Chapter 8

Confronting
Marginalisation
In the previous chapter, we read about two different
groups and their experiences of inequality and
discrimination. Though powerless, such groups have
fought, protested and struggled against being excluded
or dominated by others. They have attempted to
overcome their situation by adopting a range of
strategies in their long history. Religious solace, armed
struggle, self improvement and education, economic
uplift – there appears to be no one way of doing things.
In all cases, the choice of struggle has depended on
the circumstances that the marginalised find
themselves in.
In this chapter, we will read about some of the ways in
which groups and individuals challenge existing
inequalities. Adivasis, Dalits, Muslims, women and other
marginal groups argue that simply by being citizens of
a democratic country, they possess equal rights that
must be respected. Many among them look up to the
Constitution to address their concerns. In this
chapter, we will see why the Constitution of India is
something that marginalised groups invoke in the
course of their struggles. As part of this, we will look
at how rights are translated into laws to protect groups
from continued exploitation and we will also look at
the government’s efforts to formulate policies to
promote the access of these groups to development.
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Confronting Marginalisation

Invoking Fundamental Rights

The term Dalit, which means
‘broken’ is used deliberately and
actively by groups to highlight the
centuries of discrimination they
have experienced within the caste
system.

Chapter 8: Confronting Marginalisation

The poem below is written by
Soyrabai, the wife of the wellknown Bhakti poet Chokhamela
from fourteenth century
Maharashtra. They belonged to
the Mahar caste, which was at
that time considered
untouchable.

A body is unclean, they say
Only the soul is untainted
But the impurity of the body
Is born within the body
…By which ritual does the body
become pure?
Not a creature has been born
except in a bloody womb.
This is the glory of God,
Defilement exists within.
The body is polluted from within,

        
         




       

        
         

          

          
       
        

          
    

Be sure of it says the Mahari
Chokha

Laws for the Marginalised



         
            
        

        


    



Soyrabai is questioning the idea
of purity and arguing that since
every human is born in the same
manner, there is nothing that
makes one body less or more
pure than the other. She is
possibly also trying to say that
pollution, a key tool of the caste
system to separate or deny
people access to spaces, work,
knowledge and dignity, occurs
not through the nature of work
done, but ‘from within’- from
your thoughts, values and
beliefs.
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List of schemes

What is this
scheme about?

State one reason why you
think reservations play an
important role in providing
social justice to Dalits and
Adivasis?



How do you think it will help promote
social justice?

Scholarships for students
Special police stations
Special schemes for girls
in government schools
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Protecting the Rights of Dalits and
Adivasis

You may have read Kabir’s
poems in your language
textbooks. Kabir was a fifteenth
century poet and weaver who
also belonged to the Bhakti
tradition. Kabir’s poetry spoke
about his love for the supreme
being free of ritual and priests.
It also expresses his sharp and
pointed criticism of those he
saw as powerful. Kabir attacked
those who attempted to define
individuals on the basis of their
religious and caste identities.
In his view every person had
the ability to reach the highest
level of spiritual salvation and
deep knowledge within
themselves through their own
experience. His poetry brings
out the powerful idea of the
equality of all human beings
and their labour. He writes
about valuing the work of the
ordinary potter, the weaver and
the woman carrying the water
pot – labour that in his poetry
becomes the basis of
understanding the entire
universe. His direct, courageous
challenge inspired many and
even today Kabir’s poetry is
sung and appreciated by Dalits,
marginalised groups and those
critical of social hierarchies in
U.P., Rajasthan, Punjab, Madhya
Pradesh, Bengal, Bihar and
Gujarat.
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In your opinion does the force
put on Rathnam to perform
this ritual violate his
Fundamental Rights?
Why do you think the Dalit
families were afraid of
angering the powerful castes?
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Pandit, Look in your heart for
knowledge
Tell me where untouchability
Came from, since you believe in it.
Mix red juice, white juice and air
A body bakes in a body …
We eat by touching, we wash
by touching, from a touch
the world was born.
So who’s untouched, asks Kabir?
Only she
Who is free from delusion

In this poem, Kabir is challenging
the priest by directly questioning
at him about where
untouchability came from. He
asks the priest to look for
knowledge in his heart and not in
the scriptures. Kabir goes on to
describe how every human body
is made of blood and air and has
spent nine months in the mother’s
womb. And that everything in the
world is created by touching
something whether it be a pot, a
human being or a painting.
He takes the word untouchable
and gives it a very different
meaning. He claims that
untouchability is the highest state
of knowledge: it means not be
touched by narrow limiting ideas.
Therefore, Kabir finally turns the
idea of untouchability on its
head- from the lowest to the
highest state that a human being
can achieve!

       
     
          
          

           
         
         



        
        
        



         
          
       
        
        
         


          

        
          


      
Can you list two different provisions in the 1989 Act?
Look up the glossary and write in your own words what you
understand by the term ‘morally reprehensible’.
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The Scourge of Manual Scavenging
Manual scavenging refers to the practice of removing human
and animal waste/excreta using brooms, tin plates and
baskets from dry latrines and carrying it on the head to
disposal grounds some distance away. A manual scavenger is
the person who does the job of carrying this filth. This job is
mainly done by Dalit women and young girls. According to the
Andhra Pradesh-based Safai Karamchari Andolan, an
organisation working with manual scavengers, there are
one lakh persons from Dalit communities who continue to be
employed in this job in this country and who work in 26 lakh
private and community dry latrines managed by
municipalities.
Manual scavengers are exposed to subhuman conditions of
work and face serious health hazards. They are constantly
exposed to infections that affect their eyes, skin, respiratory
and gastro-intestinal systems. They get very low wages for the
work they perform. Those working in urban municipalities
earn  200 per day and those working privately are paid much
less.



As you have read earlier in this book, the practice of
untouchability has been abolished by the Indian Constitution.
However, manual scavengers in different parts of the country,
the Bhangis in Gujarat, Pakhis in Andhra Pradesh and the
Sikkaliars in Tamil Nadu, continue to be considered
untouchable. They often live in separate settlements on the
outskirts of the village and are denied access to the temple,
public water facilities etc.



In 1993, the government passed the Employment of Manual
Scavengers and Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act.
This law prohibits the employment of manual scavengers as
well as the construction of dry latrines. In 2003, the Safai
Karamchari Andolan and 13 other organisations and
individuals, including seven scavengers, filed a PIL in the
Supreme Court. The petitioners complained that manual
scavenging still existed and it continued in government
undertakings like the railways. The petitioners sought
enforcement of their Fundamental Rights. The court observed
that the number of manual scavengers in India had increased
since the 1993 law. It directed every department/ministry of the
union government and state governments to verify the facts
within six months. If manual scavenging was found to exist,
then the government department has to actively take up a
time-bound programme for their liberation and rehabilitation.
The Prohibition of Employment as Manual Scavengers and
their Rehabilitation Act came into force on 6 December 2013.

What do you understand by
manual scavenging?
Re-read the list of
Fundamental Rights provided
on page 14 and list two rights
that this practice violates?
Why did the Safai Karamchari
Andolan file a PIL in 2003?
What did they complain about
in their petition?
What did the Supreme Court
do on hearing their case in
2005?
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Adivasi Demands and the 1989 Act
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Exercises
1. List two Fundamental Rights in the Constitution that Dalits can draw upon to insist that they be
treated with dignity and as equals. Re-read the Fundamental Rights listed on
page 14 to help you answer this question.
2. Re-read the story on Rathnam as well as the provisions of the 1989 Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. Now list one reason why you think he used this
law to file a complaint.
3. Why do Adivasi activists, including C.K. Janu, believe that Adivasis can also use this 1989 Act to
fight against dispossession? Is there anything specific in the provisions of the Act that allows her to
believe this?
4. The poems and the song in this Unit allow you to see the range of ways in which individuals and
communities express their opinions, their anger and their sorrow. In class, do the following two
exercises:
(a) Bring to class a poem that discusses a social issue. Share this with your classmates. Work in
small groups with two or more poems to discuss their meaning as well as what the poet is
trying to communicate.
(b)Identify a marginalised community in your locality. Write a poem, or song, or draw a poster
etc to express your feelings as a member of this community.

GLOSSARY
Assertive: An assertive person or group is one that can express themselves and their
views strongly.
Confront: To come face to face or to challenge someone or something. In the context of
this chapter, this refers to groups challenging their marginalisation.
Dispossessed: To possess is to own something and to be dispossessed is to have to give
up ownership or to give up authority.
Ostracise: This means to exclude or banish an individual or a group. In the context of
this chapter, it refers to a social boycott of an individual and his family.
Morally reprehensible: This refers to an act that violates all norms of decency and
dignity that a society believes in. It usually refers to a hideous and repugnant act that
goes against all the values that a society has accepted.
Policy: A stated course of action that provides direction for the future, sets goals to be
achieved or lays out principles or guidelines to be followed and acted upon. In this
chapter, we have referred to government policies. But other institutions like schools,
companies, etc. also have policies.
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