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INTRODUCTION
Situating Dalit Women Within Rights

and Development

The authorship of human rights rests with communities in the struggle
against illegitimate power formations and the politics of cruelty.

Baxi (1998: 148)

Dialectics of Social Exclusion and Collective Agency

Dalit’ women collectives across the villages in the south Indian state of
Tamil Nadu reiterated a Tamil saying again and again during the course
of my interactions with them: ‘If only one hand claps, no one will hear.
But if ten hands clap, the sound will be heard by others.” On the one
hand, it spoke of the women’s sense of exclusion, the feeling that no
one listened to their individual voices. On the other hand, it alluded to
their sense of power and voice that came from the collective. As Asha,
a woman from Vettriyur village, put it: “We have changed in a positive
way since joining the sangam (women's association). We are no longer
like our mothers, silent.’

The dialectics of social exclusion and collective power, expressed
in collective action to obtain access to and command over livelihood?
resources, became a recurrent theme during conversations and dis-
cussions over the months I spent with these women between 2009
and 2010. These interactions revealed that despite a historical and
enduring context of social, economic, and political exclusion resulting
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in livelihood deprivation, Dalit women often are at the forefront of
struggles for livelihood resources and opportunities. In part, this can
be traced to the substantial contribution these women make daily to
sustaining their families through labour both inside and outside the
home, Their place thus lies at the centre, and not at the periphery, of
rural livelihood strategies. By making claims to livelihood resources,
these women contribute to the socio-economic changes taking place
in Indian villages today. Their role, however, is little acknowledged,
researched, or understood.

Under India's hierarchical caste system, Dalits in general are sub-
jected to widespread discrimination and exclusion on the basis of their
birth into particular castes, to which historically prescribed, degrading
occupations linked to death, dirt, and menial labour are attached. They
are spatially and socially segregated from mainstream Indian soci-
ety, and commonly denied equality and basic rights in practice. This
includes denial of equal access to and command over resources, ranging
from land to decent employment to education. All these resources are
required in order to have a decent livelihood and to fully participate
in society. The graded inequality among castes inherent to this social
system vests resources, power, and social status with so-called ‘higher’
castes in a hierarchical ranking order. This enables these castes to
exploit the labour of the ‘impure’ ‘lower’ castes dependent on them for
their livelihood (Irudayam et al. 2011). Caste and class thus are seen
to generally converge, making Dalits one of the poorest and systemati-
cally disempowered social groups in India today (see Desai et al. 2010).
Caste is also embedded in institutions of the state, society, and family.
It manifests itself in the social norms and practices of state officials and
dominant castes® vis-a-vis Dalits. Thus, despite the legal prescription
of equal citizenship rights, social norms engender collective prejudice
against ‘low caste’, ‘polluted’ Dalits, and often result in discrimination
and/or violence against them.

Within the Dalit community, Dalit women have been described as
bearing a double burden of subordination due to both their caste and
their gender (Parliamentary Committee on the Welfare of Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes 2005). Gender subordination is, in fact,
built into the caste system because social norms and institutions inter-
link caste and gender, and make control over women crucial to the
maintenance of boundaries between castes. Examples are the social
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norms of endogamy, ‘untouchability’, and patrilineal inheritance, which
emphasize caste hierarchy and gender inequality. In the case of Dalit
women, they are set apart from other caste women as ‘polluted’ and
are actively excluded from livelihood resources (see Chapter 2). They
experience lower education and health levels than other caste women,
limiting their access to knowledge, employment, and to decent and
healthy lives. Caste and gender discriminations in terms of access to
resources such as land or credit, or in terms of employment opportuni-
ties, operate to limit their occupational mobility. The majority of Dalit
women are effectively ghettoized into ‘unskilled’, manual work where
they receive lower wages as compared to their male counterparts and
dominant castes. Moreover, their relative independence and freedom of
movement as they engage in such work, as compared to their dominant
caste counterparts who are more secluded within the home, is bal-
anced by continuing discrimination and violence that often arises from
that independence (Gorringe 2005; Irudayam et al. 2011). They also,
increasingly, carry the burden of maintaining livelihoods and traditional
caste occupations in rural areas due to factors such as the increasing
feminization of agricultural operations and male outmigration to urban
areas in search of work. With little political voice, then, Dalit women
have little power to alter their socio-economic conditions and those of
their families and communities.

Compounding this situation, violence is often targeted towards them
in order to reinforce structural inequalities and/or to punish those who
assert their entitlement to resources (Irudayam et al. 2011). This is
particularly the case because women are perceived as embodying the
honour of their caste community (Kannabiran and Kannabiran 2003).
Thus, for instance, Dalit women who attempt to access common water
sources in villages, or who assert their rights to land granted by the
government to their families, are vulnerable to attacks from dominant
caste women and men. At the same time, they face gender discrimina-
tion from Dalit men, which prevents their equal access to what little
livelihood resources their families and communities possess.

The key problem thus is ‘structural violence’ (Galtung 1969; Winter
and Leighton 2001): historical and enduring structural inequalities
place Dalit women at a perpetual disadvantage vis-a-vis other social
groups. Constraints on their socio-economic progress, political voice,
and agency are normalized through social relations and institutions.
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Through cultural violence (Galtung 1980: 291-2), socio-cultural norms
and practices render direct and structural violence against some people
legitimate and acceptable in society. Structural violence, as a form of
everyday, ‘invisible’, and widespread harm, predicated on structural
and relational factors, often lies at the root of more sporadic physi-
cal manifestations of violence. This harm further reduces their ability
to escape physical violence, and, in fact, is often further entrenched
through such violence. For these reasons, this research concentrates on
Dalit women overcoming exclusion from livelihood resources and real-
izing their social and economic rights, and not on atrocities.”

Their experiences of structural (and physical) violence notwith-
standing, the growth of Dalit women’s movements, organizations,
and grassroots groups in recent years attests to a small but significant
counter-trend. These women are mobilizing the few resources they
do possess, namely, ‘their capacity to resist and transform through
collective strength’ (Kabeer 1994: 150-1). National and state-level
Dalit women's networks have emerged in the mid-1990s, including
the National Federation of Dalit Women and the Tamil Nadu Dalit
Women's Movement. These networks have focused on organizing Dalit
women independently, articulating an autonomous identity for Dalit
women and building their leadership potential. Their aims have been
to empower these women to assert their rights in the face of the state’s
manifest inability or unwillingness to fulfil those rights, as well as the
sidelining of their voices and concerns by both the Dalit and women'’s
movements (Smith 2008; Subramaniam 2006). More locally, smaller
Dalit women’s organizations have started to organize Dalit women
separately. Some have facilitated the women'’s involvement in micro-
credit activities alone, while others have encouraged their collective
action to secure specific entitlements and freedoms. Examples of the
latter are seen in Chapters 3-5, and are struggles that often involve
negotiation and contestation with the state at the local level.

Both levels of organization of Dalit women are responses to trends
wherein gender and caste inequalities have not automatically declined
with the process of economic growth. In fact, in many cases, new mani-
festations of inequalities have emerged in pace with the changing vil-
lage economy. For instance, the women find themselves excluded from
new employment opportunities or new ‘untouchability’ norms emerge
in spaces for engagement such as women’s savings and credit self-help
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groups (SHGs). Dalit women thus are increasingly moving outside the
‘private’ sphere of the family today to collectively engage in micro-
political processes such as the securing of entitlements to livelihood
resources. By moving into public—political spaces from which they are
traditionally excluded, ‘natural’ or unquestionable social norms and
practices that perpetuate their exclusion are being questioned. Women
are frequently entering into arenas of contestation over resources, pow-
er, and status with multiple actors ranging from Dalit men to dominant
caste villagers to state officials. In doing so, they push at the overlapping
structural boundaries of caste and gender and thus create the potential
to transform the power relations that produce their disentitlement to
resources and opportunities.

The increasing visibility of Dalit women’s collective action amidst
social movements striving for social change in India is complemented
by the growing recognition of difference arising from multiple,
intersecting identities. Most studies to date have focused on Dalit or
women's movements in general, and their processes of empowerment
and the establishment of particularly civil-political claims to security
and a dignified identity (for example, Gorringe 2005; Omvedt 1995;
and Purushothaman 1998). Many Dalit and women’s movements
have placed less emphasis on the economic development of these two
social groups. Most have directed their efforts to combatting endemic
violence. Additional focus has lain on eradicating ‘untouchability’ prac-
tices and struggles to construct a dignified identity in the case of Dalits,
while for women, action has been taken to reform gender inequitable
personal laws and demand equal political representation. Some of this
research has noted Dalit women'’s lesser participation or the marginal-
ization of their voices in processes aimed at social mobility (Dietrich
2003; Gorringe 2005; Mosse 1994). Little or no emphasis, however, has
been placed on examining the heterogeneity within these movements
and particularly, the different needs, perspectives, and agency of Dalit
women members. Consequently, these movements tend to promote
the unnamed perspective and concerns of Dalit men and dominant
caste women respectively. Such movements thereby reproduce the
power relations the other seeks to combat (see Makkonen 2002).

Increasingly, several feminists have articulated demands that the
Indian women’s movements recognize difference and focus on the
processes by which gender, caste, and class mutually construct each
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other (Dietrich 2003; Rege 1998; Subramaniam 2006). An equivalent
demand has been extended to the Dalit movements to overcome resis-
tance to the understanding and articulation of the gender dimensions of
caste (Thorat 2001). One argument is that adopting the viewpoint of
those located in the most disadvantageous position within intersecting
social axes arguably yields a deeper understanding of the complexities of
exclusion and subordination. This can lead to more effective strategies
for inclusive and equitable development. Another argument is that one
cannot afford to overlook the role of caste in women's development, nor
gender in Dalits’ development, if one wants to generate lasting change
in Dalit women's lives (Govinda 2009). At the same time, differences
among Dalit women along lines such as (sub)caste and class also have to
be acknowledged and factored into collective action strategies.

A focus on Dalit women's collective action therefore aims to enrich
the small but growing literature on these women’s rights. In particular,
I move away from the current research trend of marking these women
as ‘victims' of human rights violations. Exclusive attention to this
aspect often reduces Dalit women’s subjectivity to mere recipients
of discrimination and violence. This is not to deny or diminish their
intolerable situation of exclusion, discrimination, and violence in any
way. Rather, it is to balance structural analysis of their situation with an
acknowledgement of their subjectivity, cultural resources, and agency.
It is also to recognize that social exclusion processes provide the frame-
work of meanings and motivation for Dalit women'’s collective action.
At the same time, | avoid any allusion that all Dalit women are agents
of social change. Nor do I assume that those women who do not engage
in collective action are passive and unaware of their subordination. This
research instead concentrates on examining the structural and political
opportunities, as well as constraints, for their organizing and collec-
tively acting to acquire livelihood resources.

Opportunities and Limitations in Development

and Rights-based Approaches

Analysis of the process by which Dalit women secure access to and
command over livelihood resources as entitlements is set against the
backdrop of discourses on development and human rights. These
discourses have shaped a host of different approaches and strategies



