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WOMEN’S ISSUES IN SOCIALLY EXCLUSION COMMUNITY: AN
EXPLORATORY STUDY

Sivakumar. I’

j

INTRODUCTION

“All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal
protection of the law”. - Article 14

Non-discrimination, together with equality before the law and equal protection of
the law without any discrimination, constitute a basic and general principle relating to the
protection of human rights. Caste system is an important element in India and 1t 1s still
the foundation of Indian society and it is the best guide to the changes in the various
social strata in the Indian society. In India and other countries in South Asia, people have
been systematically discriminated against on the basis of their work and descent for
centuries. Over 200 million people are Dalits, also known as untouchables or outcasts.
They experience violence, discrimination and social exclusion on a daily basis. Economic
growth in India has been strong over the past decade. However, the caste disparities are
increasing.

The situation of women in dalit community in India needs special attention. They
are one of the largest socially segregated groups anywhere in the world and make up 2%
of the world’s total population. Women belong to the dalit community are discriminated
against three times over: they are poor, they are women and they are dalits. The
traditional taboos are the same for men and women in the community. However, women
in the community have to deal with them more often. Women in the dalit community are
discriminated against not only by people of higher castes, but also within their own
communities. Among the dalit community also men are dominating women. In the
cor_rlmu{lity women also have less power within the dalit movement itself. Women are
actwq in large numbtj:rs in the movement but most leadership positions in the

organizations, local bodies and associations have until now been held by men.

According to the census 2011, Dalits make up 16.2% of the total Indian
Population, but their access and control over resources of the country is marginal-less
than 5%. C{ose to half of the dalit population lives under the Poverty Line and even more
(62%) are illiterate. Among the dalits, most of those engage in agricultural work are
landless or nearly landless agricultural labourers. The average household income for dalit

Assistant Professor, Centre for Women's Studies, Alagappa University, Karaikudi
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was Rs-ldl 7,465 in 1998, jU_St ?3% of the national average. Less than 10% of dalit
household can afford safe drinking water, electricity and toilets, which is indicative of
therr dep!o_rable social condition., Moreover, dalits are daily vic{ims of the worst crime
‘md_ atrocities, far outnumbering other sections of society in that respect as well. The vast
majority of these crimes remain unreported due to omnipresent fear and those that are
reported are often ignored by police or end up languishing in the backlogged court
system. Betvffeen 1992 gnd 2000, a total of 334,459 cases were registered nationwide
with the police as cogmizable crimes against Schedule Castes. Dalits remain the most
vuhtlejrable, _marglna_llzed and brutalized community in the country. Statistics compiled by
Indila s National Cnm.e Records Bureau indicate that in the year 2000, the last year for
which figures are available 25,455 crimes were committed against dalits. It is estimated
that every hour two dalits are assaulted: every day three women in dalit community are
raped, two dalits are murdered and two dalit homes are torched.

Among the dalit community women are socio-economic and political
vulnerability have been exposed to multiple forms of violence throughout history. They
face caste and gender based violence and discrimination as they are placed at the lowest
strata of caste, gender and class hierarchies. In India, though we have constitutional and
legislative safeguards to protect dalit women from discrimination and violence, they have
been ineffective due to the deep rooted caste and gender biases within the enforcement
agencies. The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against

Women (CEDAW) in its Concluding Comments on India noted concern about “the
ongoing atrocities committed against women in the dalit community and the culture of
impunity for perpetrators of such atrocities”. It also calls upon the State party to increase
women’s legal literacy and improve their access to justice in bringing claims of

discrimination and violation of rights among the dalit community.

NEED FOR THE STUDY

The change in overall economic pattern has led to a drastic change in socio-cultur
al aspects of communities and has likely to have impacted the Dalit communities even m
ore severely. There have been some attempts by the state to address the discrimination of
women from the dalit community in the larger spectrum of socio-economic realities by

instituting commissions, laws, schemes and programmes. However, there are areas of
vast gaps as indicated above and thus there is a need to bring forth these gaps and

recommend possible actions to bridge them.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
1. To study the socio-economic and political status of women in the dalit

community | |
2 To find out the problems which women faced in the dalit community

3. To analysis the development strategies for women in the dalit community
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This paper attempts to club problems of women belongs to the dalit Community
and suggest solutions. The paper is based on secondary sources. The term dalit is ygeq

here for all Schedule Caste and Schedule Tribes in India, who are backwgrd In Socia].
economical. educational and political, who have been exploited for centuries and wh,

have been denied natural justice.
ISSUES OF WOMEN IN THE DALIT COMMUNITY

Dalit women are thrice discriminated, treated as untouchables and as outcastes,
due to their caste, face gender discrimination being women and finally economic
impoverishment due to unequal wage disparity, with low or underpaid labour. Below the
Hindu caste ladder is another rung called the untouchables or Panchamas. Among the
untouchables, the status of women is further eroded and closely linked to the concept of
purity (TNWE, 2007).

The dalit community constitutes about 250 million people and almost half of
them are women. Dalits are the most marginalized caste group in the hierarchy of Indian
society (Mittal, 2010) and highly prone to incidents of violence against them, ranging
from verbal abuse to physical assault, sexual harassment, rape and even murder.

The study conducted by Human Rights Watch (2007) shows that the majority of
landless labourers are women in dalit community. They come into contact with landlords
and enforcement agencies more often than upper caste women, thereby making them
more susceptible to abuse. There are frequent cases where landlords use sexual abuse and
other forms of violence and humiliation against women belongs to the Dalit community
as tools to inflict ‘lessons’ and crush dissent and labour movements of Dalit
communities.

The National Commission for Women (NCW) has commented, ‘In the
commission of offences against women belongs to the Schedule Caste, the offenders try
to establish their authority and humiliate the community by subjecting their women to
indecent and inhuman treatment, including sexual assault, parading naked, using filthy
language, etc.” (NCW, 1996).

Special Reporter on violence against women, Yakin Ertiirk (2009) quoted - “Dalit
women are confronted with discrimination, exclusion and violence to a larger extent than
men. Land and property issues in particular, tend to cause or be at the root of conflicts
over which women from the dalit community having faced eviction, harassment, physical
abpse and assatflt. In the Dalit community women are often denied access to or are
evicted from their land by dominant castes, especially if it borders land belonging to such
castes. They are thus forcq:l to live in the outskirts of villages, often on barren land.
Reportedly, on many occasions, cases of violence against women are not registered and
adequate procedures are not taken by the police.”




Dr. K.R. Murugan & Dr.

K. Manimekalai

Wag'e discrimination against dalits is also a rampant problem in India and this is
acute when 1t comes to women in the dalijt community. An experimental study by Shah et
al. (20006) foynd tl}at in 36% of the villages studied, dalits were denied wage-paid
employm_ent In agriculture and in one-third of the villages they were excluded from
construction labour on the grounds that upper caste community members did not want

dalits to “pollute’ their homes. In 25% of the villages, dalits received less than the market
wage rate for their labour.

| Th§ Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) reports that
Daht. candidates, especially women, are very often forcibly prevented from standing for
elections. And if they get elected, they are forced to resign from village councils or other
elected bodies. Many Dalits are not allowed to exercise their mandate or are otherwise
denied the right to vote; their names are not included in electoral rolls. CERD further
reported that women in the dalit community the involvement of politics in local
governance institutions is noticeably low and full of challenges (Human Rights Watch,
2007).

[t has been argued that atrocities pertaining to civic facilities are frequently
related to lack of essential facilities or limited access to facilities in Dalit localities. The
unavailability of basic facilities can be seen in most Dalit hamlets. According to a report
published by Human Rights Watch (2007), only 9.84% of households belonging to a
Scheduled Caste have access to sanitation and 20% lack a safe source of drinking water.
One of the reasons is that residential segregation of the Dalit community results in
absence of various facilities available in other sections of the habitation.

According to the UN special report on the right to education, teachers have been
known to declare Dalit pupils ‘cannot learn unless they are beaten’ (Human Rights
Watch, 2007). The effect of such abuse is borne out by the low literacy and high dropout
rates for Dalits. Upper caste hostility toward Dalit education is linked to the perception
that Dalits are either incapable of being educated or if educated, will pose a threat to

village hierarchies and power relations.
Lack of access to health facilities emerged as another serious issue during the

discussions. Caste based occupations (such as scavenging) that many women are made to
perform routinely exposes them to serious and sometimes fatal health hazards. In
addition, the Dalit community in general and Dalit women in particular are frequently
refused admission to hospitals and denied access to health care and treatment (Shah et al,,
2006).

Women from the dalit community are often placed in a contradictory and difficult
position of choosing between their families/communities and the attempt to seek legal
redressal for atrocities. It is not unusual to find them being disowned or ostracized by
their own family members and the community at large. Men in the dalit community have
been known to turn their wives away for daring to raise their voice against injustices. A
complex psycho-social blend of external impositions such as threats of retaliation and
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.velihood) and internal patriarchal
olence by the caste perpetrators (threat of loss of livel
RGO g fortunate situations (Irudayam et al., 2006).

and cultural understandings propel such un al
generally excluded from decision-making,

Women in the dalit community are
er. Wherever women among the dalit

They are not given any space to exercise their pow T
community have contested, they have faced stiff opposition and even been brutally

attacked. There are instances where women have been elected into local governance and

through the reservation policy, nominated as the president of the local governing unit

(Panchayat). But when these women have endeavored to exercise their role, it has met

with resistance, even to the extent of physical violence. The reservation for dalits,
particularly for women, 1s accepted in form but seldom in substance. Any change in the
status quo is resisted. Women in the dalit community sitting on chairs are seen as threat
to social hierarchy and power. So, the upper castes in the village vetoed chairs in the

panchayat office (Sainath, P & Rao, 2003)

A woman president belong to the dalit community are not allowed to sit on a

chair if the other cast members do not allow this. She is force to be a mere figurehead,

while the functioning of the Panchayat is taken over by upper-caste members. Political
parties in India speak much about equality of women but have totally ignored the plights

of women from the dalit community (Jogdanad, 1999).

The study by (WEF, 2001) shows that an economic development pattemn that
pitches the rich against the poor and different races against each other also maintains the
patriarchal and caste controls. A system where women are not represented at all levels 1s
both unequal and inefficient. New measures to ensure that women are represented in

political decision-making must be designed.

poe Due to various socio-political-cultural and economic practices coupled with
111.111ted governmental vision, discrimination of women belongs to the dalit community
with regard to income, education and other services is much higher (Murthy, R.K, 2010)
and there are persistent gaps between dalits and non dalits in each of thesé se'ctars and
between women and men, with some gaps increasing and some decreasing and varying
across states. Further, it merits investigation as to how far women and men in the dalit
community (and diffcfent sect.s and religion amongst them) are able to convert education
'l]?]:(;r Zn;floym:;; and income mto'inv'estments and face non discrimination in all spheres.
oo ¢ several spheres of marginalization and discrimination as far as women from the

community over the years, their specific needs and rights are ignored by one and all.

Th .
invested x;tliniliyo?vy Vi, 2012 says that the dalit feminist paradigm will be
feminism ought to b Hbmeanmgs from its own political and geographical location. Dalit
e broad enough to include the experience not only of the dalit women

in general, b 1t '
of%he expeﬁt:nzlesso Os:ns;‘tl?c ennu_gh to provide space for the expression of the diversity
religious minorities, tribal and ethnic identities who are presently

termed subaltern :

theory, it will alsi“iﬁﬂfﬁca" (}J-e no stopping of the process. It will not build and shape

and the existing feminist [hmellat? the spaces as well as build solidarity between itself
ought and theory. It will also negotiate its differences with

.
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and build solidarity with men from dalit community and other subaltern and marginalized
groups. Anyone who can see the imperative need to change the paradigms of society

ﬁ-om a caste al}d Patﬁarchy-dominated ethos towards a more inclusive and equitable
society will realize its significance.

The t}igh degree of deprivation among women in the dalit community is reflected
in other indicators of well-being under nutrition and health. About 65% and 56% of
women belongs to the Schedule Caste and Schedule Tribes are respectively suffered from
;1{';(;1(1)1)13 compared to 47.6% of non Schedule Caste/Schedule Tribes women (Thorat,

Children from marginalized sections or so called “lower castes” are frequently
denied school attendance and harassed when they do attend (Mohanty, 2004). In areas
where there is no discrimination, poor funding and impoverished families. means that
children often cannot afford textbooks and stationery. |

SUMMARY

Among the dalit community women suffer on two counts, being dalit and being
women, also. There are various barriers for dalit women not to take participation in the
active politics, such as social, economic inequality in the Indian society. The social
barriers such as practice of untouchability, casteism, illiteracy, socio-cultural vanations,
religious exploitation and class variation in the society are major issues of women in the

dalit community.

Addressing the challenges encountered by Indian women in a society governed by
caste-based and patriarchal codes, D’Souza (2009) claims that the position of “the *Dalit
woman’ under such social circumstances is much worse”. Dalit females are denied the
“opportunity for further development™ (Mandal, 2003), ensuring that they remain the
“most vulnerable” group within society (Prasad, 2006). In Prasad’s (2006) view, caste
identity “alienates Dalit females by condemning them to live a stigmatized life”. Both
caste and gender, therefore, contribute to the exclusion and/or marginalization of a
particular section of Indian society - Dalit women. However, the position of Dalit
women is determined not only by their caste and gender, but by factors such as level of

education and socio-economic status.

Certain kinds of violence are traditionally reserved for women belongs to the dalit
community: extreme filthy verbal abuse and sexual epithets, naked parading,
dismemberment, being forced to drink urine and branding, pulling out of teeth, tongue
and nails and violence including murder after proclaiming witchcraft, are only
experienced by women 1n dalit community. In this community women are threatened by
rape as part of collective violence by the higher castes. The Devadasi system of temple
prostitution is the most extreme form of exploitation of women in this community. In this
community girl children are forced to prostitution. The majority of cases of‘ violence
against women in the dalit community are not registered. The lack of law enforcement
leaves many women unable to approach the legal system to seek redress. Women are
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often also unaware of the laws and their ignorance 18 exploited by lhflclr op(ll:aun;:lnts, by the
police and by the judiciary system. Even when cases are registered, the lack of
appropriate investigation or the judge’s own caste and gender biases, can lead to

acquittal.
HUMAN RIGHTS OF WOMEN RIGHTS

India is a democracy and is a Party to most of the major human ngl}ts‘treaties.
These treaties provide the same rights for men and for women. Bt?:cau_se_lndlla 1S als.o a
Party to the Convention on the Elimination of All For{ns of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW), the Government has an extra obligation 1o make sure that women
can realize their rights. It is generally accepted in intematloflal law that governments
have to do more than just pass legislation to protect human rights. The Government of
Indid has an obligation to take all measures, including policy and budgetary measures, to
make sure that women can fulfill their rights. It also has an obligation to pums?n those
who engage in caste-based violence and discrimination. The go»;emmt?nt ?f India, as a
modern country with a growing economy, has the means to fulfill its obligations.

CIVIL AND POLITICAL RIGHTS

India is a Party to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Based
on this treaty, the Government of India has an obligation to make sure that women in the
dalit community can enjoy a whole range of human rights, such as the right to life,
freedom from torture or cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment, freedom
from slavery, the right to be equal before the court, the right to recognition as a person
before the law, the right to privacy, the right to marry only with free and full consent and
the right to take part in public affairs. The life and dignity of women belongs to dalit
community depends on the realization of these human rights. However, they are breached
systematically. An essential precondition for the realization of civil and political rights of
women belongs to the dalit community 1s registration. Article 24 (2) of the Covenant
provides that every child shall be registered immediately after birth. In India, 46% of all
children are not registered. There is also no system of registration of marriages. This 1
not only a barrier for the realization of civil and political rights; it also prevents the

protection from sexual exploitation and trafficking, child labour and forced and early
marriages of girls from the dalit community.

ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS

India is also a Party to the International Covenant on E ' jal and
Cultural Rjghts (ICESCR). This treaty not only identifies a range of(:;z?l?ggc S:occliaal and
cyltu_ral_ nghts, but it also requires that all people have these right,s without
dmcqmmatmn. The treaty also discusses the ways in which states must wurk,to realize
the rights. The rights outlined in the ICESCR include the right to work and to just and

favorable conditions of work and to form trade unions, the right to social security,

protection of the family, the right to an adequate standard of living, including food,
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hnusing_ﬂnd clothing and the right to health. Dalit women hardly enjoy any of these
human rights.

MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND WOMEN IN DALIT
COMMUNITY

In 2000, 189 _countrics accepted the Millennium Declaration and agreed to take
the necessary action in order to attain eight specific goals: the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). The realization of human rights of women’s rights in the dalit
community will have a major positive effect on the realization of the MDGs. Women in
the dalit community are extremely poor and make up 2% of the world’s population. In
[ndia, 60 million children do not attend primary school; the majority of these children are
girls from this community. India’s child mortality rate is one of the highest in the world
and with its vast population and a rate of 540 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births,
[ndia accounts for more than 20% of all global maternal deaths. A greater availability and
accessibility of healthcare for women, including women from the dalit community, 1s

needed.
ACTION BY WOMEN IN DALIT COMMUNITY

Women in the dalit community have been active throughout history, though often
this has not been recorded. They were actively involved in the anti-caste and anti-
untouchability movements in the 1920s. Today they are the strongholds of the Dalit
movements in thousands of Indian villages. They continue to play a critical role in the
movements for land rights. They are making their mark as independent thinkers and
writers in the literary world and visionary leaders in the Panchayat Raj institutions.
However, they are unable to put an end to the structural discrimination and exclusion.

Violence and impunity are used to keep them in their place.
GETTING ORGANIZED AS WOMEN FROM THE DALIT COMMUNITY

Since the late 1980s, therefore, women have increasingly felt and articulated the
need for a separate platform — created, developed and controlled by themselves — through

which they could forge their own identity, fight for their rights and find solutions to their
particular problems as Dalits and as women. Conscious that the call for a separate

platform could be interpreted as a divisive move by both men in the dalit community and
non-Dalit women, the proponents of such a special forum emphasize that their initiative
must not be mistaken for a separatist movement. Rather they assert that there is need for
strong alliances between the Dalit movement, the women’s movement and the Dalit
women’s movement if their common vision of social, economic and political equality

and justice for all is to be realized.

The National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) was launched by women
belongs to the dalit community and committed itself to undertake several tasks to bring
about positive changes in the lives of women, such as legal action against caste based
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nt of women, economic empowennent against growing

trocities, political empoOWwerme |
: g dence and leadership.

pauperization, building self-confi

CONCLUSION

Government has been providing educational facilities in the form of fee

concession, free education, scholarships, reservation of seats 1n csu{se Et(;;ga;l:de:;]‘:::dmic
opportunities have been created for women bf:longs to thf: s_che u edcas A ;e
tribes communities through statutory provisions, commissions an programmes, but
expectations of attaining complete upliftment has not been realized. | |

The National Women’s Commission, India of Government formed 1n 1.992 is also
not having any specific programme for the upliftment of women herself 1s not in a
position to identify her own personality. _ _ | |

It should be worthwhile to note that no substantial improvement in their economic

conditions is possible without bringing about an improvement in th_e conditions of the
poor nesses of the society, schedule caste and schedule tribe community people as whole

including men and women. The appalling ignorance of the women belongs to the
schedule caste and schedule tribe community is often a hindrance to their advancement in

the social and economic spheres. Their extreme poverty, backwardness and social
disabilities conspire to prevent them from making full use of the existing educational

facilities. The vicions circle must be ended.

To quote Dr. Ambedkar, “it is not that there are no merited persons in lower
castes but it is the Hindu religion which hammered this notion o inferiority in the lower
caste. Hindu society itself has been a loser in the bargain as merits of women and
untouchable are lost” women’s lot would not improve, nor would society a whole
progress in only men progress.
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