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Dalit Studies: Key Terms and Concepts undertakes a critical engagement
with nearly fifty foundational terms and concepts that have shaped—and
continue to shape—the field of Dalit Studies.

The entries in the volume:

e Are lucid, accessible, and interdisciplinary—detailed in information, com-
prehensive in perspective, and critical in argumentation.

e Integrate quantitative and qualitative research methods by interfacing
facts, data, and information with critical, textual, historical, and discourse
analysis.

¢ Discuss the genealogy of each term or concept; provide relevant literary,
cultural, and socio-political examples and references; and examine its con-
temporary significance.

A key text for an evolving field, this book foregrounds the fundamentals—
the critical nuances and far-reaching implications of concepts central to
Dalit Studies that are frequently invoked but rarely examined in depth. This
volume will be essential reading for students and researchers of literary and
critical theory, social and cultural theory, discrimination and ethnic studies,
and South Asian studies.

Mabhitosh Mandal is an Assistant Professor of English at Presidency University,
Kolkata, India. He earned his BA (Hons), MA, MPhil, and PhD from the
Department of English, Jadavpur University, Kolkata. His research interests
include literature and psychoanalysis, Holocaust and popular culture, and
Dalit and marginality studies. He is the author of Jacques Lacan: From
Clinic to Culture (2018) and co-editor of Holocaust vs. Popular Culture:
Interrogating Incompatibility and Universalization (Routledge, 2023).
His research has been published in leading academic journals, including
Contemporary Voice of Dalit, Caste: A Global Journal on Social Exclusion,
Lacunae: APPI International Journal for Lacanian Psychoanalysis, and
Interdisciplinary Literary Studies.



Sanjiv Kondekar is an Assistant Professor of English at Nutan Adarsh
Arts, Commerce & Smt. M. H. Wegad Science College, Umred, Nagpur,
Mabharashtra, India. He earned PhD on Saint Tukaram from the Department
of English, Rashtrasant Tukadoji Maharaj Nagpur University, Maharashtra.
He is the recipient of Junior Research Fellowship (University Grants
Commission, India). His research interests include Bhakti Movement,
Tukaram Studies, Dalit Studies, and Indian Knowledge Systems. He is the
author of History of Tukaram Studies: A Critical Survey (2022) and co-editor
of Indian Knowledge Systems: Values and Philosophies (2024). He also
co-edited Mithak: Sabitya va Sanskruti (2024). His latest Marathi-language
book, titled Jivanvadi Nittitatve (2025), studies the Tamil poet-philosopher
Thiruvalluvar.



Dalit Studies

Key Terms and Concepts

Edited by
Mahitosh Mandal
and Sanjiv Kondekar

£ ¥ Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group
LONDON AND NEW YORK



Designed cover image: Getty Images

First published 2026
by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

and by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2026 selection and editorial matter, Mahitosh Mandal and Sanjiv Kondekar;
individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Mahitosh Mandal and Sanjiv Kondekar to be identified
as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for their
individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77
and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or
reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical,
or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including
photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval
system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

For Product Safety Concerns and Information please contact our EU
representative GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com. Taylor & Francis Verlag
GmbH, Kaufingerstrafse 24, 80331 Miinchen, Germany.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks
or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and
explanation without intent to infringe.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-041-05815-1 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-041-06149-6 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-63401-0 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003634010

Typeset in Sabon
by codeMantra


mailto:GPSR@taylorandfrancis.com
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003634010

This book is dedicated to Babasabeb Dr. Bhimrao

Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956), whose vision, struggle,
and intellectual legacy continue to illuminate the path
towards justice, equality, and empowerment for Dalits
and all marginalised communities. It would not be an
overstatement to say that the anti-caste discourse today—
and Dalit Studies as a discipline—is, in many ways, a
series of footnotes to Ambedkar.
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Fundamentals of Dalit Studies

An Introduction

Mabitosh Mandal and Sanjiv Kondekar

Dalit Studies is an interdisciplinary field of inquiry — drawing on history,
sociology, political science, anthropology, law, economics, literary, and cul-
tural studies — that examines Dalit histories, lived realities, cultural expres-
sions, and various forms of Dalit agency, resistance, and praxis. It analyses
anti-caste thought, the politics of Brahmanical supremacy, caste-based vio-
lence and atrocity, affirmative-action regimes and legal frameworks, Dalit
diasporic experiences, the production and contestation of caste in global con-
texts, and intersectionality of caste with gender, class, race, disability, reli-
gion, law, and environmentalism. Experts consider the foundation of the field
to have been laid in the 1990s (Rawat and Satyanarayana 3). This makes
the field approximately three decades old. And yet, apart from Rawat and
Satyanarayana’s edited volume on Dalit Studies, there is a lack of compre-
hensive scholarship looking into the fundamentals of the discipline. Volumes
such as The Oxford Handbook of Caste edited by Surinder S. Jodhka and
Jules Naudet and The Routledge Handbook of the Other Backward Classes
of India edited by Simhadri Somanaboina and Akhileshwari Ramagoud
are relevant in this context, but they do not directly and exclusively engage
with Dalit Studies. The current volume attempts to address this lacuna by
emphatically articulating the grammar and vocabulary of Dalit Studies and
thoroughly exploring the foundational concepts of the field. Such an effort to
foreground the fundamentals is important not only for a more informed and
critical engagement with and expansion of the field, equipping researchers
with robust points of reference, but it is also an attempt at “watering” the
core ideas so that they do not “wither and die” (Ambedkar, “Ranade, Gan-
dhi, Jinnah” 239-240). This is because the radical ideas associated with Dalit
Studies may risk suppression, non-recognition, misappropriation, and amne-
sia due to the cunning reproduction of Brahmanical cultural and intellectual
hegemony that persists even today. Indeed, unlike the romantic notion that
great ideas sustain themselves, e.g., Giuseppe Mazzini’s well-known convic-
tion that one can kill a man but not an idea, B. R. Ambedkar was opposed
to “the false faith in the driving force of principles and policies” (Ambedkar,
“Ranade, Gandhi, Jinnah” 239). Ambedkar, while discussing the greatness
of Ranade, strongly condemned the “aversion to mass contact” as the tragic
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legacy of his Liberal Party which failed to “fructify” the socially reformative
ideas of Ranade (Ambedkar, “Ranade, Gandhi, Jinnah” 239-240). Ambed-
kar believed that emancipatory ideas require active propagation, otherwise
they would be forced to fade into oblivion and not have the desired socially
transformative effects (Ambedkar, “Ranade, Gandhi, Jinnah” 239-240).
Taking a cue from Ambedkar, this volume takes a small step in the active
dissemination of key anti-caste ideas. It aims at aiding in the interpretation,
articulation, and advancement of the Dalit cause for all those who are vari-
ously engaged in working towards a casteless, egalitarian society in general
and debrahmanization of knowledge systems in particular.

Dalit Studies is a discipline that neither considers Dalits as objects of study
nor portrays them as passive victims. It also does not involve discussion of
identity politics alone; nor does it understand Dalits as isolated subjects.
Instead, it is a discourse in which Dalits take the centre stage, challenging their
conventional position as “outcastes,” placed outside the caste system and at
the margins of society. Instead of Dalits being interpreted, labelled, stigma-
tized, dehumanized, and victimized by Brahmanical subjects, Dalit Studies
becomes a site where Brahmanical maltreatment of Dalits is exposed and
casteist narratives of Brahmanical supremacy are subverted by using Dalit
perspectives as reference points. These subversive connotations are inherent
in the term “Dalit” itself. Although “Dalit” literally means crushed underfoot
or broken, the term exceeds, if not opposes, its etymological denotation of
“victimhood” to connote a sense of “resistance,” as the chapter on “Dalit”
included in this volume emphasizes. As Guru notes, “Dalit” “refuses to be
defined in terms of victimhood and political passivity” because it is “a word
of struggle,” a “political expression,” “an assertion of one’s moral right to
dignity,” signifying an “intense power of resistance” (248). It is a term cho-
sen for themselves by those designated by the caste Hindus as Untouchables.
The core of “Dalit” Studies, therefore, is constituted by Dalit self-assertion
and anti-caste resistance. It foregrounds Dalit cause, Dalit perspectives, Dalit
histories, Dalit voice, and Dalit agency, all of which have been excluded from
the mainstream, that is, the Brahmanical episteme. It analyses the contribu-
tions of thinkers, leaders, reformers, litterateurs, artists, directors, activists,
scholars, academicians, journalists, and others from Dalit background, who
remained neglected, unexplored, and unnamed in the conventional academic
and public discourses that have, for centuries, glorified their caste Hindu
counterparts.

It must be added that Dalit Studies is not just about the Dalits. Insofar as
Dalit Studies dismantles the caste system to expose its vices, all who have
been victimized by this system are also an integral part of Dalit Studies. Thus,
whereas Dalits are historically “outcastes,” many others, who did have a
place in the caste system but were nevertheless subjected to severe discrimi-
nation, for example the “lower” or to be more precise, “lowered” castes,
become key reference points in Dalit Studies (D. Mandal). In Who Were
the Shudras, Ambedkar has demonstrated that historically there were only
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three varnas and Shudras were originally Kshatriyas. However, due to their
King, Sudas, falling out of favour with the Brahmins, all his descendants were
deprived of Upanayana by the Brahmins, thus demoting them to a servile sta-
tus below all three varnas. Thus, a history of Shudras can enlighten us about
the ancient vengeful mechanisms of Brahmanism (Ambedkar, “Who were
the Shudras” 118-1535). The neglect, dehumanization, exploitation, and vic-
timization of the tribal people of India that boast of having the most ancient
civilization also become an important means of interrogating the caste sys-
tem (Ambedkar, “Annihilation of Caste” 52-53). So does the discrimination
faced by women, religious minorities, and Dalit converts due to Brahmanical
male supremacy and the reproduction of casteism across religions. It may be
mentioned that there have been efforts to bring all victims of caste under one
umbrella term such as “Dalit” (employed as an inclusive term by the Dalit
Panthers) or “Bahujan” (as used by Kanshi Ram); such an umbrella term has
been contested, leading to other coinages such as Dalitbahujan by Kancha
Ilaiah. This volume contends while Dalit Studies deals with Dalits as central
protagonists, all other caste sufferers constitute an extremely important and
integral part of its anti-caste discourse.

Dalit Studies is also about the dominant castes and Brahmanical subjects.
This is because Dalit concerns are to be analysed in conjunction with the
caste system which excluded them and in contrast to the caste Hindus or the
dominant castes who dehumanized, maltreated, and exploited them for cen-
turies. Dalit Studies is, therefore, not only about Dalits as the caste oppressed
but also about systemic caste oppression and Brahmanical caste oppressors.
Rawat and Satyanarayana have rightly noted, following Ambedkar, that
the social condition of the Dalits must always be studied comparatively, in
conjunction with that of the Brahmanical caste Hindus (25). Dalit Studies
thus interrogates the caste-based privileges, entitlements, and cultural capi-
tal of the Brahmanical caste Hindus who have historically thrived on their
strategically constructed caste supremacy at the cost of enslaving, exploit-
ing, ostracizing, and dehumanizing the “lower” castes and the Dalits. Dalit
Studies, therefore, critiques the casteist attitudes, actions, thoughts, beliefs,
rituals, myths, scriptures, literatures, and cultures of the Brahmanical caste
Hindus. This not only reverses the “ethnographic gaze” — the oppressor
being exposed alongside the oppressed being “de-stigmatized” — but this also
must be the essential message of Dalit Studies (Kang 9-10; M. Mandal 8). In
this context, we may take note of Ambedkar’s observations in “Untouchables
or the Children of India’s Ghetto,” where he states, “Everyone who feels
moved by the deplorable condition of the Untouchables begins by saying:
“We must do something for the Untouchables.” One seldom hears any of the
persons interested in the problem saying: ‘Let us do something to change the
Hindu.”” The project to annihilate caste, as envisioned by Ambedkar, must
combine de-stigmatization and empowerment of Dalits along with a radical
self-questioning and debrahmanization of the caste Hindus. This volume on
Dalit Studies variously addresses these dual objectives which, ultimately, are
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intertwined, and which can be appropriately addressed only when Dalit per-
spectives and methodologies are adopted.

Fighting caste, putting an end to caste discrimination, empowering the caste
sufferers, and creating a casteless and egalitarian Indian society are not the task
and responsibility of the Dalits alone. This commitment is a collective one,
belonging to all — Dalits, lowered castes, minorities, and even the sympathizers
of Dalit cause from the upper castes. We may learn from Ambedkar’s inclu-
sion of anti-caste Brahmins in the Mahad Satyagraha. While a few proposed
that Brahmins should not be permitted to take part in Mahad Satyagraha,
because historically the Brahmin class was instrumental in degradation of the
Untouchables, Ambedkar, in Bahishkrit Bharat dated 29 July 1927, declared,
“We do need all people who are sympathetic to our cause, whether they are
Brahmans or non-Brahmans. To exclude Brahmans will not only be wrong in
principles but also in strategy” (qtd. in Teltumbde 175). Rather than reproduc-
ing casteist exclusion and hierarchy, the fulfilment of the vision of a caste-free
society, perhaps, needs all who are committed to anti-caste objectives, irrespec-
tive of their caste background. This volume is no exception; while the majority
of its contributors are justifiably from Dalitbahujan backgrounds, it includes
scholars from historically dominant castes as well.

Dalit Studies: Key Terms and Concepts explores forty-seven essential
terms and concepts that both beginners and researchers in the field should
be thoroughly familiar with. The volume is inspired by similar and definitive
works in other fields, such as The Post-Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts
edited by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin and An Introduc-
tory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis by Dylan Evans. The forty-seven
chapters included in the volume, based on the contribution from thirty schol-
ars, comprise detailed information, comprehensive perspectives, and critical
argumentation. The chapters combine quantitative and qualitative research
methods by interfacing facts, data, and information with critical, textual,
historical, and discourse analysis. Structurally, they include some common
features such as a discussion of the genealogy of the concept; relevant liter-
ary, cultural, and socio-political examples and references demonstrating the
concept; and reflections on the contemporary significance of the concept.
Like a dictionary, the chapters are arranged in an alphabetical order, but
unlike a dictionary, each chapter contains a detailed scholarly analysis of
the relevant topics. The volume employs cross-referencing of chapters as and
where necessary and comprises a detailed index to ensure the readers have a
broader understanding of the concepts.

Even though the chapters in this volume are arranged alphabetically, this
introduction offers a thematic overview to highlight the key debates, intersec-
tions, and critical trajectories in Dalit Studies represented in this collection.
Broadly, the forty-seven chapters may be grouped under the following eight
thematic clusters: defining the field; identity constructions; caste-based dis-
crimination; Dalit history and politics; anti-caste thought; Dalits, media, and
culture; intersectionality; and praxis.
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Defining the Field: Labelling, Formulating, and Charting the
Disciplinary Terrain

Four chapters in this volume critically engage with the definition, scope, and
methodology of Dalit Studies. Nivea Thomas K.’s chapter on “Dalit Stud-
ies” traces the evolution of Dalit Studies and explores its theoretical founda-
tions, key debates, and its role in challenging contemporary socio-political
narratives. It further analyses the global expansion of Dalit Studies and its
inclusion in the curriculum of academic institutions worldwide. Dhivya
Sivaramane’s chapter on “Critical Caste Studies” (CCS) explains how CCS
is emerging as a new subfield within Dalit Studies and how, while build-
ing on Dalit discourse, it critiques Dalit Studies through a transdisciplinary
approach. CCS focuses beyond Dalits and on dominant castes, complicating
identity politics through notions of privilege, savarna subjectivity, and epis-
temic violence. CCS, as the chapter shows, further aims to “decasteize” and
“debrahminize” the psyche, social practices, and spaces of oppression so as
to aid in the creation of a casteless society. Dhanesh Mankulam’s entry on
“Dalit Historiography,” considered a key tool in Dalit Studies, explains the
methodological value of Dalit historiography in countering dominant Brah-
manical narratives. Distinct from subaltern historiography, it represents a
resistance epistemology, challenging Brahmanical frameworks and advocat-
ing equitable representation of marginalized histories. The chapter shows
how, through an interdisciplinary approach, Dalit historiography uncovers
and validates Dalit experiences, contributing to a more inclusive understand-
ing of Indian history. Finally, Rajdeep Mondal’s chapter on “Dalit Experi-
ence” draws on lexical, literary, and theoretical discourses to offer a nuanced
analysis of how Dalit experience can function as an important tool not just
for Dalit Studies but to radically transform, as per the propositions of Gopal
Guru, the social sciences disciplines in India. Theorizing Dalit experience as
“lived experience,” it explains the interface between Dalit theory and Dalit
experience. It engages with the debates around experience and theorization
in the writings of Guru, Sundar Sarukkai, and later respondents, to explore
the ethical, epistemological, political, intellectual, and cultural significance of
Dalit experience and Dalit theory.

Caste-Based and Anti-Caste Identity Constructions

Five chapters in this volume address the question of caste-based and
anti-caste social and legal identity formations in Indian history. Priyanka
Choudhary’s chapter on “Caste” attempts to define the social institution of
caste in India and investigates how caste as a social practice has survived,
transformed, evolved, and been challenged. It explores the complexities
surrounding caste in contemporary times, including how, with the rise of
pluralism and civil society activism, caste has emerged as a tool for mobi-
lization. Proggya Ghatak’s chapter on “Scheduled Castes” (SCs) analyses
the colonial coinage of the term, and examines the demography, social and
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civil disabilities, constitutional safeguards, and current advancement of the
SCs. It highlights the debates surrounding the term and the classification of
diverse disadvantaged social groups under the single category of SCs. Draw-
ing on relevant acts and orders, census data, and other statistical sources,
the chapter maps the trajectory of the SCs in both colonial and postcolonial
India. The chapter on “Dalit” by Mahitosh Mandal delves into the radical
emergence and genealogical trajectory of the term “Dalit,” while emphasiz-
ing the term’s semantic duality, implying both victimhood and resistance.
The chapter outlines how the term achieved its political import in the context
of the anti-caste movements from the nineteenth century onwards. The entry
concludes by stating how “Dalit” remains a term very much in contemporary
use, and why politically, despite its contested status, it still carries revolution-
ary and emancipatory potential. Jyoti Biswas’s chapter on “Bahujan” argues
for the political necessity and potential inclusivity of the term “Bahujan” in
providing a common socio-political identity for the heterogenous numeri-
cal majority including SCs, Scheduled Tribes (STs), Other Backward Classes
(OBCs), Dalit converts, and religious minorities, who have historically been
maltreated by the Brahmanical caste system. It traces the genealogy of the
term in Buddha, Ashokan rock edicts, and Kanshi Ram and studies its sig-
nificance from Bhakti movement to the times of Phule and Ambedkar, and
in the post-Ambedkarite period. Priyanka Choudhary’s chapter on “Kshatri-
yaization,” while referring to how untouchable communities made claims
about their Kshatriya status in the nineteenth century onwards, examines the
multi-layered nuances of the politics of Kshatriyaization. Similar concepts
such as Sanskritization and Rajputization are studied through a comparative
framework to enhance the critical and historical significance of Kshatriyaiza-
tion in the larger trajectory of the encounter between the untouchables and
the caste Hindus.

Lived Realities and Ideological Apparatuses of Caste-Based
Discrimination

Five chapters in this volume demonstrate how ideologies and cultural hegem-
ony of Brahmanism along with physical and psychological violence by the
dominant castes lead to systemic maltreatment and discrimination of the
Dalits. Mahitosh Mandal’s chapter on “Caste Atrocities” argues that while
many caste-deniers claim caste is a relic of the past, the lived reality of Dal-
its and Adivasis demonstrates a paradoxical rise in caste atrocities in con-
temporary times. Using both quantitative and qualitative data, this chapter
maps the varied instances of caste-based violence persisting in the Indian
subcontinent and diaspora since the 1950 Constitutional ban on untouch-
ability. It critiques the Brahmanical media’s silence, surveys national and
international laws, and analyses how the justice process often fails victims,
though small-scale convictions of caste perpetrators have also occurred. M.
Rejoyson Thangal’s chapter on “Caste Microaggressions” studies the verbal,



Introduction 7

behavioural, and environmental indignities, often covert and subtle, suf-
fered by Dalits in the hands of the dominant castes. This chapter argues that,
though usually intentional, caste microaggressions are also perpetrated unin-
tentionally, but due to their covert nature, they may appear ambiguous or
difficult to prove. It explains how caste microaggressions lead to detrimental
physiological and psychological consequences for the Dalits and reflects on
how they can counter such microaggressions. Rishi R. Guné’s chapter on
“Casteism in the Indian Diaspora” analyses how caste-based maltreatment
or “casteism” occurs in the global Indian diaspora and examines the factors
responsible for promoting and superimposing a casteist and savarna view of
Indian identity and politics internationally. It argues that anti-caste organiza-
tions like Equality Labs have demonstrated how Dalit experiences of global
casteism directly challenge invocations of “castelessness” heard throughout
the diaspora. The chapter concludes by examining the recent movement in
the United States to add caste as a protected category and how caste becomes
race in the legal discourse on anti-discrimination. Sruti M. D.’s chapter on
“Manuvad” defines Manuvad as an ideological conception of the caste sys-
tem, which sanctions exclusivism and different forms of social injustice. It
traces the term’s relation to the Manusmriti or The Laws of Manu, a San-
skrit text that codified the existing caste inequalities practiced in that period.
Although Manuvad serves as a metaphor for caste, the chapter explains how
it dictates patriarchal norms, condemning not only Dalits but also women to
abject existences. Aarti Vishwakarma’s chapter on “Brahmanical Literature”
interrogates the hegemony of Brahmanical literature in the Indian literary
scene. The ideology of Brahmanism, this chapter shows, shapes the caste
Hindu texts such as Vedas, Upanishads, and Puranas which create Brahmani-
cal archetypes that recur in the mainstream Indian literature. Drawing on
Ambedkar, the chapter analyses how Brahmanical hegemony is reproduced
through Brahmanical literature and aesthetics to exclude and undermine the
discourses and cultures of the Dalits and tribal groups.

Dalit History and Politics: Contexts and Achievements of
Anti-Caste Movements

Ten chapters in this volume contextualize, analyse, and assess the significant
milestones in Dalit history and Dalit politics. “Dalits and the British Raj,”
by Jyoti Biswas, re-evaluates the role of the British Raj in Dalit history by
analysing the Dalit appropriation of colonial modernity. The chapter dem-
onstrates how colonialist critique of the Hindu caste system and legitimizing
of Christianity as an alternative religious identity for the Indians — apart from
being overt colonialist propaganda — translated into various colonial policies
involving identification, classification, and safeguarding of disadvantaged
caste groups. These factors influenced Dalit self-assertion and Dalit moder-
nity and transformed the social and religious prospects of the Dalit life. Tufan
Bhaskar Awatale’s chapter on “Mahad Satyagraha” comprehensively details
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and contextualizes the events leading to Mahad Satyagraha in 1927, under
the worthy leadership of Ambedkar, involving the assertion of the right of
the untouchables to access public water resources. The chapter analyses how
Ambedkar broadened the movement’s scope beyond mere water access to
encompass principles of human rights and equality. It argues how the even-
tual legal affirmation of Dalit access to the Chawdar tank marked a cru-
cial step towards social justice, underscored the indomitable resilience of the
Dalit community, and established a crucial precedent for future emancipatory
movements. Chandan Kumar’s chapter on “Separate Electorate” delves into
the introduction of separate electorates for minority groups under British Raj
and how Ambedkar successfully lobbied British India for separate electorates
for the “depressed classes,” along with reserved council seats. However, the
chapter explains how, due to vehement opposition from Gandhi, who cited
it as detrimental to the unity of Hindus, the proposed separate electorate
ended with the Poona Pact. The chapter closely analyses the implications
of Separate Electorate and Poona Pact for the future of the Dalits. Madhabi
Karmakar’s chapter on “Gandhi-Ambedkar Debate” goes beyond the Poona
Pact to explore the ideological differences between Gandhi and Ambedkar, in
areas such as untouchability, democracy, education, representation, religious
dogma, and rural development. Based on the framework of Dalit modernity,
this chapter evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of both the ideologues. It
proposes that, unlike Gandhi who was a Hindu spiritualist, Ambedkar pro-
vided a pragmatic force to the Dalits so that they could attain the modernity
in different aspects of life. Jyoti Biswas’s chapter on “Reservation” is a criti-
cal attempt to historicize and evaluate the caste-based reservation of seats in
education and jobs for the SCs, STs, and OBCs as per the Indian Constitution.
It considers associated polemics related to merit, creamy layer, low cut-off
marks, economic reservation, etc. It explains why caste-based reservation not
only helps economic empowerment but also ensures adequate representation
of the underrepresented social groups. Despite criticism, reservation remains,
this chapter contends, the only ideal solution to redress underrepresentation.
Priyanka Verma’s chapter on “Dalit Political Parties” explains how unequal
power dynamics and lack of Dalit representation necessitated Dalit politics
in India. It foregrounds Dalit mobilization since Phule’s Satyashodhak Samaj,
traces Ambedkar’s influence, and discusses key anti-caste political parties
such as Republican Party of India, Dalit Panthers, and Bahujan Samaj Party.
The chapter further outlines the rise of various Dalit political parties from
the Justice Party (1916) to Azad Samaj Party (2020), and anti-caste student
politics, and examines the uneven development of Dalit movements across
India. Sanjiv Kondekar’s chapter on “Dalit Panthers” explains how, despite
the group being largely active for just eight years, the Dalit Panthers made an
indelible mark on the socio-cultural history of India. It examines the impact
of Babasaheb Ambedkar, Black Panthers, and Elaya Perumal Committee’s
report on caste atrocities on the emergence of Dalit Panthers. The chapter
analyses the controversial Dalit Panthers Manifesto and the importance of
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Dalit literature for the Dalit Panthers. It highlights Dalit Panthers’ key contri-
butions, analyses their internal rift and disintegration, and assesses their last-
ing legacy. Subhayu Bhattacharjee’s chapter on “Jai Bhim” unravels the rich
tapestry of associations of the slogan, “Jai Bhim” across historical frame-
works of invocation and reception. It argues that the slogan not only presents
Dalit movement as being relevant on its own terms, but it also manifests
itself a distinct yet inter-textual marker of discourses of self-determination.
The chapter explores both the historical and socio-political aspects of the
term’s usage and the cultural embodiments of the same in films, rallies, and
other cultural articulations. Nivea Thomas K.’s chapter on “Dalit Activism”
analyses the concept of activism and traces the trajectory, achievements,
and challenges of Dalit activism. It demonstrates how Dalit activism has
not only called out caste-based maltreatment as human rights violation but
has also expanded beyond traditional modes of protest by adopting diverse
strategies, including social media campaigns like #DalitLivesMatter, and by
transitioning from exclusive domestic advocacy to transnational alliances. It
also highlights the gap between international advocacy for Dalit rights and
grassroots-level Dalit activism and the risk of Dalit activists being reduced
to mere pressure groups. Abdul Najeeb Noorul Ameen’s chapter on “Dalits
and Hindutva” studies Vinayak Damodar Savarakar’s notion of Hindutva
in conjunction with Ambedkar’s critique of Hinduism and his conversion to
Buddhism. It further explores Hindutva’s appropriation of Ambedkar and
co-option of Dalit leaders, and the paradox of Sanskritization. The chapter
concludes by revisiting the fragmentation of Dalit politics in Maharashtra
and underlines the need for a re-articulation of Ambedkarite values of equal-
ity, liberty, and fraternity as instrumental for sustained, future-oriented Dalit
political mobilization.

Key Formulations of Major Anti-Caste Thinkers

Although the anti-caste intellectual tradition is vast and includes innumer-
able thinkers from non-Brahmin and Dalit communities, three thinkers are
repeatedly evoked in contemporary anti-caste discourses, e.g., Jotirao Phule,
Periyar, and Ambedkar. Six chapters in this volume are devoted to elaborate
on their ideas. Palash Biswas’s chapter on “Anti-Caste Thinkers” provides
a critical overview of the major anti-caste thinkers across Indian history,
including Buddha, Basavanna, Kabir, Ravidas, Guru Nanak, Jotirao Phule,
Savitribai Phule, Harichand Thakur, Guruchand Thakur, Iyothee Thass, Peri-
yar, Ambedkar, Kanshi Ram, and Kancha Ilaiah. By investigating how these
thinkers assert moral and social equality and aim to dismantle the very foun-
dations of caste, this study contributes to the larger discourse on social justice
and equality, emphasizing the relevance of anti-caste ideology in contemporary
India and beyond. Surajkumar Thube’s chapter on “Satyashodhak Samaj”
studies the significance of Satyashodhak Samaj established by Jotirao Phule in
Pune in 1873. It explores Jotirao Phule’s societal and literary contributions to
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the nineteenth-century Marathi public sphere and maps the social trajectory
of the Samaj from 1890 to 1930, the most significant period of its expansion
across Western India. It analyses the growth of the non-Brahmin print sphere,
the rise of outfits of the Samaj beyond Pune and Mumbai, the role of the per-
formative sphere enabling easy accessibility of Satyashodhak principles to the
non-Brahmin communities, and the religious reforms advanced by the Sama;j.
Dhivya Sivaramane’s chapter on “Self-Respect Movement of Periyar” analy-
ses the significance of Periyar’s ideas in the history of anti-caste thought by
explaining how Periyar’s Self-Respect Movement advocated for the cultiva-
tion of the feeling of self-respect and rationalist thinking as critical to repudi-
ate Brahmanical socio-religious and cultural codifications that maltreat and
subdue non-Brahmins as lesser humans. It highlights why the Self-Respecters
believed that the scriptural sources and religious traditions of the Brah-
mins sanctioned them caste privilege and supremacy and why only through
a rejection of the same could individual freedom, human dignity, social
equality, and justice be achieved. Debdas Roy’s chapter on “Annihilation
of Caste” offers a close textual reading of the concept of caste-annihilation
as formulated by Ambedkar in his 1936 undelivered speech titled “Anni-
hilation of Caste.” Positioning the concept as central to Dalit Studies, this
chapter mainly focuses on four aspects — Ambedkar’s indictments against
caste, his remedies for the deliverance from caste, the objections against the
proposal of caste-annihilation including those of Gandhi and later critics,
and the influence and continued relevance of Ambedkar’s formulation. Abdul
Najeeb Noorul Ameen’s chapter on “Graded Inequality” analyses the con-
ceptual significance of graded inequality proposed by Ambedkar to explain
the internal logic of the caste system. It delves into Ambedkar’s theorization
of caste as a hereditary, incentive-based hierarchy where castes are ranked
in a graded system of privileges and obligations, reverence and contempt,
compelling caste groups to defer to their superiors and dominate their sub-
ordinates. It argues that Graded Inequality provides critical insights into
caste-based violence in contemporary India and can be an effective concep-
tual tool to interrogate caste’s modern adaptations. The chapter on “Educate,
Agitate and Organize” by Abdul Najeeb Noorul Ameen defines “Educate,
Agitate and Organize,” Ambedkar’s rallying cry to the untouchables during
the 1942 Depressed Classes Conference at Nagpur, as summing up the core
of his emancipatory politics. The chapter traces the intellectual and histori-
cal genealogy of the slogan, its practical application in Ambedkar’s life and
Indian constitutional politics, and argues for its contemporary revival as a
foundational framework for rethinking Dalit empowerment in a postcolo-
nial, neoliberal, and increasingly globalized India.

Media and Cultural Representations by the Dalits

Six chapters in this volume delve into how Dalits have created alternative
cultural and media spaces to represent themselves in contrast to the so-called
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mainstream (read, Brahmanical) media and culture that maintain calcu-
lated silence and indifference towards Dalit issues. Damayanti Das’s chapter
on “Dalit Literature” explains how Dalit literature, inspired by the Phule-
Ambedkarite anti-caste philosophy, has become a strong literary and political
medium of self-representation for the Dalits. As an expression of Dalit con-
sciousness, Dalit literature, the chapter argues, documents caste-induced
pain, trauma, and humiliation of the Dalits along with their struggles for
equality, justice, dignity, and human rights. It provides a detailed overview
of Dalit literature across Indian states, neighbouring countries and diaspora
and addresses debates on its literary merit, aesthetics, authorship, translation
politics, and the use of English to counter caste stigma. Sruti M. D.’s chapter
on “Dalit Life Narratives” analyses the importance of Dalit life narratives
distinguishing them from conventional autobiographies and explaining how
they document, from an insider’s point of view, the Dalit lived experience
of grinding poverty, economic exploitation, caste-based taboos, forced illit-
eracy, and persistent denial of human rights. By interweaving individual and
collective memories, Dalit life narratives assert a truth-value that renders it
a vital archive of Dalit history. The chapter demonstrates how these narra-
tives are important anti-caste discourses that interrogate dominant narratives
of nationhood by foregrounding the socio-political realities of Dalit lives.
Ram Avadh Prajapati’s chapter on “Dalit Aesthetics” defines the yardsticks
of Dalit aesthetics as alternative aesthetics by contextualizing the arguments
of Marathi and Hindi Dalit theorists and highlighting the tension between
traditional Brahmanical aesthetics and Dalit aesthetics. Based on the revo-
lutionary egalitarian ideals of Jotirao Phule and Ambedkar, Dalit aesthetics
aims at authentic representation of everyday life and consciousness of the
Dalits and the reclamation of Dalit agency. The chapter explains why true
evaluation of the merits of Dalit literature cannot be accomplished through
Brahmanical aesthetics of pleasure and beauty which fails to capture the
suffering and resistance of the Dalits. Subhayu Bhattacharjee’s chapter on
“Dalit Cinema” adopts a panoramic approach from both Hindi mainstream
films to regional cinema to conceptualize Dalit cinema as a broad rubric
with various conceptual and thematic parameters of divisions and intends to
bring the mainstream and the vernacular in dialogue with each other. While
delving into the various relevant strands of Indian cinema, it asserts that
the best rendition of Dalit cinema occurs through a new wave of films in
India which bring Dalit issues in the forefront. Mahitosh Mandal’s chapter
on “Dalit Music” provides a critical overview of the major generic strands
of Dalit music and examines how various kinds of Dalit music contribute to
the anti-caste discourse. Classifying Dalit music broadly under three main
categories — Dalit folk music, Dalit devotional music, and Dalit popular
music — this chapter demonstrates how Dalit music redefines Indian music
and supplements the history of anti-caste resistance. Aazhi Arasi A.’s chapter
on “Dalit Media” traces the evolution of Dalit media from the nineteenth
century to the digital surge in Dalit platforms in the twenty-first century. It
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argues that due to the Brahmanical stranglehold, mainstream Indian media
houses are susceptible to structural casteism, resulting either in the complete
absence of caste-related news or biased and inauthentic reporting. In con-
trast, subaltern articulations in Dalit media prioritize caste issues, challenge
the casteism ingrained in structures of thought and language, and construct
alternative histories and knowledge systems resisting Brahmanical hegemony.

Intersectionality of Caste with Gender, Class, Race, and Disability

One of the ways Dalit Studies has evolved and expanded is by effectively
roping in the interdisciplinary and intersectional discourses. Eight chapters
in this volume contribute to a deeper understanding of various kinds of Dalit
intersectionality. Anubha Anushree’s chapter on “Disability and the Dalit”
argues that understanding Dalit identity demands an intersectional reading
through disability. It positions caste as a system of toxic ableism wherein nor-
mative conceptions of the body and mind are mobilized to sustain savarna
hierarchies of supremacy. By foregrounding the deep entanglement between
caste and disablement in the literature of the Dalits and disabled commu-
nities, the chapter not only advances a more nuanced critique of savarna
epistemology but also proposes a new archive and methodology for future
work in Dalit and disability studies. Priyanka Verma’s chapter on “Dalit
Feminism” foregrounds intersectional tenets of Dalit feminism, paralleling
Black feminism, emphasizing the systemic erasure of the lived realities of
Dalit women in mainstream/Brahmanical Indian feminism and the urgency
to document them by Dalit women themselves to mark their “difference”
from upper-caste women. It analyses how responses to anti-Mandal com-
mission agitation against reservations historically shaped the departure from
upper-caste feminism whose affiliation with upper-caste women was exposed.
Drawing on a series of thinkers including Phule, Periyar, Ambedkar, Guru,
Sharmila Rege, it reflects on alternative theoretical frameworks of Dalit femi-
nism. Sanjeev Kumar Vishwakarma’s chapter on “Dalit Environmentalism”
understands Dalit environmentalism as alternative environmental visions
of Dalit communities majorly ghettoized on the outskirts of cities and vil-
lages. Through Dalit cultural history and memory, oral traditions, literature,
art, and practices, Dalit environmentalism redefines Dalit spatialities as a
counter discourse of Brahmanical spatialities by foregrounding key notions
of production and distribution of natural-physical and cultural resources
that lead to environmental injustices and inequities suffered by the Dalits.
It explores Dalit environmental imaginaries as a multi-layered experience of
exclusion, demanding a reclamation of Dalit agency in Indian environmental
movements. Rishi R. Guné’s chapter on “Queering Caste” examines how
non-normative gender expressions and sexualities continue to be marginal-
ized through caste forms that demand cisheteronormativity. It traces how the
word “queer” travelled to South Asia, evaluates the abrogation of Section
377, engages with the question of sexuality in Indian feminism, and analyses
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gay male sexual practices and caste connections and how the third gender
communities deflect normative caste logics. The chapter also studies the
activist and cinematic legacies of lesbianism in India and how they challenge
the caste-inflected extended family structure central to the Indian postcolo-
nial nation-state. Puspa Damai’s chapter on “Caste and Race” investigates
the intricate relationship between race and caste by identifying and explor-
ing three distinct frameworks: the racial theory of caste, which views the
two as synonymous and overlapping; the class theory of caste, which main-
tains a connection between race and caste while incorporating class dynam-
ics; and the global theory of caste, which challenges simplistic binaries of
race-caste and home-diaspora, engaging with caste and race in conjunction
with class and gender to critique transnational patriarchal racial capitalism.
Surajkumar Thube’s chapter on “Caste and Class” begins by providing a
brief background to how scholars have explored the caste in class and the
class in caste. It provides a critical analysis of how caste and class featured
in Ambedkar’s political thought. The last section of the chapter explores the
persistent tensions between Dalit politics and its relationship with capitalism
and communism. Amit Titare’s chapter on “Dalit Converts” studies Dalit
groups who have converted to Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity from Hin-
duism to escape the oppressive structures of the discriminatory caste system,
with the hope of leading a life of dignity. It offers a historical overview of the
three phases of Dalit conversion corresponding to the pre-colonial, colonial,
and post-independence eras. The chapter delves into the reasons motivating
Dalit conversions and analyses the successes and ongoing challenges of Dalit
conversion. Finally, Puspa Damai’s chapter on “Caste and Law” examines
the complex relationship between caste and law. Drawing on the references
to caste in Hindu Dharmashastras, it illustrates how law and lawlessness
intersect within the caste system. Referencing Ambedkar’s critique of Hin-
duism as a law that promotes and preserves lawlessness, it shows how the
overlap between religion and law could be exploited by anti-caste activists as
a form of resistance. The chapter further scrutinizes the role of domestic and
international laws against caste-based discrimination.

Praxis: Key Transformative Conceptual Gestations

Three chapters in this volume contribute to praxis-oriented emancipatory
conceptual gestations for the Dalits. Sanjeev Kumar Vishwakarma’s chapter
on “Dalitization” engages with the concept of Dalitization formulated by
Kancha Ilaiah in his book Why I Am Not a Hindu. As per llaiah, Daliti-
zation represents a conscious effort by the caste oppressed to reclaim their
dignity, humanity, and cultural traditions by challenging the hegemonic
norms of caste-based Hindu society controlled by Brahmins, Baniyas, and
“Neo-Kshatriyas” and promoting the values of productivity and collective
participation rooted in the collective lives and consciousness of Dalitbahu-
jans. The chapter explores Ilaiah’s propositions on Dalitization as a call for
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a radical empowering of the historically marginalized and dismantling of the
oppressive structures of caste. Dhanesh Mankulam’s chapter on “Debrah-
minization” complements the requirements of Dalitization. This chapter
explores the concept of Brahmanism and its pervasive influence on the caste
system in India, emphasizing the need for debrahmanization as a means to
dismantle caste-based oppression. It examines the theoretical underpinnings
of Brahmanism, including its socio-political ideology, and contrasts it with
alternative movements, such as Buddhism, which aimed to disrupt Brahman-
ical supremacy. Relying on key anti-caste thinkers, the process of debrah-
manization is positioned as a critical political and intellectual act to create
a casteless, egalitarian, just, and inclusive society. Finally, Mohankumar
B. S.’s chapter on “Anti-casteism” discusses, relying on relevant theorists, how
the concept of anti-casteism is another important intellectual and counter-
hegemonic tool to dismantle the mechanisms of caste oppression. It engages
with the key ideas such as how anti-casteism as an emancipatory project
contests the “unethical operations” of casteism, as it inclines to philosophical
traditions, movements, and ideologues who propagate anti-caste rhetoric to
promote equality, justice, dignity, and human rights for all individuals.

In conclusion, it may be noted that although the volume uses the adjective
“key” as in “key terms and concepts,” one may ask what qualifies some terms
and concepts to be included and some others excluded. The first response is,
of course, that if, metaphorically, “key terms and concepts” means those
core concepts that would help one “unlock” the field of Dalit Studies, then
we believe forty-seven terms and concepts, frequently appearing in Dalit dis-
courses, provide a broad enough spectrum to equip one to explore the field.
Furthermore, the volume is on the “key” terms and concepts, and however
one might try to relativize the term “key,” one thing is certain, that is, “key”
does not mean “all.” The volume is not aimed at including all terms and
concepts but only those we consider as foundational. While we did try to
accommodate as many topics as possible, and the length of the volume is a
testimony to that, it was not possible to accommodate everything given the
paucity of space. We believe that a volume with almost fifty foundational
terms and concepts does fulfil its stated objectives.
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