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Abstract

The concept of subaltern has evolved over a period. The term
‘subaltern’ is traced from a historical perspective
highlighting how later historians appropriated and
expanded the term in the South Asian context focusing on
subaltern agency and resistance from the perspective of the
people. The contribution of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,
‘Can the Subalterns speak?” added a nuance to the
understanding of subalterns from a feminist perspective.

There is no commonly agreed definition of a movement
or a social movement. While a few common characteristics
could be identified across various social movements, the
origin, nature, purpose, and functioning of social movements
cover a huge spectrum. Broadly, subaltern movements
follow two strands, social and political, focusing either on
socio-transformation or attempting to work toward
structural change. In this paper, categories of subaltern social
movements based on participants or interest areas are
outlined, and how these movements empowered the masses
are highlighted.

In the post-globalization era, the growth story of India
and the quality of life of the poor seem to be proceeding in
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opposite directions, as evinced by various socio-economic
indicators. Any subaltern movement that challenges this
conflict-ridden growth paradigm is either co-opted and
tamed or targeted and quelled. The glaring inequality is
further compounded in the post-Covid-19 era depriving the
masses of educational, employment, and livelihood
opportunities. A cursory look at the past decade shows that
the subaltern social movements are on the waning path.
Consequently, India’s commitment to achieving the 2030
Agenda of Sustainable Development Goals seems to be a
farfetched reality.

Keywords: Subaltern, social movement, inequality,
empowerment, and SDGs

Understanding the ‘Subaltern’

The word subaltern denotes, in the words of the Oxford
English Dictionary, “a person and or thing of inferior rank or
status.” The Italian Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci was the
first to theoretically apply the term ‘subaltern’. He
interchangeably used the term ‘subordinate’ to denote ‘non-
hegemonic groups or classes’, to describe the unorganised
masses that must be politicised for the workers’ revolution to
succeed.! Gramsci focused on organized rural peasants or
workers of Southern Italy, who in his view, had no social or
political consciousness as a group and therefore were
vulnerable to the ruling ideas, culture and leadership of the
state.2 Gramsci weaved a web of reflections and developed
into noteworthy theorizations such as the organic intellectual,
passive revolution, integral State, and organic crisis, as well as a
conceptualization of civil society, and so on. The notion of the
subaltern stands centrally among them. (Modenisi 2014, 13)

! See Morton S Routledge Critical Thinkers: Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak, 2002, 48.

?See also Gramsci A Selections from Prison Notebooks (1978) trans.
Hoare Q & Nowell Smith G.
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In the 1980s Indian historians who called themselves ‘The
Subaltern Studies Collective’3 developed the term subaltern
to define the subordination in South Asian society, whether
expressed in terms of class, caste, age, gender and office or in
any other way. They focused on the history of subaltern
agency and resistance from the perspective of the people
rather than the state. The concern of the group was that India
achieved political independence from the British Empire
without a corresponding revolution in the class systems.

Ranajit Guha writes:

Nevertheless, there is a statism that manifests itself in the
nationalist and Marxist discourses. The referent in both
cases is a state that differs in one significant aspect from
that in colonialist literature. The difference is that which
exists between an already realized power in a formed and
stable regime, rooted for many years, and a power that has
not yet been realized; a dream of power (Guha, 2009).

Guha acknowledges that the problem of subalternity is not
determined demographically or quantitatively. It was
materialized by the structure of the property,
institutionalized by the law, sanctified through religion, and
made tolerable - even desirable - by tradition (Guha, 2009).
Morton explains that the historical representation of various
lower-class subaltern groups was and is framed in the terms
and interests of the ruling power and dominant social classes.
Against this background, the Studies Collective attempted to
recover the histories and voices of subaltern groups before,
during, and after British colonial rule by critiquing the
colonial and elite representation of subalterns.

Spivak, in her work, “Can the Subaltern Speak?”,
critically engages with the Subaltern Studies Collective and

? Members of the collective include Shahid Amin, David Arnold,
Partha Chatterjee, David Hardiman, Ranajit Guha and Gyanendra
Pandey.
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proposes a nuanced, flexible, post-Marxist definition of
subaltern; “one informed by deconstruction and that takes
the lives and histories of women into account” (Morton
2003). For Spivak, subalternity cannot be conceived only in
terms of imperialist oppression and bourgeois nationalism,
but must also be conceived of in terms of gender because of
the historical patriarchal oppression.

She says:

Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the
track of sexual difference is doubly effaced. The question is
not of female participation in the insurgency, or the ground
rules of the sexual division of labour, for both of which
there is “evidence”. It is, rather, that, both as an object of
colonialist historiography and as subject of insurgency, the
ideological construct of gender keeps the male dominant.
If in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has
no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is
even more deeply in the shadow.*

In fact, for Spivak, one stops being a subaltern as soon as one
acts politically to achieve representation within a hegemonic
formation. She says, “The subaltern is all that is not elite, but
the trouble with those kinds of names is that if you have any
kind of political interest, you name it in the hope that the
name will disappear.... If the subaltern can speak then, thank
God, the subaltern is not a subaltern anymore.”5

Spivak also criticized the use of so-called master words,
such as ‘the colonized’, ‘the worker, and ‘women’ and
preferred to use the term “subaltern’ as it can encompass a
range of different subject positions that are not
predetermined by dominant political discourses, flexible

4 Spivak GC in Nelson C & Grossberg L p. 1988, 287.
% See Reconceptualizing Subaltern Politics in Contemporary India,
Nilsen A and Roy S, 2009.
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enough to accommodate different social identities, without
falling under the reductive terms of strict class analysis.®

In essence, the term subaltern identifies persons and
groups who are socially, politically, and geographically
excluded from the hierarchy of power and hierarchically
positioned as subordinate or inferiors within nation-states,
capitalist production relations, or relations of patriarchy,
race, caste, and so forth to deny their agency and voices.
Social movements are essentially collective or organized
efforts to bring about or impede social change by sharing a
common outlook on society. In this sense, social movements
can be considered the collective identity of subaltern voices.

Social Movements

Recognition of social movements as a distinct category is
comparatively a recent phenomenon. There is no consensus
about the definitions of a social movement. However, one
identifiable common factor is that a social movement is a
collective action focused on social change. It does not mean a
complete demolition of the basic structure of the society but
changes in social relationships, functioning of social
institutions, customs, and social systems. The functions of
social movements were filling a vacuum, searching for
economic alternatives, political alternatives, and a new.
(Desrochers 1991)

Blumer stated that social movements were collective
enterprises to establish a new order of life and further adds
that social movements “have their inception in a condition of
unrest, and derive their motive power on the one hand from
dissatisfaction with the current form of life, and on the other
hand, from wishes and hopes for a new scheme of system of

§See Morton S (2003). Also read the story of Bhubaneswari Bhudari,
a young middle-class Indian woman, who committed suicide to avoid
capture by the British colonial authorities in Calcutta in 1926, as
decoded by Spivak GC.
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living” (Blumer 1957). Alain Touraine located social
movements within civil society and also emphasized that the
unity of individuals, groups, and organizations did not
challenge the state and kept their activities outside the
political system (Touraine 1981). C A Roote argued that social
activists did not want the destruction of structure but worked
on improving their leverage and bargaining position so that
the outcome of negotiation and compromise may be most
favourable to their contribution (Roote 1990).

Neil Smelser emphasized Resource Mobilisation Theory
and explained the rise of social movements and forms of
collective behaviour using a ‘value-added’ model. Smelser
argues, “The social unrests move through a series of stages
until the collectivity is concretized in specific organizational
forms (Smelser 1962). Samir Amin explained social
movements through the framework of centre-periphery
analysis. According to him, “one essential function of the
capitalist states is to regulate the condition of accumulation
through the national control of labour force, market,
centralization of surplus, national resources, and technology
(Amin 1993).

Paul Wilkinson gives the following working concept of
‘social movement':

Social movements are thus clearly different from historical
movements, tendencies or trends. It is important to note,
however, that such tendencies and trends, and the
influence of the unconscious or irrational factors in human
behaviour, may be of crucial importance in illuminating
the problems of interpreting and explaining the social
movement.

A social movement must evince a minimal degree of
organization, though this may range from a loose, informal

7 See, Chakraborty S, A Critique of Social Movements in India, 1999,
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or partial level of organization to the highly institutionalized
and bureaucratized movement and the corporate group... A
social movement’s commitment to change and the raison
d’etre of its organization is founded upon conscious volition,
normative commitment to the movement's aims or beliefs,
and active participation on the part of the followers or
members. (Wilkinson 1971)

Social movements in pre-independent India can be
divided into two categories - socio-religious reform
movements and peasant uprisings including other protest
movements. In the medieval period, India witnessed a series
of socio-religious reform movements led by Ramananda,
Kabir, Tukaram, Guru Nanak, and Shakardev. The Bhakti
movement was against social exploitation by the Hindu
religion. The socio-religious reform movements were against
superstition, orthodox religious practices, and various social
evils, based on the principles of justice, equality, and
fraternity and hugely impacted the intellectual and cultural
life of the people irrespective of their religions and
languages. The Brahmo Samaj movement initiated by Raja
Rammohan Roy in the 19t century left a lasting impact and
this movement demanded the removal of purdah and sati,
abolition of polygamy, child marriages and introduction of
widow re-marriages. The Satya Sodhok Samaj founded by
Jyotiba Phule in 1873 directed its activities for the cause of the
oppressed, the downtrodden, the outcastes, and women.
These movements grew around the charism of an individual
or group of individuals and eventually lost their intensity
soon after the death of the pioneers, due to a vacuum in
leadership.

During the same period, there were also peasant
movements rising from the grassroots by the Adivasis,
agricultural labourers, lower castes, other backward
communities, and women, such as the Sanyani rebellion of
1763 which demanded freedom from British rule, land rights
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to tillers, and freedom from social exploitation, the Baul and

Garo movement of 1830 against zamindari system, the

Santhal rebellion in 1855 and the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857 which

challenged the colonial rule. (Chakraborty 1999)

In independent India, assessment of the role of the state
has been the aim of social movements. Poverty, unfulfilled
promises, and the decline of the state resulted in growing
discontent against the state. In the Indian scenario, M.S.A.

Rao says though social movements aim at change, it is not

necessarily of uniform nature and distinguishes three levels
of structural changes through social movements - “reformist,
transformative and revolutionary” (Rao 1979). Shah builds a
working  definition of social movements as “non-
institutionalized collective political action which strives for
social and political change” (Shah 2004). T K Oommen in a
more comprehensive manner defined social movements as
conscious or purposive collective mobilizations, informed of
an ideology, to promote change in any direction
(past/future), using any means -- violent/non-violent - and
functioning within at least an elementary organizational
framework (Oommen 1990). Political scientist Kothari
located social movements in ‘the civil society” and says the
state tolerates a movement so long as its anti-state roles do
not cross the legitimate limits. To quote Kothari, “In
generating the process of conscientization and engaging in
actual struggle as well as searching for new alternatives there
has emerged a whole new class of people known as activists
... engaged in a wide range of activities... Around these new
social movements are emerging” (Kothari 1986). Desai
iterates that the civil and democratic rights of the people are
not protected by the Constitution. Consequently, the
movements for their protection have increased (Desai 1986).
Kothari further argues that ‘democracy’ in India has become
a playground for growing corruption, criminalization,
repression, and intimidation of large masses of people. It is
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more so under a neo-liberal economy and people have
started asserting their rights through various struggles, a
new arena of counteraction, countervailing tendencies,
counter-cultural movements, and more generally of a
counter-challenge to existing paradigms of thought and
action. (Kothari 1984 and 1986)

Shah (2004) classifies social movements as - peasant
movements, Adivasi/Tribal movements, Dalit movements,
Backward caste movements, women’s movements,
Industrial working-class movements, Students’ movements,
Middle-class movements, Human rights movements and
Environment movements.® These movements reflect the
characteristics of the subaltern quest for socio-economic
development in varying degrees. The new social movements
such as women’s, environment, human rights and peace
movements, are the result of the issues of the ‘post-modern’
society (Singh 2001). These movements are neither class-
based nor concerned with state power. They raise the issues
of humanity cutting across issues of all classes. In that sense,
such new local movements are primarily social and not
political and their objective is social transformation. Some
subaltern social movements and a few new social movements
are discussed below.

Peasant Movements

The agrarian structure has undergone a change from a feudal
and semi-feudal structure to a capitalist one. Agricultural
production has become market-oriented and non-farm
economic activities have expanded. In the process, the nature
of peasant society in terms of composition, classes/strata and

® It is pertinent to note that there are also a variety of subaltern
social movements such as Unorganised workers’ movements,
Domestic Worker's movements, Fish worker's movements,
Movements against communalism, Special Economic Zones etc. The
intention is not to present a survey of all subaltern social movements,
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consciousness has undergone considerable changes. Though
the term ‘peasant’ is used differently, it denotes those small-
holding agriculturists mainly operated by family labour and
those depending on agricultural labourers including landless
labourers. In local parlance, they are known as kisans.

Some scholars argue that peasant rebellion was absent
from Indian history and attributed the same to the caste
system and village structure (Moore 1967). However, the
idea of the ‘passive’ and “docile’ character of the peasants
has been challenged by Kathleen Gough (1974), A. R. Desai
(1979) and D.N. Dhanagare (1983). Some areas had a strong
tradition of peasant movements. Kathleen Gough observes
that Bengal has been a hotbed of revolt, both rural and
urban, from the earliest days of British rule. Santhal regions
of Bihar and West Bengal figured repeatedly in peasant
struggles. The tribal areas of Andhra Pradesh, and the state
of Kerala, also have long traditions of revolt. Even in
densely populated plain regions such as Thanjavur in Tamil
Nadu, the landless labourers protested the feudal landlords.

K P Kannan (1988) divides the historical process of
rural labour struggles on class lines into three phases -
protest movements based on caste or religious identity and
consciousness, secular movements rejecting caste identity
and nationalist movements culminating in radical political
consciousness. Guha examines peasant insurgency from the
perspective of peasant consciousness for revolt.

There is agreement among many scholars that the
peasants revolted against exploitation and oppression for
three major reasons: Deterioration of their economic
condition due to price rise, famine etc., structural changes,
which cause an increase in the exploitation of peasants and
rising aspirations of peasants to improve their condition
(Shah 2004). Excessive taxation, implementation of land
ceiling, and distribution of equal land to all cultivators were
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the reasons for the Telangana movement. The Bhoodan
movement launched by Vinoba Bhave was also focused on
the issue of the distribution of land. The Chhattisgarh Mukti
Morcha, an organization of the peasants, Adivasis and
workers of mines and industries struggled for minimum
wages, and land rights (John 1998). In Rajasthan, the
Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) formed in 1990
launched struggles of the rural poor for minimum wages,
land rights, employment, and development programmes.
It raised the issue of corruption in the implementation of
development programmes and campaigned for the people's
right to information (MKSS 2002).

Despite the historic struggles against the state, the
zamindars and the rich peasants, with the corporatization
of agriculture, the relevance of peasants as a social category
is debatable. However, there has been a silver line. The
sustained farmers’ protest in 2020-21, led by Samyukt Kisan
Morcha (SKM), an umbrella organisation of 32 farmer
unions, against the three farm laws resulting in the Supreme
Court staying the implementation and the government of
India deciding to repeal the bills was a “historic’ moment,
and a powerful imagery of the power of a mixture of
subaltern class consciousness, reinforced by the aspiration
of middle-class farmers. It must be stated that in the process
the peasants paid a heavy price.’

Adivasi/Tribal Movements

The Scheduled Tribes (STs) constitute 8 percent of the total
population of the country. In 2001 their number was around
820 lakh persons. They can be divided into two categories:
(1) frontier tribes covering northeast frontier states and (2

? The farmers alleged that a vehicle of a political leader ran over the
farmers and killed 4 of them in Lakhimpur Kheri district in Uttar
Pradesh in 2021. It is also alleged that over 700 farmers died during
anti-farm bill protests.
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non-frontier tribes, covering the rest of India. The Scheduled
Tribes are also known as ‘tribals’, ‘adivasis’ and ‘indigenous
peoples’, marked by isolation, backwardness, and cultural
distinctiveness. Many scholars treat tribal movements as
peasant movements. (Desai 1979; Guha 1983)

Among the tribal movements, the Santhal insurrection
of 1855-57, the Birsa Munda movement in Chhota Nagpur
during 1874-1901, the Bhumij revolt in 1832-33 and the
‘resistance movement' of the Bhil of Rajasthan in the
nineteenth century have been studied by scholars (Shah
2002). However, as K S Singh (1998) observes, with the rise of
the international movement of indigenous people in the post-
modernist phase, the focus has shifted to self-determination
or self-management of the resources, identity, and ethnicity.
Shah classifies the tribal movements as: (I) ethnic movements
which include culture/religious identity’’; (2) agrarian and
forest rights movements; (3) environmental movements (4)
involuntary displacement and rehabilitation movements;
and (5) political movements around the nationality question
for a separate state'!.

The tribal movements took root due to multiple reasons.
They opposed the annexure of tribal kingdoms by the British.
The Birsa Munda movement in Chhota Nagpur aimed at the
‘liquidation of the racial enemies, the Dikus. Some tribes
apprehended that they would lose their identity after the
Indian independence. One of the main reasons was the
penetration of non-tribals into the tribal lands to exploit the
economic resources, destroying the communal agrarian
structure. In tribal areas in Bihar, Bengal, Madhya Pradesh,
Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, and Maharashtra, tribals

10 Adivasi Ekta Parishad after Rio Summit in 1993 worked on a
cultural revival movement for ‘self-respect’ and ‘self-esteem.’

! See the growth of sub-nationalism by N K Bose (1967) and ‘infra-
nationalism by Roy Burman (1969)
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slowly lost their land to the non-tribal moneylenders and
landlords, reducing their status to that of tenants or
labourers. (Arnold 1982)

Fernandes and Paranjpe (1997) stated that 213 lakh
persons were displaced by irrigation projects, mines,thermal
power plants, wildlife sanctuaries, industries, etc., between
1950 and 1990 in India. Eighty-five percent of them were
tribals. In recent years, Narmada Bachao Andolan has
struggled against the construction of a dam that had
displaced a large number of Adivasis and destroyed the
environment. They demanded more compensation and a
better rehabilitation policy and sometimes they raised the
issue of ‘development' which deprives them of their rights
over natural resources.

The Dongria Kondh tribe’s struggle against the mining
company, Vedanta, Adivasi movements against Netrahat
Field Firing Range and Koel Karo Dam project in Jharkhand,
and the Kashipur tribal movement against bauxite mining in
Rayagada district Odisha stand as a symbol of tribal unity
against displacement. The Muthanga struggle in Kerala
demanded redistribution of land. The pathalgadi movement
in Jharkhand continues to educate the Adivasis on the
provisions of Panchayat Raj Extension in Scheduled Areas
(PESA) and Gram Sabhas.

Dalit Movements

The Scheduled Castes (SCs) are known as Harijans, a term
coined by Mahatma Gandhi in 1933, meaning the children
of God (Hari). Some leaders consider this nomenclature
pejorative. They prefer to be called Dalit, i.e., the oppressed,
broken or shattered. It is Jyotirao Phule who first used the
Marathi term Dalit to denote broken people. Untouchability
is abolished according to Article 17 of the Constitution of
India. Though there are no untouchables legally, in practice
many of them experience the stigma of untouchability. The
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Dalits constitute 16 percent of India's population,
numbering around 1,680 lakhs in 2001. Thirty-six percent of

them are workers, Among these, 48 percent areagricultural
labourers.

Most of the Dalit movements in the colonial and post-
colonial periods are confined to the problems of
untouchability and they are predominantly called anti-
untouchability movements. Gail Omvedt and Patankar
(1979) have written on the Dalit liberation movement in the
colonial period. These movements took up the issues of
agricultural labourers, especially where many Dalits worked
in sugarcane farms,

Dalit movements are classified differently by different
authors. Shah (2004) classifies it as reformative, to solve the
problem of untouchability and alternative, an attempt to
create an alternative socio-cultural structure by conversion to
some other religion or by acquiring education, economic
status, and political power. Patankar and Omvedt classify
them as caste-based and class-based movements. With
increased political participation in the 1990s, which led to the
political success of the Bahujan Samayj Party in Uttar Pradesh,
some scholars consider their mobilization as a ‘new political
movement' of the dalits (Pai 2000).

The Satyashodhak Samaj and the Self-Respect
movements in Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu, the Adi-
Dharma and the Adi-Andhra movement in Bengal and Adi-
Hindu movement in Uttar Pradesh, are important anti-
untouchability movements which were launched in the last
quarter of the nineteenth and the early part of the twentieth
century (Shah 2004). With these movements, one must also
take note of Shanars or Nadars of Tamil Nadu who crossed
the boundary of untouchability and Iravas or Ezhavas of
Kerala who destroyed the line of untouchability, if not
completely.

174

Subaltern Social Movements and Socio-Economic Empowerment

A few Dalit movements eventually became political parties.
The Scheduled Caste Federation formed by Ambedkar in
1954 became the Republican Party in 1956, to broaden its base
by including in its fold the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes and backwardcastes. Mr. Thirumavalavan and Mr
Krishnasamy emerged as Dalit movement leaders in Tamﬂ
Nadu, and eventually turned these movements into political
parties. Inspired by Black Panthers and to fill the vacuum
created in Dalit politics, as the Republican party split into
factions, the dalits of Maharashtra launched the Dalit Panther
Movement in the early 1970s to combat caste discrimination.
The Dalit Panthers led a renaissance in Marathi literature and
art. “Both my individual and my collective life have been
through such tremendous upheavals that if my personal life
did not have poetry to fall back on, I would not have reacht'ed
this far,” said renowned Marathi poet and Dalit activist
Namdeo Dhasal about his life and poetry?2.

The conversion of Ambedkar and a large number of
followers, mainly Mahars, in 1956 was a watershed moment
in the history of the Dalit movements.? Though th-e
conversion has not made any significant change in their
social and occupational life, many Dalits became more
militant (Wilkinson and Thomas 1972). As [?alits were
largely agricultural labourers, they participatec.i in the land
grab movements and struggles to demand higher wages.
Kilavenmani massacre of Dalits in Nagapattinam district,
Tamil Nadu in 1968 is a symbol of Dalit rebellion for higher
wages (Gough 1974).

12 https:/ / theprint.in/features/ poet-dalit-panther-namdeo-
dhasals—poetry—embraced-those—discarded-by-society/ 585363/ 1

¥ In due course, temple entry movements by the D‘al.xts affirming
equality and eradication of practices of untouchability assumed
significance.
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The birth centenary year of Ambedkar in 1991 and the World
Conference Against Racism in Durban in 2001, witnessed the
emergence of a Dalit uprising. Assertion for dalit identity has
almost become a central issue of Dalit movements and
Ambedkar continues to be the icon. This involves local-level
collective action against discrimination and atrocities, A few
organizations such as the National Campaign for Dalit
Human Rights (NCDHR), National Confederation of Dalit
and Adivasi Organisations (NACDAOR) and Safai
Karamchari Andolan spearheaded by leaders from middle-
class Dalits have contributed by giving space and voice to the
Dalits from the field. They have exploded myths created by
Brahminical ideology.

However, many dalit movements diminished
eventually. Gail Omvedt (2001) observes that ‘the “post-
Ambedkar Dalit movement” was ironically only that in the
end -- a movement of dalits, challenging some of the deepest
aspects of oppression and exploitation, but failing to show
the way to transformation'.

Backward Caste/Class Movements

M.S.A. Rao (1979) classifies backward-caste movements in
India into four types: The first type is that of the movements
led by upper non-Brahmin castes; the second type hinge on
the cleavage of non-Brahmin castes, mainly led by
intermediate and low castes; the third is the movements by
the depressed classes or untouchables against upper and
other backward castes and the fourth type is that of the tribal
movements.

Jotirao Phule was the ideologue of the non-Brahmin
movement in Maharashtra. Phule rejected the Hindu
scriptures and the caste system. He was of the view that the
Hindu religion, as interpreted by the Brahmins, was both
the ideological means of suppression and the cause of the
poverty of the low castes. Ramaswamy Naikar of Tamil
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Nadu launched the ‘Self- Respect movement in the late
1920s to perform marriage ceremonies without Brahmin
priests. He founded the Dravidian movement to fight Aryan
‘domination' which to him was synonymous with Brahmin
domination and Brahminism (Ram 1974). One of the
grouses of the non-Brahmin movement was that the
Brahmins took more advantage of modern educational
and employment opportunities, secured government jobs,
and thus tried to maintain Brahmin preponderance in
government service. However, because of their numerical
strength Backward castes have successfully increased their
position in the state assemblies, which Christophe Jaffrelot
(2003) calls ‘India's silent revolution'.

There is also a qualitative difference in the backward-
caste movements in north India and south India. The
movements in north India are within the caste framework
and confined to Sanskritization. Though in Maharashtra
and Tamil Nadu backward-caste movements revolted
against the caste system, in course of time, their opposition
fizzled out. The backward caste movements in post-
independence India are mainly confined to electoral
politics, seeking reservations in jobs and educational
facilities (Shah 2004).

Women’s Movements

Women's studies and women's movements are often used
synonymously. Hardly a few studies examine women’s
movements specifically, though some studies assume that
these movements are led and dominated by males and are
written from a male perspective. As Agnes (1994) puts it,
“The women’s movement does not stand in isolation and is
an integral part of other social movements”. Women in these
movements do not strive for the autonomous or independent
articulation of only their women’s specific demands.
However, their articulation of demands and issues exerts
pressure on the movements to take cognizance of women in
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their mass base (Ilina Sen 1990a). The International Women's
Decade, 1975-85 and the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against women in 1979 provided
an impetus to the growth of social science literature on
women in general.

Gail Omvedt (1978) classifies women’s movements as
Women's equality movements and Women'’s liberation
movements. Kalpana Shah (1984) divides the movement
into Moderate or Women's Rights Positions; Radical
Feminism; and Socialist Feminism. A more elaborate
classification is provided by Neera Desai and Vibhuti Patel
(1985) - 1. Agitational, consciousness-raising autonomous
groups, 2. Grassroots or mass-based organizations, 3.
Groups concentrating on providing services, 4. Professional
women's organizations, 5. Women's wings or fronts of the
political parties and 6. Groups involved in research and
documentation on women's issues.

Women's movement is an organized effort to achieve a
common goal of equality and liberation of women and it
presupposes sensitivities to crucial issues affecting the lives
of women. All India Women'’s Conference (AIWC) came into
existence in the 1920s to spread education among women.
Several case studies document participations of women in
various struggles of agricultural labourers, poor peasants,
fisher workers and Adivasis in the 1970s and 1980s led by
non-party organizations.

Women played a leading militant role in the Chipko
movement, resisting the forest contractors' cutting of trees
(Dogra 1980; Bahuguna 1984). Attempts have been made to
analyze the Chipko movement from the perspective of
ecofeminism. Vandana Shiva (1988) argues that “Women's
and ecology movements are primarily counter-trends to a
patriarchal maldevelopment'.
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The issues taken up by women’s movements include rape,
sexual harassment in the workplace, and violence against
women in the family and public sphere. The spontaneous
revolt by a large number of women against the judgment of
the Supreme Court in the case of Mathura, a 14-year-old girl
from Maharashtra who was raped in a police station is a
symbol of subaltern women * Sakthi’.

Women’s organizations, such as the Self-employed
Women's Association (SEWA), Working Women's Forum,
Annapurna Mahila Mandal, etc., carry out economic
programmes for empowering women. Kalpana Kannabhiran
and others observed that though women activists joined the
left-party-led peasant struggles to liberate themselves from
traditional customs; they eventually dropped out from the
movements because of the attitude of the parties towards
women. In some movements, women formed separate
women'’s units to raise women'’s issues. It must be also noted
that to scuttle women’s movements, women were organized
by males to defend and perpetuate tradition. The case in
point is Shao Bano's case.

Critiquing women’s movements, Gabriele Dietrich
(1986) points out that it is comparatively easy to discuss
oppressive and destructive cultural heritage. But the protest
and humanist values are also to be explored in our cultural
traditions to avoid shallowness. To Barbara Epstein (2001)
women’s movements need direction and must move from
an idea to a real movement.

Human Rights Movements

The Human Rights scenario has gone through significant
changes since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights in 1948 and later with the adoption of the
International Covenant on Economic and Socio-cultural
Rights and the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights in 1966. The Vienna Declaration and Programme of
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Action of 1993 was a watershed moment globally.
Consequently, in India, the Protection of Human Rights Act,
1993 was enacted and in the same year National Human
Rights Commission was established.

The term “human rights' is now frequently used by social
and political activists and human rights movements
encompass all strata of society and not a particular section,
community or class. As human rights are generally included
in ‘civil' and ‘democratic' rights these are also called Civil
Liberties. The Indian Civil Liberties Union (ICLU) was
formed in Bombay in1936 with Rabindranath Tagore as its
president.

The human rights movement in the post-independence
period is generally divided into two phases: pre- and post-
Emergency. The major civil liberties movement began in the
late 1960s with the brutal attack by the state on the Naxalites
(Kakarala 1994). The movement raised the issue of
'democratic rights' of the oppressed sections of society for
justice and equality. During the emergency imposed by
Indira Gandhi in 1975, many civil rights movements came
up. The two important movements are the People's Union
for Civil Liberties (PUCL) and the People's Union for
Democratic Rights (PUDR), under the leadership of
Jaiprakash Narayan, functioning as ‘watch-dogs’ of the
state (Haksar 1991). While PUCL primarily focused on civil
rights, emphasizing constitutional path over mass
struggles, the ideological framework of PUDR has been that
socio-economic rights cannot be realized without mass
struggles.'

14 Shah (2004) states that there were also other movements such as
Andhra Pradesh Civil Liberties Committee (APCLC), the Committee
for the Protection of Democratic Rights (CPDR) in Maharashtra; the
Association for Democratic Rights (AFDR) in Punjab; the Naga
People's Movement for Human Rights in Nagaland; Lok Adhikar
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It must be noted that in the last 2 decades, social movements
and human rights organizations have contributed to the
enactment of pro-poor legislation such as the Right to
Information Act, 2005, Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA), 2005, the Right to
Free and Compulsory Education Act, 2009, the Right to Fair
Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition,
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2012, Lokpal and
Lokayuktas Act, 2013 and National Food Security Act, 2013.
During the pandemic, rural employment, and food security
schemes provided much-needed solace to the poor.

However, it is alleged that in the last decade, many
human rights movements have come under severe scrutiny
by the government as many of these movements expose
human rights violations against the poor in national and
international fora.'* The human rights defenders are branded
as ‘urban naxals’, and ‘anti-nationals’. Cases are filed against
the human rights defenders under the Unlawful Activities
Prevention Act and Prevention of Money Laundry Act, and
many are languishing in prisons without bail or trial. As
alleged by the human rights defenders, the strategy of the
government seems to be, to target the human rights leaders
and defenders, including their pen, and cut their funding
sources or else file false cases and put them behind the bars'®.

Environment Movements

Globally, the development of ‘green politics' or ‘eco-greens'
or the ‘green movement' in the early 1980s boosted the
formation of the ‘green network' and the ‘green movement'.

Sangh in Gujarat; Citizens for Democracy in Delhi, Mumbai and other
places.

5 Amnesty International India was forced to halt its operations in
2020.

' Out of 16 persons arrested in the alleged Bhima Koregaon case,
12 are languishing in jails for nearly 4 years without bail or trial.
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Jayanta Bandopadhyaya and Vandana Shiva (1988) observe
that ecology movements in independent India have
increased against ‘predatory exploitation of natural
resources to feed the process development' which is
dominated by market forces. These movements have
unfolded the contradictions between ‘three Indias and three
economies: those revolving around the market, the
household, and nature' (Shiva 1986). What pattern of
development, for whom, at what cost and profitability versus
survival imperatives have been central themes to the
environmental movements.

Among the environmental movements Chipko
movement - embracing a tree to protect it from commercial
felling, Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA) against massive
displacement, National Alliance of People’s Movements,
Kerala People's Science Movement (KPSM) demystifying the
science created by a dominant group of scientists, Fish
workers movements to protect marine resources and various
tribal movements against large scale mining and state-
sponsored environmentally destructive development
projects are noteworthy.

Like human rights movements, environmental activists
are also targeted by the state. In 2015, the Government of
India banned Greenpeace Movement in India. A young girl,
Disha Ravi was arrested for being part of ‘Fridays for Future’
an international campaign against climate change and
released later.

Working Class, Students’, and Other Prominent
Movements

From the mid-19* century, as industries were established,
industrial working-class movements emerged around the
cotton and jute industry, tea plantation, railways, iron and
steel, mining etc., as these industries employed a large
number of workers (Karnik 1966). Tea plantation workers
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were treated as non-industrial workers. These workers were
classified into organized and unorganized or formal and
informal workers. There are ‘self-employed' workers like
vendors, coolies, petty shopkeepers, repairers of vehicles,
artisans, and so on. Studies on the struggles of workers
employed in the unorganized sector are a few. For a long,
these workers were studied under the framework of
economic category and only after 1990 they were studied
from social and cultural perspectives.

Much before independence labourers were organized
into unions and the workers of Madras formed the first
labour union called, Madras Labour Union which led the
strike in 1918. Like other sections of society, industrial
workers, of both organized and unorganized sectors, resort
to various types of collective actions such as strikes,
satyagrahas, hunger strikes, bandhs, hartals (general strikes),
gheraos, demonstrations, mass casual leave, work-to-rule,
cutting off the supply of electricity, etc. (Kannappan and
Saran 1967). Workers’ movements fought against the
industrial policy, price rise and scarcity of essential
commodities. The Chhattisgarh Mines Shramik Sangh
(CMSS) founded in 1977 by Shankar Guha Niyogi, besides
fighting against the employers, also launched a campaign
against the consumption of liquor and to develop social
consciousness. The movement united peasants, Adivasis
and industrial workers. (John 1998)

Later, there were also movements against Special
Economic Zones. With the corporatization of industries and
to provide a red-carpet welcome to foreign investments, the
Government of India has come out with 4 labour codes
abolishing 29 Central labour legislations and a number of
state laws. Barring a few labour unions, political parties
have coopted many labour unions, and the unions have lost
the movement spirit. The apathy of the labour union was
obvious, during the pandemic when none of these
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movements came forward to fight for the basic needs of the
migrant workers. The struggle against Sterlite and
hydrocarbon in Tamil Nadu and the Vizhinjam fisherfolk’s
anti-Adani port site struggle in Kerala are sporadic
examples of workers’ collective power.

A large number of students participated in the freedom
struggle. Generally, students protested issues affecting them
as students such as the demand for better infrastructural
facilities, a rise in fees, authoritarian attitudes of teachers,
caste, and ethnic discriminations, unemployment and
government actions restricting the autonomy of the
universities. Students were also part of the anti-Hindi
movement in Tamil Nadu, the Nav Nirman movement, the
Bihar Student movement also called JP movement, the
Assam students’ movement in 1980, the Anti-Mandal
agitation in 1990, the Telangana movement in Andhra
Pradesh, and the protest over Rohith Vemula’s death, 2016.
After the independence, political ideologies intruded into the
university ambience, formed front organizations among the
students, and divided the students into party lines. The
leadership also moved to students from the elite class.

It is also important to recognize movements taking up
Dalit Christian and Dalit Muslim issues, problems faced by
religious minorities, issues faced by LGBTQAI+ and sexual
minorities, widows, single mothers, and persons with
disability. The systematic study of new social movements
requires much attention. Most of the materials are in the form
of newspaper reports, articles, and fact-finding reports.

From the above discussion, it is evident that the vitality of
most of the movements lasted for a brief period, varying from a
few days to a few years. Many of them disintegrated before
attaining their objectives. A few movements took on the
institutional form of pressure groups, unions, or political
parties (Shah 2004). Melucci (1984) talks about the end of social
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movements. The question still remains, to what extent subaltern
social movements have been instrumental in the socio-
economic empowerment of the poor and the marginalised?

Socio-economic Empowerment of the Marginalized

Looking at the present scenario, one cannot certainly be
optimistic about the socio-economic empowerment of the
marginalized. Various estimates show that the wealth of the
nation has increased. However, the story of India in the twenty-
first century is not simply one of economic progress and
democratic inclusion (Sen and Dreze, 2013). As Stuart
Corbridge and Alpa Shah (2015) have pointed out, the much-
lauded ‘Indian boom’ is blighted by the persistence of
entrenched poverty and widening inequalities, a deepening
agrarian crisis across large swathes of the countryside, and
rampant exploitation of casual labour in the country’s vast
informal sector.

The last decennial population Census of India was
conducted during 9-28 February 2011. The next Census was
due in 2021 but the same has been postponed due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. There is a dearth of proper data on
various socio-economic indicators. However, during the
Pandemic, the Government of India passed several laws,
which had huge implications for the rights of the poor,
without any debate in the Parliament, under the pretext of
Covid-19 protocol. In its latest report 'Poverty and Shared
Prosperity 2022: Correcting the Course',”” The World Bank
flagged concerns over how the lack of official data on poverty
from India affects the world in drawing up global poverty
estimates.” However, relying upon the findings of the Centre

7 https:// openknowledge.worldbank.org/ bitstream/handle/109
86/37739/9781464818936.pdf

** India has not declared poverty estimates since 2011. The
consumption expenditure survey by NSSO in 2017-18 was to be
released but the government stopped its publication.

185



Dialogue and Solidarity: A Religio-Subaltern Perspective

for Monitoring Indian Economy’s (CMIE’s) Consumer
Pyramids Household Survey (CPHS), the World Bank has
concluded that nearly 80% of people who slipped into
poverty in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic hailed from
India. Out of 7 crore people globally who became poor that
year due to economic losses caused by the pandemic, Indians
accounted for 5.6 crore.” Kaushik Basu writes that what
makes India’s growth story worrying is that the slowdown
began much before the Covid-19 pandemic. From 2016, for
four consecutive years, the growth rate for each year was
lower than in the previous year.?

This data corroborates various other global indices as

can be seen from the table below:
Indicators India in 2010 India in
2021-22
Human Development 119/169 132/191
Index
Global Hunger Index 102/117 107/121
Global Happiness Index | 111/156 136/146
Gender Inequality Index | 122/138 135/146
Human Freedom Index | 90/165 (in 119/165
2013)

Global Peace Index 128/149 135/163
Unemployment rate 5.55% 7.8%

Note: There has been an addition of countries in recent years, as
reliable data was available.

The Government of India has repeatedly refuted the
claims made by global agencies, questioning the
methodology of arriving at indices. While the accuracy and

¥ https:/ /thewire.in/economy/indians-account-for-80-of-those-
who-became-poor-globally-in-2020-due-to-covid-19-world-bank

# Kaushik Basu, “The Truth about ‘the India story’, The Hindu,
Nov 2, 2022.
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inputs for calculating the index can be debated, the trend is
indicative of the emerging scenario. In contrast, as per Forbes
data 2022, there are about 166 billionaires in India, which was
69 in 2010. There is a problem.

There is a huge disconnect between GDP growth and the
development of the poor. Despite the reduction in poverty,
inequality is on the increase. In other words, the
accumulation of wealth in the hands of a few is fast growing,.
To maintain the status quo and to scuttle the voices of the
poor, false data and promises are unleashed by controlling
media, especially social media. There is a problem with
ethics.

The Problem of Ethics

The poor are losing hope not just in political parties and
governments but in governance. 21 There is a virtual collapse
of public institutions, service sectors, bureaucracy and
judiciary. Subaltern movements and civil society spaces are
targeted, demonized and decimated. Space for freedom of
expression is shrinking and voices against the junta are
scuttled and termed as anti-nationals. Majoritarian politics,
which portrays the minority as the ‘other’ and enemy is
thriving. The rulers consciously promote conflicts by
dividing the citizens based on religion, caste, creed, language
etc. There is a nexus between governments and corporations
in exploiting natural resources and depriving people of their
sustenance and livelihood. The constructive tension between
the state, market and civil society is shrinking (Xavier 2020).
The State, in connivance with the market, is in the process of
decimating social movement and civil society space. Any

* This section is taken from the author’s earlier article, “Walking
with the Excluded: Call for a Multi-dimensional Response’, Promotio
lustitiae, n. 129, 2020/1 .
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dissenting voice, including the collective voices of the people,
is not allowed to surface.

India is a signatory to Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). The SDGs are a universal call to action to end
poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people enjoy
peace and prosperity by 2030. The 17 SDGs are integrated,
that is, they recognize that action in one area will affect the
outcomes in others and that development must balance
social, economic and environmental sustainability. Through
the pledge to ‘Leave No One Behind’, countries have
committed to fast-track progress for those furthest behind
first. That is why the SDGs are designed to bring the world
to several life-changing ‘zeros’, including zero poverty,
hunger, AIDS and discrimination against women and girls,
as per United Nations Development Programme. (Xavier
2021)

While the subaltern movements should hold the
governments accountable to honour their commitment to
SDGs, the real political question is how the poor could
become participants of the SDG processes and outcomes.
From being receivers of aid, the poor must become active
players in the planning, implementation, evaluation and
monitoring of SDG goals and indicators.

When caste, religious, ethnic, patriarchal prejudices etc
are deep-rooted in a society, aid economics alone will not
lead the communities into sustainable development. There is
a need for a comprehensive approach, in which social
movements have a role to play. Beyond structural
perspectives, Banerjee and Duflo argue why policies fail from
another valid standpoint. They highlight the “three Is”
problem: Ideology, Ignorance, Inertia. They argue that this
problem plagues many efforts to supposedly help the poor
and gives us an idea of why policies fail and why aid does
not have the effect it should. (Banerjee and Duflo 2011)
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Often, the poor are equated only as the needy and
vulnerable. Yes, they are. But they also have something to
contribute. Love for nature, concern for the needy, reverence
to the divine, sense of detachment of the materialistic world
etc., are very much part of their being and living. Many of
them believe in future sustenance, not because they have
thgir barrels full, but believe that God, nature and nei ghbours
will provide. They would go to the extent of feeding the
hungry of today not knowing whether they would have their
fo9d for tomorrow. Despite being economically poor, their
spiritual strength, resilience and ability to live with
minimum are dimensions that need to be part of the
sustainable development discourse. The poor could very
much tell us the ‘Future we want’. As much as the poor need
resources of the rich, the rich and the wealthy nations have
much to learn from the poor. From a merely materialistic
outlook, sustainable goals must be driven by radical love for
the poor and vulnerable and the spiritual quest of salvaging
the entire humanity. The rich and wealthy are in need of
change. (Xavier 2020)

We need to be neither admirers of the poor nor have pity
on them. The question is how we accompany the poor so that
they can make informed decisions, their voices are heard,
access new opportunities and technological benefits and hold
the governments accountable and are the subjects of their
destiny. If subaltern social movements are on the wane, what
is the alternative?
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Facets of Tribal/Adivasi Upliftment and
Exploitation in India

Venkatesh Vaditya

Abstract

Over a period of time several criteria have been evolved to
identify Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities in the country.
Among them are indication of primitive traits, distinctive
culture, geographical isolation, shyness of contact with
community at large and backwardness. This is not an
exhaustive list however several other criteria were also
included while qualifying a community to include in ST list
that included distinct tribal habitat, cultural and costmary
practices, gods and goddesses, rituals, food habits, dialects
and language, non-hierarchal social structure, autonomous
economic system etc. However, at the end ST category
remains to be a legal-constitutional category. To make such
isolated communities as part of nation building process
‘respectful integration’ was reasonably accepted as the way
forward principle. Keeping this in mind several well
thought-out policies were formulated for the advancement of
the ST communities. However, these policies were extension
of economic policies that were designed for the mainstream
society that had no compatibility with tribal realities. Such
state led development model and later extension of market-
economy intensified the process of extractivism and
exploitation of tribal/ Adivasis communities, This has posed
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