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Background
 Research examining cultural and psychological dimensions of
caste identity in India is strikingly absent.

 Untouchables (‘Dalits’)* are largely excluded from full
participation in everyday social life (Goffman’s stigma).
 They have poorer health outcomes compared to the general
population, and are subject to violent atrocities.

 The stigma of being an untouchable (Dalit) remains unexplored
in the social sciences.

Caste: pollution, stigma & well-being
400 year old Hindu religious practice of Dalits rolling
over left over food eaten by Brahmins to cure Dalit
skin diseases, Kukke Subramanyeshwara Temple,
Karnataka State. (IBN7 Breakfast News, 13 Dec, 2010)
Caste infects the
Indian medical
profession
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crosses
species
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Emerging findings I
Stigma of Caste

 Dalits who have not
converted are more
deprived in all domains
as compared to Dalit
Buddhists
 Dalit Buddhists continue
to experience denial of
full participation in
everyday life but to a
lesser extent.
 Both groups have
developed a range of
psychological, cultural
and political strategies to
resist discrimination and
contest stigma of Caste.

Objectives
From
ceremony at
a Dalit
Buddhists’
marriage:
reaffirming
newer caste
histories

This research explores three linked questions:
1. What is the nature of stigma associated with being an untouchable?
2. How does stigma change following religious conversion?
3. How does stigma of being an untouchable differ from stigma of
severe mental illness?

1Funded

*Dalit (Fr. Sanskrit) means ‘ground’, ‘suppressed’, ‘crushed’, or ‘broken to pieces’. The term is used in the
context of the oppression faced by ‘untouchable’ castes. Dr Ambedkar, Father of Indian Constitution, and an
‘untouchable’ himself, is credited with providing a spark for the transformation of hundreds of thousands
of Dalits to Buddhism.

Emerging findings IV

Methods
Ethnographic observation, focus
groups, and a quantitative
questionnaire have been
deployed to study a select
sample of Dalits & Dalit Buddhists
living in an urban slum in Pune
city, Maharashtra State, India.
Analysis aims at unpacking the
relationship between
untouchability, stigma, and
cultural psychological identity.
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Emerging findings II
Dalit Buddhists & Newer histories
Refashioning new religious, cultural and
political identities by establishing direct
vertical lineage with The Buddha
through Dr. Ambedkar, and delinking
with Hindu Gods
Emerging findings III
Dalit conversion to Buddhism:
mechanisms
 Religious conversion is not absolute.
It is instrumental, incremental, and
additive. Many subjects access all
available religious sites in parallel.
 Conversion to Buddhism is
expressed chiefly through political or
activist activities rather than as an
inner transformation of the
psychological 'Self'.
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Multiple & Layered
Cultural Identities to
contest stigma
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Dalit cultural identities
are dynamic, multiple,
malleable, porous in their
boundaries, deployed
instrumentally or
strategically, to leverage
returns that maximize
their social and cultural
status. Conversion in this
context could be viewed
as the development of a
‘layered’ self

Discussion

Emerging findings indicate:
 Shifts in ritual practices and re-organisation of social spaces
& behaviour amongst Dalit Buddhists.
 Dalit’s continue to associate with Hindu rituals for their overall
well-being. Dalit Buddhists, however, view Hindu rituals as
barriers to accessing modernity.
 The nature of stigma related to Dalit caste identity include
embodied components related to purity and pollution.
 The authors hypothesize that escape from stigma of caste
may involve a shift from somatic to psychological experiences
of suffering.
 The next phase will quantify the association of stigma with
caste identity, and compare with stigma related to severe
mental illness by deploying an ethnographically derived scale.
Conclusion
This study provides a vital theoretical contribution to the study of
well being of socially excluded populations, with potential for a)
psychological and social intervention on caste related stigma in
India, b) transfer of such insights to other marginalized groups
both within India and elsewhere.
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