
Refugee Review Tribunal 

AUSTRALIA 

RRT RESEARCH RESPONSE 
 
Research Response Number: IND31787 
Country: India 
Date: 25 May 2007 
 
Keywords: India – Scheduled castes – Harijans – Dalits – State protection 

 
This response was prepared by the Country Research Section of the Refugee Review 

Tribunal (RRT) after researching publicly accessible information currently available to 
the RRT within time constraints. This response is not, and does not purport to be, 

conclusive as to the merit of any particular claim to refugee status or asylum. 

 

 
 
Questions 
 
1. Do members of the Harijan caste face discrimination and serious harm in India? 
2. What State protection, if any, is offered to members of the Harijan caste? 
 

RESPONSE 

1. Do members of the Harijan caste face discrimination and serious harm in India? 
 
In India, Harijans are also known as Dalits. According to a World Bank report, the Indian 
Vedic text called Manu Smriti defines caste system as made up of four distinct social classes 
or varnas. Brahimans (priests) are on the top of the caste ladder followed by Khastriyas and 
Thakurs (rulers and warriors), Vaishyas (traders), and Shudras (labourers). The fifth group, 
known as Untouchables or Harijans or Dalits, fall outside the official caste categories and as a 
result face discrimination and violence from upper castes throughout India (Hoff, K. & 
Pandey, P. 2004, ‘Belief Systems and Durable Inequalities: An Experimental Investigation of 
Indian Caste’, World Bank website, June 
http://www.worldbank.org/research/bios/khoff/belief%20systemsJune%2021.pdf – Accessed 
26 March 2007 – Attachment 1; RRT Country Research Response 2007, Research Response 
IND31565, 4 April – Attachment 2). 

According to a recent report in the Human Rights Quarterly by Clifford Bob of Duquesne 
University, there are about one hundred and sixty million Dalits in India and many “continue 
to endure harsh discrimination and violence because of their subordinate position in the 
Hindu caste system”. The report continues that “while most Untouchables live in rural areas, 
many have migrated to cities seeking economic opportunity and fleeing the rigidities of 
village life. Dalits have sought escape from Untouchability using other methods too, among 
them conversion to Hinduism to Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, and Buddhism”. The report 
highlighted that: 

http://www.worldbank.org/research/bios/khoff/belief%20systemsJune%2021.pdf


Dalits are excluded from village wells, temples, and tea shops, forced to subordinate 
themselves before upper caste neighbours, discriminated against in land and housing 
allocation, and prevented from participating in local government institutions. Throughout 
India, Dalits continue to occupy the lowest rungs of the economic system, often living in dire 
poverty. Most have little or no land. Often they work demeaning jobs, most notoriously as 
“manual scavengers” who clean the country’s ubiquitous dry latrines by hand. Despite the 
reservation system, large numbers of Dalit children do not attend schools, remaining 
illiterates with few economic prospects. Moreover, as Dalits have sought to improve their 
position, resist daily humiliations, or vindicate their Constitutionally-granted rights, they have 
frequently suffered assault, rape or murder from upper caste groups threatened by their rise. 
While these so called “Dalit atrocities” have won press coverage in India, in many regions 
government officials appear or unwilling to stop the violence” (Bob, C. 2007, ‘Dalit Rights 
are Human Rights: Caste Discrimination, International Activism, and the Construction of a 
New Human Rights Issue’, Human Rights Quarterly, vol. 29, pp. 168 – 173 – Attachment 3). 

Benedict Rogers of the Christian Solidarity Network reported that “Dalits are often subjected 
to violent attacks on a huge scale, and only a tiny percentage is ever reported. The violence 
includes murder, rape, arson, and bodily mutilation. Thousands of Dalit women and children 
are sold into prostitution or child-bonded labor”. As a response to growing violence against 
the community, Dalits have formed a resistance organisation called Dalit Panthers (DP) to 
protect the community from caste based aggression. According to Hugo Gorringe, the DP 
protects the Dalit community in two ways: “by creating defended neighbourhoods, and by 
engaging in direct action that usually takes the form of protests (sometimes violent) but 
occasionally involves retaliation against perceived aggressors” (Rogers, B. 2007, ‘The 
‘Untouchables’: The Human Face of India’s Caste System’, Crisis Magazine website, 7 May 
http://www.crisismagazine.com/may2007/roger.htm – Accessed 18 May 2007 – Attachment 
4; Gorringe, H. 2006, ‘Which Violence? Reflections on Collective Violence and Dalit 
Movements in South India’, Social Movement Studies, vol. 5, no. 2, p. 128 – Attachment 5). 

Recent Reports on Dalits 
 
There are a number of recent reports on discrimination and violence against Dalits in India 
and these are highlighted below. 
 

• On 21 May 2007, The Times of India reported that Karo Devi, a Dalit woman from 
Dhansil village in Bihar was assaulted by upper caste members and later died as a 
result of the injuries. According to the report, “Karo Devi, who was floored with force 
several times by his tormentor co-villagers, died a few hours after the incident that 
took place late on Friday evening [18 May]”. It is alleged that Karo was looking for 
her cow when she asked a upper caste village leader the whereabouts of the animal. 
The upper caste member took offence and along with his brothers “gave a sound 
thrashing to the woman, who was several times dashed against the brick soled lane” 
(‘Dalit woman beaten to death’ 2007, The Times of India, 22 May – Attachment 6). 

 
• In Bhandara Maharashtra on 18 May 2007, Dalit students were humiliated after the 

teacher sprinkled cow urine on them to drive away evil spirits. The Times of India 
reported that “[Madhavi] Raut [School teacher] allegedly asked the Dalit students to 
get up and sprinkled ‘gomutra’ [cow urine] on them, saying it would ‘purify’ them. 
However, while doing so, some of it fell on the answer sheets and the students’ faces 
too. Feeling humiliated, the students narrated the incident to their parents, who along 
with other villagers, registered a protest with [headmaster] Kaitade “ (‘Teacher 

http://www.crisismagazine.com/may2007/roger.htm


sprinkles cow urine to ‘purify’ Dalit kids’ 2007, The Times of India, 18 May 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/Teacher_sprinkles_cow_urine_to_purify_kids/artic
leshow/1931784.cms – Accessed 18 May 2007 – Attachment 7). 

 
• On 11 May, The Hindu reported that a Dalit village leader was allegedly assaulted and 

humiliated in the Warangal district of Andhra Pradesh. According to the report: 
 

“The Local Bodies People’s Representatives Sangham has criticised the alleged ‘assault’ 
and ‘humiliation’ of a Dalit sarpanch of Bethavolu in Warangal district during ‘Praja 
Patham’ programme. In a statement here on Thursday, B. Chandra Reddy, secretary, 
while expressing concern over the incident, demanded action against the attackers under 
the SC [Scheduled Caste], ST [Scheduled Tribes] Atrocities (Prevention) Act. He 
expressed surprise at officials’ attitude in leaving the venue instead of trying to prevent 
the attack (‘Dalit sarpanch assaulted’2007, The Hindu, 11 May 
http://www.hindu.com/2007/05/11/stories/2007051114250300.htm – Accessed 18 May 
2007 – Attachment 8). 

• On 10 May 2007 Piyush Pushpak of the ibnlive news reported that Dalits were still 
waiting for Justice in Maharashtra after [Dalit] Bhaiyalal Bhotmange’s family of four 
was brutally massacred by upper caste villagers in Khairlanji. According to the report, 
“the CBI [Criminal Bureau of Investiagtion], which has been investigating the 
murders, has been able to charge sheet only 11 of the accused as of yet. The matter is 
now up for hearing, but the prosecution alleges that witnesses to the massacre are 
being threatened” (Pushpak, P. 2007, ‘Khairlanji: Dalit murder trial begins’, ibnlive 
website, 10 May http://www.ibnlive.com/printpage.php?id=40050&section_id=3 – 
Accessed 18 May 2007 – Attachment 9). 

 
• On 19 April, the Orissa High Court ordered the Kendrapada District Magistrate to 

provide a report on steps taken for the entry of Dalits into the three hundred year old 
Jagannath temple at Keradagada. According to the Indlawnews:  

 
A division bench of the court comprising Chief Justice A K Ganguli and Mr Justice 
N.Prusty issued the direction after hearing a writ petition filed by one Akhaya Mallick of 
Kendrapara. Earlier, a division bench of High court comprising the then Chief Justice S B 
Ray and Mr Justice M M Das on December five last had ordered that all the Hindus 
irrespective of caste have rights to enter the temple under Article 17 of Constitution and 
Section 3 of Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955. 
 
The High court had also directed the District administration to ensure law and order 
situation during the entry of Dalits into the Jagannath temple at Keradagada. 

Mr Mallick in his petition alleged that the authorities had violated the court and did not 
allow [D]alits to enter the temple and instead erected an iron grill on the outer wall of the 
temple from where the [D]alits were allowed to worship the deity.  

He further said the priests of the temple had refused to give the dalits Prasad inside the 
sanctum sanctorum. The dalits were also not provided with “dhanda” and “paduka” by the 
priests, who were even not receiving coconut directly from the hands of the dalits. 

Many [D]alits in the area were socially ostracised by the upper caste people and the 
priests after their entry into the temple, the petitioner alleged (‘Dalit entry into Jagannath 
temple: HC seeks report’ 2007, Indlawnews, 19 April 

http://www.hindu.com/2007/05/11/stories/2007051114250300.htm
http://www.ibnlive.com/printpage.php?id=40050&section_id=3


http://www.indlawnews.com/336B8B3FB919CD193A743D07962466CA – Accessed 18 
May 2007 – Attachment 10). 

• According to the Indian Express of 19 March, “two persons were killed and at least 
six persons were injured when police opened fire at people protesting irregularities in 
preparation of the Below Poverty Line (BPL) list in Matihani block in Bihar’s 
Begusarai district”. According to the report, the Chief Minister Nitish Kumar 
streamlined the Public Distribution System (PDS) scheme, where very poor Dalit 
families are provided coupons to obtain subsidised grains and kerosene oil from the 
local PDS shop. However, under the new arrangement a number of needy Dalit 
families were excluded from the PDS, sparking increased social tensions and 
allegations of discrimination from the community (Yadav, J.P. 2007, ‘Officer, retd 
Armymen in Bihar BPL list, Dalit landless are out’, Indian Express, 19 March 
http://www.indianexpress.com/story/26078.html – Accessed 19 May 2007 – Accessed 
21 May 2007 – Attachment 11). 

 
• According to Frontline, upper caste youths in Haryana went on a rampage attacking 

Dalits and burning their homes following a fight between an upper caste and a Dalit 
which ended in the death of the upper caste member. The report stated that: 

 
On March 1, Rajput youth destroyed 73 Dalit establishments, including four houses, in 
the village. One of the shops was set on fire. For the record, Saalwan, with around 5,000 
households, is the latest in the long list of places where atrocities against Dalits have 
been reported in Haryana since the lynching of five Dalits in Jhajjar in October 2002. 
“This was another Gohana,” said S.N. Solanki, State vice-president of the Kisan Sabha, 
referring to the torching of 50 Dalit homes in Gohana village of Sonepat district in 2005 
(Rajalakhsmi, T.K. 2007, ‘Village Terror, Frontline, vol. 24, issue 6, 24 March – 6 April 
http://www.flonnet.com/fl2406/stories/20070406002403900.htm – Accessed 18 May 
2007 – Attachment 12). 
 

• In January 2007, The Hindu reported that in Uttar Pradesh “a group of human rights 
and social activists has accused the Noida administration and the police of showing 
indifference and apathy towards the Dalit families whose children went missing in 
Nithari”. According to the report: 

 
“During the past two years, 38 children were reported missing and a majority of these 
were from Dalit and Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribe families. As these children 
come from families that do not have a ration card or other forms of recognition, the 
police and the administration have not paid adequate attention to their complaints,” 
said Annie Namala of the Solidarity Group for Children Against Discrimination and 
Exclusion (‘Noida police ignored Dalit complaints: rights group’ The Hindu, 20 
January http://www.hindu.com/2007/01/20/stories/2007012005201300.htm – 
Accessed 18 May 2007 – Attachment 13). 

• In November 2006, Zeenews reported that “a minor Dalit girl was allegedly burnt to 
death by a youth at Sahalwada village near here after she refused to withdraw a 
complaint of rape against him, police said on Thursday [22 November 2006]”. The 
report highlighted that “the 16-year-old girl was sleeping in her house when the 
accused, Chhote Singh Rajput, allegedly poured kerosene on her and set her on fire in 
the village at Piparia development block yesterday, sub-divisional police officer 
Samar Verma told reporters”. The accused, a member of Rajput caste had another 
rape case against him pending in the court when he tried without success to force the 

http://www.indlawnews.com/336B8B3FB919CD193A743D07962466CA
http://www.indianexpress.com/story/26078.html
http://www.flonnet.com/fl2406/stories/20070406002403900.htm
http://www.hindu.com/2007/01/20/stories/2007012005201300.htm


Dalit girl to withdraw the rape complaint (‘Dalit girl burnt to death by man accused of 
rape’ 2006, Zeenews, 23 November 
http://www.zeenews.com/articles.asp?aid=337515&sid=REG&ssid= – Accessed 18 
May 2007 – Attachment 14). 

US Department of State International Religious Freedom Report of 2006 stated that 
“although discrimination based on caste is officially illegal, it remained ubiquitous, 
stratifying every segment of the society”. The report highlighted that Dalits who converted to 
Christianity, Buddhism and Islam to escape caste-based discrimination still remained at the 
bottom of the socio-economic ladder. Moreover, converts to Christianity and Islam are 
excluded from state sponsored affirmative action programmes and as a result, “Christian 
groups filed a court case demanding that converts to Christianity and Islam enjoy the same 
access to ‘reservations’ for [D]alits” regardless of religious affiliation. There are also reports 
that Hindu militants are re-converting Hindu Dalits who convert to Christianity. Research 
Response IND31442 of 12 March 2007 provides information on a number of Indian states 
(Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Arunachal Pradesh, Gujarat, Rajasthan and Himachal 
Pradesh) which have passed anti-conversion laws to stop Christian missionaries from 
converting Hindu Dalits (US Department of State 2006, International Religious Freedom 
Report for 2006 – India, September – Attachment 15; RRT Country Research Response 
2007, Research Response IND31442, 12 March – Attachment 16). 

2. What State protection, if any, is offered to members of the Harijan caste? 
 
In 1989, the Government of India enacted Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention 
of Atrocities) Act 1989 but despite this legislation, atrocities and discrimination against 
Dalits continued. Human Rights Watch in 2001 reported that: 
 

The state’s failure to prosecute atrocities against Dalits is well illustrated by its manipulation 
of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. Enacted in 
1989, the act provides for certain stiffer punishments for abuses against members of 
scheduled castes and scheduled tribes when committed by non-scheduled caste or tribe 
members. Its enactment represented an acknowledgment on the part of the government that 
abuses, in their most degrading and violent forms, were still perpetrated against Dalits despite 
the constitutional abolition of “untouchability” four decades earlier.  
 
The potential of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 
1989, to bring about social change, however, has been hampered by police corruption and 
caste bias, with the result that many allegations of caste crimes are not entered in police 
records. Ignorance of procedures and a lack of knowledge of the act have also affected its 
implementation. Even when cases are registered, the absence of special courts to try them can 
delay prosecutions for up to three to four years. Some state governments dominated by higher 
castes have attempted to repeal the legislation altogether (‘Caste Discrimination: A Global 
Concern’ 2001, Human Rights Watch, August http://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/globalcaste/ 
– Accessed 22 May 2007 – Attachment 17). 
 

Amnesty International in 2006 reported that “data suggested that few cases under the 
Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989 had resulted in 
convictions.” The Human Rights Watch report of 2007 supports the findings of Amnesty 
International and adds that “local authorities regularly fail to implement laws set up to end 
discrimination against and protect Dalits and members of the tribal groups”(Amnesty 
International 2006, Amnesty International Annual Report 2006 – India, May – Attachment 
18; Human Rights Watch 2007, World Report – India, January – Attachment 19). 

http://www.hrw.org/reports/2001/globalcaste/


 
The European Parliament in December 2006 noted that atrocities against Dalits are 
committed every day and “police often prevent Dalits from entering police stations, refuse the 
registration of cases by Dalits and regularly resort to the practice of torture against Dalits 
with impunity”. The report further highlighted that: 
 

Despite the fact that many Dalits do not report crimes for fear of reprisals by the dominant 
castes, official police statistics averaged over the past 5 years show that 13 Dalits are 
murdered every week, 5 Dalits’ homes or possessions are burnt every week, 6 Dalits are 
kidnapped or abducted every week, 3 Dalit women are raped every day, 11 Dalits are beaten 
every day and a crime is committed against a Dalit every 18 minutes… 
 
…whereas a recent study on untouchability in rural India, covering 565 villages in 11 States, 
found that public health workers refused to visit Dalit homes in 33% of villages, Dalits were 
prevented from entering police stations in 27.6% of villages, Dalit children had to sit 
separately while eating in 37.8% of government schools, Dalits did not get mail delivered to 
their homes in 23.5% of villages, and Dalits were denied access to water sources in 48.4% of 
villages because of segregation and untouchability practice. 
 
[The European Parliament] expresses its concern at the low rate of conviction for the 
perpetrators of such crimes and calls on the Government of India to improve its criminal 
justice system in order to facilitate registration of charges against perpetrators of crimes 
against Dalits, to increase the conviction rate for such perpetrators, to significantly reduce the 
duration of court procedures; and to take special measures for the protection of Dalit women. 
 
[The European Parliament] calls on the Government of India to take urgent steps to ensure 
equal access for Dalits to police stations and all other public institutions and facilities, 
including those related to its democratic structure such as panchayat buildings and polling 
booths (‘European Parliament resolution on the human rights situation of the Dalits in 
India’2006, European Parliament website, 20 December 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+MOTION+B6-2007-
0021+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN – Accessed 18 May 2007 – Attachment 20). 

 
The Government of India has started dialogue with Indian states to address discrimination 
and violence against Dalits. In February 2007, the Government of India appointed a high-
level committee to address atrocities against Dalits. According to the Press Trust of India, 
“the government is keen to handle atrocity cases under the Prevention of Crime Act, 1955, 
and the SCs/STs [Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes] (Prevention of Atrocities) Act at 
the highest level of the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment and has held several 
meetings with representatives from different states to finalise an action plan in this regard” 
(‘Committee formed to help curb atrocities against Dalits’ 2007, Press Trust of India, 15 
February – Attachment 21). 

Police Reform 

Despite moves by the Government of India to assist Dalits, the biggest challenge still facing 
the authorities is police reform. As highlighted in this response, there are a number of 
instances where the police have failed to provide protection to Dalits. Nevertheless, the 
Supreme Court on 22 September 2006 ordered far reaching changes in the administration of 
the Indian police. The states in response appealed the order on the ground that it was 
unreasonable but the Supreme Court dismissed the appeal on 11 January 2007, ordering the 
states to comply immediately with three of the seven directives while extending compliance 
on others by three months. In May 2007, the former Director General of Police (DGP) of 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+MOTION+B6-2007-0021+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN%20
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+MOTION+B6-2007-0021+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN%20


Uttar Pradesh, Parkash Singh, petitioned the high court “accusing the six states of 
deliberately flouting the orders of this court” on police reform. Indlawnews website reported 
on 18 May 2007 that “a bench comprising of Chief Justice K G Balakrishnan and Justices B 
P Singh and G P Mathur issued directions to the Chief Secretaries of Gujarat, Jammu & 
Kashmir, Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh on a petition filed by 
former UP DGP Parkash Singh”. The report further noted that the Indian states of Andhra 
Pradesh, Assam, Himachal Pradesh and Orissa have partially complied with both September 
2006 and January 2007 high court orders and further hearings on the matter will be held when 
the court reconvenes on 9 July 2007 (Avanzo, C. 2007, ‘Police Reform in India: The 
Supreme Court Takes a Decisive Step’, Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative Newsletter, 
Winter 2006 – 7 
http://www.humanrightsinitiative.org/publications/nl/newsletter_winter_2006-
07/article11.htm – Accessed 28 March 2007 – Attachment 22; ‘Police reform: SC cracks 
contempt whip on six states’ 2007, Indlawnews, 18 May 
http://www.indlawnews.com/062BB67261F803D382D7AB35E5B2B289 – Accessed 23 
May 2007 – Attachment 23). 
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