
 

Racial and caste oppression have many
similarities
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Systems of oppression have much in common. Credit: Department of Foreign
Affairs and Trade, CC BY

Comparisons can be risky, but not impossible.
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Consider for a moment India's Dalits, or "untouchables," and African
Americans.

Racial inequality in America has its parallel in caste inequality in India
even though by definition, race and caste are not the same thing. The
story of one struggle for social justice can illuminate the pitfalls and
prospects of success of another.

As a researcher in applied ethics, human rights and global development
studies, I am leading an ongoing research effort that will compare and
contrast the nature of exclusion and marginalization faced by African
Americans and Dalit Indians in their respective historical and
contemporary contexts.

The Dalit story

Although the Indian constitution bans discrimination on the basis of
caste, the social, religious and cultural practice of "untouchability"
continues unabated.

Formerly known as "untouchables," Dalits are excluded from social and
public spaces, prevented from drawing water from public facilities and
segregated in schools.

Since the caste system was formed over 2,000 years ago, a noticeable
percentage of the 200 million "Dalits" have been thrust into the lowest
occupations of society, such as scavengers and sanitation cleaners, with
little upward mobility.

While there has been some progress since India's independence from the
British Empire, the pace of economic growth in mitigating social
inequality has been uneven.
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https://phys.org/tags/social+justice/
http://idsn.org/india-official-dalit-population-exceeds-200-million/
https://phys.org/tags/social+inequality/
https://phys.org/tags/social+inequality/
http://www.idrc.ca/EN/Documents/SIG_WP13-1_InclGrowth.pdf


 

So, in an Indian nation that is rapidly modernizing and urbanizing,
opportunities for the Dalits still remain limited. The degradation and the
health risks of performing menial tasks are substantial.

Furthermore, with the rise of Hindu fundamentalism in national politics,
the continuous expansion of liberty and equality of opportunity is by no
means a foregone conclusion.

Discrimination, exclusion, privilege

One can draw parallels in different systems of oppression.

Despite 50 years having passed since the Civil Rights movement, the
condition of the majority of poor, urban African Americans is dire, and
chances for survival are diminishing over time while the prison pipeline
is increasing.

Let's look at how both caste and racial discrimination perpetuate
hierarchy, privilege, discrimination, marginalization and exclusion.
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http://indianexpress.com/article/opinion/columns/to-be-a-fundamentalist-hindu/
https://www.aclu.org/infographic/school-prison-pipeline-infographic


 

  

Dalits in India still struggle for their rights. Credit: ActionAid India - Campaigns,
CC BY-NC-ND

Data from the last few years show 27% of African Americans at the
poverty line, which is much higher than other groups. In India, the 
condition of Dalits has been extremely dire for centuries.

Several African American economists in the US have looked at
structural and institutional forms of racial exclusion in terms of wealth
and poverty. They have also opened a dialogue with economists in South
Asia, where exclusion and inequality relate to caste.

Although some progress was made in the 20th century that allowed
greater inclusivity and equity – particularly in higher education – many
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http://stateofworkingamerica.org/fact-sheets/poverty/
http://stateofworkingamerica.org/fact-sheets/poverty/
http://kff.org/other/state-indicator/poverty-rate-by-raceethnicity/
http://newint.org/books/reference/world-development/case-studies/inequality-dalits-in-india/
https://books.google.com/books?id=U5LL8JVqu8QC&pg=PA121&lpg=PA121&dq=Darity+racial+inequality+and+caste&source=bl&ots=9wueZ3x7yP&sig=aHI-c_ePKl6nBGOs1WZ2Wbx92Qo&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0CEUQ6AEwBWoVChMI1pnt6syIxgIVhCisCh0DlADD#v=onepage&q=Darity%20racial%20inequality%20and%20caste&f=false


 

issues remain despite constitutional bans on caste discrimination.

In America, cultural and political segregation of the public space
continues to occur despite anti-segregation laws.

For example, there are concerns among some Supreme Court justices
that redistricting of voting districts can lead to further racial inequality.

In India, Dalits in rural villages are forbidden near Hindu temples or
disallowed with their shoes on in higher-caste neighborhoods. Mob
violence is committed against them with impunity, and a
disproportionate number of rapes are committed against Dalit women.

In comparison, post-Civil War white mob violence against blacks has
morphed into what one could describe as the state-condoned violence of
homicides of African Americans by police today. As of June, out of 467
Americans nationwide who had been killed by cops since the beginning
of 2015, 136 were African American.

How race and caste work

Looking at exclusion in America forces us to grapple with issues of
violence against African Americans, racial inequality and racial injustice
at a time that is often deemed "post-racial," namely, five decades after
the Civil Rights movement.

We see a similar pattern in India, wherein the Dalits are asked to believe
that the Indian constitution bans discrimination, even though it does not
abolish the caste system itself.

It is after the successes of the African American Civil Rights movement
that we have witnessed the birth of the school-to-prison pipeline, state
violence against a disproportionate number of African American men in
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http://www.cnn.com/2015/03/25/politics/supreme-court-rejects-alabama-redistricting/
http://indianexpress.com/article/cities/ahmedabad/rape-of-dalit-women-registers-500-increase-since-2001-rti-reveals/
http://fivethirtyeight.com/features/where-police-have-killed-americans-in-2015/
https://phys.org/tags/racial+inequality/
https://www.aclu.org/fact-sheet/what-school-prison-pipeline


 

police killings, and the turning back of affirmative action at public
universities in some states' constitutional amendments, such as Michigan.

Meanwhile, with right wing conservative political power in India, caste
discrimination is intensifying.

For example, Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims are not eligible for
reservations, or what we in the US would call affirmative action benefits
at universities, because technically "untouchability" exists only in 
Hinduism, when in social reality it occurs across religions in India.

Historically, both race and caste have been used to divide society in
many ways to the unfair advantage of certain groups over others. Again,
there are similarities in the construction of how people have been forced
into these categories.

Here in America, people are born into a "race," and America uses race
as a defining demographic category in its census. Biological race by
nature, for now, is inescapable, even though some would say that "race"
is an artificial category that is socially constructed.

Dalits, too, are born into a caste, which is unalterable, as they are told,
and it is due to the sins of a previous life that they are paying the price in
their current life. Hinduism believes in the transmigration of the soul, in
which the soul enters a new body after death. The caste that one enters
into depends upon the actions of a previous life.

The two democracies should learn from each other

So how can the US and India learn from each other in order to solve
some of the most pressing problems for the world's two largest
democracies, both of which consider themselves secular and free?

6/7

http://www.cnn.com/2014/04/22/justice/scotus-michigan-affirmative-action/
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-not-in-favour-to-give-sc-reservation-to-christian-and-muslim-dalits-government-2042306
http://www.ecumenicalnews.com/article/indias-christian-and-muslim-dalits-say-they-are-more-untouchable-than-hindus-22756


 

If nations can cooperate on trade and development, there is no reason
that they cannot participate in a global dialogue on minority rights
through the lens of their religious, cultural and social heritages.

They must learn to come to grips with the fact that the mere assertion of
a democratic society does not necessarily translate in to a free and equal
one.

Modern democratic superpowers with sizable national wealth, such as
the US and India, also have a dark side, involving what some would
consider gross human rights violations.

My work will set out to explore how different democracies can promote
tolerance, inclusion and pluralism while combating various forms of
discrimination and exclusion based on race and caste.

The question will be how to evaluate the claim that both societies make,
as the two largest, most "peaceful and successful" democracies in the
world.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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