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The Plight of Indian Caste System

By Sajjad Shaukat

One the one hand,
modern India prides itself
on how it has transcended
its most rigid traditions and
beliefs which are part of its
caste system, while on the
other, the plight of Indian
caste system has produced
grave results.

Although apparently,
India claims to be the
largest democracy, acting
upon the principles of
liberalism, yetin practice, all
political, economic and
social fields of the country
are divided on the caste
lines. In this regard, Tim
Sullivan of the Associated
Press wrote, "There’s a lot
of lip service to saying ‘I’m
an Indian first, and ‘I’ do
not believe in caste," said
D’Souza, a prominent
campaigner for dalits, as
India’s "untouchables" at
the very bottom of the caste
system are now known.
Sullivan further elaborated,
"When it comes to sharing
power, to interaction and to
sharing social status, low-
caste Indians are very
much marginalized."

Education and election to
political office have advanced
the status of many Dalits, but
the overall picture remains one
of great inequity. In recent
decades, Dalit anger has been
expressed in writings,
demonstrations, strikes, and
the activities of such groups as
the Dalit Panthers, a radical
political party demanding
revolutionary change. Awider
Dalit movement, including
political parties, educational
activities, self-help centers, and
labor organizations, has spread
to many areas of the country.

If someone goes to any
office for job, question will
be asked, "what is your
caste?" people belonging to
the lower caste are ignored
at the cost of the superior
caste. Hence, various
departments and fields of
India have adjusted the
persons of the superior
caste. Thus a system has
emerged, which reflects
India’s elite, energized
caste-based political parties
and left in doubt millions of
government jobs and
university slots which have
little place for the people of
the lower caste.

Based upon sharp
discrimination, the caste
system of the Hindu custom
that has divided people ina

strict social hierarchy based
on their family’s traditional
livelihood and ethnicity
deeply prevails in the
country. In this respect, the
major issue of New Delhi
is its inability to come to
terms with this basic form
of discrimination.

As regards politics,
India’s most powerful caste
politicians believe that with
the  help of the
establishment, they could
use the census data for
votes and government
funding. In this context, a
prominent Indian political
expert, Pratap Bhanu
Mehta pointed out in the
Indian Express: "At one
stroke, it trivializes all that
modern India has stood for,
and condemns it to the
tyranny of an insidious kind
of identity politics."

The plight of the Indian
caste system is that the
founders of modern India,
who themselves belonged to
nearly all high caste were
staunch believers in a caste-
blind societyyywhile many
would have been surprised,
if one of their children had
married a dalit.

Barun Mitra of a New
Delhi-based research center
indicated, "No one denies that
there are a lot of problems in
India that there is social
discrimination.” Like many
critics, he also worries about
the rise of the caste-based
politicians. In addition Mitra
explained, "What purpose
would it serve by drawing and
redrawing the identity,
particularly when it is
politically motivated?"

India claims that in recent
decades, some of the sharpest
edges of caste traditions have
been softened by urbanization
and economic growth, butin
reality, there are powerful
superior-caste politicians and
business people who play hell
with those who come of low-
caste families.

As a matter of fact, caste
system remains a deeply felt
part of Indian life. Brahmins,
the most superior caste, still
dominate everything from
politics to journalism, while
low-caste Indians and dalits
face daily challenges for
decent schools, medical care
and jobs.

Regarding Indian caste
system, a study indicates,
"Caste is part of every social
agenda, every political
agenda...even when
someone is considering a

neighborhood, caste is an
important consideration."

In this connection, most
regrettable dimension is that
a new generation of
politicians and businessmen
are also biased against the
people of lower caste.

India which claims to be
a secular state, showing
equality, human rights and
justice has broken all the
records of violence,
genocide and massacre
against people of the lower
castes. It is because of these
atrocities and injustices that

of castes and subcastes in
India, and these large
kinship-based groups are
fundamental to the
country’s social structure.
Each caste is part of a
locally based system of
interdependence with other
groups, involving
occupational specialization,
and is linked in complex
ways with networks that
stretch across regions and
throughout the nation.
India’s complex society
includes some unique
members--sadhus (holy

‘INDIA must allow international
probe into IHK mass graves issue’

report.

in London.

and transparency.

Pakistan and India."

London, June 18 (KMS): An Indian author, Dr. Angana
Chatterji who has prepared and documented evidence of]
mass graves in occupied Kashmir, has said that the UK
together with USA can play an important role in highlighting
the human rights violations in the territory in light of her

Dr. Angana Chatterji, Co-Convener of International
Peoples Tribunal on Human Rights and Justice in the
occupied territory, said this while briefing members of All
Party Parliamentary Group on Kashmir under the
Chairmanship of Lord Nazir Ahmed at the House of Lords

She said that Indian government should allow an
independent and impartial inquiry into the discovery of mass|
graves. The report titled *Buried evidence’ contains issues
of disappearances, killing by police firings, fake encounters
extra judicial killings, torture, detentions, torture centres,
gendered and sexualised violence, prisoners’ rights, juvenile
justice, access to justice, landmines, commissions of inquiry

Flaying India for stepped up human rights violations
perpetrated by its troops in the occupied valley, Chatterji,
in her report, said that the country had failed to ratify a
number of UN conventions on human rights. She said,
"Kashmir is a nuclear flashpoint in the conflict between

Lord Nazir Ahmad, talking on the occasion, said that
APPGK delegation would shortly visit Azad Jammu and
Kashmir and would endeavour to tour occupied Kashmir
as well. He thanked the Executive Director of Kashmir
Centre London, Professor Nazir Ahmad Shawl for
coordinating the visit of Dr. Chatterji.

Barrister Abdul Majeed Tramboo, Gerald Kaufman,
Christopher Leslie, Rob Flello, Richard Harrington, Andrew
Griffiths, Khalid Mahmood, Darvin Shuker, Stevenson, MR
Simon, Stella Cracy, Fiona Matgarat, Anees Sarwar, Dr Z.U
Khan, Ruby Martin, ClIr Lasharey, Professor Zafar Khan

and Professor Liagat Khan were also present on the occasion.

Indian home-grown
terrorism is on rise.

Caste has undergone
significant change since
independence, but it still
involves millions of people.
In its preamble, Indiaam:’s
constitution forbids negative
public discrimination on the
basis of caste. However,
caste ranking and caste-
based interaction have
occurred for centuries and
will continue to do so well
into the foreseeable future.

Castes are ranked and
named groups, membership
of which is achieved by
birth. There are thousands

men) and  harijans
(untouchables). Such people
have stepped outside the
usual bonds of kinship and
caste to join with others in
castelike groups.

In India, several
hundred thousand Hindu
and Jain sadhus and a few
thousand holy women
(sadhvis) live an ascetic
life. They have chosen to
wear ocher robes, or
perhaps no clothing at all,
to daub their skin with holy
ash, to pray and meditate,
and to wander from place
to place, depending on the
charity of others. In their

new lives as renunciants,
they are devoted to spiritual
concerns, yet each is
affiliated with an ascetic
order or subsect demanding
strict adherence to rules of
dress, diet, worship and
ritual pollution. Within each
order, hierarchical concerns
are exhibited in the
subservience novitiates
display to revered gurus.
Further, at pilgrimage sites,
different orders take
precedence in accordance
with an accepted hierarchy.

The most extreme
sadhus eat food provided
only by low-ranking
sweepers and prostitutes.
There is a hierarchy of gurus
and disciples, with expulsion
from the community a
possible punishment for
failure to obey group rules.

In a village of India,
where nearly 74 percent of
the population resides, caste
and class affiliations overlap.
According to anthropologist
Miriam Sharma, "Large
landholders who employ hired
labour are overwhelmingly
from the upper castes, while
the agricultural workers
themselves come from the
ranks of the
lowest...predominantly
untouchable castes." She also
points out, "Distribution of
other resources and access
to political control follow the
same pattern of caste-cum-
class distinctions."

Nevertheless, as the
privileged elites move
ahead, low-ranking menial
workers remain
economically insecure.

Although many other
nations are characterized by
social inequality, perhaps
nowhere else in the world
has inequality been so
elaborately constructed as in
the Indian institution of caste.
Caste has long existed in
India, but in the modern
period it has been severely
criticized by foreign
observers. Although some
educated Indians tell non-
Indians that caste has been
abolished or that no one pays
attention to caste anymore,
yet such statements do not
reflect reality.

Sajjad Shaukat writes on
international affairs and is
author of the book: US vs
Islamic Militants, Invisible

Balance of Power:
Dangerous  Shift in
International Relations.
E m a i |

sajjad_logic@yahoo.com .
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