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Abstract: There is a need to critically examine the process of Dalit empowerment in India. It is because despite the legacy of 
Ambedkar’s historic struggle and elaborate constitutional provisions for the protection of the Dalits, the irony is that these people are 
still awaiting justice at the level of society and the constitutional promise fails to uplift their status. Thus, the current scenario is highly 
complex with intensifying polemics around reservation on one hand and anti-Dalit turn getting prominent in politics and governance at 
large in spite of the emergence of radical minded new generation of Dalit leadership on the other hand. Hence, this paper delves into 
government approach to Dalit empowerment and unravels the problem areas in the implementation of reservation duly and in just 
manner. Finally, it suggests that in view of ongoing discrimination on Dalits, it won’t be wise to undermine the importance of 
reservation while stressing upon the need to review its functioning also. Thus, the essential message of the article is to engage in 
intellectual discourse among academia for progressive transformation of society through inculcation of values like equality, empathy 
and cooperation.   
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Introduction: We have traversed a long journey of 75 years since our independence from the British colonial yoke, but we are not 
completely free from the caste discrimination and stigma attached to the Dalit identity as yet. It seems at odds with the dream of a 
truly free and liberated society that our great martyrs had once envisioned. What is more pathetic is that the evil wounds of the caste 
stigma have not only stayed, but moreover it is reproducing like a cancer in our society still today and thus getting new lease of life 
that accentuates social polarization in a new form day by day. This is a deleterious tendency on which my reflection here would be an 
elaboration of my position in the context of ongoing developments. The title of the present paper puts special focus on the term ‘Dalit’ 
for it seems to me a particular social category requiring in-depth treatment of its historical legacy and the benefits that accrue from its 
identity and whether this identity is stereotyped or performative and how far certain positive discrimination can offset the pejorative 
connotation that continuously reproduces and barracks the Dalits in the sense of the present continuous. To me it springs as a 
realization that in the vortex of changes the issue of Dalit identity has been politically hijacked and systematically it has become a 
political issue with the mindset to count on its political mileage by the crafted rhetoric of the politicians both at the centre and even by 
those at the periphery though at a lesser degree. Had it been otherwise, the history of new India’s journey would have been different 
with values of Dalit literature spreading and percolating widely in society with more responsibility to take care of the interests of the 
minorities and many other groups. But in reality, it seems that in our hurry to construct a modern nation state we have forgotten or 
failed to analyse the past injustices meted out to them. We swim in the water but hardly our policies can get rid of the elitist 
orientation of our planning or institutionalized inequality that has become embedded. For example, equality of opportunity has been 
provided but the required equality of conditions hardly exists. Similarly, the Indian Constitution provides a strategy to remove social 
disabilities suffered by the STs and SCs, but hardly these provisions could stamp out caste which rather regains its vitality. Thus, the 
place of traditional restrictions on the lives of Dalits has been taken up by new constraints including poverty that remains unmitigated 
even after seventy-five years of independence. These socio-economic inequalities are multiplying and all the vulnerable sections of the 
society, such as women and Dalits are deprived of basic means of living despite a plethora of schemes. The question is where the 
development funds go, which raises the point of considerable reluctance except doles which are bailed out as occasional charity. This 
is quite at variance with the original intent of Ambedkar who believed that we could not cherish the freedom of our motherland 
without the freedom of Dalits (Thorat 2022). Yet in the macro picture that emerged after independence the concern for social justice 
turned out to be a partial concern connected to Atiśūdra-śūdra tradition only (Guru 2010). In this context, the questions may be raised 
whether Ambedkar’s mission has totally failed. And if so, why his mission is not coming to fruition? How we can remove the 
obstacles in the way of implementation of constitutional provision? These are the central research questions relevant in the present 
context and the present paper shall try to find out the answers of these questions through critical engagement in delving into certain 
aspects of the crisis.  
 
Research Methodology: The nature of the study is historical with an eye to discuss things analytically. That is to say, here the 
purpose is not only to describe who are the Dalits and their conditions, but also to arrive at some generalizable results to bring out the 
dynamics of Dalit empowerment/disempowerment with reference to reservation and associated activities of Dalit movements. Hence, 
the researcher has adopted an account of contextualised perception to unravel the situation where we come across both a constitutional 
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commitment and institutional bias against Dalits, especially in the judiciary as a disturbing trend, a tendency to lose sight of the past 
discrimination on Dalits, intrusion of neo-liberal market philosophy with which the state has compromised etc.  
 
Who were the Dalits: Dalits were previously known as untouchables and the untouchables were often called pañchamas, because 
they had no placed in the four-fold varṇa division. For this reason, they were also called outcastes. Their social position was the lowest 
of all even the śūdras. The term pañchamas, literally meaning the fifth class, was brought into use by 1892 not only for the sake of 
brevity, but also for replacing the terms pariya, outcastes etc. with all of which some idea of special degradation had for long been 
associated. These Dalits were sometimes considered or identified as outcastes in the eye of mainstream society. They were outcaste, 
because they had no place in the frame of varṇa structure. Their social position was more derogatory than the śūdras. For this reason, 
their position was at the bottom of the social hierarchical ladder. Dalits had no basic human rights. According to Ambedkar, they were 
used to be treated as sub-human. They were socially, economically and politically deprived groups and this injustice was an anathema 
to the spirit of independent and united India. Ambedkar profoundly felt that man cannot flourish properly without the help of socio-
political and economic rights. For this reason, he wanted to assure these rights for all citizens irrespective of the status in society as a 
result of the accident of birth, varṇa, class, sex, religion etc. To establish his goal, Ambedkar enshrined his ideal in the preamble of the 
Constitution of India. The Preamble to the Constitution itself gives the highest place of honour to justice which is defined as social, 
economic and political. To Ambedkar, political justice is not the only aim of life. Social justice is more important in our social life and 
even to save political democracy. Political justice is meaningless without the social justice. In politics, we will be recognising the 
principle of one-man one vote and one vote one value. Then how in our social and economic life we can deny the principle of one-
man one value? We must remove the contradiction at the earliest possible moment or else those who suffer from inequality will blow 
up the structure of political democracy. To him, social justice is the most fruitful way of gaining dignity, equality and unity. For this 
reason, Ambedkar has given equal importance to equality, liberty and fraternity and the final goal is stated to be that of “securing the 
dignity of the individual and unity of the nation.” Principles of liberty, equality and fraternity could not be divorced from each other. 
These three are the foundation of the human civilization and these are the three pillars of the Buddhism. For this reason, Ambedkar 
was attracted to the Buddhism. Ambedkar realized that human civilization could not stand and progress without the liberty, equality 
and fraternity. So, these are like the pillars of making a good and just society. But the ideal of liberty, equality and freedom was totally 
absent in the caste-ridden ancient India where people were divided into several thousands of castes. Thousands of castes, sub-caste 
and sub-sub-castes had been created out of this abominable caste system. Castes were divisive in nature and they brought separation in 
social life and jealousy and antipathy between castes. Caste not only alienated the people from one another, but this culture also 
alienated some people from the mainstream of society for their filthy job or occupation. Dalits became achhut in the eye of society for 
their filthy job and they were the aftermath of this heinous caste system. Dalits were gradually excluded from the mainstream of the 
society and considered as a depressed class. As they thus fell behind socio-economically and politically, they became a historically 
deprived class. For this reason, Ambedkar wanted to emphasize on the safeguards of the backward classes for their upliftment. He 
realised that without the safeguard backward classes would never be able to come back to the mainstream of the society, because they 
are so depressed and demoralised masses. The fundamental rights under Articles 14, 15 and 16 of the Indian Constitution reinforce the 
principles of equality and non-discrimination and also provide for special safeguards for women, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes 
and socially and educationally backward classes (Kashyap June 2016).  
 
The Approach of Government towards Dalit Empowerment: There are anti-discriminatory measures which include the enactment 
of the Untouchability Offence Act, 1955 (renamed as the Protection of Civil Rights Act [PCR] in 1976), and the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes Prevention of Atrocities (POA) Act, 1989. Under the former, the practice of untouchability and discrimination in 
public places and services is treated as a punishable offence; the latter provides legal protection to the SCs against violence and 
atrocities by the higher castes. Here we remember the sterling contribution of Babasaheb Ambedkar who played a key role in the 
initiation of the reservation policy in the Indian Constitution for promoting the position of the Dalits. The reservation policy in the 
government services, admission in school, colleges, University and other government sectors is part of the anti-discriminatory or 
protective measures. This policy is the milestone of empowering the Dalits. These measures ensure proportional participation of the 
SCs in various public spheres, which would not otherwise have been possible, because of the prevalence of exclusion and 
discrimination. However, both the scope and extent of the reservation policy are confined to the state-run and supported sectors. The 
SC workforce in the private sector, which employs more than 90% percent of the SC workers, remains unprotected from possible 
exclusion and discrimination (Thorat, Sukhadeo & Senapati, Chittaranjan 2014). 
 

Reservation is accompanied by an array of special provisions, which are designed to facilitate and improve the ability of the 
marginalised social groups to compete for government jobs. These include relaxation of age for entry to service; relaxation of 
minimum standards of suitability within a reasonable limit (subject to the fulfilment of the required minimum qualifications); 
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relaxation in fee; and provisions for pre-examination training; separate interviews for SC and ST persons and provision of inclusion of 
experts from SC/ST background on the selection committees, among others (Thorat, Sukhadeo. & Nidhi, Sadana Sabharwal 2014). 

 
The second important sphere of reservation pertains to education. Article 15(4) of the Constitution of India empowers the 

Indian state to make special provisions for the advancement of SCs and STs. However, according to renowned constitutional expert 
Subhas C Kashyap, Ambedkar was clearly opposed to reservation in perpetuity. Rather Ambedkar believed that caste distinctions 
were a shameful stigma on Indian society and it should never be allowed to become permanent (Kashyap June 2016).   

 
The Reservation System and the Goal of Ambedkar: Let us be clear in our discussion that Ambedkar’s intent to favour the 
reservation policy in the Indian Constitution was to ensure that the lower caste or depressed castes people were able to join the 
mainstream of the society. Ambedkar believed that lower castes people were deprived for centuries and thus they became historically 
weak. So, he realized the need of special obligation of the Indian state to promote the rights of the SCs and STs without which they 
could not compete with the upper and middle castes. But Ambedkar’s goal remains unfulfilled, because reservation system is still 
being continued but often naively and in a fractured way which in turn is triggering agitations. Here, the question is raised, why his 
goal cannot be achieved? Then another question arises, what really matters here is the vast gap between his goal and ideal? And is it 
really possible to fill-up this gap? Lastly, one another question is that whether there are some difficulties or drawbacks in the 
implementation of this system? To find out the answer of these questions we have to look at the society with open eyes. The goodness 
or badness of a policy is determined by its efficacy to the society. Thus, let us find out its many drawbacks, i.e., drawback of 
reservation system in two ways: 1) problem of implementation and 2) ideological problem. 
 
First: The Problem of implementation of the Reservation System:  Ambedkar was very much aware of the negative aspects of the 
reservation policy. He apprehended that continuation of this system would turn it into a political issue and this system would be a tool 
of the politicians without serving the original objective. For this reason, he wanted to confine this system for a limited time frame. His 
apprehension turns out to be true at the present time. Besides, special privileges and benefits under reservation are not percolated to 
the group as a whole. In other words, a small coterie enjoys all the facilities hereditarily. So, having enjoyed all these facilities, such 
groups easily rise above other individuals of their groups and thus a new generation of creamy layer section is born. They become 
highly mobilised as an elite class while day by day the masses of the marginalized jātis get disillusioned, antagonistic and opposed to 
this reservation system. So, the problem of the reservation system cannot be ignored.  
 
Second: Ideological problem of the reservation system: 

Ambedkar’s ideal was great, but in reality, his ideal was like a chimera. He dreamed of a caste-free society, yet he could 
neither banish the evil of this caste system nor was he successful to minimise the inevitable reverse inequality resulting from 
reservation system. This idea of Ambedkar is nothing but a paradox. Someone also thinks that reservation system is a discriminatory 
system, because while some people are given facilities, on the other side, many more are deprived of similar scope. Moreover, at 
present, earlier appeal of reservation seems to be on the wane, thus a new tendency populist public policy is emerging whereby Dalits 
today are resorting to movements for their economic betterment. This is giving rise to a new middle-class activism among Dalits 
which is claiming more share of political power cake instead of remaining mere recipients of state-sponsored welfare. So, this is 
giving birth to a new phase of assertiveness which is not coterminous with extension of benefits of reservation but now the Dalit 
agenda is to get control over distribution of scare resources. So obviously what we perceive is unleashing of new tensions and battles 
for share of political and economic power. This is why new Dalit leadership is moving away from old traditional parties and 
associations and they are trying to forge new alliances with new movement groups while shifting away from such parties like 
Mayawati’s BSP or local Congress organizations. So, while the old Dalit political idioms are facing a predicament, the altered space 
of new Dalit politics need to grapple with the forces of modernization, the new political reality in the country where the right-wing 
forces are strengthening the trends of new centralization, the electoral process of the country and above all, the reaction of the upper 
castes to both quota system and reverse discrimination. So, radicalism is there and new enthusiasm is explicit among the new Dalits, 
but we cannot say that their movement for justice would be an easy journey either to persuade the state or to equate their struggle with 
reservation only.  

 
Obviously, what we witness is a lot of polemics regarding this reservation policy. It is primarily because reservation by itself 

is a weak strategy unless the state and its elites exhibit their positive will and consistency to implement the policy of reservation 
backed up by broader development programme or interventions. 
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Ways of the Dalit Empowerment in the Present time:  To solve the problems certain measures could be suggested:  
First: The government should take a affirm stand with regard to the time frame of reservation. It means reservation system must be 
time-bound. Society is changing with time. Similarly, every system needs to change with changing time and society. Otherwise, that 
system is bound to fail. Hence, we discern strong ground for reviewing the merit of the reservation policy.  
Second: Reservation policy should be inclusive with an eye to include most of the vulnerable people. Jaffrelot (2022) contends that 
reservation divided the beneficiaries ‘along the caste line’ into sub-castes and sometimes certain sub-castes benefitted more compared 
to other sub-castes within the SCs and OBCs. Hence, while casting the net widely government should also carefully design its 
development policies to make democracy more vibrant.  
Third: The government should monitor the functioning of reservation system duly because we cannot expect efficacy of any system 
without of its proper implementation and periodic course correction.   
Fourth: While we cannot deny importance of reservation for equity and representation of these groups in some vital fields, we need to 
take another decision regarding single counting or double counting of benefits, for example at time of admission in state maintained 
educational institutions followed by reservation in public employment, promotion or drawing a line after a certain point. It is very 
sensitive issue because any biased or hurried steps could go against the interests of the Dalits while contrary arguments that 
reservation and efficiency are binaries are open to challenges. Similarly, after Indra Sawhney case the judiciary’s anti-reservation 
tendency is resurrecting the old debate that Indian judiciary is dominated by the elite class who are pitted against reservation as a 
prerogative of the Dalits (Munusamy 2022). So, it needs deep pondering and deliberation because it is imperative to rid both the 
victims, i.e., the Dalits and the institutions of governance of any narrow ideology. 
 Fifth: Still today Dalits are being targeted with atrocities and the institutions of decision-making are loaded against the Dalits and 
minorities. That is why the new Dalit leadership needs new strategies to align with other communities for more political space and to 
take their movement forward. At this transition stage of Dalit movement, reservation is less important than broader struggle for power.  
Conclusion: At present we are observing and celebrating Azadika Amrit Mahotsav, but the dream of emergence of true Republic still 
seems a far-fetched dream. Even today we have not been able to get out of the clutches of caste. Today ‘identity politics’ is raising its 
head; Honour killing is also going on in the name of caste. Similarly, an upper-caste society with pro-Hindu bias is responsible for 
ushering in an anti-Dalit turn in politics. Hence, there is no relief from tensions and conflicts. At this grave juncture the prime task is 
how we can demolish caste barrier with social radicalism backed up by the gospel of humanity because in the ultimate analysis the 
real identity is the common identity of mankind. It requires social regeneration and empathy at large although at the grass roots level 
small Dalit groups are still encountering lots of opposition, conspiracies and still very much constrained by the functioning of the 
system and its conservative and often divisive ideologies. So, in view of ongoing discrimination on Dalits, we cannot rule out the 
importance of reservation right now although we believe that promoting reservation system cannot be the goal of any ideal society 
based on equality and cooperation.  Hence, we have to build-up our social structure in such a way that discrimination or violence on 
Dalits could be minimised and the constitutional pledge of justice could be fulfilled. As members of civil society this commitment 
emanates from this benign realization to transform it into praxis. 
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