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Caste identity remains an overarching reality of contemporary India. Be it social media, 
public spaces or the visual scene, the essence of our society lies in the hierarchical 
division of caste. There is a general tendency to stereotype ‘the other’. ‘The other’ always 
remains the downtrodden, the broken men. This paper intends to look into the popular 
cinema and instances where stereotyping takes shape. 
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Caste identity remains an overarching reality of contemporary India.  Be it social media, 
public spaces or the visual scene, the essence of our society lies in the hierarchical 
division of caste. There is a general tendency to stereotype ‘the other’. ‘The other’ always 
remains the downtrodden, the broken men. This paper intends to look into the popular 
cinema and instances where stereotyping takes shape. It is important to understand that 
visual media plays an important role in shaping our ideologies about caste and caste 
politics .To start with an example, in American movies a black will be given an important 
role to be played in the plot. This is not the case with Hindi cinema. A low caste hero will 
not be entrusted with heroism until unless his dignity is shred into pieces. We can have a 
modern robin hood who goes by the name of chulbul pandey but not a single schedule 
caste hero who would take the bastion of justice to save the society.  “A hero, forget a 
heroine, whose identity is defined by his or her being a Dalit is a rarity in our movies.” 

In light of the above statement and the course in particular this paper will try to analyze 
movies based on caste in popular cinema .Although Sujata remains the first movie to 
portray the intricacies of caste on celluloid its narrative and resolution remains 
romanticized for an issue like caste. In recent times movies like Arakshan, Pitah and 
Bandit Queen has tried to valorize the issue of castesim in the psyche of the masses 
.What remains interesting is that the hero of these movies is either a female who is a 
victim of gendered castesim or it is a feminized hero who is at the peripheries of society 
almost choked and stifled under the lunacy of the caste politics. 

In case of Arakshan we see a backward caste hero as a protagonist which is not very 
common in Indian movies. Deepk Kumar the unprivileged hero is a Cornell university 
graduate .Somehow even though the movie starts with the cause of the downtrodden it 
loses its focus midway without making a clear distinction between the issue of casteism 
and reservation policy ,failing to arrive at any kind  of plausible debate .Is it because the 
auteur or the director of the movie is high caste individual who has not really understood 
the issue of casteism within the context of university system  in India or is it because 
talking about caste   is still not considered   a viable option in Bombay cinema unlike 
Hollywood where blacks are given an important role in the main plot . The scheduled 
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caste and schedule tribes remain invisible in our movies and television. Their portrayal 
cannot be without the stigma attached with the caste system. They can be always seen as 
victims or the crushed revolutiontionaries against the caste system.Harish wankedhe says 
“In the contemporary cinema, it seems that the possibility of experiments has increased; 
however its commercial logic still governs the art form. Hence, even a serious filmmaker 
like Prakash Jha mistreats a sensitive issue like reservation under an upper-caste moral 
tutelage to retain his audience in his commercial flick Aarakshan.”   

The same stereotype is being played in Mahesh Marjeraker’s Pitaah where the  
protagonist  is  Sanjay Dutt. His nine years old daughter is raped by the upper caste men 
and left to die. The justice sides with the powerful in the village and the protagonist runs 
from one pole to another to save his daughter. The cynicism of the film lies in the fact 
that not just the lower caste Rudra who is the father of rape victim is stereotyped but the 
upper caste men Bhola Thakur too are stereotyped in their characters. It is the  fiery wife 
of Rudra  played by Nandita Das who kills the upper caste men and avenges the rape of 
her daughter. What disturbs the viewer is that  the possibility of heroism has only been 
given to the lower caste women in visual imaginary .She is presented as this exotic , 
appealing ,fiery , fascinating character who would salvage the whole downtrodden 
community  . Rudra ,the lower caste man remains pitiable and hopelessly negotiable 
within the nexus of caste. Be it Arundhati Roy’s Velutha or Mulkraj Anand’s Bakha the 
untouchable hero is lost both metaphorically and in reality ,caught in a schizophrenic 
world of his own .If caste politics is gendered than it is more biased towards an 
untouchable hero , in the fictional world  his voice is redundant .  

The third movie which has been very explicit and brutal in its subject towards caste is 
Shekhar Kapoor’s Bandit Queen .  At the premiere screening of Bandit Queen in Delhi, 
Shekhar Kapur introduced the film with these words: "I had a choice between Truth and 
Aesthetics. I chose Truth, because Truth is Pure." 

Bandit Queen is a story of child bride Phoolan who goes on to become the revered dacoit 
Phoolan Devi .The movie shows the journey of a lower caste women who wouldn’t bow 
down before the injustices of upper caste men including her abusive husband . She is 
repeatedly raped and brutalized in the movie . Shekhar Kapoor’s truth in this case 
remains traumatizing for the viewer .What is also interesting is Phoolan wouldn’t die or 
her situation wouldn’t mentally jeopardize her which  is not credible . Phoolan  is 
removed from the stature of a normal being by the director . She is upheld as some kind 
of unreal heroic figure on a pedestal who would not waver even after her repeated 
trivialization as a human being . Although  Shekhar Kapoor claim to present the truth, 
Phoolan’s story remains too unreal for a viewer who doesn’t understand the core of caste 
system . 

What all the three movies fail to grasp are the subtle realities of caste system in day today 
life . What causes anxiety is that even though these movies are based on real life 
incidents, the educated , sophisticated scheduled caste is completely wiped off from the 
face of creative imagination . Given these  instances of the victim and the victimizer one 
cannot relate to a progressive Dalit who has made progress due to the  positive 
affirmation he has been given ,and understands the importance of it . The representation 
of the whole Dalit community has been done by a female hero who would either become 
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a dacoit like Phoolan Devi or Rudra’s  wife who would murder upper caste men or would 
be co-opted within the hierarchy by getting married to an upper caste men . The visual 
and the real becomes  one and the same in the psyche of the masses at this point of time .  

A question which remains is, that ,how could   these movies be analyzed in the light of 
‘Anti caste intellectual history’ .How this visual reproduction of the real could be 
understood in terms of the Ambedkarite movement . The vision of an anti caste 
intellectual history clearly seems to fail here . Parallel   movies like Papilio Buddha 
where “the lower caste hero is acutely aware about the historical burden which shapes his 
identity”remains unknown to the masses because this kind of disillusionment is very 
unsettling for  the society whose essence lies in the caste system . “The representation of 
Dalit persona and his/her ideological and moral characteristics reflect the Gandhian 
visualisation of the ‘Harijan’, that is, dependent (Sujata 1959), submissive (Damul 1985) 
and suitable to the ethics of socio-cultural Brahmanical values (Lagaan 2001)”. 

One cannot only hold the narrative structure or the plot responsible for the way we 
perceive a Dalit hero or a heroine . The auteur and the viewers  also play an important 
role in making and unmaking the dalit protagonist who is far from reality . This tendency 
to represent a Dalit hero with a streak of rebellion and anger is where the scope of Dalit 
progression becomes limited . Ofcourse a dalit hero will fight for the cause but  not 
through his disillustionment and sense of injustice as  shown in our movies . 

Another issue which our movies have failed  to dwell deeply into is the hetrosexual 
relationships between individuals belonging to different caste in our country . Media’s 
portrayal of heterosexual relationship between upper caste and lower caste is filled with 
extreme sexism   and jingoism . A certain kind of blasphemy , romanticism and scandal 
always foreshadow inter-caste relationships shown in our literature and movies .These 
relationships have never been understood in terms of equality .It has been understood 
only in terms  of rape by Thakur men  or the co-option of an ‘acchoot kanya’ by a 
Brahmin boy .To think of a universe where this Brahmin man can be giving a respectable 
position to a Dalit woman cannot be conceived in this creative universe ,be  it Ammu or 
Velutha from God of Small Things or Chandri and Praneshacharya in Samskara .The 
focal point of such relationships has always been the body .It has been the sight of 
violence ,love and a mingled feeling of fascination and repulsion from the eye of the high 
caste . The dilogue never takes place between two individuals it only takes place between 
two bodies  of ‘ the other’ and the master .  

Even the relationship between an upper caste men with  another man who belongs to low 
caste is shown in terms of master and slave for example if we take the case of Ashutosh 
Govitrikar’s Laggaan in which it is never explicitly mentioned that Amir Khan belongs 
to upper caste but his leadership skills and  rational indicates towards a certain kind of 
unsaid authority which is a claim of the higher caste were as on the other hand Kachra 
who is the only untouchable in the team is standing at the peripheries .Even in our so 
called progressive movies about nationalism and patriotism we cannot think of a role 
reversal. It is impossible that Bhuwan can become Kachra one day and Kachra can take 
Bhuwans place in the coming years .  “The Dalits are presented as submissive animate 
selves, degraded and destitute with almost no hope for a better future. Similar to Karan 
Johar’s designer NRI lifestyle, the parallel cinema is also content with a designer reality 
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and addresses those social questions which will not make its audience uncomfortable and 
agitated.” 

 A petrified Kachra, with a small broom in his right hand, his left hand handicapped, is 
sweating. Hero Bhuvan goads him to throw the ball, and Kachra does it with his disabled 
left hand. The ball spins wildly. Bhuvan is terribly impressed and wants to rope Kachra in 
as the eleventh man they have been looking for. Predictably, the entire village from 
mukhiya (chief) to vaid (doctor) to jyotish (astrologer) opposes the move to induct an 
achchut (untouchable). They say: fight the British with a silly game if you please, but 
don’t commit dharam-bhrasht (sacrilege). Meaning, keep your hands off religion, kid. 
When the British tread on your toes, you can justifiably fight them, but practices like 
untouchability are legacies not to be questioned. Surprisingly, while Kachra poses a 
problem, being tutored in the game by a mlechcha white woman (Elizabeth) is not a 
problem . 

One can safely assume that our visual culture has only reinstated the caste stereotypes in 
popular imagination in which a scheduled caste cannot break away from the stereotype of 
a ‘achoot’ .There is disempowerment of dalit characters in the way they are being 
portrayed in visual media .  

Wankhede’s statement that “Bollywood in the most visible way is devoid of creative 
freedom, honesty and the passion to break the conventional norms which eventually can 
produce a radical art form” actually speaks about the bias bollywood has for the dalits  
.At this juncture this paper intends to bring the focus on Jai Bhim Comrade a 
documentary  by Anand Patwardhan which begins with a description of police violence 
in the 1997 Ramabai killings. The film is a glaring example of how discriminatiory 
practices  is not the thing of the past but has seeped deep inside in our psyche . Again Jai 
Bhim has not been able to show dalits in any different light like its predecessor’s .What 
we see of dalit community is a cultural mishmash ,there is an assertion but only a 
tokenistic assertion through street plays , songs and an attempt to create an  alternative 
history .  “The perspectives of Dalits are stereotyped as the ideological constructs of 
lesser merit, and prejudiced in the general academic world as another counter-voice of a 
passionate but irrational being” 

 After Baba Sahib Ambedkar the whole of dalit community has not been able to find a 
leader who could unify and lead it  .Buddhism was Baba Sahib’s deferred dream to give 
dalits a  respectable identity .The question remains that is Buddhism an answer to the 
discrimination dalits have been facing for several years because the tragedy of conversion 
is that it would ultimately  drive the dalits farther away from the rest of the society 
without giving them the respect they have been fighting for years. Conversion has been a 
departure from the  Hindu society and a disillusioned answer to discrimination .Visually 
and metaphorically dalits have not been given any voice in cinematic adaptation .The 
subaltern voice is completely unheard in hindi cinema . All we hear out of them is  
cynical realization that they can never transgress the boundaries they have been given in 
visual spaces as well as ‘secular spaces’.They are relegated to  animated dialogues with a 
lack of diachronic understanding of the movement they have been a part of . A film like 
fandry which is a heart wrenching story of young love between an untouchable boy and a 
girl from higher caste too  re-appropriates   the caste based stereotypes even though it 
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radicalizes the issue on a certain level . One can see similarities between lower caste boy 
Jabaya and Bakha from Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable . There is a juvenile 
understanding of love and ‘love laws , a failed attempt to attain the unattainable because 
of the difference in skin colour . Jabaya’s attempt to impress Shalu with his “garish sense 
of style”  dishearteningly indicates towards a lost generation of dalit youngsters. 

Dalit narratives by dalit authors have been marked by anguish and an infantile attempt to 
assert themselves as a race equal and wronged by the Aryans. There is an attempt to 
rewrite an alternative history but that history too is centered around brahminism and is 
marked by violence and injustice .In the eye of an upper  caste auteur a dalit subject is 
always an exotic outsider ,slightly demonic and beautiful at the same time . This dalit 
subject has been dehumanized time and again by the virtue of his non Aryan lineage so 
when Vishal Bhardawaj translates Shakespeares othello for us through omkara he makes 
him a wild ,irrational hero. These characteristics  are   attributed to his mothers low caste 
roots . In contemporary India Ambedkar has  been reduced to  a symbol in the mind of 
the dalits as well as politically privileged groups .There is no attempt to reproduce his 
kind of rationality and iconoclasm in cinematic adaptations . Similarly Mayawati has 
been reduced to the stature of  monument building dalit leader .M 
etaphorically  her attempt to build monuments  can be read  as her attempt to fight for the 
space dalits have been always vying for . 
 
Even in visual imagination a radical movement like cinema , especially hindi cinema has 
never tried to raise volatile questions like the ones raised  by Ambedkar in his 
Annhilation of Caste . What cinema is  doing is symptomatic of a Gandhian approach 
towards this issue to keep its audience comfortable .Tamil cinema has been path breaking 
but the audience it is catering to is limited which serves no purpose in accelerating the 
movement .  
A very vivid image of a medical student drenched in water fighting against obc 
reservation was the face of the nation in the time of Arjun singh  but where is the face of  
a dalit youth in this mosaic of images .The NRI hero  of Karan Johar’s movie is always 
named  Rahul whereas the dalit extra in hindi movies is always the kachra or kachru .A 
dalit story is always wrought with struggles and larger than life incidents which are 
difficult to cope with for the viewer or the reader . The question remains that where is the 
middle class thinking ,working dalit who has been co-opted in the workforce .Why 
doesn’t he comes out from clock of camouflage existence ?Where are his narratives and 
his aspirations ?why aren’t they voicing out in what we see and hear .A dalits experience 
is different and will always be but it shouldn’t be so different that people cringe from 
their narratives .  
No other writer than Dr. Baba Sahib Ambedkar had been able to write dalit narratives 
without being overtly sentimental about it . His life experiences have been relatable to all 
who understood dalit sensibilities . There is a need to develop a new jargon for dalit 
studies . A jargon which is free from the shadow of the past and is more relatable and 
progressive . One can argue that this kind of jargon can only be representative of the 
dalits in the cities but the paper intends that there could be a dalit narrative with a dignity 
and faith in the future . A narrative which doesn’t want the endorsement of  Brahmanism 
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