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• Every society develops its own mechanisms for systematically depriving a section of the 

society from their right to knowledge. Some mechanisms seem to be universal and are 

operative across societies all over the world. Others have been developed with the more 

specific purpose of denying epistemic access to an already specified group of people 

within a particular society. This paper aims at studying some of the mechanisms through 

which Dalits in India have been systematically denied access to knowledge. 

 

• Emancipation of any oppressed group depends on the recognition of its autonomy and 

agency. Social and political agency presupposes epistemic agency. The discussion of a 

Dalit agency came to the fore in the national politics as early as in 1932 with a trail of 

events, including the British Prime Minister Ramsay Macdonald’s ‘communal award’ on 

16 August, 1932, the Third Round Table Conference, November 17, 1932, Gandhi’s 

starting fast unto death, 20 November, 1932, and finally, the Poona Pact, 24 November 

1932. 

• The primary debate had been whether the Dalits deserved to constitute a separate 

electorate. 

•  Ambedkar and Gandhi were at loggerheads on this issue. Gandhi claimed that 

acceptance of such a separate electorate would affect national integrity and India's 

struggle for freedom adversely. Ambedkar, on the other hand, was adamant that such a 

temporary arrangement was necessary for the emancipation of the Dalit. 

• An impressive amount of literature on the subject was produced till the late 40s. In this 

talk I will borrow argument from Ambedkar and show the epistemological significance of 

those arguments. In addition I will also develop some independent arguments to show 

how the epistemic agency of the Dalits in India had been denied and it was re-constructed 

during long struggle for emancipation of the Dalits. 

• Ambedkar starts with the premise that the Dalits are ‘definable as a separate and distinct 

elements’ in the National life of India. From this as a matter of logical syllogism he 

derives the conclusion that they deserve constitutional safeguards. ‘The major premise in 

the syllogism is that where there exists an element in the national life of India, which is 

definable as a separate and distinct element it is entitled to constitutional safeguards.’
1
 

• The structure of the syllogism is thus as follows: 

• Where there exists an element in the national life of India, which is definable as a 

separate and distinct element it is entitled to constitutional safeguards. 

• Dalits are ‘definable as a separate and distinct elements’ in the National life of 

India. 

• Therefore, the Dalits are entitled to constitutional safeguards. 

• It is not difficult to see that the argument is logically valid. But the fact remains that mere 

logical validity of an argument does not ensure truth of its conclusion. In its face value 
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the major premise of this argument appears to be untenable, unless it is supplemented 

with further arguments. We will mention in passing what enabled Ambedkar to convince 

the British rulers about his contention with the help of this apparently faulty argument. 

• Ambedkar argues elaborately in favour of his minor premise, that is the Dalits are 

‘definable as a separate and distinct elements’ in the National life of India. But he 

virtually says almost nothing about his major premise, except making a few stray 

comments. 

• Ambedkar is aware about this problem with his major premise. He writes, ‘…I ought to 

deal with the premise, the ultimate, or the fundamental proposition, from which the 

constitutional safeguards seem to follow, if not as a matter of course at least as a matter 

of precedent.’
2
  

• Ambedkar gives a reductio ad absurdum sort of an argument to bring home his point, that 

is to prove his minor premise that the Dalits are not Hindus. 

• In what sense are the Dalits Hindus? 

• In the territorial sense of the term ‘Hindu’ any inhabitant of Hindustan is a Hindu. In this 

sense the Dalits are obviously Hindu. But this entails that the Indian Muslims, Christians, 

Jews, Parsis and Buddhists are also Hindus. 

• Are they Hindus in the sense that they share the Hindu dogmas of caste and 

untouchability? If this is what is claimed to be the sense in which the Dalits are Hindus, 

then every Dalits would ‘repudiate Hinduism and the assertion that he is a Hindu.’ 

• Are the untouchables Hindus in the sense that they share a common cult with the Hindus? 

Ambedkar concedes this point, but claims that just sharing common cults does not make 

two communities having the same religion. What at best can be said is that the 

untouchables and the Hindus have ‘similar religion.’ A common religion, for Ambedkar, 

involves ‘a common cycle of participation.’
3
 However, the untouchables are not even 

allowed to dine or touch the caste Hindus. Therefore, the question of having a common 

cycle of participation does not arise with regard to the Dalits. 

• From this discussion it follows that for Ambedkar the most relevant senses of the term 

‘Hindu’, in this context, are its social and political dimensions, vis-à-vis the religious 

dimension. 

• He urges that the fallacy in the opponents’ argument ‘lies in its failure to realize that the 

fundamental issue for settling the question whether to grant or not to grant constitutional 

safeguards is union versus separation of a social group in the population.’
4
 

• He further points out that the religious minorities of India are given special political 

treatment not because they belong to a religion separate from Hinduism, but because they 

are separate elements from the Hindus.
5
 

• The second fallacy of the opponents’ argument ‘lies in its attempt to prove that where 

there is a common religion social union must be presumed.’
6
 

• In the course of these arguments Ambedkar made several points of immense 

philosophical importance. He convincingly argues that ‘[t]he whole tradition of the 

Hindus is to recognize the untouchable as a separate element and insist upon it as a 
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fact.
7
’ This shows that the creation and identification of the untouchables are not through 

any natural process, they are rather part of what I elsewhere called ‘standardization.
8
’ 

• Standardization is a social mechanism that involves a selection, not necessarily 

conscious, of certain non-essential properties
9
, which promotes a particular goal or a 

number of related goals of a privileged sub-group, from an array of properties randomly 

present in a heterogeneous group of people by making those properties essential for its 

members for belonging to that group. 

• Thus the Dalits in India are victims of standardization. 

• Our focus, however, is the re-constitution of epistemic agency of the Dalits. At the very 

beginning of his essay Ambedkar quotes Thucydides, ‘It may be your interest to be our 

masters, but how can it be ours to be your slaves?’ This quotation expresses the bottom-

line of Dalit epistemology. 

• The beneficiaries of such standardization are the varṇa Hindus, especially the Brahmins. 

They consciously conspired against the Dalits for their own vested interest and also for 

the interest of other Dvijas, on whom their livelihood depended. 

• An elaborate theoretical mechanism was developed in a jargon which the Dalits did not 

understand, and the Dalits were made to believe in those narratives. 

• The discriminatory inclusivism of Hunduism never let anybody who ever came under its 

fold to go elsewhere. The Dalits were no exception. They were included, yet they were 

not allowed to be one with them. They were sent to ‘compulsory waiting’ forever. A 

philosophical grand narrative of sin and that of reincarnation were produced to tether 

them with an oppressive system. The very same narratives prevented them from having 

formal education. 

• One feature of standardization is that the victim fails to realize her deprivation and it is 

basically on the support and participation of the victims that such discriminatory systems 

flourish. The irony of Indian civilization is that the Dalits were made to believe in the 

very narrative that was created to subjugate them. 

• The success of religion depends to a great extent on how successfully it can inject in its 

followers a sense of guilt that she is the sole cause of her own suffering. Hinduism and 

Hindu philosophies championed this art. You are solely responsible, and therefore, are 

only person to be blamed for your suffering, no matter whether it is due to your fault, the 
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acts of your fellow beings, or simply due to some natural calamity. Dalits in India, though 

did not get to participate in this discourse, accepted it for centuries. 

• Under the British rule they got modern education and with it they acquired a new vision 

that enabled them to shake off the shackles binding them to a discriminatory order. 

• It was for the first time that they got a chance to have epistemic agency to write their own 

history. The Hindu narratives of caste, virtue and sin and reincarnation could no more 

enchant them. Even the urge of the Hindu nationalism or the nationalism of a modernist 

secular brand failed to appeal them.  

• As Aditya Nigam writes, ‘Dalit politics embodies a serious resistance to the binaries set 

up by modem politics in the era of nationalist struggle and subsequently in the 

contemporary moment. It refuses to get incorporated into either term of the binary of 

nationalism/colonialism and secularism/communalism. It represents in its very existence 

the problematic 'third term' that continuously challenges the common sense of the 

secular-modern.’
10

 

• The epistemic agency of the Dalits developed in sharp contrast with modernist nationalist 

conception of a universal man.  

• The Hindus had never had the concept of equality at least in the contemporary sense of 

the term. Though it may be urged that Lord Buddha tried to introduce it to the Indian 

societies, yet with the rout of Buddhism from the Indian soil, equality did also disappear. 

This concept was borrowed from the West and an attempt was made by the 19
th

 century 

thinkers of India to reintroduce it. It was believed that nationalism required equality. 

• The Dalit could realize the inner contradiction of a Hindu Nationalism. Inequality was 

inbuilt in Hinduism, and nationalism required equality among all Indians. 

• The Dalits decide to retain their identity as Dalit, which was originally cast on them by 

the caste Hindus, and which they now want to employ towards their own emancipation 

seeing the world from a Dalit point of view. 

• We will argue that the Dalit issue of identity and that of epistemic agency can better be 

understood in terms of some of the concepts available in Indian philosophy. 
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