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BLOODSCAPE OF DIFFERENCE

In October 2013, a medic from the Archana Pathology Lab and Diagnostic Cen-
ter posted a Hindi poem on the company Facebook page. Titled “Story of Blood,”
the poem was written in the voice of blood itself (“Rakt kahe apni kahani swam
ki zubani—Blood tells its own tale by its own tongue”).

Hindu ho ya musalmaan, nirbal ho ya pehalwan.

Sikh ho ya isai, moulvi ho ya kasai.

Khojte hi reh jaayenge, Par mujme fark na kar payenge.

Koi sarhad mughe rok sake aisa kisi mein dam nahi, mein kisi bhi mulk
mein rahun mujhe koi gam nahi.

Bush ya Obama, Chahe jo le lo naam, Rang bhed se pare hun raktva-
hiniya mera dham.

Mujh par rajneeti karne ki, mat karna tum bhul, bas insaan ki rago mein
behna, yahi mera usool.

Samaj ke rakhwalon se karta hun apeal, Mera vyapar kar ke, Mat karo
mugjhe zaleel.

Jati dharm aur warg se bana raha pehchaan, Kitna chota ho gaya lahu
bech insaan.

Noton ke iss khel mein rehna chahtahun azad, Kash! ki meri soch ka, Ho
pata anuwad.

Jeevan mein karna ho, yadi kaam mahaan, To niyamit karte rahen
swam raktdaan.
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Whether a Hindu or a Muslim, weak or strong.

Sikh or Christian, Mullah or butcher.

They’ll keep searching, but won’t be able to find any difference in me.

No political borders are strong enough to stop me. I can reside in any
country, I don’t mind.

Bush or Obama—whichever name you take, I am above racial
differences, arteries are my only destination.

Do not make the mistake of dragging me into politics. To flow in
humans’ veins, that is my only essence.

I appeal to people with intelligence, don’t abase me by transacting me
in business.

Mired in caste, religion and varna, how man has diminished himself
by selling blood.

I want to be free from this game of money, I wish that this thought of
mine could find voice.

If you truly aspire to do something great in life, then you must yourself
donate blood regularly.!

“Do not make the mistake of dragging me into politics,” says blood. This book
concerns the many manifestations of that “mistake” as found in a variety of North
Indian contexts or sanguinary scenes.

“Where blood was, there politics shall be,” says Gil Anidjar (2011). There is
an apt sense of pursuit in Anidjar’s remark: politics seems to pursue a path that
blood seeks to evade, that abases its essence. All it wants, in the words of the poem,
is to “flow in humans’ veins.”

On 9 January 2017, Hindi daily Dainik Times reported the following: “Though
Prime Minister Narendra Modi remains a target of the Congress and other oppo-
sition parties, those impressed by Modi’s policies are ready to do anything for him
(kuch bhi kar guzarna). . . . One young resident of Baghpat made a painting of the
PM with his blood. . . . Nitin Tyagi, in order to make this painting, drew his blood
with a syringe and filled the painting with the color of his hopes (umeed ke rang)”
(emphasis added). Tyagi is reported to have said, “Our current PM is the first
leader I have seen who has a unique style of functioning, be it demonetization or
surgical strike.? He has taken some bold steps for the benefit of the nation. Draw-
ing a portrait of Modi is my way of paying tribute to his leadership.”® The poem
and the portrait congeal the themes of this book. Blood flows both away from and
toward politics. It has various destinations: other bodies, certainly, but also letters,
petitions, and portraits of politicians that represent not just their subjects but the
artists’ willingness “to do anything” for them. This book explores the relation
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between the substance’s multidirectional flows and unpredictable clotting, often
utopic, sometimes cynical, but always enmeshed in sociopolitical aesthetics.

The political hematology we trace is one in which the “p” in “politics” figures
in both the upper and lower cases.* In the domain of overt big-P politics (which
is to say in situations defined by their own actors as belonging to the domain
of the political [Spencer 1997, 4]), contestations take place through the use of
extracted blood. Blood flows in acts of violence or national solidarity, into
syringes, art brushes, and pens, all in order to compel actions and persuade imag-
inations. Here our area of inquiry is that of hematology as a sort of political style.>
How and why did publicly enacted blood extractions—principally political ral-
lies, memorials, protests in the form of petitions or paintings in blood—become
such a noteworthy form of political enunciation in India? Complementing this
approach is a counterpart focus on less overt, small-P politics, which we gloss as
the domain of contestations about blood and its use. Exploration of this domain
takes us into hospitals, blood banks, and campaigns aimed at getting people to
understand and use the substance “correctly.” What are contested here are defini-
tions, economies, and practices of blood, both inside and outside human bodies.

The chapters in this book reveal a productive and dynamic relation between
overtly political blood flows and an imaginary of blood as an aspiration to tran-
scend politics. We find that new ways to take the politics out of blood are con-
stantly discovered, yet each attempt ends in a kind of failure; the “amoral” world
of the political inexorably tarnishes the secular and technoscientific utopias
imagined through the substance.® It is, as a substance, laden with hopes, wishes,
and possibility, but also with the twin poisons of politics and violence. We shall
argue that blood is the exemplary subjunctive substance, but in as much a nega-
tive as a positive sense, where its sense of possibility always includes the danger-
ous threat of its future spillage.

A recent newspaper report headlined “Hindu Activists Paint Lord Rama with
Blood to Protest against Sethu Samundram Project” shows how bloodshed in the
present may be used to preview just such a future spillage. The report states that
the use of blood as a medium is intended to show the anguish of the Hindu com-
munity: “We have expressed the pain we have felt regarding Ram Sethu [a chain
of limestone shoals which featured prominently in the famous Hindu mythologi-
cal text the Ramayana and was believed to have been threatened by a govern-
ment project to dredge a channel between India and Sri Lanka]. If one can give
blood [for the cause] he can shed it as well.” In addition to being an ascetic dem-
onstration of bodily commitment to the cause, the article reports a threat of
further bloodshed: ““This is a message to those who are opposed to [the Hindu
god and king] Ram and the ones concerned with the project that they should
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relinquish the idea of destructing the bridge or they will have to face the conse-
quences,” said a leader of [Hindu right activist organization| the Bajrang Dal.””
The blood portrait is thus a kind of premonitory bloodshed, a sanguinary fore-
warning. There is a staging of analogical connection: blood extraction, in such
instances, is ostensibly for the nonviolent purpose of devotional image-
construction. But it points forward toward future violent bloodshed, should the
image-as-warning go unheeded. The image seems to both intimate and prefig-
ure future violent bloodshed.

The present-tense bloodshed of the portrait may be made to form analogies
with past bloodshed or future bloodshed (as with the Bajrang Dal). Exploring this
problematic in chapter 2, we enter a neglected corner of Gandhi’s political
thought—his preoccupation with blood—as it indexed a past and present colo-
nial violence, as well as the future possibility for an ascetic transcendence of both
politics and the body. In the same chapter, we go on to discuss how past, present,
and future bloodsheds are evoked simultaneously in the iconography of fallen
freedom-fighter martyrs. In this genre, heroes of India’s independence struggle
who shed their blood for the nation are depicted in portraits composed of human
blood in the present, the aim of which is to inspire others to willingness to shed
their blood, and that of others, in the future for the nation.

Similar temporal dynamics unfold in protests by activists that deploy blood
as a medium of writing. For example, in chapter 3 we describe the work of femi-
nist activists who use menstrual blood and writing on sanitary pads to evoke and
critique the violence of sexual assault and gender segregation. Unlike right-wing
Hindu visions, these activists appraise the past critically rather than nostalgically:
for them, the past is a time of the religiously mandated discrimination against
women who bleed. In the same chapter, we examine the work of activists that
have emerged in the wake of the Bhopal gas disaster who write with blood to evi-
dence the durability of toxicity in the present. And through the force of blood as
a medium, they seek to enforce a relation of duress upon political figures to de-
mand a more habitable future. Thus, we shall be concerned to show how politi-
cal blood extractions and displays such as these act as both mnemonic devices
that review past violence at the same time as they serve as templates for future
action and change. Blood, we argue, is a transtemporal hinge (Pedersen and
Nielsen 2013) that flows between times, connecting and separating them.

The book further explores ways in which blood is considered to transcend dif-
ferences, as in the words of the poem, even as it marks and accentuates them. To
return to our opening poem: in order to “not do business with [it]” anymore
(paid donation is now officially banned in the country), new bodily understand-
ings must be communicated to a new voluntary donor constituency in order to
persuade them to do “something that is great in life [and] donate blood regu-
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larly.” We find that these new, utopic imaginations of a disinterested, secular giv-
ing constantly come into friction with durable conceptions of bodily integrity,
religious practice, and even astral reckonings. Further, campaigners must topple
existing understandings according to which one’s lifeblood subsists as a finite
store. A new antisacrificial hematological economy must be made convincing. We
follow the work of these campaigners as they try to make persuasive a new imag-
ination of hematological exchange, one that reckons with past and present con-
ceptions of giving and receiving blood simultaneously. Relatedly, what of the legal
status of blood as a drug? This does not accord well with campaigners’ hemato-
logical humanism. The contested economy of the blood bank is also at issue: How
do medical reformers seek to persuade recalcitrant medics to prescribe blood
transfusions with due care (economy)? The matter of temporal economy is also
vital; rather than one-time family-replacement blood donations, the ideal volun-
tary blood donor gives repeatedly, every three months, over time. How to secure
such a hematic economy of repetition? Contests with blood and campaigns about
blood are thus the constituent ingredients of India’s hematic political economy.

Broadly, then, the first half of the book concerns contestations with blood: pro-
tests, public spectacles, campaigns, and art that employ the substance as political
media (blood as a big-P political substance). The second half focuses on contes-
tations about the substance, as it flows inside and outside of bodies, within and
outside biomedical discourses (blood as a small-P micropolitical substance). At
the same time, we should note here that our “with blood-"/ “about blood-” divi-
sion is merely a heuristic for navigating the themes of the book. There is no hard
and fast binary between the hematological modes; contestations with blood in-
form and affect contestations about it, and vice versa—blood is a “recursive” po-
litical substance in this sense due to the dynamic relation between the way it
forms both the subject of political arguments and a liquid infrastructure through
which such arguments can be made (Kelty 2008; Corsin Jiménez and Estalella
2016). But if differences between activism with and about blood blur at the edges
of practice, we retain the distinction here as an organizational heuristic that al-
lows us to see how they have such a relation. We further elaborate the intermin-
gling of the two modes of hematological contestation at the end of this introduc-
tory chapter.

Juxtapositional Ethnography

Although we carried out our respective stretches of fieldwork in North India in-
dependently, in order to avoid unnecessary distraction we do not differentiate
between ourselves when presenting ethnography in this work. Jacob’s first main
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stretch of fieldwork on blood donation took place in Delhi, Kolkata, and else-
where in North India from 2003 to 2005 and has continued intermittently since
that time. Dwaipayan’s fieldwork presented in this book took place in Bhopal and
Delhi in 2009, and discontinuously until 2011. Interviews with significant figures
in India’s political hematology continued into 2012.

We present an ethnography composed of disparate materials—“a juxtaposi-
tional ethnography of sorts” (L. Cohen 1998). Anthropologists in the 1980s took
to reevaluating the discipline’s ability to comprehend the complex flow of global
processes, paving the way for experiments with research methods and widening
the domains of legitimate inquiry (Clifford and Marcus 1986). Anthropological
examinations of global biotechnology have been particularly enlivened by this
upheaval of methods and objects (Dumit 2012; Ong and Collier 2005; Petryna,
Lakoff, and Kleinman 2006). As Sunder Rajan (2006) has suggested, following pro-
cesses of biotechnology requires attentiveness not only to shifting scales but also
to temporal uncertainties. Possible biotech futures are filled with promissory hype
for some populations, while others are experimented upon and sacrificed—as they
remain durably embedded within histories of inequality. In a similar spirit, we
follow how transactions in blood promise aspirational technoscientific futures
that transcend class, caste, and religion. At the same time, we discover older vo-
cabularies of blood-based difference, purity, and hierarchy reanimated within
contemporary worlds.

While grounded in sustained, long-term fieldwork in Delhi in medical and ac-
tivist contexts, this kind of inquiry requires us to shift temporal and spatial
scales. We draw promiscuously on historical materials, newspaper articles, Face-
book entries, exhibition visitor-book entries, related poetry, and other materials,
interested—as we are—in discursive constructions of what goes on and of what
should and should not go on, as well as in what actually goes on. None of these
are isolates, but rather they inform one another in intimate and complex ways.®
This book shows that imagination of blood economies—noetic spaces of blood’s
own voice (as in our opening poem), of “as if” blood units and donations, of pos-
sible future blood flows—is a key part of the story of the economic and political
life of blood in India. Therefore our consideration of written accounts of hematic
extractions in a wide range of contexts—both literary and otherwise—was for
us an important component of fieldwork. If analysis of poetry, fiction, and other
media borrows from literary criticism, such texts also comprise people’s own re-
flexive ethnographies of themselves (Barber 2007); one engages, then, with other
people’s engagement with their own social circumstances.’ Particularly in the
anthropology of biomedical and scientific worlds, anthropologists have under-
stood the vitality of examining “reflexive social institutions within which medical,



BLOODSCAPE OF DIFFERENCE 7

environmental, informational, and other technosciences must increasingly
operate” (Fischer 2009).

In Delhi, we accompanied blood bank teams—small teams composed of med-
ics, technicians, and a “social worker,” or donor recruiter, who campaigns to
attract donors and who liaises with local institutions to set up collection events—
as they took “donor beds to donors,” a key strategy for promoting the voluntary
mode of donation throughout India and elsewhere.! We set off each morning in
a dedicated “blood mobile” to conduct the day’s blood donation “camps” (or in
Hindj, shibir). Mostly we accompanied the Red Cross team, an affiliation that was
sought (and kindly granted) due to its central place within the capital’s campaign
to promote voluntary blood donation, which affords it a larger reach; it is the
most prolific collector of voluntarily donated blood in the city. Its destinations
are diverse: they may be broadly categorized as corporate, educational, devotional,
and political, but each of these is in turn internally diverse. Corporate camp lo-
cations run the gamut from shabby dilapidated offices to corporate social respon-
sibility initiatives in gleaming new shopping malls. “Religious” camps, too, are
multidimensional: churches, gurudwaras, temples, and a variety of satsang bha-
vans associated with specific gurus all form camp locations.

Blood donation camps, as we encountered them in Delhi, crosscut the two
main public arenas identified by Partha Chatterjee (1998, 57-69): state and civil
society on the one hand (the legal and formal apparatuses of governance through
which interests are negotiated), and political society on the other (the more cha-
otic space of interaction between state and population as mediated by political
parties and other more informal networks). These included collaborative endeav-
ors between state or NGO-run medical institutions, and a mixed assortment of
associations and samitis of primarily religious, corporate, educational, and po-
litical provenance. Quickly, we discovered that state ventures of medical provi-
sion were always entangled with the divergent priorities and imperatives of an ar-
ray of informal networks and competitive-minded groupings, some of which
enlisted the camp as a medium for their agonistic relations with one another. To
borrow a term from Jonathan Spencer (2007, 151), blood banks and donor re-
cruitment organizations employ “pluralizing strategies” in their attempt to form
viable blood donor communities. The “great muddle of the plural,” which char-
acterizes Indian civil and political society, is treated as a resource to be harnessed.
The quest for donor communities leads to blood banks operating within and
courtesy of an array of associations that bestride civil and political society, with
donation camps organized in conjunction both with Rotary clubs and student
bodies (in other words, in the realm of the “properly constituted” civil society of the
urban elites [Chatterjee 1998, 64]), but also with devotional sects and political
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parties seeking, through their largesse, to outdo other sects and political parties
(this is the realm “built around the framework of modern political associations”
but that “spills over its limits” such that it is “not always consistent with the
principles of association in civil society” [64]).!!

We have written about devotional blood donation elsewhere.!?> Guru-led organ-
izations, in particular, have developed into a significant resource for bodies such
as the Red Cross and others tasked with promoting the voluntary mode of col-
lection. The Sant Nirankaris, a devotional movement that we shall encounter at
several points in this book, account for as much as 20 percent of Delhi’s volun-
tarily donated blood. Most recently, we have suggested the term bi-instrumentalism
to acknowledge the processes by which “religion” may be mobilized as a toollike
resource, but also to acknowledge that such mobilizations may be marked by in-
stability and disjunctions so that it is not always clear who is “using” whom.!* In
turning to overt politics in this book, the intention is not to downplay the politi-
cal nature of the devotional modes of collection we have discussed elsewhere; do-
nated blood was the very stuff of contestation between devotional orders. Yet the
particular focus of those works—what their ethnography revealed—is how gu-
rus and their devotees themselves instrumentalize the Red Cross and others in em-
ploying blood donation to define themselves and their internal struggles in be-
coming new kinds of devotional subjects. In this work, we move away from blood
donation theologies to consider other modes of hematic instrumentalization.'
The form of the camp remains central as we shift to consider blood donation in
the domain of overt politics, but we also consider here nondonative scenes of ex-
traction, such as portraits, petitions, and letters in blood (chapters 2 and 3),
seeking to lay the foundations for a political genealogy of blood in India (chap-
ter 2), before considering contestation about the substance (chapters 4-6) and
the modes of economy it demands and that enfold it. We do not cease to con-
sider blood donor devotionalism in this work, but train our sights on its overtly
political and conflictual manifestations.

During the initial Delhi fieldwork, we attended roughly thirty “political” camps
(mainly organized by the two largest Indian political parties, the Bharatiya Janata
Party and the Congress Party) on the birthdays of current leaders and death an-
niversaries of former leaders.'> Subsequent to that initial fieldwork, we conducted
archival research on camps conducted by the Samajwadi and Shiv Sena political
parties, and we also conducted post hoc interviews with attendees of those camps:
donors, activists, organizers, and medical teams.

What is a “political” blood donation event like? The first we ever attended was
a camp organized by the Youth Congress in conjunction with the Red Cross in
2003 on the birthday of then—party leader Sonia Gandhi.'® In this camp, situated
in central Delhi’s Talkatora stadium grounds, activists and supporters were bled
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beneath a colorful marriage tent, as is the case in most outdoor camps. Even as
they donated their blood, activists signed an anticorruption pledge, joined hands
with other activists standing near the donor beds, and chanted “Sonia Gandhi
zindabad” (“Long live Sonia Gandhi”). The chant was fervent enough to inter-
mittently drown out the Rajasthan steel band playing beside a giant poster of
Sonia Gandhi, and the words “To all people, let’s join together and finish corrup-
tion. We will begin a new, fresh India.” Over a loudspeaker a local leader
encouraged everyone to donate their blood, declaring that it is a safe thing to do:
“It comes back again in forty-eight hours only.” Speaking with us later, he re-
ferred to the party’s recent humiliating losses in the states of Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan; the camp formed part of an effort to raise the spirits of party workers.
Activists framed their donations as gift-sacrifices to the party leader: “Giving
blood is a sign—we are ready to work and do anything for Sonia Gandhiji and
our party.
“We dedicate ourselves to Soniaji on this auspicious day—we are showing our love

» «

We are making a sacrifice of one unit, but she sacrificed her family.”

» «

and affection for her.” “We are the only party which gives its blood. Giving blood

» «

in these camps is not only Congress-support, it is nation-support.” “Donating
our blood today shows that we are Soniaji’s Fedayeen (self-sacrificing fighters)—
we are the soldiers of Soniaji and we want to give her homage and show our com-
mitment both to Soniaji and the Congress.””

But we must emphasize that by no means are all political camps so carni-
valesque. We attended one organized around then—BJP leader Atal Bihari Va-
jpayee’s birthday that involved virtually no donors at all. On such occasions, blood
bank teams understandably mutter about donation camps wasting everyone’s
time. There was brief enthusiasm when the local BJP MLA (Member of the Leg-
islative Assembly) arrived to inaugurate the event, and a flurry of activity as local
workers queued to donate in his presence. But after he left, they too quickly de-
parted. In Kolkata, where political camps are more routine than anywhere else,
there is little fanfare—just a few exhortations by local leaders and one or two gar-
landed portraits of the politician being remembered or celebrated. The party’s
temporary taking of ownership of the road—as frequently happens for camps but
also for many other reasons—may cause minor local controversy, but this is also
quite routine.'® Sometimes on death anniversaries, such camps may be genuinely
somber occasions.

As we became more and more intrigued by both the prevalence and differen-
tial nature of modes of hemo-political expressionism, we conducted participant
observation with Bhopali activists, whose use of their own blood as a political sub-
stance, and other body imagery, has been prominent as they continue to seek
redress and support so long after the devastating gas disaster of 1984. This field-
work too continued the “para-ethnographic” orientation of our work, as the term
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describes fieldwork conducted alongside subjects that are themselves engaged in
reflecting upon the force and meaning of their bodily practices (Holmes and Mar-
cus 2008).

The Bhopal activist network comprises of several subgroups that come under
a broader conglomerate organization: the International Campaign for Justice in
Bhopal (ICJB).! In several spells between 2009 and 2012, we conducted ethno-
graphic fieldwork alongside the ICJB across Delhi, Bhopal, and New York. In this
book, we pay particular attention to a sustained activist campaign in 2009, when
the ICJB gathered about fifty survivors and activists and set out on foot from Bho-
pal to Delhi. We spent several weeks with the activists here, as they encamped at
Jantar Mantar—an oddly shaped eighteenth-century observatory in the capital
city. In the present, the observatory plays a different role: the streets around it
have been designated by the city administration as the space within which groups
of civil dissent can make public displays and be observed by the police. Here we
observed and recorded—both for this book and for the organization—campaigns
that mobilized blood and metaphors of other bodily substances, particularly
hearts, to shame and make claims upon the national and state governments. At
the same time, we continued to conduct interviews with various political actors
and artists who employ their blood as an artistic medium on research visits into
2012. Fieldwork conducted in Kolkata in 2004 and 2008 with a prominent vol-
untary blood donor organization, which we introduce fully later in the book, in-
forms chapters 4 and 5 on the political economy of blood and efforts to reform
prevalent popular and medical understandings of the substance.

We have anticipated already how we understand blood as a transtemporal
hinge. We have also gestured to why we are attracted to studying the substance—
namely, for its generative ability to flow spatially and congeal in unpredictable
forms and arenas. In what follows in this chapter, we first lay out the conceptual
and contextual ground in relation to which the figures of extraction and dona-
tion that we describe take shape. As throughout the book, we tack between the
domains of overt nationalist and party politics, as well as a subtler politics of bio-
medical transactions.

Political Style

How did political involvement in blood donation activities begin? India’s first
prime minister—Jawaharlal Nehru—was himself known to donate blood, and
central and state government ministers donated blood in front of the media at
the time of China’s invasion in 1962 (Naipaul 1964, 79). But from the perspec-
tive of the present, when senior blood bank employees speak about their memo-
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ries of political involvement in blood donation, it is Sanjay Gandhi’s name that
is most often invoked. In recounting Indira Gandhi’s youngest son’s role in cam-
paigns to boost voluntary blood donation, a donor recruitment specialist at Del-
hi’s Red Cross blood bank (situated across the road from the national parlia-
ment) revealed her intimate knowledge of the blood groups of Indian political
leaders:*® “Sanjay Gandhi started the movement of voluntary donation in poli-
tics. He made it his mission. He gave blood himself to start it off. Indira Gandhi
was O negative. We took two units of this type every 15 days to [her residence at]
Safdarjung Road and exchanged it for the previous units in her fridge (we had
a special refrigerator). Rajiv Gandhi was B negative, and when he was PM we
had to take the blood to Race Course Road [the location of the prime ministerial
residence].”

Another blood bank recruitment specialist recalled to us, “Sanjay gave the
youth a four-point program: (1) blood donation, (2) tree plantation, (3) dowry
abolition, and (4) family planning, and Rajiv also donated blood before he was
PM. There is none like [Sanjay Gandhi] now.” In fact, blood donation did not
form a part of Sanjay Gandhi’s youth program. Though Sanjay Gandhi did in-
deed put forward a program of promoting literacy, birth control, and planting
trees at the time of the Emergency in 1976, blood donation was not among these
priorities.>! However, even though blood donation was not a part of the official
program, it is significant that it is remembered to have been (and not only by this
recruitment specialist), and it was most certainly a key focus of Sanjay Gandhi’s
activities at various points in his political career (as one of his “pet themes”).??
For example, blood donation was particularly prominent during his tenure as
leader of the Youth Congress.*® It was probably at blood donation events orga-
nized by the Youth Congress that being seen to donate blood became so prized
as a means to gain advancement. (The Youth Congress was described more
recently as a “rag-tag bunch of petty wheeler-dealers and politically ambitious
wannabes”—a label befitting the earlier incarnation as well, even if in the 1970s
it had far more clout.)** If fasting and spinning were the iconic practical compul-
sions Mohandas Gandhi had imposed on the Congress in its early years, Sanjay
Gandhi supplemented this demonstration of bodily commitment with the do-
nation of blood. As a result, it became a key means for political parties to display
their seva (service) of a generalized janata (people, public) to the media—a gen-
eralization well afforded by anonymous blood donation.

A little higher up the political food chain, organizing (as well as donating at)
such events became a means of getting noticed and is still marked in bold letters
upon political CVs. Sanjay Gandhi’s association with blood donation was such
that Rajiv Gandhi himself is reported to have donated blood at a meeting held in
memory of his younger brother (Siddiqui 1982, 271).% It is also worth noting that
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Sanjay Gandhi’s systematic promotion of blood (and eye) donation among Youth
Congress workers was done at a time when he was promising to “donate new en-
ergetic blood [to] old senile Congress” (J. Singh 1977, x)—that is, to produce a
new generation of leaders, for “in any revolution, reconstruction or rejuvenation,
cultural, social or political, young blood of the nation plays a major and decisive
role” (28). His camps were part of his constructive program for invigorating the
Congress, and there is a sense in which they also sought to transfuse the nation
with youthfulness, the literal and symbolic exchanging their properties. Unlike
the “forcible deal” (Tarlo 2003) of Emergency-era mass sterilizations, there was
no suggestion here of forced blood donations (though there have been accusa-
tions of forced political blood donations in other periods, discussed elsewhere in
this book). Yet Youth Congress blood donations certainly formed part of the mood
music of the Emergency and have ever since formed a template for mass political
communication: internally in respect of the observing leader, and externally in
respect of the observing public.

Most blood bank professionals in Delhi have little positive to say about col-
laboration with political parties. One former blood bank director we spoke with
was repelled enough by the spectacle to want to put an end to such camps:

Political camps are terrible. When I was [employed] at [a Delhi govern-
ment hospital] I said, “Let’s stop going for these—but we can’t stop
because they’re so powerful—because they call everyone and when the
VIP comes, whether it’s Sonia Gandhi or Sanjay Gandhi or whoever, they
make such a big noise. And the moment he or she goes, that’s it—they’ve
all gone. We don’t need such camps. There’s no other motivating factor
other than “I'm trying to please the leader.” I hate all these things. I find
them so disgusting. But those are the realities.

Another blood bank director—a pragmatist prepared to enter the “dirty” world
of politics if it means replenishing his always-fragile stocks—recounted one such
political blood donation camp:

Last year I got a call in the evening: “There is some political leader who
wants a camp to be held.” After great difficulty I reached that place—I
met those people—totally, totally disorganized. But they wanted a camp
tomorrow. Next day when I reach there with my team, we organize
everything, and then a girl is brought who happens to be the daughter
of that political leader for whom the blood donation camp is being held,
and the political leader is behind bars, and he is fighting an election from
jail. Now to give an emotional backup to vote in his favor, the daughter
is brought and they say we are to weigh the daughter against the blood.
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It is an election point. Now the daughter is weighing 48 kg. And they
asked me to translate it into blood. So I roughly translated that this is
the amount of bags, and he said, “No problem, we’ll provide you with
more than that.” And believe me, he was the only person who won as
the independent candidate. His followers wanted to take advantage and
make it an emotional upheaval to draw the sympathy of the voters—
wanted to draw advantage out of the situation. The votes were to be
cast on that day. It is a tamasha [show-off, spectacle], but I just took the
blood. Blood is blood.

These two quotations underline that the importance of display at these events is
twofold: the political party makes visible its committed seva (service to society),
while—as was suggested in the first quotation—the activist may donate in order to
be seen by the leader they wish to impress.?® The political camp aims to rejuvenate
an ailing political class through demonstrating a renewed political commitment to
a generalized janata (public). The political camp thus entangles an abstract janata
with particular, political self-interest. The figural tie between party-activists and
leader is enacted as seva even as the party performs seva to the janata. Blood bank
officials resent overt politicking; blood donation as pristine service, or seva, is con-
sidered by them to be beyond politics, or to belong to the sublime (i.e., not the
dirty, competitive, profane) dimension of politics.” But beggars can’t be choosers.
As a Kolkata-based donor recruitment specialist put it: “Actually, we do not con-
sider political donation to be strictly voluntary—there is a political compulsion.
They use us [i.e., the voluntary blood donation movement] to get votes on the
basis of the consciousness we created among the public. They utilize this to get
votes: ‘Look how much we contributed in giving blood.” They have never done it.
Making people conscious was done by us. They are reaping the harvest.”

The director of a blood bank run by an internationally known NGO in Chen-
nai recalled to us a Congress-organized camp at the very site, twenty-five miles
from the city, at which Rajiv Gandhi was assassinated: “This was on May 21 [his
death anniversary], and we received eight donors. Two hundred people were there
for the photos, and then they went.” For this doctor, that was the final straw. He
no longer conducts “political” camps. A blood bank technician at a Delhi gov-
ernment hospital recounted a similar experience:

One camp I attended, most probably it was for Rajiv Gandhi—you will
not believe—there was a corridor full of refreshments: all sorts of ba-
nanas and apples. There were about twenty-five beds. The workers were
waiting for the VIP, Sonia Gandhi, to enter. Then Sonia came and about
fifty people rushed and pushed into the tent; they all occupied one bed
each. Their leader came. Only then would they let us prick, and they took
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photographs, and the moment she left they gobbled the refreshments and
ran away. [ have seen this with my own eyes. So I feel it’s nothing to do
with doing good deeds on someone’s death anniversary. Because when
you do something like this you should do it very quietly, not with so
many cameras around.

Similarly, we heard several complaints from doctors about last-minute cancella-
tions of blood donation camps scheduled by different parties after it was an-
nounced that the party leader was unable to attend.

We are particularly concerned here with what we have called the “truth-force”
of substances (D. Banerjee 2013, 240). Throughout this book, we will witness a
variety of episodes in which excorporation of substance is held up (more and less
convincingly) as the stuff of communicative truth: blood donation as the truth
of one’s political convictions and self-constancy; extracted human blood as a sub-
stance of the real, so to speak, in contestations over “genuine” and “fake” gurus.
Excorporated blood objectifies and thereby provides evidence of commitment and
sentiment in making them available for inspection. Such extractions set up vital
and powerful analogies with other spillages of substances across space and time.
In providing an account of the different ways in which blood extractions as forms
of political statement generate enunciative force, the present work joins studies
by Bernard Bate (2002; 2009) and Michael Carrithers (2010) to show how present-
day forms of Indian political rhetoric, though creative and novel, draw heavily
on earlier conventions of political iconography. Indian hemo-politics often refer
to a Gandhian tradition of austerity and restraint, which at the same time is also
a politics of notable “semiotic excess” (Spencer 2007, 15) belying the austerity it
had seemed to suggest.

Discussing artistic style, Alfred Gell (1998, 157) equates psychological saliency
with “the capacity, possessed only by painters with a developed personal style, to
so engage the spectator’s attention that the aesthetically significant aspects of the
work of art are the ones which actually do attract our notice.” For the present
analysis, such saliency refers to the effects the organizers or “donors” hope or ex-
pect to achieve in the viewer by way of such a style. But there is also a more pro-
saic sense in which we employ the term “style,” for the expression also refers, of
course, to “those characteristics of an artist’s work by reference to which we as-
sign works to him” (Wollheim 1987, 197). In this sense, the use of blood in mass
political milieus constitutes a distinct style of political expressionism. This book
seeks both to define the genre and to discern reasons for its saliency for those who
perform and witness it.

Of course, blood extraction is not one representation but a protean family of
representations.?® Political parties compete to collect the most donated blood in
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Bengal; antisuperstition campaigners and the followers of a maligned guru each
organize letter-writing campaigns in their blood; blood may be donated to
mark pledges to build a corruption-free nation; underage schoolchildren are
“forced” to donate their blood by Congress Party functionaries on the birth
anniversary of slain former prime minister Rajiv Gandhi; blood is donated
in protest at “political” attacks on it by devotees of a controversial devotional
movement with ambiguous ties to Sikhism (see chapter 6).2? In the Indian con-
text, blood has proved an extremely productive material and medium of political
communication—hence our effort here to describe a diverse and disparate Indian
political hematology.

The examples discussed so far have featured blood donation camps conducted
by political parties in which the transactional form at stake is “voluntary” (anon-
ymous, non-remunerated) blood donation. However, this has not always been
the case, as the following critical episode in the history of political blood dona-
tions makes clear. A Supreme Court order banning payment for blood came into
effect in January 1998. Prior to that, as much as a third of all blood donations in
India came from paid “professional” blood donors (Mudur 1998, 172). While
paid donors are stigmatized by voluntary donor recruiters and in public discourse
more generally as drug-addicted rickshaw drivers who place others at risk, on oc-
casion various kinds of political and social activists have sought to define a “so-
cial” model of paid blood donation, according to which the cash that is gener-
ated is immediately transferred to a particular cause.’® So it was perfectly legal
when in 1988, the Communist Party of India (Marxist) (CPI(M)) in West Bengal
lined up its activists to sell their blood to raise funds for the building of the Bakre-
swar power plant. The CPI(M) was not the first outfit to encourage its members
to sell their blood “for a cause.” For instance, activists belonging to the organ-
ization that later became the Association of Voluntary Blood Donors, West Ben-
gal (AVBDWB, see chapters 4 and 5) in 1970s Kolkata sold their blood explicitly
in order to financially support a funds-starved student medical institution. In in-
stances such as these that figure throughout this book, the literal and the meta-
phorical properties of blood exchange places: “We founded a mobile medical unit
with our blood,” an AVBDWB volunteer told us, while the CPI(M)’s slogan at the
time was “Rokto diye Bakreswar gorbo” (“We shall build Bakreswar with our
blood”).”!

The CPI(M) in West Bengal had then been embroiled in a dispute with Rajiv
Gandhi’s administration in Delhi, whom it accused of restricting funds for what
had become a centerpiece of the party’s industrial strategy: “The Bakreswar Ther-
mal Project initially faced serious problems, specially resource crunch. The then
rulers of the Central Government took this issue in a political way” (Bhattacarya,
Bi$vasa, and Bhattacarya 1997, 224). In a spin upon what is probably the most
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famous hematic political rallying cry in Indian history—Netaji Subhash Chandra
Bose’s “Give me your blood and I will give you freedom” (see chapter 2)—the
CPI(M)’s clarion call became “Give us blood and we will give you Bakreswar power
plant.”#2

An official party history recalls that the agitation caused “literally [the party
to have] a blood-relation with the people of the State” (Bhattacarya, Bi$vasa, and
Bhattacarya 1997, 224). In a column of the CPI(M)’s online news magazine head-
lined “People of the State Made Bakreswar by Donating Blood,” the episode is

remembered thus:

The whole Left Strength of Bengal then in 1988 had taken oath to build
Bakreswar project by donating blood. So it was not just a thermal proj-
ect to have been established, it was rather a history of Bengal’s real po-
litical will. Jyoti Basu finally laid the foundation stone in 1988 and the
Thermal Power Plant started production in 1999. A thermal power plant
is a sign of progression. But Bakreswar Thermal Power Plant is not just
another power plant. The then State Government’s blueprints were
moulded by the thousands of students, young men and women, work-
ing class beings, labourers, farmers of the state. To stop the Rajiv Gandhi-
led Central Government’s conspiracy the people of West Bengal gave
blood to build the Bakreswar Thermal Power Plant. The present chief
minister of Bengal being an [sic] Congress MP, helped Rajiv Gandhi in
every possible way to stop the Left Front Government. A section of me-
dia also joined in to a crack a laugh about the passion of the people. But
the crowd had spoken out to them in that matter.%

In addition to enabling the party to (claim to) form a substantial political rela-
tion with the people of Bengal (see also the discussion of Shiv Sena blood dona-
tion camps in chapter 3), there is also the striking similarity between activists’
blood offerings for the building of the plant and the role of blood sacrifice, or bali
dan, at foundation ceremonies. “You can’t have a foundation ceremony,” as a Sau-
rashtra Brahman told David Pocock (1973, 73), “without a blood sacrifice, it’s es-
sential and that’s that.” And as Jonathan Parry’s Bhilai informants put it to him,
“There is hardly a bridge, a dam or an irrigation canal within a hundred kilome-
tres of Bhilai which can have been constructed without a real bali [sacrifice]”
(2015, 15). Moreover, it is a longstanding idea that the victim is often human.
“Rulers properly make sacrifices on behalf of their subjects,” suggests Parry, “but
[this] often turns out to mean offering their subjects as sacrifices” (14).>* Simi-
larly, when a ruling party’s activists donate their blood—especially where there is
the understanding that an irreversible depletion will result (see discussion in chap-
ter 4)—then the boundary between sacrificing on behalf of and offering subjects
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as sacrifices is blurred. Substances of the civic (blood for medical transfusion,
steam and electricity for nation-building) intersect with the substance of the bali
dan (sacrificial blood). While the selling of blood makes the Bakreswar case unique
in the history of India’s political hematology, its sacrificial dimension is not in
the least exceptional—as we shall see in chapters 2—4.

It is difficult to quantify the number of units for transfusion that political blood
donation events provide. Such events are less frequent than student or corporate
organized ones, certainly in Delhi. And there seem to be fewer in Delhi than in
Bengal, where local political rivalries are more frequently expressed through the
medium of competitive blood donation camps, with different activist groups
attempting to out-donate each other. That political camps do form a significant
resource for blood banks, however, was made clear during a shortage experienced
in Bengal in 2016, when the leader of the West Bengal Voluntary Blood Donors
Forum, Apurba Ghosh, directly attributed the shortage to a concurrent state leg-
islative assembly election:

The situation has turned from bad to worse as the Election Commis-
sion [EC] has issued notification imposing a ban on political parties to
hold blood donation camps till the election is over. The election will start
on April 4 and continue till May 5. The results will be out on May 19.
Then there will be swearing in ceremony of the government. Things will
become normal and blood donation camps can once again be held in
July. Ghosh has requested the EC to allow blood donation camps to be
held without banners or symbols of a political party. The state requires
60,000 to 70,000 units of blood per month which means around 9 lakh
units are required per year. Kolkata alone requires around 4.5 lakh units
per year. But as camps cannot be held since the code of conduct came
into force, the collection of blood has dropped sharply.*

Epoch Sanguinis

Of course, the liveliness of blood as a substance of political imagination and me-
diation is not unique to India.* In fact, in his work on the relation between (pre-
dominantly Christian) blood and politics, Gil Anidjar makes an ambitious
claim: “All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are liquidated
theological concepts” (Anidjar 2011, 2).%” Anidjar’s work is an insightful rejec-
tion of conventional periodizations of European political history that posit that
“archaic” blood ties have come to be replaced by “modern” contractual political
relations. In other words, Anidjar’s account of political hematology rejects the
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characterization of contemporary politics as the transcendence of blood ties drawn
around religion, descent, family, and so on. Instead, he argues, while blood itself
does not rise to the status of an operative political concept, its (absented) pres-
ence fundamentally animates our contemporary political vocabularies. It is in-
cumbent upon us then to offer a few remarks on how we situate our analysis of
political hematology in India within broader scholarly characterizations of the
relation between blood and politics elsewhere in the world.

For historians and anthropologists of science and medicine, this absented-
presence of blood is at its most evident in the continuing dependence on Fou-
cauldian vocabulary to understand the relation between bodies and politics.
Famously, blood appears in Foucault’s analysis as a hinge to periodize European
history: his delineation of the epoch sanguinis (Strong 2009, 187). His remarks
on blood in volume 1 of his History of Sexuality, while criticized, continue to gen-
erate the conceptual vocabularies with which historians and anthropologists de-
scribe the relation between life and politics (Foucault 1978). For example, terms
such as biopolitics, biopower, biocapital, biological citizenship, and biosociality
rest on his characterization of our contemporary epoch in relation to its priors
characterized by bloodshed. To elaborate, Foucault suggests that in a historically
prior epoch—categorized by an unquestioned sovereign command over life and
death—blood constituted a fundamental value. In other words, in that “thanatopo-
litical” society where death was always imminent, blood tended to play a mate-
rial and symbolic role: the sovereign threatened bloodshed, society was divided
along bloodlines of descent, and the precarious subject risked shedding blood.
Crucially then, in anthropological description of our present epoch—shot through
with biopower and biopolitics—blood is that which is transcended. In our con-
temporary epoch, as many anthropological accounts have it, political sovereignty
founds itself on more complex contractual forms of making life, sustaining bod-
ies and managing well-being (Rabinow 1992; Rose and Novas 2005; Rose 2007).

Importantly, however, anthropologists critical of Foucault’s periodization ar-
gue that the old order of blood did not entirely disappear within the new. Con-
temporary invocations of concepts such as “thanatopolitics” and “necropolitics”
highlight precisely the generativity of death as a sovereign strategy and effect (Bear
2012; Caple James 2012; Mbembé 2003; Murray 2006; Stevenson 2012). More per-
tinent to our focus on blood, Thomas Strong (2009, 187) questions the antonym
blood/sex in an important discussion of how gay men in numerous contemporary
global settings are required “to examine themselves as sexual subjects” in blood
donation clinics—learning precisely “the social meaning of their sexuality through
connection to their blood” (187, emphasis in original).*® Consonantly, while some
anthropologists contest Foucault’s periodization, Ann Stoler asks whether that
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periodization is a fair representation of Foucault’s thought. She finds that his analy-
sis never postulates cleans breaks between periods, but rather shows the “re-
animation” and “conversion” of old languages, techniques, and representations
in the new (Stoler 2016). This is explicitly laid out in his lectures, where he states
quite clearly that “there is not a legal age, then disciplinary age, and then the age
of security” (Foucault 2007, 8). Stoler thus convincingly demonstrates that Fou-
cault does not propose a clean transition from a “pre-modern symbolics of blood”
to amodern “analytics of sexuality.” Instead, Foucault’s own thinking proposes a
recursive analytic that urges us to attend to co-temporalities and temporal
overlays—where blood and sexuality (and consonantly, the sovereign power over
death and the biopolitical impulse to regulate life) run in concurrence (30). In
that spirit, this book examines the complex timescapes of the Indian political pre-
sent, as it is enlivened by past, present, and future metaphors and flows of blood.
Particularly, following Stoler, we are attentive to the “re-animations” and “con-
versions” of past anticolonial deployment of blood as a political metaphor in the
present; as such metaphors are awakened, distorted, and reconfigured by con-
temporary forms of divisive religious nationalism.

One might ask at the outset: What constitutes India’s epoch sanguinis? Surely
it is different from the history of premodern Europe that concerns Foucault? We
argue that any answer to that question requires overturning the clear presence
(and concomitant absence) of a historical period (and not others) marked by a
political concern for the flow and shedding of blood. While anthropologists of
India recognize the provisionality of the temporally successive categories of the
colonial, early postcolonial, and contemporary, we are too often drawn into their
seductively neat analytical divisions. Instead, our attempt here to think histori-
cally and anthropologically is true to Foucault’s commitment to genealogical
analysis. Foucault’s explication of the genealogical method—a dissociative glance
toward the past that disperses elements previously held together by traditional
history mired in teleology and universals—is only too well known. However, that
Foucault explicitly links his genealogical method to genealogical science—the less
fashionable study of blood ties—is easily forgotten: “The analysis of descent per-
mits the dissociation of the self, its recognition and displacement as an empty syn-
thesis, in liberating a profusion of lost events” (1977, 145-46). The genealogical
method is attractive to Foucault, and indeed to us in this book, because blood-
ties and bodies are attached to each other—in the nervous system, in diets, in res-
piration and debilitation. Blood-ties and bodies are fragile in precisely the ways
histories based on origin and evolution are not. They carry the “stigmata” of past
errors, breakdowns, and failures, eschewing clean breaks between colonial pasts
and postcolonial presents. They exceed proper lines, extending uneasily across
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time and space, confounding the best hopes of those invested in racial, familial,
and corporeal purity.

For this same reason, we are attracted to blood as the hinge of our analysis.
Through the substance, we are drawn into peculiar histories of bodies, and their
reanimations and operationalizations in the present. For instance, we follow how
contemporary middle-class actors invoke the blood sacrifices of anticolonial na-
tionalism. In these invocations, the violent materiality of blood is offered as a cor-
rective to a “secular” historiography they perceive to be biased toward Gandhian
nonviolence and the Indian National Congress. Present-day bleeding under the
sign of anticolonialism then becomes a way of sustaining the vitality of a prior
epoch, with all its connotations of affective and divisive nationalist plenitude. We
are also drawn into a new reading of Gandhi that reveals his obsession with blood
for its ability to transcend politics and community. Our point is that the epoch
sanguinis is an indiscrete period of time. Blood marks time, but it also facilitates
ruptures in it. This is one of the reasons why we describe blood donation as a
transtemporal hinge, for it is an action “imbued with the capacity for bringing
together phenomena that are otherwise distributed across disparate moments in
time. . . . Similar to an ordinary physical hinge between, say, a door and its frame,
the trans-temporal hinge holds together otherwise disparate elements (certain
past, present, and future events)” (Pedersen and Nielsen 2013, 123-24). Draw-
ing on Laura Bear’s (2014a; 2016a) work on modern social time, we extend this
idea, including within our sense of blood donation as a transtemporal hinge, not
just differently positioned durational moments but all the disparate and conflic-
tual rhythms, representations, and effects of time held together in and by blood
donation and transfusion practices (see chapters 6 and 7).

If blood donation events have the potential to “re-sanguinize” the present, they
also serve as markers of relative archaism (absence of blood bank technologies,
persistence of the paid and replacement donation forms) and development (pres-
ence of recent technologies and of the voluntary form of donation). Not being
willing to donate voluntarily for anyone—that is, in a way that is considered both
moral and modern—is the occasion for journalistic clichés about the juxtaposi-
tion of the medieval and the modern in India.** Indian news reports on campaigns
to promote blood donation turn up references to “superstitions, taboos, obscure
ideas of bygone centuries [that] stand in the way of progress,” “inherent preju-
dices and religious taboos,” “poor people with religious biases,” and the need by
way of blood donation to “rid [the country] of superstition.”* The state of a na-
tion’s blood service constitutes an important indicator of development (Simp-
son 2009, 105)—of where it sits in time. In seeming confirmation of this, the
Indian government provides state-by-state figures on the percentage of total
blood collection voluntarily donated. Bengal’s 85.7 percent renders abject Uttar
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Pradesh’s 17.3 percent.*! What is widely perceived as the latter state’s “feudal rot”
is indicated in its figure of voluntary collection.*? But it is not only in India that
blood donation appears as a measure or indicator of civility, and of the state of
nations and projects of “modernity.” With the country’s electricity cut off and in-
flation standing at 8,000 percent, the inability of Zimbabwe’s National Blood
Transfusion Service to test the donated blood in its possession was reported in
late 2007 as further proof of national catastrophe. Similarly, it was reported
in 2005 that “Iraqis desperate for cash are selling their blood via private brokers
who supply orders from people whose relatives are in urgent need of transfusions
as a result of ongoing violence and the chronic shortage caused by the war.” Sar-
castically observing that burgeoning blood brokerage is proof of the United States
delivering on its pledge to create jobs in the region, the report concludes, “Yes,
half a pint goes for $10 and is sold on for $50, as Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations
gets itself an inspirational Operation Iraqi Freedom makeover.”** Again, blood
donation practices are used as a gauge, a kind of measure, of the state of nations—a
market in blood being indicative of the perversions consequent on a mismanaged
war. Blood has been, and remains, a temporally charged and effective substance.
Most obviously, representations of its historicity may act to naturalize systems of
domination in ways that crosscut kinship, race, ethnicity, and nation (Williams
1995).

Such a temporal charge is amplified in a “biotechnological time” that also
“mixes frames and registers,” so that “the now” can appear simultaneously as
“then” (Strong 2009, 187). Particularly, anthropologists of biotechnology have
paid a great deal of attention to the future-producing ability of biotech infrastruc-
tures, discourses, and practices. For instance, in studying global genomics,
Kaushik Sunder Rajan argues that all biotechnology is “a game that is constantly
played in the future in order to generate the present that enables that future” (Sun-
der Rajan 2006, 34). Crucially, this anthropological attention to speculation and
hype has led to calls to pay attention to the “infrastructural firewalls, speed bumps,
accountability mechanisms” that provide friction to future-producing industries,
as the future is not ceded but is continuously negotiated and contested by diverse
groups of social actors (Fischer 2009, 113).

As another response, anthropologists ask: What might it mean to refuse
anticipation, or to charge ourselves as responsible for anticipation (Adams, Erwin,
and Le 2009, 260)? Our work here is in agreement with the anthropological cau-
tion about promissory futures via the hype of “cutting edge” biotechnological
interventions. Yet we develop this anthropological charge in a different direction.
We practice something akin to a “creative sabotage of the future” (Cooper 2006,
129) in moving away from the global imbrication of venture capital and finan-
cial markets in biotechnology and dwelling on an “older” biological material that
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(mostly) escapes this particular form of hype: blood.* Blood science, donation,
and transfusions do not rely on new technologies of genetic recombination and
large capital investments. At the same time, the circulation of blood engages in
abducting time, juxtaposing archaic pasts with promised futures—some divisive,
some integrative. As much as new kinds of life-forms entangle nature and cul-
ture in ways that disrupt prior meanings of either term (Rabinow 1992), blood—
as biological material—flows, separates, and congeals, beckoning collectivities in
unpredictable ways. Indeed, as Kath Weston shows, it is impossible to think of
our present political economy without the hydraulics of blood: “liquidity,” “life-
blood,” “cash flow” are some of its guiding metaphors. From William Harvey to
Adam Smith and from Karl Marx to contemporary discourses surrounding fi-
nance capital, somatic metaphors of “blood” have consistently guided analysis
of the circulation of money (Weston 2013a). In our work here then, we develop
the idea of blood as a transtemporal hinge as a way of seeking to ground the
heterochrony—the diversity of temporal activities and understandings—of blood
in India. We begin by paying attention to blood metaphors in anticolonial poli-
tics, transitioning into the deployment of these varied metaphors in contemporary
national politics, finally arriving at articulations of activist and biomedical hopes
of a promissory future—all through somatic metaphors concerning blood. Thus,
we argue, richly complex timescapes appear as powerfully in contestations around
mundane biomaterial substances such as blood as they do when newly bioengi-
neered life-forms assert the malleability and artificiality of nature and culture
(Rabinow 1992).

Blood and/as “Other” Substances

Having gestured toward broader relations between blood, temporality, and poli-
tics, we return now to the political life of the substance in India, and in particular
its relation to other politically charged biomaterials. It should already be clear that
blood donation as a political tool finds one of its primary purposes in making
certain commitments demonstrable. In their work on the politics of gift-giving,
Nikolai Ssorin-Chaikov and Olga Sosnina (2004) downplay the anthropological
problematic of reciprocity, emphasizing instead the ability of gifts to demonstrate
facts: “matters of fact” are demonstrated through the giving of “facts of matter.”
While Indian political party activists certainly donate blood with the hope of rec-
iprocity in the form of their own political advancement, Ssorin-Chaikov and
Sosnina’s demonstration of the irreducibility of giving to reciprocity helps illu-
minate a second dynamic at play. Through blood donation, Indian politicians and
political party activists also seek to underscore an association between themselves
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and the national good through the witnessed offering of their blood; their dona-
tions are “material reports” of their embodied commitment to and service of the
nation. We explore the political function of the apparent verifiability of such bio-
material giving in India’s hall-of-mirrors politics in chapter 3. In the same chap-
ter, we encounter the paradox that appears when such political spectacles meet
the biomedical norm of anonymous, voluntary donation—namely, that anonym-
ity enables political parties, devotional orders, and other mass camp organizers
to claim that self-serving public performances of blood donation really conform
to the highest principles of disinterested seva (see Mayer 1981 on politicians and
the expectation of seva).

Blood is not, of course, the only politically charged biomaterial in the region.
In particular, semen is just as much a political substance as blood, even if it is so in
a very different way. Two prominent nationalists, Swami Vivekananda and Mo-
handas Gandhi, notably—although quite differently—reinterpreted the tradi-
tional vow of brahmacharya (including the practice of celibacy) as a way to achieve
perfect self-control and their own versions of Indian masculinity. Classical Hindu
texts define brahmacharya as the first stage of the fourfold ideal life cycle, the stage
of initiated studentship, which marks the ritual initiation of second birth for high-
caste, twice-born boys. Combined with South Asian ideas of seminal discharge as
a loss of vital energy, modern nationalists developed the concept of brahmacharya
in opposition to Western masculinity (Alter 1994a, 49; Chowdhury 2001). While
Western masculinity was based on physical strength, its Eastern counterpart was
viewed as an embodiment of spiritual strength deriving from control over bodily
desires and especially retention of semen. Semen, then, was central to political
struggle while also embodying the promise of a future hypermasculine and self-
contained nation. Such connotations make all the more intriguing the present-
day matter of sperm donation in the subcontinent, as explored for instance by
Aditya Bharadwaj (2003) and Sandra Birnreuther (2015; 2018a). Semen-
distributive (L. Cohen 1995a, 401) assisted reproductive technologies (ARTs) ap-
parently demand a fluidic incontinence quite at odds with the semen-retentive
antipornography of Indian nationalism. Perhaps the retentive fast, which stakes
verifiable political truth on the depletion of food and flesh, was the mode of politi-
cal contestation fit for an age when “modernity” was seen to “deplete a man’s
vigour” (L. Cohen 1995a, 400). As Sanjay Srivastava puts it, “The discourse on
semen-conservation and that on ‘nation-building’ were conjoined and repre-
sented an aspect of the overall schema of frugality and saving that was characteris-
tic of the planning ethos” (2007, 151). But a newer scholarly focus on non-
Gandhian sexuality in an age presided over by the commodity form (Srivastava
2001), coupled with the remarkably meager exchange value of semen vis-a-vis
third-party donations in the domain of ARTs—which dramatically contrasts with
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the value placed on the substance in other times and contexts (Birnreuther
2015)—suggests the apparent appropriateness of a shift in contestatory style from
the retentive fast to the extractive/distributive excorporation of blood as mass
political form, even while both modes enact a kind of corporeal emptying and
physical self-subjection that would, in excess, result in death. Indeed, the political
excorporation of blood draws power from its depletive similarity with fasting,
even as it departs from that form (extending the body into the world instead of
withdrawing the body from it).* Further, and to return explicitly to the political
publicity of excorporated blood, semen (Alter 1994a; Skaria 2010) and breast milk
(Saha 2017) may have an array of nationalist connotations, but one cannot imag-
ine an MLA (Member of the Legislative Assembly) publicly donating either of
those bodily substances in service of the nation in quite the same way as blood.
But we must be very careful in forming these kinds of contrastive definitions,
for blood, critically, is an “indiscrete” substance. To look at blood is not neces-
sarily to see only the blood before one’s eyes. We have already noted the propen-
sity of blood-flows to form analogies across space and time. Excorporation of
blood in medical contexts such as for transfusion or diagnostic or DNA testing is
often brought into analogy with blood in other contexts and other modes of ex-
corporation: bloodshed in war, blood sacrifice, menstruation, blood ties of kin-
ship, and so on. This can be for the purpose of encouraging blood donor
motivation—for example, blood donors may be asked to bleed for others like In-
dia’s freedom fighters bled for the nation (see chapter 2)—but also to stimulate
reform of “wasteful” or “inappropriate” blood excorporations such as those found
in animal sacrifice, as in the promotion by animal rights organizations of blood
donation in place of animal sacrifice at the time of Kali Puja: “If you want to of-
fer blood to the Goddess Kali, give your own, and help to save a human life.”*
But it is not only the analogizing capacity of a given blood-flow vis-a-vis “other”
blood-flows that is of critical importance here; it is also the transitivity and con-
vertibility of blood vis-a-vis “other” substances: milk, food, and semen are often
understood to be particular variants of one another, as well as of blood. Stefan
Ecks (2014, 89), whose main focus is digestion, describes the substantial imbri-
cation of transformation and movement: “The model of the progressive meta-
morphosis of food into semen is about the transformation of one juice’ into an-
other. ... The body is a container in which substances are carried from one
place to another.” Such understandings of imbricated flow and change are not
unique to India (see Carsten 2013) but are pronounced enough there to make it
necessary that we qualify our contrastive depiction of “public” blood donations
versus “private” transactions of milk and semen. Indeed, what you see when you
see blood is not necessarily only blood but also its past and future manifestations
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as milk, semen, food, or another substance. One cannot imagine MLAs or activ-
ists publicly donating their own milk or semen in the form of conventional se-
men or milk donations (a witnessed expressing or ejaculation), but one can imag-
ine them donating these substances publicly through their witnessed excorporation
of blood as a substance that may have been or later may become one or more of
those “other” substances. Equally, but in reverse, once we recognize the salience
of understandings of substantial convertibility, we see that fasting, too, may be
considered a kind of blood donation.

A further key point proceeds from this acknowledgment, which is that as far as
South Asia is concerned, it is important to resist the conventional distinction
made in the literature between “reproductive gifts” (e.g., ova, sperm, embryos)
and other biomaterial donations that do not engender new life but help sustain an
existing life (e.g., hearts, kidneys, corneas). At first glance, donated blood would
seem to fall into the latter category of sustenance rather than the former of repro-
duction. But such a classification would be mistaken, for blood, as we have already
explained, is an “indiscrete” substance; in donating it, one may be donating
“other” (reproductive) substances besides. It is common across the subcontinent
for kinship ties to be figured in terms of both breast milk and blood as substantive
variations of one another (Lambert 2000; Pande 2009): “After all milk comes from
blood and blood from food” (Sujatha 2007). It is a woman’s condensed blood, ac-
cording to the South Indian understanding, that produces breast milk (Fruzzetti,
Ostor, and Barnett 1982, 162-63), and in Bengal breast milk may be referred to as
“breast blood” (buker rokto) (Aparna Rao 2000, 107).*” In Delhi’s ART techno-
economy, too, donors may conceptualize their egg cells as a form of blood (Bérn-
reuther 2018a). The gift of blood, it follows, is not straightforwardly a gift of only
blood; conversely, nonhematic gifts of substance are not not-gifts of blood.

Such understandings of transubstantiation are informed by the central tenet
of Ayurvedic medicine that is concerned with digestion, or “cooking.” Here, “di-
gested food . . . becomes dhatu [body tissues] of the chyle variety. The pitta in the
body, what allopathy understands as stomach acid, transforms the chyle first into
blood, then into flesh and into all of the other forms of dhatu until the food fi-
nally becomes semen. This also explains the transformation of food into mala
[waste products], including sweat, urine and mucus” (Berger 2013, 27). Two key
points follow. First, there is the continuing importance of bloodletting (raktmok-
san) in pancakarma (purification practices), as highlighted in Jean Langford’s
(2002) work on contemporary Ayurveda practices (cf. Ecks 2014, 101). Skin com-
plaints, for instance, may be treated with leeches. Elsewhere, we have considered
how local purgative understandings of blood donation demonstrate ways in which
Ayurvedic logics inform conceptions of an otherwise iconically “biomedical”
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blood donation.*® We revisit the matter in chapter 4, in which we find a resonant
purgative logic in the attempts of clinical activists to persuade Bengalis that the
human body contains a surplus portion of blood that can be safely donated. Blood
donation, once again, is presented as a kind of evacuative therapy at the same time
as it functions as a gift. Second, we find our analytic of material and conceptual
blood-flows echoed in Ayurvedic conceptualization of the body as “a series of
tubes through which the dosas flow to the various dhatu. Propelling them is ojas,
energy, which is the source of strength for all bodily functions” (Berger 2013, 27).
If nadis both stand for and channel flow (Mukharji 2016, 82), vaids (Ayurvedic
practitioners) seek to locate and lift problematic “‘flow blockages’ in the srotas
that transport blood and waste products”—blockages that cause “life processes
[to] stagnate” (Bode 2012, 72). The balances and flows of Ayurveda have been
described as “functions of time” (Alter 2008a, 184). Our work here shows that
the excorporable body substances of biomedicine, too, may be thought of in terms
of temporal relations—"“a step on the way from having been part of a body to
not being so anymore” (Hoeyer 2013, 7). Substances that flow within the body
and substances that flow without it flow in time, as much temporal relations as
entities. The hemato-temporal ebbs and flows that interest us in this book—
particularly in chapters 6 and 7—do not, of course, map neatly onto the flows of
Ayurveda. What we will see, however, is how allopathic blood-flows, just as much
as those of dosa and dhatu, “are processes happening over time, not [only] ob-
jects in space” (Langford 2002, 34).

Of particular significance here is that vaids have sometimes employed the rel-
ative hematic propensities of Ayurvedic medicine (figured as Hindu) to delegiti-
mize Unani traditions (figured as Islamic). Rachel Berger considers the case of
the influential pandit and vaid Shaligram Shastri, whose 1931 report for United
Provinces government officials described Unani in macabre terms as preoccupied
with hemorrhaging or bloodletting—practices considered to be wholly unsuited
for “Hindu” bodies, even if they may be appropriate to “foreign” (i.e., Islamic)
ones (Berger 2013, 89). In his work on a Muslim weaver community of Uttar
Pradesh, Deepak Mehta (2000) similarly shows how attitudes toward bloodshed
are used to mark community distinctions. He shows also how Muslims might in
fact accede to Shastri’s hematic binary categorization while reversing the moral
terms. The ritual wound that Muslim males bear—which is both of and exceeds
the body—engenders pain and blood. Hindus, on the other hand, only get cut in
hospital, but there is no spirituality in that (92). Indeed, they lack purity precisely
“because they are afraid of shedding their blood” (92-93). The question of mas-
culinity is front and center here. Male Muslims, explains Mehta, “say they only
become male and Muslim when circumcised” (81). To be an adequate male, in-
deed, is defined as “having enough blood to reproduce” (81).
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This helpfully points us to the critical duplexity of understandings of the mas-
culinity of bloodshed in the region: if people do not donate the substance because
they feel they have too little of it (khuun ki kami), or because they believe it to be
irrecoverable (i.e., because it is like donating a kidney), or because it will render
them infertile or impotent, then enacted donation of blood potentially forms a
masculine demonstration of substantial abundance—that is, one has enough of
the substance to donate it and to reproduce.”® So while on the one hand the act is
figured as emasculating—*“I can’t donate, as 'm getting married next month”—
on the other it can demonstrate precisely one’s copiously substantive masculin-
ity, if one nonetheless goes ahead and donates. In this way, the donation of blood
is capable of carrying representations of both depleting and demonstrating mas-
culine vigor. The Facebook page of a Jalandhar-based blood donors association
is indicative of this aspect of the masculinity of blood donation, albeit in its most
explicit form.>! It consists of photographs glorifying individual blood donors as
they donate. Every donor depicted is male, and each photograph contains the
words “Blood Commando” emblazoned over the donating figure. In several of
the photographs, the donor poses to flex his muscles even as his blood departs
from them. A local gym advertises on the page: blood donors get fifteen days free.
Here the number of times one has given blood is the gauge of one’s masculinity
(see also chapters 5-7 on the numeracy of blood donation), precisely a mark of
vigor rather than its exhaustion. In particular motivational contexts, blood do-
nation has been depicted as fortifying.>* But far more pervasive is the belief in its
dramatically weakening effects. That these “blood commandos” donate in spite
of this serves to demonstrate their excessive manliness—that they have enough
masculine substance to spare.

This gendering of blood, coupled with a prevalent association of female blood
with breast milk, helps explain why we found many male hospital patients speci-
fying that the units of blood for their transfusion originate from male donors.
Such requests almost always occasion homilies from attendant staff about there
being no distinctions in blood (the discourse of transcendence that we discuss
below and in chapters 2 and 4). Indeed, it is striking that we found requests along
the axis of gender, and not religion or caste, to be more prevalent (though this
may be partly due to growing illegitimacy concerning public expressions of caste
allegiance).”® (On the other hand, as Barnreuther [2015] explains, in contexts of
semen and egg donation the categories of caste and religion almost always, and
unequivocally, do matter. These biological exchange modes have evidently not
been enrolled into the brand of social reformism that equates blood donation and
typing precisely with the possibility of the transcendence of caste, which we ex-
plore below.) Further, at blood donation events we attended in Delhi and Jawa-
harlal Nehru universities, there were often minor controversies concerning the
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requirement for female donors to write their father’s (and not mother’s) name
on the donor registration form. In one planned action at Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-
versity, about ten female students lined up to donate their blood but refused to
complete the “sexist” form when it was their turn. A standoff ensued. When even-
tually the students agreed to complete the form and donate, the irritated blood
bank director seized his chance to retaliate, declining to accept the female stu-
dents’ “angry” blood.

As we have written elsewhere, while one frequently witnesses a fairly equal
number of men and women attempt to give blood in donation camps, this does
not result in an equal level of accepted donations, since a large number of women
are disqualified due to low hemoglobin levels or because of blood loss due to men-
struation.>* Official state health policy asserts, “Women donor should not do-
nate during her menstrual cycles” (NACO 2007); on the other hand, World Health
Organization policy baldly states, “Menstruation is not a reason for deferral”
(WHO 2012, 46). The difference is intriguing: if Indian blood bank medics sought
to explain it to us in terms of Indian females’ particular tendency toward hematic
depletion (which they certainly do have), we might also speculate that, even if un-
acknowledged, persistent understandings concerning the ritual impurity of
menstrual blood remain salient here.> In 2008, WHO reported that just 6 percent
of Indian blood donations came from women.*® Such a drastic discrepancy re-
sults in moralizing narratives about the debt women owe to men (since most blood
is donated by men and most blood is transfused into women), in obviation of
the physical symptoms that cause the asymmetry in donation figures in the first
place: widespread anemia and maternal health emergencies. South Asian women,
once again, are “represented as passive recipients of charitable interventions” (Os-
ella 2018, 33). But though we did not encounter this in our (mainly urban) field-
work, it is likely that Indian women are reluctant to donate blood for reasons very
similar to those discussed by Zubia Mumtaz and Adrienne Levay (2013, 264) in
reference to the districts of Rawalpindi/Islamabad, Jhelum and Layyah, in Paki-
stan: “The primary reason women do not donate blood, nor are they expected
to, is the belief that a woman’s fertility, in particular the ability to give birth to
sons, is determined by the volume of blood in her body (as ‘measured’ through
the health of her physical appearance). Donating blood could render her sub-
fertile or prone to giving birth to daughters.” In our work here, however, we shift
our focus from the gendered dimensions of donation to the deployment of blood
as a feminist strategy. In chapter 3 we discuss Indian feminist actions—both in
the diaspora and within the country—that deploy the symbolic and material me-
dium of menstrual blood. Our focus in the discussion of menstrual activism is
the polyvalence of the substance, as we track how a range of campaigns deploy
the substance toward more and less radical activist claims.
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Transitivity

In his powerful exploration of the liveliness of another substance—ocean
water—Stefan Helmreich (2009) makes the case that our newfound biotechno-
logical capability to reengineer life itself marks a new age, one in which culture
and nature no longer stand in relation as figure to ground. Indeed, his insight is
in consonance with the writings of anthropologists such as Paul Rabinow and
Michael Fischer, who similarly argue that technological innovations into the very
form of biological life often outpace the ability of social analysis to grasp their
mutations. This leads Helmreich provocatively to suggest that “the relation be-
tween life forms and forms of life has become liquid, turbulent; one might even
say that the relation of nature to culture is at sea.” Helmreich suggests further that
life is being pushed into “a fluid set of relations” (8). Our analysis of a different
substance—blood—resonates with Helmreich’s analytical maneuver in this: the
fluidity of blood is certainly the object of our inquiry, but “fluidity” is equally the
effect that we find the substance to exert upon social forms. In other words, much
in the same way “relations” overlap as a kind of knowledge and an object of in-
quiry in the work of Marilyn Strathern, “fluidity” is simultaneously what we trace,
and the instrument that we trace with, and our description of how the former of-
ten exceeds the formalism of the latter.

To elaborate, our contention here is that biological materials have outrun
social analysis for longer than we might expect, and in different ways in differ-
ent epistemological traditions. For instance, David Schneider’s (1980 [1968];
1984) work to denaturalize blood as the biological basis of American kinship
helped enable feminist anthropologists to take on other, new forms of biological
foundationalism—chief among them new reproductive technologies and disabil-
ity. Here too, the guiding metaphor of “fluidity”—describing both analysis and
object—was with the intent of deforming norms of descent, alliance, and proper
social relations. But if Schneider’s critique dovetailed with feminist perspectives
on gender and sexuality in the United States, it left a lasting and curious impact
on the anthropology and sociology of India. Schneider’s South Asianist colleagues
at Chicago—McKim Marriott, Ron Inden, Ralph Nicholas, and Susan Wadley
chief among them—found in “American kinship” a foil against which they de-
fined a contrasting theory of personhood in India. In Schneider’s (1980) analy-
sis, American kinship was a symbolic system resting on the two contrasting but
mutually dependent elements of shared biogenetic substance (blood) and social
code (contractual love that legitimated and reproduced blood ties). Contrarily,
Marriott argued that in Indian kinship, “substance” (blood) did not oppose
“code” (the moral, normative), but all aspects of reality were natural and moral
at the same time. For instance, caste boundaries continue to be maintained



30 CHAPTER ONE

through restrictions on who eats and drinks with whom. Thus, food was more
than mere nourishment; it was also a flow of a coded substance with moral qual-
ities that altered the persons who gave and received it. This led to the argument’s
dénouement: that if the American person—the individual ego in kinship—was
constituted through a play between nature (blood) and culture (social codes), In-
dian personhood had only “dividuals”—temporary composites of bodies in on-
going processes of substance flows. Ethnosociology, the group’s self-label of choice,
has come under criticism for the inflexibility and ahistoricity of its analysis—the
result of which was to mistake norm for practice. Yet the ethnosociological
insight—that the flow of bodily material was central to the maintenance and trans-
formation of social status—has survived its critique.

In the same spirit, our work here points to the lived enactment of the actual
and virtual of blood, an immanent and provisional space where the work of con-
ceptual labor and innovation about blood and the social relations it generates is
never at rest. In the practices we trace, blood slips between metaphor and literal
medium of political transactions—congealing ideology in material forms. It is
certainly a biomoral substance, but not (only) because it draws power from re-
ligious or metaphysical sources. Rather, it is powerful because it reveals illegiti-
mate and illicit flows, forcible extractions, gender politics, and histories of con-
tamination. Chapter 3 in particular discusses several instances of activist
deployments of blood that aim to reveal concealed histories of past violence.
For example, we describe how survivors of the Bhopal gas disaster of 1984 write
with blood as a means and medium of political communication. With blood,
they index both the violence of the original event as well as the truth and sincer-
ity of their contemporary activist claims upon the state. In these sets of deploy-
ments, among others that we discuss, biology and morality are fused through
varied historical conjunctions of political economy—early colonial critique
and anticolonial redeployments, postcolonial utopias, and contemporary dys-
topias. This is quite different from biomorality as imagined by the Chicago eth-
nosociologists, but it borrows from them as well. As a political substance, blood
not only congeals evidence of extractive violence but also encodes the literal
and figurative possibilities of its illegitimate flows and critical activist and femi-
nist resistance.

In his book Leveling Crowds, Stanley Tambiah (1996) wrote of “divisive ‘sub-
stance codes’ of blood and soil” (261) in reference to South Asian mass politics
and appeals to collective sentiments and entitlements. This intriguing usage hints
at our own approach, which similarly sees merit in conserving but also (and nec-
essarily) reshaping ethnosociological tools (see in particular chapters 3 and 7).
We pick up where Tambiah left off, in extending the ethnosociological tool kit to
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questions of race and militant politics (chapter 7) and technological mediations
(chapter 3), rescaling and radically extending it beyond “the Hindu world” as a
necessary condition for defending it. The work of Joseph Alter is also of impor-
tance here. In his writings on wrestling in India, he takes forward the work of the
ethnosociologists on dietetics and bodily science into the domain of national pol-
itics (Alter 1993). The biomoral substance that captures his attention is semen;
he follows how the control, retention, and concern about the substance tracks dif-
ferent, often conflicting imaginations of what it means to be an Indian citizen
(Alter 1994a; 1994b). In the spirit of Alter’s analysis, Lawrence Cohen has simi-
larly sought to move away from a theology-centered ethnosociology that might
do the insalubrious work of pointing only to a radical difference, to focus instead
on the emergence of substance-code politics in postcolonial scenarios.”” In one
remarkable commentary on Alter’s work, Cohen (1997) points to a novel that
links semen retention with the strength and virility of the postcolonial nation’s
nuclear bomb. However, it is Cohen’s work on a different bodily substance—
blood—that best highlights his commitment to a contextual history that pushes
an ethnographic engagement with bodily substances even further into a modern,
postcolonial political economy. Specifically, he has sought to resituate Marriott’s
“dividual” flows across older caste, gender, and generation into new flows in a
postcolonial, scientific, and medicalized landscape of blood transfusions and
transplantations (Cohen 2001). Cohen demonstrates how older networks articu-
late with the new, as modernity decodes and recodes old forms of biosociality.
For instance, he writes of how blood groups replace caste-codings in a new imag-
inary of citizenship. Through the recurrent cinematic motif of blood transfusions
across previously unbridgeable caste and class lines, this new imaginary contests
an older form of sociality and suggests the possibility of a newer, more inclusive
community of citizens within the nation.>

We take inspiration from Tambiah, Alter, and Cohen in our own rescaling of
blood as a substance coded for politics.> In sum, it is a richer South Asian stud-
ies, and indeed a richer contemporary anthropology, that takes ethnosociologi-
cal insights seriously, with all the provisos that we have mentioned. As Caroline
Osella (2008, 6) has put it with particular acuity: Such a project is at once less
ambitious than Marriott’s “Thinking through Hindu Categories,” since it is no
longer an “all-encompassing key but . . . part of a wider and eclectic set of con-
ceptual tools,” but also more ambitious. It moves beyond an exclusively Hindu
world to one of novel juxtapositions, reflective instrumentalizations, and mass
mediatizations; its explanatory scope is widened, freshened, and made more com-
pelling.
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Hemo Economicus

If our focus here is on the transitive and transformative power of blood, what are
some of the boundary-marking norms disrupted through such flows? As we have
mentioned, blood donation is not the only hematic practice that concerns us in
this book, but it is a central site: the one in which contemporary norms concern-
ing proper and legitimate flows of blood come into clearest visibility. Earlier in
this chapter we questioned readings of Foucault that separate a prior epoch san-
guinis from a contemporary history of sexuality. In his discussion of biomoral
substances—particularly semen—Joseph Alter too draws attention to the limits
of this analytical frame (Alter 1997). That is, in thinking about South Asia, he re-
jects the relevance of Foucault’s framing of a contemporary epoch of sexuality
and its related concerns with self-knowledge and psychological truths. In partic-
ular, he argues that Hindu notions of sexuality are not concerned with knowl-
edge of an abstract, reflexive self but rather with the moral control, emission, and
circulation of substances. Thus, if according to Foucault concern about sexuality
is a hermeneutic process through which the self is made into a subject unto itself,
Alter contends that in Hindu practices the truth of the self is embodied in somatic
rather than psychological terms. While we do not think that the distinctions be-
tween the two modes of truth are necessarily regionally demarcated, our work
on blood as a political substance builds on Alter’s emphasis on the need to pay
attention to somatic and substance-based modes of truth and personhood. A so-
matic problematization of sexuality raises the question, then, of flows that high-
light obvious connections between sex and blood—namely, HIV/AIDS and other
blood-based diseases that are transmitted sexually. While a detailed discussion
of HIV/AIDS in South Asia lies beyond the scope of this work, we must acknowl-
edge its critical connection with blood-borne diseases, in that the modes of blood-
based political giving that we discuss, and the voluntary modes of donation that
enable them, were introduced and promoted precisely as a result of the transmis-
sion of disease that outdated modes of (paid and replacement) blood collection
were understood to have been responsible for and accelerated (e.g., paying do-
nors is said to provide an incentive to conceal disqualifying factors such as HIV/
AIDS).* The focus of chapter 5 is a branch of medical activism that aims to edu-
cate physicians about the acute pathogenic dangers involved in overprescribing
blood for transfusion. But where existing literature on HIV/AIDS and other blood-
borne diseases in South Asia has focused on formal control strategies and tech-
nology transfer (Vicziany 2001), on activism and “prevention markets” (Qureshi
2018), on treatment regimes and kin-based commitments (Venkat 2017), and on
gendered impacts and experiences of HIV/AIDS (Van Hollen 2013), our study,
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which takes inspiration from these works, necessarily approaches questions of
blood, sexuality, and disease at a tangent. The coming of HIV/AIDS is a historical
condition of the present study, but not its direct focus.

Our ethnographic descriptions of blood donation camps respond to a govern-
ment move to outmode forms of blood donation such as “professional” (paid)
donation and “replacement” donation, where relatives of recipients are asked to
replace (in advance) the blood they require. These modes, at least officially, have
been superseded by anonymous voluntary blood donation—a practice more in
accord with global health standards. Paid donation, though illegal, still takes place
under the sign of replacement.®! Relatives of those requiring a transfusion—
perhaps too afraid themselves to donate—often pay “professionals” to act as
relatives in their place. At one of the Delhi government hospitals we regularly vis-
ited, the blood broker hid in plain sight as a chola bhatura wala (food seller) at
the front entrance: “Ek blood donor ka 1800 lagega, aur jitne aadmi chahiye mil
jayenge” (“One blood donor costs 1800 rupees; however many you need, we can
get them for you”). This was during our first stretch of fieldwork in Delhi (2003—
2005). Investigative journalists confirm the persistence of such practices in the
present (A. Anand 2015), as do our own medical contacts, while also making the
particularly grim discovery of a “blood farm” in Gorakhpur at which hopelessly
weak “donors” were held captive and regularly bled for profit (Carney 2011).

We have written elsewhere of the dysfunction in the overall system of blood
banking and transfusion, so we restrict ourselves to brief comments here.®> Re-
placement (the practice of families donating a commensurate amount of blood
transfused to their kin in need) is not illegal and remains the dominant collec-
tion mode, despite a government order stipulating it should be phased out by
2007. There is no central blood collection agency and barely any cooperation be-
tween blood banks (Bray and Prabhakar 2002). But the HIV epidemic coupled
with a newly assertive middle class that demanded better than a second-rate blood
service did eventually lead to the establishment of the National AIDS Control
Organization (NACO), one of whose aims became to radically increase volun-
tary blood donation as a matter of safety.> Here NACO follows the international
arbiters of health policy and funding, the World Health Organization (WHO) and
the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, both of
which subscribe to the findings of influential British policy analyst Richard Titmuss
(1970). Famously, Titmuss argued that voluntary blood donation provided the
safest blood for transfusion. But statistics concerning the relative prevalence of
different modes of blood collection are even murkier than usual here; nationwide
figures are virtually meaningless given the variations between states and between
rural and urban areas. In a further statistical sleight of hand, NACO recently
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began categorizing replacement donations as voluntary donations, generating
the thoroughly misleading Times of India headline: “Voluntary Blood Donation
Hits 80% Mark.”®

In a response headlined “When Voluntary Blood Donation Percentages Go
Berserk!,” the voluntary organization Sankalp India stated: “This news from Times
of India should have made all of us who work for voluntary blood donation jump
in joy and distribute sweets on the streets. After all, all of us (the blood banks, the
Government, the voluntary organizations, the camp organizers and the blood do-
nors) have been working so very hard to improve voluntary blood donation. . . .
But, to be frank, it does not help me feel any better.”

NACO?’s “definition upgrade” was disturbing for Sankalp India, first because
“it is incompatible with the WHO proposed definition of voluntary blood dona-
tion”; replacement involves a sense of coercion that is worlds apart from volun-
tary donation in ideal terms. Second, it leads to hidden payments, as detailed, un-
dermining the actual extent of the problem: “With such false sense of having
achieved what was being sought out for, the urgency and the importance that is
attached to the matter will get diluted.”®> However, the so-called red market in
blood is not our main focus in this book; neither are scandals concerning forced
donations. In spite of much-reported setbacks, various nefarious practices, and
definitional tangles, there has been a renewed emphasis by the state and the med-
ical establishment on promoting anonymous voluntary blood donation, and it is
this that has been the condition of possibility of the political hematology that is
central to our concerns in this work.

We have written previously about how this renewed emphasis has afforded
a convergence between blood donation and Indic dana categories of gift
exchange—a convergence that lends force and meaning to the practice.®® But
equally the shift to voluntary blood donation is a shift toward modern philan-
thropic norms; the gift of blood is now (in theory) voluntarily given and has a
moral basis. The present promotion of anonymous voluntary blood donation
thus connects it to the kind of giving that is widely favored in a host of other con-
texts, both within and beyond India, in which anonymous, disinterested philan-
thropic action is considered to be both modern and moral. This kind of philan-
thropy promotes “idealized solidarity reigning in abstract humankind” and fosters
bonds between “abstract subjects” (Godelier 1999, 5). We will see, however, that
just as Oxfam and other international aid organizations personalize their exhor-
tatory posters with pictures of needy-looking children, settings for voluntary
blood donation in India undergo particular processes of repersonalization, even
as efforts are redoubled to foster depersonalized voluntary donation. In this re-
formed mode, one no longer knows but may imagine one’s recipients. This wid-
ening aligns blood donation with the idea of service and sacrifice to broader
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imagined communities: the nation, the abstract entity of “society,” and of a
“family” larger than immediate kin. We show how reformed blood donation is
made congruent with a number of different social reformist agendas, with a vari-
ant of these reformist alliances found within overt political domains, with politi-
cal party activists seeking access to the ethical surpluses generated by voluntary
blood donation.

We do not approach surpluses and deficits in quite the same way as existing
literature on biological exchange, which has tended to speak skeptically (and un-
derstandably so) of incessant demand and artificially created deficits: a “so-called
shortage of human organs” (Lock 1996, 578; emphasis added) always necessitates
increases in donor pools. In this view, the mass Indian body—teeming with “sur-
plus” body parts—is no longer simply a burden hindering development but is
resignified as valuable human capital—a developmental asset (Prasad 2009).

Excesses and shortages certainly feature in our own account—especially in
chapters 4, 5, and 7—but not in ways that can be straightforwardly aligned with
the practices of intensification of a “full palette capitalism” (Thrift 2006). We em-
ploy a proportional approach to blood’s material political economy (MacKenzie
2017), shifting, so to speak, from “surplus populations” (Li 2010) to surplus sub-
stances, and processes of their dimensioning inside and outside of bodies. We
draw in particular on an approach developed by Alberto Corsin Jiménez (2008;
2013), whose highly original work on proportionality affords social theory new
ways of approaching a range of phenomena: from “well-being” to the history of
science, from political thought to civil movement organizations, and from binary
thinking to, in our case, the political economy of blood.®” His project is both far-
reaching and nuanced, and we cannot do justice to it here; suffice it to say that
foregrounding in our analyses matters of size, measurement, and balance allows us
to see the dimensioning work that goes into the creation of relations and econo-
mies. So we ask: What cultural work goes into designations of excess and shortage?
How do relations of magnitude—or those between imputed parts and wholes—
structure (or balance out) understandings and operations of blood economies? If
proportionality has been considered in hematic contexts, it is usually fleeting refer-
ences to proportional designations in histories of race, such as the “one drop rule”
in the United States, according to which all persons with any black ancestry were
categorized as black (e.g., Polsky 2002).%8 For us, on the other hand, it is an explicit
lens. A critical proportional relation in our work—a relation that is saturated with
pedagogical and political implications—is that between the given and the withheld.
Obviously, the themes of excess and balance—the proportions of the gift—are cen-
tral in Marcel Mauss’s (2016 [1925]) foundational work on the gift. It is the gift as a
form of criticism that we seek to draw out here. The gift as a form of criticism, we
suggest, operates—is able to critique—through its proportional structure.
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Drawing on the insights of economic anthropologist John Davis (1992), Cor-
sin Jiménez zeroes in on partonomies in and out of balance in material exchanges,
observing that “the part that we give is an indication of the whole that is not
given—what you see (the gift) is what you do not get (the larger social whole).
Gift-giving is thus an expression and effect of proportionality” (2008, 186). Par-
tonomies are hierarchies of part-whole relationships. Though closely associated
with computer science and linguistics, their role in the representation of knowl-
edge should make them intrinsically interesting for scholars in the humanities and
social sciences, particularly with respect to questions concerning the distribution
of resources. In chapter 3, in particular, we extend these insights in order to show
ways in which the given and the withheld may be made to comment on one
another—often in highly critical ways. Gaps between the donated blood unit and
the multitude of unpotentiated, ungiven units become the basis of critical social
commentary. Partonomic relations between concrete practices of blood donation
and prior failures of donation threaten the constitution of social wholes. Indeed,
the ungiven blood unit as negative Other of the given is a recurrent critical-noetic
figure in this work, where we understand noetic space to be that domain of the
imagination which is “a specialized space for testing the limits of the possible[;] . . .
successful interventions in noetic space say not simply ‘things could be different,’
but also encourage their listeners to . . . ‘make it so’” (Belleau and Johnson 2008,
278-79).

Caste/Reform

We noted above that reform of blood donation may be made congruent with other
reformist agendas. Caste is especially salient here; particularly, blood typing and
donation have been engaged as potential disruptors of caste distinctions.®® Projit
Mukharji’s (2014) work shows how the two—caste and blood—came to be sci-
entifically linked. He demonstrates how in the early 20th century, multidisci-
plinary social scientists he calls “sero-anthropologists” sought to correlate blood
with particular castes and regional groups. In doing so, they ran counter to a more
global scientific tendency to correlate blood with race.” Instead, Mukharji shows,
Indian sero-anthropology postulated a “serosociality” in which blood groupings
were associated with caste-based socialities of marriage rules and patterns. A later
group of sero-anthropologists in the 1940s argued for region (and clustered caste
groups) rather than pan-regional castes as correlative with blood groups. How-
ever, according to Mukharji, this scientific interest in “serosocial identities” dis-
appeared in the postindependence era, and interest in the complex social worlds
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from which blood was extracted diminished. Mukharji thus traces a particularly
interesting, albeit fleeting, hybrid discipline that produces an imagination of blood
groups as constituted by and of caste and regional sociality. However, while the
scientific “serosociality” that Mukharji describes waned in the midcentury, so-
cial practices that emphasize the relation between caste and blood persist. An-
thropological accounts continue to document how a caste’s “purity” is held to re-
side specifically in members’ blood—with the policing of sexual liaisons that
might result in “mixed blood offspring” in order to safeguard the purity of whole
castes (Fuller 2004, 21; Davis 1941), and disputes about one caste’s status relative
to another’s continuing to take the form of arguments over whose blood is “pur-
est” (S. Bayly 1999, 329).7!

Ever since caste, race, and blood began to be used interchangeably in policing
social boundaries, anticaste activists have imagined intermixing as a potential an-
tidote. As early as 1936, the foremost Dalit leader of the twentieth century, B. R.
Ambedkar, used ethnological accounts of regional consanguinity to argue that
the caste system had come into being after Indians were already commingled in
blood, and therefore to confuse caste with race was scientifically incorrect (Ambed-
kar 2014, 428). At the same time, he understood the symbolic power of mixing
blood—particularly through intercaste marriage—as a possible answer to caste
discrimination: “Fusion of blood can alone create the feeling of being kith and
kin, and unless this feeling of kinship, of being kindred, becomes paramount, the
separatist feeling—the feeling of being aliens—created by caste will not vanish. . . .
Nothing else will serve as the solvent of caste” (Ambedkar 2014, 499).72

The practices of reformist blood donations in the present that we discuss in
this book follow the literal letter of Ambedkar’s idea of blood as a “solvent” of
caste boundaries while violating its spirit. That is, in contrast to Ambedkar’s de-
sire for reform through the powerful transgression of intercaste marriage, the an-
onymity of voluntary (reformed) blood donation comes to be thought in terms
of an almost mechanical transgression of community boundaries. Take, for ex-
ample, the typical Indian Red Cross slogan: “Your blood will be used to treat pa-
tients without any distinction of caste, creed, or status.” Indeed, while an insis-
tence that blood must flow “without any distinction” is a feature of voluntary
blood donation ideology worldwide, the mutating significance of caste and com-
munal boundaries in the region lend it a particular piquancy there. The social re-
formist promise arising from the anonymity of reformed blood donation has
lain precisely in the possibility of the transcendence of caste. We have explored
elsewhere how anonymous voluntary blood donation has the capacity to buttress
the Nehruvian integrative political aesthetic, even at a time when quite other forms
of nationalism seem to predominate, and also the Sant Nirankari devotional
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movement’s particular instrumentalization of what we call the “universal direc-
tionality” of anonymous blood donation as a means to materially realize its own
bhakti universalism, which likewise seeks to move beyond caste and community
restrictions and distinctions.”

The key point that follows from this is that such performances of transgres-
sion of “prior” caste and purity logics do not necessarily unravel those logics; parts
of their logic may be reproduced in inverting typical patterns of restriction. Many
of the middle-class blood donors we met and discussed in previous works who
declaim their progressive credentials in imagining their donated blood being
transfused into the bodies of any others (specifically beyond their own castes),
meanwhile, do not inter-dine and have little day-to-day contact with people be-
longing to communities other than their own. So rather than a concrete and com-
plicated presence, the Other is considered abstractly in absentia, via the ab-
stracted medium of blood. Donation of blood by those who harbor misgivings
about contact with “unclean” caste members allows a performance of anticaste
sentiment without troubling the ubiquity of caste segregation. What could be
more anticaste than mixing one’s substance with that of one from any conceiv-
able caste? Yet this is a mixing at one remove from the donor: blood donation
enables nonpolluting contact with others.”

This book seeks to expand and enrich our exploration of the use of blood in
many kinds of reformist agendas, with all their limits and potentials for quick de-
generation, in challenging caste boundaries. The work is centrally concerned
with caste, but under erasure, in the sense that it gives an account of how “blood
rhetorics” (Simpson 2011) are variably but consistently employed as a means of
transcending caste. As several scholars of caste have noted, the postindependence
emphasis on legal and governmental “caste-blindness” has encouraged and deep-
ened the persistence of inequality (Deshpande and John 2010; Jodhka and Shah
2010). We suggest that insofar as the Indian blood donation and transfusion field
consists of practices that appear to mechanically transgress purity and pollution
protocols, they form a species of material rhetoric concerning caste-blindness, or
the becoming-obsolete of caste. We will encounter numerous ways in which ex-
teriorized blood is used to construct narratives of caste transcendence (e.g., in
chapter 4), exploring, for instance, how this ideology was coupled with the re-
formist impulse of the cinema in early postcolonial India (chapter 3). In chap-
ter 2 we will discuss how, on the one hand, Mohandas Gandhi resignified the pu-
rity of blood as derived from its consanguinity (rather than as an inherited index
of racial or caste superiority), and on the other, interpellated blood into his re-
gressive caste politics nonetheless. The utopic promise of using blood to go beyond
blood (where caste is figured as being locatable in the blood) is thus a central motif
of this book. But the work also shows how for all the “as if” potential of blood as
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a figure of transcendental promise, it is all too quickly liable to collapse back into
regressive narratives of caste-based purity.

Let us frame this “collapsing back” in terms of reversibility: “the recurrent mo-
tif of movements between the visible and the invisible, the inside and the out-
side” (Corsin Jiménez 2013, 21), what we might call “seeing double” (Schaffer
2005). U.S. physician John Saunders wrote in 1972 that he “lost two fellow stu-
dents in India who, while transfusing their own blood into patients in crisis, were
executed by Indian attendants in the operating theatre” (Saunders 1972, 11).
Though this episode is not elaborated further by Saunders, who uses it simply to
demonstrate that blood has been “invested with mysterious and magical proper-
ties,” it remains a dramatic instance of prohibitions in regard to the mixing of
biomoral substances or qualities of persons. There would at first glance seem to
have been a great change since then: now we witness political actors vying with
one another to donate blood for the cause of the nation. And yet from across In-
dia we also come across news headlines such as “Now Available: Upper Class
Blood,” and “Caste Based Request for Blood Donation Causes Outrage on Twit-
ter.””> In a news article about high-caste refusal of treatment by Dalit medics, prin-
cipally in Tamil Nadu, we meet “N. Prabhu, who operates the Uyirthuli blood
donation group . . . [and who] maintains a register of blood donors for . . . emer-
gencies.” He explains: “When we get requests for a rare blood group donor, of-
ten [the] patient’s relatives will ask us to determine the caste of the donor before
bringing him or her to the doctor. These cases are often emergency cases, and al-
though we deny such requests to determine the caste, there have been a couple of
cases where the donor has been sent away by the patient’s family.””® The “seeing
double” of caste politics in contexts of blood donation and transfusion—the kind
of progressive/regressive bifocalism it embodies—is perfectly encapsulated in the
activities of a Marwari caste association in Delhi. This association regularly or-
ganizes voluntary blood donation events where caste-fellows anonymously do-
nate their blood for anyone on donor beds while positioned beside banners glo-
rifying Marwari caste achievements. These camps vividly convey an image of both
moving beyond and fortifying caste simultaneously; of the figure-ground revers-
ibility of inner and outer, endo-praxis and exo-praxis (Lévi-Strauss 1966, 118),
the “Nehruvian progressive” and “feudal rot” (L. Cohen 2007). The very same
act and instant witnesses the promissory transgression of community and caste
boundaries (as afforded by the anonymity of blood procurement) and a kind of
inward turning and caste consolidation. Lévi-Strauss (1966, 118) was himself
careful to point out that “endo-praxis and exo-praxis are never definable sepa-
rately and in absolute terms,” which serves as an apt description of how blood
operates vis-a-vis caste in this book: both flowing across caste boundaries and
clotting at their edges.
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Bloodscape of Difference

Like in the poem at the beginning of this chapter, blood also has a voice in Italo
Calvino’s short story “Blood, Sea” (1967), in which the transiting substance con-
veys something of its “sensations of movement”: a “general pulsation” within and
outside of human bodies; different rhythms and currents, some languorous, some
explosive—as when it is ejected from a driving human body in a car accident and
reimmersed in the sea from whence it came, which is a return it desires. We shall
see in chapter 4 how blood itself may desire to be donated.

In his arresting meditation on Calvino’s story, Stefan Helmreich (2014) em-
ploys the phrase “bloodscape of difference” (52) to describe how variations in
“blood waves,” measured in the form of cardiogrammatic wave profiles, reveal
health inequalities along axes of race and gender: “information about cardiac
waves maps out a sea of difference, an ocean of blood burbling inside people and
populations with different life chances” (52). In seeking to account for ways in
which the giving and receiving of blood has shaped social and political life in
North India in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, we too are concerned with
a bloodscape of difference. Across a range of field sites and scenes of extraction
in the region, we will trace how the substance congeals political ideologies, bio-
medical rationalities, and activist practice. From anticolonial appeals to blood sac-
rifice as a political philosophy to contemporary portraits of political leaders
drawn with blood, from the use of the substance by Bhopali children as activist
material to biomedical anxieties and aporias about the excess and lack of dona-
tion, we hope to show how tracing a bloodscape of difference in the Indian body
politic offers new entryways into thinking about politics and economy: different
sovereignties, different proportions, different temporalities.

In chapters 2 and 3, our focus is on blood in the domain of overt politics. In
the practices we trace, blood is both metaphor and literal medium of political
transactions. Our argument in these chapters rests on this oscillation between
metaphor and materiality, between symbol and substance, leading to our expla-
nation of the pervasive power of blood as both an object and medium of politics
in North India.

In chapter 2, we show how blood opened up a provocative space of thought
for Gandhi, a space that he traversed through the span of his political activity and
writing. We describe his political theory of blood as tripartite. First, blood for Gan-
dhi was a substance that indexed the extractive quality of British rule; second, it
was a marker signifying the consanguinity of the satyagrahi with the other; and
third, its simultaneous control and spillage was the precondition for anticolonial
politics. Following from this, we describe Gandhi’s fascination with the hydrau-
lic economy of his own blood, as he equated his obsessive desire to control his
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own bodily pressure with the success and truth of his wider vision of politics. Fi-
nally, we show how blood shows up a curious twinning in Gandhi’s biopolitical
thinking—namely, the eugenic tendency of his political imagination with his
utopic vision of communal intermixing and solidarity.

Metaphors of blood sacrifice were famously central for another competing an-
ticolonial figure—Subhash Chandra Bose. Our aim is not to rehearse the cliched
narrative of Bose’s invocation of blood as anticolonial metaphor. Rather, our in-
terest is in what this invocation precipitates in a contemporary political world
dominated by religious nationalism (Hindutva). As resurrected by Hindutva his-
tory, Bose is offered as an antidote to the effeminacy and weakness of Gandhian
nonviolence and posed as a better exemplar for the Indian state in the present. In
the second part of chapter 2, we describe why Bose’s exhortation toward a na-
tionalism coagulated by blood sacrifice makes him particularly appealing to con-
temporary Hindutva ideologues. However, building on our description of a
Gandhian hemo-politics as also riven with violence, we counteract the Hindutva
polarization of anticolonialism into its nonviolent and violent variants. At the
same time, paying attention again to the material politics of blood, we describe
our counterexplanation of a fundamental difference between Gandhian and Hin-
dutva politics. We argue that the deep chasm dividing their politics becomes
visible once we acknowledge the potent multivalence of blood as a political sub-
stance, and the contrasting political visions it reveals.

Our focus in chapter 3 is on scenes of hematological activism. These scenes
constitute a historically significant genre of political performance, in relation to
the ebbs and flows of other modes of activist signification. Specifically, we sug-
gest that blood donation spectacles act as rituals of verification, in contrast to other
modes of political protest such as the fast that are increasingly open to accusa-
tions of insincerity and dissembling. Blood extracted on political occasions holds
an elusive promise of political transparency: it is promissory matter. Yet as we show,
blood also exposes itself to accusations of dissembling and deception: when used
by politicians perceived as corrupt, the communicative medium is drained of its
material intimacy with sincerity.

Further, in our discussion of explicitly activist actions that deploy blood, we
track how the promise of truth and interiority goes hand in hand with the ability
of the substance to connote violence. Specifically, in our discussion of activism
in the aftermath of the Bhopal disaster, we show how blood comes to materialize
the violence of the long unfolding event, at the same time as it evidences the po-
litical transparency of its consequent activist mobilization. And in our related dis-
cussion of menstrual political activism, we show how blood becomes a matter of
celebration that verifies a feminist politics, at the same time as it stands in as an
index of sexual violence.
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Through chapter 3, then, we trace this central tension in blood as political me-
dia: at the same time as the substance promises moral interiority, it simulta-
neously reveals the corruption and duplicity of political enunciations. And at the
same time as it verifies the truth of activist claims, it exposes the violence that
produces the need for an activist response in the first place. The utopic and the
corrupt are joined in a dangerous, substantial proximity. The blood-gift particu-
larly returns us to the ethnosociological imagination of “substance-code.” If he-
matological activism responds to a series of breakdowns of the substance-code
relation—a malaise at once material, biological, and political—we see how it also
attempts to reflectively resituate substance and code in new confluences and jux-
tapositions, which show how reformist aims never escape their messy origins and
how scenes of critique never cleanly detach from scenes of corruption.

Chapters 4 and 5 shift to activism about human biological substance rather
than activism that employs human substance—a shift from a focus on uses of
blood as a means of political engagement to a pedagogical politics of proper us-
age and understanding. In chapter 4, we draw on ethnographic research in Kol-
kata and Delhi, where we followed voluntary blood donor organizations seeking
to convey to the janata (people) that the body produces more blood than it needs
and that a portion of this excess blood can be given without the body losing any-
thing. This is an insight at odds with conventional understandings of blood ex-
corporation in the region as involving irrecuperable loss, understandings that in-
form continuing perceptions of blood donation as a sacrificial gesture. To give
blood without risking irrecuperable loss would seem to fundamentally undercut
the gesture of blood donation as sacrifice. An imagination of blood as excess and
surplus thus involves the antisacrificial redescription of blood donation.

Such projects strive to produce a perceptual shift away from an association of
blood donation with “sacrifice,” articulating instead its relationship with “blood
science.” Yet our closer examination reveals something more complex than a
simple linear shift from “sacrifice” to “science.” Rather than being eliminated, sac-
rifice is sublated, finding new and subtle forms in the understandings and prac-
tices meant to replace it. Sacrifice as a mode of bodily practice, we suggest, is not
absented but redimensioned in newer, “scientific” pedagogies of blood donation.
This simultaneous enactment of surplus and sacrifice, excess and loss, has signifi-
cant implications for how we understand an “Indian” biopolitics. Blood donors
do not neatly disaggregate into those who sacrifice and those who can choose not
to sacrifice.

Our work here goes against the grain of that portion of the existing literature
on modes of biological exchange in the region that depicts bodies as being made
abject by giving/donation practices. This chapter moves in a different direction in
describing a project in which (Indian) bodies are depicted as precisely not need-
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ing to sacrifice. No longer abject sites of extraction in situations of constrained
ethics, they are to be reconfigured into subjects of reproducible generosity.

If chapter 4 focuses on how that which is given is never enough, chapter 5 is
concerned with perceptions and campaigns concerning how doctors prescribe too
much of that which has already been given. The proportions of the transfusion,
say clinical activists and others, are all wrong in Indian medicine. Once more,
then, the focus is on proportionality and on educational campaigning, but here
there is a different target: for if donors do not give enough because they think
they have a deficit when in fact (according to the campaign) they have a surplus,
doctors prescribe blood as if they have a surplus when in fact they have a deficit.
The irony is obvious: in so doing, of course, they exacerbate this deficit. Once
more, excess is at stake, and the different spheres of excess interlock and inform
one another.

Thus in chapter 5, we track and unpack the ways in which clinical activists take
on the problematic specter of doctors’” “irrational” and “unscientific” blood pre-
scription. We argue that the surplus and redistribution of donated blood can pro-
vide a novel window on debates about overprescription of drugs in the subconti-
nent and elsewhere. When the drug is derived from human biological matter,
different questions are raised about care and hospitality for the drug that might
help impede its careless disbursal. For the activists we follow in chapter 5 in par-
ticular, fidelity to the gift of blood must mean abjuring overprescribing it. Care
for the gift itself takes on the form of a gift. That is, care for the sentiment under-
lying the original gift results in a surplus that may be gifted to an extra few and
back to the donor, whose sentiments are honored when the gift remains animated
with the spirit of its giver—what we call the hau of prescription. In evoking the
role played by questions of therapeutic secrecy and excess, and the indeterminate
numeracy of the gift, we come to see how each of these, in turn, informs the rea-
son and form of the transfusion.

In chapters 6 and 7, we examine the different temporal registers and repre-
sentations that structure and compete within the field of blood donation and
transfusion in India. In chapter 6, our focus is on blood in the time of the civic—
that is, blood that is donated voluntarily as a dutiful contribution to civic life,
that in turn ensures the continued efficacy and productivity of transfusion med-
icine. These voluntary donations take place according to a seemingly simple bio-
logical time map: the biological time of cellular production determines the bio-
medically mandated three-month gap between donations. The time regime of the
repeated voluntary donation emerges from and is mapped upon the lifetime of
blood cells. This is in contrast to apparently less civic-minded blood donation
modes: the potentially dangerous commercial transaction of paid blood dona-
tion and the one-time mode of “replacement” donation, performed in order to
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release blood for the benefit of one’s immediate family member in need of trans-
fusion. As we shall see, these modes of donation are characterized by different
temporalities. A routine of dutiful repetitive bloodshed structures voluntary blood
donation’s time of the civic.

However, we find intersecting temporalities even at the basic level of the ideal,
routinized repetition. Revealing these multiple temporalities complicates the no-
tion of the three-monthly repetition of donation as simply a biomedical or bio-
logically based routine. Instead, the time of the civic comes into view as being
“secretly” supported by an array of temporal structures that are invisible to bio-
medical authority. Thus, we show how blood in the time of the civic is made pos-
sible by overlapping temporal registers and reckonings. For example, we explore
the dimension of astral time as a determinant of the ideal, repeat voluntary blood
donor. We also turn to inheritance and political memory as ambivalent enablers
of routinized repetition in the Indian blood donation and transfusion world.
Through these and other examples, we describe how a wide array of enactments
of blood donation coagulates in the service of the routinized repetition of volun-
tary blood donation. Thus, we argue, the constitutive rhythms of astrology, poli-
tics, and religion disruptively enable the metarhythm of voluntary, biomedical
donation.

This book presents a number of ways in which blood might be considered a
substance existing in the subjunctive mood, a substance with the propensity to
image shared “subjunctive . . . ‘as if” or ‘could be’ universe[s]” (Seligman et al.
2008, 7)—for instance, soaring visions of consanguineous humanity that dethrone
the antisubjunctive blood of caste—but also and equally of unfulfilled potenti-
alities. To speak of blood’s “as if” is to recognize how frequently the substance
flows in bodies, tubes, and thought in states of hopeful uncertainty. Chapter 7 ex-
amines in detail the differentiated nature of hematic possibility in India.

We find in studies of biopolitics and biotechnologies a dominant rendering of
biopolitical futures that picture attitudes toward them as ever more amenable to
the involvement of new forms of capital and governance. Indeed, when futures
are invoked in prevailing analyses of biological exchange, a certain neoliberal fu-
turity tends to be emphasized—for instance, the forms of individualized insur-
ance they may engender. Such accounts document how contemporary forms of
biopolitical governmentality encourage individualized citizens to mitigate risk and
foster an “active stance towards the future” (Rose and Novas 2005, 452). While
many such accounts are persuasive, we suggest that these are not the only futures
on offer. With blood donation and transfusion as longstanding technologies that,
in their basic form, are no longer at the frontiers of biomedicine, we take a step
back from the world of biotechnological possibility and novelty. The anticipatory
logics of blood and blood donation that we trace in this book are a function of
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our focus on flows of blood in the margins. We will see how biopolitical imagi-
nations of speculation and futurity may be at least as varied as impressions and
durabilities of the past.

In concluding this introductory chapter, we note again that our distinction
between contestations with blood in protests, spectacles, and political camps
(which we focus on in the first half of the book), and contestations about blood
shaped by biomedical concerns (which we focus on in the second half of the book)
is heuristic. In practice, the domains of explicit politics and biomedicine both ac-
tualize shared imaginations of blood potent in the region. The relationship is
“meta-material” in the sense proposed by Kath Weston: we encounter movements
beyond the material to figure substance and beyond the metaphorical to enlist
the material in activist projects (Weston 2013a, 37). For example, the imagina-
tion of blood as animated by its giver and sacrifice undergirds the Gandhian
and activist politics in the first half of the book, at the same time as it makes
biomedical injunctions about transfusion and donation persuasive in the second
half. Similarly, the ability of blood to conjure visions of the past and future are as
crucial for the Hindu right’s political project to revise history as it is for support-
ing the idealized, routine time of biomedical donation. Further, a concern for
restituting the moral and correct proportion of transactions drives reformist and
party-political camps in the first half of the book, at the same time as it serves as
a rationale for biomedical ideas and mobilizations around surplus and lack in the
second half. Finally, both political and biomedical campaigns bear the weight of
blood’s subjunctive potential: they imagine a future through blood, where so-
cial boundaries might be transcended, even as aspirations toward transcendence
through unrestricted flows harden social difference. Thus, as we shall see unfold,
the differences between activism with and about blood blur at the edges of practice
in bloodscapes of difference that congeal the material and the metaphorical, the
biomedical and the moral.



SOVEREIGNTY AND BLOOD

Metaphors of blood—its extraction and sacrifice—are inescapably rife in Indian
political discourse: “Neta janata ka khuun chooste hain—Politicians suck the
people’s blood.” The refrain is familiar, certainly in the north of the country. At
the very least, such metaphors of vampiric political extraction extend back to the
early days of British colonialism. Dadabhai Naoroji, one of the founding mem-
bers of the Indian National Congress, used the metaphor of blood to great effect
in describing the devastating effects of colonial rule. In particular, blood and
money were used interchangeably in Naoroji’s writings to illustrate the extrac-
tion and flow of wealth from the colony to the metropole (S. Banerjee 2010). Of
course, since Naoroji spent much of his life in Britain, the late Victorian fascina-
tion with vampires must surely have impressed itself upon his imagination, as it
had upon Karl Marx and so many other contemporaries (cf. Neocleous 2003; Sugg
2016). However, Naoroji’s immediate inspiration was a minute written by Brit-
ish prime minister and former Indian secretary of state Lord Salisbury (Salisbury
1875). Salisbury had provocatively suggested that as a matter of colonial policy,
England should bleed India’s resources with surgical precision, such that the lan-
cet was applied to points of congestion among the wealthy, rather than to the ru-
ral districts that were already enfeebled by poverty. Salisbury’s belabored meta-
phor would inform the critique not only of Naoroji but of many of the earliest
Indian critics of colonial rule (Stokes 1978). Indeed, for Naoroji, the metaphor
of blood helped describe the specific violence of British colonialism as qualita-
tively different from forms of power that came before: “An Oriental despot, when
he misgoverned, acted, so to speak, like a butcher, and people were astounded and
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horrified; this new despotism of civilization rather resembled a murder effected by
a clever but unscrupulous surgeon who drew all the blood from his victim while
leaving scarcely a scar upon the skin” (Naoroji 1901). Notably, Salisbury’s critics
implicitly adopted his premise that made regional wealth comparable with blood
quantum.!' Decades later, in defending Naoroji’s enduring belief in a lost ideal of
English fairness, Gandhi would return to the blood metaphor: “It was the respected
Dadabhai who taught us that the English had sucked our life-blood. What does it
matter that, today, his trust is still in the English nation?” (Gandhi 1946a).

In the present, the contemporary figure of the politician-vampire resonates
with the anticolonial linkage of blood and money.? The “material convertibility
of ... blood and money,” in Street’s astute formulation (2009), “relates to fears
that [both] are too easily transacted.” If it is people’s money that is usually
“sucked,” the relation with blood is underscored (and literalized) in news reports
of contemporary Congress activists forcibly taking the blood of underage citizens
in order to make up numbers at political blood donation rallies (Mishra 2009).
It finds its way into Congress vice president Rahul Gandhi’s refutation of Indian
prime minister Narendra Modi’s claim that his strikes against “terrorists” in oc-
cupied Kashmir were “surgical”: “You are a blood merchant trading and hiding
behind the blood that our soldiers have sacrificed in your surgical strikes” (Hu-
mare jawan hain, jinho ne khoon diya hai, jinho ne surgical strike kiya, unke khoon
ke peeche aap chhupe huye ho, unki aap dalali kar he ho).> As with Salisbury’s meta-
phor of surgical incisions, Modi’s description of military actions as surgical
strikes all too easily lends itself to its own critique. In a different context, the
politician-vampire figure recurs in the advertisement for a Konkani music the-
ater CD called Corruption, which depicts a tube leading from a single blood bag
(labeled “Mining company’s vitamins”) to two state politicians, while a 2012 po-
litical cartoon shows a turbaned politician receiving a transfusion made up of
blood of the mangled corpses of “taxpayers.” The catalogue of representations
goes on.

Over the next two chapters, we unravel this tangle of blood in the domain of
overt politics. On the one hand, what do such folk diagnoses of blood extraction
and exchange teach us about the contemporary North Indian body politic? What
political specters do such metaphors animate, and what futures do they presage?
Yet, we suggest, to think here of blood as primarily a metaphor would be to do
an injustice to its life as a material medium. In the practices we trace, blood is
both metaphor and literal medium of political transactions. Blood as political sub-
stance congeals ideology in material forms that, in turn, circulate and shape so-
cial forms. Our argument hinges on this movement between materiality and meta-
phor, between symbol and substance, hazarding an explanation of the pervasive
power of blood as both an object and medium of politics in North India.
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Hydraulic Equilibrium

In 1910, Gandhi established the second of his series of ashrams near Johannes-
burg. The first had been the Phoenix settlement at Natal, inspired in part by the
philosophy and writings of John Ruskin. He called this second habitational ex-
periment Tolstoy Farm after Leo Tolstoy, with whom he had recently begun a
short-lived correspondence on the question of nonviolence. At the ashram, Gan-
dhi involved himself in the day-to-day conduct of affairs and began several ex-
periments with manual labor, dietetics, and education (Bhana 1975). In 1911, his
wife Kasturba Gandhi began to suffer from recurrent bouts of acute pain. In ex-
perimenting with a treatment regimen for her, Gandhi noticed the distinct im-
pact of salt on her (and his own) physical condition and symptoms. Supposing
that the salt had thinned her blood, he focused his attention on developing salt-
less diets and then imposed these diets not only on his wife but also on other will-
ing and unwilling disciples at the ashram (Gandhi 1999).*

On the basis of these dietetic experiments, he ventured that the abjuration of
salt could result in blood so pure that it would be immune to all kinds of poi-
sons. This included the venom of snakes, which was a particularly pressing con-
cern at the farm, surrounded as it was by over a thousand acres of wild land. Con-
versely, if the purification of blood through diet could serve as a cure to a wide
array of ailments including snakebites, blood impurity as a result of bad diets,
environments, or practices would manifest in an equally wide-ranging set of con-
ditions, such as bowel dysfunctions, boils, weakness, and so on (CWG 13:29). In
these last years in South Africa, Gandhi took to systematizing his nascent ideas
about health in a set of essays in Indian Opinion—“General Knowledge about
Health” (CWG 12:366). Blood began to play an increasingly key role in his un-
derstanding of a complex bodily system that integrated diet, exercise, air, water,
and physical environment. To maintain such a complex system, it became nec-
essary to separate out practices and substances that aided in or could be converted
into good and pure blood. Such a system had no place for vaccinations, since the
practice introduced an external infection into the blood. Gandhi’s condemnation
of vaccination was absolute; the “savage custom” attracted his strongest invec-
tive (CWG 13:174). Throughout his life, he remained resolute in this rejection,
even while responding to recurrent outbreaks of smallpox and cholera across the
country (CWG 46:218). That the British began increasingly to enforce compul-
sory vaccination, and that the practice was developed in part through animal vivi-
section (CWG 33:312), only further antagonized him.

Further, if the body possessed the capacity for self-purification, then the cir-
culation of blood provided an index of health. (Gandhi would fix on the ideal
pulse of seventy-five beats per minute [CWG 12:390].) In 1927, he tested his in-
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sistence on the self-regenerative capability of the body, as well as his trust in blood
pressure as an index of well-being. Early in the year, he suffered a stroke after four
months of intense, physical political activity. While recovering from this stroke,
Gandhi began to measure and monitor his own blood pressure daily. Noting it to
be high, he experimented with various “natural” diets and began his first forays
into practicing yoga. He developed a close correspondence with Swami Kuvalay-
ananda, a yoga pioneer who sought to establish the discipline’s scientific creden-
tials and had just founded its first journal (Yoga Mimamsa). Following his advice,
Gandhi experimented with various asanas and tried to correlate each one to the
rise and fall of his blood pressure (CWG 39:126). He also found that a mountain-
ous climate especially ameliorated his condition, and he spent much of his recovery
in the Nandi Hills of Mysore, describing them as ideal places for “blood-pressure
men” (CWG 38:300). From this time in his writings, Gandhi would consistently
return to blood pressure as the primary index of his well-being, as well as a mea-
sure of success for his dietetic experiments. He would continuously communicate
his pressure readings not only to his physician correspondents but also to his
friends and family. When a doctor’s reading was not to his liking, others were
brought in (CWG 41:42). If that still left him unsatisfied, workers in his ashram
would take and retake his pressure until it was satisfactory to him (CWG 41:40). In
his later years, the measure even became the object of lighthearted competition
between him and his disciples, as they strove to record the lowest measures (CWG
74:166). He would refer to blood pressure as simply present or absent (having or
not having blood pressure), and to his closest correspondents, two numbers sepa-
rated by a solidus were self-explanatory (e.g., CWG 73:286; CWG 80:137).

We note that such a preoccupation with “having” or “not having” blood pres-
sure is not unique to a Gandhian body politics. Veena Das and Lawrence Cohen’s
research in North India has led them to find the measure of central narratives of
health across class groups. Cohen notes that men tended to “have BP” whereas
women tended to “have low BP,” and that this drew upon a social semantic net-
work that linked the hydraulic physiology and sociology of tensions and pressures
(Cohen 1998, 195). And Das insightfully resists categorizing the (often self-
diagnosed) symptom as either “folk” or “expert,” instead describing its emer-
gence in relation to inappropriate drug use in a context of work and cash precar-
ity (Das 2015Db, 45). Nor is a semantic vocabulary of blood pressure as an index
of social tensions unique to India or South Asia (e.g., Garro 1988; Schoenberg
and Drew 2002). But what particularly interests us here is how this hydraulic se-
mantics intersects with Gandhi’s anticolonial politics and subsequently with the
politics of nationalism in India.

In the same set of essays in which he first systematized his thinking about bodily
well-being (Keys to Health), Gandhi argued for a close relation of the biological
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body with the national body and then finally of both to the entire cosmos (CWG
12:388). This series of analogies allowed him to draw a relation between malaise
in individual bodies and a broader civilizational deficit. A Sanskrit proverb that
appeared in Keys to Health was crucial to his conceptualization of these analo-
gies: ‘Tt v QT @A™ (yatha pinde tatha brahmande). The proverb recurred
in Gandhi’s writings, most importantly as a gloss in his translation of the Bhaga-
vad Gita (Gandhi 1946b). In the authorized English translation of Gandhi’s Gu-
jarati reading of the Gita, Mahadev Desai translates the proverb as “As with the
self, so with the universe.” However, in the English translation of the Collected
Works of Mahatma Gandhi, it appears differently: “As with the body, so with the
universe.” Very literally, fivg approximates closer to the English word “body,” as
in the translation of the Collected Works, but Mahadev Desai’s translation takes
into account how the body and self were almost indistinguishable in Gandhi’s
thought. When the proverb appears in the original Gujarati text of Keys to Health,
Gandhi glosses it curiously as “As with one’s body, so with one’s country” (when
transliterated into English). This gloss, when translated into English in the Col-
lected Works becomes “As with oneself, so with the country.” Yet it is translated
into Hindi in the Collected Works as “Sit <&# &, 3@t s &,” which translates literally
to “As within the body, so within the country.”

Ajay Skaria’s powerful reading in both languages offers a persuasive account
of the gaps and dissonances across Gandhi’s thinking in Gujarati and English
(Skaria 2016). However, our purpose in exploring the various translations of this
particular proverb is to point to how the slipperiness of those translations pro-
vides a glimpse into Gandhi’s imagination of the body and its relation to politics.
In Gandhi’s own gloss of the Sanskrit proverb into Gujarati, the cosmos/universe
becomes the nation. In Mahadev Desai’s translation, the body becomes the self.
And in the translations by the editors of the Collected Works, the body and self are
again shifted interchangeably. Our intention here is not to fault these expert trans-
lations but rather to appreciate that in their many betrayals, the translators un-
derline the spirit of Gandhi’s conceptualization of health—pointing to the fre-
quent interchangeability of the body with the nation and the cosmos. The slippages
in the translations are indicative of how the form of this relation is not transpar-
ent and easily disclosed in Gandhi’s thought. More fundamentally, Gandhi’s reli-
ance on the “as/with” relation leaves open a productive space for exploring how
he imagines the form of the relation: Is it analogical, allegorical, or metaphorical?
In other words, how and on what terms are bodies, selves, nations, and the uni-
verse related? To put this more specifically, if to purify the self means a bodily
regime of physical and dietetic conduct, what does it mean to purify the body
politic at the level of the nation and the body politic?
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Anthropologists and historians have demonstrated how Gandhi’s criticism of
colonialism incorporated a critique of colonial medicine. Gandhi described mod-
ern civilization itself as a disease, under the auspices of which colonialism had
led to a further subordination of biological well-being for Indians. The historian
David Arnold has argued that Gandhi understood colonialism as instituting a
medical system of abstract dependency upon doctors and drugs upon which the
sufferer had no control (Arnold 2001). Further, Joseph Alter has described how
Gandhian politics links biology and morality, within which the achievement of
good health goes hand in hand with decolonization (Alter 2000).> Fascinatingly,
Alter also suggests that Gandhi anticipates some of the analytical conceptualiza-
tions of Marriott and the ethnosociologists, albeit drawing not from “Hindu” cat-
egories as they did but his own Occidentalist readings of the West (Alter 1996).
We suggest here that in Gandhi’s biomoral imaginary, blood purification plays a
particularly crucial role. If the body, nation, and cosmos were inextricably inter-
linked in his thought, then the cultivation of practices that aided in the purifica-
tion of blood were not only a biological concern but also a political and religious
duty.® At the bodily level then, the injunction to the satyagrahi could be captured
in phrases such as “Noncooperation means self-purification” (CWG 24:199), or
“Swadeshi must permeate every particle of their blood” (CWG 24:405). More
elaborately, Gandhi described the program of swadeshi and its practice of weav-
ing as capable of generating new blood that would cure the diseased Indian in-
dustry (CWG 24:193). As for the British body politic, Gandhi mourned its dis-
eased blood. In a letter to Mirabehn, he described New Delhi as a capital built
with blood money. Consequently, Gandhi suggested, the city was in a state of
meningitis since it was doubly afflicted with corrupt blood and an overly central-
ized circulatory system that was flooding the brain (CWG 37:450). The proper
directional circulation of blood in the body politic was crucial not only to the co-
lonial state but also to the nascent network of ashrams and local governmental
institutions mobilized in the anticolonial struggle. In a speech at an ashram in
the Mandvi district of Gujarat, Gandhi repeated the caution against excess blood
in the brain as a result of the ashram’s overdependence upon the provincial com-
mittee (CWG 38:204).

What then of his personal failure to maintain the proper circulation and pres-
sure of blood within his body; what were the biomoral implications of his own
recurring high blood pressure? Gandhi was not unaware that the strain of his po-
litical life might be the primary cause of its hypertensive predisposition. Re-
sponding to a letter from his son Ramdas, Gandhi wrote in 1937, “I believe that
I am more vigilant than any other leader. This is, as I understand, the straight
and simple cause of my blood-pressure. My nonattachment is less than what is
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meant by the Gita; I am full of feeling” (CWG 72:416).” The relationship Gandhi
drew here was not only between his hypertension and his intense political prac-
tice, but also with his failure to reach the ideal of the true satyagrahi—
nonattachment, even in the conduct of politics. For example, when against Gan-
dhi’s explicit orders, his wife and two ashram residents (including Mahadev Desai’s
wife) worshipped at a temple that denied entry to untouchables, he drew a direct
correlation between their transgression and his own excess blood pressure. He
noted that the machine recorded an alarmingly high number, but he knew his
condition to be even worse, beyond the measuring capacity of the machine itself.
It is not hard to imagine Mahadev Desai’s consternation that he and his wife might
have been the principal cause of Gandhi’s present illness: “Ruthlessly I have turned
out people wanting to see him, and have even interrupted talks and interviews,
lest they should strain him over much and raise his blood-pressure. Fancy, there-
fore, my misery and my shame when I found one morning at Delang that what
he considered a serious blunder on my part had raised his blood-pressure to the
breaking point and might have brought about a catastrophe” (CWG 73:455).
Ajay Skaria describes Gandhi’s thought and practice of satyagraha (a force
proper to truth that resists domination) as a constant striving toward “self-
ciphering,” as an endeavor to turn oneself into an automaton free of desire, au-
tonomy, and will (Skaria 2016). Going beyond prior readings of Gandhi’s anti-
colonial politics as directed toward a recapture of bodily and political self-mastery,
Skaria argues that the goal of the satyagrahi was not to establish a new decolo-
nized sovereign state but rather to undo the problematic of sovereignty itself, in
both its secular and religious forms. At the level of the body, this meant not bodily
self-mastery but rather the abandonment of concern and feeling for the body—
the body transformed into an empty, perfectly calibrated machine. It is in this
sense that Gandhi strove toward the understanding of “nonattachment” he finds
in the Gita, one that would turn his own body into a machine whose hydraulic
pressure would be an unchanging constant. In this paradigm, the colonial state
was to be faulted for establishing centers of control, both metropolitan and pe-
ripheral, that were clogging up the system. But if colonial policies were imper-
fect, so was the anticolonial struggle. At moments where it faltered, it too dem-
onstrated continued attachments to sovereignty that threw the hydraulics of the
machinelike body awry. When his disciples continued to visit temples that de-
nied untouchables entry, this exemplified their continuing failure to renounce an
attachment to the sovereign form of religious worship. And when Gandhi him-
self failed to maintain equanimity in relation to the successes and failures of the
anticolonial movement, he demonstrated his own enduring attachment to an ab-
stract political cause and his enduring commitment to establishing new sover-
eign relations in the place of the old colonial regime. The goal was to relinquish
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such attachments to the domains of both theology and politics in their con-
temporary forms, thereby attaining perfect harmony and synchrony between the
circulation of blood within the body, the body politic, and an ineffable cosmos
beyond the politics of sovereignty. It is in this sense that exercise and dietetics were
a political practice and a hemo-politics; the goal—perfect hydraulic equilibrium.

The stakes of Gandhi’s commitment to this particular form of bodily homeo-
stasis appeared most starkly during the outbreak of Hindu-Muslim violence
around the time of independence. Joseph Alter describes Gandhi’s belief and “sci-
ence” that he could mend that violent national division through a bodily prac-
tice directed at the achievement of hydraulic equilibrium (Alter 1996). While the
bodily substance we focus on here is blood, Alter’s concern was with Gandhi’s
preoccupation with celibacy and semen retention. He describes Gandhi’s uncom-
promising insistence that an excessive loss of semen resulted in a loss in personal
and national vitality that consequently hindered the regeneration of the physical
and political body.® The outbreak of communal violence introduced another ob-
stacle to the flourishing of bodily capacities: its violence violated bodily bound-
aries, spilling blood onto the streets. As Alter describes, this troubled Gandhi, lead-
ing him to propose a return to hydraulic equilibrium through an increased focus
on celibacy as penance for the violence of blood spilled outside the body. Extrap-
olating from Ayurvedic texts, Alter even ventures a guess at what Gandhi might
have imagined as the precise ratio between retention and spillage: one drop of
vital fluid preserved would balance every sixty drops of blood spilled.

Anticolonial Immunity

In an essay in Navjivan in 1920, Gandhi continued to explicitly link the biomo-
rality of the individual body with that of the body politic: “It is a principle of med-
ical science that so long as one’s blood is free from impurity, the poisonous air
outside can have no effect on it. That is why, during an epidemic, some people
are attacked while others are not. Likewise, had we been incorruptible, the East
India Company could have done nothing and at the present time, too, officers
like Michael O’Dwyer would have lost their jobs” (CWG 20:428). This striking
rendering of his biomoral politics returns us to Gandhi’s thought about blood pu-
rity, formulated here in relation to colonial rule. If the purpose of dietetics and
exercise was to purify blood, blood thus purified was itself transformed into a
powerful agent against poisons, snakebites, and epidemics. Properly circulating
pure blood stood in contrast to vaccines that were “poisons” introduced exter-
nally via a British public health system. Thus read, the real epidemic was not chol-
era or smallpox but colonial rule. What is striking here, however, is that the
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purpose of drawing this analogy between epidemic and British colonialism was
not to criticize colonial policies but rather to describe the impurity of the antico-
lonial project. As impure blood succumbed to the outbreak of epidemics, so
did the “corruptible” anticolonial response to colonial rule. And if the impurity
of blood as bodily substance was a result of bad dietetics and exercise, the impu-
rity of the anticolonial struggle was demonstrated in the inability of its supporters
to sacrifice themselves readily for the cause of nonviolence. This criticism of the
anticolonial project was all the more provocative since it was issued in response
to the Jallianwala Bagh massacre in 1919 and was meant to characterize its victims.

The Jallianwala Bagh massacre occupies an important place in both popular
and scholarly narratives of the Indian anticolonial movement. In 1919, Gandhi
had issued a call for a one-day strike in the country against the Rowlatt Act—
legislation that indefinitely extended wartime counterterrorism measures put in
place in 1915. Strikes against the act were particularly powerful in Punjab, which
then led the lieutenant governor of Punjab, Michael O’Dwyer, to expel two prom-
inent nationalists from the province. In Amritsar, the anticolonial response to
this expulsion had turned violent. This violence then became the pretext for Brig-
adier General Reginald Dyer to fire without warning into an unarmed crowd
that had assembled in an enclosed public meeting place known as Jallianwala
Bagh. While figures of the death toll vary considerably, reliable estimates suggest
that over a thousand in the crowd were killed and several hundred were seriously
injured. As Kim Wagner demonstrates, the massacre was not an isolated military
action, but part of a long history of spectacular colonial violence intended as pun-
ishment (Wagner 2016). In his analysis, these demonstrations of mass violence
were exemplary of the weakness rather than the strength of the colonial state and
undermined colonial rule by turning its victims into martyrs for the national
movement.

Popular accounts of Gandhi’s life consistently stress the importance of the event
in radicalizing his anticolonial commitment, inaugurating the so-called Gandhian
phase of the Indian independence struggle. That the event roughly coincided
with Gandhi’s first mass mobilizations in India fuel such speculations. However,
more careful historical accounting tells a less unilineal story. Six months transpired
between the event and Gandhi’s visit to the site, during which Gandhi had already
started mass mobilizations that did not draw upon the Jallianwala Bagh massacre
for inspiration. During this time, rather than martyrize those killed by the
shooting, he issued several public declarations condemning the anticolonial vio-
lence that had ostensibly provoked General Dyer’s retribution. “No penance will
suffice for the evil that has been wrought by our hand in Amritsar,” he wrote on
14 November 1919 (emphasis added). “It is true that a large number of our people
were killed in Jallianwala Bagh. But we ought to have maintained peace even if
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everyone present had been killed. It is not right, in my opinion, to take blood for
blood” (CWG 19:112).

This admonishment against taking blood for blood would recur in a formal
report to the British government the following year: “We cannot too strongly con-
demn these excesses. Drunk with the blood of their innocent victims, these riot-
ers proceeded to the revenue offices, and burnt them” (CWG 20:111). As became
clear in Gandhi’s writings, the opportunity to strike and the subsequent massa-
cre had afforded Indians a perverse opportunity to demonstrate their strength and
capacity to suffer without inflicting suffering. In such a calculus, strength was de-
fined as the difficult act of fearlessness in the face of violence. In condemning the
“drunken excesses” of the anticolonial protestors, Gandhi sought to demonstrate
that General Dyer’s retribution was an act of weakness and thus beneath the eth-
ics of the warrior-satyagrahi. Following from this, Indians that were capable of
exercising restraint in the face of violence were more powerful than the arms-
bearing General Dyer, who was given to excess in that he could not perform the
difficult act of withholding violence in the face of violence. The warriorlike ges-
ture then was not the spilling of blood but rather the capacity to not spill blood.
Further, the proper response of the satyagrahi to the massacre would be to for-
give General Dyer unconditionally; only through forgiveness could the satyagrahi
give up the sovereign demand and act of violent punishment. The thorny ques-
tion that remained for Gandhi was whether Indians had developed the capacity
and strength to forgive at that historical moment, since they lacked the power to
punish in the first place. Much like the broader relation between nonviolence and
violence, forgiveness could only be gifted by those that had the power to punish.
Finally, and most importantly for our argument, demanding blood for blood was
not just a contravention of the ethics of nonviolence in the calculus of Gandhi’s
anticolonial philosophy, but it also was a sign of weakness to be overcome in the
practice of satyagraha. Later in this chapter, we will find contemporary Hindu
nationalists returning to this invocation of mimetic bleeding in order to margin-
alize Gandhi from anticolonial historiography. Instead, we will find them pro-
posing a counterhistory from which they are able to find precedence for their own
calls for violence in historical actors they imagine as their proper ancestors: those
engaged in acts of violent and masculine anticolonial bloodshed.

Yet, returning to Gandhi’s thought—and his description of the potential of
blood to demonstrate a quality of anticolonial immunity—how was the satyagrahi
to cultivate a purity of the blood that could withstand the corruption and poison
of colonial violence? In other words, beyond Gandhi’s admonishments against
taking or spilling blood, what constituted its positive biomoral variant? Eight
months after the Jallianwala Bagh massacre, Gandhi began to sketch the rubrics
of an answer to precisely that question: “There flowed in this Bagh a river of blood,
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the holy blood of innocent people. Because of this the spot has become sancti-
fied. Efforts are being made to obtain this spot for the nation” (21 December 1919)
(CWG 19:190). The relation between blood and violence appears here in a very
different register than when the former was spilled in a gesture of “drunken” vio-
lence. The substance exceeds its status as a sign of violence (blood of innocents
was spilled) and is transformed into an agent of sacral resignification (it flowed
and touched the earth, turning the Bagh into holy ground). The sacral purity of
the substance is derived from the “innocence” of those that were killed, where
innocence within the rubrics of Gandhi’s satyagraha is to be read as the warrior-
like heroism of those who had sacrificed themselves in the face of violence. The
sacral quality of those who were martyred certainly was a strong rhetorical ges-
ture, but it also had practical consequences. In 1920, Gandhi led efforts to pro-
cure the site of the massacre and convert it into a pilgrimage ground. In his
appeals to raise funds to purchase the land, he would repeatedly invoke the ritual
function of sacral blood in turning the site from a “rubbish dump” to hallowed
ground. Describing the gatherings of people at Jallianwala Bagh in the months
after the massacre, Gandhi painted a ceremonial picture: “Many applied to their
foreheads the dust of the place, as if it were sacred ash; many took away with them
some earth made holy by the blood of innocent people” (CWG 19:301). The re-
signification of the Bagh from rubbish dump to a scene of pilgrimage success-
fully dissuaded Indian prospectors who had floated the idea of selling the Bagh
land for money rather than placing it in a public trust. Gandhi’s rebuke was un-
derstated but unmistakable: “There was not a corner of that garden which had
not been stained by the blood of innocent men and it would be improper, there-
fore, to exploit it for financial gain” (CWG 19:393).

Through the long career of his writings, Gandhi’s representation of the kill-
ings consistently foregrounded the material spillage of blood at the site while si-
multaneously invoking the substance’s sacral purity. Indeed, his single-minded
focus on the substance was remarkable in its omission of other available foci of
symbolization. Postindependence artistic representations of the event memori-
alized at the site focus on the heaped piles of bodies left in the aftermath. The
monument that stands at the site is a thirty-foot-high pylon with the words “In
memory of martyrs, 13 April 1919” inscribed on all four sides. Memorialized
physical reminders of the event include a wall riddled with bullet marks and a
well into which many running from the bullets had jumped and died. The wall
and the well were reminders of the helplessness and panicked flight of the vic-
tims of the shootings, fearful and without the capacity to return the violence as
equals. For Gandhi, these could not serve as the proper objects of memorializa-
tion; they could only remind visitors of the incapability of the victims to offer
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ahimsa (nonviolence) to those that inflicted violence upon them: “If they had died
knowingly and willingly, if, realizing their innocence they had stood their ground
and faced the shots from the fifty rifles, they would have gone down in history
as saints, heroes and patriots” (CWG 19:410). Thus, blocked from finding valor
in the actions of those who were killed, Gandhi turned to their bodies and
their spilled blood. While it could not symbolize fearless self-sacrifice, since the
gathering was known to have drawn people across religious communities, the
blood spilled at Jallianwala Bagh could index India’s communal solidarity:
“The most experienced doctor, even he could not have determined whether it
belonged to a Hindu or a Sikh or a Muslim.” Blood spilled at Jallianwala Bagh could
sacralize the ground because it was mixed: “The blood of Hindus, Muslims and
Sikhs mingled at the place. No one could tell how much blood of which commu-
nity was spilt there. If a blood sample were to be sent to the most experienced
doctor even he could not have determined whether it belonged to a Hindu or a
Sikh or a Muslim. In other words, all the Indians became fellow-martyrs in
Jallianwala Bagh” (CWG 94:292). He explained his insistence on memorializing
the site thus: “The 13th of April saw not merely the terrific tragedy, but in that
tragedy Hindu-Muslim blood flowed freely in a mingled stream and sealed the
compact” (CWG 19:451). From 1919 onwards, the idea of an ever-expanding con-
sanguinity would become ubiquitous in Gandhi’s writing, centrifuging Indians
of varied communities. Time and again, Gandhi returned to the idea that Hindus
and Muslims were united by ancient ties of blood, instituting a term for this
proximate other that would recur through the rest of his life: blood brother.’
Crucially, however, the ease with which blood dissolves difference in these for-
mulations does not reflect Gandhi’s deep ambivalence about interfaith and in-
tercaste miscegenation. In chapter 1, we introduced the idea that many colonial
and postcolonial projects of social reform advocate communal harmony between
caste and religion through the mixing of blood. In later chapters, we will find such
reformist claims proliferating biomedical discourse. At the same time, we de-
scribed the limits of these projects, as they often reified rather than transcended
inequality. For example, as we wrote in chapter 1, if the great Dalit leader and
architect of India’s constitution B. R. Ambedkar suggested that blood-mixing
through marriage could be a radical step toward “dissolving” inequality, most re-
formist projects we describe in this book occur at a safe distance, requiring little
or no contact between castes. Gandhi’s imagination of reform falls somewhere
between these two poles of political possibility. Gandhi’s position on marriage
rules and interdictions of marriage was that a “safe rule of conduct” would be to
respect taboos (CWG 71:247). In the same year of the Bagh massacre, Gandhi
wondered whether a piece of legislation introduced to permit intercaste marriages
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was worth the consternation it was causing caste Hindus (CWG 17:270). His po-
sition on the issue would evolve slowly through his lifetime. Even until 1932, he
could only with great reluctance bring himself to support marriage within sub-
castes and remained wary of interreligious marriages (CWG 55:418). As late as
1937 he explicitly came out in favor of intercaste marriages as a route to social
reform (CWG 71:393), and only in 1947 was he able to unequivocally support
interfaith marriages (CWG 94:23).

Gandhi’s conservative thinking about boundary-crossing marriages conjures
the global spirit of eugenics contemporaneous with his lifetime. His writings
demonstrate a deep familiarity with eugenic philosophy. For example, he expressed
his preference for Malthus’s original emphasis on continence, and his suspicion
of neo-Malthusian use of artificial means to restrict reproduction (CWG 36:210).
But as Sarah Hodges’s work has shown, the trajectory of eugenic science in India
was fundamentally different from that of its global counterparts (Hodges 2010).
Indian eugenicists in the early twentieth century did not endorse adjudicating and
sterilizing the racially unfit. Rather, their focus was on overpopulation, and their
hope was to control that problem by promoting the use of contraception. Gandhi,
however, was ambivalent about this nativization of eugenic theory; specifically,
he consistently opposed contraception as a method because he feared it would
promote moral licentiousness (Hodges 2017). Further, he understood birth
control as evidence of a moral weakness to exert control over oneself (CWG
36:210-13). Taken together, then, Gandhi’s ambivalence about interfaith and
intercaste marriage and his inflexible emphasis on sexual abstinence represent
blockages in his imagination of social reform through the mixing of blood. If the
mixing of blood through intermarriage carried the potential of radical reform in
Ambedkar’s thought, Gandhi’s conservative social imagination did not contain
the erosion of communal boundaries as its telos; the transformation of the self
and the flourishing of an anticolonial politics did not require radical caste
reform.' Rather, the deployment of blood as politics performed only a demon-
stration of the truth of an anticolonial politics of ahimsa and satyagraha. It was
as if blood could transcend the problems of religion and caste altogether, if not
in life at least after death.

Violence as Nonviolence

We have begun to see how Gandhi’s imagination of blood as a biomoral substance
offers a glimpse into his biopolitical imagination and the relation between vio-
lence and nonviolence in the anticolonial struggle (the place of ahimsa in the con-
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duct of satyagraha). Blood figures as a marker in his struggle to achieve equilib-
rium without desire and without attachment to any form of sovereignty—be it
over another or over one’s own self. Blood also offers the dream of transcending
difference through a politics directed at the self, rather than toward radical social
reform. Further, blood figures as a marker of strength, when its nonspillage is a
demonstration of a warriorlike capacity to withhold violence. In these varied
imaginations of blood, nonviolence begins to appear as something more than the
negation of violence. Instead, as we continue to elaborate here, paying attention
to blood helps clarify Gandhi’s politics of nonviolence as not the negation of vio-
lence but of the possibility of violence within nonviolence, and even as the neces-
sary precondition for nonviolence.'!

Gandhi’s first important political tract written, Hind Swaraj (1909), is typical
of his early thinking about nonviolence as distinct and separable from violence.
That is, if little acts of violence were an inescapable and unavoidable aspect of
everyday life, the aim of the satyagrahi was to strive constantly for the impossible
ideal of relinquishing such violence—in the end to “die without killing,” as far as
such a death was possible. Yet because one could never completely renounce the
will to live, the satyagrahi participated in these inevitable acts of everyday vio-
lence, but always with the impossible horizon of absolute nonviolence in mind.
The years immediately following the publication of Hind Swaraj marked a radi-
cal change in Gandhi’s thinking about this relation between violence and non-
violence, such that violence no longer remained external to nonviolence. Con-
cerned that satyagraha and ahimsa were being equated with weakness and an
incapacity for violence—possibly a regrettable consequence of his own initial
translation of ahimsa as “passive” resistance—Gandhi found it necessary to fur-
ther refine and articulate his thinking about the relation between the two con-
cepts. In his writings after Hind Swaraj, Gandhi emphasized that a truly nonvio-
lent satyagrahi had to first possess the capability to inflict violence and thereafter
relinquish this capability—that is, only those capable of killing could give up the
desire to kill. In July 1918, in a letter to his closest disciple, Maganlal Gandhi, he
goes as far as to parse his new realization as “Violence is in fact nonviolence”
(CWG 17:150). Skaria’s reading of Gandhi across Gujarati and English demon-
strates that the fundamental constituent of satyagraha was not nonviolence in the
sense of a passive antipathy to violence. Rather, satyagraha was a religious con-
cept, one that involved a complete self-surrender that relinquished sovereignty,
will, and autonomy over self and other (Skaria 2016). If such an abandonment of
mastery enacted a form of unwilled violence, then so be it; such violence was in
fact nonviolence. Thus, Gandhi was able to read as nonviolent the mythic act of
Raja Harischandra raising his sword to kill his wife Taramati on the behest of a
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divine injunction. As Harischandra relinquished his desire and love for his wife,
as well as his own wish not to enact violence, he became the paragon of the
nonviolent satyagrahi: nothing but a cipher, without will and beyond all reach of
sovereignty—be that of reason or faith. In Skaria’s final reading, for Gandhi the
true satyagrahi was the warrior that had relinquished arms and was able to live
without desire or fear, completely surrendering the self while at the same time
transcending the possibility of the self’s subordination to another.

With this new shifting analysis of the relation between violence and nonvio-
lence, Gandhi’s imagination of blood as both a political and biological substance
developed and coagulated. In the early years of his mobilizations against the Brit-
ish in South Africa, Gandhi often drew upon both Lord Salisbury and Dadabhai
Naoroji’s descriptions of colonialism as an act of extractive bleeding. Remarking
on Lord Salisbury’s death in 1903 in his newly founded newspaper Indian Opin-
ion, Gandhi reprinted Lord Salisbury’s description of colonialism as an act of
bleeding in full, along with his own extensive commentary. In it, he invoked the
bleeding metaphor not as a criticism of Salisbury’s complicity in the colonial im-
poverishment of India, but rather as an example of Salisbury’s honest and frank
self-assessment of the failures of well-intentioned colonial policies (CWG 3:225).
In other words, Gandhi’s generous reading of Salisbury ignored the lord’s injunc-
tion that the bleeding continue, only with more precision. Rather, Gandhi chose
to emphasize the incisive power of the metaphor itself, the image of violence it
conjured, and its enduring relevance for the colonial situation. Through his later
years in South Africa, Gandhi would turn again and again to the bleeding meta-
phor. For example, the institution of the financially extractive poll tax was akin
to squeezing blood out of stones, South African landlords were uncaring blood-
suckers that fed on labor, and British law was like a bloodthirsty monster with a
special fondness for Indian blood. In 1908, he gave Salisbury’s medical and sur-
gical metaphor fuller treatment in an essay titled “Veins of Wealth”: “Thus the
circulation of wealth among a people resembles the circulation of blood in the
body. When circulation of blood is rapid, it may indicate any of these things: ro-
bust health, [effects of] exercise, or a feeling of shame or fever. There is a flush of
the body which is indicative of health, and another which is a sign of gangrene.
Furthermore, the concentration of blood at one spot is harmful to the body and,
similarly, concentration of wealth at one place proves to be the nation’s undo-
ing” (CWG 8:342).

The slippage here between the colonial circulation of wealth and the biological
circulation of blood was not just cosmetic. It marked Gandhi’s growing (and sub-
sequently lifelong) attentiveness to blood as simultaneously a marker of political
as well as biological well-being. In this regard, by 1930 the Salisbury metaphor
would become far more incisive, as Gandhi invoked it to describe a brutal colo-
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nial rule that applied the lancet especially at sites that had been almost bled dry
(CWG 49:62).

If Jallianwala Bagh stymied his desire to read spilled blood as evidence of the
fearless satyagrahi, other opportunities presented themselves. In South Africa in
1908, the same year that he wrote “Veins of Wealth,” Gandhi was attacked by a
Muslim follower, after which he was physically incapacitated for several weeks.
Writing soon after the attack, he felt that it had served a purpose in helping him
overcome his persisting fear of death. The attack, he hoped, had brought him
closer to an embrace of death, not as something to be desired, but as something
to be accepted without fear. Soon after, he developed the idea that the shedding
of blood was a necessary precondition for freedom: “It must be remembered that
the British people won what they consider their freedom after they had let rivers
of blood flow. . . . We, on the other hand, have shed no blood, endured nothing,
for the sake of freedom, real or imaginary” (CWG 11:454). Just a week before the
Bagh massacre, a crowd in Delhi had responded to Gandhi’s call for satyagraha
against the repressive Rowlatt Act that extended British wartime emergency pow-
ers. In response, the British police had opened fire on the gathering. There are
conflicting accounts of the nature of the mobilizations and of the degrees of vio-
lence perpetrated by the crowd and the police (Kumar 1971). These conflicting
accounts led to conflicting responses from Gandhi. But when convinced of the
crowd’s temperance, he was overjoyed at the violence: “I am now happy beyond
measure over it. The blood spilt at Delhi was innocent” (CWG 17:378). The blood
of innocents (later refigured to “treasures of blood”) became a theme of joy
and pride in Gandhi’s writing about the Rowlatt Satyagraha in a way that the blood
spilled at Jallianwala could not. Indeed, it rose to the status of aesthetic beauty. For
example, after the 1930 Salt Satyagraha, he described the clothes of his companions
Mahadev Desai and Jairamdas Daulatram as “beautifully splattered with fresh
warm blood” (CWG 49:190). And while he condemned a lathi charge that left
Gangabehn Vaidya (an elderly widow and a manager of his ashram) bloodied
(CWG 51:84), in private letters to her, the same wound produced unbridled joy:

How shall I compliment you? You have shown that you are what I had
always thought you were. How [ would have smiled with pleasure to see
your sari made beautiful with stains of blood. I got excited when I knew
about this atrocity, but was not pained in the least. On the contrary, I
felt happy. (CWG 51:94)

By the time you get this letter you will have been out of jail for many
days. If it again becomes necessary to let your clothes be stained with
blood, let them be. This colour is more pleasant than that of kumkum
or sindoor. (CWG 51:194)
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He would continue to invoke Gangabehn’s defiance as a martial act worthier
than the violent uprisings of those such as Bhagat Singh (CWG 51:306). For her
part, Gangabehn had described the merciless blows to her head by the police, the
blood that streamed from her wound, and how she peacefully sat in the police
station when arrested, “allowing the sun’s rays to fall on the bleeding part”
(CWG 51:441).

This tripartite thinking would characterize Gandhi’s political imagination of
blood for years to come: first, a substance indexing the violence and extractive
quality of British rule; second, a marker indicating the consanguinity of the saty-
agrahi with the other; and third, its spillage as the duty and precondition for true
satyagraha and ahimsa. By 1918, he was clear that the idea of nonviolence—when
conceptualized as the opposite of violence—enacted its own variant of violence:
“We commit violence on a large scale in the name of nonviolence. Fearing to shed
blood, we torment people every day and dry up their blood” (CWG 17:145). He
was clear then that nonviolence was the true domain of the warrior (Kshatriya)
and that only the one who could shed blood could take the decision not to spill
blood. At a speech occasioned by the killing of the Arya Samaj reformist Swami
Shraddhanand in 1926 by a Muslim, Gandhi refused to mourn his death and
wished instead for such a death for himself if it came to him. In almost every
reference to it in the years to come, Swami Shraddhanand’s blood too was sacral-
ized, as Gandhi asked for it to purify his heart (CWG 37:445) and for it to cleanse
the division between Hindus and Muslims (CWG 37:457). Later in 1929, in an
essay titled “Did Rama Shed Blood?,” he returned to the idea that nonviolent
cooperation was only for the strong, not for the weak. And when his optimism
wavered in the face of continuing internecine violence—for example, when the
Indian journalist Ganesh Shaknar Vidyarthi was killed in an attempt to intervene
in such a riot—Gandhi wondered whether the poison of division had gone too
deep for even the noblest of blood to purify (CWG 51:361).

This tripartite conceptualization of blood—as a measure of equilibrium and
of fearlessness in the face of death, and as an index of communal solidarity—
remained a dominant theme in Gandhi’s writing. In a speech in Karachi in 1920,
he asked the crowd, “What do you understand by giving blood?” The answer was
simple: a martial readiness to sacrifice one’s own life, a sacrifice proper to the “sol-
dier” but not the “professor.” In Gandhi’s thought, we find exemplified the si-
multaneous biological and moral, material and figurative properties of blood. Let
us track its biomoral iterations. It appears as material through an act of violence—
the highest taboo and the product of the transgression of the satyagrahi’s pri-
mary interdiction. Yet at the same time, once spilled, it is rendered pure and sacral
as an index of communal solidarity and selfless sacrifice. Thus potentiated, blood
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sanctifies the land upon which it is spilled, transforming the site into a place of
pedagogic pilgrimage whose lesson is that the sacrifice of blood becomes an an-
ticolonial duty: “To fight these British, we shall have to make our blood as cheap
as water” (CWG 33:343). Blood as substance holds the potential to both purify
and contaminate; it is a reminder of violence to be abhorred as well as a sign of
anticolonial martyrdom and an element of a new reformatory form that trans-
gresses communal boundaries. At the same time, the telos of blood-mixing is not
caste reform but rather a dream of the transcendence of hierarchy through an as-
cetic control and reform of the self and its desires.

Gandhi’s imagination of blood is perhaps best captured in an image that re-
curs through his writing—that of rivers of blood. The image refers simultaneously
to the unjust blood spilled by the colonizer and the joyful blood sacrificed by the
satyagrahi. For example, “rivers of blood” were on the one hand convincing proof
of the unparalleled barbarity of the Second World War (CWG 81:151). Gandhi
was particularly struck by Churchill’s speech at the end of the war, when the lat-
ter compared the war to a “blood-letting” that weakened and whitened Europe
(CWG 90:431). Yet Gandhi redeployed the metaphor toward another end: such a
“blood-letting” would not be in vain if it had taught Europe the power of joyful
blood sacrifice, when the blood sacrificed was one’s own and not another’s (CWG
90:328). His commitment to this provocative idea was unflinching, even in the
months before his death. It revealed the presence and viability of a certain kind
of violence within his politics of nonviolence. In this instance, violence was an
explicit formulation in Gandhi’s thought. At the same time, his imagination of
communal reform through blood spilled and mixed in the practice of nonvio-
lence reveals another kind of implicit violence: the misrecognition of caste in-
equality as a problem of self-control rather than of social reform.

In April 1947, a few months before his death, Gandhi wrote, “Let them kill
me. Will they drink my blood? Let them do so. That will save some food and I
shall consider that I have been of service” (CWG 95:310). After his death in
early 1948, the blood that flowed from his body at the time of his assassination
was collected and preserved. It remains on display in Madurai—a material, bio-
moral reminder of a Gandhian hemo-politics suffused both with paradox and
possibility.

Consanguine Martyrdom

Metaphors of blood sacrifice were famously central for another competing an-
ticolonial figure—Subhash Chandra Bose. “Tum mujhe khun do, main tumhen
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aazadi doonga”—“Give me your blood, and I will give you freedom.” These
words, spoken at a political rally in Burma in 1944, are some of the most quoted
in relation to the Indian anticolonial struggle. At the time of their utterance,
their purpose was to stimulate a willingness on the part of the Indian masses to
engage in armed struggle in order to bring to an end long-standing British co-
lonial rule. To assert that it is an iconic phrase hardly does it justice. In fact, the
very possibility of its forgetting became the matter of public interest litigation
against the Indian iteration of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? When the game
show’s promotional video featured a contestant unable to ascribe the quotation
to its speaker, a Bombay resident brought forward a case to restrain its screen-
ing that was heard at the city’s high court and attracted much media atten-
tion.!2 Our aim is not to rehearse this familiar narrative of Bose’s invocation of
blood as anticolonial metaphor. Rather, our interest is in what this invocation
precipitates in a contemporary political world dominated by religious nation-
alism (Hindutva), in the long shadow of an anticolonial struggle associated
with Gandhian ahimsa. Proponents of Hindu nationalism allied with India’s
ruling political party (the Bharatiya Janata Party, or BJP) have campaigned to
appropriate Bose’s armed insurgency within Hindutva history (Gupta 1996;
Panigrahi 2017). For Hindutva ideologues, valorizing Bose’s insurgency as
armed, masculine, and violent allows for a counternarrative to an anticolonial
struggle dominated by Gandhi—a figure with which the Hindu right has had a
fraught relationship. The historian Sugata Bose argues that despite their differ-
ences, Subhash Bose and Gandhi both relied on a discourse of blood sacrifice
and blood brotherhood to bridge ethnic differences and promote a common
anticolonial nationalism (Bose 2011). In the present, however, as resurrected
by Hindutva history, Bose is counterpoised to the effeminacy and weakness of
Gandhian nonviolence, and is exhibited as a more proper exemplar for the
Indian nation state in the present. In what follows, we describe why Bose’s ex-
hortation toward a nationalism coagulated by blood sacrifice makes him par-
ticularly appealing to contemporary Hindutva ideologues. Second, through the
material and metaphor of blood, and building on our description thus far of a
Gandhian hemo-politics, we counteract the Hindutva polarization of anticolo-
nialism into its nonviolent and violent variants. Finally, paying attention again
to the material politics of blood, we describe a fundamental difference between
the Gandhian and Hindutva versions of sacrificial politics. We argue that the
deep chasm that divides their politics becomes visible once we acknowledge the
potent multivalence of blood as political substance and the contrasting political
visions it reveals.
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The Red Fort

A quotation, states Karin Barber, “is only a quotation when it is inserted into a new
context”; it involves both detachment and recontextualization (2005, 274). Inserted
into present-day political contexts, Bose’s words “precipitate” (or constitute the
rhetorical occasion for) various sorts of “shedding.” Our focus here is on an ex-
ample of blood portraiture that was directly inspired by Bose’s utterance—an
exhibition of blood portraits staged in Delhi in 2009. The subjects of the por-
traits, Bose among them, were “freedom fighter” martyrs—sacrificial heroes of
the independence struggle. The following details concerning the exhibition derive
from our visits to it, when we spoke at length with its organizer and visitors, but
also from newspaper accounts and the visitors’ book, with its thousands of
entries, to which we were given access. In chapter 1, we placed blood within a
complex matrix of interdictions and permissions regarding caste and personhood
in South Asia. In that regard, the use of human blood for “art” and mass political
communication may evoke some surprise. We suggest here that it is in part because
of such sociocultural interdictions that the genre possesses expressive force. As
with Gandhi’s valorization of blood spilled and mixed, blood portraits that draw
upon anxieties about the mixing of substances give such a form of political art a
particularly powerful material force.

Artworks have long formed an integral feature of nationalist narratives. Idols
and images from India’s past “continue their lives resituated as art objects in In-
dian museums,” playing a key part in “the colonial and postcolonial project of
constructing an Indian national identity” (R. Davis 1993, 45). There is also a well-
established tradition of explicitly patriotic art, insightfully documented by Pin-
ney (2004) and Ramaswamy (2008). Such art often depicts nationalist heroes hav-
ing spilled, or in the act of spilling, their blood. The patriotic art that we explore
here likewise depicts martyrs revered for having shed their blood, but it differs
in also being composed of human blood. If these literally bloody patriotic
works differ from mainstream Indian patriotic art, they also differ from the use
of blood in Western art. Discussions of the use of bodily substances (particularly
blood) in Western art typically argue that it marks a return to primitive ritual (e.g.,
Siebers 2003) and/or that it results “naturally” from the trauma consequent on
the cataclysmically bloody events of the twentieth century. The flow of the blood
of performance artists such as Marina Abramovic is often analyzed according
to its “shock value” (Weiermair 2001), while more recently “bioart”—a field
existing “at the intersection of the creative arts and the bio-medical sciences”
(Palladino 2010, 96; see also Anker and Franklin 2011) that frequently employs as
media human (and animal) substances, sometimes in biomolecular or diseased
form—has been considered to offer the potential to reconfigure, even to subvert,
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the constraints of “bio-political governmentality” (Palladino 2010, 106). There
are no doubt points of connection between these genres and Indian blood por-
traiture; all of them, for instance, raise questions concerning distinctions be-
tween presence and representation, while questions of loss, ritual, and shock
value are certainly raised in the Indian case. We want to suggest, however, that
unlike the forms of body art described above, the Indian case presents us with a
direct political intervention (if bioart does provide radical political commentary,
it does so only obliquely). The Indian case also speaks to a very specific politi-
cal history and present-day situation and possesses its own unique set of repre-
sentational and mnemonic complexities that we unpack.

A great seventeenth-century Mughal structure, the Red Fort possesses dense
nationalist associations. On the day of Indian independence on 15 August 1947,
Jawaharlal Nehru hoisted the national flag at the fort. Every year since, Indian In-
dependence Day is commemorated with the Indian prime minister unfurling
the flag at the site, followed by a nationally broadcast address from its ramparts.
The Red Fort’s iconic association with the anticolonial movement began at the
end of India’s first war of independence in 1857, when the British government
tried the last Mughal emperor Bahadur Shah II at the site for his support of the
war. But the fort’s association with nationalism draws force not only from its as-
sociation with precolonial Indian sovereignty but also from the prominence it de-
rived from the 1945-1946 public trials of Indian National Army (INA) soldiers.
Bose’s call for an anticolonial uprising had led to the formation of the INA. The
army comprised for the most part Indian prisoners of war who had served the
British Army in Southeast Asia but had been captured by Japanese troops; these
Indian prisoners of war had been released by the Japanese to aid the INA’s war
against Britain. After the end of the war, the government of British India hoped
to make an example of three INA soldiers by publically trying them for treason
at the Red Fort. In historical retrospect, the decision proved fatal to an already
diminished British claim to legitimacy; the British government had decisively mis-
calculated the sentiments the trials would catalyze in postwar India (Bayly and
Harper 2007). Moreover, the government’s miscalculation was magnified by its
choice of the three accused—Shah Nawaz Khan, Gurubaksh Singh Dhillon, and
Prem Sahgal—a Muslim, a Sikh, and a Hindu. If the Gandhian call for interreli-
gious and inter-sect unity had been challenged before and during the Second
World War (Jalal 1985), the Red Fort trials offered an opportunity for a legal dra-
matization of nationalist unity. These trials stand as a final moment of solidarity
between the Muslim League and the Indian National Congress before the two par-
ties fractured to govern the divided nation-states of India and Pakistan.

The contemporary Red Fort bears many physical marks of its history, not least
a museum commemorating Bose’s Indian National Army. The exhibition of blood
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FIGURE 1. Outside the exhibition. (Photo by the authors.)

portraitures within the fort ran from October 2009 until the spring of the fol-
lowing year, drawing in visitors in the hundreds of thousands (three thousand to
four thousand per day, according to official figures). The sign outside the tin-
roofed exhibition hall, framed by an elongated Indian tricolor, stated in Hindi
and in English, “Exhibition of Blood Paintings of Young Martyrs” (figures 1 and
2). Few of these visitors, however, entered the complex with the express inten-
tion of visiting the exhibition or in the knowledge that it even existed. The pri-
mary purpose of nearly all the visitors was to inspect the symbolic historical build-
ings of the Red Fort. The exhibition hall was set up just past the fort’s famous
Lahore Gate and a row of stalls selling tourist memorabilia but prior to the main
set of buildings, convenient for many tourists to make the impromptu decision
to pay it a visit (there was no additional cost). Most visitors were Indian; a good
proportion of them had arrived on coach trips from the provinces, visiting the
Red Fort as part of a nationalist itinerary that included other notable sights in
the capital, such as Mohandas Gandhi’s memorial.

It was Bose’s famous utterance, “Give me your blood, and I will give you free-
dom,” from which the organizer of the exhibition, Ravi Chander Gupta, took his
original inspiration (prerna). Indeed, the very first portrait he gave his blood for—
painted by his friend and colleague the artist Gurdarshan Singh Binkal—was of
and for Bose, painted for Bose’s birth centenary in 1997. Significantly, the painting
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FIGURE 2. A visitor at the exhibition before a portrait depicting Raja Nahar
Singh of Ballabhgargh and Seth Ramji Das Gur Wale, both of whom were
involved in the Indian Uprising of 1857. (Photo by the authors.)

was made in the physical presence of Delhi schoolchildren. As Gupta, a retired
schoolteacher, explained to us, the children’s dispiriting ignorance of former patri-
otic sacrifices was one of the motivating factors behind the portraits: “The biogra-
phies of martyrs should be included in course curriculum. Paintings, posters and
calendars of freedom fighters should be promoted so that more and more people
know them and read about them.” As one news report put it: “Gupta feels that very
few people are aware about our freedom fighters and especially the youth.”!* An-
other reported that Gupta’s organization hoped to take the 150-portrait “shaheed”
exhibition across the country: “Those born in the post-Independence era cannot
feel the struggle of freedom fighters.”!* A selection of the eighteen books Gupta has
written on the martyrs, several of which were published by the Indian government,
were on display at the entrance to the exhibition alongside the visitors’ book (fig-
ure 3). Gupta has been particularly concerned to highlight the role played by child
martyrs in the independence struggle, most of whom barely register in official ac-
counts. He lives alone; as he put it to us, “The martyrs are my family.”

At the entrance to the hall was positioned the very first blood portrait made:
that depicting Bose in his classic military pose (figure 4). The exhibition’s ratio-
nale was displayed at the side of the artwork:

Why use blood as ink? (Rakt ki syahi se hi kyun?). Those martyrs could
have supported their old parents. They could have led a life of luxury
with their families, could have become high-level writers, industrialists,



FIGURE 3. Ravi Chander Gupta with books he has written on the martyrs.
(Photo by the authors.)



FIGURE 4. Subhash Chandra Bose (Gupta’s first painting). (Photo by the authors.)
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businessmen, or leaders and earned money and fame. But they chose
something else . . . the path of sacrifice. They loved their country more
than their families. They wanted to see the future generations as citizens
of a free and prosperous nation. We heard that the history of the sacri-
fice made by the martyrs would be written in gold letters. But where has
it been written? I thought, if not in gold letters, it can be written in blood
letters . . . and the process started. This exhibition is a humble tribute
to the martyrs.

The lament “But where has it been written?” takes us to the heart of Gupta’s
project—his fear that knowledge of the noble sacrifices of the many citizens who
died fighting for freedom is fading away:

I am spreading awareness through this exhibition. This is to remind the
people who are forgetting. The [sacrifices of the] shaheed (martyrs) are
not taught on the curriculum. It is the need of the time to bring these
stories onto [school] courses so that children may gain inspiration from
them. The government is sleeping on this.

Another of Gupta’s concerns is the impression he has of youthful martyrs as hav-
ing been scripted out of the nationalist narrative. To right this wrong, he under-
took twelve years of research on their histories, documenting more than five hun-
dred children and young adults (from the ages of six to twenty) who died in the
freedom struggle. Many, though not all, of the portraits in the exhibition depict
these hitherto neglected child martyrs.

Speaking of the very first portrait for which he provided blood, that of Subhash
Chandra Bose, Gupta told us, “I wanted to use my dearest thing (sab se priya
vastu)—to offer it to Neta Ji. The dearest particle of my life—this is blood only.
I can do this for him.” Too young at the time of Bose’s call, decades later Gupta
is perhaps finally able to participate in a glorious cause. This is, then, a sacrificial
portraiture: for the martyrs and for the nation. But the use of blood is also un-
derstood to be efficacious in respect of Gupta’s larger concern to remember the
martyrs:

The public is attracted to portraits of blood. I started this to attract the
public and get their attention. People are more interested if the portraits
are in blood; they are more motivated, more curious if blood is used
rather than paint. Blood creates sentiments; sentiment (bhavna) is at-
tached to blood. It acquires social value and importance if done in blood.

Of further note are the patriotic songs, mainly from Hindi films of the 1950s, that
played continuously in the hall and that added to the multisensory nature of the
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exhibition. When we asked Gupta about his choice of music, he responded, “I am
playing these songs to inculcate love for the country, to create an atmosphere.
When you enter a mandir (temple) you light incense and transform the atmo-
sphere. Like that, these songs create an atmosphere of patriotism.” A song we
heard numerous times during our visits is the classic “Ai mere watan ke logo” (“O!
People of My Country!”), sung by Lata Mangeshkar, which commemorates In-
dian soldiers who died during the 1962 Sino-Indian War and was famously per-
formed before India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, on the country’s
1963 Republic Day. Its themes correspond closely to those emphasized by Gupta,
focusing as they do on blood and memory:

O! People of my country! . ..

Unfurl our beloved tricolor, but don’t forget that at the borders brave
people have lost their lives. . . .

When it was [the festival] of Holi they played [it] with their blood.

When we were sitting in our homes they were being pierced by
bullets. . . .

Some were Sikh, some were Jat [a cultivating caste] and some Maratha
[hailing from Maharashtra], some were Gurkha and some from
Madras.

Whosoever died at the border, every such warrior was an Indian.

The blood that fell on the hills of the Himalayas—that blood was
Indian. . ..

Lest you forget them this story has been recounted. . . .

Victory to India, victory to the Indian Armed Forces.

—“Ai mere watan ke logo”

Holi is a spring festival celebrated in honor of the god Krishna in which playful
reversals of gender, generation, class, and caste are enacted in a variety of ways
(L. Cohen 19954, 401). It usually involves the throwing of various brightly col-
ored substances—vividly reimagined in “Ai mere watan ke logo” as bright red
blood. Usually considered particularly pleasurable, or masti, the festival is here
melded with the high seriousness of national sacrifice. Of further note is the song’s
integrative aesthetic, with its references to different religious, caste, and regional
“types” of fallen hero—Sikh, Jat, and so on. The song thus introduces and en-
folds themes of memory and integrated difference (by way of an idiom of blood)
that are reminiscent of Gandhi’s invocation described earlier in this chapter and
are critical to our analysis below. In referring explicitly to the Sino-Indian War of
1962, it also underlines the important point that while Gupta is principally con-
cerned to remember those who fought and died during the anticolonial move-
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ment, his portraits also memorialize Indians who died in subsequent conflicts.
The most recent of his portraits depict martyrs of the 1999 Kargil conflict between
India and Pakistan.

Martyrs and Memory

Anthropologist William Mazzarella describes how the achievement of Indian in-
dependence in 1947 was not only a moment of victory but also “in a very impor-
tant sense a moment of loss”—a “loss of the loss,” as he puts it (2010, 1-2). This
is useful in helping us to understand the predicament of Gupta and other mem-
bers of the organization he has formed to produce and look after the paintings.
Scholars have been active in emphasizing various sorts of alienation and loss con-
sequent upon colonial rule (e.g., Nandy 1983); at the same time, however, it can
be argued that “colonization enabled a fullness of nationalist subjectivity. . . . In
this paradoxical sense, British colonial rule was for India the loss that made pos-
sible the affective plenitude of mass nationalism” (Mazzarella 2010, 2). Gupta and
his colleagues seek to revivify this affective plenitude in a kind of delayed chal-
lenge to, and contemporary variant of, the “loss of the loss.” Of particular con-
cern from Gupta’s point of view is what he considers to be the popular and bu-
reaucratic failure to remember past sacrifices—sacrifices that are the occluded
condition of a present relentlessly future-oriented national situation. To para-
phrase Engelke (2007), Gupta’s blood portraits speak to a problem of nationalist
presence.

Recall now the lines from Gupta’s exhibition rubric: “We heard that the
history of the sacrifice made by the martyrs would be written in gold letters.
But where has it been written? I thought, if not in gold letters, it can be writ-
ten in blood letters.” The portraits are thus objects in the service of memori-
alization. The memorializing thrust of the portraits is necessary because ex-
isting memorialization processes are experienced as inadequate or tokenistic.
Their purpose is to invoke a memory that is not passive but active, as the
stimulus of a revivified sacrificial spirit. This is memorialization as a call to
action.

Gupta recalled to us his days as a schoolteacher in a government school in
east Delhi: “I felt the children knew nothing. They thought we achieved free-
dom without lifting a finger. They sang popular songs about Gandhi and ahimsa.
They thought we got freedom without picking up a weapon! And so I said, well,
I need to tell the children it’s not true.” This is, then, an explicitly anti-Gandhian
project of reeducation and historical revision. Nationalist historiography—at
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least in terms of its manifestation in school curricula—thus hinges on what
Gupta sees as a Gandhian perversion, to be corrected, in part, by the exhibi-
tions he stages. It is not only Gupta and his organization who are alarmed by
this apparent national forgetting. A blood donation camp in 2009 was staged
in a spatiotemporal conjunction saturated with nationalist significance: the
place was Jallianwala Bagh; the time was Mohandas Gandhi’s birthday (Gan-
dhi Jayanti). The camp’s organizers stated that its aim was “to awake the gov-
ernment from deep slumber to grant the status of freedom fighter to the mar-
tyrs killed during the massacre of 13 April 1919.”"° If Gandhi began the
resignification of the victims of the shootings as martyrs, the project contin-
ues until the present.

Yet this need to remember appears within a fraught contestation of mem-
ory in Indian historiography and gives it its particular religious nationalist
force. As several historians of India have pointed out, memorials such as the
Red Fort have been powerful sites of confrontation between Hindutva nation-
alists, secular elites, and subaltern subjects (Kavuri-Bauer 2011). Gupta’s
organization aims to intervene in the negotiation process of collective memory
in order to revivify and stabilize a particular body of remembrances. His proj-
ect is not only one of restoration but rather exists to counter transformation
with transformation. Specifically, an ongoing complaint of Hindutva activists
has been that “secular” Indian historians have offered a false narrative of In-
dian history that appeases minority groups such as Muslims while victimizing
the Hindu majority that had been under Muslim domination in the precolo-
nial period. Hindutva historiography thus strives to resuscitate an ancient,
masculine, and proud Hindu identity, one that does not fit well with Gandhian
calls to nonviolence. Thus, as we describe below, Gupta’s desire to invigorate
the history of martyrs and armed revolutionaries apparently is in sympathy
with Hindutva historiography.

Coming Together to Bleed

By the mid-2000s more than a hundred portraits had been completed, with Gupta
busying himself exhibiting them in schools and elsewhere. By this time, he had
also formed an organization, the Shaheed Smriti Chetna Samiti (Society to Awaken
Remembrance of the Martyrs; henceforth “the samiti”), in order that the paint-
ings would be cared for after his passing. Until 2004, all the paintings were formed
of Gupta’s blood. However, after two bypass surgeries (Gupta is now eighty) doc-
tors forbade him to provide any more of his own blood, so the artist Binkal now
uses his own blood to paint the martyrs. But a problem arose—the paintings were
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fading, and the artist could hardly be expected to provide all the necessary blood
for their retouching. There is a telling irony here: blood is the ink with which to
redeem the promise of “gold letters” for the immortalization of the freedom fight-
ers, but blood as artistic material is inconstant and ephemeral, partaking of the
flux that is the hallmark of materials (Ingold 2007). Analogous with the faded
memories the paintings are supposed to enliven, blood, too, fades. However, the
potential danger of simply re-presenting the fragility of memories of the martyrs’
timeless sacrifices in material form was turned into an opportunity. In 2008 in
Ghaziabad, a district of Uttar Pradesh state adjacent to Delhi, a special “blood
camp” was staged in order to collect blood for use in retouching the portraits.
The blood of 125 people was collected. As Gupta noted to us: “There were a lot
more people, but we didn’t need more. It was organized for making national sen-
timents. We used bottles—only 20 ml each. We put an anticlotting chemical into
it; there was just that, and the blood. We mixed the blood together and directly
used it. First of all you sketch on the paper with a pencil, and then you paint over
it with [regular] paint so that there is only a very faint outline, and then you paint
over the faint outline with the blood.”

Despite an effort to distinguish between blood collection and medically use-
ful blood donation, this was, in a sense, a blood donation camp, but with recipi-
ents who were dead rather than living. More specifically, the donation was to their
memories; the call was for donations that would keep the dead (rather than the
precariously living) alive (in people’s memories). The element of exchange is fairly
explicit: the martyrs gave their blood for the nation; contemporary Indians are
exhorted to give them their blood to keep their memory alive. Depicted on the
banners adorning the event were the words “Shahido ke liye rakt sangrah shivir”
(“Blood collection for the martyrs”). “People came running to contribute for the
martyrs,” says Gupta. Blood was donated, then, for the martyrs. Also of interest
was the use of 20 ml collection bottles—far smaller than the medical limit. As
Gupta explained to us, “We collected 20 ml only [from each person] so that many
people could be involved—only one syringe each.” Gupta was clear, then, that
multiple sources of blood, though not strictly necessary, were nevertheless desired
(and facilitated).

Importantly, Gupta was keen to stress that women, Muslims, and children all
contributed. (The backgrounds of the contributors were alag-alag, “different-
different,” as he put it.) This was thus an example of the spatial concentration of
difference that is characteristic of the Indian nationalist ideology of national in-
tegration more generally (Copeman 2009a, chap. 7). “Difference” (e.g., of caste,
religion, or geographic provenance) among blood contributors was actively en-
couraged, with the portraits—now composed of multiple mingled bloods—
becoming sanguinary microcosms of the national unitas multiplex. As we discussed
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in chapter 1, in many situations in the subcontinent, bodily mixing is anath-
ema. However, partly because of this very negative power attributed to the mixing
of substances, there inheres within the politics of substance a marked utopic poten-
tial (Alter 1992, 258; Mukharji 2014). It was this politics of substance that Gandhi
had invoked in his call to memorialize the blood of those that had been martyred
at Jallianwala Bagh. Mixing in the form of, say, an intercaste marriage or a trans-
fusion sourced from different religious “types” (see L. Cohen 2001) can carry
powerful messages about nationhood, reason, and civic-mindedness. The Nehru-
vian integrative nationalist or rationalist activist can gain great satisfaction from
transgressing restrictions in flows of substance, but in “constructively” inverting
the typical pattern of restrictions, the pattern can, paradoxically, be reproduced; it
is simply the valuation of the transgression that is altered. Perhaps, therefore, what
Gupta saw when he looked at the (retouched) paintings was an exemplary satura-
tion, one that reasserts rather than contradicts Gandhi’s sanguinary imagination.
Thus, even if Gupta’s explicit aim was to counter a narrative of Gandhian nonvio-
lence, our examination of Gandhi’s sanguinary politics allows us to identify ideo-
logical resonances between Gupta’s project and Gandhian ahimsa.

Traces

For Gupta, the use of blood is important for gaining people’s interest; it is, in this
sense, a tactical usage. But it is also significant because in being formed through
acts of bleeding, there is a key sense in which the portraits constitute themselves
the emulation they call for—adding to their hoped-for precipitative force. There
is a venerable tradition of patriotic Indian portraiture, a genre that gathered in
intensity during the struggle for independence and that made similar demands
on the contemporary viewer, who was encouraged to make sacrifices of a com-
parable nature to those depicted (particularly iconic are those depicting Bhagat
Singh offering his own bloody head to Bharat Mata [India as mother goddess]
[see Pinney 2004; Ramaswamy 2008]). While Gupta’s paintings certainly connect
to this lineage of didactic portraiture, they also obviously differ: first, in being of
far more recent provenance from the perspective of historical nostalgia; and sec-
ond, in being literally composed of the blood they seek to elicit from others. More-
over, these are metonymic extractions: a small part of one’s blood is indicative of
the larger deficits the giver is willing to offer in the future if necessary. This is a
kind of memorialization that, as we have noted, is also a call to action.

Leafing through the visitors’ book with Gupta—a favorite occupation of his
during the long days of the exhibition, at which he was always present—we asked
him which of the thousands of comments he found most gratifying. He guided
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us unhesitatingly to the words of an eight-year-old schoolboy from Delhi: “These
paintings are from the heart, when the time comes to sacrifice my blood for the
protection of my country I will sacrifice my whole life.” As Gupta put it to us:
“This exhibition is to inspire the people to make sacrifices. Sacrifices are not all
over now. You can still do it; you should still do it. The sacrifices are not only in
the past; even in the future there is a time for sacrifice for the country.” In other
words, Gupta is calling for the retemporalization of sacrifice. The paintings are
thus a form of enactive remembering; they are depictions of blood sacrifice that
perform the bleeding they represent and seek to inspire. We have referred to the
hoped-for precipitative force of the portraits, so it is important to consider where
such a force might come from. As we noted earlier, the portraits are (among other
things) a retort to “weak” Gandhian nationalism. And the retort appears to
“work,” in part, through their being imitative of the bleeding they seek to inspire.!®
This then is a kind of mimetic bleeding art—“mimetic” insofar as “originary”
blood sacrificers are paid homage to by bleeding in turn, but mimetic also in terms
of the willingness to sacrifice one’s blood that it is supposed to incite in the viewer.
The paintings call for emulation as models of and models for sacrificial bleeding.
Consider Alfred Gell’s famous delineation of the aniconic symbol, which he com-
pares to the foreign diplomat: “The Chinese ambassador in London . . . does not
look like China, but in London, China looks like him” (1998, 98). Similar to the
ambassador, who is a “spatio-temporally detached fragment of his nation,” ani-
conic works of art, such as religious idols, make gods present in visual form. One
can “represent” in the manner of a painting (iconically), but one can also “rep-
resent” in the manner of an ambassador (aniconically). Blood portraits are both
iconic and aniconic: iconic because they visually depict fallen martyrs; aniconic
because the artist is present in the painting not only in terms of conceptualiza-
tion and technique but also as physical residue. That the corporeal self of the art-
ist is mixed with the primary subject of the portrait, thereby “entering into” the
subject of representation, suggests that what results, paradoxically, may be con-
sidered a kind of self-portrait.

We can discern here a quite familiar South Asian template. Hindu rituals con-
tain identification between worshipper and deity as a central theme and objec-
tive (in puja), with identification reinforced subsequently through the offering
of substances such as food and flowers (prasad). Puja (worship) aims to “create
a unity between deity and worshipper that dissolves the difference between them”
(Fuller 2004, 57). If Gandhi’s imagination of blood sacrifices invoked its ritual
power of sanctification, there is, we suggest, a puja element to the portraits, with
the blood of which they are composed a kind of offering to the depictions it com-
prises. In this sense, the sign and the flesh are one, or one might say that the
iconic and aniconic elements lose their separate identities in the space of the
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portrait-as-puja. Recall that the sense of an offering was explicit at the special re-
touching event discussed above, with the public asked to give blood for the mar-
tyrs in return for the blood they sacrificed in the work of securing national inde-
pendence. That the wider Indian genre of patriotic art, of which Gupta’s works
constitute a subspecies, incorporates nationalist heroes into the Hindu pantheon
substantiates the argument that a puja element might inhere within the portraits.
Ramaswamy refers to a portrait in blood depicting Mohandas Gandhi exhibited
in the National Gandhi Museum in New Delhi. The “literally bloody painting
shows Gandhi with not one but three heads (two of them painted in the colors of
the national flag), signifying his apotheosis into the Hindu pantheon with its many
multiheaded and multilimbed gods” (Ramaswamy 2008, 838). While it is rare for
such patriotic portraiture to use blood as its representational medium, it is not
unusual for the martyrs depicted to appear transfigured into Hindu gods. It is
therefore reasonable to suggest that Gupta’s blood portraiture, as offering, con-
notes a form of communion analogous with that of puja and its transfer of sub-
stances. Like the idols of gods discussed by Gell, the portraits are not only depic-
tions. There is an aniconic element, too, for the portraits index, quite literally,
the artist’s spatiotemporal presence as substantive offerings to the icons they com-
prise. The painting itself is transactional in this sense; it enframes puja. Recall
also Gupta’s comparison, referred to above, between exhibition hall and temple
space, with the music of desh-bhakti (patriotism) considered to be analogous to
the way incense helps create a mood of devotional communion. The need for re-
touching resulted in collection of blood from several hundred others. That there
are multiple bloods mixed into the image collectivizes the puja that is enframed
in the space of the portrait.

Were the portraits efficacious in the manner intended by Gupta and his samiti?
The responses we obtained at the exhibition at the Red Fort do not provide a clear-
cut answer. Some of the visitors we spoke with were not aware that human blood
had been used for the portraits, despite the information displayed. However, to
some degree this particular staging of the exhibition was not typical of the other
occasions in which the paintings have been displayed (school classrooms, stand-
alone exhibitions, etc.). Attendance here tended to be an epiphenomenon of the
primary purpose of the tourist’s visit (i.e., to see the main Red Fort buildings).
Many attendees, then, could hardly be said to have been stimulated to attend by
the novel prospect of a sanguinary mode of portraiture, though that is not to say
that others have not been so at other perhaps less atypical display venues.

Responses gained from discussion but also in (mainly Hindi) written form in
the visitors’ book were mostly of a manner that Gupta would find gratifying—
that is, they offered evidence that the “correct” nationalist interpretations and sen-
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timents had duly been stimulated by the works on display. One visitor from
Punjab stated, “Old memories are being refreshed.” Another, from Bihar, stated
similarly, “These people gave their lives to liberate the country—we should take
inspiration (prerna).” Even more pleasing for Gupta was this: “I wish that my
name was also included among these shahids. Then I could have called myself a
true child of Mother India.” Another comment, this time in English: “I am proud
to be an Indian and also proud of those persons who forgot about themselves and
gave the whole of their blood for our motherland. Jai Hind (Hail India).” A fur-
ther observation, from a visitor from Faizabad, reflected similar sentiments to
those of Gupta concerning memory and willingness to sacrifice: “This exhibition
is in the blood of the artist! It is inspiring for the new generations. If any other
country raises its evil eye (buri nazar) toward India, the entire young generation
will be prepared to hang.” Other visitors made similar comments concerning a
present situation characterized by forgetfulness and consequent lessening of will-
ingness to sacrifice: “These portraits in blood are inspiring. It is important that
these ideas reach the new generation, as it is straying (binak) from its path.” In
respect of the precipitative aim of the exhibition, comments such as “I want to
be like them and give my life for the country” are strongly indicative of the kind
of positive response Gupta was looking for.

Beyond Violence and Nonviolence /
Purity and Mixture

Blood extraction in mass political contexts (principally for purposes of medical
donation, petitions, or paintings) is a key present-day form of political enuncia-
tion, for such extractions—speaking as and on behalf of a subject position (Bairy
2009, 112)—are intensely communicative. In the particular field of Indian party
politics, Gupta’s samiti is joined by Hindu nationalist organizations in their pro-
clivity for blood as media for ideological communication. While it is important
not to impute internal consistency to a highly differentiated set of groups and
pragmatic alliances, Hindutva activists have, broadly speaking, been at the fore-
front of developing a political aesthetics of blood portraiture and speech. During
political demonstrations in 1992 that led to the destruction of the Babri Masjid
mosque in Ayodhya, Hindu nationalist youth group the Bajrang Dal welcomed
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) leader L. K. Advani to the city by applying a ritual
mark (tilak) of blood on his forehead (Fuller 2004, 272). On other occasions, they
have offered him cups of blood. A protest rally against Islamic terrorism orga-
nized by the BJP and Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) in 2001 featured
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the collecting [of] signatures in blood on huge banners proclaiming the
“death of terrorism.” . . . A three-wheeler equipped with loudspeaker
and manned by a BJP worker did the rounds of colonies around [politi-
cian] Khurana’s constituency, inviting people to sign their names in
blood. “Campaigners first allowed blood to be drawn, saw it being put
in a test tube and then dipped cotton padded needles to sign on the ban-
ner. And as they did so they were drowned in a chorus of nationalistic
slogans,” while the wasted blood was poured down the drain. . . . Even
schoolchildren were included in the “sacrifice” of blood. All this in a city
where the government has been repeatedly announcing a shortage of
blood for accident victims.'”

Consider also how in 2015 the BJP government in Rajasthan decided to orga-
nize a compulsory blood donation campaign in private and public colleges on
the day of Baqr-Eid, barring Muslims from observing the holiday.'® These are just
a few of the many instances in which blood is invoked as a biomoral substance to
assert the rights of a Hindu majority. Many activists of the Hindu right, then, see
themselves as “people of blood” (Heuze 1992, 2261) and employ human blood
for a wide variety of enunciative purposes. In several instances of political blood
shedding such as this, extraction seems to communicate metonymic intentions,
by which we mean that the portion extracted indicates the whole the agent is will-
ing to give; it is a demonstration of intent (see the discussion of Bajrang Dal ac-
tivists’ blood portrait of Lord Rama in chapter 1). Blood as media may enact a
premonitory bloodshed, a sanguinary forewarning.

The samiti’s use of blood is thus inescapably caught within the symbolic uni-
verse of right-wing political mediations of blood as biomoral substance. The
transactional enframement of the blood painting, and its metonymic threat, are
both also features of the wider Indian sanguinary politics and can be used in or-
der to articulate far narrower political visions than that of the samiti’s apparently
broad and inclusive “secular” nationalism. Further, perhaps such shared features
should cause us to reconsider whether the samiti is in fact as broadly secular and
inclusive as it is presented by its founders. While conducting fieldwork, Gupta
informed us that he had recently received the promise of a permanent home for
his portraits in Vrindavan at the ashram of Hindu ascetic Sadhvi Rithambara. The
location she offered would place the portraits firmly under a Hindutva sign. Sad-
hvi Rithambara is a Vishwa Hindu Parishad activist of particular notoriety
known for her anti-Muslim rhetoric. She was legally charged with and widely
regarded to have been instrumental in fueling the anti-Muslim tensions that
resulted in the destruction of the Babri Masjid. For Gupta, this was a welcome
solution to a practical problem: “Very few people come forward with money. I have
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to spend Rs. 400 a day [roughly $7]. We found it very difficult to get land for [a
dedicated] museum in Delhi. But we will go to Vrindavan. . .. Sadhvi Ritham-
bara, who has an ashram there, has spent 30 lakhs [$45,000] [on housing the por-
traits and contributing to their upkeep]. She is protecting this heritage for the
coming generations.”

While generous, Sadhvi Rithamb