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Preface

At the heart of this book is an enduring violent con�ict between members 
of the party le� and the Hindu right in the Kannur district of Kerala, South 
India. Green and picturesque, Kannur has a strong history of peasant and 
working-class struggles as well as interparty con�ict dating back to the 
1940s, when electoral democracy began taking root in the country. I use 
the term party le� across the book to refer to members of the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist), cpi (m); the term Hindu right denotes a�liates of 
the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak Sangh (rss), also known as the Sangh, and the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (bjp). Together I refer to the latter as the rss-bjp.

I �rst began studying the violence between cpi (m) and rss-bjp workers 
in Kannur in the early 2000s. 
e passage of time revealed how the violence 
between the two groups holds up a telling mirror to the ways in which po-
litical life and relations have been organized not only in India but also, more 
generally, in modern democracies. In this time, Indian democracy has taken 
a particularly violent majoritarian and authoritarian turn. Analysis of the 
decades-long violent con�ict between the party le� and the Hindu right 
helps us grasp some of the pervasive political factors underlying that turn. 
Political violence, in this work, refers to physically injurious acts associated 
with collective e�orts to protect and perpetuate group interests or a shared 
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understanding of good through engagement with instruments of rule. Post-
colonial India, like large parts of the contemporary world, mobilizes tools of 
representative democracy to institute state rule and distribute power. 
is 
study of the violent con�ict between the party le� and the Hindu right in 
Kannur shows how features of democratic life have helped condition and 
indeed intensify various forms of group violence.


e last few years have been especially alarming in this regard. 
e year 
2021 ended with Sangh-a�liated Hindu religious leaders calling for genocide 
of the Muslim population. In June 2019, when I began dra�ing this preface, the 
killing of twenty-four-year-old Tabrez Ansari in a small village in the eastern 
state of Jharkhand was staring me in the face. 
e details of Ansari’s killing, 
like those of many others like it, are heartbreaking. I recount them here so as 
not to turn my face away from the violence surrounding us and the di�cult 
questions it poses for Indian democracy. Here are, therefore, some terrible 
particulars of the incident: Residents of Dhatkidih village that young Ansari 
was passing through suspected him of stealing a motorcycle and subsequently 
beat him for twelve hours; during this ordeal bystanders jeered at and mocked 
Ansari while cheering on the assailants. 
ey forced him to shout slogans 
such as “Jai Shree Ram! Jai Hanuman!” (Hail Lord Ram! Hail Hanuman!) 
associated with assertions of Hindutva identity.1 In all this time, police failed 
to come to Ansari’s assistance and continued to fail him by deriding him 
and mistreating his family when the incident was reported.


is incident is one of 902 reported hate crimes that took place in 
the country between September 2015 and June 2019, the �rst four years 
of Narendra Modi and the bjp-led National Democratic Alliance’s rule. 
Attacks, assaults, and killing of Muslims by vigilante Hindu crowds have 
seen a particularly sharp increase.2 Such attacks have, dare I say, become a 
normal part of life in the country: routine, commonplace, and appearing 
with predictable regularity. 
e details of each act of collective violence 
against members of the minority Muslim or Dalit community that have 
taken place since 2015 are disturbing due to the extraordinary cruelty, as 
well as the callousness, on display; at the same time, the cruelty and the 
callousness have started to seem very familiar, normal, and expected. I �nd 
myself, like many others, worrying and wondering if the normalcy of the 
exceptional violence India has witnessed in the last �ve years implies that 
our polity has been programmed to hurt, to be cruel, and to be callous. If 
indeed such programming has been at work, it has been happening for de-
cades and we are now witnessing the outcomes. In order to explain what I 
mean by this programming and conditioning for violence, I move between 
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the regional and the national, between Kannur, Kerala, and the country as a 
whole. I also move between the present and the past, going back to the years 
that make up the prehistory of the partition of the subcontinent in 1947, 
as well as the practices that make up the prehistory of the violent con�ict 
between the party le� and the Hindu right in Kannur.


e decades preceding the Indian partition saw intensi�cation of com-
petition for public visibility and electoral victories among elites who sought 
the backing of their respective local Hindu or Muslim communities in 
order to obtain a place in legislative councils and state o�ces.3 Partition 
prehistory is hence, among other things, one of elite e�orts to infuse local-
level religious communities with new cohesiveness, and of competition 
between these communities as strong moral unities. When the drive to 
obtain regional and state power via elections (albeit with a limited franchise) 
escalated in the early twentieth century, the need for local-level Hindu and 
Muslim communities to graduate from their regional a�nities and achieve 
broader unity became more pronounced. At the time, the Indian National 
Congress was ascending on the national scene not only as a popular antico-
lonial force but also as a contender for state power. Votes of the franchised 
Hindu electorate that now emerged as a clearly measurable majority supported 
this rise. Against this backdrop and in order to be nationally competitive, 
Muslim unity also sought to express itself in electoral victory for a single party. 

e Muslim League under Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s leadership took on that 
mantle. 
is meant obtaining cohesion through public performances, while 
subsuming some local di�erences and accentuating others for the sake of a 
larger political collective that could dominate the national stage. Particularistic 
a�liations, kinship, and patronage networks now came to be mitigated as 
well as tapped and drawn into larger organized and sharply divided major-
ity and minority—Hindu and Muslim—identities. 
ese homogenized 
and polarized communities became important agents of the violence that 
accompanied India’s partition. Since then, the push to homogenize and 
polarize has translated into repeated acts of communal violence. It has been 
iterating itself lately through terrible attacks against members of minority 
groups, especially Muslims.

Local-level cpi (m) and rss-bjp workers in Kannur are not divided 
along religious, caste, linguistic, or cultural lines; occupationally and, in 
terms of their economic status, they share many similarities. And yet, the 
con�ict between them resembles communal and ethnicized con�agrations 
that India as well as other parts of the world have repeatedly witnessed. I 
�nd this discrepancy analytically productive. My book studies the violence 
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between socially similar workers of the party le� and the Hindu right as an 
exceptional phenomenon that sheds light on the more typical antagonisms 
between religious and ethnically distinct communities. To explain my reasons 
for so reading the exceptional political con�ict in Kannur alongside more 
normal forms of communalized con�ict in the country, I proceed from the 
present moment we are in—in Kannur and in the country—while evoking 
the violence(s) of decades gone by.


e pattern of attacks and counterattacks, killings, and counterkillings 
between members of the cpi (m) and the rss-bjp has not stopped in 
Kannur. Recently, in February 2022, workers from these two groups traded 
deadly assaults against each other, just as they have done in preceding years.4
In May 2018, for instance, two local leaders—one belonging to the cpi (m) 
and another to the rss—were killed within an hour of one another. 
e news 
headline, akin to those published in previous decades, announced: “cpm
worker hacked to death in Kerala’s Kannur, rss activist killed in retaliatory 
attack.”5 Statements from the spokesperson of each group, carried in the rest 
of the news story, had them pointing �ngers at each other. According to the 
�rst information report (fir), �led at the local police station, both murders 
were considered to be “politically motivated.”6 
e phrase politically motivated
recurs prominently in police and court records that document violent acts 
by members of the two groups against each other. In many others, “political 
enmity” is cited as the impulse behind the acts of violence performed by the 
Communist Party and the Hindu right. 
e loaded phrase political enmity
is layered with suggestions of antipathy and antagonism.


is book examines the nature of the antagonistic relations underlying 
political violence between members of the party le� and the Hindu right 
in Kannur. Like hostility between religiously de�ned groups in other parts 
of the country, the clock of interparty con�ict and antipathy in Kannur 
goes all the way to the �rst decades of the twentieth century that saw the 
coalescing of the anticolonial movement. In this heavy political atmosphere, 
parties of various ideological shades and social makeup were formed and 
came into their own. Struggles for social, economic, and political equality 
of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s revolved around the unjust nature of the caste 
and gender systems, in addition to peasant and industrial workers’ rights. 
Simultaneously, aspirations for national and popular sovereignty were 
taking shape through both small and large collective e�orts. In the midst 
of these struggles, the colonial government introduced a limited political 
franchise, as well as elected councils with restricted powers, that Indian elites 
could hope to join. 
us, Indian public life began to see the emergence of 
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new political blocs across the spectrum of political thought competing for 
in�uence, legitimacy, and ascendancy.

It is important to understand the history of political life in Kannur in the 
beginning of the twentieth century in order to understand the subsequent 
interparty con�ict and political violence in Kannur. To recount its details in 
this book, I wade through the autobiographies of emerging local politicos 
and leaders that reveal the collectives they forged, political practices and 
subjectivities they fostered, and contests that they were a part of at the 
time. I then turn to each decade between 1950 and 1990, �nally ending my 
account of political violence in Kannur in the mid-2000s, when the political 
careers of some of my interlocutors who engaged in interparty violence in 
di� erent ways started to wane. In this analysis, the production of enmity 
or antagonism between members of the Communist Party and the Hindu 
right in Kannur does not stand alone as a unique or peculiar phenomenon. 
Instead, as I noted previously, there are strong similarities between paradigms, 
practices, and processes that have generated other divisions, hostilities, and 
violent polarities in the country including those that preceded the partition 
of the subcontinent into the two states of India and Pakistan (India as a 
Hindu-majority state and Pakistan as a Muslim-majority nation).

Many factors contributed to the violence between Hindus, Sikhs, and Muslims 
in 1946–1947, when one to two million people from minority communities in 
di� erent regions were brutally killed and nearly 75,000 women were raped. One 
crucial factor among them was the imperative to, in David Gilmartin’s words, 
“cleanse” local realms of relationships with members of other communities.7
And hence identi�cation of Hindus and Sikhs on the one hand, and Muslims 
on the other, with their respective larger moral communities, could be more 
complete and purer. Purer majorities over the determined territories called 
India and Pakistan were thus instituted. Once the two states were founded with 
Hindu and Muslim communities as the numerically dominant groups in India 
and Pakistan, respectively, their unquestioned preeminence as the majority 
group in those territories was secured. 
at history informs the analytical thrust 
of this book. As we know, the tale of competing constituencies, competing 
for constituencies and competitive moral unities carries on. 
e search for 
cohesive political identities, assured electoral backing, and the consequent 
containment and cleansing away of dissenting and opposing groups has not 
ceased. 
is book argues that practices that propitiate this aggressive process 
are a normal aspect of representative democracies.

Representatives are chosen in constituency-based electoral democracies 
such as India on the basis of the majority vote. In its “�rst past the post” 
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system, the party that commands the greatest number of votes in the greatest 
number of constituencies obtains greater legislative powers, ascends to the 
seats of executive authority, and becomes a major force. Systems of propor-
tional representation also revolve around the drive to win as many votes as 
possible, albeit across constituencies. 
e practice of maximizing legislative 
majorities in both systems has very o�en proceeded via attempts to forge 
strongly tied local and translocal8 communities that pitch themselves for a 
party or leader against an adversary. 
is book reveals how such a quotidian 
aspect of the democratic system has the propensity to divide, polarize, hurt, 
and generate long-term con�icts. I show how in Kannur representative 
democracy has, for many decades, helped to generate antagonisms between 
local-level members of political parties who are not otherwise separated 
along religious, caste, or ethnic lines.

Aggressive polarizing postures have not only been the hallmark of Hindu 
nationalist groups but have also shaped the lives and work of many in the 
Communist Party and, to a varied extent, other formations ranging from 
the Indian National Congress (inc) to the Trinamool Congress. 
is is what 
makes the violence between di� erent groups in Kannur exceptional and yet 
so normal: di� erent political parties and their cadres across the ideological 
spectrum live out the relentless drive to command a majority and become 
major, while rendering the opposition small or minor. To so minoritize, 
to make small the social and political capital of those who oppose and/or 
bear another dissenting identity, and to also injure them in the process, is 
an aspect of democratic life that has been playing out in Kannur just as it 
has been in various parts of the country for many decades.

Nationally, the tremendous rise of the extreme right is a testimony to the 
long and hard e�orts that the rss, the bjp, and their many a�liates have 
been making since the early 1920s to create the demographic majority that 
is the Hindu community into a permanent electoral and political majority.9

eir work of tightening communal bonds and cultural identity as Hindus 
has gone hand in hand with opposing purported enemies of Hindutva, 
especially members of the Muslim community. 
e violence of the extreme 
right and the �gures of its victims like Tabrez Ansari that we behold today is 
a legacy of these endeavors and of a political system that divides populations 
into majority and minority groups and provides grounds for practices of 
majoritarianism and minoritization.

India, however, is hardly alone in enacting such hurtful majoritarian pol-
itics. Independent India’s ascent on the world stage in 1947 as a democratic 
republic heralded a new age of hope and optimism among colonized states 
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across the world. Many followed in its footsteps and embraced multiparty 
democracy in the years to come. Four decades later, in the late 1980s, the 
end of the Cold War and the fall of the Berlin Wall provoked widespread 
euphoria about the rise of new democracies that would accommodate 
multiple identities, protect individual and group rights, and end totalitar-
ianism. Since then, however, a range of organizations that develop indexes 
of democracy and score countries on the basis of variables such as political 
culture, pluralism, civil liberties, freedom of expression, and association 
have been raising alarm bells about the rise of ethnonationalism, “illiberal 
democracies,” and “electoral autocracies.”10

I suggest that such concerns may be raised not only about postcolonial 
states such as India or other “new democracies” like Hungary or Turkey, 
but also the older democratic polities of Europe and North America. 

ere too, much like India, hostility against minorities, immigrants, and 
purported outsiders is a forceful part of political life. 
is hostility is not 
new; neither is it a sign of the degradation of older Western democracies. 
Indeed, to use Partha Chatterjee’s words, “postcolonial democracies like 
India are today revealing features that were always a constitutive, even if 
concealed, part of Western democracy.”11 Substantiating this statement, 
Chatterjee recounts how authoritarianism and fascism arrived on the back 
of popular sovereignty and democracy in Europe. He reminds us of the 
annihilatory violence that Native Americans su�ered in North America in 
the instituting instance of the American nation-state and democracy, and 
the structural, carceral, and police violence that Black, Latinx, and Mus-
lim minority groups continue to face there. Violent minoritization hence 
emerges as part of a shared legacy that bedevils India as well as many other 
democracies across the world.

In this book I study interparty con�ict in South India to highlight the 
ways in which representative democracies have facilitated the emergence 
of violent majoritarianism and minoritization. 
e young men of Kannur 
closely associated with the party le� and the Hindu right, whom I write 
about, have aspired to the forms of equality and sovereignty that democracies 
promise. At the same time, I show how these local-level political workers, on 
the le� and the right, have become entangled in the drive to obtain majority 
support, become major, and make minor those who oppose their respective 
parties. Biographies of party leaders and workers help me plot the ways in 
which competitive democratic politics in the region generated antagonistic 
violence. 
e violence of democracy, as workers of the party le� and the 
Hindu right in Kannur have lived it, is central to this book.
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Introduction

Kannur and India, Past and Present


is book studies a long-standing violent con�ict between members of 
the party le� and the Hindu right in the Kannur district of Kerala, South 
India. 
e term party le� refers to members of the Communist Party of India 
(Marxist) (cpi (m)); the term Hindu right denotes a�liates of Rashtriya 
Swayam Sevak Sangh (rss, or the Sangh as it is commonly known) and 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (bjp). 
e history of both the party le� and the 
Hindu right’s formation goes back to the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Both the cpi (m) and the bjp have been part of provincial and 
national governments in independent India. When I initiated my research 
on the con�ict between the two groups in 2001–2002, few people outside 
Kerala were aware of the political violence between cpi (m) and rss-bjp
workers that had been playing out in Kannur since the late 1960s. In the 
recent past however, particularly since 2014, Kannur has repeatedly grabbed 
national headlines. 
e year 2014 was an important turning point in India’s 
contemporary political history. In the May 2014 national elections (and 
then subsequently in 2019), the bjp obtained a large parliamentary majority 
to become the reigning party of the country. Its rule has taken the country 
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down a particularly violent majoritarian path. Kerala on the other hand, 
especially its northern district of Kannur, is seen as a bastion of the cpi (m). 

e Hindu right began making concerted e�orts to generate popular and 
electoral support in Kerala from the late 1960s and 1970s onward. Since 
then, the Kannur district in the northern part of the province has witnessed 
intermittent but o�en dramatic violent confrontations, attacks, and coun-
terattacks between local-level workers of the party le� and the Hindu right.

I use the phrase “local-level workers” to refer to those on the le� and 
the Hindu right who have been involved in a range of mobilization activ-
ities at the village, peri-urban, and urban neighborhood branches of the 
two groups. Attempts to gather popular and electoral support for their 
parties have o�en culminated in group or individuated clashes and attacks 
between le�- and right-wing workers in Kannur. 
ese clashes, attacks, and 
counterattacks have involved the use of �sts, sticks, and homemade bombs 
as well as swords, daggers, and iron rods. Some violent acts have resulted in 
spectacular murders that have been memorialized, lingering in the memories 
of residents for decades. In various instances, the rashtriya sangharsham
(political con�ict) between local-level workers of the party le� and the 
Hindu right simply produced a sense of foreboding and apprehension that 
something terribly violent might happen. At other times it led to numerous 
murders of cpi (m) and rss-bjp workers in a matter of a few hours and 
days.1 
is has been the nature of political con�ict between the party le� 
and the Hindu right in Kannur.


ese incidents, while signi�cant for the persons involved and for the 
residents of the region, have fortunately not taken as severe a toll on in-
dividual and collective lives as several other con�icts across the country.2
Nevertheless, in March 2017 the student branch of the Hindu right brought 
the con�ict in distant Kannur to the national capital Delhi by pasting 
gruesome pictures of slain rss-bjp workers across Delhi University’s 
campus and adjoining neighborhoods. 
e posters accused the cpi (m) of 
sponsoring the murders of these rss-bjp workers. Such accusations were part 
of a wider campaign to corner le�-wing student collectives and undermine 
their credibility. Around the same time, in a vitriolic speech, an rss pracharak
(publicist) in Madhya Pradesh o�ered a bounty for anyone who would avenge 
the killings of right-wing Hindu workers in the southern state of Kerala.

In all these displays and statements, members of the Sangh sought to 
position themselves as innocent and abject victims of the dark and menacing 
“antinational” hand of the le�, which they alleged had destroyed Hindu 
lives. 
ese and other such actions set the stage for the bjp’s month-long  Jan 
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Raksha Yatra, or people’s protection rally, that took place in October 2017 
and moved through most major towns and cities of Kerala. All eminent 
rss-bjp leaders participated in this rally where, once again, they erased 
their complicity in the Kannur con�ict. 
ey sought to not only paint the 
cpi (m) as an embodiment of so-called red terror but also conjoin it with 
what they referred to as Islamic terror. 
e Hindu right leaders asserted 
that the Muslims of Kerala, together with the le�, were able and ready to 
violate the lives and well-being of the majority Hindu population. In the 
course of this rally and at several other junctures, members of the Hindu 
right reverted to its typical mobilization techniques—of creating schisms 
between di� erent communities against each other, particularly the Muslim 
minority against the Hindu majority, and the secular le� against so-called 
Hindu patriots—constantly positing rss-bjp as the true representatives 
of the latter.


e Sangh’s practice of creating ri�s within the body politic has found 
a legislative expression with the introduction of a new citizenship law and 
national registry. 
ese measures expose socially marginal groups, especially 
the Muslim minority, to the danger of being deemed noncitizens. Introduced 
in 2019, the new citizenship law contravenes the promise of equality that the 
constitution o�ers.3 It transforms Muslims into a vulnerable underclass who 
must prove their place in the country. Members of minority communities, 
students, and others who protested new discriminatory citizenship laws 
have been targeted by state agencies as well as by the Hindu right’s vigilante 
violence.4 With this one law, the bjp-led state has legislated its majoritarian 
agenda and taken concrete steps to legally minoritize the demographically 
smaller and socially weaker Muslim community.5 In this instance, I use the 
term minoritize to refer to practices that disempower a group in the course 
of establishing the hegemony of another. I recount these details of Muslim 
minoritization because I believe that the story of political violence in Kannur 
and the challenges that Indian democracy is facing today are linked. Essentially, 
while this book is about the recent political past, namely political violence 
in North Kerala, violent practices of minoritization that are currently un-
folding in India o�er sharp cues to understanding decades of violence in 
Kannur. In turn, Kannur’s violent history illuminates structural conditions 
that have led India to its majoritarian present.

I de�ne majoritarianism as a mode of rule that asserts and sustains the 
political, social, and cultural primacy of a numerically predominant group 
pitching itself against rights and claims of minorities. In his comparative 
account of the production of Jews and Muslims as vulnerable minorities in 
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Europe and late colonial India, Aamir Mu�i situates the binary between 
major and minor in the history of liberal citizenship and secular national-
ism.6 He outlines the relationship between the legacies of European liberal 
enlightenment and the rise of majoritarian culture in a postcolonial state 
such as India. Secular liberal nationalism has historically upheld abstract 
equality and universality while propping up particular cultural, linguistic, 
and racialized groups as national subjects. Minorities have been o�ered pu-
tative equality and “protection,” while national character has been equated 
with speci�c identities. 
e ground has hence been laid for the emergence 
of exclusionary polities. I suggest that in order to grasp the character and 
formation of these exclusionary states, we need to look not only at the 
contradictory priorities of liberal citizenship but also at the mechanisms of 
instituting rule and distributing power in modern democracies.


e principle of majority rule has a crucial place in modern democracies.7
In the course of the twentieth century, it became the self-evident albeit 
imperfect route to realize aspirations for justice especially for those who 
were bearing the brunt of minority colonial rule. In the last two decades, 
scholars such as Qadri Ismail and David Scott, grappling with violent e�ects 
of Sinhala majoritarianism in neighboring Sri Lanka, have enjoined us to 
critically re�ect on that equation between democracy and majority rule.8 As 
Scott notes in a 1999 essay, “We instinctively recoil from those who appear 
to resist this transparent principle of political arithmetic.” Such resistance 
suggests that we prefer rule of the lesser number or minority. “If not one, 
then the other: majority rule or minority rule. 
e binary is �xed.”9 Most 
modern democracies make accommodations and adjustments to protect 
minorities,10 but they also continue to uphold rule of the majority as the 
source of their legitimacy.


e Kannur con�ict compels us to come to grips with critical aspects of 
representative democracies that have fostered aggressive assertion of group 
identities, especially majority against minorities. Building on my study of 
interparty con�ict in Kannur, I argue that violent majoritarianism of the 
kind that India has witnessed in recent times is not simply driven by an 
ideological agenda but activated and accommodated by the workings of 
representative democracy. Underlying majoritarianism are an assemblage 
of competitive practices through which various groups try to get the 
upper hand and become the winning force. In the next few sections of this 
introduction, I describe how and why I have come to identify the mod-
ern democratic system with the competitive struggle to gain ascendance, 
become major, and make minor. In order to do so, I outline the history of 
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democratic models that postcolonial democracies such as India inherited 
from the Euro-American West. To use Sudipta Kaviraj’s words, I consider 
democracy “unromantically” and “nonideologically”11 as a phenomenon 
with particular beginnings, changing form and shape across time and space, 
as a bearer of liberatory hopes but also a political system capable of fostering 
homogeneity, divisions, and violence.

A Paradoxical Bequest

In Kannur, the drive to gain ascendancy translated into sharp antagonisms 
and political violence between the party le� and the Hindu right. My account 
of its emergence seeks to illuminate modern democracy’s violent propensities, 
revealing how democratic competition can cultivate violent modes of ob-
taining power. As I analyze the ways in which this propensity has iterated 
itself in North Kerala, I am guided by scholarship that grapples with concrete 
lived political histories in postcolonial societies with the aim of developing 
a “critical theory of modern democratic forms.”12 Partha Chatterjee and 
Sudipta Kaviraj’s work has been particularly formative in this regard.13 
ey 
remind us to not consign research located in the non-West to area studies 
or mere case study, but to take up the opportunities such research a�ords 
to arrive at generalizable incisive understandings of democratic life.14 Both 
Chatterjee and Kaviraj have attended to the “real emancipatory force” of 
modern democracies.15 
ey have described how democracy in India cre-
ated prospects for equality, sovereignty, and popular claim-making on the 
developmental state. At the same time, both of them have observed how 
various forms of political violence have haunted democratic life in India. In 
his writings on popular politics, Chatterjee notes ways in which violence, 
criminality, and communitarian scripts have o�en accompanied collective 
assertions of marginalized groups.16 Kaviraj discusses the presence of “un-
treated violence” that frequently accompanies elections but gets ignored in 
the din of party parleys, victories, and defeats.17 
e question of violence 
has not been central to Chatterjee and Kaviraj’s work, but each one in his 
di� erent way prompted by its prevalence calls for attention to the multiple 
paradoxes of democratic states such as India where “deep social exclusions, 
forms of fundamental economic injustice and great deal of violence”18
continue to prevail and indeed intensify.

Alongside Chatterjee, I suggest that paradoxes are not only an aspect 
of life in postcolonial democracies; they have been built into the structure of 
the democratic order that postcolonial states across the globe have inherited. 
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Chatterjee’s published lectures on populism exemplify a comparative approach, 
which attends to the history of postcolonial democracies like India in ways 
that shed sharp analytical light on the contradictions that have also dogged 
Western democracies.19 In this work Chatterjee is especially concerned 
with the career of popular sovereignty, its disciplining in the liberal welfare 
states of Europe, and current passionate populist iterations that the turn to 
neoliberal governmentality laid the groundwork for. Chatterjee’s analyses 
help the reader plot connections between insider−outsider divisions that 
have accompanied the rise of populism in contemporary Europe and North 
America, the emergence of charismatic authoritarian voices, and the role of 
melodrama and visual media in the workings of popular sovereignty as they 
have played out in India as well as the West. A close look at the career of 
political violence in Western democracies is outside my scope and capacity. 
But as I turn to understand the relationship between violence and democracy 
in Kerala and o�er it as a lens to apprehend the role that democratic com-
petition has performed in the production of polarized communities, I too 
turn to the history of popular sovereignty and the contradictory shapes that 
it has acquired in democracy’s long career. 
e genealogical understanding 
of democracy and its various implementations across time and space helps 
us grasp the pitfalls of democratic power, its paradoxes, and its subterfuges. 
It especially enables us to relate the emergence of violent antagonistic po-
litical communities and the kind of interparty violence I study in this book 
to popular sovereignty’s ambivalent bequest.


e longer history of popular sovereignty reveals the sharp disjuncture 
between forms of self-rule that the earliest democracies promised and the 
rule by representatives that has come to be accepted across the world in 
the name of democracy. Chatterjee maps this disjunction through Richard 
Tuck’s history of political thought and the intellectual and institutional 
distinction that emerged, particularly from the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries onward, between sovereignty as rule by the people and sover-
eignty as rule by representative government in the name of the people.20

e late Nigerian political scientist Claude Ake outlined this disjuncture 
in the mid-1990s at a time when his own country was reeling from military 
rule and struggling to obtain meaningful democracy.21

Ake traced democracy’s long history and returned his readers to the 
Athenian instance when citizen assemblies sought to secure popular partic-
ipation in the work of rule.22 
e decline of Athenian democracy was also 
mirrored several centuries later in the overshadowing of French revolutionary 
ideals of radical egalitarianism and its theory of popular sovereignty and 
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participation. 
ese were overtaken by the American model of representative 
democracy, which equates political equality with the equal right to compete 
and invokes popular sovereignty as a mode of legitimating government of 
those who compete successfully. Representative democracy, notes Ake, 
“repudiated” the meaning of democracy as direct participation and popular 
power.23 To paraphrase Chatterjee, the democracy that emerged at the end 
of the American Civil War was, in principle, a government of the people; 
it also had the capacity to be a government for the people, but nowhere has 
its legacy translated into a government by the people.24

American founding fathers, including James Madison, advanced 
it not because they saw direct democracy as inexpedient but because 
they regarded representation as a desirable good in itself.25 A republic 
in which the ratio of representatives to the represented could be limited 
was deemed more appropriate than local autonomy and comprehensive 
self-government. Since then, democracy has come to approximate a po-
litical form where people “cannot . . . actually rule . . . Democracy means 
only that the people have the opportunity of accepting or refusing the men 
who are to rule them.”26


is “trivialized”27 form of democracy was conferred on most of the 
postcolonial world, including India, in the late colonial period when colonial 
governments sought to placate increasingly e�ective liberation movements 
by introducing executive and legislative councils and granting some forms of 
native representation. 
ey hence initiated a “new game of politics,” opening 
the door for rule based on electoral competition and the majority princi-
ple to emerge as the most desirable and legitimate form of government.28
Democratic legitimacy became equated with electoral victories and demo-
cratic politics with their pursuit. Democracy no longer o�ered equal right 
to participate in the work of ruling but equal right to choose rulers, and the 
equal right to compete in order to become rulers. One set of postcolonial 
elites a�er another accepted this model of democracy and entered into 
the fray to compete with and defeat one another.29 In India, that included 
members of the party le� and the Hindu right.

In some parts of the world, democracy as mere multiparty competition 
to become representatives and obtain state power paved the road for de-
ployment of authoritarian measures to win the competition and ultimately 
the institution of single-party rule.30 In others, this competition intensi�ed 
the appeal to vectors such as ethnicity, race, language, caste, and religion. 
Political movements and parties have activated “divisive ‘substance codes’ 
of blood and soil” in the course of elections.31 
ey have hence ignited and 
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reignited con�icts and intense violence between communities in several 
electoral democracies across the world.32 Writing about various parts of the 
African continent, Achille Mbembe describes how democratization and 
the vying for access to resources through state structures “clearly contributed 
to the resurgence of con�icts over autochthony and heightened tensions 
between a locality’s autochthonous peoples and migrants and outsiders.”33
In Kenya, violence during electioneering over consecutive electoral cycles 
in the 1990s and 2000s became gravely gendered and sexualized.34 
ese 
histories of violence pose critical questions for strands of political theory 
and discourse that see democracy as an essentially pacifying political system. 
Repeated elections and routine competition, scholars and public intellectuals 
maintain, makes losses bearable.35 Given the ways in which various spheres 
of life are di�erentiated in modern times, losing political o�ce does not 
have to mean economic and social losses. Property, honor, and status can 
continue to be maintained even in the face of political loss. Representative 
democracy, several political theorists argue, thus fosters peace.36

I agree that the “dramaturgy of democracy” makes violence and killing 
notionally unnecessary in the struggle to obtain power. But many democ-
racies have routinely seen reinterpretation and relaunching of solidarities 
based on genealogy and territory.37 
is includes not only countries of the 
non-West, such as Kenya, Nigeria, Sri Lanka, or India where representative 
democracy was instituted relatively recently, but also Europe and North 
America, where the growth of anti-immigrant and white supremacist parties 
and leaders has brought back memories of dark interwar years.38 How do 
we then account for this relationship between the formation of violently 
polarized communities and democratic life? So far, I have situated the 
answers that this book o�ers by reviewing the history of democracy and 
the center stage that competitive politics has acquired in it. In the next 
section, I further take up the question of competition by critically apprais-
ing the arguments of poststructuralist theorists of democracy who hail it. In 
the course of doing so, I also articulate my understanding of terms such as 
agonism and antagonism that I mobilize in this book to grasp the nature of 
interparty con�ict in Kannur as it evolved through the decades.

Competitive Politics, Majority Rule, and Its Critics


e term agonism has acquired an important place in the work of theorists 
such as Chantal Mou�e, Bonnie Honig, and William Connolly. Animated 
by interpretations of the ancient Greek concept of the agon,39 they have 
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come to consider competitive struggles as the means for ensuring not just 
peace but also pluralism and freedom in diverse democracies.40 
eir focus 
however is not so much on the world of electoral gains and losses and forms 
of economic and social capital that might be retained in the face of defeat, 
but the act of competing and the subjective life of groups contesting one 
another.41 Mou�e, Honig, and Connolly acknowledge that di�erences 
between various groups bearing a range of identities can be dogged. Insti-
tutions and ideologies, they rightfully remind us, are never so well-ordered 
that they �t all selves and subjects; resistances are constantly engendered, 
and new issues are always there to be settled. But contest, they maintain, 
is good for democracies; a shared sense of contestability of problems, they 
argue, can engender respect among competing identities. 
e possibility 
for what Connolly calls “agonistic respect,” a form of respect steeped in and 
born of con�icts and contests between opponents, thus emerges in democ-
racies where the seat of power, notes Mou�e (following Claude Lefort), is 
an “empty place.”42 Disruption, subversion, destabilization, relativization, 
and denaturalization of identities become desirable actions and practices 
in this normative universe.43

Agonistic respect, relativization, and denaturalization are indeed highly 
desirable practices that can help foster pluralism. However, I believe that 
theories of democracy that hail the possibilities of agonism fail to adequately 
engage with the workings of power that mark modern polities. Power in 
modern democracies may not be located in a person, substance, or place, 
and it may not always seize upon bodies to directly extract obedience or 
surplus from them, but it still structures the conditions of subject and 
community formation and shapes their inner lives.44 
is power is pastoral 
and governmental, addressing entire communities and populations as well 
as the individuals who constitute them. It is concerned with the health, 
security, and well-being of groups as well as appeals to individual minds, 
dispositions, and inner selves. Such power can, to quote Foucault, “make 
live and let die.”45


e forms of social, political, and procedural equality that democracy 
o�ers in the face of this power, and the ways in which it promises to shield 
citizens from power’s capriciousness, have historically been lopsided. Most 
democracies of the world are a site of a range of inequalities distributed 
along class, caste, race, gender, religious, or ethnic lines. Conditions of life 
and vulnerability to death remain unequally distributed. Democracies allow 
disadvantaged groups to claim rights, install their representatives, and seek 
access to state power. And while it is true that in a democracy power is not 
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embodied in the person of a prince imbued with traditional authority, de-
mocracy still demands the appearance of “the people” as a vivid force. Such 
popular force may be enacted by people who are socially marginalized and/
or mobilized by members of dominant groups. In order to claim rights, “the 
people” must iterate themselves as a strong unity; and, to in�uence elections 
and state power they must translate into a numerical majority even though 
theoretically they are expected to act as unmarked individual agents.

Plurality is possible here, but the persistent search to become a/the people 
and a calculable majority or measurably signi�cant group is also pervasive. 
Even when collectives are forged on the basis of shared nonascriptive class 
or occupational status, they vest themselves with the moral qualities of 
community complete with real or �ctive kinship bonds and symbols, rituals, 
and other collective representations.46 A “politics of similitude”47 and what 
Blanchot has called a “valorized relation of Same with Same”48 crystallizes as 
these communities posit themselves in “us and them” terms while becoming 
purposive public actors.


eorists of agonism suggest that competition can “contain” their ad-
versarial postures; it can keep it (antagonism) at bay.49 
eir critics remind 
us that competition might also “entrench divisions” and polemicize them 
in ways that generate “hostility and aggression.”50 
is book narrates how 
such hostility and aggression were produced among mostly “lower-caste,” 
blue-collar members of the party le� and the Hindu right in North Kerala. 
Elsewhere in the world, agents of this hostility and aggression have variously 
been ground-level supporters and members of a political group, as well as their 
representatives elected to highest state o�ces. As I noted earlier, a number 
of persons and parties in the present day and in contexts of the recent past 
come to mind. 
ese range from Mwai Kibaki’s Kikuyu and Riala Odinga’s 
Luo supporters in Kenya’s ethnicized polity; working-class, non-elite Justice 
and Development party voters in Turkey; plebian cadres of the Shiv Sena 
in Mumbai and the rss-bjp in many other parts of India; and, of course, 
anti-immigrant white supremacist allies of Marine Le Pen and Eric Zemmour 
in France and Donald Trump in the United States. Symbolic, structural, 
and actual physical violence has been enacted by all of them and/or in their 
name in all these democracies. 
at violence, I argue, not only re�ects the 
paradoxes of democratic life, but democratic competitive politics has also 
helped to condition and produce it.

I associate the term politics with “expressive, performative and instrumen-
tal” acts and practices mobilized in the collective pursuit of shared interests 
and good that appeal to or seek to subvert, channel, or occupy seats of state 
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power and institutions of rule.51 Such acts and practices include everything 
from a public rally to demand better land redistribution policies or access to 
education to maneuvers to obtain ministerial positions and violent attacks on 
groups or individuals. In modern representative democracies underwritten 
by the principles of competition and majority rule, the questions of winning 
and losing, obtaining ascendance, and containing or minoritizing opponents 
haunt all such actions. Actions that seek to transform this democratic order 
and obtain another system not hinged on the game of winning and losing, 
becoming major and making minor, also count as political. In part II of 
the book I associate such attempts with the quest for political justice rather 
than criminal justice.

Each political pursuit produces contests and schisms but also helps to 
transcend divisions.52 Divisions and unities, the possibility of generating 
friendships and enmities, are an ever-present part of political life so under-
stood. Such an understanding of political communities has considerable 
a�nity with Carl Schmitt’s writings on the topic. In Schmitt’s scheme, the 
distinction between friend and enemy is posited as a de�ning character of 
political groupings.53 Like his concept of sovereignty (identi�ed with decision 
on the state of exception), Schmitt’s concept of the political (identi�ed with 
the friend−enemy binary) has an ontological always-already-given character 
that serves as its own explanation. In the �rst instance, it stands apart from 
acts and practices that make up politics.


e distinction between the political and politics became academically 
popular in the 1970s through Lefort’s work.54 Prathama Banerjee reminds 
us of the distinction he posited at the time between the political (le poli-
tique) as a formatively prior instance that shapes the order of things from 
the everyday work of doing politics (la politique)—mobilizing support, 
organizing collectives, rallies, and movements. Banerjee has incisively prob-
lematized this distinction between the political and politics that not only 
Schmitt and Lefort but a number of other theorists have also posited.55
Each one, she notes in her recent book, conceives the political as a �eld 
accessible only to philosophy, which disciplines such as sociology, history, 
economics, and political science, preoccupied with the empirics of politics, 
cannot adequately grasp.

Like Banerjee, I do not proceed from the assumption that there is a 
“force, an essence, an orientation, a subjectivity, a site—that is a priori or 
ontologically political.”56 I do not seek to excavate an original ordering 
principle and trace its workings over time and space. Hence my analysis 
does not take o�, for instance, from sovereignty as decisionism or a given 
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ubiquitous life force that iterates through “self-born, excessive, and violent 
will to rule.”57 I also do not posit the friend−enemy distinction as a founding 
feature of political communities in order to explain interparty con�ict in 
Kannur. Instead, I seek to wade through the details of North Kerala’s recent 
history and examine murders and counter murders between workers of the 
party le� and the Hindu right in Kerala to delineate how particular po-
litical modalities accentuated di�erences and hostilities, and conditioned 
violence in Kannur. Drawing on the formulation I o�ered earlier, politics 
here stands for collective pursuits, expressive and instrumental acts and 
practices of networks that grapple with or seek to occupy institutions of 
rule. By “coursing” through Kannur’s recent past and pursuits of parties, 
their leaders, and workers, this book seeks to illuminate how competitive 
democratic politics encourages and accommodates violence as a mode of 
obtaining popular and state power.58

Competition and the imperative to become a major force are crucial piv-
ots of modern democracy. We might even (a�er Banerjee) describe them as 
“elementary aspects” of representative democracy that are not simple, stable, 
or singular but “complex,” “coded,” and historically tied to each other in a 
paradoxical way.59 Hence, while multiparty competition and majoritarianism 
are meant to cancel each other out, competition also serves as the condition 
for the emergence and cover for the persistence of majoritarianism. A review 
of Indian history shows that concerns about their e�ects on political life in 
India go as far back as the early twentieth century. Critics of the majority 
principle include the late nineteenth-century modernizing �gure Sir Syed 
Ahmad Khan and Dalit leader B. R. Ambedkar who, alongside leaders of 
other minority groups, proposed measures to undo the tyranny of the ma-
jority at several critical junctures in the early and mid-twentieth century.60

e anticolonial luminary, Mahatma Gandhi, also expressed deep skepticism 
about the workings of competitive politics and dangers of majoritarianism.

Gandhi questioned the emergent consensus that republican democracy 
anchored in competition to obtain majority rule was the most desirable way 
of organizing the postcolonial polity. Ajay Skaria highlights how Gandhi 
discerned a continuity between majority as a numerical category and major 
as a term that signi�es the bearer of power who can prevail over others. 
e 
former in Gandhi’s reading can be the agent of domination in the same way 
as the latter. 
e power of the majority and/or the major could exert itself 
through the show of hands, votes, or sheer “brute force.”61A political system 
anchored in the rule of the majority would therefore always be prone to its 
forceful command. Furthermore, achieving and instituting a majority in 
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modern democracies implies competing for it. 
e project of obtaining a 
majority might then entail not only holding sway and obtaining extensive 
in�uence but also containing, undermining, and reducing competitors, 
dissent, and opposition to a minor position. 
is book describes how the 
practice of containing political opponents transformed into brutal antag-
onistic violence in North Kerala.

For his part, Gandhi not only critiqued the practice of competition and the 
principle of majority rule but also another key feature of modern democracies, 
namely rule of law. According to Gandhi, like democracy, the modern-day 
legal system is also designed to become an instrument of immoral force.62
It extends quarrels and mobilizes legal shrewdness as well as rhetorical and 
money power to obtain victories and in�ict defeats.63 In Kannur too, as I 
show in chapters 4 and 5, the courts became sites for extending domination 
of one group over another. 
e forms of justice on o�er treated a number 
of local-level party workers unjustly. 
ey also allowed interparty con�ict 
and acts of violent domination to perpetuate by failing to interrogate the 
political system that conditioned this violence. 
is study of a more than 
�ve decades long con�ict between members of the party le� and the Hindu 
right in Kerala thus highlights the ways in which the modern democratic 
and criminal justice system produced and sustained interparty violence.

Political Violence in Kannur: An Exceptional-Normal Phenomenon

Violence—both routine and spectacular—between members of the party le� 
and the Hindu right has occurred in Kannur since the 1960s in the course of 
competition over displaying party colors and symbols on walls and trees as 
well as altercations at polling booths and counting centers. Some incidents 
were hardly noticed while others that I call spectacular impacted the public 
domain with terrible force. I use the term spectacular to signify the latter.64
Signi�cantly adding to this violence was the keeping of equal scores of those 
attacked or killed, and then more terribly, seeking vengeance. It is important 
to note that workers of the party le� and the Hindu right who have been 
involved in this violence as assailants and victims largely belong to the same 
social background. Assailants and victims from both sides have tended 
to be unemployed or semi-employed youth working as construction or 
headload workers, bus or auto drivers, cleaners, conductors, weavers, 
painters, and carpenters, or simply described in court records as “ryot” 
or agriculturists.65 Many of them are members of the �iyya community, 
a onetime untouchable group now deemed lower caste. Hence it is not 
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their own or their potential supporters’ caste or religious a�liation per se 
but competition over communities of potential supporters—ranging from 
members of various unions to residents of �shing villages—which impelled 
the con�ict between cpi (m) and rss-bjp workers.

In other words, unlike competitive group violence in many other de-
mocracies, political communities of the le� and right in Kannur cannot 
be easily mapped on to divisive ethno-religious categories. Members of the 
two groups do not belong to ethnic, racial, linguistic, or religious groups 
that have been historically pitched against other. Nevertheless, competition 
over supporters has both polarized members of the two groups and created 
greater internal cohesion, feelings of oneness, and internal unity. 
e fact 
that workers of the two groups share similar backgrounds and are not di-
vided along religious, caste, ethnic, or class lines makes this con�ict between 
members of the party le� and the Hindu right in Kannur exceptional. At 
the same time, this apparently anomalous phenomenon draws attention 
to what is general and typical: the ways in which competitive democratic 
practices in�uence the drive for creating cohesive but adversarial communi-
ties among the rank and �le, or the so-called plebeian members of various 
political parties, and condition antagonism and violence between di� erent 
groups. I note the exceptional nature of the political violence between the 
party le� and the Hindu right that has prevailed for nearly �ve decades. 
It has frequently taken heinous dimensions, which members of the same 
religious, caste, and class background have in�icted and su�ered on one 
another. At the same time, I seek to avoid exoticizing the region or mark 
Kannur as deviant; instead, I regard the political violence it has witnessed 
as that telling phenomenon that stands out like a clue revealing aspects of 
the surrounding world.

Read via the work of microhistorians like Carlo Ginzburg and Giovanni 
Levi, the exceptional is not the exoticized, deviant other to be explained only 
through its own “microdimensions” but that especially expressive entity that 
stands out and is discontinuous from the world around it.66 At the same 
time, it is continuous and connected to it. Matti Peltonen is instructive when 
he describes this micro-macro link via the “method of clues” that Ginzburg 
and Levi proposed. He writes, “Take for instance the concept of the clue 
as a macro-micro relation. On the one hand a clue is something that does 
not quite �t with its surroundings, something that seems odd or out of 
place. It is in certain respects discontinuous with its environment. On the 
other hand, a clue leads thought to somewhere else, reveals connections, 
exposes some secret or crime. So there is continuity, too, which is equally 

518-111341_ch01_4P.indd   14 12/04/23   5:17 AM

14 Introduction

not quite �t with its surroundings, something that seems odd or out of 
place. It is in certain respects discontinuous with its environment. On the 
other hand, a clue leads thought to somewhere 
exposes some secret or crime. So there is continuity, too, which is equally 



15Introduction

important.”67 Edoardo Grendi describes such phenomena that are both 
continuous and discontinuous from the world around them, and that seem 
out of place but also explain the dynamics of a place as “exceptional normal” 
or “exceptional typical.”68

Drawing on this concept of the exceptional normal, I closely examine 
the long-standing con�ict between cpi (m) and rss-bjp cadres in North 
Kerala and situate it in regional and national history. As I do so, I describe 
the con�ict between the two groups as that phenomenon whose extremeness 
makes it stand out, but which also holds clues for understanding crucial 
typical aspects of modern democratic life. Other scholars of South Asia, such 
as Amrita Basu and Srirupa Roy, have also found the exceptional normal a 
productive framework for understanding political violence. 
ey particularly 
mobilized it to analyze the Gujarat pogrom of 2002, when members of the 
Hindu nationalist Modi government in Gujarat actively commissioned a 
genocide. Electoral politics, a thriving civil society, as well as social and po-
litical movements anchored in the spirit of equality and popular sovereignty 
all contributed to the rise of the Modi government where crucial “usual” 
aspects of democratic politics did not just “countenance” extreme violence but 
“facilitated” it.69 Basu and Roy thus describe Gujarat 2002 as an exceptional 
instance of state-sponsored majoritarian violence but one whose origins lay 
in democratic “politics-as-usual.”70 Its bases and e�ects, they write, can be 
traced “within the everyday, banal, o�en invisible con�gurations of politics 
and power in contemporary India.”71 
e scale and nature of violence in 
Kannur has not been genocidal as it was in Gujarat 2002, but aspects that 
stand out as exceptional are its long-standing, intergenerational character 
spread over several decades, its o�en brutally vengeful character, and the fact 
that its victims and protagonists share similar social backgrounds.

Public discourse about the violence in Kannur has frequently focused on 
this intergenerational vengeful character. It has however done so in terms 
that not only draw attention to the exceptional character of the violence 
between the two groups but in fact pathologize the whole region and its 
people. Reductive writings that describe political violence in Kannur as the 
function of a cultural inheritance have contributed to this discourse.72 
ey 
invoke descriptions of unbridled rage and belligerence that have character-
ized political contests in Kannur as evidence of a traditional martial culture 
of physical confrontations.73 Other commentaries o�er essentializing and 
racialized explanations of that inheritance.74

I take issue with these racialized accounts of Kannur’s martial history 
and plot another genealogy that compels us to investigate the entailments 
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of modern democratic life. I emphasize the latter not because I believe that 
an older martial culture has no resonance in current times but because I 
am wary of analyses that examine political experiences of the present only 
to describe them as residues of an archaic, apparently traditional past. 
e 
quest to upstage, or what I call the project of becoming a major force, is not 
peculiar to Kerala or India or the new democracies of the postcolonial world. 

e biographies and narratives of local-level political workers of Kannur 
that I draw on recount acts of aggression, rage, and the pain and agony of 
victory and defeat in the wake of party formation and competition for civic 
recognition and popular support. 
ese a�ective strains have accompanied 
instances of interparty violence in Kannur since the early twentieth century. 
In my renditions of these instances, I have desisted from an interpretive mode 
that might make Kannur and its political and cultural ethos appear espe-
cially exotic or unique or reduce the violence to deterministic essentializing 
variables.75 I address the exceptional character of con�ict between the party 
le� and the Hindu right in Kannur and paint vivid pictures of Kannur and 
its political life building on it to forge generalizable critical insights about 
modern democracies.

Going hand in hand with my skepticism about essentializing explanations 
of the political violence in Kannur are my concerns about evolutionary and 
historicist perspectives that tend to frame the violence as a sign of Indian 
democracy’s immaturity and deviation from desirable norms. Norm deviation 
models posit postcolonial politics as a historical latecomer, a bearer of old 
cultural residues, and considered pathological or deviant because it does 
not approximate appropriate forms of the modern present.76 One notable 
academic response to such exoticization and de�cit-based paradigms has 
been to take the opposite route and insist on the unexceptional nature of 
sociopolitical life in the postcolony. Such responses have, for instance, come 
from scholars of contemporary African politics who have swung from one 
end to the other—from exotic to banal.77 In these writings, Africa is not 
seen as apart from the rest of the world, but its history is “dissolved” in a 
“general �ow” and described as an expression of the same modern forces, 
dispositions, and a�ects as anywhere else.78 What stands out, however, are 
the ways in which Africa and more broadly the postcolony is described as the 
site of heightened contradictions and a�ictions of modern life. Multiplicity 
of identities, violence, corruption, occult, and “excess and disproportion” in 
the ways in which power iterates are said to characterize the postcolony.79
O�ering “speculative interpretations”80 of these excesses without a detailed 
account of the institutions that have produced them, such scholarship �attens 
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the histories of di� erent postcolonial contexts, blending and merging them 
with one another. In the end, �attened postcolonial locations are o�en ren-
dered as little more than grotesque expressions of the dysfunctional aspects 
of modern life; their excesses in turn appear as an aspect of the postcolony’s 
primordial character.81

In this book I have sought to avoid the pitfalls of a particularism that 
essentializes and o�en even racializes without giving in to a generality 
that e�aces all speci�city. In other words, I attend to forms of acting and 
feeling, exerting, and obtaining power that have accompanied interparty 
con�ict in North Kerala while situating them across di�erent spatial and 
temporal scales. I review various local, regional, and national circumstances 
that conjoined to produce the exceptional violence of the party le� and 
the Hindu right in North Kerala; at the same time, I try to relate them to 
typical modes of social, political, and judicial power that prevail in di� er-
ent parts of the country and the world since the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century.

Some speci�c aspects of Kerala’s contemporary history are well known. 
It was the �rst place in the world to elect a communist government through 
the electoral ballot in 1957. 
at victory came on the back of intense peasant 
struggles under the Communist Party banner, which reached their zenith 
in the 1930s and 1940s. Together with the social and educational reforms 
of the early twentieth century, these agitations made Kerala and Kannur 
the site of dramatic iterations of egalitarianism and self-determination in 
a deeply hierarchical caste-ridden society. Here Kerala followed the lead 
of other parts of the country such as Bengal and Telengana, and parts of 
the world where assertions of social and political equality became more 
frequent particularly in the wake of anticolonial struggles. In early and mid-
twentieth-century Kerala, calls for commonality, ideas of “one caste,” parity, 
fairness, and the accompanying thrusts to appear and be acknowledged on 
the larger sociopolitical stage became increasingly vivid.82 
is was a time 
when large diverse collectives took to the streets of its towns and cities in 
jathas (political processions) demanding a fair price for their produce or 
work and an end to caste discrimination, police repression, and British rule.

In Kannur, members of the lower-caste 
iyyas formed a key part of 
this new egalitarian public seeking better living conditions but also striving 
to become more visible in everyday political life.83 One section of this large 
caste group managed to rise up the social ladder through educational and 
occupational opportunities that missionary education and o�ces of the 
Madras presidency provided during the colonial period. Over the decades, 
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others, who followed the “traditional occupation” of toddy tapping,84 who 
became “beedi workers,” who did blue-collar work such as masonry or car-
pentry, who did daily wage work in the construction or transport industry, 
or who had been unemployed and semi-employed, joined the Communist 
Party in large numbers. Many remained indebted to the party’s land re-
distribution reforms and welfare-based public policies and continue to 
occupy its lower echelons. From the late 1970s onward, 
iyya youth and 
their families residing in di� erent parts of Kannur were also drawn to the 
Hindu right as it intensi�ed its mobilization among them.

In the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, Kerala’s model of development gained 
exceptional global fame when it came to be exalted as a state that had 
provided its citizens with high levels of well-being (a high literacy rate, low 
infant and adult mortality, and low levels of poverty) without the stimulus of 
an industrial revolution. Nationally and regionally, the party le� frequently 
claimed credit for its developmental success that can also be attributed to 
other factors ranging from state intervention in the early twentieth century 
to the Gulf migration of the post-independence era. In the meantime, the 
Hindu right pushed its own ethnonationalist discourse as well as welfare-
based sewa (service) strategies to obtain greater in�uence in several parts of 
the country, including Kerala. On the ground, local-level members of both 
groups sought to mobilize support for their parties and leaders by forging 
networks of care and assistance, helping people access educational and health 
services, a place in a school, a bank loan, or a hospital bed for residents of 
small neighborhoods, towns, and villages. 
ey became conduits of pastoral 
power85 on behalf of their groups competing to obtain popular legitimacy, 
electoral success, and state control. Pastoral power and hegemonic forms 
of masculinity, as I map in part I of the book, have played an important role 
in the production of interparty contests in North Kerala.

Part I: Pastoral Power, Masculinity, and Interparty Con�ict

Pastoral practices of power seek to shepherd entire groups and populations, 
attending to their welfare while shaping subjectivities and molding everyday 
practices. In her critical account of Kerala’s development model, Jayakumari 
Devika describes how the exercise of this pastoral power allowed Kerala’s 
“upper-caste” communist leaders to reinscribe hierarchical relations with 
members of Dalit and marginal groups at the receiving end of their largesse. 
Such “secularization of caste,” as she notes, is not entirely peculiar to Kerala 
but part of a general trend seen across the country where “egalitarian devel-
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opmentalism” remade caste relations even as it attacked caste.86 Marginal 
groups became beholden to those who dispersed welfare and care, leading 
to the formation of political communities that reciprocated care with votes 
and other expressions of support. In time, members of caste groups such as 
the 
iyyas also took up local and regional leadership positions among po-
litical communities allied particularly with the Communist Party but also 
the Hindu right. 
ese new leaders were not upper-caste patriarchs and 
overlords of yore but big-brotherly �gures from relatively underprivileged 
backgrounds who were equal to but also more equal than some others.87

ese leaders (some of whom are protagonists of the chapters that follow) 
extended practices of disbursing welfare and care but also embodied a form of 
political masculinity that has become hegemonic in contemporary Kerala88
and modern life more generally.

Devika’s work on early and mid-twentieth-century Kerala helps us sit-
uate the emergence of this hegemonic political masculinity. She describes 
how even as caste hierarchies came to be enforced less rigorously, presumed 
gender di�erences, and beliefs about the inherent capacities of women and 
men, became a major organizing principle of life in Kerala.89 Cultivating 
distinct gendered capacities and enacting them in civic and domestic domains 
became a sign of growth and freedom for both women and men. If women 
were associated with the power of “tears, prayers and gentle advice,” which 
they could mobilize to foster sympathetic family life, men were respected 
for the public in�uence they could gather, the intellectual re�ections they 
could o�er, and the economic stature they enjoyed.90 
ese capacities 
were especially celebrated in Kerala’s political sphere. 
e protester, the 
mass mobilizer, the skillful administrator, and the shrewd manipulator 
who could forge and sever pacts and deals became the idealized masculine 
political �gure by the 1950s.91 Women who pursued political careers had 
to mimic these �gures and gain their badge of “honorary masculinity” in 
order to succeed.92

These historical developments form the backdrop of the opening 
chapter. Biographies and self-narratives of several male political �gures 
of Kannur who rose to prominence as well as those who remained on the 
ground are central to the �rst three chapters that make up part I of this book. 
Coupled with police and news reports, and secondary literature on regional 
and national events, their narratives help me plot the political structure, con-
text, and a�ective landscape that conditioned decades of interparty violence 
in North Kerala. In tracking the formation of adversarial and antagonistic 
political communities of the le� and the right through the lives and careers 
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of these political �gures active in the region, this book sheds light on two 
related hegemonic masculine scripts: �rst, of righteous rage as a form of 
ethical agency that the literary scholar Udaya Kumar also writes about in 
his study of political stalwarts of early and mid-twentieth-century Kerala.93
And, second, a script that marks life in several democracies characterized by 
the sheer drive to expand in�uence. Acts that iterate the �rst script include 
ardent outbursts reminiscent of Fanonian modes of masculinist anticolonial 
resistance that several postcolonial scholars have drawn attention to.94 Such 
acts that recur in many modern democracies also mobilize the “narcissistic 
ego” through the competitive imperative to become ascendant and come 
out on top.95 
e play of this ego, the “elder brother’s seizure of the father’s 
place” in modern democracy, writes Juliet MacCannell, undermines hopes 
for justice, equality, and freedom.96 Fraternity in this order of things, as 
Carole Pateman famously noted, becomes a “brotherhood of men.”97


e emergence of young party leaders embodying a hegemonic political 
masculinity in pre-and post-independence democratic Kerala is central to 
chapter 1. Autobiographies of such leaders form a key part of the prehistory 
of the violent con�ict between the party le� and the Hindu right that I go on 
to analyze further in chapters 2 and 3. 
ese chapters describe how feelings 
of love and care, as well as hate, circulated among the close-knit fraternal 
communities that workers of the party le� and the Hindu right forged 
particularly from the late 1960s to the early 2000s. 
is period coincided 
with the new more populist phase of the Hindu right and its intensi�ed 
attempts to become a stronger presence in Kerala and other parts of the 
country. I elaborate how a mimetic power struggle between the cpi (m) 
and the Sangh drew in young men from the two groups through the 1980s, 
1990s, and early 2000s, generating feedback loops of aggression and vio-
lence, as well as tying them together into vengeful a�ectively charged kin-like 
communities strongly opposed to each other. While my analysis of these 
political communities is guided by insights about the masculine character 
of modern democracy that feminist theorists such as MacCannell and 
Pateman have o�ered, the analytical terms that I mobilize to articulate its 
character are re�ective of my own intellectual biography and owe more to 
the history of India’s struggle with majoritarianism, and agonistic theories 
of democracy and their critiques, which I have outlined in previous sections. 

e two sets of analytical frameworks are however aligned. Each one helps 
parse out how representative democracy compels greater homogenization 
and polarization to the point of producing competitive communities of 
vengeful men ready to enact terrible violence.
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Part II: Judicial Responsibility and Subterfuge

Over the years, several young men—local-level workers of the le� and right 
in Kannur suspected of various violent acts—have tried to run fast and far 
from the police and other state-juridical apparatuses. However, as members 
of legitimate political parties bound by law, a large majority of workers of the 
two groups have also submitted to the law’s instruments and penal processes. 
Simultaneously, both groups have mobilized judicial processes against their 
adversaries, subjecting members of the opposing party to long and grueling 
criminal trials. Part II of the book revolves around these criminal trials.

According to my computations, more than four thousand workers of 
various parties have been tried for acts ranging from criminal intimidation 
to murder and attempted murder of members of the opposing party in 
Kannur in the last �ve decades. In each of these prosecutions, lawyers have 
imputed an intent to murder, or attempt to murder, intimidate, or enact 
other forms of violence on individual workers. 
e actions of these alleged 
perpetrators have been adjudicated in micro sequences and set up as a 
question of individual guilt or innocence. In the courts, justice has meant, 
�rst and foremost, prosecuting and punishing individuals who struck the 
violent blows.


us, even though the conviction rate has been extremely low, suspected 
persons from both groups have been named, identi�ed, described, and tried 
as sources and agents of violence. In many instances, particular members of 
the two groups have been prosecuted at the behest of the opposing party. 
Trials in district and appeals courts have stretched for years and sometimes 
for more than a decade. O�en prosecutors and judges have described the 
workers as “dangerous,” “depraved,” and pathological beings,98 and on some 
occasions have called for capital punishment. In a few instances, district 
court judges have awarded the death penalty.99

Revolving around themes of rights and attributes, law in modern democ-
racies regards individuals as bearers of speci�c capacities and as possessing 
particular properties. Actions and their consequences are believed to ema-
nate from these capacities and properties, which can be abstracted from the 
contexts in which they surfaced and imputed back to individuals to hold 
them responsible for their deeds. In the midst of doubts and anxieties about 
such reasoning, judges seek to implement the individualizing judicial logic. 
At the same time, the �xing of judicial responsibility has been collectivized. 
Since the institution of modern criminal law in India, individuals have not 
only been judged on the basis of their concrete action but have also been 
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acquitted or punished depending on their social and political identity. In 
chapters 4 and 5, I discuss the more recent and long history of that individ-
uation and collectivization of responsibility.

Scholarship on the ways in which the Hindu right’s violence in Gujarat 
has been adjudicated in recent years, along with the ways in which religious 
minorities, members of lower-caste groups, and le�-wing collectives who 
have challenged state hegemony have been persecuted, shows that while 
culpable members of the Hindu majority community have o�en escaped 
punishment, a punishing legal system has beleaguered the former. In post-
colonial India, due process, evidentiary requirements, and provisions around 
detention without trial have been fashioned and bent depending on the 
identity of those under scrutiny and the community—majority or minority, 
hegemonic or dissenting—that they belong to. 
e criminal justice system’s 
methodological individualism has thus persisted side by side with impunity 
for majoritarian collectives and unjust imputation of responsibility for 
minorities and minoritized communities.

In light of this legal history, chapter 4 analyzes the ways in which trial 
courts have adjudicated the con�ict between the cpi (m) and the rss-bjp
in Kannur. I argue that while trials of those who, for instance, carried out the 
2002 pogrom of Muslims in Gujarat can be cited as extraordinary examples 
of the role that the law has come to play in majoritarian assertions, courts in 
Kannur have become everyday examples of the ways in which the battle to 
become a major force and minoritize the opposition has been fought through 
the criminal justice system. Since the ascension of the Hindu right to state 
power in 2014 and the bjp’s election victory in 2019, majoritarianism in India 
has revealed its most aggressive face. In tandem, the legal system is playing 
an active role in promoting it. Legal impunity for the dominant and their 
violence and judicial persecution of minorities, and those who dissent against 
the hegemony of the Hindu right is pervasive. Chapter 4 analyzes the judicial 
face of the determined drive to become major and minoritize the opposition 
in which the lives of local-level workers of the cpi (m) and the rss-bjp in 
Kannur have been caught up for decades.

In chapter 5, I step back into the annals of Indian legal history to give 
an account of how individualization and collectivization of responsibility 
were instituted in late nineteenth-century colonial India. Individuation, 
as I document, has been o�ering a cover for persecution of particular mar-
ginal collectives. Since 2014 that violence, exacted through widespread use 
of exceptional laws, has taken a heavy toll on social and political activists 
opposed to Sangh ideology and rule. In the backdrop of multiple arrests 
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and cases against them, I critically examine judicial understandings of action 
and agency that on the one hand impugn individuals and on the other hand 
allow law to become a tool for repressing and minoritizing designated 
groups. I describe the impact of these twin strands of individualization 
and collectivization of punishment on the lives of workers of the party 
le� and the Hindu right in Kerala and outline what an alternative form of 
justice in the context of political violence might look like.

Processes, rules, and judicial ideologies that focus largely on particular 
individuals as culpable antidemocratic agents of political violence produce 
a double subterfuge. 
ey help mask the ways in which responsibility is 
collectivized and justice itself becomes majoritarian. Furthermore, judicial 
individuation of political violence allows us to forget how modern demo-
cratic principles and processes condition it; it obscures the ways in which 
exceptional violence of the kind we have seen in North Kerala is indeed 
typical—facilitated by well-instituted and accepted modern democratic 
principles, processes, and propensities. Rules of criminal law, penal pro-
cesses, calls for retribution, deterrence, and the many rationales underlying 
individuation of responsibility hence perpetuate institutional forgetfulness 
about the role that modern democratic systems themselves play in producing 
political violence.


is book presents a genealogy of democracy and violence in Kannur 
through the lived encounters of party workers with principles of equality, 
popular sovereignty, majority rule, competition for popular and electoral 
power, and criminal law. 
ese encounters bear the speci�c marks of Kannur 
and Kerala’s history, which in turn conditioned particular kinds of political 
subjectivities, communities, dispositions, and propensities to action and 
violence. If we don’t consign these subjectivities, communities, and Indian 
democracy to a lower rank or the category of a radical other in a normatively 
de�ned hierarchy of persons and polities, then we may regard this book as a 
means of understanding a shared contemporary political condition.
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thinking about the role of political structures in facilitating elite rival-
ries and unities, divisions, and alliances in the 1920–1940s period and 
the impact that these had on community formation at the local level. 
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Introduction

1 According to my computations more than four thousand workers of 
the le� and right were tried for acts ranging from criminal intimida-
tion, attempt to murder, and murder of members of the opposing party 
between the late 1970s and early 2000s. �ese calculations are based 
on records of trial court judgments archived at Kannur District Court, 
�alassery. Media accounts speak of two thousand “clashes” during 
the 1980s and 1990s. See John Mary, “Political Murder Tally,” New 
Indian Express, October 16, 1999. According to �e Hindu, 127 political 
murders took place in Kannur in those two decades. See K. M. Tampi, 
“A Bleeding District,” �e Hindu, December 9, 1999. �e Mathrubhumi
lists 142 political murders between 1980 and 2000. See P. P. Sasindaran, 
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“Akramarashtreeyatinte,” Mathrubhumi, December 8, 2000. A response 
to a right to information query received from the District Police O�ce, 
Kannur, recorded ninety-one political murders between 1983 and 2009. 
According to police records, in thirty-one cases, rss-bjp workers were 
deceased and cpi (m) workers were alleged assailants; in thirty-three 
cases, cpi (m) workers were deceased and rss-bjp workers were assail-
ants; and the other cases are spread between Congress (I), Indian Union 
Muslim League, and the National Democratic Front.

2 �e journalist N. P. Ullekh has put together the following 
gures for the 
1990s and 2000s based on police records and crime bureau statistics: 
since 1991, forty-
ve cpi (m) workers, forty-four rss-bjp workers, 

�een Congress workers, four Muslim League activists, and some from 
the Popular Front of India have been killed in Kannur. Between 2001 
and 2016, thirty rss-bjp workers and thirty-one cpi (m) workers were 
killed in Kannur. Ullekh, Kannur, 11.

3 �ere are several insightful analyses of the citizenship law in the public 
domain. Civil society groups linked to the Indian diaspora across the 
world also protested against it. I am drawing on a public statement that 
the Cape Town−based organization People Against Apartheid and Fas-
cism put together. �e statement summarizes the history of the law and 
its anticipated e�ects in the following words: “�e Citizenship Amend-
ment Act (caa) became a law in December 2019. �e Act associates 
Indian citizenship with religious identity attacking the basic tenets of 
egalitarianism enshrined in the constitution. �e legislation, in con-
junction with the soon to be implemented National Population Register 
(npr) to be followed by the National Registry of Citizens (nrc), will 
enable the persecution of religious and social minorities, producing a 
domino e�ect of statelessness and disintegration of fundamental human 
rights. While designed to fast-track citizenship for non-Muslim refugees 
from neighboring countries, the caa threatens life and livelihood of 
India’s 200 million Muslims as well as other economically and socially 
marginalized groups in India. �e npr, through its stringent documen-
tation requirements, will isolate and inhibit members of other socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged groups from validating their citizenship. 
Together, the nature of the caa-npr and nrc threatens to dispossess 
people from oppressed castes, the urban and rural poor, the lgbtqia+
community and religious minorities of India from their cultural, 
economic and human rights.” “Repeal India’s Exclusionary Citizenship 
Amendment Act,” Mail and Guardian, August 17, 2020, https://mg.co
.za/special-reports/2020-08-17-repeal-indias-exclusionary-citizenship
-amendment-act/. Last modi
ed August 17, 2020.

4 Shekhar Tiwari, “Muza�arnagar Violence: Muslims Forced to Live in 
Fear,” �e Wire, December 24, 2019, https://thewire.in/rights/watch
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5 India is home to almost two hundred million Muslims. Approximately 
80 percent belong to subordinated castes. Increasingly these “lower-
caste” Muslims have been mobilizing under the banner of Pasmanda 
Muslims. In Persian, the term Pasmanda means “those who have fallen 
behind.” Following the 2006 Sachar committee report on their socio-
economic and educational status, Muslims have also been identi
ed as 
the “new underclass”—marginal in multiple respects and comparable to 
Dalits—in land ownership, employment, housing, education, experi-
ence of discrimination in employment, and political representation. See 
Bidwai, “Muslims, the New Underclass.” See also Ansari, “Pluralism and 
the Post-Minority Condition,” 111.
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7 For a detailed critical discussion of the ways in which electoral major-
ities became imperfect procedural expressions of the general will, see 
Rosanvallon, Democratic Legitimacy, 1–4, 17–32.
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9 Scott, Refashioning Futures, 162.

10 �ese include constitutional rights as well as consociational arrange-
ments of di�erent degrees, forms, and shapes. But even as minority 
rights and consociational arrangements have sought to undo the tyranny 
of the majority, they struggle with the hegemony that the principle of 
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public discourse. For an illuminating re�ection on consociationalism 
and its limits and possibilities, see Ismail, Abiding by Sri Lanka, 271–93.
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12 Kaviraj, Enchantment of Democracy, location 161 of 6178, Kindle edition.

13 �e corpus of both Chatterjee’s and Kaviraj’s work is large. While 
penning this section, I am particularly thinking about Partha Chatter-
jee’s Politics of the Governed, his recent collection of lectures I Am the 
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People, and Kaviraj’s essays put together in the collection Enchantment of 
Democracy.

14 Here I am paraphrasing Sunder Rajan, Scandal of the State, xii.

15 Kaviraj, Enchantment of Democracy, location 148 of 6178, Kindle edition.

16 P. Chatterjee, Politics of the Governed, 75–76.
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edition.

19 P. Chatterjee, I Am the People.

20 P. Chatterjee, I Am the People, 112–14; Tuck, Sleeping Sovereign.

21 Ake, Feasibility of Democracy, 7–32.

22 Gender-based hierarchies and discrimination against groups deemed 
as slaves went hand-in-hand with Athenian emphasis on equal partic-
ipation. On the move from this egalitarian to the more elitist repre-
sentative democracy, see Dunn, Democracy, and Manin, Principles of 
Representative Government, for an instructive history of this aristocratic 
turn in democracies. See also Mantena, “Political Identity,” for insight-
ful re�ections on this history and its implications for politicization of 
identities in Indian and other postcolonial contexts.

23 Ake, Feasibility of Democracy, 11.

24 P. Chatterjee, I Am the People, 114; emphases in the original.

25 See Manin, Principles of Representative Government, for an overview of 
the role that Madison played in conceptualizing and instituting repre-
sentative democracy as we now know it.
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27 Ake, Feasibility of Democracy, 7. See also Dunn, Democracy, on the ques-
tion of how this trivialized form of democracy came to gain tremendous 
global credence.

28 Scott, Refashioning Futures, 162.

29 �is is not to say that there have not been endogenous critiques of 
representative democracy in postcolonial contexts since its institutional-
ization there. Staying with the African continent for now, Mary Moran 
describes how in Liberia electoral competition for power to become 
representatives came to be associated with ritual murders and maim-
ing. She regards this popular association as an expression of profound 
skepticism about representative democracy, which breaks apart the 
body politic just as mutilation dismembers the human body. See Moran, 
Liberia, 27–52.

30 Mamdani, “Africa,” 2230.
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31 Tambiah, Leveling Crowds, 261. See also the writings of �omas Blom 
Hansen and Jonathan Spencer, who have plotted the ethnicization of 
particular communities in South Asia: Hansen, Sa�ron Wave and Wages 
of Violence; Spencer, Anthropology, Politics and the State. Paul Brass and 
Steven Wilkinson’s comprehensive studies on “Hindu-Muslim riots” 
describe the role that the search for popular support and electoral legit-
imacy has played in transforming ethnic communities into cohesive but 
hostile unities: Brass, Production of Hindu-Muslim Violence and Forms of 
Collective Violence; Wilkinson, Votes and Violence. Insofar as my analy-
sis is anchored in the emergence of an antagonistic political 
eld over 
several decades drawing both on historical records as well as interviews 
and ethnographic research, it is akin to Brass’s and Hansen’s in�uential 
writings. My overall argument about the relationship between politi-
cal violence and democratic life also has strong a�nities with both 
Brass’s as well as Wilkinson’s work. But unlike Brass, I do not frame 
the violence between the party le� and the Hindu right in Kannur as a 
result of self-conscious production of ethnic solidarities and animus to 
obtain electoral advantage. Instead, I describe the slow formation of a 
con�ictual political 
eld and the ways in which it drew in members of 
similar caste and class backgrounds pitching them against one another 
in violent competition for electoral and popular support. Furthermore, 
unlike Wilkinson, my emphasis is not on electoral conditions that might 
or might not produce violence but on reckoning with the potential for 
violence that is contained in modern democracies. �e gradual ways in 
which that potential marks the local-level political 
eld, subjectivities, 
and communities are at the heart of my analysis.

32 In related work, the sociologist Michael Mann compares histories of 
genocide and ethnic cleansing in many di�erent parts of the world to 
posit a close relationship between democracy and violent escalation of 
ethnonationalist politics. Ranging from Armenia to Indonesia to India, 
Mann draws on research that other scholars have done on a number of 
sites of grave ethnic violence to posit an overarching thesis about ethnic 
cleansing as the “dark side of democracy.” �is thesis hinges on the 
notion of the “demos” or the “the people” in whose name a democratic 
state rules and how, in multiple settings, a particular ethnicized forma-
tion or “ethnos” has stepped in to become dominant and coterminous 
with the demos excluding all others. See Mann, Dark Side of Democracy, 
3, 13–14, 148, 512–29. Mann is especially perceptive when he describes 
how ethnic di�erences entangle with other hierarchies to generate vio-
lent hostility. His map of conditions in which societies reach the point 
of murderous cleansing and enact it is instructive. �at said, his book 
fails to describe the speci
c democratic drivers that accentuate di�er-
ence. For an elaboration of this critique, see Richard Bourke’s review of 
Mann’s book: Bourke, “Modern Massacres.”
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33 Mbembe, “On Politics,” 317. Mbembe is drawing his insights from Ges-
chiere and Nyamnjoh, “Capitalism and Autochtony.”
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35 See Przeworski, “Divided We Stand?,” and Boutros-Ghali, “Democracy,” 
for two in�uential academic and public endorsements of democracy as 
a mode of obtaining peace through political participation and electoral 
competition within and among democratic states.

36 Benjamin Constant cited in Kaviraj, Enchantment of Democracy, 26.

37 Mbembe, “On Politics,” 313, 317.

38 On this point, see P. Chatterjee, I Am the People, ix. I agree with Keane 
that several contemporary democracies have cultivated considerable 
monitoring of and calls for accountability of violence against women, 
migrants, minorities, and others. �at said, as his own later writings 
note, that capacity is contingent and precarious. Historical experience of 
democracies—from Athens to United States—not as peace builders but 
empires facilitating and enacting incredible violence against other states 
raises critical questions about the future of dissent against violence 
in democracies, and the specter of “[further] militarization of their 
domestic politics,” Keane, “Epilogue,” 378. Also see Keane, Violence and 
Democracy.

39 I 
nd Claudio Colaguori’s description of the agon as a philosophy and 
cultural rationality instructive. He describes the agon as “the arena of 
competition, the scene of contest, and the locus of adversarial con�ict.” 
“�e philosophy of agonism,” Colaguori notes, “a�rms the idea that 
transcendence, truth and growth are generated from the outcome of the 
contest.” Colaguori, Agon Culture, vii.

40 Agonism, as Wenman notes, involves two aspects—necessary interde-
pendence and strife: Wenman, “‘Agonistic Pluralism,’” 168. �is idea, 
central to Michel Foucault’s writings on the subject, has in turn been 
drawn from Friedrich Nietzsche’s On the Genealogy of Morals. Drawing 
from Nietzsche, Foucault describes agonism as “a relationship which is 
at the same time reciprocal incitation and struggle; less face-to-face con-
frontation, which paralyzes both sides than a permanent provocation.” 
See Foucault, “Subject and Power,” 790. For one of the most cogent 
descriptions of the idea of agonism as the bases of a “generous ethos of 
engagement” derived from Foucault, see Connolly, “Beyond Good and 
Evil,” 369.

41 Connolly, “Response”; Connolly, Pluralism; Honig, “Politics of Ag-
onism”; Honig, “Agonistic Feminism”; Mou�e, Democratic Paradox; 
Mou�e, Agonistics.

42 Mou�e is drawing on Lefort in her work Return of the Political, 11.

43 Kalyvas, “Democratic Narcissus,” 32; Wenman, “‘Agonistic Pluralism.’”
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44 David Scott makes this point while commenting on Claude Lefort’s con-
ception of power as an empty place in democracies. See Scott, Refashion-
ing Futures, 150–52.

45 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 241.

46 P. Chatterjee, Politics of the Governed, 55–57. Also see Michelutti, Ver-
nacularization of Democracy, and Narayan, Making of the Dalit Public, 
for important ethnographic and oral history accounts of the ways in 
which disadvantaged and subaltern communities have emerged as moral 
communities—held together by a shared sense of solidarity and signi
-
ers in India.

47 L. Gandhi, A�ective Communities, 25.

48 Cited in L. Gandhi, A�ective Communities, 25.

49 Breen, “Agonism, Antagonism,” 139.

50 Kalyvas, “Democratic Narcissus,” 34.

51 �is de
nition draws and expands on Jonathan Spencer’s explanation 
of the political o�ered in his work on democracy and violence in South 
Asia. See Spencer, Anthropology, Politics and the State, 17.

52 Spencer, Anthropology, Politics and the State, 33.

53 Schmitt, Concept of the Political.
54 Prathama Banerjee reminds us of intersections between Schmitt and 

Lefort’s conceptualization of the political and the ways in which both 
of them distinguished it from politics. She also re�ects on the ways in 
which the distinction is sustained in the writings of a number of French 
theorists ranging from Jean-Luc Nancy to Alain Badiou. Each one, she 
notes, has a di�erent de
nition of the political, but each one separates 
it from the life and work of politics. See P. Banerjee, Elementary Aspects, 
6–8.

55 P. Banerjee, Elementary Aspects, 6–8.

56 P. Banerjee, Elementary Aspects, 8.

57 Hansen and Stepputat, Sovereign Bodies, 11. Here Hansen and Stepputat 
are especially describing the concept of sovereignty as Georges Bataille 
elaborated it in works where he described it as the assertive impulse to go 
beyond instrumentality; an “animality” (14) that, among other things, 
expresses itself through excess “strength to violate the prohibition 
against killing” (Bataille, Accursed Share, 221–22).

58 I am in�uenced here by the ways in which Banerjee, Nigam, and Pandey 
have described the work of theorizing. �ey consider theory “as a par-
ticular mode of working with the world rather than of abstracting from 
it. �e image . . . is then not of a theory being put into action, a�er the 
fact of its thinking as it were. Rather it is the image of theory itself as an 
activity—that of coursing through ‘reality,’ processing the world so to 
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speak. �at is, theory not as ‘shedding’ light on the world from above, 
but as emanating and illuminating it from within, thus transforming the 
world’s visible and apprehensible contours. �e transformative potential 
of a theory then lies not in its successful application to a separate do-
main called the domain of practice but in its ability to change our sense 
of the world.” P. Banerjee, Nigam, and Pandey, “Work of �eory,” 44.

59 P. Banerjee, Elementary Aspects, 13.

60 I am alluding to the demand for separate electorates that Ambedkar 
articulated in 1930, which had the potential to neutralize the numerical, 
electoral, and political dominance of Hindus as well as proposals he 
dra�ed in the 1947 memorandum on behalf of the All India Schedule 
Castes Federation in a memorandum that the federation presented to 
the Constituent Assembly. In this document, Ambedkar clearly stated 
his worries about what majority rule will mean for India and its citizens. 
He believed that the majority in India would be de
ned in communal 
terms and accepting the rule of the majority would not be democratic 
but equivalent to imperialism. See Ambedkar, States and Minorities.

61 Skaria, “Relinquishing Republican Democracy,” 204.

62 M. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 59.

63 M. Gandhi, Hind Swaraj, 58–61.

64 See M. Chatterjee, “Bandh Politics,” for a recent generative discussion 
of the role that spectacular violence has played in majoritarian vio-
lence of the kind seen in Gujarat in 2002. I believe that in Kannur in 
the 
rst instance, acts of exceptionally lethal violence served to shock 
and terrify the broader public as supporters of the opposing party. Over 
a period of time, they contributed to the formation of vengeful political 
communities as I document in chapters 2 and 3.

65 See, for instance, Sessions Case (herea�er sc) 4 of 1981 and sc 111 of 
1995.

66 See Ginzburg, Clues, Myths, and Levi, “On Microhistory.”

67 Peltonen, “Clues, Margins, and Monads,” 351, 357.

68 Cited in de Vries, “Playing with Scales,” 28; Peltonen, “Clues, Mar-
gins, and Monads,” 359. I would like to thank the late Kavita Datla for 
drawing attention to the a�nities between my approach and Grendi and 
Peltonen’s work vis-à-vis the exceptional typical.

69 Basu and Roy, Violence and Democracy, 4.

70 Basu and Roy, Violence and Democracy, 4. Contributors in the volume 
focus on politics of territoriality, marginal communities veering toward 
majoritarianism, and Islamophobic global discourses among other 
things. My focus is on a di�erent, albeit intersecting set of drivers of 
violence.
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71 Basu and Roy, Violence and Democracy, 4.

72 �is view has been expressed in journalistic writings as well as in some 
commentaries by academics and bureaucrats. For instance, in his piece 
on political violence in Kannur, the journalist Amrith Lal talked about 
the sixteenth-century warrior 
gures of Othenan and Unniarcha, and 
the ways in which their vengeful warrior ethos still haunts the region. Poli-
tics, he wrote, “has acquired the language of medieval feudal rivalries.” Lal, 
“A Fort When under Siege,” n.d., Express News Service Collections, Kochi. 
In the same vein, another journalist, C. Gouridas Nair, while describing 
the situation in Kannur in his article “A Tenuous Peace,” wrote about the 
“Chekuvar,” or militant, warrior culture of North Kerala where a “feudal 
legacy of blood feuds” lives on in the garb of political violence. Nair, “A 
Tenuous Peace,” n.d., Express News Service Collections, Kochi.

73 �e historian Rajan Gurukkal presents a similar but more complicated 
perspective in his 2008 article “Murder in Malabar” on Kannur vio-
lence in the pages of the Indian Express (March 12, 2008), http://archive
.indianexpress.com/news/murder-in-malabar/283674/0. Gurukkal out-
lines a range of sociohistorical factors that according to him underlie the 
political violence in Kannur. Among them he cites a history of “juridico-
political instability in the absence of state control,” “strong persistence 
of clan-like ties,” “fragmented political control by martial households,” 
and “ideological dominance of heroic rituals and related cultural 
constructs.” In subsequent interventions, however, he retracted this 
view. A 2012 article quotes Gurukkal as saying, “I . . . once thought 
that there could be an anthropological explanation to the violence in 
the north Malabar or northern Kerala, the region of heroic poems called 
Northern Ballads eulogizing the 
ghters. If you read these 18th century 
heroic poems you come across the tradition of using mercenaries just 
as in cock-
ghts for resolving individual-level con�icts.” But he had 
now changed his mind; in light of reports of political and other forms 
of violence from the rest of the area, Gurukkal no longer thought that 
North Kerala is so peculiar. He noted that in the last few years, murders, 
attempts to murder, and instances of intimidation between workers of 
various parties have been reported not only from the nearby Kozhikode 
district but also from various parts of relatively distinct South Kerala. As 
Gurukkal stated, Kannur no longer seems so di�erent from �iruvanan-
thapuram, Alleppey, Kottayam, and Pathanamthitta. In some ways, like 
the argument I am presenting here, Gurukkal also emphasizes what he 
calls “party-political fraternity” informed by emotions and sentiments 
pervasive in kinship networks. Unlike Gurukkal, however, I do not 
locate such sentiments and fraternities in fragmented political control, 
martial culture, and the persistence of clan-like ties but in modern po-
litical processes and practices. See N. P. Ullekh and Nidhi Sharma, “In 
CPM Bastion Kannur, Political Violence Takes a Turn for the Worse,” 
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Economic Times, August 6, 2012, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com
/news/politics-and-nation/in-cpm-bastion-kannur-political-violence
-takes-a-turn-for-the-worse/articleshow/15368442.cms.

74 Racialized accounts of Kannur’s martial culture have especially been 
o�ered by the police o�cer Alexander Jacob, who has, since retirement, 
written and lectured on the topic. In the writings that I am familiar with, 
he borrows tropes from colonial ethnographers and administrators and 
speaks of “martial nature” as that exceptional behavioral strand that 
a¡icts the denizens of Malabar and generates violence among them. A 
proud policeman born and brought up in post-independence politically 
vigorous Kerala, Jacob also speaks about that so-called militant nature 
of �alassery’s residents with a touch of admiration when he notes that 
people from the area have been “rebellious from ancient days” and goes 
on to inform his readers that “riots in Tellicherry and its suburbs are 
as old as 1500 years.” See Jacob, Study of the Riots, 73. Fierce resistance 
against invading armies in the eighteenth century, the Mappila revolt 
in the 1900s, other rebellions against British forces, and the violent 
peasant insurrections of the 1930s and 1940s all become testimonies to 
the particularly warlike nature that Jacob ascribes to people from North 
Kerala. N. P. Ullekh has reproduced Jacob’s more racialized explanations 
of this “martial nature” where he speaks about waves of miscegenation 
between the indigenous inhabitants of current-day Kerala and Kolar-
ians, Assyrians, Kalabhras, and Lankans infusing “martial blood” into 
the local populace. See Ullekh, Kannur, 150–60. I have outlined some 
of the explanatory and ethical problems with this reasoning in this 
introduction.

75 See Mamdani, Citizen and Subject, 9–11, for a discussion of such reduc-
tive explanations of political violence in postcolonial contexts.

76 I discuss this point in the preface. See Partha Chatterjee in Lineages of 
Political Society, 1–28, for an insightful critique of the “norm-deviation 
paradigm” in Western political theory. In its place, Chatterjee calls for a 
political theory that has moved from its normative inclinations and is more 
attentive to the ways in which realities of power are lived and negotiated 
with in actuality. Chatterjee makes this recommendation and suggests 
that these lived realities and practices might enable political theorists to 
fundamentally rede
ne their 
eld’s normative standards while forsaking 
the norm-deviation model.

77 Mamdani, Citizen and Subject, 10.

78 Mamdani, Citizen and Subject, 10–11. Mamdani is especially invoking 
Jean Francis Bayart’s �e State in A�ica as he makes this critique.

79 Mbembe, “Banality of Power,” 2.

80 Meagher, “Cultural Primordialism,” 595.
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81 My observations here are also drawing on Kate Meagher’s strong cri-
tique of Bayart et al.’s Illusion of Cultural Identity: Meagher, “Cultural 
Primordialism.”

82 “One Caste, One Religion, One God” is one of the most famous sayings 
of the reformist leader Sree Narayana Guru, who under the aegis of the 
Sree Narayana Dharama Paripalan (sndp) built upon the reformist 
activities of the late nineteenth-century untouchable Ezhava commu-
nity leaders. Ezhavas have occupied a structurally similar position in 
South Kerala as �iyyas in the North. �e sndp movement emphasized 
educational, religious, and social reform among members of the Ezhava 
community while 
ghting against caste discrimination in temples, 
schools, and employment. See Lukose, Liberalization’s Children, 3. For 
another ethnographically informed discussion of the sndp’s contribu-
tion to Ezhava social mobility and its intersections with contemporary 
political and economic variables, see Ossella and Ossella, Social Mobility 
in Kerala.

83 In the ritual hierarchy, �iyyas, the largest subgroup of Hindus in North 
Kerala while placed below the Namboodris, Nayars, and other artisan 
castes, were placed above Dalit groups such as Cherumas, Pulayas, and 
Nayadis. See Awaya, “Some Aspects.” While the percentage of landown-
ing �iyyas was relatively small, by the early twentieth century an elite 
group had emerged among them deriving their position from education, 
employment as lawyers and civil servants, involvement with trade and 
commerce, and setting up of factories. What the emergent �iyya elite 
brought with them were new ideas and practices of caste equality, which 
in turn played a signi
cant role in the emergence and consolidation of 
the Communist movement in north Kerala. See Menon, Caste, National-
ism, and Communism. See also Sam, “Place and Caste Identi
cation.”

84 Toddy is an alcoholic beverage made from coconut tree sap. Tradition-
ally pursued by members of lower-caste groups such as �iyyas and 
Ezhavas, toddy tapping has over the decades become a more protected 
occupation within the informal sector. In recent years it has also become 
a site of rivalries between di�erent sections of toddy-tapping ethnicized 
linguistic communities. See Sportel, “Agency,” 47.

85 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 115–30, 191–226.

86 Devika, “Egalitarian Developmentalism,” 809, 815.

87 MacCannell’s Regime of the Brother has helped me identify and articulate 
the characteristics of these big brotherly 
gures. See location 380 of 
6205, Kindle edition.

88 Devika and �ampi, “Beyond Feminine Public Altruism.” See also De-
vika and �ampi, “Mobility towards Work,” and U. Kumar, “Autobiogra-
phy as a Way.”
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88 Devika and �ampi, “Beyond Feminine Public Altruism.” See also De-
vika and �ampi, “Mobility towards Work,” and U. Kumar, “Autobiogra
phy as a Way.”
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89 Devika, “Imagining Women’s Social Space,” 7.

90 Devika, “Imagining Women’s Social Space,” 12.

91 Devika and �ampi, “Mobility towards Work,” 10–12.

92 Devika and �ampi, “Mobility towards Work,” 12.

93 U. Kumar, “Autobiography as a Way.”

94 I particularly discuss David Scott’s re�ections on the topic in chapter 1. 
See Scott, Refashioning Futures, 206. See also Seshadri-Crooks, “I Am a 
Master,” and Tomlinson, “To Fanon, with Love.”

95 MacCannell, Regime of the Brother, location 504 of 6205.

96 MacCannell, Regime of the Brother, location 988 of 6205.

97 Pateman, Sexual Contract, 76, 78.

98 sc 252 of 2001, 14.

99 See chapter 5 for references to well-known cases in which capital punish-
ment has been demanded and granted.

1. Containment and Cretinism

1 Media accounts of violence between workers of the Le� and Right in 
Kerala not only became especially prurient in the late 1980s and through 
the 1990s (a�er an intense spate of murders and countermurders) but 
they also began describing local-level party workers allegedly involved 
in the violence as deeply deviant and almost diabolical persons. �ese 
descriptions were supplemented by hyperreal images of the disjuncted 
and violated bodies of the victims of violence, which 
lled the pages of 
newspapers and magazines as well as television screens at various points 
in the long-running con�ict. In my experience, such representations 
infected the public discourse about the con�ict. See chapter 5, note 52 
for references and discussion of such notable journalistic accounts, and 
chapter 5, note 15 for a discussion of the ways in which such representa-
tions came alive inside the courts, especially in moments when prose-
cutors sought the death penalty for accused political workers of one or 
another group.

2 See the section “Political Violence in Kannur: An Exceptional-Normal 
Phenomenon” in the introduction.

3 See Connolly, “Response”; Honig, “Politics of Agonism”; Mou�e, Ago-
nistics. For further elaboration of their arguments and my disagreement 
with theorists of agonistic democracy, see the section “Competitive Poli-
tics, Majority Rule, and Its Critics” in the introduction.

4 Damodaran, “Memoir.” See Marx, Eighteenth Brumaire, 91, for Marx’s 
historically situated de
nition of the phenomenon.

518-111341_ch01_4P.indd   185 12/04/23   5:17 AM

tics, Majority Rule, and Its Critics” in the introduction.

4 Damodaran, “Memoir.” See Marx, Eigh
historically situated de
nition of the phenomenon.




