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KEY MESSAGES 
 

 

 The demand for formal recognition of Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims has been 

reverberating for the last two decades. The only way out of their relative economic, social 

and educational backwardness is social mobility through reservation 

 

 Both Dalit Muslims and Dalit Christians have been agitating since the promulgation of 

the presidential order of 1950 which effectively prevents those professing religion other 

than Hinduism from being considered as SC. The subsequent amendments to the order 

accorded the dalit stauts to Sikhs and neo-buddhists.  

 

 Though the Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims have challenged the constitutional 

validity of the order, the matter is pending before the apex court.  

 

 Caste based discrimination is rampant among Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims. It is 

necessary to show that crippling social conditions among Dalit Christians and Dalit 

Muslims are because of their caste identity rather than other possible causes. 

o Dalit converts to Christianity and Islam are thrice discriminated by the State, caste 

Hindu society and by their co-religionists of non-dalit background.  

 

 This issue has not been significantly addressed by political parties. There has been 

considerable opposition from various social groups and political parties which has also 

created a lack of strong political will to drive this case forward.  

 

 A strong available choice of action is to pursue the legal contradiction in the 1950 

Presidential Order and subsequent amendments that provide for the inclusion of 

communities for reservation with substantial, authoritative and independent data. 
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PART I. INTRODUCTION  
 

Dalit Muslims and Dalit Christians are caught in the vicious circle of lack of formal recognition as a social 

category leading to absence of authoritative data (especially statistical data), which in turn leads to difficulties 

in making a strong evidentiary case for their need for reservation. 

 

The original rationale for including only Hindu castes in the SC list (as per the first such list prepared in 1936 

by J.H. Hutton, the Census Commissioner for the 1931 Census) was directly linked to the practice of 

untouchability and other caste sanctions against the lowest castes. Since caste as an institution was said to be 

native to Hinduism, not being part of the scripture or core beliefs of any other religion, only Hindu Dalits 

qualified to be designated as SCs. However, the later extension of this designation to Sikhs and then to Neo-

Buddhists seems to have been justified on the grounds that these groups were recent converts, and their caste 

was still the predominant aspect of their social identity.  

 

In fact, a few Sikh castes (Mazhabis, Ramdasias, Kabirpanthis and Sikligars) had been included even in the first 

post-Independence version of the SC lists in the 1950 Presidential Order. The remaining Dalit Sikh castes were 

added in 1956. 

 

Dalit Christians (from here on referred to as DC) or Christians of Scheduled Caste origin (CSCO) have been 

asserting their rights for utilizing Constitutional provisions pertaining to Dalits in India which have been denied 

to them historically and even in contemporary times.  

 

Dalit Muslims (from here on referred to as DM) or Muslims of Scheduled Caste origin (MSCO) have been 

making similar demands to bring themselves under the purview of reservations since they are meted out the 

same treatment as the  Scheduled Castes (SCs)  even if they are no longer in the religious fold of Hinduism.  

 

The Key Issues identified in this brief are  

i) The need to show that the relative social, economic and educational backwardness of Dalit 

Christians and Muslims is because of their caste identities.  

ii) Contradiction in the 1950 Presidential Order and subsequent amendments for the recognition of 

different communities for SC Status. 

iii) The need and obstacles in collecting substantial data and evidence to support the case for 

reservation.  

 

This brief will first look at the political context of this issue identifying the stand of political parties, social 

groups and key objections and demands, then look closely at key issues identified above and finally try to look 

at substantial evidence to support this cause 
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PART II: THE POLITICAL CONTEXT 

The following tables show pro and anti reservation stands of political parties and social groups. It also includes 

expected reactions of social groups if the issue is taken forward. 

 

• UPA

• Keeping its promise made under the Common 
Minimum Program (CMP), the UPA constituted a 
committee- National Commission for Religious 
and Linguistic Minorities (NCRLM) to obtain 
facts about caste based discrimination of Dalit 
Christians and Muslims.

• The Commission is bound to recommend the case 
of Dalit Christians and Muslims to the Government 
so that they can be brought under the purview of 
reservation since they have been subjected to caste 
based discrimination.

• Although some believe this is a progressive step, it 
has also been criticized. Some see this as a move to 
appease the Muslim and Christian vote bank. 
Others view it as a step to slower the processes or 
to curtail the processes of development.

• AIADMK

• Tamil Nadu chief minister J. Jayalalithaa, in 
August 2013, wrote to Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh, urging the Centre to include Dalit 
Christians in the list of Scheduled Castes and bring 
them on par with Dalit Hindus, Sikhs and 
Buddhists.

• She had also written to Prime Minister P. 
Narasimha Rao, on this issue, in November 1995. 

Pro 
Reservation
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• Sangh Parivar has been opposing 
reservations to Dalit Christians and Dalit 
Muslims on the grounds that if Dalits from 
these religious backgrounds are given 
reservation, then they would en masse leave 
Hinduism and join other religions. 

• Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist Dalits will 
oppose this move since they feel that they 
will have to share reservation with this 
additional group. 

• Caste Christians will oppose such a move 
fearing the equalization of Dalits with them. 
All along history, caste Christians have 
opposed any move to bring in change in the 
discriminated state of Dalit Christians. 

• The bureaucracy will also oppose this move 
fearing backlash from Dalits who are 
following Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism 
and caste Hindus and caste Christians. 
Especially, they will feign ignorance 
regarding this demand since they do not want 
to be on the wrong side of the Hindutva 
forces. Since most of the officials are known 
for maintaining status quo, it is unlikely that 
they will support this move. 

Anti 
Reservation
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Prakash Louis, from the Indian Institute of Dalit Studies, in his study of Dalit Christians
1
 identified multiple 

discriminations of Dalit Christians, which include  

 

1) Discrimination by Caste Christians: Inter dining and inter marriage among Christians of various 

castes is socially shunned.  

2) Discrimination by State: The Government argues that the concept of Dalit is essentially part of the 

Hindu religion and that it plays no part in the non-Hindu religions. However Caste system in its 

principle and operation is fully alive and active even in Christianity and Dalits are thus, the victims of 

this irrespective of  their religion . 

3) Discrimination by Hindu Dalits: Dalits who follow Hinduism believe or are made to believe that Dalit 

Christians are infidels since they rejected their „original‟ religion and have embraced another religion. 

Secondly, they believe that Dalit Christians receive support from the church and hence, should not be 

entitled for any provisions made by the Government for Dalits. Thirdly, Dalits fear if reservation is 

extended to Dalit Christians, they will have to share benefits. 

 

However all these points of view fail to identify Christians of SC Origin as Dalits or SCs first and foremost, and 

then secondarily, only as converts to Christianity, but there is a fair amount of agreement on the fact that Dalits 

who converted to Christianity have continuously been subject  to discrimination and marginalization. 

 

In his 2007 report, Louis said that if Dalit Christians are brought under the ambit of reservations, they will bring 

in an additional population of approximately 1.4 crore to the already existing population of 16.58 crore (16.3 

per cent) and thus, the total Dalit population would be 17.98 crores. If the same benefits are extended to Dalit 

Muslims, then the population of Dalits, as a whole will increase.  

 

CASE STUDY OF CASTE BASED ATROCITIES 

 

In 1993, in a non-descript village, Chunduru of Andhra Pradesh, 12 Dalit Christians were massacred by the 

Reddys allegedly because a Dalit Christian youth sat with his feet up in the local cinema hall and accidentally 

touched an upper caste youth sitting in the seat in front of him. This massacre, it is said, took place because the 

„offender‟ was a Dalit Christian. Had the youth belonged to a Kamma or Reddy Christian community, the 

incident would not have created a ruckus since Kamma or Reddy Christians would also retaliate.  

 

The prevalence of Brahmin Christian, Kamma or Reddy Christian, Syrian Christian and caste Christian in itself 

is an indication of the continuance of caste system even after a person has given up Hinduism and adopted 

another religion. The continuation of caste has given way to caste based discrimination with dalits who convert 

to Christianity and Islam being at the receiving end.  

 

 

 
 

                                                                 
1Prakash Louis. Caste-based Discrimination and Atrocities on Dalit Christians and the Need for Reservations. Working Paper Series Volume II Number 04, Indian 
Institute of Dalit Studies, 2007. 
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PART III: KEY ISSUES  
 

THE PRESIDENTIAL ORDER OF 1950 AND THE EVOLUTION OF JUDICIAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

In 1950, the president of India issued the Constitution (Scheduled Castes) Order, specifying the castes to be 

recognised as the Scheduled Castes by exercising the authority conferred on him under the article 341(1) of the 

Constitution India. 

 

The third paragraph of the order however qualifies that “notwithstanding anything contained in Para 2, no 

person who professes a religion different from Hinduism shall be deemed to be a member of the Scheduled 

Castes”. Subsequent amendments to the 1950 Presidential Order in 1956 and 1990 provided for the inclusion of 

Sikhs and Buddhists respectively within the Scheduled Caste category to avail the benefits of reservation.  

 

Dalit Muslims and Christians have challenged the constitutional validity of Para 3 of the 1950 order and the 

main plank of this argument is that denial of SC status to DMs and DCs constitutes a violation of: 

 Article 14 (equality before the law);  

 Article 15 (prohibition of discrimination on grounds of religion);  

 Article 25 (freedom to profess and practice any religion) of the Constitution. 

 

Dr. Jose Kananaikal,
2
 from Indian Social Institute, argues that the Presidential Order, as it was enacted in 1950 

had two important limitations. One of these provisions restricted the SCs to certain areas and the other restricted 

the religion to which they can belong. The intentions of these two restrictions are not difficult to understand. 

The President had been given power to choose the castes, tribes, races or parts thereof, as SCs. Accordingly, it 

was perfectly within his rights to include or exclude certain particular groups from the lists of the SCs. 

 

Important Attempts at Amendments 

 Constitutional (Scheduled Castes) Orders (Amendment) Bill, 1986 

Prof. P.J. Kurien who moved this Bill emphasized that socially, economically and educationally, the SC 

converts to Christianity are at par with and in certain cases below that of their Hindu counterparts. Prof. 

Kurien further argued that a convert who has reconverted to Hinduism is eligible to be a member of the 

SCs and for all benefits. Here the freedom of religions does not have any meaning. Prof. Kurien went on 

to argue that the Bill be passed, which seeks to delete para 3, which will go a long way in rectifying the 

distortions of our reservation policy and in providing justice to a large number of people who are 

deprived of these benefits due to change of religion. 

 Constitutional (Scheduled Castes) Orders (Amendment) Bill, 1994 

                                                                 
2 Louis, Prakash. Caste-based Discrimination and Atrocities on Dalit Christians and the Need for Reservations. Working Paper Series Volume II Number 04, Indian 
Institute of Dalit Studies, 2007, pg 32-33 
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This Bill made the point clear that the SCs and converted Christians from SCs are living in the same 

villages or towns in similar milieus. There is no reason to deny them the rights on the ground of 

conversion. But this Bill also could not see the light of the day. 

 

 

 Constitutional (Scheduled Castes) Orders (Amendment) Bill, 1996 

The Bill sought to amend the earlier Constitutional (Scheduled Caste) Orders so as to remove the bar in 

Christians converted from the SCs being deemed to be members of the SCs. Although the Bill was listed 

for introduction as a supplementary item in the Lok Sabha on 12.03.1996, it could not be introduced. 

Following the adjournment of Parliament, the Cabinet decided on 14.03.1996, that an Ordinance be 

issued for the purpose. An Ordinance was proposed to the President, but was not promulgated. 

 

THE CASE FOR RECOGNISING DALIT MUSLIMS AND CHRISTIAN 

 

The main judicial obstacle to the recognition of DMs and DCs as SCs appears to have been the lack of the 

appropriate kind of evidence regarding their relative status. The encouraging sign here is that the courts have 

not refused to entertain this line of argument, they have only asked for proof beyond mere caste identity. 

 

Satish Deshpande and Geetika Bapna
3
 in their report prepared for the National Commission for Minorities insist 

that the Dalit Muslims and Dalit Christians are not so distinct from other Dalit groups that an argument for 

treating them differently could be sustained. In sum, the actual situation that exists today – denial of SC status 

to DMs and DCs, but according it to Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist Dalits – could not be rationally defended if it did 

not already exist as a historical reality. 

 

It must be granted, however, that even a counterfactual argument is successful in establishing that objections or 

obstacles to the recognition of DMs and DCs are matters of politics and pragmatism rather than principle. The 

common pragmatic objections that are raised concern the „feasibility‟ of the move in terms of the administrative 

procedures involved. 

 

Another pragmatic consideration is that of the numbers involved. Here the weight of the argument is in favour 

of rather than against inclusion. For both DMs and DCs taken together (at least on the NSSO estimates) 

appear to be under three million people, constituting about one-and-a-quarter percent of all rural Dalits, 

and about two-and-a-quarter percent of all urban Dalits. 

 

They further emphasize that, according due statutory recognition to Dalit Muslims and Dalit Christians would 

not only right a wrong, it would also remove an indefensible anomaly in our politico-legal system that can 

legitimately be construed as discriminatory. 

 

                                                                 
3 Satish Deshpande and Geetika Bapna. Dalits in the Muslim and Christian Communities A Status Report on Current Social Scientific Knowledge. National 
Commission for Minorities Government of India, 2008. 
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The primary obstacle in making this case is the absence of sound, substantial data. This report relies 

heavily on NSSO‟s survey, however the obstacle in this is that since there is no formal recognition for Dalit 

Muslims and Christians as SCs or STs it is possible that these communities may answer „yes‟ to the question 

„Do you belong to the OBCs?‟.  

 

Therefore it is virtually impossible in the NSSO surveys to separate those OBCs who are actually DMs and 

DCs. It is therefore almost certain that the number of households and persons identified as DMs and DCs 

in the NSSO surveys is only a subset of their true number, and that a significant proportion is ‘lost’ in the 

OBC category. The data presented here are confined to those respondents who returned themselves as „SC‟ and 

as either „Muslim‟ or „Christian‟. 

 

The following figures have been compiled on the basis of the NSSO 2004-2005 survey. 

 

 
 
Source:  NSSO 2004-2005 
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Source:  NSSO 2004-2005 

 

The above data presents economic, educational and social indicators to show the relative backwardness of Dalit 

Muslims and Dalit Christians. The DMs are the worst off compared to their OBC and UC counterparts. Their 

BPL population is higher and their top Monthly Per Capita Expenditure (MPCE) class population is lower than 

that of the other groups. Urban DMs are particularly badly off – their BPL percentage is almost 47%, and they 

are completely absent in the Rs.1200+ category. This is not a rounding problem – there are actually no DM 

households in this category, which does indeed appear to be a null set. 

 

In rural India, the BPL proportion for DCs is more than double that for OBCs and about four-and-half times that 

of the Upper Castes. On the other hand, the DC population percentage in the top MPCE class is only one-third 

that of the OBCs and almost one-fifth that of the UCs. 

 

DCs in urban India are even worse off relative to other Christians than their rural counterparts. Their BPL 

percentage is two-and-a-half times that of the OBCs and about four-and-a-half times that of the UCs. In the 

Rs.2500 and above MPCE class, the DC presence is one-third that of the OBCs and as little as one eighth of the 

UCs. 

  

With respect to proportions of population in poverty or affluence, DMs are unquestionably among the worst off, 

in both the rural and specially the urban sector.With respect to comparisons of educational levels; DMs are the 

worst off in rural India in terms of illiteracy. DCs are slightly better off in rural, and significantly better off in 

urban India. 
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POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 

 

The alternative route to justice for Dalit Christians (DCs) and Dalit Muslims (DMs) is through the judicial 

process. There are writ petitions challenging the 1950 presidential order pending before the Supreme Court.  

 

The Ranganath Mishra Commission, set up by UPA government in 2005 submitted its report in May 2007, 

which was referred to the National Commission for Scheduled Castes for further examination. Both the 

commissions were in favour of extending constitutional protection and guarantees to Dalit Christians and Dalit 

Muslims as available to their counterparts professing Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism. 

 

Criteria and Standards of Evidence 

 

The extension of SC status to DMs and DCs appears to hinge on the question of evidence according to the 

crucial Soosai
4
 case. As Justice Pathak says in his judgement, “it is not sufficient to show that the same caste 

continues after conversion. It is necessary to establish further that the disabilities and handicaps suffered from 

such caste membership in the social order of its origin – Hinduism – continue in their oppressive severity in the 

new environment of a different religious community.” 

 

There is the question of how precisely caste disability is to be established. The response to this seems to be 

(though it is not explicitly spelt out as such) that the claimant group (in this case DMs and DCs) needs to 

establish, in addition to the fact of their caste identity, two further facts:  

1) that they are worse off than their non-Dalit co-religionists and that this is due to their caste status 

2) that they are comparable in status to the Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist Dalits who are already recognised by 

the state as being in need of special consideration. 

 

The object of Ar. 341(1) is to provide additional protection to the members of the scheduled castes, recognising 

the educational and economic backwardness from which they suffer.  

 

S. Japhet and Y. Moses
5
 argue that the apparent reason for postponing the issue by the UPA government is the 

objection from certain sections of Hindu dalits who fear additional groups would eat into their limited quota of 

15%. This need not be the case because the quota for SCs and STs is revised from time to time in proportion to 

their population. In any case, the point of quota limitation does not justify the exclusion of a people who suffer 

similar socio-economic, political disabilities as their counterparts in other religions.  

 

Criteria for inclusion of any community in the list of scheduled castes is that such a community should 

suffer from extreme social, educational and economic backwardness arising out of traditional practices of 

untouchability. 

                                                                 
4 Soosai Vs Union of India and others (1985) (supp) SCC 590: The petitioner, who was a Hindu belonging to the Adi-Dravida caste on conversion to Christianity, 

continued as a member of that caste, he contended in his writ petition to the court that he had been denied the benefit of the welfare assistance intended for Scheduled 
Castes on the ground that he professes the Christian religion, and that such discrimination had been affected pursuant to the provision contained in paragraph 3 of the 

Constitution (Scheduled Castes) Order, 1950 and that the provision was constitutionally invalid as being violative of Articles 14 to 17. 
5 S. Japhet and Y. Moses, The Unending Struggle of Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims for Equality. 28 July 2011. <http://kafila.org/2011/07/28/the-unending-

struggle-of-dalit-christians-and-dalit-muslims-for-equality-s-japhet-and-y-moses>.  

http://kafila.org/2011/07/28/the-unending-struggle-of-dalit-christians-and-dalit-muslims-for-equality-s-japhet-and-y-moses/
http://kafila.org/2011/07/28/the-unending-struggle-of-dalit-christians-and-dalit-muslims-for-equality-s-japhet-and-y-moses/
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PART IV. BACKGROUND INFORMATION/REFERENCE 

DOCUMENTS 

 

The specific notion of caste involved here is that of jati rather than varna. While scholars differ on the exact 

relationship between these two categories, it is generally agreed that the latter refers to an overarching pan-

Indian division between the four major groupings of castes (the so called chatur-varna: brahman, kshatriya, 

vaishya and shudra), whereas jati is a more local category indicating an endogamous group with a strong 

network of social kinship and ties. In the first place, caste was ubiquitous. “The idea of hierarchy, for the 

division of society into higher and lower hereditary groups was regarded as natural and caste like groups were 

found even in sects that rebelled against Hinduism and among Muslims and Christians.”
6
  

 

“The varna system may be regarded as the literary or ideal model of the caste system. Existentially the caste 

may be viewed as a series of local systems of interacting jatis linked in an all India framework by means of the 

idea of varna. The varna idea is influential in local systems of jatis, in varying degrees and within a local 

system, different jatis show differential awareness of the varna system. This in turn is related to their political, 

economic and social position and to the degree of awareness of the wider society of which they are a part. Each 

local system represented a unique hierarchy of jatis.”
 7

  

 

Castes impose rules of conduct on their members, the most prominent being those on marriage (endogamy, or 

marriage within the caste group, is a common requirement); social interaction (including specially the sharing 

of food and water); and occupation (castes were traditionally restricted to particular occupations, though these 

restrictions are much weaker now than they used to be).  

General order of caste features: 

1. Hereditary membership conferred by birth. 

2. Endogamy, usually strictly observed, but with „hard‟ and „soft‟ divisions. 

3. Social segregation, i.e., the exclusion of lower by higher all along the hierarchy. 

4. Occupational segregation and economic differentiation. 

5. Specific practices of untouchability and other forms of exclusion against Dalits. 

6. Belief in notions of ritual purity and pollution as the basis for caste divisions. 

Caste not only dictates one‟s occupation, but dietary habits and interaction with members of other castes as 

well. Members of dominant caste enjoy more wealth and opportunities while members of a low caste perform 

menial jobs. Outside of the caste system are the Untouchables. Conventionally the community has been 

restricted to jobs such as toilet cleaning and garbage removal. They are therefore considered polluted and not to 

be touched. “The caste units separated by endogamy and commensality, and they are associated with ranked 

difference of diet and occupation. The effects of endogamy are on one hand, to deny a powerful potential means 

of forging solidarity among different castes and on the other hand, to increase solidarity within each caste. 

                                                                 
6 Srinivas, M.N. Village, Caste, Gender and Method Essays in Indian Social Anthropology. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998., pg 21 
7 Srinivas; 96 
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Separation of castes is also achieved through commensality. Complete commensality may be said to exist only 

when all persons, men as well as women, accept cooked food only form castes which he regards as equal or 

superior to his own. Acceptance from an inferior caste would pollute him and would entail his performance 

among other things, a purificatory ceremony to regain his normal ritual status
8
.”  

In comparison to dominant castes, Dalits have always been denied educational and employment opportunities 

and since most of them don‟t own land or other resources, the only way out for them is social mobility through 

reservation. The case of DMs and DCs is even more dismal since they are denied the provision of reservation. 

 

It is safe to presume that in India, one is never „just‟ a Muslim or a Christian. Like other religious communities 

in India, Muslims and Christians are further subdivided into caste-like social groups to which individuals 

belong.  

 

 

 

*********** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                 
8 Srinivas, 57 
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