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Abstract  This article seeks to conceptualise the multiple dynamics determining the nature of 
dalit (outcast) subjectivity in India. After critiquing Indian historiography’s conception of 
subaltern consciousness, the article seeks to expose and account for the nature and structure of 
the socio-cultural supremacy of the upper-caste in the Hindu or Varna system consisting of the 
hereditary Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra castes, with the help of the post-Marxist 
philosophy of the Italian theoretician and politician Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). 

By doing this, an attempt is being made to understand as to how despite modernisation and 
democratisation, the traditional archaeologies of Dalit subjectivity to the hegemonic Hindu 
order still persist. The Gramscian approach should help us understand as to how the upper-
castes control the super-structure and hegemonise the lower castes, particularly the lowest caste 
of them all, the ‘non-caste’ Dalit (‘outcast’, from the Sanskrit root dal, which means broken, 
ground-down and downtrodden). 

The aim is also to explore reasons for dalit elites and leaders to subject themselves and their 
communities to an unending cycle of domination and subjectivity. The paper seeks to 
understand this in the context of the political performance of one of the leading dalit political 
movements in India led by the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP). By examining the party’s indulgence 
in a strategic shift from fiery anti-savarna (upper-castes) propaganda to honey-coated calls for 
dalit/savarna partnership for long-term prosperity, the paper seeks to show as to how parties like 
the BSP have effectively estranged themselves from their fundamental ideological tenets, 
demands and aspirations. 

Key words: Dalit, Varna Order, Caste Hierarchy, Gramsci, Inter-Subjectivity, Subaltern 
Historiography, Subaltern Consciousness, Modernity, Modernisation, Hegemony.

Introduction

This article seeks to conceptualise the multiple dynamics determining the nature of dalit 
(outcast) subjectivity in India. After critiquing Indian historiography’s conception of 
subaltern consciousness, the article seeks to explore and account for the nature and 
structure of the socio-cultural supremacy of the upper-caste in the Hindu or Varna (social 
stratification) system consisting of the hereditary Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and Shudra 
castes, with the help of the post-Marxist philosophy of the Italian theoretician and politician 
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937). By doing this, an attempt is being made to understand as to 
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how despite modernisation and democratisation, the traditional archaeologies of Dalit 
subjectivity to the hegemonic Hindu order still persist. 

The Gramscian approach should help us understand as to how the upper-castes control the 
super-structure and hegemonise the lower castes, particularly the lowest caste of them all, 
the ‘non-caste’ Dalit (‘outcast’; from the Sanskrit root dal, which means broken, ground-down 
and downtrodden). The aim is also to explore reasons for dalit elites and leaders to subject 
themselves and their communities to such an unending cycle of domination and 
subjectivity. The paper seeks to understand this in the context of the political performance of 
one of the leading dalit political movements in India led by the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP). 

By examining the party’s indulgence in a strategic shift from a fiery anti-savarna (upper-
castes) propaganda to honey-coated calls for dalit/savarna partnership for long-term 
prosperity, the paper seeks to show as to how parties like the BSP effectively have estranged 
themselves from their fundamental ideological tenets, demands and aspirations. 

Therefore, this paper seeks to explore and account for the multiple dynamics of dalit 
subjectivity to the hegemony of caste-based Hindu social order in India. It seeks to situate 
this problematique from the perspective of pervasive modernisation of democratic processes. 

The central argument of the paper is as follows: although the antiquarian, undemocratic 
nature of the social structure manifest in the Hindu Varna order may be declining, it still has 
a strong latent presence in the subterranean domain of society and culture. While caste as a 
religiously sanctioned system of resource transfer may be declining in importance in India, it 
remains a powerful, political identity marker and a form of symbolic and social capital 
(Jeffrey 2001: 218). 

The changes that have occurred in India’s society, especially after India’s decolonisation, have 
de-ritualised caste. With the erosion of rituality and religiosity through the caste, a large part 
of the caste’s support system has collapsed. Caste now survives as a kinship-based cultural 
community, but operates in a different, newly emergent system of social stratification (Sheth 
1999: 2502).

It is to understand this very phenomenon from the context of the continuing dalit 
subjectivity in India that the framework of the Neo-Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci is 
being adopted. In this regard, the question of dalit identity, as being subjected to the 
hegemonic Hindu social order, must be traced in the intricate patterns and conditions in 
which the dalits live their lives of subjectivity. This approach will not only help us to reflect 
on the limitations of the project of modernity in India, but also considerably facilitate the 
examination of the conception of subaltern historiography that subaltern consciousness 
manifest in resistance and protest leads to the making i.e. transformation and emancipation 
of people’s history. 

Here, we attempt to demonstrate through the Gramscian framework as to how the notion of 
subaltern consciousness is a faulty conception whose weakness lies in the utter negligence of 
everyday sufferings of the dalits. This routine experience of the dalits may not appear 
significant to the subaltern historians. But viewed from the Gramscian perspective, it 
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symbolises the reification of the dalits to the hegemony of the caste hierarchy. It also exhibits 
as to how the instances of resistance and protest represented by dalit-based political 
movements have merely been fostered by sectional interests and led to the intra-class 
domination and hegemony within the fold of the dalit class structure. 

The Enduring Caste Hierarchy in India

The Caste system has been a fundamental component of Indian society. For Louis Dumont, it 
was a vital part in envisioning the very essence of India (Dumont 1972: 7). This has been the 
assumption that has engendered rigorous debates and theorising about the place of caste in 
Indian society. After the publication of Dumont’s ‘Homo Hierarchicus’ in English, very few 
could resist the argument that caste was the centrepiece of Indian society. Even the Marxists, 
who had some trouble dealing with caste in their analysis of Indian society and history, were 
forced to take note and could no longer dismiss it as super-structural and as false 
consciousness (Prakash 1990: 392). 

However, we are not arguing here that caste is the only basic component to judge the nature 
of Indian society; rather, here the emphasis is to understand its continued existence despite 
drastic socio-cultural transitions and its enduring ability to influence multiple layers of 
human life.

The roots of this pattern of pre-eminence of this caste-hierarchy phenomenon can be traced 
to the archaic Varna order, the mode of social stratification in ancient India. It is based on a 
division of the great attributes of human life: social prestige derived out of knowledge, 
political power emanating out of royal authority, and affluence generated by production. The 
varna order made rigid compartmentalisations of these social goods and fixated its 
legitimate control to the specific castes: knowledge for the Brahmins, royal power for 
Kshatriyas, and affluence for the Vaishyas. By this separation, this order introduced a fine-
spun rationale of cooperative interdependence among these upper-castes, placing them in a 
highly tractable interactive mode, where the logic of collective use of these goods was 
signified. 

The combination of knowledge, royal power and wealth and the collective action of those 
who owned them, led to the hegemonisation of the society and the marginalisation of the 
outcastes who were not part of this fold. Hence in this way, the three upper-castes were able, 
in the Gramscian notion, to establish their hegemony through a subtle and concerted 
manipulation of societal forces, with a reified acceptance by the masses. In this sense, the 
upper-castes, privileged of having the dual capacity of using force as well as attract consent, 
exercised a transcendental control over the affairs of the entire society by creating an 
interface between the super structure (legal and political institutions) and the infrastructure 
or the base (forces of production). 

This then, formed the foundational component of not only the socio-cultural architecture of 
ancient India, but it became the core doctrine of India’s politics and economics. This clout 
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enabled the upper-castes to justify the Varna order as a teleological logic, engendered by the 
dialectic processes of the historical cycle. The logic of the Varna order can be understood by 
the multi-layered analysis of the constitution of society, provided by Antonio Gramsci (see 
further section ‘Interrogating Dalit Subjectivity through the Gramscian framework’). 

In Gramsci’s notion, human society consists of various elements that influence and prevent 
individuals from advancing towards true consciousness. Individuals are influenced by the 
ideas of the ruling order, ‘the hegemon’, and in most cases this happens unconsciously due to 
the hegemon’s projection of common sense (Memeth 1980: 75-76, 134). It is by the portrayal 
of a common-sense conception of the world that the hegemon prevents the masses from 
realising their true consciousness and their own fundamental interests (Adamson 1980: 149). 

Therefore, common-sense ideas of the hegemon are used to acquire consent of the masses 
(Pellicani 1981: 37). The rule of the hegemon is nothing more than the selfish interests of the 
elites super-imposed on the general interests of the common people. As a result, the masses 
accept the morality, the customs and the institutionalised rules of behaviour disseminated 
throughout society as absolute truths that they cannot and should not question (Fiori 1970: 
238). 

At this juncture, it would be pertinent to understand Gramsci’s notion of hegemony. Gramsci 
was mainly concerned with the question of the political functioning of ideology. For him “the 
idea of hegemony was the means by which the ruling class gains the ascent of those it rules. 
Hegemony is achieved in large part through the use of ideology, by defining a reality in which 
the ruling class seems to have some natural or inevitable right to be in charge”. He further 
states: “The cohesion of the modem capitalist order stem[s] primarily from hegemony, the 
spiritual and cultural supremacy of the ruling classes. Through the manipulation of the 
mechanisms of socialisation such as the media, the churches, the schools, they had managed 
to foist their own values and beliefs on an unsuspecting populace” (Gramsci 1971: 45, 169-170). 

Therefore, Gramsci and others’ concepts and propositions on the ‘hegemon’ and ‘true 
consciousness’ appear to be generally valid, mainly because the ruling class in modern 
societies always gets the consent to rule and lay down policies not by coercion, but through a 
power of attraction. People get attracted to the agenda of the hegemon, in this case, the 
ruling elite, because they deem it proper on the basis of their voluntary will and exercise of 
reason. It is valid and apparent, if we look at the functioning of most modern democracies.

Anyhow, the caste system has not been a static phenomenon; it has undergone dynamic 
transformations, owing to the influence of what I wish to call the trilogy consisting of 
modernisation, democratisation and the endeavours of the religious reformers who formed, 
proposed and supported the idea of a non-stratified egalitarian Hindu social order. I call it a 
trilogy because in spite of these interventions engendered by the changing matrix of history, 
the caste system, as a source of social stratification, has not structurally transmogrified and 
has exhibited mere superficial changes. What has been achieved is that the occupational 
status of an individual as it was done in ancient India, is now not tied up to his or her birth 
because the Government and the industrial sector control the political system and the 
economy and not the triangular coalition of the three upper-castes in the ‘Varna order’. 
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However, this material transition has not resulted in the total dismantling of the dalit 
subjectivity to the hegemony of this coalition. This implies that in the demotic 
consciousness driven by conventional wisdom, the notion regarding the rigidity of caste-
based compartmentalisation that divides people who hold the great goods of society and 
those people outside this fold is omnipresent. 

The examination of the impact of the chronology of reformations that culminated in 
modernisation and constitutional interventions reflects that the popular psyche, rooted in 
archaic notions that lineage determines the propriety to possess the three important social 
goods, i.e. social prestige derived out of knowledge, political power emanating out of royal 
authority and wealth generated by commerce, is still widely prevalent.  

Hence, the chequered history of the cathectic processes of reformations in this direction has 
been nothing more than a tale that narrates the sense of self-victimisation felt by the lower 
castes. The optimistic note of emancipation that these oppressed groups sensed in times of 
reformation efforts and attempts, went into shambles each time these movements either 
imploded into sectarian divisions and thereby creating dominant sects of their own, or 
merely ended up replicating a caste hierarchy prototype. 

The first initiatives at contemplating a casteless society ended up giving birth to two new 
religions, Buddhism and Jainism, an ascetic-pacifist religion. The decline of the powerful 
Hindu empires paralleled with the advent of Islam, bringing in a new shift to this process. 
This shift was manifest in the religious reformation movement (Bhakti movement) that took 
place roughly between 8th and 17th century AD, strongly endeavoured to jolt the steel 
framework of the caste system. 

However, this metamorphosis merely led to the multiplication of sectarian divisions within 
Hinduism, even ushering in the birth of a new, monotheistic religion: ‘Lingayatism’, centred 
on the worship of Lord Shiva. All this paved the way for the fundamentalist practitioners to 
clamour for the return of Vedic i.e. Hindu antiquity and to make ardent justifications for the 
teleological logic of the Varna order; according to them, attempts to disrupt this order led to 
the messy diversity of sectarian divides in Hinduism. In fact, the products of this process of 
transition, such as the reformation movements and the decline of powerful Hindu empires 
and the reformation by-products like Buddhism, Lingayatism and the spread of Islamic 
culture and philosophy, resulted in the evolution of their own brand of caste-based 
hierarchal stratifications, entirely defeating the very purpose of their cathartic reform 
agenda. This brings us to argue that the ailment increased even as medication continued, 
because the panacea itself began to emerge as source of the disease. 

The Unfinished Project of Modernity

India’s post-colonial transition and the British engineered process of modernisation 
unfastened the roots of material and ritualistic bondage inbuilt in the caste order, through 
the process of Westernisation, coupled with what M. N. Srinivas called ‘Sanskritisation’, the 
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process of emulating the Hindu(-scriptural) practices and rituals of the dominant, exploiting 
castes by the marginalised, exploited castes (1955: 6-40). 

The budding of an industrial economy driven by a sense of instrumental rationality, large-
scale bureaucratisation nurtured with the principle of governmentality and rational legal 
authority, and scientific education that sought to infuse a sense of enlightenment rationality, 
contributed towards the material progress of a few sections of dalits. 

However, it sparsely impacted upon the socio-cultural composition of the Hindu order. The 
hierarchal differentiation among its castes now did not exist in the domain of political 
representation, bureaucratic position and economics. Nevertheless, the organic system of 
the Varna order still manifested itself in institutions of family, marriage, ritualistic practices 
and worship, thereby keeping cultural practices in a hegemonic mould, still structured 
around antiquarian norms.

Decolonisation and India’s transformation into a democratic republic do not seem to have 
effected any fundamental change in this situation. The postcolonial State merely seems to 
have emerged as a mute patron that has further encouraged an archaic and domineering 
social order. Constitutional provisions in this regard have merely proved to be toothless 
weapons, due to the severity of the upper-class Hindu elite resistance to subaltern 
emancipation. 

Hence, semiotically, the Indian State may be democratic, but due to an imperious society, it 
only appears as a sham on democracy. This deplorable state of affairs clearly indicates that 
modernity in India has failed to bring in a sense of inter-subjectivity in human relations, in 
so far as the domination of the upper-castes over that of the lower castes is concerned. 

Such a scenario played out in reality makes a mockery of democracy, by obstructing the path 
of progress and true emancipation for the weak and underprivileged sections of the society. 
This kind of a situation can be described as what Frantz Fanon (1968) called the ‘false 
decolonisation’, which involves the pitfalls of national consciousness and the weakness of 
spontaneous, own initiatives by (individuals from) the lower classes, in order to draw our 
attention to the historically and politically specific nature of nationalist movements, alerting 
us to nationalism’s class-specific and liberating potentials (Ahmad 1987: 3-25). 

For Fanon the falsity of decolonisation is directly connected to the ideological control 
exerted by the national bourgeoisie, or more accurately, the petty bourgeoisie, on the 
ideological and organisational processes of the nationalist movement (Bannerji 2000: 902). 

For thousands of years, the hegemony of the upper-castes has been perpetuated at the cost 
of the social exclusion of the lower castes that more recently have become known as dalits. 
This was crafted to perfection by spreading a very popular cliché that lineage determined 
one’s social status. Contemporary India, which has undergone impressive processes of 
modernisation and democratisation, does not present any novel picture in this sphere. 

Even the political mobilisation of the dalits, resulting in their large-scale popular 
representation and control over the State structure and engagement with modernity through 
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a considerable improvement of their material status, seems not to have resulted in any 
revolutionary transition in so far as their social subjectivity is concerned. Though 
symbolising that modernisation, paralleled with democratisation, this mobilisation has not 
truly liberalised the socio-cultural spheres that could create a just and equitable order in the 
polity.

In this sense, India’s journey towards modernity, evident in its socio-economic growth story, 
merely seem to reflect the material side of modernity. Indeed, the entire process of 
democratisation manifest in the existence of popular Government appears only to have 
facilitated the perpetuation of dominant interests through a process of legitimisation in the 
form of elections. 

At this point, it may be noted that democratisation involves not merely a process leading to 
the overthrow of an authoritarian regime, and a transition to a democratic model of 
governance with its desired stability and maturity; rather, democratisation represents the 
deepening and spreading of what could be called a truly pluralist culture. 

The engendering of a pluralist culture, involves treating modernity and democratic 
transition in a symbiotic context, wherein modernity and democratisation are supposed to 
result not only in the mere creation of stable electoral processes and material prosperity, but 
above all place, establish and secure human relations on a liberal platform of freedom, 
equality and mutual tolerance i.e. plurality. 

On this count, modernity is envisaged here beyond material interpretations and is 
considered in the Weberian sense of human relations, and what Anthony Giddens calls inter-
subjectivity.  Both Max Weber (1864–1920) and Anthony Giddens (born 1938) have presented 
a penetrating critique of modernity and have proposed their own solutions to resolve the 
predicaments of what they call institutional modernity.

For Weber, “the world was moving toward mechanised petrification” (Weber 1958: 182), “rule 
by administrators rather than by complete individuals” (Weber 1946: 95), and “control by the 
rational organic machine known as bureaucracy” (Weber 1978: 402). In “this essentially 
modern condition, individual worth was lost. The individual was turned into a cog in the 
social machine” (Weber 1946: 228). Weber’s romantic solution to what he termed as this “iron 
cage of modernity” is fundamentally combined with an epistemology that is essentially 
Kantian (Weber 1949: 106). Further for Weber, modernity has produced externalisation of 
reason, or what he called “the mind objectified” (Ibid). 

This externalisation or objectification can easily produce negative consequences for the 
social realm. The residues of rationalisation, industrialisation i.e. industrialised production 
and bureaucratic organisation deprives the individual of the spontaneous, creative character 
of human existence. Institutional life is rigid and dulls the mind. Rigidity, manifested in 
numbing routine and servility, reproduces itself in the processes of social reproduction. 
Modernity comes to represent conformity and petrified existence. 

In Weberian terms, the primary answer to the pitfalls of modernity lies in an interpretive 
understanding of social phenomena, by assigning primary importance to morality and values 
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as the foundations of human relations—and not to instrumental rationality, as symbolised 
by a modern society governed by rationalistic bureaucratic control and industrial 
production. In doing this, Weber resorts to the methodology of Kantian epistemology and 
the romantic tradition of Sturm und Drang (Koch 1993: 128-131).

Similarly, for Anthony Giddens, modernity is mainly a Western project and has resulted in 
the erosion of traditional forms of living. The consequences of modernity have been 
accentuated, as it has become reflexive in a self-sustaining, even escalating feedback loop. 
Personal experiences of dislocation, uncertainty and choice, characteristic of modernity in 
general, are yet more pervasive and constitutive of modernised identity. 

Further for Giddens, modernity is a juggernaut, a runaway engine with enormous power, 
which collectively as human beings we can steer to some extent but which also threatens to 
run out of our control and which could run us over (1990: 139). This, according to Giddens, is 
mainly because modern processes entirely differ from previous socio-cultural processes, due 
to their dynamism, the degrees to which they undercut traditional habits and customs, and 
their global impact. 

However, these are not merely extensional transformations. Modernity radically alters day-
to-day social life and hence one of the distinctive features of modernity is, in fact, an 
increasing interconnection between extensionality and intentionality. Besides its 
institutional reflexivity, modern social life is characterised by profound reorganisations of 
time and space, coupled with the expansion of dis-embedding mechanisms, mechanisms 
which prise social relations free from the hold of specific locales, recombining across wide 
time-space distances. 

Thus, the reorganisation of time and space plus the dis-embedding mechanisms, act to 
transform the nature and content of day-to-day social life (Giddens 1991: 1-3). In these 
circumstances, the self becomes a reflexive project (Ibid: 32). Giddens thus argues that to live 
in the universe of high modernity is to live in an environment of continuous chance and risk, 
the inevitable concomitants of a system geared to the domination over nature and the 
reflexive (re)construction of history (Ibid: 109). 

To overcome the predicament of such an institutionalised modernity, Giddens emphasises 
the significance of personal relations, based on a Habermasian notion of communicative 
reason. His idea of the pure human relationship, most notably, is by definition 
communicative rather than that of the Foucaultian conception of power relationships. A 
pure relationship for Giddens is the social relation which is internally referential, i.e. that 
depends fundamentally upon satisfaction or rewards generic to that relation itself (Ibid: 
244). 

Thus the revisionist critique of modernity propounded by Giddens argues in favour of a 
reflective modernity, based on the importance of inter-subjectivity in human relations. This 
is one way of going beyond individual subjectivity to the objectified nature of institutional 
modernity, or, advance toward a truly intellectual dimension of modernity beyond material 
modernity.
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Contrary to this, in India modernity has assumed a dehumanising materialistic character, 
owing to which subjectivity of one human individual to the other is still incorporated in and 
forcefully regulated by its system. Epitomising this is the complex structure of domination 
and subjectivity, characterised by the marginalisation of dalits and the hegemony of upper-
castes in the socio-cultural sphere. 

This pattern of subjectivity exists even as the State possesses powers to guarantee socio-
cultural and politico-economic equality for the dalits, through affirmative action. To 
operationalise these powers, the Indian Constitution provides for the fundamental right to 
equality, with special privileges or positive discriminations for the lower castes delineated 
under article 15, clause III.

 

At this juncture, we are confronted with the circuitous epistemic question as to why, despite 
strengthening the dalit middle classes, enabled by State intervention and expansion of 
industrial production, there were no significant gains in terms of a counter-hegemonic status 
for the dalits in the Gramscian sense. 

This phenomenon may be analysed through the class-consciousness framework of historian 
E. P. Thompson, which he adopted in his analysis of the English working classes. Thompson 
had found that working-class consciousness in nineteenth century England came from the 
traditional artisans, not new industrial labourers. 

Thompson shows that forging a new working-class consciousness and working-class 
organisations relied on the artisans’ sense of inheriting the rights of Englishmen, in other 
words, on their backward-looking sense of entitlement as the basis for claiming basic rights 
in the political system. Meaning that political struggles are not a natural phenomenon 
emanating out of social conditions, but rather that the social conditions themselves are 
understood by the people who live them, through existing cultural frameworks (Thompson 
1963: 53).

This implies that cultural experience becomes a foundational element in engendering class 
consciousness and their struggles. But when we take the question of the emergence of class 
consciousness and political struggle of dalits in India, it may be argued that it was not the 
past cultural experience that acted as an independent variable in the emergence of the dalit 
class consciousness and fostering of their political struggles. Rather, it was engendered by the 
political manoeuvring of the cultural experience of the dalits by those political movements 
predicated upon the ideology of dalit emancipation. 

This tended to accelerate their movements’ rise to power, by effectively accepting and 
accommodating the hegemony of upper-castes, eventually subverting the aim of dismantling 
that very structure of hegemony. This indicates that 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. As Karl Marx states:
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Men make their history, but they do not make just as they please; they do not make it under 
circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly found, given and 
transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare 
on the brain of the living. And when they just seem engage[d] in revolutionising themselves 
and things, in creating something entirely new, precisely in such epics of revolutionary crisis 
they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow from them 
names, battle slogans and costumes in order to present a new scene of world history in this 
time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language (Marx 1972: 437). 

This, in the case of dalits in India, is being done by a section of their own community with 
vested political interests, leading to a faulty representation of the very notion of dalit 
consciousness; also, they perpetuate this by making the emancipatory political struggles 
merely look as electoral processes aiming at imparting a dalit-based identity to a 
Government, and not to ensure adequate representation of the dalits in the structure itself. 

In this regard, denoting the Marxian notion of anxiously conjuring up of the spirits of the 
past are the attempts on the part of the dalit-led political parties’ engagement in revitalising 
the caste-based Varna antiquity, through their electoral trysts with the upper-caste Hindu 
elites and promotion of their interests at the cost of the interests of the dalits for short-term 
political profits. 

The dalit middle class 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 does not encompass social(ist) values of far-reaching emancipation. 
This means that the calls for recognition by the lower classes was only for gaining equality 
and to be accepted as no different from the others. This mainly has shades of commonalities 
with the struggles for bourgeois equality. Even Kanshi Ram had not called for land reforms; 
rather he wanted power for the dalits in the same way as the savarnas exercised over others 
(Alam 1999: 759). All this has entirely relegated the dalit masses into a state of lethargy i.e. 
passive subservience and also provides a fundamental explanation for the declining 
popularity and distancing of ‘backward’ class movements from their bases.

Dalit consciousness and a critique of Subaltern Historiography

Contemporary interest in social history owes much to the generation of British Marxist 
historians, including Edward Thompson, Eric Hobsbawm, Christopher Hill and Rodney 
Hilton, who popularised the idea of history from below. A key concept in their work was that 
of the people (Renton 2005: 559). 
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Deeply influenced by this genre of historians, the subaltern school of Indian historiography, 
sought to reinterpret Indian history by placing people at the core. Combining the Gramscian 
concept of subalternity with the Foucaultian understanding of power and knowledge, this 
school of thought sought to reconstruct India’s colonial past by objectifying resistance and 
protest as markers of subaltern agency, and reflected it as the determining force shaping the 
spatial-temporal dynamics of the colonial epoch. In doing this, they conflated colonial 
exploitation with Western cultural domination (Sarkar 1997: 41). 

Here, colonialism and anti-colonialism are considered as discourse and counter-discourse, 
with the notion of difference serving as the pivotal marker in both. Subaltern historiography 
frames the problematic of decolonisation and nationalism in discursive terms. Within its 
scope, the notion of domination is attributed to power/knowledge, and both domination 
and hegemony are mainly seen as cultural constructs of identity and forms of representation 
and narration (Bannerji 2000: 903).

However, Subaltern studies in India, while claiming to rewrite history from the perspective of 
the subaltern groups as a prelude to creating a new emancipatory politics, has deviated from 
its original intent and become mired in a postmodernist debate about difference. A critique 
on this brand of history writing (historiography) should start from a simple question: what is 
its politics and whose interests may it serve (Bahl 1997: 1333). 

The subaltern historians’ rewriting of history that emerged as the people’s history, 
contending elitist bias in historical narrations, has two objectives: (i) the dismantling of 
elitist historiography by decoding biases and value judgements in the records, testimonies 
and narratives of the ruling-classes; and (ii) restoring to the subaltern groups their agency, 
their role in history as subjects, with an ideology and political agenda of their own. While the 
first objective has yielded some interesting and important insights, the second has led to 
results which have been at best problematic, and at worst tediously neo-antiquarian and 
remarkably unremarkable in their banality (Perusek 1993: 1931).

Putting things into a Gramscian perspective, it may be noted that for him, the peasants 
cannot create the required emancipatory ideology of their own. Thus, to think that the 
subaltern classes in India have possessed deep-rooted subterranean ideologies of their own 
is belied by the universal prevalence of caste ideology, which these groups have shared with 
the ruling classes. It is the prevalence of such ideas within the autonomy of the subaltern 
groups that limited their protest and resistance and brought about their downfall and 
persistent marginalisation (Habib 1988: 8). 

Let us take this critique of subaltern historiography as the starting point for examining the 
current debilitating state of dalit political movements in India. Such an understanding of this 
genre of historical interpretation would facilitate us not only to know how much serious 
attention one of the most deprived sections of Indian society has received in scholarly 
discourses, but also to determine the degree of agency that dalit masses exercise in the 
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structuration process of political movements aiming at dalit emancipation. In this regard, 
our interest lies in subaltern historians’ claims in the second objective of their studies.

The first problem with this second objective is that it is inadequate to explain the historical 
linkages that dialogically connect the past with the present. What gets considerably 
attenuated, is a connection that could interpret the enduring subjectivity of the dalits to a 
dominant Hindu social order and the inability of this society to reach the stage of modernity 
wherein human relations would be based on inter-subjectivity and in turn, liberalising the 
social space to an extent that the perennialist adherence towards received traditionalism as a 
parameter for deciding individual identity. 

Subaltern historians in this sense have not been able to connect the past with the present, 
mainly because they have been more interested in exploring the sources of oppression 
during the period of colonial transition and their attempt to investigate the degree of 
indigenousness that actually existed in delineating the socio-cultural processes during this 
period. 

In this connection, their interests lie in examining the role of native groups in the process of 
resistance, in order to establish the agency of these groups outside the omnipresent 
framework of the colonial system. This obviously does not consider the question of dalit 
oppression by the upper-caste Hindus, which manifests as a source of domination outside 
the fold of colonial architecture.

The second problem that arises here is related to the phenomenon of subaltern 
consciousness. The question that arises here is, whether the notion of subaltern 
consciousness, viewed in the Marxian terms of class consciousness, has played a definitive 
role in shaping the history of the subaltern groups in India. The answer is a definite no. 

Asserting this, we agree with the argument that the very autonomous terrain of subaltern 
consciousness in political activity, as stated in the second objective of the subaltern school of 
thought, itself is placed on rather shaky ground (Perusek 1993: 1935). As Guha (1982) himself 
has noted: this autonomy is not total and this domain coexists with elite groups and 
consequently bears its marks. 

In this regard, E. P. Thompson’s contention regarding the structural role of the cultural 
experience of the subalterns in shaping their own history must be contextualised in order to 
understand the undeniable yet limited extent of cultural autonomy and political agency that 
the subalterns have invested in making their own history. 

The point here is that it is not merely the subalterns, who are engaged with their social 
experiences in the sense of E. P. Thompson’s class-consciousness concept, but the elites and 
the ruling classes also take recourse to the same source and the latter succeed over the 
former due to the commanding advantage of power that latter possess (Perusek 1993: 1935).

Thus, subaltern consciousness not only reflects the marks of elite consciousness but also is 
subordinated to it. In this sense, if we problematise the question of dalit consciousness and 
the autonomy of their political activity, it may be stated that their consciousness reflected in 
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contemporary dalit political mobilisation merely appear to be replicating a kind of 
consciousness which is of an upper-caste prototype. 

It then symbolises the very upper-caste orientation of dalit consciousness, as it becomes 
itself an elitist proposition—and this is what exactly has happened to the contemporary 
political movements aiming for dalit emancipation. They have merely emerged as classes 
within the subalterns, with the masses merely acting as foot soldiers to facilitate the political 
ambitions of their leaders. 

Thus in this regard, yet another limitation of subaltern historiography needing attention here 
lies in its analysis of subalternity as a theoretical concept: it lends itself more as a description 
of identity of an oppressed group, rather than the degree and kind of oppression suffered or, 
the divergence of interests within that group once the source of oppression is removed 
(Perusek 1993: 1935).

What does all this mean for the oppressed? Does this present the nature of their character, 
their portrait as a reified subject? Where should we then locate the problem of dalit 
subjectivity in subaltern studies discourses? These are the questions that arise when we 
engage in the critique of subaltern school of Indian historiography. In their signification of 
textual analysis, their excessive emphasis on the supposed determinism of colonialism and 
their objectification of subaltern consciousness through resistance and protest against 
colonial domination, this brand of history has opted for a reductionist definition of 
subalternity. This reductionism meant that the issue of dalit subjectivity, one of the most 
oppressed subaltern classes in India’s society has been relegated into a state of denial and 
neglect. 

Thus, answers to questions posed above are not available when we navigate the waters of 
subaltern studies. A serious lacuna of subaltern historiography that should be taken into 
consideration here is that it fails to articulate as to how the persistence of the hierarchical 
caste system in India shapes a subject like the dalit caste/class, and what social pressures and 
psychological problems are involved in that process.

Apart from this, subaltern studies, when it emerged, seemed to speak for all oppressed 
people in India. Today, this voice has become only the voice of differences. Subaltern 
historians emphasise on political and other organised forms of resistance, but resistance is 
not a complete explanation of history because it fails to elaborate upon the everyday 
sufferings experienced by the subaltern groups. 

In their passion for ‘indigenity’ (indigenousness), subaltern scholars appeal to the oppressed 
people that to be different with inequality and indigenous culture is natural, and they should 
live with it and they should celebrate it and should have no desire for change and discussion 
on how to change it. This supposed defence and celebration of traditional identity, in a way, 
legitimises the whole notion of domination as a natural process which is not amenable to 
changes and promotes a romantic view on the very phenomenon of hierarchy. 
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To denounce hierarchy as such does not get us anywhere, however. Instead what must be 
changed are the conditions that make these hierarchies exist and prosper, both in reality and 
perceptions of reality (Bahl 1997: 1342). If history is at once memory and hope, past and 
future weaving together into an open-ended, changeable present, neither nostalgia nor 
prolepsis can be history’s preferred mode. Rather, it calls for provisional and pragmatic 
identity points, as strategic locations i.e. opportunities for critical participation (Ray 1993: 
1256).

The Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and the fantasy of Dalit emancipation

False decolonisation in India is represented by the inability of its polity to usher in an 
egalitarian social order. One dominant phenomenon that epitomises this is the struggle for 
social amelioration by the oppressed classes, staged in the ambiance of decolonisation and 
democratisation. 

Despite the postcolonial State bringing back native rule, cherishing the ideals of equitable 
socio-political and economic order in its governance charter, lower-class movements have 
merely been a futile exercise, and emancipation still remains a mirage. Representative of 
this, the potent political contestations by political parties embodying lower class interests in 
the Indian State of Uttar Pradesh, like the Samajwadi (socialist) Party and Bahujan Samaj 
(People in Majority) Party (BSP) confronting the Bharatiya Janata Party or the Congress 
dominated by the upper-class Hindu elite, have not translated into any seminal social 
transition in the form of status reversal for the common dalits or the other marginalised 
classes.

Both these lower-class political movements nurtured in the geographically and 
demographically largest State of the Indian union failed to achieve their highly publicised 
emancipatory goals, and only succeeded in creating a clique that control these parties. Such 
cliques on their part adopted a clientelistic approach towards politics, acted in pursuance of 
their own interests and sabotaged the professed emancipatory agenda by impeding the path 
of development for the marginalised with their dubious political practices. 

While doing this, they allied with the socially powerful groups like the upper-caste Hindu 
elite, by striking power-sharing deals with them and thus endeavouring to create a kind of 
rentier State through their style of electoral politics and governance. In this way, they diluted 
the antithetical dialectics between the exploiters (upper-caste Hindu elite) and the exploited 
(dalits) through a spurious combination of two contrary positions: a superficial anti-savarna 
dalit agenda and an active engagement with the upper-caste Hindus for sharing political 
power. These party-leadership groups by indulging in such practices have degenerated the 
very spirit of subaltern emancipation into a parody, and pushed all movements thriving to 
achieve this into shambles. 

The Mayawati-led BSP (Mayawati is the supremo or the president of the BSP and the party 
revolves around her iconic status), whose professed political agenda is the emancipation of 
the most marginalised section of the Hindu society, ‘the dalits’, adopted such a strategy for 
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gaining political advantages in the later stages of its electoral engagements. This shift was 
seen in the Uttar Pradesh assembly elections of 2007 in which the party under her 
leadership, achieved a landslide victory.

Initially, the BSP captured a mass base by its strong anti-savarna (upper classes) agenda 
which manifested in slogans like ‘tilak, tarazu aur talwar, inkon maro joothein chaar’ (sandal-
wood paste, the scale and the sword, hit them with boots). Here, the metaphoric 
interpretation of the tilak (sandal-wood paste mark on the forehead) indicates toward the 
Brahmins (the holders of knowledge); the tarazu (scale) symbolises the vaishya (traders and 
businessmen); and the talwar (the sword) points toward the kshatriya (holders of royal 
political power). The slogan thus meant that the upper-castes deserve such treatment like 
beating them up with boots. 

The BSP attempted to gain political capital through such populist slogans by making use of 
the ontological structure of social relations between the savarnas and dalits, which was 
characterised by a hegemonic culture that fomented a deep sense of discontent among the 
dalits. Thus, the social discontent and alienation resulting out of everyday experiences of 
domination and dehumanisation among the dalits trapped in the dogmatic Varna order 
became fertile ground to manipulate and gain political advantages.

It is in this context that the political symbolism of the populist slogans used by the BSP must 
be understood. They were mainly used as tools of mass mobilisation in order to woo the dalit 
voters and aimed at raking up their vulnerabilities, in part to exploit the anti-savarna psyche 
among them and create a hostile and aggressive voting bloc against the exploitative upper-
castes. 

Situating the political discourse of the party’s ideology in the framework of the long history 
of exploitation, BSP leaders attempted at portraying the upper-caste Hindus as those who 
deserve punishment and an unsympathetic treatment for their indulgence in a long legacy of 
exploitation. The endeavour here was also to picture an aggressive dalit, who with the power 
of his vote can boot out the upper-caste Hindus out of their hegemonic position. 

Yet another electoral tactic adopted by the Mayawati-led BSP, is the infusing of a sense of fear 
psychosis among the dalits, revolving around the threat of the savarna order. Every time 
Mayawati reaffirms her commitment to the dalit cause, she also projects herself as the 
ultimate saviour of the dalits. Her popular electoral slogans run along these lines: “vote for 
me, otherwise the non-Dalit forces will retard the growth of the dalit community and you 
will never have access to political power” (Siddiqui 2012: 10).

This, then, has been the ultimate mantra for political change which was propagated by the 
BSP with a fiery zeal. It contributed to an episodic transformation resulting in the 
phenomenal electoral successes of the party in 1993. It is dubbed here as episodic because for 
the first time after almost four and half decades of democratic governance, the political turf 
of Uttar Pradesh that until then had been dominated by the upper-caste Hindu elite, was de-
established with both the Indian National Congress and the Hindu-nationalist Bharatiya 
Janata (Indian People’s) Party, India’s two main parties, performing very badly in the 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.1 Spring 2015 

33



elections that were held in 1993. In this direction, the BSP party also made optimum use of 
the iconic status of B. R. Ambedkar’s image as an apotheosis of dalit emancipation to seep 
deep into the demotic consciousness and gain maximum political trade-offs. 

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar has been one of the most revered leaders that India has ever produced. 
He is considered to be an apotheosis of subaltern emancipation, social transformation and 
an emblem of liberty, equality and justice. Ambedkar was a great exponent and practitioner 
of the affirmative action theory, the concept of redistributive justice and in a Foucaultian 
sense, the founder of Dalit discursivity. Above all, he is the greatest icon of the Dalit masses, 
who, through constitutional provisions, transformed the socio-economic and political status 
of the most oppressed sections of the Indian society. 

However, it may be pointed out here that the political practices of BSP have turned out to be 
a mere epigamic use of B. R. Ambedkar’s values by a politically perverted class of people, and 
also stood out as a grotesque misrepresentation of his ideas.

For Ambedkar, upper-class domination had acquired a kind of mass consent and had to be 
replaced through an ideological revolution which was a precondition for political revolution. 
The formula which he advocated was ‘education, organisation and then revolution’. Dalit 
emancipation for Ambedkar thus rested in initially controlling and harnessing the forces of 
intellectual production which facilitated their organisation and political mobilisation, 
ultimately paving the way for their political empowerment. 

But, in utter contrast to these ideas, the BSP leaders wanted the dalits to merely become a 
vote bank, for keeping their own political ambitions kindled. Dalits were expected to become 
the wheels upon which the political vehicle of the BSP would be run. Further, Mayawati’s 
preference of political expediency over ideological commitment also represented a 
departure from the ideals of the party’s founder Kanshi Ram, who struggled to achieve a 
dignified social space for the dalits. 

Such political parochialism alienated the dalits from the BSP movement and led to mass 
despondency, as the party voted into power on the basis of a popular dalit agenda failed to 
carve out a durable and improved, or even equitable social space for one of the most 
marginalised classes of India’s society. This ultimately resulted in a drastic slump in the 
popularity of the party which is evident in its poor performances in the latest parliamentary 
elections conducted in April-May 2014.

In this situation, the BSP resorted to such tactics that could be called strategic syncretism to 
redeem its political position. This was characterised by a structural transformation in BSP’s 
electoral agenda which was deeply rooted in its vision of the nature of social relations 
between savarnas and dalits. A drastic shift was witnessed on this front, with a 
transformation in the nature of BSP’s popular articulations. Previously, it was embedded in 
the ideology of creating aggressive dalit voters, by raking up their anti-savarna psyche. But by 
the elections of 2007, 2009 and also during the elections of 2012, it got changed into an 
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adherence to a grand strategy which would aim at involving and co-opting the savarnas 
(upper-castes) themselves, in its political endeavours to gain upper-class votes. 

The first signs of such a shift began to be visible in the changed nature of BSP’s shibboleths, 
which now stated that yeh haathi nahein, ganesh hein, yeh Brahma Vishnu Mahesh hein (this 
is not an elephant; it is Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh). Haathi means elephant, which is the 
party emblem of the BSP; and this new shibboleth represented a change in their earlier 
emphasis on tilak, tarazu and talwar. It also manifests the re-envisioning of BSP’s notions of 
the savarna/dalit relations, located in the turf of the Hindu Varna order. This re-envisioning 
meant that the older caste-specific tirade gradually changed into a more holistic and a 
ritualistic outlook towards Hinduism itself.

Thus by the elections of 2007, the party stopped harping upon creating an aggressive voter 
against the upper-castes and began to glorify the religio-civilisational traditions of Hinduism 
and with this, an attempt was made to project itself as a supporter and upholder of the 
superiority of Vedic antiquity, expressing in a sense, a reified acceptance to the teleological 
logic of the Varna order. 

By making a metaphoric comparison between the elephant (the party emblem) and the 
elephant-faced Hindu deity Ganesh, and by presenting that very elephant as the 
representation of the three prominent Hindu deities Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh, the party 
was now shifting its position from its revolutionary programme of demolition of the Hindu 
order to a reformative agenda of dalit emancipation while keeping that order undisturbed. 
The approach here was to argue that the caste-based differences within Hinduism could be 
ironed out and the oppressed would be uplifted by the concerted effort of all sections of the 
Varna order. 

In a way, this is to say that the cycle of exploitation was to be ended by an alliance between 
the exploiter and the exploited; such an alliance would result in the exploited beginning to 
follow the ritualistic practices embedded in the dominant culture of the exploiter, a practice 
referred to as Sanskritisation by M. N. Srinivas. In the Marxian sense, this was a kind of petty 
bourgeoisie, wherein, bourgeois culture was to be imitated by the proletariat. Or, in terms of 
Homi Bhabha (1994), the formerly colonised people attempting to mimic their erstwhile 
imperial masters in a way as to depict that the colonised shares a peculiar relationship with 
its former coloniser, which Ashis Nandy terms ‘the intimate enemy’ (1983).

With such strategic syncretism, the BSP rode to office in 2007 with the support of all the 
castes. Now slogans chanted by diverse sections of the society stated that tilak, tarazu aur 
talwar, yeh hein BSP ke adhar (sandal-wood paste, scale and sword, they are the pillars of 
support for the BSP). Meaning that the BSP was now requiring the support of the upper-
castes to carry out its political journey, and hence the Brahmins, Kshatriyas and the Vaishyas 
are the pillars of the BSP. 

Further, another slogan stated that tilak, tarazu aur talwar, ab sabhi ho jao haathi par sawar 
(sandal-wood paste, scale and the sword, now all can ride on the elephant). This implied that 
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from then on, the party was willing to co-opt the upper-castes within the fold of its political 
agenda which vindicated the logic of the Varna order. 

Thus, such slogans emanated from (or were directed toward) the non-dalit groups and 
provided the BSP a wider political spectrum and voting base. The BSP accepted this with the 
spirit of real politic, wherein power-sharing arrangements purely depended on political 
realism and not on ideological commitment. Such a transition indicates the vacuity and 
falsity of what could be called the dalit consciousness, which merely remained an elite 
domain. It also demonstrated the lack of a panoptic vision among the party leaders for dalit 
emancipation, which remained mired in parochial concerns of building a voting base and 
not aim at looking beyond politics for achieving a just and equitable order for the subaltern 
communities. 

Naturally, with such a myopic attitude, BSP was bound to lose its dalit support base as it 
entirely deviated from its original focus. The end result was a crushing electoral defeat in the 
2012 assembly elections and and a devastating defeat in the 2014 parliamentary elections.

The questions that arise at this juncture are: are the dalits passive victims of the huge 
juggernaut of the Varna order? Are they themselves responsible for their subjectivity? Do 
they lack agency to free themselves from the shackles of caste hierarchy? To answer some of 
these questions, we can go back to E. P. Thompson, who states that the English working class 
were consciously present and vocal at the time of their own making (1978: 147). 

As a marked contrast to this argument, it is stated here that the dalits were not consciously 
present and vocal at the time (i.e. had a voice in the timing and manner) of their own 
making. This means that their presence was carved by others which subsequently became 
their history, indicating that somebody else made their history. Their subjectivity, thus, was 
imposed upon them by carving their identity by outside forces. 

In this sense, identities are the products of particular spatial-temporal contexts and they are 
engendered by a specific social structure. These identities get interpreted as an opposite to 
identities of those who hold the power of defining them. This is to say that we need to 
identify the true sources of identities and take into cognisance that they are constructed and 
imposed adventitiously from outside. Normally, this is done through identifying the 
dominant discourse emanating out of the most powerful class in society. 

Immanuel Wallerstein has argued that one group is socially and culturally inferior to another 
in such a way that the group said to be inferior cannot be expected to perform tasks as well 
as the presumably superior group (Wallerstein 1991: 177-178). This very logic has been 
persistently advanced by the dominant discourse advocating for upper-caste domination 
and dalit subjectivity in India.
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Interrogating Dalit Subjectivity through the Gramscian framework

The post-Marxist thinking exhibits a revisionist interpretation of the nature and coalitional 
interaction between the base and super-structure, in which Antonio Gramsci’s contribution 
is paramount. Gramsci’s neo- or post-Marxist theory represents the assertion of absolute 
historicism and humanism over economic determinism: the primacy of the super-structural 
activities over infrastructural activities that form the base; the primacy of ideological 
hegemony over political hegemony, and the subjective over the objective dimension in neo- 
or post-Marxist theory of history and society (Salamini 1974: 359). 

Situating the problem of emancipation of the dalits in India in the Gramscian sense, it may 
be stated that their enduring dehumanisation and marginalisation can be assigned to their 
lack of control over the super-structure. On their part, the upper-castes still maintain a 
hegemonic hold over the super-structure, and hence are in a position even to shape the 
affairs of the base. 

Hegemony for Gramsci is not merely the exercise of coercive force; it is fundamentally a 
transcendental power to consensually impose authority on other groups in society. It is 
primarily a cultural and ideological phenomenon reflecting human consciousness, and only 
secondarily a political phenomenon. Further, it also means that to exercise class domination, 
it may not be necessary to control the forces of production in the classic-Marxian sense. 
Control over the super-structural elements allows the dominant class to extend their control 
even to the base. This also lends to the Gramscian interpretation of the State, which is very 
different from that of the classical Marxists. 

The State for Gramsci is not a monolithic entity and represents a combination of two 
interdependent components: political society and civil society. Meaning that hegemony is 
protected by coercion (Gramsci 1971: 263), or it is dictatorship + hegemony (Ibid: 239). In the 
same way, unlike Marx (1974: 57) for whom civil society was an ensemble of economic 
relations, for Gramsci (1971: 12) it was an ideological super-structure. 

Hence, upper-caste domination is not merely predicated on coercive capacity; rather, it is 
ideological control backed up by force. No authority can be exercised by mere coercion and 
hence ideological consent becomes an imperative. Thus, the upper-caste hegemony in the 
Gramscian sense is not merely a political or economic domination. Thus, hegemony depends 
upon both the structure (the realm of economy) and the super-structure (the realm of 
culture), which dialectically get connected and reinforce each other to form an organic 
structure called the historical block. 

The upper-caste domination is thus a combination of control in the ideological, political and 
economic spheres. This domination in civil society is exercised on a deeper level by a 
profound unconscious transformation of human consciousness. The dynamics of upper-class 
domination is popularised and internalised by the masses and becomes part of the common 
sense of the masses. The consciousness of the masses also reflects either an appropriation or 
an inversion of upper-class ideology (Pizzorno 1970: 119).
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Here, the fundamental difference between Gramscian and Leninist notions of hegemony 
comes to the fore. For Lenin, hegemony is associated with domination and the dictatorship 
of the proletariat in the domain of political society. Gramsci, on his part, was concerned with 
its infusion in both the political and civil societies and for him the theoretical and practical 
principles of hegemony have epistemological significance (Piccone 1976:  501). 

In accordance to this notion, it may be argued that despite the dalits gaining control over the 
base by virtue of material progress, their socio-cultural position still reflects an antiquarian 
and downtrodden character. They find themselves subordinated to the coalition of the three 
upper-castes in the socio-cultural domain. This is because of the primordialist disadvantage 
thrust upon them by the dogmatic assertions by the upper-castes of the teleological logic of 
Varna order, which prohibits the translation of their progress in material status to an 
uplifting and emancipation in the societal sphere. 

Their hold over the legal and political institutions, gained through popular dalit political 
movements, backed by constitutional provisions also has failed to accomplish this task. This 
can also be accorded to the perennial existence of traditionalism in India’s modernising 
society which has witnessed the emergence of modernity merely in material terms, with the 
question of inter-subjectivity in the sphere of human relations still remaining unaddressed. 

The cogent argument of Gramsci aptly fits here. He states: the economic moment of 
consciousness constitutes a negative phase (the realm of necessity) in the historical 
ascendancy of subaltern classes toward political hegemony, which must be transcended and 
replaced by a positive phase (realm of liberty) providing the masses with entirely new 
categories of thought (Salamini 1974: 367). 

Thus, considering this Gramscian notion, it may be stated that the alienation and 
subjectivity of the dalits is not rooted in the pattern of production (material forces), rather it 
is basically political in character. Hence, a Gramscian explanation at deciphering answers to 
resolve the dalit question in India, involves the acceptance of his advocacy of what he calls 
“the revolution without a revolution” which involves two stages: “the war of position” and the 
war of manoeuvre before reaching the stage of “war of movement”. This means that for the 
dalits, the dismantling of their marginalisation would happen only through the 
transformation of civil society and not merely by the capture of seats in parliaments and 
government.

This Gramscian dictum has been aptly demonstrated by the enduring dalit alienation even 
in those provinces of India which saw political parties being catapulted to power by the 
advocacy of dalit-based ideology. The BSP-ruled Uttar Pradesh is one such example. Apart 
from this, these instances also signify as to how there emerges intra-class contradictions, 
resulting in the creation of class elites within the subaltern groups which leads to inner-
group domination. 

This inner-group domination tends to connive and interject with the already existing 
dominant interests of the upper classes to form a combination of hegemonic structures 
involving both the upper classes as well as the dominant fringe within the subaltern classes. 
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It makes the nature of hegemony even more immense and suppressive, because the 
subgroup which commends the superior status within the subaltern group seeks a 
narcissistic self-identification with the superior groups in the society. Such narcissism stems 
from their voluntary excursion into the material and political advancements, benefits and 
privileges resulting from the dismantling of their subaltern identity, and their chimerical 
urge to recognise themselves at par with the superior classes. 

One latest instance demonstrating this self-identification with upper-class identity is the 
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) showcasing its Brahmin following in a rally on 9 October 2012 
which was held to mark the death anniversary of its founder Kanshi Ram. It was a concerted 
attempt on the part of the party leadership to revitalise the Brahmin/dalit combination that 
had helped it to gain a thumping majority in the 2007 Uttar Pradesh assembly elections. In 
the rally, special arrangements were made for the Brahmins by providing an exclusive 
enclosed space for them as they participated in the rally dressed in their traditional attire of 
dhoti kurta, the Ramanami stole and a tilak on the forehead. The Brahmin face of the party, 
national general secretary Satish Chandra Mishra was entrusted with the responsibility of 
bringing in a sizable number of Brahmins. 

Besides this, the other Brahmin leaders of the party extensively canvassed for the event, 
throughout the State of Uttar Pradesh. (Daily News Activist 2012: 1). If such a phenomenon 
could be called petty bourgeoisie in Marxist discourse, it could be called petty Brahminism 
in the context of dalit political mobilisation—and goes beyond Adorno’s statement that all 
thinking, including non-identity thinking, has a moment of identity or, what Gayatri Spivak 
called the minimal idealisation (Ray 1993: 1256). This entirely defeats the true purpose of the 
counter-hegemonic movement, as far as the dalits are concerned. 

For any counter-hegemonic movement, ‘the vanguard’, a small group constituting the top 
brass of the party is required. They must lead the movement through their ideological 
teachings, organisational skills and strategic planning. But if most of the powerful members 
of the vanguard are actually Brahmins, then it becomes quite difficult or even almost 
impossible for the party’s ideology to evolve a critical consciousness within the organisation 
i.e. amongst its rank-and-file members towards the goal of dalit emancipation, mainly 
because these leaders tend to reinforce the dominant Brahman ideology and view the notion 
of dalit emancipation itself from a paternalistic perspective.

All this boils down to the question of cultural superiority which the dominant groups always 
claim for themselves. Culture in the Gramscian sense involves a dense mosaic of institutions 
of civil society which help make the revolution possible (Eagleton 2000: 239). Although 
Gramsci has emerged as the major theoretician in this regard, he did not entirely minimise 
the importance of the infrastructure. Still, unlike Marx, for Gramsci the base is not the 
primary and determining factor of the super-structure. Rather, it is secondary and 
determined by super-structural elements (Bobbio 1969: 75). So, the relationship between the 
base and the super-structure is one of means and ends. For Gramsci, super-structural 
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elements such as consciousness, ideology and culture are determining factors of the nature, 
scope and outcome of revolutions (Salamini 1974: 368). 

Hence, the cultural superiority of the upper-castes has rendered the material progress of the 
dalits effectively as a sham. The participation of the dalits in the State structure also has 
proved to be ineffective, reflecting the dominance of the upper-castes over the civil society. 

The failure of the Mayawati-led BSP’s social engineering project and its devastating 
performance in the recent assembly elections provides credence to this basic observation. 
The BSP lacked the dalit-based ‘organic intellectuals’, and relied on the Brahmins to provide 
the intellectual support and leadership. This proved to be counterproductive to say the least, 
because the Brahmins merely reproduced the hegemonic values and stopped short of 
adhering to any emancipatory ideals. 

Gramsci’s definition of organic intellectuals covers the entire group able to be an organiser of 
society in general, including all its complex organisms and services right up to the State 
system. Organic intellectuals are different from traditional intellectuals who regarded 
themselves as being free from all classes, for instance, the academics. According to Gramsci, 
such traditional intellectuals were imbued with hegemonic culture and were incapable of 
challenging dominant values. Organic intellectuals on their part were connected to the class 
structure, say for example the upper-class members of a political party being engaged in 
lower-class movements. 

Being an organic intellectual did not mean merely thinking abstractly, or in the Leninist 
conception being some exceptional lower-class members who become intellectuals, 
engendering or at least pretending to engender class-consciousness among the proletariat. 
Rather, in a Gramscian sense, all individuals must become intellectuals with the capacity to 
objectify ideas to such an extent as the revolutionary party itself does it. This means that not 
only a small clique, but all members of the political movement perform the role of 
intellectuals in motoring the revolutionary agenda (Piccone 1976: 504).

To achieve the goal of the dalit (Gramscian subaltern) emancipation, the foremost need is 
what he termed as solidarity to take a “war of position”, that is to prepare the intellectual and 
cultural ground to launch a counter-hegemonic movement. For this to happen, every 
member of dalit-based political movements should perform the role of an organic 
intellectual and through their writings and activism, create a counter-hegemony that can 
challenge upper-caste hegemony. This will not happen only by clamouring for equality with 
the savarnas, which only leads to the formation of subaltern dalits into a kind of replica 
models of Sanskritised selves, reflecting a nostalgic glorification of the Vedic antiquity. 

Putting this in Marxian terms, a quest for bourgeois equality (parity with the savarnas) will 
merely produce reified individuals who accept the teleological logic of the Varna order and 
the superiority of the cultural practices of the dominant classes. 
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Rephrasing this in the notions of Herbert Marcuse, the material advancements that the dalits 
gain by virtue of modernisation and its powers of social conditioning characterised by 
welfare, leads to the growth of commodity fetishism, subsequently resulting in reducing their 
will to dissent (Marcuse 1964: 61). This is similar to what Jurgen Habermas states: “the 
capitalist ethic had become more technocratic, legitimating itself through science and 
technology, or consumerism, which in a sense depoliticised the society” (Habermas 1974: 
142).

Situating the caste system in this way, it may be stated that due to the material advancement 
of the lower castes engendered by modernisation, the Varna order has been able to 
progressively eliminate caste-based conflicts and gradually absorb contradictions embedded 
in caste hierarchies. Thus, any movement challenging it will not be successful if the 
subjective components of Marxist theory are deficient, meaning that the subjective 
realisation of objective conditions for social transformation is crucial (Salamini 1974: 363). 
This is exactly what is needed for achieving the goal of dalit emancipation in India.

Conclusion

This paper does not claim to advocate a hermeneutic debate on the concept of subaltern 
consciousness, nor does it affirm that the use of the term represents a kind of catachresis or 
misconception. Rather, the aim of the paper has been merely to highlight as to how dalits, 
the lowest strata of the Hindu social order in India, have succumbed to the dominance of the 
upper-castes in civil society. 

Gramsci had argued that the greatest weakness of the Italian working class was that they 
failed to translate revolutionary ideas and relations into a concrete political system and 
Governmental programme. His observations were related to the Fascist regime which was 
gradually taking over power in Italy. The same can be said about the dalits in India. The 
Gramscian perspective applied here is the penetrating influence of the upper-castes into the 
matrix of dalit political movements—making them merely a travesty of what Mayawati calls 
as the ‘social engineering’ project. 

In fact, such political movements have played a vital role in the incorporation of the urge by 
the dalit elites to incorporate savarna identity into the movement, providing fertile space for 
upper-caste interventions. Thus, upper-caste domination has acquired a kind of mass 
consent. It cannot be replaced in the pattern of the Russian Revolution, but rather through 
an ideological revolution which becomes a precondition for a political revolution. 

Hence, the dalits must become a dominant social class before becoming one of the ruling 
classes on a par with the other ruling classes. They must exhibit intellectual leadership 
before winning Governmental power. In the Gramscian framework, they must acquire 
position to establish their hegemony, through which they overcome alienation and 
subjectivity. To become a dominant class, they should possess a well-organised system, to 
maintain ideological control and go beyond mere material control.  This would be ensured if 
the dalits come to a position from where they can exercise ideological, political and 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics 

Forum of EthnoGeoPolitics Vol.3 No.1 Spring 2015 

41



economic control over the totality of the social structure of India or at least of their own 
community. 

In short, in the Gramscian notion, the dalits should emerge as a historical block. This 
involves a self-constitution into a new kind of State which is kindred to the Hegelian 
conception of the State as the highest expression of civil society, and not just a tool of class 
domination as propounded by orthodox Marxists. 

Dalit emancipation can become a tangible proposition only if their hegemonic status 
intersperses beyond political society and creates a concrete interface between State and civil 
society. Mere control of the State by majority dalit representation will result in class 
domination of its own type. In this regard, we have to take into cognisance the Gramscian 
signification of State’s cultural hegemonic function which was contrary to the Marxist/
Leninist emphasis on its class character and oppressive nature. 

Thus, rather than the State, it must be the civil society in the Gramscian sense of a kind of 
cultural spirit and an ideological sphere that must be strengthened. This act of strengthening 
must involve a deep and pervasive location of the dalits in its wider spaces, activated through 
their intellectual progress, accomplished through a coherent ideology, unified organisation 
and long-term strategy.

Prof. Dr. Sanjeev Kumar H.M. is Assistant Professor at the Department of International 
Relations, Faculty of Social Sciences of South Asian University, New Delhi, India.
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Critical observations on the article ‘Dehumanising the Dalit’

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

To begin with, the article is a probe into the failure of dalit-based political movements in 
India, wherein the author has adopted the Gramscian approach to conceptually 
comprehend the link between culture and politics, a key requirement for conducting such an 
enquiry. Theoretically speaking, the notions of hegemony and transformismo, linkage 
between culture and politics, difference between State and civil society, together with the 
notions of ‘organic’, dissident intellectuals, revolution and counter-hegemony, as expounded 
by Antonio Gramsci, are useful to conceptualize the patterns of hegemony and reactions to it 
in different societies. The article has sought to demonstrate as to how Brahman hegemony, 
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