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Abstract: 

The journey of caste and casteism have been started way back in India. The caste and casteism travel hand in hand even in 
today’s modern India. This resulted into oppression of certain social categories, especially ‘Untouchables’. The untouchables had the 
lowest economic status and the lowest status in the society. Traditional onerous social and civil matters have subjected them to 
Incapacity. These so-called untouchables refer to themselves as marginalized people. This is where the Dalit word originated from and 
the term is used to signify both pride in their culture and resistance to exploitation. The autonomous yet co-habituated life style of the 
Dalit castes with 1200 sub castes and approximately 4000 sub-sub castes formed various Dalit Castegories. Suraj Yengde, a first-
generation Dalit scholar, in his explosive book called “Caste Matters”, they provide an unflinchingly frank account of divisions within 
the Dalit community, from their internal caste differences to the actions of the elite Dalits and their tokenized manifestations of 
modern-day untouchability. This academic paper is a Critical Ethnographical study of various paradigms of the casteism and 
oppression that lead to division of the Dalit community into different castegories with the help of Yengde’s ethnography. 
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Introduction 

The caste was India’s unique social institution. Ghurye states that “... there were about two hundred groups called castes with 
distinct names in each linguistic area, birth in one of which usually determined the status of a given person in society, divided into 
about two thousand smaller units, generally known as sub-castes that set the limits of marriage and effective social life and make for 
specific cultural tradition” (Ghurye, 1992).Therefore, Caste is an endogamous category in which the status of a group-related person is 
determined by his or her birth. Though the ancient caste system is categorized into four, the contemporary Indian caste system is 
divided into multi-layers under each fold of ancient caste system and also under the social hierarchy of the present political and 
economic system. The Scheduled Castes at present, who are also termed as Dalits or the ‘Untouchables’, who are treated as the fifth 
layer of the ancient system was of no exception to the multi-layered categories. With this background, the objective designed for this 
paper is to study various paradigms of the casteism and oppression that lead to division of the Dalit community into different 
castegories. 

 
Material & Methodology 

This academic paper is a Critical Ethnographical study and qualitative. In order to gain insight into the Caste issues, a study 
of the secondary data obtained from different books, National & International Journals, publications from various websites focusing 
on Casteism and oppression of Dalits in India. The main focus of the study is on Yengde’s ethnography called ‘Caste Matters.’ 

 
Literature Review 

In the last hymn of Rigveda, it was established that the four classes were created from the bodily parts of Creator (Purusha). 
“The priests from his mouth; the nobles from his arms, the common people from his thighs and lastly the conquered aborigines 
(Sudras) from his feet” but in this hymn there is no clear say about caste. Parallel to the Rigvedic pronouncement, we have another 
reference to the development of classes in the Laws of Manu, which refers to the origin of some sub-castes, and a delineation of the 
occupations and obligations of the different castes. There is a reference to a class Chandalas, Panchamas or fifth class, the present out-
caste communities by the time the Laws of Manu were codified, and they were of mixed descent and were deemed to hold a definite 
place in society below that of the Sudras. These people are the least fortunate, the most hated and are considered a source of pollution 
by their shadow falling on a high caste individual or even their touch.  

 
The word Caste is derived from the Portuguese word ‘Casta’, meaning race or class, and started to be used in the sixteenth 

century by Portuguese sailors to define the distinctions of class that seemed to them so fascinating. But the Hindus use words such as 
‘Varna’, which means color, ‘Jati’, which means birth or descent, ‘Kula’, which means family, and ‘Gotra,’ which means ethnicity 
(Woodburne, 1922). 

 
According Balmurali Natarajan (2020), In India, there are 4000 and above Jatis, which is a reference to the caste. Castes are 

imagined social groups based on purported descent and is called as a‘lineage’or Vamsh. Many lineages make up a ‘Gotra’ or ‘Clan.’ A 
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fictitious object, typically a human, who is seen as a sign or totem for this clan. Therefore, a set of clans become a caste. The above 
whole argument is articulated through the following Figure -1. 

Figure – 1: Evolution of Caste 

 
 
Source: Conceptualizing Casteism: Cause and Effect — Sadhana 
 

In India, the untouchables known as ‘Dalits’ are the most marginalized. Usually, they are concerned with professions 
considered to be ritually impure, such as laundry, toilets, irrigation, waste and carcasses. The phrase “Dalit” is derived in Marathi from 
the Sanskrit root dal, meaning “ground,” or “suppressed” or “crushed.” Mahatma Jotiba Phule and later Dr. B. R. Ambedkar 
extensively used the Marathi word "Dalit" for the Outcastes or Untouchables, who are intimidated, broken, marginalized, and 
crumpled by Hindu society. The inhumane condition in life was not their own decision, but they were forced inside. So, they are 
granted a new identity of independence and declaration by the word “Dalit” (Gnana, 2018). 

 
With the advent of Hinduism and its views of pollution and regeneration, the caste system became set and hereditary. The 

Lowest Castes were told that their position is due to their sins in their past lives in the caste hierarchy. For crimes like acquiring 
literacy or offending a member of a dominant caste, vivid punishments of torture and death are assigned to them (Veemaraja, 2015). 

 
Suraj Yengde (2019), author of the ‘Caste Matters’ – an Ethnography, questions deep rooted caste beliefs and unpacks his 

book's several layers. This path-breaking book shows how caste is disturbingly similar to other types of oppression, such as race, 
class, and gender, crushing human beings.  In his words, “Casteistbehaviour is often from top to bottom, from upper to lower.” The 
expression of Dalits was made narrow and confined by dominant castes.  Hence, the underrepresented always feel oppressed and left-
out. (Yengde, 99).  

 
Castegories of Dalits 

The existence of castegories is also due to the independent sub-caste histories and their aspirations tied to their future and 
caste-based dynamics of Indian Hindu society. The various attitudes among Dalits could be effectively typified into four major 
‘castegories’ that aim to inscribe a contemporary lexicon of Dalitism. These castegories are further sub-divided into different layers 
(Yengde 99). 
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Figure – 2: Categories of Dalits 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Token Dalits 

These Dalits attest themselves to their sub-caste category as a primary identity over anything else as it accrues more benefit. 
These people present themselves in docile, subservient way. They are immensely insecure about their existence in the Dalit and 
dominant-caste worlds they inhabit. (Yengde, 101). These Token dalits can be observed primarily in sub-ordinate positions at work, in 
politics and in social circles. They endure a humiliating position in non-Dalit habitats – that of second-class citizens. Some Dalits with 
class privileges becomes acceptable in caste society with a certain ritual distance (Yengde, 102).  

 
These Token Dalits sabotage their community’s interests by auctioning socially acquired qualities of leadership, courage, 

speech and sound business acumen. The audience to this braggadocio are the dispossessed, crushed and oppressed Dalits (Yengde, 
103). By deriding their own caste folk, they deride themselves. In public the Token Dalits act like political ‘chamchas’ or stooges of 
caste masters (Yengde, 104).  

 
Token Dalits bid Dalit suffering as something to be sold in the caste market. These Dalits are self-centered and ready to profit 

from the common Dalit’s struggle. These Dalits are ready to auction their caste certificates at their master’s doorsteps and divide 
organized Dalit unity. In order to retain their status, they embrace a stereotypical image of the Dalit community (Yengde, 106). These 
Token Dalits are further castegorized into Conservative Dalits and Reactive Dalits. 

 
Conservative Dalits:Dalit conservatives are found in every religion. They use religion to dominate and suppress the dissenting voices 
among Dalit radicals. Conservative Dalits are fantastically myopic in their approach to the caste problem. These Dalits despise fellow 
Dalits and are notoriously against any challengers from the Dalit community (Yengde, 107). Conservative Dalits prefer to run the 
world based on their principles which are not pluralistic. They are convinced that their methods are the only genuine ways for Dalit 
liberation. Conservative Dalits prefer intra-caste marriage and oppose inter-caste marriages. Conservative Dalits parade around as 
liberal and open - minded but when it comes to personal relations and the private sphere, they discriminate against Dalits from lower 
sub-castes. These conservatives try to imitate and present a moderate image of their Brahmin masters who have effectively maintained 
their supremacy by downplaying the role of women (Yengde, 108). Conservative Dalits are in a dominating position in various circles. 
The conservatives are used as tools by the oppressor castes, and become examples of Dalit buffoonery. Conservatives are uninterested 
in going beyond and crossing the inner borders of Dalit that is sub-caste centric issues (Yengde, 110). 
 
Reactive Dalits: The Reactives Dalits are the reserved foot soldiers who are ready to sacrifice their community’s priorities for a slice 
of the leftovers. They wag tails as per their masters’ wishes. They are not concerned about their autonomy and their role as equal 
partners in the democratic game. They are relegated to the position of a first class servant, a second class citizen and a third class 
individual (Yengde, 111). These Dalits do everything for their survival, they will be ready to take their master’s faults on their head. 
They specifically aim for political positions by doing favors to their masters and run away from the unfavorable situations. (Yengde, 
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113). These Dalits befool fellow helpless Dalits day in and day out. At the time of their direst need, they prefer to save their own 
backsides. (Yengde, 114). 
Elite Dalits 

These Dalits profit enormously from their superstitiously kept Dalit identity. These Dalits can be found in the areas of 
Politics, Corporate and Government job sector and also in the fields of art and culture. Elite Dalits draw their powers in order to 
execute their wishes upon poor Dalits. These Dalits have a different vision about the reality (Yengde, 114). They prefer to work within 
a system that continues to oppress Dalits instead of working towards challenging and eventually dismantling the apparatus that 
adversely affects their work. Some Dalits in this category have rarely been as vulnerable as the majority of Dalits. Elite Dalits suffer 
from restlessness until they get into the corridors of power. These Dalits have changing wall patterns. Their walls change colour and 
design depending on the type of guests they are hosting (Yengde, 115).  

 
Salaried Hypocrites - The reservation policy made some of the Dalits to climb the ladders of job hierarchies and ascend to 
responsible positions. They live in an insular bubble. They shun contact with the fellow Dalits who talk about their identity and 
declare them as ‘radicals’ or ‘extremes’ (Yengde, 119).  
 

The Salaried Hypocrites in the bureaucracy, for example are one of the finest examples of helpless, pitiable creatures. These 
highly talented people with amazing abilities and hard work now see themselves trapped in the alienating caste system. They get 
called names deriding their caste and put under pressure by their superiors, who will in most cases non-Dalits. They suffer and lament 
about these experiences in private (Yengde, 121).  

 
Third Generation Dalits:These Dalits have very little to do with Dalits who do not fit into their class category. These categories of 
Dalits joining the private sector and leading good lives in the society. This generation Dalits hesitate to reveal their caste identity, 
instead they use euphemisms such as oppressed people, non-privileged people, at times they struggle to find a vocabulary to describe 
Dalits (Yengde, 123). The parents of the third generation Dalits were sensitive about caste issues but the children were groomed as to 
be a cosmopolitan kid. These Dalits strongly assume that the caste structure retains in India due to the Indian political environment.  
 
Millennial Dalits: These Dalits are a sub-category of third generation dalits. When compared to third generation dalits, these dalits 
are relatively well-off. These millennial dalits are born into spaces of technological accessibility, comfort and viable social space and 
educated in English medium schools (Yengde, 124). The Dalits in this category live a life of a-caste cosmopolitanism, thinking about 
the world without knowing or acknowledging the very real presence of casteist sensibilities in society. Their a-caste cosmopolitanism 
removes them from their historical memories and social conditions. Due to this, their attitude towards caste-based problems becomes 
that of charity or the saviour-social worker complex. They remain mute and passive participants in observing casteist abuses hurled at 
their fellow caste men and women (Yengde, 125).    
 
Self-obsessed Dalits: These Dalits have a dual stand on reservation policies in India. They believe their measure of success comes 
from individual-centered achievements. They emphasize ‘merit’ instead of other structural inequalities. These people enact as role 
models to their community for the Brahminical market and they fail to mention the sacrifices of the community done on their behalf. 
These Dalits will advise how to distance oneself from the lowly Dalit status to the people who have gone to them and they shout at 
them on claiming the Dalit identity (Yengde, 126).  
 

Self-obsessed conservative Dalits believe that Dalits should own up to failure that is not necessarily an outcome of their own 
failure but rather a systemic one that has institutionalized casteism and patriarchy. Self-obsessed Dalits talk about the ‘nation’ first 
without explaining the locus of nation or what constitute nationhood. Self-obsessed Dalits severely lack an internationalist vision. 
They cannot relate to the activities of other oppressed groups in the world (Yengde, 129). 

 
Harmful Dalits: The educated elite Dalits who doesn’t experience the caste oppression and fail to acknowledge the same are harmful 
and most often a burden on the community. Instead of paving a path for subaltern Dalits to speak, these Dalits themselves become the 
spokespersons of the community. Because they could afford to go to good schools and make connections with the dominant caste their 
imagination is constricted in the techno-modern caste cosmopolitanism, an apparently caste-neutral and welcoming space for all which 
does not exist in reality but has a say in their imagination (Yengde, 130).  
 
Radical Dalits: This category of Dalits can be found in any class are sub-caste of Dalits. These Dalits could be poor, middle class are 
rich. They are very proud of their caste and Dalitness. These Dalits are different from the token category Dalits. Radical Dalits are 
committed to their struggles and are radicalized in the process of realizing their sense of being. They love their people and hate the 
oppressor. They have caste hatred first hand and are hateful of such a system. They know the tactics of dominant caste. Thus, they 
stand guard against the oppression that they practice. Radical Dalits keep their identity classed to their hearts and want to engage with 
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it actively. They do not shy away from caste; in fact, they hold it up as a primary locus of understanding the world. They appease the 
Dalit constituency by offering criticism of the Brahminical discourse of oppression. Radical Dalits believe the best way to respond to 
an offence is to produce a counter-offence. Violence for violence and humiliation for humiliation is the theory they have complete 
faith in (Yengde, 135).  
 

They believe in creating a force of all the oppressed people and giving agency to all in the complex system of caste. History 
is a strong guiding point for their actions. In the vein of finding the enemy in others they are also aware of the enemy within, so they 
loathe token Dalits as the children of the Pune pact (Yengde, 136 & 137). 

 
3. Results & Discussion 

The fact that the subjugation of the lesser human untouchables by the powerful upper caste Hindus is a fact that is very much 
alive even today is what emerges from the everyday experience of the dignity that is violated as a result of caste-based discrimination, 
exclusion and abuse. 

 
According to Balmurali Natarajan ‘Casteism is about a set of human acts or practices that are connected to that caste-called 

imagined individual’. Such behavior may be banal and innocent, such as questioning others directly about their family background 
etc., or more blatant and brutal acts, such as prohibiting anyone from using a well or drinking from a shared cup, exclusion of people 
etc. In this way, activities mimic social structure. Focusing on practices helps one see discriminatory actions as a subset of the broader 
set of practices. According to him “Casteism is the monopolization of power and wealth on the basis of status claims.” He further 
elucidates how the casteism works in reality through the below picture.  

 
Figure – 3: How Casteism Works 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Conceptualizing Casteism: Cause and Effect — Sadhana 
 

The prevalence of casteism indicates that in thought, people are conventional, conservative and orthodox 
(yourarticlelibrary.com). The untouchables were enslaved, treated like animals, sold, leased and even killed to appease the deities as 
human sacrifice (Werff, 1982). They were treated inhumanely and most basic human rights were refused, including wearing clothing, 
using public spaces such as roads and wells, using utensils, and so on. Indeed, until the mid-19th century, women of lower castes were 
prohibited from covering the upper part of the body (Ahammed, 2019). 

 
Token Dalits see themselves as second-class citizens due to their lowly position in the society and feudal ecological trap. In 

the fable of casteism, the oppressed is interested in oppressing the one who is lower in the caste hierarchy. Rather than criticizing such 
a bigoted system, many Token Dalits flank to the lines of the oppressors 

 
The first sub-category of Token Dalits called Conservative Dalits truly follow the Brahminical style in every aspect of their 

day to day lives. But these dalits undergo another layer of graded humiliation due to their disadvantaged position in the graded caste 
ladder, compared to other submissive caste groups (Yengde, 110). 
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The second sub-category of Token Dalits called Reactive Dalits make themselves as playing dolls while protecting their 
masters and to acquire political positions. These Reactive Dalits also puncture revolutionary zeal by suggesting liberal methods of 
working with oppressors and do not have radical consciousness. These dalits are a product of extended caste-based biases existing in 
various circles in India (Yengde, 114). 

 
Elite Dalits seldom suffered the torments of the caste system rigorously or openly. Even if they did, they had a different 

language for their oppression. These Dalits have an ‘a-Dalit’ understanding of the caste system. (Yengde, 115). They remain hidden 
for fear of the potential gossip about their caste in their friendships with colleagues and they change their colours whenever somebody 
visit their houses (Yengde, 118).  

 
Salaried Hypocrites managed to reach the top due to institutionalized caste barriers imposed en route and immediately shun 

their caste identity though they are very few in number. To this class, a sense of belonging to the community brings unspeakable 
shame, so they prefer to drop their names for fear of being identified as Dalit and the treatment that they get in the society. In the midst 
of Dalit oppression, they do not speak out. They are quick to put the entire blame on working class Dalits who face the harshest forms 
of economic, caste, gender and other exploitation. The oppression and caste treatment make these Dalits live as an anonymous corpse 
with a falsified identity (Yengde, 119).  

 
Third Generation and Millennial Dalits are not asserting their existence in the society due to the brought-up environment 

of the family and also casteist stigma of the society. These third generation educated Dalits are class sensitive and caste blind. They 
are shielded by their families and class networks, and because they grow up in colonies or apartment societies that had a strong Hindu 
influence, they end up emulating Hindu practices in their households – vegetarianism, worship of certain gods, fasting and visiting 
certain religious sites among them (Yengde, 124). The social life and cultural avenue of third generation Dalit millennials are strictly 
limited to their dominant-caste networks. 

 
Self-Obsessed Dalits can be seen benefitting from the Dalit identity but later in their career-oriented lives they discourage 

and despise the same community. The Caste system made these Dalits insensitive towards their fellow Dalits, who approach them for 
suggestions and guidance and feel they are lazy and trustworthy. These Dalits parade their identity with the singular monolithic Indian 
sentiment-which is a caste-centric framework masquerading in the ‘secular’ outlook without considering the caste differences that 
result in inequalities or diversity of cultures (Yengde, 2019). 

 
Harmful Dalits, the sub-category of Self-Obsessed Dalitsstudied in English medium schools and brought up in the safety net 

of a-caste Dalit households, though they had experienced caste through class and colour complexes, not as it is actually lived (Yengde, 
131). 

Radical Dalits prove that the current oppression is due to the outcome of the historical injustices carried out in the form of 
Brahminical dominance and oppression. They mistrust their oppressors and are unwilling to work with Brahmins they believe in 
strengthening all oppressed persons sans the dominant caste who are responsible for their sufferance. They look at their problems not 
through the lens of Brahminical media but rather through the experience of humiliation and depreciation given by dominant caste 
throughout history. 

 
The multifarious situations among Dalits suggest that they are a diverse community acting under the pressure of the 

aggressive casteism and oppression imposed on them. Dalits in India have a long history of being murdered by the social orders of 
dominant caste society. Caste has the unique factor of being embedded in one’s birth – and not necessarily through any distinguishable 
outward characteristic like skin colour, race etc.-which leads to sense of non-belonging if there is any exclusion. 

 
From the ethnography of Suraj Yengde and above discussion, it is evident that the castegories of are paradigms of casteism 

and oppression resulted as outcome of the strict management of the caste system. Each generation’s oppression of casteism is quite 
diverse but yet they are not totally out of the caste oppression in the contemporary era too. These castegories are the result of 
monopolized casteism as explained in the above figure – 3. That is the power, wealth, patriarchy and exploitation of resources are 
deeply connected with caste hierarchy and their casteist practices. These practices are the root causes for oppression and the result is 
multiple categories in one community. Finally, creating the fear in the minds of the oppressed and these castegories are becoming a 
great hurdle to the Dalit emancipation in the modern India.   

 
Conclusion 

From the above it is concluded that the Castegories are paradigms of casteism and oppression of Indian rigid caste system. To 
escape from the casteist oppression the Dalits have chosen different paths and life styles, which is resulted into the various castegories. 
The strong distaste and apathy towards Dalits by Brahmanical society is one of the cause Dalits disowning themselves. They don’t 
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have free and cosmopolitan space where they can own themselves without being judged or intimidated. In culture, the caste system 
does not allow upward mobility. If the family of a person comes from the lower economic strata, that person will need to stay within 
that restricted level in a society centered on a caste system. By making people more vulnerable to racism, stereotyping and other 
things, and the caste system influences society. Such disparities in rankings also generate contradictions within society. The caste 
system is riddled with unfairness and injustice. Dalits armed with revolutionary thought are departing from the fixed position assigned 
to them in the caste ecology. They are now emerging with a ‘devil-may-care’ attitude and ceasing to mimic their oppressors. 
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