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Elusive Democracy

Today, India is widely celebrated as the world9s largest democracy. However, not all 

groups experience India9s political institutions the same way. This book draws on 

extensive interviews with longtime Dalit (ex-<untouchable=) activists and original 

archives of party documents to explore the democratic transformation of one of 

India9s most prominent Dalit-led parties4the Viduthalai Chiruthaigal Katchi (VCK; 

Liberation Panthers Party). Through a historical and ethnographic account of the 

VCK9s transition from boycotts to ballots, this book provides a novel perspective on 

India9s democratic trajectory, as well as its limits. Whereas VCK leaders initially viewed 

elections as an instrument to spur development and contest power asymmetries, they 

would come to recognize that democratic institutions can equally function as a means 

of containment and control. The research shows how democratic politics opened 

new space for Dalit political advancement while simultaneously imposing unique 

constraints on these leaders that would reconfigure the very nature of their politics.

Michael A. Collins is an independent scholar whose research examines modern Indian 

politics, democracy, and theories of political representation. He holds a doctorate from 

the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, and was a postdoctoral fellow at the 

Centre for Modern Indian Studies, University of Göttingen.
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METAMORPHOSES OF THE POLITICAL: 
MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

The Series is a publishing collaboration of Cambridge University Press with The  

M. S. Merian3R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced Studies 8Metamorphoses 

of the Political9 (ICAS:MP). It publishes new books that both expand and de-centre 

current perspectives on politics and the 8political9 in the contemporary world.  

It examines, from a wide array of disciplinary and methodological approaches, how 

the 8political9 has been conceptualized, articulated and transformed in specific arenas 

of contestation during the 8long twentieth century9. Though primarily located in India 

and the Global South, the Series seeks to interrogate and contribute to wider debates 

about global processes and politics. It is in this sense that the Series is imagined as one 

that is regionally focused but globally engaged, providing a context for interrogations 

of universalized theories of self, society and politics.

Series Editors:

" Prathama Banerjee, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi

" Antje Linkenbach, University of Erfurt, Germany

" Samita Sen, University of Cambridge, Cambridge

" Indra Sengupta, German Historical Institute London, London

" Sanjay Srivastava, SOAS, University of London, London

Coordinating Editor:

" Debjani Mazumder, M. S. Merian3R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced 

Studies 8Metamorphoses of the Political9, Delhi

Advisory Board: 

" Martin Fuchs, University of Erfurt, Germany

" Jörg Gengnagel, University of Würzburg, Germany

" Christina von Hodenberg, German Historical Institute London, London

" Shail Mayaram, formerly at Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi

" Awadhendra Sharan, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi

" Ravi Vasudevan, formerly at Centre for the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi

ICAS:MP is an Indo-German research collaboration of six Indian and German 

institutions funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 

(BMBF). It combines the benefits of an open, interdisciplinary forum for 

intellectual exchange with the advantages of a cutting-edge research centre. Located 

in New Delhi, ICAS:MP critically intervenes in global debates in the social sciences  

and humanities.
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Books in the Series: 

" Women and Colonial Law: A Feminist Social History, 2nd Edition 

Janaki Nair 

"   Through the India3China Border: Kalimpong in the Himalayas 

Prem Poddar and Lisa Lindkvist Zhang

"  Claiming the People9s Past: Populist Politics of History in the Twenty-First Century 

Edited by Berber Bevernage, Eline Mestdagh, Walderez Ramalho, and Marie 

Gabrielle Verbergt 

" Evacuee Cinema: Bombay and Lahore in Partition Transit, 194031960 

Salma Siddique 

" Women, Gender and Religious Nationalism 

Edited by Amrita Basu and Tanika Sarkar 

" Streets in Motion: The Making of Infrastructure, Property, and Political Culture 

in Twentieth-century Calcutta 

Ritajyoti Bandyopadhyay 

" Rule of the Commoner: DMK and Formations of the Political in Tamil Nadu, 

194931967 

Rajan Kurai Krishnan, Ravindran Sriramachandran, and V. M. S. Subagunarajan 

" Saffron Republic: Hindu Nationalism and State Power in India  

Edited by Thomas Blom Hansen and Srirupa Roy 

" Properties of Rent: Community, Capital and Politics in Globalising Delhi 

Sushmita Pati 

" The Secret Life of AnOther Indian Nationalism: Transitions from the Pax 

Britannica to the Pax Americana  

Shail Mayaram 

" Debt, Trust and Reputation: Extra-legal Finance in Northern India  

Sebastian Schwecke
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Elusive Democracy

Dalit Politics, Elections, and the Dilemmas of 
Representation

Michael A. Collins
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Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,  
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University9s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of  
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org  
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009567251

© Michael A. Collins 2025 
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of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take  
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2025

Cover image: A painted wall mural of VCK president Thol. Thirumavalavan pledging to 
protect democracy, Chennai, 2019; photograph courtesy of Michael A. Collins.
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