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Regurgitative Violence 
The Sacred and the Profane in Higher 
Education Institutions in India

P Thirumal

The violence against marginalised 
students by a teacher at the Indian 
Institute of Technology Kharagpur 
is intrinsically related to the 
Brahminic cultural psyche of elite 
higher education institutions in 
India. It stands as testimony that 
post-independence India’s modern 
secular education has failed to 
replace caste as an institution to 
build “character” in terms of the 
capacity for living with others. 
The vitality rather than the 
ideology of caste is the subject of 
this analysis, tracing the historical 
and social formation of these elite 
institutions and caste in them.

It is a widely recognised fact that elite 
higher education institutions (HEIs) 
practise caste. Caste is practised wit hin 

or outside the classroom or in the virtual 
space of the Google classroom or Zoom. 
The practice is not merely limited to the 
ideational content and institutional struc-
ture of HEIs. If one understands practis-
ing caste as a form of sociability, then 
modern secular education fails to build 
the character of citizens who need train-
ing to live in a community of others. This 
is an internal form of damage corrobo-
rated by the external damage that the 
current regime is wreaking on HEIs. 

Pedagogy, in a multicultural and histo-
rical society like ours, ought to be less 
constrained by a philosophy of self- 
consciousness and the creation of a self-
positing subject. The latter objective is 
generally given as the excuse for practi sing 
caste and the grounds for the denial of the 
very being of Dalit and Bahujan students. 
In other words, modern secular education 
in post-independence  India has displayed 
its inability to replace caste as an institu-
tion for building “character” in terms of 
the capacity of  living with others.

In an analysis and description of the 
much-circulated story of a teacher in 
 the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) 
Khara gpur verbally abusing marginalised 

students in an online remedial English 
class, I want to suggest that such acts of 
discrimination and hostility are wide-
spread and they need to be located in 
the cultural psyche of these elite institu-
tions. Further, this intervention propos-
es a Brahminic telos which guides the 
casteist nature of  these institutions and 
I attempt to excavate a particular gene-
alogy of these HEIs. The vitality rather 
than the ideology of caste constitutes 
the subject of analysis. 

Vitality of Caste

The country has been witnessing an 
 unimaginable sorrow caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Social media uninter-
ruptedly displays visuals of horror-stricken 
citizens unable to grasp the virulent 
nature of the virus and the glaring indif-
ference of the state in providing minimal 
facilities for coping with the  infection. 
Many middle-class families have witnessed 
casualties and many have not escaped 
from the jaws of death. Amidst these 
heart-wrenching scenes of ordinary citi-
zens trying to battle with COVID-19, a video 
was widely circulated among liberal, 
progressive and Dalit–Bahujan activists. 

The video showed a teacher at IIT 
Kha ragpur screaming at the students who 
had assembled for her online remedial 
class on English. Several Dalit– Bahujan 
students have committed suicide and 
others have complained of a lack of access 
due to several reasons, inc luding band-
width, devices and allied technological 
tools. The video was put together by anti-
caste Ambedkarite student body from IIT 
Bombay. The students were being given 
special coaching to prepare for the IIT 
entrance exams. Such are the compulsions 
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and compunctions of these students that 
they refused to formally lodge a com-
plaint against the unwarranted violence 
meted out to them by the erring teacher. 

Without going into the utterly unaccep-
table utterances of the teacher, let me 
draw your attention to the mode of her 
expression. A clinical description would 
run as follows. The screaming, yell ing, 
verbal abuse and hostility against the 
marginalised students suggest an inten-
sity of anger that refuses to be contained. 
Is this anger more than an individual 
expression? Is she regurgi tating the an-
ger of an entire community of upper-
caste cultural elites who fi nd the aspira-
tions of the Dalit–Bahujans incommen-
surable with the ethos of elite HEIs? 
Swallowing the bile may be a more 
appropriate response among the politi-
cally correct fraternity, but someone 
like this teacher has to eject it.

Here, we see the teacher throwing up 
on the faces of the students. Anger and 
disgust are related emotions. It is diffi -
cult to know when anger turns to dis-
gust or disgust into anger, or it is possi-
ble in some extreme cases like this one, 
that they come together. I want to locate 
her anger in the overproduction of bile 
and, more importantly, in the collective 
bile. Our cherished HEIs are repositories 
of this collective bile. 

Caste is more in the bile rather than in 
the calculable head. Otherwise, how can 
anyone under such conditions of human 
hopelessness and unthinkable suffering 
wrought by the pandemic have the heart 
to perform a mythical dance of death 
 extolling her powers to destroy lives? 
This is not surprising. Even during natu-
ral disasters like the tsunami, caste 
boundaries failed to loosen. 

The yelling seems to signify the crush-
ing of bodies from the inside and numb-
ing the power of the senses of these stu-
dents. Intellect does not fi gure as a site 
for destruction because in the imagina-
tion of the aggressor, it does not exist. 
This gesture of war against unarmed 
students is one of the theatrical modes 
in which caste presents itself. What is 
gouged out and blighted is not merely 
the power to see and minimally exist. 
The ambition of the aggressor seems to 
be the ability to cut off the psychic power 

lines that supply energy to gather one’s 
senses, thought, and cultural equip ment 
that allows for the experience of person-
hood. To break the sense of a person is to 
break a person within. 

The teacher repeatedly demands that 
the students keep the camera on and 
make their faces available for her to see. 
Her hyper-vigilance is yet another  excuse 
to practise caste in the most audacious 
visible sense. For those of us who have 
now become familiarised with online 
teaching due to the lockdown, we know 
that students may login without keeping 
the camera on while attending the vir-
tual classroom. Therefore, it is diffi cult 
to monitor whether students are paying 
attention to what the teacher is saying. 
But what is more interesting is a differ-
ent question. How does caste reco gnise 
faces? Why are some people allo wed to 
enter the house through the back door 
rather than the front? Is there an inven-
tory of those who have traditionally sat in 
the front benches and those who have 
sat behind in the IITs and other elite 
HEIs? What has face got to do with caste, 
not in the historical or anthropological 
sense but the act of encountering the 
“face,” as being fundamental to human 
consciousness? It is possible to construe 
the face as coeval with the mind. Both 
are in different ways related to meaning-
making. If face is taken as a bearer of 
presence, then what the teacher seems 
to be demanding is to defi le and shatter 
the defenceless, vulnerable faces of these 
marginalised students. Caste renders 
the face of others as faceless and the act 
of the teacher is suggestive of denying 
the ethical recognition warranted in en-
countering other faces. To be faceless is 
to lack signifi cation. 

Generally, caste discrimination in 
elite HEIs takes on a more prosaic mode. 
Upper-caste teachers feel sad that they 
have to teach Dalit and Bahujan students. 
There is an active withdrawal from inter-
acting with marginalised students. Some-
times, the distant and indifferent ap-
proach by savarna teachers may be even 
more unwelcome than the frontal attack 
in Kharagpur. Indifference and  politeness 
of a condescending sort are perhaps 
more lethal. They can demo ralise and 
make students lose confi dence. 

Caste has many hues and moods. 
Mood facilitates an ability to orient one-
self towards something. Mood is a pre-
condition for learning. Discrimination is 
suggestive of a disruptive and alienating 
mood. Dalit–Bahujan students fi nd it 
diffi  cult to orient themselves in the most 
desirable way to learn in these elite HEIs. 
This unfriendly or casteist mood is not 
always consciously engineered but it is 
the invisible intentionality of caste that 
is at work. If the overall pedagogy in 
HEIs refuses to accept these students as 
having a capacity for being involved, 
inte rested and engaged in learning, it is 
because of a particular genealogy of the 
life of caste in elite HEIs. 

‘Modern Temples of India’

In the received narrative, there is an 
 effort to identify the establishment of 
elite HEIs, including the various IITs, 
as “the modern temples of India.” The 
modern temples of India are directly 
involved in material production. Among 
other things, the HEIs were supposed to 
create a workforce for running public 
sector units. However, the elite HEIs were 
allowed to remain a bubble without get-
ting rou ghed up and tossed by the un-
manageable swamps created by electoral 
and democratic participatory processes. 

While things were falling apart on the 
streets and other unwieldy public spaces 
for the cultural elite, these cloistered 
spaces provided much-needed distance 
from the unbearable cacophony of politi-
cal society. Whether agriculture-related 
scientifi c laboratories and institutions or 
in the broader areas of natural and app-
lied sciences, including the establish-
ment of IITs, or exclusive liberal arts and 
social science institutions, the distance 
from the socious was clear. The élites who 
manned these institutions were offe red 
anonymity and protection from a pure 
means-end, rationale-seeking calculus.

Political society, consisting of dis-
gruntled classes and castes, had no 
material and cultural equipment to belong 
to civil society. More interestingly, they 
were not aware that these spaces existed 
within India. For instance, a famous 
Dalit leader, the late Bojja Tharakam, 
who studied law at Osmania University 
in the 1970s, recalled that he was simply 



COMMENTARY

Economic & Political Weekly EPW  june 5, 2021 vol lVi no 23 17

clueless about the nature of acti vities 
that an institution called the Central 
Institute of English and Foreign Languages 
(CIEFL) performed. This elite ins titute 
was located within the Osmania Univer-
sity campus, but Tharakam stran gely felt 
intimidated by its presence as he went 
past the formidable gates of CIEFL every 
day, to his college. The experience of this 
mystery has since faded with the conver-
sion of this institute to a central university 
currently renamed as the English and 
Foreign Languages University (EFLU). 

English was exported by the cultural 
elite several decades prior to the advent 
of the digital economy but redistribut-
ing this cultural wealth remains extra-
ordinarily contentious to this day. The 
unfor tunate incident at IIT Kharagpur 
attests to this fact. English is at the 
heart of this violence. The University 
Grants Commi ssion (UGC) mandates 
remedial classes for socially disadvan-
taged students in its institutions, includ-
ing quasi-private ones like the IITs.

‘Brahmin Being’

To continue the story of the spell cast by 
the cultural elite in creating these insti-
tutions of perceived excellence, we have 
to admit that the Brahmin was the fore-
runner and other savarna elites foll owed. 
More importantly, the Brahmin had to 
practise caste and in the same breath 
claim to be modern. Thus, caste had to 
exist in a palpable sense, and it had to 
ensure and affi rm “Brahmin being” on a 
daily basis in these elite HEIs. In a way, 
these exclusive places of teaching, learn-
ing and research facilitated the Brahmin 
to gather his sacral, material and cultural 
possessions, including his sensorial and 
aesthetic dispositions, and hold them in 
the most appropriate way possible. This 
gathering one may call “Brahmin being.” 

The dwelling for this Brahmin being 
had to be crafted outside and inside 
of the sovereign nation. This called for 
the conversion of the physical space of 
these newly established institutions into 
Brahminically inhabitable places where 
the senses are delighted rather than 
corr upted, ignited rather than doused, 
inst inctual life is mediated through a 
Brahminic sense and aesthetic. A sense 
of mastery seems to accompany the 

Brahmin being. Mastery refers to acknow-
ledging that there are wider non-discursive 
contexts to understanding know ledge 
and is not restricted to individual self-
mastery. The question that informs how 
one becomes a better scientist, philo-
sopher or historian is, how does one 
become a better Brahmin? How to be 
committed and responsible for various 
projects? It is in that sense that these 
ins titutional places are to be perceived 
as more than source of employments. 
The grooming of the senses becomes as 
important as the cultivation of the intel-
lect to experience “being” in its fullest 
sense. Hence, the gatekeeping. 

In my understanding, the cultural 
practices of the Brahmin rather than any 
philosophical mooring undergird the 
logic of these elite institutions. Let us 
call this community rule-making mecha-
nism. This rule-making is never fi xed 
and rigid but is inscribed within the 
folds of the skin of these institutions. It is 
about a Brahminic disposition and less 
about tran sparent rules or principles. 
This is also related to what I have articu-
lated in an earlier article as a force asso-
ciated with dominant bodies that govern 
elite HEIs (Thirumal 2020). The article 
alluded to a non-discursive context for 
the practice of caste and consequently 
of discrimination too. The creativity of 
the Brahminic disposition has enabled 
even student bodies in one of the IITs to 
found the institution of “the Society for 
the Promotion of Indian Classical Music 
and Culture amongst Youth (SPICMACAY)” 
known for promotion and preservation of 
Indian classical music (read Brahmi nical 
music). Its fundamental orientation is to 
put off any logical revolt against caste.

This feeling of the Brahminic history 
of HEIs is passed on to generations of 
savarna middle-class homes. In the mid-
1980s, the itinerary of post-independent 
India’s Brahmin middle-class family 
pilgrimages to South India would include 
not only the temples of Kancheepuram and 
elsewhere but also a visit to IIT Chennai. 
In a way, these pilgrimages were primarily 
subsidised through the Government of 
India’s policy known as Leave Travel 
Concession. It is important to note that the 
secular institution beco mes part of a pil-
grimage and granted the similar auratic 

power of the sacred. It is possible that 
one of the kith and kin studied in that 
institution and therefore the nostalgia. 

But what is at stake here is in building 
a blood relationship or a primary relation-
ship with the institution. The refusal to see 
it as a public institution but to identify 
themselves in a more originary sense of 
the public. Better still, it may be grasped 
as their attempt to invoke a divi nity 
among the divinities, which is even more 
indestructible than blood rel ations. One 
might label this constant concealment 
and (that is, post-independence) revela-
tion of the Brahmin being as a way of 
positing a metaphysical setting to the 
workings of elite HEIs. 

In a manner of speaking, it seeks to 
destroy the causal relation between crea-
tors and creations. Gods cannot be created. 
They can only be creators. This is the 
everyday unconscious that informs the 
pores of the skin of these institutions. In 
that sense, Brahminical embodiment is not 
merely ephemeral and, therefore, socio-
logically reducible. One can imagine the 
fear and disgust that will be associated 
with the entry of  uncouth political society 
into the astral portals of these institutions. 
One of my senior colleagues surmised 
thus, “Even the grass which grows in our 
University is divine.” The spell is cast on 
both astral and terrestrial. The earth opens 
itself and the sky descends in obeisance 
to the Brahminic spell. The elite HEIs are 
composed of such elemental and cosmic 
substances. The story does not end here. 
What constitutes the Brahminic telos is 
actually a productive ambiguity between 
the Brahmin as the creator and the Brah-
min as the historical subject. 

I remember a friend of mine telling 
me that as children, they were asked to 
touch the soil of one of the IITs, while 
on a pilgrimage. Soil in most cultures 
symbolises fecundity, HEIs are little, self- 
enclosed paradises where the Brahmin 
being is affi rmed and allowed to aestheti-
cally reproduce its aura with a notional 
interruption from the state. The extre-
mely successful upper-caste engineering 
graduates found swanky jobs overseas 
were seen as manifestations of this aura 
by the Indian middle class. The likes of 
Sundar Pichais are products of such a 
seamless fusion of horizons. 
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In a different but related context, 
Rukmini Devi Arundale’s establishment 
of the Kalakshetra might be seen as 
affi r ming and securing a Brahmin being 
that is beyond the dictates of bureau-
cratic logic and is subject to its own reign 
only and nothing else. Scholars have 
failed to count these institutional struc-
tures as belonging to the Nehruvian sec-
ular project. It is possible to conjecture 
the architectural ethos of Kalakshetra as 
resembling an ideal Brahmin home and 
not just any middle-class home. 

Notwithstanding the controversy sur-
rounding the problematising of the 
Brahmin in the Tamil fi lm Anniyan, the 
fi lm’s song Iyengaaru Veetu Azhage musi-
cally espouses the irrepressible beauty 
that exudes from a modestly successful 
middle-class home. The lyrics allude to 
the rich sensorial infrastructure that 
makes possible such aesthetic-sensuous 
excesses. One will fi nd in this home an 
uncanny fusion of the time of capital 

with the temporality of the Brahmin (the 
inventiveness of the Brahmin time may 
be a subject for another essay). Elite edu-
cational institutions are ontotheological 
extensions of such domestic spaces, 
which breathe unsurpassable beauty 
and moral edifi cation of the secular 
Brahmin and the savarna elite.

So far, I have tried to establish the 
 porous boundaries between the Brahminic 
domestic, sacral (Kancheepuram) and 
secular elite HEIs (IIT Chennai). The 
point is that HEIs are losing their auratic 
power and their sensorial and aesthetic 
comportment required for affi rming the 
cultural authority of these institutions. 
They are also being increasingly substi-
tuted by bureaucratic logic, market for ces 
and electoral democracy. These places of 
enchantment are becoming institutions 
where questions of means and ends that 
attend to existents rather than existence 
are increasingly demanded, leading to 
a perceived insecurity of reducing the 

irreducible Brahmin being to content 
and essence.

Of course, the Brahmins and the 
sava rna elite are reinventing themselves 
in the sanitised spaces of plush private 
universities where they can maintain a 
remar kable indifference to public account-
ability and the background noise created 
by electoral democracy. The inventive-
ness of the temporality instituted by the 
structures of existence of the Brahmin, 
its many shapes and textures are some-
thing that should attract the att ention of 
post-human studies scholars and philo-
sophers of technology. In the mean-
while, the Dalit–Bahujan student must 
learn to not to save face but show her 
face in the face of the regurgitation of 
Brahminical violence.
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