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Caste-based discrimination in Asia


1.	In recent years, particularly since the World Conference against Racism held in Durban in 2001, caste-based discrimination--one of the most inhumane forms of discrimination still in existence--has been brought to world attention. The Asian Legal Resource Centre was one of a number of organizations raising the issue at the fifty-eighth session of the Commission on Human Rights (E/CN.4/2002/NGO/64). However, as the magnitude of the problem begins to dawn, so too has one big question: does the international community have the tools to deal with such a large and deep-rooted problem as caste?

2.	For over a millenium, caste-based discrimination has incorporated practices of complete exclusion, known as "untouchability". Its roots are far too deep that a few pieces of legislation, and even constitutional provisions, cannot make much of a difference. Where then can the international community stand on the issue, particularly if states claim to be doing all they can to eradicate the problem? Can the international community do no more than wait and make comments and recommendations while the states concerned make feeble gestures that may take yet another millenium to overcome the entrenched attitudes that have to date buttressed caste-based discrimination against efforts to eradicate it? To admit that in the face of such widespread, large scale and historic discrimination the international community has no real contribution to make is to trivialize the role of international cooperation to minor, short-term incidents. To accept such a view is untenable. It would be akin to suggesting that the hundreds of millions of people living in wretched conditions do not matter, and that international cooperation is of no use to those who suffer most. Such a position contradicts the fundamental norms of international cooperation. A greater problem should receive greater attention and cooperation among the international community. That the international community finds itself without a perceptive on the eradication of caste, then, is a cause for concern.

3.	On 22 August 2002, the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, in its General Recommendation XXIX -- General Recommendation on Descent-Based Discrimination (CERD/C/61/Misc.29/rev.1), recognized caste as a matter deserving international attention. The Asian Legal Resource Centre welcomes this resolution and regards it a beginning for the consideration of caste-based discrimination through the UN system.

4.	The Asian Legal Resource Centre suggests that the international community, through the Commission and other UN bodies, approach caste through a number of avenues, recognizing that these will require the application of large amounts of financial and other resources. These include the following

a. As caste-based discrimination affects several countries, joint initiatives will help eliminate it. Other members of the international community can encourage joint programmes and provide material assistance. The Government of India has again and again expressed its wish to eliminate caste-based discrimination, and so it should be encouraged to lead the global community in this task. 

b. Genuine targets can be set and criteria adopted by the international community to assist the governments of affected countries to achieve their own self-declared aim to end this historical menace. Among these, a decade should be named for the elimination of caste. 

c. The Special Rapporteur on contemporary forms of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance must keep the issue of caste discrimination constantly before the international community, and make regular observations on the matter that reflect the magnitude of the problem and global obligation towards its hundreds of millions of victims.

