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Perhaps more books have been written on Dalits than on any other social group in
India, and yet our understanding of how Dalits are engaging with and in turn getting
shaped by the new socio-economic and political forces remains rather vague. Dalits
are unique in three aspects among the persecuted minority groups in the world:
First, the social and economic subordination of Dalits goes far back into antiquity.
Second, together with the tribal communities and Muslims, Dalits not only form
more than 40 per cent of India’s population but are found at the bottom on most
development indices. Third, the sheer size of the Dalit population in India, now
roughly standing at 240 million, makes it difficult for any political or policy platform
to ignore the community.

In this volume, we make an attempt to document the shift in Dalit experience
by focusing on the complexity (hundreds of endogamous sub-castes who speak
many languages are clubbed into one group) which further accentuates multiple
uncertainties regarding social and economic life that Dalits confront. These two
factors — complexity and uncertainty — we suggest shape the community’s social
cognition in the sense of how Dalits, like any other social group, internalize certain
aspects of political culture and confront them simultaneously. No community is
static, and Dalits too are moving with times. Their work-participation profile,
food habits, lifestyle, and modes of social and political assertion, among others, are
changing. Still, so much seems to be frozen in time: celebrations over their upward
mobility are marked by humiliation, and political assertions are often punctuated
by everyday discrimination, humiliation, heinous cases of sexual assault, physical
violence sometimes culminating in cold-blooded murder, and social boycott of the
community members, among others.

The volume situates Dalit reality in the new millennium in the most holistic
manner possible, broadening our horizons to interrogate the major aspects of Dalit
life: political economy, popular culture, ideology and identity, public sphere, and
electoral politics. All these aspects, in our opinion, are linked together in complex
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