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Abstract:

This research paper critically examines the formation of India's national identity through the lens
of caste, with particular emphasis on Dalit representation. Primary texts including V D Savarkar's "Six
Glorious Epochs of Indian History" and "Who Is a Hindu?", Nehru's "Discovery of India", and selected
works of Gandhi provide an analytical framework. The paper explores how these seminal works, often
used to define Indian national identity, incorporate or overlook Dalit narratives and experiences. It inves-
tigates the role of Dalit voices in shaping India's collective identity, interrogating the tension between
caste hierarchies, nationalism, and ideals of social justice and equality.

Introduction:

India’s national identity is a tapestry woven from diverse threads, including but not limited to reli-
gion, language, history, and culture. Central to these threads is the institution of caste, an aspect of Indian
society that has greatly shaped its national identity, and continues to do so even today (Srinivas, 1996).
One segment of this caste hierarchy, the Dalits, previously known as ‘untouchables,’ remains a focus of
both academic and social discourse. This paper examines the representation of Dalits in India's national
identity as conceptualized in seminal works of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, Jawaharlal Nehru, and Ma-
hatma Gandhi.

Savarkar's "Six Glorious Epochs of Indian History" and "Who Is a Hindu?" provide an interpreta-
tion of India's history and identity deeply intertwined with Hindu nationalism (Savarkar, 1909, 1923). His
framing often overlooks the social injustices perpetuated by the caste system, a perspective critiqued by
scholars for its propensity to marginalize Dalit narratives (Chakravarti, 2001). Savarkar posits that the
'Hindu nation' is synonymous with the 'Indian nation,’ a narrative that brings to question the inclusion and
representation of Dalits who have faced historical discrimination in Hindu society (Savarkar, 1923).

In contrast, Nehru's "Discovery of India" portrays a more inclusive vision of national identity.
This work delves into India's historical, cultural, and philosophical heritage, with an aspiration for unity in
diversity (Nehru, 1946). Nehru, however, has been criticized for an approach that, while conceptually in-
clusive, often glosses over the stark realities of caste discrimination (Chandra et al., 1989).

Gandhi's vision of India, expressed in his various writings and speeches, is rooted in his philoso-
phy of 'Sarvodaya,' the upliftment of all. His discourse on caste, however, is paradoxical, advocating for
'Harijan' (children of God) upliftment, while endorsing 'Varnashrama Dharma,' the hierarchical caste sys-
tem (Gandhi, 1933). Despite this paradox, his emphasis on egalitarian principles influenced India's post-
independence stance towards Dalits (Ghurye, 1969).

This paper, drawing on these key texts, argues that the conception of India's national identity
through the lens of caste is a complex and nuanced process. The work aims to shed light on how these his-
torical narratives shape contemporary perspectives on caste and Dalit representation. It further interrogates
the dynamic between nationalism, social justice, and the quest for equality, thus contributing to the broad-
er dialogue on national identity, caste, and Dalit studies.

National Identity and Caste

Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, a revolutionary and ideologue, played an influential role in shaping
India’s nationalist narratives. His conceptualization of national identity, deeply rooted in the notions of
'Hindutva' or Hindu nationalism, has been the subject of much academic scrutiny and debate (Jaffrelot,
1996). His works, "Six Glorious Epochs of Indian History™ and "Who Is a Hindu?" encapsulate his vision
of India, marked by an emphasis on Hindu unity, cultural homogeneity, and the assertion of the 'Hindu
nation' as a synonymous entity to the 'Indian nation' (Savarkar, 1923).
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Savarkar’s version of nationalism, however, largely bypasses the experiences of marginalized
communities within Hindu society, particularly the Dalits. While Savarkar recognized the diversity of In-
dia’s populace, his conceptualization of the 'Hindu nation' often essentializes the experiences of upper-
caste Hindus, offering little room for the exploration of the Dalit narrative (Chakravarti, 2001). In "Who Is
a Hindu?", Savarkar proposed that anyone born in the territory of India and regarding it as their fatherland
is a Hindu (Savarkar, 1923). However, this territorial and cultural definition of Hindu identity tends to
overlook the complex caste dynamics and socio-economic disparities within the Hindu community, as ex-
perienced by the Dalits.

The absence of a Dalit perspective in Savarkar’s works is reflective of a larger trend in nationalist
discourse that often subsumes caste under the larger narratives of national unity and territorial integrity.
Scholars such as Anupama Rao have criticized this trend for sidelining the social and economic realities of
caste, and for its role in perpetuating caste-based discrimination (Rao, 2009). This critique holds relevance
for Savarkar’s vision of India, which emphasizes cultural unity at the expense of acknowledging caste as a
factor in social stratification.

The critique of Savarkar's approach to caste and national identity extends beyond his neglect of
the Dalit narrative. His vision of Hindu nationalism is intrinsically linked to a contentious interpretation of
Indian history marked by an assertion of Hindu valor and Muslim invasions (Savarkar, 1909). Such inter-
pretations have been critiqued for their divisive potential, fostering an us-versus-them mentality that fur-
ther ostracizes marginalized communities within the Hindu fold, including Dalits (Jaffrelot, 1996).

In conclusion, while Savarkar's conceptualization of national identity contributed significantly to
the discourse on Hindu nationalism, it is not without its limitations. The absence of the Dalit narrative,
along with the emphasis on cultural and territorial unity, tends to diminish the complexities of caste strati-
fication within the Hindu community. Understanding these nuances is essential for a comprehensive ap-
preciation of India's diverse national identity.

Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of independent India, offers an inclusive and pluralistic
vision of India's national identity in his work, "Discovery of India" (1946). Nehru emphasizes the rich di-
versity of India, rooted in its vast history, multiple languages, religions, and traditions. His vision extends
beyond territorial and religious boundaries, invoking the idea of 'unity in diversity' that has since been in-
tegral to India's national identity. He writes, "India was a geographical and economic entity, a cultural uni-
ty amidst diversity, a bundle of contradictions held together by strong but invisible threads" (Nehru, 1946,
p.74).

Nehru’s conceptualization of caste and its representation, however, is more ambivalent. While ac-
knowledging caste as a social reality and its detrimental effects on India's society and development, his
vision of India's future sought to move beyond caste differences, primarily through modernization and
secularization (Brown, 1985). Nehru's account, though sensitive to the dynamics of caste, pays insufficient
attention to the specific historical and social contexts of the Dalits, leading to a broad generalization of
their experiences.

Critics argue that Nehru's perspective on caste, while progressive for his time, tends to gloss over
the lived realities of caste-based oppression and discrimination. Gail Omvedt, in her work, "Understanding
Caste: From Buddha to Ambedkar and Beyond" (2011), argues that Nehru, like many of his contemporar-
ies, favored a top-down approach of upliftment rather than a systemic dismantling of caste hierarchies.
Such an approach, while intending to improve the condition of marginalized communities, often results in
the erasure of their narratives from mainstream discourse.

Furthermore, as Partha Chatterjee (1986) notes, Nehru’s vision of national identity is rooted in a
Eurocentric model of modernity, which tends to privilege the urban, educated, upper-caste perspective,
potentially marginalizing those outside these categories, including Dalits. While Nehru’s vision of unity in
diversity is commendable, it arguably requires a nuanced understanding of diversity, which acknowledges
the specific histories and struggles of marginalized communities.

In conclusion, Nehru's "Discovery of India" offers an influential vision of India's national identity,
but its portrayal of caste and Dalit narratives warrants critical examination. Recognizing these limitations
and biases is vital for fostering a more inclusive understanding of India's diverse national identity.

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, known to the world as Mahatma Gandhi, held a unique perspec-
tive on caste and national identity, deeply rooted in his philosophy of 'Sarvodaya,' or ‘upliftment of all.’
Sarvodaya is a synthesis of Gandhi's vision of a non-violent, inclusive, and self-sufficient society, which
forms the basis of his vision of India (Parel, 1997).
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In relation to caste, Gandhi's views were marked by a complex interplay of acceptance and re-
form. He acknowledged the social reality of caste but sought to mitigate its hierarchical and oppressive
dimensions, as reflected in his advocacy for the Harijans or the 'children of God," a term he used for Dalits
(Gandhi, 1933). He viewed caste as a form of division of labor and social organization rather than a sys-
tem of social hierarchy (Dalton, 2000). However, his insistence on 'Varnashrama Dharma,' the ideal caste
system, met with critique from contemporaries like B.R. Ambedkar, who believed this reinforced the so-
cial status quo (Ambedkar, 1936).

Gandhi's approach to caste also influenced his vision of India's national identity. He advocated for
an India that was inclusive, just, and grounded in non-violence and moral righteousness, aligning with his
broader philosophy of Sarvodaya. However, Gandhi's conceptualization of national identity, though inclu-
sive, was marked by an upper-caste bias that inadvertently sidelined the specific concerns and narratives
of the Dalit community (Omvedt, 1993).

There exist significant paradoxes in Gandhi's views on caste and their impact on Dalit representa-
tion. Despite advocating for Dalit rights, his acceptance of caste and reluctance to call for its abolition can
be seen as a contradiction. This paradox is evident in his clash with Ambedkar during the Round Table
Conferences, where he fasted to protest against the separate electorates for Dalits, arguing it would divide
the Hindu community (Zelliot, 2004).

Furthermore, while advocating for the upliftment of the Dalits, Gandhi's discourse often repre-
sented them as victims needing salvation rather than as a social group with agency and the ability to resist
(Rodrigues, 2002). This narrative, though well-intentioned, has often led to the marginalization of Dalit
voices and experiences in broader national discourses.

In conclusion, Gandhi's vision of caste and national identity, while pioneering and influential, is
marked by complexities and paradoxes that have significant implications for the representation of Dalits in
India. Recognizing these nuances is crucial in shaping a more inclusive understanding of India's diverse
national identity.

Dalit representation in the works of Indian nationalists like V.D. Savarkar, Jawaharlal Nehru, and
M.K. Gandhi offers critical insights into India's national identity discourse. Despite their shared goal of
national unity, the three leaders' approach to caste and Dalit identity is markedly different, reflecting their
distinctive ideological stances.

In Savarkar's works, the Dalit narrative is largely absent. His vision of Hindu nationalism empha-
sizes a shared cultural and territorial identity, leaving little room for acknowledging the distinct experienc-
es of the Dalits (Jaffrelot, 1996). While Savarkar was critical of the oppressive aspects of the caste system,
his emphasis on Hindu unity overlooked the heterogeneity within the Hindu community, leading to the
marginalization of Dalit experiences.

In contrast, Nehru’s view of India's national identity is one of 'unity in diversity," acknowledging
India's diverse linguistic, cultural, and religious fabric (Nehru, 1946). However, his discourse on caste,
while progressive for his time, tends to overlook the realities of caste-based oppression. His focus on secu-
lar modernization as a means to overcome caste hierarchies glosses over the lived realities of the Dalits
(Brown, 1985).

Gandhi’s perspective, grounded in his philosophy of Sarvodaya, also demonstrates ambivalence.
Despite advocating for Dalit rights, his acceptance of the caste system and his vision of an ideal "Varnash-
rama Dharma' reinforces the caste hierarchies (Dalton, 2000). His narrative, while representing Dalits as
victims to be uplifted, often undermines their agency, resulting in a paternalistic representation of Dalits.

These different representations of Dalits significantly impact India's national identity. Savarkar’s
approach, by bypassing the Dalit narrative, results in an exclusionary national identity, centering around a
homogenized Hindu identity. Nehru's emphasis on secular modernization and unity in diversity, while
more inclusive, still lacks a comprehensive engagement with the Dalit narrative. Gandhi's vision, though
seemingly inclusive, is rooted in a paternalistic approach that can inadvertently silence Dalit voices.

In conclusion, the representation of Dalits in the works of Savarkar, Nehru, and Gandhi reveal the
complexities and challenges of articulating a national identity in a diverse and stratified society like India.
It highlights the need for a more nuanced understanding that acknowledges and includes the experiences
of marginalized communities.

From an Ambedkarite perspective, the works of V.D. Savarkar, Jawaharlal Nehru, and M.K. Gan-
dhi reveal the complexities and challenges in constructing India's national identity, particularly in relation
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to caste and Dalit representation. Savarkar's Hindu nationalist vision, while challenging colonial rule,
largely overlooks the unique experiences and struggles of the Dalit community. His emphasis on a ho-
mogenous Hindu identity could lead to the exclusion of marginalized voices, including those of the Dalits
(Jaffrelot, 1996).

Nehru, on the other hand, embraces a secular, modernist approach towards India's national identi-
ty. However, his perspective, though progressive, tends to downplay the lived realities of caste-based op-
pression and the specific challenges faced by the Dalit community (Brown, 1985).

Gandhi’s vision, centered on his philosophy of 'Sarvodaya,' acknowledges the injustices faced by
Dalits and advocates for their upliftment. However, his acceptance of the caste system and his portrayal of
Dalits as victims requiring salvation can be seen as a reinforcement of caste hierarchies and an undermin-
ing of Dalit agency (Dalton, 2000).

Hence, from an Ambedkarite perspective, these analyses highlight the need for a more inclusive,
nuanced understanding of India's national identity that acknowledges and incorporates the experiences of
marginalized communities, particularly the Dalits.
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