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in a policy statement on caste and 

development. At last their efforts have 

borne fruit and Bond has accepted the 

document as a guide for everyone working 

in development. 

Murali says: “Caste affects a fifth of the 

world's population by affording social 

privileges to some and marginalising 

others. But the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) don’t mention it, despite 

caste-based discrimination being a 

significant barrier to leaving no one 

behind.”  

He adds: “The SDGs emphasise equality 

of opportunity and reducing inequality of 

outcomes, the elimination of 

discrimination in law, policy and social 

practice, and socio-economic inclusion of 

all under the banner ‘to leave nobody 

behind’. This is not possible in caste-

affected countries unless development 

policymakers and practitioners are 

sensitive to caste-based disparities and their 

effects on social, economic and political 

development. 

“Agenda 2030 has put discrimination and 

inequality firmly on the development 

agenda. This report explores with 

evidence that there is an inextricable link 

between inherited caste status and its 

impact on one’s life opportunity.” 

The report focuses on four of the SDGs:  

SDG 4 - Free, quality, inclusive education 

for all. In India school drop-out rates are 

highest among Dalits and in some schools 

Dalit children are made to do dirty jobs 

and eat separately. 

SDG 8 - Decent work for all. Dalits are 

expected to undertake badly paid, menial 

work and experience discrimination if 

they seek better jobs. Indebtedness can 

lead to bonded labour – being forced to 

work without pay.  

SDG 10 – Reduce inequality. 

Discrimination against Dalits and 

favouritism towards dominant castes 

entrenches inequality in opportunities for 

education and work. 

SDG 16 – peace,  justice and strong 

judicial systems. Violence against Dalits, 

particularly women, is widespread. Dalits 

struggle to achieve fair treatment from  

police and the courts, and fear reprisals 

for challenging the social order.  

The report also highlights how lack of 

statistical information about caste 

discrimination hampers efforts to address 

the problems faced by Dalits.  

And it concludes with four 

recommendations for development 

organisations working in caste-affected 

countries. 

 Ensure you include Dalits among 

your staff  

 Support those who are 

campaigning on Dalit issues 

 Collect statistics on caste concerns 

and press government agencies to 

do the same 

 Be sensitive to caste when 

planning programmes 

 

The United Nations included an 

admirable pledge in its 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development – its blueprint 

for achieving progress in global 

development by 2030. Alongside the 17 

goals it states: “No one will be left behind.” 

But there is a glaring omission in its 15,198 

words on the subject of global poverty – no 

mention of caste and its impact on 

inequality, social justice and economic 

development. 

In India there is no doubt as to who is 

being left behind – it is the 200 million 

people known as Dalits (once called 

untouchables) who experience 

discrimination, violence, abuse, loss of life 

chances and diminished self-esteem. 

In the unhappy litany of identities that 

bring division and conflict to human 

societies – caste stands there along with 

race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, gender 

and sexual orientation.  

Village Service Trust has long focused on 

issues that arise from caste discrimination, 

in the programmes it funds in India and in 

its efforts to highlight such concerns in the 

UK. Three years ago we were one of a 

small number of UK organisations that 

helped arrange a conference at London 

University’s School of Oriental and Asian 

Studies to examine the impact of caste on 

development. Out of that conference 

sprang an initiative to work through Bond 

(the umbrella body for British 

international development organisations) 

to influence decision-makers in the field of 

international development. 

VST trustees Murali Shanmugavelan and 

David Mosse (both from SOAS) have 

been toiling away for the last three years 

with colleagues from Christian Aid, Anti-

Slavery International, Voice of Dalit 

International, Karuna Trust and Dalit 

Solidarity Network to crystallise the issue 

OUR PLEA TO THE DEVELOPMENT COMMUNITY 

Caste concerns must be a priority 
VST helps launch policy 

guide for agencies 

working with Dalits 

Read the full Bond caste document at  

https://www.bond.org.uk/resources/
caste-and-development 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X18301943
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X18301943
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X18301943


In the area of rural south India where 

VST works, caste is a fact of life for most 

people. Whilst discrimination against 

Dalits is now illegal, it is still widely 

practised. Arunthathiyars, the most 

subordinated subgroup of Dalits, are the 

target of the worst discriminatory 

practices. Even other Dalit castes 

sometimes discriminate against 

Arunthathiyars, and many problems affect 

this community disproportionally because 

of their marginalised status. 

VST’s partner has been working with the 

Arunthathiyar community since 2004 and 

has built a network of 30 Village 

Development Committees.  Each 

committee has around 7-12 Arunthathiyar 

members, who work together on issues 

that affect their community, with the 

support of project staff and a Central 

Advisory Committee made up of repre- 

sentatives drawn from many different 

villages.     

An issue that many Arunthathiyar 

communities face is the encroachment of 

their traditional burial grounds. As land is 

highly valued and in short supply, higher 

castes often impinge on Arunthathiyars’ land, 

relying on the fact that the community is 

thought to be powerless to challenge them – 

the Arunthathiyars are treated as 

“untouchable” even in death. As 

demonstrated by this and two other stories 

that you can read on our website,  

Arunthathiyar communities are now using a 

range of methods to fight back against 

encroachments and to assert their legal 

rights. 

Rathnam, 54, is the leader of the 

Arunthathiyar community in a small village. 

The village is home to around 1,000 people, 

about a quarter of whom are Arunthathiyars. 

Most people rely on agricultural work or own 

livestock; Rathnam has a bone disorder 

which means he is now unable to work. “My 

family own 20 goats, and my wife makes 

brooms, that’s how we survive,” he says. 

Although relations between Arunthathiyars 

and other castes in the village are 

generally good, the Arunthathiyars live 

in two distinct areas of the village. One 

neighbourhood is made up of small 

government-built brick houses, many in 

poor repair; in the other area the 

Arunthathiyar community live in huts 

made of thatch, plastic sheeting and 

corrugated metal. In Rathnam’s house, 

like many others, ten family members 

share one room.  None of the 

Arunthathiyars’ homes have toilets or a 

private water supply. “We have many 

problems,” Rathnam states simply.  

In July 2017, a path that links the two 

Arunthathiyar neighbourhoods and 

leads to the Arunthathiyars’ burial 

ground was encroached by a woman 

belonging to a dominant caste who lives 

outside the village. A fence was erected, 

completely blocking the path, so there 

was no access to the burial ground and 

a long detour was needed to reach the 

Arunthathiyars’ neighbourhood.  

The community complained to the 

police, who removed the fence, but it 

was swiftly rebuilt. The problem 

seemed intractable as the woman 

claimed to own the land, whereas the 

villagers said that although her family 

have the traditional right to use the 

land, they do not own it and therefore 

cannot block the path.   

The village has no Village 

Development Committee and so 

Rathnam sought external help. He had 

a relative who had had a problem with 

caste discrimination, and knew our 

partner had provided support, so he 

called Rajamani (the Arunthathiyar 

programme coordinator) and asked for 

assistance. 

Rajamani helped Rathnam organise a 

A Dalit community stands up for its  
rights in clash over burial site access  

Villagers refuse to bow to 

encroachment by woman 

from a dominant caste. 

Paula Nightingale reports. 

Rathnam beside the fence 

blocking access to the 

Arunthathiyar burial ground 

‘Government does not 

treat the Arunthathiyar 

community well; they 

don’t listen to us’ 



village meeting with the other castes. 

“About 60 people came, both men and 

women from all communities, and we 

decided to solve the problem through 

legal means,” Rathnam explains. “We are 

not a large village so we couldn’t really 

mount a protest march.” They registered 

complaints with the local government 

office, the police and the media. 

The Collector (the highest local 

government official) asked the Taluk 

Officer (the second tier of local 

government) to deal with the problem. 

“The Taluk Officer called us in and 

demanded we sign papers saying the 

problem was resolved – but we refused,” 

Rathnam says, “this Taluk Officer never 

even visited the village to see the 

problem!” 

Rathnam went to see Rajamani, who 

advised him to lodge a ‘Right to 

Information’ request to see the 

government-held land records. “The 

‘Right to Information Act’ has been in 

place since 2012 but not many people 

know about it,” she explains.  Rathnam is 

illiterate, but with the help of a legal 

adviser provided by our partner, the 

request was lodged.  

Three months later, in October 2017, the 

‘Right to Information’ response arrived, 

confirming that the pathway should be 

open. “We were really pleased to have the 

official papers, it gave us hope that we 

would get the land back,’’ says Rathnam.  

They went back to the Collector, who 

ordered the Taluk Officer to remove the 

fence.  

One year later, the fence is back in place. 

The dominant caste woman rebuilt it and 

lodged a counter complaint, but with the 

help of a legal adviser her case has 

recently been dismissed.   

Subsequently the new Taluk Officer 

finally visited the village. “We are hoping 

the government will get the land back 

now,” Rathnam says, “luckily no one has 

died in this period, otherwise, I don’t 

know what we would have done! 

“The government does not treat the 

Arunthathiyar community well, they don’t 

listen to us. Without the help of Arogya 

Agam we could not have done anything,” 

Ratham says, “we would have been lost.” 

Burial grounds are a very sensitive subject. 

Even where there is a graveyard some-

times there is no path to it so the corpse 

must be carried over land or fields owned 

by others. This in itself is thought to be 

polluting and is objected to. 

A young woman stands in the doorway of her hut in the Arunthathiyar part of the village 

 
‘We were strong in our demands and it felt good’ 

In another village a powerful brickyard owner expanded his brickworks on to 

the local burial ground leaving no space for interments. Surprisingly, 

Arunthathiyars and dominant caste people united to take on the encroacher, 

by making a dramatic move. 

And in another small settlement a further encroachment issue erupted. The 

Arunthathiyar Village Development Committee stepped in with a delegation 

to the Collector. “We all stood outside the Collector’s Office and shouted: 

‘Tamil Nadu government, listen to us Arunthathiyars - we need our 

graveyards back!’ We were strong in our demands and it felt really good.”  

Read these accounts in full and view more photos from all three villages at 

http://villageservicetrust.org.uk/who-we-are/vst-in-action/caste/protecting-burial-grounds/  

http://villageservicetrust.org.uk/who-we-are/vst-in-action/caste/protecting-burial-grounds/
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Kaliammal stands beside her rebuilt coconut palm leaf hut. After the death of her husband 

she is determined to resist attempts to push her off the site. 

 

Kamatchi, 60, and his wife, Kaliammal 

are Arunthathiyars. They had hopes of 

building a decent home on a plot of land 

provided to them some years ago by the 

district authorities. They put up a 

thatched hut and planned to build a 

proper house later.  

But the site became valuable because it is 

in a good spot and is blocking a larger 

real estate development.  

The couple were pressured to move, and 

a group of men came and pulled down 

the hut. In the mellee Kamatchi was 

knocked down and subsequently died.  

Kaliammal sought redress from the 

justice system but after many struggles the 

police closed the case quoting lack of 

evidence. Her lawyer petitioned the high 

court which has ordered Tamil Nadu 

Legal Services Commission to investigate 

the case.  

Meanwhile Kaliammal has put up another 

hut and is bravely standing her ground.  

An informal grouping of Arunthathiyars and 

their lawyer linked to our partner are 

supporting Kaliammal to obtain justice.  

In addition to providing legal advice to 

Dalits, our partner provides training to 

Arunthathiyar women’s self-help groups and 

Arunthathiyar village development 

committees.  

It also forms and supports Arunthathiyar 

youth groups, encouraging them to stay in 

school and take up further education. 

Our partner is also working with an 

Arunthathiyar advisory group that is 

documenting the demography, living 

conditions and problems faced by 

Arunthathiyars in all the rural panchayats of 

the district. In this way, the most 

disadvantaged hamlets can be identified.  

 

Lawyers step in to help defiant Dalit 

widow in her battle for justice 

 What is caste? 

When you are born in India you 
are born into a caste. In the area 
where VST works people belong to 
more than 40 caste-based 
communities, each tending to live 
in the same part of a village and 
marrying within the community. 
Dalits are at the bottom of this 
hierarchical system and are 
subjected to discrimination and 
stigma.  

Bhim Rao Ambedkar, one of India’s 
independence leaders who is now 
revered as the Dalits’ champion, 
described caste as an “enclosed 
class” because it prevents social 
mobility and traps people in 
poverty and often slavery. An 
example are the “scavenger” Dalit 
caste groups that are assigned to 
handle human excrement, dead 
bodies, dead animals, and other 
sanitation jobs. Anyone born into 
this group is expected to do this 
menial work and struggles to take 
up other occupations. Even if they 
do, the discrimination continues in 
many aspects of life.  

Caste is often thought of as a thing 
of the past, but it continues to 
exist in modern societies affecting 
economies and life-opportunities 
for individuals and families 
resulting in inequitable human 
development. 

India has admirable laws and 
policies intended to overcome 
caste discrimination. There are 
reservations or quotas for Dalits in 
government jobs, colleges and 
politics. The reservations have 
been maintained despite the 
controversy they generate. And 
laws such as the Prevention of 
Atrocity Act aim to protect Dalits 
from caste-motivated violence. But 
despite these measures caste 
discrimination is as prevalent as 
ever, especially in rural areas. 

Caste is important in Indian 
politics, and some politicians have 
thrived on a Dalit constituency. 
Dalit means broken or crushed in 
Hindi, and is the term preferred by 
Dalits themselves. The Indian 
government uses the term 
‘scheduled caste’.  


