of the just three 

blood banks and the only oxygen bank in the entire state of Uttar Pradesh; provides 

ambulance service throughout the city (not provided by the city government); and runs 

several clinics and dispensaries in the city.223  In 2007 it opened the city’s second blood 

component separation unit, an endeavor that required the assistance of several BJP 

politicians, as will be discussed below. 

In addition to its role in promoting public health, the IMA is increasingly also 

working to defend doctors’ interests, and it has established a committee that meets with 

the local senior superintendent of police (SSP) once a month to discuss “law and order” 

issues that affect doctors.  Several IMA leaders—Secretary Sanjay Rai, President Anil 

Kumar Srivastava, and State Secretary O. P. Tewari—asserted that doctors are 
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increasingly becoming the target of extortion threats, kidnapping, and other forms of 

abuse by local gangs who (according to them) are protected by their connections to 

certain unnamed political parties.  In extortion cases, the individual doctors are threatened 

with ill consequences if they go to the police, so the IMA brings such cases to the police 

and the abovementioned committee follows up on the matters. Sanjai Rai said that there 

have been two to three cases of extortion per month.  Srivastava and Tewari complained 

that doctors are especially vulnerable: they are “soft targets,” being “intellectuals” who 

“don’t carry guns and can’t fight.”224  With the victims’ help in tracking the extortionists, 

the police have made several arrests and implicated “three to four major gangs” in this 

way.  While such incidents appear to have declined since the establishment of this 

committee, even Dr. Rai is not sure whether the perpetrators have ever been convicted 

and sent to prison.225  

Another issue with which this committee deals is the protection of doctors and 

their clinics from occasional attacks by the families of patients who have died.  Dr. Rai 

stated that, when a patient in a clinic or hospice dies, some members of the family 

occasionally become irate and assault the doctor, damage the nursing home, and so on.  

There have been cases in which some families have accused the doctor with murder and 

brought charges against him or her.  According to Dr. Rai, the question of whether a 

doctor can be held legally responsible for a patient’s death arose fifteen years ago, when 

the central government included doctors under the Consumer Protection Act.  The IMA 

appealed this inclusion in the Supreme Court, and on 5 August 2005 the Supreme Court 

amended the Act.  Section 304 of the Act states that doctors can be charged with 

negligence that results in a death; the amendment adds 304(a), which states that doctors 

                                                
224 Personal interview, Anil Kumar Srivastava and O. P. Tewari, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
225 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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cannot be arrested unless there is prima facie evidence of negligence, which would be 

required in the form of an opinion by another impartial doctor.  Dr. Rai said that the IMA 

regularly pursues this matter with the police, asking them to charge doctors under section 

304(a), rather than 304.226  (The IMA appears to be quite vigilant in protecting doctors 

from any charge of malpractice: The bottom of its letterhead states, “Long live the IMA.  

Never ever criticize your colleagues.”) 

The IMA has recently established a fund of 20 lakh ($40,000) for the legal 

defense of the city’s doctors, as there is an increasing sense among them, according to Dr. 

Rai, that “the government doesn’t listen to their problems.”227   

 

Close Political Allies 

In advancing its goals in both public health and protecting doctors’ personal 

interests, the IMA cultivates strong relationships with certain political leaders, all of 

which happen to be associated with the BJP.  All IMA leaders interviewed maintained 

that the IMA does not endorse any particular party, but it will support certain candidates.  

Both Sanjay Rai and former IMA president Prabhakar Shukla mentioned an official 

memo released by the IMA’s national office in New Delhi encouraging local chapters to 

support any political candidate who is a doctor, regardless of his or her party, or any 

candidate who “understands doctors’ problems and supports doctors’ interests,” as Dr. 

Rai put it.228  This can be contrasted with the bar associations’ explicit policies against 

endorsing any candidate for election. 

                                                
226 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi).   
227 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
228 Personal interview, Prabhakar Shukla, 25 February 2007 (Varanasi); personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 27 
April 2007 (Varanasi). 



 232 

What this has meant in practice is that the Varanasi Chapter, particularly under 

the leadership of Dr. Rai but with the apparent support of its membership, has become 

quite closely connected to several BJP politicians who have lavished political favors and 

development funds on the organization.  The extent of the relationship is such that local 

MLA Ajay Rai and Rajya Sabha MP Kalraj Mishra proclaimed at one INA function, 

“The IMA is associated with the BJP.”229 

How did this connection come about?  First of all, there was a prior personal 

connection between Dr. Rai and MLA Rai (whether they are related is unknown, but they 

knew each other before Dr. Rai became IMA secretary), which made it easy for Dr. Rai 

to go MLA Rai for help.  Secondly, there may be a general affinity between Varanasi’s 

doctors and the BJP.  Drs. Srivastava and Tewari maintained that most doctors in 

Varanasi tend to support the BJP, because that party “has the right policies,” is “less 

corrupt,” and is favored by most “intellectuals” [i.e., highly educated people] in 

Varanasi.230  Dr. Rai confirmed that most “intellectuals” support the BJP because, he 

explained, Varanasi is a religious city and the BJP is associated with religion [it was 

unclear how this would make the BJP more appealing to doctors], and most doctors come 

from the upper castes [the BJP is widely regarded as an upper-caste and/or upper-class 

party].231  Furthermore, Dr. Rai explained, doctors “feel that the BJP understands their 

problems and tries to help.  They have therefore supported BJP candidates in 

elections.”232 

                                                
229 Rajya Sabha is the Council of States, or the upper house of the national parliament.  Ajay Rai stated, 
“IMA is directly or indirectly associated with the BJP,” while Kalraj Mishra echoed his sentiment: “As 
Ajay Rai mentioned, the IMA is associated with the BJP.”  Public statement, Ajay Rai, inauguration of the 
IMA Blood Component Separation Unit, 5 August 2007 (Varanasi); Public statement, Kalraj Mishra, 
inauguration of the IMA Blood Component Separation Unit, 5 August 2007 (Varanasi).   
230 Personal interview, Anil Kumar Srivastava and O. P. Tewari, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
231 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
232 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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The BJP came through in a big way for the IMA when association leaders went to 

see MLA Rai for help in obtaining a blood component separation machine for the IMA 

blood bank.  MLA Rai arranged for Drs. Rai and Tewari to meet with Rajya Sabha MP 

Kalraj Mishra, who has been “very nice” to the IMA, showing interest in the doctors’ 

concerns, talking to the SSP regarding the application of the Consumer Protection Act, 

and so on.233  According to Mishra, when he heard the IMA’s request, he “realized the 

need for it, and immediately accepted their plan.”234  Ultimately, Mishra contributed 20 

lakh ($40,000) from his local area development fund, an enormous donation.235 

BJP leaders have also shown support for the doctors when there is some threat to 

doctor’s personal interests. For example, during one of IMA’s hunger strikes/dharnas in 

which they were protesting the abuse of Dr. Tewari by security guards at Banaras Hindu 

University, former BJP president and former Uttar Pradesh chief minister Rajnath Singh 

was passing through the city and paid a visit to the striking doctors.236  Local BJP MLA 

Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary also shows up at such events to show his support.237   

The IMA has interpreted these and other gestures by BJP leaders as favors 

deserving reciprocation.  In return for the BJP’s support, the IMA offered its assistance 

during the October 2006 municipal election.  According to Dr. Rai, BJP nominee 

Kaushlendra Singh requested the opportunity to give a speech at an IMA combined 

Diwali-Eid function, to ask doctors for their support, and the IMA executive committee 
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agreed.238  The IMA did not provide a platform to any other candidates during the 

campaign.  Then, a few days after the speech, right before the election, Dr. Rai personally 

SMS-ed all IMA members and asked them to support Singh in the election.239 

Prior to the 2007 State Assembly election, the IMA executive committee met with 

25-30 association members and agreed that the IMA should endorse the re-election of 

MLA Ajay Rai and of MLA Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary, also of the BJP, in the city’s 

South Constituency.  There was no agreement on which candidates the IMA should 

support in the city’s other constituencies; any candidates except the SP candidates were 

considered acceptable (the Uttar Pradesh chief minister at the time was SP leader 

Mulayam Singh Yadav).240  In disseminating the IMA position, the leadership organized 

small meetings throughout the city and “spread the message via word of mouth.”241   

Whereas the lawyers politely accommodate politicians who show up at their 

protests, the IMA actively courts prominent people and politicians, inviting them to speak 

at their official functions.  In addition to several BJP politicians, administration and 

police officials are also frequently invited, including the DM, the commissioner, the 

income tax commissioner, the district’s chief medical officer, and the SSP.  Dr. Rai said, 

“We honor them [at such functions] so they will favor us when our doctors have 

problems”242   

Is it clear that the IMA has strong connections to one particular political party, the 

BJP and has come to rely upon the party to advance doctors’ interests through contained 

means.  However, as with the traders, these strong political allies do not play the role of 

                                                
238 Diwali is the most important holiday of the Hindu calendar and Eid occurred at about the same time that 
year; this was intended to be an all-inclusive holiday celebration for doctors.  Personal interview, Sanjay 
Rai, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
239 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 27 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
240 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
241 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi). 
242 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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“influential allies” in the sense conveyed in the social movements literature, as they do 

not facilitate mobilization or contentious action among doctors.  To the extent that 

doctors organize protests and strikes, they do not need the assistance of the BJP, as they 

have sufficient resources and mobilizing structures to carry out their actions.  They use 

the BJP to “operate” rather than “agitate.” 

 

When the Gloves Come Off: Doctors on Strike 

Occasionally, doctors come to the IMA for assistance in dealing with personal 

matters, particularly problems with the authorities (e.g., non-responsiveness of the police 

or administration to complaints) and with “criminal elements” (e.g., the problem of 

extortion, ruffians who demand treatment upon threat of injury to the doctor and then 

refuse to pay, etc.).   Occasionally, these personal matters become expanded into issues of 

general concern to doctors: If the IMA cannot get the authorities to resolve the matter in a 

speedy, satisfactory matter, it may choose to organize a protest or strike, and has done so 

several times, especially since 2005. 

It is clear that the IMA generally makes an initial attempt to deal with these 

matters through contained channels, whether formal or informal: going to the police to 

register an FIR, going to the DM to request intervention in a matter, etc.  However, as 

Drs. Srivastava and Tewari explained, sometimes protest is necessary.243  Generally, the 

IMA uses contentious action mainly to draw attention to what it sees as lapses in the 

administration’s and police’s handling of law and order issues.    

In February 2005, “dacoits [bandits, gangsters] connected to the ruling party” 

(i.e., the Samajwadi Party) abducted a doctor and demanded a fifty-lakh ($100,000) 

ransom.  In response, IMA members undertook a one-day total strike and went on a 
                                                
243 Personal interview, Anil Kumar Srivastava and O. P. Tewari, 12 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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procession, demanding that the police take quick action.  Dissatisfied with the lack of 

response, the IMA then launched a 25-day relay hunger strike and sat on dharna in front 

of the DM’s office.  The matter was brought to several state-level officials.  Local and 

national political figures like MLA Chaudhary and former chief minister Rajnath Singh 

visited the dharna and expressed their support.  The hunger strike was followed by 

another total one-day strike.  In the end, the police caught five men whom they claimed to 

be the kidnappers and killed them, allegedly in self-defense (an unfortunately common 

occurrence the police euphemistically call an “encounter”).244 

There are more examples: In April 2006, Dr. Tewari was standing in the shade of 

a tree on the Banaras Hindu University (BHU) campus, waiting for his daughter to 

complete her exams in a nearby building.  A BHU security guard approached him and 

demanded that he move further away from the building.  When Dr. Tewari refused, the 

security guard struck the doctor with a lathi (baton).  The doctor reported this assault to 

the organization.  A few days later, according to Dr. Rai, “all” doctors went on “complete 

strike” for one day and five hundred doctors demonstrated outside the police station near 

BHU.  The DM called a joint meeting with IMA leadership and police officials and 

agreed to launch a magisterial inquiry into the case.  The doctors then called off the 

strike.245 

Another incident occurred in October 2006, when one doctor’s patient passed 

away two weeks after surgery, and members of the patient’s family went to the police, 

bringing charges against the doctor’s clinic under section 304 of the Consumer Protection 

Act (discussed above).  Dr. Rai went to the police, showed him the Supreme Court 

guideline 304(a), and asked police to investigate before charging the doctor.  However, 

                                                
244 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
245 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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the family of the deceased was connected to a powerful political family, so the police 

pushed the case aside.  Dr. Rai and four other doctors then sat on hunger strike outside 

the IMA office.  After 24 hours, the police officials re-opened the case and registered it 

under 304(a).  After investigating the incident, they failed to find any evidence of 

negligence by the doctor.246 

A final illustrative anecdote of doctors on strike involves yet another sordid 

crime.  In September 2007, “motorcycle-borne miscreants” gunned down Dr. D. P. Singh 

on his morning walk.  In response, doctors under the banner of the IMA went on strike 

for four days and carried out a street procession to demand speedy action by the police.  

The police eventually did take action, arresting the slain doctor’s wife—who also 

happened to be a doctor.  The IMA eventually managed to help win her release as well. 

Dr. Rai complained that non-responsiveness by the police is a common problem, 

which is why the association demanded the establishment of a regular monthly meeting 

with the SSP.  The administration is not “serious” about IMA complaints, he said, 

because it comes under “political pressure,” as in the case of the family of the patient 

who died while under a doctor’s care, or in alleged cases of extortion and kidnapping by 

“criminal elements” with friends in powerful political parties (the SP is usually implied 

as the main offender).  In such cases, he said, strikes are an important tool for the IMA.247  

These examples show that while doctors have not been highly contentious since 1998, 

they have organized a few spectacular protests that have been highly effective, especially 

since 2005.  They are able to organize public actions quickly, garner wide media 

attention, and receive a relatively quick, favorable response.   

 

                                                
246 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
247 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 19 April 2007 (Varanasi). 
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Are Doctors Becoming More Contentious?  

Interviews initially gave the impression that doctors were a highly contentious 

group, as IMA leaders drew attention to recent agitations as evidence of their active 

commitment to defending doctors’ interests.  However, the survey of reports in Dainik 

Jaagran going back to 1998 revealed that these protests occurred mainly from 2005 to 

2007 (see Figure 5, below).  This raises the question of whether contentious action among 

doctors in Varanasi was on the rise, or had seen an unusual peak, and why either would 

be so.  Unfortunately, we have no good answers to these questions.  However, all IMA 

leaders asserted that the organization was becoming more active and contentious.  

However, it is not entirely clear why this trend (or peak) would have occurred.  There are 

two explanations that could be considered: one is the possibility that doctors have had 

more to complain about and/or are getting less satisfaction from contained modes of 

making those complaints (external factors); the other, that the IMA has become a more 

aggressive defender of its members’ interests (internal factors). 

There is a widespread perception that crime in Uttar Pradesh has been 

increasing.248  MLA Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary said that “crime is increasing and no one 

is secure, no one from any trade,” and that he had raised the matter in the State 

Assembly.249  When asked why the IMA has become so much more active in the past ten 

years, Dr. Tewari said the was reason was that “these types of incidents [violent attacks, 

kidnapping, extortion, etc. against doctors] are becoming more common…Doctors are a 

soft target.  Goondas and mafias know this, and can extort money from them easily.  The 

law and order situation in North India is bad…”250  Dr. Rai asserted that extortion has 

“become a business…A goonda will make calls to 15-20 doctors.  This has been going on 
                                                
248 Unfortunately, I do not have any reliable statistics on this.   
249 Personal interview, Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary, 2 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
250 Personal interview, O. P. Tewari, 29 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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for the last ten years.  Earlier, doctors paid up, but in the last 3-4 years the IMA has 

brought around 30 cases to the police.  In most cases the culprits have been arrested.”251 

 

Figure 5: Trend in Reports of Contentious Actions by Doctors (Dainik Jaagran, 1998-
2008) 

 

 

Along with the perception of increasing threats against doctors, there is also a 

growing sense that the police and administration have been ineffective in their response.  

Recall Dr. Rai’s statement quoted above: “In the past five years, the IMA has felt that the 

government doesn’t listen to their problems.”252  The police have been especially derelict 

in their duties, according to Dr. Tewari.  When asked with regard to the D. P. Singh 

murder case why a strike was necessary, he said, “Often the police don’t do anything.  

They complete the formalities and close the case.”  He complained about a lack of police 

                                                
251 Personal interview, Dr. Sanjai Rai, 26 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
252 Of course, this could also be interpreted as a political statement, as the IMA evidently does not like the 
Samajwadi Party, which had been in control of the state government for the past four years.  Personal 
interview, Sanjai Rai, 25 May 2007 (Varanasi).   
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officers and “scientific” training; he said they do not present the case “properly” in court.  

When asked if strikes might pressure the police into making false arrests (as apparently 

happened in this case, with the arrest and eventual release of Dr. Singh’s wife), he said, 

“False arrests do happen…Basically, strikes are not good.  But there is a fundamental 

flaw in the system, and that is the main problem.”253 

Another possible reason for increased contentious action among doctors is a 

greater willingness by the IMA to take on issues involving doctors’ personal interests and 

security.  Ravindra Jaiswal, a prominent businessman and BJP leader, noted both rising 

crime and the increasing activism of the IMA: “Threats to doctors have increased [in the 

past few years], so they came into the streets and formed delegations to visit politicians.  

Earlier they were just doing social work like a blood bank.  In the past, not all doctors 

were members of IMA, but now due to threats, they are joining IMA.  And their voice is 

being taken seriously.”254 

According to the IMA secretary who took over briefly from Dr. Rai, Dr. Rahul 

Chandra, doctors are increasingly coming to the IMA for assistance in dealing with 

personal matters, particularly problems with the authorities.   According to Dr. Chandra, 

members previously did not come to the IMA with such problems; they attempted to deal 

with them personally.  Why the change?  His answer was not clear; he said simply that a 

group is more effective than an individual in handling these issues.255   

Dr. Rai confirmed that the IMA had started organizing protests only within the 

last five years.  Previously, members only gathered for clinical meetings (where there are 

lectures, case presentations, and discussion of other scientific or medical issues) and 

general body meetings (in which new members are introduced, accounts discussed, 

                                                
253 Personal interview, O. P. Tewari, 29 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
254 Personal interview, Ravindra Jaiswal, 21 June 2007 (Varanasi). 
255 Personal interview, Rahul Chandra, 22 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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service committees reports delivered, etc.).  Now, Dr. Rai said, the IMA is taking a 

greater interest in members’ problems.  When asked whether this was a reflection of his 

priorities as IMA secretary over the last four years, he said “Perhaps previous secretaries 

were not interested in members’ problems.  But now the IMA’s activism has increased 

the confidence of its members. 256  Several months later, after he had temporarily resigned 

his post as secretary (he had become tired and overwhelmed by the work), he agreed that 

his priorities might have been different from other IMA leaders: “My approach was 

always about fighting, because I know that administration officials won’t act until they 

get some money.  That’s all they want.”257  According to recent news reports, however, 

Sanjay Rai is again secretary of the IMA, so his style of leadership must be popular 

among at least some IMA members. 

Dr. Tewari, however, said that the IMA’s increasing tendency to resort to 

contentious action was not so much a matter of individual leadership style, but the 

necessary response of leaders to members’ demands.  “When such incidents [kidnapping, 

murder, extortion, etc.] happen, members demand action.  The leaders can’t ignore them.  

If they did, there would be a public reaction and the leaders would be replaced.258   

However, it is not clear what IMA members actually want.  While they may be 

demanding more assistance from the IMA leadership in helping them deal with criminal 

abuse, liability suits, and other problems, a highly unscientific poll of 23 doctors at 

clinics and hospitals around the city suggested that many doctors are highly 

uncomfortable with the idea of going on strike, citing the ethical commitment they have 

to their patients.  In response to the question, “Do you think that hartaal and dharna-

                                                
256 Not all local chapters are active in the same way, he added.  Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 26 June 
2007 (Varanasi). 
257 Personal interview, Sanjay Rai, 13 June 2008 (Varanasi). 
258 Personal interview, O. P. Tewari, 29 November 2007 (Varanasi). 
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pradarshan are effective ways to fight for the interests of doctors?” fifteen doctors (65%) 

said no, six doctors (26%) said yes, one said such actions were acceptable “only as a last 

resort,” and one said that dharna-pradarshan was acceptable but strike was not.259  

However, they overwhelmingly agree (87%) that the IMA is generally effective in 

fighting for the interests of doctors.  Other questions and responses from the poll are 

show in Table 9, below, and the complete survey is included in Appendix C. 

 

Table 9: Doctors’ Attitudes Toward the IMA 

 

Number of 
respondents 
(23 total) 

Percentage of 
respondents 

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your 
profession or with a government policy or rule concerning your 
profession?   
Handle it myself (lawyer, government department, medical 
superintendent, etc.) 9 39% 
IMA 8 35% 
Hospital administrator 8 35% 
Some other medical association (specialty) 3 13% 
Senior doctor 2 9% 
No problems 1 4% 
No answer 1 4% 
   
Are you a member of the IMA?   
Yes 19 83% 
No 4 17% 
   

Have you ever gone to the IMA with some problem?   
Yes 3 13% 
No 13 57% 
Have gone to meetings regarding problems of others 3 13% 
N/A 4 17% 
   

                                                
259 While the question asked about the “effectiveness” of strikes and protests, many respondents seemed to 
answer in terms of “appropriateness” or “rightness.” 
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Number of 
respondents 
(23 total) 

Percentage of 
respondents 

Do you think that the IMA is effective in fighting for the interests of 
doctors?   
Yes 20 87% 
No 0 0% 
Somewhat 3 13% 
Don't know 0 0% 
N/A 1 4% 

  

In the end, it is not clear what exactly is causing the trend toward, or spike in, 

more protests and strikes by the IMA in Varanasi: the demands of members, the activism 

of leaders, changing ideas about the purpose of the organization, higher crime, police 

negligence, or administrative unresponsiveness—it could be any or all of these things. 

 

Conclusions Drawn from a Special Case 

The doctors are a difficult case for this study.  As a socio-economic group they 

have the highest level of personal and educational resources. They might better be 

characterized as upper-middle rather than middle class.  They generally command high 

respect, their social status being equal to or even higher than that of teachers.  Their 

organization, the IMA, is probably the wealthiest, most formalized, most established 

association of all those studied, and the one with the most institutionalized linkages to the 

administration.  Furthermore, as the polling data suggest, many doctors fundamentally 

oppose the tactic of strike, on ethical grounds.  However, as the vigorous activism of 

recent IMA leaders suggests, this ethical opposition to using strike is certainly not a 

universal sentiment, and it might well be declining.  The IMA appears to have dealt with 

the ethical objections to strike by preferring “relay” strikes to universal strikes, in which 

participants take turns striking. 
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Despite the recent increase in doctors’ contentious action, the overall evidence 

suggests that while doctors can be highly effective agitators, they are primarily 

“operators.”  This finding implies that there may be a curvilinear relationship between 

resources and contentious action.  A certain minimum level of financial and 

organizational resources is required for contentious action; however, for the most 

privileged groups, those with the highest level of resources, protest becomes unnecessary.  

Thus, the middle-class occupational groups are the most contentious of all, while our two 

lower-class groups (boatmen and weavers) and one upper-middle-class group (doctors) 

usually rely upon contained means of making demands, both formal (officially prescribed 

procedures) and informal (behind-the-scenes networking and negotiating).   

To generalize beyond the doctors to other upper-middle-class and upper-class 

occupational groups would require further research into the ways they make demands 

upon the state.  It could be that the doctors are simply too special a case to include in any 

broad theory of contentious action, due to their ethical constraints.  However, the 

curvilinearity hypothesis proposes that beyond a certain point—among groups with the 

highest level of resources—contentious action becomes relatively unattractive.  The most 

privileged groups generally have been able to rely upon contained means, especially 

behind-the-scenes networking and negotiation, what Harriss’s source calls “operating,” to 

get their demands met.  However, it is important to note that having abundant resources 

still makes contentious action much easier and more rewarding than not having them.  

When doctors do go on strike, they receive intense media attention while administration 

and police officials make extraordinary efforts to placate them and top political leaders 

lavish support and encouragement on them.  

Finally, the conclusion to be drawn from the discussion on the IMA’s relationship 

with the BJP is that even at the upper end of the socio-economic ladder, relationships to 



 245 

political parties can be an important way for a group to advance its interests, despite the 

arguments of Chatterjee (2002) and Harriss (2006) that the lower classes rely on political 

parties for their “voice.”  That may be true in some cases (though not all, as neither the 

handloom weavers nor the boatmen had any consistent, strong relationship with any 

party, though handloom weavers do have a tentative relationship with the SP that is 

moderated by the Ansari elite), but it is not a phenomenon peculiar to the lower classes.  

The relationships that some lower-class groups build with political parties are not readily 

distinguishable from those that middle- and upper-middle-class groups also build with 

political parties—relationships they likewise claim are necessary due to the non-

responsiveness of the government.  The impression derived from this study is that public 

life in India is highly politicized generally, at all class levels. 
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Chapter V:  Conclusion 

The research presented in this study shows that resources are necessary for 

protest.  Those groups with high levels of financial and organizational resources have far 

more opportunities to participate in contentious action than those who do not.  Without 

such resources, groups may occasionally mobilize (or mobilize at low levels) with the 

assistance of a third resource, influential allies.  However, overall levels of contentious 

action, as reflected in the data from Dainik Jaagran, show that influential allies are either 

not always available or not always enough to compensate for the lack of money and 

good, solid associations. 

The cases of the traders, lawyers, and teachers show that in an institutional and 

political environment that rewards contentious action, those groups with higher levels of 

financial and organizational resources will make use of the opportunities presented to 

them and protest more often than those with lower levels of such resources.  These 

findings strongly support the resource mobilization approach to social movements and 

contentious action more broadly.  However, the case of the doctors compels us to step 

back and consider the need to modify this approach.  This group has very high levels of 

resources and relatively low levels of contentiousness.  The IMA was usually able to use 

its extensive linkages to the administration and powerful political figures to convey its 

demands in a contained way, and its social, financial, and political clout usually served to 

elicit quick, positive responses.  Even so, when the IMA did occasionally decide that 

protest would be a more expedient and compelling tactic, it carried out highly effective 

actions. 
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With only six cases in this study, the case of the doctors might suggest that 

resources are not the critical factor and that our argument is fundamentally flawed.  

However, it could rather be that viewing the relationship between resources and 

contentiousness as a simply linear, positive one is just too simplistic.  To view the 

relationship as curvilinear acknowledges that the decision to protest is essentially one 

based upon perceived costs and benefits, and that with a certain “middling” level of 

resources, protest is often perceived as the most efficient and effective option.  However, 

as a group’s resources increase—and concomitantly, as its access to centers of state 

power increases—the perceived efficiency and net effectiveness of protest decreases.  

“Agitation” becomes a less attractive option if “operation” is easy and fruitful.  Figure 6 

below depicts all six groups arrayed on an upside-down U-curve.  This U-curve shows 

that protest and strike are most frequent among middle-class groups, whose resources are 

high enough to enable organization of and participation in contentious action, but not so 

high that they can more easily influence government officials in other more contained 

ways.  It also suggests that resources can be either too low or too high for participation in 

contentious action.  When they are very low, contentious action is unaffordable and 

groups are forced either to rely upon contained means of making demands, allow their 

demands to go unmade, or seek the help of influential allies.   When they are very high, 

contained means of making demands are more abundant and convenient, becoming a 

relatively more attractive option.  (The vertical axis shows the degree of contentiousness, 

with the numbers in parentheses after each group indicating the number of contentious 

actions reported in Dainik Jaagran from 1998 to 2008.  The horizontal axis shows lower 

to higher levels of resources, though it should be noted that the order in which teachers, 

lawyers, and traders are arrayed is not meant to suggest that traders have more resources 

than lawyers, who have more resources than traders; it is impossible to make that 
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determination.  All three groups are economically internally diverse but their members 

generally fall within the broader middle class.) 

 

Figure 6: Illustrating the Hypothesis of Curvilinearity: Number of Contentious 
Actions and General Levels of Resources in Varanasi 

 

 

The boatmen represent a case of a lower-class occupational group with meager 

financial resources yet moderately effective mobilizing structures.  The handloom 

weavers are likewise a lower-class occupational group, with few if any self-formed 

mobilizing structures (and the ones they have formed have been extremely weak and 

short-lived).  The boatmen have been able to organize a few big processions and rallies of 

their own over the years, but their largest, most successful action, a universal strike in 
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2008, was accomplished only with the assistance of an influential ally, the Congress 

Party.  The handloom weavers are associated with a higher overall level of contentious 

action, but these protests are small, brief affairs almost entirely organized by outside 

activists.  Both groups strongly (but not completely) rely upon influential allies as their 

enabling resource for contentious action. 

For poor groups such as the boatmen and handloom weavers, the weakness of 

their mobilizing structures severely hampers their ability to organize contentious action, 

but influential allies can make all the difference.  Among the boatmen, one small but 

durable committee has been persistently advocating for boatmen’s interests.  Aside from 

this committee, a few small, ad hoc committees coalesce in response to occasional threats 

to the community’s livelihood.  Given the difficulty of persuading poor boatmen to give 

up their daily earnings for a strike, these small committees generally seek to press their 

demands upon the state via more contained means like presenting petitions and 

memoranda to government officials and negotiating with them in meetings.  Occasionally 

they have organized processions and dharnas that have been somewhat successful in 

preventing the administration and Forestry Department from fully implementing and 

enforcing the ban, but such public actions are expensive in terms of lost income, 

transportation to the protest site, the printing of handbills and posters, etc.  Strikes are 

even more difficult and costly to organize, because in the case of the boatmen, they must 

be universal in order to be effective.  Competition among the boatmen for passengers is 

quite intense, and if a mere gaggle of boatmen decides to abstain from work for the day 

as a form of protest, they might get their picture in the paper, but no one else is 

inconvenienced in the slightest—not the passengers who find other rides, nor the 

boatmen who continue to ply their boats and profit from the reduced competition, nor the 

administration, Forestry Department, or jal police, as long as public order is maintained.  
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Therefore, among the boatmen, unless a strike is universal, it means only loss for the 

strikers. 

However, as the 2008 strike shows, an especially urgent threat such as the 

Forestry Department’s sudden announcement of its policy to impose steep taxes upon the 

boatmen, a policy consciously designed to put many of them out of business, community 

leaders and activists will draw upon other resources—in this case, the assistance of a 

political party—in order to mobilize their fellows and provide them with the assurance 

that a universal strike is possible.  With the backing and organizing efforts of such an 

influential party as Congress, boatmen who might otherwise be skeptical of the feasibility 

of a strike in a situation where a lack of resources would make it tempting for any of their 

fellows to profit from “defection” can be persuaded to put down their oars.  Whatever 

fear they have of arrest or backlash is alleviated with prominent local politicians at their 

side (recall Vinod Kumar’s statement, “In the beginning, none came along because they 

were scared of arrest and so on.  So they were not even giving their names to the press.  

We were not scared.  We were with Dayalu”).  This is a powerful illustration of how a 

lack of resources (and the general vulnerability that goes along with it) can pose a tall 

barrier to contentious action, but that such a lack can be remedied with the sponsorship or 

assistance of influential allies.  In other words, Olson’s collective action problem is more 

crippling to organized contentious action among poor people than among the more well-

off; influential allies help overcome this problem.   

Like the boatmen, the handloom weavers lack financial resources, perhaps even 

more desperately so.  For a variety of reasons, however, they also lack strong, durable 

mobilizing structures of their own.  Handloom weavers have a few influential allies in the 

form of activists from outside the occupational group who assist in organizing small 

rallies and dharnas.  However, as collected news reports from Dainik Jaagran show, 
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handloom weavers’ actions have been limited to these small sorts of protest.  There is no 

record of a universal, sustained strike called by the handloom weavers themselves or the 

activists working on their behalf, such as the boatmen’s strike of 2008. 

Why were the boatmen, with assistance from the Congress Party, able to call a 

universal strike and sustain it for ten days, while the handloom weavers, with their array 

of influential allies, have not been able to do so in the last decade?  There are several 

factors that possibly work together to create extreme vulnerability and, concomitantly I 

would argue, a lack of unity among handloom weavers.  For one thing, the population of 

handloom weavers appears to be both larger and poorer than that of boatmen.  As the 

Handloom/Powerloom Census Data show, in 1995-6 there were an estimated 124,832 

handloom weavers in the city.  Even if the handloom weaving industry had declined by a 

whopping 50% in the following ten years, there would still be far more handloom 

weavers than boatmen, who number just two thousand (this number includes only those 

who actually work as boatmen).  This large population of handloom weavers is also 

extremely poor: As the handloom weaving industry contracts to an increasingly “niche” 

market for traditional handlooms, stories of suicides among handloom weavers or 

abandonment of their traditional occupation abound.  Therefore, in such a case the 

collective action problem is especially severe.  A large population increases the chances 

of individual defection and makes it difficult to achieve unity.  The weavers’ poverty also 

makes them highly vulnerable to the high opportunity cost of a strike.  Such factors make 

contentious action extremely diffcult, even with the powerful reassurances that influential 

allies can offer. 

There is also the complicating factor of the role of the tanzim leadership.  As 

argued above, this does not make the weavers as a group incomparable with the other 

group, but it does complicate comparison.  When we break down the weavers into 
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handloom weavers and powerloom weavers, it becomes clear that resources are the main 

reason for the difference in levels and kinds of contentious action between the two 

groups.  However, when comparing handloom weavers with boatmen, it is important to 

note that a call to strike among handloom weavers will lack some measure of authority if 

it does not come from the tanzim leadership, and the latter has little interest in mobilizing 

a mass work stoppage among handloom weavers.  Without the participation or support of 

the tanzim leadership in organizing a strike among handloom weavers, it would be very 

difficult to achieve one.  However, the handloom weavers’ dependence on and 

vulnerability to the tanzim leadership for its approval of strike activities has little to do 

with cultural, religious, or social inhibitions; it has far more to do with being their being 

the weakest, poorest members of a community that is (and probably has long been) 

highly stratified in terms of power and resources. 

The powerloom weavers, on the other hand, with abundant resources and a self-

formed, well-connected mobilizing structure, have been able to carry out large-scale 

strikes that have forced policy changes by the government in a relatively short time.  In 

seeking the support of the tanzim leadership, with whom they are closely linked, they 

have successfully framed their grievances with various government policies as affecting 

the wellbeing of the entire Ansari community and thereby have occasionally convinced 

them to issue a general calls for muribandhs among all Ansaris, in support of their own 

strike efforts.  They have successfully mobilized their financial and organizational 

resources for large-scale strikes, the likes of which handloom weavers have not been able 

to organize for themselves.  Comparing powerloom weavers with the handloom weavers 

is helpful in showing how, within a single religious and caste community, varying levels 

of resources yields significantly different outcomes. 
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The teachers, lawyers, and traders are all cases of middle-class groups with very 

strong, durable, and well-developed mobilizing structures.  They all have high enough 

levels of financial resources that some “surplus” can be mobilized for contentious action 

(Tilly 1978).  They may have influential allies (particularly the traders), but as these 

groups do not require this particular resource in mobilizing for contentious action, one 

never saw influential allies playing an instrumental role in their protests. 

Among teachers, the early establishment of powerful associations in Uttar 

Pradesh was followed by a long history of contentious action, mostly focused on salaries, 

other forms of compensation, promotions, and job security.  Teachers are the only 

occupational group in this study whose salary levels are virtually guaranteed by the state, 

the only group with most of the protections enjoyed by state workers, and the only group 

who have their own reserved seats in the state legislative council.  Their job security and 

guaranteed salary make contentious action relatively risk-free and therefore an attractive 

means of pressing their demands, but intensive, broad mobilization becomes necessary 

only when the question of state implementation of the central government’s 

recommended pay scale comes up, just once every five years.  At all other times, they 

conduct small protests now and then on issues concerning the promotion and retention of 

individual teachers, but few major strikes.  Therefore, teachers resort to contentious 

action far more frequently than the boatmen and weavers, but not nearly as frequently as 

traders and lawyers.   

Lawyers’ contentious action is also greatly facilitated by their strong, durable 

mobilizing structures.  Lawyers present a particularly interesting case because they are 

the group that is presumably the most familiar with formal, institutionalized means of 

making demands and seeking redress and, by virtue of their daily activities and physical 

proximity to district offices, would have strong connections to administration officials.  
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Yet we find that they are the not only the second-most contentious group under study, but 

their attitudes are strongly supportive of the legitimacy and effectiveness of protest.  

These attitudes are at least partially rooted in the self-image of lawyers as intellectuals 

with privileged knowledge of the legal system (with all the rights and obligations that it 

entails) and as leaders of the Independence Movement (with its highly effective use of 

protest).  Even with the explicit judgment of the Supreme Court banning strikes by 

lawyers, they stubbornly persist in their preference for contentious action, driven by the 

conviction that it is not only the “right” and “democratic” thing to do, it is the most 

effective means of making demands.  Lawyers, then, should be among the best 

“operators” but in fact are enthusiastic “agitators.”  This case strongly demonstrates that 

contentious action is not merely the resort of desperate, excluded groups; it is a privilege 

exercised by some of the best-connected groups in Indian society.  It is inextricably 

linked to the availability of resources, particularly financial and organizational resources, 

but also educational resources and social position.  

Traders are by far the most contentious of all the groups in the study.  They are 

highly diverse in terms of individual financial resources, but can be considered generally 

middle-class.  They have politically powerful and well-connected mobilizing structures.  

In fact, their strong connections to two of the state’s most popular political parties, the SP 

and BJP, make the traders an especially interesting case.  In another political 

environment, one that does not generally favor protest, such political clout and close 

connections to political parties might render contentious action less necessary.  They 

would be able to negotiate and “operate” effectively without having to resort to costly 

protests and shut-downs.  However, this is clearly not true of traders in Varanasi, a city 

that privileges protest, nor does it appear to be true of traders in Uttar Pradesh more 

broadly (as their associations are part of the same networks and are represented by the 
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same well-connected leaders in the state capital, Lucknow).  However, while the political 

parties may be strong influential allies to the traders associations, they do not get directly 

involved in helping the associations organize protests and strikes the way the Congress 

Party helped the boatmen organize the 2008 strike, or the way a plethora of outside 

activists help the handloom weavers organize small protests.  Traders and their 

associations do not lack for financial resources or mobilizing structures and are entirely 

capable of organizing their own protests and strikes.  Their public contentious events did 

not prominently feature political figures other than association leaders themselves 

(particularly Rakesh Jain).   Yet political parties are not entirely irrelevant to the story of 

traders’ contentiousness.  It may be that competition among traders associations that are 

allied with different parties may actually encourage contentious action, as each 

association strives to portray itself as the most vigorous defender of traders’ interests.   

However, this should not obscure the prior role that resources play.   

More broadly, the cases of the traders, lawyers, and doctors all show that a close 

connection to a political party does not necessarily have any determinative impact upon a 

group’s degree of contentiousness. While politicized competition between traders 

associations might provide the impetus for more protests, the parties themselves were not 

involved in an obvious way in the protests.  Lawyers did not allow the bar associations to 

become entangled with political parties at all and tended to portray themselves as being 

above the petty divisions of politics, caste, and religion.  Yet they were the second-most 

contentious group after the traders.  Finally, the Indian Medical Association (IMA) has a 

very strong relationship with the BJP, and yet doctors had an overall low level of 

contentiousness.  Thus there is no clear relationship between a group’s relationship to 

political parties and the degree to which it participates in contentious action.  
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Even taking into account the case of the doctors, it is clear that a group’s tendency 

to resort to contentious action is strongly related to the level of financial and 

organizational resources that it can devote to contentious action (with influential allies 

helping out in a pinch).  This represents a strong confirmation of the essential logic of the 

resource mobilization approach but also suggests a modification in the form of the 

upside-down U-curve in Figure 6.  Therefore, we find that characterizations of the Indian 

lower classes as resorting to agitation due to their lack of institutional access problematic.  

Harriss (2006) appears to have over-generalized from his study of residential associations 

in Chennai and Bangalore, while Chatterjee (2001) may have relied too much on his case 

study of squatters in Calcutta.  For reasons hypothesized in Chapter II—the differences 

between residential associations and occupational associations and how each relates to 

the state, the different political contexts of South India and North India, etc.—the 

findings of this study are very different.  Harriss’ contention that throughout India the 

poor agitate while the rich operate is not supported (2006). 

If contentious action requires resources—and this study clearly shows that it 

does—what are the implications of an institutional and political environment that rewards 

contentious action?  If “civil society” and the “public sphere” have traditionally been 

considered realms of bourgeois public engagement, and if, as resource mobilization 

theory shows, higher levels of resources are conducive to contentious action, then the role 

of contentious action within civil society and the public sphere needs to be examined 

more closely.  There will be times and places when these realms of action are not “civil,” 

orderly, or limited to highly structured discourse.  The state and the bourgeoisie in 

Varanasi (and, we hypothesize, more widely in North India) have created a public sphere 

that not only accommodates contentiousness but privileges it.  Why does the state, which 

is presumably most interested in maintaining public order and dictating the terms by 
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which it meets public demands, encourage this contentiousness?  While we would not 

argue that this system is “dysfunctional” or that that its institutions have failed, it is clear 

that they are overloaded, particularly the court system.  Protest has become an effective 

means for the state to prioritize the demands it receives from the public.  Those groups 

that can afford to, for example, assemble crowds who sit for days in front of the district 

magistrate’s office will have their demands met before those who cannot afford such 

pressure tactics.  The benefit of a system that privileges the crying baby or squeaky wheel 

is that such demands and the state’s concessions to them are more likely to be carried out 

openly, rather than through back-room negotiations.  The public accountability of an 

overloaded state becomes much higher in a contentious system.  In other words, the 

system may not perfectly reflect the ideals of democratic theory, but it works. 

  However, it works best for those with resources.  What are the implications of 

these findings for those without resources?  Clearly, the relative difficulty of contentious 

action among the lower classes denies them certain leverage in their relationship with the 

state.  Moreover, if they must rely on more contained means of making their demands—

meetings, negotiations, etc.—it is less likely that their demands will be resolved in a 

publicly accountable way.  In order for lower-class groups to receive equal consideration 

for their demands in this environment, then, they must be capable of establishing durable, 

self-formed committees and devoting at least some time to contentious action.  They may 

need to take assistance from political parties (who certainly expect some support in 

return); this should not be interpreted as a corruption of democratic ideals if it enables a 

group to put its demands before the state in an effective way and enforce state 

accountability (and furthermore, such groups may promise support to a party in return for 

its assistance, but the party has limited means of ensuring that support; as the monitoring 

of elections improves in India, the assurances of a secret ballot are increased.  One failed 
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MLA candidate whom we interviewed complained frankly about the inability to ensure 

that voters follow through on their promises, no matter how much money or liquor one 

gives them).  However, this is not meant to obscure the fact that the poor are at a strong 

disadvantage if they cannot afford to participate in contentious action in a system that 

privileges it.  Unfortunately, like many of the benefits of a democratic system, the ability 

to protest is not distributed equally.  And yet, in order to fully protect one’s rights and 

livelihood, it is a necessity. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: LIST OF INTERVIEWS  

Note: Anonymous interviews, informal discussions with groups of people, observation of 

protests, meetings, rallies, and other events, and the informal survey interviews are not 

recorded here.  Group discussion and observation of events frequently yielded 

information that was not attributable to any single person.  The informal surveys were 

conducted anonymously by design and the results are summarized in Appendix C. 

Whenever such information is cited, the discussion, event, or source is referenced to the 

extent possible in the text or a footnote. 

 

Momin Ahmed, district secretary, Bunkar Dastakar Morcha [Weavers and Artisans 

Front], 30 September 2007. 

Mehfooz Alam, convener, Bunkar Bachao Andolan [Save the Weavers Movement], 15 

September 2007. 

Mehfooz Alam, convener, Bunkar Bachao Andolan [Save the Weavers Movement], 18 

September 2007. 

Mehfooz Alam, convener, Bunkar Bachao Andolan [Save the Weavers Movement], 19 

September 2007. 

Abdul Aziz Ansari, former MLA candidate (Varanasi North), 21 June 2007. 

Abdul Mobin Ansari, president, Bunkar Sangharsh Samiti [Weavers Struggle 

Committee], 16 December 2008. 

Abdullah Ansari, principal, Jamia Islamia School, 14 September 2007. 

Atiq Ansari, former general secretary, Banaras Powerloom Weavers Association, 2 

October 2007. 



 260 

Md. Islam Ansari, president, Bunkar Dastakar Federation [Weavers and Artisans 

Federation], 7 December 2007. 

Md. Tamim Ansari, Bunkar Kalyaan Parishad [Weavers Welfare Council] and municipal 

corporator (Bari Bazaar), 16 December 2008. 

Samad Ansari, MLA (Varanasi North), 8 June 2007. 

Samad Ansari, MLA (Varanasi North), 13 December 2007. 

Samad Ansari, MLA (Varanasi North), 11 June 2008. 

Salman Raghib Ansari, prominent member of Reori Talab neighborhood, 10 April 2007. 

Ajit Singh Bagga, general secretary, Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi 

City Industry and Trade Association], 5 July 2007. 

Ajit Singh Bagga, general secretary, Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi 

City Industry and Trade Association], 2 August 2007. 

Ajit Singh Bagga, general secretary, Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi 

City Industry and Trade Association], 25 August 2007. 

Umesh Bhargava, assistant secretary, Kashi Vyapari Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association], 12 July 2007. 

Umesh Bhargava, assistant secretary, Kashi Vyapari Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association], 2 August 2007. 

Amitabh Bhattacharya, city editor, Northern Indian Patrika, 7 December 2006. 

Amitabh Bhattacharya, city editor, Northern Indian Patrika, 11 December 2006. 

Amitabh Bhattacharya, city editor, Northern Indian Patrika, 9 February 2007. 

Amitabh Bhattacharya, city editor, Northern Indian Patrika, 2 October 2008. 

Radhey Mohan Bind [a.k.a. Radhey Mohan Saral], activist, Bahujan Samaj Party, 21 

October 2007. 

Raghvindra Chaddha, local news editor, Dainik Jaagran, 2 October 2008. 
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Jethmal Chandak, president, Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi City 

Industry and Trade Association], 6 July 2007. 

Rahul Chandra, honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association (Varanasi), 22 November 

2007. 

B. S. Chauhan, in-charge of Dasaswamedh Ghat, Jal Police, 6 November 2007. 

Shyamdeo Rai Chaudhary, MLA (Varanasi South), 2 June 2007. 

Debashish, general secretary (Varanasi), Communist Party of India (Marxist), 31 January 

2007. 

Dilip Dey, former MLA candidate (Varanasi South) and former city president, 

Samajwadi Party, 12 June 2007. 

Abhay Kumar Dixit, general secretary, Banaras Bar Association, 9 October 2007. 

Shankar Giri, general secretary, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali 

Business Union] and city vice president, Bharatiya Janata Party, 27 February 

2007. 

Shankar Giri, general secretary, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali 

Business Union] and city vice president, Bharatiya Janata Party, 30 May 2007. 

Shankar Giri, general secretary, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali 

Business Union] and city vice president, Bharatiya Janata Party, 13 July 2007. 

Rajendra Goenka, president, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association] (Goenka Group), 29 June 2007. 

Nitin Ramesh Gokarn, commissioner, Varanasi Mandal and former district magistrate, 

Varanasi District, 8 November 2007. 

Maqbool Hasan, sardar of tanzim chaudhavi (14th tanzim), 14 April 2007. 

Maqbool Hasan, sardar of tanzim chaudhavi (14th tanzim), 17 November 2007. 
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Rakesh Jain, city president, Samajwadi Party and general secretary, Kashi Vyapar 

Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders Representative Association], 5 December 2006. 

Rakesh Jain, city president, Samajwadi Party and general secretary, Kashi Vyapar 

Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders Representative Association], 13 February 2007. 

Rakesh Jain, city president, Samajwadi Party and general secretary, Kashi Vyapar 

Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders Representative Association], 30 May 2007. 

Rakesh Jain, city president, Samajwadi Party and general secretary, Kashi Vyapar 

Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders Representative Association], 4 August 2007. 

Ghanshyam Jaiswal, president, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association], 4 July 2007. 

Ghanshyam Jaiswal, president, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association], 7 July 2007. 

Ravi Jaiswal, Varanasi city president, Uttar Pradesh Yuva Udyog Vyapar Mandal [Uttar 

Pradesh Young Industry and Trade Association], 17 September 2007. 

Ravindra Jaiswal, former MLA candidate (Varanasi North) and general secretary, 

Varanasi Hotel Association, 21 June 2007. 

Ravindra Jaiswal, former MLA candidate (Varanasi North) and general secretary, 

Varanasi Hotel Association, 3 September 2007. 

Kaju, activist from boatman community, 8 June 2008. 

Rabia Kalam, former MLA (Varanasi North), 7 August 2007. 

Kailash Keshari, general secretary, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association] (Goenka Group), 11 July 2007. 

Rajesh Khatri, former MLA candidate (Varanasi South), 25 June 2007. 

Parvez Khadir Khan, national president, Almeen Society, 25 September 2007. 

Awad Kishore, district inspector of schools (boys), 23 November 2007. 
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Raghuvansh Lenin, activist, People’s Vigilance Committee on Human Rights, 5 March 

2007. 

Kalim Mahato, circle in-charge, Momin Conference (with Vaseem Riyaz, secretary, 

Public Welfare Hospital), 23 September 2007. 

Kalim Mahato, circle in-charge, Momin Conference (with Vaseem Riyaz, secretary, 

Public Welfare Hospital), 25 September 2007. 

Kalim Mahato, circle in-charge, Momin Conference (with Vaseem Riyaz, secretary, 

Public Welfare Hospital), 27 September 2007. 

Lallu Majhi, president, Kashi Majhi Seva Gota Khol Kalyaan Samiti [Kashi Majhi 

Service Diver Welfare Committee], 21 October 2007. 

Prithvi Majhi and Gopal Majhi, community leaders and members of Mallah Samuhday 

Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah Community Struggle Committee], 19 October 2007. 

Dipak Malik, director, Gandhian Institute of Studies, 6 August 2006. 

Veena Kumari Meena, district magistrate, Varanasi District, 8 November 2007. 

Rajesh Mishra, member of parliament, Varanasi, 13 November 2007. 

Dayashankar Mishra, MLA candidate, Varanasi South, 13 April 2007. 

Dayashankar Mishra, former MLA candidate, Varanasi South, 6 June 2007. 

Dayashankar Mishra, former MLA candidate, Varanasi South, 8 June 2008. 

Pramod Kumar Mishra, district president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Sharma Group), 13 June 2007. 

Pramod Kumar Mishra, district president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Sharma Group), 25 June 2007. 

Pramod Kumar Mishra, district president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Sharma Group), 6 October 2007. 
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Pramod Kumar Mishra, district president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Sharma Group), 7 June 2008. 

Vir Bhadra Mishra, head priest, Sankat Mochan Temple, 3 February 2007. 

Chanchal Mukherjee, Uttar Pradesh group convener, National Alliance of People’s 

Movements, 30 October 2007. 

Kailaash Nath, former boatman community leader, 23 October 2007. 

Kailaash Nath, former boatman community leader, 24 October 2007. 

Naziruddin, mahato of 52nd tanzim (bavani), 20 November 2007. 

Baburam Nishaad, former chair, Uttar Pradesh Fisheries Development Corporation, and 

member of the executive council, Samajwadi Party, 13 October 2007. 

Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad, president (with Sujit Kumar, Manik Chandra Sahani, et al.), Uttar 

Pradesh Nav Yuvak Majhii Samaj Samiti [Uttar Pradesh New Youth Majhi 

Society Committee], 18 March 2007. 

Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad, president, Uttar Pradesh Nav Yuvak Majhii Samaj Samiti [Uttar 

Pradesh New Youth Majhi Society Committee], 3 November 2007. 

Bhaiyya Lal Nishaad, president, Uttar Pradesh Nav Yuvak Majhii Samaj Samiti [Uttar 

Pradesh New Youth Majhi Society Committee], 5 June 2008. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 18 March 2007. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 26 April 2007. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 31 May 2007. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 14 October 2007. 
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Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 26 October 2007. 

Chhote Lal Nishaad, general secretary, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah 

Community Struggle Committee], 5 June 2008. 

Gopal Nishaad, co-founder, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah Community 

Struggle Committee], 14 October 2007. 

Gopal Nishaad, co-founder, Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti [Mallah Community 

Struggle Committee], 23 October 2007. 

Sujit Kumar Nishaad, general secretary, Uttar Pradesh Nav Yuvak Majhii Samaj Samiti 

[Uttar Pradesh New Youth Majhi Society Committee], 5 June 2008. 

Vinod Kumar Nishaad, activist, 7 June 2008. 

Nhanku Baba, chaudhary of Shivala, Assi, and Bhadaini Mallah communities, 2 May 

2007. 

Nizamuddin, spokesperson, Bunkar Dastikar Adhikar Manch [Weaver and Artisan Rights 

Forum], 9 April 2007. 

Nizamuddin, sardar of 22nd tanzim (baisin, Banarsiya), 18 November 2007. 

Ramzaan Panchrangi, weaver and activist, Charkha Andolan [Spinning Wheel 

Movement], 27 November 2007. 

Ashok Pandey, party worker, Bharatiya Janata Party, 25 October 2006. 

Maya Pandey, national vice president, Confederation of Free Trade Unions of India, 17 

June 2007. 

Maya Pandey, national vice president, Confederation of Free Trade Unions of India, 3 

August 2007. 

Mani Shankar Pandey, former MLA candidate (Varanasi South), 27 June 2007. 



 266 

Gulab Chandra Patel, treasurer (Varanasi District), Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak 

Sangh (Sharma Group), 23 June 2007. 

Mohan Lal Prasad, former pradhan or chief of Sarai Mohania village, 24 October 2007. 

Subhash Singh Patel, vice president, Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal [Kashi Traders 

Representative Association], 6 July 2007. 

Shatrudr Prakash, former MLA (Varanasi Cantonment), 25 August 2007. 

Jagriti Rahi, secretary, Vision, 6 March 2007. 

Ajay Rai, MLA, Kolasala, 29 November 2007. 

Manoj Rai, former MLA candidate (Varanasi Cantonment), 29 June 2007. 

Sanjay Rai, honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 19 April 2007. 

Sanjay Rai, honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 27 April 2007. 

Sanjay Rai, honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 25 May 2007. 

Sanjay Rai, honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 26 June 2007. 

Sanjay Rai, former honorary secretary, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 13 June 

2008. 

Sheobodh Ram, district in-charge, Bahujan Samaj Party, 25 October 2007. 

Haji Rashid, member of bavani [52nd] tanzim council, 27 November 2007.  

Vijay Shankar Rastogi, president, Banaras Bar Association, 16 June 2007. 

Vijay Shankar Rastogi, president, Banaras Bar Association, 18 June 2007. 

Arjun Sahani, president, Uttar Pradesh Navik Machua Sangh [Uttar Pradesh Boatmen’s 

and Fishermen’s Union], 8 October 2007. 

Subhash Chandra Sahani, general secretary, City South, Bahujan Samaj Party, 20 

October 2007. 

Mohanlal Saraugi, patron, Varanasi Nagar Udhyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi City 

Industry and Trade Association], 9 July 2007. 
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Mohanlal Saraugi, patron, Varanasi Nagar Udhyog Vyapar Mandal [Varanasi City 

Industry and Trade Association], 11 July 2007. 

Sheik Md. Shammim, former MLA candidate (Varanasi North), 27 November 2007. 

Prabhakar Shukla, former president, Indian Medical Association of Varanasi, 25 

February 2007. 

Prashant Shukla, party worker, Communist Party of India – Marxist/Leninist, and 

activist, Bunkar Mahasabha [Weavers General Assembly], 28 September 2007. 

Prashant Shukla, party worker, Communist Party of India – Marxist/Leninist, and 

activist, Bunkar Mahasabha [Weavers General Assembly], 5 October 2007. 

Md. Khalid Siddiqi, secretary, Ramnagar Lawyers Association, 3 June 2007. 

Bansidhar Singh, former president, Central Bar Association (Varanasi), 10 September 

2007. 

Chet Narayan Singh, activist and former teacher constituency MLC candidate, 6 

November 2007. 

M. P. Singh, basic education officer, Varanasi District, 19 November 2007. 

Ram Avatar Singh, subdivisional forest officer, Uttar Pradesh Van Vibhag [Forest 

Department], Varanasi District, 9 June 2008. 

S. P. Singh, deputy director (weaving), Weavers’ Service Center, Office of Development 

Commissioner (Handlooms), Ministry of Textiles, Government of India, 1 

October 2007. 

Sagar Singh, former president, Central Bar Association (Varanasi), 23 August 2007.  

Sitaram Singh, Varanasi district president, Uttar Pradesh Prathyamik Shikshak Sangh, 15 

October 2007. 

Vijay Shankar Singh, general secretary, Central Bar Association of Varanasi, 2 

November 2007. 
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Vijay Shankar Singh, general secretary, Central Bar Association of Varanasi, 12 

December 2007. 

Vijay Shankar Singh, former general secretary, Central Bar Association of Varanasi, 10 

June 2008. 

Anil Srivastava, former MLA candidate (Varanasi Cantonment), 11 June 2007. 

Anil Kumar Srivastava, president Varanasi, Indian Medical Association, (with O. P. 

Tiwari, state secretary Uttar Pradesh, Indian Medical Association), 12 April 2007. 

Harishchandra Srivastava, former MLA (Varanasi Cantonment), with input from current 

MLA Jyotsana Srivastava (his wife), 5 June 2007. 

Harishchandra Srivastava, former MLA (Varanasi Cantonment), 10 June 2007. 

O. P. Tewari, state secretary Uttar Pradesh, Indian Medical Association, 29 November 

2007. 

Ram Narayan Tiwari, district general secretary, Uttar Pradesh Junior High School 

Shikshak Sangh, 15 October 2007. 

Md. Toha, professor emeritus, sociology, Banaras Hindu University, 29 May 2007. 

Dinesh Mani Tripathi, state vice president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Pandey Group), 6 October 2007. 

Dinesh Mani Tripathi, state vice president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Pandey Group), with Kaushal Kishore Tripathi, state general secretary, 

Shivakanth Ojha, state president, Rameshwar Dubey, district president, and 

Chandra Dwivedi, district treasurer, 11 October 2007. 

Dinesh Mani Tripathi, state vice president, Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 

(Pandey Group), 6 October 2007. 

Radhe Mohan Tripathi, president, Central Bar Association (Varanasi), 7 November 2007. 
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Subhash C. Tripathi, subdivisional forest officer, and Ram Avatar Singh, subdivisional 

forest officer, Uttar Pradesh Van Vibhag [Forest Department], Varanasi District, 

31 October 2007. 

Arun Kumar Tripathy, member and former vice chairman, Bar Council of Uttar Pradesh, 

6 September 2007. 

Arun Kumar Tripathy, member and former vice chairman, Bar Council of Uttar Pradesh, 

11 September 2007. 

Dilip Tulsiyan, president, Sindhi Samaj [Sindhi Society], 15 December 2006. 

Jagdamba Prasad Tulsiyan, president, Marwari Yuva Sangh [Marwari Youth Union], 15 

December 2006. 

J. P. Upadhayay, president, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali Business 

Union], 10 February 2007. 

J. P. Upadhayay, president, Vishwanath Gali Vyavsai Sangh [Vishwanath Gali Business 

Union], 24 February 2007. 

K. P. Verma, assistant director of handlooms, Handlooms Industry Section, Ministry of 

Textiles, Government of Uttar Pradesh, 3 October 2007. 

Amarnath Yadav, former MLA (Varanasi North) and former mayor of Varanasi, 13 June 

2007. 

Devendra Pratap Yadav, inspector of Bhelupur Thana and former inspector of 

Dasaswamedh Jal Police, 15 November 2007. 

Hira Prasad Yadav, Varanasi district general secretary, Uttar Pradesh Prathyamik 

Shikshak Sangh, 10 October 2007. 

Hiralal Yadav, party worker, Communist Party of India – Marxist, and activist, Bunkar 

Dastakar Morcha [Weavers and Artisans Front], 20 September 2007. 
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Hiralal Yadav, party worker, Communist Party of India – Marxist, and activist, Bunkar 

Dastakar Morcha [Weavers and Artisans Front], 24 September 2007. 

Shivnath Yadav, former MLA candidate (Varanasi North), 16 June 2007. 
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APPENDIX B: ACRONYMS AND GLOSSARY 

 
Anashan: Hunger strike (lit: “to the end”) 

Ansari: Name of the community traditionally associated with weaving in Varanasi 

BBA: Bunkar Bachao Andolan (Save the Weavers Movement) 

BDAM: Bunkar Dastakar Adhikar Manch (Weaver and Artisan Rights Committee) 

BDM: Bunkar Dastakar Morcha (Weavers and Artisans Front) 

BJP: Bharatiya Janata Party (Indian People’s Party) 

BSP: Bahujan Samaj Party (Majority People’s Party) 

Banaras: Alternative name for Varanasi 

Bandh: Strike or shut-down 

Biradari: Community or “sub-caste” (especially a Muslim community) 

Bunkar : Weaver 

Bunkar Bachao Andolan: Save the Weavers Movement 

Bunkar Dastakar Adhikar Manch: Weaver and Artisan Rights Committee 

Bunkar Dastakar Morcha: Weavers and Artisans Front 

CPI-M: Communist Party of India – Marxist 

Chakka-jam: Blockage of a street crossing, a popular form of protest 

Chaudhary: Traditional community elder or chief 

Dacoit: Bandit, gangster 

Dalit: Member of one of the communities formerly labeled “untouchable” (lit: oppressed) 
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Dharna: Sit-in; “sitting doggedly to enforce compliance of a demand”; “a fast held at the 
door of an offender in India as an appeal for justice.”260 

‘Dua khwani: Mass prayer meeting (lit: prayer recitation) 

Gali: Narrow lane or small street 

Ghat: Broad steps down a riverbank; provides access to river and a landing for boats 

Gherao: A form of protest involving surrounding and detaining someone, usually at the 
workplace 

Goonda: Gangster, hoodlum, goon 

Hartaal : Strike or shut-down 

Jal Police: Water police (patrolling the Ganges in Varanasi) 

Jati: Community or “sub-caste” 

KVPM: Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal (Kashi Traders Representative Forum) 

Kaccheri: District court complex 

Kashi: Alternative name for Varanasi 

Kashi Vyapar Pratinidhi Mandal: Kashi Traders Representative Forum 

Lagaar: A system in which the weaver produces materials according to the specification 
of a master weaver, who supplies all the raw materials.   

Lok Sabha: House of the People, the lower house of the national parliament 

MLA: Member of the legislative assembly (Vidhan Sabha) 

MP: Member of Parliament 

MSSS: Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti (Mallah Community Struggle Committee) 

Mahato: Traditional community leader or chief 

Mallah: Name of community traditionally associated with boating in Varanasi 
                                                
260 Sangeeta S. Parikh, Dick F. Plukker, Rob F. Veldhuyzen van Zanten, and Henk W. Wagenaar, Hindi–
Transliterated Hindi–English Dictionary (New Delhi: Allied Publishers Limited, 1996); Merriam-Webster 
Online, http://media.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/dharna (downloaded 25 March 2010). 



 273 

Mallah Samuday Sangharsh Samiti: Mallah Community Struggle Committee 

Muribandh: A strike by weavers, generally called by the tanzim leaders [lit: stopping of 
the shuttle] 

Neta: Local leader or “big man” 

OBC: Other backward caste, communities not classified as scheduled castes that have 
been regarded as low-caste but not “untouchable” or dalit, and that have been 
economically deprived (see SC/ST in this section) 

Panchayat: Council or assembly, especially in a village or traditional community 

Pradarshan: Demonstration, protest 

Rajya Sabha: Council of States, the upper house of the national parliament  

SP: Samajwadi Party (Socialist Party) 

Sardar: Traditional community leader or chief 

Satyagraha: “Holding fast to the truth,” a term Mohandas K. Gandhi used to describe his 
method of non-violent resistance to injustice 

SC/ST: Scheduled caste/scheduled tribe, communities categorized in schedules of the 
Constitution of India.  Scheduled castes are those communities previously 
regarded as “untouchable” (now often referred to as “dalit”), while schedule tribes 
are indigenous groups regarded as socially or economically “backward” 

Tanzim: In Varanasi, traditional councils or jurisdictions within certain communities, 
particularly the Ansari community 

UPMSS: Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh (Uttar Pradesh Intermediate 
Education Union) 

UPPSS: Uttar Pradesh Prathamik Shikshak Sangh (Uttar Pradesh Primary Education 
Union) 

Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh: Uttar Pradesh Intermediate Education Union 

Uttar Pradesh Prathamik Shikshak Sangh (Uttar Pradesh Primary Education Union) 

VNUVM: Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal (Varanasi City Industry [and] Traders 
Forum) 
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Varanasi Nagar Udyog Vyapar Mandal: Varanasi City Industry [and] Traders Forum 

Vidhan Sabha: Legislative assembly in some states, including Uttar Pradesh 
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APPENDIX C: SUMMARIES OF QUESTIONNAIRE DATA 

As discussed in Chapter I, the surveys were conducted informally and the 

questions were open-ended.  Responses have been categorized as follows. 

  

Summaries of Boatmen Questionnaire Data 

The questions of this survey were designed to ascertain the degree to which 

boatmen viewed Chhote Lal Nishaad and the Mallah Samudhay Sangharsh Samiti as the 

primary figure or association representing the economic interests of boatmen. 

 

 
Number of 
Respondents 

Percentage 
of 
Respondents 

Total Respondents 47  
   
Is working on the river your main occupation?   
Yes 46 100% 
No 1 2% 
   
Do you own a boat or do you work on someone else's boat?   
Own 35 76% 
Someone else's 8 17% 
Both 4 9% 
   

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your work, or 
with a government policy or rule concerning your work? (Some 
respondents gave more than one answer)   
Handle it myself (lawyer, court, administrative official, police) 15 33% 
No one / don't know 13 28% 
MSSS or Chhote Lal 9 20% 
Politician (MP, MLA, corporator, etc.) or party worker 9 20% 
Other local neta or middleman 7 15% 
No answer or "No problems" 4 9% 
Ghat elder/leader 2 4% 
Mallah leaders at Dasaswamedh Ghat 1 2% 
Other committee or association 1 2% 
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Have you ever gone to them?   
Yes 20 43% 
No 5 11% 
N/A 17 37% 
No answer 5 11% 
   
If so, how many times?   
0 or N/A 23 50% 
1 4 9% 
2 3 7% 
“Many” or “Several” 10 22% 
No answer 7 15% 
   

Is there any leader or committee that works for the economic interests of 
boatmen? (Respondents may give more than one answer)   
No 13 28% 
Yes--MSSS or Chhote Lal 18 39% 
Yes--Leaders at Dasaswamedh Ghat (also: Subhash Sahani) 6 13% 
Yes--Committee or association other than MSSS 8 17% 
Yes--Politician (MP, MLA, corporator, etc.) or party worker 4 9% 
Yes--Other neta or middleman (also: Lallu from Raj Ghat) 2 4% 
Yes--Ghat elder/leader 2 4% 
Yes--Cooperative 1 2% 
Yes--Unspecified 2 4% 
   
In what way? (see original questionnaires for comments)   
   
(If “no leader or committee”) Why is there no leadership?  Why are 
boatmen not united?    
Uneducated/illiterate 1  
Not unified (also: competition among boatmen) 7  
Unable to organize because of poverty (opportunity cost)   
“Bad habits” of community (drinking, gambling) 1  
No leadership or poor leadership 3  
No one listens to us 2  
Community is weak 1  
Don't know 2  
No answer 1  
N/A 27  
   
Do you know Chhote Lal Nishaad or the Mallah Samuday Sangharsh 
Samiti?   
Yes (OR, Chhote Lal was already named above) 42 91% 
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No 3 7% 
Maybe 1 2% 
   
(If so) Have you ever gone to him with some problem related to your 
work?   
Yes (OR if they indicated before that they had seen Chhote Lal) 27 59% 
No 15 33% 
No answer 3 7% 
N/A 3 7% 
   
Does Chhote Lal struggle for your economic interests?   
Yes 32 70% 
No 8 17% 
Don't know 5 11% 
N/A 3 7% 

 

Summaries of Weavers’ Questionnaire Data 

The questions on this questionnaire were designed to ascertain to whom, if 

anyone, weavers went when they had problems, the extent to which they viewed the 

tanzim councils as occupational associations, and what they saw as reasons why the 

weavers do not have any other strong associations of their own.  (Note: Lagaar is a 

system in which the weaver produces materials according to the specification of a master 

weaver, who supplies all the raw materials.  It is less advantageous than working for 

oneself with one’s own loom and with one’s own materials, but better than working in a 

master weaver’s shop for a wage.) 

The survey was conducted in several parts of the city dominated by weavers, in 

order to discern the different attitudes of weavers under the “authority” of different 

tanzims (which are to some extent linked to geographic areas but not entirely). 
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Respondents 
in Pilikothi 
(14th tanzim) 

Respondents 
in Bari 
Bazaar (22nd 
tanzim--
Banarsiya) 

Respondents 
in Bari 
Bazaar (22nd 
tanzim--
Mauwale) 

Respondents 
in 
Madanpura, 
Reori Talab, 
Bazardiha 
(52nd tanzim) ALL % 

Total Respondents 21 18 3 18 60 100% 
       
Is weaving your main 
occupation?       
Yes 20 17 3 18 58 100% 
No (may work as dyer or 
other related job) 1 1   2 3% 
       
Do you own a loom or do 
you work on someone 
else's?       
Own (may or may not 
work on lagaar) 4 1  4 9 16% 
Own (specifically 
mentioned lagaar) 11 11 1 10 33 57% 
Own, for self and on 
lagaar 1 1   2 3% 
Someone else's 2 5 1 4 12 21% 
Both own and work on 
someone else's 1    1 2% 
Respondent is a girista 
(master weaver) 1 1   2 3% 
Unemployed   1  1 2% 
N/A 1 1   2 3% 
       
Do you work on a 
handloom or powerloom?       
Handloom 15 10 2 16 43 74% 
Powerloom 3 6 1 1 11 19% 
Both 2 1  1 4 7% 
N/A 1 1   2 3% 
       
To whom do you go if 
you're having some 
problem with your trader 
or with a government 
policy or rule concerning 
your trade? (Some 
respondents gave more 
than one answer)       
No one 7 10 1 10 28 48% 
Handle it myself 
(including “my trader” or 
government  official) 6 4  5 15 26% 
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Handles it as part of 
group of weavers 1 0 1 2 4 7% 
Sardar or mahato 3 1 1  5 9% 
Politician (MLA, 
corporator, party worker, 
etc.) 3 4 1 1 9 16% 
Other local “neta” 4 2  3 9 16% 
Committee or association         0 0% 
No answer, or answered 
“no problems” 2    2 3% 
       
Have you ever gone to 
this person (named 
above)?       
Yes 7 4 2 3 16 28% 
No 2    2 3% 
N/A 8 14 1 12 35 60% 
No answer 4   3 7 12% 
       
How many times?       
0     0 0% 
1     0 0% 
“Several” 4 2 1  7 12% 
N/A 11 13 1 12 37 64% 
No answer 5 3 1 6 15 26% 
       
Is there any leader or 
committee who works for 
the economic interests of 
ordinary weavers?       
Yes—committee/ 
association 2  2 1 5 9% 
Yes—sardar/mahato  3   1  4 7% 
Yes—politician (MP, 
MLA, corporator, party 
worker, etc.) 3 3  1 7 12% 
Yes—other leader or 
unspecified 2 2  3 7 12% 
Yes—cooperatives    1 1 2% 
No 12 11   12 35 60% 
Don't know  2   2 3% 
       
(If yes) In what ways? 
(see original 
questionnaires for 
comments)       
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(If “no” to above) Why 
aren't weavers organized 
into a union? (some gave 
more than one answer)       
Uneducated/illiterate 2 2   4 7% 
Not unified 4 4  7 15 26% 
Unable to organize 
because of poverty 
(opportunity cost) 1 1  6 8 14% 
Unable to organize 
because of traders, 
“capitalists,” or coops 5 3   8 14% 
Conflict of interest within 
community due to 
different classes 2 1   3 5% 
No leadership or poor 
leadership 4 3  5 12 21% 
It takes too much time 1    1 2% 
It wouldn't work  1   1 2% 
Don't know  2  3 5 9% 
No answer 1 2   3 5% 
N/A 3 1 3 2 9 16% 
       
       
Of which biradari tanzim 
are you a member?       
14 20    20 34% 
22—Banarsiya   18  1 19 33% 
22—Mauwale    3  3 5% 
52    13 13 22% 
5     0 0% 
None    3 3 5% 
Don't know 1   1 2 3% 
       
Do you know the sardar 
or mahato of this area?       
Yes 20 17 3 12 52 90% 
No 1 1  3 5 9% 
N/A or no answer    3 3 5% 
       
Do he and the tanzim 
struggle for the economic 
interests of ordinary 
weavers?       
Yes 13 8 2 5 28 48% 
No 6 6 1 9 22 38% 
Don't know or N/A 2 4  4 10 17% 
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Do you feel like he 
understands the economic 
problems of ordinary 
weavers?       
Yes 15 10 2 10 37 64% 
No 4 5 1 4 14 24% 
Don't know or N/A 2 3  4 9 16% 
       
Have you ever gone to 
him with any problem 
related to your work?       
Yes 8 7 2 3 20 34% 
No 12 11 1 10 34 59% 
Don't know or N/A 1   4 5 9% 
No answer    1 1 2% 
       
How many times?       
0 (N/A) 13 10 1 13 37 64% 
1 5 1  1 7 12% 
2     0 0% 
“Several” or “often” 1 4   5 9% 
No answer 1 2 2 3 8 14% 

 

Summaries of Teachers’ Questionnaire Data 

In this and the other surveys of middle-class occupational groups, one goal was to 

ascertain the rough proportion of teachers who view contentious action as an effective 

means to fight for their interests. 

 

 
Number of 
Respondents 

Percentage 
of 
Respondents 

Total Respondents 50 100% 
   

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your 
profession or with a government policy or rule concerning your 
profession?   
District Inspector of Schools and/or Joint Director of Education, 
Intermediate 24 48% 
Principal 22 44% 
Uttar Pradesh Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh 16 32% 
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Manager 8 16% 
Handle it myself (lawyer, court, police, etc.) 4 8% 
No problems 2 4% 
   
Are you a member of the Madhyamik Shikshak Sangh?   
Yes 48 96% 
No 2 4% 
   
Which group?   
Sharma 43 86% 
Pandey 3 6% 
Both 2 4% 
N/A 2 4% 
   

Have you ever gone to the MSS with some problem?   
Yes 18 36% 
No 28 56% 
Go to meetings 4 8% 
N/A 1 2% 
   
How many times?   
0 or N/A 28 56% 
1 7 14% 
2-3 2 4% 
4+, “many,” or “several” 12 24% 
No answer 1 2% 
   
Do you think that the MSS is effective in fighting for the interests of 
teachers?   
Yes (Sharma) 42 84% 
Yes (Pandey) 3 6% 
Yes (both) 1 2% 
No (Sharma) 2 4% 
No (Pandey) 0 0% 
Somewhat (Sharma) 0 0% 
Somewhat (Pandey) 0 0% 
Somewhat (both) 1 2% 
Don't know (Sharma) 0 0% 
Don't know (Pandey) 0 0% 
Don't know (both) 1 2% 
   
Do you think that hartaal and dharna-pradarshan are the most effective 
ways to fight for the interests of teachers?   
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Yes 22 44% 
No 17 34% 
Somewhat 0 0% 
Don't know 0 0% 
First talk, then strike; "last resort" 10 20% 
No clear answer 1 2% 

 

Summaries of Lawyers’ Questionnaire Data 

 

 
Number of 
Respondents 

Percentage 
of 
Respondents 

Respondents 50 100% 
   

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your 
profession or with a government policy or rule concerning your 
profession?   
Handle it myself (go to court, police, DM, etc.) 21 42% 
One of the bar associations 16 32% 
Bar Council of UP 11 22% 
Senior lawyers 2 4% 
No problems 5 10% 
No one 1 2% 
   
Are you a member of the Central Bar Association or Banaras Bar 
Association?   
CBA 31 62% 
BBA only 0 0% 
Both 19 38% 
Neither  0 0% 
   

Have you ever gone to either Bar Association with some problem?   
Yes 14 28% 
No 34 68% 
N/A 0 0% 
No clear answer 2 4% 
   
(If so) How many times?   
0 or N/A 34 68% 
1 4 8% 
2-3 2 4% 
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Many 6 12% 
No answer 4 8% 
   
Do you think that the CBA and BBA are effective in fighting for the 
interests of lawyers?   
Yes 44 88% 
No 4 8% 
Somewhat 2 4% 
Don't know 0 0% 
   
Do you think that hartaal and dharna-pradarshan are the most effective 
ways to fight for the interests of lawyers?   
Yes OR “no other option” 18 36% 
No 28 56% 
Dharna-pradarshan, not hartaal 1 2% 
Somewhat 2 4% 
First talk, then take action 1 2% 

 

Summaries of Traders’ Questionnaire Data 

 

 
Number of 
Respondents 

Percentage 
of 
Respondents 

Respondents 49 100% 
   
What is your trade?   
(See original questionnaires for answers)   
   

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your trade or 
with a government policy or rule concerning your trade? (Respondent may 
give more than one answer)   
Handle it myself (see lawyer, administration, supplier, etc.) 19 39% 
No problems 16 33% 
Area-wise trade association 7 14% 
Product-wise trade association (e.g., grocers association) 4 8% 
No one 3 6% 
KVPM 2 4% 
VNUVM 1 2% 
Politician (MP, MLA, corporator, etc.) or party worker 0 0% 
Other neta or middleman 0 0% 
   
Are you a member of any traders association?   
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No 18 37% 
Yes--area-wise trade association 15 31% 
Yes--KVPM and affiliates 9 18% 
Yes--product-wise trade association 8 16% 
Yes—VNUVM 3 6% 
   

Have you ever gone to your (a) trade association with any problem?   
Have gone with some problem 8 16% 
Go to regular meetings 4 8% 
No 34 69% 
N/A 4 8% 
   
(If so) How many times?   
0 or N/A 37 76% 
1 2 4% 
2-3 2 4% 
Many 3 6% 
No answer 1 2% 
Regular meetings 4 8% 
   

Do you think your trade association is effective in fighting for the interests 
of traders? Or, if not member of any association: Do you think that trade 
associations are effective in fighting for the interests of traders?   
Yes 34 69% 
No 10 20% 
“Somewhat” or “50-50” 3 6% 
Don’t know 1 2% 
No answer 1 2% 
   
Do you know KVPM or VNUVM?   
Yes—KVPM 11 22% 
Yes—VNUVP 3 6% 
Yes--both or unspecified 32 65% 
No 4 8% 
   

Do you think that they are effective in fighting for the interests of traders?   
Yes—KVPM 10 20% 
Yes—VNUVP 3 6% 
Yes--both or unspecified 23 47% 
Somewhat effective (both/unspecified) 3 6% 
No 3 6% 
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Don't know 2 4% 
N/A 4 8% 
No answer 2 4% 
   
Do you think that hartaal and dharna-pradarshan are the most effective 
ways to fight for the interests of traders?   
Yes 21 43% 
No 24 49% 
Sometimes 1 2% 
Not good, but sometimes necessary 3 6% 
First talk, then strike 1 2% 

 

Summaries of Doctors’ Questionnaire Data 

 

 
Number of 
Respondents 

Percentage of 
Respondents 

Respondents 23 100% 
   

To whom do you go if you're having some problem related to your 
profession or with a government policy or rule concerning your 
profession?   
Handle myself (lawyer, government department, medical 
superintendent, etc.) 9 39% 
IMA 8 35% 
Hospital administrator 8 35% 
Some other medical association (specialty) 3 13% 
Senior doctor 2 9% 
No problems 1 4% 
No answer 1 4% 
   
Are you a member of the IMA?   
Yes 19 83% 
No 4 17% 
   

Have you ever gone to the IMA with some problem?   
Yes 3 13% 
No 13 57% 
Have gone to meetings re problems of others 3 13% 
N/A 4 17% 
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(If so) How many times?   
0 or N/A 17 74% 
1 2 9% 
2 0 0% 
3 0 0% 
Many 1 4% 
No answer 3 13% 
   
Do you think that the IMA is effective in fighting for the interests of 
doctors?   
Yes 20 87% 
No 0 0% 
Somewhat 3 13% 
Don't know 0 0% 
N/A 1 4% 
   

Do you think that hartaal and dharna-pradarshan are effective ways to 
fight for the interests of doctors?   
Yes 6 26% 
No 15 65% 
Don't know 0 0% 
Last resort 1 4% 
Dharna-pradarshan OK but not strike 1 4% 

 

 

 



 288 

Bibliography 

Agarwala, Rina and Ronald J. Herring, ed. 2009. Whatever Happened to Class?  
Reflections from South Asia. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 

Ahmed, Imtiaz. 1978. Caste and Social Stratification Among Muslims in India. 2nd rev. 
Columbia, Mo.: South Asia Books. 

Balagopal, K. 1990. This Anti-Mandal Mania. Economic and Political Weekly 25 (40): 
2231-2234. 

Bayley, David H. 1970. Public Protest and the Political Process in India (1968). In 
Protest, Reform, and Revolt: A Reader in Social Movements, edited by J. R. 
Gusfield. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Bayly, C. A. 1971. Local Control in Indian Towns--The Case of Allahabad 1880-1920. 
Modern Asian Studies 5 (4): 289-311. 

Berman, Sheri. 1997. Civil Society and the Collapse of the Weimar Republic. World 
Politics 49 (3): 401-429. 

Béteille, André. 2000. Civil Society and Its Institutions. In Antinomies of Society: Essays 
on Ideologies and Institutions, edited by A. Béteille. New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press. 

Bhargava, Rajiv and Helmut Reifeld, ed. 2005. Civil Society, Public Sphere, and 
Citizenship: Dialogues and Perceptions. New Delhi: Sage Publications India Pvt. 
Ltd. 

Bhattacharya, Dwaipayan, Niraja Gopal Jayal, Bishnu N. Mohapatra, and Sudha Pai. 
2004. Interrogating Social Capital: The Indian Experience. New Delhi: Sage 
Publications. 

Bhatty, Zarina. 1996. Social Stratification Among Muslims in India. In Caste: Its 
Twentieth Century Avatar, edited by M. N. Srinivas. New York: Penguin Books. 

Brass, Paul R. 2002. The Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence in Contemporary India. 
Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

Brinkhoff, Thomas. 2010. The Principal Agglomerations of the World. Available online 
at http://www.citypopulation.de (last accessed 28 May 2010). 

Calhoun, Craig. 1993. Civil Society and the Public Sphere. Public Culture 5: 267-280. 



 289 

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. 2001. Adda, Calcutta: Dwelling in Modernity. In Alternative 
Modernities, edited by Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar. Durham: Duke University 
Press. 

Chandhoke, Neera. 2001. The ‘Civil’ and the ‘Political’ in Civil Society. 
Democratization 8 (2): 1-24. 

Chandra, Kanchan. 2004. Why Ethnic Parties Succeed: Patronage and Ethnic 
Headcounts in India. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Chandra, Sudhir. 2005. Subjects’ Citizenship Dream: Notes on the Nineteenth Century. 
In Civil Society, Public Sphere, and Citizenship: Dialogues and Perceptions, 
edited by Rajiv Bhargava and Helmut Reifeld. New Delhi: Sage Publications Pvt. 
Ltd. 

Chatterjee, Partha. 2002. The Politics of the Governed: Reflections on Popular Politics in 
Most of the World. New York: Columbia University Press. 

———. 2010. The State. In The Oxford Companion to Politics in India, edited by Niraja 
Jayal Gopal and Pratap Bhanu Mehta. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

Chhibber, Pradeep. 1999. Democracy Without Associations: Transformation of the Party 
System and Social Cleavages in India. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 

Cohen, Jean L. and Andrew Arato. 1992. Civil Society and Political Theory. Cambridge, 
Mass.: The MIT Press. 

Corbridge, Stuart, Glyn Williams, Manoj Srivastava, and René Véron. 2005. Seeing the 
State: Governance and Governmentality in India. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Dasgupta, Surajit Kumar. 1992. West Bengal’s Jyoti Basu: A Political Profile. New 
Delhi: Gyan Books. 

De, Nitish R. 1970. Gherao as a Technique for Social Intervention. Economic and 
Political Weekly 5 (3/5): 201-203, 205, 207-208. 

della Porta, Donatella. 1996. Social Movements and the State. In Comparative 
Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing 
Structures, and Cultural Framings, edited by Doug McAdam, John D. McCarthy, 
and Mayer N. Zald. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Dhanagare, D. N. 2005. Civil Society, State, and Democracy: Contextualizing a 
Discourse. In On Civil Society: Issues and Perspectives, edited by N. Jayaram. 
New Delhi: Sage Publications. 



 290 

Doron, Assa. 2008. Caste, Occupation and Politics on the Ganges: Passages of 
Resistance. Edited by Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew Strathern, Anthropology and 
Cultural History in Asia and the Indo-Pacific. Surrey [England]: Ashgate. 

———. 2009. Caste Away? Subaltern Engagement with the Modern Indian State 
[unpublished].  The Australian National University. 

Driver, Edwin D. and Aloo E. Driver. 1987. Social Class in Urban India: Essays on 
Cognition and Structure. Leiden: E. J. Brill. 

Eisinger, Peter K. 1973. The Conditions of Protest Behavior in American Cities. The 
American Political Science Review 67 (1): 11-28. 

Engineer, Asghar Ali. 1992. Benaras Rocked by Communal Violence. Economic and 
Political Weekly 27 (10/11): 509-11. 

———. 2004. Communal Riots After Independence: A Comprehensive Account. New 
Delhi: Shipra Publications. 

Foley, Michael W. and Bob Edwards. 1996. The Paradox of Civil Society. Journal of 
Democracy 7 (3): 38-52. 

Francis, Bijo and Raghuvansh Lenin. 2005 (est.). “Handloom has Become Live Grave for 
Weavers”: Effect of WB-IMF-WTO on weavers and marginalized communities 
[unpublished].  People's Vigilance Committee on Human Rights (Varanasi). 

Freeman, Jo. 1979. Resource Mobilization and Strategy: A Model for Analyzing Social 
Movement Organization Actions. In The Dynamics of Social Movements, edited 
by Mayer N. Zald and John D. McCarthy. Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop 
Publishers. 

Gamson, William A. 1988. Political Discourse and Collective Action. In From Structure 
to Action: Comparing Social Movement Research Across Cultures, edited by B. 
Klandermans, Hanspieter Kriesi, and Sidney Tarrow. Greenwich, Conn. and 
London: Jai Press, Inc. 

Gandhi, J. S. 1987. Sociology of Legal Profession, Law and Legal System: The Indian 
Setting. Delhi: Gian Publishing House. 

Goldstein, Daniel M. 2004. The Spectacular City: Violence and Performance in Urban 
Bolivia. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Habermas, Jürgen. 1991. The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. Translated 
by Thomas Burger and Frederick Lawrence. 1st paperback ed. Cambridge, Mass.: 
The MIT Press. 



 291 

Hansen, Thomas Blom. 1999. The Saffron Wave: Democracy and Hindu Nationalism in 
Modern India. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Hasan, Farhat. 2005. Forms of Civility and Publicness in Pre-British India. In Civil 
Society, Public Sphere and Citizenship: Dialogues and Perceptions, edited by 
Rajiv Bhargava and Helmut Reifeld. New Delhi: Sage Publications India Pvt. Ltd. 

Hefner, Robert W. 2005. Introduction. In Remaking Muslim Politics: Pluralism, 
Contestation, Democratization, edited by R. Hefner. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich. 2007. Elements of the Philosophy of Right, edited by 
Alan W. Wood. Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought. Cambridge, 
U.K.: Cambridge University Press. 

Heller, Patrick. 2000. Degrees of Democracy: Some Comparative Lessons From India. 
World Politics 52: 484–519. 

———. 2009. Democratic Deepening in India and South Africa. Journal of Asian and 
African Studies 44 (1): 123-49. 

Holston, James. 1999. Spaces of Insurgent Citizenship. In Cities and Citizenship, edited 
by J. Holston. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

———. 2008. Insurgent Citizenship: Disjunctions of Democracy and Modernity in 
Brazil. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Holston, James and Arjun Appadurai. 1999. Cities and Citizenship. In Cities and 
Citizenship, edited by J. Holston. Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

India, Government of. 1881. The Imperial Gazetteer of India. Vol. 1, Abar to Benares. 
W. W. Hunter, Director General of Statistics to the Government of India. London: 
Truebner & Co. 

———. 1897. Census of India, 1891: District Census Statistics, N.W. Provinces and 
Oudh, Benares Division. Allahabad: N.W. Provinces and Oudh Government 
Press. 

———. 1908. The Imperial Gazetteer of India. Vol. VII, Bareilly to Berasia. Oxford: 
Clarendon Press. 

———. 1914. Progress of Education in India, 1907-1912 (6th Quinquennial Review). 
Vol. I.  H. Sharp.  Calcutta: Superintendent Government Printing, India. 



 292 

———. 1918. Progress of Education in India, 1907-1912 (7th Quinquennial Review). 
Vol. I.  Bureau of Education (H. Sharp). Calcutta: Superintendant Government 
Printing, India. 

———. 1936. District Gazetteers of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh - 
Supplementary Notes and Statistics up to 1931-2. Vol. XXVI (D) - Benares 
District. Allahabad: Superintendant, Printing and Stationery, United Provinces. 

———. 2001. Census of India.  Table B-22 (City): Industrial Classification of Main and 
Marginal Workers in Non-Household Industry, Trade, Business, Profession or 
Service by Class of Worker and Sex, Ministry of Home Affairs: Office of the 
Registrar General and Census Commissioner. 

———. 2001. Census of India.  Basic Data Sheet, District Varanasi (67), Uttar Pradesh 
(09), Ministry of Home Affairs. 

Jaffrelot, Christophe. 1998. The Hindu Nationalist Movement in India. New York: 
Columbia University Press. 

———. 2003. India's Silent Revolution: The Rise of the Lower Castes in North India. 
New York: Columbia University Press. 

Jayaram, N. 2005. Civil Society: An Introduction to the Discourse. In On Civil Society: 
Issues and Perspectives, edited by N. Jayaram. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 

Jayaram, N. and G. Sivaramakrishnan. 1979. Teachers and Unionism: The Organization 
of the Academic Profession. In The Indian Academic Profession: Crisis and 
Change in the Teaching Community, edited by Suma Chitnis and Philip G. 
Altbach. Delhi: Macmillan Company of India, Ltd. 

Jenkins, J. Craig and Bert Klandermans, eds. 1995. The Politics of Social Protest: 
Comparative Perspectives on States and Social Movements. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press. 

Jenkins, J. Craig and Charles Perrow. 1977. Insurgency of the Powerless: Farm Worker 
Movements (1946-1972). American Sociological Review 42 (2): 249-268. 

Jenkins, J. Craig and Michael Wallace. 1996. The Generalized Action Potential of Protest 
Movements: The New Class, Social Trends, and Political Exclusion Explanations. 
Sociological Forum 11 (2): 183-207. 

Jones, Gareth Stedman. 2001. Hegel and the Economics of Civil Society. In Civil 
Society: History and Possibilities, edited by Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



 293 

Kaviraj, Sudipta. 2002. In Search of Civil Society. In Civil Society: History and 
Possibilities, edited by Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani. New Delhi: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Khilnani, Sunil. 2001. The Development of Civil Society. In Civil Society: History and 
Possibilities, edited by Sudipta Kaviraj and Sunil Khilnani. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Klandermans, Bert, Hanspieter Kriesi, and Sidney Tarrow, ed. 1988. From Structure to 
Action: Comparing Social Movement Research Across Cultures. Edited by B. 
Klandermans. Vol. 1, International Social Movement Research. Greenwich, Conn. 
and London: Jai Press, Inc. 

Kriesi, Hanspeter. 1995. The Political Opportunity Structure of New Social Movements: 
Its Impact on their Mobilization. In The Politics of Social Protest: Comparative 
Perspectives on States and Social Movements, edited J. Craig Jenkins and Bert 
Klandermans. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 

Krishna, Anirudh. 2002. Active Social Capital: Tracing the Roots of Development and 
Democracy. New York: Columbia University Press. 

———.  2005.  Are Villagers Ready for Decentralization?  In Decentralization and Local 
Governance: Essays for George Mathew, edited by L. C. Jain.  New Delhi: Orient 
Longman. 

Kumar, Nita. 1988. The Artisans of Benares: Popular Culture and Identity. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press. 

Lichbach, Mark I. 1998. Contending Theories of Contentious Politics and the Structure-
Action Problem of Social Order. Annual Review of Political Science 1: 401-24. 

Macaulay, Thomas Babington. 1841. Warren Hastings. In Thomas Babington Macaulay, 
Critical and Historical Essays, edited by A. J. Grieve. London: A. J. Grieve. 

Madan, T. N. 2001. M. N. Srinivas, 1916–1999. International Sociology 16 (1): 115-121. 

Manor, James. 2000. Small-Time Political Fixers in India’s States. Asian Survey 40 (5): 
816-835. 

McAdam, Doug. 1986. Recruitment to High-Risk Activism: The Case of Freedom 
Summer. The American Journal of Sociology 92 (1): 64-90. 

———. 1988. Micromobilization Contexts and Recruitment to Activism. In From 
Structure to Action: Comparing Social Movement Research Across Cultures, 



 294 

edited by B. Klandermans, Hanspieter Kriesi, and Sidney Tarrow. Greenwich, 
Conn. and London: Jai Press, Inc. 

McAdam, Doug, John D. McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald, ed. 1996. Comparative 
Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, Mobilizing 
Structures, and Cultural Framings. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

McAdam, Doug, Sidney Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, ed. 2001. Dynamics of Contention. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

McCarthy, John D. and Mayer N. Zald. 1977. Resource Mobilization and Social 
Movements: A Partial Theory. The American Journal of Sociology 82 (6):1212-
1241. 

———. 2001. The Enduring Vitality of the Resource Mobilization Theory of Social 
Movements. In Handbook of Sociological Theory, edited by J. H. Turner. New 
York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers. 

Mehrotra, Asha. 1980. The School Teachers: A Professional Profile. Varanasi: Vani 
Vihar. 

Meyer, David S. 2004. Protest and Political Opportunities. Annual Review of Sociology 
30: 125-45. 

Meyer, David S. and Sidney Tarrow. 1998. The Social Movement Society: Contentious 
Politics for a New Century. Edited by J. C. Green. Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 

Molotch, Harvey. 1979. Media and Movements. In The Dynamics of Social Movements: 
Resource Mobilization, Social Control, and Tactics, edited by Mayer N. Zald and 
John D. McCarthy. Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop Publishers. 

Mukherjee, Ramakrishna. 1974. Urbanization and Social Transformation. In Urban 
Sociology in India: Reader and Source Book, edited by M. S. A. Rao. New Delhi: 
Orient Longman, Ltd. 

Muralidharan, Sukumar. 1990. Mandal, Mandir aur Masjid: “Hindu” Communalism and 
the Crisis of the State. Social Scientist 18 (10): 27-49. 

Oberschall, Anthony. 1973. Social Conflict and Social Movements. Englewood Cliffs: 
Prentice-Hall. 

Oldenburg, Philip. 1987. Middlemen in Third World Corruption: Implications of an 
Indian Case.  World Politics 39 (4): 508-535. 



 295 

———. 2005. Face to Face with the Indian State at the Grassroots. In Decentralization 
and Local Governance: Essays for George Mathew, edited by L. C. Jain. New 
Delhi: Orient Longman. 

Olson, Mancur. 1965. The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of 
Groups. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Pandey, Jagriti Rahi and Prem Prakash. 2007. A Picture of Weavers of Nakhighat 
[unpublished].  Vision (Varanasi). 

Pant, Niranjan. 1980. Demand Articulation and Civic Involvement in Urban 
Neighborhood. In Municipal and Urban India: Selections from Nagarlok, edited 
by A. Datta. New Delhi: Indian Institute of Public Administration. 

Putnam, Robert D. 1995. Bowling Alone: America's Declining Social Capital. Journal of 
Democracy 6 (1). 

———. 2000. Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New 
York: Simon & Schuster. 

Putnam, Robert with Robert Leonardi and Rafaella Y. Nanetti. 1993. Making Democracy 
Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy. 1st paperback ed. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press. 

Renold, Leah. 2005. A Hindu Education: Early Years of the Banaras Hindu University. 
New Delhi; New York: Oxford University Press. 

Rudolph, Lloyd I. and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph. 1967. The Modernity of Tradition: 
Political Development in India. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Ruud, Arild Engelson. 2000. Talking Dirty about Politics: A View from a Bengali 
Village. In The Everyday State and Society in Modern India, edited by C. J. Fuller 
and Véronique Bénéï. New Delhi: Social Science Press. 

Sassen, Saskia. 1999. Whose City Is It?  Globalization and the Formation of New Claims. 
In Cities and Citizenship, edited by James Holston. Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press. 

Schussman, Alan and Sarah A. Soule. 2005. Process and Protest: Accounting for 
Individual Protest Participation. Social Forces 84 (2): 1083-1108. 

Scott, James C. 1977. Patron-Client Politics and Political Change in Southeast Asia. In 
Friends, Followers, and Factions: A Reader in Political Clientelism, edited by 
Steffan W. Schmidt, Laura Guasti, Carl H. Landé, and James C. Scott. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 



 296 

Seligman, Adam B. 1992. The Idea of Civil Society. New York: The Free Press. 

Sharma, Meenakshi. 2000. Teachers’ Unionism in Higher Education. New Delhi: Manak 
Publications Pvt. Ltd. 

Sharma, Rajan.  No date. The Doomed Looms: A Paper on the Banaras Handloom 
Industry [unpublished]. School of Business Management, Sri Satya Sai 
University. 

Shils, Edward. 1991. Civility and Civil Society. In Civility and Citizenship in Liberal 
Democratic Societies, edited by E. C. Banfield. New York: PWPA [Professors 
World Peace Academy] by Paragon. 

Showeb, M. 1993. Silk Handloom Industry of Varanasi—A Study of Social-Economic 
Problems of Weavers. Varanasi: Gandhian Institute of Studies. 

Singh, Rana P. B. and Pravin S. Rana. 2006. Banaras Region: A Spiritual and Cultural 
Guide. 2nd ed. Varanasi: Indica Books. 

Spodek, Howard.  1971.  On the Origins of Gandhi’s Political Methodology: The 
Heritage of Kathiawad and Gujarat.  The Journal of Asian Studies 30 (2): 361-
372. 

Srivastava, Om Prie. 1980. Municipal Government and Administration in India. 
Allahabad: Chugh Publications. 

Ståhlberg, Per. 2002. Lucknow Daily: How a Hindi Newspaper Constructs Society. 
Stockholm: Stockholm Studies in Social Anthropology. 

Stepan, Alfred and Juan Linz. 2001. Toward Consolidated Democracies. In Arguing 
Comparative Politics, edited by A. Stepan. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Supreme Court of India. 2002. Ex-Capt. Harish Uppal Petitioner vs. Union of India and 
Other Respondents. In Supreme Court Cases: Supreme Court of India. Original 
edition, Case/Appeal No: Writ Petition (C) No. 132 of 1988 (With W.P. (C) No. 
394/93, W.P. (C) No. 821/90, W.P.(C) No. 320/93 and W.P. (C) 406/2000. 

Swamy, S. Sreedhara. 1980. Teachers Organisations in India. New Delhi: All India 
Federation of Educational Associations. 

Tarrow, Sidney. 1994. Power in Movement: Social Movements, Collective Action and 
Politics. First ed. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 1996. Social Movements in Contentious Politics: A Review Article. The 
American Political Science Review 90 (4): 874-883. 



 297 

———. 1996. States and Opportunities: The Political Structuring of Social Movements. 
In Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements: Political Opportunities, 
Mobilizing Structures, and Cultural Framings, edited by Doug McAdam, John D. 
McCarthy, and Mayer N. Zald. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 1998. Power in Movement: Social Movements and Contentious Politics. Second 
ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Taylor, Charles. 1975. Hegel. 1st ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

———. 1990. Modes of Civil Society. Public Culture 3 (1): 95-118. 

Tilly, Charles. 1973. Does Modernization Breed Revolution? Comparative Politics 5 (3): 
425-447. 

———. 1978. From Mobilization to Revolution. Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Company, Inc. 

———. 1986. The Contentious French: Four Centuries of Popular Struggle. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

———. 1995. Popular Contention in Great Britain, 1758-1834. Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press. 

———. 2008. Contentious Performances. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Tocqueville, Alexis de. 1899. Democracy in America. Revised. Translated by H. Reeve. 
New York: D. Appleton. 

Twain, Mark. 1897. Following the Equator. Hartford, Conn.: The American Publishing 
Company. 

United Nations Human Settlements Programme. 2005. Financing Urban Shelter: Global 
Report on Human Settlements 2005.  London: UN-Habitat and Earthscan. 

United Provinces, Government of. 1916. Byelaws for the Regulation and Control of 
Boats Plying for Hire within the Limits of the Benares Municipality. Municipal 
Department. 

———. 1909. Benares: A Gazetteer. Vol. XXVI, District Gazetteers of the United 
Provinces of Agra and Oudh (H. R. Nevill). Allahabad: Government Press, United 
Provinces. 



 298 

Uttar Pradesh, Government of. 1965. Gazetteers of India -- Uttar Pradesh -- Varanasi, 
edited by Department of District Gazetteers. Lucknow: Uttar Pradesh District 
Gazetteers, Government of Uttar Pradesh. 

Varshney, Ashutosh. 1993. Contested Meanings: India's National Identity, Hindu 
Nationalism, and the Politics of Anxiety. Daedalus 122 (3): 227-261. 

———. 2000. Is India Becoming More Democratic? The Journal of Asian Studies 59 
(1):3-25. 

———. 2002. Ethnic Conflict and Civic Life: Hindus and Muslims in India. 2nd ed. New 
Haven: Yale University Press. 

Verba, Sidney, Kay Lehman Schlozman and Henry E. Brady. 1995. Voice and Equality: 
Civic Voluntarism in American Politics. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press. 

Walzer, Michael. 1991. The Idea of Civil Society. Dissent: 293-304. 

Wedeen, Lisa. 2008. Peripheral Visions: Publics, Power, and Performance in Yemen, 
Chicago Studies in Practices of Meaning. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Wilkinson, Steven I. 2004. Votes and Violence: Electoral Competition and Ethnic Riots 
in India. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Wilkinson, Steven I. 2007. Explaining Changing Patterns of Party-Voter Linkages in 
India. In Patrons, Clients, and Policies: Patterns of Democratic Accountability 
and Political Competition, edited by Herbert Kitschelt and Steven I. Wilkinson. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Williams, Philippa. 2007. Hindu–Muslim Brotherhood: Exploring the Dynamics of 
Communal Relations in Varanasi, North India. Journal of South Asian 
Development 2 (2): 153-176. 

Yadav, Yogendra. 1999. Politics. In India Briefing: A Transformative Fifty Years, edited 
by Marshall Bouton and Philip Oldenburg. Armonk, N.Y.: M. E. Sharpe. 

———. 1999. Electoral Politics in the Time of Change: India’s Third Electoral System, 
1989-99. Economic and Political Weekly 34 (34/35): 2393-9. 

Zald, Mayer N. and John D. McCarthy, ed. 1979. The Dynamics of Social Movements: 
Resource Mobilization, Social Control, and Tactics. Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop 
Publishers. 



 299 

———. 1987. Resource Mobilization and Social Movements: A Partial Theory. In Social 
Movements in an Organizational Society, edited by Mayer N. Zald and John D. 
McCarthy. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books. 

 

 



 300 

Vita 

 

Jolie M. F. Wood earned a Bachelor of Arts in International Relations from San 

Francisco State University in 1995 and a Masters of Arts in Political Science from 

Columbia University in 1997.  She has co-authored “Civil Society in the Muslim World” 

with Clement M. Henry, published in Oxford Bibliographies Online: Islamic Studies 

(edited by Tamara Sonn) and has two more forthcoming publications, “Who Operates 

and Who Agitates?  A Class-wise Investigation of Contentious Action and Citizenship in 

Varanasi, India,” in Contesting Citizenship: Space, Power and Identity in the 

Contemporary Indian City, edited by Renu Desai and Romola Sanyal and under review 

by Blackwell Press, and “Contentious Politics and Civil Society in Varanasi,” in 

Reframing Democracy and Agency: Interrogating Political Society, edited by Ajay 

Gudavarthy and under review by Anthem Press.  Prior to pursuing her Ph.D. at 

University of Texas, she worked as a researcher and analyst at Science Applications 

International Corporation in Arlington, Virginia, The Henry L. Stimson Center in 

Washington, DC, and the Institute for Peace and Conflict Studies in New Delhi. 

 

Permanent address:  

Asian University for Women, 20/A M. M. Ali Road, Chittagong, Bangladesh 4000 

 

This dissertation was typed by Jolie M. F. Wood. 

 


