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Caste continues to be a defining axis of  inequality in India, shaping access to 
resources, opportunities, and dignity. Dalits, historically subjected to systemic 
exclusion and discrimination, remain among the most vulnerable groups 
despite constitutional safeguards and affirmative action. This study focuses on 
Dalit communities in Telangana, with particular reference to the role of  Dalit 
Shakthi as a mobilizing and empowering force. The objective of  the research is 
to examine the socio demographic profile of  Dalits, assess their experiences of  
discrimination, evaluate their awareness of  rights, and analyse the impact of  Dalit 
Shakthi’s interventions in fostering empowerment, cultural identity, and political 
consciousness. The importance of  the study lies in its contribution to understanding 
the paradox of  Dalit progress: while education and occupational diversification are 
evident, discrimination persists as a structural reality. By documenting the role of  
grassroots mobilization, the research highlights the necessity of  complementing 
state affirmative action with community based initiatives. Methodologically, the 
study adopted a descriptive design, employing simple random sampling to select 
328 respondents across Telangana. Data were collected through a structured 
interview schedule and analysed using SPSS software, with frequencies, cross 
tabulations, and chi square tests applied to interpret patterns. The results reveal 
high educational attainment among Dalits, with nearly three fourths completing 
graduation or post graduation, alongside significant occupational diversification. 
Yet, 69.5% reported facing discrimination, underscoring persistent vulnerability. 
Dalit Shakthi emerged as a pivotal actor, with 84.1% respondents affirming its 
support during discrimination and 86.6% recognizing its literacy initiatives. The 
study’s significance lies in its demonstration that grassroots mobilization, coupled 
with affirmative action, can foster multidimensional empowerment, cultural pride, 
and political consciousness, offering a model for inclusive development in India.
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INTRODUCTION 
Caste remains one of  the most enduring and complex social 
institutions in India, shaping identities, opportunities, 
and exclusions across centuries. Despite constitutional 
guarantees of  equality and decades of  affirmative action, 
caste continues to be a powerful determinant of  social 
status, access to resources, and participation in public life. 
Among the most marginalized groups within this system 
are the Dalits, historically referred to as “untouchables,” 
who have faced systemic discrimination, violence, and 
exclusion from mainstream society (Jena & Acharya, 
2025). The struggle of  Dalits for dignity, rights, and 
recognition has been a defining feature of  modern India’s 
social and political landscape (Hans, 2013). This study, 
situated in Telangana, seeks to explore the perceptions, 
challenges, and rights awareness of  Dalit communities, 
with particular emphasis on the role of  Dalit Shakthi as a 
mobilizing and empowering force.
The significance of  this inquiry lies in its attempt to 
bridge empirical realities with broader national debates 
on caste and social justice. While India has witnessed 
remarkable progress in education, employment, and 
political representation among Dalits, the persistence of  

discrimination and exclusion underscores the paradox 
of  empowerment (Miglani, 2025). Dalits today occupy 
positions in universities, government services, and 
civil society, yet they continue to encounter barriers in 
housing, workplaces, and cultural spaces (Garalyte, 2020). 
This paradox demands careful examination, not only to 
document progress but also to highlight the structural 
inequities that remain.

Historical Context of  Dalit Marginalization
The roots of  Dalit exclusion lie in the hierarchical caste 
system, which divided society into rigid categories based 
on notions of  purity and pollution (Svensson, 2018). 
Dalits were relegated to the lowest rung, denied access 
to temples, schools, and public spaces, and forced into 
degrading occupations such as manual scavenging. 
This systemic exclusion was not merely social but also 
economic, as Dalits were denied land ownership and 
relegated to exploitative labour (Agarwal & Levien, 2020). 
The stigma of  untouchability created a cycle of  poverty 
and marginalization that persisted across generations.
The colonial period witnessed both reinforcement and 
challenge to caste hierarchies. While colonial policies 
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often codified caste distinctions, reform movements and 
Dalit leaders such as Jyoti Rao Phule and B.R. Ambedkar 
articulated powerful critiques of  caste oppression 
(Bag, 2025). Ambedkar’s role in drafting the Indian 
Constitution ensured the abolition of  untouchability 
and the introduction of  affirmative action policies, 
including reservations in education, employment, and 
politics. Yet, despite these constitutional safeguards, caste 
discrimination has persisted in subtle and overt forms, 
shaping the everyday lives of  Dalits.

Dalits in Contemporary India: Progress and Paradox
Post independence India has witnessed significant 
progress among Dalits, particularly through affirmative 
action. Reservations have enabled Dalits to access 
higher education, government employment, and political 
representation (Mandal, 2009). Dalit leaders have emerged 
in national and regional politics, and Dalit literature and 
art have gained visibility in mainstream culture. These 
developments reflect the transformative potential of  
constitutional safeguards and social movements.
However, progress has been uneven. National surveys 
reveal that Dalits continue to face disproportionate 
poverty, limited land ownership, and high exposure to caste 
based violence. Reports of  atrocities, including physical 
assaults, social boycotts, and denial of  access to public 
resources, remain widespread. Even educated Dalits in 
urban areas often encounter workplace discrimination 
and social exclusion (Arora & Navjot, 2025). The paradox 
of  Dalit empowerment—progress amidst persistent 
vulnerability—defines the contemporary scenario.

Telangana as a Study Context
Telangana provides a particularly relevant context for 
examining Dalit realities. The state has a significant 
population of  Scheduled Castes, with communities such 
as the Madigas and Malas forming the backbone of  Dalit 
mobilization. Telangana’s history of  social movements, 
including struggles against feudal landlords and caste 
oppression, has created a fertile ground for Dalit activism. 
Organizations like Dalit Shakthi have emerged as critical 
actors, mobilizing communities, raising awareness, and 
providing support against discrimination.
The state also reflects the paradox of  Dalit empowerment. 
On one hand, Dalits in Telangana have achieved 
remarkable progress in education, with increasing 
representation in universities and professional courses. 
On the other hand, caste based discrimination remains 
pervasive, manifesting in housing, employment, and 
cultural spaces. The role of  grassroots organizations in 
addressing these contradictions becomes crucial, making 
Telangana an ideal site for this study.

Dalit Shakthi: A Grassroots Force
Dalit Shakthi represents a grassroots initiative aimed 
at empowering Dalit communities through literacy 
programs, anti discrimination campaigns, and support 
mechanisms (Prasant & Kapoor, 2010). Its interventions 

are multidimensional, encompassing education, rights 
awareness, cultural pride, and political consciousness. By 
providing immediate support to victims of  discrimination, 
initiating literacy programs in communities, and fostering 
collective identity, Dalit Shakthi complements state 
policies and addresses gaps in implementation.
The organization’s emphasis on cultural identity, such as 
recognition of  Jambavanthudu and Maharaj’s, reflects 
the importance of  reclaiming heritage as a form of  
empowerment. Its political initiatives, including fostering 
awareness of  autonomous platforms like the Dharma 
Samaj Party, highlight the growing aspirations of  Dalits 
for independent political representation (Bandlamudi & 
Ramakrishnan, 2018). Thus, Dalit Shakthi exemplifies the 
transformative potential of  grassroots mobilization in 
challenging caste hierarchies and fostering empowerment.

Theoretical Framework: Social Exclusion and 
Affirmative Action
The study is situated within the theoretical framework of  
social exclusion and affirmative action. Social exclusion 
refers to the systematic denial of  participation in social, 
economic, and political life, often based on identity 
markers such as caste. Dalits, historically excluded 
from mainstream society, exemplify this phenomenon. 
Affirmative action, in contrast, seeks to redress exclusion 
by providing targeted opportunities and safeguards 
(Gururaj et al., 2021). In India, reservations in education, 
employment, and politics constitute the primary form of  
affirmative action.
However, affirmative action alone cannot dismantle 
caste hierarchies. Structural reforms, cultural recognition, 
and grassroots mobilization are equally necessary 
(Singh, 2024). The role of  organizations like Dalit 
Shakthi becomes critical in this context, as they address 
the everyday realities of  discrimination and foster 
multidimensional empowerment. By situating the study 
within this framework, the research seeks to highlight 
both the persistence of  exclusion and the potential of  
affirmative action and grassroots initiatives to foster 
change.

Objectives of  the Study
The central objective of  this study is to examine the 
perceptions, challenges, and rights awareness of  Dalit 
communities in Telangana, with a particular focus on the 
role of  Dalit Shakthi as a mobilizing and empowering 
force. By analysing the socio demographic profile of  
respondents in terms of  gender, caste, occupation, and 
educational attainment, the study seeks to understand 
the structural realities of  marginalization that continue to 
shape Dalit lives. It further aims to investigate the extent 
and nature of  caste based discrimination experienced by 
these communities and to assess their level of  awareness 
regarding constitutional and legal rights designed to 
protect them. A key dimension of  the study is to evaluate 
the interventions of  Dalit Shakthi—such as literacy 
programs, anti discrimination campaigns, and support 



Pa
ge

 
53

https://journals.e-palli.com/home/index.php/ajiri

Am. J.  Interdiscip. Res. Innov. 5(4) 51-58, 2026

mechanisms—in fostering empowerment, resilience, 
and collective confidence among Dalits. In addition, the 
study explores the assertion of  cultural identity and the 
emergence of  political consciousness, particularly the 
recognition of  heritage and the aspiration for autonomous 
political platforms, as integral aspects of  empowerment. 
Ultimately, the objective is to generate a nuanced 
understanding of  Dalit vulnerability and empowerment 
in contemporary Telangana, while situating these findings 
within the broader national discourse on caste, rights, and 
affirmative action in India.

Importance of  the Study
This study holds significant importance in both academic 
and social contexts. At the national level, Dalits continue 
to face entrenched exclusion despite constitutional 
safeguards and affirmative action policies. By situating 
the findings within Telangana, the research contributes 
to the broader discourse on caste, rights, and social 
justice in India. The importance of  the study lies in its 
ability to highlight the paradox of  Dalit progress: while 
education and occupational diversification are evident, 
discrimination persists as a structural reality  (Raj Silwal, 
2024). By documenting the role of  Dalit Shakthi, the 
study underscores the transformative potential of  
grassroots mobilization in complementing state policies. 
Furthermore, the study provides empirical evidence that 
can inform policymakers, activists, and scholars about the 
need to strengthen affirmative action beyond reservations, 
encompassing cultural recognition, social services, and 
private sector inclusion (Singh, 2024). It also emphasizes 
the importance of  fostering political consciousness and 
cultural pride as integral dimensions of  empowerment. 
Ultimately, the study contributes to the ongoing struggle 
for equality and dignity, offering insights that can guide 
both academic inquiry and practical interventions aimed 
at building a more inclusive and just society.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The present study adopted a descriptive research design 
to systematically examine the perceptions, challenges, 
and rights awareness of  Dalit communities in Telangana, 
with particular reference to the role of  Dalit Shakthi. A 
descriptive method was chosen as it allows for the careful 
documentation of  social realities and the interpretation of  
patterns within the data without imposing experimental 
controls (Bijou et al., 1968). The analysis relied on 
frequencies, cross-tabulations, and chi-square tests to 
identify relationships between variables and highlight the 
structural dimensions of  caste, occupation, education, 
and experiences of  discrimination. This methodological 
approach was particularly suited to the study’s objectives, 
as it enabled both quantitative clarity and sociological 
insight into the lived experiences of  Dalits.
The study area was Telangana State, which has a significant 
population of  Scheduled Castes and other marginalized 
groups. Telangana provides a relevant context because 
of  its historical struggles against caste oppression and its 

contemporary mobilizations through organizations such 
as Dalit Shakthi. Within this setting, the research sought 
to capture the voices of  Dalit communities across diverse 
occupations, educational backgrounds, and socio cultural 
contexts. The sample size consisted of  328 respondents, 
which was considered adequate to provide both 
representativeness and analytical depth. Respondents 
were selected using simple random sampling, ensuring 
that each individual had an equal chance of  being 
included in the study. This sampling technique minimized 
bias and enhanced the reliability of  the findings, while 
also reflecting the heterogeneity of  Dalit experiences in 
the region.
Data collection was carried out using a structured interview 
schedule, which served as the primary tool. The interview 
schedule was carefully designed to elicit information on 
demographic characteristics, occupational distribution, 
educational attainment, experiences of  discrimination, 
awareness of  rights, and perceptions of  Dalit Shakthi’s 
interventions. The use of  interviews allowed for direct 
engagement with respondents, enabling the collection of  
both factual data and nuanced perspectives (Husband, 
2020). This method was particularly effective in capturing 
sensitive issues such as discrimination and cultural 
identity, which may not be adequately reflected through 
purely quantitative instruments.
For data analysis, the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) software was employed. SPSS facilitated 
the computation of  frequencies and percentages, the 
construction of  cross tabulations, and the application of  
chi square tests to examine associations between variables. 
The use of  SPSS ensured accuracy, consistency, and 
efficiency in handling the dataset, while also enabling the 
presentation of  results in a clear and systematic manner. 
The combination of  descriptive statistics and inferential 
tests provided a robust framework for interpreting 
the data, allowing the study to move beyond surface 
observations to uncover deeper patterns of  exclusion, 
awareness, and empowerment.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The present study sought to explore the perceptions, 
challenges, and rights awareness of  Dalit communities 
in Telangana, with particular reference to the role of  
Dalit Shakthi as a mobilizing and empowering force. 
The findings, derived from a sample of  328 respondents, 
reveal a complex interplay of  caste identity, occupational 
distribution, educational attainment, experiences of  
discrimination, and the socio-political interventions of  
Dalit Shakthi. The results are presented thematically, 
with attention to both descriptive frequencies and cross-
tabulations that highlight the structural realities of  caste 
and rights in the region.

Demographic Profile: Gender and Caste Composition
The sample was overwhelmingly male, with 290 
respondents (88.4%) compared to 38 females (11.6%). 
This skewed gender representation reflects broader 
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patterns of  male dominance in public participation and 
mobilization within marginalized communities. While 
women’s voices remain underrepresented, their presence, 
though limited, signals an emerging participation in 
collective struggles. Caste distribution underscores the 
centrality of  Scheduled Castes (SCs) in the study. Out 
of  328 respondents, 276 (84.1%) identified as SC, while 
Scheduled Tribes (STs) accounted for 12 (3.7%) and 
Backward Classes (BCs) for 40 (12.2%). This composition 
highlights the study’s focus on Dalit realities, with SCs 
forming the backbone of  the sample, thereby ensuring 
that the findings are deeply anchored in Dalit experiences.

Occupational Structure and Caste Linkages
Occupational data reveals a diverse spread, though heavily 
concentrated in student and private employment categories. 
Nearly half  of  the respondents (47.6%) were students, 
reflecting both the aspirations of  younger generations and 
the emphasis on education as a pathway to empowerment. 
Private employees constituted 26.8%, while business 
activities accounted for 10.4%. Traditional occupations 
such as labour (4.9%), agricultural labour (5.5%), and 
artisanship (0.6%) were relatively marginal, suggesting a 
gradual shift away from caste-bound manual labour toward 
modern employment avenues. Government employees 
formed a small but significant 4.3%, indicating limited 
but notable access to state employment opportunities. 
Cross-tabulation of  occupation and caste reveals 
important nuances. Among SCs, students (130) and private 
employees (74) dominate, while business activities (32) also 
show a strong presence. STs, though few in number, are 
represented across student (4), private employee (4), and 
government employee (2) categories. BCs show a more 
diversified profile, with 22 students, 10 private employees, 
and 4 government employees. These patterns suggest 
that while SCs remain concentrated in education and 
emerging employment, BCs demonstrate relatively broader 
occupational spread, albeit within smaller numbers.

Educational Attainment and Qualifications
Education emerges as a critical dimension of  
empowerment (Dziemianowicz-Bąk, 2017). A striking 
90.2% of  respondents reported having access to 
education, while only 9.8% lacked it. This high literacy rate 
reflects the impact of  sustained community initiatives and 
the prioritization of  education among Dalit households. 
Qualification levels further illustrate this trajectory. 
Graduation (39.6%) and post-graduation (32.9%) 
together account for nearly three-fourths of  the sample, 
underscoring the remarkable educational advancement 
among Dalits in Telangana. Intermediate education was 
reported by 12.8%, while primary and secondary education 
each accounted for 2.4%. Notably, 9.8% respondents were 
categorized as “not applicable,” corresponding to those 
without formal education. The predominance of  higher 
education qualifications signals a generational shift, where 
Dalit youth increasingly access universities and professional 
courses, thereby challenging traditional caste hierarchies.

Experiences of  Discrimination
Despite educational and occupational progress, 
discrimination remains pervasive. Out of  328 respondents, 
228 (69.5%) reported facing discrimination, while 100 
(30.5%) did not. Disaggregated by caste, 198 SCs (71.7%) 
acknowledged discrimination, compared to 6 STs (50%) 
and 24 BCs (60%). These figures reveal that caste-based 
exclusion continues to shape everyday realities, with SCs 
bearing the brunt of  systemic prejudice.

Awareness of  Rights and Role of  Dalit Shakthi
Encouragingly, 79.9% of  respondents reported awareness 
of  their rights against discrimination, while 20.1% 
remained unaware. This high level of  rights consciousness 
reflects the impact of  grassroots mobilization and 
awareness campaigns. Dalit Shakthi’s role is particularly 
significant here: 84.1% of  respondents affirmed receiving 
support from the organization when discriminated 
against, while 15.9% did not. This demonstrates the 
organization’s centrality in providing solidarity and 
redressal mechanisms. Dalit Shakthi’s literacy initiatives 
were widely acknowledged, with 86.6% respondents 
reporting such programs in their communities. Similarly, 
anti-discrimination campaigns were recognized by 76.2% 
of  respondents. These interventions have evidently 
contributed to the high levels of  rights awareness and 
collective confidence among Dalits.

Community Engagement and Motivations
Respondents were asked about their motivations for 
engaging with Dalit Shakthi. A majority (66.5%) cited 
“all of  them”—cultural, political, social, and personal—
as motivating factors, indicating the holistic appeal of  
the organization. Smaller proportions identified cultural 
(8.5%), political (10.4%), social (11.6%), and personal 
(3%) motivations individually. Cross-tabulation with 
caste reveals that SCs overwhelmingly engaged for 
multiple reasons (180), while STs (8) and BCs (30) also 
reported comprehensive motivations. The chi-square test 
(χ² = 12.205, df  = 8, p = 0.142) suggests no statistically 
significant difference across caste groups, implying that 
motivations for engagement are broadly shared across 
communities.

Observed Changes Due to Dalit Shakthi Programs
Respondents reported significant changes attributable 
to Dalit Shakthi’s interventions. A majority (70.1%) 
observed “all of  them”—personal, social, cultural, and 
political awareness—as outcomes. Political awareness was 
specifically noted by 42 respondents, social awareness by 
30, cultural awareness by 16, and personal awareness by 
10. These findings underscore the transformative impact 
of  Dalit Shakthi, which not only addresses discrimination 
but also fosters multidimensional empowerment.

Cultural Identity and Recognition
Cultural identity emerged as a strong theme. An 
overwhelming 95.1% of  respondents affirmed that 
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the Madiga community considers Jambavanthudu as 
its cultural identity, while 89% recognized Madigas as 
Maharaj’s. These responses highlight the assertion of  
cultural pride and identity among Dalits, challenging 
stigmatization and reclaiming heritage. Finally, political 
aspirations were evident in responses regarding the 
Dharma Samaj Party. A substantial 78.7% believed such 
a party could exist, while 21.3% did not. This reflects 
the growing political consciousness among Dalits, who 
increasingly envision autonomous platforms to articulate 
their rights and demands.
The results collectively reveal a paradoxical reality: 
while Dalits in Telangana demonstrate remarkable 
progress in education, occupational diversification, 
and rights awareness, they continue to face entrenched 
discrimination. Dalit Shakthi emerges as a pivotal 
actor, providing support, literacy initiatives, and anti-
discrimination campaigns that have significantly 
enhanced awareness and confidence. Cultural identity and 
political aspirations further underscore the community’s 
resilience and determination to assert itself  in the socio-
political landscape. The findings thus paint a picture of  a 
community in transition—anchored in historical struggles 
yet propelled by education, collective mobilization, and 
cultural pride toward a more empowered future.

Discussion
The findings of  this study, situated in Telangana 
and focused on the role of  Dalit Shakthi, illuminate 
both the progress and persistent challenges faced 
by Dalit communities in contemporary India. While 
the results reveal significant strides in education, 
occupational diversification, and rights awareness, they 
simultaneously underscore the enduring reality of  caste 
based discrimination and exclusion. This paradox—
advancement amidst vulnerability—frames the broader 
discussion of  Dalit empowerment in India, where 
affirmative action and grassroots mobilization remain 
central to social transformation.

Dalits in the National Context: Historical 
Vulnerability and Contemporary Exclusion
Dalits, historically referred to as “untouchables,” have 
endured centuries of  systemic exclusion rooted in 
the caste system (Sikka, 2012). Despite constitutional 
guarantees of  equality and the abolition of  untouchability 
under Article 17 of  the Indian Constitution, caste 
continues to shape social hierarchies and access to 
resources. National surveys and reports consistently 
highlight Dalits’ disproportionate vulnerability in areas 
such as land ownership, education, health, and political 
representation. The persistence of  manual scavenging, 
caste based violence, and discrimination in housing 
and employment illustrates that exclusion is not merely 
historical but remains embedded in everyday structures 
(Shahid, 2015).
The Telangana results mirror this national reality. Nearly 
70% of  respondents reported facing discrimination, 

despite high levels of  education and occupational 
mobility. This finding resonates with broader studies 
across India, which show that Dalits, even when educated 
and employed in modern sectors, encounter subtle 
and overt forms of  exclusion—from workplace bias 
to social ostracism. Thus, vulnerability is not erased by 
progress; rather, it coexists with it, demanding sustained 
interventions.

Education as Empowerment: A National Shift with 
Local Resonance
One of  the most striking findings of  this study is the high 
level of  educational attainment among Dalit respondents: 
nearly three fourths had completed graduation or post 
graduation. This reflects a generational shift, where 
Dalit youth increasingly access higher education, often 
through affirmative action policies such as reservations 
in universities and scholarships. Nationally, the expansion 
of  educational opportunities has been a cornerstone of  
Dalit empowerment, enabling entry into professions, civil 
services, and academia.
Yet, education alone does not dismantle caste hierarchies. 
The persistence of  discrimination among educated Dalits 
in Telangana underscores the limitations of  education as 
a solitary tool. While literacy and qualifications provide 
mobility, they do not guarantee social acceptance (Fowles-
Sweet & Barker, 2018). This paradox is evident across 
India, where Dalit students in elite institutions often 
report experiences of  isolation, bias, and even suicide due 
to systemic pressures. Thus, education must be coupled 
with broader social reforms and affirmative action to 
translate into genuine empowerment.

Occupational Diversification: Breaking Traditional 
Boundaries
The occupational profile of  respondents reveals a gradual 
shift away from caste bound labour toward modern 
employment. Students and private employees dominate, 
while traditional roles such as agricultural labour and 
artisanship are marginal. This diversification reflects 
national trends, where Dalits increasingly enter urban 
labour markets, business ventures, and professional 
sectors (Lakra, 2025). Affirmative action in government 
employment has also created pathways for Dalits to access 
secure jobs, though representation remains limited.
However, occupational diversification does not eliminate 
vulnerability. Dalits in modern sectors often face “glass 
ceilings,” where promotions and leadership positions 
remain elusive. In Telangana, only 4.3% of  respondents 
were government employees, highlighting the limited 
penetration into state structures. Nationally, Dalits 
continue to be underrepresented in higher bureaucratic 
and corporate positions, reflecting structural barriers that 
persist despite diversification (Network, 2025). Thus, 
while occupational shifts signify progress, they also reveal 
the need for deeper affirmative action to ensure equitable 
representation across all levels.
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Discrimination and Rights Awareness: The Role of  
Grassroots Mobilization
The persistence of  discrimination, reported by nearly 
70% of  respondents, underscores the entrenched nature 
of  caste prejudice. Yet, the high level of  rights awareness 
(79.9%) and the widespread recognition of  Dalit Shakthi’s 
support highlight the transformative role of  grassroots 
organizations. Dalit Shakthi’s literacy programs, anti 
discrimination campaigns, and solidarity mechanisms 
have evidently enhanced confidence and consciousness 
among Dalits in Telangana.
This finding resonates with the national scenario, where 
grassroots movements—from the Dalit Panthers in 
Maharashtra to contemporary NGOs—have played 
pivotal roles in mobilizing communities, challenging caste 
violence, and advocating for rights. Such organizations 
complement state affirmative action by addressing gaps in 
implementation and providing immediate support in cases 
of  discrimination (Alemu et al., 2022). They also foster 
collective identity and pride, as seen in the respondents’ 
recognition of  cultural symbols like Jambavanthudu and 
Maharaj’s. Thus, grassroots mobilization emerges as a 
critical pillar of  Dalit empowerment, bridging the gap 
between policy and lived reality.

Cultural Identity and Political Consciousness: 
Reclaiming Space in the National Imagination 
The assertion of  cultural identity among 
respondents-95.1% affirming Jambavanthudu as a symbol 
and 89% recognizing Madigas as Maharaj’s-reflects a 
broader national trend of  Dalits reclaiming heritage 
and challenging stigmatization. Cultural pride serves 
as a counter narrative to centuries of  dehumanization, 
enabling communities to redefine themselves on their 
own terms (Tileagǎ, 2007). This reclamation is evident 
in literature, art, and festivals across India, where Dalit 
voices increasingly assert visibility.
Political consciousness, too, is on the rise. The belief  
among 78.7% respondents that a Dharma Samaj Party 
could exist reflects aspirations for autonomous political 
platforms. Nationally, Dalit political mobilization has 
been significant, from the rise of  the Bahujan Samaj 
Party in Uttar Pradesh to regional movements in Tamil 
Nadu and Maharashtra. While electoral success varies, 
the very articulation of  Dalit political identity challenges 
mainstream parties to address caste inequities (Verma, 
2019). In Telangana, Dalit Shakthi’s role in fostering 
political awareness aligns with this national trajectory, 
where grassroots organizations nurture political 
consciousness as a form of  empowerment.

Affirmative Action: Necessity and Limitations
Affirmative action, primarily through reservations in 
education, employment, and politics, has been the 
cornerstone of  Dalit empowerment in India (Bhojani et 
al., 2019). The Telangana findings-high education levels, 
occupational diversification, and rights awareness-are in 
part outcomes of  such policies. Yet, the persistence of  

discrimination and limited representation in government 
employment highlight the limitations of  affirmative 
action. Structural barriers, bureaucratic resistance, and 
societal prejudice often dilute the impact of  reservations.
Moreover, affirmative action has uneven reach. While 
urban, educated Dalits benefit significantly, rural 
and marginalized sub castes often remain excluded 
(Nikolopoulou et al., 2010). The Telangana data, with 
its overwhelming SC representation, underscores this 
imbalance, as STs and BCs are relatively underrepresented. 
Nationally, debates continue over the need to expand 
affirmative action to cover private sector employment, 
land redistribution, and social services. Thus, while 
affirmative action remains indispensable, it must be 
complemented by broader reforms addressing structural 
inequities.

Dalit Vulnerability in Contemporary India: A 
Persistent Reality
Despite progress, Dalits remain among the most 
vulnerable groups in India. National data reveals 
disproportionate poverty rates, limited land ownership, 
and high exposure to caste based violence. The Telangana 
findings—high discrimination rates despite education and 
employment-mirror this vulnerability. Social exclusion 
manifests not only in overt violence but also in subtle 
forms, such as exclusion from housing, denial of  temple 
entry, and workplace bias. These realities underscore that 
vulnerability is structural, not merely individual, requiring 
systemic interventions.

Toward Affirmative Action Beyond Reservations
The findings of  this study suggest that affirmative action 
must move beyond reservations to encompass holistic 
measures. Key areas include:

• Education: Expanding scholarships, mentoring, and 
support systems to ensure Dalit students not only access 
but thrive in higher education.

• Employment: Extending affirmative action to 
the private sector, where Dalits increasingly seek 
opportunities, and ensuring representation in leadership 
positions.

• Social Services: Targeted interventions in health, 
housing, and sanitation to address structural inequities.

• Cultural Recognition: Promoting Dalit heritage and 
identity in national narratives to challenge stigmatization.

• Grassroots Mobilization: Supporting organizations 
like Dalit Shakthi that provide immediate support, foster 
awareness, and nurture political consciousness.
Such measures would complement existing reservations, 
addressing gaps and ensuring that progress translates into 
genuine empowerment.

Dalit Shakthi as a Model for National Replication
The role of  Dalit Shakthi in Telangana-providing support 
during discrimination, initiating literacy programs, 
and fostering political awareness-offers a model for 
replication across India. Grassroots organizations, rooted 
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in local realities, can effectively address discrimination, 
mobilize communities, and complement state policies 
(Mosse & Nagappan, 2021). Nationally, supporting 
such organizations through funding, recognition, and 
collaboration could enhance the reach of  affirmative 
action. Dalit Shakthi’s holistic approach—combining 
education, rights awareness, cultural pride, and political 
consciousness—illustrates the multidimensional nature 
of  empowerment, which must be replicated to address 
the complex realities of  Dalit vulnerability (Ganguly, 
2025).

CONCLUSION 
The discussion of  Telangana’s findings within the national 
context reveals a community in transition—anchored 
in historical struggles yet propelled by education, 
mobilization, and cultural pride toward empowerment. 
Yet, vulnerability and exclusion persist, demanding 
sustained affirmative action and grassroots interventions. 
Dalit Shakthi exemplifies the potential of  community 
based organizations to complement state policies, 
fostering multidimensional empowerment. Nationally, the 
challenge remains to translate constitutional guarantees 
into lived realities, ensuring that Dalits not only access 
education and employment but also experience dignity, 
equality, politically, and inclusion. Affirmative action, 
therefore, must be reimagined—not as a static policy 
of  reservations but as a dynamic, holistic framework 
encompassing education, employment, social services, 
cultural recognition, and grassroots.
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