The term Dalit in Sanskrit is derived from the root “dal” which means split, break, crack and so on. When used as an objective, it means split, broken, burst, crushed. Jotiba Phule a social reformer and revolutionary of Maharastra used this term to describe the outcastes and untouchables as oppressed and broken victims of the Indian caste-ridden society. It is also believed that it was Dr.B.R.Ambedcar who coined the word first. The Dalits of today were known by the terms ‘untouchables’ and ‘outcasts’ for centuries. These degrading terms were changed by the British administration in to “deprived classes” in 1919. Gandhi called them “Harijans” (people of God), his favorite term to be used in the place of Untouchables. Ambedcar did not accept Gandhi’s term and proposed term protestant Hindus. In 1935 the British Gov’t defined them as “Scheduled Castes” (SC). It was during the 1970s that the followers of the Dalit Panther Movement of Maharashtra gave currency to the term Dalit. To day the term is frequently used and has become popular among the Dalit people of various religions and protest movements. 


The origin of the Dalits goes back to 1500 B.C. Studies about their origin tell us that they were a people without a name and without a place in the social organization of the time. They were not only ostracized from the mainstream society and relegated to the status of “untouchables” but were also subjected to various forms of exploitation and oppression which have been supported by religion directly or indirectly. The caste system in Indian society, more by the Hindu religion is justified and has a social sanction. The high and low of a person is decided by one’s birth and not by one’s personal value. One of the most unscientific and illogical system even today despite education and the scientific advancements of 21st century a section of people are denied human existence and deprived, denied and prevented from using and benefiting global advancements. According to S. K. Chatterjee, the original Indians were the Sudras (the serving caste) and the slaves (today’s Dalits). These were the pre-Aryan people who had lived in India for thousands of years. The Aryans came into India around 1500 BC and made the local people their servants and slaves. The Dalits are the earliest settlers of India. Because of the long history of oppression, they have lost their self- identity as full human beings. Religion plays an important role in the life and growth of people. It has been one of the tools people have used as an agent of bondage or liberation. During these 3500 years, India has been a cradle of religions and beliefs. Many religions found the Indian soil fertile and flourished here. Some like Hinduism, Christianity and Islam came from outside and the others like Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism were born here. The conversion as a means to get rid of caste system and its consequences on Dalits did not result in any change in social, economic and cultural spheres of Dalit population, for every religion that was born here or that came from outside either were absorbed in to Hinduism or they did not address this reality. Hence the Dalit reality never changed rather it further escalated their oppression and made them further removed from the mainstream society. Dr. B. R. Ambedcar believed that neither bourgeois nationalism nor republicanism nor traditional Marxism provided any satisfactory solution to the problem of caste. From the earliest times the Vedic religion denied the lower caste people even the right to live, right to life and livelihood... In the Yajur- Veda collection of rituals we read: “Like Vaisya…. tributary to another, to be eaten up another, to be oppressed at will…like a Sutra…the servant of another to be removed at will, to be slain at will.” Such bring the directives and faith given by Vedic and Bramanic religion, will only make its believers to follow and adhere to their scripture. By following such scripture one will not feel guilty and all the more they will feel that such things only will make them feel that they followed their religion to its true sense. A religion and its teaching, which believes the happenings of the present is due to what one had done in his previous birth, makes the oppressed to accept and wait for the next birth and they try to bear all the pains and undergo their oppression without questioning. The denial and being oppressed the Dalits even today in the 21st century- with all its advancement of technology, marvels of media and communication, are not able to voice out and raise together to fight for their rights and ascertain their dignity. 


The following are some facts to reveal the present day status of Dalits and which indicates the violation of Economic, Social and Cultural rights. I base this presentation with the following scheme: 
1.Dalit Right to livelihood, 2.Dalit right to Education 3. Dalit right to Land and labour 4.Dalit right to life and security 5.Dalit right to reservation and employment 6. Dalit Women right to gender equity. 

Right to livelihood
Basic amenities 
Even after 54 years of independence, majority of Dalits have been deprived of electricity, sanitation facilities …etc. And compared to non Dalits their plight indeed is shocking: Dalits who have electricity is 30.91% and only 9.84% have sanitation facility as compared to Non Dalits 61.31% and 26.76% respectively. In many of the rural areas the Dalits have a separate drinking water wells, the quality of which is poorer than that of the non-Dalits’. More than 20% Dalit population does not have access to safe drinking water. It may also be added that most of the drinking water sources provided by the gov’t dry up and the population is continued to be shown as covered with drinking water. 
 
Poverty 
Incidence of poverty among Dalits is 64.6% compared to non-Dalits 51.2%. About 50% of the Dalits both in rural and urban areas live below poverty line. The number is shocking. Rural 48.11% and 49.48 urban. This increase has taken place during the privatization, liberalization and globalization regime, and it indicates how vulnerable Dalits have become to the market forces. The green revolution period tripled the food production. Yet the Dalits are still denied their food security rights. Millions of tons of food get rotten and eaten by rats in the storehouses of the gov’t but rural poor especially the Dalits and the tribals in Orissa and Bihar die of hunger and starvation. 
 
Literacy and Education 
Only 37.41% of Dalits are literate. That is one third of the Dalit population. Compared to Dalit male literates only 23.75% of Dalit women are literate. 

Infant mortality and death rates: 
The infant mortality rate among Dalit children was 91 per 1000 live births, an excess ranging from 22 to 45% over the national average, 57.5% of Dalit children under the age of four were under nourished in 1992, reported in UNDP Country report 1977, p.55. Dalit death rate in rural areas is 15.50% and 12.90% in urban areas whereas in non-Dalits it is 11.20% in rural areas and 8.40% in urban areas. The high death rate among Dalits is presumably because of lack of health care, low levels of health consciousness (due to lack of literacy.) 

Right to worship: 
70% or more of Dalit population do not have entry to temples and to worship in non-Dalit temples. Even God is not spared from the scourge of caste. 
 
What do these facts say? 
The Indian State has failed to live up to its constitutional mandate and to the grandiose poll promises of its political parties during the past 54 years. Viz. 
   Ensure the right to adequate means of livelihood. Indian Constitution: Directive Principles, 39-a (IC: DP) 
   Provide within ten years (1050-59), free and compulsory education for all children up to 14 years of age. (IC: DP, 45) 
   Promote with special care the educational and economic interests of Dalits and Tribals. (IC: DP, 46) 
   Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well being of one’s self and one’s family, including food, clothing, and housing and medical care and necessary social services. (UDHR: Art.25) 
   Everyone has the right to free and compulsory education, at least in the elementary and fundamental stages. (UDHR: Art.26; ICESCR: Art.13) and other provision in the IC: DP, 39-c: 30-f, 41; 47. And in the International conventions (UDHR: Art.25:ICESCR: Art.12; ICERD: Art.5) 

 Some of the remedial measures suggested here are:
Amending  Article .21 of Part III of the Constitution of India ( Fundamental Rights )so as to include the following rights for all citizens, but with preferential consideration for Dalits and Tribals, and on the basis of two criteria: low economic income and with out religious discrimination: The right to a standard of living – a right share and equal rights for men and women over the life resources. Pay reparation to the Dalit populations who have been denied of these rights and who have incurred economic, social and cultural losses. 

Dalit Right to Education
Primary, Middle and Secondary education. 
In 1993 enrolment at primary level among Dalits was 16.2% while among non-Dalits it was 83.8%. The National dropout rate among Dalit children is 49.35% at primary, 67.65% at middle level and 77.65% at secondary level. While privatized education is becoming the order of the day, 99% of the Dalit students come from Gov’t’s schools, which lack basic infrastructure, adequate classroom facilities, teachers and teaching aids. The dropout rate of Dalit students in all the states at all levels amounts to 50%. This is a total denial of educational opportunities to be given to Dalits. If one takes the statistics of Dalit students at the University level, it is hardly 17%. Though there is a provision of 22.5% reservation, only this many are filled in because of dropouts at the secondary level. The demand we have is that both the National and the state Gov’ts to implement both in letter and in spirit Compulsory, Universal education for Dalits. Take total responsibility for making the Dalit communities literate within a specific time. 

Dalit right to Reservation and Employment
The National standards of measurement: 
The State has the right to make any special provision for Dalits and Tribals. Indian Constitution: FR, 15-4 
Promote with special cares the educational and economic interests of the weaker sections, and in particular of Dalits and Tribals. IC: DP, 46 
The statistics show that even after 54 years of independence the backlog of vacancies that were to be filled up with Dalits are not yet filled in the various Gov’t departments. 

Example: 
    Group A= Backlog vacancies in number 369 in percentage 74.84% 
    Group B=                       ,,                     438                      51.34% 
    Group C=                       ,,                    3133                     55.87% 
    Group D=                       ,,                      873                     45.70% 
    Total                                                     4811                     54.30% 
    Banks                                                     272                     45.10% 
    Public sector                                         2642                      88.18% 

The backlog in Dalit and Tribal appointments is reported to be 25,000 in the State and 1,000,000 in Union Gov’t services. Some vacancies have not been filled since 1978. Reported by National Daily- Hindu, Feb 2, 1999. 

   
      equal to their population. But in 1989, it was 14 times higher! They have benefited

      the most for 54 years! The benefits are not only in terms of salary and status, but

      more so in terms of influence, power and information, human and material 

      resources, organizational infrastructures etc 
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The only vacancy that gets filled by the Dalits in all the private and public sectors

      are the post of sweepers and menial jobs. It is very clear that this situation give the 

      dominant castes almost complete control over the manufacture and appropriation

      of knowledge, and subsequently of all those realms of information and technology, for their advantage. 


The demand here is that the Central Government and the State Governments: 
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Bring out a Truth-Paper vis-à-vis reservation to be placed before the parliament

      and in the state assemblies for public debate. 
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Fill all backlog posts meant for Dalits immediately, and that too only with Dalits. 
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Make reservation mandatory in the private sector as that of Government     

       institutions. 
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Take up responsibility of capacity building among Dalit communities so that they

      are able to cope with the demands of different sectors. 

Dalit Right to life and security
The International standards of measurement that every one has the right of life, liberty and security of person. (UDHR, Art.3) All are equal before law, and are entitled to equal protection of the law without and against any discrimination and undertake to eliminate in all its forms with out delay. (ICERD, Art.1). 

In spite of all the above provisions even today, the Dalits are prohibited to sit on par with dominant castes in public or private places: Prohibited to take out marriage procession in dominant caste locality and Dalit bridegroom prohibited from riding a horse during marriage processions. Prohibited to walk with foot wears on roads/pathways of dominant caste villages. Tea and Coffee served in separate metal earthenware containers in village hotels: 75% of villages still prohibit Dalits from entering past the threshold of their temples. 
In 1950, the Indian constitution abolished untouchability (not caste), which means that upper caste Hindus could no longer segregate Dalits or force them to perform ‘polluting’ occupations. The reality, however, is that caste bias continues to run deep. Even the police and judiciary are not immune to it; they let caste atrocities go off lightly and unpunished. 

   [image: image6.png]


  A high caste judge in Utter Pradesh got his chamber washed with the holy water

        from the river Ganges to purify it since the earlier occupant of the judge’s chair

        happened to be a Dalit. 
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  A Dalit boy was mercilessly thrashed and died as a result. When the matter was

        being heard in the Gujarat High Court, the police prosecutor spiritedly defended

        the police action ( the thrashing that led to death) saying, “my Lord, the law

        differs from person to person.” Subsequently promoted the bench, the same

        prosecutor is to day a sitting judge of the Bombay High Court. 
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  A session’s judge charged with the murder of a Dalit youth still enjoys his

        position. The investigation officer is on record stating that the accused is

        interfering with the evidence in the case. 
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  Allocation of jobs on the basis of caste is one of the fundamentals of the caste

        system. While within the caste system, the division of labour for the four varunas

        is not rigid, for Dalits who occupy the “lowest” caste category, it is caste and

        caste alone, which is the determinant factor for the attainment of social, political

        and economic rights. 
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   A lack of access to education and training, combined with rank discrimination

       while seeking other forms of employment, has relegated Dalits to jobs like leather

       workers, disposers of dead animals and manual scavengers- all jobs that are basic

       become dehumanizing when relegated to one section, forcibly. We have 800,000

       manual scavengers in India despite abolishment of the practice in law

       (Abolishment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines

       (Prohibition) Act, 1993. Offenders, which include those who employ manual

       scavengers and those who construct dry latrines, are liable to punishment of a

       year in prison and fine in addition to prosecution under Scheduled Castes and

       Scheduled Tribes (prevention of Atrocities Act, 1989). But the Act has been

       rendered toothless by the judiciary itself. 
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   In the 8th Five-year plan, Rs.4, 64 Billion was allocated for the construction of

       flush latrines in place of dry latrines and the rehabilitation of scavengers; the

       money is completely under-utilized. 
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   A job as a manual scavenger is physically and mentally soul destroying. Most

       scavengers live in segregated colonies and are forcibly prevented from using

       common resources. At times in one row of toilet there can be as many as four

       hundred seats that have to be manually cleaned. Even another SC person will not

       touch a manual scavenger. It is untouchability within untouchables. 
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   In Gujarat alone, reported deaths of manual scavengers due to inhaling of carbon

      monoxide while inside a manhole was a staggering 20 per year. In Mumbai, even 
today children are lowered into manholes and there have been deaths. 
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   In 1995, the Commission on Bonded labour appointed by the Supreme Court

      estimated as many as 1.25 million bonded labourers in Gujarat. Despite the

      Bonded Labour Abolition Act, 1976, and the SC/ST (POA) Act, 1989. Around

      80-90 percent of bonded labourers are from Dalits. 

Dalit Right to Land and Labour
International Standards of measurement: Everyone has the right to work, to freedom of choice of employment, to just and favorable conditions of work, to protection against unemployment. UDHR: Art.23; ICESCR:Art.6&7. 
No one shall be held in slavery or servitude… UDHR; Art .4 
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  Of the total Dalit population, 85% live in rural areas. Presently, almost half (49%)

      of the rural Dalit population are agricultural labourers, while only 25% are

      cultivators. In stark and shocking contrast, in 1961, 38% of the rural Dalits

      were cultivators and 34% were agricultural labourers. This is due to modernization

      and Globalization. Introduction of new machines without rehabilitating the Dalit

      labour force. Competition from the corporate agro business further reduces

      Dalits into most vulnerable situations. 
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  Dalits have been losing the lands in their possession over the years. 
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  From the status of cultivators, even though only marginal and small farmers, Dalits

     were gradually made to join the band of working class in large numbers.   
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  Forcible eviction from their lands by the caste-class vested interests. 
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  Non-conferment of ownership rights by the State machinery. 
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  Tardy implementation of allotment of ceiling surplus and other categories of land. 
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  The High incidents of landlessness and near landlessness among Dalits creates an

      enormously high proportion of wage labour households, as was the case in 1987-      88  when, of the total Dalit rural households, as many as 63.14% were wage

      labour households. 
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  The total land declared surplus in the entire country from the inception of land

      ceiling laws on agricultural holdings until 30.9.96 was 74.94 lac acres. Of which

      only 18.08 lac acres of land was distributed to Dalits. 
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  In Gujarat one of the Indian States, the place Gandhi was born, under payment of

     Dalits annually results in Rs.3330 million (US$ 77,441,860.40) loss of wages,

     and this despite having the Minimum Wages act, 1948, for over 50 years. 


 The actions taken and the demands put forward by the Dalit rights are : Recognise the

 birth right of the Dalits to land and labour. 
 Declare Dalit labour as a National resource and take all promotive measures to 

 develop it, protective steps to safeguard its value, and punitive measures to defend its

 worth. 
 Pay reparation to the denial of the economic resource and underpayment of wages to

 Dalits. 

Dalit Women Right to Gender Equity
International Standard of measurement: 
Ensure to girls and women equal rights with men in education, in economic and social life. (CEDAW, Art.9&10) 
Discrimination against women is fundamentally unjust and constitutes an offence against human dignity. (CEDAW, Art.1) 
Educate public opinion and direct national aspirations towards eradicating prejudice and abolishing customs and other practices propagating the idea of inferiority of women. (CEDAW, Art.3) 
The situation of Dalit women in a caste-ridden society is several folds oppressive. They are not only denied of their right to economic, social and cultural but also Gender in equality. They fall victims to all kinds. 
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  Since the early 1990s, violence against Dalits has escalated dramatically in response to greater violations. Between 1995 and 1997, as many as 90.951 cases were registered all over India as crimes against Dalits. Of these, 1,617 were for murder, 12,951 for hurt, and 2,824 for rape and 31,376 for other offences listed under the Prevention of Atrocities Act. 
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  Almost all the Dalit women workers enter the labour market before the age of 20. 
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  31.6% of all girl children from Dalit communities are child workers. 
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  Due to lack of secured income in the family, the girl child is forced into a situation

     where she not only has to substitute the labour of parents at home, but also

     supplement the family’s income as a child worker. 

The demands are: 

Recognize Dalit women as a distinct social group, rather than mask it under the general category of women. 
Make special and distinct provisions for Dalit women in planning of programme, allocation of finances and in distribution of reservation facilities in education and employment. 
 
Conclusion: 

It has taken almost 2000 years for us to make the world community to realize and to recognize the issue of Dalits in India. It is not too late. It is never late. The true liberation of Dalits lie only in ensuring them the Economic, social and cultural rights. This calls for the international solidarity of all the human rights’ movements and activists. I am sure that you are with us as I would take this chance to extend my solidarity to Forum Asia in its action in ensuring the ESCR to the communities denied. 
 
The power of the poor is in their collective and conscious numbers. 
