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Caste Discrimination is Draconian 

than Racial Discrimination:  
An Appeal to address in the  

World Conference against Racism 
 

 Dalit woman was stripped naked and beaten 
to death by two upper backward caste men in 
Negla village in Agra district. This woman 

made the mistake of crossing the path of Virendra Pal 
and Vijay Pal, carrying an empty pot. Six persons 
belonging to the Dalit community in Barabanki 
district, barely 22 kms from Lucknow the capital of 
Uttar Pradesh were subjected to a brutal acid attack 
on the 24th October 2000. The dominant caste Thakurs 
who are also the landed gentry of the area carried out 
this barbarous assault because they were infuriated 
by the failure to procure a tender for fishing rights in 
a nearby pond. The Dalits who dared to challenge the 
hegemony and the monopoly of the Thakurs were 
‘taught the historical lesson’. The barbers of many 
villages in Jodhpur district of Rajasthan even now do 
not allow the entry of the Dalits into the barbershops. 
A group of upper caste Hindus beat up Dalit youth 
and women when they came to collect water from the 
only source of the village in Khambhala village in 
Amreli district of Saurashtra region of Gujarat. This 
incident has once again reinforced the age-old caste 
barriers and caste discriminations.   
 
The above mentioned incidents provide only a 
glimpse of the daily occurrences in the lives of over 
240 million Dalits of South Asia. On the one hand, 
India could boast of being one of the most 
progressive modern state and adept at introducing 
and engaging in modern technology. On the other 
hand, the atrocities committed against the Dalits and 
the downtrodden can shame even the greatest 
perpetrators of apartheid the universe has even 
known. A Dalit woman walking with an empty 
earthen vessel could trigger off such a violent 
reaction from the so-called upper caste is a clear 
indication of the abhorrence the dominant castes have 

towards the Dalits and the downtrodden. It also 
exposes the age-old blind practice like the empty pot 
is the indication of failure one would encounter in the 
mission for which is proceeding to.  
 
India can claim to compete with the Silican Valleys of 
the global market but has not got rid of its most 
detestable and despicable blind practices. But it is not 
just adhering to an unchallenged and cruel form of 
behaviour that haunts the mind of any human being 
but the Dalit woman becoming victim of this 
inhuman blind faith is the central question that needs 
to be faced squarely today. Vijay Pal and Virendra Pal 
did not commit this murderous crime because the 
empty pot foretold a bad omen. They instantaneously 
engaged in this heinous crime because they were 
absolutely sure of the fact that they could strip naked, 
bash up and murder the woman and go scot-free. 
This is irrespective of the fact that the woman had not 
committed any mistake except the fact that hails from 
the Dalit community.  
 
Social discrimination has been part of the human 
history. Today when the proponents of market 
economy are propagating a ‘global village’ and 
through this an ideology of monoculture as the way 
of existence and operation, human beings are divided 
on the basis of caste, class, creed, colour, region, 
language, ethnicity etc. But among all the basis of 
social segregation and seclusion, it is caste which the 
most dehumanising and discriminating phenomenon 
of all ages and in a special way our age. As stated 
above, if the barber from the most backward caste 
community who is socially just one step ahead of the 

Dalits in the caste 
order denies the 
right of the Dalit to 
his service, it is 
clear indication of 
the extent of social 
exclusion and 
‘untouchability’ to 
which the Dalits 
are subjected to. 
Untouchability is 
ingrained in the 
behaviour, in the 
minds, in the 
beings, in the social 
psyche in the 
mind-set and in the 
very existence of 
the Indian society 
and Indian State.  
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Background 
Abolition of untouchability has been brought under 
the jurisdiction of Constitutional provisions. But 
untouchability is practiced in all the senses. Dalits 
who are the erstwhile untouchables have eternally 
been subjected to exploitation and injustice. It is a 
historical fact that the caste system is atleast 3,000 
years old and discrimination and barbarity towards 
the Dalits are equally an age-old phenomenon. The 
dominant castes consider that it is their privilege or 
birth right to beat, bash up and butcher the Dalits and 
the downtrodden.  Since the Dalits in the past silently 
suffered every detestable and barbaric crimes 
committed against them the dominant castes did not 
engage in many physical aggression. In the last few 
decades Dalits have became conscious of their 
legitimate place and role in the society and nation, 
and they have begun to raise their head against  
atrocities. Hence, the dominant upper castes are 
engaged in  vicious repressive measures to silence 
any form of dissent erupting among the Dalits. 
Significantly it is not upper castes alone who abuse 
the Dalits, but the backward castes too engage in 
oppression and exploitation of the Dalits.  
 
The iron grip of casteism and caste discrimination 
and deprivation are not anything new to the Indian 
social history. But the mode and the means employed 
by the perpetrators of these discriminatory practices 
calls for close scrutiny today than ever. In a 
democratic political system any one can participate in 
public affairs like auction for fishing rights. But in the 
caste-ridden social order of India, this political right 
has been limited only to the upper castes in practice. 
When the Dalits also want to participate in these 
forms of public exercises it is perceived as posing a 
challenge not only to the ‘appropriated political right’ 
but as challenging the very foundations of the social 
structure. 
 
One can also cite another common practice in the 
electoral politics. Adult franchise has been 
guaranteed to all the citizens of India irrespective of 
the caste, class, creed, region or religion. To make 
political participation more broad based, the age of 
the voter was reduced from 21 to 18 during the 
regime of Mr. Rajiv Gandhi. But there are villages 
even today after 53 years of independence which 
have not been allowed to step inside a polling both. 
Their electoral right has been denied not 
constitutionally but conventionally. For the Dalits 
and the marginalised of Indian society, their survival 
and sustenance is much more important than fighting 
for their political rights.    
 

It is significant to not this fact that a section of the 
Indian population made itself to believe that the caste 
system is a passing phenomenon. But in reality caste 
atrocities and caste discriminations are not isolated 
phenomenon. Nor are caste atrocities a vanishing 
species. Caste practices and caste discriminations are 
ingrained in the very foundation of the Indian 
society, Indian culture, Indian political economy and 
finally in the very Indian mind-set. Any crime 
committed against the Dalits is not an act perpetrated 
by an ‘anti-social element’. It is also not an aberration 
from the rule. Caste discrimination and caste related 
violence are the logical outcome of the historical 
hatred and social abhorrence the upper castes and the 
upper class maintain for centuries towards the Dalits.  

 
Going further, one can also state here that 
discriminatory behaviour towards the lower castes 
are palpable in the very way the dominant castes 
address the Dalits. Even the most educated and the 
enlightened upper caste person has fundamental and 
fierce  repugnance and repulsion towards the Dalits. 
This ancient animosity  in the day to day life gets 
converted into anger and the anger takes the form of 
outrageous crimes. These horrendous crimes have 
deleterious and dreadful effects on the Dalits.   
 
Significantly, the murder and mayhem that are 
perpetrated on the Dalits are irrespective of the fact 
that there are innumerable Constitutional and legal 
provisions enacted even before the Independence. 
The post-independence period also has witnessed 
policies and programmes formulated for the 
wellbeing and the upliftemt of the Dalits. The heart of 
the matter is that fifty-three years of Independence, 
has not effected even an iota of change in the caste 
discrimination and caste violence. Further, there are 
positive discriminations envisaged  for the upliftment 
and well-being of the Dalits. On the other hand, there 
are also negative injunctions enacted to protect the 
rights of the Dalits and the downtrodden in this 
country.  

 

The legislative Provisions 
Some of the Constitutional provisions need to be spelt 
out here. Article 15 [2] of the Constitution declares 
that “No citizen shall, on the grounds only of religion, 
race, caste, sex, place of birth or any of them, be 
subject to any disability, liability, restrictions or 
conditions with regard to a) access to shops, public 
restaurants, hotels and places of public 
entertainment; b) the use of wells, tanks, bathing 
ghats, roads and places of public resort maintained 
wholly or partly our of State funds or dedicated to the 
use of the general public”. The Indian Constitution 
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forcefully and fiercely decries any form of 
discrimination.  
 
The Constitution (First Amendment) Act 1951, 
enjoined upon the ruling dispensation the following 
positive discrimination. “Nothing shall prevent the 
State from making any special provision for the 
advancement of any socially and educationally 
backward classes of citizens or for the Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes”. Historically speaking, 
the framers of the Constitution were well aware of 
the socio-historical root of the caste oppression and 
exploitation in India. Hence, they on the one hand 
formulated legal provisions for the protection of the 
rights of the Dalits and on the other hand enforced 
special provisions for the development of the Dalits 
and the Adivasis. The ruling caste and class went one 
step further and enacted the Protection of Civil Rights 
Act, 1955. 

 
Inspite of the fact that various acts were promulgated 
and amendments were brought to the existing 
legislations, the plight of the Dalits continued 
unchanged and unchallenged. The Dalits have not 
been liberated from the servitude and bondage they 
are chained to under the caste system. Instead they 
continue to be subjected to ruthless repression and 
subjugation. While there is no change in the lives of 
the Dalits, the legal provisions have undergone 
amendments and have attained newer nomenclature. 
The Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955 was 
rechristened in 1976 as the Untouchability (Offences) 
Act 1955. In 1986 the ruling caste and class 
introduced the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989. Thus 
various political parties and governments were 
engaged in futile exercises but consistently and 
consciously denied the Dalits of their basic rights. 
Though these acts envisaged stringent punishment 
for caste discrimination against the Dalits, caste 
atrocities are going on unabated all over the country. 

 
All these facts go to establish the social fact that caste 
discrimination and atrocities are the logical outcome 
of the very caste edifice on which the Indian society is 
construed. The dominant caste is hell-bent on 
upholding its hegemony and monopoly by 
unleashing a rein of terror and repression on the 
Dalits. With the introduction of universal education, 
electoral politics, reservation policy etc, the Dalits are 
beginning to voice their protest against caste 
atrocities and caste system itself. This has created 
panic among the dominant castes who were the 
beneficiaries of caste and class domination. Hence, 
they want to throttle any attempt by the Dalits to 

raise the issue of violation of their rights both in the 
national and international forums. It is in the fitness 
of things to state here that this once again reveals the 
deep-seated caste discrimination in the Indian 
society.    
 
Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar understood the depth and 
the deleterious effects of the caste discrimination to 
which the Dalits were subjected to historically. 
Hence, he argued for emancipation of the Dalits as 
the first priority in the freedom struggle even before 
the nation could be liberated from the colonial rulers. 
In the 1930-31 Round Table Conference  in London, 
he powerfully and profoundly argued, “The 
Depressed Classes can not consent to subject 
themselves to majority rule in their present state of 
hereditary bondsmen. Before majority rule is 
established their emancipation from the system of 
untouchability must be an accomplished fact. It must 
not be left to the will of the majority. The Depressed 
Classes must be made free citizens entitled to all the 
rights of citizenship in common with other citizens of 
the State”. But this lone voice got drowned in the sea 
of ‘swadeshi slogan’ propagated by the upper caste 
and upper class politicians.  

 

World conference against Racism 
 In the recent months there have been animated 
discussions among the social scientists and 
intellectuals if caste could be clubbed with race. This 
debate has been amplified and augmented by the 
forthcoming “World Conference Against Racism, 
Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related 
Intolerance” to be held in Durban, South Africa from 
31st August to September 7th 2001. The selection of 
South Africa is logical and historical, because it is 
here that a mammoth movement was initiated for the 
defeat of apartheid. But as far as Indian dominant 
caste rulers are concerned this conference is slated to 
deliberate upon the racial discrimination only. They 
point to racially discriminatory behaviours practiced 
in places like South Africa but pretend to close their 
eyes and ears to the horrendous crimes committed on 
the Dalits.  

 
Interestingly, this is the third international conference 
against racism. While spelling out the need for the 
World Conference Against Racism, Mary Robinson, 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights had observed “As we see all around us, racism 
and racial discrimination continue unabated. 
Although we refer to our world as a global village, it 
a world sadly lacking in the sense of closeness 
towards neighbour and community which the word 
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village implies. In each region, and within all 
countries, there are problems stemming from either a 
lack of respect for, or lack of acceptance of, the 
inherent dignity and equality of all human beings. 
Our world is witness to serious ethnic conflicts; to 
discrimination against minorities, indigenous peoples 
and migrant workers; the accusation of 
institutionalized racism in police forces…”.  
 
It is amply clear from the above statement that racial 
discrimination is a pan-world phenomenon. The 
representative of the United Nations Commission for 
Human Rights has also made it clear that violation of 
dignity and equality of any person is paramount to 
violation of basic human rights itself. She has also 
pointed out to the universal phenomenon that 
various forms of discrimination are practiced at the 
global level. In this regard one also becomes acutely 
aware of the fact that all modern technology, 
development and education are a sham. Moreover, 
racial discrimination is only one form of 
discriminatory practice.  
 
At this juncture it is pertinent to examine the progress 
made with regard to safeguarding human rights in 
general and eliminating racial and other forms of 
discrimination in particular. One of the guiding 
principle of the United Nations, created in 1945 at the 
end of the World War II, is the principle of non-
discrimination on the grounds of race. This principle 
was clearly stated in the preamble of the Character of 
the United Nations, which reaffirms “faith in 
fundamental human rights, in dignity and worth of 
the human person”. The death, devastation and the 
disaster that was wrought by the World Wars forced 
upon human collective sense to uphold and maintain 
this historical fact that basic human rights of all 
human beings can be ensured only when the rights of 
the individuals, social groups, and nations can be 
maintained. Any discriminatory and differentiating 
behaviour towards any human being or segment of 
population ultimately would result in the destruction 
of all human beings.   

 
Since the adoption of the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights in 1948, the international community 
has made considerable progress in the fight against 
racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance. Meanwhile, national and international 
laws have been enacted and numerous international 
human rights instruments, particularly a treaty to ban 
racial discrimination, have seen the light of the day. 
There have even been some spectacular successes, 
such as the defeat of apartheid in South Africa. Yet, 

the dream of a world free of racial hatred and bias 
remains only half fulfilled.  

 
The United Nations Declaration on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1963) clearly 
spells out the human endeavour to annihilate all 
forms of discrimination. “Discrimination between 
human beings on the ground of race, colour or ethnic 
origin is an offence to human dignity and shall be 
condemned as a denial of the principles of Charter of 
United Nations, as a violation of the human rights 
and fundamental freedoms proclaimed in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, as an 
obstacle to friendly and peaceful relations among 
nations and as a fact capable of disturbing peace and 
security among peoples”. Thus the Universal 
Declaration not only takes note of the discriminatory 
behaviour but also condemns it in categorical terms.  

 
Right from the formation of United Nations this 
international body has engaged in a number of 
measures to combat racial discrimination and 
violence. Some of these efforts are presented here 
below:  

• The Convention on the Prevention and 
Punishment of the Crime of Genocide 1948;  

• The Declaration on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Racial Discrimination 1963; 

• The International Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 1965; 

• The International Convention on the Suppression 
and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid, 1973;  

• The First World Conference to Combat Racism 
and Racial Discrimination, Geneva 1978; 

• The Second World Conference to Combat Racism 
and Racial Discrimination, also in Geneva 1983; 

• The First Decade for Action to Combat Racism 
and Racial Discrimination 1973-82;  

• The Second Decade to Combat Racism and Racial 
Discrimination 1983-1992;  

• The Third Decade to Combat Racism and Racial 
Discrimination 1994-2003;  

• The World Conference against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related 
Intolerance 2001.  

 
Over above these initiatives, the General Assembly in 
1998 decided to proclaim 2001 as the International 
Year of Mobilization against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance. 
The explicit objective of this international exercise 
was to draw world attention to the objectives of the 
Conference and to provide a momentum for further 
political commitment to the elimination of racism and 
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racial discrimination. These enterprises provided 
space for enhancing the awareness at the global level 
the various forms and levels of discriminations 
encountered today.   

 
In India too some serious attempts were made both 
by the state and the civil society. It is a common 
knowledge that since violation is a historical and 
human phenomenon, resistance to these violations 
were also historical. Many legends can be recounted 
indicating the attempts made to protest against 
violation of human rights. From the perspective of 
the Dalits and the Depressed Classes, Dr. Ambedkar 
is one of those persons who systematically waged a 
war against the transgression of Dalit human rights. 
As one of the main architect of framing of the 
Constitution Dr. Ambedkar fought for fundamental 
rights of all citizens of India and in a special way 
made important positive discrimination for the 
upliftment of the Dalits and the Adivasis.  

 
Over the years, the ruling caste and class enacted 
legislative measures to protect the Dalits from 
atrocities and to ensure their development. Some of 
these provisions are as follows:  

• The Constitution (First Amendment) Act 1951;  

• The Protection of Civil Rights (Anti-
Untouchability) Act 1955;  

• The Bonded Labour (Abolition) Act, 1976; 

• The Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes 
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989; 

• The National Commission for Scheduled Castes 
and the Scheduled Tribes 1990;  

• Employment of Manual Scavengers and 
Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act, 
1993. 

 
These are some of the acts and commissions 
constituted by the central government. Besides these 
acts like land Reform and abolition of money lending 
etc also were supposed to be directed towards the 
benefits of the Dalits. Following the steps of the 
central government, the states too constituted 
different commissions and enacted welfare 
programmes. For example, the state of Tamil Nadu 
enacted the Tamil Nadu Acquisition of Land for 
Harijan Welfare Scheme Act 1978. The Bihar 
government came out with the Bihar Reservation of 
Vacancies in Posts and Services (for Scheduled 
Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward 
Communities) Act 1991.  
 
Irrespective of all these constitutional provisions, the 
socio-economic conditions of the Dalits deteriorated 
further. This is because of the fact that the Dalits 

were not only discriminated against but they were 
also deprived of basic necessities of life. This forced 
them to depend upon the dominant castes who in 
turn exploited them to the maximum. Since the 
dominant castes were the ones who had to ensure 
that justice is carried out, there was no possibility of 
Dalits ever obtaining justice that the Constitution has 
legalised. Moreover, even in the international forums 
it is the upper caste bureaucrats and officials who 
represented the country and hence they never 
exposed the caste discrimination the Dalits were 
subjected too.  

 
In the international arena the issue of caste 
discrimination was raised as a point for discussion 
very late. Historically speaking, India ratified the 
Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Racial 
Discrimination (CERD) 1965, in 1969. But none of the 
Indian delegates ever brought before the UN body 
the caste discrimination or to even consider caste 
discrimination as another form of racial 
discrimination. Only in 1996 the CERD Committee 
made its first explicit reference to various forms of 
caste discriminations, untouchability, and Scheduled 
Castes etc. This is the view expressed by the 
Committee, “The Committee states that the term 
‘descent’ mentioned in Article 1 of the Convention 
does not solely refer to race. The Committee affirms 
that the situation of the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes fall within the scope of the 
Convention”. This was a bold step in the direction of 
recognising caste discrimination against the Dalits 
and the Adivasis as similar to racial discrimination.  

 
The Committee went on to say, “It is noted that 
although constitutional provisions and legal tests 
exist to abolish untouchability and to protect the 
members of the Scheduled Castes and Tribes, and 
although social and educational policies have been 
adopted to improve the situation of members of 
scheduled castes and tribes and to protect them from 
abuses, widespread discrimination against them and 
the relative impunity of those who abuse them point 
to the limited effort of these measures. The 
Committee is particularly concerned at reports that 
people belonging to the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes are often prevented from using 
public wells or from entering cafes or restaurants 
and that their children are sometimes separated from 
other children in school, in violation of Article of 5 (f) 
of the Convention”.  

 
It is amply clear from the above statement that the 
commission had pin pointed the abuse that is part of 
the daily interaction between the dominant castes 
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and the lower castes. It has also taken note of the fact 
that the Dalits are denied entry into public places 
irrespective of the fact that these forms of 
discriminatory behaviours are legally abolished.  

 
Going further one can also identify similar 
performance by the Government of India. The 
International Convention on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) was ratified by the ruling 
dispensation of India only in 1973. But the 
Committee itself took another 20 years to expose the 
Indian Government’s lack of political will in 
implementing these rights. The Committee noted in 
its report, “Despite measures taken by the 
government, members of the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes, as well as the so-called backward 
classes and ethnic and national minorities continue 
to endure severe social discrimination and to suffer 
disproportionately from many violations of their 
rights under the Covenant, inter alia, inter-caste 
violence, bonded labour and discrimination of all 
kinds. It regrets that the de facto perpetuation of the 
caste system entrenches social differences and 
contributes to these violations. The Committee also 
recommended that further measures be adopted, 
including education programmes at national and 
state levels to combat all forms of discrimination 
against these vulnerable groups”. This report also 
pointedly names the social groups that are subjected 
to caste discrimination. Interestingly, the Dalits, the 
Adivasis, the most backward castes and the 
minorities are the victims of dominant caste 
subjugation. Thus the Committee named the victims 
of upper caste hegemony and monopoly. It also 
recommended measures to encounter all forms of 
discrimination against these social groups.  

 
One of the instruments employed by the United 
Nations is to a Special Rapporteur to investigate into 
an issue that calls for international attention. During 
1996 and 1997, the UN Special Rapporteur on Racism 
and Racial Discrimination enquired with the Indian 
Government about the situation of ‘untouchables’ in 
the country, requesting the relevant information to 
be sent to his office. The Special Rapporteur’s report 
exposes the real intent of ruling dispensation of the 
country. “The report recalls that communications 
concerning the situation of untouchables in India 
were sent to the government in December 1996 and 
August 1997. In its reply, the government rejected 
allegations that it tolerated untouchability, provided 
the Special Rapporteur with a list of the measures 
taken to curb discrimination between castes and 
maintained that a practice that is so old can not be 
eliminated rapidly. The Special Rapporteur noted the 

discrepancy between the facts alleged and the 
government’s reply and stated that a visit to India 
would permit him to evaluate the situation in 
cooperation with the government and the 
communities concerned”.  

 
It is significant to note that the Indian Government 
has to date not permitted the Special Rapporteur to 
visit India. Hence, the Committee reported that, “The 
Committee is concerned with the continuing 
discrimination, including violence, suffered by 
women of the Dalit community, despite the passage 
of the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes 
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act of 1989”. The 
government of India often employs some social 
anthropologists to demonstrate that caste is different 
from race.     

 
It is a historical accident that within the western 
framework racism did not include casteism. And 
hence, caste discrimination was not considered equal 
to racial discrimination. Apartheid was a practice 
which caught the imagination of the western media, 
intellectuals, activists and socio-political leaders. 
Hence, global solidarity was exerted to put an end to 
racism. Indian society is also proud of the fact that 
non-violent form of struggle against racial 
discrimination was first experimented in South 
Africa.  

 
Similarly since, indigenous people are a global 
phenomenon, the issues of the indigenous people or 
the Adivasis found reception among the UN bodies 
and other agents. But since caste and caste 
discrimination was an Indian phenomenon or at the 
most the South-Asian phenomenon, it never found 
favour in the international bodies. But the heart of the 
matter is that if a category does not fit neatly into the 
definition of  internationally dominant communities 
or countries it does not mean that discrimination is 
absent in another country. Since racism is defined 
from the western paradigm, casteism is ‘eliminated’ 
from their purview, irrespective of the fact that a 
more appalling and dreadful form of discrimination 
is practiced in the caste-ridden society.  

 
At this juncture it is expedient to look at some of the 
ways in which caste has been interpreted in relation 
to race. The term caste has been defined in a number 
of different ways. As a noun it is used to refer to an 
abstract principle based on which certain behaviours 
are carried out in society. The noun form also is used 
to denote a particular kind of social group. As an 
adjective the term caste is employed to signify the 
quality of the principles of behaviour or the character 
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of the social group. Going into the root of the matter 
one notices the following evolution of the term. “The 
Portuguese seafarers who traded mainly on the west 
coast of India in the 16th and 17th centuries described 
groups they called castas (from which derive the 
English and French words caste), meaning ‘species’ or 
‘breeds’ of animals or plants and ‘tribes’, ‘races’, 
‘clans’, or ‘lineages’ among men” (Marriott and Inden 
1985). Since the reality of caste was defined by the 
westerners the understanding of this phenomenon 
also took an alien shape. The Indian dominant caste 
also used this understanding to argue in all the 
forums that racism does not exist in India.  

 
Even a sociological understanding of the term jati 
brings out some of the salient features of the interface 
between caste and race. “One of the commonest 
words for genus in most Indian languages, jati, is 
derived from an Indo-European verbal root meaning 
‘genesis’, ‘origin’, or ‘birth’. It is applied to any 
species of living things including gods and humans. 
Among humans, jati can designate a distinct sex, a 
race, a caste, or a tribe, a population, the followers of 
an occupations or a religion, or a nation” (Marriott 
and Inden, 1985). Thus in sociological understanding 
often race and caste are inter-changeably used. This 
type of understanding also takes into account the 
descent based occupation by the members of a 
particular caste.  

 
A brief note  on race is not out of place here. 
Classically, the differences among the races in a 
species have been identified by their morphology, 
that is, their observable physical structure.  In the 
sociological understanding, race is a biological 
concept. Races are recognised by a combination of 
geographic, ecological and morphological factors 
and, increasingly, in the last third of the twentieth 
century, by analysis of the distribution of gene 
frequencies for numbers of essentially non-
morphological, biochemical components. As long as 
one focused on the morphological traits alone, it was 
sometimes not difficult to convince oneself that races 
were distinctly differentiated, one from another. But 
the moment one moved away from explaining race 
within biological arena, other considerations of race 
came to the fore demanding a serious 
comprehension.  
 
The term race is a sociological concept like any other 
word to explain the social grouping of a society. 
Though the term race sounds a neutral reality, 
interaction between two different races exposes the 
racial discrimination inherent in this interaction. 
There are also the notion of racial purity, superior 

and inferior races, race and mental differences, race 
and culture. Racially discriminatory practices make 
certain assumptions about race, some overt, some 
tacit. These include the assumptions that races are 
pure and distinct entities; all members of a race look 
alike and think alike, which assumption, in turn is 
based upon the idea that how one behaves depends 
entirely or mainly on one’s genes; some races are 
better than others. But the scientific study of human 
population has provided no evidence to validate any 
one of these assumptions. Culture, language and 
outlook are not inseparably bound up with particular 
morphological or genetic racial features (Adam 
Kuper and Jessica Kuper 1985).  

 
In extension it can be stated that caste is also a 
concept used by a particular segment of human 
population to understand social groupings as race is 
used to understand social stratification in another 
socio-cultural milieu. Though race and caste are two 
different concept utilised in two different social 
settings, both of them are employed to explain social 
groupings of human race. Further, if one ventures to 
enter into the ideology of discrimination and the 
principles that provide the basis for discriminatory 
behaviour, one would encounter social seclusion and 
segregation operative in both the cases. Above all, 
both in racial and in caste discrimination not just 
social grouping is at stake but political domination, 
cultural deprivation and economic exploitation are at 
the foundation. Thus, a serious and deeper 
comprehension of racial and caste discrimination 
would lead to the understanding that caste and race 
are two different concepts to refer to similar social 
phenomenon. 

 
At this stage it is also imperative to keep in focus the 
understanding of caste maintained by some of the 
international bodies and countries. As stated above 
since racial discrimination was the most visible form 
of discrimination and since it is prevalent in many 
countries the international bodies and human right 
groups waged a struggle against racism and 
apartheid. But it took ages for the international bodies 
to recognise the fact that caste discrimination is equal 
to or even horrendous than racial discrimination. 
While some of the westerners perceive the 
dehumanising effect of caste discrimination, some 
others fail to perceive this reality.  

 
There is also report of a tacit understanding between 
the governments on United States and United 
Kingdom on the one hand and the government of 
India on the other hand. It is reported that the above 
mentioned two governments have promised to 
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Indian government that they would not support the 
motion of including caste discrimination in the 
agenda of WCAR to be held in Durban from 31st 
August to 7th September 2001, if Indian government 
in turn does not support the motion about racial 
discrimination. It is this implicit understanding 
between these countries that is causing concerns 
among the activists and the NGOs.   
 
The position taken by the Indian Government is even 
more deplorable. The ruling dispensation is of the 
view that caste is not an issue to be deliberated upon 
in the UN conferences. It has even raised this phobia 
that if UN bodies discuss caste issue then these 
bodies are infringing upon the sovereignty of India. 
Also, this World Conference is to deliberate upon 
racial discrimination and the UN should not 
redirected its attention from discussing a ‘burning 
international issue’. The present government is also 
seeing ‘undesirable and foreign hands’ which are 
trying to dilute the focus of present conference by 
insisting on including all forms of discrimination. 
Above all, the ruling caste and class is broadcasting 
this myth that Indian Nation State has produced 
enough legal mechanisms and provisions to tackle 
caste discrimination. To succeed in its attempts, the 
government has appointed a National Committee to 
look into the question of including caste 
discrimination on the agenda of World Conference 
Against Racism. The task of this Committee is to 
evolve  consensus on the official government position 
at the UN conference.  
 
This hyper activity of the Indian government has 
once again exposed its upper caste bias. Instead of 
looking into the matter if there are caste 
discriminations which are much worst than racial 
discrimination, the ruling caste and class have 
embarked on the mission of throttling any move to 
raise the issue in the UN Conference. The Indian 
government by trying to hide the reality has exposed 
its ‘original sin’. It has once again proved the social 
fact whether in the villages, or at the state level or at 
the national and international level it has the might 
and the power to throttle the aspirations of the Dalits 
of India to secure their rights. Above all it has made 
apparent its resolve to uphold its dominance and 
supremacy over the Dalits and the downtrodden of 
India.  

 
Even a cursory glance at the legal provisions ensured 
by the Constitution and the constitutional 
amendments unravel the fact that atrocities are 
heaped upon the Dalits, Adivasis and women in 
India. The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes 
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989 is a clear 
indication of the phenomenon of heinous crimes 
perpetrated on the Dalits and the Adivasis. The 
Annual Report of the Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes Commission a statutory body of the 

Indian Government also amplifies the fact that 
atrocities are committed on the Dalits all over India. 
Hence, caste has not been ‘annihilated’ as Dr. Baba 
Saheb Bhimrao Ambedkar worked for in his life time. 
But the iron grip  of caste and its concurrent caste 
discrimination is an everyday phenomenon.  

 
Social activists, political leaders, representatives of 
the voluntary sector are engaged in ensuring the fact 
that the caste and descent based discrimination is 
brought to central focus not only in the national 
forums but at the international plane too. They have 
also been trying to build Dalit organizations at the 
local level to wage war against caste atrocities and 
casteism itself. The formation of Dalit Sangharsh 
Samitis or the Dalit Struggle Forums are the outcome 
of these long-standing efforts. The year long 
campaign carried out by the Dalit Human Right 
Campaign is one attempt to forge an unified struggle 
against the ruling dispensation of India. There are 
self-styled prophets who advocate the line of thought 
that the social activists and the NGOs instead of 
raising the issue of caste discrimination at the World 
Conference Against Racism should demand that the 
UN bodies recognise caste as a form of 
discrimination.  

 
The Dalit activists and organizations and the other 
social activists and NGO’s are well aware of the 
power equations at the UN bodies and conferences. 
They are also conscious of the fact that the Indian 
Government will deploy all the power and the 
resources at its disposal to deny any discussion on the 
caste issue. Above all these individuals and 
organizations are aware of the fact that the Indian 
Government will engage in arms-twisting exercise if 
any NGO attempts to bring up the issue at the World 
Conference. But this has not deterred them from 
agitating for their agenda that  caste discrimination is 
horrendous than the racial discrimination. They have 
been trying to unite the Dalits under one broad forum 
to wage  a long drawn-out struggle at all levels. Here 
Dr. Ambedkar’s vision provides scope for a broad-
based struggle for Dalit Human Rights. He had 
declared, “ If you wish that you should be the master 
of political power you have to organise yourselves for 
this. Then only you will be able to engage yourselves 
in the struggle for human rights in the political arena 
that will emerge in the future”. g 
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