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Before sharing my views on the Dalit women's leadership I would like to focus on the basic objectives behind the need for leadership of Dalit women 

· Dalit women have been suffering from Caste based systemic violence and atrocities. They have been subjugated to various forms of discriminatory practices. Therefore there is no doubt that the leadership coming from these experiences is more powerful and committed. 

· The issues of Dalit women have remained sidelined in the women's movement 

· Dalit women's leadership is not being much recognised in the Dalit movement. 

Therefore there is a need to bring visibility to the core issues of Dalit women, which have been discussed as below : 

1. Existence and Survival:
The need for existence and survival is the prime concern for all human beings. But the Dalit women are never treated as human beings. Therefore their need for self-respect and dignity is much higher as they are treated as lesser humans. There is also false perception generated that the Dalit women are weak and vulnerable. 
2. Atrocities and Violence:
Caste based atrocities and violence has increased. The Dalit are targets of atrocities like mass attack, gang rape, naked parading, etc. The society can see the grievousness of the atrocities but cannot see the cruelty and mental sickness of the so-called upper castes. However, the Dalit women do not get adequate protection and legal aid from the state implementing agencies like police, judiciary etc. 
3. Forced labour:
The Dalit Women are the victims of caste based forced occupation. The scavenger women are forced to do the inhuman practice of cleaning filth and human excreta with bare hands. In return they get stale or left over food from the upper castes. They are paid monthly wages between Rs. 25 to Rs. 125. The worst impact is on the Scavenger girls. The teachers and children discriminate them in the schools. Unable to bear this, they dropout from the schools and join with their mothers as scavengers.
Another kind of inhuman practice is the Devdasi system i.e. "temple prostitution". In the Southern part of India, around 5000 to 15000 Dalit girls between 6 and 8 years of age are forced to become maidens of God. Once dedicated, the girls are unable to marry and are raped by temple priests and upper caste men, eventually auctioned secretly into urban brothels and ultimately die of AIDS.

Unable to repay their debt taken from the landlords the Dalit families become Bonded Labour. The wives of the bonded labour is forced by the landlords to become their "Paniharis" i.e. house servants. They do all the domestic chores of the landlord like cleaning the cattle shed, bringing fodder for the cattle, cleaning and sweeping the house, making bed for the landlord etc. The wages they earn for this is between Rs. 25 to Rs. 75. Many times they are not even paid. The Landlords sexually abuse them.  

4.
Dependence on Agricultural Labour :
Nearly 75-80 % of Dalit women work as agricultural labourers.  There are no fixed hours for work. They are not paid wages as per prescribed wage rate. Most of the girls working in the tobacco or cotton units are between the ages of 12 to 25 years. They are forced to work in the night shifts. They are sexually abused and raped by the employers. The local police never report these cases. In village Ajarpura of Anand District in Gujarat a girl aged 12-13 years was gang raped by the upper castes. She was then put in to a tractor and pushed from it. The wheels of the tractor went over her and she died. The local police filed an accident case and after postmortem her body was buried. The case was reported to us. We filed a petition in the High Court for repost mortem. In the repost mortem it was found that she was gang raped.   

5.
Migration :
Nearly 70% of Dalit families are landless agricultural labourers. As wages are not paid to them adequately, they are forced to migrate for 6-8 months a year. The labour of women who also migrate is never recognized. The children are forced to drop out from their schools. The women have to stay at most of the times in open fields with no space for privacy. They suffer with health hazards like premature pregnancy and miscarriage. They suffer from respiratory and skin diseases. They also become victims of sexual abuse. 

This is an overview of the situation of Dalit women. The complexities and its severity can only be realized or understood if we go in depth. 

What has happened because of this that I would like to reflect upon :

a)
Insecurity in the Dalit community :
The vulnerability of Dalit women has generated tremendous insecurity in the minds of the Dalit community. There has been generational transfer of fear. One of the indicators for this can be the low birth rate of Dalit females. As per the UNDP-India's report, 1997, in comparison to 1000 males the sex ratio of Dalit females is 922 while that of general females is 944.

b)
Lack of Education :
The patriarchal and casteist structure has left very few opportunities for Dalit women. As per the National Commission for SC/ST report, 1996-97 & 1997-98, 12 states in India have less Dalit female literacy rate as compared to total Dalit female literacy rate of 39.29 %. The same commission also highlights that the drop out rate of Dalit girls is 53.86 % as compared to the general girls drop out rate, which is 45.97 %. 

c)
Lack of employment opportunities :
Lack of education has generated lack of employment opportunities for the Dalit women. The other reason is caste-based mindset of the society. This does not allow the educated and trained dalit women to join in the competitive world. Hence they are forced to work as unskilled labourers in the unorganised sector. Even in the factories, they are underpaid, no fixed hours, forced to work at nights and sexually abused by the employers. 

c)
Atrocities and violence within the family:
The atrocities on Dalits are correlated with awareness. Whenever they ask for land rights, minimum wages, access to public services, etc. they are atrocised by the dominants. The implementing agencies also cooperate with the dominants, which further perpetrates the violence. This generates frustration in the Dalits.  Unable to bear this, they pour it on their wives and children.

The other form of violence by the family is the observance of the traditions and customs like purdah (veil) system, dowry system, special rituals to be observed by women after the death of their husbands, etc. The Dalit communities had never practised these rituals in the past. But the same has come through the dominant castes who call themselves very progressive. This observance is based on the graded inequality in the social structure where each caste wants to follow the norms and conditions of those who are above them in the caste hierarchy. Hence there have been cases of dowry deaths in Dalit communities. 

Given all the issues and challenges stated above leadership of Dalit women is emerging in Gujarat. I have witnessed strong Dalit women fighting for their rights themselves. No doubt their struggle has shown that the leadership, which comes out of experience of this kind of situation, tends to be stronger and committed for the cause. Their leadership is worth recognition and admiration. I would like to highlight Some of these Dalit women's stories :
1. In Gujarat, the village council on false charges suspended a Dalit woman named Shakriben who was the village head. Her husband was attacked and brutally injured with sharp weapons. She filed an atrocity complaint. She also went for an appeal against the suspension order. Few months back she was reinstated as Village Head.  Last year she won the legal battle. The Sessions court sentenced three of the accused for 7 years imprisonment each. This incident is worth noting beacuse for  the first time in Gujarat the Dalits boycotted the Non Dalits by not selling milk to them. They stopped carrying dead animals in the village. They also wrote on the walls of their houses "Rabaris i.e. Shepherds are not allowed to enter their locality" Through this fight Shakriben has proven her courage to fight for self-respect and justice. She has also established her leadership in the area.

2. In another case a Dalit widow named Valiben's son was badly beaten up in the police custody. They suspected him of stealing a bicycle. Later on he died in mysterious circumstances. An atrocity complaint was filed. The police tried to bribe the old widow. They tried to offer her Rs. 5,00,000. The widow said, "I want justice not money". 

3. In another incident  a Dalit woman named Kashiben aged around 60 years took leadership in the agricultural labourers rally. Having seen this, she was socially boycotted by the non dalits in her village. Kashiben took a stand that if the landlords do not pay her minimum wages, then she would not work there. At the present, Kashiben walks for 4-5 kms everyday. She works in the brick kiln and earn Rs. 50-60 every day. Kashiben is now president of the Agricultural Labourers Union in Vadodara district. 

4. The Dalit women many times fight without their struggle being very much visible. village Golana in Anand District was one of the incidents where four of our colleagues were shot dead in 1986. It were the women who became witnesses and fought the case. 13 of the accused were sentenced for life imprisonment. This became a historical judgement for Gujarat and brought lot of impact in the State. This also reduced the extent of atrocities in that  area. 

5. In another case a Dalit Lady teacher fired a non dalit student in village school. The father of the student slapped her on the face. She filed an atrocity complaint. The father was sentenced for 3 years imprisonment by the session's court. 

These are some of the examples signifying the importance of Dalit women's contribution in Dalit movement. This always builds up the confidence and moral of the community. But there is no doubt that the Dalit women take added risk and many times face more isolation and suppression by their own community as well as by the society. The women who show tremendous courage to fight, do they get enough space and promotion?


What needs to be done in the women's movement?

The women's movement has been perceived as a fight between women and men. This struggle has become so much prominent that there is very less space available for the issues of Dalit and tribal women. Hence there is a need for programme-based action, which provides space and visibility to these issues. What should be done?

a) A detailed study on the issues of Dalit and Tribal women should be taken up by the Women's movement to bring visibility to their issues.

b) Awareness and education about the caste-based discrimination should come in the agenda of the NGOS who believe in the ideology of equality and fight against caste based discrimination.

c) Dalit women should be provided space and training to establish and build up their leadership.  

d) NGOs should develop an agenda and program to address the issues like Manual scavenging, Devadasi system, atrocities on Dalits.

e) NGOs should also monitor the role of various governmental agencies mainly the education, social welfare and Labour welfare departments. It should also study in depth about the implementation the various laws and acts.

What needs to be done in the Dalit movement?

Finally I would say that the Dalit movement is incomplete without equal participation of Dalit women in a leadership role. In this paper, I have stressed that the effective leadership is always based on experiences of Discrimination. In the case of Dalit women, who suffer the most in the community further merit adequate representation in leadership? If we feel that Dalit movement has not been successful beyond a point in its struggle for social justice, it is because of non recognition of Dalit women's role in its struggle for equality, self-respect and human dignity.

� The writer of this paper is a member from Dalit community. She has been working at the grass roots for past 17 years in Gujarat. This paper was written in the year 2003.
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