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Caste-related extracts from MRG briefing note on the Sustainable Development Goals 

 

Livelihoods 

In India, Dalits are presented as ‘untouchable’ and as a result 17 per cent of the population are ‘largely 

exiled from mainstream society’ due to work restrictions and other barriers. 

Health 

In terms of health outcomes, minorities and indigenous peoples continue to be left behind: In India, for 

example, though child malnutrition is 14- 20 per cent higher among Scheduled Castes and Scheduled 

Tribes, levels have been declining at a slower rate than for the rest of the population. (Pg. 8) 

In India, Dalits still engage in the illegal practice of ‘manual scavenging’, the removal of human excrement 

from private and public toilets. Their involvement in this dangerous occupation is a direct result of their 

marginalization in the caste system which, besides reinforcing their stigmatization, also exposes them to a 

variety of health risks. Many are at greater risk of infections and long-term illness not only because of the 

nature of their work, but also the lack of basic labour safeguards such as protective equipment. This in turn 

reduces their productivity and undermines their long term life opportunities. One factor in the persistence 

of health inequalities is the lower levels of access to essential health care. Though impoverished or remote 

minority and indigenous communities regularly experience physical or economic barriers in accessing 

services, these often disguise deeper levels of discrimination at play. Discrimination can be very direct, for 

instance, when authorities refuse to provide the same level of care to minority and indigenous populations. 

Palestinian refugees in Lebanon, for example, where many have been based for more than 60 years, are 

regularly denied access to public health care. In many cases, lower levels of access to essential health care 

are the result of governments, staff or local communities actively preventing minority and indigenous 

patients from receiving available treatment. (pg. 8-9) 

 

Gender 

In India, where sexual and gender-based violence against women is widespread, Dalits are especially 

vulnerable due to their low status in the caste system: their limited access to justice in the event of sexual 

assault provides attackers with near total impunity. In situations of conflict, evictions or civil unrest 

minority and indigenous women are also likely to be targeted for violence because of their ethnic, religious 

or national identity. (pg. 15) 

Case: Discrimination against Dalit women in Ahmedabad 

In Ahmedabad, located in the heart of Gujarat state, Dalits have been an important but often invisible 

presence for generations, working as scavengers and waste-clearers within the strict confines of India’s 

caste system. 

Concentrated on the periphery of the city, frequently segregated from other communities, many had also 

migrated to the city in search of work in emerging industries such as Ahmedabad’s textile mills. 

Nevertheless, though strong caste and communal barriers remained in place, Dalit settlements existed 

alongside upper-caste and Muslim neighbourhoods in the city centre and the nearby industrial townships. 

However, over the last few decades a number of violent incidents, including anti-Dalit riots in 1981 and 
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communal violence in 2002, have reinforced divisions. This case study, drawing on interviews conducted in 

December 2014 with a number of activists and community members based in the city, highlights some of 

the key challenges facing Dalit women today. 

According to Madhuben Koradiya, a Dalit women’s rights activist with the Ahmedebad-based NGO 

Navsarjan Trust who was interviewed for this case study, the closure of many of the city’s mills in the 1980s 

and early 1990s also precipitated a crisis for Dalit women. In previous years Dalit women had been making 

some small gains, with some even managing to secure low-level government employment, but this 

tentative progress halted with the collapse of the textile  industry: 

‘ [It] led to large-scale joblessness among men, following which Dalit women were forced to do any job they 

could lay their hands on, even as construction workers, in order to help the family. A huge oversupply of 

labour in the job market meant less wages…. Women have nowhere to go, except to work as daily wagers 

or home-based workers.’ 

As a result, their livelihood options deteriorated: 

‘Things have further worsened over the last 10 to 15 years. Dalit women are doing such jobs which I could 

not even imagine when I was young. They are ready to work as guinea pigs for pharmaceutical companies, 

which use them to experiment with the reaction to medicines of the human body. They are ready to 

become surrogate mothers for money.’ 

Following the outbreak of communal violence across Gujarat in 2002, the situation for Dalit women 

worsened. Though Muslims were exposed to the worst of the violence, the ‘next biggest casualty’ were 

Dalits: 

‘Out of more than 1,000 killed, more than 100 were Dalits. The young Dalits were misguided by the saffron 

brigade [right-wing Hindu extremists]. Now no one takes care of the families of many of the Dalits who 

were arrested for the riots or those who died. The condition of women is particularly in bad shape. Many 

women have been pushed into such illegal activities like brewing country liquor and prostitution, and there 

is little anyone is doing.’ 

The challenges Dalit women face, though overlapping with general issues of urban poverty and gender 

discrimination, are in many ways distinct to the issues that face the female population as a whole. 

Ahmedabad has a number of active women’s organizations, but while these often have a large Dalit 

constituency among  their members, their focus generally is not on specific incidents of discrimination. 

While a trade union may periodically train its members on issues of sexual violence and harassment, for 

example, it usually avoids taking up human rights issues related to atrocities against Dalit women. 

Solidarity was also undermined following the 2002 communal violence. Preeti Vaghela, another activist 

based with the Navsarjan Trust, described how prior to the riots Dalit and Muslim families lived side by side 

in some parts of the city. However, in the aftermath, the interaction between women from different 

communities came to an abrupt halt: 

‘ [Until 2002] women interacted with each other. However, following the riots, Dalits have fled many of 

these areas, and got scattered to different places. The social fabric which women had built around themse 

lves, even among Dalits, has broken apart.’ 
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Ramilaben Babubhai Parmar, a researcher who was involved with Navsarjan Trust in a survey of the city’s 

sanitary workers, reports that among Valmiki – probably the most marginalized of all the Dalit sub-castes – 

most women work as sanitary workers, whether it is for the municipality or housing societies. 

‘In housing societies, they are paid to work as sweepers. They sometimes are also allowed to work as 

sweepers inside individual houses and clean up individual toilets. However, they are generally not 

employed as housemaids to clean up utensils or cook food. The latter work is mostly done by women from 

other backward classes, who do not have the stigma of being “impure”. There are Valmiki women who 

work in private offices. But they mostly work as sweepers.’ 

Their husbands, too, will also typically work in this dangerous occupation and as a result many end up 

having to head their households alone: 

‘The situation is such that there is a higher incidence of widows among the gutter workers. Our survey said 

about 20 to 25 per cent of young Valmiki women were widows, and I don’t think that the situation has 

changed much even now. Malnutrition is widely prevalent. Most girls are married very young, even before 

attaining adulthood.’ 

In the segregated areas where Valmiki are located, however, sanitary facilities are almost non-existent: 

‘A large number of Valmiki localities are devoid of any toilet facilities. There is a pay-and-use toilet in 

several localities, like Bootbhavani and Chandranagar areas, where they live, yet it is in poor shape, or often 

locked, and never cleaned up because of lack of water, and women are forced to go out in the open, often 

sitting next to the railway station nearby, to defecate.’ 

One consequence of the systematic humiliation experienced by the community is that Valmiki women also 

face regular abuse from men of their own caste: 

‘Within Valmiki families, their condition has worsened. Our impression is that cases of their suicide have 

gone up drastically, and so have cases of violence by men. I come across such at least three to four cases of 

this kind every month. Working in insanitary conditions, dejected and depressed following day-long work, 

men drink a lot of illicit country-made liquor, which wasn’t generally the case earlier. This tells heavily on 

women.’ 

In one slum area in western Ahmedabad, situated within an affluent locality, around 70 Valmiki families live 

in huts with no access to water, sanitation, electricity  or any form of government support. None yet have 

the luxury of a concrete house, in part because their homes have been destroyed by local authorities as 

illegal several  times already. All face the constant threat of eviction. The settlement is surrounded by 

expensive flats, whose owners employ some of the women as sweepers. Research interviews with a 

number of Valmiki women living in this area highlighted the continued discrimination they faced in their 

employment. While claiming they were not subjected to ‘untouchability’, as was the case in the past, all of 

them admitted that at best they were working as sweepers in individual households, with none employed 

as regular housemaids to clean up utensils or cook. As one of the women interviewed put it: 

‘Frankly I don’t feel untouchability as our ancestors did, but I do not do any other work inside the houses 

except sweeping and cleaning the apartments. I am allowed into the kitchen also, but I do not cook food or 

clean utensils. In fact, nobody has asked me to do these jobs, which others do.’ 

Another Valmiki woman, when asked why she did not refuse to work as a manual scavenger as it was 

prohibited by law, smiled and said, ‘Do you want us to lose our job? If we do not do the work, we will be 
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replaced by others.’ This seemed to be the case even when they had been lucky enough to access some 

secondary education. Based on the accounts of the women interviewed, it appeared that even those 

Valmiki women who had managed some study were still condemned to the same manual labour their 

ancestors had been forced to perform. Though these issues are not usually as pronounced among non-

Valmiki Dalit women, discrimination in Ahmedabad is still widespread even among the less stigmatized 

Dalit groups, as Koradiya describes: 

‘It is rarely visible, but one can feel it does prevail in the dominant caste behaviour. In an interaction, Dalit 

teachers complained to us that while they would sit together to take an afternoon meal, non-Dalit women 

as a rule would not like to share food with them, nor would the non-Dalit women ever offer them water. 

The feeling of distance was always visible.’ 

Sexual harassment, too, remains a serious challenge for women in Indian cities in general, but is especially 

acute for Dalit women, who are vulnerable due to their secondary status. For example, Leena Patel, a Dalit 

journalist and social worker interviewed for this research, highlighted the experiences of Dalit women 

working in the city’s diamond polishing industry. The ‘hypocrisy’, as Patel describes it, is that 

‘untouchability is their motto, but the dominant caste owner doesn’t have any problem touching Dalit 

women’. She heard similar stories from Dalit women recruited to work as cleaners at wedding parties, who 

felt helpless in the face of harassment. ‘In fact, a few of the women considered sexual overtures as a 

normal behaviour of the contractors who offered them work. They said, if they protested against men 

touching them, they would not be given the job the next time.’ 

 

Environment 

Minority and indigenous communities often face greater environmental challenges due to limited access to 

land or basic services such as waste disposal: in India, for instance, it is estimated that only 10 per cent of 

Dalit households have access to sanitation, compared to 27 per cent of non-Dalit households. (page 18) 

The draft SDG 11 on ‘inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable’ cities includes provisions on slum upgrading, 

waste management, basic services and other issues with direct implications for urban environments. These 

are valuable aims that again could be supported through a specific focus on minority and indigenous 

populations. In cities across the world, these groups are frequently the poorest and most marginalized, 

excluded from basic amenities like toilets or running water and located in overcrowded, unsanitary 

settlements with limited options for waste disposal and other essential functions. In Dhaka, for instance, 

much of the Dalit population is isolated in flood-prone colonies with little or no access to clean water or 

sanitation.  These conditions are a direct product of discrimination and may not be easily addressed 

through conventional poverty reduction or upgrading strategies as they are grounded in a basic lack of 

rights. (pg. 19) 

  

Water, sanitation and other basic services 

Lack of access is not only caused by poverty, but also the product of active discrimination: in India, Dalit 

communities in some areas are reportedly still denied access to water by other castes, who often control 

local supplies. (page 21) 
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In many countries, discriminated minorities – such as Dalits in South Asia and Christians in Pakistan – are 

disproportionately occupied in waste disposal and latrine cleaning while lacking the benefits of effective 

sanitation in their communities. This situation not only creates a range of social, environmental and health 

problems, but also reinforces their stigmatization. 

Discrimination towards minorities or indigenous populations can be direct, such as when they are actively 

denied access to water, sanitation or other basic services. For example, in South Asia, Dalit populations may 

be prevented from using the local water pump, and in Europe, Roma and other traveller populations may 

be barred from existing piped water networks. Participation in decision- making processes related to access 

to services may also exclude minorities and indigenous populations. The impact of this discrimination is 

particularly felt by minority and indigenous women and girls, as they tend to bear the responsibility within 

the household of ensuring access to these services. (pg. 22) 

Education 

Education access is often closely aligned to existing hierarchies: In India, 6.1 per cent of Dalit girls are out of 

primary school – considerably higher than the national average of 3.6 per cent - making them the most 

excluded group in the country. (pg 11) 

In India, Dalit children may be segregated from their peers and excluded from shared water sources. This 

undermines the potential opportunity for interaction between young members of different communities, 

which would otherwise foster the increased understanding that is an essential part of the education 

process. In Pakistan, similarly, school curricula and teaching materials also contain derogatory terminology 

that misrepresents or vilifies minority communities. In these circumstances it is almost impossible for 

minority and indigenous children to enjoy the full benefits of education. (page 12) 

 

 

 

 


