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Gail Omvedt, human rights activist and B.R. Ambedkar Chair on Social Change and Development at
the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), puts it this way, "Dalit women are the dalit of the
dalit in Indian society - the thrice oppressed victims of centuries of social, political, economic, cultural
and religious pressures.” Adds Prof Omvedt, who has authored numerous books and articles on class,
caste and gender issues, "Historically, marriages are only supposed to take place within the caste and
sub-caste; thus what is called roti-beti vyvahar (exchange of bread and daughters) is a defining feature
of caste. In other words, the greatest sin was intercaste marriage; and one of the duties of a good king
following this doctrine of brahmanism was to enforce the varnasamkara (caste system)."

Commenting on the inter linkages between caste and sexuality, Prof Omvedt explains, "Caste can only
survive if women's sexuality is controlled! To keep the ‘jati' (caste) identity you have to keep marriages
within the jati". The Father of our Constitution, Dr Ambedkar, said, 'educate, agitate, organise’ and it is
very important that dalit women fight for their land rights; they are being deprived of their rights due to
the patriarchal system, which views men as heirs of names, property, and land. This is part of caste-
patriarchal oppression and we have to fight together to end it."

India is well into the 21st century. Despite a plethora of deterring legislation, 160 million dalits - 49.96
per cent of whom are women - continue to face discrimination. The caste system declares dalits
‘impure’ and therefore untouchable, and hence socially excluded. This is a complete negation and
violation of human rights. Given this scenario, judgments like the Bombay High Court verdict under
discussion, provides a ray of hope for dalit women in their struggle for their rights.
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