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Azaad आवाज़ aims to tackle an erosion of empathy in
our society. This monthly magazine (Patrika) aims to
focus on the marginalized sections whose voices are
often muted in the cacophony of flashy mainstream
media discourse. When referring to marginalization, this
platform does not aim to restrict itself to the traditional
focus on social aggregates like caste and race alone but
aspires to include a discussion on class, gender, sexual
orientation, etc. Azaad आवाज़ sculpted as a digital media
station focuses on issues that debilitate the  “deliberately
silenced”, drawing no boundaries and aspires to evolve
and voice the needs of those silenced.  
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आवाज़

nationalist hegemonic understanding and
worldview create a sanctioned ignorance in the
discourse surrounding the understanding of Caste
in India. A deeper examination of the kind of art
produced by the Dalit community depicts that the
creation and popularization of that art form is a
significant kind of protest, resistance, and hope for
independence and self-reliance. An example of this
is that of the Godna paintings, which is a tattooing
art form amongst Dalit women. As jewelry was
limited to women belonging to upper castes, Dalit
women adorned themselves with tattoos.
Brahminical ideas of purity and cleanliness were
questioned by utilizing materials such as cow
dung, to create canvasses for their paintings. They
would source their colors from natural sources
such as indigo, turmeric, and various flowers and
leaves. Another example is that of the Gobar style
of painting, which was started by Jamuna Devi.
She uses cow-dung-washed paper in order to bring
out the vibrance in the hues she used to paint
pictures.

The powerful works of the revolutionary poet
Gaddar resonate across the movement in Central
forests of Andhra Pradesh, in the fight for the
downtrodden. According to him, a song loses its
life when its political relevance fades. Arivu is a
young rapper who writes in Tamil takes
inspiration from the birth of the hip-hop
movement amongst African-Americans, who
fought back against a history of slavery with songs
rooted in the pain of oppression. Sumeet 
 

Language is the very tissue of Inter-subjectivity and
has therefore since time immemorial contained in its
womb the contradictions of society. It is the
language that can bring together a revolutionary
force, that can unite the trampled against the
oppressors, that can vocalize the needs of the
subaltern and can act as a war cry in the battle for
the most essential feature of a democratic society-
equality. In this issue, we look at an insurgent
language of poetry, the language of expression in
song, dance, and theatre that brings to light the
truth of the vicious system of caste in our democracy
in the making. This is the language that rejects both
Sanskritization as well as the language of the
colonizers and reveals the limits of our society. Dalit
art has proven to be a symbolic instrument in the
fight for social emancipation, by not shying away
from the political, or aestheticizing the daily
suffering of a community whose historic
disadvantage has perpetuated into modern society
Dalit Art and Literature has remained in the
shadows as it lacks the commerciality factor desired
by publishers who cater to the needs of an English
speaking, middle class, upper caste clientele. 

 
Dalit Art combats and questions the expansive
hegemony of Hindu Nationalism and capitalist
modernity which extends to language and its
artifacts. In both cultural as well as political terms,
Dalit art and literature invoke a broad and universal
sense of critical interest and protest. The  
 

DALIT ART AND REPRESENTATION:
UNDERSTANDING RESISTANCE  

https://www-jstor-org.opj.remotlog.com/stable/26405015?Search=yes&resultItemClick=true&searchText=Caste+Life+Narratives%2C+Visual+Representation%2C+And+Protected+Ignorance&searchUri=%2Faction%2FdoBasicSearch%3FQuery%3DCaste%2BLife%2BNarratives%252C%2BVisual%2BRepresentation%252C%2BAnd%2BProtected%2BIgnorance&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_search_gsv2%2Fcontrol&refreqid=fastly-default%3Ab5da140043992aac325d1db42ae44c5f&seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://dalithistorymonth.medium.com/godna-painting-a-dalit-womens-art-of-resistance-54d03473e27d
https://www.dailyo.in/variety/dalit-mithila-paintings-bihar/story/1/25978.html
https://www.frieze.com/article/dalit-rap-indias-new-musical-vanguard
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Samos, a rapper who writes in English, Hindi and
Odia raps extensively on the anti-caste movement in
India, criticizing the limitations of the system of
reservation and the ease with which the privileged
take offence for its existence. The symbolism in the
bold and feverous chants of ‘Jai Bhim’ and the hailing
of the legacy of the greats, such as Babasaheb
Ambedkar and Jyotiba Phule is a mode of historical
documentation as well as political agitation.
Lokshahiri or the Ambedkari Jalsa, a tradition of
performance and protests, saw a rise with Babasaheb’s
conversion to Buddhism. Music and performance
began acting as a medium that fostered mobility and
paved the way for the creation of a collective identity.  

Dalit feminist authors such as Urmila Pawar, and
Shilpa Kamble have expressed their deep embracing of
Ambedkarite politics through literature and theatre
due to the immense sense of empowerment it offers in
its building of cultural capital. Caste laws in Indian
society have very strong roots in scripture and texts,
with the Manusmriti laying down the very first laws of
discrimination. Rajyashri Goody in a recent exhibit
had presented paper ladoos made from torn pages of
the Manusmriti to showcase that the texts that have
sanctified centuries of cruelty and oppressive ideology
are ultimately just a sheet of paper. She has also
spoken about various other issues that arise with the
kind of relationship a person from the Dalit
community would share with something as simple as a
food item. Dalits in India are strongly impacted by
myriad different circumstances over years and years of
socio-political conditioning, which has influenced
their emotions and thoughts and their own perception
of the self, in relation to others. Their actions towards
this perception of an individual in a society that walks
over and takes advantage of the vicious system of caste
has manifested in their works of art. 

In both cultural as well as political
terms, Dalit art and literature

invokes a broad and universal sense
of critical interest and protest. The

nationalist hegemonic
understanding and worldview

creates a sanctioned ignorance in
the discourse surrounding the

understanding of Caste in India.

Art is a medium that transcends this
marginalization and provides an open platform for
expression, a language that screams oppression and
provides a platform for them to be seen and to be
heard. Savindra Sawakar was one of the first to
represent the hegemonic institutions of caste,
gender, religion, and their intricate political
implications in his art. An open and truthful
representation of the Dalit imagination led to the
creation of a radical iconography drawing from
history while also portraying the contemporary.
 
In this edition of Azaad Awaaz, it is this Dalit
imagination that is explored by the team, through
conversations and critical insight. Dalit art is not a
phenomenon unique to recent times. This edition
tries to cover ground and understand why Dalit art
and representation has not found a prominent spot
in mainstream popular culture. In order to overcome
the artistic hegemony that people belonging to the
upper castes have had the privilege of, it is
important for the movement to 
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gain ground and for the discourse to drift towards
identifying and uprooting the divisions of caste.

The Nazariya piece on representation of caste in
cinema in India, deals with important questions about
the nature of representation and the reproduction of
caste in cinema. It critiques mainstream cinema and
presents a take on preserving  the authenticity of
representation in the film industry. 

Awaaz in Focus hosts Dr. Y. S. Alone, who has done
extensive work in caste studies, popular visual culture
and various interpretations. He provides an 
 incredibly fresh and well researched perspective on
the Ambedkarite consciousness that challenges the
meta-narrative of modernity. 

Finally, Talk Point presents a curated playlist for the
readers to engage with musical pieces in vernacular
languages that  directly address issues of caste, class,
violence and systemic oppression. 

Dalit art is not a phenomenon unique
to the recent times. This edition tries
to cover ground and understand why
Dalit art and representation has not

found a prominent spot in
mainstream popular culture. 
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Access the interview here 

is being practiced and how the culture of what I call
'vidambana wadi sanskriti' or the culture of
defamation. The word defamation misses the
intensity of the word 'vidambana,' which exists in
Marathi, Gujarati, Hindi, and some other
languages. So, this 'vidambana wadi sanskriti' is
nurtured in the urban and rural areas. It is
problematic in India to call somebody as educated
or to call somebody as intellectual. There is a
remarkable difference that Dr. Ambedkar makes
between the intellectuals and the educated class. He
believed that the intellectual class is open to ideas,
willing to change. However, the educated are self-
centered. They will only think about themselves.
This differentiation which Dr. Ambedkar makes
long ago still very much exists in  

Q. The Delhi University has recently removed the works
of the writers Sukirtharani and Bama, among many
others, from the English syllabus. Their works, Kaimaru,
En Udal, Karukku, and Sangati, focus on Dalit politics,
oppression, and caste hierarchies. A move like this can be
seen as the suppression of the Dalit voice by the state. 
How can we understand this in the context of the history
of invisibilisation of Dalit voices and representation in
India?

The nature of invisibility has been part and parcel of
Indian society and culture. The people who claim to
be modern, secular, constitutional, or have
constitutional morality and claim to be very legal, or
even for that matter, claim to be part of great
tradition, great Indian, or the great nationalistic kind
of syndrome that is being propagated over a period of
time, they are solely responsible for creating this
invisibility and nurturing this invisibility. This is
because the moment any schedule caste or schedule
tribe or anybody describing the society, with its
location and the cultural metrics and the kind of
violence that person faces in the society, which is
expressed through literary words or any other word,
they've become a big challenge for people who claim
that India is a great country. It becomes intellectually
challenging to digest that kind of social reality where
abject conditionality and how trauma is inflicted now
and then, on all kinds of bodies, any gender bodies,
and then one claims that they are a modern society.
So, modernity is a big 'bakwaas' (nonsense) in this
nation. I want to use the term 'bakwaas' (nonsense).
This kind of dogmatism

A W A A Z  I N  F O C U S
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Dalit Art and Scholarship: Challenging Brahminical Narratives 

Dr.  Y .S .  Alone  
Jawarlal  Nehru University

IN CONVERSATION WITH DR. Y. S. ALONE 
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Indian society. Therefore, this claim of being
intellectual is so problematic, and it becomes so easy
for people to bypass completely or completely burn
away or remove this kind of chapter from the syllabi.
The is reason is that education is very important.
What is one taught from childhood? They are taught
about mythology, about the great Gandhi, and all
kinds of nonsense. However, one is not taught the
contradictions of Gandhi; one is not taught about
the people who are considered great nationalists
whose names are used to name the streets or who the
districts are named after. One is constantly
inscribing these personas, and if one sees the history
of this persona, one will notice that they are the one
who opposed the Hindu code when Dr. Ambedkar
had introduced it. These are the anti-women
personas projected and inscribed all the time in the
Indian political sphere, the social sphere, the
intellectuals, and the so-called academic sphere.
However, the academic sphere never attempted to
see the other side of this person as they had been
responsible for nurturing this kind of culture of anti-
women personas. One needs to see how the anti-
women, anti-caste personas are constantly being
looked down on in academia. Therefore, it is so easy
for those who sit in that committee to formulate a
majority or come to a so-called consensus; who say,
"Yes, it is our opinion, and now we are removing it."
Democracy has been reduced to dictatorial terms;
Dr. Ambedkar had said long ago that the majority in
India is a communal majority. It is not a rightist
majority. It will not have any rational thinking, and
democracy is all about taking care of people, taking
people along, and give equal rights to everyone. This
sense of equality and equanimity doesn't exist in the
academic sphere. Therefore, one can notice that 
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removing these kinds of components from the
Social Science syllabus has been very much there. 
 In Maharashtra, people have been fighting to
include Phule and Ambedkar in the academic
syllabus. There have been morchas (rallies),
protests, petitions, and all kinds of other things.
Gradually it was later incorporated. However,
incorporation comes as a part of political pressure
and does not become part of intellectual and
academic pursuit. There is a difference- the
political composition vis-à-vis that of intellectual
honesty. There is neither academic intellectual
honesty nor an academic intellectual morality and
ethicality that gets practiced among the
academicians of this nation, the university system,
the professors, and so on. For example, while
launching a satellite, they go and see the moon to
find an auspicious time and do the things
accordingly. For that matter, it is not just the
minister concerned but also the officials and the
people around. Even if the defense system as and
when you include some fighter aircraft or gun or
even something in your system, they put all kinds
of tikka and all kinds of things which does not have
any meaning at all. 

There is a remarkable difference that
Dr. Ambedkar makes between the

intellectuals and the educated class. He
believed that the intellectual class is

open to ideas, willing to change.
However, the educated are self-centered. 
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However, our minds are so vitiated that scientific
rationality does not come as a part of our everyday
thinking. That is why these are the kind of moves
that are very much part and parcel of this
viciousness of maintaining protected ignorance. I
want to reframe this whole idea that there is this
intellectual disgust or call it 'educationalist disgust.'
This syndrome of disgust among the educationists is
so high and directed by their considerations, by
hierarchal thinking that they cannot teach any
rationality in their academic training process. That
is the reason one can find it so easy to cut down on
these kinds of things. Imagine this happening in the
capital, so what will happen in the rest of the
country one can easily imagine. In a state like
Maharashtra, there is social consciousness, and that
social consciousness drives this kind of urge to put
this retained these kinds of things in their selects.
There was so much hue and cry when the writings of
Amedkarites became part of the syllabus process.
Suppose one thinks of a change in society.
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 In that case, one needs to see the so-called
Mahatma that people or, for that matter, any other
politician in this nation and even the current
political dispensation. Is anybody talking about
transformation? Is your politics for
transformation? This is a fundamental question
that one needs to understand and see how they are
being taught, what they are told, and what they are
asked to write on.

Q. Visual culture has often served the hegemonic,
dominating narratives of Caste-Hindu society. You
have written about the notion of ‘protected ignorance’
as well. How does this ignorance manifest in art and
scholarship about Indian art? What are some ways in
which visual representation (or artwork) by Dalit and
Ambedkarite artists challenged the ignorance of Caste-
Hindu society? How do their ideologies shape their art?
 
There have been people who have been working in
the sphere of contemporary art practices. I began
by saying that modernity in India is a big 'bakwaas'
(nonsense). I want to extend that argument further
but in the context of art production. Modernity in
terms of art has been fossilized so much into
formalism. It has become completely about the
formalism, like what forms it takes? How do you
look at space/ what kind of composition one
creates, and so forth. However, social concerns
were never there. Even if one notices the West,
European modern art is a part of their societal
product and how the society moves, the
technology moves, the changes that take place, etc.
The artist community also responded that in those
ways, and there are those claims which are very
important. 

The syndrome of disgust among the
educationists is so high and directed by

their considerations, by hierarchal
thinking that they cannot teach any

rationality in their academic training
process.
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Firstly, why do we have such claims? Secondly,
modernity in India is under the backdrop of colonial
trenches, and it gets transformed into Brahminic
modernity because it is all about fossilizing self. One
claims that they are going to institutions or are
going here and there, but their idea of worshipping
an icon for education doesn't go out of your mind.
Despite knowing the fact, that particular image of a
god or goddess has not done anything for education
or, for that matter, has not written or does not have
any opinion on education. However, irrespective of
that, it becomes your cultural practice. Similarly,
one retains their belief systems, the idea of sacred
and divine, continues their practices, adapts certain
western cannons, and tries to claim that they are
modern. The modernity in India has always been
Brahminic modernity. After independence, there has
been an attempt to make education inclusive, and
therefore, it has become a constitutional
publication. Therefore, the 
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the government must enact those things, and
therefore administration has to do those things.
Had there not been a constitutional mandate, that
sense of inclusivity would not have come in the
Indian society, bureaucracy, and administrative
system. This is because the administrators also
come from the same baggage of tradition, but
because it becomes a constitutional compulsion,
they need to teach those students. These are the
people who come, and what they start in the fine
art institutions of this nation has absolutely no
criticality barring few institutions in India like
Baroda or JNU (Jawaharlal Nehru University).
There is no questioning whether you can question
your predecessors or, for that matter, question the
ongoing art practices. It is this very process of
interrogation and rejecting these kinds of cannons.
This becomes a significant challenge, and this kind
of challenge gets posed today by people with an
Ambedarkian consciousness. 
There is a distinction, the Ambedkarite
consciousness and Ambedkarian consciousness,
and these are the two important consciousness
that is very necessary to understand. The
Ambedkarian consciousness cuts across the
community, and it is that kind of consciousness
that allows one who claims the constitutional
values. The Ambedkarite consciousness is deeply
rooted in the outright Ambedkarism and deeply
entrenched in India's constitution. It is only these
kinds of consciousness that are deeply rooted in
the constitutional ethos of this nation. There is no
other consciousness that can claim to be rooted or
affiliated with the Indian constitution. Whether it
is left, whether it is so-called secular, whether it is
Gandhian, whether it is Nehru, whether it is Patel,
whether it is anyone or even for that matter likes
of Hussain.

There is a distinction, the
Ambedkarite consciousness and

Ambedkarian consciousness, and
these are the two important
consciousness that is very
necessary to understand.
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Their firm belief in Brahminical cultural nationalism
has produced the narrative of Brahminic modernity
and, therefore, gets challenged by Ambedkarian
thinking. The Ambedkarites are the ones who first
challenge that. It's not the other section of the
society that challenges it; it's the Ambedkarite
section of the society that challenges that meta-
narrative of modernity and rejects that kind of
modernity. It poses a considerable challenge. It is
this challenge that is very important to produce a
work of art. In the literary world, there is a distinct
way of using language- community language, for
individual arts. Language is universal and free, and
one can choose any medium, any language, to
represent one's Ambedkarite consciousness guiding
you around.  Whereas others don't. This Brahminic
modernity does not allow them to think otherwise,
and  
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therefore, the aesthetic canons also get challenged
by the Ambedkarites. Consequently, there is a rise
of this Ambedkarian thinking where people come
and realize and make artworks about it. That is
where the challenge to mainstream art production
is being produced. How literature in Marathi
challenges the entire aspect of the very language of
Marathi itself. Similarly, Ambedkarite
consciousness produces distinct visual pictorials or
makes pictorial expressions so vivid that it
instantly hits one's gaze, and it instantly hits them. 
 The belief system for sacred or the divine, the idea
of hierarchy, or the idea of inhuman behaviour gets
challenged through these kinds of pictorial
representations. It is a challenge that all pose to
this 'vidambana wadi sanskriti' culture of
defamation and hierarchical thinking. The
hierarchies are deeply rooted in one's idea of jati
dharma (caste). Irrespective of one's profession that
becomes immaterial, but one's jati dharam becomes
important. 

For example, although one knows what the
meaning of saptapadi (seven steps) is, even then,
the girls go for that kind of a marriage ceremony,
including the educated lot. Why does that element
of rejection not come? Why does that enabling
process not come irrespective of your education?
This is where one has to think- can your knowledge
production system or why is your education system
creating that enabling process and creating a
samyak mind consciousness within oneself to
challenge those ideas, to remove these practices.
That is where the Ambedkarian thinking process is
creating this challenge of the Brahminic meta-
narrative and posing considerable challenges in
pictorial representations.The idea of representation
is not just a physical one- it is also a mental one. 

Language is universal and free, and
one can choose any medium, any

language, to represent one's
Ambedkarite consciousness guiding

you around.
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It is to do with one's consciousness- how consciously
one chooses certain pictorial signifiers to veer their
language and claim that one can reject the ongoing
meta-narratives modernity and Brahminised canons.
One can then consider whether the art must be
global. There is no doubt that art is global. There
are so many painters who are represented on a
global forum. The art galleries are also taking the
artists to the international forum. However, have
they ever taken this Ambedkarite consciousness to
the international forum? The answer is no. 

Why is it so? Why is their consciousness guided by
the Brahminic meta-narrative or the visual
production? This is an important question to ask.
Secondly, it is important to question the ideation of
canonization of aesthetics. It is in the hands of the
people so much so that they need to rethink. There
is no doubt that this is global. Personally, going
global in the art world doesn't go beyond
materiality. The Ambedkarite consciousness
challenge those kinds of ideas.  If one is only talking
about it in material terms, then what about the
consciousness of the mind? How is one's thinking get
reflected, and for what? These are the important
fundamental questions that are constantly
confronted and raised by this section of the artists.
Hence, one can find that there is a shift that is
happening gradually. There is already a set of artists
who wish to challenge. It is a daunting task, and
there is absolutely no doubt about that. However, it
exists, and it is happening. The current Brahminic
framework cannot be used as simply as that. It is not
possible because Vedantism guides it- it is a
Vedantic kind of framework.
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Personally, going global in the art world
doesn't go beyond materiality. The

Ambedkarite consciousness challenge
those kinds of ideas. If one is only

talking about it in material terms, then
what about the consciousness of the

mind?

There are fantastic examples of people who are
Vedantic par excellence under the garb of post-
modernism. Therefore, the thinking and ideas do
not come as a part of one's reflective realization in
order to dismantle your beliefs.

Q. The subaltern has been a part of the discourse around
representation, you have written about the pitfalls of
subalternity, or the space created around it. How can we
read caste and its representation through subalternity?
Are there linkages between subalternity and nationalism
in the Indian context?

People believe that I am against Antonio Gramsci or
the whole idea of the subaltern. However, that is not
the case. Gramsci is a very prominent and fantastic
philosopher. He defines subalterns as people who do
not have any access to power and resources. This is a
very simple definition- that people who do not have
any access to power and resources. How did the
Indian subalternist scholars define the term
subaltern in the Indian context? Anything which is
non-Congress, which is 
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non-Congress, which is non-mainstream, they have
categorized as subaltern. This includes a peasant
movement. 95% population of the peasant
community, those who are the agriculture
communities in India, have been followers of
untouchability. Will one call them the subaltern?
They are the ones who have access to power and
resources. These are the hard realities of this nation.
The subaltern as a category cannot give one the
internal contradictions, differences, and conflicts in
society. This is because India is not a class society
but a caste society. 

Dr. Ambedkar defines caste as a division of labor
and a division of labourers, and the subalterns would
never empower one to understand this division of
labor. Interestingly, if one goes over Gramsci's
writing, he was very critical of Gandhi. The claimed
followers of Gramsci in India have been fans of
Gandhi; rather, they elegize Gandhi like anything.
Imagine that Gramsci was critical of Gandhi,
whereas the followers of Gramsci in India were not
at all critical of Gandhi; rather, they elegize Gandhi.
These are the fundamental differences and examples.
The so-called subaltern studies took so much time to
have one article on the scheduled caste and tribe.
They are the ones who do not have any access to
power and resources in this nation. In the 'State and
Minorities' by Dr. Ambedkar, one can realize how it
is. The so-called subaltern scholars, by using
Gramsci, are exercising their hegemonic thinking
and power. The right to interpret is fundamental to
understand, even in sociological terms. The likes of
Dr. Ambedkar were one of the first ones to use
Durkheim's idea of sacred and profane in
sociological analysis. However, none of the analysts
would like to accept the position that Dr. Ambedkar
had taken and the analysis he made. 
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The subaltern as a category cannot
give one the internal contradictions,
differences, and conflicts in society.
This is because India is not a class

society but a caste society. 

They don't consider it a sociological right or have to
do with sociology as a discipline. It is dastardly
thinking on the part of the Indian sociologist not to
consider such important information irrespective of
the fact that Ambedkar happened to be the first
person to write and analyze caste in this country,
whether it is “Caste in India” or it is “Annihilation
of Caste” etc. The idea of sanskritization exists in
the colonial documents and the education policy.
The word sanskritization is used by Ambedkar as a
part of an aping or following the upper caste
practices by the lower caste masses. The same thing
gets used by M.N. Srinivas, who is also a great
sociologist. One can then imagine how sociology in
India is Brahminic in nature and how it becomes
dubious to bypass this fundamental deliberation of
formulations that Ambedkar, Phule, and other
scholars had made. The idea of subaltern and how it
is categorized is hugely problematic. Therefore, one
needs to understand that the experience of violence,
trauma, and defamation faced by a particular section
of society does not get addressed and explained
through the idea of the subaltern.  It may .
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The whole idea of theorization in India is all the
reductive urge that thrives on the derivation.
Therefore, it does not produce a key; it cannot
produce any critical, theoretical tool or, for that
matter, anything that can be used for interrogation
at the universal level. It is because people take it as
shabda pramani (obtaining knowledge). As long as
the belief of shabda pramani exists, it cannot create
a new thing. It will always be a derivative logic. That
is precisely why the subaltern becomes derivative
without seeing its application and the internal
dynamics; that is how much it empowers one to
interrogate society. There is no lust or desire on the
part of these people that they will examine
everything. Whether you are part and parcel of
protected ignorance are you desire to dismantle this
protected ignorance. Under the rubric of the
subaltern, how many subalternist thinking has
managed to dismantle this normative thinking? It
doesn't exist.  It is so deeply entrenched in one's
mind and psyche that they cannot see that they are a
psychotic perverted society; caste in a psychotic
perversion.  Education does not empower one to
come out of it. It does not give one the strength to
dismantle their own normality. This is what is being
challenged by the Ambedkarite thinking.  

be good in order to consider large masses under the
rubric of subaltern and can produce political
mobilization. That political mobilization as a
subaltern doesn't exist in India. This is because there
is this idea that Ambedkar mentions that one has to
make the slave realize about his slavery; only then
will he revolt; otherwise, he will not revolt.  There is
no affinity between the people in India. The idea of
fraternity does not exist in Indian society. Though
we have a constitution that is completely based on
fraternity. However, this idea of fraternity as a
functional entity exists only in terms of political
democracy. It doesn't exist at par with one's social
function, and therefore one cannot affiliate
themselves. There is no compassion in society.
Indian society does not practice compassion, but it
does practice 'vidambana wadi sanskriti.' Without
compassion, fraternity does not exist. 
Therefore, this rubric of subaltern needs to rethink
and analyzed. There is this full legitimacy that
comes through one's jati dharam with your religious
sanction.  One does not question their religion or
the agency of caste. Untouchability is not humane; it
is animalistic. The communities (mainly the shudra
communities) that commit rapes and other violence
are reduced to an animal. This animalism becomes
part and parcel of one's behavior and conduct.
Similarly, the right to interpretation becomes
hegemonic in nature. The power of interpretation
lies with the hegemonic group, and they have abused
Gramsci in India. They are responsible for creating
this kind of abusive discourse in the academic
sphere, where they blatantly use Gramsci to tend to
their own hegemony.  The idea of introspection
doesn't exist in Indian society. Dr. Ambedkar has
stated that it is not enough to know. For those who
know, it becomes their responsibility to tell others.
How many people have taken that responsibility?
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Indian society does not practice
compassion, but it does practice

'vidambana wadi sanskriti.' Without
compassion, fraternity does not exist.

Therefore, this rubric of subaltern needs to
rethink and analyzed. 
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In this edition of Vichaar, the team was in
conversation with Miss Rajyashree Goody, a visual
artist who talked about what art has meant to her in
the current socio-political context we find ourselves
in, specifically with respect to Dalit History and
resistance. She expounded upon how art has helped
her, as a Dalit woman, to learn more about the roots
of her own culture, which has not been documented
through the decades.

She spoke about how the growth of an artist has to
be natural and free flowing and must not be
compartmentalized with the intention to be
political, in order to stay true to its purpose.
 

She also elaborated about how the personal can be
very political, but also the political is personal too-
in that it is the narratives of individuals and families
that is being discussed. 

She also spoke about the relationship between food
and Dalit history, not in terms of her own personal
views about Dalit cuisine, but about the kind of
connection her ancestors have had with it. Writing
about it has given her the liberty to intricately
explore the nuances of food in the Dalit community,
for instance, real issues like hunger and leftovers. 
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IN CONVERSATION WITH MISS RAJYASHRI GOODY 

Visualising Resistance through Art: The Politics
of Dalit Art 

The growth of an artist has to be
natural and free flowing and

must not be compartmentalized
with the intention to be political,

in order to stay true to its
purpose.

https://open.spotify.com/episode/1HkVwr4VkPLq37ppDxSFG2?si=2fc05a73a4704395
https://jgu.edu.in/jses/a-chowdhury/


With this, she aims to create a space for discussions
about caste to actually emerge in contemporary times.
She then went on to speak about how she works with
ceramics, as a medium that gives her the leeway to
talk about ideas she is focusing on. She specifies that
she does not aim to create her art for the purpose of
consumption, but more for the purpose of expression.
People belonging to other communities, can never
truly understand the lived Dalit experiences simply by
viewing a particular piece of Art or literature that
aims to speak of it.
Discussing the processes of visualizing resistance
through art, specifically in the current and historical
context of the anti-caste movement, Ms. Goody
informed us that any art can be a form of resistance in
of itself. She emphasized that there is no “right or
wrong” way when it comes to resisting the status-quo,
and that art, by virtue of being an avenue of
intentionality and freedom, especially for minority
communities, can be a large web of whatever the one
resisting defines it to be. Thus, resistance through art
ends up taking a myriad of forms—whether it consists
of, for instance, depicting the Dalit history of
spirituality and conversion or even in the field of
performing arts through popular or folk songs. In
short, she went on to reaffirm that when it comes to
caste-based injustices, any way of being able to express
oneself and make a mark on society is enough
resistance.

We also raised questions about whether art can
become complicit in, rather than resisting against, the
political and social injustices inflicted on Dalits and
other marginalized castes in the hands of upper-caste
creators, to which Ms. Goody responded by asserting
that there will, of course, be examples of upper-caste
artists who take up various topics and issues related to
caste-based injustices. 
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People belonging to other
communities, can never truly

understand the lived Dalit
experiences simply by viewing a

particular piece of Art or
literature that aims to speak of it.

 But she added that it may not be particularly useful
to directly think about this phenomenon as a practice
of ‘appropriation’ because it does contribute a certain
level of mainstream exposure to important
conversations. She further asserted that since the caste
system not only consist of Dalit people but also of
Brahmin, Kshatriya, and other people, it can be
important for upper-caste artists to critically
interrogate the privileges of their own communities
and challenge their own role in oppressive structures
rather than always turning towards marginalized
communities, which would add a much-need level of
complexity in art practices.

Access the podcast here 

https://open.spotify.com/episode/1HkVwr4VkPLq37ppDxSFG2?si=2fc05a73a4704395


INTRODUCTION

Mainstream Indian cinema, particularly Bollywood,
can be a glamourous, almost unrealistic experience.
The audience is transported to a surreal world,
which professor Suraj Yengde describes as escapist.
He also goes on to say “(mainstream Indian
cinematic sphere) has been responsible for sustaining
a dominant caste hegemony.” Caste, which is an
essential component of the Indian social structure,
has had a profound impact on all aspects of life, and
cinema, like any other form of cultural expression, is
certainly not exempt from the consequences of its
influence. As such, while it may not fully or
accurately portray the lived experiences of people,
especially of those from marginalized communities,
cinema, for better or worse, has the power to alter
social hierarchies and relationships.
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Representation of Caste in Indian Cinema
By Manisha Kamatchi and Madhav Singh

In this article, we examine the depiction of caste in
Indian cinema through the lens of representation
theory in order to better understand the
implications of representation and the changing
aesthetics of cinema. To that end, we wish to raise
the following four questions. What is
representation? How are aspects of the caste system
represented and reproduced in Indian cinema? Why
does the representation of caste matter? And how
can Indian cinema get this representation “right?”
 
WHAT IS REPRESENTATION?

The definition of representation is two-fold. On the
one hand, representation refers to the action of
speaking or acting on behalf of someone, as well as
the state of being so represented. On the other
hand, representation denotes the description or
portrayal of someone or something in a particular
manner. But these definitions of representation
alone do not capture the complexity behind the
processes of its production. Thus, it is critical to
examine a few fundamental aspects of
representation theory, and particularly how they
apply to the topic of caste in Indian films and visual
media.

The first of these aspects is what is known as
construction—or, the manner in which a media
object is put together. In the case of films or other
such visual mediums, construction would consist of
the processes of editing and choice of camera angles.
A low angle camera shot, for example, can 

Caste, which is an essential
component of the Indian social

structure, has had a profound impact
on all aspects of life, and cinema, like
any other form of cultural expression,

is certainly not exempt from the
consequences of its influence. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00856401.2018.1471848
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fx39q/revision/1


NAZARIYA VOLUME III ISSUE III 

make someone appear more powerful than they are,
and a high angle camera shot might make someone
appear less important or influential. The second
aspect is referred to as mediation or selection, and it
relates to the process of organization and selection
that a media object goes through before reaching an
audience. Think of how a film script is written and
rewritten before it makes it to production, which may
result in subaltern narratives being left out if they are
not deemed profitable, or even convenient, by the
(typically upper-caste) production team. The third
aspect is anchorage, which corresponds to the words
that accompany images in order to give those images a
specific meaning in a given context. This includes
captions and taglines used in movie posters. For
instance, the supposedly “anti-caste” film Article 15
(2019) directed by Abhinav Sinha features the
following taglines on its marketing posters: “Let’s Be
Indians Firstly and Lastly” and “Ab Farq Laayenge.”
The representation of anchorage herein not only
betrays the film’s upper-caste positionality but it also
shows how a film meant to address issues of caste ends
up (conveniently) conflating them with issues of
nationality. 

HOW IS CASTE REPRESENTED AND
REPRODUCED?

There are two aspects of representation theory
that are the most relevant to our discussion on the
depiction of caste in Indian cinema and warrant
further elaboration. These are the concepts of (1)
stereotypes and (2) ideology. Stereotypes are
simplified representations of a person, a group of
people, or a location based on fundamental or
apparent features that are frequently
exaggerated.They can be used to rapidly define
characters by depending on current audience  
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recognition, but they are especially problematic since
they can lead to biased assumptions from audiences.

Stereotypes about Dalit people visually coded into
cinema revolve around their physical appearance,
attire, and characteristic traits. Vishal Chauhan in
“From Sujata to Kachra: Decoding Dalit
representation in popular Hindi cinema” uses the
films Sujata (1959), Souten (1983), and Lagaan (2001),
as examples of these stereotypes. All the Dalit
characters in these films have a dark complexion, are
shabby, submissive, and not confident. They are
depicted so carefully, almost to be juxtaposed with
the fairer, able-bodied Savarna counterparts in the
frame. The characters of Sujata, Gopal and Kachra are
also presented as accepting of the discrimination
meted out to them, even justifying it. Sujata and
Gopal are portrayed as self-hating individuals, going
as far as to commit suicide. The name Kachra in itself
deems the “achhut” character unfit of a dignified
name, instead he is referred to as garbage and the
character barely talks in the film. Souten and Lagaan
were considered successful and ‘hit’ films of their
times, with Lagaan even being nominated for the
Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film. The
article makes a crucial point: these 

Think of how a film script is written and
rewritten before it makes it to production,
which may result in subaltern narratives

being left out if they are not deemed
profitable, or even convenient, by the

(typically upper-caste) production team. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fx39q/revision/1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fx39q/revision/1
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fx39q/revision/1
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14746689.2019.1673544


stereotypes are a way of maintaining systems of
hierarchies and power through repeated depiction in
cinema. They erase the realities of resistance, conflict,
and the agency of the Dalit characters. Instead, the
reality these films paint justify existing
discriminatory practices.

On the other hand, we have ideology, which is
defined as the set of pre-existing ideas and beliefs,
held by media producers, which are often represented
in their final product. Although in some cases the
influence of ideology may produce beneficial
outcomes when it comes to cinema, such as when an
anti-caste Dalit director speaks to their own lived
experiences, it may also sometimes be just as, if not
more, harmful than stereotypes. For instance, think
of how in films or documentaries 
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about caste made by upper-caste creators, the
representation of the caste system could be (and
frequently is) influenced by the implicit or explicit
ideology of Brahminism held by the filmmaker or
producer.

In more recent times, mainstream Hindi cinema has
continued to centre upper-caste narratives and actors.
Even while attempting to address caste, productions
such as Article 15 (2019) directed by Anubhav Sinha
have revealed the implicit upper-caste gaze guiding
these films. Article 15 uses graphic scenes of violence
carried out against Dalit girls. An IPS officer, the
protagonist played by Ayushman Khurana, is shown as
a “philanthropic brahmin who is trying to uplift the
helpless Dalits” . This film situates the Dalit characters
as people who need saving, and the saving is performed
by the upright upper-caste characters. As a result, in its
portrayal of the Dalit experience, the ideology of
Brahminism establishes the norms for media
production and consumption, to the point where
victimisation has been made the core of the perceived
Dalit life. The film takes place in a rural setting,
furthering the myth that caste exists only in villages
and has vanished in city spaces. Audience members
living in the city can walk away with a sense of distance
from caste atrocities. The audience, when identifying
with the protagonist, also then feels as if they have not
participated in caste discrimination, and even leave the
film with feelings of guilt or shame alleviated. The
actor and director went on to receive praise for the
portrayal of caste, some critics describing the film as
“hard-hitting” and “radical”. Wokeness or the version of
it that these films seem to convey, comes with social
clout for these actors and directors.

Although in some cases the influence of
ideology may produce beneficial

outcomes when it comes to cinema, such
as when an anti-caste Dalit director

speaks to their own lived experiences, it
may also sometimes be just as, if not

more, harmful than stereotypes.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z9fx39q/revision/1
https://roundtableindia.co.in/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=9680:a-critique-on-article-15-unravelling-the-brahmin-saviour-complex&catid=119:feature&Itemid=132
https://roundtableindia.co.in/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=9680:a-critique-on-article-15-unravelling-the-brahmin-saviour-complex&catid=119:feature&Itemid=132
https://www.bollywoodhungama.com/movie/article-15/critic-review/article-15-movie-review/
https://www.ndtv.com/entertainment/article-15-movie-review-ayushmann-khurrana-leads-an-effective-cast-in-this-radical-film-4-stars-out-2060019


nuanced parts for all performers while also creating
a safe place for the communities.

Third, representation is critical for providing a
much-needed element of objectivity to cinema and
visual storytelling because it helps portray the "full-
story" of a diverse community rather than depicting
a tiny, self-serving segment of society as the
prevailing experience.

HOW CAN INDIAN CINEMA GET
REPRESENTATION HIGH?

Unlike the adage “any publicity is good
publicity,” all forms of representation of caste in
Indian cinema are not automatically “good” or
empowering for marginalized caste
communities. Above all, for a representation to
be considered “good,” it should be authentic, fair
(just), and have humanity. To fulfill conditions
of authenticity, vernacular and Dalit voices
should be at the front and center when telling
the story, and it should not be told through an
upper-caste creator’s lens. 
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WHY DOES REPRESENTATION MATTER?

So far, we have seen how across several iterations of
representation in Indian cinema, the overarching
trend with respect to the depiction of caste has been
to either invisibilise caste by erasing those belonging
to marginalized caste groups or to only perpetuate the
damaging stereotypes tied to these communities. But
apart from reasons pertaining to the accuracy of
portrayal, which are obviously important in and of
themselves, why is representation in cinema
considered such an important issue?

First, cinema provides a critical avenue of cultural
expression and narration, and the stories depicted on-
screen affect all areas of life in terms of how the people
represented view themselves, how they live their lives,
and how they see others. When people from
marginalised castes are consistently represented
unfavourably, it creates a vicious cycle that has a
negative influence on how others see them and can
also lead to internalisation of self-hate within these
groups. Conversely, a strong and positive
representation with diverse storytellers, actors,
directors, and producers can aid in the battle against
the dismantling of stereotypes that can be harmful to
people and restrictive to society.

Second, representation can also lead to the creation of
new and improved opportunities. Dalit actors, for
example, have a distinct dearth of performing chances
simply because scripts center around upper-caste
characters and stories. Being mindful about inclusion
in screenplays can result in a variety of roles, which
opens up additional chances for actors from
marginalized castes. And when representation is
holistic, it opens the door to more interesting and 
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When people from marginalised castes

are consistently represented
unfavourably, it creates a vicious cycle
that has a negative influence on how
others see them and can also lead to

internalisation of self-hate within these
groups.

https://medium.com/@Laurenwash/the-importance-of-representation-in-film-and-media-2d006149cac9
https://www.vox.com/culture/2017/8/28/16181026/hollywood-representation-diversity-tv-movies
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/349928005_Anti-caste_Aesthetics_and_Dalit_Interventions_in_Indian_Cinema
https://www.manipalthetalk.org/informative/representation-the-importance-of-diversity-and-inclusion-in-film-and-media/
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multi-dimensional beings rather than monolithic and
victimized plot points.

Although Bollywood makes it extremely difficult, if not
outright impossible, to find good instances of the
representation of caste, to observe authentic, fair, and
humane representation of caste in Indian cinema, we
can turn to the examples of the following films. The
2021 Tamil films Karnan and Sarpatta Parambarai,
directed by Mari Selvaraj and Pa. Ranjith respectively,
have received both critical and public acclaim since
their releases. With their memorable characters,
engaging plotlines, and riveting soundtracks, the two
films have acutely captured the experience of caste and
marginalization in Tamil Nadu. The films are rooted in
the social and political landscapes of their characters;
from which, it becomes almost impossible to divorce
the realities of caste. In the Tamil cinema industry,
there appears to be a shift in both the portrayal of
Dalit characters and the positionality of directors over
the past decade. Rajesh Rajamani’s short film, The
Discreet Charm of the Savarnas (2020), calls out
Savarna filmmakers and their hypocrisies. The film
follows three filmmakers as they try to cast an actor to
play a Dalit character and their inherent prejudices of
what a Dalit person should look like become apparent.
Rajamani says “Unfortunately stories on Adivasis,
Dalits and Muslims have become very commoditized.
It’s become an easy way for upper-caste filmmakers to
seem progressive and popular when they tell these
stories” His film then questions the way these directors
engage with the subject of caste and the stereotypes
they reinforce. Finally, there are ever more films such
as Nagraj Manjule’s Fandry (2013) and Sairat (2016)
from the Marathi film industry, and Kammatti Paadam
(2016) and Pathemari (2015) from the Malayalam film
industry. The cinema emerging outside of Bollywood,
and from independent production houses can be
avenues for sincere and diverse representations of the
experiences of caste in India. 

To fulfill conditions of fairness, the representation of
caste actors and voices must not simply be extended
as a token but actually heard and listened to. This
means not simply using Dalit actors or stories as plot
points but also making sure that their narratives are
given enough exposure without being stifled or
obscuring the caste issues. To fulfill conditions of
humanity, the representation of caste people and
issues should be empathetic rather than patronizing
or pitiful. Creators should not opt for a one-size-fits-
all solution to the representation of caste, and, as
much as possible, themes such as intersectionality
should be taken up to show the complexity of caste in
the ways it affects humans from different
backgrounds. Even in films, lower caste people must
be depicted as complex, 
 

To fulfill conditions of humanity,
the representation of caste people
and issues should be empathetic

rather than patronizing or pitiful.

https://www.thehindu.com/entertainment/movies/from-attakathi-and-kabali-to-pariyerum-perumal-how-this-decade-changed-caste-representation-in-kollywood/article30432918.ece
https://www.firstpost.com/art-and-culture/reversing-the-upper-caste-gaze-rajesh-rajamani-on-his-vision-for-the-discreet-charm-of-the-savarnas-8881041.html


In this edition’s Talk Point, we bring to you a playlist of songs by musicians covering themes of
caste, protest, religion and food among others. The musicians directly address caste hierarchies,
capture the everyday lived experiences, and assert their identities in the face of violence and
marginalization, through their music. The songs are shaped by both local traditions such as gaana
and folk music, as well as pop and rap influences from the West. Some of the lyrics are informed
by Ambedkarite, Buddhist and communist ideologies. The playlist includes songs in Marathi,
Telugu, Punjabi, Tamil and Hindi. 
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 Caste, Protest and Resistance

T A L K  P O I N T

A CURATED PLAYLIST OF MUSICAL MASTERPIECES 

Grindmill Songs Project 
Seven songs of summer  
Roop Lal Dhir, Gurlej Akhtar - Hummer 2 
Arivu x ofRO - Anti Indian 
Sheetal Sathe, Kabir Kala Manch - You Can Destroy The
Body
Sheetal Sathe, Kabir Kala Manch - Rohith gela, Dalit mela,
Marte hi Lokshahi 
Rajni Thakkarwal - Satguru Ravidass Ji 
Gaddar
Dhamma Wings - Bhimrao Khamatu Tang Mamang 
The Casteless Collective - Beef Song மா���கற�
பாட�

https://ruralindiaonline.org/en/articles/the-grindmill-songs-recording-a-national-treasure/
https://ruralindiaonline.org/en/articles/the-grindmill-songs-recording-a-national-treasure/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AocCBUwXh88&ab_channel=People%27sArchiveofRuralIndia
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjMHmmvp10A&ab_channel=H1YEntertainment
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjMHmmvp10A&ab_channel=H1YEntertainment
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldVe-28DVsQ&ab_channel=MadrasMedai
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ldVe-28DVsQ&ab_channel=MadrasMedai
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BtJoJ53ieoQ&ab_channel=anandverite
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0V_y-PtFoWo&ab_channel=ApoorvTiwary
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0V_y-PtFoWo&ab_channel=ApoorvTiwary
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcOUErIOfYM&ab_channel=EKJOTFilms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcOUErIOfYM&ab_channel=EKJOTFilms
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tVzHCht-D3Q&ab_channel=DigiScreensEntertainments
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Od3TJdMnDpE&ab_channel=DhammaWingsOfficial
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Od3TJdMnDpE&ab_channel=DhammaWingsOfficial
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dMSdpjC_SbA&ab_channel=MadrasMedai
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