Unheard voices: Dalit women

Dalit women - women from India's untouchable castes - are thrice discriminated against, says the Tamil Nadu Women's Forum (TNWF) in a shadow report to an Indian government report submitted to the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination.  We publish below an edited summary of the TNWF report.

______________________________________________________________________________

EVEN as we are in the 21st century, caste discrimination, an age-old practice that dehumanises and perpetuates a cruel form of discrimination, continues to be practised. In India, where the practice is rampant despite the existence of legislation to stop this, 160 million Dalits, of whom 49.96% are women, continue to suffer discrimination. The caste system declares Dalit women 'impure' and, therefore, untouchable, and hence socially excluded. This is a complete negation and violation of women's human rights.

Dalit women are thrice discriminated against - treated as untouchables and outcastes due to their caste, face gender discrimination as women, and also economic impoverishment due to wage disparity.

According to the Hindu caste hierarchy, there are four castes: the Brahmins (priestly caste), the Kshatriya (warriors), the Vaishyas (traders) and the Shudras (menial task workers). Below this caste ladder is another rung of people who are called 'untouchables' (Panchamas). Among the untouchables, the status of women is further eroded and closely linked to the concept of purity.

The creation of a number of Hindu religious books, including the Manusmriti*, and the strict compliance to them by the Brahmins, led to a society in which equality between men and women was far from existent [Agarwal, S. (1999). Genocide of women in Hinduism. Sudrastan Books. Jabalpur, India]. Dr BR Ambedkar, an architect of the Indian Constitution, also makes it very clear in his article titled 'The rise and fall of Hindu woman' that the root cause of suffering for women in India are these so-called Hindu religious books (Agarwal, op.cit.). Books like the Manusmriti divide people into a stratified caste system and promote inequality between men and women (Agarwal, op. cit.). According to the Manusmriti, women have no right to education, independence, or wealth. It not only justifies the treatment of Dalit women as sex objects, and promotes child marriage, but also justifies a number of violent atrocities on women, as can be seen in the following verses (Agarwal, op.cit.; Manusmriti):

'A man, aged thirty years, shall marry a maiden of twelve who pleases him. Or a man of twenty-four a girl of eight years of age. If (the performance of) his duties would otherwise be impeded, he must marry sooner.' (Manusmriti IX.94)

'By a girl, by a young woman, or even by an aged one, nothing must be done independently, even in her own house.' (Manusmriti V.147)

'Her father protects (her) in childhood, her husband protects (her) in youth, and her sons protect (her) in old age; a woman is never fit for independence.' (Manusmriti IX.3)

'Women have no right to study the Vedas. That is why their Sanskaras are performed without Veda Mantras. Women have no knowledge of religion because they have no right to know the Vedas. The uttering of the Veda Mantras is useful for removing sin. As women cannot utter the Veda Mantras, they are as unclean as the untruth.' (Manusmriti IX.18)

'A Brahman, Kshatriya, or Vaishya Man can sexually exploit any shudra woman.' (Manusmriti IX.25)

Even the killing of a Dalit woman is explicitly justified as a minor offence for the Brahmins: equal to the killing of an animal (Manusmriti). If the killing of an untouchable was justified as a minor offence, you can imagine the treatment they received throughout their lives.

In a male-dominated society, Dalit women suffer unimaginable oppression, not only through caste, but gender too, from which there is no escape. The laws in the Manusmriti and other Vedic scriptures close all economic, political, social, educational, and personal channels through which Dalit women could be uplifted. The horrendous laws in the Manusmriti were incorporated into Hinduism because they were favourable only to the upper castes, who form the majority of the Indian population.

Even today, in modern times, we see the severe oppression and exploitation of Dalit women. Dalit women face multiple oppression that violates their economic, political, social and cultural rights. The most deprived section of society comprises Dalit women who are poor, illiterate and easy targets for sexual harassment. They face not just caste violence inflicted on them by the dominant castes, but also state violence.

Living conditions and livelihood

Dalit hamlets are usually located at the end of the main village or on the village outskirts. The Dalits live in small huts, and even the few who may have slightly better housing are devoid of basic amenities such as sanitation, light and safe and clean drinking water. The women have to walk miles to collect not just water but also fuel and fodder for their domestic chores.

The women work on construction sites, carrying heavy loads of construction materials. They also work in brick kilns for long hours, as casual labourers, to lay roads with hot tar in the burning sun, without sandals or any other protective gear. Manual scavenging continues as an occupation in India and most of the manual scavengers are Dalit women. The women are forced to do this humiliating and degrading work, which further results in discrimination and social exclusion. They have no protection or benefits that labour laws should provide, since the majority of the women are in the unorganised sector. They do not even get the minimum wages that the state/country has specified, since they are unable to organise and demand decent wages. Dalit women undertake manual, low-paying, tedious, and time-consuming work. They earn less than US$1 a day.

The process of globalisation has affected Dalit women considerably. With the introduction of new farming techniques, such as mechanisation for harvesting and transplanting, women have lost their traditional work in the agricultural sector. Food crops have been replaced by cash crops. Horticulture has been introduced by big agribusiness corporations for export purposes. This has deprived Dalit women of their land and the common resources in the village. Women used to collect greens, fish, and shells from fields for their food requirements for free. This is no longer available to them. Abject poverty has driven large numbers of Dalit women into the sex trade to earn for their families. The globalisation process has increased the feminisation of poverty and this has affected Dalit women in every sphere of their lives. There is also large-scale migration from rural areas to the urban centres in search of better livelihood options. Women are left behind to bear responsibility for the family. More and more female-headed households emerge and most of them are headed by Dalit women. Such situations push the women into further situations of impoverishment, making them more and more vulnerable to all forms of discrimination and violations.

Health and education

The health conditions of Dalit women are alarming, with a high incidence of maternal and infant mortality. Due to the denial of and sub-standard healthcare services, the life expectancy of Dalit women is as low as 50 years. Due to poverty, Dalit women are malnourished and anaemic. Working in agriculture, they often suffer acute back pain and develop skin irritations and allergies due to excessive use of pesticides. Due to a lack of awareness and medical care, many suffer from reproductive health complications, including sexually transmitted diseases and cervical cancer. Pregnant Dalit women receive discriminatory treatment in hospitals, and there are instances where doctors have refused to conduct the delivery of Dalit women's babies.

Dalit women comprise a large majority of the illiterate population, with 76.24% of Dalit women being illiterate. The girl drop-out rate among Dalit families is increasing, with girl children forced to work as child labourers. Dalit women are illiterate because they have less access to education, which is an inherent part of the caste system. Also, there is a lack of secure education and daycare facilities, so children join the adults to add to the income of the family. Dalit girl children are involved mostly in hazardous work like beedi making, working in match factories and in the fireworks industry.

Political power

Dalit women are excluded from decision-making. They are not in a position to exercise their power. Wherever Dalit women have contested, they have faced stiff opposition and even been brutally attacked. There are instances where Dalit 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 endeavoured to exercise their role, it has met with resistance, even to the extent of physical violence. A Dalit woman president is not allowed to sit on a chair if the other caste members do not allow this. She is forced to be a mere figurehead, while the functioning of the Panchayat is taken over by upper-caste members.

There are several traditional practices and customs that violate human rights, including the practice of dedicating girl children to become Mathammas, which is practised by shoemakers (Arunthathiar). There is a strong belief that the goddess Mathamma has healing powers, so when a Dalit girl is sick, she is taken to the temple and left there till she is cured. Once cured, the child is named after Mathamma and married to the goddess. She becomes a dancer who belongs to the temple, and dances at festivals to earn her livelihood. She is not treated with respect and is publicly humiliated by men who harass her sexually. She cannot marry and lead a family life. Dalit women dedicated to Mathamma end up in the sex trade and become vulnerable to sexually transmitted diseases including HIV/AIDS. Superstition coupled with poverty and illiteracy is responsible for such practices. It is also using religion to sanction prostitution through the interpretation of mythology by the upper caste so that they can both economically and sexually exploit Dalit women.

Caste, class and gender discrimination prevent Dalit women from enjoying their basic human rights, particularly to dignity, equality and development. Atrocities and violence against Dalit women are both a means of sustaining systemic discrimination, as well as a reaction when particular untouchability practices and caste norms are challenged or not adhered to. Impunity for this discrimination and violence is then used as a means to preserve the existing caste and gender disparities. Before Dalit women can enjoy their human rights, and before the Millennium Development Goals can be achieved, discrimination, violence and impunity must stop.



Endnote

*  
The Manusmriti, or the Laws of Manu, is the fundamental source of authority in orthodox Hinduism. Manu, the equivalent of Adam in the Abrahamic faiths, is regarded as the ancestor of the human race.

Based in Chennai in India's Tamil Nadu state, Tamil Nadu Women's Forum (TNWF) is a state-level initiative for women's rights and gender justice. The above is a summary of TNWF's shadow report to the 15th-19th periodic reports submitted by the government of India for the 70th session of the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination held in Geneva this year is an edited version of the summary published in Volume 11 Issue 1 of Connect, the newsletter of the International Movement Against All Forms of Discrimination and Racism (IMADR)<www.imadr.org>.
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