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Abstract: From the remote past the caste system remains a basic constructive force and 

its systems were present also in Vedic, Indo-Aryan structure of civilization, which 

provides not only the superficial dictums but also an inherently theoretical construction. 

But the Vedic tradition also attests specific interchanges of caste in several of its 

instances, specified in Vedic and Puranic literature, which also points out to the fact that 

it was not totally dependent on birth alone but rather some particular position in society 

can be achieved by deeds also. However talking from the broad spectrum, it can be said 

that there was a continuous negation of the backward classes of society throughout the 

ages. Prakash Jha’s film Aarakshan aims to put a theoretical debate and commentary on 

the Indian caste systems, its age old legacy, and removal of Dalits from the axis of power, 

the government reservation policy, commercialization in education etc., in a single 

narrative. 

Keywords: caste, Vedic, power, Dalit, education, reservation. 

 

The Indian caste system virtually divides the entire population into broadly four 

divisions-brahmins, the priests or the worshippers, kshatriya, the warrior class, vaishayas, the 

trading people, and the sudras, the people who are bound to serve these other three classes. The 

peculiarity of Indo-Aryan caste system is that these sudras, though ascribed as a specific caste in 

the society and however inferior that may be, in actuality they are virtually negated from having 

a place or specific identity and set aside from the main currents of the society throughout the 

ages. These people and different aboriginal people, who had settled in India far before the 
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Aryans as the historians generally believe, altogether thought to be forming the Dalits. In the 

famous Purush sukta (X, 90) in Rig Veda (5000 BC approximately) the Brahmins are said to be 

originated from the God’s head while the sudras are from his feet. Manu Smriti also sanctioned it 

by saying that for the prosperity of the world, the creator from his mouth, arm, thigh, and feet 

created the Brahmin, kshatriya, vaishya, and sudras respectively. The difference that the social 

system represents thus is sanctioned and validated by the religious doctrines. As a result, much 

discrimination and social injustice sudras had to suffer and they are scheduled to meet in this 

caste system throughout the ages. 

These people are also severally termed as anarya, dasyus, and they were generally dark-

skinned and separated from Aryans by their difference in actual physical features as well as 

language. Thus untouchables or the Dalits in Indian society and its system is a prehistoric 

phenomenon that originated in the Rig-Vedic period; some thousand years back before the Christ 

and continues till now. Manu Smriti also tells us that this caste system is god ordained and 

therefore it has to be maintained scrupulously. In The Mahabharata, we have seen Ekalavaya, 

who was the son of a hunter and was denied the specific education of archery by Dronacharaya, 

the Brahmin teacher, appointed as the guru for the princes of Hastinapur. Again Karna, who was 

thought to be son of Adhiratha, the chariot driver, was denied the privilege of contesting with 

Arjuna in one occasion as he did not belong to either Brahmin or kshatriya, the two most 

privileged classes of the society.  

Foucault’s concept of power relation and the discourse of hegemony state the concept of 

power, domination and the individual response to its effects. Bernard Cohn, the anthropologist 

refers to Foucault’s notion of power discourse and hegemony applying veritably to the Indian 
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context. And he opines that the degenerates of the Indian society remain still to be oppressed 

because of their adaptations to the existences of the people belonging to the lower sections of the 

society. On the other hand, Kathleen Gough has stressed on the caste system in Indian context, 

affected by religion. However in the Vedic period and in their culture there are also several 

instances of interchanging caste at least by deeds or karma. Parasuram was a Brahmin by birth 

but becomes a khastriya by deeds. Dronacharaya and Kripa the two famous characters of The 

Mahabharata were also the apt instances for the same interchange of the caste by their deeds. 

Bisawamitra, the famous king, who was khastriya by birth, becomes a Brahmin after thorough 

penance and mediation that could profitably be taken as a subject of discussion upon this theme 

of interchange of caste and its effects. However which was even permissible or possible for the 

upper castes of the caste system was rather unthinkable for the lower sections of the society. 

Thus we see Karna, Ekalavya and others languishing under the oppression of this caste system 

without getting proper identification and role that they could have been assigned for their merits. 

In The Ramayana, we see king Ramchandra severs the head of one sudra by origin who was 

chanting Veda mantras and doing meditation, the same Ramchandra who was the friend of 

Guhak, the king of chandal, one of the lowest castes of the society. Thus the society custom was 

rigid and strict for them making it virtually impossible to think what was rather possible if not 

totally natural in the upper castes of the social system. 

Especially from the above discussion we have plenty of examples to see how there was 

strictest barriers and obstacles in the path of one so called lower series of the society to have 

what is called the knowledge. The system that denied education to Eklavya, Karna, remains 

almost the same throughout a considerable period of time even in the British period who termed 
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these people as the criminal communities without making any steps for the betterment of their 

lives. 

Ravi S. Srivastava and S. Sinha in their Inter-Social Groups Disparities in Access to 

Higher Education (2008) points out the inter-social groups disparities in the Gross Enrolment 

Ratio, GER, taken from the national sample survey data from the year 2000. They point out that 

GER in the rural sectors is much lower for SC, ST and OBC as compared to other sections of the 

society. It is estimated as 6.43%, 5.6%, 7.6% and 16.74% respectively. The SC and STs are 

about one third compared with others in these areas while GER of OBC was something about 

half, compared with the others. Dalits, that is the marginalized and oppressed sections form the 

majority of the sudras officially termed as SC and who constitute about 16.2% of the census 

2001, are the most backward and deprived section among the societal classes. The scheduled 

tribes, belonging to the erstwhile aboriginal sections of the Indian society shared the same fate of 

disadvantage together with the SCs. Pointing out to the inequalities and deprivations of the 

society in the Indian context, constitution has created specific provisions to save the interest of 

the SC and STs. The directive principle of the state policy of Indian constitution has declared 

clearly to take special policy to safeguard the interests of these sections of the society who are 

deprived and marginalized throughout the ages in Indian societal system.    

Education, which is the primary means of enlightenment and social judgment in all 

societies is simultaneously a power and proper way to eradicate the dwindling effects of 

ignorance, superstition and darkness of the mind that create obstacles in the empowerment and 

uplift of the people. On the other hand, it will provide the basic platform for the different types 

and section of people to have a common and positive background to deal and converse with 
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equality with others that the Indian society has seen negatively and declined from the ancient 

past and can achieve a positive sustenance. As Dr. Ambedkar said, “Deprive a man of knowledge 

and you will make him inevitably the glove of those more fortunate than himself.…deprivation 

of knowledge is denial of the power to use liberty for great ends. An ignorant man may be 

free...but he cannot employ his freedom so as to give him assurance of happiness” (Ambedkar, 

1987, 39). 

There was constitutional provisions for the SCs and STs and of course there was anger 

and feeling of insecurity for these in the upper caste of Indians as well, but this came to specific 

and heated mode when in august 1990 V. P Singh government proclaimed a specific 

announcement regarding the reservation of government jobs and seats in the education systems 

for backward classes in the line of the recommendations of Mandal commission. The people 

defending the reservation policy, thinks that these people should be given the advantages of 

reservation because they have suffered throughout the history of Indian civilization in different 

manners and thus they should be given some opportunity and respite by the way of constitutional 

measures. On the other hand upper caste people feared of losing the age old dominance in 

different spheres of society and also confronting these marginalized people whom they have 

neglected and oppressed for their own interest over the ages. Furthermore this incident proved to 

be a turning point in the scenario of Indian politics also, virtually making a platform for the 

politicians fighting for and against it. It also simultaneously creates politicians from these people, 

leading towards caste politics and making the people attached to it that we have seen in many 

forms of literature also, as in Ismat Chugtai’s short story Muthi Malish or Of Fists and Rubs, 

where the protagonist Ratti Bai, the downtrodden hospital worker, uprooted from her traditional 
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role of village farming women, urges the supposed narrator, the author to cast her vote for their 

caste man. 

Against this background Prakash Jha’s Aarakshan (2011) shall be discussed, which can 

be  taken as a specific example of the intercommunity tension, the impact of the report of 

Mandal commission, the ensuing problems, especially highlighting the education sector of 

emerging and urban India. Jha, beginning as a proponent of the parallel cinema movement in 

India during 1970-1980 has always consciously taken a socio-political issue to promote the 

debates and its associated sociological constructions and sought to reprint it in the terms of 

moving images. Thus his films like Gangajal(2003) Aapharan, (2005) Rajneeti (2010) etc., all 

deal with these issues from different periods of Indian socio-political history presenting its slices 

which the audience will look and think before they grasp or eat it. 

The film opens with the scene of Bhopal spring 2008 with one Deepak Kumar from the 

Dalit community, was appearing for an interview in an education institute and is rejected without 

being asked a single question in his subject because of his humble family background as his 

mother works in the neighborhood and doing laundry work. He leaves the interview room by 

saying that one’s performance does not depend on one’s background but if one gets the 

opportunity from even the lower class, he can show his merit. As for example he refers to one 

person of their background writes the constitution of India, obviously talking about Dr. 

Ambedkar. When he informs the principal of STM College, Dr. Pravakar Anand about the 

incident, he ponders that this kind of mentality is the root cause of the downfall of the country 

that disorients and disintegrates the whole society and nation into marginal fragments. In a scene 

where the principal goes to the bank for giving guarantee for his deceased friend’s sons, he meets 
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one official Indradev Ram from the lower cast of society who becomes the manager later 

because of govt. reservation policy. The film thus engages some pictorial slices from the society 

and tries to bring a debate over the controversial issue that the film is based and all the events are 

leading towards that climax from where a possible theoretical structure may be made over the 

issue.  One Dalit leader, Bismbhar Das comes and congratulates Deepak on his being recruited 

as lecturer in STM college because hailing from this humble background, he has achieved a 

position in the society and thus is able to be a pride for the community. He further declares that 

after Mandal commission and Supreme Court’s verdict of 27% reservation of the Dalits, they 

could now set a solid foot on Indian society system in different spheres. When Deepak Kumar is 

introduced to his colleagues in the college, Dr. Mithilesh Singh, one of the teachers of STM 

College, projected as the representative of the upper class, taunts him by saying that he is only 

wasting his time there; rather he should use the govt. quotas for getting a secured job. He further 

comments that it is a kind of donation otherwise he has no quality to get the job himself. Deepak 

retorts by saying that up till now you have got the donation and now you have to divide that with 

others that are the reasons of your becoming angry. Thus the film prepares us for the ensuing 

tension over this critical issue and points out different viewpoints to make it complex and thus 

the characters are voicing their words for and against the issue. The film becomes a little one 

dimensional here because the characters projects their views for the caste they belong, but the 

director saves us from that anticipated situation by installing the principal Dr. Anand and in spite 

of his belonging to the upper social level, his concern and sympathy for the welfare of these 

downtrodden people is the only saving method that not only saves the film as a art medium but 

also helps it to sail smooth towards the climax unerringly.  
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The situation becomes tense when one of the cousins of one minister cannot get 

admission in that college because of his lower grades. He meets one trustee of the college, 

Damodar Seth for this reason and the trustees accuse the principal Dr. Anand in the meeting that 

he is giving admission from poor and backward classes neglecting the upper cast students. 

Principal defends the decision by saying that these people are not getting proper opportunity and 

despite that they get such number that the other general affluent students cannot get. Seth says 

that that is a private college and for the backward students there is government and in the 

ensuing action, Dr. Mithilesh Singh is appointed as the vice principal and the admission of the 

minister’s cousin has been settled. 

From this section of the film, it diverts a little because it becomes concerned with not 

only the reservation policy of Dalits in the educational sector but also the ongoing projection of 

education as business or commercial sectors. Jha, by diverting the theme motif of the story has 

simultaneously done so many things. on the one hand he has successfully installed the very 

ambiguity of brahminical upper class construction of the society by pointing out their inclination 

of education as a business, because that was certainly against the Vedic tradition of education 

and culture and thus obliquely referring also to the interchanges of caste by deeds that so many 

puranic literature repeatedly refers . One of the students of the upper class Pandit Deenanath 

Upadhaya cannot get admission because of the reservation policy and being disappointed, he 

takes job in a medical shop. The son of Damodar Seth cannot get admission in Jamia Milia in 

mass communication because of the reservation system. His father admonished him, “Forget the 

govt. education institution. Quota raj reigns there” (Arakshan, 2011).  These instances are played 

by the director to point out the possible objection that could come from the upper class. In the 

meantime Supreme Court defends the Mandal commission’s decision of 27% reservation for the 
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OBC and there grows a tension among the castes. We see different politicians siding with 

different groups or castes. Even they said, “jay ho Mondal bhagwan ki” (Hail to the Mondal 

God). In an ensued incident, some OBC students of the college tried to storm at STM in festive 

mood (though it obviously lacks in the reason) and Mithilesh Singh calls police saying that they 

will be driven by boots because they only understand that language. The scene is rather not 

consistent but it shows  perfectly the growing tension among the castes and how caste hatred 

taking a toll as Deepak tells Urmi, the daughter of Principal Pravakar Anand whom he loves that 

this is the story of thousand years even if “I try to, I cannot forget that” (Arakshan, 2011). 

Someone had written in the wall of the college ‘reservation is our birth right’ and there grows a 

heated argument between Mithilesh and Deepak over that. Deepak says history shows that we 

have served for the upper caste like yours. He further says, “We have cultivated, we have made 

and even we have cleaned your toilets. You have not allowed us for any competitions” 

(Arakshan, 2011). When principal rusticates Susanta from the college, he accuses clearly that he 

is with that people and so he never takes any action against them or Deepak. Principal asks 

Deepak in a heated argument from how long he has learned to talk in this political language. It is 

the situation that turns to be political and it remains the fact that the man is after all a political 

animal by nature and thus cannot escape from it in any way.  He asks rather surprisingly, “Are 

you trying to accuse me as a castist?”, (Arakshan, 2011), the term that gains much weight in the 

need of the situation. When Deepak informs Dr. Anand that the vice principal is running 

coaching centers negating the principles of STM college and further accuses that because of their 

caste identity, the principal has not taken any action against him. It serves two basic purposes of 

the director, first projecting the primary arguments over the issue that gradually lingers on the 

other associate issues that is the commercialization of education and secondly projecting the 
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principal Dr. Anand as a metaphor of endangered society, being torn and tossed apart by the 

rising tensions between communities.   

Thus the film simultaneously throws some light on the commercialization of education 

that is certainly devoid of the Vedic culture and tradition. Dr. Anand uses reservation policy in 

his institute even though it is a private institution and government rules do not apply here 

actually. He says to the journalist Arvind Kamal that, “There are two simultaneous Indias in the 

India” (Arakshan, 2011) and the difference between them should be abolished. But Urmi thinks 

that rather this decision creates more differences between the castes, Anand thinks that whenever 

such decision is taken there is uproar in the society but it will cool down soon. His wife thinks 

that these backward people should be given proper education that they should compete with 

others, not the reservation policy can do any good for them. Dr. Anand on the other hand thinks 

that society had not been able to do that in the last 50 years so reservation is absolutely 

necessary. Thus we are again confronted with different views on the issue that makes it a kind of 

critical debate, with its various responses, configuring the structure of the context.  The 

newspaper gives the headline that principal supports reservation in STM. Even in the behest of 

Aniruddha Prasad, the secretary of STM, who is also a friend to the principal, he rejects his 

requests to withdraw the statement. 

So in the emergency meeting of the college he resigns rather than obliging with the 

request of Aniruddha. Deepak gets admission in Cornell university for PhD. Anand shows equal 

temperament by donating rupees for admission to pandit when the authorities of that college 

rejects his scholarship because the principal refers for him. Susanta understands his fault and 

understands that Anand is for equality among all. Deepak meets the Dalit leader Bishambhar Das 
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after returning from Cornell and tells him all to get back the possession of the house of principal. 

Baburam, the minister tells him that Dr. Anand has become the leader of the backward classes 

and he will take your seat and thus preventing him from helping the principal in the occasion, 

preventing him from any further help to the principal for getting back his house. Thus the 

concept of hegemony works here again as the Dalit leader yields to the authority of the upper 

caste leader and it is projected that despite of reservation and court orders, the actual liberation 

will only come from the thorough democratization of education to the grass root level and that 

only could make the difference permanently, not any kind of court order. 

In a very melodramatic situation in the police station Mithilesh insults Dr. Anand saying 

that he has become a zero and he walks in the rain like Hemingway’s hero in A Farewell to 

Arms. While Deepak is still in custody, he goes to Sambhu, the tea vendor and stays there after 

rejecting Aniruddha’s request to stay with him and leave the hotel. He says clearly to Sambhu, “I 

need your help Sambhu” (Arakshan, 2011), and now the principal’s uplifting the Dalit children 

by imparting education to them starts as his wife suggested earlier. He tells Sambhu to gather all 

the students nearby and that he wants to teach them free. He just established an ‘other’ institution 

in opposite of the KK Coaching Center, both commercial and elite, being run by Mithilesh 

Singh, the true representative of the upper class of the society. Susanta frees Deepak by pledging 

bond for him. Sambhu’s daughter topped the school and students begin to desert the KK 

coaching but still there was resistance from the upper classes. Seeing the extraordinary 

achievement of Anand’s tabela school, several affluent people came to his school, offering high 

payment only in the condition that there should be separate seat arrangement for their offspring 

because it will affect their culture. But Anand rejects that. His aim fulfills when Deepak and 

Susanta, the two representatives of the upper and lower sections of the society, jointly establish a 
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coaching center to support Anand in a way and at least they are united which seems to be the 

ulterior motif of the film, that the united society irrespective of class and caste. The Tabela 

School becomes super tablea by extraordinary results and the minister and his associates try to 

evict the school by Govt. notice because that land has been taken from government on lease. 

Anand urges the police men, bulldozer driver and others that the students who are studying here 

are of their home also coming for a dream and they quit their task. Mithilesh says that he shall 

buy everything including police. Anand says the future of education in India cannot be bought 

and in the meantime police prepares for the lathi charge.  

In the climactic scene, the founder of the college, Shakuntala Devi arrives who had gone 

from STM some thirty two years ago, like a deux ex machina of the Greek drama and calls the 

chief minister Pravhudayal who begins his political career in her party and Aniruddha brings her 

back and the film ends in erecting a remedial coaching center free for all students where Dr. 

Anand becomes the main trustee and the principal. There it ends with the identification of his 

wife’s suggestion.  

Thus the film becomes a critical commentary on the social injustice that the Dalits had 

suffered throughout the period and it focuses successfully on the very basic structure of Indian 

reservation system. However the film does not end simply here but it is successful in the sense 

that it also points out the possible answers to the questions raised in the film, that is a free and 

efficient imparting of education is only capable to bring them to the main streams of Indian 

society and its structures, that’s where lies its importance. 
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