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In Dhaka, our runner-up Mary Griffin hears
how the Dalit women of Bangladesh are
struggling to end generations of oppression

be himan, human rights do

notapply to you,” says Moni

Rani, under lines of

brightly-coloured laundry

decoratingdilapidated build-
ingslikebunting.

The kaleidoscopic colours of this
cramped south Dhaka community dis-
fguise the dark reality that its 4,000 resi-
dentslive apart from therest of the dity’s
citizens. As a Dalit, Moni inhabits one
of the capital’s 27 so-called “colonies*,
reserved for the men and women des-
tined to do Dhaka’s dirtiest jobs. These
people, whose ancestors were left out of
the four-tier Hindu cast hy, are lit-
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. f you are not considered to

where the former British colonial rulers
lured Indian Dalits on the broken prom-
ise of better jobs, homes and prospects
- they are not only a caste minority, but
a religious minority in a predominantly
Muslim country. [n a nation of Bengall
speakers, their Hindi and Telagu mother
tongues meanaccess to education, hous-
ing, the justice system and the political
arena js severely suppressed.

Gabtoli colony sits at the end of a long
potholed road; a grey slum stuck on the
western edge of the city. Living in a no-
man'sland of rusty corrugatedironandold
bamboo, with no facilities and noprivacy,
the women of Gabtoli bathe fully clothed
at the banks of the Turag - just 200 metres

because they are shunned by the rest of
society, and labelled Harifan (children of
God) by Gandhi, they have adopted the
niame Dalit, from the Sanskrit for “down-
trodden”,

Based on a notion of purity and pollu-
tion, the caste system has led Dalits to
be considered unclean and historically,
in some communities, they were forced
to wear a bell alerting others of their
approach. Today, they still face resist-
ance - and often. uutright‘ refusal - when

P toenter
and schoals, for fear they will contami-
nate the higher castes,

Reminiscent of apartheid-era South
Africa, Dalits - distinguished by their
names, sari style, language and accents -
are assigned the jobs nobody else wants,
Including sweeping the streets, burying
the dead and manual scavenging (clean-
inghuman excrement from dry toilets by
‘hand), Theestimated 5.5 million Dalits in

esh are among 250 million across
south Asia. In neighbouring India a suc-
cessful civil rights movement has gained
political representation for the country's
170 million Dalits, but in Bangladesh -

from a large pipe spewing sewage.

In a country where 80% of the popu-
lation lives on less than $2 a day, Dalits
shoulder the further burden of exclusion
and entrenched discrimination. Munni
Rani Das raises her hand to shoulder-
level when describing the floods in rainy
season. “When the rains come it brings
snakes and dangerous insects to our
home,” she says. “We try to get away
but the rickshaw pullers and bus drivers
won't carry us.*

Discrimination

Munni, her husband and three teenagers
were moved to this flood-prone colony
after developers planning to build apart-
ments evicted them from their central
Dhaka home. “We protested,” she says,
*but the army and police came and said,
If you don't leave we will beat you and
shoot you".”

Proffering a cup of murky chemical-
scented water, Munni adds: “There, we
had safe waterand amarket. We werenear
jobsand my children went toschool. Now,
school is too faraway.”

The International Dalit Solidarity
Network estimates that 96% of Dalits in
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Bangladesh cannot read or write. Dalits
say they need political representation
from leaders who understand the extent
of the problem, but of Dhaka’s 90 elected
commissioners, not one is Dalit.

Sitting behind his desk, the commis-
sioner for Dhaka's Ward Bs, Alhaj Badal
Shardar, says: “Ilove Dalit people because
they are sincere and very simple.” When
a typical Dhaka power cut kills the lights
and the fan, one of the commissioner’s
men hurries to his side, wafting his boss
with a giant fan of palm leaves. “T have
never seen any discrimination against
Dalits in my community,” Shardar con-
tinues, “I am 100% sure there is no dis-
crimination,”

But, born and brought up in the Tel-
agu colony in the commissioner’s ward,
Prokashamma Bhodanki insists caste
discrimination is rife. The 23-year-old
daughter of the late BG Murthy, who
seven years ago founded the Bangladesh
Dalit Human Rights mavement, Prokas-
hamma hid her Dalit identity at second-
ary school by speaking Bangla, each term

Dalit people F ngs to a new wave
In the same place, with no privacy of young Dalit women in Bangladesh
Photography by: Abar Abdullah/EPA having swum against the tide to

taking her Bangla-speaking sister instead
of her Telagu-speaking mother to collect
her exam results - an event similar to
parents’ evening at British schools, She
recalls: “One timemyy sister wasn'table to
come, When the other students heard my
mother speak they sald terrible things,”

Wiping her tears with her pink shawl,
she adds: “For four years L hid my iden-
tity from my friends but when they knew
IwasaDalit girl they wouldn’t eat withme
or speak with me. I swore 1 would never
goback to school.™

But she did. After finishing her two
I ining years, Prc passed
her exams and Is now teaching English
and Bangla to young Dalits. She said:
*“Now I understand that somany of usare
facing that kind of discrimination. Iwant
tofight formyrights and do scmething for
my community and myself.”

who,

finish school, are now role models, being
elected as leaders In their communities
and teaching under the Dalit Women's
Forum to give the younger generation a
fighting chance.

Launched two years ago, the forum
provides training in making and selling
candlesand, forits 150 members
asa first step to financial independence.

Back at her brightly col d home,

Sanitation: 'We need basic hygienic sanitary products’

Puberty poses challenges for any young
roman, bu he lack ofdigaity caused

young girls. The older women think
its

hing t tallcabout.
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proud and

forum leader Moni Rani says her father
ensured she was the first girl in her com-
munity to finishschool - and she intends
tobe the first of many.

“All Dalit women are now conscious of
their situation and demanding change,”
says Moni. *When 1 was a girl I couldn’t
get the chances our girls are getting now.
Our young women are smarter than me
and 1 feel that |s my success. My vision [s
for hundreds of smart Dalit women com-
ing togetherand Iwillgather themunder
mybanner.”

Ananclent hierarchy Human rights: Dalit access to politic and justice .
Th ) from th “Two years ago, in a landalide
Hingu creation beliefs that the first India appointed its first
man spiit himself to form four castes Dalit woman chief;
from different parts of his over Uttar Pradesh, Indla’s largest
“The main castes - state, Mayawati Kumari has become
Kshatriyas, - an [nspiration for the republic's 170
are determined by birth and may ) iy
Influence a persor’s status and Inn Bangladesh, however, Dalits are.
Outzide this system, the yet to enter the political arena and h
Dalits are descendents of feudal-era only in thelast 18 months has the
Within the Dalit “caste” country’s Dalit population begun to
there are zround 45 sub-castes, find its voice. A group with growing
et | T e
caste system , W year
in Hindu scriptures, there are sn the first national Dalit
unksiown nurnber of Christian Dalits conference, helped to establish the
inBangladezh, and the' Dalit Women's Forum (memibers of
Dalit Solidarity N) clab whom are pictured right), to fight for
the practice fernale righ d
Dalits has also been adopted by the n July, the Dalit Women’s Forum
country’s Mushm and BDHR took to the streets of
lower-caste Sikhs - whose religion Dhaka In a mass protest, clalming
was bome of a refection of caste of representation in the police
hies - also suffes oppressi d Dalits are
Caste extends consistently falled by the justice
caimsthe still has a powerful ﬂmammmm
system a a
influence over the lives of millions of Dalit girl. Parul Das
Britons of south-Asian was water when she was
special mpporteun of the Human inthe: Lo o
Council have drawn up the Another public call to action came
first UN framework for the after Dalit
of on Das was beaten to death after being
| workand - of stealing a mobile phone.
Rights More than 500 people protested on
and the IDSN are now pushing for the. thestreets of Panjia,
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' opened in October. MG

through a gap in the wall into an open
sewerat the back.”

“Our culture is very ... imid,” adds
Jull, “and it's very difficult for our

But we peed hygi
of somewhere to put the old rags; we
need agood water supply and we need

education for womiert. Young
Mhmnhnbodo.‘menﬁr:hm-y
confused.” MG

Education: 'l wanted to give them something to dream about’

for
‘sald it in front of the whole class
and everyone. e
Last year, Kakoli Rani Das, also17,
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did well in my exams,” she says, “so
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education. I started teaching because
Iwanted to give them something to
dream about.”




