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Abstract

The contemporary mobiliza�on and struggles of Madigas in the 
Telugu speaking region (Andhra Pradesh and Telangana), Mangs 
(Matangs) in Maharastra, Arundha�yars in Tamil Nadu, Madigas in 
Karnataka and Valmikis in north India among others, bring to our 
a�en�on an urgent need to address the exclusion and emerging 
inequali�es among Dalits. These struggles cri�cally interrogate 
understood categories such as Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Dalits 
and invoke two different iden��es, that of 'visible' and 'invisible' 
Dalits (the invisibility referring to the marginalized among Dalits). 
Given the crucial need of intellectual engagement and poli�cal 
ac�on, the paper is aimed at documen�ng and analysing the voice of 
the Madigas in Telugu region in par�cular, the struggle of invisible 
Dalits across India. The paper argues based on the extensive field 
work that there is a need of policy level interven�on towards 
addressing the equal distribu�on of reserva�on benefits and state 
resources among all the Scheduled Castes. Further it also suggests 
the Ambedkarite approach to cri�cal understanding of caste, class 
structures in the life of all Dalit communi�es. 
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of the most Marginalized Dalits in India

Introduc�on

A series of democra�c struggles within Dalits by the most 
marginalized for greater recogni�on and redistribu�on has taken 
place from the middle of the 1990s in India. The struggles by 
Madigas in the Telugu region (Andhra Pradesh and Telangana), 
Mangs (Matangs) in Maharashtra, Arundha�yars in Tamil Nadu, 
Madigas in Karnataka, Bhangis/Valmikis in North India, etc. brings 
to our a�en�on an urgent need to address the exclusion and emerg-
ing inequali�es amongst the Dalit community. These struggles 
cri�cally interrogate previously 'understood' categories such as 
Scheduled Caste (SC) and Dalits and invoke two different iden��es; 
that of 'visible' and 'invisible' Dalits (the invisibility referring to the 
most marginalized among Dalits). However, in both the Dalit intel-
lectual and poli�cal discourses, the issues and concerns of the most 
marginalized Dalits are either neglected or deliberately kept aside. 
Any a�empt to raise the demands of these castes is further treated 
as an�-Ambedkar in spirit and detrimental to the larger Dalit 'unity'. 
Given the urgent need of intellectual engagement and poli�cal 
a�en�on, this working paper is aimed at a�emp�ng to understand 
and outline the mobiliza�on and struggle for sub-categoriza�on of 
reserva�on for the SCs in various states. Further, it seeks to explain 
how B.R. Ambedkar understood and acted upon untouchability and 
the inequali�es among Dalits and jus�ce for numerically smaller 
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between individual and God during medieval period, in many ways it 
was also a protest against Brahmanical hegemony and gave a sense 
of spiritual democracy to lower castes. The Basaveshvara's 
Veerashivism in Karnataka in par�cular and South India in general 
influenced many untouchable and Sudra communi�es to keep away 
from the Brahmanical fold. In North India Kabir, Sant Ravidas et  c.
had great influence on people's life and their historical memory . In ²
Kerala, Ayyankali and Narayana guru organized the Pulayyas and 
Edavas against caste discrimina�on. Iyyotha Thassar's invoca�on 
and embracing of Buddhism also made oppressed communi�es 
connect themselves with Buddhist tradi�ons. The Non-Brahmin 
movement inspired by Periyar and the Self-Respect movement 
greatly contributed to the oppressed castes' consciousness to fight 
against Brahmanism. The Self Respect movement stressed on 'no 
God' and 'no religious formula�on'. It s�ll con�nues to inspire many 
people. 

In early nineteenth century Maharashtra, Jo�ba Phule's  Satyashodhak
Samaj movement provided a new interpreta�on of Brahmanical 
myths such as . His contribu�on along with Savitri Bai Phule Avataras
helped in figh�ng against caste-class oppression. Phule through his 
profound wri�ngs emerged as the father of social revolu�on in 
India. In the Northern belt Swami Achutananda and Mangu Ram 
mobilized and organized oppressed par�cularly Dalits for their 
emancipa�on. The  from Orissa and Jogendranath Bhima Bhoi³
Mandal in West Bengal  qualita�vely contributed to the an�-caste ⁴
consciousness. These various minor and major struggles across 
India clearly indicate the democra�c upsurge against oppressive 
caste structure and played a significant role in shaping and reshap-
ing the an�-caste agency and legacy. 

The various colonial interven�ons, Chris�an missionary work, Hindu 
reform movements have had a severe effect on the consciousness of 
most Dalits. B.R. Ambedkar's sociopoli�cal wri�ngs, agita�ons, 
policy interven�ons etc. have brought posi�ve change in the 
untouchable life to a great extent. Along with Ambedkar many Dalit 
leaders from different regions of India have contributed for the 
upli�ment of Dalits. Dalit asser�on of today is largely focused on 

castes. The paper draws upon primary sources for its analysis from 
three years of extensive field work in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana 
and Ambedkar's wri�ngs and speeches and other published and 
unpublished materials.  The field work was done to document and 
analyze the Dandora (MRPS) movement. The in-depth interviews 
have been conducted through random sampling with the respon-
dents. During fieldwork I have directly par�cipated to understand 
the mobiliza�on and divergent views of the leaders and cadres in the 
sub-categoriza�on movement.  

The literature on social movements is understood with the 
approach of a binary framework like dominant-dominated, upper 
caste and lower caste, colonized and colonizer. However, there is a 
need to understand the layers of ar�cula�ons within these false 
binaries and explore nuanced intersec�ons.    

Making Sense of the 'Old' and 'New' Dalit movements  

The caste system in India hierarchically divided human beings and 
fixed par�cular duty to perform, which led to the pre-determina�on 
of social status by birth which excluded and discriminated certain 
categories of people.  This caste ridden social rela�on lead to the 
exclusion, social suppression, discrimina�on, economic exploita�on 
and poli�cal aliena�on of Dalits, women and Shudras etc. These 
inhuman prac�ces con�nue to exist in modern �mes. As a result of 
such inhuman prac�ces there were many an�-caste struggles 
throughout Indian history. The ancient and medieval an�-caste 
movements and philosophy had profound influence on the modern 
Dalit movements. In Ambedkar's view, there has been a conflict 
between Brahmanism and Buddhism in Indian history; wherein the 
former has represented counter revolu�on and the la�er a revolu-
�on. Buddhism was a first revolu�onary struggle against the 
Brahmanical concept of Karma and a God centric interpreta�on of 
social rela�ons. The an�-caste struggles had great impact on the 
legacy of an�-caste thinking . The early material philosophy of ¹
Shramanic tradi�on negated the Brahmanical world view. 
Subsequently there was Bhak� movement which challenged the 
Brahmanical hegemony. Although it focused on the direct rela�on 
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ci�zenship claims, cri�quing and challenging Brahmanical order, 
caste hierarchy etc. In a way post-independent Dalit movement has 
been largely influenced by Ambedkar's legacy, demands for social 
jus�ce, representa�onal claims, and enforcement of human rights. 
Movements like Dalit Mahasabha a�er Karamchedu in Telugu 
region, Dalit Sangarsh Sami� in mid 1980s in Karnataka, Dalit 
Panther movement in Maharashtra, Kanshiram's movement 
through BAMCEF and BSP in North India all ques�oned the 
Brahmanical hegemony and caste discrimina�on, prac�ce of 
untouchability and proposed alterna�ve ways of understanding the 
Indian society and polity. In essence, the old Dalit movements 
focused broadly on the following issues: 1) challenging caste dis-
crimina�on and Brahmanical hegemony 2) homogeniza�on and 
consolida�on of all untouchable castes for broader Dalit iden�ty 
and poli�cs 3) Struggle for representa�on, reserva�on, equal 
opportunity, ci�zenship rights and dignity etc. and, 4) Asser�on of 
Ambedkar's ideology and struggle as a guiding philosophy of post 
independent Dalit movements.       

New Dalit movements are different not only in form but also in 
content. They aim at cri�quing the internal and external simulta-
neously. Internal refers to untouchability and inequality among 
Dalits and external refers to upper caste domina�on and 
Brahmanical order. These ar�cula�ons were raised on many occa-
sions in colonial and post-colonial India from mid 1990s and it was 
only much later that they were consolidated. The new Dalit mobili-
za�on and struggle engages in understanding the Dalit movement 
and poli�cs from below in a bo�om top approach. However, there 
are contested views and understandings of this 'new Dalit asser-
�on'. 

The defini�on of Scheduled Castes (SC) assumes it to be a homoge-
neous iden�ty. As such, it stays mute in addressing the diversi�es 
and differences of the cons�tuent castes, par�cularly the numeri-
cally smaller castes. Therefore, the cri�cal interroga�on of this 
iden�ty becomes an important intellectual discourse in contempo-
rary Dalit movement and poli�cs.   

In 1975, the government of Punjab took the decision to classify SCs 
into two categories in order to address the emerging economic, 
educa�onal and employment dispari�es amongst them. Later, the 
Haryana government also ini�ated a similar process. However, the 
emergence of the Madiga Reserva�on Porata Sami� (MRPS), 
popularly known as the  movement, in undivided Andhra Dandora
Pradesh in 1994 for the sub categoriza�on of SC reserva�on soon 
created a na�on-wide debate. This movement inspired subsequent 
sub-categoriza�on struggles in Karnataka, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu 
and other parts of India. All these struggles raised a number of per�-
nent ques�ons in the public domain that are enumerated as follows: 
1. Who are Dalits or SCs?  2. Can SC category be divisible? 3. Is the SC 
category able to accommodate its differences and diversi�es? 4. 
Will the struggle for recogni�on of the 'smaller'  Dalit castes and ⁵
their demands for redistribu�on of reserva�on benefits divide Dalit 
unity? 6. How can the demands of numerically smaller SCs be 
addressed? All these ques�ons have either been neglected or not 
deemed worthy of serious considera�on by mainstream Dalit ac�v-
ists, leaders and intelligentsia. In fact, their response has endorsed 
counter mobiliza�on and atomis�c arguments whenever the 
demands for sub-categoriza�on has been raised.       

Among the Dalits, manual scavengers are considered the lowest of 
the low in the hierarchy. Caste groups such as the  in Bihar Mussahars
and U�ar Pradesh,  in Dakkalies, Gosangies, Gurram Malas
Telangana and  in various states are treated as Valmikies
'untouchables within the untouched'. Untouchability forms a part of 
the complex discriminatory prac�ces that impose social disabili�es 
on persons by reasons of their birth in certain castes. These prac-
�ces include different forms of exclusion and exploita�on. The 
prac�ce of untouchability in whatever degree and whichever form 
has been adopted by Dalits, and segrega�on  them is either among
invisibilised or excluded from the larger social – poli�cal discussion. 
These Scheduled Castes are not in a posi�on to access the govern-
mental schemes nor have they benefited much since independence. 
These concerns of these castes are neither represented nor they 
have become part of the Dalit agenda. Consequently, the Dalit dis-
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course tends to focus around the castes that are the most populous, 
are educa�onally and economically mobile and their issues and 
aspira�ons are well ar�culated. The intensity of the problem is such 
that there have been 'desperate' instances of poli�cal asser�on 
demanding sub-classifica�on of the SC reserva�ons in the form of 
self-immola�ons by individuals belonging to the most marginalized 
Dalits in Tamil Nadu and undivided Andhra Pradesh. In the wake of 
the categoriza�on movement the most marginalized have also 
started to demand separate alloca�on of sub plan funds to each 
caste depending on their propor�on in the popula�on.  

The contemporary Dalit movement is at a cri�cal juncture. The all 
India phenomenon of the struggle for sub-classifica�on of SC 
reserva�on and the reality of socio-economic diversity of the Dalits 
has manifested itself as asser�on of mul�ple iden��es within Dalits 
and also as the demand for equity by demanding the righ�ully due 
resources and opportuni�es. Overall, these new Dalit asser�ons are 
engaged in cri�cally understanding the meaning and broader impli-
ca�ons of social jus�ce, representa�on, experience, untouchability 
and leadership through the lens of the most marginalized Dalits and 
their life experiences; thereby interroga�ng the hegemonic view of 
the dominant Dalit castes. However, some scholars argue that this 
move will lead to a division within Dalits while it has largely found to 
be deepen the Dalit movement. It has also been argued in the recent 
past that the numerically smaller castes within the SC are mobilized 
by Hindu communal forces to counter the Dalit movement and poli-
�cs as foot soldiers of Hindutva. Given the mul�ple ar�cula�ons in 
various states, it is necessary to cri�cally engage with these emerg-
ing issues, challenges and policy level intricacies. The following sec-
�on deals with a cri�cal understanding of the Dalit category.        

Dalit Iden�ty beyond homogeneity  

Today, the category 'Dalit' has become part of the local to global 
academic and ac�vist agenda across different socio-cultural 
situa�ons . The word 'Dalit' is used o�en in public discourse and ⁶
many people refer to it in their wri�ngs, speeches, debates, discus-
sions and analysis. Etymologically, Dalit (depressed or broken peo-

ple) originates from the root word Dal; the adjec�ve form of Dal is 
“Dalit”⁷. In Moles Worth's Marathi-English dic�onary (1975 reprint 
of 1831 edi�on), the meaning of Dalit is generally given as “ground”, 
“broken” or “reduced to pieces” . These English terms sum up the ⁸
loca�on of a segment of Indian people who are discriminated, 
excluded, exploited and humiliated in the name of caste and religion 
every day. People (SC, Scheduled Tribes and Shudras (OBCs) and all 
women), who are discriminated by the Hindu religion and its caste 
hierarchy thereby posi�vely assert and declare themselves as Dalits. 
This iden�ty was popularized with the emergence of the Dalit 
Panther movement in Maharashtra during the middle of the 1970s. 
The movement advocated that Dalits be proud of their culture and 
history . The earlier nomenclature of Dalits, was, “Untouchables”, ⁹
“Outcaste”, “Panchamas”, “A�sudras”, “Avarnas”, “Antyajas”, 
“Namasudras”, “Chandalas”, “Pariahs”, “Chamar”, etc. This deroga-
�on referred to an en�re people as un-seeable and unapproach-
able. The term Chandalas was in use during different phases of 
Indian history and in different parts of the country. The Bri�sh used 
the terms Depressed Classes and Exterior Classes to refer to Dalits, 
thereby referring to the fact that they were kept away from the 
Hindu society . Gandhi preferred to call them “Harijan”, which liter-¹⁰
ally means 'Children of God' a term that he borrowed from a Gujara� 
Brahmin saint, Narasi Mehta. Ambedkar had objec�ons against the 
word “Harijans” because he found its implica�ons to be derogatory 
and insul�ng .    ¹¹

Dalit as a category in fact was used in the 1930s as a Hindi and also a 
Marathi transla�on of the terminology of Depressed Classes. It was 
used to refer to the SCs during the Bri�sh period. In the 1930s, a 
Depressed Classes newspaper �tled “Dalit Bandhu” (friend of Dalit) 
was in circula�on. The term was also used by Ambedkar in his 
Marathi speeches¹². References to it are also found during the Nizam 
period between 1940-55 for instance in the name of two organiza-
�ons called the Dalit Ja�ya Sangh and Dalit Sahitya Parishat (Dalit 
literary organiza�on) who were working for the upli�ment of the 
untouchables. Ambedkar broadly described the term Dalit in his 
fortnightly “Bahishkrut Bharat” as an experience and condi�on of 
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life that is characterized by exploita�on, suppression and 
marginaliza�on by the social, economic, cultural and poli�cal 
domina�on of the caste Hindu Brahminical order. Ambedkar o�en 
deployed similar categories depending on the context; for instance, 
with the colonial state, he used the category of Depressed Classes, 
with caste Hindus he used the category “Bahishkrut” meaning 
totally outcaste. In the domain of poli�cs, he used the term 
Scheduled Caste. Ambedkar in an effort to poli�cally radicalize and 
effec�vely mobilize untouchables used the term “Pad Dalit”, refer-
ring to those who were crushed under the feet of the Hindu social 
order¹³.   

However, many scholars have also referred to Dalits differently. 
Those using a class-based analysis associated Dalits with categories 
such as peasants, agricultural labor, factory workers etc. This kind of 
understanding was observed in the wri�ngs of subaltern historiog-
raphy and in the Dalit Panthers movement. Those who use the 
framework of religion have considered Dalits to be a part of the 
Hindu religious order¹⁴. In order to differen�ate caste specifici�es 
other scholars have used the term “sub-subaltern” to refer to Dalits 
while an�-caste thinkers have been described as caste radicals¹⁵. 
The Dalit Panthers manifesto defined the term in a broader sense. It 
included SCs, STs, neo-Buddhists, the working classes, the landless 
and poor peasants, women and all those who were being exploited 
poli�cally and economically and in the name of religion¹⁶. Similarly, 
the Dalit Mahasabha of Andhra Pradesh (Manifesto, 1986) defined 
Dalit as the people who has been exploited and discriminated across 
castes and is represented in the spheres of culture, economy and 
poli�cs by their caste and religious loca�on within the Indian 
society¹⁷. In Babu Rao Bagul's view “Dalit” is a revolu�onary cate-
gory for its hermeneu�c ability to recover the emancipatory poten-
�al of the historical past of Dalit culture and values. He argued that 
this category has a greater capacity to reach out to a larger sec�on of 
people. In Bagul's view, this category was based on a materialist 
epistemology and was not a mere linguis�c construc�on. It is a 
category that is historically constructed through the revolu�onary 
struggle of the Dalit¹⁸.      

Gopal Guru argues that the category “Dalit” is not a metaphysical 
construc�on. It derives its epistemic and poli�cal strength from the 
material and social experiences of the community. The category 
Dalit takes ideological assistance from the philosophies of Buddha, 
Marx, Phule and Ambedkar and in the process becomes man-
centered rather than God centered unlike what is implicit in the 
Gandhian connota�on of Harijan¹⁹. He further elaborated that the 
category Dalit chose to radically distance itself from state cons�-
tuted categories such as the SC, ST and Other Backward Castes 
(OBCs)²⁰. However, in prac�ce the iden�ty 'Dalit-Bahujan' is also 
widely used in scholarly wri�ngs and public discourse, in which Dalit 
refers to SCs and Bahujan refers to Shudras or the OBCs²¹. Although 
these categories appeal towards a larger oppressed unity and a uni-
fied poli�cal goal vested in social jus�ce, the exis�ng historical and 
socio-economic dispari�es and heterogeneity inevitably place 
limita�ons on the realiza�on of the iden�ty in the everyday rela�on-
ships between people. In order to recognize the lowest of the low 
within Dalits and taking their depriva�on into considera�on, the 
Bihar Government created a category called 'Mahadalit'²² for whom 
the government created special provisions. Scholars have also called 
the lowest of the low as “A�-Dalit”²³ by differen�a�ng the smaller 
SC castes from the dominant ones.        

However, the Dalit iden�ty and the meaning the term generates and 
the significance people a�ach to it lie in the very objec�ve condi-
�ons in which the Dalit category operates. In the recent past the 
debates in academic wri�ngs and poli�cal discourse have equated it 
only to SC. As a result, the validity of Dalit has become dependent on 
the extent to which it can universally represent the reali�es of other 
iden��es that exist within it. There are many castes within SC such 
as Madiga, Mala, Adi-Andhra (A.P), Adi-Kannada, Holayas, Pallars, 
Parayas (Tamil Naidu), Chamar (UP, Bihar), Mahar, Mathangs 
(Maharashtra), Valmiki (Punjab) and so on. These iden��es exist at 
the grass root level and represent different degrees of socio-
economic inequali�es. The asser�on of these iden��es can 
challenge the hierarchy and democra�ze the social rela�ons at 
various levels²⁴. This existence of mul�ple iden��es, both of the 
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individual and the collec�ve, ques�ons the validity and inadequacy 
of top down iden��es and categories.   

The contemporary SC sub categoriza�on movement by Madigas in 
Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana, Arundha�yars in Tamil Nadu, 
Mangs in Maharashtra, and Valmikis in Punjab has raised a historical 
challenge to the Dalit movement. It has been argued that different 
heterogeneous castes were legally clubbed into the SC category for 
administra�ve purposes that remained oblivious to sub-categories. 
The category SC is used by the government for all welfare schemes 
and implementa�on of reserva�on benefits. In prac�ce, this 
category is available only to a sec�on of dominant and educa�onally 
mobile castes within Dalits.  The demand therefore is that the SC 
categoriza�on should benefit the lowest among the low. A ques�on 
is always raised as to how the SC category can be homogenous when 
there are heterogeneous castes with specific socio-economic condi-
�ons. It is largely argued that the Dalit category may outwardly 
represent some historical and poli�cal commonality, but the prob-
lem of internal hierarchy has to be addressed. The socio-poli�cal 
visibility of Mahars, Malas and Chamars etc. tends to hegemonise 
the Dalit iden�ty but the diverse socio-cultural aspects of other Dalit 
groups below them are never focused upon. If untouchability is an 
important demarca�on to dis�nguish Savarnas²⁵ and avarnas 
(Dalits), the 'hierarchy of untouchability' among the untouched 
(Dalit) makes the Dalit category even more ambiguous. Therefore, 
one has to understand the Dalit category in its mul�ple senses and in 
an ever-changing condi�on. The ability to s�mulate transforma�ve 
poli�cs of Dalits depends upon the recogni�on of the lowest of the 
low among Dalits and the willingness to address the ques�on of 
recogni�on and redistribu�on from its roots in order to consolidate 
untouchables (oppressed) to fight against caste and class oppres-
sion. The following sec�on deals with hierarchies and inequali�es 
among Dalits.      

Contes�ng Untouchability among Dalits             

Untouchability is a by-product of the caste system and an inhuman 
prac�ce imposed on Dalits in India. The prac�ce of untouchability 

prevails in various forms even �ll today. While this prac�ce by upper 
castes is exposed and discussed, the existence of it among Dalits is 
either not no�ced or it is normalized. Many government, non-
government and individual documenta�on is focused on 
documen�ng forms of untouchability with reference to upper 
castes solely²⁶. But in the wake of asser�on by smaller Dalit castes, 
newer experiences of untouchability amongst Dalits in various 
states are being raised. While it is true that untouchability has to be 
understood as a byproduct of the caste system and Brahmanical 
ideology, but the forms and degrees in which it operates within 
Dalits has to also be taken into considera�on. One has to raise the 
ques�on whether the struggle against upper caste prac�ces auto-
ma�cally remove the caste hierarchy among the Dalits? Will discuss-
ing and figh�ng against the inequali�es and exclusion within Dalits 
lead to the fragmenta�on of Dalits? Do Dalits consider themselves a 
homogeneous group in rural India? Have contemporary Dalit 
wri�ngs been ar�cula�ng this problem? So on.            

It is a fact that in every state the rela�vely most populous caste 
among Dalits is socially dominant and it looks down upon the other 
sub castes as inferior and certain others as untouchables. The physi-
cal distance, the lack of inter-caste marriages and inter-dining, sepa-
rate burial grounds are visible prac�ces among the various Dalit 
Castes²⁷, which is not any different from the prac�ce of the Savarnas 
with Dalits as a whole. However, when we talk about hierarchy of 
untouchability, two things come to the fore. 1. Caste ideology is the 
root cause for such prac�ces 2. Agency (individual/group) which 
reproduces the caste ideology and untouchability prac�ces.  

While hierarchy of untouchability is a part of caste ideology, the role 
of agency has to be cri�cally analyzed. Here, the castes which carry 
or impose untouchability within Dalits in whichever form and 
degree have to be exposed and challenged. There are 62 castes in 
the Scheduled Caste list in Andhra Pradesh. The numerically major 
castes are the Madigas and the Malas. The socio-anthropological 
study conducted by T.R Singh and P. Muthaiah clearly demonstrates 
the exis�ng hierarchy among Madigas and Malas in the Telugu 
region;  
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“It can be seen that the Mitha Ayyalwar caste is at the top of 
Dalit hierarchy while Dakkal at the bo�om. The superiority in 
Dalit hierarchy flows from upward to downwards while inferior-
ity from downwards to upwards. In the Mala hierarchy Mitha 
Ayyalwar is considered to be superior, standing at the top of the 
ladder. Mala Jangam and Mala Dasaries come from the priestly 
class and func�on as spiritual advisors to Mala satellite castes; 
they are also called Mala gurus. They consider Malas and 
Madigas inferior to them. In the Mala satellite castes Mala 
Jangam/ Dasaries (in some cases) are at the top of Mala hierar-
chy. Next to them are Malas, Pambala, Mas� and Gurram 
Malas in the descending order in the hierarchy. Syed Sirjul 
recorded that “Gurram Malas are regarded as the lowest of all 
the Mala Sub-castes. It is considered to be a degraded branch of 
Mala satellite castes…Madigas rank next to Malas in the Dalit 
hierarchy. In the Madiga satellite castes the superiority flows 
from the Madiga guru, the Sangari to Dakkal and inferiority 
from Dakkal to Sangari. In the hierarchy of Madiga satellite 
castes, the Sangari's posi�on is the highest. All satellite castes 
except Sangari are inferior to Madigas”²⁸. T.R Singh also 
observed:  

“In some villages the Bindla and Verpula Madiga sub-castes not 
only claimed but also maintained superiority over other 
Madigas. It is seen in villages, the Madiga, Bindla, Mas� and 
Dakkal are inferior to Sangari in a discerning order. All the castes 
including the Madigas treat the Dakkal as untouchable. Here it 
is per�nent to men�on that the Brahmanic invoca�on of 
superiority, inferiority and untouchability is located down to the 
Dakkal. The last man in the homo hierarchicus is then the 
untouchable of the untouchables²⁹."   

Jyotsna Macwan and Suguna Ramanathan bring to our a�en�on the 
hierarchy and prac�ce of untouchability among Gujarat Dalits. They 
observe: 

“Dalit social world replicates the internal system of caste hierar-
chy of the savarna model. In this system, the Garodas play the 

role of priests, the Vankars and Rohits play the role of Kshatriyas 
(protec�ng the service castes dependent on them), and also of 
Vaishyas (Vankars engaged in the trade of woven cloth, the 
Rohits in the trade of hides, with both responsible for dead 
ca�le). The Senvas, according to Randeria, perform menial 
tasks, like the Sudras in the Brahmanical system, and the 
Vankers and Rohits do not accept food and drink from the 
Senvas. The Turis, Tidgars and Senvas contest among them-
selves for superiority. The Bhangis, who are untouchables, are 
excluded from the services of the others, and are marginal in 
their sub-system. The dominant caste is the Vankers and Rohits, 
and the rela�onship between them is tense³⁰”.   

Further, it is also argued that among the Rohits, conversion has 
played a less important role. The example is o�en cited of a Chamar 
group that converted to Catholicism and reconverted to its old 
Hindu iden�ty when the Vankers refused to intermarry with them³¹.  
In 2006, the Ac�on Aid group published a report (Sage Publica�on), 
which was a product of an extensive survey in 11 states on exis�ng 
forms of untouchability. It found more than 100 forms of discrimina-
tory prac�ces. But they did not document the prac�ces of 
untouchability or discrimina�on among Dalits. The documentary 
�tled “India Untouched: Stories of a People Apart” (2007), directed 
by Stalin also documented various forms of untouchability in differ-
ent regions and also, religions. It however failed to represent 
untouchability within untouchables. One of the important books, 
which addressed the interna�onal audience on caste atroci�es 
�tled “Broken People” also did not document discriminatory prac-
�ces among Dalits. In all these studies, the untouchables are more 
or less considered as homogeneous but in reality, it is not so. One 
has to remember that there is hierarchy among Dalits and hence 
also the prac�ce of untouchability within them³². 

In Tamil Nadu there are four major caste groups Paraya, Pallar, 
Arundha�yar and Chakliyars—in the state enlisted Scheduled 
Castes list. They prac�ce untouchability and discrimina�on amongst 
themselves. In the discussion with Arundha�yar students, they 
narrated their experience both with upper caste (Thevars, 
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Brahmans, Nadars, etc.) and with Pallars and Parayars. There are 
villages where historically the untouchables fought against the 
upper caste to gain enter into temples but Pallars and Paraiahs did 
not allow the Arundha�yars into the same temple, saying that they 
are impure. While academic and ac�vist wri�ngs have so far largely 
focused on Ver�cal Untouchability, these examples prove the need 
to document and understand Horizontal Untouchability within 
Dalits. A. Ramaiah observes:       

 “Taking into account the caste status ascribed to them and the 
life style they have been leading for the last several decades, the 
Chakkiliyars are below the Parayars in the caste hierarchy. It is 
believed that they originally held a high posi�on but were later 
degraded. Their tradi�onal occupa�ons are sweeping, scav-
enging and removing dead animals, tanning and making foot-
wear. They also play their drums and a wind instrument similar 
to the Shehnai. In some villages, the Pallers prefer the 
Chakkiliyars to Parayars to play drums on the occasion of their 
Kula Deivam (Clan God) fes�vals although they do not allow the 
la�er inside their temple. However, the Parayars' interac�on 
with the Pallers is very limited. The Chakkiliyars sweep the 
streets of the Pallers and, in turn, get food from them.  They take 
away the dead ca�le, remove their skin for making drums and 
consume their meat. All these ac�vi�es are considered by the 
upper castes and the Pallars to be dirty, defiling and pollu�ng. 
Hence, the Chakkiliyars are looked down upon. They have so far 
not challenged the caste supremacy of the Pallars. In general, 
inter-dining and inter-caste marriages between them and the 
Pallers are prohibited although the intensity with which these 
restric�ons are observed varies from place to place”³³.   

Similarly, in Punjab, there are dispari�es and hierarchy between Ad-
dharmis, Valmikis and Chamars in their socio-economic loca�ons 
and access to reserva�on policy. The inequality among Scheduled 
Castes therefore has to be understood in terms of their social loca-
�ons and historical trajectory. To reduce the issue of recogni�on of 
the most marginalized to merely that of reserva�on is nothing but a 
side-lining of the hierarchy among Dalits and serves no one jus�ce. 

This is a real challenge to the contemporary Dalit movement.    

The emerging inequali�es among Dalits 

In 1976, the then chief minister Sri Jalagam Vengal Rao of the 
Congress ruling government organized the Andhra Pradesh State 
Harijan Conference on 10-12th April, 1976.This conference was 
meant to understand and discuss the issues of Scheduled Caste and 
mechanisms of addressing them. Many academicians, poli�cians 
and bureaucrats a�ended and presented their opinions in the semi-
nar. One of the par�cipants, anthropologist Prof. L.P Vidyarthi 
argued that: 

“The term Scheduled Caste has been used as a blanket term to 
indicate a long list of backward castes though they suffer from 
dis�nct type of social disabili�es, economic problems and face 
different socio-poli�cal problems. In order to eradicate the evils 
of untouchability and exploita�on of the weaker sec�on of 
India's popula�on they need to be classified in terms of 1) core 
groups engaged in scavenging and allied occupa�ons like the 
Bhangi, the Mehtar, the Hari, the Lalbegi etc. 2) Communi�es 
engaged in leather and allied works as for example, the Chamar 
3) the ar�san or skill specialized groups like the Pasi, the Turi 
(toddy tapper), the Mahali (Basket makers), the Bhogta, the 
Ghasi etc. and 4) the peripheral and landless agricultural labor 
communi�es like the Dusadh, the Musahar, the Rajwar etc”³⁴.  

In order to examine the implementa�on of reserva�ons and dispari-
�es within Scheduled Castes, the central government appointed B.N 
Lokur commi�ee to advice on the revision of Scheduled Tribes and 
Castes list in 1965. In its submission, the report concluded that there 
are some tribes and castes that are rela�vely advanced; hence de-
scheduling those castes helps in distribu�ng state provisions to the 
lower people. The commi�ee recommended the de-scheduling of 
14 Scheduled tribes and 28 Scheduled Castes, depending on their 
development parameters. The commi�ee received recommenda-
�ons from various leaders and organiza�ons for the descheduling of 
the Mala community from the SC list in Andhra Pradesh, which 
remains the best instance for the evidence that the Mala caste was 
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rela�vely forward in 1965. The commi�ee stated that:  

 It has been in evidence for some �me that a lion's share of the 
various benefits and concessions earmarked for the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes is appropriated by the numerically 
larger and poli�cally well-organized communi�es. The smaller 
and more backward communi�es have tended to get lost in 
democra�c processes, though most deserving of special aid. 
Though there is no escape from the larger and poli�cally more 
conscious groups asser�ng themselves in the poli�cal field, it 
appears to us that, in ma�ers of planning and development, 
distribu�on of benefits needs to be focused on the more back-
ward and smaller groups on a selec�ve basis. At one stage we 
thought of sugges�ng separa�on of poli�cal rights from 
developmental benefits but we are not making the sugges�on 
since the poli�cal reserva�ons are due to disappear shortly and 
since the idea cannot also be implemented within the present 
framework of the cons�tu�on. We would, instead, suggest that 
the various castes and tribes in the lists should be administra-
�vely classified or categorized so as to give higher priority in 
planning and development to the needier and lower priority for 
the compara�vely advanced³⁵.    

Various commi�ees and commissions have previously as well 
observed the exis�ng exclusion and growing dispari�es among 
Scheduled Castes across India. U�ar Pradesh's Chief Minister, Mr. 
Rajnath Singh, announced on June 28th, 2001, that a commi�ee will 
be cons�tuted to reexamine the arrangements for reserva�on of 
government jobs for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and 
Backward Classes in the State. This Commi�ee for Social Jus�ce was 
headed by the Minister for Parliamentary Affairs, Mr. Hukum Singh, 
and Minister for Medical and Health Department, Mr. Ramapa� 
Shastri, as its Chairman and Co-chairman respec�vely. Mr. J. P. 
Vishwakarma, an IAS officer, Secretary to the Commi�ee. The terms 
of reference included examina�on of all arrangements and facili�es 
in schemes formulated for Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and 
Backward Classes and to recommend necessary amendments in 
accordance with the popula�on of these sec�ons following change 

in their number a�er crea�on of the U�aranchal State. The 
Commi�ee had to also examine the posi�on of these castes in the 
State Government services against reserved posts. The commi�ee 
was entrusted with the task of carrying out a caste-based census in 
the State in order to decide the quantum of reserva�on for the most 
backward sec�ons among the Other Backward Classes (OBCs) and 
Dalits. It submi�ed its recommenda�ons within two months a�er 
examining all schemes and arrangements.  It recommended restric-
�on of the quantum of reserva�on for the Yadavs and the Jatavs, 
who form the core cons�tuencies of the Samajwadi Party and the 
Bahujan Samaj Party, amoun�ng to 5 and 10 per cent respec�vely. It 
categorized Dalits into two schedules: Schedule A comprising 
Chamars, Jatavs and Dhusias, and Schedule B comprising 65 other 
castes in the Dalit category. Of the 21 per cent reserva�on available 
for Dalits, the commi�ee recommended reserva�on of 10 per cent 
for the castes in Schedule A and 11 per cent for those in Schedule B.   

Based on the report of the Commi�ee, the government published 
an Extraordinary Gaze�e No�fica�on to this effect on 15 September 
2001 subdividing the reserva�on quota prevalent in the country. 
Dividing the categories under the BJP's Government in UP, the OBCs 
were divided into "Backward, More Backward and Most Backward". 
They were given separate sub quotas: 5% for Backward (Yadavs, 
Ahirs, Gwalas and Yaduvansis) ; 9% for "More Backward" OBCs 
(Sonars, Swarnakars, Jats, Kurmis, Patels, Giris, Gujjars, Gosains, 
Lodhs, Lodhis, Kambojs) and the remaining 14% to the residual 70 
castes of "Most Backward" OBCs. The SCs were divided into sub 
Categories A and B. Category A consisted of Chamars, Dhusias and 
Jatavs was assigned 10% reserva�on and Category B comprising the 
remaining 65 scheduled castes were given 11% reserva�on. In the 
case of STs, it was argued that their reserva�on quota should be 
brought down from 2% in the state to 1% in keeping with the fall in 
their share of the state's popula�on a�er the crea�on of 
U�arakhand. A�er issuing a no�fica�on changing the exis�ng 
reserva�on policy, the BJP government passed an ordinance.  

In 2001, the BJP government in U.P. tried to divide the SC and OBC 
quota and reduced the share of STs. On 15 October 2001 the govern-
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ment pushed through the UP Public Service (Reserva�on of 
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes) 
Amendment Act in the state assembly. About 20,000 vacancies were 
"iden�fied" a�er the Act was passed and the government pro-
ceeded to fill them according to the new policy. The ac�on of the BJP 
state government was challenged in the Supreme Court by former 
U.P. minister Ashok Yadav through his "Akhil Bharatvarshiya Chatra 
Yuva Berozgar Front". He claimed that the state government had 
acted uncons�tu�onally and it had no power to set up a commi�ee 
to review reserva�ons. He urged the apex court to declare the U.P. 
government's new law "ultra vires" under the Cons�tu�on, claiming 
that it was enacted by the BJP led state government to get poli�cal 
mileage during the assembly polls. The Cons�tu�on of India, it was 
argued, does not permit the subdivision of SC/STs into categories. 
The case was heard by the then Chief Jus�ce of India S.P. Bharucha, 
Jus�ce Shivraj V. Pa�l and Jus�ce Arijit Pasayat. The court stayed the 
implementa�on of the Act observing that "the en�re exercise seems 
to be done in a hurry" and stayed any appointments under the new 
law. The court also observed that no review of the reserva�ons 
policy could be undertaken without the permission of the Na�onal 
Backward Classes Commission. The revision of policy by the U.P. 
government became infructuous. In the next elec�on, when 
Mayawa� became the chief minister from B.S.P. she withdrew the 
amendment to the reserva�on law. Rajnath Singh's government's 
a�empt to change the reserva�on scheme for the OBCs and the 
SC/STs, must not, however, be confused with the crea�on of 
Extremely Backward Castes (EBCs), Mahadalit or Pasmanda Muslim 
categories that Bihar Chief Minister Ni�sh Kumar created in. Unlike 
Rajnath Singh, Ni�sh Kumar's government under did not change the 
cons�tu�onal reserva�on scheme for the OBCs at all; rather these 
categories of extreme backwardness were made targeted beneficia-
ries of the state government's social sector schemes. 

In Karnataka the Madiga Dandora Horata Sami� (MDHS) has been 
demanding the sub categoriza�on of SC reserva�on for the benefit 
of the lowest among the low. A�er many agita�ons and memoran-
dums in 2005, N. Dharam Singh the then chief minister of Karnataka 

the Jus�ce A.J Sadashiva Inquiry Commission to look into the meth-
ods of equitable distribu�on of reserva�on facili�es among all 
Scheduled Castes (SCs). The commission submi�ed its report in 
2012 a�er an extensive study of the Scheduled Castes' socio-
economic and poli�cal condi�ons and pa�ern of distribu�on of 
reserva�ons among them. The commission recommended the sub-
classifica�on of SC reserva�on keeping in view the dispari�es in 
accessing reserva�on amongst the 101 listed Scheduled castes. The 
commission recommended reclassifying these castes into four 
groups 1. Right community 2. Le� community³⁶ 3. Touchable 4. 
Other Scheduled Castes, to avail 15 % reserva�on. Within the 
allo�ed 15 % of reserva�on, the commission allocated 6 % to the 
Le� castes, 5 % to the Right castes, 3 % to the touchable castes and 1 
% to other castes. There have been many agita�ons for the imple-
menta�on of the recommenda�ons of this commission³⁷. 

On the eve of Independence Day in 2007, Bihar CM announced the 
cons�tu�on of a Mahadalit Commission to study the condi�on of 
the disadvantaged groups among the SCs. The Commission was 
cons�tuted under the chairmanship of Vishwanath Rishi, a former 
minister; its other members were Baban Rawat, Rajendra Prasad 
Nat, Chhote Lal Rajbanshi and K.P. Ramaiah, who was the commis-
sioner of the Magadh region, as member secretary. The state cons�-
tuted the Commission to: 1. Iden�fy the castes within the SCs who 
lagged behind in the development process; 2. Study the educa�onal 
and social status of these castes and suggest measures for their 
upli�ment; 3. Recommend ac�ons to ini�ate measures for their 
educa�onal and social upli�ment along with ways for their employ-
ment; and 4. Work on any other ma�er the state entrusts to it.

The Mahadalit Commission submi�ed its first interim report to the 
government on 20 November 2007. It iden�fied 18 of the 23 sched-
uled castes in the state as lagging in development – these cons�-
tuted 31 per cent of the total SCs in Bihar³⁸. The Commission did not 
include four SCs – the Paswans (Dusadhs), the Pasis, the Dhobis and 
the Chamars in the Mahadalit category. These four cons�tuted 69 
per cent of the SC popula�on in the state. The commi�ee suggested 
ways for the socioeconomic and poli�cal empowerment of the 
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other SC groups. The criteria for iden�fica�on of Mahadalits are 
representa�on in government jobs and panchayats, and literacy rate 
of below 10 per cent (Economic Survey of Bihar). As per these 
parameters they are both socially and educa�onally more back-
ward. The report also said that there were no high school teachers or 
senior officials from these castes in the state despite reserva�ons in 
government jobs for them. Bihar included the Pasis and the Dhobis 
in the list of Mahadalits on 28 July 2009, following the second rec-
ommenda�on of the Commission. The Commission observed that 
out of the 23 SCs in Bihar, 21 were actually deprived in terms of edu-
ca�onal, economic, socio cultural and poli�cal status. The 
Commission iden�fied these 21 castes primarily on the basis of their 
literacy rate (Economic Survey, 2008–09). The Chamars were also 
included in the list of Mahadalits by the third recommenda�on of 
the Commission. While the total literacy rate of Bihar is 47 per cent, 
and that for all SCs is 28.5 per cent, it is only 16.7 per cent in case of 
the Mahadalits. It was noted that these castes did not benefit from 
affirma�ve ac�on meant exclusively for SCs. Following this, the 
government included 22 of the 23 SC castes of the state in the 
Mahadalits list.   

The Maharashtra state Government appointed the Lahuji 
Commission in 2003 to examine the unequal distribu�on of SC 
reserva�on among the listed Scheduled Castes and to recommend 
appropriate remedies. The commission found dispari�es and 
unequal access of reserva�on facili�es and state policies among the 
SC's. Hence, it recommended a policy of equitable distribu�on of 
reserva�on among all Scheduled castes. Many Mang (Matanga) 
organiza�ons have been mobilizing and demanding provisions for 
the sub-classifica�on of SC reserva�ons and sub-plan funds. 
However, the government is yet to take proper steps for their 
demands³⁹.                

The Tamil Nadu Government in 2008 accepted recommenda�ons 
from the M.S Janaradhanam commi�ee to provide separate reser-
va�ons for 3 % of Arundha�yars and Chakilliyars and a few other 
sub-castes within the exis�ng 18 percentage SC reserva�ons. The 
decision had been taken in light of the exis�ng inequali�es and 

unequal access of reserva�on benefits for lower Scheduled Castes. 
However, the decision was challenged by the Parayas and Adi-
dravidas community in the court, where the case is now pending⁴⁰.

Many complaints also arose in other state pertaining to reserva�on 
policy that led to dispropor�onate benefits for certain sec�ons of 
SCs at the cost of others within the same category. Accordingly, the 
central Government led by appointed a commission headed by 
Jus�ce Usha Mehra to look into the issue in undivided Andhra 
Pradesh. The Usha Mehra commission, in its report submi�ed to the 
Union Ministry of Social Jus�ce and Empowerment in May 2008, 
favored the classifica�on of SCs into sub-groups with a view to 
upli�ing the status of the deprived lot amongst them and recom-
mended that the Cons�tu�on be amended suitably for the purpose. 
The commission observed that Scheduled Castes are not a homoge-
neous group. It further stated that in terms of tradi�onal occupa-
�on, caste prac�ces and the physical structure of villages, these 
castes differed from each other and as such there was apparently no 
homogeneity among them. The commission also said that under the 
exis�ng system there was no possibility of benefits reaching those at 
the bo�om in due propor�on.   

In the exis�ng poli�cal situa�on, majority of the ruling governments 
and regional par�es have tended to focus on the development of 
the socio-economically and numerically dominant castes within 
Dalits such as the Malas in the Telugu region. Because of the numeri-
cal domina�on of these castes and their ability to influence and 
nego�ate with Government and poli�cal par�es, the numerically 
smaller castes such as Dakkali, Chindu, Mehatar, Mochi, Gosangi, 
etc. have neither become part of the nego�a�ng agenda nor have 
they been poli�cally taken into considera�on. This tendency 
excludes the various numerically smaller castes and their educa�on, 
employment, development and poli�cal representa�on for a long 
�me. Un�l the Dandora movement (MRPS, in 1994) demanded the 
status of various SCs and their representa�on in various fields, there 
was no discussion on these castes in the Telugu region. However, �ll 
today some of the caste groups do not have any legal proof of 
iden�fica�on⁴¹. Historically, these castes have prac�ced a nomadic 
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lifestyle, moving from one village to another, performing various art 
forms and begging laboring hard for their livelihood and survival 
while subsis�ng on the margins of society. To acquire proof of iden�-
fica�on of their caste and residen�al address, they are required to 
undergo many hurdles to get the RDO's (Revenue Divisional Officer) 
approval, whereas Mala and Madigas get it rela�vely easily from the 
MRO (Mandal Revenue Officer). Because of the negligence of 
Government personnel, lack of understanding about these castes, 
they are pushed to take either Mala or Madiga caste cer�ficates. 
There are many cases where people of the Chindu caste were given 
Madiga cer�ficate and Netakanis were given Mala cer�ficate. 
Further, the popula�on of these communi�es is mis-recorded in 
Government reports in thousands when they actually exist in lakhs. 
As a result of this, they are turned into a numerically minor SC caste. 
Consequently, their cultural and legal iden�ty is pushed into invisi-
bility; they are endangered and become a poli�cally irrelevant force. 
When these smaller castes get iden�ty cer�ficate of either Mala or 
Madiga caste, it is difficult for them to compete in any public space 
and opportunity given their historical backwardness, socio-
economic condi�ons and illiteracy. Therefore, while it appears that 
the submerge process helps in the broader project of annihila�on of 
caste, it has serious consequence on historical specifici�es, jus�ce 
and representa�on etc. of numerically smaller castes within Dalits.         

Recently, the Telangana Government announced around 500 jobs 
for ar�sts, and land distribu�on scheme⁴². While these are impor-
tant both for the recogni�on of the contribu�on of ar�sts towards 
the Telangana movement and to encourage their talent, the ques-
�on remains, to what extent will these reach the lowest of the low 
castes? The A.P. Government also announced financial assistance to 
Dalit students to study abroad. However, the already dominant Dalit 
castes have started to nego�ate with the Government for their own 
benefit. It is therefore necessary to see whether or not the minority 
ar�s�c communi�es will get their propor�onal representa�on in 
employment and educa�onal opportuni�es. As long as there is no 
separate alloca�on for these communi�es, there will not be any 
jus�ce for them. In order to be more inclusive, the Government 

should allocate the sub-plan funds according to the propor�on of 
each caste group in the popula�on. Given the exis�ng scenario 
among Dalits, it is important to understand this through the frame-
work given by the Ambedkar's philosophical praxis. 

In the contemporary Dalit movement, unfortunately any a�empt to 
discuss the discriminatory prac�ces and inequali�es and unequal 
access of SC reserva�on and state policies among Scheduled Castes 
has been consistently resisted and treated as against the 
Ambedkarite spirit and Dalit unity. This tendency can be seen in the 
arguments of the Mala Mahanadu⁴³ and groups and individuals 
who are against the sub-categoriza�on of SC reserva�ons across 
states for reasons of. The Mala Mahanadu raised certain arguments 
against the ra�onaliza�on of the SC sub-classifica�on: 

1. SC (Scheduled Castes) or Dalits are homogeneous.  Hence, there 
should not be any division amongst them.

2. Ra�onaliza�on of SC sub-classifica�on is uncons�tu�onal; it 
divides the Scheduled Castes or Dalits.

3. Due to globaliza�on and priva�za�on, reserva�on in the public 
sector has become symbolic. Hence instead of SC sub-
categorisa�on, Madigas' should fight for SC reserva�ons in the 
private sector.

4. Those who have merit within SC will get an opportunity, thereby 
implying that Madigas lack merit.

5. Madigas have caste occupa�on, whereas Malas do not have a 
caste occupa�on. The fact remains that Malas got early educa�on 
and employment through Chris�an missionaries, which made 
them mobile and helped them enter into modern opportuni�es. 

6.  If Madigas are backward, they may get some special packages but 
not sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva�ons.

7. Those who are demanding SC sub-categorisa�on are figh�ng 
against the Ambedkarite spirit and the broader Dalit poli�cs. 

8. Madigas should fight for poli�cal power instead of sub-
categoriza�on of SC reserva�ons.    
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Mala Mahanadu has organized many public mee�ngs against the 
sub-categorisa�on movement so far in Telugu region. Leaders such 
as Jupudi Prabhakar, Karem Shivaji and others have organized the 
Malas under various Mala Mahanadu fac�ons. It is also said that the 
Mala bureaucra�c lobby worked at various levels in approaching 
courts and in stopping the Government Order in the Supreme 
Court⁴⁴. Organisa�ons such as the Rajyanga Parirakshana 
Commi�ee headed by Malas and the Bahujana Vigyana Vedika 
organised public mee�ngs and published small booklets against the 
cause of sub- categoriza�on.  Hence, at most �mes, Mala 
Mahanadu ac�vi�es have been reac�onary to the MRPS ac�vi�es.  
K. Balagopal, in his ar�cle, observes:     

“In any case, the Mahanadu plea is the kind of argument made 
first by the Brahmins and later by the other upper castes against 
reserva�ons as such; give them help for economic upli�ment 
and we too will learn to honour the dignity of labour, but do not 
branch our preserve of expanding knowledge and the status 
and opportuni�es it carries. The argument, as well as the 
answer to it, will become clearer if one goes below the Madigas 
to castes such as the Rellies, who have as their exclusive voca-
�on scavenging in which they face no threat of compe��on. Nor 
do the Rellies have any scope for advancement, if they remain 
scavengers. It was also argued that, instead of figh�ng among 
themselves for sub-dividing their common quota, Dalits should 
jointly fight for increasing the SC quota, commensurate with the 
propor�onate increase in Dalit popula�on and for a proper 
implementa�on of reserva�ons, including the backlog of 
unfilled vacancies. There is no reason, however, why the desire 
for jus�ce inter se should wait upon the later task or tasks. The 
desire and the tasks can proceed together, provided both sides -
par�cularly the more privileged side- makes sure that the strug-
gle for subdivision and the response to it do not vi�ate the 
atmosphere to the extent of making the united struggle for the 
common goals impossible. In any case, this is again no different 
in principle from the argument offered by the upper caste an�-
reserva�onists; let us fight not over division of the exis�ng job 

opportuni�es,  but for the crea�on of more, the two struggles 
can well go together and the onus of making this possible lies on 
the more privileged and not the less privileged. To ask the disad-
vantaged to give up their just demand of equal opportunity in 
order to pave the way for the unity required for a common fight 
for greater opportuni�es is plainly unethical”⁴⁵.       

Here, K. Balagopal's argument can be juxtaposed upon the ethical 
dimension of the just demand of Madigas and the unethical a�tude 
of the Malas who oppose the ra�onaliza�on of SC sub-
categoriza�on in the name of “Dalit unity”. The prevailing Dalit 
leadership and organiza�ons also have not ini�ated any method and 
nego�a�on to address this specific problem. So, it is argued that 
most of the so-called Dalit leaders belong to the Mala community. 
This has also made the Madiga community lose their trust in Dalit 
leadership. According to Muthaiah (2006), “Malas and Madigas are 
historically not united culturally and there are prac�cal and ritualis-
�c differences among these two communi�es”. There are 59 castes 
in the Telugu region, among which the Malas and Madigas are two 
numerically major castes. To understand the prac�ces of 
untouchability amongst them, one has to understand the everyday 
rela�ons among these two. In the layer of social status, Malas feel 
superior to other castes. Therefore, Malas prac�ce untouchability 
and discriminate on Madigas. Inter-caste marriages have hardly 
taken place between them, and even if any form of inter rela�ons 
form they lead to conflict. Therefore, the cultural differences and 
historical roots of inequality debunk at the myth of Mala-Madiga 
unity. Unity between them did not exist even before the emergence 
of the MRPS (Dandora) movement. At the same �me, it is a fact that 
both castes suffer untouchability at the hands of the upper castes 
and carry the common experience of marginality.  The historical 
inequali�es made Madigas mobilise on a large scale. A�er con�nu-
ous struggle and agita�on by them, the Jus�ce Ramachandra Raju 
Commission recommended SC sub-categorisa�on in 1997. The 
Andhra Pradesh government Telugu Desham Party passed a resolu-
�on on the ra�onalisa�on of SC reserva�on in 2000. From 2000 to 
2004, the SC sub-categoriza�on policy was implemented. Manda 
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Krishna claims that during this period, the Madiga community got 
more than 20,000 jobs⁴⁶. However, in 2004, the Supreme Court set 
aside the sub-categorisa�on government order in the case of pe�-
�oner E.V Chinnaiah vs state of Andhra Pradesh Government and 
others, and recommended cons�tu�onal amendment for reserva-
�ons through SC sub-categoriza�on⁴⁷.   

Following the Supreme Court judgment, on three occasions, all 
poli�cal par�es unanimously passed a resolu�on for amendment of 
SC categoriza�on in the State Assembly. Under Chief Minister 
Rajashekar Reddy, an all-party delega�on also met the Prime 
Minister. Following the representa�on made by the delega�on and 
subsequent agita�ons, the then U.P.A. government appointed a 
single person commission called the Jus�ce Usha Mehra 
Commission. As men�oned earlier, this Commission visited the 
three regions of the then united Andhra Pradesh, consulted many 
organisa�ons and individuals and finally recommended SC sub-
categorisa�on. However, the state and central Government are yet 
to ini�ate the Cons�tu�onal Amendment for the sub-categorisa�on 
of SC reserva�ons.   

Invisible Dalits and Poli�cal par�es       

The poli�cal par�es and ruling Government are capitalizing the 
emerging inequali�es and dispari�es among Dalits. The Congress 
party under M.K. Gandhi's leadership was the first in using the 
Valmiki community against Ambedkar's leadership. Today every 
poli�cal party tries to either encourage or exclude one par�cular 
caste within Dalits, depending on their numerical strength, and 
sociopoli�cal nego�a�on capaci�es. Since Congress had Dalit vote 
bank it knowingly and unknowingly gave more representa�on to 
communi�es like Malas in Telugu region, Volayas in Karnataka, 
Chamars in North India, Pulayyas in Kerala etc. This associa�on also 
made them poli�cally consolidate their communi�es. However, in 
the process other communi�es were denied poli�cal opportuni�es. 
This led the other regional and na�onal par�es to give preference to 
castes which were and con�nue to be neglected by Congress party. 
For example, the TDP in 1982 in its early days began to encourage 

the Madigas to counter the Congress Dalit vote bank. Hence 
Madigas got some visibility in the poli�cal space. Though Congress 
gave some representa�on to Madigas, they were s�ll compara�vely 
neglected. This feeling of neglect among Madigas helped TDP capi-
talize. TDP in 1996 promised to implement long pending demand of 
Madigas to fulfill the sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva�ons due to 
the pressure of MRPS movement. With this promise Madigas began 
to sympathies with TDP. A�er implementa�on few Madiga leaders 
like T.N Sada Laxmi, Manda Jaganatham, Pu�a Paka Mahendranth 
who were part of Congress party for a long �me joined TDP.  

BJP also promised and supported the SC sub-categorisa�on demand 
to a�ract the non-Congress base of Dalit vote bank. In every elec�on 
it was used as a poll promise. When Rajnath Singh was U.P. chief 
minister in the BJP decided to sub-categorise the SC reserva�on. It is 
also argued that in 2014 and 2019 General elec�ons BJP mobilized 
and a�racted the non-Chamar and Jatav votes in U�ar Pradesh 
since BJP has always created a binary of Chamar verses other 
Scheduled Castes for electoral purpose. In the same way in 
Karnataka Madigas demanded the sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva-
�ons; BJP supported and appointed a commission under Sadashiva 
chairmanship into study the dispari�es and emerging inequali�es in 
educa�on, employment and representa�on among Dalits. 
However, Congress did not clearly spell out its stand on sub-
categorisa�on. Later in Karnataka Congress created a separate Babu 
Jagjeevan Ram Madiga development corpora�on in 2018 for the 
welfare of Madigas and neglect caused due to the Sub-
categorisa�on issue. Simultaneously in Tamil Nadu Arunda�yars 
also demanded their just share in reserva�on and representa�on. 
While mainstream par�es like DMK and AIADMK have given prefer-
ence to Pallars or Parayas who are poli�cally consolidated, 
Arunda�yars have been neglected in the larger poli�cal and social 
agenda. In Maharashtra Mangs similarly have been neglected in 
poli�cal representa�on and social discussions.   

When Telangana and Andhra Pradesh were divided into two states 
in 2014 the demography of Scheduled Castes has changed. Hence 
the poli�cal par�es have changed their decisions on sub-

Justice for 'Invisible Dalits'    Mobilization and Struggles of the most Marginalized Dalits in India



GBPSSI Occasional Paper32 33

Krishna claims that during this period, the Madiga community got 
more than 20,000 jobs⁴⁶. However, in 2004, the Supreme Court set 
aside the sub-categorisa�on government order in the case of pe�-
�oner E.V Chinnaiah vs state of Andhra Pradesh Government and 
others, and recommended cons�tu�onal amendment for reserva-
�ons through SC sub-categoriza�on⁴⁷.   

Following the Supreme Court judgment, on three occasions, all 
poli�cal par�es unanimously passed a resolu�on for amendment of 
SC categoriza�on in the State Assembly. Under Chief Minister 
Rajashekar Reddy, an all-party delega�on also met the Prime 
Minister. Following the representa�on made by the delega�on and 
subsequent agita�ons, the then U.P.A. government appointed a 
single person commission called the Jus�ce Usha Mehra 
Commission. As men�oned earlier, this Commission visited the 
three regions of the then united Andhra Pradesh, consulted many 
organisa�ons and individuals and finally recommended SC sub-
categorisa�on. However, the state and central Government are yet 
to ini�ate the Cons�tu�onal Amendment for the sub-categorisa�on 
of SC reserva�ons.   

Invisible Dalits and Poli�cal par�es       

The poli�cal par�es and ruling Government are capitalizing the 
emerging inequali�es and dispari�es among Dalits. The Congress 
party under M.K. Gandhi's leadership was the first in using the 
Valmiki community against Ambedkar's leadership. Today every 
poli�cal party tries to either encourage or exclude one par�cular 
caste within Dalits, depending on their numerical strength, and 
sociopoli�cal nego�a�on capaci�es. Since Congress had Dalit vote 
bank it knowingly and unknowingly gave more representa�on to 
communi�es like Malas in Telugu region, Volayas in Karnataka, 
Chamars in North India, Pulayyas in Kerala etc. This associa�on also 
made them poli�cally consolidate their communi�es. However, in 
the process other communi�es were denied poli�cal opportuni�es. 
This led the other regional and na�onal par�es to give preference to 
castes which were and con�nue to be neglected by Congress party. 
For example, the TDP in 1982 in its early days began to encourage 

the Madigas to counter the Congress Dalit vote bank. Hence 
Madigas got some visibility in the poli�cal space. Though Congress 
gave some representa�on to Madigas, they were s�ll compara�vely 
neglected. This feeling of neglect among Madigas helped TDP capi-
talize. TDP in 1996 promised to implement long pending demand of 
Madigas to fulfill the sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva�ons due to 
the pressure of MRPS movement. With this promise Madigas began 
to sympathies with TDP. A�er implementa�on few Madiga leaders 
like T.N Sada Laxmi, Manda Jaganatham, Pu�a Paka Mahendranth 
who were part of Congress party for a long �me joined TDP.  

BJP also promised and supported the SC sub-categorisa�on demand 
to a�ract the non-Congress base of Dalit vote bank. In every elec�on 
it was used as a poll promise. When Rajnath Singh was U.P. chief 
minister in the BJP decided to sub-categorise the SC reserva�on. It is 
also argued that in 2014 and 2019 General elec�ons BJP mobilized 
and a�racted the non-Chamar and Jatav votes in U�ar Pradesh 
since BJP has always created a binary of Chamar verses other 
Scheduled Castes for electoral purpose. In the same way in 
Karnataka Madigas demanded the sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva-
�ons; BJP supported and appointed a commission under Sadashiva 
chairmanship into study the dispari�es and emerging inequali�es in 
educa�on, employment and representa�on among Dalits. 
However, Congress did not clearly spell out its stand on sub-
categorisa�on. Later in Karnataka Congress created a separate Babu 
Jagjeevan Ram Madiga development corpora�on in 2018 for the 
welfare of Madigas and neglect caused due to the Sub-
categorisa�on issue. Simultaneously in Tamil Nadu Arunda�yars 
also demanded their just share in reserva�on and representa�on. 
While mainstream par�es like DMK and AIADMK have given prefer-
ence to Pallars or Parayas who are poli�cally consolidated, 
Arunda�yars have been neglected in the larger poli�cal and social 
agenda. In Maharashtra Mangs similarly have been neglected in 
poli�cal representa�on and social discussions.   

When Telangana and Andhra Pradesh were divided into two states 
in 2014 the demography of Scheduled Castes has changed. Hence 
the poli�cal par�es have changed their decisions on sub-

Justice for 'Invisible Dalits'    Mobilization and Struggles of the most Marginalized Dalits in India



GBPSSI Occasional Paper34 35

categorisa�on issue on mul�ple occasions, for example TDP began 
to sideline Madigas and withdrew its support to sub-categoriza�on 
while YSRCP divided SC corpora�on into three separate corpora-
�ons; Madiga Development corpora�on, Mala Development 
corpora�on and Relli and other Scheduled Caste Development 
corpora�on. The conflict between Malas and Madigas in a way is 
not solely about physical violence but also about hegemony and 
domina�on of some visible communi�es over other numerically 
and economically weaker castes within Dalits. Therefore, there is a 
need of understanding the problem within the Ambedkarite 
approach.   

BSP being a representa�ve voice of Dalit welfare believes in the 
philosophy of Phule and Ambedkar and the concept of social jus�ce 
enshrined in the Indian Cons�tu�on. However, it has been maintain-
ing silence on the issue of sub-categoriza�on. It is o�en argued that 
sub-categoriza�on issue is a conspiracy of upper caste poli�cs and 
Dalits should fight for poli�cal power. Till today Madigas and other 
castes that have been demanding sub-categoriza�on have not been 
consolidated under BSP. In south India Madigas are equated with 
North India's Chamar caste. Though Kanshiram tried hard to consoli-
date Madigas under BSP by providing leadership, the consolida�on 
of any scheduled caste under BSP in South India has not taken place 
so far. With much agita�on by the Mangs in Maharashtra and with 
Dr. Babasaheb Ghopale's 26 days fast in Mumbai, Congress govern-
ment decided to separate the development corpora�on for Mangs. 
In 1985 Lokshahir Annabhau Sathe Development Corpora�on 
(LASDC) was established. JDS appointed a Maha Dalit commission to 
accommodate lowest among low other than Pashwans and 
Chamars. Hence Bihar Government created a policy level ini�a�ve 
through the Maha Dalit development commission. TRS in Telangana 
supported the SC categoriza�on and passed a resolu�on in assem-
bly and sent it to the central government to look into the ma�er. 
Apart from poli�cal promises no separate policy for lower 
Scheduled Castes has been ini�ated so far. The Communist par�es 
like CPI, CPIM and CPI(ML) have all supported the sub-categoriza�on 
demand. However, since they are not in a posi�on to do any policy 

level change, their influence on crea�ng a separate policy is mini-
mal. In Tamil Nadu when Arundha�yars demanded a separate quota 
in SC reserva�ons VCK led by Thol Thiruvaluvan took a stand in 
support of separate quota but many of Parayars caste people were 
not in favor and went to the court. Such antagonism con�nues to 
exist among Scheduled Castes in social and poli�cal life. 

B.R. Ambedkar on Jus�ce for the most marginalized Dalits         

B.R Ambedkar was a synthesizer of an�-caste philosophy and strug-
gles. His views on caste, untouchability, religion, democracy and on 
the Dalit, situa�on are cri�cal insights to understand the Indian 
society. His wri�ngs and ar�cula�ons have become a source of 
inspira�on for millions belonging to the oppressed communi�es, 
par�cularly for the Dalits. In Bombay presidency, the differences and 
inequali�es among Dalits came frequently in the way of Ambedkar's 
poli�cal approach, which he a�empted to address. He also tried to 
build a broader pla�orm for all Dalits where he included non-Mahar 
Dalit castes by forming the All India Scheduled Caste Federa�on and 
also the Independent Labour Party, etc. In response to his cri�cs, 
Ambedkar said in one of his speeches:      

The cri�cs also say that all the benefits of the Government 
schemes are being grabbed by the Mahars. Mr. Nikalje of 
Mahar caste was nominated for the Mumbai Corpora�on. But 
when I found out that he is unable to perform to my sa�sfac�on, 
I did not hesitate to nominate Mr. P. Balu, a famous cricketer 
belonging to the Chamar community. In Satara city, the Mahars 
are larger in number, yet in the Municipality, the Government 
appointed members is from the Chamar Caste. It is through 
these instances that one can see how the charges being made 
are totally baseless... If some individual Mahars turn out to be 
narrow-minded, please do not blame it on all the Mahars. I 
request the people from other castes to first carefully analyze 
the behaviors of Mahar leaders and then cri�cize. I am also 
ready to make blood rela�ons with the people from Mang 
caste. In fact, I had a boy from the Mang caste in my own home. 
There is no difference between what I preach and prac�ce. 
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There is no inter-caste co-dining in the conferences organized by 
the Na�onal Congress. On the other hand, in the Depressed 
Classes Conference that I had organized, all castes dined 
together. What does this show?".... It has also been alleged that 
the Mahars grab seats in the Council. Shouldn't we be sending 
the right people to the Council? It is their bad fortune that lead-
ers like me have not emerged from non-Mahar untouchables. I 
have no interest in a council seat. If there are more able people 
in cases other than the Mahars, then they can take my seat and I 
will happily resign⁴⁸.   

Ambedkar in his representa�on at the Round Table Conference 
(from 1930-32) also spoke on behalf of all Scheduled Castes where 
he asserted that the Scheduled Castes are a social minority who are 
historically deprived and discriminated against and who need con-
s�tu�onally mandated special policies. Hence, Ambedkar argued 
for all Scheduled castes as one group, who commonly faced 
untouchability, exploita�on and viola�on of human rights and for 
whom he demanded special provisions, both in poli�cs, educa�on 
and public services. During the round table conferences and un�l his 
death there were differences among Scheduled Castes. However, 
for Ambedkar achieving cons�tu�onal guarantees for all Scheduled 
Castes was the first and foremost concern, rather than addressing 
the internal problems⁴⁹. During the round table conferences Gandhi 
and Na�onal Congress a�empted to disqualify Ambedkar's repre-
senta�on on behalf of all the scheduled castes. Gandhi through his 
Harijan tours across India not only a�empted to reach outcaste 
communi�es but also focused on Valmiki colonies trying to prove his 
stance was with the lowest among the low and discredi�ng 
Ambedkar thereof⁵⁰. While Ambedkar con�nued to comment on 
minority representa�on, he also maintained a vision to provide 
jus�ce to the lowest among the low:

“Any excess over this (over representa�on in public services and 
legisla�ve bodies) cannot be tolerated, as it will be at the cost of 
the other communi�es". Further he says "Weightage carved out 
from the share of majority shall not be assigned to one commu-
nity only. But the same shall be divided among all minority com-

muni�es equally or in inverse propor�on to their 1) Economic 
Posi�on, 2) Social status and 3) Educa�onal advance"⁵¹.                 

Ambedkar built many organiza�ons when he was ac�ve in poli�cal 
life. In 1936, at the Bombay presidency in a Mang conference, 
Ambedkar promised equal share to Mangs in representa�on during 
the elec�ons in which independent labour party contested.     

 'He assured the Mang community as a member of the Mahar 
community, a majority  community of the Depressed classes in 
the Bombay presidency that if they chose to come  w i t h  t h e m 
there would be no dis�nc�on whatsoever between the Mahars 
and the Mangs. He further assured the Mang community that 
the Mahars were prepared to guarantee  them their quota out 
of the 15 seats allo�ed to the Depressed classes in the Bombay  
presidency provided they were prepared to abide by the 
pledges of the party'⁵².  

The above par�cular instance of Ambedkar's holis�c vision towards 
minority representa�on clearly indicates that Ambedkar strongly 
believed in challenging caste prac�ces and inequali�es among 
Scheduled Caste as a primary concern for building larger Dalit move-
ment and poli�cs. Unfortunately, some Dalit intellectuals and lead-
ers among Dalits do not understand the true spirit of Ambedkarite 
poli�cs; rather they misinterpret it for their narrow and opportunis-
�c poli�cs.  These misinterpreta�ons are abounding in the argu-
ments against sub-categoriza�on of SC reserva�ons and the prac�ce 
of untouchability among the untouched. 

Conclusion   

New Dalit mobiliza�on and asser�on is being led by invisible Dalits 
(the marginalized among Dalits) for dignified iden�ty and an equal 
share in opportuni�es. These new asser�ons carry a greater ability 
to democra�ze and deepen the Dalit movement and poli�cs, 
provided these forces work for their socio-economic and poli�cal 
emancipa�on and visions of annihila�on of caste embedded in the 
Ambedkarite philosophy. New Dalit struggles have brought many 
new ques�ons to Dalit movements and poli�cs. These ques�ons 
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raise dissent against the exis�ng inequali�es in educa�on, employ-
ment and representa�on among SCs. Hence there is an urgent need 
for ra�onaliza�on or sub-categoriza�on of SC reserva�on. And to 
also divide the state fund that is allocated to Scheduled Castes in 
order to reach the lowest among the low. The nomadic untouchable 
castes' experience is dis�nct in comparison to the se�led untouch-
able castes. Therefore, unless these castes' historical experience is 
taken into inclusion into the vision of annihila�on of caste, the larger 
Dalit poli�cs would remain devoid of true solidarity, impact and 
meaning Otherwise it will be challenging to build solidari�es among 
various Dalits castes. Hence the civil society of Dalits including Dalit 
leaders, writers, intellectuals have to play an important role in cul�-
va�ng these solidari�es.

The reserva�on policy remains an important source of mobility for 
Dalits. However, due to a decline of the public sector in the face of 
rapid priva�za�on and globaliza�on, the future of reserva�on policy 
seems in danger. Though sub-categorisa�on of SC reserva�on may 
not solve the structural discrimina�on of caste en�rely, but it will 
certainly create opportuni�es for invisible Dalits and create 
enabling environment for broader solidari�es amongst Scheduled 
Castes towards challenging Brahmanical oppression. Poli�cal par-
�es have always played an opportunis�c role on the demands of 
most marginalized Dalits. In each elec�on poli�cal par�es' cash on 
the invisible Dalits issues and concerns and also their labour.  The 
antagonism within Dalits against sub-categorisa�on is because of 
the deep-rooted hegemony of rela�vely advanced Dalit castes, 
which clearly indicates the mul� layered challenges to the Dalit 
movement and poli�cs. Casteist prac�ces and prejudice are repro-
duced even among the Dalits. This casteist malaise is so deep-rooted 
that it threatens the unity of those who suffer its oppression the 
most. Hence, unless and un�l Dalit movements and poli�cs recog-
nizes the hierarchy of untouchability, emerging inequali�es and the 
middle-class mobility, the bid for unity and emancipa�on of Dalit 
will remain in crisis impending at the hands of judiciary and poli�cal 
power play. Within the Dalit movement and among the Dalit intel-
lectuals and ac�vists there is a feeling that suppor�ng sub-

categorisa�on of SC reserva�on and building a broader Dalit poli�cs 
will be contradictory. In fact, they are complimentary, the sooner 
the remedy to the growing internal problem is achieved, the more 
emancipated and equal the Dalit future will be, because under-
standing jus�ce from the point of view of the most marginalized has 
a greater capacity to deepen Ambedkarite philosophical praxis and 
emancipatory poli�cs.
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