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The ‘new’ agenda set out by the
recent Bhopal conclave of dalit in
telligentsia and activists has far-

reaching implications for the socio-eco-
nomic and political development of the
disadvantaged in contemporary Indian so-
ciety. The conference put the dilemmas of
protagonists for an equitable society and
diversity in proper perspective but its
achievements are laudable for more than
one reason. First, the conference reaffirmed
its faith in the principle of social democ-
racy and also in the state’s role in promo-
tion of such a form of governance. Sec-
ond, it brought the tribals into the ambit
of acceptability by the dalit forums in
their fight against the injustices. Interest-
ingly, scheduled castes have been con-
ceptually referred to as the sole represen-
tatives of the dalits more than a decade
of debate, though the tribals form a
substantial part of the disadvantaged.
Thirdly, the conference arrived at a ‘21
point action agenda for the 21st century’,
which is a kind of landmark in the dalit
liberation movements in recent times.
However, one should wait and watch that
this 21 point action agenda, like other
agendas in the past, does not become
mere rhetoric.

The contents of the agenda are interest-
ing, as it has tried to integrate the basic
needs and also the aspirations of the
disadvantaged. It seeks to ensure that each
dalit family has some cultivable land for
their socio-economic well being. This also
voices the concern of tribals’ legitimate
demand for hold over forest land. The
agenda talks about the strategies to tackle
age-old practices like bonded labour and
discrimination. Most importantly, the
Bhopal Conference recognises the need
for due representation of dalits in all bodies

of decision-making and restoration of basic
human rights. It also calls for an end to
the oppressive forms of discrimination
and exclusion. Some of these concerns
may not be ‘new’, but they certainly are
a set of reminders to all – the political
leadership and the policy-making estab-
lishment or the intelligentsia or the indi-
vidual dalit himself or herself.

Diversity in Education

On the education front, interestingly,
the Bhopal declaration has taken note of
the importance of reforming the educa-
tional provisions for dalits as it is the
foundation upon which the edifice of social
status and dignity is built. In this connec-
tion, two important terms used by the
agenda are ‘new’ and hence worth noting
– diversity in admissions and the diversity
in workforce. The conference called for
implementation of diversity in admissions
in the educational institutions across the
country irrespective of the type of man-
agement or the stream of education. Par-
ticularly, it raises the issue of providing
‘market-oriented vocational and tech-
nical education’ to the scheduled castes
and the scheduled tribes and also that
the issue of reservations should be
applied to all institutions – public as well
as private – from primary to professional
levels. Another demand put forward is
that the English medium schools must
also implement the policy of diversity in
admissions.

At the primary education level, though
enrolment reflects the diversity in the
composition of student population, it does
not provide any comparability between
the dalits and non-dalits. There are dis-
parities among dalits in all respects –
whether in terms of gender or in terms of
urban and rural or regional backgrounds.

It is quite heartening to note that, even
today, dalit men and women are at the
bottom of the educational pyramid, de-
spite the repeated claims and counter claims
of the government and the political estab-
lishment on their efforts to uplift this
disadvantaged group.

In higher education, there is no doubt,
a considerable improvement has been made
in terms of promoting diversity in admis-
sions after the introduction of reservation
policy. However, this is not adequate in
view of the proportion of SC/ST popula-
tion still outside the fold of higher edu-
cation. For instance, the percentage of
share of scheduled caste students in higher
education is only 7.77 per cent and that
of scheduled tribes is 2.33 per cent of the
total enrolment in 1996-97 [MHRD 1997].
This is negligible in terms of the expected
levels of enrolment of dalits in higher
educational institutions. Further, there has
been a far lesser participation of dalits in
prestigious subjects/courses of study which
are in demand for high salaried jobs. In
1996-97, a majority of dalit students are
enrolled in the arts subjects (56.5 per cent
among SCs and 77.7 per cent among STs),
followed by science (13.3 per cent among
SCs and 8.7 per cent among STs) and
commerce (13.2 per cent among SCs and
9.4 per cent among STs) at the under-
graduate level. The enrolments at the post-
graduate level also show similar signs.
The proportion of dalits in the profes-
sional stream is very low – 7.9 per cent
among SCs and 2.1 per cent among STs
are in professional courses like engineer-
ing and medicine taken together. There-
fore, the share of dalits in those courses
that are market-friendly is far from satis-
factory. The emerging areas of software,
bio-technology, bio-informatics, etc, are
almost beyond the reach of the dalits. This
is where one has to focus more when
the demands for diversity in admissions
are made.

Equality versus Excellence

The Bhopal Conference has also asked
for a due share in the quality professional
education for the dalits at the state’s
expense. This is a significant dimension
as it reiterates the position of dalits in
asking for fairer treatment in institutions
such as IITs and IIMs. The proportion of
dalits in the IITs is appalling. The shortfall
in admission ranges from 45-65 per cent
in the case of scheduled castes and 87-92

Dalits in Education
and Workforce
Despite constitutional provisions and safeguards, dalit
representation in higher educational institutes and in the workforce
remains largely minimal. State initiated programmes and policies
apart, it is also essential, as a recent conference in Bhopal
highlighted, to instill respect for diversity and a greater
understanding of the disadvantaged.
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per cent in the case of scheduled tribes
in almost all the IITs in 1994-95 [Lok
Sabha Secretariat 1998-99]. This reveals
a serious dilemma of equality versus
excellence and merit versus reservations
that prevails in the contemporary society
and the education system. This dilemma
in education emanates primarily from
the political pressure for social justice
and equalisation on the one hand, and the
stress on merit and achievement in the
present-day market driven economy, on
the other.

It is interesting to note that this issue
found place in the annual report of IIT-
Madras way back in 1983. The report
mentions,

They (members of Parliamentary Com-
mittee on Scheduled Castes) are concerned
that the most of the SC/ST students are
unable to cope with their studies in IITs
and some felt that our standards are too
high. Some members of the committee

have gone so far as to say what we need
is an Indian standard and not an interna-
tional standard of instruction [cited in
Indiresan and Nigam 1993].

The institutions of higher professional
education such as IITs or so-called ‘excel-
lent’ institutions are very selective by nature
of their admission procedures and the
reason for that is quite justifiably their
pursuit of academic achievement and the
provision of best and excellent education.
Our experience so far has been that the
more an institution gains reputation for
excellence, the more likely it is to restrict
the access to a highly selective group of
students – both socially and academically.
Such institutions are engaged in creating
a class of ‘potential elite’; drawn from the
highest strata of society. Had it not been
for the policy of reservations and affirma-
tive action, students from among the dalits
would not have even made it to these
institutions. How does one resolve this

dilemma in the present socio-political
context? Is there any remedy to accommo-
date the demands of both the groups and
viewpoints? Leaving out one for the other
would only widen the gap between social
groups and create a situation where the
solution itself may generate a fresh set of
problems. The Bhopal meet should have
spent more time debating this dilemma
before embarking blindly on the path
that may not be suitable to the problem-
solving.

It is also a trend-setting demand that the
admissions be given to dalits in English
medium ‘public schools’, as they are
perceived to be of good quality. This
perception is somewhat myopic as it de-
nies education for all dalits in such schools.
It also divests the state from the respon-
sibility of providing good quality educa-
tion to all, particularly dalits. It denigrates
the relevance of a vast network of govern-
ment schooling. There should, in fact, have
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papers must reach us by the end of December 2002.
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been a demand for improving the quality
of education provided in the government
schools, while pitching in the private sector
for cooperation in this regard.

In this connection, the attempts by cer-
tain multinational development agencies,
such as the Ford Foundation are worth
emulating. Recently, the Ford Foundation
said to have set up a ‘Pathways Founda-
tion’, earmarking a huge sum of money to
improve infrastructure facilities for qual-
ity higher education of the disadvantaged,
particularly, scheduled castes and sched-
uled tribes. It is unique in the sense that
it has identified the promotion of diversity
in education as a crucial detriment to efforts
toward egalitarianism.

Caste Discrimination

Another pertinent issue is the experience
of caste discrimination in educational
institutions and the level of politicisation
of such issues on the college/university
campuses. Sometimes disagreements be-
tween student groups on the university
campuses take on ugly forms. In a central
university recently, an issue like the
privatisation of hostel mess took such a
turn that the pro- and anti-privatisation
lobbies among the students soon split into
two warring caste groups – those receiving
benefits from the government and those
who did not. What a shameful situation
where both the groups conveniently forgot
their common threat, i e, privatisation,
which led to a raise in their mess bills. This
apart, the kind of smear campaign that
takes place during such a stand off reveals
that both the groups know little about each
other. In this context, the Bhopal Confer-
ence should have focused more on the
need for promoting an understanding about
the disadvantaged in educational institu-
tions. This would go a long way in creating
a civil society that our Constitution envis-
ages.

Deprivations within Dalits

One of the factors that the policy has not
addressed so far and that needs to be
addressed are the levels of social, eco-
nomic, and educational deprivations within
the scheduled castes and tribes. The dep-
rivations differ from region to region, sub-
caste to sub-caste, tribe to tribe, and gender
to gender. This is not to suggest dividing
the categories, as in the case of Andhra
Pradesh, where demands for proportional

representation within scheduled castes are
highly politicised, dividing the united fight
against oppression. The political estab-
lishment taking full advantage of the situ-
ation effectively split the dalit movement
in the state. Before similar situations arise
elsewhere, it is incumbent on the ‘con-
science keepers’ of the dalit unity to evolve
certain socio-economic indicators so that
limited benefits are equitably distributed
among the most disadvantaged in the
society. There is also the need to strengthen
the provision of quality education for dalits
right from the lowest levels of education
ladder, i e, primary and secondary school-
ing onwards.

Diversity in Workforce

So far as diversity in workforce is con-
cerned, the gap between the representation
of dalits and other castes is so wide that
only a state policy can remedy it at least
to a certain extent. The reservation policy
is implemented, to a large extent, in re-
cruitment made by the Staff Selection
Commission (SSC) and Union Public
Service Commission (UPSC). Even the
state-run public sector autonomous bodies
do not comply with constitutional direc-
tives. Take the particular instance of rep-
resentation of dalits in teaching positions
in central universities, which are less
vulnerable to the regional politics and are
also reputed for maintaining good aca-
demic standards. In 1993-94, the per-
centage of SC faculty was 8.30 in Uni-
versity of Hyderabad, 3.70 in Jawaharlal
Nehru University, and 1.30 in Benares
Hindu University. Similarly, the percent-
ages of ST faculty in these three univer-
sities were 0, 3.70 and 0 per cents respec-
tively [Sharma 2000:130]. This is the state
of employment of dalits in the public
sector.

The economy in recent years has emerged
as a service oriented economy – consisting
of sectors like trade, commerce, transport,
construction, communications, banking,
insurance, public administration, and all
professional services – which contributes
more than half of the real gross domestic
product (GDP). The representation of dalits
in the workforce of these emerging sectors
is virtually non-existent. When there are
no government jobs as also private sector
employment, where would the large chunk
of disadvantaged go?

It is interesting that the dalits are
now asking for space in private sector

employment. To what extent is it possible
would only be known when the debate
gains momentum. Though these proposals
are not so ‘new’, somehow they did not
enter the imagination of private sector or
the government establishment. Maybe, the
private sector will have to accept the social
responsibility setting aside its sole profit
motive.

On the whole, the issues that a dalit
confront today have more to do with living
in a civil society with honour and dignity.
The attitudes, perception, and treatment
that the dalits confront in their everyday
life require a lot more preparation on the
part of the state and the educational insti-
tutions. It is just not sufficient to wash off
responsibility after making policies and
programmes for upliftment of the disad-
vantaged sections, but it necessitates the
education of those not disadvantaged and
at the other end of the fence. What facili-
tates this honour and understanding among
dalits and non-dalits and how it should be
done is precisely what the conclaves such
as the one at Bhopal should address. In-
creasing incidents of hostility would only
put more stumbling blocks on the path to
this realisation. Therefore, focus should
be more on respect for diversity in order
to facilitate a better tomorrow and an
effective democracy.
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