My Previous Campaigns
1- Education to all Dalits ----------- Under Construction
2- End Apartheid from Indian Media
3- Dalit Capitalism
SEGREGATED, damned and denied of Civil Liberties, Dalits’ miseries are listless. Most Dalits were coerced into farm-work, and marked for occupations considered impure and polluting. Their escape from the Caste Hindu Social Order had had to come in stages.

To begin with, Dalits have started coming out from caste-based to caste-neutral and from farm to non-farm occupations. The twin processes of large scale industrialization and urbanization, and shift from manual farming to machine farming serve this primary task of uplifting Dalits out of humiliation and hunger. Still, even in the new industrial/urban social context, Dalits turn into social underclass. Something more ought to happen. A Dalit Capitalism is full of promises. 

In order to seriously question and confront the illegitimate dominance of the Caste Hindu Order, Dalits need to create a middleclass based on education/white collar jobs/professions. Thankfully, there is some good news on this front. The State anchored facilities in education and affirmative actions in public sector jobs have created a tiny middleclass from within the community.

What was a boon somehow translated into a bane as the community started viewing public sector jobs as the panacea for all its problems. As a matter of fact, at no point of time – not even in the best of the semi-socialist days – could public sector jobs account for more than 20 million. Now, they number a little over 19 million. Dalits along with the Tribals could thus claim no more than 4.5 million jobs as their share. With 161 million population base, Dalits alone account for 36 million more than the combined population of England and France. 

With the onset of economic reforms in 1991, the fear of losing public sector jobs loomed large. The anxious Dalits saw a ray of hope in the demand for extending affirmative action to private sector. A compelling national necessity though, with less than ten million jobs [8.5 million] in the organized private sector, affirmative action in the private sector too would be inadequate in producing an effective Dalit middleclass. Not that the affirmative action has outlived its purpose and the community still needs these measures.

As the community looks for answers, the plot thickens even more. Only eight percent of India’s total workforce is in the organized sector [public & private sectors together], and the rest 92% is in the unorganized sector – largest being in agriculture, followed by non-formal industry/ small scale industries/ service sectors, etc.

How does the Dalit middleclass grow into a big economic and social force?

Every problem ought to have a solution. There, thus, exists a new possibility. India has a booming Small Scale Industry [SSI]. The SSI contributes 40 percent of the country’s industrial output, and 35 percent of its exports. From 1.8 million SSI unites in 1990-191, the number went up to 3.57 million units by 2002-03. While the organized sector employs less than ten million workers, the SSI segment employs a whopping 19.96 million workers.

One of the advantages of the economic reforms/ capitalist expansion is that now rarely a complete product is produced under one factory roof. To cut costs to become globally competitive, bigger manufacturers/ service providers are outsourcing parts/goods/services from smaller players. Around bigger factory complexes therefore, hundreds of SSIs are flourishing. Dalits have a real chance of entering into the new sphere of enterprise.

For the first time in history, Dalits now have real possibilities of chasing away the Manu Dharma – the official social code of the Caste Order. As per the Manu Dharma, Dalits can neither be employers of non-Dalits nor become money makers. I have been asking my friends all over India and they could hardly cite Dalit employers of non-Dalits - not at least in the countryside which has the largest number of employers and employees. If millions of Dalits take to entrepreneurship, thousands of them can evolve into big-time capitalists. That’s the point which crossed my mind long back.

With clarity of purpose, my campaign began. Sensing that the Indian economy post 1990 will be all about money making and enterprise, I begun campaigning for Dalit Capitalism. “Dalits should take globalization as an opportunity rather than a threat”, I thought. “Dalits’ battle for emancipation will be incomplete unless the community produced its own bourgeoisie”, I believed. “Unless few million Dalits turned into employers, the community would not have challenged the Caste Order in any decisive manner”, I kept thinking.

I used all public space available to me - print, TV and seminar rooms in promoting my Dalit Enterprise vision. A visionary, Shri Digvijay Singh, the then Chief Minister of Madhya Pradesh, heard my voice. In the year 2001, he asked me if I could write a Dalit/Adivasi agenda for his government. I agreed, and with the help of my friend D Shyam Babu and a few Dalit Civil Servants, I drafted the agenda titled “Bhopal Document” for Dalits/Adivasis.

The Bhopal Document was presented in the popularly known “Bhopal Conference” [January 12-13, 2002] of Dalit intellectuals. The conference approved my thesis – that Dalit Enterprise is the need of the hour. The State government announced Supplier Diversity that, thereafter, the state social welfare department would procure 30 percent of all the goods and services it was buying from the open market from Dalit/Adivasi entrepreneurs.

While the Digvijay Singh government lost power – replaced by the BJP, the Supplier Diversity is still on in that state. The Dalit/Adivasi entrepreneurs are said to have supplied goods and services worth millions of rupees.

Since the Dalits were forbidden with caste Hindu ‘divine’ sanction from taking up enterprise and trade for centuries, they need some support from the state and the society – a la American story wherein the American state thought of the Black Capitalism. Certain proactive public policies followed in integrating Black entrepreneurs into supplier/ dealership/ contract chain.

The Dalit Agenda caught the imaginations of Dalits nationally, and most major political players – Congress and BJP to name a few – are now promising supplier/dealership diversity for Dalits/Tribals in their election manifestos. To me, the Dalit Capitalism is a critical element in desegregating the Indian society.

I have come to believe that the Dalit Capitalists would be better placed in tackling the Caste question than the Dalit underclass. Nowhere in the world the under classes provide intellectual leadership and infrastructural needs in battles of emancipation.

India’s desegregation project will reach a dead-end unless Dalits got integrated into capital/market. The bottom-up approach has failed in mainstreaming Dalits. The top-down approach holds greater promise. Unless Dalits and non-Dalits rubbed shoulders in stock markets, Dalits and non-Dalits would remain mutually bitter, distrustful, and disrespectful on campuses and on streets. This will retard India’s nation-building project. Dalit Capitalism thus is also a compelling need for the future of India.

Since my Dalit Capitalism campaign has seeped into the minds of Dalit middleclass, I have now moved over to my next campaign –addressing the language divide. There can be no one single pill for Dalits’ emancipation. By definition, and also by tradition, all pills for better health would be bitter. My Dalit Capitalism project thus lacks consensus in a section of the forward looking Dalit intelligentsia, and also most forward caste, well-intentioned intellectuals hate me. That’s how life is. But, I am sure, future generations of Dalits would relish being employers. Only Manu will have to worry.

Links to my Dalit Capitalism campaign.
The Dalit cause
The Hindu New agenda for Dalits — I
The Hindu Diversity Bhopal and beyond
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