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Abstract

Untouchability continues to be a pervasive phenomenon that plagues
millions of Dalits in India, and its continuity is supported by the caste-
based hierarchies and its mechanisms of exclusion. Far from being a
remnant of history, untouchability still lingers in the quotidian life of Dalits
causing both material and psychological harm to them. This article
examines Sundar Sarukkai’s and Gopal Guru'’s theoretical perspectives to
re-evaluate the theorization of untouchability. The article deconstructs their
theoretical perspectives to redefine the theorization of untouchability. It
interrogates how Sarukkai’s phenomenological deconstruction and Guru'’s
sociological analysis explain the lived experiences of untouchability and
how a new set of ideas can be derived out of the interaction between these
two modes of analysis. By placing untouchability in both sociological and
philosophical investigations, this article aims to argue untouchability as a
site for structural marginalization, requiring interdisciplinary analysis and
triggering political change.
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Introduction

Untouchability is a kind of humiliation that has been meted out
across generations upon the large parts of the population in India
(Charsley 1). It can be traced historically as one of the most pervasive
and dehumanizing forms of social exclusion on the Indian society in
connection with the caste system. Untouchability is not only a
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practice but a social institution, which takes different forms of
discrimination ~and  domination, and thus  perpetuates
marginalization. It could be traced to the varna system of ancient
India, one of its strict forms and its further development into
hereditary caste orders. The purity-impurity binary is the principle
that supports the nature of untouchability, which determines the
hierarchical nature of the caste system. The higher castes, in
particular the Brahmins, were considered pure and were put in
charge to preserve religious and ritualistic purity. On the other hand,
some professions, including manual scavenging, tanning, and street
cleaning were deemed as being impure and the people who practiced
these jobs were pushed to the bottom of the social ladder. This
stratification became institutionalised over centuries, and people at
the bottom were often called Dalits or untouchables, who were
severely discriminated against in their social, economic, and political
life.

This article places untouchability in the context of philosophical
and sociological discourse with the phenomenological quest of
Sundar Sarukkai and sociological perspectives offered by Gopal
Guru. Sarukkai views untouchability as ‘touch-un-ability’,
constitutive of Brahmin identity, and deconstructed by Derridean
supplementation (195). Guru stresses on caste as the structural law of
reproducing marginality (219). The first part of this article will create
a historiographical survey on untouchability. In the second part, this
article analyses the insightful debates of Sundar Sarukkai and Gopal
Guru in regard to untouchability. The last part entails how Sarukkai’s
phenomenological deconstruction which is not free from some flaws,
and Guru’s sociological critiques clash and diverge in theorising the
issue of untouchability and what new epistemic insights can be made
by their juxtaposition.

Untouchability: A Historiographical Perspective

Racial exclusivity of Indo-Aryans in early India has traditionally been
a subject of academic interest. The Indo-European colonists, also
known as Aryas (or Aryans) arrived in the Indian subcontinent
around 2000 B.C. Such migrants were tall and fairly skinned, and
their priests had developed an advanced form of poetic culture,
which allowed them to write hymns in Sanskrit to worship their gods
in the sacrificial ceremony. The ensuing collection of hymns, the Rig -
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Veda, is one of the most sacred books of Hinduism, the other being the
Gita. Rig-Veda and other oral religious traditions of the first
millennium B.C. remain integral to the modern-day Hinduism. In
this sacred text, the mention of racial differences and the enslaved
native people, or the Dasas, come into view. The Dasas were referred
to as black, bull-lipped and snub-nosed (Gandhi 257). With the
settlement of the fair-skinned Aryans in the midst of the darker
aboriginals, the importance of blood purity started to focus, thus
making the lines of division between classes harder. The Dasas who
had absorbed into the Aryan society or Aryans who had married the
Dasas tended to be side-sled and given outcast status.

The religious scriptures which were in Sanskrit, a language
monopolised by the Brahmin caste, reveal that the strict societal
stratification existed in the Vedic era (ending around 600 B.C.). The
society was structured into a four-fold stratification: Brahmins
(priests), Kshatriyas (warriors), Vaishyas (peasants and traders) and
Shudras (serfs and slaves). The Brahmins also used poetry to
entrench their dominance, especially the allegorical Purusha-Sukta
hymn of the Rig-Veda. This hymn introduces the four castes as the
members of one human body, which is the Body Social. The hymn
states that the Brahmins, the spawn of the mouth of Purusha, are
responsible to speech and teachings; the Kshatriyas, the spawn of the
arms, the strength and valour as guardians and warriors; the
Vaishyas, the spawn of the thighs, the food givers and the feeders of
society; and the Shudras, the spawn of the feet, the servers of the
other classes.

Although the hymn presents the four castes, it does not give a
clear understanding of the origin of the untouchables. However,
subsequent groups of labelling who came to be known as
untouchables were thought to be lower than Shudras, or were
thought to be out of the Aryan social structure altogether. The
aboriginal groups were degraded to form untouchables. At the time
of the post-Vedic period, the Brahminical supremacy was
consolidated and the idea of impurity took a formal form in the
Brahminical literature (Gandhi 258). This idea that the untouchables
have the ability to spread the pollution to others by touching them or
being near them comes out clear in modern legal literature. These
ideologies produced, and strengthened the caste-based system of
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stratification in India to make untouchability a sociocultural fact and
truth. In the caste system, religious mythology by Brahmins,
including myths that differentiate how the Shudras and the
untouchables came into being, are used to perpetuate their
superiority. Such an ideological construction finds a vivid expression
in the Bhagavad-Gita, a holy text of the Hindu religion, which glorifies
the four parts of the society though it thus excludes the so-called fifth
caste, the untouchables.

Throughout the Indian history, untouchables have not fought in
any concerted effort to fight their degradation in a unified manner.
Although there are occasional cases of low social mobility between
untouchables, it is quite inconsequential as far as their vertical
mobility is concerned. In their effort to uphold the conventional
norms, the Brahmins as religious norm-setters have tactfully used
religious mythology to uphold social order which has resulted into
the stringent segregation of the untouchables. The Manusmriti (‘Laws
of Manu’), which is one of the central texts of Brahmanism,
institutionalizes the servitude of Shudras as an inseparable and
permanent state, discourages the Shudras and prevents them from
amassing any wealth, and prohibits any kind of contact with higher
castes. Moreover, Shudras who defy caste hierarchy as provided in
Manu’s laws are severely punished and thus are dehumanized and
excluded by moral values of higher castes. These laws support
defilement of the untouchables and institutionalize their oppression.

The seven hundred years of the Indian occupation under the
Muslim rule, starting in 1206 A.D., does not seem to have brought
about any significant change on the socioeconomic matters of
untouchables. During the later British colonial days, the state did not
interfere much in the caste system, with the exception of few
occasions when lower caste cast some interest in practicing
Christianity. Both the direct violence and systemic deprivation have
served to perpetuate the socio- economic exploitation of the
untouchables. Landless agricultural labourers in the rural scene, most
of them being untouchable castes, continue playing in deep
impoverished cycles which forces them to work even when they may
die of starvation. Their labour is commercialized and even their lives
are used as an instrument of survival. Similarly in the cities,
untouchables form section of the industrial labour force providing
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labour against wages. However, in as much as they have been
incorporated into urban economic models, they have not yet come
out of the social discrimination, as well as the stigma of
untouchability.

In 1950, the Indian Constitution was adopted and it came up
with a list of fundamental rights in order to safeguard citizens.
Among them, Article 17 categorically abolished untouchability, and
made it illegal under the law to be practiced in any manner. In 1955,
the Untouchability Offences Act was enacted by the Indian
Parliament that outlawed any discriminatory practices related to
untouchability. Nonetheless, the government intervention on dealing
with the issue of untouchability has often caused increased tensions,
conflicts, and violence in many areas. This highlights the entrenched
opposition to the dismantling of the caste-based ideology that is still
running in the Indian society.

Untouchability: A Theoretical Perspective

Sundar Sarukkai in his essay Phenomenology of Untouchability, has
engaged in a philosophical exploration, based specifically on
phenomenology, to come up with analytical explanations of the
concept and practice of untouchability. Based on both the Indian and
the Western philosophical traditions, Sarukkai explores the
underlying issues behind untouchability, and the ethical basis of it by
carefully examining the elements of the term ‘un-touch-ability’
(Sarukkai 185). His discussion goes beyond the literal and physical
meaning of touch to explore what he calls the moral aspects of touch.
The dialogue of bodies by touch, Sarukkai argues, will always go
beyond the physical realm, and untouchability, in his opinion, does
not simply involve the physical contact and is also projected into
other moral and existential spheres of human experience.

Sarukkai in his interpretation finds deep truths in the word
structure of ‘un-touch-ability’. He observes that the prefix wun-
negativity signifies the main element of contact, touch and thus
stresses the impossibility of contacting. But when the negation is put
on the last part of the word ability, it means the inability to practice
the activity of touching. To underscore the dual meaning of this
word, Sarukkai examines it by trying to bring out the two senses in
which, the inability to touch may be ascribed to the impossibility of
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the physical touching of the object, like the sky or space cannot be
touched physically. The failure is, in another sense, in the subject of
the act of touching, meaning that untouchability may mean the
incapability of the individual who tries to touch and not the
untouchable object (Sarukkai 186).

Coming on top of this difference, Sarukkai claims that
untouchability is essentially a restriction to the subject, who does not
touch. He goes on to explain how people who do not touch
untouchables, are also the victims of a touch-un-ability, as he calls it.
Going beyond this thought, Sarukkai notes that a Brahmin who
engages in the practice of untouchability ends up depriving
themselves of the ability to touch other people, which symbolically
means depriving themselves of their ability to touch themselves. This
loss of touch which is an essential human experience results in decay
or partial existential death. In this way, it is suggested by Sarukkai
that the pathology of not being able to touch other people is
internalized in the very concept of the Brahmin (Sarukkai 195).

Sarukkai next discusses ritual practices of Brahmins, including
the practice known as madi, and also dwells upon the interesting
example of the Acharyas, a sect of Brahmins. He claims that this
group represents a kind of permanent untouchability, similar to that
of untouchables, as opposed to temporary untouchability of other
groups, which can be overcome with the help of certain rituals. In his
analysis of the Acharyas, Sarukkai concludes that some Brahmins
internalize and come to embody untouchability to such a degree that
it manifests as a disability, leaving them incapable of touching. Under
this system, it is natural that a Brahmin is an untouchable. Sarukkai
also interprets that the unmistakable attribute of Brahmin identity,
the untouchability, has been metaphorically transferred to the
untouchable caste. This is philosophically understood as a sort of
supplementation, in which the untouchable is a constitutive
supplement of the Brahmin subject.

Sarukkai then recalls Jacques Derrida’s theory of binary
hierarchies to deconstruct the dichotomy between Brahmins and
untouchables. Derrida has criticised the Western philosophy because
it treated writing as a subservient form of speech and also argued
that writing as a supplement is part of the existence of thought.
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Sarukkai utilizes this deconstructive paradigm to show that the
dichotomy of Brahmin/untouchable is not an inherent opposition but
a fabricated doctrine of subordination in which untouchables are
looked down upon as compared to the Brahmin. He concludes that
untouchability is part of Brahmin identity by having an example of
permanent and hereditary untouchability of the Acharyas. Also, he
observes that Brahmins cannot fully attain untouchable purity, and
this necessitates the establishment of a caste of untouchables.
However, in this schema, untouchables are not the appendages of
Brahmin, but part and parcel of its very constitution since without the
presence of the untouchables, Brahmin would not be possible
(Sarukkai 199). This can be compared to James Baldwin, who in his
book, The Price of the Ticket, writes that the Whites “require of me a
song less to celebrate my captivity than to justify their own” (Kapoor
134).

Responding to Sarukkai, Gopal Guru recognises and values his
deconstruction though he feels there is a need to confront caste as the
cause of the problem. Guru emphasizes that Ambedkar endorses the
idea of untouchability critique, but at the same time pays attention to
the caste as the main issue. On the same note, Balmurli Natrajan
criticises the centrality of touch in the analysis by Sarukkai and
cautions that touch might not provide very important information;
Natrajan asks the pertinent questions, such as whether untouchability
would be eliminated, in the process breaking the caste system itself
(Muthukkaruppan 64). This question demonstrates why caste should
be resolved as a pre-existing problem, as opposed to the concept of
decisions that are based on untouchability or casteism.

Gopal Guru does not only agree with the argument in question,
but goes further by introducing the notion of the so-called panch
mahabhute (the five great elements), which he suggests, take the centre
stage in equality between people. Nonetheless, the egalitarian ideal
has been misinterpreted and abused by the Brahmins in the past to
utilize it to their advantage. Nowadays the behaviour of
untouchability has changed. Although it is now not openly practiced
in social context especially in the urban areas, it is still found in its
subtler forms. It is perpetuated by myths and inherited narratives
(Guru 205).
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In his masterpiece work, Anmnihilation of Caste, B.R. Ambedkar
held the view that the annihilation of untouchability was never
possible unless the notion of purity and impurity surrounding the
caste system was rooted out (16). According to Ambedkar, Hindus
were not cruel or inhuman in their caste practices but because of their
strong religiosity. Conversely, Mahatma Gandhi, as Kapoor shows,
insisted that untouchability was not necessarily an issue associated
with Hinduism as a religion (134). Rather, Gandhi left it upon Hindus
to do away with this social evil. Among the significant contributions
made by Ambedkar was the act of redefining untouchability as more
a political rather than a moral problem, which needs a concerted
effort and a paradigm shift (Kapoor 134).

As Kapoor points out in his article, Me, as a Brahmin, U.R.
Ananthamurthy, whom Gopal Guru refers to together with several
Dalit and non-Dalit writers, points out an essential difference (134).
He distinguishes between the casteists in disguise that are mostly
found in the cities and naive casteists that are common in rural places
(Kapoor 134). The latter group can hardly interact with the larger
world in a free, unbiased way. Ananthamurthy offers an analogy to
the works of James Baldwin in the book titled The Fire Next Time and
relates these city casteists to the Whites who are in the trap of their
historical legacies (Kapoor 134). Like the White people who cannot
fully understand their historical backgrounds and are bound by
them, the urban casteists are bound by the systemic and historical
aspects of caste. Unless they acquire some knowledge of this past,
they cannot free themselves from it.

Convergence and Divergence Through Counter-Logic

The deconstructive project by Sarukkai has, as he himself admits, an
ethical imperative behind it: the need to dismantle the hegemony of
untouchability. But his argument reveals some theoretical fissures
and historical inaccuracies which diminish its effectiveness. His
occasional supports of Ambedkar’s views are soon rejected in favour
of his own argument. Ambedkar construes three basic aspects of
untouchability. First, untouchability is practiced against a community
and not people. Second, it has entailed territorial isolation by the use
of the cordon sanitaire. Third, its practice is hereditarily perpetuated.
Sarukkai’s argument of permanent untouchability of Brahmins
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dilutes the graveness of Ambedkar’s concerns, since the Acharyas
never faced the experience of being ghettoized or spatially segregated
as the Dalits have. What seems an empirical oddity is, actually, a
theoretical defect: Sarukkai’s preoccupation with the Acharyas at the
centre of his argument undervalues his theoretical edge.

The teleological scheme of Sarukkai in which the Brahmin
precedes the untouchable, has the risk of collapsing into myth and
not logic of history. Making the Brahmin an a priori subject, his
narrative follows the origin myths of Brahmins in the Hindu texts
that sanctify the Brahminical primacy. This dialectical weakness,
paradoxically, reveals the danger of further consolidating those
ideological frameworks that his critique aims to destroy. Moreover,
the linguistic analysis of the word “un-touch-able” by Sarukkai
changes the point of untouchability to a subject who loses the ability
to touch. Although innovative, this formulation is based on the weak
assumption that touch is graceful and morally desirable in nature.
This premise is shattered in the face of the heinous facts of caste and
gendered oppression, as is made evident through the instances of
sexual violence on Dalit women. Touch is not always innocent, and
untouchability cannot be reduced to the literal semantics of touch. As
a result, Sarukkai’s premise that the locus of untouchability is on the
Brahmin is invalid.

In Sarukkai’s theoretical premise, supporting untouchability as
an imagined relationship, is to ignore the material existence of caste
that determines the everyday reality of the untouchables. In this
regard, Sarukkai’s argument which is ethically right in its objective of
demolishing caste hierarchies, fails miserably in its theoretical
execution and unwittingly supports the myths and hierarchies that it
attempts to subvert.

The findings presented by the juxtaposition of
phenomenological deconstruction by Sarukkai and sociological
critique presented by Guru show that there is a point of convergence
and divergence in theorizing of untouchability. On an overt level,
both the intellectuals are united by the determination to reveal the
continuation of untouchability refusing to accept the complacent
discourses which acknowledge it as a mere relic of the past. They
both agree that untouchability is one of the constitutive elements of
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Indian social life, existing deeply rooted in cultural and philosophical
customs. They also both apply the understanding of Ambedkar,
though in a different way, to emphasize on the need to engage caste
as a systemic fact. But their views on untouchability differ from each
other in a significant way. A phenomenological approach by Sarukkai
underlines the metaphysical and ethical sides of touch and makes
untouchability a pathological condition of the subject who refuses or
loses ability to touch. His deconstructive reading subverts the
Brahmin /untouchable dichotomy, implying that Brahmin identity
itself is configured by untouchability. This philosophical step changes
the focus away from Dalits as passive victims to Brahmins as the
subjects of their inability to touch. Guru, however, opposes this
displacement and believes that the untouchability has to be viewed
within the context of a system of caste as a form of hierarchy and
domination. To him, Sarukkai’s approach to untouchability is too
hypothetical to be meaningfully grounded in the material and
political context, which in turn obscures the lived realities of Dalits.

The discord between these views provokes some critical
questions: Is it possible to theorise untouchability without caste as is
proposed by Sarukkai or is it necessary to theorise untouchability
continually within caste structures as Guru insists? What is the
benefit and what is the loss in each? On the one hand, Sarukkai’s
phenomenology creates new philosophical possibilities, as it re-
defines untouchability as part of Brahmin identity and thus
destabilizes the binaries. Conversely, Guru’s sociological discourse
draws out what the Dalits face in real life, emphasizing that the
theoretical discourse cannot be detrimental to the exploration of
political realities. The unity of the views is that they both realize that
untouchability is not only a social practice, but also a formative
attribute of identity and hierarchy. Their contrast is in their use of two
distinct disciplinary prisms- phenomenology and sociology- and the
implications these prisms have on political action. Sarukkai is
deconstructing the metaphysics of untouchability, as Guru aims at
overhauling the structure of caste itself.

The phenomenology by Sarukkai throws some light on the
moral and metaphysical aspects of touch whereas the sociology of
Guru throws some light on the political and material aspects of caste.
Combining them, we see that it is impossible to reduce
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untouchability to any of these dimensions alone. Rather it should be
construed as a locus of structural marginality that requires
interdisciplinary criticism and political change. The significance of
the interdisciplinary approaches to caste studies is also emphasized
depending on this convergence-divergence paradigm. Philosophical
studies should rely on the sociological facts, and even the sociological
critique may use philosophical knowledge about the identity and
morality. The Sarukkai-Guru theoretical debate is an example of how
this kind of interdisciplinary practice can deepen our understanding
even of untouchability, and at the same time, the debate entails
certain tensions that cannot be easily overruled.

Finally, the contrast between Sarukkai and Guru helps to realize
that untouchability is not only an ethical issue or a sociological fact
but a complicated phenomenon that needs to be broken down and
criticized politically. Their intersection points to the ongoing
existence of untouchability as an inherent element to Indian society,
whereas their point of divergence prevails its significance to find a
balance between philosophical search and sociological roots.
Engaging in both perspectives and critically re-examining them offer
the idea that the act of untouchability as a site of structural
marginality requires not only theoretical reorientation but also
political revolution.

Conclusion

This article argues that untouchability is not only a relic of the past
but an ongoing system of exclusion that has continued to define the
lives of Dalits in India. Comparing the phenomenological
deconstruction conducted by Sundar Sarukkai with the sociological
one that Gopal Guru offered, the research brings forth the potential,
as well as the limitations, of the theoretical approaches to
untouchability. Sarukkai’s use of language and philosophical tools
fails to confront the material rigidity of caste practices. Guru, on the
contrary, bases his reflections on the experience and structural
marginalisation of Dalits, which offers a more historically and
socially plausible account. Combined, they show that untouchability
cannot be theorised sufficiently in one disciplinary frame, but it
needs a combination of philosophical reflection and sociology.
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This article, therefore, assumes the conclusion that the concept of
untouchability should be conceptualised as a threshold phenomenon,
both symbolic and material, linguistic and structural. Its proper
theorisation requires transcending the disciplinary silos and adopting
a counter-logic to counter the mythic origin theory as well as abstract
deconstructing. Such a strategy not only enriches the scholarly
discourse but also has a political urgency: it claims that
untouchability is a location of structural violence, which needs to be
broken by enduring intellectual critique, and transformational social
action. Therefore, the divergence between Sarukkai and Guru is not
just a theoretical division but it has provided a productive field to
reconsider the untouchability as a lived political reality which
requires the formation of conceptual understanding and
transformation.
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