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  "The progress of any society depends on the progress of the marginalized." 

                                                                   Abstract 

Systemic violence against Dalits, often referred to as "untouchables," is a pervasive issue in 

India, rooted in the historical caste system. This analysis seeks to explore the various 

dimensions of this violence, its manifestations, and the criminological implications that arise 

from the intersection of caste, crime, and social justice. 

A comprehensive examination of systemic violence against Dalits in India through a 

criminological lens, focusing on the historical, social, and structural factors that perpetuate 

discrimination and violence against this marginalized community. Despite the formal abolition 

of untouchability in the Indian Constitution in 1950, the practice continues to manifest in 

various forms, including physical violence, sexual assault, and economic exploitation. These 

acts of violence are deeply rooted in the entrenched caste system, which has historically 

relegated Dalits to the lowest social strata. 

1The analysis employs several criminological theories to elucidate the dynamics of violence 

and victimization experienced by Dalits. Social disorganization theory is utilized to explain 

how the breakdown of social structures within Dalit communities contributes to increased 

vulnerability to violence. Labelling theory highlights how societal perceptions of Dalits as 

criminals or deviant individuals perpetuate cycles of marginalization and violence.  

Systemic violence against Dalits in India is a complex and multifaceted issue that requires a 

comprehensive criminological analysis. It is rooted in historical injustices, perpetuated by 

institutional failures, and exacerbated by socio-economic inequalities. Addressing this 

violence necessitates a multi-pronged approach that includes legal reforms, community 

empowerment, and societal change. Only through a concerted effort to dismantle the structures 

of oppression can we hope to create a more just and equitable society for all. The fight against 

systemic violence is not just a struggle for Dalits but a broader human rights issue that calls 

for solidarity across various social movements. It is imperative that all stakeholders, including 

government bodies, civil society organizations, and the general public, work collaboratively to 

challenge the status quo and advocate for the rights of marginalized communities. 

 
1 Gorringe, H. (2010). Untouchable: The Struggle for Dalit Rights. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. 

 



International Journal of Juridical Studies & Research (IJJSR), Vol. 1, Issue 1, May 2024 Page 274 - 

283  
 

 

 

Keywords: Systemic Violenc, Dalits, Caste Discrimination, Criminology, Social Justice 

 

Introduction: 

Untouchability, a deeply entrenched social practice in India, is a manifestation of the caste 

system that has persisted for centuries, resulting in systemic violence against Dalits—

historically referred to as "untouchables." This form of discrimination is not merely a relic of 

the past; it continues to shape the lives of millions of individuals today, perpetuating cycles of 

poverty, exclusion, and violence. Despite the constitutional guarantees and legal frameworks 

established to protect the rights of Dalits, the reality on the ground reveals a stark contrast 

between legal provisions and lived experiences. 

Current Practices of Systemic Violence: 

The systemic violence against Dalits manifests in various forms, including social exclusion, 

economic discrimination, and political marginalization. Socially, Dalits are often segregated in 

housing and public spaces, facing ostracism from mainstream society. This exclusion is not 

only a violation of their rights but also perpetuates a cycle of poverty and deprivation. 

Politically, Dalits remain underrepresented in decision-making processes. While there have 

been efforts to increase political representation through reserved seats in legislatures, the actual 

influence of Dalit leaders is often limited by the prevailing caste dynamics. This political 

marginalization further exacerbates the systemic violence faced by Dalits, as their voices and 

concerns are frequently overlooked. 

Psychological and Social Impact: 

2The impact of systemic violence on Dalits extends beyond physical harm; it also has profound 

psychological consequences. The constant threat of violence, coupled with social exclusion, 

can lead to mental health issues such as depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD). The stigma associated with being a Dalit can also result in feelings of worthlessness 

and hopelessness, further perpetuating cycles of violence and discrimination. 

 

 

Identifying Lacunae in Current Frameworks: 

Despite the existence of legal protections and social programs aimed at uplifting Dalits, 

significant lacunae remain in the current frameworks. The enforcement of laws protecting 

 
2 Omvedt, G. (1994). Dalits and the Democratic Revolution: Dr. Ambedkar and the Dalit Movement in 

Colonial India. New Delhi: Sage Publications. 
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Dalits is often weak, with many victims facing obstacles in accessing justice. Additionally, 

societal attitudes towards caste discrimination continue to hinder progress, as deeply rooted 

prejudices persist in many communities. 

Moreover, support systems for victims of violence are often inadequate. Legal aid, counselling, 

and rehabilitation services are frequently lacking, leaving victims without the necessary 

resources to rebuild their lives. This gap in support not only affects individual victims but also 

undermines the broader efforts to combat systemic violence against Dalits. 

Modern Developments and the Fight Against Untouchability: 

3The struggle against untouchability gained momentum in the early 20th century, with social 

reformers like B.R. Ambedkar advocating for the rights of Dalits. The Indian independence 

movement also saw the inclusion of anti-untouchability sentiments, leading to the eventual 

abolition of the practice in the Constitution.  

However, the legacy of the caste system continues to influence contemporary society, with 

untouchability still prevalent in many regions. 

Systemic violence against Dalits in India is a deeply entrenched issue that has persisted 

for centuries, rooted in the historical and social structures of the caste system: 

Despite the existence of various legal frameworks aimed at protecting the rights of Dalits, the 

implementation of these laws often falls short, leading to a cycle of violence and impunity. 

This analysis will delve into key legislations, notable case laws, and the challenges faced in the 

enforcement of laws designed to protect Dalits from systemic violence, providing a 

comprehensive overview of the legal landscape surrounding this critical issue. 

Key Legislations: 

1. Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989: 

4The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989, is one of 

the most significant legal instruments aimed at protecting the rights of Dalits and preventing 

atrocities against them.  

This act was enacted in response to the increasing incidents of violence and discrimination 

against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, which highlighted the urgent need for a robust 

legal framework to address these issues. 

The act prescribes stringent penalties for perpetrators, including imprisonment and fines, and 

mandates the establishment of special courts to expedite the trial of cases under its purview. 

 
3 Ambedkar, B.R. (1990). Thoughts on Linguistic States. New Delhi: Government of India. 

 
4 Government of India. (1989). The Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. 
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The act also provides for the appointment of special public prosecutors to ensure that cases are 

handled sensitively and effectively. 

Despite its robust framework, the act has faced significant challenges in enforcement. Many 

victims are reluctant to file complaints due to fear of retaliation, social ostracism, or a lack of 

faith in the justice system. Furthermore, law enforcement agencies often exhibit bias, either 

neglecting to register complaints or failing to investigate them thoroughly. This systemic 

failure not only emboldens perpetrators but also perpetuates a culture of impunity. 

2. Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955: 

The Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955, was enacted to enforce the fundamental rights of 

Dalits and abolish untouchability. This act criminalizes practices that discriminate against 

Dalits and provides for penalties against those who engage in such practices. The act aims to 

provide a legal framework for the protection of Dalits, but its implementation has been 

inconsistent, with many cases going unreported or inadequately addressed. 

While the act has been instrumental in raising awareness about the rights of Dalits, its 

effectiveness is often undermined by societal attitudes and systemic biases within law 

enforcement. Many victims of untouchability-related offenses face significant barriers in 

seeking justice, including harassment from police and a lack of support from the community. 

Notable Case Laws: 

Several notable cases have brought national attention to the issue of systemic violence against 

Dalits, highlighting the urgent need for justice and reform. These cases illustrate the challenges 

faced by Dalits in seeking justice and the failures of the legal system to protect their rights. 

1. Khairlanji Massacre (2006): 

5The Khairlanji massacre is one of the most infamous incidents of caste-based violence in India. 

In September 2006, a Dalit family in Khairlanji village, Maharashtra, was brutally murdered 

by a mob from a higher caste. The family consisted of a mother, her two children, and a relative. 

They were subjected to horrific violence, including sexual assault and mutilation. 

The incident sparked widespread protests and demands for justice, drawing attention to the 

failures of the police and judicial system in protecting Dalits. The initial investigation was 

marred by negligence, with police failing to register the case promptly and showing bias against 

the victims. Activists and organizations rallied for justice, demanding that the government take 

immediate action to address the systemic violence faced by Dalits. 

In 2008, the trial court convicted 11 individuals for the murders, sentencing them to life 

imprisonment. However, the case highlighted the need for stricter enforcement of existing laws 

 
5 "Khairlanji: A Dalit Family's Tragedy" - Various news articles and reports from 2006-2007. 
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and accountability for law enforcement agencies. The Supreme Court's involvement in this 

case underscored the importance of addressing caste-based violence and ensuring justice for 

victims. 

2. Rape and Murder of a Dalit Girl (2016): 

6In 2016, the rape and murder of a young Dalit girl in Uttar Pradesh drew national outrage and 

brought attention to the pervasive issue of caste-based violence. The victim, a 16-year-old girl, 

was abducted, raped, and murdered, with her body later discovered in a field. This horrific 

incident prompted widespread protests across the country, highlighting the urgent need for 

justice and reform in the treatment of Dalits, particularly women. 

The case revealed the systemic failures of law enforcement, as initial investigations were slow 

and lacked sensitivity. Activists and organizations rallied for justice, demanding that the 

government take immediate action to address the systemic violence faced by Dalits, especially 

women. The incident underscored the intersectionality of caste and gender, as Dalit women 

often face heightened risks of violence and exploitation. 

In response to public outcry, the state government announced a special investigation team (SIT) 

to probe the case. The Supreme Court intervened, emphasizing the need for a fair and thorough 

investigation. The court's involvement highlighted the importance of judicial oversight in cases 

of caste-based violence, ensuring that victims receive the justice they deserve. 

3. The 2018 Unnao Rape Case: 

The Unnao rape case further exemplified the challenges faced by Dalits in seeking justice. In 

2017, a young Dalit woman accused a prominent politician from the Bharatiya Janata Party 

(BJP) of raping her. The case gained significant media attention, particularly due to the political 

connections of the accused and the subsequent attempts to intimidate the victim and her family. 

Despite the gravity of the allegations, law enforcement initially failed to act on the victim's 

complaint, reflecting the systemic biases that often hinder justice for Dalits. The victim's family 

faced harassment and threats, further complicating their pursuit of justice. In 2018, the victim 

attempted to set herself on fire outside the Chief Minister's office, drawing national attention 

to her plight. 

The Supreme Court eventually intervened, ordering a transfer of the case to a fast-track court 

and emphasizing the need for a fair trial. The court's involvement underscored the importance 

of judicial accountability in cases involving caste-based violence and the need for a sensitive 

approach to handling such cases. 

Challenges in Implementation: 

 
6 "Dalit Women and the Politics of Violence" - Various news articles and reports from 2016. 

 



International Journal of Juridical Studies & Research (IJJSR), Vol. 1, Issue 1, May 2024 Page 274 - 

283  
 

 

 

Despite the existence of legal frameworks and notable case laws, the implementation of laws 

protecting Dalits remains fraught with challenges. One of the most significant issues is the bias 

in law enforcement. Police often exhibit reluctance to register complaints or investigate cases 

involving Dalits, influenced by their own caste biases. This leads to underreporting of crimes 

and a culture of impunity for perpetrators. Many Dalit victims face harassment or intimidation 

when they attempt to file complaints, further discouraging them from seeking justice. 

Conclusion:  

The systemic violence against Dalits in India is a complex and deeply entrenched issue that has 

persisted for centuries, rooted in the historical and social structures of the caste system. Despite 

the existence of various legal frameworks aimed at protecting the rights of Dalits, the 

implementation of these laws often falls short, leading to a cycle of violence, discrimination, 

and impunity. This analysis has explored key legislations, notable case laws, and the challenges 

faced in the enforcement of laws designed to protect Dalits, revealing a multifaceted landscape 

that requires urgent attention and reform. 

7The path to achieving justice for Dalits is challenging, but it is essential for building a more 

equitable and just society for all individuals, regardless of caste. The ongoing struggle for 

justice highlights the need for a collective commitment to dismantling the structures that enable 

discrimination and violence against Dalits. It requires the active participation of all sectors of 

society, including government, civil society, and the private sector, to create a culture of 

respect, equality, and justice. 

Addressing systemic violence against Dalits is not only a legal imperative but also a moral 

obligation. The fight for justice and equality for Dalits is a fight for the fundamental rights of 

all individuals. By working together to challenge caste-based violence and discrimination, 

society can pave the way for a future where all individuals are treated with dignity and respect, 

free from the shackles of caste-based oppression. The journey toward justice may be long and 

arduous, but it is a journey worth undertaking for the sake of humanity and the principles of 

equality and justice that underpin a democratic society. 

 

 

 

                                                

 

 
7 Singh, K. (2019). Legal Framework for Dalit Rights in India: An Analysis. 
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