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Untouchability Today: The Rise of Dalit Activism
By Christine Hart
On July 19, 2010, the Hindustan Times reported that a Dalit (“untouchable”) woman was gangraped and murdered in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. The crime was an act of revenge
perpetrated by members of the Sharma family, incensed over the recent elopement of their daughter
with a man from the lower-caste Singh family. Seeking retributive justice for the disgrace of the
marriage, men from the Sharma family targeted a Dalit woman who, with her husband, worked in
the Singh family fields. Her death was the result of her sub-caste status; while the crime cost the
Singh family a valuable worker, the perceived value of her life was less than upper-caste individuals.
In this case, the perpetrators of the crime were arrested, but similar atrocities are committed with
frequency and impunity throughout India as a result of the entrenched practice of untouchability.
Overview of Untouchability
Caste discrimination, manifested through an array of “untouchability practices,” is an
entrenched part of daily life in India. This “hidden apartheid” impacts more than 160 million Dalits
—the victims, survivors, and challengers of the practice, as well as approximately 860 million nonDalits—the perpetrators, bystanders, and witnesses.
Despite domestic policy measures and increased attention to the issue, the practice of
untouchability remains ingrained and touches nearly every aspect of Dalit life. Untouchability
practices range from actions that impact the minutiae of daily life, to life-altering inequity and denials
of opportunity, to violence committed with impunity. A sampling of untouchability practices
include: the refusal of upper-caste individuals to walk in or cross the shadow of a Dalit; segregated
food and drink and designated water vessels and utensils for Dalits; forced and bonded labor
practices; conscription into “unclean” occupations including prostitution, manual scavenging
(removing waste from “dry” toilets), and the removal of animal carcasses; the prohibition to
intermarry with other castes; and rules governing religious practices, including prohibition from
public temples and exclusion from ceremonies and rituals. In addition, caste-motivated violence
occurs with regularity. Atrocities committed against Dalits include assault, rape, and murder and are
often committed with impunity.
Indian Domestic Policy
Although caste discrimination persists as a widespread and divisive issue in India, the Indian
government has taken a host of measures to abolish untouchability, to create mechanisms of
enforcement, and to enact policy to combat discrimination against Dalits in government, the
workplace, and education. The 1950 Indian Constitution formally abolishes untouchability, prohibits
caste discrimination, and expands the system of “Scheduled Caste” reservations initiated by the
British Raj that allocated places for Dalits in educational institutes, civil service positions, and state
and national legislatures. In addition, the government of India responded to pressure from Dalit
groups to pass laws and constitutional amendments increasing protections and expanding
reservations systems. As a result, small but significant gains have been made in the past 60 years; a
trivial percentage of Dalits have benefited from educational opportunities, become wealthier, and
risen to high government positions. Despite small-scale improvements, however, caste
discrimination remains pervasive-- committed especially by higher caste Hindus-- and profoundly
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impacts the socio-economic mobility of Dalits. Many Dalit activists blame the government and
political parties for not taking stronger actions to combat the social and economic exclusion of
Dalits.
Caste Discrimination, International Human Rights Instruments, and the United Nations
In contrast to stagnant domestic efforts to combat untouchability practices, significant
progress has been made in terms of international engagement over the last fifteen years.
Discrimination based on caste has been pervasive throughout the world and particularly in South
Asia for millennia, yet until the late 1990s, it was not recognized as a human rights violation or
addressed directly in any of the major human rights instruments. Article 2 of the 1948 Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) states that “Everyone is entitled to all the rights and
freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction…such as…national or social origin, birth,
or other status.” The inclusion of caste was suggested by the Indian delegation to the United
Nations Commission on Human Rights, which crafted the document, but was rejected in favor of
broader terms such as “birth” and “social origin.” Only within the last two decades has the issue of
caste discrimination gained traction within the global human rights community.
Discussion of caste within international human rights instruments was revisited in 1996, when
the United Nations Committee to End Racial Discrimination (CERD)—the body that oversees state
compliance with the 1965 International Convention to End All Forms of Racial Discrimination
(ICERD)—reviewed India’s condensed periodic reports to the Committee. Article 1 of ICERD
defines racial discrimination as including “descent” and CERD has asserted that when reviewing the
periodic reports of states, it interprets “descent” to include to the situation of Dalits in India, Nepal,
and Bangladesh, as well as caste discrimination in other countries. In the 1996 condensed reports,
India contested this interpretation, arguing that India’s “Scheduled Castes” and “Scheduled Tribes”
(the legal designation for Dalits) did not fall under the purview of ICERD because “caste” implies
class or social distinction and does not denote racial difference. In 2002, CERD adopted General
Recommendation XXIX on ‘descent-based discrimination,’ which confirmed “the consistent view of
the Committee that the term “descent” in Article 1, paragraph 1 of the Convention does not solely
refer to “race” and has a meaning and application which complements the other prohibited ground
of discrimination;” it “reaffirms that discrimination based on “descent” includes discrimination
against members of communities based on forms of social stratification as caste and analogous
systems of inherited status which nullify or impair their equal enjoyment of human rights.”
The recognition of caste discrimination under ICERD and increasing visibility in the human
rights community, and particularly at the level of the United Nations, can be attributed to the
development of robust domestic and transnational Dalit advocacy networks through the 1990s, as
well as an increasing willingness of Dalit groups to frame caste discrimination within a broader
human rights framework, particularly under the umbrella of discrimination based on “work and
descent.”
Domestic and Transnational Dalit Advocacy
The late 1990s saw the advent of increasing organization among Dalit activists. In 1997, the
international NGO Human Rights Watch (HRW) became the first major human rights organization
to engage in the issue of caste discrimination in India. HRW published a comprehensive report
entitled “Broken People: Caste Violence Against India’s ‘Untouchables’” that precipitated greater
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international attention. As the report was being written, HRW organized a meeting of regional Dalit
organizations to seek advice and input on the report. This meeting planted the seed for the
formation of the National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR), an umbrella group of Dalit
organizations from 14 states that is changing the scope and reach of domestic Dalit activism. In
1999, NCDHR produced a report of its own, in addition to presenting 2.5 million signatures
petitioning for the end of caste discrimination in India to the Indian Prime Minister. Today,
NCDHR continues to work toward greater visibility for Dalit issues, providing forums for
collaboration and information sharing within the Dalit movement. In addition, NCDHR seeks,
through grassroots mobilization, to hold the state accountable for equal justice and an end to
impunity for atrocities committed against Dalits.
Formed in 2000, the International Dalit Solidarity Network (IDSN) facilitates coordination
and information sharing among foreign organizations advocating for Dalit rights. The network
consists of national federations in South Asia, including NCDHR, and afield, as well as a host of
human rights, development, and religious non-profit organizations. IDSN’s efforts focus on
advocating to national governments and the United Nations. The network regularly organizes
international conferences on Dalit rights.
The 2001 UN World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and
Related Intolerance (WCAR) in Durban presented perhaps the most significant breakthrough for the
Dalit movement. While the Indian Government effectively blocked the inclusion of caste
discrimination from the official conference document, the conference generated crucial international
attention and support. The subsequent participation of Dalit organizations in similar international
conferences has effectively built upon this momentum.
Transformation and Progress
Dalit activism has made considerable strides in the last fifteen years. Major gains have been
made by way of international recognition, especially at the level of the United Nations. In addition,
recent domestic successes have included a constitutional amendment extending reservations to
private schools, colleges, and training institutions, and rhetoric suggesting a commitment to social
justice within the context of economic liberalization. Implementation and shaping attitudes remain
the greater challenges, however, to effect true rights realization. While incremental progress has been
made, caste discrimination does remain entrenched and the continuing struggle promises to be a
long one. While international attention has constituted a major gain, the struggle will no doubt
continue to center on the state and domestic policies. The ultimate lesson to take from the recent
advances made in domestic and international awareness and advocacy efforts is that the Dalit rights
movement consists of a profoundly committed base and, as it enjoys greater support internationally
and achieves greater organization and reach, promises to continue to make strides towards
diminishing caste discrimination and entrenched inequality.
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Eide, Asbjorn, and Yozo Yokota. 2003. “Prevention of Discrimination: Discrimination Based on
Work and Descent.” United Nations Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of
Human Rights. Available Online:
http://www.unhchr.ch/huridocda/huridoca.nsf/%28Symbol%29/E.CN.4.Sub.2.2003.24.En
?Opendocument.
Annotation: This report to the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human
Rights serves to expand on the original “Gooneskere Report” submitted to the SubCommission in 2001. Unlike the Gooneskere Report, this follow-up submission does not
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of increased educational attainment in the form of “cultural capital,” such as increased
confidence within their communities. The authors’ findings indicate that this progress is not
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India’s neoliberal political landscape and the nature of international human rights discourse.
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Michael, S.M., ed. 1999. Untouchable: Dalits in Modern India. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.
Annotation: This collection of essays looks at Dalit issues through a primarily sociological and
economic lens. The volume is divided into four parts dealing with: the origins and
development of untouchability within Indian society; the difference between Dalit and uppercaste visions of Indian society; the day-to-day realities of Dalits, focusing on social and
political organization; and the economic condition of Dalits. Part Three, which deals with
Dalits and development, is particularly useful in understanding the entrenched inequalities
facing Dalits today. One essay focuses on India’s New Economic Policy (NEP) and details
how current policy promotes systemic inequalities stemming from persisting social structures.
Another essay focuses on rural case studies, by far the most dramatic examples of entrenched
inequality at the local level. As a whole, this volume provides a variety of perspectives on
many elements of Dalit discrimination.
Moon, Vasant. 2001. Growing Up Untouchable in India: A Dalit Autobiography. Lanham, Maryland:
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.
Annotation: Vasant Moon’s autobiography paints a vivid picture of one vasti (urban
neighborhood or slum) of Dalits in Nagpur, Maharashtra during the era of India’s
independence (1947). Moon’s account is useful both in understanding the lived experience of
Dalits and elements of the Dalit social movement from the local/micro level as opposed to
the more prominently presented macro/state or national level. His experiences depict historic
and continuing legal and economic inequities on a very intimate level, in addition to
describing in detail the far-reaching social inequality faced by Dalits. This account is
particularly useful in contextualizing broader themes and trends discussed in prevalent
literature on Dalit issues and political and social activism.
Narayan, Badri. 2009. "Shattered Dreams: The Longing for ‘Post-Independent India’." Asian Studies
Review 33: 443-453.
Annotation: Narayan, of the Govind Ballabh Pant Social Science Institute in Allahabad,
explores the contemporary status of Dalits through the moving narratives of several Dalits.
The narratives focus on the role played by Dalit communities in India’s movement for
independence and the subsequent expectations instilled by Jawaharlal Nehru’s vision of a
caste-free society. The narratives serve as a useful barometer of the hope of Dalit
communities at the time of Indian independence and of the subsequent disillusionment that
resulted from affirmative action policies that reaped little reward for most Dalits. The
narratives reveal how this disillusionment resulted in Dalit communities' loss of confidence in
the state’s ability to represent their interests. This has carried through to a nationally
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significant contemporary Dalit political movement.
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Annotation: Narula’s report on behalf of Human Rights Watch provides a broad window into
the entrenched caste-discrimination that impacts the daily lives of India’s 250 million Dalits.
A series of case studies depicts the myriad ways in which Dalits’ economic, social, civil, and
political rights continue to be violated, often with impunity. The report focuses on the
breadth and frequency of caste-motivated violence and the widespread dearth of an effective
state response. In many cases, caste violence occurs with the collusion, if not the
participation, of state officials such as local police. Narula also discusses the evolving Dalit
rights movements, which have frequently been met with repression, including the
government’s attempt to criminalize peaceful social activism.
Naumann, Michel. 2008. "Commonwealth, Democracy, and (Post-) Modernity: The Contradiction Between
Growth and Development Seen From the Dalit Point of View." Round Table 97 (399): 851-55.
Annotation: Naumann addresses the relationships and contradictions between growth, development,
and democracy in India with respect to the Dalit population. He investigates these relationships
while taking into account attitudes of the Commonwealth toward Indian government policies-- but
the reader need not be interested in the perspective of the Commonwealth to draw useful meaning
from the article. Naumann explores the Indian government’s focus on good governance in the quest
for growth, concluding that this neglects the true aims of democracy and largely disenfranchises the
Dalit population by rendering them inconsequential. This focus on economic growth, concentrated
among the burgeoning middle class, by both the government of India and the international
community, rather than widespread development, perpetuates the “invisibility” of Dalits at both
levels. Naumann convincingly employs economic indicators, such as stagnant employment rates and
incomes, to demonstrate the lack of improvement in Dalit quality of life as other Indian
socioeconomic groups flourish with India’s rapid economic development.
Ninian, Alex. 2008. "India’s Untouchables: The Dalits." Contemporary Review 1689: 186-192.
Annotation: Ninian presents a concise overview of the history of untouchability in India, connecting
the historical evolution of caste-based discrimination to the current status of Indian Dalits. He
describes the nature of untouchability practices facing Dalits, who comprise 16-20 percent of India’s
population, particularly in rural areas where caste division remains entrenched. Ninian analyzes
constitutional provisions and policy measures undertaken by the Indian government towards Dalit
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global economic superpower.
Prove, Peter. 2003. “Caste and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.” Lutheran World
Federation.
Annotation: This background paper details the controversy and debate surrounding the inclusion
(delineated or implied) of caste discrimination in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
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(UDHR) and of the 1965 United Nations International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Racial Discrimination (ICERD). The author presents the position of Indian representatives, as
well as other actors, on the inclusion of caste in the UDHR, which India favored, and the
interpretation of caste discrimination as included under the auspices of the ICERD, which India
contested in its reports to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination (CERD). He delves particularly into the eventual inclusion of “descent” as a category
of racial discrimination, which, despite later objections by Indian representatives, was in fact
introduced in an amendment to the Convention proposed by Indian delegates and eventually
unanimously approved by the General Assembly. Though the paper refrains from commentary, this
revelation is significant in analyzing Indian domestic policy toward caste discrimination.
Robert F. Kennedy Center for Justice & Human Rights. 2010. “Understanding Untouchability: A
Comprehensive Survey of Practices and Conditions in 1589 Villages.” Washington: Navsarjan Trust
and Robert F. Kennedy Center for Justice & Human Rights.
Annotation: The report, a collaboration between the Navsarjan Trust and the Robert F. Kennedy
Center for Justice & Human Rights, represents the first comprehensive effort to collect data on
untouchability practices across a statistically significant area (1,589 villages in the Indian state of
Gujarat). Prior to this study, a lack of sufficient data perpetuated an underestimation of the degree to
which untouchability is practiced across India and the severity of the practices; this resulted in a lack
of political will to combat untouchability, as well an impunity for the perpetrators of grave abuses,
the most severe of which include caste-motivated rape and murder. The report offers a succinct
overview of untouchability, followed by a discussion of the study methodology, a comprehensive
analysis of the data, and suggestions for how the study findings and methodology can be used to
both improve service delivery to Dalit populations and to effect policy change. The study, while
providing a comprehensive picture of the daily lived experiences of Dalits, also offers insight as to
how the Dalit rights movement may evolve in the future.
Sengupta, Amit. 2006. "Untouchable India." Index on Censorship 4, 82-84.
Annotation: Sengupta provides a brief but powerful description of the conditions of Dalits in the
village of Burj Jhabber in the state of Punjab, India. He profiles Bant Singh, a Dalit activist and
singer, whose unique story provides a stark contrast to what Sengupta terms the “archetypal
conditions” of Burj Jhabber’s Dalits. Sengupta provides a useful window into both the violence and
injustice that Dalits continue to face and the local dynamics of the Dalit struggle for economic and
social justice. His account suggests that Punjab is ripe for resistance, and even violence, similar to
movements that have recently occurred in states such as Bihar.
Shah, Ghanshyam, ed. 2001. Dalit Identity and Politics. Edited by Simon R. Charsley and G. K. Karanth.
Vol. 2, Cultural Subordination and the Dalit Challenge. New Delhi: Sage Publications.
Annotation: The second volume in a series, this collection includes thirteen essays on a wide range
of topics of both historic and contemporary relevance to the issue of Dalit rights. The ultimate aim
of the contributors is to examine the nature of Dalit politics and the challenges faced by the political
movement in contemporary India. About half of the essays focus on the history of untouchability
and Dalit activism, while the other half deal with contemporary issues and personalities in the
movement. The topics covered include history, relationships between religious groups, economics,
politics, literature, and sociology—namely, Dalit identity. Together, the essays in this volume
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provide an important foundation for understanding contemporary Dalit rights’ issues and political
activism.
Smith, Peter. 2008. "Going Global: The Transnational Politics of the Dalit Movement." Globalizations 5 (1):
13-33.
Annotation: Smith provides a comprehensive analysis of the Dalit movement over the last two
decades. The movement has recently become a major transnational effort, evolving from disjointed
locally-oriented organizations into domestic and international networks such as the National
Campaign for Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR). Smith describes how targeted participation in the
2001 UN World Conference Against Racism, the 2004 World Social Forum, and the 2006 Asian
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India. The authors use a variety of current data to paint a detailed picture of the discrimination
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arguments for the inclusion of Muslim and Christian Dalits within domestic provisions such as
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TOPICAL RESEARCH DIGEST: MINORITY RIGHTS
United Nations. Available Online:
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/11session/CRP/A-HRC-11CRP3.pdf
Annotation: This report on the United Nations Sub-Commission on the Protection and
Promotion of Human Rights presents a revised draft of the Principles and Guidelines for the
Effective Elimination of Discrimination Based on Work and Descent, produced during an
informal expert consultation organized by the International Dalit Solidarity Network in
collaboration with the United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights.
The report presents perhaps the most detailed definition of discrimination based on work
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