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Holi a Dalit Festival : An Untold Story of Protest 
Shatrughan Kahar 

Assistant Professor, Dept. of History 

Debra Thana S. K. S. Mahavidyalaya (Autonomous) 

 

Abstract: Social festivals in India have historically served as more than just 

religious observances or celebrations of joy; they have functioned as subtle yet 

powerful forms of protest against the socio-economic, political, and cultural 

status quo. From the Mughal period to British colonial rule, these festivals 

provided a platform for expressing resistance and uniting people across social 

divides. Figures such as Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj and Lokmanya Bal 

Gangadhar Tilak recognized the potential of festivals like Ganesh Chaturthi to 

foster national unity and resist colonial oppression. Similarly, the transformation 

of Durga Puja and the evolution of Holi from caste-based celebrations to 

inclusive festivals reflect the changing dynamics of social resistance and cultural 

democratization in India. This paper explores how these social festivals not only 

shaped the national consciousness but also acted as agents of change, 

challenging caste discrimination, colonial rule, and elite dominance, ultimately 

paving the way for a more inclusive and unified society. 

Keywords: Holi, Festival, Social, Dalit, Protest. 

 

Introduction: 

In India, social festivals are not merely a way of observing religious customs or 

celebrating joy; they often carry a subtle voice of protest against the established 

socio-economic, political, and cultural order. Numerous instances of this can be 

traced back to the Mughal period. It is believed that to safeguard Hindu culture 

during Mughal rule, Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj, a remarkable leader of the 

Hindu hierarchy, initiated the celebration of Ganesh Chaturthi in Pune with the 

approval of Mata Jijabai. Over time, the festival was embraced by the Peshwas 

and gradually evolved into a widespread tradition.1 

During British rule, most Hindu festivals faced certain restrictions, 

albeit limited. The British government sought to downplay the First War of 

Independence in 1857 by labelling it as merely a 'Gadar' or military revolt. 

However, beneath this narrative lay a deep-seated fear that Hindu society might 

once again unite and rise against colonial rule. 
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Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak keenly understood the power of 

festivals in fostering unity. He viewed them not just as religious observances but 

as potent tools for awakening national consciousness and mobilizing society. 

While the British administration imposed strict restrictions on political and 

communal gatherings, religious festivals remained relatively free from such 

controls. Recognizing this as an opportunity, Tilak transformed Ganesh Utsav 

into a platform for both religious devotion and the cultivation of social and 

national awareness. 

He urged people to celebrate Ganesh Chaturthi in every household, 

leading to its widespread acceptance. Community Ganesh Mandals began 

organizing programs infused with nationalist sentiments, grounded in religious 

and scriptural themes. These gatherings facilitated increased social interactions 

under the guise of festivities, fostering a spirit of unity and cooperation. Over 

time, this collective engagement nurtured the idea of freedom from British rule, 

gradually inspiring organized efforts to expel the colonial regime from the 

country.2 

In 1905, fearing the growing nationalist spirit in Bengal, the British 

government attempted to divide and weaken it through the partition of Bengal. 

However, this move ignited a powerful anti-partition movement that swept 

across the region. In response, Rabindranath Tagore chose the festival of Raksha 

Bandhan as a means to unite Bengalis—Hindus and Muslims alike—against this 

divisive policy.3 

Just as many such festivals have played a role in strengthening Indian 

nationalism against foreign rule, several social festivals have also emerged as 

expressions of protest against caste discrimination, social and economic 

inequality, and untouchability. A significant example from Bengal's socio-

economic history is the transformation of Durga Puja from a zamindar-controlled 

event to the community-led "Barowari Pujo," symbolizing the assertion of 

common people's rights over religious and cultural spaces. 

In the 18th century, zamindars restricted commoners from participating 

in their household Durga Pujas, reinforcing class-based exclusion. A turning 

point came in Guptipara, Hooghly, where twelve men, denied entry to a 

zamindar’s puja, decided to organize their own community worship—thus 

marking the birth of Barowari Pujo. Over time, this movement gained 

momentum, challenging the monopoly of the elite over religious festivities. 

By 1910, the Bhawanipur Sanatan Dharmatsahini Sabha in Kolkata 

further advanced this cause, promoting inclusivity and breaking the zamindar-
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bari dominance. The spirit of community participation continued to grow, 

leading to the establishment of major Barowari Pujas across Kolkata. 

Today, Barowari Pujo stands as a widespread tradition, symbolizing the 

victory of collective community participation over elite exclusivity. The shift 

from zamindar-centric worship to a people’s festival reflects the broader 

democratization of cultural and religious spaces in Bengal. However, over time, 

these festivals have gradually transcended caste and socio-economic barriers, 

evolving into universally recognized social celebrations. One such example is 

Holi, which, despite its historical and religious origins, has become a festival that 

fosters unity and inclusivity across different sections of society.4 

In this context, Vishwakarma Puja deserves particular mention. The 

male deity Vishwakarma is traditionally revered as the god of machinery. 

Interestingly, jute factories in Bengal did not initially include Vishwakarma idols 

in their worship practices. However, from the mid-20th century onwards, 

Vishwakarma Puja began to be celebrated with considerable pomp and ceremony 

across factories of all sizes. Workers, regardless of whether they were Bengali or 

non-Bengali, embraced the festival as their own. 

This puja drew from dual cultural roots: the Bhadra Sankranti and 

Arandhan rituals of rural Bengal, and the Hatiyar Puja of rural North India, in 

which agricultural tools and machinery were venerated. Eventually, 

Vishwakarma Puja became a fixture in all jute mills of Bengal. Each department 

within a factory organized its own separate puja, a practice that reflected and 

perhaps reinforced internal divisions among the workers. Typically, the 

responsibility for organizing the event rested with the line leaders, whose 

authority was often intertwined with the festival itself. Despite these divisions, 

the puja also served to momentarily bridge the deep divide between factory 

owners and the working class. On this occasion, all workers—irrespective of 

religion—were expected to contribute a fixed amount for the organization of the 

celebration. The departments were lavishly decorated with flowers and other 

festive materials. Over time, workers came to see Vishwakarma Puja as a 

cultural expression rooted in their own lived experiences. It emerged as an 

alternative to elite-dominated festivals like Durga Puja and the more formal 

observances of International Labour Day on May 1st. Through Vishwakarma 

Puja, workers asserted their class identity and cultural autonomy. 

As historian Dipesh Chakrabarty observes, “The Vishwakarma Puja 

festival may be contextualised in the broader concept of autonomous working-

class culture, the culture not based on economic determinism propounded by the 
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Marxists, but a human consideration, created in workers’ own psyche based on 

multifarious pulls and pushes.”5 

In this context, Professor Nirban Basu's observation is also worth 

noting. According to him, “Religiosity, festivity, and the assertion of class 

identity converge through the experience of migration—living far from one’s 

native village—by embracing local deities with devotion, worshipping them, and 

organizing public rituals with great pomp and ceremony.”6 

Main Discussion 

Holi, one of the major Hindu festivals known as the Festival of Colours, 

celebrates the divine love of Radha and Krishna and the triumph of good over 

evil, symbolized by Vishnu’s incarnation as Narasimha defeating the demon 

Hiranyakashipu. It marks the arrival of spring, the end of winter, and the hope 

for a good harvest. Celebrated widely across the Indian subcontinent and by the 

diaspora globally, Holi begins on the full moon day of Phalguna (mid-March) 

and lasts for a night and a day. Across North India, it is known by different 

names and associated with varied traditions: in Bengal and Odisha, it is 

celebrated as Doljatra, commemorating the birth of Mahaprabhu Chaitanyadev; 

in other regions, it highlights the devotion of Prahlad to Lord Narayana. The 

playful love of Radha and Krishna remains central, while stories of Kama and 

Rati are also invoked. Holi begins on the full moon day of Phalguna (mid-

March) and lasts for a night and a day. In Bhojpuri-speaking areas, it is called 

Phagua,7 but among Bengal’s working-class communities, the name Holi is more 

common. 

Although today Holi is celebrated with immense enthusiasm across all 

communities—regardless of caste, religion, or language—it was once primarily a 

festival of the Dalits. Originally free from Brahminical control, Holi was 

considered a celebration of the lower castes, existing outside the mainstream of 

Hindu religious practices. As a Bhojpuri folk saying goes: 

“Bāhmaṇa kēr akchhābandhana, chatarīa kē dasaharā. 

Baisa kē dē'ōẏālī, ā nīchana kē hōli.”8 

In other words, Rakhi Purnima is celebrated by Brahmins, 

Vijayadashami by Kshatriyas, Diwali by Vaishyas, and the Holi festival by the 

lower castes. While today, in many parts of North India, sisters or didis tie Rakhi 

on the hands of their brothers, this custom was once exclusively performed by 

Brahmins, who were part of the upper class of society. Vijayadashami 

commemorates the day when Lord Rama killed Ravana and triumphed in battle, 

making it a day of special respect for Kshatriyas. Diwali, primarily a festival 
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dedicated to the worship of Lakshmi, is particularly significant for the Vaishyas, 

who are mostly engaged in business and commerce. On the other hand, the Holi 

festival has historically been associated with the Dalits. 

Historically, Holi’s significance as a Dalit festival is also reflected in its 

cultural practices. For example, in regions like Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Bengal, 

the celebration of Holi was tied to local traditions that were distinctly separate 

from upper-caste customs. Unlike Diwali or Dasahara, festivals that were 

primarily celebrated by upper-caste communities,9 Holi was primarily a festival 

of the oppressed, a direct challenge to the notion that religious practices were the 

domain of the higher castes alone. 

There are several reasons why Holi can be considered a festival of the 

Dalits. First, similar to Chhat Puja, Brahmins have no significant role in this 

festival. In the Chatkal-dominated regions of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and Bengal, 

Holi is celebrated the day after Dol Yatra, reflecting a distinct local tradition. 

Secondly, a popular myth associated with Holi revolves around Lord 

Krishna’s complexion. According to legend, Krishna’s skin turned dark after he 

was poisoned by the milk of Putana during infancy. As he grew older and fell in 

love with Radha, he became anxious that his dark complexion might lead to 

rejection. Noticing his distress, his mother suggested that he ask Radha to colour 

his face with a shade of her choosing. Krishna followed her advice, and from that 

moment, their love flourished. While Brahminical Hindu norms often reject 

romantic relationships between unmarried/married young men and women, Holi 

provides a socially accepted space where such love—otherwise deemed illicit—

is expressed freely under the playful cover of colors. 

This story highlights two significant aspects: first, the celebrated love 

between Radha and Krishna, and second, the underlying caste discrimination 

woven into the festival’s history. Krishna’s dark skin symbolizes a marginalized 

section of society, a notion that persists today. For instance, a Dalit or tribal 

person with fair skin is often told, "You don’t look like a tribal person,"10 

exposing the enduring caste bias. Historically, Holi has been especially popular 

among darker-skinned, non-Aryan communities, who were often deemed 

untouchables due to their complexion. Through this festival, these communities 

assert their demand for equality and social recognition. 

The mythological narrative of Krishna’s complexion—his dark skin 

marking him as an outsider—mirrors the lived experiences of Dalits, who have 

long been stigmatized for their appearance. While the love story of Krishna and 

Radha symbolizes unity beyond boundaries, it also subtly challenges caste 
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prejudices that have shaped Indian society. Krishna’s dark complexion, 

representing the marginalized, stands as a powerful defiance against casteist 

ideologies deeply ingrained in the social fabric. 

Thirdly, Holi is unique among Hindu festivals in that it does not involve 

traditional puja rituals. While ancestors may be remembered, there are no strict 

customs or religious observances, reinforcing its non-Aryan origins. Historically 

associated with the lower castes, Holi exemplifies the transformative role of 

social festivals. Unlike most Hindu celebrations, which have been dominated by 

Brahmins, the priestly class, Holi found its roots in communities traditionally 

marginalized by caste distinctions. This departure from mainstream religious 

practices underscores the festival’s role as a celebration of defiance. 

Dalit communities, in particular, embraced Holi as a means of asserting 

their demand for social inclusion and equality. Despite facing exclusion due to 

their caste status and skin colour, they used the festival as a space to challenge 

hierarchical norms. Holi’s absence of rigid Brahminical rituals further highlights 

its subversive nature. Unlike other festivals where caste-based restrictions dictate 

participation, Holi is celebrated with a spirit of inclusivity, breaking down social 

barriers.11 For Dalits, who were often excluded from religious ceremonies, Holi 

became an opportunity to celebrate openly and, in doing so, resist caste-based 

oppression. More than just a festival of colours and revelry, Holi carries an 

underlying assertion of social justice and recognition. 

Fourthly, Holi is a festival of enjoyment and indulgence. People prepare 

various foods in every household, such as luchi, poya-pitha, kheer, and even 

non-vegetarian dishes. Alongside these, bhang, domestic and foreign liquor, and 

other intoxicants are commonly consumed.12 The caste system, which 

traditionally separates the pure from the impure, naturally excludes this 

celebration from the mainstream Hindu practices. 

Fifthly, Holi sees significant participation from the Muslim community 

as well, underscoring the festival’s inclusive, multi-dimensional character. This 

broad participation further reflects Holi's role as a celebration that transcends 

religious and social boundaries. 

Although Holi is traditionally recognized as an ancient Hindu festival, 

historical evidence shows that after the arrival of Muslims in India during the 

Middle Ages, Sultans and Mughal emperors celebrated the festival without 

hesitation, even during the Sultanate and Mughal periods.13  There is no record of 

any protests from upper-caste Hindus against Muslim participation in this 

festival. Perhaps the upper-caste Hindus did not find it problematic, as Holi, 



474 | ��� ����	 

originally a festival associated with the Dalits, was seen as separate from their 

cultural sphere, and thus no objection was raised. Though now widely seen as a 

Hindu festival, Holi has historically witnessed Hindu-Muslim tensions and riots, 

particularly from the mid-British period onward. 

Another key aspect of Holi’s protest narrative lies in its inclusivity. 

Over time, despite its association with the Dalits, Holi became a festival 

embraced by a broad spectrum of society, including Muslims. This shift in Holi’s 

cultural meaning reflects its growing role as a symbol of unity across religious 

and social divides. The celebration of Holi, free from caste-based exclusion, 

gradually became a broader expression of resistance not only against the 

oppression of Dalits but also against the entire social system that perpetuated 

inequality. 

Over time, however, Holi has evolved into something very different. 

What was once a festival born out of resistance to caste-based discrimination has 

transformed into a celebration of love and unity. Today, it is celebrated by 

people of all backgrounds—irrespective of caste, religion, colour, or language—

making it a universal festival of joy and togetherness. In contemporary times, 

Holi's transition from a marginalized celebration to a widely accepted festival of 

unity and joy reflects the social changes in India. What was once a festival 

rooted in the resistance against caste discrimination has evolved into a 

celebration of love, camaraderie, and collective joy. However, it remains, at its 

core, a festival that continues to carry the memory of protest—a reminder of the 

Dalit struggle for equality, recognition, and social justice. 

Conclusion: 

The story of Holi as a Dalit festival is a testament to how social festivals in India 

have historically functioned as more than just cultural observances; they have 

been platforms for protest, resistance, and social change. By reclaiming Holi as 

their own, Dalits not only found a means of celebration but also an avenue to 

challenge the caste system and demand their rightful place in society. While the 

festival has since transcended its caste-based origins, its history remains an 

untold story of protest against discrimination, inequality, and social exclusion. 
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