
Can the Dalit subjectivity be understood by muzzling the voices of Dalit 
‘elites’?: A note on methodological problems in making  sense of Dalit 
subjectivity

(Third Critical Response to Sanjeev Kumar “Dehumanising the Dalit: Understanding 
Lower Caste Alienation in India through the Gramscian Approach”)

The present article ‘Dehumanising the Dalit: Understanding Lower Caste Alienation in India 
through the Gramscian Approach’ is a timely and seminal intervention in the increasingly 
polemical discourse on Dalit subjectivity in India. The question of Dalit subjectivity has been 
examined from traditional Marxian, Subaltern and even Benjaminian perspectives. However, 
barring a few recent attempts (Zene 2011, 2013), this article presents the first time that any 
scholar has made an innovative and penetrating use of the Gramscian framework to 
interrogate the successes and failures of the Dalit movement and Dalit subjectivity in post-
colonial India.  

Indeed, the central problematique of the author is this—why, despite strengthening the dalit 
middle classes, enabled by State intervention and expansion of industrial production, there 
have been no significant gains in terms of a counter-hegemonic status for the Dalits in the 
Gramscian sense? According to the author the everyday sufferings of the Dalits in the socio-
cultural sphere, historically transmitted by the domineering Varna order itself, became in a 
way the source for gaining political capital by opportunist entrepreneurs using rather than 
representing Dalit grievances.

The article is rich in theoretical and epistemological analysis. The reader should be able to 
find many of points of departure from traditional perspectives, most notably that of Sudha 
Pai, Christophe Jefferlot, Badri Narayan, etcetera. However, the author fails to make a direct 
critique of the approaches of these previous scholars who have made a very significant 
contribution to the studies of Dalit political assertion in North India. Unlike other scholars, 
the author believes in academic correctness and not in political or ideological correctness. 
He clearly puts the onus of continued Dalit exploitation on the hegemonic structures of the 
Caste system. Even the Dalit elites easily become a victim of these structures. 

The Dalit middle class, according to the author, has acted as a bystander, by rendering its 
reified acceptance to this entire process of political revitalisation of the Varna upper class. 
Their reticence also indicates an urge on their part to dissociate themselves from the 
subaltern-class identity and an attempt at getting recognition on an equal footing with the 
dominant classes. Thus, the lower-caste struggles in India have merely represented a quest 
for equal status with the upper-castes and do not encompass social(ist) values of far-
reaching emancipation.   

The author should also have taken cognizance of the explanation offered by the Dalit elites 
while analyzing causes of the continued domination of the bourgeoisie upper-castes in 
India. Indeed, this is the main problem in most of the writings on Dalit political 
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mobilization. Even in case of this article, the author starts with a gaze on 'structures' of 
subjectivity, but limits the discussion to the power of the upper-caste bourgeoisie in co-
opting the radical forces of Dalit elites. 

What is, therefore, overlooked is the fact that many of the radical Dalit 'elites', from 
Ambedkar to Kanshi Ram, have always taken cognizance of these structures embedded in 
the educational system, cultural mores and, most recently, modern political processes. 
Kanshi Ram, the founder of Bahujan Samaj Party in his, now forgotten but an important 
book The Chamcha Age (1982), expresses the concern about these structures which keep the 
Dalits perpetually marginalized in the India society. He concludes that the capture of 
political power by the Dalit/Bahujans would be only an initial step in the struggle to end 
Caste-based exploitation, and the real transformation will come about only when more 
fundamental social and cultural moorings of Hindu social order are dismantled. This 
perspective is not dissimilar to Ambedkar's social and cultural revolt by adoption of 
Buddhism by millions of his followers just before his death in 1956.

- Alok Prasad, Assistant Professor at the Department of Medieval and Modern History, 
University of Allahabad, Allahabad U.P. (Uttar Pradesh), India  dralokprasad2010@gmail.com 
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NB: do you have any comments on Sanjeev Kumar’s article and/or the Critical Responses? 
Please send these to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at http://
www.ethnogeopolitics.org.
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