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POLITICS AS NEGOTIATION: CHANGING CASTE NORM IN RURAL INDIA

This article analyses processes of social change in rural India through an ethnographic analysis of everyday politics in two Indian states, Andhra Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. Our main argument is that even if we rarely see overt resistance or ‘noisy’ collective action by the poor, a great deal of social change is occurring through a subtle ‘politics of negotiation’ where poor, low caste agricultural labourers are questioning social norms that underpin their oppression. These negotiations are structured around labour relations and caste norms, which are so inextricably intertwined that a modification of one set of ‘rules’ necessarily has an impact on the other.  The processes of democratisation, the erosion of patron-client relations, the spread of education, an enduring agrarian crisis aggravated by climate change and the availability of alternative employment opportunities for the poor has eroded the dominance of India’s rural elite. This continuing negotiating process between the (upper caste) landed elite and the (lower caste) labouring classes is non-confrontational and while it would be ambitious to suggest that it overturns the existing power relations, it, nonetheless challenges and modifies them in a way that results in progressive social change.
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INTRODUCTION

In spite of persistent extreme poverty and widening income disparities, the economic and social situation for many of the ‘poorest of the poor’ in India has changed for the better in the last decades. This is not only reflected in the declining rates of income poverty – from 53.9 per cent in 1983 to 21.2 per cent in 2012,[footnoteRef:1] according to World Bank estimates – but also, more broadly, in the improvement of a number of human development indicators, although India’s performance is still very disappointing in a comparative perspective (Dreze & Sen, 2013; Maiorano & Manor, 2017). Improvements in primary education, the increased availability of non-agricultural employment, and social assistance policies are some of the more significant factors behind these changes. This has led to rising social and political expectations among many of the poorest. The analysis of how these demands and expectations play out in the context of rural India is the focus of this article. [1:  Data taken from the World Development Indicators. The figures refer to the poverty headcount ratio at 1.90$/day PPP. It should be noted that poverty figures have been heavily contested, see (Subramanian, 2012). Furthermore, the headcount ratio at 3.20$/day PPP was as high as 58 per cent of the population in 2012. ] 


Our main argument is that even if we rarely see overt resistance or ‘noisy’ collective action by the poor, a great deal of social change is occurring through a subtle ‘politics of negotiation’ where poor, low caste agricultural labourers are questioning traditional norms. This continuing (implicit and explicit) negotiating process between the landed elite and the poor, lower caste, labouring classes has the objective of maintaining harmonious and peaceful relations and hence the continuation of the negotiation itself. Furthermore, this non-confrontational relationship, in conjunction with broader processes of change, leads to certain modifications in existing social norms that underpin entrenched power relations. In turn, these changing social norms result in a significant (though gradual) amelioration of the living conditions of the labouring classes. Our analysis focuses on poor Dalits[footnoteRef:2], whom the caste system has relegated to the bottom of India’s social order. Given the intertwining between caste and class relations, a modification of one set of ‘rules’ necessarily has an impact on the other: by negotiating, contesting and modifying caste (class) norms, India’s poor can reduce – though not radically transform – the oppressive nature of class (caste) relations. [2:  Dalit means ‘broken’. Dalits are also referred as Scheduled Castes (SC), which is the term used in the Indian constitution.] 


The article is structured as follows. In the following section, we present our theoretical framework, working definitions and methodology. We then situate the article within the broader literature on the politics of the poor. We then proceed to empirically illustrate our ideas. In the final section we provide our concluding remarks on the processes of social change in rural India.

DEFINITIONS AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this article, we use a number of terms and concepts over which there exists substantial debate and discussion. It is thus useful to clarify at the outset how we situate the analysis of this article within these debates.  

First, a key concept of the article is ‘social norms’, which we understand as the ‘grammar of society’ (Bicchieri, 2006) that defines what is considered (non)acceptable behaviour and accompanying expectations in a given social group. Furthermore, people’s preferences for obeying a norm can be conditional on other people’s conformity. In the case of India, the role of social norms is central in understanding how communities transmit social practices structured around the institution of caste which, like any other social institution, has always been an adaptive, fluid and flexible system (Bayly, 2001). These social practices, over time, attain the status of a norm.  The negotiating processes that we analyse in this article result in the modification of the boundaries of what is considered acceptable behaviour and conduct for a Dalit living in rural India and what they can expect from others living in their locality, including their employers. Contestation and modification of historically institutionalised oppressive caste-based norms in general and of untouchability practices in particular represents in itself a significant improvement in the living conditions of the Dalits. 

A second key term is ‘caste’, which we see as inextricably intertwined with ‘class’. Following Harriss, we understand caste as a social institution and an ascriptive form of stratification that ‘entails an ideology that explains and legitimates the material differences of class and power relations’ (Harriss, 2012). In fact, two systems of stratification co-exist and influence each other in numerous ways. First, as Harriss notes, as long as caste norms ‘have an effect on the way people think, they will influence the ways in which class relations are experienced’ (ibid.). Second, while class affects well-being directly through the market, ‘[caste] status affects material well-being indirectly, through the ways that categories of social honor underwrite various coercive mechanisms’ (Saunders, 2006, p. 5). Thus caste-capital can enable access and mobilization of resources (social and economic capital) which facilitate class-based mobility. In other words, class and caste privileges (and disadvantages) tend to reinforce each other. Third, labour markets are highly fragmented along caste lines (J. P. Parry, 1999) and caste profoundly shapes the relation between capital and labour (Harriss-White & Gooptu, 2000). Fourth, intergenerational mobility through economic capital is secured through a specific caste status, where upper castes are able to use caste and class capital to protect their children from downward mobility and ensure the reproduction of privilege and status. 

The intertwining of class and caste is so central that scholars like Harriss-White (2003) and Guru & Chakravarthy (2005) argue that, unlike much Marxist analysis, caste and class must be analysed conjointly to understand the nature of social relations in India. Roy (Roy, 2018, 2020), building on this scholarship, argues that Indian society can be seen as divided into three macro categories of entrenched, precarious and labouring classes, each defined through a combination of their relation to the means of production and ability to hire labour on the one hand, and caste status on the other. What this typology highlights is that the ownership of material capital combines with caste-based social capital in ways that tend to reinforce each other, but, at the same time, allows for ‘outliers’ – e.g. an upper caste landless labourer or a Dalit large landowner – to be accommodated within the theoretical framework.

The intertwining of caste and class is also evident from their substantial overlap across much of India (Desai & Dubey, 2012): higher castes are more often found among the higher classes, often in white collar professional occupations, whereas scheduled castes are more commonly associated with unregulated, less stable manual work and lower agricultural positions. When they make it to the ranks of the middle class, they are rarely found in managerial or senior positions, even in the public sector, where the lower castes benefit from affirmative action policies (Mosse, 2018; Vaid, 2014). However, since independence, education, economic opportunities, protective discrimination and progressive legislative reforms have contributed to the diversification of the hitherto uniformity of the ‘old’ middle class category which has been dominated by upper caste elite. In the emerging ‘classisation of caste’, castes relates to categories of social stratification premised on a different set of principles than those of a ritual hierarchy (Sheth, 1999). Thus the emergent ‘new’ middle class is open to different caste members with modern education, non-traditional occupations, and political power, with a substantial percentage from different lower caste social groups.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  This extends to the business sector as well. In 2005, the Dalit Indian Chamber of Commerce was founded, to promote Dalit entrepreneurship.] 


These changes have contributed to intra-caste differentiation (and ensuing discrimination) across social groups (Ciotti, 2012; Verma, 2005).  For instance, in recent decades, dominant caste farmers have gone through a process of internal differentiation and have significantly expanded their activities in the non-agricultural sector  (Gupta & Thakur, 2017; Jeffrey, 2001; Price, 2006). This reflects broader changes in India’s economy, whereby the importance of agriculture has declined steadily, both in terms of its contribution to the GDP and in terms of a source of wealth and status for the dominant landowning castes. Many of them used their wealth, over the past decades, to invest in non-agricultural activities, primarily to secure the future of their children in terms of education and economic well-being. This has helped them maintain their status in the village and contributed to their economic security, in turn helping them to relate with Dalit villagers from a position of strength. 

However, not all upper castes belong to the economic elites of the villages or, conversely, all Dalits are invariably poor (Teltumbde, 2011). In other words, no caste is homogenous in relation to class- with several class differentiations within a caste (J. Parry, 2020). As Beteille (2007, p. 951) points out, ‘ (…) there are economic disparities not only between the different communities of birth but also within each one of them (…) whether we take the religious minorities or the backward castes, [with] individuals and households belonging to most if not all social classes’’. To give an example, we interviewed an upper caste (Reddy) farmer in Anantpur district of AP who had lost most of his 10 acres of land because of indebtedness and declining rainfall over the last 10 years and who was as poor as some of the Dalits residing in the same area. Thus, while Dalits find it harder than other groups to take advantage of upward class mobility, upper castes are not completely immune to downward mobility. Similarly, a Dalit farmer from the same village had secured from the government (through a personal connection with a local politician) a borewell to be constructed on his land, which increased his income manifold and allowed him to purchase additional land and even a tractor. This also creates differentiation amongst Dalits with some, as our example illustrates, enter into upper echelons of the class system. 

In our fieldwork locations, however, caste and class largely overlapped. Farmers in the villages where we conducted fieldwork were an almost perfect exemplification of what Srinivas (1959) called the ‘dominant caste’,[footnoteRef:4] which he defined as an upper/middle caste that, in a given locality, is numerically preponderant and controls economic resources (especially land) and political power. Of course, much has changed since Srinivas’s seminal contribution, but the relevance of the concept of ‘dominant caste’ still holds in contemporary India (Jeffrey, 2001), despite the fact that, as we will argue below, caste hierarchies and associated dominance have been steadily eroding.  [4:  Following post-independence land reforms, zamindari abolition and the ‘bhoodan movement’, we see the emergence of a strata of neo-rich Backward castes (the middle peasant) such as the Jats, Yadavs, Kurmis, Koiris in the Northern states of India. In AP, the caste structure is not so complex and the landowning dominant castes are in the great majority of cases either Reddys or Kammas.] 

In the villages that we visited, large farmers who employed substantial numbers of agricultural labourers were invariably from dominant castes with at least one member of their families dedicated almost exclusively to agriculture. Similarly, the overwhelming majority of casual labourers were Dalits. In other words, in our fieldwork locations, class and caste overlapped to a very significant extent, albeit not perfectly.[footnoteRef:5] This resonates with research which indicates that the caste-class nexus is stronger at the extremes of the caste hierarchy.  [5:  This is largely true at the national level as well. See Desai and Dubey (2012).] 


Our argument – that negotiations over caste norms result in the modification of these norms and promote social change – is built upon a theoretical framework derived from the work of Ensminger and Knight (1997) and Asef Bayat (2013) which illuminates processes of social change. Ensminger and Knight argue that the emergence of new social norms is often the result of a bargaining process between actors over the distribution of both material and non-material benefits such as power, status or the ability to assert one’s ideological preferences. Thus, new social norms will reflect the preferences of the actor(s) with relatively greater bargaining power. While we agree with Ensminger and Knight that bargaining between actors can lead to the modification of social norms, we suggest that the new norms do not necessarily reflect the more powerful actor’s preferences; rather, what is crucial is not so much the static power position of the actors involved in the negotiations, but their dynamic and strategic dimension. Arguably, bargaining is an interdependent and interactive process that foresees the prevalence of both conflictual and common interests, and where the parties believe that ‘there is more to lose than to gain by not interacting with the other’ (Fraser, Rubin, & Brown, 1976, p. 7). 

We understand bargaining and negotiation as broad concepts which include an ‘exchange of verbal as well as non-verbal communication, formal as well as informal exchanges’ (Elgström & Smith, 2000, p. 2). Due to a number of localised and context specific changes occurring in Indian society over the last decades, the relationship between Dalit labourers and upper caste landowners – which is the focus of our empirical material – has been transformed from one in which the former, in accordance with traditionally entrenched caste norms were expected to be at complete disposal of the latter, to one which reflects more mutual dependency. To an extent, relations between castes have always been mutually dependant – this is what the jajmani system was based upon.[footnoteRef:6] But in the last few decades, the nature of this dependency has changed from being based less on an adherence to traditional caste norms to one of more economic interdependence. In this situation, the landed elites are left with little choice but to accept evolving new norms that largely (but not entirely) reflect Dalits’ preferences, if they want to maintain their economic status, which in turn depends on the maintenance of harmonious relations with their labourers. These new norms, which are the result of a continuing negotiation process between the landed elites and the Dalit labourers, we argue, further weaken the former’s established power position in the rural landscape. Taken together, these negotiations constitute what Asef Bayat refers to as ‘social nonmovements’, which he defines as the ‘collective actions of noncollective actors; they embody shared practices of large numbers of ordinary people whose fragmented but similar activities trigger much social change, even though these practices are rarely guided by an ideology or recognizable leaderships and organizations’ (Bayat 2013, p. 14). In the Indian context, the effect of these ‘nonmovements’ – along with broader processes of change such as rising educational levels, declining importance of agriculture as a source of wealth and status, deepening of democracy to cite a few – is the uneven but nevertheless significant transformation of rural India in general and in particular of the living conditions of the Dalits. [6:  The jajmani system structured relations between different castes in a village, whereby caste specialising in one particular occupation would provide services to other castes (especially dominant ones) in exchange for yearly in-kind payments. The declining importance of the jajmani is not a recent trend, but its almost complete disappearance is.] 


Two additional remarks are in order. First, negotiations rarely involve collective action by the poor. Having said this, a clarification of the meaning of ‘collective action’ is important. Ensminger and Knight (1997, p. 2) express this lucidly: ‘by collective action we mean not just the usual large-scale interactions implied by the term but any activity in which two or more people gain benefits, otherwise unrealizable, from acting together’. When we state that collective action is rare, we mean it in the former sense; demonstrations, strikes, petitioning and other forms of overt ‘large-scale’ actions. But it is equally probable that these individual actions amount to subtle collective action in the latter sense. 

Second, though, for analytical reasons, we have divided India’s rural society between ‘the rich’ and ‘the poor’, these are by no means homogeneous categories, as pointed above. For the purpose of this article, we will consider agricultural labourers with little or no land and who sell their labour to large farmers as ‘poor’; and upper or middle caste farmers who employ substantial numbers of labourers as ‘rich’. This has two major implications in the context of this article. First, the very nature of the relationship that is the main focus of our analysis – between lower caste agricultural labourers and middle/upper caste landowners – is exploitative and asymmetrical in nature. The former sell their labour to the latter who, therefore, are in an undoubtedly privileged position and we do not argue that this has gone through substantial changes. What has changed is how this (exploitative and asymmetrical) relationship is experienced in day-to-day interactions with some visible improvements in favour of the Dalits. Second, the fact that ‘the poor’ and ‘the rich’ are not homogenous categories has important repercussions on the possibility for collective action to emerge. As a number of scholars have pointed out, large-scale collective action is in fact rare in India – although definitely not absent (Lerche, 1999; Pattenden, 2016). The difficulty mainly stems from the multiple lines of fragmentation that divide the poor, especially caste and gender (Harriss-White & Gooptu 2001). Furthermore, the literature has highlighted a number of other divisions that constrain the emergence of collective action. First, it is at least doubtful whether India’s poor can be seen as a class ‘in itself’ or even as ‘classes of labour’ (Bernstein, 2010), with enough interests in common to trigger collective class action (Harriss‐White, 2014). Second, India’s rural society is often divided along inter-class and inter-caste factional lines (Jodhka, 2016). Third, poor people establish contacts and alliances – again, across caste and class – with a variety of actors (Hughes, 2015) – landowners, bureaucrats, fixers, NGO representatives, politicians– who can provide them access to public services, loans, work, help with the police and so forth – surely not as an act of benevolence, but to exercise control over them. As it is often crucial to maintain these contacts and alliances – even if this means perpetuating ‘a political system in which inequalities, personal relationships and dependencies are endemic’ (Kerkvliet, 2009, p. 236) –  poor people see the option of explicitly antagonising someone – for example by joining a collective protest, or expressing solidarity with a fellow poor person – as the last resort. In other words, breaking contact with members of the elites is often seen as a cost that poor people cannot afford to make. Fourth, many poor people do not completely reject the ideological beliefs that underpin the unjust social order, in particular the caste system. Dalits replicate the hierarchy of the caste system by ranking Dalit castes according to the same criteria of ‘highness and lowness, purity and impurity, super-ordination and subordination’ (Moffat, 1979, p. 98). While we disagree with Moffat that this implies ‘a deep cultural consensus on the cognitive and evaluative assumptions of the system as a whole’, the imitation of upper castes’ practices does limit the ability of the Dalits to contest collectively such practices. Across our fieldwork locations, we found Dalit castes (Malas in AP, Chamars in UP) practicing untouchability towards other Dalit castes (the Madigas (AP), Ati-Dalits (UP), a very common practice throughout India.

Given all these constraints to collective action it is not surprising that much social change in India is happening through individualized or small-groups everyday actions, which builds upon broader processes of change. It is a way to extract tangible benefits at a small cost.


METHODOLOGY

The argument is empirically supported by ethnographic work that the three authors conducted in four periods between January 2016 and February 2018 in the state of Andhra Pradesh (AP), in South India and the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP), in North India. We spent about 20 weeks in the field, visiting four villages (two in each state). The article also builds on fieldwork conducted by the first author in AP since 2012. We conducted fieldwork in two districts in each state: Anantpur (Penukonda mandal) and Guntur (Bapatla mandal) in AP; and Fatehpur (Malwan block[footnoteRef:7]) and Jhansi (Babina block) in UP. The districts were chosen to reflect a broad spectrum of poor people’s living conditions in general and Dalits in particular: Anantpur and Fatehpur have low Human Development Indicators (HDIs) and high levels of violence against SCs;[footnoteRef:8] the opposite is true of Guntur and Jhansi. The latter two also have much better irrigation facilities. This has repercussions for the arguments developed in this article, since the presence of reliable irrigation infrastructure contributes to large farmers’ economic security and therefore to their wealth and status. The four villages where we conducted fieldwork were within commutable distance from medium-size urban centres, where non-farm working opportunities were available. This is an important feature of these villages that contributes to the changes in power relations between social groups that we analyse in the empirical section of the article: had the villages been located in remote areas with no working opportunity other than farm labour, it is likely that the changes that we described would have been much less marked or even completely absent.  In our fieldwork sites, Dalits normally reside in areas which are separated from the rest of the village, with three exceptions: in one village in Anantpur district, two Dalit families – belonging to the Mala community, which consider themselves to be of a ritually higher status than the other large Dalit caste of AP, the Madigas – live in the main section of the village; and in a village in Guntur district, the Madiga community lives in an area which is separated from the other sections of the village, but it is entirely surrounded by houses where the Kammas live (one of AP’s dominant farming castes). Similarly in UP, in one village in Fatehpur district, the village Pradhan (head of the village) who was from the SC  (Chamar) category, had her house in the upper caste (Thakur) part of the village. The rest of the Dalits live in the ‘harijan colony’, as referred to by research participants, located on the outskirts of the village characterised by semi-permanent house structures (kucha), bad drainage facilities and poor local amenities. [7:  Mandals and blocks are sub-district administrative units in the two states. We do not provide the name of the villages where we conducted the interviews to protect the anonymity of the research participants.]  [8:  As recorded by the National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs (ncrb.gov.in). As we are aware that low recorded crime against SCs could be due to police biases against them, we triangulated official data with qualitative evidence on the history of caste relations in the area.] 

	
[TABLE 1 HERE]

We conducted about 260 interviews with farmers, NGO representatives, local politicians, and beneficiaries of anti-poverty policies (Table 2). In AP, we interviewed most of the Dalit population that permanently (non-migratory) resides[footnoteRef:9] in the villages where we conducted fieldwork and also interviewed all the large farmers. In UP – where the villages were much larger and scattered, a much smaller proportion of the Dalits and landed farmers were interviewed.  The fieldwork villages cannot be seen as representative cases – no village in India can be seen as such – but were not ‘atypical’ villages either, in terms of their caste composition, location and prevalent economic activities (Table 1). It could also be argued that, especially the two villages in AP, are places where the processes of change that we analyse tend to be more marked compared to other parts of India (especially in the North and Western part of the country). Finally, it is important to note that agricultural labour was scarce in the two villages in AP, particularly during the agricultural peak season. In UP, on the contrary, no landed farmer specifically referred to any difficulty in finding enough workers. This is probably a key reason why caste relations seem to be going through more visible change in AP, compared to UP.   [9:  We interviewed at least one member of all the households that were present in the village when we conducted the fieldwork.] 


[TABLE 2 HERE]

[TABLE 3 HERE]


Much of the empirical material comes from the exploration of caste, gender and labour relations in the context of the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA),[footnoteRef:10] a social assistance policy that is contributing to the altering of power relations at the grassroots (Carswell & De Neve, 2014; Jakimow, 2014). The process of negotiation we are interested in is taking place to a much greater extent in AP; thus our focus below is on this state. We do not claim that the processes that we describe apply to the whole of India. In fact, these processes seem to be highly localised: while we found that the re-negotiation of caste norms is comparably much less pronounced in UP, Kapur, Prasad, Pritchett & Babu (2010), for instance, provide convincing evidence that some of the processes that we describe below with reference to AP, are in fact occurring in UP as well. This suggests that these processes are an important element in the transformation of large parts of India’s rural society, even if patterned unevenly.  [10:  The MGNREGA is India’s (and the world’s) largest rural employment programme (Khera, 2011). The MGNREGA confers to every household living in rural areas the ‘right’ to be employed in unskilled manual labour on public works for ‘not less than 100 days’, in each financial year, and to be paid a statutory minimum wage, which will be equal for men and women (NREGA Act 2005). One of the key objectives of the Act is ‘aiding in the empowerment of the marginalised communities, especially women, Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs)’, two social groups that are relationally marginalised and disempowered within India’s social stratification (Mendelsohn & Vicziany, 1998). In other words, NREGA is one of the main social assistance policies in India strengthening the position of the poor.] 


Our focus is on caste and everyday relations between Dalit labourers and upper/middle caste farmers who are mainly engaged in agricultural activities. So, labourers who regularly migrate to urban centres or upper caste people who have their main source of income outside the village are not included in this analysis. 


THE POLITICS OF THE (MOSTLY PASSIVE) POOR 

There is a relative rich scholarship on the politics of the poor in developing countries.[footnoteRef:11] Back in the 1950s, Oscar Lewis (1975) saw the poor as embedded in a ‘culture of poverty’ marked by fatalism and lack of initiative which condemned them to remaining stuck in poverty. The image of the ‘fatalist poor’ – recently brought up again in a series of studies that adopt a ‘neo-Lewisian’ framework[footnoteRef:12] – was criticised in light of the empirical evidence that poor people, even when they accept their fate and see little hope for the future, employ a number of strategies to cope with their poverty. Hence the emergence of the ‘coping poor’ model, which recognised the pro-active behaviour of the poor in attempting to handle their poverty (Popkin, 1979). This model resonates with a large body of research in anthropology and political science on patron-client relationships that sees the poor as the subaltern subjects who ‘sell’ their votes in exchange for favours, resources or access to services (Hicken, 2011; Kitschelt & Wilkinson, 2007; Piliavski, 2015).  [11:  For an excellent overview of the main paradigms on the study of everyday forms of resistance by the poor, see Bayat, 2013, chp. 2.2. ]  [12:  See an editorial by economist Seema Jayachandran in The New York Times, 13 July 2018, available here: https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/13/business/think-positive-climb-out-of-poverty-it-just-might-work.html. ] 


Several scholars have criticised the ‘coping poor’ model in an attempt to acknowledge poor people’s agency. In the late 1970s, in the Indian context, the concept of ‘everyday resistance’ was at the centre of the ‘Subaltern Studies’ project (Guha, 1982; Pandey, 1978)  that arose in opposition to the elitist genres of historiography[footnoteRef:13], while simultaneously re-instating the distinctive histories of the dispossessed and the subordinate – the ‘subaltern’ (Chatterjee, 1983). The representative subordinate groups were the peasants, agricultural labourers, factory workers and tribals, to name a few. Though subaltern studies approach has been critiqued for emphasising the dramatic and confrontational revolts by the subalternists’ and to maintain a claim for ‘underclass autonomy’’ (Haynes & Prakash, 1993, p. 8), the idea that ‘the everyday reality of subordination, with its attendant ideologies and practices contain[s] elements of submission as well as intransigence’ (Chatterjee, 2012, p. 46) is of particular importance to our article  Thus no hegemony can be so pervasive and penetrative, so as to eliminate all grounds for contestation or resistance. In fact, we want to emphasise the entanglements of domination and resistance with ‘resistance in domination and domination in resistance’’ (Paddison, Philo, Routledge, & Sharp, 2002, p. 21).  [13:  The nationalist, colonialist and Marxist historiographies were critiqued for treating the subordinate classes as lacking a consciousness of their own and thus unable to make their own history. The colonial historiography presented Indian nationalism as an aggregation of ideas and activities formulated by the colonial rulers and to which the Indian elite responded (for ex. Brown, 1977). Likewise, nationalist historiography presented Indian nationalism as a movement led and represented solely by the Indian National Congress (e.g. Sitaramayya, 1946). The Marxist historiography has over-emphasised the opposition between the feudal and bourgeois, overriding the historical specificity of subaltern movements in terms of consciousness and practice (for an extended critique see Chatterjee, 1983).] 


James Scott’s work drew attention to everyday and widespread individual non-organised acts of resistance and ‘insubordination’ by the subalterns. He, thus, argues that a whole range of actions – from setting fire to a landlord’s crop, to theft, to singing songs against oppression, to telling jokes about a state official – are political acts in their own right (Scott, 1985; also see Ortner, 1995). While in most cases these less organised acts of resistance are subtle and invisible or inaccessible (to the elites), at rare moments, the ‘hidden transcripts’ break through the mask of silence opening up the possibility for transformative resistance (Scott, 1990). Scott’s analysis is important to understand the ‘infrapolitics’ of the subordinated which rarely manifests itself through ‘dramatic confrontation’. Instead, ‘their safety lies in their anonymity’ (Scott, 1985, p. 36).  Extending the notion of infrapolitics, Johansson and Vinthagen (2014) understand resistance not only as a mode of survival but also as a way to undermining oppression. Understanding resistance as an everyday act, which is inseparable from power, the act does not necessarily need to have an effect or outcome to be considered as resistance- it should have the potential of undermining power. Like Paddison and co-authors (2002, p. 20) we suggest that domination and resistance are mutually imbricated, ‘the one is always present in the constitution of the other’’.  

The concept of resistance, whilst theoretically useful, lacks an empirical consensus. Bayat argues that ‘everyday resistance’ paradigm seems to conflate awareness about oppression with resistance against it. If  ‘poor women sing[ing] songs about their plight or ridicule[ing] men in their private gatherings indicate understanding of gender dynamics’ this in itself may not constitute as acts of resistance (Bayat 2013, p. 43). Furthermore, by focusing on resistance – both everyday and more explicit forms – we underestimate, on the one hand, the extent to which poor people proactively (rather than reactively) seek political transformation (White, 1986); and, on the other hand, the way in which poor people ‘encroach’ into social spaces and power positions from which their poverty and social status has excluded them (Bayat, 2013; see also Roy, 2014). What remains central here is that people have resorted to forms of resistance that are closely connected to their everyday activities. Furthermore, scholars have documented a wide variety of political acts that go beyond coping strategies of resistance or reactive resistance. Chandra (2015), Picherit (2014) and Roy (2018) for instance, have pointed out how a great deal of poor people’s politics involves some form of negotiation with the elites. Roy (2015) argues that subaltern practices can be contradictory and can ‘straddle the experiences of co-operation and conflict’ (Roy, 2015, p. 642). The subalterns can engage in a range of practices vis-à-vis the elites, which avoid co-optation by the elites but are not conflictual either. At times these practices, Roy argues, enable the subaltern to fulfil their ‘imaginations of change’ such as being able to live in dignity or to be able to give their children a life of dignity. But such imaginations are ‘not predicted on a revolutionary overthrow.’ (Roy, 2015, p. 647).

Our article builds on this recent scholarship and puts the rich and the poor in relation with each other not only in terms of oppressors and oppressed, but also as negotiating partners.  India’s rural landed elites do not play the single role of oppressors and India’s rural poor cannot be relegated to the role of the (fatalist, coping or resisting) oppressed. Instead, we see them as engaged in various processes of negotiation that creates spaces for positive social change and inclusion or, depending on local conditions as others have shown (Gorringe, 2017; Harriss, 2012; Heyer, 2012), to new forms of oppression and domination. 

In the next section, we briefly refer to existing literature on the erosion of caste hierarchies and of patron-client relationships and which constitutes the point of departure of our empirical analysis.

EROSION OF TRADITIONAL FORMS OF AUTHORITY


One dimension of the amelioration of the living conditions of India’s poor are the widely analysed emancipatory processes that have accompanied and reinforced the positive changes in poor people’s material existence. A number of scholars have argued that rising educational levels, increased availability of non-farm employment, social protection policies and politicization of the lower classes/castes have resulted in the reduced dependency of lower caste labourers on local landed elites and this has in certain contexts strengthened poor people’s relative power vis-à-vis local elites (Breman, 1993; Djurfeldt et al., 2008; Gorringe, 2010; Harriss & Jeyaranjan, 2016; Harriss, Jeyaranjan, & Nagaraj, 2010; Jodhka, 2016; Lerche, 1999; Pattenden, 2016; Rodgers & Rodgers, 2011). Furthermore, the long-term crisis in which India’s agriculture has been engulfed (Mishra, 2007), coupled with the ongoing process of land fragmentation across the generations, means that the material base of the upper caste’s dominance is continuously being eroded. This is notwithstanding the fact that many dominant caste families have successfully differentiated their sources of income and assets and have, in many cases, been able to re-assert their dominance through different channels (P. Gupta & Thakur, 2017; Jeffrey, 2001; Pattenden, 2016). In addition, as Deshpande and Ramachandran (Deshpande & Ramachandran, 2019) show, inequalities (both in income levels and in access to opportunities) between caste groups remain high and are widening (except for those at the very bottom of the economic and social scale, who have been slowly catching up).

One of the consequences (as well as a contributory factor) of these emancipatory processes has been the parallel (and mutually reinforcing) erosion of personalistic patron-client relationships and of traditional caste hierarchies (Manor, 2012; Mendelsohn, 1993; Price, 2006). While caste relations have come to denote ‘difference’ rather than ‘hierarchy’ (D. Gupta, 2000)[footnoteRef:14], relations between patron and clients have become ‘marketised’: poor (and low caste) people, rather than offering their services to rich patrons, out of deference and adherence to traditional social norms, do so only in exchange of payments or other forms of compensation. Within these changing contours of the political economy of labour, one very wealthy landowner from Anantpur district in Andhra Pradesh stated: ‘it used to be a personal relation between us and the workers. Now it is all about the money. Our relations are based on single transactions rather than on a continuous relationship’.[footnoteRef:15] While this does not mean that caste has lost its importance as a social identity, or that relations are still not personalised to a certain degree, it indicates that the traditional jajmani system has lost the central relevance that it used to have in India’s villages (Carswell & De Neve, 2014; Jeffrey, 2001).[footnoteRef:16] [14:  This of course does not mean that, especially at the extreme end of the caste ladder, a steep hierarchical order has vanished or that untouchability had disappeared (see also below).]  [15:  Interview 41, Anantpur district, 6 January 2017. See Manor (2012) and Carswell & De Neve (2014) for a similar argument from different parts of India.]  [16:  There is widespread evidence of this from across India. See the references in the previous paragraphs and Jeffrey 2001 p. 222 for additional ones.] 


The concomitant erosion of caste hierarchies and of patron-client relations has contributed significantly to the emancipation of India’s poor. However, this somewhat enchanting picture needs some qualifications. First, the erosion of caste hierarchies and of patron-client relationship has been uneven across India.  Very generally speaking – and keeping in mind that the way in which caste relations are modified and renegotiated is a highly localised phenomenon – the dominance of the upper castes and the stigmatisation of Dalits seem to be more persistent in North and Central India for both historical and demographic reasons (Borooah, 2017). Second, erosion does not mean ‘disappearance’. We use the word erosion here in the same way as a geologist would talk about how the wind and the rain may erode a mountain over the course of thousands of years. In fact, both patronage and hierarchical caste relations (especially at the extremes of the caste ladder) are still a crucial feature of India’s democracy (Piliavski, 2015). Also, while we argue that Dalits’ dependency on upper caste landowners has decreased and allowed them to engage in negotiations with them, this does not by any means entail that dependency has disappeared. What we see is a greater awareness among both Dalits and the landed elites of their mutual interdependency. As we will see in greater detail in the next section, Dalits are fully aware that, in a context of shortage of labour, mainly due to high rates of migration towards urban centres, local availability of (more remunerative) non-farm work (including policies like the MGNREGA), landowners depend on them to carry out agricultural activities that must be done within a short period of time (such as sowing, irrigating or harvesting). This gives them some leverage in negotiations during the agricultural peak season, but the effects extend to the rest of the year, when the shortage of labour is less acute. In fact, a recurring theme of our interviews was that labourers agree to work for a certain landowner only if they treat them ‘with respect’ not only at work, but in their everyday interactions. Landowners, on the other hand, told us repeatedly that the need to secure enough labourers is a constant source of anxiety and generates competition amongst them: ‘the workers exploit our anxiety and the lack of coordination among us’ to extract concessions and higher wages. The same farmer continued: ‘they are very arrogant. They respond in very arrogant ways when we ask them something.  The problem is that some agricultural activities are very time-bound. We can’t wait for more than a week to do certain things. And they know that and they exploit the situation’.[footnoteRef:17] Similarly, in Fatehpur and Jhansi districts, the labourers mentioned that the ‘landlord personally visits us [them] at our homes and requests us [them] to come and work in his field’. While these narratives might be a bit exaggerated and the result of the farmers’ annoyance with small changes in power relations, these dynamics show that, at least in our fieldwork locations, interdependency has a strong material basis and that both parties are aware of it and come to terms with it. Hence, a general trend pointing towards more equal social relations between low caste labourers and upper (or intermediate) caste landowners can certainly be seen across much of India. [17:  Interview 1-5, Guntur district, February 2017. The same idea was expressed by upper or middle caste farmers in all of our fieldwork locations. ] 


The increased power position of India’s poor and the more egalitarian – although still very much unequal – social relations with local elites is the fundamental reason why we can conceptualise poor people’s politics as a form of negotiation. A few decades ago, the dominant castes/classes used to simply dictate what poor Dalits ought to do; today, this form of domination has largely disappeared (Manor, 2012). As an informant of Pamela Price (2006, p. 307) put it: ‘twenty years ago the village leaders gave commands. No one commands anymore’. While it would be an overstatement that relations in the past were exclusively about ‘commanding’ (Breman, 2007), similar comments came up in our own interviews in AP. A Dalit labourer in his sixties from Anantpur, for example, told us that despite the fact that he thinks it is better to be available to satisfy the landed farmers’ requests, ‘it is not like during the old times when they [the Reddies] ordered us what to do. Now they talk to us with respect’.[footnoteRef:18] The need to ‘talk with respect’ to Dalits – a recurring theme in our interviews and in other contexts as well (e.g. Roy 2014) – is a constituent part of this negotiating process: if the upper castes require a service from the Dalits, they have to ask ‘with respect’. Judith Heyer (2012), on the basis of fieldwork conducted over 25 years in Tamil Nadu, similarly reports that it is not acceptable anymore to treat Dalits as badly as before, even though this does not fundamentally alter the oppressive nature of class relations. This was also evident, to a lesser degree, in UP, where, for instance, Dalit labourers reported that they were free to refuse to work for a landowner, unlike in the past when they were expected to obey the ‘orders’ of the village elite. In certain cases, in both states, however, heavily indebted labourers did not have such room for manoeuvre: ‘How can the change come, when we are all indebted to them?’, recalls a Dalit widow from AP.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Interview 4, Anantpur district, 17 January 2016.]  [19:  Interview 3, Anantpur district, 17 January 2016.] 


However, it is very clear that the bargaining power of the Dalits has increased significantly in recent years, due to positive discrimination policies and progressive legislation; education and consequent upward mobility; inroads into politics, accessibility to a wage economy and to non-farm employment which has ruptured the traditional hold of bonded labour; and finally to social policies such as MGNREGA or the Public Distribution System that limit the Dalits’ dependency on upper caste landowners for their survival (Pattenden 2016).

In the next section, we provide empirical evidence primarily from AP on the forms these negotiations take and with what consequences. In doing so, we also look at the other side of the table and explore both the poor and the rich’s ‘everyday politics’. We will also make some contrasting comparisons with Uttar Pradesh.

THE EVERYDAY POLITICS OF THE POOR AND THE RICH

Kerkvliet (2009) has argued that, ‘everyday politics involves ‘people embracing, complying with, adjusting and contesting norms and rules regarding authority over, production of, or allocation of resources and doing so in quiet, mundane, and subtle expressions and acts that are rarely organised or direct’ (Kerkvliet, 2009, p. 232). Using this definition, in this section we argue that everyday political acts of Dalits and upper caste farmers in rural Andhra Pradesh constitute a form of continuous negotiation that results in appreciable social change. These negotiations primarily involve labour relations, but also extend to broader issue of the village’s life.

We distinguish between explicit and implicit forms of negotiation. The former consists of straightforward bargaining on wage rates, labour conditions and the like. By implicit negotiations we mean two things. First, unilateral acts by Dalit labourers – what James Scott would refer to as ‘everyday resistance’ – which are interpreted by their employers as challenges to their authority and which are either tolerated (in most cases, in our fieldwork locations) or resisted (sometimes violently).  The decision on whether to tolerate a visible act of resistance, in many cases, depends on the need to maintain a cordial relation with the labourers. It is in this sense that we see these acts as implicit negotiations: on the one hand, labourers dragging their feet, test the limit of what is acceptable behaviour in order to ease off oppressive labour conditions; on the other hand, landowners decide to tolerate (or not) these acts that challenge their authority keeping in mind that an adverse or violent reaction might antagonise the worker, possibly compromising their future relations with them – and perhaps other Dalit labourers. Second, the decisions by upper caste landowners to treat Dalits in everyday exchanges (outside of the workplace) with a modicum of respect is also a choice dictated by the same need of not antagonising them so that working relations are not compromised. This in turn is seen by most Dalit labourers, whom we spoke to, as a precondition for working on their land. In other words, these processes, arguably can be understood as an exchange of resources: respect and a degree of freedom in exchange for labour.

The emphasis in these negotiations in on labour conditions and the questioning of social norms that regulate the social life of the village. Examples of the former abound. Not only did we find in our interviews that requests for higher wages are common; but negotiations extend to broader working conditions. In a village in Guntur district in AP, for example, individual labourers, after a few incidents where labourers got sick after drinking the water from the irrigation canals bordering the fields, started asking landowners to provide ‘mineral water’.[footnoteRef:20] At first, the landowners denied the request. Then they agreed to provide water, if the labourers came in groups of at least ten workers. Eventually, they accepted to provide free purified water to all workers. This was partly due to the fact that employers did not want their labourers to become sick and thus unavailable for work in a context where labour is relatively scarce and agricultural activity is highly concentrated during a few days during the agricultural season. Additionally, a labour ‘contractor’[footnoteRef:21] explained to us that ‘the farmers don’t want that someone get sick when working in their own field. This would be bad publicity and the workers would refuse to work for them’. On the other hand, however, several labourers told us that they had explicitly told the farmers that the provision of mineral water was an essential pre-requisite for them to work in their fields. In the same village, labourers also requested to be provided a means of transportation to the fields. Again, the landowners reluctantly agreed and they now hire autorickshaws to bring workers to their fields. Significantly, the labourers even managed to make it clear that if the driver picks them up late, they will still stop work at the stipulated time.[footnoteRef:22] [20:  This is actually purified water from a nearby water plant.]  [21:  These are labourers (known as Mistries) who act as labour contractors for the farmers.]  [22:  This came out of several interviews with both labourers and landowners conducted in February 2017.] 


Negotiations on labour conditions, although we believe are conducted mostly on an individual basis, might actually have a collective dimension in two senses. First, it is possible that small groups of workers agree, among themselves, wage rates and other working conditions. We found no evidence of this in our fieldwork locations. In fact, in one of the villages (Guntur district) where farmers recruit agricultural labourers through labour contractors, we were surprised to find that the five contractors of the village did not know each other’s names and told us that they do not meet to coordinate requests to farmers. However, it is very probable that workers ‘belonging’ to a certain labour group led by a contractor, do discuss collectively with the contractor the acceptable wage rates. Second, these negotiations could be collective in a more intangible sense. Many workers told us that when the news circulate in the village that a labourer has obtained a higher wage, then they expected at least the same amount for doing a similar work. While these requests are uncoordinated, they are collective in their consequences.

The type of negotiations described above even occurs when the labourers are deeply indebted to their employers. A Dalit worker from Anantpur district told us:[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Interview 2, Anantpur district, 17 January 2016.] 


Labourer: I am indebted to three Reddy landlords for a total of 5,000 Rs. I repay through my labour at 200 Rs per day, but there is a 24% interest rate…So I end up working for a lot of time for them…But since I also need cash for [my own] daily expenses, I asked [if it was okay] not to work for them everyday, so that I can work for cash for some other [Reddy] farmer.

Q: Were they open to this idea? 

Labourer: it is a proper negotiation. They take a step back and so do we.

This negotiation can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, the landowner wants to ensure that the labourer keeps working for him and repays his debt. On the other hand, in a context where landowners struggle to find enough workers, as is the case in the village where this labourer lives, this type of negotiation nevertheless shows how power relations between labourers and employers have changed. In fact, similar negotiations were unthinkable only a couple of decades ago, according to a number of elderly Dalits who chatted with us at the local tea stall. In the past, they recall, Dalits were expected to be at the complete disposal of the (upper caste) Reddies and even trying to negotiate would have provoked a violent reaction. The traditionally ‘acceptable’ form of ‘negotiation’ was begging the landowner to be benevolent and allowing the labourer to work. Today, Dalit labourers do not dare to explicitly threaten the landlords – for example by threatening to migrate if their conditions are not met – but they do not beg. In some cases (and at first sight), very little seems to have changed: Dalits, especially of the older generations, fold their hands and bow their heads when talking to an upper caste landowner. In UP, moreover, Dalits do not dare to sit at the same level as that of an upper caste landowner (observations in the field, Fatehpur and Jhansi districts). In one instance in Fatehpur, the woman elected head (Pradhan) from the SC (Chamar) of the village was summoned by the upper caste (Thakur) landlord (and ex-village head) to be interviewed by us. Despite being the village head, she chose to sit on the floor of the Thakur’s house. In another instance in Fatehpur district, during our interview with an SC family, we noticed all family members either kept standing or sat on the floor, despite the availability of a charpoy (knitted cot). When asked, they replied that since the Brahmin men in the house opposite to theirs were sitting on cots, they would sit on the ground and not on the cots, that is, not at the same level as the Brahmins.

Nonetheless, despite these instances, there is, first, a marked difference in the body language that the younger generation of labourers use when addressing a landowner: not only do they tend not to display any sign of submission, but they explicitly refuse to avoid behaviours that they know would be interpreted as a sign of disrespect, like smoking in front of the landowners (see below) or even sitting next to them (Field Observations, Anantpur district). Secondly, the content of the negotiation is based on facts linked to material realities, to justify each party’s demands. Several labourers told us (and several landowners confirmed) that, when they negotiate their wages, they do so on the basis of the current price of food items, the quality of the work that needs to be performed, the availability of other sources of income or other economic arguments rather than pleading the landowner to be benevolent, as was the case in the past. 

Significantly, landowners are fully aware that they must make concessions. During a discussion with a group of landowners in Guntur district, it emerged that they would ‘say yes to most of their [the labourers] requests. We don’t want to be put in the situation where we are told ‘you either pay me this much or we don’t come to work’. As the discussion went on, it became clear that what landowners feared most was the emergence of a collective demand for higher wages that would have eroded their (meagre, according to them) earnings. Labourers in the same village agree with the farmers and think that, when their requests are ‘reasonable’, they are usually accepted. 

The need to accommodate the labourers extends beyond the workspace. A landowner from Guntur district complained that the maintenance of irrigation canals on their land by labourers under the MGNREGA is sometimes of ‘appalling quality’. However, the landowner continued, ‘we certify that the work done is of good quality, because we don’t want the workers not to be paid … because we don’t want to compromise our relation with them’.[footnoteRef:24] The importance of these examples goes beyond the day-to-day dynamic of labour relations; instead, they show that the negotiating process between Dalit labourers and upper caste landowner results in appreciable modification of existing social norms. And this change of norms is largely an [un]intended social process; ‘actors produce social norms in the process of seeking distributional advantage’ (Knight and Ensminger, 1997, p. 4). However, Knight and Ensminger’s model would predict that the Dalits would obey orders of the upper-caste and not to question their authority. Rather, the re-negotiated and widely accepted social norms that regulate the villages’ political economy reflect the increased power position of the Dalits and the farmers coming to terms with that. [24:  Interviews 1-5, Guntur district, 18 February 2017.] 


In a similar fashion, Dalit labourers regularly engage in implicit negotiations with their upper (or intermediate) caste employers to question established social norms that relegate them to the bottom of the social order. Here again the elites are willing to make concessions in order to preserve their relation with the labourers, who are in turn ready to compromise. One Dalit labourer from Anantpur district reported:[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Interview 6, Anantpur district, 18 January 2016.] 


Things have changed dramatically in recent years … When we go to their [the Reddies] weddings we are given food in special metal plates. But at least it is the same metal as their own plates. In the past, it was a different material altogether. We are also given the same food, which was not the case in the past.

The choice of serving the same food in the same – although marked – type of plate is an act that has important social and political repercussions. Of course, this has very little to do with the notion that Reddy landlords have suddenly embraced the values of equality and social justice. But it is in their best interest not to humiliate their labourers too much.[footnoteRef:26]As the same labourer added: ‘They know that if they do not treat us with respect, we will go to Bangalore or Hindupur. We are dependent on them, but they depend on us’. Several labourers from both Anantpur and Guntur districts concur and a few of them went even further: ‘landlords are now dependant on us’.[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  This is partly due to the Protection of Civil Rights, 1979 and the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes Prevention of Atrocities Act, 1989 ]  [27:  Interview 5, Guntur district, October 2016.] 


It is in this sense that the daily interactions between upper caste landlords and Dalit labourers are a form of implicit negotiation: both acknowledge their mutual dependency and each party is ready to take a step backward. An agricultural labourer from Guntur explained the symbiotic relation between upper and lower caste villagers saying that ‘we are all born of the same mother’, by which she meant that they needed to coexist and help each other: compromising and negotiating is one way to ensure the peaceful coexistence of the two parties. In the previous example, Dalits choose to tolerate a bit of humiliation, and the Reddys choose not to humiliate them too much. Importantly, the negotiating process led to the establishment of new social norms. In the example just mentioned, it is clear from our fieldwork that a few principles have been established: first, Dalits are invited to weddings of upper caste families;[footnoteRef:28] second, they are not expected to perform any traditional role – playing drums, for example – unless they are paid for it; third, Dalits are given the same food as anybody else, and this is served on a proper plate – and not on banana tree leaves – although special plates are reserved for them. Violating these ‘rules’ would most certainly seriously upset the Dalits with deleterious consequences on social and labour relations. At the same time, Dalits accept some humiliation – the marked plates – but choose not to create a scene about it at the wedding or not to attend the wedding at all, because this would clearly upset the hosting family and indeed the entire Reddy community, which would have serious consequences on social relations. These changes are significant, especially if we compare with wedding arrangements in Uttar Pradesh, where Dalits reported being seated (on the floor) and being served food separately. On the other hand, upper castes attend Dalits’ weddings but not eat on the occasion.[footnoteRef:29] Some Dalits we spoke to told us that they stopped inviting Brahmins and Thakurs to their weddings because they insisted on not eating their food and because they would bring their own plates from home, which they found unacceptable. They also stopped attending upper caste weddings for the same reason.[footnoteRef:30] Clearly, even in the context of our fieldwork villages in AP, the marked plate is there precisely as a reminder that Dalits have not crossed the ‘impurity line’ that separates them from the rest of the society. However, from a previous situation where Dalits attended upper caste weddings as providers of services (for ex, as nautch girls) and then ate the leftovers of the other guests, to one in which they are invited as guests, they are seated on chairs and eat the same food as the other guests, it is undeniable that the new social norms regulating weddings reflect the increased power position of the Dalits and not, as Ensminger and Knight (1997) would have predicted, that of the more powerful actor in the negotiation, i.e. the landed elites. Nevertheless, their idea that bargains (or negotiation) leads to a modification of social norms aptly resonates with the empirical reality in our fieldwork locations in rural AP. [28:  The erosion of caste practices only extends so far: Reddies are usually invited to Dalits’ weddings too, but they never go.]  [29:  Series of interviews, Jhansi district, February 2017. It is important to keep in mind that these processes are highly localised. Kapur et al. (2011)’s research in UP, for example, shows that wedding arrangements underwent through a great deal of change in the last decades and resemble what we found in AP.]  [30:  Various interviews, Jhansi district, August 2016.] 


Similar everyday negotiations between Dalit labourers and upper caste landowners shape numerous aspects of the village social life. A Reddy farmer who owned approximately 30 acres – a huge amount in rural India – and belonged to the single most prominent political family – the ‘owner’ of the village as one labourer put it – told us:

Sometimes we cannot find enough workers, so we work ourselves. Even the women. It is very demeaning. Also, when they [the Dalits] work, they don’t ask permission to go to the toilet.[footnoteRef:31] They just go and then they hide in the bush for a long time. What can we do? If we question them they will not show up the day after. So we just pretend that we do not notice that.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Our interviewee used the word ‘toilet’, but what he meant was relieving themselves in the bushes.]  [32:  Interview 13, Anantpur district, 19 January 2016.] 


This again is an example of an implicit, everyday negotiation that has profound implications for the village social and economic relations. The choice of not asking permission to go for relieving themselves – which was confirmed to us by several labourers in Anantpur district – and to remain in the ‘bush’ longer than necessary can be seen as acts of ‘everyday resistance’ that encroach onto customary social norms that would require Dalits to be deferent to the upper caste landowners. By refusing to ask permission to stop working and going to relieve themselves, in other words, Dalit labourers are not simply dragging their feet to ease off, temporarily, the oppressive nature of labour relations: they are in fact advancing a claim and continuing the negotiating process with their upper caste employers. Similarly, the choice of working alongside the Dalit labourers and the choice of not questioning them if they stay too long in the bush are political acts of retrenchment that contribute to the erosion of the landowners’ power and the increase of that of the labourers. As a result, now labourers do not ask permission to go to relieve themselves in the bush and stay there for as long as they find ‘reasonable’, therefore testing the boundaries of what the landowner is ready to accept. We found some evidence of similar processes occurring in UP as well. A Yadav (middle caste) farmer, lamenting that ‘all respect is gone, nowadays’ reported that Dalits labourers take rest during work without asking permission and that he tolerates this ‘if it happens only once in a while’.[footnoteRef:33] While some Dalit workers told us that if they rest for too long they are ‘scolded’, they agree that nothing serious happens[footnoteRef:34]. They also noted that they can now freely refuse to work for the big farmers, which was not the case 10 or 20 years ago: ‘they [the farmer] will get angry. But nothing happens’.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Interview 16, Jhansi district, 14 February 2017]  [34:  Various interviews, Jhansi district, 14 February 2017.]  [35:  Various interviews, Jhansi district, 14 February 2017.] 


The questioning of social norms also happens outside of the realm of workers-labourers relations. A farmer from Anantpur reported that when he meets his labourers in the village they would smoke in front of him. ‘My father told me that labourers would never smoke if he was present, but now they do that without any problem. My father was a respected person in the village, but we are not respected anymore […] but if you want to continue to do farming, you have to tolerate all this[footnoteRef:36]. Another landowner from the same village remarked that ‘it is very sad that people now feel free to challenge the rules that regulate the village and we can’t do anything about that. Sometimes you want to kill yourself because of the humiliation that you have to go through when you deal with them’.[footnoteRef:37] Similar examples were recurrent in the interviews with both farmers and labourers to show that a great deal of social change has happened through these implicit negotiations. Dalits can now have a tea at the village’s stall, sitting on the bench as everyone else, and addressing the upper caste owner with ‘mama’, a Telugu expression meaning ‘uncle’, a very friendly and informal way of addressing someone; they can walk through the upper caste section of the village with their sandals on, and sit in the third row of chairs during the Gram Sabha, the village council – although not in the very first row –  wearing whatever they like to wear.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Interview 40, Anantpur district, 6 January 2017.]  [37:  Interview 41, Anantpur district, 6 January 2017.]  [38:  Series of direct observations, January and February 2017, Anantpur district. See also (Olausson, 2017).] 


Some of these negotiations touch the heart of caste norms, blurring the ‘impurity line’ that condemn Dalits to the bottom of the social order. In Guntur district, while conducting an interview with a Dalit labourer, an upper caste landowner came to the research participants’ house to ask her to assemble a few labourers to work in his field. Then he asked the woman’s daughter to give him a glass of water, which she promptly offered in a metal cup. He drank and then left. Our respondent was quick to make us notice how this is a clear sign of how things have changed in the last few years.[footnoteRef:39] Clearly, the landlord consciously chose to ask for a glass of water and to drink before leaving as a sign of respect. Other Dalit labourers from the same village told us that now upper caste landowners drink their water when they come to ask them to work in their fields. Indeed, the very fact that landowners come to the Dalit colony was seen as a major change by our Dalit research participants, who remember that in the past it was them who had to approach the landlord and ‘beg’ for work. These are all major changes that touch the core of the social norms that have ensured the upper castes domination upon the Dalits. [39:  Interview 6, Guntur district, October 2017.] 


Of course, this does not mean that the practice of untouchability has disappeared (Borooah, 2017; Navsarjan Trust & RFK Center, 2010). In most cases, water sources, for instance, are still strictly segregated, not to mention marriage arrangements. When labourers were asked if they had ever entered the house of their employers, most responded that they never did, as this was ‘strictly prohibited’. In one of our fieldwork villages in Fatehpur, UP, for example, an OBC woman told us that they are ‘allowed’ to take water from a hand pump in front of a Brahmin’s house which had been installed by the government for common use. Despite several attempts by villagers to get water from the pump, they still cannot access it because doing so would attract a violent reaction.[footnoteRef:40] Instead, they take water from a tap in a school which is open only for two hours each day. However, the questioning of the traditional social order by Dalits labourers is embedded in a process of continuing negotiation of these norms that, slowly, do lead to important social change and, in the process, redefine power relations at grassroots. In other words, what we refer to as an erosion of caste norms. [40:  Various interviews, Fathepur district, August 2016.] 


It is important to note that the very fact that these processes are present suggests that the elites are not exclusively concerned about playing the role of the oppressors who try in every possible way to keep oppressing the oppressed (Scott 1985, Ch. 7; Pattenden 2016). To be sure, this is certainly one of their main preoccupations, which is logical since any actor in a negotiation tries to pursue their own interests and, undoubtedly, a key interest of rich, upper caste landowners is to maintain their power position and control over the labour force.

In one of the fieldwork locations (Anantpur), for instance, the big landlords were making significant efforts to maintain the monopoly of the local credit market. One Dalit labourer told us that ‘there is no moneylender in the village. The Reddies will not let that happen. A few years back a BC (Backward Caste)[footnoteRef:41] farmer started lending money but was beaten up.’[footnoteRef:42] Another Dalit labourer confirmed that the credit market is completely in the hands of the Reddies and that the few BC farmers that were lending tiny amounts of money, were doing this only for people that they trusted, as they did not want the Reddies to know.[footnoteRef:43] Also, landowner-moneylenders, according to virtually every labourer we spoke to, are ready to lend money only as long as the debt is not repaid in cash, but through labour. In this way, they can ensure, on the one hand, a pool of indebted labourers readily available for work. On the other hand, as farmers in Guntur district emphasized, the importance of controlling the credit market is crucial because indebted labourers will not bargain for a higher wage when the agricultural season comes.[footnoteRef:44] This reminds of the situation in UP, where the main source of credit are big farmers who ask for a collateral, before giving credit. This is given in the form of gold jewellery or land and is a potent source of dependency as indebted Dalits cannot simply afford to default on their debt and would be ready to accept harsh labour conditions to avoid losing their (only) valuable goods.[footnoteRef:45] [41:  The Backward Castes are a group of castes that have been historically considered to be ‘lower caste’, although not ‘untouchable’. The state implements a set of positive discrimination policies for the BCs.]  [42:  Interview 2, Anantpur district , 17 January 2016.]  [43:  Interview 6, Anantpur district, 18 January 2016.]  [44:  Interviews 1-5, Guntur district, 18 February 2017.]  [45:  Series of interviews in Fatehpur and Jhansi districts, January 2016, August 2016 and February 2017.] 


Other strategies employed by landed farmers in our fieldwork locations in both AP and UP to reduce their dependence on labourers and to maintain their power position include investments for the mechanization of agricultural operations in order to reduce their dependence on labourers; the imposition of draconian sharecropping agreements, whereby labourers must give the landlords up to 75 per cent of the crop; ‘divide and rule’ strategies, like offering zero-interests loans, or preferential access to public services or social policy to some Dalit labourers and not others, or offering drinks in order to foster jealousy and rivalry within the Dalit community and prevent class/caste solidarity to emerge; denying access to the fields for defecation or for grazing animals; or sharing the gram samaj land with some Dalit families and not others.[footnoteRef:46]All these and other strategies[footnoteRef:47] aim at reducing the landlords’ dependence on the labourers, crashing their bargaining power, and, more generally, to keep them in ‘in their place’. [46:  All these are examples taken from our fieldwork.]  [47:  For an excellent overview of these strategies in Karnataka see Pattenden (2016), especially chapters 4 and 5.] 


However, the role of the elites does not end there. As the above examples demonstrate, by choosing – reluctantly, to be sure – to prioritise the maintenance of cordial, collaborative and peaceful relations with their labourers at the cost of the erosion of their social status and of their power position, rural elites are promoting, unwittingly, positive social change. Of course, this has much to do with the increased assertiveness of the Dalit labourers themselves, who are willing to risk provoking potentially violent and even lethal reactions by the elites in order to stress their right to, for example, going to relieve themselves without asking permission or smoking in front of an upper caste landlord. The willingness of landed employers to negotiate (explicitly and implicitly) and compromise with the labourers is mainly due to pragmatism. In a context where agriculture is engulfed in a prolonged crisis that shows no sign of easing off, where climate conditions are changing (and most farmers have scarce adaptation capacity), where labourers are increasingly more aware and assertive of their rights even at the risk of provoking violent reactions by landed elite and, at least in villages not far from urban centres (like the ones where we conducted fieldwork) there is a relative scarcity of rural labour, the elites have little choice but to compromise. When they do not (or when they retaliate violently), they know that this will come at a considerable cost, which could ultimately threaten their economic position: on the one hand, the cordial relations with the labourers would be broken, which could affect their (already meagre) profits from agriculture; on the other hand, acts such as the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (prevention of) Atrocities Act, 1989, even though they are implemented only partially and conviction rates are extremely low (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2015, Chapter 7), are nevertheless taken seriously enough by the state authorities to ensure that at least a long and expensive trial would follow (Carswell & De Neve, 2015). One of the farmers we spoke to sarcastically commented that ‘you cannot even question them. Otherwise, they will file a case against you!’.[footnoteRef:48]  Furthermore, it is clear from interviewing farmers from different generations that the younger (and more educated) cohort is aware that ‘times have changed’ and that they ‘do not live in the past century anymore’.[footnoteRef:49] A Dalit labourer in Guntur district concurs: ‘the younger generations do not want to fight and the younger Kammas[footnoteRef:50] do not really care where one sits’.[footnoteRef:51] [48:  Interview 18, Guntur district, 18 February 2017.]  [49:  Interview 40, Anantpur district, 6 January 2017.]  [50:  Kammas are the dominant landed caste in that village.]  [51:  Interview 27, Guntur district, 19 February 2017.] 


CONCLUSIONS

The central aim of this article is not to suggest a radical restructuring of social power in rural India but to analyse the ongoing process of ‘politics of negotiation’ which is gradually redefining relationships between the lower and the upper castes and the (largely parallel) relationships between agricultural labourers and the landed elite. While the material basis of this relationship in terms of the redistribution of the means of production remains unchanged, there are marked changes in the ways in which everyday interactions and associated social norms are experienced. In line with Ensminger & Knight (1997:14), we find bargaining to be the primary mechanism that influences the change in norms. In the process, social norms, especially caste norms, are being redefined and reformulated in a way that reflects to some extent the preferences of the weak, the Dalits. This is due to the fact that Dalit agricultural labourers have gradually come to realize that they have a (somewhat) stronger bargaining position vis-à-vis the land owners compared to their parents’ generation. And landowners have slowly – though reluctantly – come to the same understanding of the situation.

This reluctance also means that these processes could be reversed, should the material conditions underpinning caste relations change in favour of large, upper caste landlords, though we think this is an unlikely possibility. First, given the enduring agricultural crises in India, it is unlikely that farming will become a much more profitable occupation any time soon, also considering that climate change is expected to have a severe impact on South Asia. Second, as pointed out, one of the factors contributing to the changes that we analyse is relative shortage of labour. This is also likely to continue, at present rates of rural-urban migration. While the Covid-19 pandemic has temporarily stopped migration to cities (and actually reversed it), this is most likely a temporary phenomenon. Third, once social norms change, they tend to get ‘institutionalised’ and therefore likely to persist for a while. Given that, for the two reasons just mentioned, it is unlikely that the power position of upper caste landlords will significantly improve in the medium term, we think that the process of change described in this article is not likely to be reversed. However, this remains a possibility, especially if large farmers, perhaps using resources accumulated from other sectors of the economy, will invest in mechanisation to reduce their dependency on labour. This was not a visible process in our fieldwork location, but it certainly is in other parts of the country.

As we have pointed out, the processes that we analyse are localised and parts of (especially) North India are much less affected (Borooah, 2017). In numerous cases, as a number of scholars have noted, these processes have triggered violent reactions by the landed elites (Gorringe, 2005; Mendelsohn & Vicziany, 1998) or, even when they do result in an appreciable change in the living conditions of the Dalits, they do not fundamentally alter the oppressive nature of class relations (Heyer 2012). In other cases, the upper castes, through their social, cultural and economic capital are able to expand or reconfigure their dominance in other ways (Harriss 2012) which results in new forms of oppression and domination (Gorringe, 2017, Chapter 2; Pattenden, 2016). Furthermore, these processes might also result in reduced social obligations by the landlords to ‘provide’ for their workers in times of need – through loans, gifts, food etc. However, violent retaliation or social boycott is not the sole inevitable reaction to Dalit assertiveness and willingness to engage in negotiations. Indeed, where this ‘politics of negotiation’ exists, we find that the poor in many cases are managing to leave a role of a ‘client’ completely dependent on a ‘patron’. Nonetheless, we do not suggest that these relationships have become equal nor do we propose that the rural poor are fighting the unequal economic and political conditions as united and class-conscious actors. The negotiations are often done on an individual basis but which inevitably creates spaces for the poor and socially excluded to assert, negotiate and to some extent attain a political voice.

However, the importance of these small and gradual changes should not be underestimated for two reasons. First, as Mosse argues, Dalit ‘identity is itself principally defined by dependence and service’ (Mosse, 1994, p. 73). Therefore, even minimal concessions by the landed elites or minimal resistance by the Dalits, that erode their dependency ‘erodes the bases of the caste hierarchy’  (Gorringe, 2010, p. 252) and triggers positive social change. Second, the everyday actions of the poor and of the rich that constitute the continuing process of negotiation are often not intended to be political acts. However, they become political in their effects, as they form ‘a social nonmovement’ that brings about significant social change (Bayat 2013). The changing patterns of wedding arrangements, labour conditions, seating arrangements and access to village tea stalls in an undefinable but high number of villages across India is indeed (slowly) transforming rural society as a whole. It is in fact significant that the changes that we describe occur in both types of villages that we visited – those with better initial conditions (which, in our expectations, should have facilitated these processes in a more pronounced way) and those where initial conditions were worse. More important than improving levels of human development, it seems that the crucial trigger for the changes that we analyse, is a combination of shortage of labour and (relatively) effective social protection policies that help to reduce the Dalits’ dependency on dominant caste farmers – both conditions being much more prominent in AP than in UP. This might explain why the processes of negotiations that are contributing to change caste relations are much more visible in the former case (although not completely absent in the latter). These processes are, to conclude, self-reinforcing and could be the harbinger of larger transformations, yet to come.
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