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STATE OF KARNATAKA V. APPA BALU INGALE (1993) 

~Anuj Walia 

INTRODUCTION 

The judgment of the State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale1 is considered to be one of the 

landmark judgments in the Indian judiciary. It strictly establishes the constitutional ideals and 

restrictions on untouchability and caste-based discrimination against individuals. The facts 

states that people from Harijan community were restricted to use the public water source 

because of long history of caste bias towards their community. The intervention of the Indian 

judiciary showed how the judicial bodies are to address their roles in protecting the rights of 

individuals with the help of provisions mentioned in the Indian law. The Supreme Court strictly 

enforced a message against caste-based discrimination. 

BACKGROUND AND FACTS 

The case of State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale (AIR 1993 SC 1126) centres on a 

significant incident of caste-based discrimination in Karnataka. When the people from Harijan 

community attempted to collect water for their daily use they were forcefully denied to use it 

by upper-caste individuals. They were threatened with violence, and the accused forced them 

not to use it as it was not meant for them because of their caste status. 

The affected community filed a complaint under the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955. They 

alleged that the people who were laid charged with promoting untouchability for the victims. 

At first, the Trial Court held the accused liable for the wrongful act under sections 4 and 7 of 

the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 19552. The accused appealed to the Additional Sessions 

Judge, where it was held that some of the accused would be acquitted while others were 

 
1 State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale, AIR 1993 SC 1126. 
2 Protection of Civil Rights Act, No. 22 of 1955, § 4 (India) & Protection of Civil Rights Act, No. 22 of 1955, § 
7 (India). 
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convicted. Later, the Karnataka High Court intervened by its revisional jurisdiction3 and 

reversed the orders by stating that the unpredictability of the witness’s testimony. At last the 

State of Karnataka appealed to the apex court, the Supreme Court brought back the original 

conviction and promoted the protection of rights especially from the marginalised 

communities. 

LEGAL ISSUES 

1. Whether the High Court exceeded its revisional jurisdiction under Section 401 of the 

Criminal Procedure Code by re-appreciating evidence? 

2. Whether the acts of the accused constituted enforcement of a civil disability based on 

untouchability under the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955? 

3. Whether mens rea is necessary for convicting under social disability legislation? 

ARGUMENTS RAISED 

The appellant, led by the State of Karnataka, argued: 

(1) There was no active denial of access to the tank. 

(2) The tank was open to all residents traditionally. 

(3) No strong evidence proved caste-based exclusion. 

(4) The matter seemed personal, not caste-related. 

The respondents, led by Appa Balu Ingale, argued: 

(1) They were denied access only because they belonged to a Scheduled Caste. 

(2) This was a clear case of untouchability, violating Articles 15, 17, and 21. 

(3) It breached the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955. 

(4) Denial of water affected their dignity and right to life. 

JUDGEMENT 

The Supreme Court, in State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale (AIR 1993 SC 1126), delivered 

a landmark verdict that reaffirmed the constitutional mandate to eradicate untouchability and 

protect the dignity of marginalised communities. 

 
3 It's a supervisory function, allowing for correction of errors in lower court rulings, including those related to 
the correctness, legality, or propriety of findings, sentences, and orders. 
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The Court held that the Karnataka High Court had exceeded its revisional jurisdiction under 

Section 401 of the CrPC4 by re-evaluating factual evidence that had already been passed by the 

Trial Court and Additional Sessions Court. The court stated that the revisional powers are 

exercised only when there is a legal or procedural error that makes the process of justice 

unstable, but here it was used as a tool to appeal. 

By reinstating the conviction of the accused under Sections 4 and 7 of the Protection of Civil 

Rights Act, 1955, the Court emphasized that denying Dalits access to a public borewell 

constituted the enforcement of a civil disability on the ground of caste—an act that 

violates Article 175 of the Indian Constitution, which abolishes untouchability in all its forms. 

Crucially, the Court held that proof of mens rea (criminal intent) is not essential under social 

legislation aimed at protecting civil rights. These laws are remedial and preventive in nature, 

designed not only to punish perpetrators but also to deter the persistence of entrenched social 

evils. 

The judgment adopted a purposive interpretation of the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 

affirming the role of courts as agents of social transformation. It reflected a sociological 

jurisprudential approach, recognising that constitutional rights must be enforced in substance 

and spirit to achieve true equality. 

The Court also underscored the role of the judiciary in upholding the transformative ethos of 

the Constitution, particularly for historically oppressed groups. It declared that formal equality 

is not sufficient; real, actionable access to civil rights must be protected through vigilant legal 

enforcement. 

 ANALYSIS 

The Supreme Court's decision in State of Karnataka v. Appa Balu Ingale stands as a seminal 

judgment in the realm of civil rights and the eradication of untouchability. The Court addressed 

the persistent social discrimination against Dalits under the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 

1955, and reinforced the constitutional mandate to eliminate untouchability in all its forms.   

1. Enforcement of Article 17 and the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955 

 
ňσ╗9كĚ→ك¾×→9ك4 ňτ Ï Γك¢╗→ð¾×╩╗¾⁮‫‭كالfτ×ňÏك�كل‬⁫⁭‭كل  ل�
5 The Constitution of India, art. 17. 
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The forceful stoppage of the people of harijan community to access the borewell was a direct 

violation of sections 4 and 7 of the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1955, also the act was 

promoting social untouchability which directly violated the provisions of fundamental rights, 

Article 17, which bans any forms of untouchability in Indian society.  

2. Revisional Jurisdiction and Judicial Oversight 

As per the facts mentioned above, the Karnataka High Court used its jurisdictional power. The 

court held that witnesses were inconsistent in their testimonies. The Supreme Court noted that 

the revisional jurisdiction is used to correct legal or procedural errors, not to cancel the factual 

finding in a legal case. The action by the High Court was a violation of their powers, which 

was not appreciated by the Supreme Court. 

3. Mens Rea and Social Legislation 

In its judgment, the Court clarified that for offences under the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 

establishing mens rea (criminal intent) is not essential. The aim of the following act was to put 

an end to the practices that promote discrimination and protect those who are affected by it. 

Here, if we understand the point, the main focus should be on the effect of the action rather 

than the intention for doing it. By following this, one can understand that these practices should 

be seen without the intent but by the effect that they left upon society. This can help in 

understanding the problem in a broader way, and it can also hold many people accountable for 

their wrongful actions, even if they did not have any wrongful intention behind doing such acts. 

4. Judicial Responsibility in Social Transformation 

The judiciary has a very important role in reforming the society as it is considered the guardian 

of the constitution and as we know, the constitutional principles strictly promotes such reforms 

that helps the society to sustain and live in harmony. The decision by the court shows the role 

of the judiciary in the social reforms. The court promoted the principles of equality and justice 

for those who have been historically oppressed, it showed society that the provisions of the 

Indian constitution are not solely written but implemented.  

CONCLUSION 

The Supreme Court in this judgement promoted social justice and provided that the 

constitutional bodies will strongly support those who are affected by social injustice. India has 

been a victim of caste-based discrimination for a very long time, and the apex body made sure 
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that the people who were affected by it no longer feel the same by providing them the necessary 

remedies and promoting social justice through interpreting civil rights. The court not only 

condemned the actions of the convicted but also the wrongful use of the jurisdictional power 

by the High Court. This case displaced constitutional values very interestingly. 
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