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Glossary 
 
Adimai vēlai Lit. slavery, agrestic servitude 
Adivasi Tribal or indigenous person in India 
Agamudaiyar Tamil caste of cultivators, also known as Servai and officially 

listed as backward class, who are one of three castes comprising 
the Mukkulathor community 

Ambalam/Ambalar Headman 
Arunthathiyar Formerly known as Chakkiliyar caste 
Atrocity Term that, according to the Ministry of Home Affairs, Government 

of India, implies offences under the Indian Penal Code perpetrated 
against scheduled castes and scheduled tribes by those not 
belonging to either community, where caste consideration is the 
root cause of the crime even though caste consciousness may not 
be the immediate motive 

Backward class/caste (BC) Castes other than scheduled castes and scheduled tribes listed by 
the Government of India as socially and economically under-
developed; castes which hold position below forward castes in the 
social hierarchy of the caste system 

Cent Measurement of land; 100 cents equates to 1 acre 
Chakkiliyar Tamil Dalit caste that traditionally engaged in leather work and 

today is concentrated in sweeping/cleaning works 
Chettiyar Tamil merchant and money-lending caste 
Chief Minister Head of state government 
Crore  (Hindi) 10,000,000 
Dalit Lit. broken people (Sanskrit), term used to define persons, 

irrespective of religion, belonging to the lowest group in the social 
hierarchy of the caste system who face discrimination and 
‘untouchability’ on the basis of their birth into specific castes to 
which degrading occupations are attached 

District Collector Revenue administrative head of a district with quasi-judicial law 
and order powers 

District Revenue Officer Supervisor of revenue administration in a district 
Dominant caste Castes, irrespective of any religious affiliation, which are socially, 

politically and economically dominant from the perspective of 
Dalits. In most cases, everyone who is not a Dalit or Adivasi in a 
village or town is dominant vis-à-vis Dalits 

Forward caste (FC) All ‘high’ castes that are not classified by the Government of India 
as backward class, scheduled caste or scheduled tribe 

Jāti Caste, kind 
Kāttu poramboke Government forest land 
Kali yuga Last of the four stages that the world goes through as described in 

the Hindu scriptures. During this stage, human civilisation is said 
to degenerate spiritually in terms of increased human strife, sin and 
discord, and rulers stopping protection of their subjects 



Kallar Warrior caste who are mostly cultivators, officially classified as 
backward class, who are one of three castes comprising the 
Mukkulathor community 

Kanmāi Natural reservoir, irrigation tank 
Kattupādu Order, discipline 
Kollakādu  Another term for puncai land 
Lakh (Hindi) 100,000 
Manu smriti  Civil and criminal code comprising religio-legal rules which 

constitutes the chief authority on Hindu jurisprudence 
Mēchal poramboke  Government grazing land 
Member of Legislative 
Assembly (MLA) 

Member of lower house of Tamil Nadu state government  

Most backward class/caste 
(MBC) 

Castes listed by the State Government of Tamil Nadu separately as 
a sub-category within the Backward Class list who are especially 
socially and economically under-developed 

Nādu Region, tract, division of a country 
Nāttukkottai Chettiyar Major trading and money-lending Tamil caste especially during the 

period 1870 to 1930, many accumulating wealth from trade in 
Ceylon, Malaya and Burma, and living in one of Chettinad region’s 
96 villages; officially considered as forward caste 

Nancai Land classified by the Revenue Department as tank-irrigated 
Nattham poramboke Government land, cultivable land that is not cultivated 
Padiyal Non-permanent farm worker 
Pallar Tamil Dalit caste who traditionally engaged in cultivation, 

agricultural labour and animal husbandry. They are said to have 
migrated to the southern Tamil region after 1565 as a consequence 
of military operations in then Ramnad kingdom 

Panchayat Unit of local governance sanctioned under the 73rd and 74th 
Constitutional Amendment Acts 1992 

Panchayat union Intermediate panchayat tier comprising group of village 
panchayats  

Pannaiyal Permanent farm worker 
Paraiyar Lit. drum beaters, Tamil Dalit caste who traditionally beat leather 

drums at functions or to spread news 
Poramboke nilam  Tam. purambokku, government lands set apart for public or 

communal purposes (including, sometimes, public grazing lands) 
that are not generally liable for revenue 

Public distribution system System of government distribution of essential food and other 
goods at fixed subsidised rates to Indian citizens 

Puncai Non-tank irrigated dry land 
Puthirai Vannar Tamil Dalit caste of dhobis or washer people for Dalits 
Ration card Card introduced by Indian government in 1955 to facilitate 

distribution of essential food and other goods at fixed subsidised 
rates to Indian citizens via ration shops 

Ration shop Shop in which government subsidised rations are sold 



Reddiyar Telugu-speaking forward caste of cultivators enjoying a high status 
in the caste hierarchy   

Reservations Quotas allowing for increased representation in education, 
government jobs and political bodies for scheduled castes 

Revenue Divisional Officer Revenue head of a division within a district with quasi-judicial 
powers 

Sangam  Association 
Scheduled caste (SC) Official term used to denote castes of Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist 

confession listed in the schedule to the Constitution of India 1949 
as extremely social, educational and economic backward due to the 
practice of ‘untouchability’, for the purpose of establishing 
entitlement to government benefits of special development, legal 
protection and affirmative action schemes 

Scheduled tribe (ST) Official term used to denote tribes listed in the schedule to the 
Constitution of India 1949, for the purpose of establishing 
entitlement to government benefits of special development, legal 
protection and affirmative action schemes 

Sub-Collector Deputy administrative head of sub-division of district 

Suya udhavi kuzhu Self-help group established for micro-credit and micro-
entrepreneurial activities 

Tahsildar Head of a revenue taluk administration 
Taluk Revenue sub-division of a district 
Tharisu poramboke Wasteland, fallow or uncultivable land 
Untouchability The imposition of social disabilities by reason of their birth into 

certain ‘polluted’, ‘low’ castes 
Ūrani Pond, usually for drinking water 
Valluvar Tamil Dalit caste of priests who perform life cycle ceremonies for 

Dalits 
Vayalkādu Another term for nancai land 
Vazhvādhāram Livelihood, livelihood resources 
Village administrative officer Village-level administrative functionary 
Zamindari system Landholding system formalised by the British colonial 

administration, whereby the landlords became the legal 
intermediaries between the actual cultivators and the state. In 
contrast, under the ryotwari system, the cultivators directly paid 
taxes to the state.  

 



Contents 
 

Acknowledgements  
Glossary  
 
Chapter 1  Situating Dalit Women within Rights and Development ………………….….   1 
1.1  Dialectics of Social Exclusion and Collective Agency      1 
1.2  Opportunities and Limitations in Development and Rights-based Approaches   4 
1.3  Mapping a Contextualised and Actor-Oriented Approach      7 
1.4  Dalit Women Securing Entitlements: Construction of the Argument    9 
Notes            11 
 
Chapter 2  Actors, Exclusion and Entitlements ……………………………………………. 12 
2.1  Introduction          12 
2.2  From Declared Rights to Secured Entitlements      13 
2.3  Processes of Social Exclusion        15 
2.4  Actor-Orientation and Intersectional Identities      16 
2.5  Translating Framework into Research Method      18 

2.5.1  Selecting the Struggles and Subject-Participants     19 
2.5.2  Fieldwork Process and Techniques       23 
2.5.3  Analysing the Data and Presenting the Findings     26 

2.6  Conclusion          27 
Notes            28 
 
Chapter 3  Conceptualising Collective Action to Secure Entitlements …...........................  29 
3.1  Introduction          29 
3.2  Dynamics of Power and Agency        30 
3.3  Agency at the Intersections of Multiple Axes of Difference    36 
3.4  Constructing Collective Action, Developing Strategies     38 

3.4.1  Collective Identity, Consciousness Raising and Motivation    38 
3.4.2  Discourses and Claim Framing       39 
3.4.3  Strategic Repertoires and Dilemmas      40 

3.5  Conclusion          42 
Notes            43 
 
Chapter 4  Political Responses to Social Exclusion and Discrimination:  
                   State Discourses and Practices …………………………………………………. 45 
4.1  Introduction          45 
4.2  Experiences of Exclusion and Discrimination      46 

4.2.1  Economic Exclusion        47 
4.2.2  Political Exclusion         49 
4.2.3  Socio-Cultural Exclusion        51 



4.3  Legal, Policy and Programme Responses       52 
4.3.1  Constitutional Rights and their Interpretation     52 
4.3.2  Protective, Preferential and Developmental Measures    53 
4.3.3  Rights in Reality: The Large Accountability Gap     54 

4.4  State Discourses on Empowerment and Livelihoods     58 
4.5  Conclusion: The Rule of Law versus the Rule of Patriarchal Caste   61 
Notes            63 
 
Chapter 5  Asserting the Right to Adequate Housing: Kovilur Village ……………….….. 65 
5.1  Introduction          65 
5.2  The Context: Shifting Power Relations Shaping Subjectivities    66 
5.3  Collective Agency and the Politics of Securing Entitlements    68 

5.3.1  External Intervention: Developing Political Consciousness and Agency  68 
5.3.2  Constructing an Independent Collective Identity     72 
5.3.3  Collective Action Strategies and Outcomes      73 

Building Organisational Strength through Practical Interests   73 
Meeting the Challenges of Petitioning for Housing Land    74 
Dealing with Dalit Men and Gender Norms      76 
Dealing with Adverse Reactions from Dominant Castes and the State  78 
Formal versus Actual Entitlement       79 
Obtaining Housing and Amenities in the New Colony    79 
Further Entitlement Actions and Sustainability     80 

5.4  Discussion           81 
5.4.1  Agency, Power and External Intervention      81 

‘Power Within’         84 
Power Relations vis-à-vis Family and Community     84 
Power Relations vis-à-vis Dominant Castes      85 

5.4.2  Exclusion and Intersectional Positioning as Enabling Agency   86 
5.4.3  Redistribution, Recognition and Religion      87 
5.4.4  Political versus Moral Economy, Entitlements and Equality    88 

5.5  Conclusion          90 
Notes            90 
 
Chapter 6  Ongoing Struggle for Land Entitlement: Vettriyur Village ………………….. 92 
6.1  Introduction          92 
6.2  The Context: Change and Continuity in Informal Nādu Institutions   93 
6.3  Collective Agency and the Politics of Securing Entitlements    95 

6.3.1  Motivating Action: Entitlement, Opposition and Patronage Politics   95 
6.3.2  External Intervention: Constructing Collective Identity and Agency  97 
6.3.3  Collective Action Strategies and Outcomes      100 

Targeting the State and Looking for Allies Within     100 
Negotiating Gender Norms and Male Authority     104 
Sustaining the Land Struggle       106 



6.4  Discussion           108 
6.4.1  Struggles for Resources and the Power of Patronage    108 
6.4.2  Strategic Choices and Dilemmas in Adverse Environments    111 

6.5  Conclusion          115 
Notes            116 
 
Chapter 7  Uneven Political-Economics of an Entitlement Struggle:                               
                   Mallibakkam Village …………………………………………………………….. 117 
7.1  Introduction          117 
7.2  The Context: Sangam Organisation and Macro-Economic Policies   117 

7.2.1  External Intervention: Constructing Collective Identity and Agency  118 
7.2.2  Tackling Exclusions and Achieving Interests     122 
7.2.3  Macro-Economics of Aquaculture and its Regulation    123 

7.3  Collective Action and the Politics of Protecting Entitlements    124 
7.3.1  Political and Legal Strategies against the Shrimp Farm    124 

Initial Phase: Struggling as a Community      124 
Contested Gender Positions and Men’s Role in the Struggle   128 
Widening Civil Society Support and State Repression    129 
Women’s Perceptions of the Role of the State     132 

7.3.2  Effects on Entitlements and Power Relations     133 
7.4  Discussion           134 

7.4.1  Citizen-State Relations, State Obligations and Practices    134 
7.4.2  Shifting Discourses on Securing Entitlements     138 

7.5  Conclusion          142 
Notes            143 
 
Chapter 8  Human Rights as Practice: Agency, Power and Strategies …………………… 145 
8.1  Introduction: Bridging Two Divides       145 
8.2  Realising Rights in Practice, Incorporating Intersectionality    147 
8.3  The Enduring Bind of Gender Norms and Relations     154 
8.4  Strategies for Redistribution, Recognition and Freedom     157 
8.5  Challenges Ahead          161 
Notes            163 
 
Annexure I …………………………………………………………………………………….. 165 
Bibliography …………………………………………………………………………………... 167 
Summary ………………………………………………………………………………………. 188 
Samenvatting ………………………………………………………………………………….. 193 
Curriculum Vitae ……………………………………………………………………………… 199 



1 
 

Chapter 1 
Situating Dalit Women within Rights and Development 

 
The authorship of human rights rests with communities in the struggle against  

illegitimate power formations and the politics of cruelty. 
Baxi (1998: 148) 

 
1.1  Dialectics of Social Exclusion and Collective Agency 
Dalit1 women collectives across the villages in the south Indian state of Tamil Nadu reiterated 
a Tamil saying again and again during the course of my interactions with them: “If only one 
hand claps, no one will hear. But if ten hands clap, the sound will be heard by others.” On 
the one hand, it spoke of the women’s sense of exclusion, the feeling that no one listened to 
their individual voices. On the other hand, it alluded to their sense of power and voice that 
came from the collective. As Asha, a woman from Vettriyur village put it: “We have changed 
in a positive way since joining the sangam (women’s association). We are no longer like our 
mothers, silent.”  
 
The dialectics of social exclusion and collective power, expressed in collective action to 
obtain access to and command over livelihood2 resources, became a recurrent theme during 
conversations and discussions over the months I spent with these women between 2009 and 
2010. These interactions revealed that, despite a historical and enduring context of social, 
economic and political exclusion resulting in livelihood deprivation, Dalit women often are at 
the forefront of struggles for livelihood resources and opportunities. In part, this can be traced 
to the substantial contribution these women make daily to sustaining their families through 
labour both inside and outside the home. Their place thus lies at the centre, and not at the 
periphery, of rural livelihood strategies. By making claims to livelihood resources, these 
women contribute to the socio-economic changes taking place in Indian villages today. Their 
role, however, is little acknowledged, researched or understood. 
 
Under India’s hierarchical caste system Dalits in general are subjected to widespread 
discrimination and exclusion on the basis of their birth into particular castes, to which 
historically prescribed, degrading occupations linked to death, dirt and menial labour are 
attached. They are spatially and socially segregated from mainstream Indian society, and 
commonly denied equality and basic rights in practice. This includes denial of equal access to 
and command over resources, ranging from land to decent employment to education. All 
these resources are required in order to have a decent livelihood and fully participate in 
society. The graded inequality among castes inherent to this social system vests resources, 
power and social status with so-called ‘higher’ castes in a hierarchical ranking order. This 
enables these castes to exploit the labour of the ‘impure’ ‘lower’ castes dependent on them 
for their livelihood (Irudayam et al. 2011). Caste and class thus are seen to generally 
converge, making Dalits one of the poorest and systematically disempowered social groups in 
India today (see Desai et al. 2010). Caste is also embedded in institutions of the state, society 
and family. It manifests itself in the social norms and practices of state officials and dominant 
castes3 vis-à-vis Dalits. Thus, despite the legal prescription of equal citizenship rights, social 
norms engender collective prejudice against ‘low caste’, ‘polluted’ Dalits and often result in 
discrimination and/or violence against them.  
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Within the Dalit community, Dalit women have been described as bearing a double burden of 
subordination due to both their caste and their gender (Parliamentary Committee 2005). 
Gender subordination is in fact built into the caste system because social norms and 
institutions interlink caste and gender, and make control over women crucial to the 
maintenance of boundaries between castes. Examples are the social norms of endogamy, 
‘untouchability’ and patrilineal inheritance, which emphasise caste hierarchy and gender 
inequality. In the case of Dalit women, they are set apart from other caste women as 
‘polluted’ and actively excluded from livelihood resources. They experience lower education 
and health levels, lack of political voice, limited employment opportunities and lower wages 
as compared to their male counterparts and dominant castes (see Chapter 4). They also 
increasingly carry the burden of maintaining livelihoods and traditional caste occupations in 
rural areas due to factors such as the increasing feminisation of agricultural operations and 
male out-migration. Compounding this situation, violence is often targeted towards them in 
order to reinforce structural inequalities and/or to punish those who assert their entitlement to 
resources (Irudayam et al. 2011). This is particularly the case because women are perceived 
as embodying the honour of their caste community (Kannabiran and Kannabiran 2003). At 
the same time, they face gender discrimination from Dalit men, which prevents their equal 
access to what little livelihood resources their families and communities possess.  
 
The key problem thus is ‘structural violence’ (Galtung 1969; Winter and Leighton 2001): 
historical and enduring structural inequalities place Dalit women at a perpetual disadvantage 
vis-à-vis other social groups. Constraints on their socio-economic progress, political voice 
and agency are normalised through social relations and institutions. This form of everyday, 
‘invisible’ and widespread harm, predicated on structural and relational factors, often lies at 
the root of more sporadic physical manifestations of violence. This harm further reduces their 
ability to escape physical violence, and, in fact, is often further entrenched through such 
violence. For these reasons, this research concentrates on Dalit women overcoming exclusion 
from livelihood resources and realising their social and economic rights, and not on 
atrocities.4  
 
Their experiences of structural (and physical) violence notwithstanding, the growth of Dalit 
women’s movements, organisations and grassroots groups in recent years attests to a small 
but significant counter-trend. These women are mobilising the few resources they do possess, 
namely, “their capacity to resist and transform through collective strength” (Kabeer 1994: 
150-51). National and state-level Dalit women’s networks have emerged in the mid-1990s, 
including the National Federation of Dalit Women and the Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s 
Movement. These networks have focused on organising Dalit women independently, 
articulating an autonomous identity for Dalit women and building their leadership potential. 
Their aims have been to empower these women to assert their rights in the face of the state’s 
manifest inability or unwillingness to fulfil those rights, as well as the side-lining of their 
voices and concerns by both the Dalit and women’s movements (Subramaniam 2006; Smith 
2008). More locally, smaller Dalit women’s organisations have started to organise Dalit 
women separately. Some have facilitated the women’s involvement in micro-credit activities 
alone, while others have encouraged their collective action to secure specific entitlements and 
freedoms. Examples of the latter are seen in Chapters 5 to 7, and are struggles that often 
involve negotiation and contestation with the state at the local level. 
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Both levels of organisation of Dalit women are responses to trends wherein gender and caste 
inequality have not automatically declined with the process of economic growth. In fact, in 
many cases new manifestations of inequalities have emerged in pace with the changing 
village economy (see Chapter 4). Dalit women thus are increasingly moving outside the 
‘private’ sphere of the family today to collectively engage in micro-political processes such 
as the securing of entitlements to livelihood resources. By moving into public-political spaces 
from which they are traditionally excluded, ‘natural’ or unquestionable social norms and 
practices that perpetuate their exclusion are being questioned. Women are frequently entering 
into arenas of contestation over resources, power and status with multiple actors ranging from 
Dalit men, to dominant caste villagers, to state officials. In doing so, they push at the 
overlapping structural boundaries of caste and gender and thus create the potential to 
transform the power relations that produce their disentitlement to resources and opportunities.  
 
The increasing visibility of Dalit women’s collective action amidst social movements striving 
for social change in India is complemented by the growing recognition of difference arising 
from multiple, intersecting identities. Most studies to date have focused on Dalit or women’s 
movements in general and their processes of empowerment and the establishment of 
particularly civil-political claims to security and a dignified identity (e.g. Omvedt 1995; 
Purushothaman 1998; Gorringe 2005).5  Some of this research has noted Dalit women’s 
lesser participation or the marginalisation of their voices in processes aimed at social mobility 
(Mosse 1994; Dietrich 2003; Gorringe 2005). Little or no emphasis, however, has been 
placed on examining the heterogeneity within these movements and particularly the different 
interests, perspectives and agency of Dalit women members. Consequently, these movements 
tend to promote the unnamed perspective and concerns of Dalit men and dominant caste 
women respectively. Such movements thereby reproduce the power relations the other seeks 
to combat (see Makkonen 2002).  
 
Increasingly, several (Dalit) feminists have articulated demands that the Indian women’s 
movements recognise difference and focus on the processes by which gender, caste and class 
mutually construct each other (Rege 1998; Dietrich 2003; Subramaniam 2006). An equivalent 
demand has been extended to the Dalit movements, to overcome resistance to the 
understanding and articulation of the gender dimensions of caste (Thorat 2001). One 
argument is that adopting the viewpoint of those located in the most disadvantageous position 
within intersecting social axes arguably yields a deeper understanding of the complexities of 
exclusion and subordination. This can lead to more effective strategies for inclusive and 
equitable development. Another argument is that one cannot afford to overlook the role of 
caste in women’s development, nor gender in Dalits’ development, if one wants to generate 
lasting change in Dalit women’s lives (Govinda 2009). At the same time, differences among 
Dalit women along lines such as (sub)caste and class also have to be acknowledged and 
factored into collective action strategies. 
 
A focus on Dalit women’s collective action therefore aims to enrich the small but growing 
literature on these women’s rights. In particular, I move away from the current research trend 
of marking these women as victims of human rights violations. Exclusive attention to this 
aspect often reduces Dalit women’s subjectivity to mere recipients of discrimination and 
violence. This is not to deny or diminish their intolerable situation of exclusion, 
discrimination and violence in any way. Rather, it is to balance structural analysis of their 
situation with an acknowledgement of their subjectivity, cultural resources and agency. It is 
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also to recognise that social exclusion processes provide the framework of meanings and 
motivation for Dalit women’s collective action. At the same time, I avoid any allusion that all 
Dalit women are agents of social change. Nor do I assume that those women who do not 
engage in collective action are passive and unaware of their subordination. This research 
instead concentrates on examining the structural and political opportunities, as well as 
constraints, for their organising and collectively acting to acquire livelihood resources.  
 
1.2  Opportunities and Limitations in Development and Rights- 
       based Approaches 
Analysis of the process by which Dalit women secure access to and command over livelihood 
resources as entitlements is set against the backdrop of discourses on development and 
human rights. These discourses have shaped a host of different approaches and strategies 
ostensibly to resolve the problem of structural violence. Development traditionally has 
encompassed national industrialisation and modernisation, with the narrow goals of 
improving incomes, productivity and consumption linked to economic growth. These goals 
translate into strategies promoting employment, market freedom and the expansion of exports 
facilitated by political institutions. By increasing the income of the poor, individuals arguably 
are able to satisfy their basic livelihood needs and develop their capabilities. At the same 
time, contestations over the meaning of development have occurred where the state’s 
economic priorities conflict with the development interests of local communities. Examples 
are the development-induced displacement of local villagers, or export-driven commercial 
shrimp farming damaging local livelihoods (see Chapter 7). Moreover, ‘development 
hazards’ have resulted from state-driven development projects, allowing minimal 
participation by the intended beneficiaries in their design, and negatively affecting the ability 
of beneficiaries to sustain their livelihoods (Hadiprayitno 2009).  
 
With poverty reduction becoming a central plank in development policy from the 1990s (see 
World Bank 1990), development discourses have broadened their focus. There is now an 
emphasis on livelihoods, vulnerability and livelihood security (Lipton and Maxwell 1992). 
The development paradigm is centred on people and their contexts, and people’s participation 
in decision-making on improving their own lives and livelihoods (Friedmann 1992). 
Livelihood and rural development approaches, particularly sustainable livelihood approaches 
emerging from the late 1990s, view livelihood security as the essential element in human 
development and economic growth. A number of development strategies accordingly have 
been implemented in India, with the primary aim of ensuring livelihoods and simultaneously 
mitigating livelihood risk factors. These are to be achieved through enhancing people’s 
human, social, economic, natural and physical resources or assets, which then can be 
combined in pursuit of various livelihood strategies. At the same time efforts are made to 
improve the institutional and policy contexts that affect claims and access to these resources 
(Scoones 1998; Ellis 2006; DFID undated).  
 
In the implementation of these strategies, however, there has often been a narrow focus on 
developing the economic productivity and livelihood security of poor individuals through 
enhancing their asset base and capacity to manage livelihood resources. Considerably less 
focus has been placed on transforming the structures and institutions that determine resource 
distribution and entitlements, and which perpetuate inequality, exploitation and injustice 
(Wilson 2008). In other words, livelihoods are abstracted from their socio-economic and 
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political contexts and issues of resource redistribution among social groups neglected. 
Structural or social factors are viewed as merely mediating the link between assets and the 
pursuit of livelihood activities. The result is that there is a tendency to construct a linear 
notion of causality regarding livelihood development (Rew and Rew 2003). This supports a 
managerial ‘project mode’ of functioning by development agencies that marginalises people’s 
knowledge and active participation in decision-making (Mosse 2003a). It also ignores the fact 
that the contexts in which Dalit women live, complicated by unequal power relations 
producing livelihood deprivation, economic dependency on others and unresponsive local 
political institutions, determine to a great extent the effectiveness of development 
interventions (Pattendon 2011).  
 
Another common approach to development arising from the mid-1990s is the rights-based 
approach. Several basic elements constitute this approach: an express linkage to human rights 
as both the means (tools, legitimate claims) and end (benchmark indicators) of development; 
greater accountability from state actors6 and development interveners; a stronger focus on 
empowerment and people’s participation in determining their own development; stress on 
non-discrimination, equality and attention to vulnerable groups (OHCHR 2004). Proponents 
of this approach claim that it politicises development by viewing the subjects of development 
as rights-holders. Moreover, its focus on equality should promote strategies for structural 
change, challenging the power relations which produce subordination, disentitlement and lack 
of voice for excluded social groups (VeneKlasen et al. 2004; Chapman 2005).  There is an 
emphasis on strengthening the ability of rights holders to make claims on the state, as duty 
bearer, so as to establish socially and legally protected entitlements to resources. It is argued 
that this contributes to making people citizen-subjects and not just passive objects of 
development. They should be empowered to negotiate equal access to development resources 
alongside promoting state accountability and responsibility. Beyond adding legitimacy to 
individual resource claims based on international human rights standards, this approach also 
enables wider political claims to laws, policies and institutions which ensure citizens’ 
development-related rights (UNDP 2000; AWID 2002).  
 
A number of authors (e.g. Rajagopal 2003; Bradshaw 2006), however, have questioned the 
extent to which current rights-based strategies are oriented towards promoting agency and 
transforming unequal power relations. There has been a tendency towards top-down 
strategies, which apply universal rights-based legal or policy rules to influence changes to 
social norms and perceptions. Important as legal and policy measures and legal rights claims 
are, the wider economic and political factors which define the context and shape the process 
and outcomes of local livelihood struggles are not taken into account. An underlying 
assumption has been that law is the most influential set of rules structuring social activity as 
opposed to the myriad of social norms and practices. Superficial approaches therefore are 
applied to politics and power, favouring legal and technical solutions. These fail to 
adequately contend with the dynamic nature of power in determining who participates, whose 
voices get heard and who benefits under current institutional rules (VeneKlasen et al. 2004; 
Miller et al. 2006). Empowerment, accordingly, is often translated into capacity building on 
legal rights to initiate formal claims. Lesser emphasis is placed on the utilisation of rights to 
legitimise people’s struggles for resources and to alter the structural conditions which 
influence the claims process. Nor are inhibitions on women’s capacity to make certain claims 
due to their positioning within multiple power relations taken into account. The potential then 
lies for legal claims to generate unexpected outcomes such as more social conflict or the 
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reinforcement of power relations. All the above critiques have formed the basis for arguments 
that rights-based strategies add nothing new to existing development approaches. Instead, 
they further legitimise social inequalities and hierarchical relationships of power (Uvin 2002).  
 
In addition, the focus on strengthening legal rights provisions and people’s recourse to 
litigation to promote compliance with human rights law and social change obscures the fact 
that many excluded and subordinated people engage in non-legal, political struggles on a 
daily basis to realise their rights (Stammers 1999; SLSA Team 2003). In doing so, they 
construct their own understandings of rights based on what they perceive they are entitled to 
as a matter of justice and fairness (IDS 2003). Legal strategies further do not account for the 
challenges, based on the integrated nature of legal and social norms, that many socially 
excluded groups, such as Dalit women, face in accessing the law and experiencing legal 
processes (Griffiths 2005). Such challenges include problems of access to adequate financial 
resources for what are often protracted legal struggles, or coercive pressures applied by other 
social actors to prevent these women from accessing their legal rights. Legal remedies are 
also compromised by state institutions and actors reproducing social biases and often failing 
to be accountable for respecting, protecting and fulfilling Dalit women’s rights.  In such a 
situation, the realisation of rights for Dalit women requires non-legal as well as legal 
strategies, where rights are both political and legal tools utilised to challenge unequal power 
relations. There is therefore an emphasis on extra-institutional forms of mobilisation around 
rights (collective action) which can effectively support the observance of formal (legal) 
institutional norms (Rajagopal 2003: 235). 
 
Through this research I seek to address some of these critiques or gaps in development and 
rights-based approaches in order to support their translation into practical, operational 
strategies enabling social change. I also strive to show how top-down approaches which 
encourage states to establish legal and policy norms and benchmarks for progressive 
realisation of socio-economic rights can and should be complemented by bottom-up 
approaches. Bottom-up approaches focus on strengthening the processes by which people 
construct and give meaning to their rights as concrete entitlements and undertake strategic 
action to secure such entitlements. Both top-down and bottom-up approaches are required to 
answer the challenge of making development inclusive in the sense of promoting 
redistribution of resources and social equality. S.D.J.M Prasad, convener of the National 
Dalit Movement for Justice, New Delhi stated in this regard:  

Social inclusion is not related to any type of resource achievement. It is a question of 
achieving equality. I distinguish between growth and development. Development is my 
freedom, including my equality and dignity. Growth is my wages, food and education… 
People think social inclusion will come with growth alone, but it is not enough. Social 
inclusion is not only growth, but also comes with development if you ensure my fundamental 
freedoms.7 This means viewing development policy in a much broader framework, and 
tailoring schemes to address this framework. 

 
The framework I develop involves grounding an understanding of livelihoods and 
development in a contextualised analysis of local power relations and structural inequalities, 
and their interface with politics and the economy. Ensuring formal equality or equality of 
opportunity, therefore, is not enough. Formal and informal (social) institutional rules and 
practices require transformation so as to ensure equality of (structural) condition, which may 
lead to equality of outcomes (Devlin 1993; Kabeer 1994).8  Complementing this analysis is 
an orientation towards actors and a wider definition of politics and the political as extending 
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beyond formal political arenas into the arena of local struggles over entitlements. The focus is 
on the ways in which people interpret their situation and engage with the socio-cultural 
norms, social relations and institutional arrangements which influence the realisation of rights 
(Kapur and Duvvury 2006).9  The proposed approach is elaborated below.  
 
1.3  Mapping a Contextualised and Actor-Oriented Approach 
This book is about Dalit women in rural Tamil Nadu and their struggles to secure basic 
livelihood entitlements. While rights are understood as acknowledgements of a claim to 
resources, they become realised as concrete entitlements, referring to actual protected access 
to resources, complemented by the ability to make decisions regarding those resources. The 
approach taken centres on analysing the processes of these women’s collective action to 
claim livelihood resources in specific socio-historical contexts and the extent to which they 
challenge the structural inequalities that lead to entitlement failure (see Chapter 2). Such a 
challenge foregrounds the power dynamics between these women and state and non-state 
actors implicit in the concept of entitlement. The premise is that their rights cannot be 
realised without transforming power relations in order to remove injustices.  
 
The research also highlights the links between rights and entitlements sourced from different 
institutional arrangements such as national laws, state schemes and human rights norms as the 
basis for the women’s political struggles. Rights here are conceived as political tools of a 
transformational nature related to challenging and (re)distributing power, a means of resisting 
domination and exploitation (Devlin 1993; de Gaay Fortman 2011). They are socially 
constructed based on the perceptions and politico-legal meanings Dalit women attribute to 
just entitlements and freedoms required to enjoy a dignified life in a given context and at a 
given point in time.10 It is from these perceptions and meanings that their actions to secure 
entitlements arise. Their struggles then transform the established normative parameters of 
rights, by expanding the range of claims to livelihood resources based on rights in a local 
context (Nyamu-Musembi 2002: 17). 
 
Ethnographic data on three collective struggles by Dalit women to secure or protect 
entitlements with the support of external development interveners – i.e. non-governmental 
organisation (NGO) staff who operate outside the village – form the core of the book. Each 
case study, however, presents a different context, sets of relationships and dynamics of 
negotiation, contestation and conflict. Their entitlement struggles are analysed in terms of the 
women’s representations and interpretations of their agency in order to unearth the 
underlying meanings and values behind entitlements and their actions. These representations 
are understood as the consequence of their relational community context of social exclusion 
and their location within multiple social axes (see below). The focus is on Dalit women’s 
ability, limited or otherwise, to manoeuvre within social structures and rules and seize 
opportunities to challenge social exclusionary norms and practices. Scrutiny also falls on 
overlapping formal (state) and informal (social) institutions which establish often conflicting 
rules regarding resource distribution and entitlement. It is around these institutions that 
entitlement struggles are enacted and caste, class and gender structures (re)produced.  
 
An examination of these processes of struggle exposes the women’s changing perceptions 
and actions as they encounter other social actors during their claim-making, and provides 
insights into the extent to which they are prepared to seek the support and protection of the 
Indian state and its institutions (Khare 1998). These processes further indicate the complex 
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array of relational, institutional and contextual factors which both constrain and enable these 
women’s agency. It is through the interactions between these factors that women’s perceived 
choices during the course of struggle are formed and decisions made. Beyond the women’s 
subjective experiences of struggle for resources, simultaneously cultural struggles are shown 
to be taking place over socially constructed meanings and identities as poor Dalit women. 
These relate to both the delineation of entitlements and their social status in their families, 
community and wider society, and thus are inherently political.  
 
The assertion of Dalit women’s agency embodies multiple caste, class and gender meanings 
which cannot be neatly separated or reduced to one dominant thread. A key concept utilised 
throughout the book thus is intersectionality,11 meaning Dalit women’s exclusion and agency 
are viewed from their specific location within intersecting social axes such as caste, class and 
gender. Intersectionality accords with an understanding that the universality of rights does not 
imply that all people’s experiences, social location and material circumstances from which 
they construct political consciousness, make choices and take action are the same (Bunch 
2002). Hence, rights must be contextualised and their multiple local interpretations and 
meanings from different, overlapping and sometimes conflicting social positions unearthed. 
Consequent strategies to secure entitlements and freedoms become adapted to people’s 
specific social location and the relevant factors which mediate their experiences. An 
intersectional analysis applied to the process of Dalit women’s collective action thus draws 
attention to how caste, class and gender mutually construct each other and shape social 
relations of power within the women’s specific contexts. It reveals the unequal power 
dynamics between Dalit women and Dalit men, dominant caste women, dominant caste men 
and state officials with conflicting interests centred on these three interlocking structures. 
These dynamics both condition and are conditioned by Dalit women’s participation in 
livelihood entitlement struggles, determining to a great degree the success of their actions.  
 
In sum, this research seeks to answer the following question: How do Dalit women in rural 
South India secure livelihood entitlements, thereby overcoming social exclusion and 
transforming power relations? This can be further broken down into three sub-questions. 
(i)  What are Dalit women’s perceptions of basic livelihood needs and priorities, entitlements 

and freedoms, constructed from their specific social location within power relations, and 
influencing their organisation for collective action?  

(ii) What are the social, economic and political strategies Dalit women utilise, and the 
counter-strategies they develop in response to reactions from other actors, to manoeuvre 
around power relations as they collectively secure livelihood entitlements?  

(iii) How do social exclusion processes, arising from intersecting structures and embedded in 
the Indian state and society, impact on Dalit women’s strategies and ability to acquire 
livelihood entitlements within existing entitlement systems? 

 
The challenge is to come to grips with these dynamics of collective action and explore their 
broader implications in answering a second question: What insights can Dalit women’s 
experiences and actions provide for obtaining human rights based entitlements and 
freedoms? By drawing upon entitlements, gender, social exclusion, agency and social 
movement theories, I argue that it is possible to conceptualise human rights as practice. 
Rajagopal (2003) asserts that a contextualised understanding of resistance to oppression and 
structural injustices shifts the focus of human rights discourse from the sole arena of the state 
to the praxis of social movements. It also draws attention to the roles that state and non-state 
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actors can play in facilitating and strengthening Dalit women’s livelihood entitlement 
strategies, built on a reflexive understanding of these women’s perceptions and interests. The 
framework provided in this research uncovers the general enabling factors and context-driven 
conditions for effective strategies for inclusion and securing entitlements by Dalit women. At 
the same time, a process-oriented understanding of entitlement strategies indicates a more 
open-ended and non-linear approach, which does not seek to determine in advance the 
consequences of supporting a particular strategy.  
 
1.4  Dalit Women Securing Entitlements: Construction of the Argument  
Examination of the process, outcomes and implications of rural Tamil Dalit women’s 
collective action regarding livelihood entitlements is carried out in three stages over eight 
chapters. The first part establishes the backdrop for the research, examining existing theory in 
order to provide a methodological and conceptual framework for the empirical research. This 
framework is set against the general context of Dalit women in India and state discourses and 
practices regarding these women’s entitlements, freedoms and agency. The key ideas and 
concepts identified are then explored empirically in the second part.  
 
This Chapter introduced the dialectics of structural violence resulting in Dalit women’s 
chronic resource deprivation and their collective agency to secure livelihood resources as 
entitlements. It showed that these dialectics, when located within prevailing discourses on 
poverty reduction, development and human rights, raise questions regarding current 
approaches to development. The reality of structural non-implementation of rights arising 
from complex power configurations in specific socio-historical contexts demands a more 
contextual and actor-oriented approach. The focus thus shifts to how excluded and 
discriminated social groups are able to transform power relations in claiming the livelihood 
resources to which they feel justly entitled. In doing so, they give meaning to human rights. 
 
Chapter 2 then expands on this analysis by explaining the framework and methodology for a 
contextual and actor-oriented approach. At the heart of this framework is an understanding of 
entitlement systems, the arrangements through which people acquire protected access to 
resources. Social exclusion explains why certain social groups, such as Dalit women, fail to 
secure entitlements within existing entitlement systems. Positing collective action processes, 
and not merely outcomes, as a central analytical category to study entitlements requires a 
focus on the micro. Hence, primarily qualitative, ethnographic methods, enabling the 
production of case studies of Dalit women’s livelihood struggles, are detailed. This includes 
all the complications of their practical application and the positioning of the researcher vis-à-
vis the Dalit women.  
 
Chapter 3 seeks to conceptualise collective action processes by breaking down the dynamics 
of power at play in the patriarchal caste system. It moves beyond a focus on the state as the 
sole repository of power to the diffuse power relations operative in society and the role of 
power in producing subjects. Thus an understanding of agency emerges in relation to 
structural power expressed in the social norms, practices and discourses around which Dalit 
women manoeuvre. Intersectionality further reveals the multiple and often conflicting 
perceptions and experiences of exclusion and power exercised through collective action. This 
is evident in the collective identity and interests constructed, demand-framing discourses 
introduced and strategic repertoires deployed by the women.  
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Chapter 4 forms a bridging chapter between theoretical concepts and the reality of Dalit 
women’s entitlement struggles that follows in the next part of the book. Available research 
and statistics are used to trace the multi-dimensional exclusions Dalit women face. This is 
counterpoised against the Indian state’s attempt to redress the situation through a host of 
laws, policies and targeted development schemes. A large accountability gap, however, exists 
due to the state’s consistent failure to adequately implement its measures to respect, protect 
and fulfil Dalit women’s rights. Further, state measures generate particular discourses on 
rural livelihood needs, entitlements and women’s empowerment, which shape in specific 
ways the perceptions of socially excluded Dalit women regarding entitlements and agency. 
The argument for an orientation towards the micro-politics of Dalit women’s collective action 
is thus strengthened.  
 
The second part of this book offers descriptive analysis based on fieldwork in three villages 
in Tamil Nadu, delving into the empirical complexities of Dalit women’s lifeworlds. Chapter 
5 presents a successful struggle by Dalit women to secure housing entitlements in a general 
mixed-caste context. It shows how these women’s perspectives and agency, informed by 
structural conditions of disentitlement, are reshaped by external development interventions 
organising these women to secure livelihood entitlements. This is achieved by introducing 
new knowledge and discourses that disturb dominant, disempowering discourses and thus 
transform the women’s understandings of entitlements and agency. The spaces created by 
exclusion then facilitate their collective action. Equally important as these struggles for 
material resources are struggles for symbolic resources and recognition that enable Dalit 
women to construct a positive collective identity and interests. Nonetheless, successful 
acquisition of livelihood entitlements does not necessarily end the process of dislodging 
gender inequalities embedded in social customs surrounding control over those resources. 
 
Chapter 6 shifts to a semi-feudal context marked by an informal governance system 
controlled by a dominant caste community. Dalit women cultivators here are engaged in an 
on-going struggle to secure agricultural land title. The struggle demonstrates the interaction 
between formal and informal institutions, which produces competing notions of rights, 
entitlements and obligations. In particular, informal power holders seek to preserve patronage 
relations within a shifting socio-political context by influencing state entitlement 
arrangements. This creates distinct strategic pathways for Dalit women to secure 
entitlements: they turn to state institutions in order to advance their claims while 
simultaneously delinking from informal institutions. An analysis of the organisational and 
collective action strategies in this adverse environment indicates the ways in which women 
negotiate multiple layers of relations and interactions in claiming value-laden resources such 
as land. In order to do this, external brokerage is necessary to overcome the women’s 
knowledge/power limitations. 
 
Chapter 7 examines an unsuccessful struggle Dalit fisherwomen undertook to protect their 
existing entitlements to traditional fishing work, good health and decent living standards by 
stopping the operation of a shrimp farm in their coastal village. It shows how these women’s 
collective strategies are not only continuously (re)shaped by their encounters with state and 
non-state actors, but also play out on an unequal political and economic terrain. Their relative 
lack of power and economic resources obstructs their ability to protect their meagre 
entitlements when these entitlements conflict with the state’s macro-economic policies. The 
disjuncture between state laws/policies and state practices, especially corruption, ingrains 
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Dalit women’s exclusion and social inequalities in new ways. Concurrently, multiple 
interventions by NGO development brokers generate shifting entitlement discourses among 
the women, with consequences for the meanings women attribute to collective action.  
 
The final part of the book draws together the analysis within the previous chapters to derive 
concluding observations in Chapter 8 on the insights Dalit women’s livelihood entitlement 
struggles provide for operationalising development strategies to secure rights-based 
entitlements and freedoms. The central implication explored is the reorientation of human 
rights from pure law to the inclusion of action-oriented practice. Insights also are developed 
regarding the indivisibility of rights in real life, and the need to factor issues of culture, status 
and identity into entitlement struggles. 
 
                                           
1  Dalits are defined in this research by the criterion of the social practice of ‘untouchability’ - the imposition of social 

disabilities on persons by reason of their birth into certain ‘polluted’ castes – irrespective of their religious 
affiliation or formal legal identity as ‘scheduled caste’.  

2  Livelihood here is understood in a broad sense, in keeping with the literal translation of the Tamil word 
vazhvādhāram, proof of life. It thus comprises the material, human and social resources people require in order to 
have choices and to enjoy a decent and dignified life. 

3  Throughout this research the term ‘dominant caste’ is used to refer to those castes, irrespective of religious 
affiliation, which are socially, politically and economically dominant from the perspect ive of Dalits.  In most cases, 
everyone in a village who is not a Dalit or Adivasi – i.e. both ‘forward’ and ‘backward’ castes – wields real socio-
economic and political power over Dalits and, therefore, is dominant vis-à-vis Dalits. This definition is more 
expansive than that of M.N. Srinivas (1987), for whom a combination of numerical, ritual, political and economic 
criteria qualifies certain castes as ‘dominant’ in a given region.  

4  Atrocity is a legal term used to denote any offence under the Indian Penal Code committed against scheduled castes 
or scheduled tribes by persons not belonging to a scheduled caste or scheduled tribe. For such offences, caste 
consideration, as a motive, is not necessary to evidence such an offence (NHRC 2004: 28). 

5  Note that many Dalit and women’s movements have placed less emphasis on the economic development of these 
two social groups. Most have directed their efforts to combatting endemic violence. Additional focus has lain on 
eradicating ‘untouchability’ practices and struggles to construct a dignified identity in the case of Dalits, while for 
women action has been taken to reform gender inequitable personal laws and demand equal political representation.  

6  Article 2(1) of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 commits each state party 
to take steps, to the maximum of its available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full realisation 
of the rights recognised in the Covenant by all appropriate means.  

7  These freedoms have been articulated as freedoms: from discrimination; from want; to develop and realise one’s 
human potential; from fear; from injustice and violations of the rule of law; of thought and speech and to participate 
in decision-making and form associations; and for decent work (UNDP 2000: 1). 

8  The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2009) specifies a focus on both substantive equality and 
formal equality, the former requiring state measures to eliminate the conditions and attitudes that cause or 
perpetuate substantive or de facto discrimination. 

9  Kapur and Duvvury (2006: 12) propose a feminist redefinition of rights-based approaches to development. This 
redefinition emphasises the social as opposed to individual nature of rights and shifts focus to strengthening  the 
ability of formal institutions to carry out their obligations. It further recognises the communal and relational 
contexts in which individuals pursue rights, and also rights-bearers with respect to their multiple identities. 

10 This perspective aligns with a social constructivist approach to human rights, which examines rights in their specific 
history and context as means of challenging existing power relations and structures (Stammers 1999). 

11 Note that international human rights law has started to incorporate more complex understandings of discrimination. 
The 2001 World Conference against Racism established focus on the intersections between gender and racial 
discrimination. The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (2002) specifies measures to eradicate 
multiple discrimination against women members of descent-based (caste) communities. Further, the Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2009) specifically recognises the need to remedy the multiple discrimination 
some groups experience that is cumulative and has a unique impact on individuals. Most recently, the Committee on 
the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (2010) has explicitly recognised intersectionality as a basic 
concept for understanding the scope of state obligations to eradicate discrimination against women. This entails 
state parties undertaking specific measures to prohibit and eliminate intersectional discrimination. 
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Chapter 2 
Actors, Exclusion and Entitlements  

 
If you want law, you go to the courts; if you want justice, you often have to go to the streets. 

A. Kathir, Director, EVIDENCE1 
 
2.1 Introduction 

Selvi from Mallibakkam village described how around a quarter of Dalit families in her 
village today do not own their house sites, and consequently do not enjoy electricity and 
cannot access loans or government housing schemes. Their houses instead rest on land on 
which they have lived for several generations in exchange for working for the dominant caste 
Reddiyars. Escalating land prices mean that none can afford to purchase the land today. After 
having lived on the land for so long Selvi feels, ‘We have a right [to the land], but what can 
we do? The Reddiyar will not give us the land title unless we pay for it.’ Notwithstanding the 
government scheme allotting legal title to Dalits in such circumstances, they fear that they 
might be evicted if they assert their right, thereby losing what little security they currently 
enjoy. This prevents her and others from acting together to secure this entitlement. 

Women from Kovilur village, according to Chitra, collectively protested in 2009 against the 
lowering of daily wages from Rs 80 to Rs 40 per person, for work done under the National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. While this statutory scheme grants an entitlement to 
Rs 80 per day, the entitlement had been reduced owing to the large numbers of mainly women 
engaging in this work in the area. The 250 Dalit and other ‘lower’ backward caste women 
refused to accept these wages, and instead, after informing the police and District Collector’s 
office, staged a road blockade. The police eventually brokered a compromise wherein the next 
day the women delivered their petition to the Collector, demanding their right to full wages 
for work done. In response, they received a promise of proper wages in future. 

 
These two contrastive accounts from the villages in this research highlight a common theme. 
In both cases, there are government schemes that stipulate certain rights. For Selvi, however, 
livelihood insecurity prevents her from translating her right into a secure entitlement to 
housing land. By comparison, Chitra notes that only by collective protest were women able to 
secure the enforcement of their right to full wages. Taken together, the accounts endorse an 
understanding of human rights as instruments for the realisation of concrete freedoms and 
entitlements that relate to people’s dignity. Rights become realisable when people exercise 
their agency and assert claims. From this, several questions arise: how does one shift from 
top-down approaches to human rights, in which bureaucratic action is taken to generate 
socio-political change, to bottom-up approaches that instead centre on human subjectivity and 
agency? Specifically, how can one analyse the various processes by which Dalit women 
pursue the resources for a decent livelihood, thereby fulfilling their socio-economic rights? 
And as part of this contextual analysis, how does one explain why Dalit women are more 
disadvantaged than others when it comes to access to the same resources? One must look 
beyond the lack of available resources as deprivation, to the structural causes, and examine 
the power dynamics that condition their agency.  
 
This chapter approaches these questions by seeking to reconstruct Dalit women’s 
perspectives and embed them in a relational and power context. First, entitlement systems—
the institutions behind actual entitlement positions—and social exclusion explain how and 
why livelihood deprivation occurs, in terms of institutional and relational power dynamics. 
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This forms the terrain on which livelihood entitlement struggles are fought. Second, an 
intersectional and actor-oriented approach focuses on Dalit women as a social group. This 
approach interrogates points at which multiple social axes intersect; it looks for their impact 
on the collective action the women took. Dalit women actors, their interpretations and 
relations with others, are foregrounded as drivers of collective action, ahead of external 
development interveners. It is through these women’s interactions with other actors, and with 
their socio-political context, that predetermined strategies become redefined and reinterpreted 
over the course of struggles. The examination is taken forward in the next chapter, which 
develops a conceptual framework to analyse processes of collective action. 
 
The second half of this chapter turns to the research methods. The focus is on particular case 
studies at the micro level, because I am proposing collection action processes as an analytical 
category for the study of human rights, and not just outcomes that fulfil rights. This implies 
moving beyond legal norms and quantified measures of enjoyment of rights to comprehend 
the complex interplay of factors that influence Dalit women’s agency. Accordingly, a number 
of techniques, primarily ethnographic, are outlined in the production of three case studies of 
rural Tamil Dalit women’s livelihood struggles. These micro-political processes illuminate 
particular local situations and help one to understand the ways in which processes at the local 
level not only reflect larger socio-political processes, but may contribute to them (Gledhill 
2000: 128).  
 
2.2 From Declared Rights to Secured Entitlements 
Dalit women claim access to and command over livelihood resources as entitlements, in order 
to live with dignity and fulfilment as human beings. Livelihood security and sustainability are 
intrinsically linked to the realisation of social and economic rights, particularly the rights to 
work under just and favourable conditions,2 education,3 health4 and an adequate standard of 
living.5 Where these women live without such security, rights provide legitimacy to claims 
based on their entitlement to such resources. A distinction, however, can be drawn between 
rights as declared in international human rights conventions as well as in domestic Indian 
law, and rights that have been acquired. Declared rights exist but may be systematically 
violated in a local context so as to create a right without an entitlement (de Gaay Fortman 
2006a). Taking the above example of Selvi, she has a right to housing land under the 
government scheme but is unable to secure this as an entitlement. By contrast, acquired rights 
take the form of protected access to resources, goods and services necessary for one’s 
livelihood (de Gaay Fortman 2011: 25). In Selvi’s case, an acquired right would imply that 
she had full possession of housing land legally granted to her by the government. While 
acquired rights are grounded in the political economy, they are intimately connected to 
actualised or effective rights grounded in the moral-cultural economy, which imply control 
over a resource in its use (Appadurai 1984). In other words, Selvi should both possess the 
land and be able to determine how it is used. It is the processes by which Dalit women secure 
actual entitlements and fulfil their socio-economic rights in reality that this research aims to 
explain. 
 
There are two key factors that condition the levels to which different social actors enjoy 
social and economic rights in practice. First, there is the availability of resources, which is 
often the focus of conventional economic analysis, development and poverty alleviation 
programmes. Second is a person’s ability to establish effective command over resources 
through legitimate6 means available in society, and thereby secure entitlements. It is the 
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latter, first elaborated by Sen (1981), which provides a framework for the analysis of poverty 
as an issue of inequality, manifested as relative entitlement deprivation. An entitlements 
approach examines how some people are deprived of livelihood resources, while others are 
able to access and gain control over resources to develop their livelihoods. In other words, 
processes of acquirement, and not just outcomes, are central. This approach, grounded in the 
political economy of human rights (de Gaay Fortman 2006b), confronts the heart of the 
problem as distribution of available resources. It explains why India ranks among the ten 
largest world economies in terms of gross domestic product and yet also has the largest 
population of the poor; and why Dalit women continue to sit at the bottom of all development 
indicators despite progressive laws, policies and development schemes (see Chapter 4). 
 
The distribution of resources is determined by different entitlement systems, meaning 
different regularised, institutional arrangements for establishing legitimate claims to 
resources. Sen (1981) defined entitlements in terms of legally owned resources, as well as the 
goods and services that can be obtained through production, exchange or transfer of those 
resources. Entitlements analysis, however, can be extended further to include other 
entitlement systems, beyond legal ownership. These include state arrangements such as 
affirmative action, and development policies and programmes claimed on the basis of 
citizenship. They also include affiliation to socially sanctioned, informal institutions such as 
the family, or traditional caste councils in India (de Gaay Fortman 1990, 1999, 2011). The 
latter institutions operate as ‘semi-autonomous social fields’, meaning they generate their 
own rules on entitlement distribution and have the means to induce compliance, while being 
susceptible to conditioning by the wider socio-legal environment (Falk Moore 1978: 55-56). 
As will be seen in the following chapters, informal institutional rules, which establish local 
norms on entitlement based on caste and gender ideologies, often conflict with legal rules and 
state entitlement arrangements based on principles of equality and social justice.7  
 
Legal, state-granted and informal institutional entitlements are all helpful for understanding 
the entitlements that people can have command over.8 This research, however, primarily 
takes a rights perspective that is founded on the normative emphasis on entitlements people 
should have command over to live with dignity. A further entitlement system thus is 
introduced, which comprises international human rights law, domestic laws (especially 
constitutional rights) and judicial decisions on social and economic rights (Petchesky 1998; 
de Gaay Fortman 1990, 1999, 2011). This entitlement system becomes particularly pertinent 
when Dalit women are structurally excluded from access to livelihood resources, and when 
formal and informal institutions both operate to entrench this exclusion. In this situation, 
rights discourse articulates a vision of how things might or should be. This vision, in turn, 
may inspire political action to secure entitlements and rewrite inequitable institutional rules 
(Hunt 1993: 247). Moreover, institutional rules sometimes conflict; for example, conflict 
between state entitlement arrangements and entitlements granted by informal (social) 
institutions. In this circumstance, human rights ideally become the basis for mediating claims 
based on universal principles (Leach et al. 1997).  
 
These entitlement systems and interactions between them, including the array of social 
relationships established within these institutional domains, influence how different social 
actors gain access to and control over resources (Webster 2004). The operation of these 
systems often reproduces social relations of power and authority in determining resource 
claims (Gore 1993; Leach et al. 1997). In other words, power relations strongly influence 
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which rules apply and whose interests prevail in contestations over resources. At the same 
time, although established patterns of entitlement contestation and determination exist, and 
generate certain expectations, the final outcomes remain open. This is because informal 
institutional rules and power relations are subject to change. They change in local contexts 
because Dalit women negotiate and contest the power relations by drawing upon other 
entitlement arrangements such as rights (Bastiaensen et al. 2005). Likewise, state 
arrangements do not offer a permanent guarantee of entitlement. Dalit women’s claims often 
depend on using contacts to persuade state officials who have discretionary power to 
determine entitlements (de Gaay Fortman 2011). All this underscores the need to study Dalit 
women’s entitlement struggles within their specific contexts, with due emphasis on the 
workings of institutions and social relations of power. 
 
2.3 Processes of Social Exclusion  
Entitlements analysis offers a broad approach to examining how different social actors gain 
access to and control over resources.  But it does not account for the structural and socio-
historical causes of such processes. Nor does it explain why certain actors, such as Dalit 
women, fail to acquire entitlements from any of the above entitlement systems (Fine 1997). 
The concept of social exclusion complements this approach, because it is concerned with the 
synergy between distributional (economic) and relational (socio-political) aspects of poverty 
(Bhalla and Lapeyre 1997; de Haan 1999).9 Social exclusion is constituted by the social 
relations and dynamic processes through which individuals or groups are systematically 
deprived, either partially or fully, of the resources and recognition that would allow them to 
participate fully in a given society. The concept draws one’s attention to the processes that 
engender persistent livelihood disadvantage for Dalit women, the wider structures and 
institutions in which these processes are embedded and the actors behind livelihood 
entitlement failure (Ruggeri Laderchi et al. 2003: 257-260; also Commins 2004; Hickey and 
du Toit 2007). These are processes in which actors actively or deliberately exclude Dalit 
women; or social practices that result in exclusion; or processes in which Dalit women are 
unfavourably included so as to produce the same adverse effects as exclusion (Sen 2000; 
Hickey and du Toit 2007). The focus is thus on denied or restricted access to resource 
entitlements, rather than whether people choose to use that access. 
 
Social exclusion explains the disadvantaged position (relative to others) from which Dalit 
women struggle to secure livelihood entitlements. It brings to the fore the interests promoted 
by exclusion, as well as the institutional mechanisms and practices that protect those interests 
and perpetuate structural inequalities. Silver’s (1995) characterisation of a monopoly 
paradigm of social exclusion aptly describes the Indian hierarchical social order. Caste 
groups maintain their exclusivity and domination through the monopolies they hold over 
material and symbolic resources and by exercising coercive power over excluded caste 
groups (Dalits). Gender exclusion of women crosscuts caste groups, creating another layer of 
male monopoly and domination. This is manifested as women’s exclusion from the 
ownership of critical resources, which is sometimes reflected in state laws and policies. It is 
also seen in their lacking a voice and the freedom to act in the public-political arena. Women 
also lack these same freedoms in the family, where they are excluded from participation in 
decision making (Hamadeh-Banerjee 2000). With both types of exclusion, relationally 
defined statuses are deemed intrinsic and constitutive of differentiated entitlements and 
obligations (Kabeer 2002: 18).  
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Moreover, Dalit women’s disadvantage from the viewpoint of social exclusion is much 
broader than material deprivation, judged in terms of income. Multiple dimensions—social, 
cultural, economic, political (Rodgers 1995; Saith 2001; Burchardt et al. 2002)—are 
captured. These dimensions of exclusion are interlocking and cumulative, indicative of the 
complex processes that shape exclusion and inequality. They often ensure that disadvantage 
is transmitted down the generations (Clert 1999; Kabeer 2006b). In particular, social 
exclusion focuses on the process of identity formation, which shapes meaning systems, 
cultural values and Dalit women’s confidence and sense of belonging. The ability to construct 
a socially acknowledged, dignified identity has implications for the likelihood of these 
women then asserting their agency to secure entitlements (Louis undated). The effects of 
these multi-dimensional exclusion processes are likewise multiple. They include insecurity, 
vulnerability, the denial of access to resources and participation in decision making, and a 
lack of equality and justice. Such effects diminish a person’s ‘capacity to aspire’ (Appadurai 
2004, 2007). This capacity consists of the social interactions and contacts Dalit women are 
able to develop to extend their choices vis-à-vis livelihood resources and opportunities. The 
effects of exclusion may also extinguish the women’s sense of entitlement, understood as a 
conviction of the moral rightness of their claim to resources necessary for eking out a decent 
livelihood (Petchesky 1998: 13).  
 
2.4 Actor-Orientation and Intersectional Identities  
This research combines an approach that considers agency, power relations and dynamic, 
multifaceted processes, with an actor-oriented approach that focuses on subjectivities and 
collective agency. Together, these approaches represent a move away from liberal human 
rights theory, which stresses individual capacities and rights-based obligations and outcomes, 
towards an analysis of human sociality and power relations in the context of rights processes. 
The argument is that agency comprises social relations and can only become effective 
through them (Long 1992: 23). Despite structural inequalities, which restrict their 
entitlements base, Dalit women are capable of using their knowledge and spaces to 
manoeuvre within power relations. They are able to engage in the micro-politics of 
collectively advancing their livelihoods. These micro-political processes, moreover, reveal 
elements and interrelations that extend beyond the family or local village community. These 
micro-processes render social meaning to macro-processes such as state policies, just as the 
macro-level influences the micro-level of Dalit women’s livelihoods (see Villarreal 1992).  
 
Long (1997: 3, 2001: 240) sets out the key features of an actor-oriented approach, including:  
i. a focus on actor-defined issues;  
ii. dealing with multiple realities produced by heterogeneous actors’ interpretations and 

responses to situations and each other’s actions;  
iii. identifying critical social relationships and networks generating meanings and values; 
iv. understanding the critical interfaces where different actors interact highlighting 

discontinuities between divergent lifeworlds; and  
v. explicating the processes by which actors construct power/knowledge in negotiating 

claims to resources.  
According to this approach, the ways in which Dalit women explain their livelihood struggles 
and relations with others, and the meanings and beliefs behind their explanations, are as 
important as the actual exchanges. Their discursive practices and strategies reveal how their 
reasoning changes when they deal with entitlement deprivation, and external development 
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interventions. This approach helps one to understand the factors that inspire and enable the 
women to become politically conscious, and those factors that translate political 
consciousness into collective action with concrete aims. The approach also gives an insight 
into the factors that work against these transformations. 
 
My challenge as a researcher, therefore, was to interpret Dalit women’s views by situating 
myself in the position and complex set of relations in which these women are located. I take 
an interpretivist viewpoint, which sees the individual and society as inseparable elements.  
Accordingly, I give priority to the ways in which Dalit women themselves understand their 
actions, and to the meanings they attribute to their actions as influenced by their contexts 
(O'Donoghue 2007). This departs from positivist approaches, which seek to privilege the 
‘objective’ analysis of the researcher over the lived subjectivities of the researched (Gaventa 
and Cornwall 2006: 124). Concurrently, it differs from much of the research into 
development, which views the human subject as the object of study and external intervention.  
 
At the same time, Dalit women’s perspectives and agency need to be situated in relation to 
other actors—Dalit men, dominant castes, state officials— who offer different interpretations 
of, and responses to, the women’s actions. This allows one to understand Dalit women’s 
perceptions of other actors’ actions, as well as the extent to which the women’s actions alter 
the perceptions of other actors. In addition, one sees the inherent tensions that surface where 
Dalit women’s resource claims conflict with dominant social norms; and where external 
development interventions highlight alternative norms and discourses, and present women 
with choices. Development interveners, therefore, are also actors in the arena of Dalit 
women’s livelihood entitlement struggles. This draws attention to power relations and the 
continual negotiations over interests, expectations and meanings taking place between 
external interveners and Dalit women (Long and van der Ploeg 1989). 
 
From the above outline emerges a matrix of Dalit women’s livelihoods in which to locate 
struggles to secure entitlements. This matrix takes into account both agency and structure, 
which condition their struggles, and also the interactions between micro- and macro-spheres, 
which influence entitlement processes and outcomes (Figure 2.1).  
 
Figure 2.1: Matrix of Dalit Women’s Livelihoods 
 Micro Macro 
Structure Social, economic and political 

structuring of family and community 
on basis of caste, class and gender 
axes of difference 

Political structuring of Indian state, power 
relations between state and citizens 
reproducing or changing exclusion-inclusion, 
domination-subordination 

Agency 
(Actors) 

Dalit women 
Dalit men 
Dominant caste women 
Dominant caste men 
Local social movements/ NGOs 

Political parties 
Government officials  
Police 
State/ national NGOs 

 
Finally, my focus on Dalit women actors draws upon a deeper understanding of the complex 
relations between intersecting axes of difference. These relations produce different 
experiences of subordination and privilege, exclusion and agency (AWID 2004).10 I adopt 
what McCall (2005) terms ‘intra-categorical complexity’ as a methodological approach, 
which regards caste, class and gender as socially constructed categories or axes of difference. 
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In any given social, economic and political environment, the group boundaries these 
categories create, and the differences and inequalities they entrench, may be the subject of 
critical investigation (Crenshaw Williams 1994). However, my analysis looks at only one 
dimension of these intersecting axes, at one particular position: that of Dalit women. An 
intra-categorical approach reveals ‘the processes by which these social axes are produced, 
experienced, reproduced and resisted in everyday life’ by Dalit women (McCall 2005: 1783).  
 
My emphasis on a single group, Dalit women, should not be mistaken for an identity politics 
that reifies categorical boundaries and conflates differences among Dalit women collective 
actors. My analysis tries to take into account the ways in which different Dalit women 
interpret and respond to the same structural conditions and negotiate claims to livelihood 
resources as entitlements. Moreover, I do not ignore the various, but interrelated ways in 
which caste, class and gender shape the experiences of women and men of different castes 
and classes. Rather, the perspectives of Dalit men and dominant caste women and men are 
included in so far as their power and agency affect Dalit women’s entitlement struggles.  
 
2.5 Translating Framework into Research Method 
The previous sections brought together entitlement systems, social exclusion, and actor-
oriented and intersectional approaches. My intention was to offer, within an interpretivist 
paradigm, a way of examining the processes of socially excluded actors realising their rights. 
The translation of this framework into a practical research strategy required the use of 
multiple, primarily qualitative research techniques of an ethnographic nature. These 
techniques were exploratory, contextual and experiential, and aimed to capture the 
complexity and dynamics of collective action in particular circumstances. Ethnography is 
characterised as interpretive and focusing on the micro. It provides thick description of the 
meanings actions have for specific actors so as to bolster understanding of that specific 
society (Geertz 1994). Ethnographic techniques allowed me to uncover the processes 
underlying the women’s collectivisation and action, including social practices, discourses and 
strategies. In particular, ethnography exposed the interactional relationship between caste, 
class and gender structures and their agency (Herbert 2000).  
 
A reflexive process by which fieldwork and analysis mutually inform each other then 
provided the basis for theory building (not theory testing). This process meant that theory was 
grounded in Dalit women’s experiences and understandings of their lifeworlds (Strauss and 
Corbin 1990). My rationale, consistent with an actor orientation, was to avoid closing off any 
issues for investigation and to resist trying to adapt women’s views to a particular theory. 
Given my focus on how collective action happens, the three case studies provide a detailed 
situational analysis of various organising and collective action strategies. Each study is 
embedded in contextual conditions of culture, history and political economy. As well as 
being interesting in themselves, the case studies provided plenty of opportunities for 
comparison and contrast.  
 
The construction of these case studies involved my tracing the perspectives, strategies and 
actions of Dalit women, individually and as a group, over an extended period of time. I was 
able to capture their multiple realities as well as on-going social changes wrought by their 
actions and by changing external contexts (van Velsen 1967; also O'Donoghue 2007). 
However, as this research was interdisciplinary and applied diverse data collection techniques 
(see subsection 2.5.2), the time period per field site was shorter than in traditional 
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ethnography. Nonetheless, the year of fieldwork meant that I was able to see the livelihood 
cycle of Dalit women. For the majority this means survival on seasonal labour such as 
agriculture or fishing. Detailed discussions with multiple actors took place over this period, 
which I interpreted separately and in relation to each other to arrive at my analysis.  
 
With collective action processes as the unit of analysis, each case study was exemplary of 
specific entitlement outcomes: a successful securing of livelihood entitlements; an on-going 
struggle; and an unsuccessful attempt to protect existing entitlements. While exemplary cases 
are generally agreed to be an important use of case studies, my decision to include a negative 
entitlement outcome challenges Yin’s (1993: 12) view that one should use only positive 
examples of the research phenomenon. Instead, I contend that failure, as much as success, 
illustrates the nuances of livelihood entitlement struggles. Discussing failed entitlement 
struggles, however, raises unresolved questions. It is arguable that asking women to recount 
perceived failures serves to reinforce perceptions of powerlessness and fatalism that further 
strip women of their agency. 
 
Further, an extended fieldwork period allowed me to build relationships of trust with the 
women and others in the village. This was crucial given my understanding that all knowledge 
is relative, being dependent on one’s perspective. It cannot, therefore, be considered as 
independent of the researcher. Rather, the construction of knowledge occurs between the 
researcher and the researched as a dialogical process (Madison 2005: 8-9). Moreover, the 
power imbalances in a research situation,11 especially one involving socially excluded groups 
and an outsider-researcher, meant that I had to pay constant attention to issues of positionality 
and representativity. By this I refer to, first, my different background and structural location 
in relation to Dalit women, and the meanings we both attach to this difference. Second, 
writing about other people’s lives cannot be separated from the question of whether or not 
one is speaking for them (Moore 1994; Ackerly and True 2010).  
 
This research therefore represents an attempt to bring to the fore the perspectives and 
experiences of rural Dalit women through a process involving constant reflexivity and 
checking of my interpretations with the women. At the same time, I take on board Rege’s 
(1998) suggestion to avoid narrowing research to ‘authentic’ data which comes from direct 
experience of the issue under research. Instead, I acknowledge that I share a Dalit feminist 
standpoint emphasising structural power relations and inequalities. Accordingly, my value-
based commitment to the goals of the Dalit women’s sangams influenced how I interpreted 
these women’s actions. However, one must distinguish between ‘objectivity’ based on 
commitment to the research problematic and techniques, and ‘neutrality’ (Omvedt 1979: 
375). Following this understanding of objectivity, my position as researcher, and not social 
activist, meant that I had to make the difficult decision not to intervene in on-going livelihood 
struggles where it would damage my credibility, as a researcher, with other communities in 
the area. 
 
2.5.1 Selecting the Struggles and Subject-Participants  
The three livelihood entitlement struggles that form the basis for the case studies are located 
in the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu (see Figure 2.2). Tamil Nadu was chosen for several 
reasons, not least because of my familiarity with the socio-political context and the language, 
and the contacts I have there. Its high levels of economic growth, being currently the fourth 
largest contributor to India’s gross domestic product, mean that it has resources available for 
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livelihood development. Its political culture, moreover, has been noted as supportive of 
redistributive state policies and programmes, though these have often been implemented in 
clientelist and populist ways without the language of entitlements (Harriss-White 2004b). 
Tamil Nadu is also the fifth most Dalit populated state in India, making Dalits a (potentially) 
significant political force. According to the most recent (2001) national census data, the 11.9 
million scheduled castes (5.9 million of whom are women), which are made up of 76 notified 
castes, constitute 19 percent of the state’s population. It was the first state to implement 
reservations (affirmative action) for scheduled castes and has strong social movements. The 
state also has two Dalit political parties. In terms of gender indicators, positive trends are its 
high sex ratio among scheduled castes (999:1000); a high work participation rate among 
scheduled caste women (40 percent as compared with 32 percent for women in general); as 
well as literacy rates higher than the national average for scheduled caste women (53 percent 
as compared to 42 percent) (Government of India 2001). In sum, in the Tamil Nadu context 
one would expect high development and low levels of livelihood deprivation for Dalit 
women. One would also expect to see strong examples of collective action.  
 
Figure 2.2: India and Tamil Nadu maps indicating State and Districts 

 
 
Tamil Nadu, however, also evidences highly uneven distribution of livelihood entitlements. 
The National Planning Commission (2005) reported that 31.2 percent of the state’s scheduled 
caste rural population lives below the official state rural poverty line of Rs 351.86 per capita 
monthly income. It is also the state with the highest disparities in poverty and vulnerability 
levels between scheduled castes and other castes (Kannan 2008). Further, in 2009 it ranked 
eighth highest among the 28 states for reported crimes against scheduled castes and twelfth 
for crimes against women (NCRB 2010). In other words, despite positive economic growth 
and a strong civil society presence, rural Tamil Dalit women continue to experience a 
disadvantaged livelihood entitlements position. It is this seeming contradiction which makes 
the state an interesting place to conduct this research. Further, my focus on rural and not 
urban areas stems from the fact that, despite strong trends towards urbanisation in the state, 
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over two-thirds of Dalit women still reside in rural areas where agriculture is a key 
employment sector. 
 
Two districts within the state were chosen because of the presence of two Dalit women’s 
organisations/movements. Both districts are identified by the state government as atrocity-
prone districts, meaning caste tensions between Dalits and dominant castes are prevalent 
(MSJE 2011). What distinguish these districts are their geographical location and a number of 
socio-economic and political features that generate diverse livelihood dynamics. Dry, 
landlocked, Sivagangai district in south-east Tamil Nadu contrasts with the more fertile, 
coastal district of Kanchipuram in the north east close to the state capital Chennai (see Figure 
2.2). Sivagangai is officially considered an ‘economically backward’ district dependent 
primarily on agriculture. It has few industries, and one of the lowest per capita incomes. The 
more urbanised Kanchipuram district has a high concentration of industries and is among the 
top five districts measured by per capita income. Kanchipuram thus ranks second highest in 
the state by human development index (HDI) and gender development index (GDI) 
indicators, as compared to Sivagangai’s middle ranking (18th out of 29 states) (Government 
of Tamil Nadu 2003).  
 
Caste configurations are likewise very different. Sivagangai district has a small scheduled 
caste population, a major proportion of which are Pallars, with a lower district concentration 
(16.4 percent of total district population) compared to the state concentration (19 percent). 
The backward caste Thevar caste grouping dominates the district both socially and 
politically. Kanchipuram district, by contrast, is home to one of the highest concentrations of 
scheduled castes (25.1 percent of total district population), predominantly Paraiyars, in the 
state. Nonetheless, backward caste Vanniyars exercise socio-political power. Dalit women’s 
socio-economic status, gauged by literacy, sex ratios and work participation rates, however, is 
roughly the same in both districts. These contrastive features of the two districts offered 
opportunities to determine the influence of different socio-political environments on Dalit 
women’s collective action strategies. These environments ranged from semi-feudal to new 
economy. They were home to ‘traditional’ livelihood struggles as well as ‘upcoming’ 
struggles influenced by globalisation processes. 
 
The two Dalit women’s organisations/movements chosen as entry points into the villages also 
enabled comparisons of different scopes of work, levels of social networks and knowledge 
bases. Both organisations promote Dalit women’s leadership and collective action and have 
been active for a number of years in the villages in their respective work areas. They focus on 
a wide variety of livelihood issues, including land rights, political rights in local governance, 
education rights for children, and so on, deploying a wide range of strategies. In Sivagangai 
district Vidiyal is a local district-bounded organisation, which works with Dalit women and 
helps them to join together in both village-wide sangams and a cross-village Dalit women’s 
movement. This contrasts with the state-wide Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s Movement, which 
works with local Dalit women leaders and members of separate Dalit organisations, such as 
RADA in Kanchipuram district. Two different sets of work and networking parameters 
therefore influenced the course of Dalit women’s collective action, and were open to analysis. 
 
The following criteria guided the choice of livelihood struggles. The criteria aimed for a 
representative mix of different social configurations, issues and contexts in order to 
understand how multiple, complex factors influence collective action processes: 
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i. Dalit women-driven struggles for livelihood entitlements; 
ii. The presence of a separate Dalit women’s organisation/movement as a facilitating factor 

in collectively organising Dalit women around a livelihood issue; 
iii. Different livelihood issues of community concern; 
iv. Dalit women living under diverse socio-political conditions, including as both minority 

and majority populations in the villages;  
v. Issues allowing overall representation of the three main Dalit caste groups in Tamil 

Nadu—Arunthathiyars, Paraiyars and Pallars;  
vi. Issues involving different types of opposition from state and non-state actors; and 
vii. Issues in which a number of Dalit women were willing to share their experiences. 
 
Dalit women villagers were the primary subject-participants of this research, particularly 
those affiliated to women’s sangams. Recognising the heterogeneity among Dalit women, 
however, I chose my interviews through purposive sampling with the help of the Dalit 
women’s organisation/movement and sangam leaders. This was accompanied by snowball 
sampling as I came to know the women in each village. This sampling method aligned with 
my research in three ways. It answered my research question because most of the subject-
participants had participated in collective action. It matched my theoretical position and 
analytical framework, which are based on intersectionality and coverage of multiple realities. 
And it aided my development of an actor-oriented account of the process to secure 
entitlements (Mason 1996). Hence, at one level I sought to ensure that there was a fair 
representation of the main Dalit castes in the village concerned, along with women of 
different occupational statuses, where such economic differentiation was present. 
Additionally, I chose women of different marital statuses, to whom different gender norms 
applied. These norms affected their freedoms of movement and expression, how much free 
time they had, and the social recognition they received. At a second level, sampling focused 
on women sangam members, and ensured coverage of all sangam leaders, who tended to be 
more articulate about sangam activities. The aim of this sampling process was to continue 
collecting information until a saturation point was reached and there was no new information 
being provided. This would create a sample that was representative at the level of socio-
structural relations (Bertaux 1981). Balancing the issue of representativity, however, were 
pragmatic considerations of the time available to undertake this research.  
  
As mentioned in the previous section, I was also concerned to analyse how other people 
interpreted and responded to Dalit women’s livelihood entitlement struggles. These people 
may have been bystanders, supportive or opposing stakeholders, or targets of the women’s 
strategic actions. This created a second tier of subject-participants, which illuminated the 
complexity of power relationships determining entitlements. Included in this group were 
Dalit male villagers, Dalit women of neighbouring villages, dominant castes in or around the 
village who were implicated in the livelihood entitlement struggle and government officials 
either targeted by, or supporting, the women. The problem with interviewing government 
officials, however, was that many involved in the livelihood struggles had since been 
transferred out of the area and were difficult to trace. In order to understand the dynamics of 
organising these women from the other side, I also undertook extensive interviews with both 
of the key development interveners in the struggles, and was a participant observer in several 
movement meetings outside the villages. I also interviewed Dalit movement and organisation 
leaders and other Dalit rights activists in both districts. They supplemented my knowledge on 
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the socio-political context and the specificities of Dalit women’s livelihood exclusion, agency 
and position within local social movements.  
 
A third tier of supplementary interviews involved other Dalit/women/human rights activists 
who focus on Dalit women’s rights at least to some extent. These interviews aimed to reveal 
more about how prevalent norms, beliefs and entitlement systems operate in a rural Indian 
context. From these interviews I gained a stronger understanding of key livelihood 
entitlement strategies and the factors that influence the transformation of unequal power 
relations between Dalit women and others in broader contexts (see Appendix 1 for list of data 
collected). 
 
2.5.2 Fieldwork Process and Techniques  
Fieldwork was carried out from May 2009 to July 2010. It started with an exploratory phase 
of interactions with Dalit women in a number of villages suggested by the local 
NGO/movement leaders. Based on these interactions, the sample was defined, and three 
villages and entitlement struggles selected. The draft interview guide was refined 
accordingly. The multiple research techniques employed were primarily qualitative—
participant observation alongside a series of semi-structured individual and focus group 
interviews. This was accompanied by documentary analysis and a small quantitative 
livelihood survey. Diverse techniques, a noted feature of case studies, enhanced data 
credibility (Yin 1993; Baxter and Jack 2008). Credibility also came from my objectively 
interpreting patterns and interrelationships formed by multiple information sources, alongside 
my own observations as researcher (Sunstein and Chiseri-Slater 2007). The outcome was an 
integrated understanding of livelihood survival and livelihood change patterns. That is, I 
came to understand how women explained and attached meaning to daily livelihood activities 
and experiences of exclusion and livelihood deprivation. I also learnt how they handled caste, 
class and gender norms and practices when they decided to adopt collective action to change 
their livelihood entitlements position.  
 
The influence of both Dalit women’s and my socio-structural positions on the fieldwork 
process itself was inescapable. I met most women in the afternoons or early evenings, after 
they arrived home from labouring outside. The timing was ideal in one sense because often 
men were not present, yet it also made plain the women’s double burden of labour. 
Interviews were often conducted around women cooking evening meals, collecting water or 
firewood, or washing clothes. Interruptions were frequent, whether due to the needs of 
children, or men later coming to sit nearby and altering the social dynamics. During the 
agricultural season women might return from labouring in others’ fields to work in their own 
or sharecropped fields. They could only be met in the late evenings, therefore, and then only 
for a short while, owing to their physical tiredness. When I interviewed government officials, 
by contrast, I discovered for myself the difficulties and frustrations Dalit women face in 
accessing the state. I experienced the long waits to meet officials, the cancelled meetings 
when officials did not show up or were detained by official work. The caution with which 
officials greeted my questions, moreover, was often shown in the extreme care they took not 
to proffer any comments or critical analysis of the implementation of such schemes, or 
comments on Dalit women’s livelihood situation. As participant-observer, all these found 
their way into my understanding and analysis.  
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A further limiting factor affecting the data collection process was the employment of multiple 
translators. All data collection except for a few interviews with government officials and 
social activists was conducted in Tamil, which I could follow but without having the ability 
to pick up subtle linguistic and cultural idioms. Gender and socio-spatial constraints became 
apparent where I had to employ women to be my constant companions and to gain social 
acceptability when I travelled out constantly to the villages. Aware that translators introduced 
another dynamic with my subject-participants, and that I would be involving another party in 
knowledge construction, my preference was to employ Dalit women translators. The premise 
was that they would be better able to engage with the women on the basis of their shared 
identity, if not experiences. Otherwise, careful choice was made of non-Dalit women who 
showed a lack of caste bias and did not belong to the dominant castes in the selected villages.  
 
Several difficulties arose in employing young (Dalit) women. These constituted my first 
exposure to intersecting caste, class and gender constraints. First was the difficulty in finding 
Dalit women educated in English medium schools, who could therefore accurately translate 
both spoken and recorded interviews from Tamil to English. Combined with this was the 
difficulty of finding women who felt comfortable with removing themselves from their 
mostly urban settings in order to live near, and periodically stay in, the villages. A third factor 
was whether these women’s families would allow them to live away from home to undertake 
such fieldwork and deem my ‘protection’ of these women adequate. The consequent 
employment of several translators meant that I had to pay extra attention to ensuring 
continuity in the translation and relationship with the women. It also amounted to a limitation 
of this research, because a translator more familiar with the local context may have picked up 
on more shades of meaning in what the women were saying.  
 
Participant observation involved sustained attention to relational patterns, and extended 
interaction with Dalit women villagers. I not only interacted with women in informal 
interviews and discussions, but also participated in village daily events. I spent days 
accompanying them around their homes, talking to them in their fields, as well as celebrating 
their festivals and family functions with them. All this revealed how women move between 
public and private spaces in which caste, class and gender roles and norms are continually 
produced and reproduced, and the ways in which the women negotiated their daily 
livelihoods within these spaces. From this observation I discovered systems of knowledge 
and meaning that stimulated these women’s organisation and agency (Herbert 2000).  
 
Participant observation also allowed me to map access to, and control over, livelihood 
resources by social group, as well as within social groups. I was able to map spaces of 
inclusion and exclusion in the villages; for example, those temples or water sources closed to 
Dalits. It further indicated to me the problems of access that female researchers, in particular, 
face in undertaking fieldwork in the villages and the substantial effects that the discourse of 
protecting women’s sexuality engenders. In my case, my desire to live in the villages was 
overridden by others’ concerns for my safety as a single, young female and how male 
villagers might react to my continual presence. Even travelling regularly into the villages 
with my female translators revealed the gender and class structuring of the villages and how I 
stood socially there. All this increased my awareness of the gender boundaries and insecurity 
these women negotiate in their daily lives. 
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Participant observation data was supported by women’s statements in individual, semi-
structured informal interviews. Considered as another type of observed behaviour, informal 
interviews generated interpretations of events based on the women’s opinions or value 
judgements (van Velsen 1967: 134). Steinar and Brinkmann (2009) characterise interview 
knowledge as socially constructed, inter-relational and inter-subjective, requiring a 
negotiation of meaning. As such, the interview guide I developed was flexible. The pre-
determined, open-ended questions were modified from one interview to the next as I 
synthesised new knowledge on the research problem.  
 
These characteristics of interviews were also reflected in what women felt about me and the 
research process, as well as about the possible consequences of their responses. Initially, what 
they feared might happen led them to make ‘social desirability responses’ (Baxter and Jack 
2008: 556), meaning responses they felt I would want to hear. This slowly changed over time 
as I gained their trust. The clearest example came from Sivagangai district where women 
were initially wary of talking with me, despite an extensive introduction about me, the 
purpose of my research and the confidential nature of any information shared. This stemmed 
from the absence of previous contact with researchers and a lack of understanding of what 
research meant. Hence, in Kovilur village, initial mention of their securing housing land title 
without conflicts slowly changed only once women became more confident that I would not 
be exposing their actions to other villagers, the media or government officials. In itself, this 
reluctance to speak highlighted the underlying tensions in social (caste) relations that the 
women negotiate daily. In Mallibakkam village, by contrast, the influx of NGOs in the wake 
of the 2004 tsunami led to expectations that a researcher would bring material help. Again, 
time and regular accompaniment by the local NGO leader were required for women to 
become comfortable with sharing information and their viewpoints with me. 
 
Aside from the meanings women attributed to their context, resources, organisation and 
actions, interviews also enabled mapping of the interrelations between Dalit women and other 
social actors in their habitats. From this mapping, key power holders could be identified, 
including informal social institutions. This involved investigating with the women the 
interests and circumstances of these power holders, the patterns and contexts of their 
interaction with the women, and an assessment of their power and potential roles in 
livelihood claims (Mayers 2005). Where possible, these interrelations were examined further 
in independent meetings with power holders, after I assessed the risk to the women of such 
inquiries.  
 
Focus group interviews, by contrast, are noted as a useful method to explore the joint 
construction of collective identity, understanding and action. They also expose the process of 
interaction, negotiation and affirmation through which these three factors are produced and 
sustained within the group (Munday 2006: 90). I used these interviews, one per village with 
Dalit women, to understand the dynamics of interactions between the sangam women. I also 
wanted to understand the on-going process by which exclusion and unequal power relations 
shape their identities, organisational patterns and agency. Focus group interviews aimed to 
encourage the verbalisation of diverse perspectives and opinions on issues shared by women 
in the same livelihood position. Nonetheless, I was aware of the tendency in group interviews 
towards uniformity of opinions. This was very evident in all three villages, where sangam 
members consistently deferred to the opinions of sangam leaders. The counter-balance was 
then found in individual interviews with the women (Pösö et al. 2008).  
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Finally, two further sources of data generation moved away from qualitative techniques. 
First, documentary sources substantiated the process of collective action and the types of 
discourses women evoked when they presented their claims to government officials. This 
data source consisted of copies of petitions that Dalit women, and occasionally Dalit men, 
had written to various officials, as well as copies of official replies and court orders. 
Unfortunately, language limitations precluded access to a wealth of Tamil writings. Second, a 
small survey questionnaire, developed and field-tested in Tamil Nadu, was undertaken among 
Dalit households12 by Dalit NGO staff following a two-day training session. This survey 
quantified the extent to which Dalit women have access to livelihood resources13 in each 
village, the intra-household distribution of livelihood resources and roles, and women’s 
perceptions of livelihood needs and priorities. This information pointed to the 
interconnections between different resources that together constitute livelihood deprivation. 
The recording of women’s resource priorities indicated the types of issues around which they 
wanted to organise to secure entitlements. The representative Dalit women in the survey thus 
reinforced the qualitative analysis, besides generating a picture on the overall status of 
livelihood entitlements. Where villages had very small Dalit populations, such as in Kovilur 
and Vettriyur, the survey was conducted in all households. By contrast, in Mallibakkam 
village, which has a large Dalit population, a stratified (by colony) circular random sampling 
method was followed as far as possible to cover a statistically relevant sample of 20 percent 
of Dalit households.  
 
2.5.3 Analysing the Data and Presenting the Findings 
While data collection and initial broad analysis were carried out concurrently, detailed coding 
of the data occurred later. Manual coding revealed patterns and divergences in the data, and 
identified the key concepts around which to organise an explanation of the women’s 
collective action. Data was read in terms of the collective action processes the women 
described as well as the perspectives implied, discursive strategies deployed, and power 
dynamics suggested (Hammersley and Atkinson 2007). Often women narrated changes in 
their local contexts as collective action progressed. The impact of those changes on women’s 
agency had to be interpreted. Certain ideas common to all case studies were confirmed, but 
there were significant context-specific divergences to be analysed comparatively. My 
commitment to intersectional analysis, moreover, meant stressing where the perspectives of 
the Dalit women differed, as well as what they had in common. Participant observation, 
coupled with my working knowledge of the community, also illuminated how I should 
interpret what people said in interviews, sometimes enabling me to unearth meanings that 
might not otherwise have been obvious.  
 
The emphasis of these case studies lay on the diversities in Dalit women’s agency and the 
complexities of each livelihood struggle. At the same time, it is possible to generalise or 
transfer some of the emerging principles and factors to other contexts, because these case 
studies are very detailed about the factors they describe (O'Donoghue 2007). In this regard, 
Mason’s (1996: 153) distinction between empirical and theoretical generalisation is pertinent. 
The generalisation I aimed for was not empirical in the sense that these case studies were 
never intended to be representative of a wider population of Dalit women. Instead, I expected 
to produce an explanation of the types of collective action processes that were possible in 
order to suggest a framework directing relevant inquiries about entitlement struggles in other 
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contexts. The implications of my research extend to rights-based approaches to development, 
which are discussed in Chapter 8.  
 
In order to help the reader to understand the argument built in each of the three case studies 
detailed in Chapters 5 to 7, the analysis is broken down into three broad sections. First, an 
introduction to the village setting establishes the conditions under which Dalit women’s 
livelihood struggles are enacted. This introduction includes a brief history of the operation of 
entitlement systems and changing power relations. Second is a descriptive analysis of the 
process of Dalit women’s organisation and collective action, including the effects of their 
actions on power relations. Third, the main themes or implications thrown up by the women’s 
struggle are analysed. The analytical themes in each of the chapters are then synthesised in 
Chapter 8. 
 
Finally, in these empirical chapters, confidentiality of data is preserved at all times. To ensure 
anonymity, pseudonyms are used throughout for the village names and the names of all 
subject-participants. Additionally, after the names of specific subject-participants, indications 
are given of gender, marital status and age in order to aid the non-Indian reader gain a picture 
of the people involved. Only in the case of government officials has their official designation 
been mentioned, without indicating their territorial jurisdiction, except where district-level 
officials are involved. References to individual caste names have also been reduced to avoid 
confusion for the non-Indian reader, with the term dominant caste used as much as possible to 
indicate relative power position.  
 
2.6 Conclusion 
The methodology outlined in this chapter is appropriate for research focused on human rights 
in practice. It stresses agency by an individual or collective in pursuing claims to necessary 
livelihood resources. The first three sections interlink entitlement systems, social relations of 
power manifested in exclusion, and an orientation towards the agency of social actors located 
in specific structural positions. Human rights are thereby contextualised in terms of the power 
dynamics circulating throughout a society. These are manifested in social practices that 
generate multiple discourses on entitlements and influence the actions of socially excluded 
actors, such as Dalit women. At the heart of this framework is an attempt to explain how 
structural inequalities, which produce unequal access to resources and livelihood deprivation, 
can be mitigated, if not transformed, through the collective agency of the socially excluded. 
The interrogation of intersecting caste, class and gender axes from the position of Dalit 
women allows me to observe how these axes are mutually constructed to establish difference 
and inequality, and to analyse their practical effect in shaping Dalit women’s subjectivities 
and agency. I work within this framework throughout the following chapters in order to 
arrive at a more precise understanding of the process of collective action to secure livelihood 
entitlements within specific contexts.  
 
I detailed the ways in which this context- and relational-driven methodology was 
operationalised, in order to validate the use of diverse qualitative and quantitative research 
techniques over a protracted time in the field. The outcome was to generate in-depth 
knowledge of the social construction of Dalit women’s collective action. I also sought to 
indicate the various considerations that attend ethnographic fieldwork of this type, 
particularly issues of positionality and representativity, as well as generalisability of findings. 
All these can be arguably extended to any actor-oriented, rights-based development 
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intervention that seeks to privilege people’s own understanding of their situations and 
facilitate their agency to secure livelihood entitlements. The next chapter covers the 
conceptual framework I use to analyse the process of collective action in contexts of 
subordination.  
 
                                           
1  Evidence is an NGO in Tamil Nadu working to protect human rights and promote justice for Dalits and Adivasis. 
2  Articles 6(1) and 7 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966  (ICESCR); Article 11(1) 

Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 1979  (CEDAW); Article 5(e)(i) International 
Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 1965  (ICERD). 

3  Article 13 ICESCR; Articles 10 and 14(2)(d) CEDAW; Article 5(e)(v) ICERD. 
4  Article 12 ICESCR; Articles 12 and 14(2)(b) CEDAW; Article 5(e)(iv) ICERD. 
5  Article 11 ICESCR; Article 14(2)(h) CEDAW (for rural women); Article 5(e)(iii) ICERD (housing). 
6  Legitimacy here is judged in terms of the right institutions and principles, the right procedures and normatively 

acceptable outcomes of the exercise of power. That is, in terms of fairness built into structures of the political 
system, due process in enforcing rules and regulations, and fulfilment of the ideal of justice (Klein Goldewijk and 
de Gaay Fortman 1999: 130). 

7  In this regard, Falk Moore (1978) discusses the indeterminacy of law due to concurrent processes of regularisation 
and situational adjustment, and therefore the need to study law within social contexts and how it is implemented.  

8  Note, though, that some of Sen’s later work (e.g. Dreze and Sen 1989) does talk interchangeably about  entitlements 
and a normative description of rights (Leach et al. 1997).  

9  Bhalla and Lapeyre (1997) argue that both the lack of resources and lack of social ties to one’s society and its 
institutions are relevant, because adequate income does not translate into people’s having access to basic needs.  

10 Norris et al. (2010) distinguish between an intersectional perspective such as this, and mere intersectional data 
analysis. The latter frames social axes as demographic variables rather than as relations of inequality and power.  

11 These are power relations that relate to the respective structural positionings of researcher and researched, to the 
research process itself and who defines the research, and to the relationship during data collection processes (Wolf 
1996, in Harding and Norberg 2005: 2012).  

12 A household is considered to consist of a group of individuals unified by a common budget that arises from a 
greater or lesser degree of income pooling, common cooking quarters, and/or a common residence. 

13 The survey covered aspects of occupation; annual household income; migration patterns; land ownership and 
leasing; access to common property resources; basic amenities; housing status and type; asse t ownership; current 
savings and loans; access to public distribution system (ration shop); main healthcare sources and status of health; 
main educational institutions accessed and educational status; and participation in social and political organisations . 
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Chapter 3 
Conceptualising Collective Action to Secure 

Entitlements 
 

I am conscious of the fact that if women are conscientised the [Dalit] community will progress.          
I believe that women should organise and this will play a major role in bringing an end to social 
evils [...] The progress of the Dalit community should be measured in terms of the progress made by 
its women.  

Dr B.R. Ambedkar, speech to the Dalit Mahila Federation, Nagpur, 1942 
 
3.1 Introduction 
Conversations with Dalit women in the three villages often revolved around the daily 
practical difficulties of securing such things as a decent livelihood and drinking water. 
Discussions highlighted difficulties that can be traced back to multiple power relations. These 
difficulties include official inaction, the need to pay bribes to get state-granted entitlements, 
dominant caste influence with officials, opposition to women owning resources and Dalit 
men’s lack of support for their collective action. Their narratives confirm that for Dalit 
women to secure livelihood entitlements, there must be a transformation of the power 
relations that underlie structural inequalities and entitlement deprivation. This raises the 
wider issue of how to generate social change, with the specific goals of securing livelihood 
entitlements and ensuring equality and justice. Social change here means ‘structural change 
of a society, its institutions and norms as part of more equitable sharing of resources and 
opportunities’ (Guijt 2007: 13). Producing structural discontinuities through collective action 
therefore becomes crucial to the progress Dr Ambedkar had in mind.  
 
My starting point is that all social relations and practices are constructed by actors, and that 
their agency both shapes and is shaped by social structures (Long 2001). Actors have the 
capacity to continually adapt their actions, claims and interactions to their evolving 
understanding of their disadvantaged position. Agency exercised in conditions of 
subordination and exclusion comprises multiple processes that demand analysis. That is, how 
power influences which entitlements Dalit women decide to secure or protect; which 
strategies are deemed the most appropriate; how those strategies are enacted; and which 
supportive networks of socio-political relations can be called upon. I draw upon studies of 
power, agency and structure, alongside social movements and collective action processes, to 
analyse the complex dynamics of livelihood entitlement struggles. 
 
This chapter starts by presenting a conceptual framework of the power relations operative in 
entitlement struggles. From this I derive an understanding of agency that can adequately 
account for structures of power. Agency encompasses a wide range of actions including, but 
not limited to, ‘resistance’. These actions expose the spaces in which Dalit women can 
manoeuvre, given their social, economic and political contexts. Agency is complicated 
further by the multiple positionings, identities and subjectivities created by intersecting axes 
of difference. These have an impact both on Dalit women’s sense of entitlement and the types 
of actions they take to secure these entitlements. Finally, collective action is broken down for 
analytical purposes into three key constituent parts: namely, the construction of collective 
identity and interests, demand framing discourses, and strategic repertoires (see Diagram 3.1 
for relationships between these various factors).  
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3.2 Dynamics of Power and Agency 
Modes of struggle against different forms of power, including domination, exploitation and 
exclusion, provide insights into the operation of power relations and structures of power 
(Okely 1991). Power in this context is understood as existing only in an action taken by some 
person(s) on others, which establishes certain relationships between different actors (Foucault 
1980a, 1994). It is not, as livelihood approaches suggest (e.g. Bebbington 1999), a resource 
that causes things to happen, such as socio-political networks that facilitate claims and access 
to opportunities to acquire livelihood resources. Instead, the focus is on power relations and 
the exercise of power made possible by factors such as caste, class and gender differences, 
laws and policies (Foucault 1994). This view of power is both relational and dynamic. Power 
is vested both in actors and structures, and both constrains and facilitates agency. The 
dichotomy between powerful and powerless, which sees power as a zero-sum game, is 
thereby displaced by the more complicated reality of fluid power relations. 
 
As the previous chapter notes, a focus on entitlement systems results in an understanding of 
power as extending beyond the state, which is often expressed in repressive or prohibitive 
terms as state power deployed over citizens. It is this form of power that is most visibly 
abused on a daily basis by corrupt government officials, at the expense of citizens seeking to 
secure entitlements through government schemes. While this ‘juridical’ view of power 
(Foucault 1980a) highlights an important aspect and function of power—regulation and 
legitimation of its use by the institution of the state—the following chapters illustrate the 
limited influence of the state over certain rural areas in India. Dalit women must often 
negotiate complex social relations both in daily life and in political action, relations which 
also influence the operation of formal political institutions. A more extensive notion of 
power, therefore, informs this research in three ways.  
 
One is a move beyond power concentrated in the state to the diffuse, ‘capillary’ nature of 
power that extends throughout society and inheres in social institutions and interactions 
(Foucault 1980a). No social space is ‘free’ from the effects of power, contrary to Scott’s 
(1985) assertion of the existence of such a space in the lives of subaltern communities. 
Foucault (1980a, 1980c) suggested an ascending analysis of power. He focused on the 
techniques of domination, which grant economic and political advantages to those exercising 
power. This analysis would start from relatively autonomous local mechanisms of power, 
such as Dalit women’s families and caste institutions in the villages, and investigate how they 
link with and mutually condition more general mechanisms, such as laws, state institutions 
and the economy. Adopting this interpretation of power reveals how power relations within 
‘private’ social institutions, such as the family, shape the subjectivity and agency of Dalit 
women, and has an impact on their entry into the public domain (Allen 2002). Further, all 
mechanisms of power, including formal authority and social institutions, are understood to 
play a mutually influencing role in determining entitlements. 
 
This leads to the second point, namely a broader conception of power as producing subjects, 
social relations, discourses and knowledge (Foucault 1980b: 119; also Sawicki 1991; Allen 
2002, 2005). Dalit women, in this sense, are both produced by power relations and subjected 
to them. Institutional and socio-cultural practices produce the women, and the women are 
subjected to these power relations by their simultaneously experiencing and exercising power 
(Foucault 1980a). This problematises the notion of the autonomous, free-willed individual as 
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Diagram 3.1: Conceptual Framework  
 
 
 

- construction of collective identity, sense of 
entitlement 

- discourses framing claims  
- strategies: tactics, targets, timing 

 

AGENCY 
- capacity to act, as 

conditioned by 
power relations 

 

Shifts in power relations towards 
equal opportunity and inclusion 

Secured command 
over livelihood 

resources 

DALIT WOMEN’S COLLECTIVE ACTION 

COLLECTIVE ACTION OUTCOMES  

INTERSECTING 
STRUCTURES 

OF POWER 
- caste 
- class 
- gender 

Dalit women’s perceptions of livelihood 
needs, priorities and entitlements 

Denial of socio-economic 
rights; lack of livelihood 
resources to live with dignity 

Failure to acquire livelihood 
entitlements 
-  from Indian state 
-  from social institutions 
-  lack of owned resources  

EFFECTS OF SOCIAL EXCLUSION 
 

Emerging new 
forms of leadership 
to sustain changes 

Emerging new areas of 
livelihood entitlements 

INSTITUTIONS 
- state  
- social (society) 
- family 

HUMAN RIGHTS 
- legal and political 

tools, abstract claims 
grounded in human 
dignity 

EQUALITY JUSTICE 

-   socio-cultural, economic, political dimensions 

SOCIAL EXCLUSION PROCESSES 



 

32 
 

 
 
citizen and subject holding (legal) rights. According to Tharu and Niranjana (1994: 96):  

In the Indian context, for example, this imaging [of the human subject as citizen subject]         
(a) articulated gender, caste and community (and initially even class) only in the realm of the 
social; (b) marked these as incidental attributes of a human self; and (c) rendered invisible the 
historical and social/cultural structuring of the subject of politics. The shaping of the 
normative human-Indian subject involved… its (invisible, author’s addition) coding as upper-
caste, middle-class, Hindu and male. 

One of the effects of Dalit women’s being constituted by power relations is that they 
experience the hierarchies attached to social identities, which includes the identities that are 
the unspoken norm of the rights-bearing citizen subject. The women’s perceptions of agency 
and choice are also affected, because structural boundaries constituted through power 
relations inform those choices.  
 
Linked to this, productive power can be viewed structurally as explaining the systematic 
nature of social behaviour, such as the exclusion of, and discrimination against, Dalit 
women.1 This ‘invisible’ power is manifested as dominant norms, discourses and ‘truths’ in a 
given society, which affect the beliefs, perceptions and fields of possible action of all actors 
(Hayward 1998; Hayward and Lukes 2008). In other words, ostensibly fixed norms and 
discourses are the means by which power is exercised. This is often through the production 
and control of ‘common’ knowledge, which regulates acceptable behaviour and actions in a 
particular socio-historical context. Endogamy, for instance, is one such norm in India that 
shapes behaviour, particularly towards women. Endogamy leads to its being ‘common’ 
knowledge that men need to guard women’s chastity in order to preserve caste purity. From 
this norm emerges a host of restrictive practices that impinge on women’s freedoms, 
including those of movement and speech. What renders such norms unquestionable is their 
religious-cultural legitimation, which presents social constructions as though they were truths 
or facts about the world (Haugaard 2003). Hence, Dalit women may ‘choose’ not to demand 
equal access to common village resources, such as wells, owing to operative ‘untouchability’ 
norms and purity/pollution discourses limiting their access. This structural conditioning of the 
capacity to act, however, does not diminish the responsibility of actors whose acts of 
commission or omission significantly constrain the women’s possible action (Hayward and 
Lukes 2008). Such actors include dominant castes who establish practices preventing Dalit 
women from gaining equal access to drinking water, or state officials whose failure to protect 
the women’s entitlement to water entrenches their exclusion.  
 
These norms and discourses, moreover, reinforce the structural and material position and 
power of disadvantaged groups, such as Dalits, vis-à-vis advantageously positioned groups, 
such as dominant caste men. The low socio-economic status of Dalits, as with women, is 
characterised by their being simultaneously included and excluded. They are indispensable 
for the continuance of the caste system, by virtue of their productive role in providing 
essential services, yet they are excluded from resources and power to such an extent as to 
create durable structural inequalities (Deliege 1997; Pandey 2010). Similarly, Indian 
women’s subordination is sustained by discourses such as pativrata (wifely fidelity and 
chastity), which promote sacrifice and obedience, and encourage women to discipline 
themselves  (Batliwala 1994). Dalit women’s low social status among women is also 
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reinforced by discourses that present them as uniquely sexually available, and as criminals 
(Irudayam et al. 2011).  
 
The third point to make is that the possibility of agency is not eliminated by a conception of 
power as structural and productive. This is because no single group or institution controls all 
heterogeneous power relations in a society. Further, all such relations, being constituted by 
differently positioned individuals through multiple discourses and in furtherance of multiple 
interests, by their nature contain a range of possible contradictions and responses. In 
particular, embedded in every power relationship is the potential for those with less power to 
counter domination (Foucault 1994; also Sawicki 1991; Heller 1996).2  
 
In exercising power via collective action, subordinated groups seek to reshape the structural 
boundaries that define their possible actions (Hayward 1998) as well as the values behind 
structural differences. Action to secure livelihood entitlements, for instance, involves Dalit 
women’s circulating alternative discourses, such as gender and caste equality, to legitimise 
their resource claim when they interact with non-state and state actors. In these spaces of 
interaction or ‘critical social interfaces’ (Long 2001), there will be differences in interests, 
knowledge, resources and power. This may create a disjunction between social norms that 
deny Dalit women material resources, and the women’s practical actions. This disjunction 
may then transform these norms and reconfigure power relations.  
 
The extent to which this disjunction engenders social change, however, does not depend on 
the women’s words and actions alone. Other actors—dominant castes, Dalit men, state 
officials—should confirm and accept these new discourses and practices, so that they become 
structurally reproduced as a new set of normalised understandings and practices (Haugaard 
2003). The challenge, therefore, is to change the meaning of inter-relations between Dalit 
women and others (Eyben et al. 2006). It will also be necessary to change the discourses that 
frame their actions, and ultimately the boundaries of resource control. Perceptions of all 
concerned actors should move towards a greater sense of entitlement for Dalit women. A 
concurrent challenge is to encourage interactions between formal political institutions and 
social institutions. This will be necessary to legitimise common perceptions of equal 
entitlement, and to consolidate changes to power relations. 
 
As noted, Dalit women are capable of exercising power and reshaping structural boundaries 
in circumstances where power is exercised over them. This fact forms the basis for locating 
power in relation to agency. A basic definition of agency, therefore, is ‘not as a synonym for 
resistance to relations of domination, but as a capacity for action that historically specific 
relations of subordination enable and create’ (Mahmood 2009: 15). In other words, agency 
cannot be reduced to the exercise of autonomous free will to resist conditions of 
subordination and pursue one’s interests (Madhok 2007). This reduction presupposes that all 
actions are intentional, and that individuals are able to make autonomous, meaningful choices 
outside of power relations.3 Instead, accounts of agency move away from over-scrutinising 
the intentions of actors. Agency is better understood in relation to structural power. It is seen 
in specific socio-historical contexts, in terms of social norms, practices and discourses 
(Mahmood 2001; Ringrose 2007) as well as political interactions (Lovell 2003). It is these 
contextual factors and workings of power that influence Dalit women’s perceptions of 
entitlements and determine the range of actions they might take to secure entitlements.  
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Social connectedness has important implications for what agency means, since experience 
and, therefore, action are social and not individual processes. Beteille (1999) highlighted the 
unusually long period over, and the unusual extent to which the Indian social order has 
established the group (joint family, caste, village) and not the individual as the basic unit. 
This can be contrasted with the legal definition of the individual, rights-bearing citizen. 
Women in particular view their own interests as bound up with those of caste, kin and family, 
notwithstanding the fact that these groups do not treat women equally. Because individual 
identity is intimately linked to caste identity, social mobility within the caste system is then 
group-based as opposed to individual-based (Liddle and Joshi 1986). Moreover, women must 
balance their desires with what their families or society will give them. The understanding of 
agency that I propose encompasses subjectivity embedded in kinship and other social 
relations. It includes perceptions of interests, entitlements and actions that do not conform to 
the idea of a woman acting autonomously in fulfilment of her gender interests (Apffel-
Marglin and Simon 1994; Sangari 1996).  
 
My analysis of Dalit women’s agency highlights the false dichotomy between power as 
resistance and power as domination, the latter correlating with submission or accommodation 
by the less powerful. This dichotomy implies neat divisions between the political and 
apolitical, between social transformation and the status quo. Haynes and Prakash (1991) 
noted that domination is rarely eradicated by acts of resistance; resistance is constantly 
conditioned by structures of power. This is particularly the case where interdependence 
underlies social and economic relations, as has been true of Dalits and other castes: resistance 
often coexists with dependency. Dalit women thus may choose to avoid outright resistance, 
and settle for actions that could entail modest changes in their subordinate status (Charrad 
2010). Their choices often reflect counter-balancing considerations of the livelihood and 
personal security, stability and belonging provided by existing social arrangements (Eyben et 
al. 2006). In reality, therefore, a vast continuum of actions exists between total 
submission/domination and total resistance, and these require analysis to unearth their 
meanings and implications within specific socio-historical contexts (Haynes and Prakash 
1991; Petchesky 1998).4  
 
It is thus important to examine the processes that create a subjective sense of entitlement and 
the desire to resist dominant social norms and practices, rather than limiting agency simply to 
acts of resistance. One must also analyse all forms of action that reiterate or revalue social 
norms, or that reveal how such norms are experienced. These actions draw attention to the 
ways in which Dalit women modify constraints imposed by practices of subordination, 
thereby negotiating a space for manoeuvre within power relations that transect the public and 
private domains (Villarreal 1994). They may therefore choose to reproduce, or acquiesce to 
certain norms in order to gain the freedom to manoeuvre around others, given their 
dependence on others. It is only by ‘wielding and yielding power’ that women can engage 
with the available socio-cultural, economic and discursive resources to secure livelihood 
entitlements in the most appropriate way (Villarreal 1992).  
 
Such actions, moreover, constitute a dynamic process that may have both intended and 
unintended consequences. Dalit women attempt to take into account all the opportunities and 
risks present in engaging with formal and informal institutions in a given context, and initiate 
or modify their actions to secure entitlements accordingly (VeneKlasen 2004; Alsop et al. 
2005). Power and institutional opportunities thus together constitute the subjective and 
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objective demands of empowerment (Mosse 2005: 53). With this power, women can expand 
spaces for manoeuvre and potentially redefine power relations. Power in the sense of self-
determination represents three modalities: ‘power within’, ‘power to’ and ‘power with’ 
(VeneKlasen and Miller 2002; Miller et al. 2006). 
 
‘Power within’ means Dalit women realising their self-worth and capacities in order to build 
the confidence to act. They need to be able to imagine alternatives and incorporate them into 
their worldview. This is a prerequisite for taking action to change the ‘invisible’ social norms 
that have power over them (Pettit 2010). Studies show how negative cultural-historical 
representations of Dalits are often resisted or re-appropriated by Dalits at the local level in 
order to affirm a positive subjectivity, sense of dignity and power (e.g. Kapadia 1995; Joe 
Arun 2007; Narayan 2008). The notion of a cultural consensus among all castes on 
(dominant) caste values, norms and practices (Dumont 1970; Moffatt 1979) is thereby 
contradicted in favour of explanations couched in terms of unequal power relations and 
contested representations.5 Dalit women develop discursive consciousness of structural 
inequalities. This development happens by means of awareness-raising through social 
analysis and the introduction of new discourses on equality and entitlement (Haugaard 
2003).6 It involves the women recognising and evaluating the contradictions between these 
new discourses, which represent their interests, and the discourses that foster dominant 
interests and prevailing structures of power. 
 
‘Power to’ is most often linked with feminist notions of empowerment. It refers to the 
potential of every Dalit woman to transform her life through action to achieve certain goals 
(Allen 1998; Sardenberg 2007). Focusing on this modality of power returns the study of 
power to the hands of subordinated Dalit women. It also turns one’s attention to the internal 
processes and/or external interventions that convince these women of their ‘right to have 
rights’ (Kabeer 2006a). From the perspective of ‘power to’, empowerment processes centre 
on fostering positive identities and alternative discourses, alongside securing livelihood 
entitlements. Recognising that this form of power emerges out of social processes, however, 
does not imply the idea of a linear trajectory of accumulated learnings. Rather, this is an on-
going, dynamic process, in which people’s ability to exercise power and make decisions 
expands, by their own efforts and with help from others (Mitchell 1996).  
 
At a more tangible level, ‘power with’ or associational activity involves organising and 
engaging in collaborative action. It is underpinned by the values of solidarity and reciprocity 
(Miller et al. 2006). Collaboration is often imperative for those struggling against repressive 
or productive power. Active participation in livelihood struggles is a way for them to 
strengthen their negotiating power vis-à-vis state and non-state actors. It also enables them to 
demand accountability from the state and society to ensure their equal political voice and 
protected livelihood entitlements (Cornwall and Nyamu-Musembi 2004). What is 
questionable is the extent of participation in the collective, which ideally involves a mutual 
decision-making process towards collective action whereby the knowledge of different actors 
is validated as they negotiate to share power (White 1996). This moves beyond participation 
in collective activities to setting collective agendas and goals. Concurrently, engagement in 
livelihood struggles becomes an end in itself, a form of empowerment wherein women 
determine their development trajectory. 
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3.3 Agency at the Intersections of Multiple Axes of Difference 
Dalit women’s location within multiple axes of difference, such as caste, class and gender, 
complicates this picture of their agency. A number of Indian feminists (e.g. Kapadia 1995; 
Sangari 1995, 1996; Rege 1998; Chakravarti 2003; Subramaniam 2006) have noted that 
gender cannot be understood in isolation from caste, class, religion and other axes of 
difference. In other words, the diversity of women’s positions and experiences, as well as 
structural inequalities, cannot be captured along one axis alone. Rather, the focus falls on the 
interaction between multiple axes of difference and the dynamic consequences of the 
interaction, which are discrimination and exclusion from livelihood resources for Dalit 
women (see Crenshaw 2000; Expert Group 2000). Concomitantly, these axes form part of the 
resources by which they exercise power and agency.  
 
Difference here is distinguished from the notion of diversity, which is often used to explain 
the experiences of heterogeneous, fixed social groups as though these groups were detached 
from their socio-historical context and power relations (Andersen 2005; Andersen and 
Collins 2007/2010; Pandey 2010). This leads to treating caste, class and gender as 
independent variables that can be added together—caste plus class plus gender—to bring to 
light Dalit women’s position, identity and extra burden of exclusion. McClintock (1995: 5) 
explained the inadequacies of additive approaches: 

Race, gender and class are not distinct realms of experience, existing in splendid isolation 
from each other; nor can they be simply yoked together retrospectively like armatures of 
Lego. Rather, they come into existence in and through relations to each other—if in 
contradictory and conflictual ways. In this sense, gender, race and class can be called 
articulated categories.  

 
To expand on McClintock’s argument, Dalit women’s experiences of social exclusion are not 
neatly divided into those suffered as a Dalit, as a poor person and as a woman. Adding them 
together, moreover, assumes that these different axes are like terms: it ignores their different 
organising logics, power relations and dynamics (Verloo 2006; Yuval-Davis 2006). Such 
addition also essentialises the types of subordination each axis produces by reducing Dalit 
women’s position to how identity politics would label them—as a Dalit or a woman. Their 
politics and political values according are narrowed to those of the unmarked categories of 
each identity (Yuval-Davis 2006), namely Dalit men or dominant caste, middle class women. 
This identity politics erases Dalit women’s experiences and perspectives, as well as the 
workings of power relations that structure resource distribution. 
 
Instead, I see multiple axes of difference as mutually constitutive. Each axis develops in the 
context of the other to become inextricably intermeshed; it assumes meaning in relation to the 
other(s). As such, these distinctive axes form part of one overarching ‘matrix of domination’ 
(Collins 1990: 222) that is dynamic and shifting, affecting all social life. The effects, 
however, are different for diverse social groups. This is because the hierarchical structuring 
of axes of difference allows power to accumulate at certain intersections to certain social 
groups. Together, these axes simultaneously structure Dalit women’s positions, individual 
consciousness, identities and power relations in a specific time and place, and impact on their 
access to institutional power (Crenshaw Williams 1994; Brah and Phoenix 2004; Andersen 
and Collins 2007/2010; Norris et al. 2010). At the same time, they create contradictions in 
these women’s positioning within the power structures that determine the operation of 
entitlement systems. Hence, despite exclusion and subordination, Dalit women differ from 
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Dalit men in the spaces they have in which to manoeuvre and exercise their agency, as the 
empirical chapters will show.  
 
This approach is particularly relevant to the operation of the caste system and its impact on 
entitlements. The foundations of the system are reproduction and production control: caste, 
class and gender structures are interlinked. First, the principle of endogamy marks women as 
the symbolic and genetic gatekeepers of their caste community. Endogamy structures the 
gendered distribution of resources and property rights (via patrilineage), as well as control 
over female sexuality, in order to preserve caste purity and identity (Ambedkar 2002; 
Dietrich 2003; Dube 2003). Gender, in this sense, is crucial to the production of caste 
hierarchy and community identity. Second, the caste division of labour promotes a dominant 
caste monopoly over resources and knowledge in order to sustain labour exploitation 
(Chakravarti 2003; Rao 2003a). This links with the gender division of labour: the higher 
status of dominant caste women is signalled by their not having to labour outside the family. 
Women’s going about in public (for labour, implying lesser control over their sexuality) is 
viewed as marking low status. In comparison, Dalit women’s relative poverty leads to their 
being less secluded,7 to their having greater freedom of movement for labour and relative 
autonomy in household decision making, but consequently a heightened vulnerability to 
sexual violence. The unique matrix of domination formed by these three intersecting axes has 
been termed ‘brahmanical patriarchy’.8 This denotes a set of interlinked caste and gender 
norms and practices differentially applied to women (and men) of different, hierarchically 
ranked castes (Chakravarti 2003: 34). Hence, mutually constitutive axes of difference entail 
varying degrees of subordination for Dalit women vis-à-vis Dalit men, dominant caste men 
and dominant caste women.  
 
Additional axes of difference may bear on a particular situation, and are included in my 
analysis. Dalit women may be primarily analysed as a social group located at the 
intersections of caste, class and gender. These are the most prominent axes through which 
their social position and identities are defined, their livelihood resource base is constrained, 
and their subjectivities and agency to claim livelihood resources are shaped. They draw upon 
their common history of oppression, which is based on these axes, when they interpret new 
situations, development interventions and discourses that facilitate entitlement struggles. 
However, this analysis of axes does not essentialise their identity in ways that conceal 
internal differences among them of age, marital status and so on. Instead, while my analysis 
will concentrate on these three ‘core’ intersecting axes, analytical departures are necessary to 
encompass a wider range of axes or social divisions. An axis is included if it can be said to be 
significant from the women’s perspectives in shaping their individual and collective agency.  
 
Finally, the influence of multiple, intersecting axes of difference on entitlement struggles also 
draws one’s attention to the political and economic context. Dalit women’s subjectivity and 
agency are affected by the state’s making laws to protect the rights of Dalits and women 
separately, and development policies with also separately target these groups. These laws and 
policies thereby render invisible Dalit women’s specific livelihood needs, priorities and 
experiences of intersectional discrimination (see Chapter 4). This invisibility can occur 
through under-inclusion of one axis, such as gender, where an issue is viewed only as a Dalit 
issue and not a gender issue. Invisibility also stems from over-inclusion. For example, an 
issue may be seen only as a gender issue and not one of caste (Crenshaw 2000; Norris et al. 
2010). In addition, some economic and livelihood policies and practices of the state threaten 
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or exploit Dalit women’s vulnerable livelihood entitlement situation.  These policies are 
influenced by wider processes of globalisation (see Chapter 7). Again, though, this overall 
structure of domination, and the social, economic and political institutions that sustain it, are 
amenable to change through collective action. The dynamics of such action by Dalit women 
are broken down in the next section. 
 
3.4 Constructing Collective Action, Developing Strategies 
The process of engaging in collective action is multidimensional. It involves the collective 
definition of interests, transformation into a collective organisation with a collective identity, 
and mobilisation as a collective actor with shared goals benefiting the group. Those goals 
should translate into collective action strategies. The opportunity to act is determined by 
power relations delineating the costs and benefits of such action (Kelly and Breinlinger 
1996). All these processes involve making strategic choices. These choices are shaped by 
exclusion and subordination, the political context, and Dalit women’s resources and 
creativity.  
 
In situating Dalit women’s collective livelihood entitlement struggles within a complex web 
of power relations and interlocking structures, I adopt a constructivist perspective based in 
social movement theory.9 This combines the strengths of other, more structural social 
movement theories10 by taking into account structural conditions, resources, political 
opportunities and constraints on collective action. More attention, however, is paid to the 
processes through which these women interpret their situation of entitlement deprivation, 
construct common interests based on a collective identity, and make strategic choices as to 
how to claim resources (Klandermans 1992). Collective action to secure entitlements is thus a 
complex and continual process of interaction and negotiation between Dalit women and their 
socio-economic and political environment. I organise my analysis of collective action around 
three interwoven points: collective identity construction and motivation, demand framing, 
and strategic repertoires. These are elaborated below.  
 
3.4.1 Collective Identity, Political Consciousness and Motivation 
As mentioned, an individual Dalit woman is socially located by her caste, class and gender 
group identities. This shapes her cultural reasoning, sense of entitlement and what she 
expects will change as a result of her actions. These group identities include both caste 
identity and an identity formed by kinship relationships within her caste. A Dalit woman 
draws upon her own personal characteristics as well as group identities when she interprets 
the deprivation she shares with other Dalit women (Gamson 1992). It is these interconnected 
sub-units of Dalit women’s identity, the interests contained therein and the women’s 
relationships with other actors that help determine which Dalit women are motivated to join 
in collective action.  
 
The process of collective identity formation explains how structural inequalities get translated 
into subjective discontent (Polletta and Jasper 2001: 288). This process demands that women 
reach a position where they view as changeable both the identity ascribed to them and their 
social relations. They must learn to define themselves as ‘Dalit women’ and develop 
discursive consciousness of the situation they share. This happens in four ways. The women 
must all understand that the problem(s) and causes of entitlement deprivation are externally 
induced; they must mutually perceive the resources at their disposal and the structural 
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opportunities to take action that exist within their context; they must have common interests 
and goals; and they must share opinions about the effectiveness of collective action to change 
their situation (Klandermans 1992; Kelly and Breinlinger 1996; Ryan and Gamson 2006). For 
Dalit women, this consciousness would take the form of discontent with their status and 
power vis-à-vis other social groups, together with an understanding that their status is linked 
to their poor livelihood situation and that securing entitlements requires action on their part. 
The process also has social implications for solidarity, that is, the development and 
maintenance of commitment to the group and collective action.  
 
Several internal factors and/or external circumstances create openings for identification and 
discursive consciousness processes. Joe Arun (2007) argued that caste conflicts centred on 
livelihood issues are the source and driving force that makes Dalits conscious of their ‘low’ 
identity as poor Dalits. Conflicts motivate them to join in collective action to correct 
perceived injustices. The acquisition of educational and informational resources further 
contributes to this process. These aside, external interventions can be critical for encouraging 
discursive consciousness of structural inequalities and promoting collective identities. At the 
same time, internal factors often influence the process. One example is Dalit women’s 
inherent drive for personal dignity and respect, for upholding family or community honour, 
or for recognition of their equal right to survive (Khare 1998: 216). This is similar to Scott’s 
(1985) findings that the will of excluded people to resist structural injustices is formed in 
their everyday struggles for survival with dignity, along with the perceived needs and 
interests associated with those efforts.  
 
Notably, creating a collective identity as Dalit women represents a paradox. On the one hand, 
mobilising around an ascribed identity—in this case, as untouchable, poor and female—
reinforces that identity. On the other hand, asserting rights as Indian citizens is an attempt to 
change or eliminate that stigmatised identity (Jasper 2008). In a rigidly stratified caste society 
where group identity and mobility are heavily circumscribed, however, subordinated social 
groups like Dalits often have little alternative but to mobilise around their group identity. One 
way around this issue is to build a sense of pride and positive group identity among Dalit 
women by getting them to value their actions, rather than see themselves as victims.   
Perceptions of success would increase their motivation and strengthen collective identity, 
lessening the power of negative identity discourses. 
 
The process of defining collective identity is not linear. It continues to be negotiated and to 
develop as collective action evolves, resources become available and opportunities open up. 
Individual women’s views and preferences must be balanced to arrive at a consensus on 
collective identity that mobilises the women to take action (Melucci 1988). The role of 
leaders is to give stability to this process. External mobilising organisations can also play a 
role by instituting legitimate decision-making and resource aggregation processes, and 
accountability structures (Ganz 2000). Both leadership and organisational structure feed into 
the strategising process, facilitating collective identification and solidarity.  
 
3.4.2 Discourses and Claim Framing 
The ways in which Dalit women interpret their situation, assess the solutions available 
through exercising agency and express their claims, have a bearing on collective action 
processes and outcomes (Snow and Benford 1988). They achieve a consensus on livelihood 
needs and entitlements that justify action by drawing on a number of alternative discourses. 
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These discourses often emphasise values of caste and gender equality that differ from the 
dominant discourse; they therefore promote emerging new norms (Gamson 1992). 
Alternative discourses link symbols and arguments in defining the terms of an entitlement 
struggle, the relational positions of various actors, and the rationale, objectives and strategies 
for action. Deciding which discourse to deploy is an on-going process of negotiation  among 
the women and the external intervening organisation (Hilhorst 1997). The internal dynamics 
of decision-making power within the collective then determines who has the greater say in 
this process. 
 
The success of collective action depends partially on Dalit women establishing links between 
how they frame their actions, and dominant beliefs and values. They must be able to engage 
with the worldview of those wielding the power to grant them entitlements. Engaging 
involves aligning their demands with formal institutional rules and principles, such as equal 
access and non-discrimination. Ideally, it also requires analysing the dominant discourses that 
legitimate injustice against them. Such analysis would open up to critique the given ‘truths’ 
within discourses of hierarchy and disentitlement, and introduce new interpretations and new 
values such as equality (Hunt 1993).11 It is then that a politically contested claim to livelihood 
resources becomes both socially and formally legitimised and therefore secure.  
 
The most typical alternative discourse is built around an ‘injustice frame’ (Gamson 1992), 
which mobilises people against oppression. In the case of excluded and discriminated Dalit 
women, one of the strongest discourses is arguably that of rights and equality. What rights 
mean to the actors who want them needs to be examined.  One cannot assume that there is a 
universal understanding of rights by collective actors in different cultural contexts.12 
Moreover, rights discourses in particularly oppressive contexts may prove counter-productive 
to achieving rights where they generate more opposition and have more costs than benefits. 
The numerous retaliatory attacks on Dalit women for asserting their rights bear out this 
statement (see Irudayam et al. 2011). 
 
3.4.3 Strategic Repertoires and Dilemmas 
The continuous negotiation and choices around collective identity and discourses are 
connected with the strategies Dalit women adopt to reach their goals. Identity and discourses 
inform which strategies are chosen, and are themselves influenced by the strategies. Strategy 
here is defined as ‘the conceptual link we make between the places, the times and the ways 
we mobilise and deploy our resources, and the goals we hope to achieve’ (Ganz 2000: 1010). 
Encompassed in this definition are, first, the principles that govern the methods one uses to 
reach one’s goal (such as violence or non-violence). Second is the action taken, which 
presumably leads to a particular outcome (Wilson 1973). Dalit women’s interactions with 
other actors who take up supportive, opposing or neutral stances on their actions, influence 
the dynamic process of making strategic choices throughout collective action. These are 
choices as to the tactics, the targets and the timing of the action (McAdam 1983; Ganz 2000).  
 
The range of strategic actions of any collective group is culturally and historically bounded. 
Repertoires are constrained by the forms of action that Dalit women know and feel 
comfortable with within their cultural and political contexts. Strategic innovation, however, 
can occur at the edges of established tactics (Tarrow 1994). King and Cornwall (2005) 
suggested that these innovations can occur in two ways. One way is by adaptation in the face 
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of opposition or a strategy failure. This is particularly relevant for Dalit women, who lack 
institutionalised power and whose collective action often provokes counter-tactics by 
opponents who are intent on retaining unequal power relations. The second way is by 
diffusion of strategies through connections and exchanges with other movements and 
networks, including local and international non-governmental organisations.  
 
Dalit women’s livelihood strategies can be distinguished by the scope of the change they are 
intended to bring about. They commonly range between those that preserve the overall social 
structure while initiating reforms (conserving strategies13) and those that transform the social 
structure by demands for equality and justice (transformative strategies). Transformative 
strategies often combine struggles over resources with struggles over socially constructed 
meanings, definitions and identities (Hart 1991: 95). The fulfilment of the women’s material 
needs overcomes their economic and political exclusion, while the assertion of a positive 
collective identity as Dalit women forms part of changing the cultural values that perpetuate 
exclusion (Kabeer 2000).  
 
Strategies can also be distinguished by their institutional location. Collective actors often 
deploy both formal institutional and extra-institutional tactics, depending on the opportunities 
they perceive within their political contexts (Tarrow 1994; King and Cornwall 2005; Taylor 
and van Dyke 2007). Conventional methods of securing entitlements rely on formal state 
institutions. They include petitioning government officials, women’s entering into local 
governance institutions, and individual and representative litigation. By contrast, extra-
institutional or confrontational tactics constitute a continuum along the lines of legality and 
violence. They range from non-violent methods within democratic norms (such as official 
strikes and public demonstrations), to non-violent but illegal methods (such as occupations of 
government land) and violent and illegal methods that cause damage to property and persons 
(Wilson 1973; Taylor and van Dyke 2007). Protests using extra-institutional tactics are the 
common political resource of subjugated social groups due to their lack of access to formal 
institutions and support from power holders for their claims. Instead, they rely on mobilising 
large numbers of people in order to influence the wider public and state authorities to grant 
them livelihood resources. Furthermore, by disrupting normal life they draw attention to their 
underlying moral message of the need to change both cultural and political values (della Porta 
and Diani 1999).  
 
Jasper’s (2004) concept of strategic dilemmas helps one to examine the types of strategic 
choices that Dalit women make during the course of collective action. One is that the ‘depth 
of the challenge’ posed by the socio-political context has to be balanced against the ‘breadth 
of appeal’ to movement members, potential allies and the wider public (Downey and 
Rohlinger 2008). Tactics must be chosen that both appeal to Dalit women and help to 
maintain their collective identity and solidarity. Concurrently, the women must gauge the 
potential impact of their actions on the authority figures who are able to grant their demands, 
as well as the reactions of current and potential opponents. The latter include the risks of 
negative repercussions, such as physical and livelihood insecurity.  
 
Another consideration is that tactics also have an impact on the relations between collective 
actors and bystanders. In response to the transition of Dalit women to more active public-
political roles, their communities and families may seek to suppress their voices and 
collective action. The framing of the resource claim itself also invites dilemmas: for example, 



 

42 
 

whether to shift from voicing the substantive claim (e.g. claiming government land as an 
entitlement) to highlighting a procedural complaint (e.g. how the land complaint was handled 
by district authorities). It is by comparing these strategic dilemmas, and the explicit or 
implicit choices made at different points during collective action, that a more accurate 
comparison and explanation of social movement trajectories and outcomes emerges (Jasper 
2004). 
 
Finally, Dalit women’s livelihood entitlement strategies can be assessed by their effectiveness 
in securing the entitlements that formed the basis for the actions, as well as their structural 
impact. Structural impact will have occurred if new, or modified structures and contexts 
emerge as the intended and unintended consequences of collective action. This invites the 
following questions: do the women’s strategies influence the broader context of power 
relations and social interactions, and if so, does this result in equal opportunities and 
inclusion? Moreover, if new structures, interactions and meanings come into existence, do 
emerging forms of leadership among Dalit women ensure the sustainability of the change 
they have brought about? Do these new contexts make any easier collective action to attain 
other entitlements?  
 
3.5 Conclusion  
This chapter elaborated a broad conceptual framework by which one can understand the 
process of Dalit women’s collective action to secure livelihood entitlements. The framework 
consists of two layers of explanatory factors, which are linked to a layer that details the key 
processes within collective action. The first layer explores the dialectics of power and 
agency. It ties together an understanding of power as relational and dynamic, vested in actors 
and structures, which both constrains and facilitates agency. Power relations are shown to be 
central to determining the process and outcomes of entitlement struggles; this includes both 
repressive and structural power operative at multiple levels, namely those of the family, 
society and the state. Dalit women’s subjectivities and agency are produced by structures of 
power. At the same time they are subjected to these structures as the women concede and 
exercise power.  
 
Agency is thus understood as a capacity for action, which historically specific relations of 
subordination enable and create. Socio-historically situated and socially connected 
individuals manoeuvre within the spaces available to them at their location in power 
relations. Dalit women thereby engage in action that utilises alternative discourses to those of 
dominant social institutions, in order to create structural discontinuities and potentially 
transform the social norms that limit their entitlement base. At times they may generate those 
structural discontinuities and challenge power relations; at other times they may reinforce 
existing power relations. Their actions depend on power, which is manifested as three 
modalities: power within, power to and power with. How they act depends also on the 
institutional opportunities within their specific contexts.  
 
The second explanatory layer complicates the workings of power and agency by drawing 
attention to the intersections of multiple structural axes of difference. These intersections 
create diverse positions for different social groups within the field of power relations. The 
accumulation of power at certain intersections shows itself as the privilege and inclusion that 
some groups enjoy, while others become excluded vis-à-vis livelihood entitlements. Dalit 
women are thus uniquely positioned to bear the brunt of social exclusion, disentitlement and 
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discrimination in ways different from those experienced by Dalit men and dominant caste 
women. At the same time, viewing Dalit women’s agency in intersectional ways complicates 
the binary of exclusion-inclusion; an intersectional view captures the contradictions in the 
women’s positioning within intersecting structures of power. These contradictions enable 
them, through organisation and collective action, to reshape power relations in ways that may 
improve both their entitlement and social positions.  
 
The third layer concerns the heart of my research: the process of organising and engaging in 
collective action. It highlights the interweaving and simultaneity of several processes. One is 
discursive consciousness raising, which enables Dalit women to analyse and critique their 
situation, and increases their desire to take autonomous action. Consciousness raising is 
linked to the construction of a collective identity as Dalit women. Their identity comes to be 
marked by a sense of entitlement, shared understandings of collective power and institutional 
opportunities, and mutual expectations that their actions will be successful in securing 
entitlements. These understandings find expression in the discourses that Dalit women deploy 
in their interactions with other non-state and state actors. These discourses aim to legitimise, 
secure and protect their entitlements. Collective identity and discursive formation, moreover, 
both shape and are shaped by the set of strategies perceived as available to Dalit women. 
These strategies must be examined in relation to the ‘strategic dilemmas’ that Dalit women 
are forced to negotiate throughout their process of struggle.  
 
In the empirical chapters that follow, this conceptual base is further reflected upon and 
developed. Each case study deals with all three process factors of collective identity, 
discourses and strategies formation in collective action, though each case study emphasises a 
different factor. By analysing the women’s perspectives and actions, I develop an 
intersectional perspective on power and agency, which unearths a more complex 
understanding of the enabling and constraining factors in Dalit women’s collective 
entitlement struggles.  
 
                                                 
1  Stammers (1993) notes this concept of productive, systemic power as a contested dimension of the inter-relation 

between human rights and power.  
2  At the same time, Foucault has been rightly critiqued because his model of power does not  account for or articulate 

the exercise of agency and subjective processes of empowerment (Deveaux 1994). It is for this reason that I turn to 
a host of other writers to develop the link between Foucault’s ideas on power and power exercised by socially 
excluded women via collective action.  

3  Wilson (2008) critiques the notion of agency as the exercise of rational choice and action (see Giddens 1984) based 
on unfettered free will. Wilson’s argument indicates how women’s agency has been appropriated and transformed 
by neo-liberal discourses. A linked argument concerns the removal of power relations from this notion of agency, 
thereby de-politicising the notion of empowerment (Sardenberg 2007). Competing discourses on women’s 
empowerment are discussed further in the next chapter. 

4  In this regard, Haynes and Prakash (1991: 5) note how researchers have often discounted as resistance common 
South Asian tactics of social avoidance, such as small acts of foot-dragging, ignoring intrusive laws, and so on, 
which they use to express discontent with the social order. This has often led to South Asia ns being 
mischaracterised as passive, with factors such as caste or patriarchy being used to explain why they have not 
developed the capacity to resist.   

5  The fact of widespread social sanctions or caste violence against Dalits constitutes evidence of the unstable nature 
of caste identity at the same time as it explains how caste hierarchy endures (Gorringe and Rafanell 2007).  

6  Haugaard distinguishes between tacit and discursive knowledge. The former represents practical consciousness that 
enables people to navigate social life. It ensures that the structural power inequalities that create exclusion escape 



 

44 
 

                                                                                                                                                        
critical evaluation. This includes seemingly submissive attitudes and deportment. Discursive knowledge, on the 
other hand, signifies discursive consciousness of these inequalities that is expressed orally.  

7  It has been suggested that Dalits’ traditional landlessness and lack of property meant that Dalit men did not have to 
control Dalit female sexuality via seclusion in order to protect male inheritance (Kapadia 1991). 

8  Brahmanism or Brahmanical Hinduism refers to the dominant form of Hinduism practised today in India, with a 
spiritual base in the Vedas (sacred Hindu texts containing religious and ethical philosophy) and the Brahmins 
(‘highest’ caste group of religious leaders), and a material base in the village production system based on (lower) 
caste exploitation. 

9 My research considers grassroots women’s sangams engaged in public-political action and engaging with wider 
movement networks as social movements, though these are often left out of the social movement literature.  

10 Resource mobilisation theory suggests that collective action is spurred by the awareness that one has interests in 
common with others (e.g. collective deprivation) when a sufficient aggregation of human and material resources 
exists to outweigh the costs of taking action. The type of resources mobilised by self -appointed organisers or 
‘movement entrepreneurs’ then determines movement strategies (Foweraker 1995; della Porta and Diani 1999).  
Political process theory builds on resource mobilisation theory. It advocates the investigation of the political and 
institutional environment in which movements are located to uncover the political processes that present 
opportunities and incentives for engaging in collective action (Tarrow 1994). New social movement theory, by 
contrast, focuses on the structural origins of conflicts due to which social movements emerge. These social 
movements mobilise around forms of exploitation and domination based on identity, lifestyles and values; that is, 
they challenge dominant normative codes, such as gender (della Porta and Diani 1999). 

11 Many Dalit and women’s movements in India, for example, have combined political struggles for material 
resources with symbolic resistance against dominant caste or male oppression, or brahmanical patriarchy. This has 
been achieved through critiques of the manusmriti—the chief authority on Hindu jurisprudence which contains 
strong strictures on women and Dalits—and the reinterpretation of Hindu epics, such as the Ramayana, as 
legitimising male domination and discourses of female honour/shame (Omvedt 1993). 

12 For example, Indian women’s movements that emerge out of Hindu religious fundamentalism have sought to define 
women’s rights in ways that challenge dominant conceptions of these rights under international human rights law 
(Gedalof 1999). 

13 A conserving strategy that has been much studied with regard to certain ‘lower’ caste groups in India is that of 
‘sanskritisation’, or the adoption of rituals and customs of ‘higher’ castes such as greater seclusion of women or 
adopting vegetarianism, which is viewed as a means of attaining higher social status. 



45 
 

Chapter 4 
Political Responses to Social Exclusion and 

Discrimination: State Discourses and Practices 
 

The Committee is deeply concerned that in spite of the Constitutional guarantee of non-
discrimination as well as criminal law provisions punishing acts of discrimination, widespread and 
often socially accepted discrimination, harassment and/or violence persist against members of 
certain disadvantaged and marginalized groups, including women, scheduled castes[…] 

CESCR Concluding Observations on India Report, 2008 
 

4.1 Introduction 
Fifty-year-old Ponni lives in Vettriyur village with her husband, four daughters and one son. 
Both she and her husband are illiterate. They cultivate rice paddy on one acre of wet land for 
which her husband has title, and more recently on two acres of government common land. 
Paddy sales enable them to repay loans taken out to purchase farming inputs and her 
husband’s tab at the local liquor shop. But what is left over is insufficient to sustain the 
family. During the agricultural season, therefore, Ponni exchanges her labour in the fields for 
loans from local dominant caste moneylenders, receiving Rs 100 to 120 as daily wages. Men, 
by comparison, receive Rs 200 per day for similar work. Ponni recently also started working 
in a local brick kiln in order to repay loans from the dominant caste kiln owner, though she 
jokes about the number of bricks she broke while learning the skills for this work.  

Her four daughters also work to support the family. Two engage in daily wage labour 
alongside their mother, while the other two are live-in domestic servants for dominant castes 
outside the area. As domestic help, they receive Rs 1500 per month for work from 5 a.m. to 
around 10.30 p.m. with little rest in between. A combination of poverty, work burden—all the 
girls worked in the fields and looked after cattle before and after school——and beatings 
meted out by teachers led the daughters to stop their education after eighth standard. Ponni’s 
son, by contrast, is spared most of the work and currently studies in the local middle school.  

Aside from cultivation, Ponni’s husband sets up firecrackers for festivals and functions. She 
describes his main work, however, as drinking in the nearby town. He rarely contributes 
money to the running of their family, only once in ten days going to the market to purchase 
vegetables for them. Despite the family’s daily maintenance deriving mainly from Ponni’s 
income, her husband has final say on most large family decisions. 

Ponni’s daily routine, therefore, consists of rising early to do all the household work and 
cooking. In the afternoons, on returning from work outside, she grazes her cattle, washes 
clothes, prepares dinner with the help of her daughters, and collects firewood and water. She 
consequently rarely leaves the area, only occasionally going into town to buy medicine or 
cattle feed. Lack of time means she also finds it difficult to join in the women’s sangam 
activities, though she regularly pays in Rs 50 as monthly savings. Her current savings of       
Rs 4,000 are matched by average annual loans of Rs 50,000 at 36 percent annual interest. One 
daughter’s marriage dowry and expenses alone, she estimates, will require loans that will take 
five years to repay. They also have to allocate money annually to repay loans, pay for school 
fees, medical costs, socio-religious functions and the construction of a new one-room house.  

 
Ponni’s story illustrates the multiple, interlocking deprivations Dalit women contend with in 
daily life, most of which are rooted in a history of exclusion from resources on the basis of 
caste and gender (see Chapter 6). It also reveals the discriminatory practices and division of 
labour that accord Dalit women a central role/burden in maintaining rural livelihoods today 



46 
 

(cf. Harriss-White 2004). This role, combined with household duties and her lack of 
education, alternative skills and resources, confines Ponni to daily wage labour in the 
immediate neighbourhood. Her husband, by contrast, has the freedom to do other labour work 
outside the area. The only other work her daughters have found outside the area is poorly 
remunerative and exploitative non-farm labour. Her narrative substantiates the argument that 
female employment, while important, is not enough by itself to foster women’s autonomy 
and agency. To bring about substantial changes, structural inequalities have to be addressed.  
 
The two previous chapters pointed to structural inequalities within the patriarchal caste 
system that negatively affect Dalit women’s ability to secure livelihood entitlements. This 
chapter examines that reality in concrete terms. The first section maps the wider context of 
exclusion and intersectional discrimination in which the livelihood entitlement struggles 
discussed in Chapters 5 to 7 will be located. Despite their inherent limitations, I have had to 
rely partly on studies or data that are about Dalits or women. There are simply very few 
empirical studies of Dalit women, and most data are not disaggregated by both gender and 
caste. The second section describes the workings of formal institutional arrangements—legal, 
policy and welfare measures—through which the Indian state attempts to redress these 
structural inequalities and entitlement deprivations. It explores the accountability gap in 
which Indian state actors fail to discharge their obligations to respect, protect and fulfil Dalit 
women’s rights, and thereby reproduce these women’s exclusion. The third section focuses 
on one key aspect of state development planning for the empowerment of poor women, 
namely micro-credit provisioning through self-help groups (SHGs). I discuss the extent to 
which the discourses generated by this scheme reiterate, or transform structural inequalities 
and shape Dalit women’s perceptions of entitlements and agency. 
 
4.2 Experiences of Exclusion and Discrimination 
In 2006, Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh noted in his address at the Dalit-Minority 
International Conference (Singh 2006b):  

Dalits have faced unique discrimination in our society that is fundamentally different from the 
problems of minority groups in general […] The only parallel to the practice of 
‘untouchability’ was Apartheid in South Africa.  

The uniqueness he refers to includes forms of social exclusion that are based on ascriptive, 
rather than achieved, characteristics (Thorat and Newman 2007: 4121). ‘Untouchability’ is 
the imposition of disabilities on people based on their having been born into a caste that is 
deemed to be ‘polluted’. It promotes particularly intense and durable forms of social 
exclusion. This durability is reflected in the lower human development index for Dalits 
(officially known as scheduled castes or SCs) compared with other castes (not belonging to 
scheduled castes or tribes, herein referred to as dominant castes) (Thorat 2007). Dalits 
continue to constitute a substantial section of India’s poor, one that is out of proportion to 
their numbers: in 2004-05, 32 percent of SCs, who represent only 16 percent of the 
population, lived below the poverty line1 as compared to 20 percent of dominant castes in 
rural areas (NSSO 2005).2 The fact that levels of Dalit poverty and vulnerability are the same 
in nearly every Indian state, moreover, reveals that social inequality overcomes regional 
differences (Kannan 2008). Forms of exclusion and discrimination likewise persist for those 
few Dalits who surmount the caste barriers that obstruct their equal access to livelihood 
resources and opportunities.  
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Transecting caste-based exclusion and discrimination are comparable gendered forms. 
Kannan (2008) argues, based on government data, that social inequalities between Dalit and 
dominant caste women are in fact more pronounced than between men of these two groups. 
This section therefore examines the specific features of social exclusion and intersectional 
discrimination that Dalit women face in the economic, political and socio-cultural spheres. 
Where possible, I compare Dalit women to Dalit men and dominant caste women in order to 
further distinguish the entitlement deprivations that flow from Dalit women’s specific 
positioning within caste, class and gender relations. 
 
4.2.1 Economic Exclusion 
Economic exclusion refers to Dalit women’s being denied the means and abilities to 
participate in land, labour, credit, factor input and consumer market exchanges as well as 
non-market transactions (Thorat 2007). Thorat and Sabharwal (2010: 14-15) distinguish four 
methods by which Dalits are excluded. First, they are denied access to market-based 
livelihood resources such as land and credit. Second, their access to economic opportunities 
is on unfavourable terms: they are discriminated against in the conditions under which they 
work, or they receive lower prices than others would for the goods they sell. Third, they are 
adversely included in work based on traditional caste obligations, such as bonded labour 
(debt servitude or forced labour). Fourth, they are associated with traditional ‘polluting’ 
occupations, such as leather tanning or sanitary work, and are thus barred from other jobs. 
The value of women’s productive work is therefore stratified according to caste status 
(Lingam 1994). Crosscutting caste-based exclusion are norms of female seclusion, gender 
divisions of productive and household labour and the consistent devaluation of women’s 
work in comparison to men’s. For Dalit women, however, more important than gender 
seclusion is the issue of their physical safety in accessing workplaces and at work. All the 
above factors effectively restrict Dalit women’s occupational mobility and ensure that the 
Indian labour market remains highly segmented by caste and gender (Nayak 1995).  
 
Abundant evidence of this continuing exclusion can be found in official data and extensive 
surveys (Das 2006; Desai et al. 2010). These show that Dalits remain restricted to caste-based 
manual labour occupations or congregate around the bottom rung of government services.3 
They also form the majority (62 percent) of bonded labourers (NCEUS 2007). A higher 
percentage of Dalit women than dominant caste women are in the labour market, but the push 
factors are poverty and lack of land ownership.4 Despite their concentration in rural areas, 
Dalit women’s significantly lower levels of land ownership, either in their names5 or the 
names of their families,6 means that far fewer cultivate land compared with dominant caste 
women.7 The majority of Dalit women instead eke out their livelihoods through casual 
labour. They work primarily for dominant castes in the unorganised or informal sector, a 
sector that is synonymous with low wages and lack of employment or social security 
(NCEUS 2007).8 They are primarily agricultural labourers,9 but they also take on non-farm 
labour, including ‘polluted’ tasks such as manual scavenging10 (the manual removal of 
human excreta from dry pit latrines) and sweeping. Casual labour is also distinguished by 
high gender differentials in wages, which are only partially linked to skills and resources, and 
are more likely due to discrimination (Das 2006).  
 
Some attribute the large gaps between Dalits and dominant castes more to differences in 
resource endowments that are rooted in historical discrimination, and less to on-going 
discrimination that affects returns on those endowments (Gaiha et al. 2007). In doing so, they 



48 
 

highlight a pattern of caste and class covariance particular to Dalits (Colatei and Harriss-
White 2004; Sengupta et al. 2008). However, the emphasis on historical rather than current 
discrimination, and therefore on inequality of opportunity over inequality of outcome, is 
contested by others. They show that caste persists in defining both the opportunity structure 
and the outcomes for the majority of Indians. Today, Dalits are less likely to be landed, 
educated, financially secure and socially connected than dominant castes, and social and 
market discrimination contributes to these outcomes (Desai et al. 2010). An examination of 
rural ‘untouchability’ practices across 11 states, including Tamil Nadu, revealed current 
economic discrimination at high levels (20 to 45 percent of villages surveyed). For example, 
Dalits were denied entry into shops, discriminated against in waged work and wages, denied 
access to common property resources and prevented from selling goods in local markets 
(Shah et al. 2006: 95). Active discrimination also prevails in the urban job market. Thorat and 
Attewell (2007) studied patterns of decision making among private sector employers. Their 
results showed that job applicants with ‘high’ caste Hindu names were more likely to succeed 
than similarly well-qualified applicants with Dalit names. 
 
Moreover, dominant castes, but not Dalits, have seized new economic opportunities that have 
opened up in the past 30 years, such as small- and medium-scale industries (Heyer 2007), 
shrimp farming and contract farming (Mangubhai 2004). This is due to, inter alia, Dalits’ 
comparatively low levels of education and health, lack of financial capital, non-labour skills 
and lesser social networks (Heyer 2007). The market economy has so far failed to transform 
traditional institutions, such as caste; rather, a re-visioning of caste has occurred. Hence, new 
forms of caste-based economic exclusion operate to keep Dalits in the same socio-economic 
position relative to dominant castes. This is despite urban migration, the move among some 
Dalits into non-traditional occupations, and the reduction in their dependence on dominant 
caste landlords.11 Dalits continue to be less successful than dominant castes in moving into 
new salaried, non-farm employment, despite their growing education levels (Das 2006).  
 
Issues of gender difference interlinked with caste are often ignored in explanations of social 
changes that have occurred because of the market economy. Today, Dalit women assume de 
facto responsibility for continuing caste-based occupations, while Dalit men find limited 
opportunities to take up non-traditional labour occupations in urban areas (Dube 2003; Heyer 
2007). Deshpande (2007) confirmed that significantly more ‘high’ caste women are entering 
into high-level occupations than Dalit women, and such disparities are increasing, especially 
in Tamil Nadu. She further argued that whereas dominant caste women always enjoyed 
greater material entitlements but suffered from greater seclusion, and Dalit women always 
suffered from material deprivation but enjoyed greater autonomy, now both groups of women 
enjoy less autonomy, while the economic gap between them has widened (Deshpande 2002). 
In other words, they continue to diverge economically, but converge more on the level of 
autonomy. One explanation is that Dalit male out-migration and improvements in Dalit men’s 
economic position are matched by an increasing emphasis on dominant gender norms, 
thereby decreasing Dalit women’s status and freedoms (see Chapter 7). 
 
Similar patterns of exclusion are evident in non-market transactions. Although Dalits are no 
longer barred from education, Dalit women’s educational levels lag far behind those of Dalit 
men and dominant caste women. In 2001, literacy rates were 42 percent for SC women 
compared with 54 percent for women in general and 73 percent for SC men (Government of 
India 2001).12 Moreover, Dalit girls continued to drop out of schooling at higher rates than 
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dominant caste girls and Dalit boys.13 This situation is fuelled by dysfunctional government 
schools,14 poverty and discrimination, which is practised by both teachers and dominant caste 
students (Shah et al. 2006). Research in urban Maharashtra demonstrates that Dalit girl 
students are unfairly disciplined, both overtly and covertly. They are publically humiliated by 
teachers, who ignore their positive achievements while praising dominant caste students (Paik 
2009). Structural inequalities therefore reproduce educational deprivation across generations. 
At the same time, even with educational parity between SCs and dominant castes, SCs are 
less likely to escape poverty and vulnerability (Sengupta et al. 2008).  
 
Another area of exclusion is access to adequate healthcare and nutrition. The Asian Human 
Rights Commission (2010: 33-34) noted the prevalence of child malnourishment among 
predominantly Dalit- and Adivasi-populated villages in Madhya Pradesh. The Commission 
traced this back to poor access to potable water, bonded labour and landlessness, which leads 
to labour exploitation by dominant caste landlords. Added to this picture are the considerable 
health risks Dalit women endure, owing to a lack of, or caste discrimination in access to 
sanitation facilities (PWESCR 2007). The state provisioning of medical (and education) 
services in rural areas, moreover, is biased: the higher the percentage of rural SCs in a district 
population, the lower the level of public services (Betancourt and Gleason 2000). The 
outcomes are higher rates of mortality, morbidity and undernourishment among SC children 
compared with dominant caste children (Thorat and Sadana 2009). Similarly, SC women 
suffer from higher rates of anaemia and undernourishment compared with dominant caste 
women (IIPS and Macro International 2007).  
 
4.2.2 Political Exclusion 
Political exclusion for Dalit women entails non-enjoyment of citizenship rights to justice, 
physical security, social protection and political participation, including participation in 
setting development agendas (Figueroa et al. 1995; Bhalla and Lapeyre 1997). Such 
exclusion arises because India’s democratic governance system, with its impartial standards 
and rules of enforcement, is constructed upon a social system in which caste and kinship 
relationships are highly valued. Power therefore tends to be exercised on behalf, and for the 
benefit of, one’s caste group (Kumar and Rai 2006). The influence of castes extends into the 
political sphere through the ‘politicisation of castes’ (Kothari 2004/1970: 5), which refers to 
how politicians mobilise caste identities in political organising, and how caste groups seize 
political opportunities to augment socio-economic power. This exposes as false the idea that 
law and state entitlement arrangements are insulated from the influence of dominant social 
norms and institutions.  
 
In the political sphere, it is argued that Dalits’ ‘impure’ status makes them incapable of 
governing. This serves to deny them any political status, which thereby stops them accessing 
resources needed for their development (Irudayam et al. 2011). The effects are often more 
intense for women, who are massively under-represented (2 percent) in the current Indian 
Lower House of Parliament (15th Lok Sabha). Moreover, despite the existence of formal 
institutional rules that promote inclusive governance through affirmative action quotas,15 the 
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (2007) has noted: 

Dalit candidates, especially women, are frequently forcibly prevented from standing for 
election or, if elected, forced to resign from village councils or other elected bodies or not to 
exercise their mandate, [and] that many Dalits are not included in electoral rolls or otherwise 
denied the right to vote. 
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Dalit women’s exclusion from political participation is also evident when one looks at the 
operation of local governance institutions (panchayats). Research in Gujarat and Tamil Nadu 
(Mangubhai et al. 2009) revealed that only around one third of elected Dalit women 
panchayat representatives were able to exercise their political authority. Most acted as 
proxies for dominant caste men or, to a lesser extent, their husbands. Moreover, 90 percent of 
the women experienced discriminatory treatment from other panchayat representatives. This 
exclusion was then reproduced by government officials’ refusing to address discrimination or 
proxy representation in their monitoring of panchayat performance. All these obstacles 
compromised the women’s ability to deliver more caste- and gender-responsive development 
outcomes.  
 
Another effect of the concentration of political power within the dominant caste majority is to 
help both non-state and state actors to make life less secure for Dalit women (Ravikumar 
2005; Jacob and Bandhu 2009). Social exclusion is reinforced through coercive mechanisms, 
such as violence; Dalits who assert their rights are punished.16 Failure to perform the duties 
attached to one’s Dalit caste invites culturally legitimised penalties, including assault and 
destruction of property. The impunity with which much of this violence takes place reinforces 
a culture of fear, which diminishes Dalit women’s freedoms and agency. Research covering 
500 Dalit women across four states, including Tamil Nadu, revealed that the most common 
forms of violence (experienced by over 20 percent of women) were verbal abuse, physical 
assault, sexual harassment or assault, rape and domestic violence. The primarily dominant 
castes perpetrators were often not punished, because they used their greater socio-political 
power to threaten Dalit women victim-survivors into silence or to influence the women’s 
ability to obtain legal remedies. Police officers, who are primarily dominant caste, also 
neglected to investigate or prosecute such crimes (Irudayam et al. 2011).  
 
A clear link between exclusion and violence emerges when one examines the causes of 
violence. In the same research, Dalit women identified four overlapping factors that triggered 
violence against them in the general community. These were, first, the perception that they 
lacked sexual integrity, which was linked to their low caste-class identity. This meant that 
they were deemed sexually available to dominant caste men. Second, violence was used to 
reinforce their gender and caste inequality, such as when women attempted to access 
common water sources on equal terms. Third, violence was used to deny Dalit women and 
their families access to economic or productive resources, thereby preventing their economic 
independence or upward mobility. Fourth, violence accompanied denials, or backlashes 
against assertions of Dalits’ civil and political rights, such as freedom of expression or 
political participation. Compounding these rights violations were experiences of violence in 
the family, which were driven by poverty and caste-based gender norms. 
 
The ability of Dalit women to appeal for legal protection against violence, or to influence the 
state’s development agenda, however, partly depends on their political visibility and the 
access they have to information on laws and entitlements. The media plays an important role 
when it comes to political visibility. A 2006 survey of decision makers in 37 print and 
television media networks, however, found that 90 percent in the English print media and 79 
percent in television were ‘high’ castes, who constitute only 16 percent of the Indian 
population. By contrast, there was almost no representation of Dalits. Consequently, analysis 
of mainstream media representation of Dalit issues reveals how often the caste basis of 
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exclusion and violence is hidden in media reporting (Khan 2006; Balasubramaniam 2011). 
As for Dalit women’s access to information, the current research revealed their lack of 
knowledge: few knew of the key laws that are intended to protect them and promote their 
rights.17 Biased media representation and exclusion from access to information reinforce each 
other: they ensure that Dalit women are poorly equipped to pressurise the state to counteract 
social exclusion.  
 
4.2.3 Socio-cultural Exclusion  
Socio-cultural exclusion comprises Dalit women’s being denied social recognition and 
dignity through their symbolic devaluation as ‘inferior’ or ‘polluted’; spatial isolation; non-
recognition of their social contribution through traditional services, paid and unpaid 
(household) labour; and denial of equal participation in socio-cultural life (Nayak 1995; 
Kabeer 2000; Louis undated). Research suggests that this form of exclusion is more acutely 
felt by Dalit women than by Dalit men because the women experience greater 
‘untouchability’ and ill-treatment from dominant caste women and men, in that order (Shah et 
al. 2006). Exclusion is also apparent in certain cultural practices, such as dowry, which 
encourages the treatment of women as less valuable and transitory members of their natal 
households, while setting a price on their heads for their marital households. Through these 
processes, by which Dalit women construct their identity and which condition their freedoms 
in the social, economic and political spheres, exclusion is normalised and structural 
inequalities perpetuated. Hoff and Pandey (2004, 2005), for example, conducted a series of 
experiments with ‘low’ and ‘high’ caste students, which showed Dalit students faring 
significantly worse in activities when their caste was revealed, and taking fewer gambles 
when assessors were allowed to exercise discretion in judging their activities. The 
experiments illustrated how Dalits have low expectations of how they will be treated by 
others, because society believes them to be inferior and excludes them. Anticipated ill-
treatment affects their motivation and performance both absolutely and relative to ‘higher’ 
castes; it contributes to the perpetuation of group inequality and subordination.  
 
Social exclusion also contains a spatial dimension. Space is used to express symbolic power. 
In conformity with ‘untouchability’ norms, Dalit residential areas are isolated on the fringes 
of villages. This segregation is reinforced through separate references to the Dalit cheri 
(colony) as opposed to ūr (village).18 It is the village that contains all public services, such as 
schools and the meeting place where village decisions are taken. Space, moreover, is not only 
caste-segregated, but also gender-segregated according to norms of female seclusion, which 
dictate limited mobility in public spaces for women (IIPS and Population Council 2009). In 
the case of Dalit women, higher levels of engagement in productive labour necessarily 
enhance their freedom of movement in public spaces. This freedom, however, remains 
closely bound to their productive and family roles.  
 
Dalits’ access to both private and public spaces, moreover, occasions exclusion and 
discrimination. The 11-state study of rural ‘untouchability’ practices revealed that Dalits in 
over one quarter of the villages were not allowed to enter police stations, while equal access 
to water facilities was lacking in almost half of the villages. Much more prevalent, however, 
were social sanctions against inter-dining and the practices of denying Dalits entry into 
dominant caste houses or into public places of worship, which were found in around two 
thirds of the villages (Shah et al. 2006). The general trend is that Dalits have had most 
success in eradicating exclusionary practices related to the use of public spaces and services. 
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Nevertheless, exclusionary practices remain in situations involving family and interpersonal 
relations between castes, as well as common traditions such as temple worship and festivals 
(Kumaran 2002). Further, while a number of traditional ‘untouchability’ practices have 
stopped as Dalits asserted their rights, or as socio-economic interdependence between Dalits 
and dominant castes weakened, new tools of exclusion continue to emerge: for example, 
caste discrimination in the women’s savings and credit SHGs formed in the 1980s, or new 
‘untouchability’ norms around drinking water in areas with increasing water scarcity 
(Mangubhai and Irudayam 2003).  
 
4.3 Legal, Policy and Programme Responses 
Given the magnitude and durability of social exclusion processes that affect Dalit women’s 
livelihoods, the question is whether the Indian state is fulfilling its human rights obligations 
towards these citizens. Here, the state is understood as ‘shaped by two paradoxical elements, 
the image of a dominant and coherent state that controls all rule-making and the actual 
practices of its multiple parts that may promote conflicting sets of rules with the official law’ 
(Midgal 2004: 15-16). As will be seen below, formal institutional arrangements create new 
interfaces between Dalit women and the state, as well as new interests, entitlements and bases 
for new identities. At the same time, the actions of state actors at these interfaces expose the 
serious contradictions between state institutional rules and state practices.  
 
4.3.1 Constitutional Rights and their Interpretation 
Indian rule of law is founded on four core notions that are seemingly ideal to ensure 
substantive equality among citizens: rights, development, governance and justice (Baxi 2007: 
13). The Indian Constitution 1949 guarantees a democratic political framework in which all 
citizens have certain fundamental rights, including the right to non-discrimination on grounds 
of sex, caste, race, religion, or place of birth (Article 15). The practice of ‘untouchability’ 
against any person is prohibited (Article 17), while equality before the law, and equal 
protection of the law, are guaranteed (Article 14). Freedom to practice any occupation 
(Article 19(1)(f)) and prohibition against forced labour (Article 23) also exist, alongside equal 
opportunity in employment, which enables the state to reserve posts in government services 
for SCs (Article 16 (4)(a)).  
 
In addition to these justiciable rights, and crucial for their interpretation, are non-justiciable 
Directive Principles of State Policy, which guide governance and law making. The Principles 
marry a vision of social and economic democracy, which is to be established through 
progressive state action, to civil and political rights, which are to be protected by the state 
(Visvanathan and Parmar 2005: 339). In other words, the Principles suggest a development 
model that emphasises the redistribution of resources to ensure social justice for excluded 
citizens. A key provision is Article 46, which articulates the state’s duty to promote with 
special care the educational and economic interests of SCs and to protect them from social 
injustice and all forms of exploitation. Matching this provision are principles of gender 
equality, which are expressed as the equal right to an adequate means of livelihood for 
women and men (Article 39(a)), coupled with the duty of citizens to renounce practices that 
are derogatory to the dignity of women (Article 51A(e)). Finally, a National Commission for 
Scheduled Castes, established under Article 338,19 is charged with monitoring the 
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constitutional and legal safeguards for SCs, inquiring into specific complaints regarding the 
deprivation of their rights, and advising on all issues concerning their welfare.  
 
Complementing these constitutional provisions is judicial activism by the Supreme Court of 
India, which has translated several livelihood-related freedoms under the Directive Principles 
into justiciable rights. This has been based on widening citizen access to the justice system 
through public interest litigation: that is, with writ petitions that allege violation of the rights 
of an entitlement-deprived group and request remedies in the public interest. The Court has 
widely interpreted the right to life under Article 21 to include the right to live with dignity, 
requiring a means of livelihood20 and access to adequate nutrition, clothing and shelter.21 
Other judicial interpretations have included  similar socio-economic rights, such as a healthy 
and sustainable environment,22 education,23 health24 and adequate food25 (IHRIP and AFHRD 
2000; Kapur and Duvvury 2006). Social justice has also been given legal meaning as the right 
to social and economic justice.26  
 
Moreover, in keeping with its effort to foster respect for international law and treaty 
obligations (Article 51), the Supreme Court has established recourse to international human 
rights law to enlarge the meaning and context of rights guaranteed under the Indian 
Constitution.27 This applies especially where there are gaps in domestic laws,28 and allows 
the Indian courts to incorporate and enforce international norms (Rana 2009). International 
human rights treaties ratified by India29 thus oblige the state to respect Dalit women’s rights 
in the way it behaves, to protect them from violation of their rights by others, and to provide 
an enabling environment to fulfil these women’s rights. In particular, the Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination interprets discrimination based on ‘descent’, under 
Article 1(1) of the International Convention on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
1965, to include discrimination based on forms of social stratification such as caste.30 In 
addition, the Committee emphasises the need to implement measures to eliminate multiple 
discrimination against women from communities that are discriminated against by reason of 
their descent (CERD 2002). Implementation would include appropriate social, economic, 
political and legal arrangements to establish Dalit women’s equal access to resources required 
for secure and sustainable livelihoods.  
 
4.3.2 Protective, Preferential and Developmental Measures 
Three categories of measures by the Indian state—protective, preferential and developmental 
(Khan 2000)—flow from the constitutional provisions given above; they match many of its 
obligations under international human rights law. Protective measures include special laws 
enacted to protect Dalits from ‘atrocities’ or crimes committed on the basis of their caste 
identity, many of which are related to livelihood resources31 (Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989). There are also special laws against 
social exclusion based on ‘untouchability’ (Protection of Civil Rights Act 1976). These are 
social laws to which the ordinary proof of mens rea (criminal intent) does not apply; it is 
sufficient to prove the act occurred against a Dalit (Ramasamy 2005).32 Special criminal 
procedures, crime prevention cells, separate courts as well as mechanisms to prevent 
atrocities have concurrently been established to fulfil this state obligation.  
 
Other special laws related to livelihoods include the Employment of Manual Scavengers and 
Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act 1993, which outlaws manual scavenging; the 
Bonded Labour System (Abolition) Act 1976, which aims to eradicate bonded labour and 
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thereby prevent the economic and physical exploitation of socially excluded communities; 
and the Right of Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act 2009, which obliges the 
state to ensure Dalit children’s freedom from discrimination in pursuing their primary 
education. Specific legal protection of women’s rights extends to gender equality in wages 
and recruitment (Equal Remuneration Act 1976); criminalisation of the giving or taking of 
dowry (Dowry (Prohibition) Act 1961); and protection of women from violence in the family 
(Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 2005). In addition, a statutory National 
Commission for Women holds powers similar to the Commission for Scheduled Castes. 
 
Preferential measures, by contrast, seek to correct historical and cumulative discrimination 
and promote inclusive development. They consist of reservations of seats in national and state 
legislatures, government-run educational institutions and public sector employment for SCs 
and women, as well as three separate quotas for SCs, women and SC women in the 
panchayats. Developmental measures, in the form of development and empowerment 
schemes, were implemented in the 1980s to tackle the exclusion of SCs and women and to 
promote the redistribution of resources.33 These schemes form one prong in the broader 
development strategy implemented under India’s Five-Year Plans (Appasamy et al. 1995). 
They include a host of national and state government schemes that enhance education and 
skills development in order to equip SCs for alternative employment; welfare schemes to 
improve their access to housing and civic amenities; separate budgeting for SC and women’s 
development; and women’s empowerment through SHGs for livelihood development (MSJE 
2010; MWCD 2010). Importantly, since 2007 the Indian government has recognised the 
diversity of women. It has formally adopted an intersectional analysis in order to identify 
marginalised and vulnerable women, and aim programmes at them. The government has said 
that the implementation of protective laws should be combined with distinct provisions for 
SC women in programme planning, financial allocations and distribution of reservations in 
education and employment. This indicates ‘zero tolerance for discrimination against SC/ST 
women’ (Planning Commission 2008: 195-96). 
 
4.3.3 Rights in Reality: The Large Accountability Gap 
There is, however, a clear dichotomy between constitutional rights and state measures, and 
their implementation. The implementation gap exists at several levels: executive, law and 
order, and administrative. At the level of executive action, the Supreme Court’s judicial 
orders are ignored. As Baxi noted, positive judicial outcomes ‘are not perceived [by the state] 
as opportunities to reshape power but rather as obstacles in the exercise of real power’ (1993, 
quoted in Steiner and Alston 2007: 286). One example is the on-going public interest 
litigation filed by Safai Karmachari Andolan against the Government of India in 2003: it 
demands time-bound action to eradicate manual scavenging and to rehabilitate those engaged 
in this occupation—mostly Dalit women—into other, more dignified work. While a number 
of state governments have filed counter affidavits, either denying the existence of this 
practice or committing themselves to eradicate it, manual scavenging continues, even in 
public sector undertakings. Another example is the government’s categorical refusal to accept 
that caste is covered under ‘descent’ and, therefore, that the International Convention on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination 1965 applies to Dalits (Government of India 2006: 
paras 16-17). 
 
The second level of implementation gap relates to the state’s regularisation of legal standards 
within a social context structured by caste, class and gender. Studies highlight the failure by 
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the police and state government administration to exercise due diligence to protect Dalit 
women and ensure effective legal remedies when rights violations occur. Under-enforcement 
of the law is the norm rather than the exception (Irudayam et al. 2011). Violations of the 
rights of Dalit women, in particular, tend to be trivialised, if they are brought to light at all 
where victims face threats from the perpetrators or biased treatment from state officials 
(CHRGJ and HRW 2007).34 Consequently, government statistics reveal that fewer than 10 
percent of registered cases of violence against Dalits end in court convictions annually 
(NCRB 2010). For Dalit women, conviction rates are as low as 0.1 percent (Irudayam et al. 
2011). Given this situation, in 2010 the National Commission for Scheduled Castes criticised 
the Tamil Nadu government on multiple counts, including the large number of pending cases, 
the long delays in police investigations and the low conviction rate for atrocities against 
Dalits, and the failure to retrieve lands appropriated from Dalits by dominant castes (Dorairaj 
2010). Under-enforcement of the law by state actors, the majority of whom are dominant 
caste, thus institutionalises a hierarchy of social groups based on the extent to which they 
enjoy formal rights and entitlements. 
 
The operation of the reservations policy also attracts criticism for its paradoxical 
reinforcement of social exclusion, and because state bureaucracies fail to enforce it. The 
majority of reservation beneficiaries are Dalit men or dominant caste women, owing to the de 
facto exclusion of Dalit women. First, in the panchayats they tend to be ghettoised into the 
small SC women’s quota, despite the availability of SC or women’s quotas they could be 
included in (Mangubhai et al. 2009). Second, in work and higher education Dalit women 
often become excluded because of the existence of two separate quotas for them; that is, they 
are told to apply for the women’s quota when they try to access SC quotas, and they are 
directed towards the SC quota when they apply for women’s quotas (Singh 2000, quoted in 
Grey 2005: 131). Additionally, quotas operate as a form of rationing: because of the existence 
of quotas, Dalit women cannot apply for non-reserved categories (Das 2006). Compounding 
this situation is the state’s failure to fill many reserved seats, its failure to improve Dalit 
women’s educational levels so that they can access reservations, and its failure to extend 
reservations to the growing private sector (Narula 2008; Borooah 2010). As a result, 
reservations benefit few rural Dalit women, particularly in education and employment. It is 
for these reasons that reservations, as a form of state-arranged entitlement, are insufficient by 
themselves to transform structural inequalities.  
 
Similarly, the incoherence of the Indian state’s development policies plays a role in 
perpetuating the social exclusion of Dalit women. In particular, the state pays insufficient 
attention to the inter-relations between different policies, such as those for women and those 
for SCs, despite the intersectional understanding of Dalit women’s vulnerability mentioned in 
the Eleventh Five-Year Plan. Consequently, targeted schemes continue to exist for SCs and 
women separately. Further, as with reservations, at the level of state bureaucracies de facto 
exclusion of Dalit women takes two major paths, one of gender and the other of caste. Hence, 
on the one hand, between 1997 and 2004 there was a large shortfall of approximately              
Rs 7,143 crores in the funds allocated under the Special Component Plan for Dalit (SC) 
development in Tamil Nadu (Social Watch Tamil Nadu 2004). On the other hand, most of the 
benefits of development programmes, and the bulk of state resources distributed as 
entitlements to Dalits, have gone to Dalit men (NHRC 2004).  
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Additionally, the biased or poor implementation of government schemes also explains Dalit 
women’s livelihood deprivations. The following three examples provide evidence of the 
state’s failure both to redistribute resources and to provide for rural Dalit women’s livelihood 
needs, either through SC-targeted or general development schemes. The execution of these 
measures, as with laws, is mired in corruption, clientelist politics, indifference, incompetence, 
inefficiencies and outright failures (Posani and Aiyar 2009: 5) as much as by caste and 
gender biases. Hence, 50 years of land reforms in Tamil Nadu have merely institutionalised 
the socio-economic divide between middle caste-class landowners and landless Dalit 
agricultural labourers in rural areas (Jacob and Bandhu 2009). This is partly because 56 
percent of the government land that was redistributed up to February 2010 went to dominant 
castes, despite government guidelines that made land for SC agricultural labourers a priority 
(Revenue Department 2010; also Viswanathan 2004). The National Human Rights 
Commission (2004: 85) concludes that behind failed land reforms is the absence of political 
will and bureaucratic commitment, excessive judicial interference and the ability of dominant 
castes to exploit loopholes in the laws and appropriate Dalits’ lands. 
 
Another important measure that enables many rural Dalit women to acquire adequate food is 
the nationwide public food distribution system (PDS), which sets up ration shops selling 
essential food commodities at subsidised, below-market rates fixed by the government. 
Patterns of discrimination and exclusion, however, have been shown often to obstruct free 
and equal access to ration shops, which are operated primarily by dominant castes (Thorat 
and Lee 2006). Social activists, moreover, argue that the heavily subsidised PDS should be 
judged in light of the Tamil Nadu government’s running all liquor shops in the state. 
TASMAC liquor shops today generate huge revenue of around Rs 14,000 crores per annum 
(Sivaraman 2011). A group of women in Kovilur village explained the link between these 
two government activities: ‘We see in the newspapers the crores of rupees the government 
gets from the wine shops. We are given Rs 1 rice at the ration shop, but our men spend Rs 70 
each day at the wine shops!’ Women also attested to increased male alcoholism following the 
government’s taking over and increasing the number of liquor shops near villages, leaving the 
women to bear the brunt of providing food for their households.  
 
Finally, an important scheme for the livelihood of rural Dalit women is the Mahatma Gandhi 
National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS), which grants a legally 
enforceable right to work. The scheme is aimed at the poorest families without adequate 
labour. One member of every rural household is entitled to 100 days of unskilled manual 
work at the statutory minimum and gender-equal wage. Since 2008, when the scheme was 
implemented across all districts of Tamil Nadu, the link between class, caste and gender has 
become evident from the concentration of Dalit women labourers: this can be gauged by 
cross-referencing the presence of 58 percent SCs and 83 percent women labourers under the 
scheme (MRD 2010).35 Serious concerns, however, exist about its operation and objectives. 
A government-sponsored study across eight states, including Tamil Nadu, found large-scale 
corruption and irregularities in implementation, such as fraudulent job cards, improper 
maintenance of muster rolls and inadequate monitoring mechanisms (Press Trust of India 
2010). The scheme also has generated widely varying claims as to its gender-empowering 
effects on employment and financial autonomy (see Pankaj and Tankha 2010): some have 
found that piece-rate wages often result in women working longer than normal hours to 
obtain the full daily wage (Narasimha Reddy et al. 2010). Moreover, notwithstanding its 
value as a social protection scheme, landowners gain the most economic benefits via 
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MGNREGS-created irrigation water sources or road linkages. The scheme perpetuates Dalit 
women as unskilled, manual labourers, while it increases their subsistence levels. 
Concurrently, it generates tangible material benefits mainly for dominant caste landowners in 
support of their economic development. In sum, power relations and relative livelihood 
deprivation levels among Dalit women vis-à-vis dominant castes remain unchanged. 
 
The above discussion reveals a consistent pattern: despite the proliferation of state laws and 
policies and the development or welfare programmes, the Indian state often does not, or 
cannot act consistently to counter social exclusion and discrimination against Dalit women. 
Off the record, a District Rural Development Agency official opined that there was little 
chance of Dalits’ development reaching parity with dominant castes, even within the next 50 
years. His reasons—that Dalits still lack awareness of government schemes, contacts to 
access these schemes and money to gain the benefits from these schemes—highlight the ways 
in which socio-political power and corruption determine entitlements through state 
institutions. In other words, state actors are complicit in entrenching structural inequalities 
where access to formal entitlement arrangements becomes dependent on factors other than 
formal rules, and where public officials lack credibility to enforce measures fairly. Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh (2006a) noted in this regard:  

Legislations alone are not sufficient […] What is needed is the political will to eliminate 
atrocities and to enforce the law […] the will to ensure that all sections of society feel that 
they are part of our polity and society and are equal partners in processes of growth and 
development. 

 
This deficit in political will attests to the strength of dominant caste and male informal 
institutions and caste patronage networks, which coexist with and influence formal state 
institutions. It also highlights the multiple, conflicting interests embedded in the state where  
its own law enforcement and administrative machinery are constructed by caste, class and 
gender (Narula 2008). Dalit women consequently do not acquire livelihood resources on 
equal terms to dominant castes, or even Dalit men, because legal entitlements and state 
entitlement arrangements are subverted to align with hierarchical, informal institutional 
norms and practices. The institutional environment that Dalit women encounter in claiming 
resources can therefore be characterised as hostile and unpredictable, rather than enabling. 
This is compounded by the operation of different state agendas, such as revenue generation 
through state-controlled liquor shops and schemes for welfare and development. The outcome 
is to deny the women access to productive resources and entrench conditions of survival as 
opposed to development. This further weakens their ability to take action to secure 
entitlements and sets in place a cycle of continuing livelihood deprivation. The government’s 
basic assumption that if one secures the economic resources to pull oneself out of poverty, 
inequality will decrease, is thus open to question.  
 
The implementation deficit also stems from the inability of state measures to address 
intersectional identities, because state measures are geared to eliding intra-group differences. 
Hence, within an overall system of inadequate enforcement, Dalit women fall further through 
the gaps than Dalit men or dominant caste women, because measures are designed to respond 
to either caste or gender identity, not both. Without conscious efforts to address livelihood 
situations structured by intersecting caste and gender norms, land reforms result in land titles 
being primarily in men’s names, and quotas for SCs or women result in excluding Dalit 
women. The lack of statistics disaggregated by gender and caste, outside of a few areas like 
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education, health and employment, serves further to obscure this reality. Dalit women have 
little space to claim livelihood resources through existing institutions; the ‘glass ceiling’ over 
the livelihood choices and opportunities available to them remains strong (Thorat 2002).  
 
What the above serves to reinforce is the inadequacy of the ‘trickle-down theory of human 
rights’ (Narula 2008: 332). The idea that state actors can be relied on to neutrally implement 
laws to propel social change down to the grassroots has been exposed as, at best, an ideal. 
This is not to discount the centrality of the state in development and in the redistribution of 
livelihood resources. The previous section showed that the Indian state has a large role to 
play in fulfilling a number of its citizens’ needs, from governance to welfare and social 
justice. In view of the institutional practices discussed above, however, it is clear that 
structural inequalities cannot be transformed by the state and laws alone. Instead, one’s 
attention turns to people’s collective action to secure their just entitlements and freedoms, and 
to how power relations might be transformed by state and non-state actors in the process. 
 
4.4 State Discourses on Empowerment and Livelihoods 
States are accountable not only for the enforcement of state measures, but also for their 
responsiveness to citizen’s needs (Posani and Aiyar 2009). Attention thus turns to what 
Fraser (1989) terms the ‘politics of needs interpretation’. This refers to discourses that 
concern strategies to fulfil Dalit women’s needs, and the needs themselves; discourses that 
are promulgated by the state in development planning. The politics of needs interpretation 
includes the perspective according to which the state interprets and defines rural Dalit 
women’s livelihood needs, and the ways in which it decides how to satisfy them. Equally 
important is how the state positions politically accepted needs within the wider strategy of 
economic development, as well as the political discourses through which certain needs are 
denied the status of legitimate political concerns. All these factors shape notions of Dalit 
women’s livelihood needs, entitlements and agency. 
 
The example that follows interrogates the discourse of women’s empowerment that entered 
into development planning with the Ninth Five-Year Plan (1997-2002). It was supported by 
the creation of the Parliamentary Committee for the Empowerment of Women in 1997 and 
encapsulated in the National Policy for the Empowerment of Women in 2001. Whereas in the 
1970s there was no gender perspective in development planning (Lahiri-Dutt and Samanta 
2002), today the Indian state stresses the removal of multifaceted gender exclusions and 
discrimination. The state also seeks to address specific deprivations that arise from women’s 
multiple locations in diverse castes, classes and so on. This is complemented by an emphasis 
on women both as equal citizens and as ‘agents of economic and social growth’, part of 
which requires interventions to provide women with basic entitlements (Planning 
Commission 2008). The state’s approach to ‘gender equity’ is to empower women 
economically, socially and politically by creating an enabling environment in which they can 
freely exercise their rights, both within and outside the home, as equal partners with men 
(Planning Commission 2002). A core aspect of economic empowerment, set within the 
broader policy framework of ‘inclusive growth’, is overcoming the poor’s limited access to 
formal credit and their high reliance on usurious informal credit sources. If women are able to 
get micro-credit, they will become self-sufficient economically and active participants in 
development (Planning Commission 2002, 2008).  
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In implementing this development agenda in Tamil Nadu, the state government envisages 
economic empowerment as women having greater access to financial resources, which will 
make them financially self-reliant and reduce their livelihood vulnerability. Complementing 
this is social empowerment through which women achieve equal status with men, increase 
their status in formal institutions and overcome socio-cultural and religious barriers. Both 
forms of empowerment involve capacity building on health, education, legal rights, and 
leadership and communication skills (Government of Tamil Nadu 2003: 97). To this end, 
poor women are encouraged by NGOs to form SHGs under the Mahalir Thittam scheme.36 
SHGs comprise 12 to 20 women aged 18 to 60 years—the most economically active 
providers—who are living below the poverty line and residing in the same area. They 
voluntarily engage in self-managed savings to satisfy their consumption needs, and obtain 
micro-credit to enable them to engage in economic activities. Skills training programmes also 
help with economic activities. The majority of SHGs are formed on a caste-class basis, with 
few mixed-caste groups. According to a district Mahalir Thittam official, this is an outcome 
of most NGOs’ preferring to work with existing social relationships. The government’s 
professed goal is to build an ‘SHG movement’ that covers all poor women, with 50 percent of 
funds allocated to SC women’s economic activities. These SHGs are characterised by regular 
savings, periodic compulsory meetings, training sessions on group governance, and financial 
management and structural linkages to the state (RDPRD 2010;  TNCDW 2011).  
 
An analysis of this scheme’s discourses on needs and strategies reveals that the scheme 
prioritises those economic needs that are connected to the key role of women in family 
maintenance. Economic empowerment, in effect, is seen as instrumental to achieving social 
and political empowerment. Mayoux (2000) identifies three paradigms on women’s 
empowerment and micro-credit.37 The financial self-stability paradigm emphasises women’s 
economic development and access to the market as leading to individual economic, social and 
political empowerment. The poverty alleviation paradigm sees interventions, including 
micro-credit, as increasing household income and community development, so as to enable 
women to address gender inequalities. In the feminist empowerment paradigm, micro-credit 
is an entry point to stimulate gender awareness and mobilise women, enabling them to 
challenge gender inequalities. Mahalir Thittam would seem to combine the first two 
paradigms with an increasing emphasis on the first neoliberal, market-driven development 
paradigm (Jakimow and Kilby 2006). In other words, the state assumes that promoting 
individual women’s institutionalised agency and power in the economic sphere will be 
enough by itself to lead them to take action for their social and political empowerment. This 
has been contested, however (e.g. Jakimow and Kilby 2006; Sharma 2011).38 It does not 
follow automatically that if women contribute more to household expenditure and decision 
making, intra-household relations will be changed. What underlies the state’s assumption is 
the idea that women are responsible for their own development and that of their families, and 
that social change implies individuals’ moving up hierarchies of power rather than 
collectively transforming those hierarchies (Wilson 2008).  
 
A further assumption is that women are underemployed and that therefore their time and 
labour is freely available for SHG activities (Lahiri-Dutt and Samanta 2002; Kalpana 2008). 
This disregards the burden imposed by the sexual division of household labour, as well as 
caste-class divisions that see higher numbers of Dalit women engage in casual labour. 
Besides, the emphasis on enhancing women’s decision-making power within the family 
through improving their economic contribution to the family effectively absolves men of 
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assuming greater responsibility for their families. At the same time, it re-emphasises 
women’s reproductive role and duties within the family (Kannabiran 2005). Certain gender 
norms are therefore effectively instilled in Mahalir Thittam, not the least the notion that 
women are self-sacrificing and maternal by nature. Agency is consequently constructed 
around these limiting female roles; the state establishes a correspondingly narrow range of 
legitimate sangam activities. 
 
The state’s discourse on empowerment is arguably inadequate in four other ways. First, it 
effectively relegates the social and political needs of Dalit women to second place. The state 
pays less attention to issues, such as securing entitlements to productive resources, creating 
positive identities that overcome exclusion, changing the unequal gender division of labour, 
and women’s vulnerability to violence. Economic issues are treated as though they were 
entirely distinct from socio-cultural issues; class alone is seen as the basis for social change, 
and the complexities of empowerment are ignored. This is common to a number of women-
related government schemes (Subramaniam 2006). These complexities encompass the 
interdependency of different categories of needs based on multiple, interlocking exclusions, 
which require diverse interventions in order to transform structural inequalities. Agarwal 
(2003) suggests that micro-credit often exacerbates inequalities in resources, such as land, 
where the emphasis is placed on access to credit and not on control over what the credit is 
used for, which often lies in male hands. Women are often deemed only to need micro-credit 
schemes and not access to and control over resources. Either way, unequal entitlements to 
livelihood resources are sustained. Equally importantly, the state’s empowerment discourse 
occludes issues of state accountability and state responsibility. The state has a responsibility 
to provide an enabling institutional environment in which Dalit women can secure 
entitlements and freedoms (Kannabiran 2005), and to address these women’s livelihood 
needs within macro-economic policies (Sharma 2011). 
 
Second, this discourse of women’s needs is inadequate to capture the full dimensions of 
gender inequalities as they intersect with other axes of inequality, such as caste. Hence, a 
focus on economic empowerment does not acknowledge power relations among different 
women, or take into account their different economic vulnerabilities and exclusions. For 
example, Dalit women’s lower ownership of assets, education, lesser market access, social 
identities and poorer access to information combine to increase the risks of their engaging in 
new economic activities. As two district Mahalir Thittam officials pointed out, and Dalit 
women in Kovilur village confirmed, their enterprises are less likely to be successful, because 
many dominant castes refuse to purchase their goods and services when they learn their caste 
identity. Similarly, they are less likely to be able to lease land from dominant caste 
landowners to engage in more familiar, land-related activities. Mixed-caste groups, moreover, 
tend not to develop strategies to address the key exclusions Dalit women face, because their 
interests divide on caste-class lines and Dalit women are subtly discriminated against(Murthy 
2004). Additionally, uniform strategies implemented by government actors fail to address 
biases within institutions. Caste discrimination by banks means that Dalit women are deemed 
less creditworthy. They are therefore less likely to secure bank loans, and more likely to 
come under pressure to repay. Micro-credit, moreover, inevitably excludes the poorest of the 
poor, hence many Dalit women (Srivastava 2005; Chakravarti 2008; Lindberg et al. 2011).  
 
The third issue is the problematic idea of ‘self’ in SHGs as an organisational model. This idea 
is moulded around a bureaucratic image of women as scheme beneficiaries who need to be 
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taught activities. The de facto goal becomes to achieve programme targets, not to ensure an 
empowering process that supports women’s voice and sustainable socio-economic change. 
The SHG strategy is therefore one of directed empowerment in which women merely 
participate (Jakimow and Kilby 2006). It does not view women as actors who are able to 
reflect on their situation and take decisions to act (Lahiri-Dutt and Samanta 2002). 
Accordingly, they have no significant say in devising suitable economic activities or 
determining the pace of their development. The result is that few Dalit women have used 
loans to gain more profitable self-employment. Hence, SHGs resemble a survival rather than 
a development strategy. Only now, 15 years after SHGs started, are officials conducting a 
survey of the livelihood resources and opportunities for women in their working areas. The 
state’s top-down strategies attempt to create new economic opportunities, but also seek to 
exercise greater control over women’s lives. In the process, the state reinforces cultural 
norms vis-à-vis women. 
 
Fourth, although the government professes an expectation that the SHGs will become strong, 
civil society institutions, the government’s ‘self’-help is inherently apolitical. Some argue 
that the government’s empowerment discourse and SHG strategy act more as a disciplinary 
power that produces efficient economic actors working within the rules of the market 
(Lairap-Fonderson 2002). Their political agency consists only of entering the limited spaces 
for engagement with formal institutions regarding credit and micro-enterprises. Group 
solidarity is forged more for individual gains. This distances the women from citizenship and 
public-political action (Kannabiran 2005). Hence, according to one district Mahalir Thittam 
official, the term ‘political’ does not and should not feature in any government training 
materials. Only five pages in the current training manuals refer to women’s rights. Many 
NGOs implementing the scheme, moreover, concentrate on its economic aspects alone. 
 
The government’s SHG model for social change-oriented collective action has several 
dangers. In particular, government-affiliated women’s SHGs are less likely to engage in 
contestational politics with the government. Nor are SHGs likely to significantly open spaces 
through which women can make claims to the resources they need and expand their 
entitlements on the basis of equality with others (Jakimow and Kilby 2006). SHGs are also 
creating new challenges for development interveners, such as NGOs and social movements. 
One challenge stems from the increasing dependency of women on the government for loans. 
SHG membership is commonly viewed as granting greater access to government schemes. 
This raises expectations on development interveners to deliver equivalent benefits, and tends 
to negate the creation of collective political identities. Another challenge is a shift from 
collective, community-based demands to more individualistic, family-oriented demands. The 
women’s empowerment discourse therefore effectively disguises the creation of new 
patronage relations between women and the state. It also hides the greater integration of 
women into the market economy, without capacitating them to seize economic opportunities 
on a par with others. All this supports the argument that economic-based collectives, as 
opposed to socio-political claims-based collectives, are less likely to challenge Dalit women’s 
social exclusion and subordination (Thorp et al. 2005).  
 
4.5 Conclusion: The Rule of Law versus the Rule of Patriarchal Caste 
Dr B.R. Ambedkar, chief architect of the Indian Constitution and himself a Dalit, declared in 
1949 that upon Independence, Indians would enter into a life of contradictions. The lack of 
substantive democracy would ultimately place political democracy in peril. By this he was 
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referring to a politics marked by equality, which instituted ‘one woman, one vote’ and ‘one 
vote, one value’, and a social and economic life which, by contrast, remained driven by 
inequality denying the principle of ‘one woman, one value’ (Ambedkar 1949). It is this 
fundamental contradiction that remains unaddressed by the Indian state 60 years later. 
Instead, tensions exist between the state’s principles and policies, which support Dalit 
women’s struggle for entitlements and equality, and their mal-implementation in practice. 
 
This chapter has mapped out the multiple economic, political and socio-cultural exclusions 
that produce chronic insecurity of life and livelihood for Dalit women today. While their 
social exclusion may be culturally legitimised to maintain dominant caste-class and male 
power, this chapter has shown that the practices of state actors significantly contribute to and 
reinforce the durability of structural inequalities. The assorted state institutions and actors 
that collectively compose ‘the state’ are often influenced by informal institutions that uphold 
social norms in direct opposition to the plethora of rights-based laws, policies and schemes. 
This strengthens the argument offered in Chapter 3 for examining interlinked power relations 
at multiple levels in relation to Dalit women’s agency. The outcome is, at best, the state’s 
fulfilment of its minimum obligations to ensure Dalit women’s socio-economic rights, 
namely promoting their survival through various schemes. However, it does not guarantee 
their protection, nor promote their development on a par with dominant castes. Another 
outcome is the state’s failure to tailor its measures to address Dalit women’s intersectional 
identities and the specific needs arising from these, despite its ostensible commitment to do 
so. This situation is compounded by the state’s discourse on women’s empowerment. Dalit 
women’s needs and agency are defined in certain narrow (economic) ways that place the 
entire burden of development and social change on their heads. The false assumption that 
SHG economic activities are inherently socially and politically empowering displaces forms 
of political mobilisation that focus on rights and entitlements.  
 
In sum, the context is one of tension between competing entitlement systems, namely 
between state institutional rules and social institutional norms. It is the rule of law versus the 
rule of patriarchal caste (Narula 2008; Irudayam et al. 2011). Competing notions of 
entitlement and agency, and of progress and development, clash and are transformed by one 
another. Underlying this tension is a struggle to establish the principle of equality on the one 
hand, while reinforcing a hierarchy of entitlements based on immutable characteristics, such 
as caste and gender, on the other hand. Moreover, informal institutional norms that establish 
hierarchical access to government schemes are complemented by formal institutional 
practices, such as corruption, that distort state rules on entitlement. Constraints on Dalit 
women’s ability to acquire livelihood entitlements through existing formal institutions are 
intrinsically linked to factors of caste, class (which determines the ability to pay bribes) and 
gender. This highlights how economic growth alone is insufficient to ensure the redistribution 
of livelihood resources. Adequate, independent legal and political institutions must be built. It 
is this larger context that sets the field within which collective action processes among rural 
Dalit women occur. 
 
The following section of the book – which comprises three case studies, each dealt with in a 
separate chapter – takes up the theme of Dalit women’s collective action, set within the 
above, broad context. The chapters reveal the myriad ways in which Dalit women deal with 
insecurity of life and livelihood as they engage with the state, and with social institutions of 
power, in staking claims to resources. Each case study highlights different facets of social, 
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economic and political exclusionary processes that the women overcome to differing degrees 
by exercising their agency. 
 
                                                           
1  The poverty line in 2005-06 was set at Rs 356.30 (approximately 5 euros) per capita per month for rural India. 
2  The National Commission for Enterprises in the Unorganised Sector estimates that if one pools those categorised as 

extreme poor (less than 75 percent of poverty line) through to vulnerable (double the poverty line), then 88 percent 
of SCs/STs would fall into this broad category of deprived people. This forms the highest per centage of any social 
group (NCEUS 2007; Sengupta et al. 2008).  

3  In 2005-06, 59 percent of sweepers in central government services were SCs, as opposed to an average of 15 percent 
in the higher group A to D services (MPPGP 2006).  

4  SC women’s work participation rate in 2001 was 29 percent compared with 26 percent for dominant caste women at 
the all-India level, and 40 percent and 32 percent respectively in Tamil Nadu (Government of India 2001).  

5  In 2000-01, only 10 percent operational land holdings among SCs at the all-India level were owned by SC women; 
this rose to 17 percent in the case of Tamil Nadu (Department of Agriculture and Cooperation 2001). Women were 
likely to own land only if they headed households or were an only child (Government of Tamil Nadu 2003).  

6  Only 38 percent of SCs compared with 61 percent of dominant castes operated land  holdings in 2004-05, the 
majority of which were marginal land holdings of fewer than 2.5 hectares without irrigation (NSSO 2005). 

7  The 2001 National Census (Government of India 2001) indicated 21 percent of SC women as cultivators compared 
with 45 percent of dominant caste women; in Tamil Nadu, the percentages were 9 percent and 19 percent (general 
women) respectively.  

8  In 2004-05, 95 percent of SC/STs were in the unorganised sector (Sengupta et al. 2008).  
9  In 2001, 57 percent of SC women compared with 29 percent of dominant caste women across India were 

agricultural labourers; in Tamil Nadu, the comparison stood at 69 percent and 45 percent respectively (Government 
of India 2001).  

10 An estimated 1.3 million Dalits, predominantly women, continue to engage in this degrading work despite its 
prohibition by law (CHRGJ and HRW 2007). 

11 This contests other research (e.g. Kapur et al. 2010), which claims that these three trends in occupational mobility, 
migration and lessening caste interdependence are leading to social transformation. 

12 In 2004-05, 78 percent of SCs belonged to households without a single educated female member compared with 63 
percent of non-SC/STs  (NSSO 2005). 

13 In 2005-06, the dropout rate in Tamil Nadu among SC girls between 1-10th standards was 74 percent as opposed to 
68 percent for SC boys and 64 percent for girls in general (MHRD 2006). This trend was confirmed by research in 
2006-07, which showed that other backward castes were more likely than SCs to have completed ten or more years 
of schooling (IIPS and Population Council 2009). 

14 Vasavi (2003) points to the increasing ghettoisation of schooling in India.  Dalit and ‘backward’ caste childre n are 
concentrated in government schools with poorer quality education, while ‘middle’ and ‘upper’ caste children attend 
private schools out of the economic reach of most Dalits. 

15 The Indian Constitution 1949 contains provisions reserving seats for SCs and SC women in the panchayats (Article 
243D) and municipalities (Article 243T), and reserving seats for SCs in the Lok Sabha (Article 330) and State 
Legislative Assemblies (Article 332). 

16 V. Suresh (2005: 26) points to the symbolic issues behind violence against Dalits in recent years: mānam (honour), 
mariyāthai (respect), pangu (share of resources and power) and urimai (rights). 

17 Women were surveyed on their knowledge of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) 
Act 1989, Protection of Civil Rights Act 1955, Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 2005, Right to 
Information Act 2005, National Rural Employment Guarantee Act 2005 and fundamental rights provisions of the 
Indian Constitution 1949. 

18 In this regard, Srinivas (1987: 21) designates caste and not the village in India as social reality, in that the village is 
only the dwelling place of diverse and unequal castes. 

19 Originally a National Commission for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, this Commission was later 
bifurcated under the 89th Constitutional (Amendment) Act 2003. 

20 Olga Tellis vs Bombay Municipal Corporation AIR (1986) SC 180. 
21 Francis Coralie Mullin vs The Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi and Others (1981) 2 SCR 516. 
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22 M.C. Mehta vs Union of India (1987) 1 SCC 395; Consumer Education and Research vs Union of India  (1995) 3 

SCC 42.  
23 Unni Krishnan J.P. and Others vs State of Andhra Pradesh (1993) SCC (1) 645. The right to free and compulsory 

primary education for children aged six to fourteen years has since become a Constitutional right under Article 21A. 
24 Francis Coralie Mullin vs The Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi and Others (1981) 2 SCR 516. 
25 People’s Union for Civil Liberties vs Union of India and others (1997) 3 SCC 433. 
26 C.E.S.C. Ltd vs S.C. Bose (1992) 1 SCC 441. 
27 Vishakha vs State of Rajasthan (1997) 6 SCC 241. 
28 Apparel Export Promotion Council vs A.K. Chopra (1999) 1 SCC 759. 
29 These include the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966; International Covenant 

on Civil and Political Rights 1966; International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination 1965; Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 1979 ; Convention on the 
Rights of the Child 1989.  

30 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2009) has also clarified that the prohibited ground of 
discrimination based on birth under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 
includes descent, especially on the basis of caste. 

31 Livelihood-related crimes committed by dominant castes include: wrongfully occupying or cultivating any land 
owned by or allotted to a SC, or getting such land transferred (sec. 3(1)(iv)); wrongfully dispossessing a SC from 
her/his land or premises or interfering with the enjoyment of her/his rights over any land, premises or water (sec. 
3(1)(v)); compelling or enticing a SC to do ‘begar’ or other similar forms of forced or bonded labour (sec. 3(1)(vi)); 
and corrupting or fouling a water source ordinarily used by SCs (sec. 3(1)(xiii)). 

32 State of Karnataka vs Appa Balu Ingale and Others AIR (1993) SC 1146. 
33 Specific planning for scheduled castes was introduced from the First Five-Year Plan after Independence under a 

section ‘Welfare for Backward Classes’ that later became ‘Welfare and Development of Scheduled Castes and 
Scheduled Tribes’. Meanwhile, women remained the target of welfare policies until the Sixth Five-Year Plan, 1980-
1985, when specific planning on ‘Women and Development’ was introduced.  

34 Irudayam et al. (2011) found that in 40.5 percent of all cases of violence against Dalit women, the women did not 
seek legal redress. They were heavily influenced by socio-cultural norms, family or societal pressures, or fear of 
how a dominant caste perpetrator might retaliate.   

35 This is partly because male labour wages often exceed the MGNREGS wages in Tamil Nadu, which leads Dalit 
men to relinquish this work to women in the household. 

36 SHGs were first formed in Tamil Nadu in 1989 in several districts. They spread to rural areas of all districts from 
1997, and to urban areas from 2000-2001.  

37 Similar to these three paradigms, Batliwala (1994) identifies three approaches to empowerment, namely economic 
empowerment focusing on women’s economic security, integrated development supporting poverty alleviation and 
reducing gender discrimination, and consciousness raising to tackle subordination. 

38 Jakimow and Kilby (2006) note that equating women’s self -worth with financial contribution justifies the lower 
value placed on their unpaid household work. As one district Mahalir Thittam official pointed out, SHGs have not 
changed men’s attitudes towards women in any significant degree.  
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Chapter 5 
Asserting the Right to Adequate Housing:  

Kovilur Village 
 

After the sangam came, we are now able to speak in public. We were able to speak in front of the 
court. If people like you came to our village before, we would have to call an educated person to 
understand what was being said. But now we can understand more and more[…] We know we were 
not treated properly before and so we need our rights. 

Meena (died 2010) 
 
5.1  Introduction 
This chapter examines a successful struggle by Dalit women in the village of Kovilur to 
secure housing land entitlements. Security of tenure—a foundation for the right to adequate 
housing—has long been a critical issue for Dalits: a majority ‘are still prevented from owning 
land and are forced to live on the outskirts of villages, often on barren land’ (Special 
Rapporteur on Adequate Housing 2005: 18) with the possibility of eviction ever present. The 
issue of housing plots for Dalits thus highlights both access and location as points of social 
exclusion and discrimination, given the caste-based segregation of Dalits into colonies on the 
outskirts of many Indian villages. The issue of securing entitlement in Dalit women’s names 
brings into focus issues of equality, autonomy and shifting power relations. 
 
The first part of this chapter narrates the process and outcomes of the housing and related 
entitlement struggles these women undertook, primarily between 1999 and 2007. It starts by 
situating the emergence of the Dalit women’s sangams within the socio-historical context of 
the village. Coterminous housing land and temple struggles are examined next, with specific 
attention paid to the inter-linkages between these struggles in the disruption of caste, class 
and gender power relations, and the shaping of the women’s actions. The second part of the 
chapter analyses several dynamics of power and agency present throughout the struggles, 
with emphasis on the catalytic impact of outside agencies. Three implications are drawn from 
the struggle and examined further. The first is how social exclusion both enables and inhibits 
spaces and strategies for collective action. The second is the necessary intertwining of 
struggles for redistribution (entitlements) and recognition (identity) in transforming power 
relations. The third is that successful securing of entitlements does not end the process of 
dislodging gender inequalities, which are embedded in social customs that determine control 
over resources.   
 
Two notes will help the reader understand this chapter. The first is regarding the slightly 
altered use of the term ‘Dalit’. All three major Dalit castes inhabit the village. However, 
given that the Pallars have aligned themselves with the other castes against the Paraiyars and 
Arunthathiyars, this chapter focuses on the joint actions of Paraiyar and Arunthathiyar 
women and refers solely to them as Dalit. This is done for ease of explanation, and in no way 
seeks to discount earlier histories of social mobility and struggle among Pallars to overcome 
caste-based exclusion. The second note is that, again for ease of explanation, ‘forward’ and 
‘backward’ castes in this village are grouped together as ‘dominant castes’. In reality, though, 
different caste combinations have shaped both Dalit women’s livelihoods and how they 
engage in collective action. Moreover, dominant caste opposition should be understood as 
including Pallar opposition to the Dalit women’s claims to housing land and temple rights. 
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5.2  The Context: Shifting Power Relations Shaping Subjectivities 
There are approximately 200 households from 10 different castes in Kovilur village in 
Sivagangai district (Map 5.1). Caste divisions inform how the households are laid out. 
Forward caste Nāttukkottai Chettiyars own the 80-odd houses adjacent to the tar road with 
the best outside connections. Dalits, comprising 47 Paraiyar and Arunthathiyar1 families, live 
together in the eastern part of the village. Both their residential segregation and their 
positioning in relation to the ‘main’ village are markers of their traditionally ascribed 
‘polluting’ status’2 (Shah et al. 2006). Their residential area is divided into an older colony 
where the majority live and the newer colony for which the Dalit women obtained land title, 
with their Māriamman temple located between the two areas. All the other Hindu castes 
(except the backward caste Nādars, who are Christians) including scheduled caste Pallars, 
live separately on the other side of the ūrani (pond), which provides drinking water to all. 
 
Map 5.1:  Kovilur village  

 
 
Shifting patterns of power relations, and their political and economic context have shaped 
over time Kovilur Dalit women’s subjectivities and agency, producing and transforming their 
knowledge and capabilities. The Nāttukkottai Chettiyars historically dominated the village by 
controlling most of its lands and governance; by being able to command services from others; 
and by claiming an associated higher ritual status (cf. Breman 1974). Hierarchical relations of 
caste interdependence were institutionalised through Dalits’ performing adimai vēlai 

3 
(slavery, bonded servitude) for Chettiyars in exchange for ‘rights’ to residence, food and 
loans. This conformed to the established pattern throughout south India at the time: 
‘untouchable’ castes were held in a state of agrestic slavery to landowning ‘higher’ castes 
(Mencher and Saradamoni 1982: A150), with agricultural labour deemed defiling and 
indicative of low status (Breman 1974; Franco et al. 2000). These services, signifying both 
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Dalit ‘pollution’ and dominant caste honour and power, were fundamental to maintaining the 
hierarchical social order (Dirks 1993). So too were caste interdictions and ‘untouchability’ 
practices4 that symbolised and reinforced Dalit subordination, as did a discourse of inequality 
embedded in daily interactions. A group of Dalit men in the village summed up: ‘We were 
treated like animals back then’. 
 
Over the past 40 years, changing contexts, external intervention, and the collective agency of 
Dalits have all triggered changes in inter-caste relations. Dalits named three major gains in 
entitlement that ruptured social and economic caste interdependence, and challenged their 
exclusion. First, the advent of education for Dalits5 developed their political consciousness 
and agency at the level of identity, along with their self-respect and sense of entitlement to 
equal treatment (Mendelsohn and Vicziany 1994). In the words of Roja (married woman, 45 
years), ‘We started raising our voices, saying we were equal and we too were human’. 
Second, 16 Dalit families petitioned the government for the first time to request allotment of 
the dominant caste land on which they resided for colony housing as of right. This 
entitlement, notes Malliga (separated woman, 45 years), meant ‘those conditions—
compelling us to work for them—no longer applied.’ Third, Dalits filed three legal cases 
against Chettiyars for various discriminatory practices and violence, precipitating the end of 
many ‘untouchability’ practices. Concurrently, the shift to a market economy via agricultural 
commercialisation weakened Dalits’ reliance on Chettiyar employers for subsistence and 
enabled them to sell their labour outside of the village (cf. Rudha 1984). Accompanying this 
trend, the Chettiyars’ land stranglehold broke when many educated Chettiyar youth sold off 
lands to other non-Dalit castes in order to operate financial and trading ventures in the towns. 
 
This historical background is significant for understanding Dalit women’s collective action 
because it establishes certain frames of reference within which the women envisioned further 
change in their lives. These frames of reference are reflected in their perceptions and actions 
at the start of their struggle for housing land, and their expectations about development 
interventions, as seen below. A key point is the type of external intervention to which women 
were introduced for the first time. All three entitlement gains were linked to Chettiyar 
landlord Ramu, a ‘patron’ with whom Dalits had allied and who directed their collective 
action while providing protection against other Chettiyars. He was the most educated of the 
Chettiyars and, according to Dalits, interested in village welfare and sympathetic to the poor, 
several of whom worked for him. This was partly due to his affiliation to the Congress party, 
which espoused Gandhian values promoting caste equality through eradicating 
‘untouchability’ practices, as well as his economic interests as an employer in ensuring 
Dalits’ loyalty. His interventions represented for Dalits an alternative patronage relationship, 
still hierarchically based, yet allowing them to move beyond survival to achieve some 
measure of economic independence and dignified living. His interventions were primarily 
with Dalit men, however, and addressed caste and class concerns much more than gender. He 
did little to develop Dalit women’s sense of entitlement to further housing plots or to promote 
their agency.  
 
Another point is that the above socio-economic changes did not alter relative livelihood 
entitlement positions and entitlement norms. Dominant castes still retained control over many 
goods and services. Dalit women, who were landless and who had limited education and 
skills, remained locked into wage-labour occupations.6 As the women had no savings to fall 
back upon, and access to formal credit was foreclosed by lack of property ownership to offer 
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as guarantee, another dependency relationship arose to replace that of adimai work. From the 
1980s many Dalit households relied on high-interest loans from mainly Chettiyar 
moneylenders and pawnbrokers. Additionally, the growing population made living 
arrangements both physically and socially difficult, with two to four Dalit families sharing 
one- or two-room kudisai (non-permanent) houses. This was compounded by the lack of 
electricity and adequate drinking water in the Dalit colony, while both were enjoyed in the 
main village.  
 
Finally, these historical changes resulted in Dalit women’s making housing needs a priority. 
This supports Rudolph and Rudolph's (1984: 282) assessment that the most disadvantaged 
often rank economic and physical security above increasing their productivity. Housing held 
symbolic significance as an important historical step taken towards greater liberty from 
exploitive economic relations. This accompanied an equally significant shift in consciousness 
towards the importance of property, and away from their previous narrower ‘work for 
survival’ outlook. This outlook was linked with non-permanent residential status. Housing 
became a vehicle for establishing a claim to village territory and the higher status of 
permanent residency. Its link with social status aside, Dalit women also wanted separate, 
secure housing in which to bring up children safely. These attitudes towards housing were all 
motivating factors behind women’s collective action in the sangams. 
 
5.3  Collective Agency and the Politics of Securing Entitlements 
5.3.1  External Intervention: Developing Political Consciousness and Agency 
The first development intervention to target Dalit women came with the arrival of local NGO 
Vidiyal in the village in 1999. Its purpose was to develop, among other things, the women’s 
sense of entitlement and collective power though participation in the sangams. Vidiyal 
Mahalir Membāttu Sangam (Vidiyal Women’s Development Association) is a grassroots 
NGO. It was established in 1994 at the initiative of a Dalit woman, Veronnika, to help 
women to realise livelihood-related rights and to develop their leadership qualities. The 
organisation focuses on Dalit women in around 150 villages of three development blocks in 
Sivagangai district. Veronnika started by supporting Dalit women informally to seek 
solutions to livelihood problems. She later seized the opportunity presented by SHG 
organisation under the state’s Mahalir Thittam scheme to start formally organising the 
women around livelihood issues. She chose to work in Kovilur village after observing that 
the Dalits’ living conditions were among the worst in the area at the time. 
 
Vidiyal adopts two strategies. One is to create women’s sangams comprising Dalit and 
backward caste women. These enhance women’s economic capacities through savings and 
loans activities. They also expose them to alternative livelihood opportunities. Organising the 
women into apolitical, ‘economic empowerment’-centred sangams creates socially accepted 
space for Vidiyal to engage in its main strategy. This is to capacitate Dalit sangam members 
politically, and to mobilise them to demand collectively that the government fulfil their basic 
livelihood needs and be accountable for any Dalit rights violations. This strategy relies 
primarily on negotiation with the government as opposed to outright confrontation through 
protests and demonstrations. However, they do not eschew the use of extra-institutional 
tactics should petitions and meetings with officials fail to achieve the necessary action.  
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Veronnika’s rationale for working solely with Dalit women emphasises that they have 
different room for manoeuvre within prevailing social norms, relations and practices. Women 
have a greater capacity to organise collectively and challenge dominant caste-class interests 
because they are less entangled than their men in local patronage relations with dominant 
castes and in local politics. Equally, dominant caste or police reactions to collective action by 
Dalit men are more likely to be violent. Moreover, Dalit men often fail to prevent negative 
repercussions of their actions for their families. Veronnika’s allusions to a form of women’s 
power were thus reliant on subverting notions of female exclusion and the protection of 
women. Simultaneously, she drew upon, and thereby reproduced gendered ideas of women’s 
self-sacrificing, altruistic nature:  

If women go outside the village, they will not involve themselves in unnecessary things as 
each time they are thinking about their family and children. The same responsibility women 
have to their families is what they show in their public work […] Women should sacrifice 
themselves for their sangams, stay firm and not be swayed from their goals by men. 

At a practical level Dalit women were an obvious target group for livelihood interventions 
given the gendered nature of many livelihood activities and the link between resource 
ownership and women’s physical safety.  
 
Despite the pressing need for housing, prior to the sangams women were unaware of their 
right to decent housing and what they were entitled to as a consequence of this right. They 
mentioned that they had had no idea to obtain more housing plots, let alone how to do so, in 
the face of poverty and the death of their ‘patron’, Ramu Chettiyar. Previous patronage-based 
interventions, therefore, had failed to promote their sense of entitlement and collective power 
to access institutional entitlements, including state-sponsored schemes. In the initial stages, 
therefore, Veronnika brought the Dalit women together to articulate their specific needs in the 
village. She built towards motivational discussion on how women should be at the forefront 
of struggles to develop their livelihoods. Indira (married woman, 37 years) recalled,  

She explained that by joining together in the sangam we would be able to get electricity, 
water, roads, housing facilities […] everything [we lacked at the time]. 

Chandra (married woman, 30 years) continued,  
She also said that if one person protests or goes to the government offices alone, nothing 
would happen as no one would give us respect, but if we went as the sangam and protested 
together then officials would listen to us and our problems could be resolved more quickly.  

Collective action under the banner of the sangam, therefore, was promoted as a strategy to 
overcome marginalisation and voicelessness, opening an alternative discourse of collective 
Dalit female power. This effectively ‘re-valourised female identity’ (Villarreal 1994: 227) 
and delinked it from gender norms that excluded women from public-political action. 
 
As well as offering inspiration, the NGO mobilised women to act by imparting practical 
information about various government housing-related schemes. This marked the start of 
forging links with formal institutions and raised a real possibility in the women’s minds that 
they might secure such entitlements. According to Chandra, 

Veronnika told us a government scheme existed that if a poor family had some land, the 
government would build housing for them. That’s what motivated us to try to get some land 
[…] Before that, we lived as a crowded family in the one house for 12 years.  

Moreover, women like Jeya (married woman, 47 years) realised, ‘We had to fight for our 
rights. If we want to get government schemes, first we need a permanent place to live in.’ 
Women thus came to perceive housing land entitlement as a base for acquiring other 
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necessary entitlements from the government. This shows the knowledge-power nexus. 
Knowledge of what they are entitled to from the state makes people conscious of how they 
can act together to meet their livelihood needs. Many women were persuaded by this 
combination of motivational and practical discussions to negotiate permission from their 
husbands or to make the independent decision to join the sangams. They were also attracted 
by the prospect of gaining access to information, to low-interest loans and to a separate 
gender space to share their concerns. 
 
As Chapter 3 showed, the link between motivation and action is the development of political 
consciousness and the capacity to exercise power by acting collectively. Capacity building 
refers to activities which facilitate the sharing of experiences, knowledge and strategies, 
enabling consciousness-raising and creating networks among women (Subramaniam 2003: 
192). Political consciousness-raising is a process in which women re-evaluate themselves, 
their subjective experiences, their opportunities and shared interests (Taylor and Whittier 
1992, quoted in Subramaniam 2003: 192). Three levels of capacity building and political 
consciousness-raising activities marked the NGO’s approach. At the first level, fortnightly 
meetings provided a space for women to voice their views on problems in the colony and to 
consider the means available to solve these problems. Anjali (married woman, 60 years) 
recalled that ‘in meetings we discussed who needed what facilities […] what petitions we 
should write.’ The NGO staff guided many of these discussions, explaining about 
government schemes, how to write petitions and which officials to target. This women’s 
space also strengthened bonds of solidarity, though differences among the women remained. 
Prominent was the hierarchy among adult women within a family, structured by varying 
access to power in the form of control over the division of labour among women (Sangari 
1996). This hierarchy enabled mothers-in-law to attend meetings while daughters-in-law 
performed household work.  
 
The second level was the occasional meetings of all village sangam leaders in the emerging 
district-level Dalit women’s liberation movement. These were to promote exchanges of 
information between the women in different villages as well as between NGO staff and 
women, and to identify areas for further capacitation trainings. These meetings also enabled 
the planning of joint action on common issues such as demands for agricultural land for Dalit 
women or police action regarding cases of atrocities against Dalit women or girls.  
 
The third level involved two types of ad-hoc training sessions. One concentrated on helping 
sangam leaders to analyse their social situation and forms of discrimination and exclusion 
that required them to assert their rights, and to link this to sangam activities and resource 
claims. The second training, open to all sangam members, focused on more practical aspects 
of monetary savings and livelihood opportunities, as well as building knowledge of 
government schemes and laws to promote women’s rights. Veronnika described the outcomes 
as to some extent bridging the knowledge divide between the majority of illiterate Dalit 
women and others, even if only a limited amount of information was retained.  
 
In the absence of these efforts to conscientise and capacitate women to take collective action, 
economic empowerment through savings and credit activities alone would not have led 
automatically to social-political empowerment. Comparisons between these Dalit women’s 
sangams and the three other sangams in the village started by another NGO prove this. The 
latter comprised women of all other castes and operated solely to promote micro-credit 
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activities, enabling women to manage their families even in the absence of financial support 
from husbands. Other caste women, however, claimed to lack the knowledge and capacity to 
intervene in village affairs, and evinced no sense of agency to secure entitlements.  
 
Despite the above achievements, Dalit women revealed a number of interconnected barriers 
to participation in sangam activities. Malar (separated woman, 50 years) differentiated 
between the articulate few who listened and responded in training sessions, and the majority 
who stayed silent and comprehended only a little. She thus pointed to enduring links between 
illiteracy and lack of self-confidence. Veronnika also suggested that the women found it 
difficult to shift focus from daily survival to examining wider issues such as experiences of 
gender subordination and abstract concepts such as rights. She said, ‘The women leaders can 
understand about rights if you give them training and adequate responsibilities, but members 
often cannot grasp the concept.’ Another problem was that sheer physical exertion of their 
work sapped their energy. Malar, for example, admitted that she would doze in meetings 
when she was too tired to concentrate after her burden of work outside and inside the home.  
 
These barriers are further reflected in the dynamics of leadership and sangam decision-
making. Women’s personal characteristics—their interest, ability to retain information from 
meetings and trainings, and confidence to articulate demands and lead any action—primarily 
determined sangam leadership and, therefore, a hierarchical form of representative voice. 
Indira, for example, increasingly recognised that ‘if we sit in our houses, government officials 
will not do anything for us. Because of this we are coming out and asking them directly for 
facilities.’ Response to fear of authority figures also partly determined leadership. Leaders 
such as Chitra, once she learnt who different officials were and how to speak with them, felt, 
‘Why should I be afraid of officials? They are humans just like us.’ In Anjali’s words, leaders 
were women who ‘knew how to talk’. By contrast, sangam members perceived themselves as 
more passive participants who accompanied the leaders but did not speak in public or fully 
understand the rationale behind the collective decisions taken. The strong association of 
education with ‘authentic’ knowledge and authority to speak partly explains the members’ 
lesser participation. Even in informal interviews, many women prefaced their comments 
along the lines of ‘I am not educated so I can only share what I know from experience [...] 
you should speak with the leaders to know everything.’ Another part of the explanation lies in 
the social construction of women’s roles and behaviour, which emphasises the silencing of 
their voices.  
 
Decision-making processes reflected another set of dynamics between both sangam members 
and leaders, and NGO director Veronnika. These dynamics were determined primarily by 
acquired patterns of interaction with outside agencies and differences of knowledge, 
experience and social networks. The relationship between the women and Veronnika has to 
be viewed in the context of sangams being the first gender-targeted development intervention 
by an outside agency. As such, with no other point of reference aside from Ramu Chettiyar’s 
involvement in their lives years ago, women arguably replicated with the NGO this earlier 
patronage relationship. The women relied to a certain degree on the NGO to set the agenda 
and direct what should be done. Veronnika’s role was perceived as both a ‘development 
broker’ and ‘patron’. That is, she was someone who could translate government schemes for 
the women and connect them with government officials, as well as confront or intercede with 
the other castes and government officials on their behalf in the process of securing 
entitlements. Andal’s (married woman, 50 years) statement that Veronnika was like the 
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goddess Māriamman7 to them is telling. It is indicative of Veronnika’s perceived role as both 
protector and provider. Most women emphasised that if Veronnika had not come and 
struggled alongside them, they would never have secured housing plots and other 
entitlements. Consequently, this familiar model of a dependent, ‘patron-client’ relationship 
both empowered as well as constrained the women, because they took action but without 
independent decision-making. 
 
5.3.2  Constructing a Collective Identity 
Political conscientisation and capacitation both fed into the construction of a collective 
identity and interests as Dalit women in the sangams, thereby motivating collective action. 
This identification process built upon existing dense, overlapping social networks formed by 
shared experiences of spatial and social exclusion alongside religious, caste and kinship ties. 
These shared experiences downplayed any internal contradictions between women of the two 
Dalit castes. Residentially segregated together, these women daily interacted with one 
another both socially and during work—inside and outside the home—more so than with 
their men or other castes. Some went so far as to assert that marriages between their castes 
would be acceptable though none had yet occurred. A common identity was formed through 
natal or marital kinship ties within each caste and through relatively similar socio-economic 
status. This common identity further generated solidarity. All these factors supported the 
women’s identification as a collective, requiring strategies to address their common exclusion 
from livelihood resources. This would be less likely where sangam members have more 
disparate backgrounds (Murthy 2004). The sangams thus comprised two castes in which 
women privileged their collective identity over individual caste identity.  
 
Conflict over symbolic resources (e.g. temple rights) and a caste identity still inextricably 
bound to social exclusion further strengthened their collective identity. This identity was 
underpinned by subjective discontent over their livelihood situation. Social conflict between 
Dalits and dominant castes has been noted as a critical source through which identities are 
reshaped in relation to each other. It offers the strongest impetus for Dalits to become 
conscious of the low identity ascribed to them, and to motivate them to construct a new 
positive self-identity (Joe Arun 2007: 4). One basis for conflict is rights with respect to 
religious institutions and festivals. Such institutions and festivals  are critical to exercising 
symbolic power and authority in local political systems in Tamil Nadu along with rights over 
resources (Mosse 2003b: 69). The impetus for collective identity formation in the present 
case was the conflict from 1995 between Dalits and all other castes in Kovilur village over 
rights to the Arulmigu Muthumāriamman (Māriamman) temple. Dalits had founded this 
temple around 60 years ago on Chettiyar land near their houses. A Dalit Paraiyar priest 
performed the worship rituals (pūjas) and temple tax (vari) was collected among the Dalits 
for the annual temple festival. Dalits sought equality in religion by advancing an independent, 
new identity through an autonomous temple for themselves. A group of Dalit men described 
this temple as the ‘turning point for our community after years of neglect in society and 
religion’. This indicates the temple’s intimate association with issues of identity, status, 
honour and dignity. 
 
Kovilur dominant castes, however, found it necessary to challenge the Dalits over temple 
rights once the Māriamman temple festival became well known in the area and temple 
offerings increased in the 1990s. In doing so they aimed to reassert and legitimise their caste 
authority and status that had been diminished by the weakening of caste interdependence in 
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social and labour relations. The Chettiyars thus persuaded the Dalits in 1995 to use collective 
village finances to replace the original thatch structure with a more solid temple structure. 
This joint financing as well as Chettiyar ownership of the temple land then fuelled dominant 
caste arguments for greater rights over temple management and the festival. Chettiyars also 
sought to introduce caste hierarchical norms by demanding ‘first honours’ (muthal 
mariyādai) in temple rituals, a means of rendering authoritative their share in the temple and 
hence, temple rights (cf. Appadurai and Breckenridge 1976; Ludden 1989). Further, 
according to Chitra (married woman, 37 years),  

They started saying they are periyavan [people of high status] while we are chinnavan [people 
of low status], and so how could a Paraiyar remain as temple priest? [...] But we all have the 
same rights to worship the goddess. 

Competing discourses underlying the temple dispute thus were linked to relationally defined 
identity and power positioning. Therein, Dalits’ identity formation, based on equal religious 
rights, was seen to undermine dominant caste norms and power. 
 
Tensions over the temple festival simmered after 1998 and culminated in open caste conflict 
in 2001, despite the district government intervening several times to reach a compromise. 
With no solution in sight, the temple was locked and no festival was held. Meanwhile, the 
Chettiyars attempted to block Dalit women’s access to the village ūrani and the Chettiyar 
owner of the temple land erected a signboard forbidding access to his land. All interactions 
between the two sides then stopped. Dalits did not enter the main village and dominant castes 
did not enter the colony. Dalits who worked for the dominant castes or sharecropped their 
lands shifted instead to daily wage labour outside the village. However, caste tensions, 
petitions and dominant castes’ fights with the Dalits continued around the time when the 
temple festival would normally take place. A police presence in the village was then required 
to maintain the peace. These tensions continued until 2007, when the Chennai High Court 
handed down its judgement in favour of the Dalits on a case filed by dominant castes 
claiming rights over the temple management. 
 
Against this background of on-going caste tensions, Dalit Paraiyar and Arunthathiyar women 
allied together in opposition to the other castes. This opposition included the Dalit Pallars, 
who practised ‘untouchability’ towards them. In doing so, the Pallars showed how their social 
mobility has been dependent on asserting distance from, and rank over, other Dalit castes. 
Further, according to the women, the Pallars adjusted their interests in order to maintain 
harmonious relations with the non-Dalit castes they lived alongside in the main village.8 
Beyond this alliance, the temple conflict further helped Paraiyar and Arunthathiyar women to 
construct a common identity and to develop interests that propelled their collective action.  
 
5.3.3  Collective Action Strategies and Outcomes 
Building Organisational Strength through Practical Interests 
Strategically for the NGO, the organisation of the women around less confrontational 
practical interests was the first step in developing their self-confidence. The next step was the 
more difficult struggle for housing land, which touched on social relations of power. Hence, 
the first issues the women’s sangams took up related to basic amenities, street lighting and 
drinking water taps. The latter highlights the gender-specificity of certain livelihood 
concerns: Dalit men did not prioritise getting water on tap. They were not the ones walking to 
the village ūrani to collect 20-50 pots of water daily for household purposes. They did not 
have to fetch the water secretly when the temple dispute led to Dalits being debarred access 
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to this water source. These two issues introduced women to the politics of making claims on 
state institutions. Specifically, women petitioned the highest district official, the District 
Collector, before meeting the relevant Amenities Board and other sub-district officials. They 
experienced inordinate delays. They had to make many visits to government offices to press 
for action on their petitions. They had to cross-check partial information provided by lower 
government officials with higher officials. For example, the dominant caste panchayat 
President failed to disclose that Dalits were also intended beneficiaries of the new water tank, 
which was placed in their colony, but which provided water solely to the main village. 
Women also resorted to direct action, such as arranging for the delivery of street light posts, 
and fixing the electricity line, when all else failed.  
 
Meeting the Challenges of Petitioning for Housing Land 
Dalit women’s claim to colony housing land introduced variations to the strategy used to 
obtain basic amenities. Chettiyars owned most of the vacant village land and caste-based 
spatial norms put limits on the colony location. The on-going temple dispute meant it was not 
possible to negotiate with the dominant castes over vacant land. Through the NGO, women 
learnt how to influence the government to act on their behalf. They were quietly to identify a 
suitable plot of land and ascertain who owned it. Next they would approach the District 
Revenue Officer and Collector with a group petition for housing land. The District Revenue 
Officer acquired private lands for allocation as scheduled caste colony housing. The Collector 
sanctioned land title. By bypassing lower government officials, the women overcame two 
disadvantages that flowed from their ‘low’ caste, class and gender identities. They lacked the 
money to pay lower officials the expected bribes. Moreover, lower officials, being for the 
most part locals and intertwined in local caste relations, were more likely to be prejudiced 
against them.  
 
Dalit women’s lack of interaction with the dominant caste villagers and panchayat President, 
in comparison to their men, worked in their favour as they started to identify suitable housing 
land. They had already witnessed the men place undue faith in the panchayat President to 
help them in return for monetary payment. Instead of helping them, the President had advised 
two dominant caste landowners to take measures to counter any government attempt to 
acquire their uncultivated land. Dalit men’s unwillingness to upset caste relations too much 
was also evident in their suggestion to build on flood-prone land that no one would contest. 
This land lay between the Dalits’ graveyard and the kanmāi (irrigation tank) far away from 
the main road and all facilities. The men’s actions confirm Hart’s (1991) analysis that 
stronger patronage relations between men and local dominant actors and political authorities 
limits men’s scope for political action to a greater extent than women’s. This analysis is in 
line with Veronnika’s rationale for organising Dalit women separately. 
 
The women hesitated when the NGO director’s government contacts found suitable land near 
the roadside belonging to five Chettiyar brothers. Years of social exclusion had taken their 
toll. Women worried that they would never be allowed to live near the roadside traditionally 
reserved for dominant castes. Dalit men added their objection based on their desire to avoid 
another fight with the Chettiyars given the on-going temple dispute. Veronnika therefore 
invested significant time in convincing the women boldly to ask the government for the land, 
saying that there was no harm in trying because the other castes would not know of their 
application until the government sanctioned the land acquisition. Before they could petition 
the government for specific land for colony housing, however, the women had to discover the 
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addresses of the Chettiyar brothers who lived outside the village. They used the pretext of 
wanting to send out wedding invitations. Once they had the addresses, the women drafted 
petitions to the Collector and District Revenue Officer in 2000.  
 
Their encounter with the Sub-Collector who first received their petitions, however, revealed 
how social exclusion is embedded in the state as well as in society. This official initially 
reproduced relations of exclusion by advising the women to desist from applying for land 
belonging to ‘these rich people’. He implied that the women were asking for physical 
reprisals and that the Chettiyars would just bribe officials to halt the land acquisition, such is 
the coercive and economic power this caste holds in the district. The women’s counter 
revealed their understanding of the exclusionary politics at work. They emphasised the 
government’s obligation to purchase the land no matter what the landowner’s socio-economic 
status. At the same time, they ‘released’ the government from its obligation to protect them 
from any dominant caste retaliation over the land. Their arguments and persistence pushed 
through their petition. 
 
Dalit women framed their petitions for housing land by manipulating their multiple identities 
in order to highlight those aspects they judged more likely to prompt a positive government 
response. Hence, women’s requests for land in their names foregrounded their gender and 
class, rather than caste, identities. Their petitions used the women’s sangams names, tied as 
they were to the government, and referred to their poverty and lack of livelihood security—
‘we are living like three families in one house’; ‘we have no money to buy housing land and 
build ourselves another house.’ Caste, however, found no place in their requests for ‘land for 
living’, nor any ‘right to land’. As with the non-caste specific sangam names, this strategy 
aimed to prevent any caste bias from officials by instead evoking a discourse of government 
service to poor women sangam members. This was especially pertinent given the on-going 
temple dispute centred on caste identity. In this dispute the mostly dominant caste 
government officials supported the dominant castes over the Dalits because of bribes and 
caste affiliations.  
 
The two years of official inaction in the face of constant petitioning shows the persistence 
socially excluded actors require in dealing with the state to secure entitlements. Women 
invariably described the process as follows: ‘we walked so many times, worked so hard […] 
we got too many troubles while getting this land […] we did not do any demonstrations to get 
this land, create any problems, but officials would say each time they would give us the land, 
that’s all.’ Chitra described the hardships and patience required in the absence of socio-
political influence: 

At any time we had to go and meet the government officials in different places. So late night 
we would come back home. Back then we had very little money, less money than now, and so 
we could not afford to eat outside during the day, only drink a coffee […] We would be at the 
Collectorate by 8 a.m. and only in the afternoon would the officials actually see us.  

Beyond the practical difficulties of scarce money and time, they also needed to maintain a 
low profile so as to not attract adverse attention to their actions. The women’s apolitical 
savings and credit activities were low profile; they also had the advantage of physical 
isolation and lack of interactions with other caste villagers.  
 
While Dalit women sought to downplay their caste identities in their petitions, a critical 
factor ending the paralysis in their housing land application was the allies women found 
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among government officials. These allies were characterised both by caste affiliation and the 
absence of caste or political ties to the area. Sangam leaders like Chitra noted that only once 
they finally secured an appointment with the Collector, a Dalit, to deliver their petition, did 
revenue officials visit Kovilur to view the proposed housing land. The women also credited 
the next District Revenue Officer, also a Dalit, with skilfully negotiating the land acquisition. 
He forestalled caste problems by stating the land purchase for ‘government purposes’ without 
providing further details. Meanwhile, the constraining influence of caste interrelations is 
apparent from two contrasting experiences women mentioned. One is the support for the 
women’s land application by the backward caste Village Administrative Officer without any 
social connections to the area. The other is the local Dalit woman panchayat Vice-President, 
who was unwilling to take a position opposing the dominant castes and the President. 
Throughout this process, moreover, women gained access to information on the progress of 
their application thanks to the good relationships forged between the NGO director and Dalit 
officials. This contributed to their perseverance and to government action.  
 
Despite their vulnerability where livelihoods were concerned, and despite caste tensions 
surrounding the temple, the women kept going with the housing land struggle. They were 
buoyed by other, similar successes. At the same time as they were petitioning for housing 
land, action by Dalit women in two nearby villages had secured such entitlements. To keep 
them motivated, Veronnika also constantly reminded the women of the amenities they had 
already acquired. She also helped them to get tangible economic benefits in the form of 
sangam loans. Their determination could be gauged from each woman contributing around 
Rs 3,000 towards the struggle. Asked why they did not obtain money from their husbands, 
Andal replied, ‘sangam is separate and family is separate.’ By distinguishing between the 
women’s public and private roles, she was referring to their attempt to construct an 
independent role outside of the dominant discourse that tied them to the family sphere. This 
role was contested by Dalit men. Further, some leaders like Chitra found their resolve 
strengthened by the lack of male support: ‘[Men] were so disparaging towards us. I then had 
it in my heart to succeed, that we should somehow get this land.’ 
 
Dealing with Dalit Men and Gender Norms 
Chitra’s statement points to a disturbance of gender power relations when women entered 
into the political domain. Both Dalit women and men had a collective interest in acquiring 
housing land title. The NGO also established strategic relationships with Dalit male 
community leaders. Despite this, initial male reactions to the sangams were negative. They 
belittled the women’s activities by reference to their gender ‘inferiority’: ‘you are only 
women and yet you think you are going to achieve so much’; ‘let us see how you are going to 
get the land!’ Additional cruel words from men for ‘neglecting household duties, families and 
children’ when women returned home late after sangam work sought to remind them of their 
‘core’ role in the family domain. Two sangam leaders, however, experienced more forcible 
reminders in the form of beatings and denial of food. Further, while women’s travel as a 
group outside the village satisfied men of women’s safety as well as ‘protection’, this 
freedom of movement was conditional on core gender norms remaining undisturbed.  
 
The ways in which women dealt with these reactions expose the multiple factors determining 
intra-household bargaining over their political participation. These include support from other 
women and the NGO, and the adjustments made around gender norms to diffuse such 
opposition. Almost all women, for instance, accepted the double burden of engaging in 
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productive labour for family maintenance as well as completing daily household duties, 
adjusting around rather than seeking to alter the gender division of labour. Women’s position 
within their life cycle also determined their scope for sangam participation. As previously 
mentioned, women were helped to participate by the presence of daughters-in-law to 
undertake household duties. Gendered expectations that young mothers assume full-time care 
of their children also left these women least able to leave the village, while those with the 
fewest constraints had teenage or grown daughters to assume their household duties. 
Women’s freedom thus directly correlated with an increasing work burden on daughters, 
thereby reiterating gender roles whereby girls help their mothers maintain family well-being 
(Kambhampati and Rajan 2007). Timings of sangam activities consequently remained fluid 
in order to cater to women’s work and family schedules and allow sufficient time gaps 
between activities to lessen male opposition. This opposition decreased over time as men 
recognised the instrumentality of the government-affiliated sangams for gaining privileged 
access to state institutions and, therefore, to resources. 
 
Dalit men’s opinions of the sangam work were mixed and contradictory. Though 
acknowledging that women brought benefits to the colony, they constantly qualified their 
support by claiming that the women could form sangams and act only with the men’s 
permission and encouragement. Kathirvel (married man, 55 years) asserted, ‘We can tell the 
women that they should remain in the house and look after the children. But we won’t say 
this, as we understand that they are now in the sangam and need to meet sometimes.’ Dalit 
men thus sought to reinforce gender relations of female dependence on male family heads 
within the new sangam institutional framework as a means of accepting these social changes. 
Other men disparaged the sangam’s achievements as due more to the NGO director’s 
relationship with government officials than to the efforts of the women, whom they labelled 
as merely following the NGO’s instructions. If women were objects (and not subjects) of 
development intervention, men could reaffirm their dominant position within gender 
relations. Dalit women, by contrast, though often modest about their achievements and 
acknowledging Veronnika’s prominent role in their struggles, nonetheless affirmed the 
importance of their agency. They pointed out that ‘they had done all the walking’, that 
without their actions nothing would have changed for their community.  
 
Dalit men further sought to distinguish between issues which women and men could address. 
According to Chandran (married man, 60 years): 

If the women’s sangams want to help others, they do so within the group only. The men will 
not allow the women to participate in common problems. For example, the men solved the 
temple problem and did not allow the women to get involved. The men said the women 
should do work within limits, and not try to cross those limits.  

The struggles for basic amenities and housing land were deemed to lie within the realm of 
accepted sangam activities. They were linked to women’s families as opposed to ‘common 
problems’ of the community. This attaching of women’s public identities to familial roles 
constitutes a subtle renegotiation and revision of rules governing the women’s conduct as 
individuals who did not usually engage in public life of the community (Madhok 2007: 350). 
It shows how male power is dependent on the domestication of any perceived alteration to 
gendered roles in order to maintain the distinction between public/male and private/female 
spheres (Haynes and Prakash 1991; Gedalof 1999). What it ignored was that women’s 
collective action was a conscious expression of concerns and interests not only as women, 
wives or mothers, but also as members of the Dalit community (cf. Morgen 1988). By 
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contrast, women, as seen later through their contribution to the temple struggle, developed 
views of their expanded role in the public domain that were quite different to those men held.  
 
Dealing with Adverse Reactions from Dominant Castes and the State 
Dominant castes learnt that the government had acquired 2.5 acres of puncai land for 
scheduled caste colony housing only by reading about it in the government gazette in 2002. 
Their reactions further enmeshed the entitlement struggle within a web of power relations. 
One explanation advanced for their opposition was their belief that this land allocation would 
lend further credence to the Dalits’ assertion of temple rights and also enable them to acquire 
temple land title. The land allocation would allow Dalit habitations effectively to encircle the 
Māriamman temple. Most Dalit women, however, tended to associate the opposing actions of 
dominant castes with the temple dispute alone, rather than connecting the two struggles. This 
was because the temple dispute touched on so many fundamental questions of honour and 
identity, and the inter-caste conflict was so intense. Combined with direct tactics, such as 
preventing Dalits’ entry onto the temple land, dominant castes also relied on their greater 
political connections, influence and economic power to try to stop the housing land title 
transfer. Political leverage assumed the form of counter petitions to revenue officials and later 
to the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, meetings with whom were aided by a Pallar man who 
was then a Tahsildar. There were also, according to some Dalit women, bribes to officials.  
 
Dominant castes’ counter arguments against Dalit entitlement reflect the connections between 
symbolic discourses and entitlements. Despite the Chettiyar landowners’ apparent 
acquiescence to the land sale, other Chettiyars garnered support from other castes to oppose 
this move. They linked the dominant discourses of Dalits’ ‘pollution’ and ‘dirtiness’ with 
preventing worship at their Aiyanar temple located behind the proposed new colony. They 
similarly informed the Tahsildar that they would not be able to worship at their temple if the 
Dalits received the housing land, owing to Dalits being ‘untouchable’ (thīttu) and 
inauspicious to look at en route to their temple. In doing so they appealed to the belief in 
social norms of impurity and karma, the idea that the Dalits’ bad karma would transfer to 
them (Daniel 1983). The NGO director, however, happened to overhear these statements. 
Based on the strength of the Protection of Civil Rights Act 1955 penalising practices of 
‘untouchability’, she later used them to argue for criminal liability should officials accept the 
dominant castes’ argument. Consequently, the Tahsildar reassured the Dalit women during 
their next visit that the land acquisition would proceed.  
 
Women responded with continued visits to the government offices in order to pursue and 
strengthen their case, relying on strength in numbers and continual reminders of officials’ 
obligations to them. They switched to a more confrontational approach only when officials 
again started to suggest that the women settle for a less contentious plot of land in an attempt 
to avoid challenging power relations. Around 30 angry Dalit women entered the Collector’s 
office one day and refused to leave until they could press their demands with the Collector. 
Women also had to contend with the government’s commitment to only partial fulfilment of 
their right to housing, the District Revenue Officer granting land title but without conferring 
any entitlement to housing as such. By then, however, women felt emboldened to state that 
they would manage by themselves to build a hut once the land was sanctioned to them. After 
this official inspected the land himself, the land acquisition process was concluded, and 55 
plots of land were sanctioned in 2003.  
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Formal versus Actual Entitlement 
Dalit women actually received land title in their names only after another year, however, 
owing to continuing dominant caste opposition to the land acquisition. During this interval, 
the women interpreted the government’s inaction as tacit support for the dominant castes and 
continued petitioning the Collector on two counts required to translate formal into actual 
entitlement. The first was for officials to measure the land so that individual land plots of 2.5 
cents could be allotted, and secondly, for actual land title distribution. When they did not 
receive a reply to their petition, the women resorted to clearing the land themselves. 
Veronnika encouraged them by arguing ‘if both the Chettiyars and government were against 
us getting the land, how would we get the land by keeping quiet?’ This direct action was 
enough to pressurise revenue officials to measure plots for a first set of women who 
immediately required land. Taluk officials then sought to delay the handing over of land title 
deeds in order to extract more money. In response, the women called on the Village 
Administrative Officer’s support to intercede on their behalf. Their actions point to another 
subtle layer to entitlements analysis, between the granting of formal entitlement and actual 
possession and enjoyment of an entitlement: it is the latter, and not the former, which 
constitutes the fulfilment of socio-economic rights. 
 
In the absence of actual entitlement for the remaining women who held only formal land title, 
Malliga’s case exemplifies many women’s predicament after 2004:  

Even though we were given the land title they did not come and measure the land, so 
eventually we started building this house [in the older colony]. Two years later, once this 
house was half-built, they finally measured the land. 

Continual petitioning was again required, therefore, to make the government translate these 
women’s legal entitlement into actual land possession. Currently, 37 women have housing 
plots measured in the new colony, a second land allocation being made in 2008 as a result of 
families multiplying. Sangam members exhibited great pride in narrating how they got plots 
for these women in the sangam’s name, as individual applications would have been less 
likely to produce positive results. The sangams today, therefore, represent for women the 
collective power required to succeed in claims on state entitlement arrangements. Around 
half the women further indicated that they have a greater decision-making role today on 
housing construction or renovations.  
 
Obtaining Housing and Amenities in the New Colony  
While housing land ownership satisfies one requirement, the right to housing also demands 
permanent houses and basic amenities of water, electricity and roads (CESCR 1991). Women 
undertook several more years of petitioning for these under government welfare schemes, 
even bargaining for housing aid with panchayat election candidates. Only in 2007, by chance, 
did the women’s petition to the Collector as he inaugurated the new panchayat result in him 
immediately ordering the panchayat to install roads, street lights and a water tank, along with 
several housing loans. Permanent housing with electricity in the new colony, however, is still 
pending today. The women’s assessment of the reasons for this state of affairs reflects a 
combination of financial constraints, exclusion built into the government’s housing subsidy 
scheme, and a non-supportive panchayat President.  
 
Currently, the incumbent panchayat President has sanctioned only seven Dalit families the  
Rs 37,000 financial assistance under the Indira Awās Yojana scheme to enable rural families 
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below the poverty line to construct or upgrade housing. Another three families have self-
financed housing construction in the new colony. Dalit woman face two main hurdles. First, 
they are de facto excluded from this scheme due to the panchayat’s stipulation of an initial  
Rs 20,000 down-payment from potential subsidy beneficiaries. Second, the rising cost of 
housing materials creates a large shortfall even with the subsidy. Some women further 
attribute the President’s unwillingness to help them to their failure to vote for him. Others cite 
common knowledge that this President represents Chettiyar interests and acts under their 
guidance in return for their electoral support. Still others assert that he is cheating them by 
drawing up false receipts for higher amounts on building materials. The President, on the 
other hand, points out how Dalit men choose to waste their money on alcohol instead of the 
subsidy down-payment. Though this may be true, it ignores the fact that women need decent 
housing to keep them safe and to raise children. Over half the women cited housing as an 
important development in the past five years, though only half live currently in pucca 
(permanent) houses and only half in housing adequate for their family size. 
 
Today, the sangam leaders’ growing awareness of how to negotiate with political authority 
holders and utilise political spaces more effectively is clear from their discussions on 
petitioning for house electricity connections. Their dilemma is that though they wish to 
petition the Collector directly about the government’s one-bulb electricity scheme, they risk 
falling out of favour with the President who is likely to claim that they are giving him a bad 
name with higher officials. According to Indira, ‘If we go elsewhere and then come back to 
[the President] on some other matter, then he may say that last time we went elsewhere to 
give petitions so this time also we should only go there and not come to him.’ In other words, 
leaders have learnt to weigh the possibilities and risks in planning their actions, an indication 
of growing strategic agency.  
 
Further Entitlement Actions and Sustainability 
Another indicator of Dalit women’s growing political consciousness is that they want other 
entitlements and freedoms. This has led to further action outside of the NGO’s development 
agenda. The current Village Administrative Officer observed that Kovilur Dalit women 
sangam members are more politically aware. They are willing to get involved in public 
affairs, for instance, by approaching him for information on government schemes. Two 
examples illustrate Dalit women’s broadening engagement. They have tackled structural 
inequalities as workers and as Dalit community members, further countering any 
domestication of their collective action. In mid-2009, the sangam women, along with 
backward caste women, publicly protested against the lowering of NREGS wages. They 
extracted a commitment from the Collector’s office for decent wages in future. Earlier in 
2003 after acquiring the housing land, they asserted their political identity as ‘Dalit sangams’ 
through petitions to government officials requesting protection during the temple festival and 
resolution of the temple dispute. They succeeded in persuading officials to unlock the temple 
during the 2004 festival. Their second intervention occurred after caste fights broke out again 
and dominant castes filed a false police complaint against Dalit youth. Acting on Veronnika’s 
advice, the women brought overt threats against Dalits to an end by filing a counter complaint 
naming the dominant caste youth who had been threatening and abusing them by caste name. 
Meanwhile, four women made court statements negating the dominant castes’ assertion of 
temple ownership. This is more evidence of their breaking into hitherto male domains and 
substantiating their claim to an equal role in the temple struggle.  
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How far the women’s ability to engage in autonomous action extends, however, is debatable. 
The limits to sangam members’ participation and a degree of instability in the organisational 
structure of the sangam both constrain future action. Even if leaders undertake independent 
action in the name of the sangams, many members emphasised their continuing reliance on 
the NGO for information and strategy decisions before acting. Moreover, at the time of 
interviews, the two older sangams have become effectively dysfunctional because of a lack of 
accountability for sangam money pooled together for the housing land and subsidy 
applications. Sangam leader Chitra denies allegations of having misappropriated the money. 
She claims that everything was spent on the housing struggle, though illiteracy prevented her 
from keeping accounts. Chitra consequently feels that no one appreciates her efforts and 
expressed some resentment against other sangam women: ‘Why should we go outside and 
they just go to work? If they want to get facilities, let them go outside and approach the 
officials.’  
 
Compounding this situation, the women now believe the sangams’ sole purpose is for savings 
and loans. Narrow family economic interest has taken priority over wider caste-class-gender 
goals. Potential contradictions in sangam purpose and NGO dependence thus arise where 
micro-credit programmes are tied to political action through the same organisational structure 
and set of relationships among women (Kabeer 2005; Pattendon 2011). Veronnika, in 
response, feels that the sangams need to be revived by encouraging younger, more educated 
women in the newest sangam, which was set up in 2010. She wants to see a series of training 
sessions on collective action and how to secure further entitlements. 
 
5.4  Discussion 
This case study illustrates several dynamics of agency and power as they mutually shape each 
other, including the important role outside agencies play. By examining these dynamics and 
their outcomes for power relations pertaining to gender and development approaches, three 
key points emerge. First, social exclusion  both inhibits and enables agency. Second, 
livelihood struggles involve interconnected issues of resources and recognition. Third, there 
is an analytical distinction between formal and actual entitlement, the latter including 
command over resources in reality. These points together highlight some of the complexities 
of Dalit women’s lived experiences of social exclusion and livelihood entitlement struggles.  
 
5.4.1  Agency, Power and External Intervention 
The results of Dalit women’s collective action confirm their capacity to secure livelihood 
entitlements despite the interwoven constraints of institutional rules and multiple power 
relations. The workings of these power relations are obvious at a number of points in the 
women’s struggle: from spatial exclusion norms driving their initial hesitation to request 
housing land by the road, to their negotiation of direct and indirect opposition from dominant 
castes, state actors and Dalit men to their actions. All these counter the notion of women 
acting autonomously with free will in pursuit of their livelihood interests, uninfluenced by 
crosscutting structures of power. Rather, the social construction of Dalit women’s 
subjectivities links their agency to different levels of power exercised over and by them 
within a field structured by multiple, intersecting axes of difference (Sangari 1996). 
 
It is not possible to disregard the important role external actors played in facilitating and 
supporting the agency of Dalit women, and their capacity to act. Mosse (1999) indicates that 
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some external intervention may be necessary to challenge persisting dependencies and social 
subordination in a caste context. Dutt (2004) notes the increasing involvement of external 
agencies with poor rural Indian women in response to the women’s difficulties in organising 
autonomously. In the present case, alliances forged with Ramu Chettiyar and then NGO 
Vidiyal have proved critical to Dalit women’s obtaining livelihood entitlements and 
freedoms. It is pertinent to investigate the role and power of the intervener vis-à-vis 
interpreting Dalit women’s needs, introducing alternative discourses and knowledge, and 
facilitating their agency.  
 
In exploring these points, a useful contrast is provided by Vidiyal’s engagement with Dalit 
women and Ramu Chettiyar’s with Dalits (both women and men). Ramu Chettiyar assumed a 
benevolent patron’s role within a historical context marked by patron-client relations. He 
used his socio-political power to help Dalits secure entitlements and freedoms. The cessation 
of adimai work highlights growing independent agency among those who interacted with 
Ramu Chettiyar. Dalit men in particular benefitted from education due to his intervention. By 
contrast, Vidiyal’s focus on Dalit women reflects an understanding of the women as 
competent, if socially constrained, agents (Kabeer 1994). She enabled them to articulate their 
needs and take collective responsibility for getting those needs fulfilled. Political 
consciousness-raising and capacity building provided women with access to new information 
and with alternative discourses. These discourses emphasised values such as equality and 
women’s collective power and agency. The aim was to make the women conscious that they 
were disentitled and to give them a sense of entitlement to resources in their names. She also 
wanted to show them how to strategically secure entitlements. By motivating the women’s 
transformation into political actors able to make claims on formal institutions, the NGO’s 
work is in line with the ‘empowerment approach’ to development. This approach maximises 
women’s power to make their own choices, speak out for themselves and to take control of 
their lives, in the process of which they reshape power relations (Wierenga 1994: 833). 
 
In reality, however, historical patterns of interactions shaped by subordination influence the 
ways in which Dalit women understand external intervention. On the one hand, women 
regarded Veronnika as they would a patron. They consistently refer to how essential she was 
for their livelihood development and strategic decision-making on collective action. 
Veronnika’s challenge, therefore, was to transform the women’s expectations that she would 
act on their behalf. On the other hand, the NGO catalysed the women to take ownership of 
the entitlement struggles, despite multiple barriers limiting their participation. Veronnika’s 
role as an intermediary or ‘broker’ throughout this process was based on her social relations 
with both Dalit women and officials, and on her ability to bridge these two different ‘worlds’ 
and their knowledge systems (Olivier de Sardan 1995, quoted in Hilhorst 2000: 199). She 
could collect information and translate the process of accessing state entitlement 
arrangements into language understandable to the women. At the same time, she helped build 
the women’s relationships with state actors and articulate their resource claims in ways that 
aligned with state discourses. These different and at times contradictory understandings of 
development interventions illustrate how the redefinition of relationships towards mutual 
solidarity and external facilitation needs time (Kabeer and Subrahmanian 1999). The interim 
period often demands brokerage roles in order to help remove institutional, structural and 
personal barriers to Dalit women’s participation. 
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To return now to the NGO’s approach, which emphasises empowerment based on 
transformative notions of women’s agency. Gender and development approaches often 
incorporate an analytical distinction between practical and strategic gender interests. The 
former arise from women’s role in the division of labour and are aimed at improving their 
conditions, while the latter challenge women’s subordinate position within power relations 
(Molyneux 1985, 1998). This tends to lead towards a privileging of development approaches 
based on strategic interests as key to overcoming women’s oppression, idealising women’s 
autonomy over the complexity of intersectional identities and social connectedness (Cornwall 
2007). Dalit women’s collective action on issues of housing and basic amenities, then, would 
seem to fall into the former category of practical gender interests. They did not actively and 
consciously analyse and thereafter seek to destabilise gender relations. The effects of their 
actions, however, indicate shifting power relations that touch on strategic interests, though 
not all in progressive ways. These shifts are examined further below.  
 
Dalit women’s location within intersecting structures complicates the distinction between 
practical and strategic gender interests. It also makes it hard to examine gender interests apart 
from caste-class interests. First, the two types of gender interests cannot be viewed as 
completely dichotomous. Resources such as housing land located by the roadside or equal 
access to ūrani drinking water, for example, represented practical necessities. At the same 
time, they were also strategic to disturbing caste and gender power relations that excluded 
Dalit women from such spaces and resources. Second, waged labour by Dalit women enabled 
mobility and economic independence, but it also reaffirmed caste, class and gender 
difference. It is therefore questionable to equate women’s paid employment and financial 
autonomy with empowerment and agency (Cornwall 2007). Hence, the women negotiated 
around rather than confronted gender norms regarding the division of household labour, 
while using their relative mobility and autonomy to engage in collective action.9  
 
Third, Dalit women gained strength in organisation, as well as self-confidence, from dealing 
with more practical matters, such as separate amenities. This made them ready to tackle more 
problematic interests such as housing land, which touched on power relations. This suggests 
that any external interventions should consider the extent to which strategies that intertwine 
practical and strategic gender interests open up possibilities for the long-term transformation 
of power relations (Kabeer 1994; Clark et al. 2005). Ascertaining this extent requires 
dialogue regarding women’s continually evolving interests, their strengths and opportunities, 
taking account of their fluid socio-political contexts rather than basing them solely on 
analysis of their subordination (Paterson 2008).  
 
Fourth, power relations embedded in mutually constitutive structures influence Dalit 
women’s practical and strategic interests in ways that might at times contradict or 
complement each other (Wierenga 1994). The women considered a field of interests, some 
strongly tied to aspects of their identities other than gender. They chose to position 
themselves as working for their family and community development, and not as opponents 
challenging gender subordination. They showed that investing in women family members and 
their collective action brought results, which lessened male opposition. If they had articulated 
distinct gender interests instead, men would have seen them as a threat to caste and 
community identities. The course the women took enabled them to renegotiate their role 
within family and community networks. This process yielded new if divergent 
understandings and valuations of gender roles as women pushed at structural boundaries. 
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Gender interests therefore cannot be detached from other interests generated by women’s 
multiple identities, and other interests may become primary over gender. 
 
Analysing Dalit women’s agency, therefore, should not mean a narrow focus on 
transformative potential within a socially constituted self alone (Lovell 2003: 1). Nor should 
it mean giving automatic priority to strategic gender interests. Instead, one should understand 
the wider range of socio-structural factors and cross-cutting interests which shape women’s 
ability to act and how they act. This allows for more nuanced strategies to promote effective 
collective action among Dalit women. These are strategies which create wider opportunities 
and spaces for women to manoeuvre and negotiate changes to multiple power relations. 
Patterns of both change and continuity, moreover, should be expected. This is clear from the 
subtle shifts in power relations consequent to Dalit women’s actions, which can be broken 
down as ‘power within’ and power vis-à-vis their families/communities and dominant castes.  
 
‘Power Within’ 
Meena’s observation, quoted at the start of this chapter, on gaining new knowledge of ‘how 
to speak in public’ implies that the women gained the self-confidence both to speak and to 
operate in spaces typically ‘reserved’ for dominant castes and men. Woman after woman 
echoed these as major personal changes. Two meanings lie behind Meena’s words. One is 
that, despite being illiterate and female, their voices count and do not require male mediation. 
The second, affirmed by Dalit male leaders, is women’s expanded understanding of local 
socio-political issues and ways to address these issues through state institutions. Women thus 
now perceive their knowledge and skills as valuable potentials. They recognise how 
important it is to build this power in contexts where caste and gender norms seek to control 
their freedoms of knowledge and speech (cf. Mangubhai et al. 2009).  
 
Sangam participation has other, expressive benefits: namely, recognition, identity re-
evaluation and enhanced personal and community status. The respect and recognition they 
receive is similar in kind to that enjoyed by Dalit women elected as representatives in local 
governance (Vijayalakshmi 2004). Both relate to their perceived enhanced position, in this 
case as sangam members who have successfully secured entitlements for their community. 
Women cited as evidence the District Collector’s meeting them in their colony and even the 
researcher’s visits to the village. The suggested re-evaluation of women’s roles, identities and 
power then confirms the potential at the social interfaces of entitlement struggles to generate 
structural discontinuities which reshape women’s subjectivities and promote their agency.  
 
Power Relations vis-à-vis Family and Community 
Just as the social interfaces of collective action create structural discontinuities, they can also 
reproduce structures, especially gender, and attendant power relations. Changes to family and 
intra-caste relations after women secured housing land ownership appeared minimal. Instead 
they highlight the ‘percolation-cum-adaptation’ of dominant caste-entwined gender norms 
and practices into the Dalit community (Rao 2003b: 280). Many women sensed no increase 
in the respect men showed them. They were not allowed to play a greater role in family or 
community decision-making. They continue to experience family life as before: men beating 
them if they feel women have done anything wrong or when they come home after drinking. 
Older women in particular still reiterate cultural norms that insist on wifely fidelity, respect 
and duties towards husbands. Moreover, women still contribute proportionally larger amounts 
to household incomes.10 This is noted as common among Dalits where male domination is 
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greater in the economic than sexual sphere (Kapadia 1995). That women are willing to 
concede these gender norms in order to retain their new freedoms reveals the interplay 
between dependence and autonomy with respect to family relations (Jackson 1999). 
 
The focus of gender and development approaches on women’s collective action to overcome 
gender subordination begs the question why the sangams failed to disrupt patterns of gender 
violence, divisions of labour and alcoholism among men. The answer lies partly in which 
needs the women chose to make a priority. They chose those which were practically 
contestable and attainable (Khare 1998). Thus the detrimental effects of regular alcohol 
consumption by the majority of men, both because of the drain on family income as well as 
the violence it causes, provoked strong reactions from women. This, however, neither 
translated into an expressed desire to close down the government wine shop located nearby, 
nor to periodically abandoning husbands to return to their natal families as Kapadia (1995) 
found. Instead, women concluded that action on their part would provoke their husbands to 
beat them and send them out of their marital homes. Interpreting this as passive submission to 
gender inequalities, however, would ignore how women’s choices enable them to inhabit 
their world (Mahmood 2001: 217). This is a world in which they may adapt their needs and 
preferences because they believe they lack  better options (Agarwal 1997, 2003), or where the 
risks are otherwise too high (Kabeer 1994). Not only women’s gender, but also their caste 
and class position, impacts on the types of claims that women will make on their husbands 
where they are tied to them in an economy of survival (Sangari 1996: 471). This is especially 
the case where they must confront dominant castes in order to secure entitlements. Hence, 
Dalit women expressed a sense of entitlement to a married life free from violence and male 
alcoholism even in the absence of any concrete expectation or practical remedy. 
 
Further, notions of social connectedness and the complexity of relational ties mould Dalit 
women’s agency and choices regarding gender interests (Cornwall 2007; Madhok 2007). 
Alternative discourses of gender equality or female power introduced by external intervention 
seek to displace a hegemonic gender discourse deeply implicated in the perpetuation of caste 
and community. As discussed in Chapter 3, personal identity and sense of belonging are 
intimately bound to family and caste community in India. Marriage makes a woman a full, 
respected member of her caste and thus a complete person (Kapadia 1995; Dube 2003). 
Women will not address gender interests for fear of negative repercussions and because 
cultural norms emphasise inviolable marriage bonds and wifely fidelity (Pant 2000). 
Nonetheless, women’s frequent references to domestic violence, male alcoholism and the 
double burden of labour highlight the fact that addressing questions of livelihood resources 
has made the women conscious of gender problems. It is therefore more likely that they will 
confront these problems eventually (cf. Dutt 2004).  
 
Power Relations vis-à-vis Dominant Castes 
Finally, the family is not always where women are most oppressed. Dalit women’s actions 
vis-à-vis livelihood entitlements and religious freedom show this. Their actions also affected 
caste power relations by further severing caste (inter)dependence in social and economic 
arenas. Dalit women expressed the view that separation, as opposed to integration, into 
village society allows them to minimise the power dominant castes exercise over their 
livelihoods. Meena expressed their sense of freedom from domination as: ‘Nowadays the 
other castes would not dare to do anything as we would go to Sivagangai [to file a complaint 
with officials]!’ Nonetheless, Dalits are still dependent on Chettiyars in three important ways: 
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informal credit provision; Chettiyar ownership of former village common lands; and 
Chettiyar influence over the current Dalit panchayat President and hence, over allocation of 
panchayat development schemes. Caste discrimination also remains. This is evident from the 
caste tensions even today during the Māriamman temple festival and Dalits’ concomitant 
exclusion from worship at the village Munniayyar temple. All this shows the fluidity and 
durability of hierarchical caste relations. It further challenges the idea that the solution to 
Dalit women’s social exclusion is necessarily integration. 
 
5.4.2  Exclusion and Intersectional Positioning as Enabling Agency 
Caste, class and gender structures converge to mould both the exclusion and agency of Dalit 
women such that certain aspects of exclusionary power relations enable agency. Chapter 3 
showed that the social construction of gender varies across castes and classes in how it 
defines appropriate female behaviour and roles, and shapes experiences of exclusion and 
inclusion. Consequently, Dalit women embody different principles of agency compared with 
Dalit men and dominant caste women (Moore 1994). They are defined in contrast to men as 
passive, self-sacrificing and submissive. But they are also necessarily active in the public 
sphere to the extent that this supports (economically) their role in the private sphere. They are 
distinguished from dominant caste women as ritually ‘polluted’ and ‘inferior’, but also more 
socio-economically independent and mobile, and less isolated in the household (Kapadia 
1995; Franco et al. 2000). Dalit women’s relatively greater autonomy is linked to a ‘non-
brahminical cultural core’ (Franco et al. 2000: 32-33). It is also linked to their caste-class 
status. In poorer households economically active women are more important (Wilson 2004). 
Dalit women generally retain greater control over their income due to their key role in 
household provisioning (Kapadia 1997). This relative freedom to act, however, does not 
preclude Dalit women from also reproducing gender norms. They often concede decision-
making to their husbands in order to gain room to manoeuvre in family relations (Pant 2000).  
 
Nonetheless, different aspects of their ‘low’ status and identity create opportunities for Dalit 
women to engage in collective action. For example, caste and gender divisions of labour 
underlie the collective nature of Dalit women’s daily work in their households and in the 
agricultural fields, work that is perceived as an economic necessity rather than freedom to 
work (Lingam 1994; Subramaniam 2003). They also experience forms of discrimination from 
other caste women who either labour alongside them or command their labour. They are 
dependent on low wage labour for dominant caste-class employers. All these factors create an 
informal organisational structure and solidarity, which facilitate their formal organisation into 
Dalit women sangams (cf. Mies 1986). This solidarity is all the greater because they are 
excluded socially and economically; they have common experiences, needs and interests.  
 
Moreover, the enduring patron-client model of local politics and inter-caste interactions tends 
to constrain Dalit men much more than women. Women’s interactions with men are strictly 
controlled, and women are excluded from the public domain. As in the past, dominant caste 
men gain information about Kovilur colony activities from their contacts among the Dalit 
men. As the housing land struggle shows, it was precisely the isolation of Dalit women that 
was central to their ability to form a collective identity. The fact that the women were 
excluded opened spaces for agency that did not rely on local political influence such as that 
of the panchayat President (cf. Kapadia 1997). It also partly explains why Dalit men 
expressed greater opposition to Dalit women forming the sangams than dominant castes with 
whom women had little interactions outside of labour. Segregation, which symbolised caste 
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identity and power, also brought Dalit women closer together. In addition, physical isolation 
meant that women’s quiet petitioning for the land did not attract the notice of the dominant 
castes until the government’s announcement of the land acquisition.  
 
The discussion above undermines any necessary equation of social exclusion with 
powerlessness and lack of agency. It also confirms the limitations of the exclusion-inclusion 
binary for conceptualising fluid and complex power relations and intersecting identities 
(Jackson 1999; Gedalof 1999). Dalit women are located within a multiplicity of fluid power 
relations. An accurate analysis of their entitlement struggles will take account of these 
relations and how the Dalit women work with them. It will show how different situations 
attract different configurations of power equations which may bring to the forefront one or 
more axes of difference (McClintock 1995; Norris et al. 2010). In the case of Kovilur, both 
the temple and housing land struggles were primarily determined by caste power relations 
based on a history of caste/class-based exclusions. Gender relations were less at issue. 
Moreover, women responded to these power equations by choosing different discourses for 
different struggles. They highlighted different identities in order to secure different 
entitlements. Gender and class identities were to the forefront in their struggle for housing 
land, in order to prevent caste discrimination from officials. However, the successful temple 
struggle was built around caste identity; and it has promoted positive assertions of Dalit 
identity in other collective action. A strategy to secure multiple livelihood entitlements built 
on a single identity, therefore, would fail to appreciate how these identities interact and 
constitute each other. It would also fail to appreciate how empowerment in relation to one 
identity can leave women disempowered in relation to other identities (Ferguson 2004). 
 
5.4.3  Redistribution, Recognition and Religion 
Further examination also falls on the interconnections between struggles over entitlements 
and struggles over identity. These struggles encompass material and symbolic values and 
effects. The meanings women attach to housing land already point beyond the materiality of 
survival or livelihood needs to symbolic issues of identity and dignity. Additionally, the 
women viewed the temple struggle, and the part they played in it, as vital steps in attaining a 
positive collective identity as Dalits. The effects were to mark caste as the master category. It 
explained their housing-related exclusion and motivated the housing land struggle. This 
suggests the importance and sometimes overriding influence of identity-related issues in 
determining Dalit women’s livelihood priorities and interests. Issues of identity strengthened 
their resolve to secure entitlements. The reasoning behind this assertion is the mutually 
reinforcing nature of sociocultural and political-economic exclusions. This causes  
entitlement deprivation to be a question of both resources and power exercised in multiple, 
overlapping arenas including the cultural.11  
 
The process of constituting a new collective identity is termed a political strategy of 
recognition. It encompasses actions directed against the social subordination caused by non-
recognition or misrecognition of identity by other social groups (Fraser 2000). Such 
subordination establishes diminished needs and rights for Dalits vis-à-vis other castes. It 
reduces their agency to make claims on resources, and hinders them from seizing economic 
and political opportunities. At the same time, because dominant castes hold the power to both 
define and ascribe certain characteristics to the identities of excluded Dalit women, these 
women place great value on being treated with equal dignity (Taylor 1992). While the 
creation of a dignified collective identity can be considered as an end in itself, collective 
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action is also instrumental in forging an oppositional consciousness, organisation and 
solidarity. Positive identification processes are tied to building a sense of entitlement. They 
delink Dalit and gender identities from norms of disentitlement. Positive identification and 
accompanying alternative discourses enable sangam participation based on equal dignity, 
respect and entitlement. They form a crucial precondition for the effective assertion of rights 
to resources and for achieving material goals of equal protection and opportunities (Young 
1997: 157).  
 
Attention is thereby drawn to how Kovilur Dalits responded socially and politically to being 
thought inferior. They used symbolic resources to create an identity as far removed as 
possible from that of service and dependency on dominant castes (Mosse 1999). Apart from 
the struggle for housing land, the Māriamman temple struggle reveals how religion can 
provide a strong basis for alternative, more positive articulations of caste identity and status 
for Dalits. As previously mentioned, local politics in Tamil Nadu is intertwined with religious 
authority and symbolic power with respect to religious institutions and festivals. The 
separation of religion and rituals from politics, therefore, ‘is inappropriate at the level of 
ideological (or cultural) analysis of Indian social thought’ (Dirks 1990: 60). Consequently, 
temples become important sites for Dalits to contest their ascribed, degraded identities, and to 
destabilise power relations. Collective action is an important factor in winning entitlements, 
and collective action also creates a positive collective identity, which itself contests 
sociocultural exclusion. All this argues for the recognition that economic change cannot be 
divorced from socio-cultural change. Economic change is accompanied by change that 
addresses power, prejudices and discrimination based on reconstituting and articulating 
alternative identities. 
 
5.4.4  Political versus Moral-Cultural Economy, Entitlements and Equality 
Kovilur Dalit women’s struggles introduce one last complication to the study of entitlement 
acquisition processes. This is the relationship between having protected access to resources 
and the power to make a decision about resource use. Both affect actual resource shares and 
hence feelings of self-worth, social worth and value. They must be tackled in order to 
challenge enduring structural inequalities (Papanek 1990). Resources are controlled in many, 
distinct ways. Dalit men control housing land use and inheritance, but socio-cultural norms 
influence how women think about such male control.  Dalit women talked about the latter a 
great deal. It raises the question of intra-household power relations. The household is viewed 
as a locus of competing interests, rights, obligations and resources where household members 
are often involved in bargaining, negotiation and possibly even conflict (Moore 1994: 87). 
Gender equality here means that Dalit women are able to own and control property, just like 
men. However, securing housing land entitlements in Dalit women’s names, commonly 
defined as a strategic gender need, arguably cannot be interpreted—as Moser (1993) does—
as leading only to gender equality. Their refusal to pass that land to their daughters, then, 
should not be understood as merely negating that equality. Their motivations, desires and 
goals (Mahmood 2001; Madhok 2007) also need to be examined to understand the reasons 
behind women’s decisions on land control.  
 
Initially, Dalit women wanted to fight for housing land, but did not suggest putting it in their 
own names. This lack of desire correlates to customary norms dictating that family property 
is acquired in men’s names and passed onto sons, imputing different needs for women (or 
lack thereof concerning property) and for men (Papanek 1990). Hence, men held all the title 
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to the old colony housing land. Participation in the sangams, however, introduced the women 
to alternative discourses in which property ownership was linked to enhancing their security 
of life by providing a material base. This would accord them a higher position in the 
community and, therefore, ensure greater respect from husbands. This discourse shifted 
perceptions of women as asset-less dependents, to women as entitlement holders (Kabeer 
1994).  
 
Women’s ability to adapt this discourse to their worldview, and in the process alter that 
worldview to incorporate the need for property (Hilhorst 2000), constitutes an important 
aspect of their agency. Indira’s observations evidence this:  

Suppose my husband tells me to leave this house, where can I go? My father’s house is given 
to my brother. That is the norm. So I will be standing alone. Because of this, Veronnika 
suggested that we should have the land title in our names. Beforehand, we women did not 
have knowledge to change such norms, but now we do and so we did like this.  

Her statement vitally links housing land, domestic violence and physical security. It also 
shows the strength of alternative discourses shaped around women’s concerns about security. 
They then linked their collective efforts (without men) to secure the land with a sense of 
entitlement to put it in their own names. In their words, it became natural to put land title in 
their names because ‘only we went to great difficulties to get this land’, suggesting enhanced 
feelings of self-worth. These feelings were reinforced when eventually they received land 
title in their names.  
 
Surprisingly, Dalit women’s claim to the land title went uncontested by the men in their 
families. An explanation lies in the accord between women’s decisions on housing land 
inheritance and patrilineal customary practices. That is, housing land title would pass to their 
sons, with women holding usufruct rights until sons inherited. When questioned why an 
understanding that land title was linked to their security did not translate into their wanting to 
pass this land onto their daughters to enjoy the same security, a typical dismissal of this 
suggestion went as follows:  

Will you divide your property among your children equally? 
Why should I give property to my daughters? In their in-laws’ houses let them give them 
property. This land goes to my son.  
But we have a law prescribing equal property for men and women? 
No, I won’t do like that. See, I have only one son. I will spend money for my daughters’ 
marriages, but the property is for my son alone. (Chitra) 

Provisioning for children’s welfare, therefore, rests on understandings of fairness—dowry for 
daughters and property for sons—that obviate gender equality in inheritance. This adds 
another important point into the debate over inheritance laws and dowry, the latter widely 
practised despite its legal prohibition and noted as a key structural expression of women’s 
subordination (Kabeer 1994).  
 
That Dalit women did not perceive it necessary to transform gender inequalities with respect 
to property rights suggests either that they did not view them as inequalities, or that they 
consented to these inequalities. Investigation into cultural norms of patrilineal property 
inheritance and material factors, however, provides a rationale for their choice to reproduce 
such norms. Given the lack of social security provisioning in India, informal systems operate 
wherein property passes to sons in order to create a relationship of obligation between parents 
and the oldest son who will look after his parents in their old age. Daughters, by contrast, 
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receive dowry from their parents as a form of pre-mortem inheritance and thereafter rely on 
their marital family to provide for them. So long as women lack economic security and 
continue to depend on male family members, this practice ensures that the future livelihoods 
of women will be secure and so arguably represents their interests (Agarwal 1994a: 434-5). 
Agency and empowerment, therefore, cannot be reduced to evidence of women 
understanding their self-interests as gender equality in entitlements. External or material 
constraints may stop them from demanding such equality (Agarwal 1994a; Kabeer 1999, 
2001). Development strategies that seek to achieve gender equality in property ownership, 
therefore, should not be confined to fighting to put property in women’s names. They must 
necessarily incorporate a wider strategy to tackle cultural beliefs and practices and the 
underlying ‘gendered scripts about affection, responsibility and dependence’ (Basu 2000: 
195) that naturalise such inequality. 
 
5.5  Conclusion 
This chapter looked at a successful struggle by Dalit women to secure housing land 
entitlements. The case study sheds light on Dalit women’s collective agency and how power 
operates in their local context, providing spaces for agency despite and because of social 
exclusion. Specifically, it reveals differing yet interconnected aspects of their caste, class and 
gender identities and positioning within multiple power relations. These shape their 
perceptions of livelihood needs, entitlements and agency. They also are used by the women to 
shape strategies to secure entitlements. These women’s intersectional identities mean that 
their lives cannot be reduced to simple equations. Social exclusion does not equal a lack of 
agency. Exclusion is not a problem to which inclusion is the simple solution. Moreover, Dalit 
women’s agency cannot be equated with solely promoting gender equality. Instead, these 
women manoeuvre around exclusion and power relations. Some relations change; some stay 
the same. Consequently, the process of dislodging gender inequalities in property rights does 
not end with securing property in women’s names. Furthermore, it is important to integrate 
collective identity struggles, and Dalit women’s needs for dignity and status, into livelihood 
development strategies. The links between the struggles for housing land and for religious 
freedoms highlight this fact. 
 
Development interventions by external agents emerge as catalytic to entitlement struggles. 
They introduce new discourses for women to incorporate into and reinterpret their 
understandings on entitlements and agency. They further develop the political consciousness 
and capacities of women to engage in collective action to secure livelihood entitlements. At 
the same time, external interventions promote new relationships of power and new structures 
for women to negotiate, which throws up issues of autonomy and accountability. The NGO’s 
development approaches, when compared to gender and development approaches, show how 
the latter cater to Dalit women’s intersectional interests to a limited extent. This is 
particularly the case where excluded women’s circumstances foreground caste over gender 
interests. These points are further illustrated in the next chapter by an ongoing struggle for 
agricultural land entitlement in a semi-feudal context. This involves the same NGO but a 
different socio-historical set of livelihood conditions. 
 
                                           
1  While commonly referred to as Chakkiliyars in the village, most Dalit movement leaders consider this name to have 

negative connotations; hence, the more respectful name ‘Arunthathiyar’ is used instead.  



91 
 

                                                                                                                                   
2  Dalit colonies in Tamil Nadu traditionally have been located towards the east and/or on lower or least desirable 

lands, segregated from the main section of village. This ensured that the wind or other elements did not flow from 
their colonies to ‘pollute’ the other castes living in the main village. 

3  Pallars were permanent residents undertaking farm labour (pannaiyāls) and traditional services such as burying the 
dead. Nesavukkara Paraiyars, one of the three sub-groups of Paraiyars who were migrant (as opposed to resident) 
villagers, were seasonal (non-permanent) farm labourers (padiyāls) for several landlords in addition to performing 
traditional services such as beating drums during festivals. Different rights accrued to them in comparison with 
permanent workers. Arunthathiyars, meanwhile, undertook all cleaning works in the village and for functions. 

4  For example, Dalits should not enter into dominant caste houses nor wear shoes on dominant caste streets; women 
were prohibited from covering their breasts in public; women had to draw water in a palm leaf basket while 
standing away from the ūrani; Dalits received water from coconut shells; they should not be educated; and so on.  

5  Access to education at the village primary school initially was restricted to the ‘highest’ castes—the Chettiyars and 
Vellālars, then later the Agamudaiyars, and then the other ‘lower-middle’ castes. It was only around 20 years after 
the school started that Dalits children first gained access to education.  

6  A similar position prevails today: Dalit women spend six months per year labouring in the rice paddy fields ; the 
agricultural off-season sees them engage in either brick kiln labour or NREGS work, and less commonly in other 
wage labour work in the area. Female education levels, however, are improving. Survey results showed that mainly 
young Dalit women aged below 30 years have accessed education beyond fifth standard and can claim literacy, 
while many girls today complete at least tenth standard if not all twelve years of schooling.  

7  Māriamman is commonly known in Tamil Nadu as a village deity (grāmadeivam) who protects the village against 
any evil like diseases, accidents and deaths. 

8  Sudhakar Rao (2001) notes, and Kovilur Dalit women’s words confirm, that whichever Dalit caste is closest to the 
dominant castes holding political and economic power in the village is deemed the ‘highest’ among the Dalits.  

9  Similar arguments have been propounded by Black feminists regarding Black women’s employment (White 2003).  
10 Data on male and female income contributions to the household do not take into account two points: one is the 

gender disparity in wages paid; second is that most Dalit men contribute only around one -half to two-thirds of their 
income to their families at their discretion, retaining the rest for personal use. 

11 Rege (2000) specifically rejects this dichotomisation of the material and the cultural when it comes to explaining 
caste-based patriarchies, pointing to endogamy as structuring and reproducing the unequal distribution of resources.   
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Chapter 6 
On-going Struggle for Land Entitlement:  

Vettriyur Village 
 

Women need to have property. Land in women’s names gives them security, as their husbands 
cannot send them away. It also enables access to many government schemes, loans, etc., so we will 
be less dependent on men for everything [...] My parents gave me 1 acre of land and so I get more 
respect from my husband. 

Santhanamary, Dalit women’s activist 
 
6.1  Introduction 
This chapter investigates an on-going struggle by Dalit women to acquire legal title to 
agricultural land in Sivagangai district. Land entitlement, especially nancai (kanmāi (tank)-
irrigated) land, correlates with wealth, power and social status in rural India (Mosse 2003b: 
152). Consequently, socio-economic inequalities have been structured along the lines of land 
ownership, with coercive power or religious sanctions traditionally legitimising land rights 
(Osmani 1988). As a result, ‘low’ caste Dalits have been excluded from land ownership1 and 
relegated to supplying the bulk of labour power in agricultural production. Putting arable land 
in the hands of Dalit women who traditionally do not own property, therefore, is seen as vital 
to ensuring their economic well-being, social status and empowerment (Agarwal 1994a,  

1994b). Female asset ownership also has knock-on effects for improving children’s access to 
education and healthcare (Strauss and Beegle 1996). As such, land ownership has the 
potential to transform gender inequalities in family life as well as caste inequalities in wider 
society. These implications for power relations make land a much contested issue in India. A 
village administrative officer in Sivagangai district pointed to land and socio-political 
domination as key flashpoints for conflicts in the area, while a number of studies (e.g. 
Irudayam et al. 2006; McDougal 2007; Sakshi Human Rights Watch 2007) highlight land 
disputes as a primary cause of violence or socio-economic sanctions against Dalits.  
 
This chapter focuses on the dynamics of interactions between formal and informal 
institutions, which produce competing notions of rights, entitlements and obligations vis-à-vis 
agricultural land. It first places the Vettriyur women’s struggle to secure land entitlements 
within a socio-political context where two parallel systems of governance operate. One is the 
governance of the Indian state; the other, the system of traditional governance called the 
nādu. In this context of interacting governance systems, the chapter examines three factors 
leading the women actively to claim land title: self-organisation to cultivate the government 
land in question; NGO intervention targeting Dalit women; and opposition from multiple 
state and non-state actors to their claim. This is a land struggle that started in the 1970s, that 
sparked Dalit women’s collective action from 2005, and that continues today. The second 
part of the chapter then analyses the interacting influence of formal state and informal nādu 
institutions on Dalit women’s agency. In particular, it looks at patronage relations and 
structural inequalities embedded in the informal institutions, which create distinct strategic 
pathways for the women to secure land entitlements. These pathways also enable them to 
delink further from informal institutions. The case study also highlights the importance of 
external brokerage and of state institutions effectively enforcing formal rules. The chapter 
concludes with an analysis of organisational and collective action strategies in an adverse 
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environment. This analysis sheds light on how tactics are chosen when people navigate 
multiple power relations in exercising agency. 
 
6.2  The Context: Change and Continuity in Informal Nādu Institutions  
Vettriyur, an isolated village lying 15 kilometres away from Devakottai town, is home to only 
19 Hindu Dalit (scheduled caste Pallar) families. The village consists of clusters of houses 
scattered between agricultural fields. It is surrounded by two other Dalit (Pallar) villages, 
Mannur and Aruppur, and Vilapatti village, where backward caste Agamudaiyars live (Map 
6.1). These four villages reflect the caste demographics of the panchayat: Dalits form the 
largest population—around 75 percent—followed by backward caste Agamudaiyars and 
Kallars, commonly called Mukkulathors.2 In comparison with its neighbouring villages, 
Vettriyur is the least economically developed, with an average of one acre of nancai land 
(vayalkādu land) owned per family. Dalits in both Aruppur and Mannur villages own slightly 
larger tracts of land, while most Agamudaiyars in Vilapatti village operate larger land 
holdings of up to 20 acres. At the farthest end of the village, beyond their Munisvaram temple 
and adjacent to their small kanmāi, lies the kollakādu land (literally, rocky land, rain-irrigated 
dry land) that they have been struggling to acquire legally since the 1970s.  
 
Map 6.1: Vettriyur village 

 
 
A number of socio-historical features of the region bear on the Vettriyur Dalits’ land struggle 
and the meanings Dalit women attach to arable land. These features are all connected to the 
nādu system of traditional governance. Vettriyur is one of 32½ villages comprising Muthu 
nādu,3 a micro region where socio-economic interactions revolved around production on a 
tract of cultivable land located by a reliable water source (Subbarayalu 1973 in Stein 1994: 
92-95). Functioning as ‘states within a state’, Kallar or Maravar caste Ambalams (chieftains), 
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all men, had the power to adjudicate over all disputes within the nādu. They also had the 
power to maintain temple and common property revenue accounts, intervene in property 
transactions (Viswanathan 2003), and control irrigation water distribution from the main 
kanmāi (Mosse 2003b). They further reinforced their authority through the production of 
symbolic capital in religious rituals (Ludden 1989: 40) backed by coercive force.4 Land and 
socio-political status were intimately connected in rural Tamil Nadu. Territory was linked 
with political identity, and castes were dependent on one another in agrarian relations, which 
centred on a dominant landowning caste (Ludden 1989). Government officials, moreover, 
perpetuated these relations by ‘adjusting’ with the Ambalams, especially in allowing them to 
retain control over nādu resources. Consequently, the nādu system continued to safeguard, 
according to local social activist Namasivaiyam, ‘jāti ādhikkam (caste domination), jāti 
irukkam (caste control) and jāti dharma (caste order)’ within the broader state governance 
framework that later developed. 
 
A history of change to and continuity of nādu institutions establishes the terrain on which 
Dalit women struggle for land entitlements today. Historically, Vettriyur Dalits were 
permanent farm labourers (pannaiyāl) attached to dominant caste farms in perpetual and 
hereditary bondage (Kumar 1992: 42). In exchange they were assured subsistence and 
allowed to sharecrop some land. A combination of post-Independence interventions by state 
and non-state actors, however, divested the Muthu nādu Ambalam of much of his authority; it 
also unravelled caste interdependence. Inclusion in education led to Vettriyur Dalits wanting 
the independence to make a living, and in the 1960s they successfully petitioned for nancai 
land title under the state’s zamindari abolition law.5 Later external interventions by the social 
organisation PALMERA and then the Communist Party of India fostered political 
consciousness based on caste-class identities. Dalits consequently established self-
governance6 and contested their social (caste-class) and economic subordination. Gender 
inequalities were ignored, however. Land title and village governance fell into male hands 
and women suffered from lesser access to education. Additionally, more men than women 
have lost their jobs in the agricultural modernisation of the past 15 years7 (Mies 1986; 
Krishna 2007). While caste interdependence diminished as men moved out into non-farm or 
urban-based occupations, the gender division of labour ensured that women did more unpaid 
work inside and outside the home (cf. Franco et al. 2000). All these changes ensured that 
Muthu nādu ceased to exist as an autonomous, integrated production and governance unit. 
 
At the same time, power relations embedded in resilient and enduring nādu institutional rules 
or ‘nādu discipline’ (nāttu kattupādu) continue to bear upon Vettriyur Dalits’ livelihoods and 
the entitlements they receive. This is on account of three interconnecting factors. First, 
Kallars and Agamudaiyars circumvented land reform laws8 to secure ownership of large 
tracts of arable land. These two castes’ consequent control over the labour market in this 
agricultural region renders many marginal Dalit landowners economically dependent on them 
for supplementary labour work. Second, in contrast with Kallar villages, which have good 
transport links, Vettriyur village is isolated and, therefore, the women cannot access new 
livelihood opportunities easily. Dalit women, poorly educated,9 immobile and burdened by 
domestic work, are isolated in a rural area without any industry. They have little choice but to 
work in the agricultural sector. Land thus remains central to Dalit women’s livelihood 
strategies, as there are few other ways of making a living. 
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Third, the intertwining of formal (state) and informal (nādu) systems of governance preserves 
the socio-political power of the informal system. At the time of the interviews, one of the 
powerful Kallar nādu Ambalams was also a member of the State Legislative Assembly 
(MLA). This position has been filled by Kallars for most of the period since Independence. 
The formal local governance system also links together over 100 villages of Muthu nādu and 
neighbouring nādus, including the MLA’s nādu, to form one panchayat union. This enables 
the Ambalam to exercise considerable decision-making power over panchayat nominations. 
He also exercises power over voting preferences in all elections, development works and 
inter-village disputes in that locality. Additionally, the hierarchy within state institutions 
allows the MLA considerable sway over local officials, most of whom belong to dominant 
castes. According to a Dalit woman from his nādu, without the MLA’s permission nothing 
can be done in the villages and the police will not act without his direction.  
 
Finally, land ownership gains multiple social and economic meanings in a nādu context; it 
has material and symbolic value in power relations. In an agrarian economy, land provides 
secure livelihoods, as well as economic independence and freedom (Agarwal 2003). The 
higher social status accorded to landowners, moreover, endows them with dignity, 
recognition and respect (Satya Babu Bose 2007). This also promotes children’s welfare: good 
marriages for daughters are more likely; propertied sons enjoy a higher status, too. The 
fluidity of these meanings, however, is clear. For example, Dalit male youths today exhibit 
more interest in non-farm occupations. This represents the delinking of caste from traditional 
occupations and from aspirations for higher class status. Nonetheless, for most women values 
of freedom, security, dignity, identity and status made land ownership their priority.  
 
6.3  Collective Agency and the Politics of Securing Entitlements 
6.3.1  Motivating Action: Entitlement, Opposition and Patronage Politics 
In contrast to Kovilur village (Chapter 5), Vettriyur Dalit women’s sense of entitlement to the 
kollakādu land emerged before they were mobilised into sangams by local NGO Vidiyal. 
Around 40 years ago, when Dalits established their homes and started cultivating their own 
lands, they encountered flooding during the monsoon caused by the overflowing Vilapatti 
kanmāi used to irrigate neighbouring Vilapatti fields. The Vilapatti Agamudaiyars’ better 
socio-political connections enabled them to block government action on the Dalit men’s 
petitions for a water sluice (sarukkai) to stop this overflow automatically. Instead, in the mid-
1970s, officials offered the Dalits the kollakādu land on which to relocate their houses, 
thereby choosing to reproduce caste exclusion of Dalits. Conflicting interests, however, 
prevented the relocation. Uma (married woman, 49 years) explains it thus: ‘At the time our 
idea was that since we had come to this village and built our houses on our land, we should 
remain here. It is difficult to start again and we would need money to build new houses.’ 
Dalit men’s in-fighting over the number of land allotments also contributed to the decision. 
Instead, the eventual solution came from Dalit women, who persuaded the then sympathetic 
Village Administrative Officer to build a water sluice. The outcome was that, even though 
they did not move to the kollakādu land, the women believed they had a moral claim on it 
because the government had allotted it to them in the 1970s.  
 
Over the following 25 years, there were many examples of the contradictory roles that state 
actors can play in altering relations of exclusion. In 1977, the Deputy Tahsildar responded 
positively to the Dalits’ petition to change the kollakādu land classification from mēchal 
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poramboke (government grazing) land to cultivable land allotted to their families. His written 
reply stated that the land reclassification was in process. Despite Dalit men’s periodic 
petitions thereafter, institutional barriers contributed to government inaction. An example of 
such a barrier was the Collector’s letter in English, which minimally educated Dalits could 
not read and act upon. Then in 2000, through the socio-political influence of the Vilapatti 
Agamudaiyars, forest officials came to measure the kollakādu land for potential annexation to 
the adjoining forest lands. The Agamudaiyars’ ostensible aim was to prevent Dalits from 
cultivating the land and thereby potentially drawing water from Vilapatti kanmāi that was 
meant for their fields. The Dalits, however, responded to this threat by persuading the forest 
officials to drop their plans. They then divided this land bordering Vettriyur and Aruppur 
villages, with Vettriyur Dalits claiming 40 of the total 106 acres for cultivation. When they 
pursued legal title to the land, they expected to be treated fairly by officials, because these 
officials had treated Vilapatti and Aruppur villagers fairly. Those villagers had received title 
for their government poramboke (common) lands after proving that they had been cultivating 
them for years.  
 
Meanwhile, the complex configuration of power relations in an agrarian, nādu context 
showed itself in the direct and indirect opposition by Agamudaiyars from Vilapatti village as 
well as in the opposition of Dalits from Mannur village. When the Vettriyur Dalits found out 
what lay behind the opposition, they were spurred on in their struggle. According to the 
sangam leaders, Agamudaiyars’ opposition arose because they did not want to lose their 
(Dalit) agricultural labour force and thereby further loosen patron–client ties. In their words, 
‘The [Kallars and Agamudaiyars] never allow the Dalits to stand up in this area. If any Dalit 
is progressive in nature, they will even murder them.’ Vettriyur was already viewed as a 
fairly independent Dalit village due to its historical ties with the Communist party, which 
Vettriyur Dalits assert made the neighbouring nādu Ambalam/MLA determined to suppress 
their rights. The Agamudaiyars also used the land issue to encourage division among the 
Dalits in this Dalit majority panchayat. They did so by supporting two Mannur Dalit families 
who staked a claim to the kollakādu land based on their ownership of land within Vettriyur 
village and their payment of tax for the Vettriyur temple festival. After Vettriyur Dalits 
counter-reasoned that claims to village land were customarily based on residence, the 
dynamics of caste patronage became clear. Mannur Dalits drew upon their clientelist 
relationship with Kallar and Agamudaiyar castes, which came about because the Mannur 
Dalits worked on the MLA’s lands, when they turned to Vilapatti Agamudaiyars for help. 
 
A joint harassment campaign by Vilapatti Agamudaiyars and Mannur Dalits followed from 
2005. This involved threatening and physically attempting to stop Vettriyur Dalits from 
cultivating the land alongside making complaints to the police, revenue officials and nādu 
Ambalam/MLA. They alleged that cultivation of the government poramboke land by 
Vettriyur Dalits prevented its use for cattle grazing and also diverted water from Vilapatti 
kanmāi. Police and revenue officials responded by issuing warnings to Vettriyur Dalits to 
desist from cultivation there. Dalit men, led by village elder Rengam (married man, 60 years), 
countered with petitions to higher government officials pleading that they had been entitled to 
cultivate the land for several years. Patronage relations between the MLA and their opponents 
became apparent when the MLA proposed an unacceptable solution, namely to apportion 
Mannur Dalit villagers some land. Ponni (married woman, 50 years) further noted, ‘If 
Vilapatti [Agamudaiyars] have any problem, immediately the MLA will ask them about it, 
but he will not inquire into any problem in our village.’ The current Agamudaiyar panchayat 
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president confirmed her point: ‘the MLA is like a relative to us; we just tell him our 
problems, no need to write out petitions.’ The effect, therefore, was to create an impasse over 
the land, with Dalits continuing to defy state actors out of a conviction of the legitimacy of 
their claim in ensuring a decent livelihood.  
 
6.3.2  External Intervention: Constructing Collective Identity and Agency 
The emergence of Dalit women’s sangams and their collective action needs to be located 
amidst the intertwined power relations that obtained between Agamudaiyars and other Dalits, 
and between state and nādu institutional actors. It was in this tense environment, where 
women already had a sense of entitlement to the land, that local NGO Vidiyal began 
organising the sangams. What the women lacked, and the sangams provided, was space to 
forge a collective identity as Dalit women who were capable of exercising agency to 
intervene in political processes. An analysis of how they and others interpreted their actions 
highlights the contrast between the spaces and tactics Dalit men and women were able 
employ, given their different structural locations.  
 
Vidiyal first entered Vettriyur village in 2005. Its director, Veronnika, already knew about the 
kollakādu land struggle through work connections in the area and was aware of the structural 
implications of Dalits’ asserting land rights in the nādu region. The NGO staff explained that 
the sangams were designed to gain basic livelihood entitlements for women, as well as to 
provide them with savings and loans. In that very first meeting, the Dalit women asked for 
guidance and support regarding their disputed land claim. Conflict, therefore, brought the 
women together around the common interest of securing land entitlement. Some women, like 
Valli (married woman, 48 years), were thus galvanised to contribute more to village life: 

Women and men were doing many things for the village. If anything happened here, however, 
people would call my husband to help but no one would call me. So I also wanted to join the 
sangam to do something for our village.  

At the same time, as she contrasted their livelihood status before and after cultivating the 
kollakādu land, Asha (married woman, 40 years) acknowledged that their motivation to 
engage in the land struggle was so powerful because they were so dependent on that land for 
their livelihood. 
 
With land title fixed as the sangams’ main goal, the women had to be motivated to act 
together to fight Dalit men’s active exclusion of women from previous petitioning efforts. 
Priya (married woman, 45 years) recalls,  

[Dalit men] would tell us that as we did not know anything, we should not come with them to 
meet officials […] So before 2005, we did not even know where Sivagangai (district 
headquarters) was, let alone how to meet officials to give petitions. 

The NGO’s strategy, as in Kovilur village, was based on introducing an alternative discourse 
of women’s collective power outside the family domain. As Devi (married woman, 55 years) 
put it:  

[The NGO staff] explained how we women only stayed in our homes and did not talk to 
officials, but now we had to stand and talk now, to come forward and bravely fight for the 
land [...] that our children should not remain as we were. So only we moved out of our homes.  

Women’s growing realisation after several meetings that they did not need to remain as they 
were, highlights the NGO’s key role in providing a space for women to analyse their situation 
and become discontented. Discursive consciousness became political consciousness: ‘we can 
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solve problems only by coming together to help each other’ (Uma). Women like Nalini 
(married woman, 35 years) came to recognise:  

By being part of the sangam, we get awareness. We get to know about our society, coming 
outside (our homes) and being as a group, and are part of the sangam for things to happen. 

 
Part of the success of the NGO’s discourse was that it touched on a central concern of 
women, namely protection or security (pādukāpu). This meant security of livelihood as well 
as the physical and social protection that collective action afforded. For Devi,  

Sangam is not only for economic development, but for our security and livelihood. One 
woman alone cannot achieve our struggles, but if we come together as a group we can do so. 
We also get courage when we all go together to petition the government. 

Valli added, ‘We have security in the sangams because if anything happens to me, then other 
women will come and support me.’ This also gave them greater courage to continue 
cultivating the kollakādu land despite opposition, and to question officials who visited their 
village. Further strengthening this feeling was their participation in the district-level Dalit 
women’s movement promoted by Vidiyal. This movement provided them with wider 
solidarity links and with more information. Priorities of livelihood and physical security thus 
underlay many women’s decisions to come together as one, and later two, sangams. 
 
Aside from their status as a separate village, as in Kovilur, the Vettriyur sangams drew upon 
existing networks of caste, kinship and labour relations in forging a collective identity. Their 
collective identity also incorporated the fact that most women described themselves as the 
primary breadwinners of their families. They generally undertake more days of paid and 
unpaid (cultivation) work than men and spend their entire income on family maintenance. By 
contrast, almost all men retain between a third and all of their incomes for private use, 
including their income from paddy sales, and are not accountable to their wives for how they 
spend their money. Devi voiced a frequently heard assertion:  

If men are not giving us money, what can we do? We pay for the large expense of maintaining 
our families and seeing our children educated… they won’t give a single paisa to us for our 
children or the household […] If we ask for money or for men to take care of our fields, they 
refuse, saying, ‘you take care of the fields, earn and take care of yourself’. There is only a 
thāli [marriage thread] around our necks to show our relationship! 

Dalit women saw themselves as different from men because women had to look after their 
families. This, coupled with the promise of greater economic security through sangam 
participation and social accountability through group monitoring of savings and meeting 
attendance (see Kabeer 1994), supported and reinforced their move to create a separate 
identity outside community and village.  
 
Dalit women were further encouraged to collectively organise because they perceived 
themselves as relatively independent of men due to their greater economic contribution to the 
family. This was true even if men still exercised their prerogative in decision-making 
involving larger assets or expenditures. The women therefore argued that greater space exists 
for them to take on new roles and identities which promote family welfare. Priya indicated 
shifting gender norms: 

Ten years ago what you said—that women’s work is only in the village and not to go 
outside—might have been true, but now we look after our houses, work as coolies and go to 
the police stations. If we only do kitchen and labour work, what will be the future of our 
children? Will our men look after all this like us? 
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A similar conclusion can be drawn from the women framing their autonomy in contrast to 
that of Vilapatti Agamudaiyar women. Devi noted that because Vilapatti men primarily 
provide for their families, ‘all the power is with men and they rule the household, unlike in 
our village.’ In other words, greater autonomy enabled Dalit women to participate in the 
sangams without requiring their men’s sanction or guidance. 
 
Capacity training further supported the NGO discourse of women’s collective power and 
agency by building upon their interests and autonomy with knowledge of strategic action. 
Constraints on both sides, however, affected both the scope of the training and its outcomes. 
Vidiyal had the money to give only a few sangam members limited training in forms of 
political action, government laws and schemes. The women also had waged and household 
work to do, which limited the time they could spend in training. To work around these 
limitations, Vidiyal strengthened political consciousness among Vettriyur sangam members 
by organising public protests along with other Dalit women to demand title to government 
poramboke lands Dalits have cultivated for years. Knowledge of how to frame petitions to 
officials, and of when and to whom to give them, however, remains minimal. Several women 
cited functional illiteracy10 as hindering their full understanding and participation, despite 
opinions to the contrary by the three illiterate or barely literate sangam leaders. Leaders like 
Uma instead noted the empowering effects of attending the district-level Dalit women’s 
movement meetings and additional training sessions to develop their socio-political 
awareness and knowledge of their rights and political strategies: 

Beforehand, we were always afraid of the police, in case they suddenly came and arrested us 
for any demonstration. Now after joining the movement, we know for what purpose the police 
will come and arrest us, and also how to talk to the police. We are also able to question the 
police.  

Consequently, hierarchies at sangam meetings in terms of who speaks, the weight given to 
opinions and the decision-making, emerge because of differences in knowledge acquired 
during training, personal characteristics (such as self-confidence) and age. Sangam leaders, as 
well as older women, tend to head such hierarchies. 
 
These factors also produce significant divergence of views among the women, especially 
regarding the role of NGO director Veronnika. Most sangam members rely heavily on 
Veronnika to help them when they deal with the government and to tell them what to do in 
general. They are functionally illiterate and have minimal knowledge of strategies. In 
particular, as mentioned in the previous chapter, her development brokerage role enables her 
to ascertain feasible tactics and navigate women through the complicated bureaucratic 
process of changing land classification. Decision-making, therefore, is often preceded by 
informal discussions between Veronnika and the sangam leaders, before women collectively 
discuss and decide upon the suggested actions. Mayil (married woman, 33 years) voiced the 
need for external guidance to avoid the humiliation of displaying ignorance in government 
offices. More educated sangam members, however, preferred to stress their growing 
independence. Nalini (8th standard educated) indicated how Veronnika’s role had changed 
over time: from writing their first petitions and accompanying them to the Collector’s office, 
she now often merely specifies the petition contents for Nalini and Aarthi (who is 24, and the 
only female college graduate) to write. She also confines herself to telling them which 
officials to meet.  
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Nalini’s comment sets up a distinction between these sangams and those in Kovilur village. 
Some Vettriyur women exhibit stronger political consciousness and confidence to take action 
to get what they want. This can be explained by the presence of a few educated younger 
women and long-term conflict over entitlements. Another important reason is Vettriyur 
Dalits’ greater socio-economic independence. They know how to put their subordination into 
words; this is a knowledge gained by years of political action as a labouring class-caste. In 
Kovilur historical changes occurred through the presence of a dominant caste patron. In 
Vettriyur, however, previous external interventions had organised Dalit women and men to 
undertake political action to change their situation. This also explained why Vidiyal’s 
interventions concentrated more on gender power than on caste, because a positive caste-
class identity had already been crystallised.  
 
6.3.3  Collective Action Strategies and Outcomes 
The sangams took diverse actions in response to the networks of obstacles and facilitations 
encountered on the way to securing land entitlements. In particular, Dalit women had to 
counter multiple strategies that dominant caste nādu power holders deployed to preserve 
socio-structural inequalities. Concurrently, contestations of gender roles within the family 
and community reflect how ‘private’ institutions affect women’s agency vis-à-vis public 
institutions. Within this complex institutional context, Dalit women vied to press their claim 
on formal state institutions. Contradictions in the state, however, emerge during the struggle. 
 
Targeting the State and Looking for Allies Within 
At the start of the agricultural season in 2006, information provided by the Agamudaiyars led 
to a large police contingent descending on Vettriyur village and preventing Dalits from 
ploughing the kollakādu land. This marked Dalit women’s first engagement in collective 
action. They confronted both the police and Agamudaiyars while most Dalit men left to avoid 
arrest. According to Priya,  

We argued that this was our village land and others should not enter inside [...] that Vilapatti 
people had no right to take away the tractor key. [Vilapatti men] replied that it was 
government poramboke land and they were entitled to a share since it bordered their kanmāi.  

The police impounded a tractor and threatened to arrest the women if they caused any 
trouble. Amudha (married woman, 45 years) stated their response was born of necessity: ‘We 
women said we were ready to come with the police, as without this land we could not 
survive.’ This ‘police torture’, to use her words, catalysed women’s participation in the land 
struggle. To avoid further confrontation, they shifted tactics to quietly ploughing and sowing 
the land with bullocks on nights when there was not a full moon. In addition, they halted 
agricultural labour and leases on Vilapatti land and cut social ties with Mannur Dalits.  
 
Collectivisation thus empowered and enabled the women to overcome their fear of the police 
in order to defend directly their livelihood resource claim. In doing so, they (and Dalit men) 
relied on the gendered notion that the (mainly male) police would exercise restraint and not 
harm women, whereas they would not spare Dalit men. The women also used the fact that 
they would not be harmed to protest against the Agamudaiyars’ lack of rights in this matter; 
they were safe so long as the police were present. Indirectly, this could be seen as a protest 
against the socio-political influence of Agamudaiyars from Vilapatti village over state actors. 
Their subsequent disengagement from socio-economic relations with their Dalit and 
Agamudaiyar opponents then constituted an important condition for their subsequent actions. 
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Meanwhile, interconnections between dominant castes and state institutions were further 
reinforced by the dominant castes obtaining control over local government, enabling them to 
exercise authority and influence over other state institutional actors. Nalini pointed to 
common knowledge that the Agamudaiyar landlord won the 2006 panchayat elections 
through a combination of caste and class power. According to the women, he manipulated 
many Dalits’ fear and economic dependence on the MLA, Kallars and Agamudaiyars to stop 
their votes going to the independent Dalit candidate. He also relied on the old nādu loyalty to 
their territory and sense of shared identity (Dirks 1993): Vilapatti and a large village belong 
to another nādu. For Mannur Dalit villagers, he traded a promise to help them obtain title to 
the disputed Vettriyur village land in exchange for their votes. Consequently, Vettriyur Dalit 
women saw the president exhibiting clear caste biases in panchayat development works and 
encouraging the Agamudaiyars to oppose their land claim.  
 
According to the Dalit women, dominant castes and the nādu Ambalam/MLA actively sought 
to ensure their exclusion from land ownership. Through the Vilapatti Agamudaiyar attendant 
in the Collector’s office and bribes, the Agamudaiyars convinced forest officials that the 
Vettriyur Dalits were cultivating forest (kāttu) poramboke lands. That is, revenue lands 
assessed solely for forestry and for which land title cannot be granted under the ordinary 
course of the law. In December 2007, therefore, police and forest officials threatened to 
bulldoze all the Vettriyur Dalits’ crops on the kollakādu land. The Dalits’ immediate petition 
to the Collector received no response. Their petition had highlighted their status as ‘lower’ 
caste marginal farmers and requested the security of land title in the face of opposition from 
other villages and the police. Instead, on 25 January 2008, around 50 police, forest officials 
and the Village Administrative Officer descended on Vettriyur and Aruppur villages. They 
pasted eviction notices in English on their doors. The notices informed them that the Forest 
Department was evicting them in 15 days’ time from the kollakādu land as it was forest land.  
 
Muniyan (married man, 50 years) described the attempts by the police to cheat them. The 
police requested their signatures on forms written in English allegedly to enable them to 
acquire the land title. These forms would have instead relinquished their right to cultivate the 
land. It was only through the intervention of the only Dalit male graduate that the signing of 
these papers was stopped. Meanwhile, the nādu Ambalam/MLA merely reiterated that 
Vettriyur Dalits should ‘adjust’ with Vilapatti and Mannur villagers’ demands to settle the 
matter, and said that forest matters were outside his jurisdiction. Later responding to the Dalit 
men’s last petition, forest officials confirmed that they could not grant title to any forest 
poramboke land, though unofficially they might allow land cultivation. Taken together, the 
actions of the police, Ambalam/MLA and forest officials demonstrate the partiality of state 
actors in devising ways to deny the Dalits land title. The attempt to get the Dalits’ signatures 
fraudulently, illustrates the way officials are able to take advantage of the Dalits’ low 
education levels in Tamil medium government schools. Moreover, both the relative 
powerlessness of Dalits and links between power and knowledge are apparent from the 
dominant caste strategy, which relied on the complexities of formal institutional rules on land 
administration to stymie the Dalits’ claim.  
 
Most Vettriyur women, however, maintain that it was their actions that have at least halted 
overt opposition to their cultivating the land since 2008, if not gaining them land title. While 
starting with direct protest in the absence of socio-political connections, Dalit women also 
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combined several institutional strategies in manoeuvring around power relations. They 
attempted to bypass the political influence of the Agamudaiyars by petitioning against the 
police actions over the tractor incident to higher government officials, who they believed 
would be less entangled in local caste/political power relations. The three married Dalit 
women who were manhandled by an Agamudaiyar man while trying to stop the removal of 
the tractor key also filed a police complaint of sexual molestation. Gender norms of female 
honour and chastity normally would prevent unmarried women from making such a claim (cf. 
Irudayam et al. 2006), but these women obtained their husbands’ permission to do so using 
the social protection of marriage. They argued to their husbands that this police case, along 
with the Dalits’ payment of a fine, would push the police to return the hired tractor quickly. 
When this occurred, the women withdrew their complaint. After they received the eviction 
notices and consulted the NGO director, the women visited the government officials dealing 
with this case to lodge both their protests against the eviction and their petitions for land title.  
 
Dalit women’s petitions and appeals to government officials combined references to multiple 
axes of difference, primarily their caste and class. The wider Dalit women’s liberation 
movement was the petitioner, relying on strength of numbers to add moral weight to their 
claim, and their petitions highlighted their ‘depressed caste’ status. Years of land cultivation, 
the 1977 Deputy Tahsildar’s order and their inability to sustain their livelihoods in this 
isolated village without cultivating the kollakādu land, were offered as proof of entitlement. 
The only other reference to gender appears in the request for land title in the women’s names. 
Its importance can be assessed against the male bias in land reform programmes in India. 
Men are the typical beneficiaries due to stereotypes of women as dependents in a unitary 
household characterised by equitable distribution of resources and incomes (Agarwal 2003).  
 
Additionally, women sought to fall in with state entitlement arrangements and institutional 
norms. Petitions were written linking their land claim with the two-acre government land 
scheme for the landless poor, with the Deputy Tahsildar’s 1977 order appearing to grant them 
legal title, and with formal institutional norms prescribing equal treatment for citizens. Uma 
thus told revenue officials, ‘If you will not give us title, likewise you should not have given 
title [to poramboke land] to the [Vilapatti] Agamudaiyars.’ In other words, women pitched 
their claim in two ways, namely by referring to their identities and by forming connections 
with democratic norms and existing state entitlement schemes. In both senses, their demands 
can be interpreted as based on principles of equality, as humans entitled to a decent livelihood 
and equal to other castes.  
 
The ability to pitch their claim in ways that appealed to state actors aside, progress occurred 
when Dalit women found allies among Dalits in government. A Dalit ally saved them when 
the dominant caste Revenue Divisional Officer entered the village soon after the eviction 
order to inform the Dalit women that they had to remove their drying paddy from the 
kollakādu land or it would be burnt. Women countered his disregard for their poverty by 
waiting an entire day to secure an appointment with the Collector, a Dalit, to lodge their 
protest. Sangam leaders recalled the Collector publicly chastising the Revenue Divisional 
Officer for his action, saying, ‘Just like a house is important to us, for them it is their paddy. 
So how can you say that you will burn down their paddy, when at the cost of their lives they 
will try to save it?’ The women then received the Collector’s assurance that they would soon 
hear ‘good news’ from him about the land. 
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Demonstrating publically under the banner of the Dalit women’s liberation movement was 
another tactic that drew political attention to the Vettriyur land conflict and introduced 
women to another ally. This supports Sen’s (1999) argument of the instrumental value of 
political freedoms, including the right to organise and freedom of the press. The local 
newspapers reported that around 800 Dalit women were undertaking a hunger strike to 
highlight the fact that land was being denied to them despite numerous petitions to the 
government, and demanding land title ‘as our right’. As a result, the District Revenue Officer, 
a Dalit, visited Vettriyur village to verify the land petition. He lent his support to their land 
claim after physically verifying the Dalit women’s poor livelihood conditions, learning about 
their land struggle and the reasons for opposition from various quarters, and viewing the 1977 
Deputy Tahsildar’s order. This official then assured the Dalit women on two points: first, 
they could cultivate the land in peace hereafter; and second, the government would change 
the land classification in order to grant them title since they had been cultivating the land for 
years, and provide them with receipts (B memos) to evidence their cultivation. According to 
Veronnika, the government records must reflect this decision, though the Dalits never 
received any written proof of this.  
 
Their allies among higher government officials also gave the Dalit women further guidance 
on how to approach relevant officials and establish their entitlement to the land. This proved 
of vital help to excluded Dalit women when they were trying to negotiate the complicated 
bureaucracy of land classification and distribution. At one point, for example, the District 
Revenue Officer instructed Uma to collect ten women together and personally petition the 
Collector. Dalit men, however, insisted that they would handle this, but then took no action. 
According to Uma, ‘due to this we lost another chance to get the land title.’ The targets of 
their petitions, acting on the District Revenue Officer’s and Veronnika’s advice, did not 
include forest officials. The women understood that only the District Revenue Officer and the 
Collector could solve this land issue, as their case rested on questioning how grazing 
poramboke land could be converted into non-cultivable forest poramboke land when Dalits 
had been cultivating the land all these years.  
 
Allies in government are only of use so long as they continue to hold their posts. In a long 
struggle, officials may be transferred. This occurred with the Collector and the District 
Revenue Officer. In the latter’s case, according to Priya, his transfer a month after his visit to 
Vettriyur village was partly due to pressure from the nādu Ambalam/MLA and local Kallars. 
They saw that he was supporting the Dalits in a number of disputes. Fortunately, though, the 
outgoing District Revenue Officer put in a good word for Veronnika with his successor, a 
non-Dalit. This paves the way for the Vettriyur women to approach the new man. The former 
Officer also continues to provide advice. He insists that the kollakādu land is not forest 
poramboke land and, prior to his transfer, wrote a recommendation that the land be granted to 
the women. His suggestion, therefore, is that the Dalits hold open demonstrations demanding 
the land title on this basis.  
 
Time and political context, moreover, play an equally important role in defining the process 
and outcomes of Dalit women’s collective action. As of 2011, in the absence of further strong 
allies among government officials, the women continue to petition the Collector every few 
months alongside meeting all levels of revenue officials regarding the land. They rely on 
Veronnika’s contacts with officials to set up the meetings and obtain guidelines as to how to 
proceed. Requests for the land remain couched in terms of entitlement. At the same time, they 
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now also ask for written evidence that the DRO granted permission for them to cultivate the 
land, in order to protect their ‘quasi’ entitlement in the interim. Officials receive the petitions, 
but no-one except the local Village Administrative Officer has visited the village to ascertain 
the legitimacy of the women’s claim. Ultimately, the land, if indeed it is forest poramboke 
land, falls under central government jurisdiction. Hence, the women need to pressurise the 
District Revenue Officer and Collector to forward an application to change land classification 
to the central government. The current political context, however, is not favourable. 
According to a former Village Administrative Officer, 20 years ago it would have been easier 
to get classifications changed, but today such changes are unlikely without considerable 
political influence, exactly what socially excluded actors lack. His suggestion is that the 
Dalits just silently continue to cultivate the kollakādu land without expecting title, which is 
the official line now.  
 
Security, of income and of the person, is an additional, important influence on Dalit women’s 
strategies. Security underlies Asha’s concession that while she wants women to do another 
large land protest, this risks inviting official harassment once more for cultivating the 
kollakādu land. Fear of the Agamudaiyars’ negative reactions similarly explains Uma’s 
reluctance to follow Veronnika’s suggestion to deliver the individual petition required under 
the Right to Information Act 2005, requesting the district administration to provide 
information on the status of their land application. Women therefore perceived the safer 
option to be continued petitions arguing their entitlement on two bases: their rights, as 
‘depressed castes’ needing a secure way to make a living after cultivating the land for years; 
and their qualifying for the government’s two-acre land scheme.  
 
Meanwhile, the on-going struggle reflects the Vilapatti Agamudaiyars’ significant power to 
control the situation in two mutually reinforcing ways. One is careful monitoring of the Dalit 
women’s actions by encouraging patronage ties with some Dalit men. Asha mentioned that 
everyone knows that a few of their men, who continue to work for the Agamudaiyars and 
enjoy their patronage, provide information on all their decisions. Second is the 
Agamudaiyars’ exploiting their strong socio-political connections with state actors. Women 
suspect that their political influence blocks the women’s petitions as well as scrutiny of the 
kollakādu land files detailing the positive response of the District Revenue Officer to the 
Dalits’ petitions. Dominant caste power today rests on combining traditional forms of social 
control with influencing the state to come into line within formal institutional norms on 
entitlement.  
 
Negotiating Gender Norms and Male Authority 
Having described above how Dalit women exercised and enhanced their agency through the 
land entitlement struggle, this section now turns to the relationship between gender and 
sangam participation. Relative autonomy, coupled with the prospect of loans for the family, 
enabled most Dalit women to participate in the sangams without inviting much male 
opposition. Nonetheless, Muniyan summed up the gender norms men relied on to limit 
women’s ability to function fully independently: 

First of all, they want their women to do all the work in the family. Secondly, if the women go 
outside to work, then only they earn money. Thirdly, they fear that their women will become 
spoilt/immoral by going outside like this for petitioning and talking with government officials 
and the police, most of whom are men. 
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Dalit men’s construction of power within the family therefore depended on female seclusion 
and the gender division of labour. Gender norms also formed part of the counter-strategy of 
the dominant caste Agamudaiyar men: they asked the Dalit men how they could allow their 
women so much freedom, a tactic the NGO director noted is the easiest way to stop active 
women from political action and to divide the Dalits. 
 
The sangam women were determined to respond to male resentment and obstruction by 
negotiation and persuasion. They also worked within the restrictions imposed on them by the 
gender division of labour and their primary role in agricultural production. Even where 
restrictions on women’s mobility outside the village became pronounced, the women just cut 
down on their travels or went as a group. Uma provides the clearest example of women’s 
manoeuvring within gender relations to overcome male opposition. Her husband forced her to 
disassociate from the first sangam by beating her and burning all her clothes. He also 
appealed to norms dictating ‘correct’ female behaviour in order to denigrate the women by 
alluding to their immorality when they went out all day and came back home at night. Uma, 
in response, developed her own counter-strategies. For example, she would tell her husband 
she was going into town to go to the market, in order to join the other women in their 
collective action. She eventually obtained her husband’s acquiescence to her sangam 
membership upon holding out the prospect of economic benefits to care for their six children.  
 
While men might concede a separate space for women to attempt to acquire land title, they 
did not want to share a public space with them. Neither were they happy about the thought of 
women having an equal say in decision-making. This suggests that altering public roles to 
allow more equitable interactions between women and men constitutes a greater disturbance 
to gender power relations. The men, having become central to the land struggle simply by 
refusing to allow women to participate in it, refused to listen to women’s suggestions for joint 
community action. One example is the women’s suggestions on the Village Administrative 
Officer’s proposal that the villagers pay for the land receipts necessary to prove cultivation 
and hence their entitlement. The men’s sole reasoning was that ‘they are only women, talking 
but not knowing anything’. Such comments continued to break women’s unity and 
confidence to act at times. Women thereby learned not to plan joint action with their men, 
aside from the supportive village elder Rengam. Their determination also grew as they 
recognised how they were left to face troubles over the land because men were too busy 
either with work outside the village or with fighting among themselves over how to take the 
struggle forward. However, some women, like Uma, have taken the men’s words as a 
challenge to achieve land title and thus gain social respect and recognition: ‘We want this 
land issue to be solved, as only then will our Dalit women’s movement become visible in the 
area. We want people to know about our movement. Only then will people respect our work.’ 
 
Further evidence of the challenge women’s collective action poses to gender relations is the 
emerging dynamic between the women and the de facto village leader Rengam. He initially 
suggested that ‘if the women take up these struggles without the men, this will be a strength 
for our village’. He viewed women’s political mobilisation as instrumental to opening new 
spaces for negotiation with officials. Towards the end of 2009, however, his opinion changed 
as the sangams presented several petitions without him and, therefore, now appeared to 
threaten his traditional authority. This dynamic, however, moves beyond the binary of male–
female power relations. Rengam’s wife, Mariamma (50 years), fuelled this rift by disparaging 
the other women’s independent efforts in order to support her husband. Rengam further 
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alienated all the other villagers by voicing his perceived right to a share of the kollakādu land. 
It was due to him, he said, because he had paid the temple tax separately from his two adult 
sons, who had both received land shares. After others rejected his claim because his family 
already enjoyed two shares, he refused to share documents he alone holds regarding the land 
struggle. Women therefore balance several pragmatic and affective factors in debating their 
next move. On the one hand, there is their need for Rengam’s support, particularly in 
providing documentary evidence of their land entitlement, and there is the respect they have 
for him as a village elder. On the other hand, there are now new political spaces offered by 
participation in the sangams and the Dalit women’s movement, with implications for 
disturbing gender power relations.  
 
Sustaining the Land Struggle 
Continued collective action in the face of multiple obstacles from state and non-state actors 
requires Dalit women to expend the very resources they enjoy so little of, namely time and 
money. Asked what sustains them in their land struggle, Priya replied, ‘What else we can do? 
Unless we have land it will be very difficult for us to live. We keep going to government 
offices, losing money, and still the struggle continues.’ Their conviction of the legitimacy of 
their struggle is now linked to its presumed legality, based on the former District Revenue 
Officer’s statement on changing the land classification to grant them title. Nonetheless, Uma 
also expressed the women’s frustration: ‘In our generation, we have seen all District Revenue 
Officers visit our land but they do not give us title. So too my children’s generation are seeing 
the same thing.’ Sangam leaders also pointed to disheartening visits to government offices, 
only to return without any meeting despite having waited the entire day. When Dalit men 
question why these leaders are always travelling outside and do not behave like other women, 
Devi replies that they cannot stay at home. They have to do this for their future.  
 
Devi’s comment shows that participation in the sangam has enhanced the women’s personal 
power. They have a stronger sense of selfhood and of a social role outside the family, which 
is noted as instrumental for collective agency (Kabeer 1994). Her comment and the following 
indicate that there have been substantial gains in self-confidence, knowledge and organised 
collective strength independent of men, and that there is emerging discourse of women’s 
equality.  

Now as a group if we have any issues, we can take them to the women’s police stations. We 
can achieve anything and I am bold enough to go out wherever I want, that’s how much I 
have gained confidence in the sangam. Now I am not dependent on men for anything. (Nalini) 
Not only have we cultivated the habit of saving money, we have also become so bold. Before 
we used to always say, ‘we can’t do this’. (Asha) 
See, because of the men doing like this [bending before others], they have become mūda 
paiyen [submissive, mute], so we women now have to come forward [to take up the struggle]. 
(Priya) 

Notably, Priya’s comment also indicates how ideas about men are changing, reflecting the 
fact that women are now conscious that they can fulfil roles traditionally allotted to men.  
 
This discourse becomes obvious when women discuss the future of their children, 
particularly what daughters should enjoy:  

My own children should also sit and talk equally, even girls. There is no difference between 
girls and boys; there should be equality. I tell my daughter she should not be like I was. I 
struggle a lot on the land, but in future our children should be settled well and respected. 
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Those days of covering our breasts with our saris and being afraid all the time – they should 
not be like this. (Priya) 

The discursive shift is matched by a developing governance role for the sangams outside 
male-dominated social institutions, which strengthens the women’s collective identity. They 
now expect interpersonal problems to be brought to the sangams to be decided on. Evidence 
therefore exists that women are moving towards equal status and power with men at both the 
personal and the institutional level.  
 
At the same time, Dalit women need continual encouragement to keep going with their 
struggle, particularly given how expensive it is to travel to government offices. After 
instituting the practice whereby women spend their own money and later collect this amount 
from all families, the sangam leaders have recently tried to add fines for those families that 
do not send one woman along when land petitions are handed in. Their aim is to make the 
women accountable for the effort they put in. Two women, however, now insist that they will 
pay only once they actually obtain the entitlement. The women’s frustrations are further 
exacerbated by Dalit women from Aruppur village refusing to share the burden of this 
struggle. Priya therefore hinted that they have started to think about separating their land 
claim from Aruppur’s, in order to stop Aruppur villagers ‘free-riding’ on their efforts. 
Finally, some women like Nalini, alluded to emerging village disunity: 

We are all the same community and all related—that is the problem! If it was other 
community people living here, then automatically our unity will come. If any outsider creates 
problems in our village, at that time we will all unite together against them. But if there are 
problems inside our village, then only we will be split and no one will unite. 

 
Her point was illustrated during the Dīpavali festival celebrations in 2009, exposing the 
underlying caste tensions in the area. Reacting to an innocuous incident in which a Dalit man 
from Mannur village got out of a vehicle and accidentally hit the leg of an Agamudaiyar man 
from Vilapatti village in the process, some Agamudaiyar youths beat up a Dalit youth from 
Mannur village. Caste tensions then erupted into several violent fights between Dalit and 
Agamudaiyar youths. The violence ceased only after Dalits from Mannur, Aruppur and 
Vettriyur villages, encouraged by Veronnika, reached a compromise with the Agamudaiyars. 
One positive outcome of this inter-caste conflict has been that Dalits from all these villages 
have come together and, therefore, there are now more open social interactions among them, 
which displace the land conflict tensions. Another is an increasing recognition that while 
Mannur Dalits may have initiated opposition to their land claim, the Vettriyur Dalits’ key 
opponents are the Vilapatti Agamudaiyars, who are determined to maintain Dalits’ economic 
dependency and social control over them. 
 
NGO support of Dalit women as they attempt to gain other entitlements also sustains their 
collective identity and agency. At the same time, as the following two examples show, the 
women are exposed through other entitlement struggles to further forms of exclusion. First, in 
2008 the women successfully petitioned revenue officials for a separate ration shop nearby. 
Until then, women had to travel five kilometres to collect their monthly rations. Securing this 
entitlement may have reduced their domestic burden, but it did not translate into freedom 
from caste discrimination. An angry Radha (married woman, 29 years) noted that the 
dominant caste ration shopkeeper never provides them with full rations. They receive less 
than other caste women, but do not protest for fear of losing what little rations they receive. 
Second, the women have petitioned government officials for potable water, a priority because 
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their village bore-well has yielded salty water for the past three years and tensions arise when 
they are forced to draw water from Mannur village. Vettriyur Dalits suspect, however, that 
the panchayat president fails to arrange for water supply from other water tanks due to the 
kollakādu land dispute. Petitions to the Collector indicating how the panchayat disregards 
their requests are also disregarded. These examples thus reveal both agency broadening into 
different areas and the limits of collective action where state actors replicate or contribute to 
Dalit women’s social exclusion.  
 
6.4  Discussion 
This case study, set in an arena of overlapping formal and informal institutions, provides an 
example of the link between Dalit women’s collective action over productive resources and a 
broader struggle to transform patronage relations embedded in traditional institutions of 
power. It also questions how far the Indian state is able to penetrate local informal institutions 
by changing the wider context in which these institutions operate. The study thereby draws 
attention to the methods by which informal institutional actors reinforce unequal entitlement 
norms and influence state actors to maintain these norms, and how far they succeed in using 
these methods. This complex environment shapes the distinct pathways through which Dalit 
women secure livelihood entitlements. In particular, oppressive social contexts influence the 
types of organisational and entitlement strategies available to these women, given the 
important role that land ownership plays in expressing and reproducing relations of power in 
rural India. These contexts and the layers of interactions therein shape the women’s agency. 
They also shape the role external intervention plays in bridging the power/knowledge divide. 
These two themes, situating the transformation of patronage relations and informal 
institutional power within collective action strategies to secure land entitlement, are 
elaborated below. 
 
6.4.1  Struggles for Resources and the Power of Patronage 
Midgal (2004: 11) noted that social interactions are better conceived as conflict-laden, with 
different social groups endorsing different sets of formal and informal rules on social 
behaviour. This can be extended to multiple rules on entitlement. Domination is then 
characterised by the ability to force others to adopt one’s rules by direct or indirect means, or 
to produce certain outcomes in any conflict over entitlements. This idea particularly fits a 
nādu context where informal institutional rules such as clientelism still dominate to a great 
degree. Clientelism is often found in postcolonial contexts where formal institutions were 
imposed on traditional authority structures (Helmke and Levitsky 2004). Deconstructing 
clientelism within the Indian context reveals ‘a pattern of [patronage] relationships in which 
members of hierarchically arranged groups possess mutually recognised, but not explicitly 
stipulated, rights and obligations involving mutual aid and preferential treatment’ (Breman 
1974: 18). These relationships centre on both economic–political and social–symbolic 
exchanges (Auyero 1999),11 which traditionally formed the most visible caste markers of 
identity (Gorringe and Rafanell 2007). Dalits’ history of economic dependency on dominant 
castes, for example, ensured their co-option by institutionalised clientelism. This reproduced 
the social hierarchy supporting unequal entitlements between patrons and clients.  
 
Viewed from this perspective, the nādu system produced a highly localised and powerful 
form of patronage because of the addition of religious, administrative, political and juridical 
links to socio-economic relations of interdependence. The caste-class and gender divisions of 
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labour, highly unequal power relations and physical isolation of nādu regions effectively 
stifled any caste-class or gender consciousness forming among Dalits or women. Vertical ties 
to the Ambalams and their direct patrons superseded horizontal relationships of solidarity. 
Moreover, in keeping with patronage patterns in general, these relations were particularistic 
and private, falling outside state law. This implicated both the nādu Ambalams and dominant 
Kallar and Agamudaiyar castes in the structural production of poverty among Dalits for their 
own economic benefit. The strength of this system, in comparison to other areas that had 
multiple patrons (unlike this area), is the lack of competition among different patrons to 
weaken inter-caste power relations. Hence, patronage in the nādus retains characteristics of 
deference and dependency (Hopkin 2006).  
 
Patronage relations provided Dalits with security and their daily survival needs (Leonard et 
al. 2010), as well as with relationships founded on mutual, if unequal exchanges. Loosening 
the grip of patronage, therefore, has depended on two push factors. One was an economic 
separatism: Dalits claimed land, the main means of production, and curtailed their 
dependency on irrigation water from the main nādu kanmāi. Dalits also negotiated new 
labour relationships outside the area, and therefore became less dependent on dominant caste 
Kallars and Agamudaiyars for survival. The significance lay in loosening social control over 
the labour process and, therefore, undermining the economic rationale for nādu patronage 
relations. This process disrupted local practices of entitlement founded on unequal power 
relations. 
 
The second push factor is symbolic separatism—Uma commented that other castes have been 
forced to recognise that ‘Vettriyur is a Dalit village, our village’. The villagers affirmed their 
positive identity as Dalits free of servitude and claimed autonomous territory (land) within 
nādu/dominant caste territory. Separatism was aided by various external interventions that 
persuaded Dalits, and later Dalit women, to believe they could influence their fate. Their 
resulting autonomous identity and concurrent claim to equal status has been expressed in 
several ways. For example, Amudha pointed to the changing embodiment of caste relations 
(Gorringe and Rafanell 2007) where Dalits dress well and walk proudly, while Devi noted: 

We are educating our children and developing, so [the dominant castes] are becoming envious 
(porāmai). If they spoke anything bad to us previously we would keep silent, but now we talk 
back to them […] we no longer obey them.  

 
Nevertheless, Dalit men’s behaviour in particular continues to reflect tensions between 
vertical ties of loyalty to patrons, based on economic dependency, and horizontal bonds of 
reciprocity to caste community, kin and family (Rudolph and Rudolph 1984). This is 
apparent from the loose patronage ties Vilapatti dominant castes retain with a few Vettriyur 
men, by providing the Dalit men with work opportunities and employing them for certain 
traditional caste-based services. The work and the services are paid for in wages and/or 
alcohol in exchange for loyalty and information on Dalit activities. In sum, together these two 
factors of economic and symbolic separatism further confirm the falsity of any distinction in 
livelihood development strategies between economic exploitation and socio-cultural 
oppression. 
 
Against this background, Dalit women’s effort to secure land entitlements arguably involves 
an on-going process of negotiation and struggle with dominant castes located in both societal 
and state arenas. On the one side, Dalits seek to loosen bonds of dependence and control, 
which are based on inequalities in resources, caste status and power (Auyero 1999). On the 
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other side, Kallars and Agamudaiyars try to maintain their caste privileges, which are tied to 
caste affiliation and loyalty to the nādu Ambalam/MLA, who retains de facto political 
authority over the area. Patronage relations embedded in economic dependency and coercive 
force, therefore, have not completely lost their relevance in constituting Dalit entitlements 
and obligations in lieu of the individual citizenship rights allocated by the state.  
 
As the state enters further into areas like the nādus with parallel systems of governance, 
however, it may further disrupt the legitimacy of patronage relations. This disruption would 
occur if the state takes over the roles patrons provide, such as controlling access to resources 
and solving village problems (cf. Auyero 1999). The state may establish a new set of 
impartial entitlement rules. Socially excluded Dalit women drew on state institutional 
arrangements and development policies and programmes for access to state resources and 
physical security, as well as de-linking from informal institutions characterised by inter-caste 
interdependence. While informal institutional rules privilege certain ascribed caste, class and 
gender identities over others in access to resources, the Indian state officially subscribes to 
norms of non-discrimination and special protection and promotion of the interests of 
scheduled caste citizens (Articles 16 and 46 Indian Constitution 1949). Dalit women rely on 
these formal institutional rules and claims to state resources to counter indirectly their relative 
lack of power, giving them leverage over informal institutional rules (cf. Pattendon 2011). 
Hence, they aligned their demands to reflect not only government welfare schemes meant for 
poor communities like them, but also to appeal for equal treatment when other villages 
secured title for poramboke lands.  
 
In doing so, these women push at the boundaries of what is possible, potentially gaining 
access to resources through the state, bypassing informal institutions. They also contribute to 
the difficult and longer term process of transforming informal institutions. Helmke and 
Levitsky (2004: 732) noted that this process requires two concurrent changes. Formal 
institutions must alter the costs and benefits of adhering to informal rules and ensure more 
effective enforcement of formal rules; and social values must also change. Underlying both is 
the need to shift the balance of power between Dalits and dominant castes, and at the state–
society interface (Fox 2005). Both these changes are currently lacking in the present context, 
meaning that formal institutions have limited influence in transforming nādu institutional 
norms that diverge from those of the formal Indian state.  
 
As the case study shows, collective identification and mobilisation through the Dalit 
women’s sangams does not automatically equate with effective representation of their 
interests in the state political system (Leonard et al. 2010). The reasons are threefold and 
mutually reinforcing. First, the nādu Ambalam/MLA still retains the ability to limit the state’s 
entry into the nādu region. Second, informal institutional power holders have penetrated state 
institutions to assume significant positions of authority. Third, power relations between Dalits 
and the MLA/Kallars/Agamudaiyars still shape the decisions formal institutions take about 
how to distribute state resources to Dalits, which results in unequal entitlement distribution.  
 
These unequal power relations are seen in many strategies by dominant castes, including the 
undermining of Dalits’ use of formal institutions to secure entitlements and delegitimising 
their claims through both direct and indirect opposition. An example of the latter is their 
supporting other Dalits’ counter-claims and garnering the support of police and forest 
officials to this end by manipulating both nādu and state institutional rules. Other 
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manifestations are the dominant caste’s capture of local formal institutions (panchayats), 
which grants them control over the state’s distribution of development goods and services. 
This is supported by the MLA’s failure to sign Dalit job applications in the area, limiting 
their work opportunities. At a wider district level, in recent years Kallars and Agamudaiyars 
have successfully applied political pressure by protesting against the implementation of the 
Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989. Consequently, local 
social activists claim that police stations in the area do not easily register cases under this law 
and prefer to work towards compromises, disregarding the unequal negotiating power 
between Dalit and non-Dalit actors. Changes to informal nādu institutions, therefore, prove 
difficult and slow to occur.  
 
As a counter to the above, Dalit women seek allies in higher government officials who are 
sufficiently removed from nādu politics. The main basis for alliance-forming has been caste 
affiliation. This follows the pattern of formal politics in India today, which is increasingly 
structured through caste relations with the rise of caste and regional-based political parties 
(Subramaniam 2006). Hence, Rengam pointed to more positive responses to their land 
petitions from ‘our person [i.e. Dalit] in power’. Devi elaborated: ‘If our children are in 
government positions, when we give petitions then our issues will be taken up […] We need 
our own people to uplift ourselves, for our security and protection.’ While this speaks to the 
continuing power of caste identity and affiliation, other allies, exemplified in Kovilur village, 
are non-Dalit officials without any caste-based ties to communities in the area. Both types of 
allies exemplify the politics Dalits must engage in to counter the ‘patronage democracy’ in 
which mainly local dominant caste politicians and officials mediate access to the welfare 
state (Corbidge et al. 2005: 70). Relying on caste identification has limited value, however. 
Officials are transferred regularly, and nādu power holders are able to influence the transfer 
of officials supportive of Dalit entitlements. This indicates the need for systemic reforms of 
local formal institutions that will ensure more effective, independent and impartial state 
institutions. These would have potential to transform informal institutional rules and ensure 
greater adherence to formal state rules, including by state actors themselves.  
 
Likewise, linking with the NGO can be regarded as another strategic alliance for Dalit 
women: the NGO enables the women to challenge traditional patronage relations as they 
claim land resources. Dalit women’s view of the NGO director as a development broker 
stems from her relative power in social interactions with the Dalit women, who follow her 
advice and directions regarding collective action. Specifically, Veronnika’s superior access to 
knowledge and socio-political networks provides the bridging capital that Dalit women 
require to link effectively with state institutions and strategically align their demands. This 
effectively opens up knowledge and political spaces for securing entitlements outside 
traditional patronage relations. These openings are vital if women are to overcome social 
exclusion, including exclusion from knowledge and power, in order to build their political 
agency.  
 
6.4.2  Strategic Choices and Dilemmas in Adverse Environments 
As in Kovilur village, both the presence of a facilitating NGO and its approach, which is 
based on building collective identity and interests as Dalit women, are critical in shaping the 
Vettriyur women’s agency. These women were clearly aware of their suppression and 
exploitation at the hands of the dominant castes within the nādu system. They further realised 
the connection between this and current dominant caste opposition to their securing land 
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entitlement. They only required a facilitating actor who could help translate these 
understandings into strategic action. In this regard, Rudolph and Rudolph (1984: 287-88) 
refer to the objective and subjective determinants of mobilisation. Objective determinants are 
historical changes to nādu structures, agricultural change, conjunctures of the land claim 
leading to a general sense of entitlement, and caste, gender and community bonds. It is these 
factors that the NGO translates into discursive consciousness in order to justify the women’s 
organisation for collective action at a particular time and place. Subjective determinants 
require building action strategies around the goals, values and meanings women attached to 
land entitlement. Doing so sustains their motivation to struggle over a long period. Vertical 
patronage relations should also be replaced through the construction of horizontal relations 
and alliances with other Dalit women based on ‘values of solidarity, self-reliance and 
collective action’ (cf. Kabeer 2005: 183). Achieving this entails providing women-only 
spaces for discussions, capacity training and a formal organisational framework in which to 
feel secure and confident to press their claims on state institutions (Mies 1986).  
 
Underlying this mobilisation process are a number of strategies brought into play from the 
organisational stage right up to collective action, each complicated by accompanying 
dilemmas and contradictions as women navigate multiple, complex power relations. The 
organisational structure of the women’s sangams, combining economic development 
programmes of savings and credit with political mobilisation, is arguably strategic in an 
environment that is historically hostile to Dalits’ mobilisation around their rights. The 
‘savings and credit’ aspect is in line with the state government’s promotion of ‘politically 
manageable’ women’s sangams engaged primarily in individual self-help as opposed to 
collective development (Batliwala 2007). The sangams’ potential for disrupting power 
relations thus is disguised. Dominant castes familiar with the state’s sangam structures and 
discourse do not perceive them as challenges to their power and authority, while Dalit men 
appreciate the sangams channelling economic benefits to their families.  
 
Dalit women acknowledged, however, the paradoxical impact of this form of group 
organisation on intra-household power relations (Wilson 2008): they may achieve economic 
freedom and security by calling on sangam savings for emergency loans without relying on 
their husbands. However, some men use this as an excuse to neither support their families 
financially nor help repay sangam loans, thereby strengthening unequal gender relations. 
Women’s use of the sangams outside the role the state intends them to play, moreover, sits 
uneasily with government officials. This is evident from the officials’ attempts to persuade 
the women against disturbing power relations by claiming land title. Further, any attempt to 
place Dalit women’s participation in the public sphere on an equal footing with Dalit men 
encounters gender-based resistance.  
 
Locating Dalit women’s agency within nādu power relations again draws attention to the 
juncture of struggles over resources and meanings conducted in multiple arenas—the family, 
nādu society and the state. Successful strategies therefore can be broadened beyond those 
directed towards the as yet unrealised goal of secure land entitlement. Such broadening 
includes the construction of a new or transformed discourse around which entitlements are 
conceived, expressed and contested (Hunt 1993: 240). In the present case, these are 
discourses of caste equality and gender equality. Caste equality is implied by their sense of 
entitlement to land in contrast to norms of caste-based exclusion. Gender equality of status 
and power comes from women recognising ‘their right to have rights’ (Kabeer 2006a). The 
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latter finds expression in the women’s refusal to depend entirely on their husbands to secure 
the land entitlement. Instead, they chose to use the secure space that the sangams provided 
and their relative exclusion from patron–client relations compared to Dalit men (cf. Kapadia 
1997) to assert their independent identity and exercise agency based on ideas of women’s 
equal power to act. Women seek land ownership for its own sake, therefore, although most 
women value land less for themselves than for their children’s development. Their consistent 
mention of enhanced freedoms of speech and movement through sangam participation are 
additional dimensions of equality. Another dimension is that they believe their sons and 
daughters should have equal access to education and professional work, and equal freedom of 
speech and actions.  
 
Although they are incorporating ideas of gender equality into their demands and actions, this 
does not mean that Dalit women believe in absolute equality in all spheres. As Madhok 
(2007) found, their belief reflects a combination of old and new ideas through which new 
ideas adjust with the old. Hence, while the women may feel that women and men should have 
equal status and power, this does not apply to land title, which reflects other meanings and 
values attributed to ownership and control over this resource. Dalit women’s demand for land 
title in their names met with little male opposition because land ownership meant the women 
would have control over the land in terms of production alone. This land control did not 
necessarily mean that the women would have independent control over the product of their 
labour, contrary to Agarwal's (2003: 195) assertion. Men instead undertake all market 
interactions and control profits from the land. Women’s exclusion from access to the market 
to sell their produce, therefore, diminishes their ability to exercise control over agricultural 
income. At the same time, it strengthens bonds of interdependence with men forged in a 
common production process, which women value for the security this brings. Women’s 
understanding of equality and power therefore assume multiple, contradictory meanings that 
cannot be reduced to formal equality and autonomy. This understanding affects the strategic 
demands they make during the entitlement struggle. 
 
The range of exclusions Dalit women face, especially from access to land title, and 
opposition from different quarters to their land claim produces a wide range of strategic 
discourses. These extend beyond gender equality and combine different legal and normative 
discourses. The meanings women attribute to land guide the way they frame their demands. 
Meanings derived from land acquisition play a central role in breaking caste-based socio-
economic subservience to dominant castes. Land thereby becomes more important for the 
identity, status and dignity of the community than for individual or even family identity, 
status and dignity. Caste and class interests tend to play a greater role than gender interests. 
Their petitions for land entitlement thus relied on highlighting their ‘low’ caste and class 
position, besides demanding equality of treatment from government officials and asserting 
the legality of their claim based on its acceptance by previous officials. Discussions with the 
women emphasised, in line with Rao’s (2005) findings, how demands framed in these ways 
lessened resistance from Dalit men to their agency. Such demand-framing also arguably 
reflected the fact that women and men worked on the land interdependently. Male solidarity 
and interdependence became important considerations given the small village population and 
the opposition faced from neighbouring villages. The naming of the wider Dalit women’s 
movement in their petitions, moreover, sought to demonstrate their larger collective strength 
beyond their village, a technique which emphasised the moral weight of their claim, backed 
by the legitimacy that wider support grants.  
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Only in their confrontations with the police over the tractor incident was gender identity 
brought to the forefront. The women manipulated gender norms—that the police would be 
less likely to arrest women than men, and would swiftly pursue cases alleging sexual 
molestation—to stand up to the police and push them to quickly resolve the problem. In 
doing so, they demonstrated their ability to manipulate strategically different aspects of their 
identity and position within diverse power relations. This includes aligning their demands 
with the values of officials—legality and equal treatment of citizens—in order to legitimise 
their claims. It also includes both exercising and conceding power to different actors at 
different times and places. Hence, they were prepared to fall in with gender norms when it 
came to labour and ‘female protection’. They did not demand equal decision-making power 
and joint public action. In exchange, Dalit men acquiesced to their separate public–political 
role. Moreover, they suggest that caste-class interdependence and subordination can only be 
broken by gender solidarity and interdependence. To cut both ties simultaneously would 
effectively deny Dalit women the very security that drives their collective action.  
 
In this conflict-driven environment, the women’s negotiations with state institutional actors 
combined a wide range of institutional and non-institutional tactics, reflecting their 
complementarity. Neither set of tactics would have worked by itself. Institutional tactics—
petitions to officials, police complaints—indicate Dalit women’s engagement with the state 
based on presumptions of equality and fairness in entitlement distribution. However, as the 
previous section showed, they also reveal to women the inter-linkages between state and 
nādu institutional actors. Institutional tactics also point to contradictions within the 
hierarchical organisations of the state itself that generate both opposition to and support for 
the women’s claim. Non-institutional tactics—direct confrontations with the police, 
organised public protests, and ‘avoidance’ tactics circumventing opposition—are partly a 
response to this situation for socially excluded actors. Thus, public protest, when combined 
with press coverage, relied on public exposure and women’s collective power to pressurise 
higher officials to apply state entitlement rules to approve their claim where lower officials 
and police created obstructions. Simultaneously, Dalits’ deployed what Scott (1985) termed 
the ‘weapons of the weak’. The covert cultivation of the land at night in order to circumvent 
state opposition is an example of the everyday practices of resistance that enable socially 
excluded actors to enjoy resources. Here, the need for a livelihood lent legitimacy to their 
actions, showing how women’s encounters with the state compelled them to act outside the 
bounds of strict legality. Women, however, unlike their men, chose to bypass appeals to the 
MLA, in order to maximise their independence from the caste-based nādu relations that led 
opposition to their claim. Institutional and non-institutional strategies are in this sense 
interdependent. They seek to alter the balance of power away from dominant caste nādu 
power holders towards socially excluded Dalit women, while simultaneously meeting the 
day-to-day livelihood needs that sustain their collective action.  
 
The choice of which strategy to deploy also provides evidence for Dalit women continually 
balancing the ‘depth of the challenge’ against the ‘breadth of appeal’ to both sangam 
members and potential government allies (Downey and Rohlinger 2008). That is, women are 
constantly concerned with the extent to which their strategies will provoke adverse reactions 
from those opposing their land title claim, as well as with the time and financial constraints 
on their agency. At the same time, sangam leaders struggle to keep women motivated to 
continue petitioning government officials and to frame demands in ways that will ensure that 
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officials support them and do not act further to take away their right of cultivation (cf. Tanner 
1995: 688–89). The main strategic dilemma Dalit women currently face—namely whether to 
continue quiet petitioning or just cultivate the land without drawing attention to themselves—
exemplifies this constant balancing act. If women were ensured a livelihood and felt 
physically secure, the balancing act would be easier. Strategies for collective action should 
therefore make security a priority. Both security of livelihood and physical security recur 
throughout Dalit women’s exercise of strategic agency; they indicate both the strength of 
collective power in the sangams and the continual vulnerability of Dalit women in exerting 
that power. 
 
6.5  Conclusion  
This chapter dealt with a livelihood entitlement many Dalit and women’s activists deem 
crucial to equalising power relations in social and family life. Interestingly, it is also an 
entitlement rarely focused upon by NGOs when they mobilise landless women to collective 
action (Agarwal 2003), indicating a large gap in current livelihood interventions. This case 
study examined the on-going process of struggle by Dalit women to secure legal ownership 
of cultivable land in a region characterised by parallel traditional governance institutions. The 
study offers several insights into the interaction of formal and informal institutions. These 
institutions have different notions of rights, entitlements and obligations. Informal 
institutional power holders are able to penetrate and influence state institutions. This means 
that such actors can continue to exercise material and symbolic power over Dalit women 
through formal institutions and perpetuate their exclusion from resources. Taken together, the 
actions of the nādu Ambalam/MLA, police and forest officials negate the notion of state 
neutrality. Dalit women’s land struggle in the nādu region, therefore, becomes a struggle to 
transform patronage relations and caste interdependence between Dalits and dominant castes. 
It is simultaneously a struggle to ensure the impartial enforcement of the state’s institutional 
rules on entitlement based on the principle of equality.  
 
It is primarily external intervention that enables the women to navigate this difficult context. 
External intervention introduces alternative discourses of Dalit women’s equality and 
collective power and even builds their limited capacity to negotiate action. Women 
necessarily target state institutions to secure entitlement. They combine institutional and non-
institutional tactics in an attempt to displace nādu institutional norms with more equitable 
state norms on entitlement. Women rely on caste affiliation of government allies to counter 
the influence of the dominant castes over state actors; they frame petitions primarily in terms 
of their caste and class identities. Again, as in the previous case study, gender interests 
assume lesser importance in the women’s collective action on entitlements. This is because 
castes overwhelmingly determine how resources are distributed and how individuals find 
dignity and respect. It also shows how women pragmatically realise that male support is 
necessary for security, quite apart from bonds of female–male interdependence centred on 
family and land cultivation. The following chapter continues to sharpen the key themes 
brought to light in this and the preceding case study, this time through an unsuccessful 
livelihood entitlement struggle located in a different region and involving a different set of 
non-state and state actors.  
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1  Research reveals substantial transfers of land ownership in Tamil Nadu from ‘upper’ castes to ‘middle’ and ‘lower’ 

castes, while access to land remains very poor for the scheduled castes. This is particularly true for landholdings in 
larger classes and for holdings with better quality irrigation (Athreya and Chandra 2000). 

2  These two castes, along with the Maravar caste, are considered three clans of the Thevar martial community who 
have strong socio-political loyalties to one another despite practising endogamy.  

3  Nādus came into existence in this area during the later Chola period (900 to 1300 AD) as the basic unit of the 
agrarian society and political order in South India (Stein 1994). Fourteen nādus were originally located in what is 
now Sivagangai district, half of which still function today in some manner.  

4  This linking of political authority with religion explains why violent responses to Dalits’ assertion of religious 
freedoms have marked the history of this area. In 1979 in Unjanai village, Kallars murdered five Dalits, injured over 
100 and looted their property in retaliation for the Dalits asserting their rights in the Aiyanar temple festival in 
Unjanai nādu. Caste conflicts again surfaced in 1992 after the Dalits of Muthu nādu asserted their temple rights and 
entered the main temple in Siruvāchi, and again in 1998 when Dalits asserted their rights to pull the temple car rope 
during the Kandadevi temple festival in Unjanai nādu. In none of these cases has the dominant caste accused ever 
been brought to justice. 

5  The Madras Estates (Abolition and Conversion into Ryotwari) Act 1948  abolished the zamindari system formalised 
by the British colonial administration whereby landlords acted as legal intermediaries to collect taxes from peasant 
cultivators (ryots). 

6  Vettriyur village governance today lies in Dalit men’s hands. Reflecting how nādus functioned as agrarian 
settlements, two men are appointed annually to oversee irrigation water distribution, conduct auctions of common 
property resources and resolve irrigation and other disputes in the village. Dalit women, therefore, proudly indic ated 
that they no longer obey the Kallars. 

7  Women’s traditional roles in agriculture include planting and transplanting paddy seedlings, weeding, harvesting 
and collecting the harvested paddy and ‘waste’ hay, while men plough, clear weeds from the bunds and gullies 
between fields, harvest and transport the paddy harvest and hay back to the houses. The contribution of Indian 
women in farm production is estimated at between 55 and 66 percent of the total labour today (FAO 2003). 

8  Two primary laws in this regard were the Madras Estates (Abolition and Conversion into Ryotwari) Act 1948 and 
the Tamil Nadu Land Reforms (Reduction of Ceiling on Land) Act 1961, the latter enabling the state government to 
redistribute land owned in excess of a stipulated ceiling amount to the landless poor. 

9  Mainly because of safety concerns for girls continuing education outside the area, most Dalit girls attain only eighth 
to tenth standard education before joining their mothers in the fields, while boys may complete twelfth standard.  

10 Of the 32 adult women in the village, as per the survey, 15 had no or minimal education up to fifth standard in the 
nearby government primary school. They were often functionally illiterate. Taking sangam members alone, this was 
10 out of 17 women.  

11 Friedmann (1992: 17) distinguished this principle of reciprocal exchange governing client-patron relations as the 
moral economy, which falls outside the market economy.  
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Chapter 7 
Uneven Political-Economics of an Entitlement 

Struggle: Mallibakkam Village 
 

See how one shrimp farm owner is spoiling a thousand people’s lives here. He has one vote, and yet 
his vote counts more with the government than all our votes. 

Kala (widow, 53 years) 
 
7.1 Introduction 
The previous two case studies were about successful and on-going struggles to secure 
entitlements in inland agricultural villages. The focus now shifts to an unsuccessful struggle 
by Dalit women to stop the operation of a shrimp farm in their coastal fishing and agricultural 
village. The unprecedented growth in commercial aquaculture along the Indian coastline in 
the past 25 years, much of it inadequately regulated, has pitched many local communities 
against shrimp farm entrepreneurs in a fight to preserve their livelihoods and a clean and 
healthy environment (Mangubhai 2004). In the present case this was a struggle against 
legality in favour of legitimacy (de Gaay Fortman 2011: 201), in which women argued for 
protection of their already precarious livelihoods from further erosion. At stake for Dalit 
women in Mallibakkam village were rights to work, health and an adequate standard of 
living. Their struggle highlights contradictory state practices that entrench structural violence 
and reduce the effectiveness of collective action by socially excluded citizens. 
 
The first part of this chapter describes how the Dalit women’s sangams in the village were 
started at the instigation of a local Dalit woman and NGO staff member. It examines the 
political education the women received, and how they engaged in collective action on several 
livelihood and other issues. The organisation of the women is examined in the light of 
government policies that promote commercial aquaculture. It was in this context that the 
women undertook action between 2003 and 2005 to oppose the construction of the shrimp 
farm near one of their residential colonies. The shrimp farm struggle is examined next, as is 
how livelihood entitlements and power relations were affected by the failure to stop the farm. 
The second part of the chapter analyses the role of state policies and practices in establishing 
new forms of exclusion of Dalit women. The analysis focuses on the state-citizen relations 
experienced by those excluded from resources and power, and the links between macro-level 
politics and micro-level collective action. A related theme is the effect of multiple discourses 
of entitlement on Dalit women’s agency. The state and external development agencies 
introduced different discourses on entitlements, and they were (re)interpreted and 
incorporated by the women into their strategies.  
 
7.2 The Context: Sangam Organisation and Macro-Economic Policies 
Mallibakkam village in Kanchipuram district is the largest of the villages researched. The 
around 3,000 residents represent 11 different castes, the majority—–approximately 350 
households—being Dalits1 (Map 7.1). Dalits reside in three colonies spread across the 
village, one of which comprises government colony housing land. All three colonies are 
situated in the lowlands alongside Buckingham canal, a saltwater canal that connects the 
natural coastal backwaters to form a national shipping waterway. This is in keeping with 
segregationist caste norms. A small community of forward caste Reddiyar families owns 
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most of the arable land and fruit orchards in the village, while another small community of 
backward caste Chettiyars operates shops and the only factory. Most Dalit villagers draw an 
economic dividing line between these two minority ‘wealthy’ castes and the majority 
‘labouring’ castes. Dalit Paraiyars, along with most backward caste Sembadavars (known as 
ullu-nāttu Meenavars or inland fishers) and Vanniyars, constitute the three communities that 
partly or wholly sustain their livelihood from fishing in the adjacent canal.  
 
Map 7.1: Mallibakkam village  

 
 
Dalit women claim that, of the villages in the area, theirs is the most neglected. They attribute 
the lack of development largely to the shrimp farm operating next to the canal, fewer than 
100 metres from one of their colonies. Tensions between the farm owner and the villagers are 
expressed in the farm’s physical arrangements—electric fencing surrounding the six shrimp 
ponds and guard dogs—as well as in the lack of interaction between farm workers and the 
villagers. The backdrop to their struggle against this shrimp farm consists of two 
contradictory forces: Dalit women organising to secure livelihood entitlements, and macro-
economic policies promoting commercial aquaculture.  
 
7.2.1 External Intervention: Constructing Collective Identity and Agency 
The Dalit women’s sangams grew out of the first development intervention to focus on Dalits 
in Mallibakkam village in the early 1990s. This was the initiative of one of its own members, 
Kalvikkarasi, then working in a local Dalit NGO, RADA, established by her husband. 
Kalvikkarasi’s motivation was both personal and professional. Her marriage to a Dalit 
Paraiyar man moved her to work for the Dalit community; and her prior work with another 
local NGO, which involved organising women into self-help groups for savings purposes, 
now extended to a desire to work in her own village. RADA eschewed any role vis-à-vis the 
delivery of economic benefits or services. Instead, its main goal was to liberate, empower and 
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develop the livelihoods of Dalit bonded or adimai (agrestic slavery) labourers and those 
engaged in traditional caste-based occupations along the coastline of Kanchipuram district. In 
short, RADA aimed to mobilise Dalits to transform their caste and class status. Mallibakkam 
Dalits were targeted because their lives back then revolved around adimai work as pannaiyāl 
(permanent farm workers) for the main landowning and socio-politically powerful caste, the 
Reddiyars.2  
 
The initial NGO activities, therefore, were characterised by political conscientisation and 
capacitation, which led the first generation of semi-educated Dalit male youth to push for the 
collective withdrawal from adimai work. This was complemented by negotiations with the 
Reddiyars for wages equal to those paid outside the village, and organised protests across the 
villages to eradicate a number of ‘untouchability’ practices. Ramu’s (male youth, 25 years) 
statement, ‘we got the feeling of power that we could stand up to the other castes […]’ 
reflects the ensuing change from Dalit subordination towards greater independence and 
dignity. This was complemented by labour diversification, including a shift among women 
from subsistence fishing to selling marine produce in the nearby markets. 
 
The identification of caste and class as the roots of Dalits’ problems in this initial phase of 
organising, however, meant that gender issues received less attention. These included the 
unequal division of labour, wages and educational access. Kalvikkarasi therefore started 
discussions with the women about forming separate Dalit women’s sangams. The focus on 
women stemmed partly from RADA staff’s experiences of the difficulties in keeping men 
organised, given the large-scale problem of male alcoholism in the village (and the 
surrounding area). The corollary was the premature demise of many men from alcoholism, 
leaving behind widows. These women formed a disproportionately large, socio-economically 
vulnerable subgroup of women-headed households. Leela, widowed in her thirties, surmised: 
‘There are more widows due to alcoholism in this entire area, more than twice those who died 
during the [2004] tsunami!’ Kalvikkarasi also observed other outcomes of male alcoholism 
and village underdevelopment. There was less solidarity and less respect for women here than 
in the neighbouring villages. Equally important as Dalit women’s greater reliability was the 
sangams’ potential to enable these women to decide what their most urgent needs were and to 
participate in decision-making on village matters. Until then, community governance was 
exclusively controlled by male leaders of the fifteen Dalit kinship groups in the village.  
 
The organisation of the women into sangams mirrored Vidiyal’s strategy (Chapters 5 and 6) 
of helping women to be more financial secure through savings and loans activities; and, at the 
same time, helping the women to engage in collective action to secure livelihood 
entitlements. Kalvikkarasi, however, insisted that these groups should be independent of the 
government: 

I explained to the women that we would not be able to effectively protest against the 
government if we were affiliated to their sangam programme, despite the more regular loans 
their sangams receive. 

She further recognised the difficulties in organising the women. Women were confined to 
narrow roles within the family, forced by poverty into daily wage labour, and excluded from 
public-political life. It therefore took around two years of meetings and encouragement by 
Kalvikkarasi and some educated village youth before 30 Dalit women decided to form one 
sangam in each of the main colonies in 2001. According to one of the original members, 
Selvi (married woman, 35 years), these women were in employment and had husbands who 
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agreed to their participation. They also were interested in taking up issues and had speaking 
skills. As others saw the benefits of sangam membership, this number slowly grew; today, 
there are eight sangams involving around 140 women.  
 
Many women saw the sangams as an opportunity to improve their economic security and to 
learn about the world outside their village, including about government schemes. These 
improvements were often mentioned in the same breath as gender relations. Women viewed 
the sangams as instrumental in increasing male respect accorded to them. They wanted to 
counter a male discourse that created a gender hierarchy in contributions to the village and 
family. It claimed that women did not know anything and that only men ‘really work’ for the 
village. Rupa (married woman, 44 years) noted: 

I wanted to know how to speak well, and through the sangam meetings and trainings we 
would get information about the world, learn new things, ask questions and give petitions. We 
wanted to do something for our village. Before, we women lived at a very low level, like 
slaves at home. Wherever we went, men would tease us that we only work in our homes and 
don’t go outside, don’t know anything, don’t work in the village. How long could we live like 
this? That’s why we started to take action in the village.  

For more educated women like Deepa (widow, 33 years), who had grown up in Chennai city 
where gender norms are generally less restrictive, sangam participation held out the prospect 
of greater freedom in a village context. She also felt she had a duty to act as a guide the 
majority illiterate, village-born women. 
 
As in Kovilur and Vettriyur villages (Chapters 5 and 6), an important discourse that 
Kalvikkarasi introduced was the collective power of women to overcome structural and 
personal barriers. Collective identity as Dalit women was built by emphasising solidarity 
based on their living conditions, as well as on the power they uniquely had as a group to 
obtain their livelihood needs. The effectiveness of this strategy is evident from the women’s 
discussions on three sets of social relations. Jothi (widow, 47 years) highlighted the re-
visioning of Dalit identity as a service caste for others by placing positive value on village 
service:  

The other caste people won’t do anything for us or the village; we only have to do things for 
them. This has not changed […] [So] we need unity among women because only by working 
together can we achieve the solution to many basic problems in our village.  

Leela (widow, 37 years) and Sathya (widow, 42 years), by contrast, judged Dalit men as less 
likely to unite and persevere to solve basic problems such as village amenities. Sathya also 
referred to gender divisions in the representation of village interests: ‘The male [Dalit] 
leaders are helping and supporting only the men; only women help women.’ Signifying the 
third set of relations were Kala and Jothi’s suggestions that government officials and police 
are more likely to recognise women’s ‘right to speak’ and respond to women’s petitions. 
Women therefore could gain power by subverting gender norms relating to female exclusion 
from public-political life. Kala was adamant, however, that this did not entail men’s 
exclusion from collective action; rather, their role was to provide the women with support 
from behind the scenes. 
 
Again, as in the previous case studies, women’s sangam participation was affected by their 
position in the lifecycle as well as by their household arrangements and the burden of 
household labour. What distinguished this village was the large number of kinship groups 
among Dalit women: social ties among these women were formed mainly within the enclosed 
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kinship marriage circles that are characteristic of South Indian marital alliances (Kapadia 
1995; Dube 2003), though these circles were opening up through inter-kinship marriages. 
Another distinction was the proliferation of widows. They were stigmatised as inauspicious 
or immoral without husbands to keep them in check, which meant they had less social 
freedom than married women and less freedom to speak. Nonetheless, due to their large 
numbers and specific vulnerability, many widows joined the sangams and also took up 
leadership positions.  
 
The NGO approached the challenge of constructing the collective identity and identifying the 
interests of the large number of sangam members through a series of meetings and training 
sessions. These meetings were aimed at developing their political consciousness. Women 
were encouraged to identify common needs and petition officials, and learnt about their 
entitlements under government schemes. Aside from separate sangam meetings on savings 
activities, Kalvikkarasi convened joint sangam meetings every three months at which women 
took collective decisions on which entitlements to pursue. Values of unity and equality 
underlay such meetings: Kalvikkarasi noted, ‘We encouraged the women to share all that 
they were doing in order to help the groups to come up equally.’ Women also attended 
meetings organised by other NGOs, to inspire them with the confidence to take up issues by 
hearing how other women solved their village problems. One important change women noted 
as a consequence was the expansion of their knowledge: from ‘only living in a small circle 
within the village’, Latha (unmarried girl, 21 years) said, ‘we learnt how to speak before 
others […] how to save money […] how to take action and not just work and eat like before.’  
 
Leadership and decision-making, however, pivoted around Kalvikkarasi as the de facto head 
of the sangams, despite her attempts to build autonomous sangam leadership. Her role as 
development broker was perceived slightly differently from that of Veronnika in the other 
case studies. While Kalvikkarasi too had greater education and more knowledge of 
government schemes and of how to deal with officials, she was also a trusted village member 
who was not tied to any one Dalit kinship group.3 Her identity as an independent villager 
generated greater expectations that she would speak on behalf of all the women and be their 
representative in their dealings with the state. Women expressed their relationship with her in 
the following terms: ‘Blind people will always be at the back, while those with eyes will 
always be in the front’; ‘Kalvikkarasi leads us—she is like a big officer while we are her 
guards!’ They constructed a subsidiary yet active role for themselves: ‘We may not speak up, 
but will resist boldly! We will sit boldly like this, even if the police come now’; ‘We know 
about women’s rights and how to organise if there is any problem.’ What women failed to 
acknowledge was how Kalvikkarasi herself faced gender constraints: her husband 
occasionally reacted badly to her work and to her freedom of movement. Kalvikkarasi, in 
turn, was torn between her desire to build women’s autonomous agency so as to ensure 
changes in her village, and having to take the lead where women were slow to act or 
constrained by their circumstances.  
 
Despite these problems, sangam leaders were chosen. Each sangam elected three members 
for a three-year term. This leadership was central to forging common interests and 
representation among such a large number of women. Leaders were chosen for their 
articulacy and their energy; there was a hierarchy with older, less educated and often more 
silent women less likely to assume leadership than their younger, more educated and more 
vocal counterparts. Leaders would discuss sangam and village issues with Kalvikkarasi once 
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a month when Dalit male leaders held their separate village meetings. This served 
symbolically to impress on both women and men the new space being created for Dalit 
women’s decision-making on village issues. Because of limited financial resources, which 
allowed only a few to travel to government offices, leaders were responsible for meeting 
government officials with the petitions which were drafted by Kalvikkarasi and signed by 
sangam members. Through practical action, therefore, these women learnt how to secure 
entitlements. They gained the knowledge and confidence to meet officials, to speak and 
become active in their village.  
 
7.2.2 Tackling Exclusions and Achieving Interests 
The confidence and knowledge to which sangam leaders alluded were gained from the 
sangams’ initial achievements on both conflictual (e.g. temple entry, arrack sales) and non-
conflictual (e.g. water tanks, roads) issues. Importantly, these achievements touched on caste-
class as well as gender relations. At the same time, interests perceived as firmly grounded in 
caste discrimination served to obscure gender inequalities. For example, women successfully 
petitioned government officials for the return of the government primary school. The 
Reddiyars had seen to its removal years ago in furtherance of their control over Dalits’ 
labour. While this success symbolised another break from a past marked by caste-based 
exclusion from knowledge, it did nothing about the lower educational attainment of women.4 
A similar outcome resulted when a small group of Dalit women entered Silliamman5 temple. 
This was an action with strong symbolic value in contesting religious exclusion and exposing 
‘untouchability’ as a constructed, ‘unnatural’ discourse. However, though the Dalits gained 
equal access to the temple and its lands, it was the men who made the decisions about the 
management of the temple. The women were left to clean it. This reiterated gender norms 
distinguishing women’s less important roles from that of men.6 
 
Finally, unique to this case study, Dalit women also took up issues directly relating to their 
gender interests. They sought to tackle the problem of male alcoholism and arrack sales in 
2002 by making a formal police complaint. Despite the ensuing police raid, however, the 
lucrative nature of the business eventually ensured its resumption. Thereafter, the women 
balanced the threat of men stopping the sangams with continuing protests against alcohol 
sales, and decided not to make another official complaint. Their alternative strategy was to 
pressurise several sangam women to stop their involvement in arrack production, and offer 
them financial aid to establish alternative small businesses. By contrast, family problems, 
such as egregious domestic violence, were often tackled by counselling and only rarely by 
sangam intervention. Pushpa (married woman, 28 years) suggested the reason:  

If we women get involved in family problems, the men of that family will surely say, ‘So you 
have started a big women’s sangam and want to involve in our family problems?’ Like this 
they will scold us and then our husbands also will create problems for us. 

What men’s reactions to these two issues reveal is how they enacted a public-private divide, 
where family and ‘male business’ (i.e. alcohol consumption and sales) were private affairs 
exempt from public scrutiny.  
 
Women’s accounts of the above developments in their village, however, highlight a 
multiplicity of views. Leela spoke for the sangam leaders: ‘We have climbed all the steps and 
we know that only through us have these facilities come to our village […] but we don’t get 
the name [i.e. recognition] for this.’ She points to the challenge of communicating sangam 
activities to such a large group. Communication was hindered by the women’s poor 
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education, which meant they found it hard to retain information about all the activities the 
sangams were engaged in. Their lowly class status also meant that they did not have enough 
spare time in which to visit government offices. These issues recurred throughout the 
women’s struggle against the shrimp farm, and explain the sometimes conflicting versions of 
events and meanings women attached to their actions.  
 
7.2.3 Macro-economics of Aquaculture and its Regulation 
The Dalit women’s struggle to stop the shrimp farm occurred in the context of macro-
economic policies pursued by the Indian state in the aftermath of the liberalising economic 
reforms of 1991. The industrial farming of shrimp for export, which was introduced along the 
Indian coastline in the late 1980s, increased rapidly from the 1990s. It assumed considerable 
importance as a foreign currency earner,7 particularly in the southern coastal states of Andhra 
Pradesh and Tamil Nadu (Asian Development Bank et al. 2005). In part this was spurred by 
vast World Bank funds being poured into the Indian aquaculture sector in the 1990s, with the 
intention of starting a ‘blue revolution’. The central government’s policy to promote shrimp 
culture highlighted the benefits of bringing under production the vast saline tracts of the 
country’s coastline: this would create employment opportunities for rural Indians living in 
brackish water areas and earn foreign exchange (FAO 2002; Mangubhai 2004).  
 
The regulation of commercial shrimp farming falls under the National Coastal Aquaculture 
Authority established in 1997 after the Supreme Court verdict in S. Jagannath vs Union of 
India and others. The Court therein prohibited semi-intensive and intensive shrimp farming 
in the coastal regulation zone.8 It also prohibited the conversion of agricultural or public 
lands into shrimp farms, in order to prevent serious environmental, social and economic 
problems from afflicting rural communities. Further, the granting of operating permits was to 
be based on the precautionary principle: permits would be granted only if farms would not 
adversely affect the environment.9 Notably, the scientific report on which this judgement was 
based recognised that employment opportunities for contiguous coastal populations had been 
considerably reduced by commercial aquaculture.  
 
The activities of the Authority, which was eventually legislated under the Coastal 
Aquaculture Authority Act 2005, include: inspecting aquaculture farms to record their 
environmental impact; registering all coastal aquaculture farms and ordering their closure if 
found to be causing pollution or destroying local livelihoods; and ensuring that agricultural 
lands and common lands are not converted into coastal aquaculture farms. Moreover, under 
its 2005 Rules, the Authority specified a number of guidelines for regulating coastal 
aquaculture—for example, on site selection, environmental impact assessments, wastewater 
management and protecting the livelihoods of coastal communities. Additionally, the Water 
(Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act 1974 provides that any aquaculture farmer must 
obtain authorisation from the Pollution Control Board to set up a disposal system for trade 
effluents, though most small farms do not set up such systems and effectively fall outside the 
Board’s remit. There is no mandatory environmental impact assessment for smaller farms of 
less than 10 hectares. The Authority, moreover, has potentially conflicting environmental and 
economic goals. Its brief is to sustain an increase in aquaculture products, as well as to 
regulate their production (Coastal Aquaculture Authority 2006: 3).  
 
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court judgement has not been implemented properly owing to 
the local political influence of shrimp farmers, who have subverted the law. The failure 
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cannot be divorced from political and economic constraints under which the Coastal 
Aquaculture Authority currently operates. First, the Ministry of Agriculture, specifically the 
Department of Fisheries, exercises administrative control over the Authority despite the 
Authority’s establishment under the Environmental (Protection) Act 1986. Second, the 
central government’s Marine Products Exports Development Authority strongly pushes the 
expansion of coastal aquaculture and exports of aquatic products, particularly shrimp. Third, 
the large number of amendments to the Coastal Regulation Zone notification has largely 
diluted its prohibitions on coastal land use. Proposed further amendments seek to shift the 
objective of the regulations from conservation to sustainable development. This would open 
up the coastal areas to ‘economically significant activities’ (Kasturi 2010). All this is relevant 
to the Mallibakkam shrimp farm struggle.  
 
7.3 Collective Action and the Politics of Protecting Entitlements 
7.3.1 Political and Legal Strategies against the Shrimp Farm 
Initial Phase: Struggling as a Community 
Unknown to the Mallibakkam Dalits, in June 2002 two Reddiyars sold off 10 acres of land 
alongside Buckingham canal to a Christian businessman living in Chennai city. This sale 
pushed up land prices and included a pond used for irrigation purposes, thereby prompting 
neighbouring landowners to sell their lands to the same businessman. Dalits assert that all this 
land was originally government wasteland (tharisu poramboke), which was occupied by 
Reddiyars and converted into private land years ago, and which was partly being utilised for 
agriculture. The following year, the new landowner started to clear the land, at which point 
Dalits in the colony opposite learnt of the land transfer. Their queries were deflected by the 
assurance that the land would become a fruit orchard in which Dalits would find work. It was 
not until earth movers started to dig the ponds that they realised a shrimp farm was under 
construction. The site supervisor, however, dismissed Dalit women’s accusations of 
deception. On the basis that the land sale was legal, he refused their demands to stop the 
construction.  
 
Kalvikkarasi’s subsequent ability to mobilise the Dalit women to take action against the 
shrimp farm rested on two arguments: the lack of employment opportunities in shrimp 
farming, and its negative impacts on the environment and on agriculture and fishing-based 
livelihoods. While some women already knew examples of such negative impacts, the 
women were emboldened to take action by their previous entitlement successes. The fact that 
an outsider was interfering in their village promoted solidarity. Dalits constantly mentioned 
the farm owner’s much higher class position and greater political influence, as his name was 
connected with prominent Chennai-based politicians. He was able to influence and bribe state 
officials to support his application to operate the shrimp farm. Little was known of the farm 
owner beyond his identity as a non-Dalit. Hence, unlike the other case studies, women’s 
perceptions of this struggle did not focus on their opponent’s caste. Instead, the emphasis lay 
on his class and links to the state, though caste also underlay these aspects, as will be seen.  
 
The women’s specific livelihood vulnerability also motivated them to engage in the shrimp 
farm struggle. This vulnerability arose from the caste- and gender-based division of fishing 
work, with its implications for class. Over half the Mallibakkam Dalit women traditionally 
fished by squatting in the low tidal waters of the canal to catch seasonal prawns (irāl) and 
crabs (nandu) by hand. In comparison, only around 30 Dalit men had learnt from their 
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Sembadavar male neighbours and fishermen the skills necessary to use catamarans 
(kattumarram) to catch fish with nets further along the canal. The only other fishing 
community in the canal consisted of Vanniyar men fishing further inside the canal waters 
using catamarans and different fishing techniques, while the prerogative to fish on the open 
seas belonged to other non-Dalit castes living by the seashore one kilometre away. These 
divisions along lines of labour, equipment and fishing location influenced economic profits: 
those men with nets and boats to access rich fishing grounds caught more fish. They also 
affected how long people spent in the water, and consequently how exposed they were to 
water pollution. Additionally, Dalit women’s vulnerability stemmed from their work as 
agricultural labourers and sharecroppers. Both kinds of work were expected to decline if the 
shrimp farm went ahead.  
 
The following excerpt of a conversation with sangam leader Kala frames the situation in 
terms of competing rights. While often not expressed in the language of rights, rights lay 
behind many women’s justification for interfering with the farm owner’s right to use his 
private property.  

Once you come to my house, you can sit and go, but if you want to add any poison to my 
house, how can I allow that? […] A person has the right to do whatever he wants with his 
own land, but not to spoil the common property of our village. He should not cross his 
boundary, as we only survive by eating from the canal. So he has no right to mix chemicals 
from his farm into the canal. He should not take our rights away; he should only take his 
rights.  

Her statement appeals to two arguments. One is a perceived boundary around an individual’s 
rights, crossing which constituted an unacceptable infringement of another’s right. Second is 
that of individual versus collective rights, and especially the appropriation or privatisation of 
the commons for ‘development purposes’, which is synonymous with the pursuit of economic 
growth policies in India (Visvanathan and Parmar 2005).  
 
Even though they had their own, specific concerns, the women’s first petition to the District 
Collector in June 2003 was made on behalf of all Mallibakkam villagers. It was signed by 
Dalit women across the colonies in order to lend the weight of greater numbers. The women’s 
appeal was based on the precautionary principle and rested a compelling moral case on their 
class identity—the need for state protection against the likely negative effects the farm would 
have on their agriculture-based livelihoods. They targeted the Collector because he headed 
the District Aquaculture Committee, which inspects potential shrimp farm sites before 
forwarding licence applications for final decision to the Aquaculture Authority. Moreover, 
their previous experiences of petitioning had increased their understanding of how the state 
operated. Leela talked of their recognition that local officials, who are more enmeshed in 
power relations in the area, were less likely to respect them and act on their petitions than 
higher officials. On this issue, however, petitions to the Collector and the Tamil Nadu 
Pollution Control Board met with no response. It took a collective protest outside the taluk 
office by Dalit women from several villages to galvanise the government to investigate the 
land status of the shrimp farm.  
 
Faced with the officials’ lack of response to their petitions and the continued construction of 
the shrimp farm, Dalit women and men adopted several extra-institutional tactics. They 
disrupted the construction of the pond and confronted the local manager overseeing the work 
on the farm. The possibility of direct negotiation with the farm owner was foreclosed by his 



 
126 

eliciting the support of local police to threaten the villagers. Jothi’s description of an incident 
when seven police vans descended on the Dalit colony implicates the police in the continuing 
disregard of Dalit women’s claim. The police insisted that the women should submit petitions 
rather than resort to disrupting the construction of the farm. They further threatened to take 
action should Dalits persist, as ‘there was nothing they could do to stop the farm and, 
moreover, they were too far away to be affected by the farm’. Dalit women’s greater 
vulnerability was marked by a policeman employing vulgar, sexual language in his attempt to 
stop their protests.  
 
While the above shows how state officials’ direct actions or failure to act both contribute to 
Dalit women’s exclusion, institutionalised exclusion also contributes. The licensing process 
itself, with the district-level committee inspecting the proposed site to ascertain land and 
groundwater quality, presented the villagers with no opportunity to object, despite their 
livelihoods being at stake. The Aquaculture Authority subsequently issued the licence in 
March 2004 in contravention of its own mandate to prevent shrimp farming on agricultural or 
common lands. Endorsed by the State Fisheries Department in June that year, the licence was 
then returned to the District Collector for final approval.  
 
The issuing of the licence focuses attention on a key state practice that determines the 
perpetuation of inequalities in entitlements, namely corruption. Women allege that the farm 
owner bribed the land surveyor and Tahsildar to ignore their argument that the land was 
originally government wasteland meant for landless poor. The officials instead reported the 
legal conversion to private lands years ago without mentioning its continuing use for 
agriculture. Further, according to Dalit women and local social activists, government officials 
received substantial bribes to grant the licence, and the police received substantial bribes to 
protect the farm owner. In a situation where state actors deemed legal a commercial operation 
that contravened the state’s own formal rules, Dalit women had little choice but to continue to 
submit petitions to higher district and state government officials in the hope that the state’s 
rules would be impartially enforced. Caste considerations further restricted their choice of 
political avenues of appeal. They chose not to engage with their local Legislative Assembly 
member (MLA) owing to his Reddiyar caste identity and his kinship with the ex-MLA living 
in Mallibakkam village who had sold off his lands to the shrimp farm owner. 
 
State corruption aside, the shrimp farm owner also allegedly bribed non-state actors. The 
allegations related to the Dalit male leaders and especially Siva (married man, 41 years). Siva 
exercised de facto panchayat authority from 2001 to 2006 through his wife (who was the 
actual panchayat president), and thereafter was officially appointed as panchayat president. 
Women were split, primarily along kinship lines, as to whether Siva had received information 
on the proposed shrimp farm and nonetheless put his (wife’s/President’s) signature to the 
land transfer. The local Village Administrative Officer affirmed that a no-objection certificate 
had to be obtained in order to run the shrimp farm, signed by, inter alia, the village leaders 
and the panchayat president. In addition to the allegations that Siva and other male Dalit 
leaders had received bribes to give the go-ahead to the farm, it was also alleged that Siva was 
unhappy with the size of the bribe he received, and retracted his support for the farm as a 
result. Deepening some women’s anger towards Siva was also their knowledge of other 
shrimp farms that were stopped only where villagers learnt early on of the planned farm and 
stopped the land transfer or licence application. In his defence, Siva accused the police of 
spreading rumours of his bribe-taking in order to discredit him.  
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The complex power relations surrounding male engagement in politics are evident from 
Siva’s openly declining to criticise the government because of his position as de facto 
panchayat president. He also allegedly turned away a Dalit political party as a potential ally 
after local party members accused him of bribe-taking. Siva’s supporters, however, promote 
an alternative version of events. They allege that the farm owner’s connections with the Dalit 
party leadership led to this party ignoring the Dalits’ struggle. At the same time, Kalvikkarasi 
recognised that to involve political parties would have entailed giving prominence to male 
leaders in decision-making, which would have restricted the sangam women’s role. These 
nuanced political negotiations, coupled with the probable culpability of the male leaders and 
Siva, strengthen the argument that the women’s exclusion from local politics means they are 
relatively immune to being co-opted by corruption in comparison to men (ICHRP 2010). 
 
The granting of the licence produced a shift in tactics on both sides of the conflict. This 
demonstrates the importance of the role that state institutions play in shaping local power 
relations. When the farm owner asked a priest to bless the land in July 2004, Dalits reacted 
with more violent tactics. Women wielded their brooms and shoes alongside their men and 
chased away the workers and the priest. The farm owner’s response was to resort to the law 
on the strength of his licence. He filed a police complaint against 14 Dalit men, alleging 
rioting, wrongful restraint and assault. He also obtained an interim injunction to prevent the 
Dalit villagers from disrupting the farm’s construction. A High Court petition requested a 
writ of mandamus to direct police officials to provide adequate protection for the farm owner 
and his farm. For their part, Dalits sought to disprove the petitioner’s statement that his 
company wanted to provide employment to local poor farmers. They reiterated the case that 
the farm posed a threat to their livelihoods. 
 
With the farm owner’s entire land becoming off-limits, the shrimp farm owner’s formal legal 
entitlement to land came into direct conflict with Dalits’ informal entitlement to access the 
canal. These two conflicting entitlement systems were apparent in a reconciliation meeting 
convened by members of several panchayats in response to the farm owner’s complaint 
against the Mallibakkam villagers. They decided to petition the district government, using 
their authority to object to any development within panchayat limits. The petition opposed 
the shrimp farm on the grounds that it interfered with common access rights to the land for 
grazing cattle. The lack of response to this petition, probably due to the granting of the 
licence, points to conflicting priorities within the state apparatus itself, and particularly the 
tensions and hierarchies between local and higher levels of government.  
 
The Dalits also sought the protection of law for their livelihood entitlements, introducing 
legal norms and standards into how they framed their demands. They filed a pro bono publico 
petition in the name of sangam member and fisherwoman Natya (married, 61 years) before 
the Chennai High Court on the separate advice of Kalvikkarasi and the sympathetic 
Superintendent of Police. This petition requested a writ of mandamus to direct the District 
Collector and State Pollution Control Board to halt construction of the shrimp farm. The 
argument was that the farm would cause water pollution and adversely affect the villagers’ 
livelihoods, besides being situated on agricultural land in contravention of the Jagganath 
judgement. The court, however, decided not to go into the merits of the case. It instead 
directed the Collector to make a final decision based on the Dalit women’s original complaint 
and in accordance with the law. In the women’s eyes, this allowed the economic power of the 
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shrimp farm owner decisively to influence the Collector’s order in December 2004. The 
women’s complaint was dismissed on the grounds that the Aquaculture Authority had 
approved the farm licence. The shrimp farm commenced operation in January 2005.  
 
Contested Gender Positions and Men’s Role in the Struggle 
The above subsection described Dalit women’s perceptions of their key role in the shrimp 
farm struggle. What follows reveals how men contested both that role and the women’s new 
collective identity. Dalit men constantly disparaged the women’s participation in the struggle, 
questioning what women could achieve by ‘getting dressed up and giving petitions, moving 
about day and night’ (Geetha, married woman, 44 years). They made statements like ‘You 
want to rule over men? You cannot do that!’ (Sheela, married woman, 44 years). Sathya 
assessed the problem as one of male ‘prestige’ being threatened by women’s collective power 
over a village issue. This prestige was maintained by imposing boundaries on the things 
women could do, via controls over their labour and sexuality, as in Kovilur and Vettriyur 
villages. These boundaries stood in tension with the women’s instrumentality in accessing 
basic amenities and services. 
 
The women’s ability to negotiate male opposition was partly fuelled by the sense of power 
and security they gained by being associated with socially connected Kalvikkarasi. She 
spread knowledge to the women and encouraged them to speak out on village issues. They 
also had some initial successes in securing entitlements, which fuelled their desire ‘to come 
up in life’ (Sheela). Kalvikkarasi noted how women slowly stopped obeying their husbands 
without question and started to decide more household and personal matters for themselves. 
One woman recalled how her husband used to draw a line in the sand and stop her crossing 
this line to attend meetings, which she did anyway. She incurred beatings, which she took as 
just part of life until he finally gave up. Other women adopted strategies of sharing with their 
husbands information they had obtained through sangam activities in order to show how 
sangam participation would benefit their families. To gain legitimacy for their actions, the 
women extended invitations to supportive Dalit male leaders and male youths to join them in 
presenting their petitions. The women’s collective intervention was required in only a few 
instances; for example, where two men constantly made allegations of illicit relations against 
the women. When reasoning with the men, the women referred to family welfare and their 
irreplaceable role as mothers, thus reproducing gender norms. Structures of power thus 
persisted and were reinforced even while women tried to change male behaviour.  
 
Moreover, conflicting narratives about the role of the men in enabling the shrimp farm owner 
to obtain the licence reveal another important facet of Dalit women’s agency, namely the 
importance of gender and kinship influences on women’s actions as well as on 
representations of their actions. Kinship in the Indian context represents not merely affective 
relationships. It is also an important linking feature that structures hierarchical gender 
relationships within the family (Geetha 2007: 76). Hence, some Dalit women tended to boost 
the image of the men as having led the struggle, thereby diminishing the role of women in 
favour of representations that promote kinship and caste. In doing so, the power and the 
status of these women increased. This was particularly prominent in retellings of the role of 
Siva. His female kin emphasised his heroism in leading the struggle and dealing with the 
repercussions, such as the false police cases against him. The insecurity wrought by the 
shrimp farm also heightened notions of kinship and family as providers of stability and 
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protection. Women talked up the role that male leaders played, in return for their protection. 
This was central to the kinship group’s maintaining its social status and stability.  
 
In the light of the above, women also voiced a number of conflicting viewpoints on whether 
their sangam participation has changed gender relations. While a few women agreed with 
Kalvikkarasi’s assessment of growing female autonomy, others asserted that men continued 
to refuse to allow women to develop independently. Jothi gave the example of Siva taking 
over his wife’s authority as panchayat president. As in Kovilur and Vettriyur villages, 
women here also highlighted the hierarchical distinction men sought to make between the 
female political domain (sangam matters such as savings and basic needs) and the male 
political domain (village matters such as temple management and larger village concerns). 
The former was trivialised. The gender divide in knowledge and education was seen as 
justifying women’s inability to participate in village development. This perception informed 
many Dalit men’s narratives of the shrimp farm struggle, which assigned women subordinate, 
‘follower’ roles. At the same time, counter-trends appeared among younger, more educated 
men, who acknowledged that women were more united in solving village problems and had 
played a larger part in the struggle. These men, however, emphasised that women had an 
equal but not independent role in village affairs. 
 
A final aspect of gender relations concerns Siva’s oppositional stance towards Kalvikkarasi 
and the sangams, at the heart of which seems to be Siva’s ambition to be the development 
broker-cum-political patron for the Dalits. According to Kalvikkarasi,  

He sees us women doing so much while he, as a man, cannot do as much. So he becomes 
jealous, saying we women are always rubbing our actions in his face […] He says when 
women question his actions as president now, ‘this is why the women’s sangams should not 
exist, as Kalvikkarasi is making the women know and question everything.’ The women’s 
sangams did so much during the shrimp farm struggle, but Siva says he did everything! 

Her last comment was substantiated in interviews with Siva and his female kin, who also 
claim all the sangam-led developments as his initiatives. Siva takes advantage of his formal 
position as panchayat president to reinforce his power as formal entitlement broker by 
directing panchayat development benefits towards his kin. This preferential brokerage, 
besides creating a new level of exclusion and division among Dalits in the village, 
undermines the functioning of the sangams. The corollary is to reaffirm male domination in 
the public sphere. Women negotiated these gender dynamics throughout the shrimp farm 
struggle, from the first phase guided by Kalvikkarasi to a second phase with widening 
support in civil society. 
 
Widening Civil Society Support and State Repression 
The second phase of Dalit women’s struggle to stop the shrimp farm is marked by the 
tsunami that destroyed lives, property and livelihoods in hundreds of villages and towns 
along the south Indian coastline on 26 December 2004. Its aftermath saw systematic caste 
discrimination against and exclusion of Dalits in the distribution of relief aid and 
rehabilitation (Human Rights Watch 2005; Gill 2007; Aldrich 2010). Assessors of the reach 
and impact of government relief programmes also paid insufficient attention to gender 
(Burnad and SRED Team 2006; Akerkar 2007). State entitlement arrangements for relief and 
rehabilitation constructed victimhood narrowly as ‘fisher folk’, meaning sea-fishing castes, 
which excluded Dalits despite their allied labour work or inland fishing. Additionally, 
agricultural land salinisation and saltpan destruction along the coastline affected the 
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livelihoods of many Dalit labourers, including those in Mallibakkam village, who were not 
considered in the initial damage assessment (Burnad and SRED Team 2006). The task of 
helping those who fell outside the state’s definition of victims was relegated to a large 
number of NGOs flooding the coastline following the tsunami. 
 
As a result of NGO post-tsunami relief work, Dalit women were given the opportunity to 
widen their support networks and to open new pathways to protect their entitlements. At the 
same time, the sudden influx of resources stirred up competition and divisions in and between 
village communities, in part fuelled by the way NGOs distributed relief. NGOs tended to 
establish their own women’s groups as the basis for selective distribution of relief materials. 
Dalit women’s accounts of this period centre on Kalvikkarasi’s contacts with the Tamil Nadu 
Dalit Women’s Movement (TNDWM), which brought them immediate relief and gave them 
loans to set up their own small businesses. TNDWM also conducted training sessions on 
alternative employment, women’s rights, laws and government schemes. These activities 
testified to the economic and social power of the women’s movement, a power that 
transcended village boundaries and offered the potential to equalise power relations with the 
shrimp farm owner. The women therefore appealed to TNDWM for help.  
 
TNDWM, a state-wide movement of Dalit women, was established by Dalit women activists 
in 1997 following extensive caste riots in southern Tamil Nadu. The activists believed that 
the women’s and Dalit movements had failed to address the specific experiences and 
vulnerabilities of Dalit women, which relate to crosscutting issues of caste, class and gender. 
The main focus of the movement, according to one of its founding members, Fatima Burnad, 
is rights-based capacitation and leadership building among Dalit women. The goal is to 
support them collectively to take up issues in their communities and realise their rights. 
Simultaneously, she makes clear that the movement is not against Dalit men, but against 
patriarchy and caste oppression. TNDWM coordinator Magimai distinguishes between 
eradicating caste and ‘untouchability’ as long-term goals of the movement, and helping Dalit 
women to become political leaders and secure livelihood entitlements in the short term. At 
the same time, she acknowledges that ‘many Dalit men now follow Manu Smriti,10 meaning 
male tendencies to enforce the gender norms of dominant castes. The movement, therefore, 
takes up gender issues that tie in with caste issues, while foregrounding caste as the primary 
driver of power inequalities. The movement’s members support one another’s work, as well 
as help Dalit communities when they are asked to. They have assisted Dalit communities 
with issues they are unable to fight on their own, such as the shrimp farm.  
 
The role that TNDWM members assumed in the shrimp farm struggle was to help in the next 
phase of strategising on the shrimp farm. They made use of their wider social networks, 
provided some economic support and fostered solidarity by bringing the villagers together 
with other Dalit women across the state. With the Dalit villagers, other affected fishing castes 
with whom Kalvikkarasi had initiated separate women’s sangams, and Dalits from 
neighbouring villages, they mapped out potential strategies to have the farm licence revoked. 
Their strategies took account of what had been tried in the past. Under the guidance of the 
TNDWM, the women supplemented petitions to the Collector by engaging with state-level 
officials. They contacted the Agricultural Minister because of his department’s links to the 
Aquaculture Authority. Their petitions, however, shifted authorship to TNDWM in an 
attempt to project a wider civil society base, which would legitimise the Mallibakkam 
villager’s concerns. Concurrently, with TNDWM support, around 2,000 people, primarily 
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Dalit women, conducted a protest outside the Revenue Divisional Office in January 2005. 
They demanded that government officials recognise their livelihood-related rights, and they 
protested against corruption in the licensing process. Revenue officials consequently 
promised to inquire into the matter.  
 
Despite the change in strategies, the state still failed to treat Dalit female citizens equally. No 
government official took any action. The Collector did not act, despite receiving instructions 
from the Agricultural Minister to inquire into the villagers’ petitions. In addition, following 
the Revenue Divisional Officer’s transfer soon after, the new office-holder indicated she 
could not reverse a decision made by her predecessor. This inadequate state response drove 
Dalits to change strategies again. They blocked the highway by their village. Their aim, by 
disrupting transport services along this vital road link, was to force the government to listen 
to their demands for the cancellation of the shrimp farm licence. The location of their protest 
was symbolic: ‘We did so because if the shrimp farm went ahead, we would die from all the 
chemicals. And here if the vehicles hit us, we would also die.’ The proximity of the protest to 
their village boosted the numerical strength of protesters. Dalit and other fishing caste women 
and men joined in; Chettiyars lent their support and their Communist party connections.  
 
While the above makes clear the state’s role in perpetuating structural violence, what 
happened next shows the state engaging in physical violence. Both kinds of violence attest to 
what women termed arājagam (lawless practices) committed by state actors against them. In 
response to the road block by around 1,500 villagers and Communist party cadre, around 300 
police charged the crowd. They wielded lathis (long batons) that caused multiple injuries. 
Police detained over 100 women, men and children in two marriage halls for the entire day 
before formal charges were laid against 21 Dalits. All were male except for the Dalit woman 
petitioner in the 2004 High Court case. Two Dalit women’s descriptions of the incident bear 
examination: 

The police chased us like dogs […] they pulled our hair and saris, pushing all of us women 
into a vehicle like we were dogs [...] Those who raised our voices that day got good beatings. 
(Leela) 
I was shouting in front of the women police after we were arrested that the police used ‘vādi, 
pōdi’ against us, when even our husbands have not used such [disrespectful] language against 
us. The policemen have mothers, so why did they come to our village and torture us women 
like that? [...] They have not allowed us to live in our village, but if anyone did the same to 
their family, would they let this take place? (Sathya) 

 

The women were so angry because this attack had made them lose trust in the police. They 
had expected that the police would uphold the law, despite prior experiences of police 
harassment. They also had believed that the police would respect women’s bodily integrity 
and never attack them or treat them as less than human. Police actions thereby reinforce the 
interconnectedness of social inequalities. Dalit women had expected that their gender would 
protect them, but their low caste status, combined with a lack of money to bribe police, 
effectively removed any protection.  
 
This incident clearly shows the indivisibility of rights. State moves to restrict civil and 
political rights, such as the rights to freedom of assembly and speech, entrenched violations 
of socio-economic rights. These violations have to be viewed in the light of the prevailing 
political climate at the time. Civil rights were restricted by the state in the Tamil Nadu 
Essential Services Maintenance Act 2002. This Act was widely decried for making it illegal 



 
132 

for state government employees in ‘essential services’ to go on strike or to refuse to work 
overtime (Viswanathan 2002). The police enforced the Act strictly, and applied it to anyone 
who halted essential services, such as road transport. The Mallibakkam villagers, by failing to 
seek police permission for their road protest, came to be viewed as transgressing the law.  
 
The shrimp farm owner also used another tactic to undercut Dalits’ liberty and security of 
life. He filed three police cases shortly thereafter against a total of 46 men and one woman, 
alleging offences that included poisoning the shrimp on the farm, destroying farm property, 
assault and criminal intimidation.11 While TNDWM provided legal aid in all the police cases, 
every one of which was eventually dismissed several years later for lack of evidence, open 
protests against the farm effectively halted. Women cited as reasons a lack of money, as well 
as the superior political contacts and class position of the farm owner. In sum, their current 
strategic dilemma arises from fear of what government officials and police might next do 
should they continue to protest. This further affirms the indivisibility of rights. 
 
Finally, national and international interventions have had very little impact on an issue that 
involves state practices bypassing state rules. This is apparent from TNDWM’s actions since 
2005. Mobilising their contacts with regional NGO networks, international fact-finding 
missions made urgent appeals for action on the shrimp farm to the Government of India and 
to the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food. The Dalit women were unaware of these 
appeals, although many were proud of foreigners having visited and inquired into their 
situation; it seemed to validate their suffering. Expectations that foreign intervention would 
alter their situation, however, have subsequently diminished. To date, the National Human 
Rights Commission has not replied to a 2007 petition filed on behalf of Mallibakkam 
villagers, which asked the Commission to intervene with the state government. This is despite 
a mandate to examine complaints alleging infringements of socio-economic rights.12 Even if 
the commission accepts the petition, it is unlikely to be able to hold the Tamil Nadu 
government to account: the commission has an extensive backlog of cases and suffers from a 
lack of transparency (ANNNI 2008). Meanwhile, the Aquaculture Authority’s replies to 
TNDWM’s Right to Information applications merely restate its opinion on the legality of the 
licence and the adequacy of environmental safeguards. Hence, the Mallibakkam shrimp farm 
licence was renewed in 2007.  
 
Women’s Perceptions of the Role of the State 
When Dalit women assess their actions and the reactions of state actors, they talk of injustice, 
and inequality in citizenship. While the general consensus among the women is that they 
fought their best against the shrimp farm, all highlighted the unevenness of the struggle when 
one individual’s economic and political power determined state support. In the women’s 
eyes, the outcomes were contrary to the rule of law and norms of justice. Kala’s statement 
‘we were only asking them to work according to the laws of the land, not their own laws’ 
reveals an awareness of the biases resulting from non-implementation of the law. Women 
also remarked on their claims not receiving a fair hearing as a consequence of their inability 
to pay bribes, unlike the farm owner. In other words, women not only pointed to inequalities 
in access to state institutions and thereby entitlements, but also critiqued state procedures and 
malpractices as contrary to law. They saw the resulting injustice as returning them to the 
poverty from which they had only recently escaped.  
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The balance in this struggle, according to Kalvikkarasi, might have shifted had higher 
government officials belonged to a Dalit caste. Her logic was that caste affiliation has the 
power to trump class power and relationships built through financial incentives. Without the 
equalising power of caste identity, she stated, ‘We cannot defeat money strength and political 
connections.’ Newer district officials, moreover, claim their hands are tied by the decisions of 
their predecessors. They deny that they have a responsibility to monitor the conditions on 
which the licence was granted. Another possible lever in the struggle results from 
government officials tending to give respect and preference to those connected to political 
parties. Parties assume a brokerage role in securing entitlements for their local party 
members. However, an attempt by several sangam leaders to meet the new MLA in 2006 is 
evidence of the new inequalities this generates. They were angered by the MLA’s dismissing 
their invitation to visit Mallibakkam. She would not hear their problems out of a lack of time 
to visit ‘even her own people’, meaning local party supporters. Political brokerage arguably 
conflicts with civil society strategies: a number of NGOs eschew party connections because 
parties are divisive and play a disempowering role in communities.  
 
7.3.2 Effects on Entitlements and Power Relations  
Finally, Dalit women’s failure to shut down the shrimp farm has had many detrimental 
effects. Central is the violation of their right to an adequate standard of living, which is 
already lacking.13 An adequate standard of living depends on there being water, food and 
work of sufficient quality. The environment is polluted by frequent, unregulated discharges of 
untreated chemical-filled pond effluents into the canal.14 Coupled with the extraction of 
groundwater to replenish the ponds, the pollution compromises the local drinking water 
supply.15 It decreases land productivity on nearby agricultural lands and depletes marine life 
in the canal, thereby negatively affecting agriculture and fishing, both of which are 
fundamental to the livelihoods of Dalit women.16 This infringes their right to work17 and 
increases food insecurity. Restricted mobility, the burden of household labour and low 
education limit women’s opportunities for livelihood diversification18 in comparison to men. 
These serve to underscore their ‘low’ social position and increase their dependence on men. 
Gender norms, moreover, intensify with male out-migration. This is because urban-based 
husbands try from afar to ensure that women are ‘protected’ by placing greater constraints on 
their activities and interactions outside the home. Related to this, water pollution is causing 
increasing health problems that violate the women’s right to the highest attainable standard of 
health.19 Healthcare costs are now prohibitive. Since work is less available, Dalit women are 
increasingly reliant on high-interest loans obtained primarily from dominant caste 
moneylenders. This fuels the cycle of poverty, with negative implications for the women’s 
ability to engage in sangam activities.  
 
Significantly, women’s discourses have shifted from development, as was seen in the early 
stages of sangam work, to survival. The shrimp farm has taken its toll on their livelihoods. In 
Leela’s words, ‘If we get any work opportunities, even if the wage is not good, we won’t stay 
at home now as we need some money each day to eat.’ Livelihood insecurity thus forms a 
major obstacle to collective action today. Survival imperatives displace some of the personal 
and collective gains that the women made from participating in the sangam. Entitlement 
failure limits women’s freedom of expression, diminishes their sense of power, and 
suppresses gender interests. Women said that they could no longer protest against Dalit men’s 
selling arrack given the limited opportunities to make a living. In sum, entitlement failure has 
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ramifications beyond the economic to the social and political arenas, which demonstrates 
again how these arenas are intertwined as far as exclusion/inclusion are concerned.  
 
7.4 Discussion 
This case study confirms that it would be a mistake to analyse only those norms and 
standards that have been established in formal law and policy. Such an analysis would be 
insufficient to explain how power shapes entitlement processes and outcomes as it circulates 
among the multiple agents that make up the Indian state. A more salient issue for 
investigation is the interactions and power relations between state actors and Dalit women. 
This issue highlights the state’s ability to perpetrate structural and physical violence in 
pursuit of an often contradictory agenda of economic growth and social justice. These power 
relations determine the strategies Dalit women are able to employ and, in the present case, 
explain their inability to prevent new forms of exclusion. Another conditioning factor is their 
interactions with civil society actors. These interactions produce multiple discourses that 
further (re)shape Dalit women’s perceptions of the entitlement process. 
 
7.4.1 Citizen-State Relations, State Obligations and Practices 
A key point emerging from this case study is the disjunction between state laws and policies, 
and state practices in a context of globalisation and economic liberalisation. This context is 
characterised by the rapid flow of capital, people and goods across national boundaries. There 
are also fewer government regulations and restrictions; this relaxation is intended to 
encourage private investment and capital. Globalisation creates complex interconnections 
between the local, the national and the international. These interconnections structure the 
operation of entitlement systems and new forms of exclusion/inclusion. For example, the 
Working Group on Women’s Empowerment (2006: 21) noted that while globalisation 
generates economic opportunities in national and international markets, it does so primarily 
for those with higher education, resources and access to capital. Globalisation simultaneously 
intensifies existing inequalities and insecurities for many poor women. The interactions 
between formal and informal rules, and between state and non-state actors, reveal state 
practices that promote conflicting sets of rules on entitlement within the official law (Midgal 
2004). In the current case, these practices disadvantageously position Dalit women in 
securing or protecting livelihood entitlements.  
 
Accounts of the shrimp farm struggle indicate how various parts of the state, in particular the 
Aquaculture Authority and the Marine Products Exports Development Agency, have allied 
with shrimp farm entrepreneurs to promote shrimp exports above all else. Imperatives of 
international trade and macro-economic interests have assumed priority over advancing the 
entitlement positions of local villagers. The practices of the Aquaculture Authority in 
particular, by granting the shrimp farm licence and renewing it, highlight two sets of 
contradictions, namely between its practices and its own rules, and between its own rules and 
other legal rules. An example of the former is the contrastive experiences of Dalit women 
with the Guidelines for Regulating Coastal Aquaculture 2005. The guidelines require shrimp 
farm owners/managers to respect local community rights and needs, resolve any conflicts in 
amicable ways, and cooperate with community users of coastal resources in improving 
environmental conditions and community welfare (paragraph 19.2). 
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The latter contradiction is reflected in the Authority’s granting of the licence in contravention 
of the Supreme Court’s Jagannath judgement, as well as in contravention of Constitutional 
Directive Principles. These principles enjoin state actors to ensure the equal right to an 
adequate means of livelihood (Article 39(a)), distribution of ownership and control over 
material resources to best serve the common good (Article 39(b)), and special protection of 
the economic interests of scheduled caste citizens (Article 46). In contrast to the neoliberal 
notion that development under economic globalisation is furthered by reducing state 
governance, the Authority’s actions reveal the important role state actors play in intervening 
to ensure that macro-economic policies are implemented (Das 2007). This includes 
restructuring the local rural economy for commercial fisheries production. The state has not 
been rolled back; rather, its redistributionist role has been curtailed. The state does not act to 
guarantee excluded actors their livelihoods. Instead, the caste-class divide has been widened 
by economic policies which have opened new trade opportunities in shrimp. It is only 
dominant castes-classes who are able to outlay the high capital costs to engage in commercial 
aquaculture (Mangubhai 2004). There is another link between these policies, international 
trade and corruption by state actors (Robinson 1998),20 which is explored below. 
 
The key coalition between the dominant class shrimp farm owner and parts of the state 
suggests that the issue of class position is central. It also points to the role of the state in 
reproducing class inequalities. This makes a simplistic state-citizen binary problematic 
(Jeffrey and Lerche 2000). As Jeffrey and Lerche point out, based on their research in rural 
north India, the modes of class advantage shape the ways in which rural elites may co-opt and 
colonise the state, drawing state actors into local class-based conflicts (2000: 858, 874-5). 
Dalit male elders like Muthu (married, 70+ years) in Mallibakkam village saw this class bias 
as ‘the government only listening to the rich, never the poor’. Such elites buttress their 
position by establishing political connections with politicians and state officials, though their 
ability to establish a power base also depends on the wider political context (Jeffrey 2002). 
The comparisons Dalit women drew between themselves and the shrimp farm owner, 
therefore, often focused on differentials in political connections and class position. It was 
these differentials that determined access to state power and influence in the licensing 
process. In this case, the women’s exclusion from political networks (itself a result of socio-
economic exclusion) as well as their lack of funds contrasted with the shrimp farm owner, 
who had both connections and money. Muthu added to this their poor education and 
knowledge levels. He suggests that the Dalits lacked the cultural capital required to negotiate 
effectively with state actors (cf. Gupta 1995). Never mentioned by the Dalit villagers, but 
nonetheless pertinent to this situation, is the alignment of the shrimp farm with the state’s 
macro-economic policies.  
 
However, while Jeffrey and Lerche explore class positions through caste groups, 
acknowledging the rough class-caste approximation, what they fail to make explicit is how 
different castes with roughly the same class position have different experiences as an 
outcome of state practices. This equally applies to women and men within castes. As a result 
of the shrimp farm owner’s co-opting state officials to act in contravention of state law, Dalit 
women were particularly disadvantaged. Their livelihood insecurity, opportunities and social 
position were all worse than those of Dalit men and other inland fishing castes of roughly 
comparable livelihood status. While Dalit men are able to out-migrate into new labour 
occupations, non-Dalit fishing castes have avoided work diversification. They have a greater 
ability than Dalit women to shift to fishing grounds away from the shrimp farm due to their 
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possession of boats and nets. The current Village Administration Officer’s views on Dalit 
women’s social position is telling about the distinctions drawn not only on the basis of class, 
but also caste and gender. In asserting that the shrimp farm’s complied strictly with 
government rules, he dismissed the women’s allegations of skin diseases caused by the farm 
chemicals by reference to how the women did not clean themselves after fishing in the canal. 
His words reinforce gender and caste representations of Dalit women as ignorant and dirty. 
The latter accusation is based on caste ideology, which posits the uncleanliness of Dalits as a 
symbol of their impurity. 
 
By itself, however, this analysis paints an incomplete picture. What needs to be incorporated 
is an understanding of how Dalit women ‘see the state’ through their encounters with local 
state actors (Corbidge et al. 2005). How they see the state shapes their strategies to secure 
state entitlements. This focuses attention on the recurring discourse of state corruption 
(ōzhal). By definition, corruption is the abuse of public roles or resources for private benefit. 
It operates at the individual, institutional or systemic level (Robinson 1998: 3). When Leela 
described the women’s strategy of approaching the highest district official in order to secure 
entitlements, she was referring to the state at the local (district) level as a hierarchy. Higher 
officials should be more impartial, less corrupt and command the power to direct lower 
officials to grant these entitlements. Gupta (1995), however, argues that this notion of 
corruption confined to the lower bureaucracy is inaccurate and instead points to corruption 
reaching to all levels of the state. Following the shrimp farm struggle, the Dalit women’s 
view has changed. They now see corruption everywhere: from corruption at the local level to 
systemic corruption pervading all state institutions. There is, though, seemingly an 
incremental increase in the scale of corruption as one goes up the bureaucratic hierarchy. 
While paying bribes to lower officials was difficult, many Dalit women did so in order to 
obtain state welfare benefits like widows’ pensions. But women pointed to their inability to 
match the bribes of hundreds of thousands of rupees paid to district and state officials. 
 
Discourses of state corruption thereby foreground the dynamics of power and agency, and 
demonstrate the close links between corruption and social exclusion (Jeffrey 2002) via the 
complete distortion of entitlement systems. Corruption implies the organisation and exercise 
of political power on a highly discretionary and personal basis. When law and state 
entitlement arrangements are corrupt, they cease to provide certainty; entitlement processes 
and outcomes are illegitimate. As a result, women’s perceptions of the state change. They see 
it as a corrupt institution, which is unified in perpetuating their exclusion and entitlement 
deprivation. They talk of injustice and inequality in citizenship. In this situation, Dalit 
women’s agency encounters a seemingly insurmountable block of economic and political 
power that NGOs, from the local to the international level, are unable to remove. The role of 
political parties, moreover, is ambivalent. Where their brokerage role is particularistic they 
are likely to displace women’s agency with patron-client type relations. 
 
This understanding of the state and state practices explains in part the wide strategic 
repertoire Dalit women deployed during the shrimp farm struggle. The other part of the 
explanation includes: the women’s perceptions of collective agency as shaped by their 
cultural-historical context (Tarrow 1994); adaptation in the face of opposition from the 
shrimp farm owner; and the diffusion of tactical knowledge through external interventions 
(King and Cornwall 2005). The initial stages of the women’s struggle saw two concurrent 
tactics that originated from different sources. One was the socio-culturally defined tactic of 
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direct obstruction, a key political resource given their socially excluded status. The second 
tactic was pursuing petitions through formal government channels, guided by Kalvikkarasi 
and the new knowledge she introduced to women. Their expectation was that the state would 
intervene to protect their basic livelihood entitlements, though this expectation changed as 
they witnessed police bias and harassment by the farm owner. 
 
The state’s role in granting the shrimp farm licence after receiving a bribe from the farm 
owner was central, as became apparent from his consequent counter-strategies. After he had 
secured legal entitlement to run the farm, he was able to resort to the law to protect that 
entitlement by penalising Dalit opposition. The Dalits’ attempt to use the same legal strategy, 
however, failed, primarily because the licence had been granted; this allowed the court to 
make a decision based on procedure as opposed to the substance of the petition. The Dalit 
women’s claim therefore stood little chance. The corrupt district official who had approved 
the licence application in the first place was allowed final decision-making power. The 
recourse to legal remedies to protect rights, therefore, cannot be viewed in isolation from 
those state practices and asymmetrical power relations which influence the outcomes of such 
remedies.  
 
The determining effect of these factors is apparent in the latter stage of Dalit women’s 
collective action strategies. Women understood that they made the shift from institutional and 
legal tactics to extra-institutional tactics (public demonstrations and the road block) because 
they had no choice. The new tactics were introduced by TNDWM into their strategic 
repertoire as the only option to force state officials to treat their claims more seriously, in the 
absence of economic and political power. The state’s disproportionate use of force in 
reaction, however, was so unexpected an outcome that it reinforced the women’s relative 
powerlessness, which constrained further collective action. This highlights the important 
links between structural violence and physical violence (Galtung 1969, 1990), and the way 
these can be mutually reinforcing. The state’s repressive use of force against Dalit women 
compounds unequal power relations, an inequitable distribution of livelihood resources and 
opportunities, and a lack of voice; in other words, structural violence. Structural violence and 
policies that perpetuate this violence, in turn, increase Dalit women’s vulnerability to 
physical violence and reduce access to remedies for physical violence. Distributive justice via 
securing or protecting Dalit women’s livelihood entitlements, therefore, goes far beyond 
ensuring law and order.  
 
The women’s views on the corruption and violation of standards of conduct by state actors 
were complemented by their views on state obligations and accountability (kannaku 
seyvuthal). Gupta (1995: 389) highlights how the discourse of corruption, by singling out 
those actions that constitute an infringement of citizenship rights, thus acts to represent the 
citizens’ rights to themselves. Kala best captures women’s perceptions on what the state 
should have done in response to their petitions:  

The main duty of the government is to help the people to develop. [….] [the government] 
should be common to all. They don’t have any right to do what they did in our village. Their 
duty was to stop the shrimp farm since it was destroying our agricultural land and livelihoods 
[…] They come to get our votes, but without giving us anything how can they do so? We eat 
kanji (rice soaked in water) once a day, while the shrimp farm owner’s wife lives in a nice air-
conditioned house. So why did the government support them over us? [...] We are in 
difficulties while these officials sit in their offices with their government salaries. But only if 
they get our vote can they sit in that chair. They know we are living in poverty and that’s why 
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we give petitions, but they don’t think about this at all. They get our petitions and then nicely 
sit and eat, while we are left hungry. 

 
Kala is thus clearly aware of the gap between the state’s obligations to its citizens and how 
those obligations are implemented. The obligations she defines parallel those codified under 
international human rights law. First, to respect people’s rights by refraining from practices 
that directly infringe those rights, which she expresses as the government’s ‘lacking the right’ 
to issue the farm licence. Second, to protect their socio-economic rights by stopping the 
shrimp farm owner from polluting the local environment and destroying their livelihoods in 
contravention of laws and aquaculture policy. Third, to fulfil their rights by measures to 
support their development (CESCR 1990; ICJ 1998). Moreover, while her insistence on a 
‘government common to all’ signifies principles of non-discrimination and equal treatment of 
all citizens, she goes beyond formal equality to insist on substantive equality. This means that 
the state has a duty to acknowledge the poverty of the women when compared with the 
shrimp farm owner’s wealth, and accordingly pay special attention to fulfilling their rights 
(CESCR 2009). Her construction of state accountability and its legitimacy, therefore, rests on 
its fulfilment of the above obligations.  
 
The basis for this accountability is an electoral democracy in which Dalit women exercise 
equal rights as citizens to vote. Without distinguishing between government bureaucrats and 
politicians, she correlates voting rights with duties incumbent on all state actors. Breach of 
duty is assessed as ‘sitting and eating’ (i.e. corruption) while ignoring the women’s petitions. 
The villagers had no opportunity to voice their concerns in the shrimp farm licensing process. 
The perception that the state is not accountable for its actions is related to the lack of 
participation and transparency in institutional arrangements. This confirms the centrality of 
participation, transparency, accountability and non-discrimination principles as the basis of 
an anti-corruption agenda (ICHRP 2010). Additionally, if it is true that Siva and the village 
leaders signed the no-objection certificate on the shrimp farm, issues of gender arise: village 
leaders and panchayat Presidents are invariably male. Hence, Dalit women’s voices will 
often be excluded, because there are no specific mechanisms to include them in such 
institutional processes. This simultaneously weakens state accountability and deepens the 
women’s perceptions of social inequalities in citizenship.  
 
7.4.2 Shifting Discourses on Securing Entitlements 
A second related theme is the way in which various entitlement discourses introduced by 
external agencies produce a multiplicity of meanings and expectations. Following Hilhorst 
(2000, 2001), women incorporate elements of externally introduced discourses and bodies of 
knowledge on entitlement strategies into their collective action. In the process they reinterpret 
and redefine them. These understandings, however, are fluid and shift over time in response 
to different development interventions, each characterised by power processes regarding how 
‘new’ meanings and knowledge are introduced (Long and van der Ploeg 1989). Moreover, 
development interventions take place within wider entitlement discourses circulated by the 
state through its laws, policies and schemes. These state discourses also feed into the complex 
discursive process that frames Dalit women’s collective action. These discourses determine 
the meanings that women attribute to their actions, and the attendant reshaping of power 
relations. As a consequence, the possibilities for Dalit women’s agency become limited 
(Cornwall 2002).  
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Dalit women in Mallibakkam village have experienced two major external development 
interventions in the past two decades. First was the entry of the NGO RADA and 
Kalvikkarasi’s organising of the women into sangams. Second was the entry of multiple 
NGO actors in the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami, coupled with state relief interventions in 
the region. The first intervention succeeded in dislodging patronage relations with dominant 
caste Reddiyars as the primary way of securing livelihood entitlements. It did so by 
introducing a discourse of caste equality. This challenged the dominant discourse, in which 
Dalits’ ‘pollution' and ‘low caste’ status naturally bound them in relations of obligation to 
‘higher’ castes. (This discourse of caste equality is evident today in Dalit women’s joking 
remarks about sometimes ‘accidentally’ touching dominant caste women while standing in 
their separate queues in the temple or ration shop.) This was combined with a discourse of 
power derived from the strength of their labour force, which enabled them to negotiate 
entitlements to decent working conditions and freedom of employment.  
 
Kalvikkarasi built on and expanded these discourses to include an element of gender in her 
creation of the separate Dalit women’s sangams. Women thereby came to attribute a number 
of new meanings to the sangams’ role in securing entitlements. These meanings were on 
three levels: the personal, the family and the community/village. First, the sangams offered a 
way for women, especially widows, to gain financial independence for themselves and 
security for their families. Second, they were instrumental to village development, which was 
attributed uniquely to the women because of their caste, class and gender positioning and 
power. By contrast, dominant caste-classes would not work for the village, nor help ‘lower’ 
castes. This can be understood in terms of the descending scale of duties (of ‘lower’ castes) 
and ascending scale of rights (of ‘higher’ castes) built into caste relations. Dalit men lacked 
the traits of unity and perseverance that were attributed to women, or would not work for 
‘women’s interests’ owing to their own interest in maintaining the gender hierarchy. In 
addition, state actors were more likely to respond to women than men. Third, the sangams 
were instrumental to women personally. Women were exposed to wider knowledge; and they 
gained respect, especially from men, which enhanced their personal status and dignity. Taken 
together, all three meanings have particular significance for disrupting the male-constructed 
gender hierarchy of contributions to family and village welfare. In support of these meanings 
were discourses of women’s separate power and role in public-political life, which spurred 
their collective agency.  
 
At the same time, these new meanings existed in both complementary and contradictory 
relations to social norms. While kinship ties brought men and women together in a common 
drive for community development, these ties simultaneously worked against challenging 
male domination. Sangam and kinship interests and solidarity, therefore, at times came into 
conflict with one another, as seen in discussions on the role of male Dalit leaders in the 
shrimp farm struggle. Similarly, women interpreted discourses of women’s power and public-
political role not as opposing, but as complementary to their role and duties in the family. 
Hence, as with Kovilur and Vettriyur villages, women continued to perform gender roles in 
order to be able to claim new spaces for engaging in sangam action. The negotiation women 
undertook around these two sets of relations and the benefits they derived in return further 
argue in favour of the socially connected individual in analysing collective agency.  
 
RADA and Kalvikkarasi promoted a fairly unified discourse of Dalit women organising to 
alter caste, class and gender relations in the process of securing livelihood entitlements. The 
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second set of post-tsunami development interventions, however, introduced more diffuse and 
contradictory discourses. Natural hazards shake up existing entitlement systems, and this 
opens up access to new resources and the possibility of new entitlement arrangements. The 
impact of the tsunami on Dalit women’s perceptions can be examined from two angles, that 
of the state and that of NGOs. Most Dalit women in Mallibakkam pointed to the highly 
visible presence of local government officials after the tsunami, which created greater 
expectations that they would receive official support to secure their entitlements. The 
government’s emphasis on livelihood recovery programmes for sea-fishing castes, however, 
created three artificial distinctions. One was between those given formal recognition as 
tsunami-affected fishing castes, and other (inland) fishing castes. Another was between 
government self-help groups and autonomous women’s groups. Government funds for 
rehabilitation were channelled through the government groups. The third was between those 
villages where people died and villages of survivors. As one Sembadavar woman from 
Mallibakkam noted, ‘No one died in our village and so the government did nothing for us.’ 
The effect was to create a hierarchy of suffering and entitlement to state-allocated resources. 
The line between the official failure after the tsunami, and the official failure during the 
shrimp farm struggle, became blurred. Both failures are examples of state injustice and 
inequality in the women’s eyes. 
 
On the other hand, the ‘second tsunami’ of international development aid (Nelson 2007) in 
the form of multiple NGO actors, along with resources and new ideas and discourses, also 
altered the local institutional environment. Citizens sought public goods and, by extension, 
the protection and services of the state (Kruks-Wisner 2011: 1143). Because injustice and 
inequality characterised the state’s response to Dalit citizens, Mallibakkam Dalit women 
instead turned to NGOs to secure basic entitlements such as food and alternative work. NGOs 
thus became a de facto fifth entitlement system during the post-disaster relief period. While 
several NGOs left after dispensing initial relief materials and TNDWM engaged in the 
shrimp farm struggle, other NGOs established women’s self-help groups for savings and 
credit activities. From eight sangams, the village today boasts around 30 to 40 groups, most 
comprising Dalit women. The plethora of sangams created after the tsunami arguably shifted 
the burden on to poor women to rebuild livelihoods, in addition to placing pressures on their 
time with meetings (Burnad and SRED Team 2006). The state government, moreover, 
effectively encouraged this process by promoting the greater financial reliability of women’s 
savings and credit groups, which led banks not to lend to men’s groups. The government’s 
narrow discourse of economic empowerment also encouraged the process (see Chapter 4).  
 
These processes put more strain on gender relations. Dalit male youths pointed out that no 
organisation concentrates on men’s development in the village any more. This is despite the 
responsibility men carry in the family and the fact that male livelihoods also were affected by 
the tsunami and the shrimp farm. Compounding this situation is the fact that the women’s 
groups, including TNDWM, do not communicate effectively with men about what the groups 
do. Within Mallibakkam, Venkatesh (married man, 35 years) assessed the post-tsunami 
women’s self-help groups as having achieved little for developing their community. He saw 
them side-lining struggles to secure entitlements in favour of a state-sponsored discourse of 
economic empowerment. Further, many schemes introduced among women to promote small 
businesses have failed because their economic viability was inadequately assessed.  
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Another consequence of these processes is that women’s understandings have shifted on both 
how to secure entitlements and which entitlements to secure. They also increasingly construct 
new, specific roles for civil society actors. There has been an increase in the competition to 
secure entitlements for families among different women’s groups attached to different NGOs. 
Along with an increase in individualism, this has started to corrode the collective identity and 
interests built up during the shrimp farm struggle, even among the sangams initiated by 
Kalvikkarasi. Men also play a role in this process. Saritha’s husband, for example, has 
withdrawn support for her sangam activities owing to his perception that her work is not 
producing any concrete benefits for their family. He refers to the absence of their names from 
applications for permanent housing that Saritha helped file with the government. He 
overlooks the fact that they are one of the few Dalit families to own permanent housing. The 
nature of entitlement priorities has also changed. The priorities are now to secure work, 
agricultural land for the roughly 90 percent of Dalits without land, and permanent housing. 
These priorities are all indicative of livelihood insecurity and poverty. To quote Sathya, ‘I am 
just thinking of when I can live in a cement house with electricity and a fan.’  
 
These changes, however, are not matched by the women’s knowing more about government 
schemes and the laws under which those entitlements could be secured. Instead, the women 
now expect the NGO to deliver the changes. This signals the re-emergence of client-patron 
type relations in the village. According to Leela, 

Our women don’t want to do anything now, but want their share of the sangam money. Only 
if they know that you are giving something, then we will not be able to see your head [for the 
people crowding around]. We come to know about some good schemes and try to apply, but 
our women still think, ‘Why is she asking for money from us?’  

Her last statement points to the fact that NGO patronage is thought to be a means of avoiding 
both the payments of bribes to access government schemes and the accompanying delays. 
Patronage is also the outcome when economic independence has been forgotten; immediate 
survival needs have taken its place once more.  
 
This survival mode is symbolic of changes in the sangams and the wider community after the 
shrimp farm struggle. Male leaders like Muthu call attention to disunity and an ‘each for 
themselves, stopping others from developing’ mentality, which breaks down inter- and even 
intra-kinship ties. Several women reacted to initial interviews to the effect: ‘Why talk about 
the past and the shrimp farm? If you have work for us, let’s talk about that now.’ Rumours 
abounded that Kalvikkarasi was receiving money from me in exchange for setting up 
meetings. Behind this trend is the expectation that outsiders will bring benefits to the village, 
which has reduced Dalit women’s capacity to cope autonomously with a deterioration in their 
standard of living. 
 
The women have been become more dependent on NGOs and on loans, and more reliant on 
panchayat president Siva to deliver benefits for their village. There has been a corresponding 
decrease in the stress they put on women’s collective action. Women thus tended to highlight 
the post-tsunami NGO relief, rather than the women’s own actions, as the most important 
development in the village. Their inability to secure entitlements was in part justified by 
invoking religious explanations of the Kali yuga. This is an age of moral degeneration, 
according to Hindu scriptures, linked to modernity as characterised by individualism and 
competition. Hence, women attribute their ineffectiveness to fate. Women judge the value of 
their entitlement struggles by the outcomes; and the outcomes affect their perceptions of how 
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much power they have. Pushpa also pointed out that if only they had not protested against the 
shrimp farm, they would have received some money from the farm owner with which to build 
a grand temple. She feels that she has lost not only what she is entitled to, but also her social 
status: redistribution and recognition are intertwined. The disempowerment many women feel 
today corresponds to their heightened expectations of NGOs. Thus an angry Natya stated, 
‘[TNDWM] kept telling us to be bold and strong, and that we could achieve anything 
together for our village. But if they wanted to do something for our village, they should have 
been in front.’ State practices that cause livelihood deprivation are implicated in this 
discursive shift from collective agency and power to dependency on entitlement provisioning 
by NGOs.  
 
Nonetheless, despite the negative outcome, some sangam leaders remain hopeful that women 
will continue organising to take up issues, even in the absence of Kalvikkarasi. Leela voiced 
such a view: ‘In the beginning Kalvikkarasi fed us food, but now we can eat on our own. So 
for us you cannot stop women’s development.’ More women pointed to their new knowledge 
of government schemes and of which officials to approach, which enables individual women 
to continue at least to secure entitlements for their families. Many would not deny that 
collective action has led to women’s greater political conscientisation and their laying claim 
to public-political spaces. Confirmation came from a Block Development official’s comment 
on the women’s increasing visibility in government offices. Other women, however, pointed 
to the continuing need for Kalvikkarasi’s presence: no other woman has the equivalent social 
networks and knowledge to unite the women and drive their collective action. The problem 
now lies with their expectations for concrete benefits from the sangams. There is a 
disjunction between what the women believe themselves entitled to, and what they believe 
they are likely to get. 
 
7.5 Conclusion 
This chapter underscores how the Indian state’s implementation of macro-economic policies 
creates an arena in which rural, poor Dalit women struggle to secure or protect livelihood 
entitlements. It is an arena marked by competing interests and priorities, not least between 
economic growth, private entrepreneurship and sustainable livelihoods. These competing 
interests are reflected in the formal institutional environment: the non-implementation of 
established laws and administrative procedures denies local communities a say in issues that 
affect their livelihoods. In this context, Dalit women’s claims become irreducibly political. 
Their claims are played out on a political terrain where economic power and political 
networks are key. Consequently, state practices supportive of structural and physical violence 
can deepen social inequalities and the uneven distribution of power and enjoyment of rights 
among citizens. This is clear from the inability of the Dalit women to protect their livelihood 
entitlements by stopping the shrimp farm from operating, despite many collective action 
strategies. Their exclusion thus became ingrained in new ways, with manifold negative 
implications for caste, class and gender power relations.  
 
The case study further highlights how discourses of state corruption become a central 
component in understanding structural violence. At the same time, it points to the potential in 
this discourse to empower Dalit women. It enables them to connect state practices with 
infringements of their rights as citizens, and correspondingly to frame opposing discourses of 
state obligations and accountability. These latter discourses are shaped by the multiple 
interventions of civil society actors as well as by state practices, and require sustained 
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political interventions. Without sustained political interventions, an empowering discourse of 
securing entitlements is displaced by one in which NGOs deliver entitlements, or by a narrow 
state discourse of women’s economic empowerment. It is at this point that a more praxis-
informed understanding of human rights-based approaches to development emerges. This is 
founded on the indivisibility of socio-economic and civil-political rights and is committed to 
context-based, power-attendant understandings of collective action to secure entitlements.  
 
                                           
1  Three Dalit castes live in this village: Paraiyars (traditional drum beaters) form the overwhelming majority, while 

there is one family each of Puthirai Vannars (dhobis or washer people for Dalits) and Valluvars (priests of lifecycle 
ceremonies for Dalits). All are referred to by the term ‘Dalit’ throughout this chapter.  

2  Mallibakkam village caste dynamics are a slight anomaly in an area dominated by both Reddiyar landowners and 
Vanniyars. The Vanniyars have a strong demographic and political presence through their own caste -based political 
party, the Pattali Makkal Katchi. In Mallibakkam, however, the historical appropriation of lands by Reddiyars has 
cemented the Vanniyars’ lower class status and lesser political power in the village today.  

3  Kalvikkarasi’s family is the sole Valluvar caste family in the village, and Kalvikkarasi self-identifies as backward 
caste Christian. Note that the Government of India’s current distinction between Dalit Hindus and Dalit Sikhs, 
classified as scheduled castes, and Dalit Christians and Dalit Muslims, classified as backward classes, has potential 
impacts both on the latter’s self-identification as Dalit and whether they are identified by others as Dalit. 

4  Of the adult Dalit women surveyed, 78 percent are illiterate while only 10 percent have gone beyond primary 
schooling (i.e. beyond 5th standard). In comparison, 68 percent of adult Dalit men are illiterate and 21 percent have 
gone beyond primary schooling. No adult has completed their schooling (up to 12 th standard). 

5  This temple was built by the Chettiyars, hence their edict banning Dalits from entry into the temple.  
6  Kapadia (1991) noted that while the ideology of female inferiority and ‘impurity’ is generally weak among Dalits 

(Pallars), the exception is in religious rituals where Dalit women are marginalised. 
7  India is the largest producer in aquaculture after China and occupies fifth position in the world in shrimp production. 

Shrimp, 61 percent of it farmed, contributed 54 percent of the value of seafood exports in 2006-07, and the majority 
of marine products by value exported to the European Union (MPEDA 2007).  

8 The Coastal Regulation Zone, which is intended to regulate land use along the coast, is defined as c oastal stretches 
500 metres inland from the high tide line and the land between the high tide and low tide lines, vide Ministry of 
Environment and Forests (Department of Environment, Forests and Wildlife) Notification No. S.O.114(E), dated 
19/02/1991. It also comprises land within 100 metres of estuaries, creeks and tidal-influenced water such as 
backwaters. 

9 The precautionary principle or approach asserts that where threats of serious or irreversible damage are identified, a 
lack of full scientific certainty should not be used as a reason to postpone cost-effective measures to prevent 
environmental degradation (UN Conference on Environment and Development 1992). 

10 Manu smriti, or Manavadharmashastra, is the Hindu civil and criminal code that comprises religio-legal rules, a 
number of which relate to the caste or varna system as well as the position and conduct of women (Irudayam et al. 
(2006); Islam et al. (2001)). 

11 The filing of false criminal proceedings against Dalits was made a criminal offence under section 3(viii) Scheduled 
Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act 1989 in recognition of the common use of this tactic to 
harass scheduled castes and scheduled tribes. 

12 Section 12 Protection of Human Rights Act 1993; see also Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(1998b), para 3(g). 

13 See Article 11 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966. 
14 The environmental pollution arguably violates the Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act 1974, the 

Environmental Protection Act 1986 and the Easement Act 1882, which allows the private right to use groundwater 
resources by viewing them as attachments to land. 

15 The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (2002) acknowledges that everyone is entitled to 
sufficient, safe (free of substances that could endanger health) and accessible water for personal and domestic uses.  

16 Dalit women mentioned prawn sales of Rs 30-40 today as compared to Rs 100-300 prior to the operation of the 
shrimp farm.  

17 See Article 6 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966. 
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18 Women’s options are a number of low-wage labour works in their locality: primarily NREGS labour (85 percent of 

women surveyed), agricultural labour (45 percent), and salt pan labour (44 percent). Around 58 percent continue to 
engage in fishing, though this is increasingly subsistence fishing.  

19 See Article 12 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966. Medical professionals and 
aquaculture experts who formed part of the international fact-finding mission in 2007 confirmed these medical 
problems as consistent with the effects of chemicals commonly applied in Indian aquaculture. The yellow -orange 
colour of water along the farm bunds and at the base of the ponds also constitutes evidence of pollution. 

20 Jeffrey (2002) notes how liberalisation of the Indian economy from 1991 does not appear to have reduced 
opportunities for rural elites to capture resources from the state by corrupt means. 
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Chapter 8 
Human Rights as Practice: Agency, Power and 

Strategies  
 

Our women now know how to confront government officials and demand their basic rights. But they 
won’t say it is because ‘this is my fundamental human right’. We have to simplify and adapt such 
concepts for the people. If you take the UDHR or even constitutional rights, it is very difficult to 
communicate these concepts to the people as they are […] [or] to translate what happens at the 
international level on human rights down to the people.  

N. Fatima Burnad, Founder-President, SRED1 
 
8.1 Introduction: Bridging Two Divides 
The end of fieldwork for this research brought me to Fatima Burnad. She is a well-known 
human rights activist, herself a Dalit, who has been working among Dalit, Adivasi and 
landless women in Tamil Nadu for the past twenty-odd years. Her comments, quoted above, 
highlight the need to translate international human rights law into language that resonates 
with people’s lives and socio-cultural understandings (Merry 2005). This would give them 
practical tools to use in their struggles to realise rights. Yet Burnad’s comment goes to the 
heart of our discussion about a more fundamental and seemingly insurmountable divide, 
between rights in reality, and rights in law. That is, on the one hand between the grassroots 
experiences of Dalit women as they engage in collective action to secure entitlements and 
freedoms, and on the other hand, the gamut of international human rights laws and 
mechanisms, which have been established in the past few decades to ensure equal protection, 
respect and fulfilment of those rights. This recalls Kennedy’s caution to the international 
human rights movement against sidelining the development of a more vigorous human 
politics: ‘Work to develop law comes to be seen as an emancipatory end in itself, leaving the 
human rights movement too ready to articulate problems in political terms and solutions in 
legal terms’ (2002: 115). 
 
Kennedy’s comment has particular salience for a complementary divide: between protections 
for economic, social and cultural rights in law; and the absence of such protections in reality. 
On the one hand, there are the de jure laws, policies and schemes of the Indian state as well 
as pronouncements on socio-economic rights by a judicially proactive Supreme Court; on the 
other hand, their de facto non- or mal-implementation. An assessment of human rights in 
India on legal and policy grounds would certainly support, if in a qualified manner, the Indian 
state’s assertion that it is working to comply with its international obligations to put in place 
measures to ensure human rights. Such an analysis, however, would ignore the ‘systemic 
crisis of accountability’ that besets the Indian state today (Posani and Aiyar 2009: 5). This 
refers to the impunity with which dominant non-state actors or state actors operate above or 
in breach of those very laws, policies and judgements made in the highest court in the land. It 
also encompasses widescale corruption. 
 
This book is concerned centrally with these two divides—between international human rights 
law and its machinery and grassroots collective action to realise rights, and between de jure 
and de facto rights. My research investigated the ways in which Dalit women engage in 
collective action to secure livelihood entitlements in rural Tamil Nadu. It looked at how their 
actions shape or reshape power relations and thus processes of social exclusion. The first half 
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of the book situated rural Tamil Dalit women within the wider Indian context. This context is 
one where intersecting caste, class and gender axes of difference structure power relations 
and processes of social exclusion. Concurrently, my research built a conceptual 
understanding of collective agency as exercised under conditions of exclusion and 
subordination. In addition, I assessed the accountability gap between the arrangements the 
state puts in place to respect, protect and fulfil rights, and what the state actually does.  
 
The relationships between rights, entitlements, social exclusion, agency and power were 
explored through four broad complementary or competing discourses which generate a 
number of divergent practices. The first discourse underlies state laws and policies on women 
and Dalit empowerment and rights; the second is a dominant socio-cultural discourse that 
emphasises interlocking caste, class and gender inequalities. These discourses shape Dalit 
women’s perceptions of entitlements and freedoms; they invest livelihood resources with 
certain meanings and generate a sense of dis/entitlement. The other two discourses, which 
arrive through external interventions, are of development and human rights. Their 
introduction into Dalit women’s lives means a process of adaptation of these discourses in 
relation to local understandings and social perceptions of entitlements and agency. 
 
In the second half of this book, three ethnographic case studies illustrated the complex 
interactions between processes of social exclusion and agency. The case studies highlighted 
two types of entitlement struggles that are socially negotiated and politically constructed by 
these women with the support of external development brokers. The first type seeks to secure 
new entitlements, the other to protect existing inadequate entitlements from external threats. 
By examining the particularities of women’s actions in diverse contexts, I illustrated how 
caste, class and gender mutually construct each other and shape social relations of power and, 
therefore, the operation of interacting entitlement systems. Socio-historical contextualisation 
also enables understanding of the changing social, economic and political environment in 
which caste, class and gender are constantly being reconfigured. Yet they remain durable 
inequalities that condition the process and outcomes of Dalit women’s entitlement struggles. 
These axes of difference are often treated in practice as though they were essentialised or 
fixed. This contrasts sharply with the intersectional approach used in this research, which 
views these axes as constructed and reproduced within an overarching structure of 
domination. This latter approach yields possibilities for studying the ways in which the axes 
may be transformed through Dalit women’s collective agency. 
 
The three case studies also form the basis for the discussion related to the second half of my 
research question: What insights can Dalit women’s experiences and actions provide for 
securing human rights-based entitlements and freedoms? In other words, how do these 
women’s experiences inform ideas of human rights and the formulation of rights-based 
strategies to transform power relations and ensure that development takes place. This is 
particularly relevant given the key organisational role external development brokers play in 
each case study, which points to the need to articulate the functions and duties of rights-based 
development interveners.  
 
Despite variations in entitlements, contexts and power configurations, the following themes 
emerge from the case studies. In the first section (8.2) I enunciate key aspects comprising 
human rights as action-oriented practice. I put struggles for entitlements and freedoms in 
context, and focus on how the complex interplay of multiple axes of difference affect 
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different people’s power and the resources at their disposal. I take the latter point for further 
discussion in the second section, and seek to explain why Dalit women’s collective action 
appears to have altered caste-class relations while leaving gender relations relatively 
untouched. In the third section, I focus on what the case studies suggest for more effective 
rights-based development intervention strategies. I highlight the indivisibility of rights and 
the need to factor issues of culture, status and identity into entitlement struggles. The final 
section then presents some broad strategy- and policy-oriented recommendations for putting 
Dalit women’s entitlement interests at the heart of development policy, planning and practice.  
 
8.2 Realising Rights in Practice, Incorporating Intersectionality 
The negotiations, bargaining and contestations present in Dalit women’s collective struggles 
to secure livelihood entitlements, which lead to both intended and unintended outcomes, are 
open-ended processes. Such struggles that contribute towards realising human rights, like all 
social change, are: 

premised on the unpredictability of human agency and the diversity of circumstances under 
which such agency is exercised. While [a processual understanding] may identify certain key 
elements of structure and agency as having catalytic potential, it does not attempt to determine 
in advance how this potential will play out in practice. (Kabeer 2001: 28) 

In any given socio-historical context, a more dynamic perspective allows one to understand 
the factors that help socially excluded people to transform structural inequalities, and those 
factors that hinder them. These factors are constantly evolving as relations and behaviours 
change. They change when actors such as Dalit women exercise power, or when they 
concede to the power of others in the process of collective action. If one accepts that the 
process towards entitlement is non-linear, where power dynamics both shape and are shaped 
by collective agency, this holds certain implications for how human rights are conceived and 
rights-based development strategies implemented.  
 
These implications are explored in this subsection under four main points. First, attention is 
drawn to the political economy of human rights and to the diversification of rights-based 
strategies. Such strategies are attuned to the local context and to Dalit women’s perspectives, 
entitlement priorities and collective action. Second, an analysis of collective action processes 
promotes an understanding of agency as exercised within power structures and the 
institutional barriers they create. Third, a more detailed picture is produced by examining 
how Dalit women’s identities intersect and how these intersections position the women 
within power relations. It is from such positioning that their perceptions of power and spaces 
to manoeuvre are formed, altered by new discourses introduced through external 
interventions, and played out in entitlement struggles. Fourth, I look at the state’s political 
accountability for creating an enabling institutional environment to realise socio-economic 
rights, and a wider scope of claim-duty relations. 
 
The dynamic view of collective action and power relations that grounds this research 
necessitates a shift in the focus of the human rights enterprise in two fundamental ways. This 
shift would begin to bridge the divide between human rights in law and in practice as 
embodied in collective struggle, and reveal them as complementary. The first shift is away 
from the current political-economic divide implied by liberal rights theory. This privileges 
civil and political rights over economic, social and cultural rights. Instead one should 
examine the political economy of human rights. A political economy perspective 
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acknowledges that patterns of allocation and distribution of livelihood resources are the result 
of socio-political forces and often engender structural violence as well as physical conflicts. 
Within the political economy of human rights, a focus on entitlements systems allows one to 
consider the process by which entitlements are acquired and protected through formal and 
informal institutions within a given socio-historical context. It exposes the structural 
inequalities within a society that determine resource distribution in ways which invariably 
result in entitlement deprivation for certain social groups (De Gaay Fortman 2011).  
 
The pertinence of a political economy perspective is evident from Chapter 4 and the case 
studies. They highlight how social exclusion of Dalit women is interwoven into the 
economic, political and socio-cultural spheres in ways that support structural violations of 
their rights by both state and non-state actors. Thus in Kovilur and Vettriyur villages, Dalit 
women’s lack of housing and agricultural land entitlements respectively was connected to 
their being denied an adequate means and standard of living, access to formal credit, physical 
security or even a sense that they belonged to the village. These economic deprivations 
combined with limited socio-political networks. In negotiations over resources, therefore, 
Dalit women had little leverage to counter the political influence of dominant caste villagers 
or nādu leaders over formal state institutions. Mallibakkam Dalit women’s struggle against 
the shrimp farm further demonstrates the nature of economic exclusion. Their deprivation 
was caused by landlessness and their being concentrated in low-wage labour, combined with 
a lack of socio-political power. Hence, the women were not able to protect an already 
vulnerable entitlements position against the actions of a wealthy and politically connected 
businessman and corrupt government officials. An examination of social institutions such as 
caste society and the family places Dalit women’s collective action within complex, 
interacting institutional arenas through which power circulates.  
 
The second shift is from human rights law, which prescribes judicial or quasi-judicial 
remedies for violations of rights, to the praxis of human rights. This is a move away from a 
decontextualised ‘description and (universal) prescription’ approach (Miller 2005, quoted in 
Yamin 2005: 1222). The shift acknowledges that excluded actors such as Dalit women are 
often constrained by unequal power relations and a lack of financial resources from accessing 
legal remedies. This is in addition to the challenge of ensuring that the state enforces its own 
laws and policies (see Chapter 4), or that, where there are conflicting laws and policies, the 
state resolves the conflict in favour of those enabling Dalit women to protect their 
entitlements (see Mallibakkam shrimp farm struggle). In situations marked by systemic 
entitlement failure, Dalit women often have little option but to pursue political strategies to 
secure livelihood entitlements. Human rights, as an ideological discursive practice and 
political tool, thus are understood as an area of political contestation (Devlin 1993: 993), in 
which recourse to formal law becomes only one of a range of potential strategies. 
 
Collective action to secure rights-based entitlements and freedoms is therefore posited as a 
key analytical category, alongside law, for the study of human rights. This displaces the idea 
of the state as the sole actor to exercise power over Dalit women, as well as the sole or main 
agent of socio-political change and the realisation of rights (Rajagopal 2003). Instead, my 
premise is that rights are defined through people’s struggles, which are motivated by their 
sense of entitlement in their local context. In other words, it is Dalit women’s collective 
action in a wider political arena, including and moving beyond formal state institutions, that 
generates discourses that are constitutive of human rights (Rajagopal 2003; Gready and Ensor 
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2005; Goodale and Merry 2007). Examples of such collective action are the three livelihood 
entitlement struggles detailed in this book. They show Dalit women engaging with state 
administrative bureaucracies, courts or the politics of mass protest, deploying various 
combinations of institutional and non-institutional strategies, to attempt to ensure the state 
fulfilled its obligations to operationalise their livelihood-related rights.  
 
Within these struggles, the meanings Dalit women attribute to rights found expression in their 
political demands, which combined rights with other discourses to secure needed livelihood 
resources. Dalit women in Vettriyur village, for instance, argued the legitimacy of their land 
entitlement based on three counts: first, a quasi-legal right flowing from government 
officials’ assurances to change the land classification so as to grant them title; second, their 
right to equal treatment where nearby villages have been granted title for government lands; 
third, a right to land title based on their years of cultivating the land to make a living. In 
Mallibakkam village, the women’s petitions against the shrimp farm combined an 
environmental with a moral argument about protecting the livelihoods of the poor, alongside 
later references to a court judgement that upheld their livelihood-related rights. These 
political demands remained flexible, moreover, constantly adapting to the anticipated 
reactions of others. Hence, in light of the caste tensions around temple rights in Kovilur 
village, Dalit women chose not to highlight the fact that their caste identity entitled them to 
colony housing. In strongly adverse social environments like Vettriyur, discourses other than 
rights, such as reference to government land schemes, may even be preferable, to diffuse 
dominant caste opposition and secure land title.2 The realities of livelihood entitlement 
struggles thus expose the specific ways in which universal principles become concretely 
interpreted and deployed in local contexts and in relations between different actors having 
competing interests. 
 
Viewing human rights through practices of collective action means viewing them in relation 
to structural power relations and the perceptions and priorities of actors. This is a 
contextualised and flexible approach. It recognises that Dalit women’s perceptions of their 
needs, from which they develop a sense of entitlement, are constructed through power 
relations that have material and symbolic dimensions. Hence, given a history of agrestic 
servitude, Kovilur Dalit women connected housing land with belonging to the village, 
independence, security and a decent standard of living. Meanwhile, agricultural land for 
Vettriyur Dalit women is of symbolic importance. It means freedom from caste inter-
dependence, social status and dignity, beyond what it means in material terms. Apart from the 
moral claim, the women became aware of what the state should grant to them as entitlements. 
In Kovilur, they learnt about the state’s housing scheme; in Vettriyur, they recalled the state’s 
previous offer of land title. By focusing on the interests that a right protects and not the legal 
formalisation of interests as a right, a closer understanding develops of how culturally framed 
rights motivate struggles for entitlements and freedoms (Ensor 2005).  
 
Dalit women’s agency, likewise, is exercised within structures of power that shape their 
pathways to entitlement and institutional responses to their claims. External development 
interventions thus need to be grounded in an investigation of these power dynamics and the 
interactions between multiple institutions embodied by state and non-state actors, and Dalit 
women. These should be examined in relation to the wider economic and political 
environment. This includes the politics of resource allocations by the state as well as state 
discourses about Dalit women’s development needs and the means of fulfilment of those 
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needs. The focus is on uncovering the ways in which the women are able to manoeuvre 
within multiple, complex power relations and the discursive, relational and other factors that 
influence that ability.  
 
A primary feature of this manoeuvrability is the women’s reliance on state institutions to 
counter-balance competing informal institutions. Vettriyur Dalit women, for instance, sought 
support from higher officials in order to counter the political influence that traditional nādu 
institutional actors exercised over government officials. The Dalit women’s efforts to form 
alliances in government had limited results due to the influence of dominant castes and the 
operation of caste-class norms. These alliances were based on Dalit identity or were made 
with officials from castes without local socio-political ties, and were less based on gender per 
se. Other officials, moreover, often refused to challenge entrenched exclusions and instead 
encouraged women to alter their claims, as Kovilur women witnessed. Mallibakkam Dalit 
women, by contrast, experienced the negative effects on formal institutional entitlements of 
deregulation, which curtails the redistributive function of the state. They also saw the effect 
of the state’s pursuing macro-economic policies that prioritised exports in marine products. 
Corrupt state actors thus proactively supported the shrimp farm operation despite indications 
of licence illegalities and the women’s seeking both legal and political remedies. 
Additionally, in all three struggles women gained the support of Dalit men by reproducing 
gender norms surrounding labour, sexuality and inheritance (see section 8.3). In other words, 
their actions are characterised by balancing multiple relations and interests, which generate 
power to induce structural discontinuities as well as continuities. 
 
This understanding of multiple power relations is strengthened by an intersectional analysis 
of power and agency. Intersectionality counters artificial ideas of homogeneity that are 
inscribed into the notion of universal bearers of human rights (Baxi 1998). Instead, it reveals 
how each axis of difference intersects with the others to create different positionings within 
power relations. These positionings influence exclusion as well as the political and subjective 
constructions of identities and agency (Yuval-Davis 2006). For example, Dalit women 
differentiated themselves from Dalit men in terms of exclusions based on gender; from 
dominant caste women based on caste and class; and from dominant caste men based on 
caste, class and gender. Moreover, in exercising agency, Dalit women balanced 
complementary and conflicting interests centred on the intersections of these three structures. 
Their diverse strategies primarily disrupted caste-class power relations and much less so 
those of gender. These aspects are explored below. 
 
An intersectional analysis, rather than one based solely on caste or gender, explains why 
those organising Dalit women sought discursive shifts in the women’s positioning within 
both caste and gender relations. Development brokers opened an alternative discourse of 
collective Dalit female power by recasting the women’s caste identity in positive terms. The 
brokers used the medium of symbolic resources, namely the struggle over temple rights in 
Kovilur village or entry into the temple in Mallibakkam village. Interconnected with this 
recasting was the revalourising of the women’s gender identity: the brokers introduced 
alternative discourses in which women were necessary to succeed in public-political action. 
Interestingly, these alternative discourses did not emphasise a critique of existing hierarchies 
of caste and gender and the accompanying discourse of caste/gender disentitlement. Instead, 
they stressed the practical advantages the women had over Dalit men. Women were more 
likely to make their voices heard by government officials and were less at risk from caste-
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class retaliation from officials or dominant castes. In the case of Mallibakkam village, 
discourses also sought to distinguish between Dalit women’s concern for the village and the 
dominant castes’ greater concern for their individual family or caste development. The 
process of re-identification, however, created potential contradictions as established norms 
were reinterpreted in the light of new discourses. At the same time as caste and gender norms 
were disturbed by this process, they were also reproduced by the women: in Mallibakkam, 
they referred to Dalits (traditionally a service caste) as providing service to the village, and in 
Kovilur they referred to the women’s self-sacrificing, altruistic natures. These intersecting 
identities suggest that structural discontinuities are constructed within spaces marked by 
structural continuities. Women adapt new discourses into their lifeworlds and existing 
understandings as part of their political organisation. 
 
Viewing Dalit women’s agency in this manner exposes the limits of agency understood as the 
abstract notion of the autonomous, rational individual acting in her or his own interests. This 
notion underlies human rights norms. Agency instead is conceptualised as a capacity for 
action by individuals as defined by their multiple identities and social relationships, and 
conditioned by structural constraints and opportunities. For Dalit women to act meant that 
they had to negotiate manifold caste, class and gender structures, practices and relations by 
which their entitlements position and interests are forged. They negotiated wage labour 
imperatives produced by poverty, as well as the additional work burden produced by the 
gender divisions in productive and reproductive labour. They also were influenced by 
historical conditions of hierarchical caste interdependence. Additionally, each woman’s 
decision to act was shaped by changing fields of power within family, societal and state 
institutions. This suggests that the Dalit women’s resistance to domination and 
disentitlement, therefore, has to be understood in light of the scope for action they perceived 
they had. Their perceptions were based on their structural location within the complex weave 
of social relations of power.  
 
The complexities of power and agency are also evident in women’s reinterpretation of 
alternative caste and gender discourses, which express values of equality and collective 
power. These reinterpretations occur as women manoeuvre around a number of 
interconnected caste, class and gender barriers to their participation. Such barriers include 
illiteracy, a lack of confidence to speak up, and engrained patterns of patronage and 
dependency, which arise from historical agrestic servitude conditions. They also include the 
sheer physical exhaustion of their double burden of work, the absence of much spare time, 
their positioning within the household and their economic dependency on the men in their 
families. All these factors point to the limitations of the notion of transformative participation 
and ‘power with’, the idea of mutual decision-making and equal validation of the knowledge 
of all Dalit women sangam members. Because of the factors discussed above, there were 
hierarchies among the women when it came to who spoke, who was influential in decision-
making, and who undertook what action. At the same time, this did not preclude a sense of 
shared power and effective collective action. The implication is that more attention should be 
paid to local inequalities and social relations that shape participation. These need to be 
addressed in order to strengthen political action.  
 
Moreover, Dalit women’s identification and positioning within intersecting social axes reveal 
the explanatory limitations of social exclusion theory. This is especially true of the 
exclusion/inclusion binary and the automatic linking of exclusion with victimhood and lack 
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of agency (Jackson 1999; Makkonen 2002). Exclusion can mean adverse inclusion, as well as 
exclusion per se. Adverse inclusion encompasses such things as caste-based confinement to 
labour work on a lesser wage than men. One may be included in a community or family, and 
have multiple duties or obligations within it, and yet, at the same time, experience exclusion 
in the form of lesser entitlements and freedoms. This paradox complicates neat divisions 
between exclusion and inclusion (Jackson 1999; Daly and Saraceno 2002). At the same time, 
my research shows that exclusion may simultaneously produce different spaces for 
manoeuvre in exercising agency. Networks of female solidarity existed in all three villages, 
even if these networks were submerged. The solidarity was formed by shared experiences of 
segregation, exclusion and the caste and gender divisions of labour. These shared experiences 
supported the construction of their collective Dalit female identity and agency. Women were 
more politically excluded than men, more socially isolated, and less caught up in local 
politics based on patron-client relationships. The fact that women were less involved in 
interactions between castes meant that they enjoyed greater independence in organising and 
taking action. This reduced the likelihood of their being co-opted by the corrupt practices of 
other actors, as seen in Mallibakkam.  
 
Without sensitivity to these women’s positioning within multiple power relations, therefore, 
including them and making them visible may result in constraining the women within power 
relations and reinforcing certain norms (Gedalof 1999; Lovell 2003). The clearest example is 
the common phenomenon of quotas in local government, which ensure political 
representation but not necessarily free and independent political participation by Dalit 
women. Such representation reinforces both caste and gender norms. In this regard, 
Mallibakkam women mentioned the previous proxy Dalit female panchayat president as 
evidence of unchanging gender relations (see Chapter 4). Moreover, the varied meanings 
women vest in resources and struggles to secure entitlements notably do not suggest that they 
want integration or inclusion in caste society per se, but rather independence and freedom 
within it. Kovilur women did not look for housing land within the main village, but away 
from it; nor do Mallibakkam women stake a claim to common water taps in dominant caste 
areas of the village for drinking water. These examples caution one against automatically 
assuming that the answer to social exclusion is inclusion as it is commonly understood. 
Instead, substantive equality in conditions and outcomes should be the goal, and the form of 
inclusion should be acceptable to Dalit women.  
 
A final comment on human rights as practice relates to the rights-claim relationship and 
accountability. As mentioned above, all the women’s livelihood struggles reveal barriers to 
entitlement. These barriers include the obstructions openly created by non-state actors, their 
covert use of economic and political influence and patronage networks, and state actors’ 
corruption, delays or refusal to disturb local power equations. The difficulties that the women 
faced demonstrate that state accountability has two main prongs, both of which require equal 
attention. One is legal accountability, which requires that violator, violations and remedy be 
identified. The second is political accountability. The state must be accountable in the first 
place for implementing the laws and judgements that would ensure Dalit women’s socio-
economic rights in practice. The state must also create equitable and effective institutional 
arrangements for the delivery of land reforms, education, healthcare, and so on (Yamin 
2005). It is this latter form of political accountability which arguably deserved greater 
attention within rights-based strategies. Dalit women like those in Kovilur then would not 
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have to balance severe economic constraints against continual petitioning for over three years 
to receive housing land title.  
 
Political accountability in this sense requires political transformation. The conflicting 
interests embedded in state laws and policies, and the myriad of contradictory or 
complementary state practices at the local, state and national levels, must be transformed. The 
agenda then becomes about structurally reforming corrupt and clientelist state institutions 
(Tarrow 1996). This would promote stronger state institutions and practices better capable of 
challenging the dominant interests in society. These reformed institutions would be more 
accountable, and be able to enforce redistributive policies to bring about more equitable 
development (Crook 2001). The unsuccessful outcome in the Mallibakkam shrimp farm 
struggle is testimony to the limitations of collective action in the absence of responsive state 
policies and practices. Political accountability, moreover, highlights the need to examine not 
only state practices, but also state discourses. It is important to make sure that state discourses 
of ‘empowerment’ and ‘entitlements’ align with rights-based formulations and strategies that 
focus on facilitating people’s agency to realise their rights. At the same time, it is necessary 
to create active citizens by promoting their civil and political rights. This will prevent the 
reinforcement of dominant social and economic structures.  
 
The accountability gaps, however, do not stop with the state as duty holder vis-à-vis Dalit 
women’s claims. Extreme inequalities of resources and power in caste society point to the 
need to complement the focus on state accountability by a consideration of horizontal claim-
duty relationships. International human rights law has taken steps in this direction with the 
creation of legally enforceable obligations against non-state actors, which apply in gradually 
widening circumstances. There is growing jurisprudence on the state’s duty to protect the 
rights of non-state actors even within the ‘private’ domain of the family,3 and more broadly to 
protect women against discrimination by any non-state actors (CEDAW 2010: paras 9-10, 
13). Sen (1999), however, argues for an even broader, more flexible notion of ‘imperfect 
obligation’ that conceptually ties in with rights viewed in terms of socio-political processes. 
Imperfect obligations exist where rights claims are addressed generally to anyone who can 
help, even though no particular person or agency may be legally charged with bringing about 
the fulfilment of the right(s) involved (ibid.: 230). Dalit women’s claims to housing and 
agricultural land in Kovilur and Vettriyur villages, respectively, thus imply imperfect 
obligations on dominant castes vis-à-vis the women’s claims. In Kovilur, this is an obligation 
to allow the government to acquire the housing land; in Vettriyur, an obligation not to contest 
the women’s legitimate claim to land title. This obligation could be extended to women’s 
claims against their families. The families would be obliged to accept that women should 
have control over livelihood resources and enjoy equal property rights. In contrast to the 
perfect obligations of the state, which retains centre stage as duty holder, imperfect 
obligations illustrate how multiple actions or duties by different stakeholders are required to 
fulfil a right (Gready and Ensor 2005). 
 
In summary, the practice of human rights requires that one strengthens the conceptual link 
between human rights and power by incorporating an understanding of productive power 
alongside repressive power. This strengthening uses intersectionality as a tool to analyse the 
complex interactions of multiple structural axes of difference, which are embedded in social 
norms and institutions that shape Dalit women’s agency. Praxis also points to the 
indeterminate nature of power relations and processes of exclusion, and allows for women’s 
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capacity to navigate around these multiple relations and processes to secure entitlements. 
This capacity is built and supported through the introduction of new discourses on caste and 
gender equality, which women adapt into their lifeworlds in the light of relations of power. 
These discourses generate a sense of entitlement and motivate collective action to claim 
resources. The other side of the claim-duty relationship speaks of a greater focus on the 
state’s political accountability. There should be a widening in the range of actors who have 
obligations in claims processes. 
 
8.3 The Enduring Bind of Gender Norms and Relations 
The understanding of structural power relations developed above draws specific attention to 
differences in voice, decision-making, power and status within family and kinship relations. 
This subsection seeks to explain why collective struggles by Dalit women to secure 
livelihood entitlements left gender relations relatively untouched. First, an intersectional 
analysis of social relations reveals how gender becomes subsumed by other interests, and 
why acquired rights do not necessarily translate into actualised rights. Second, an 
examination of power in more intimate social relations reveals how gender norms lead to 
women having conflicting needs. Gender norms also construct the lifecycle of women’s 
political agency. They alter the ways in which women might achieve power and autonomy. 
 
In order to unravel gender relations and their impact on Dalit women’s collective action, 
Dalit male discourses regarding the women’s agency are first outlined. Three male discourses 
concern gender differences and power relations. One is Dalit women’s duties within the 
gender division of labour as well as duties to earn a livelihood that their caste-class status 
imposes on them. The second concerns female inferiority caused by their being less 
knowledgeable and powerful. The third relates to patriarchal caste norms of male protection 
and control of female chastity. Dalit women’s roles are thereby prescribed based on 
adaptation of dominant caste-based gender norms. This preserves privilege for Dalit men in 
the family and community, whereas such privilege is denied by the wider caste society. 
Concurrently, gender norms buttress the power of dominant castes to prevent horizontal ties 
forming among Dalits, which might displace vertical social relations. This is evident from 
dominant caste men’s inciting Dalit men to ‘control your women’ in Vettriyur village. 
 
The instrumentality of collective action by women, however, changes what men allow them 
to do in public. This exposes the fluidity of the public/private division of gender roles within 
a framework of male dominance, leadership and authority. Hence, Kovilur Dalit men 
modified their notions of what constituted private, family issues in order to accommodate 
Dalit women’s public actions therein, while reinforcing the public-political domain as a male 
space. Mallibakkam men similarly reframed the shrimp farm struggle as male-led, while 
allocating to women a subordinate, supportive role, one reinforced by gendered kinship 
norms that represent stability and security. This demarcation led Dalit men to disparage the 
women, especially in the initial stages of collective action, as ‘space invaders’ (Puwar 2004) 
lacking any political capacity. At the same time, in Vettriyur village, women pointed to their 
roles as mothers as intimately connected to their public roles in collective action. They 
collapsed any gendered separation of their roles. In this sense, Dalit women’s collective 
action on entitlements is simultaneously a struggle to remodel gender relationships and claim 
a place in the public sphere. This involves subverting gender norms, which exalt motherhood 
and female duties to their families.  
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Dalit women’s negotiations of gender relations within their families and communities 
reinforce contemporary feminist thinking about gender. That is, their actions reveal the need 
to acknowledge that gender is not always the primary axis of difference or foundational set of 
relations (Moore 1994), though it is certainly a primary way of signifying relations of power 
(Scott 1986). Gender interests cannot be separated out from other, sometimes conflicting 
interests produced by these women’s intersecting identities and social position. Power holders 
in a society influence the arena in which people struggle for livelihood entitlements. In Indian 
society, they define the livelihood security of the Dalit community, and what family and 
community life mean for Dalit women. Women in the villages thus fought for the livelihood 
and physical security of their communities against caste-class forces that have a history of 
wielding power to threaten or control their security. The clearest case is the Vettriyur Dalit 
women’s representations of land entitlement as central to their being able to disengage from 
nādu governance mechanisms and caste power relations that define their exclusion. 
Community therefore became the strongest identity through which to challenge caste-class 
structures.4 Women’s spaces to manoeuvre around power relations then involved a degree of 
dependence on, and negotiation of power with, family and community (Villarreal 1992). This 
precluded the securing of entitlements as exclusively or even primarily women’s interests.  
 
In addition, adopting an intersectional understanding of gender relations helps explain the 
divergence produced between acquired rights and actualised or effective rights. To recap, the 
former means that one has protected access to resources as entitlements, while the latter 
implies control over a resource in its use as a form of enfranchisement (Appadurai 1984). 
While entitlement systems analysis tends to combine these aspects, this research shows that 
they should be considered separately, because one does not automatically lead to the other. 
On one level, the distinction can emerge through state practices vis-à-vis state entitlement 
arrangements. Thus, Kovilur Dalit women continued their collective action when they 
witnessed government officials grant land title in their names without actually allotting plots 
for them to start building their homes. On another level, as seen in Vettriyur village, 
development interventions may shape Dalit women’s willingness to secure land title in their 
names. The interventions thereby displaced caste and gender norms excluding their 
entitlement. As yet, however, the women have not moved to confront gender inequalities in 
decision-making on agricultural inputs and control over the returns from cultivation. Further, 
in both Vettriyur and Kovilur villages, women reproduced caste and gender norms governing 
property rights by insisting on following patrilineal inheritance norms. This was despite their 
recognising the security that land ownership provides women.  
 
Actualising rights is therefore a further process beyond acquirement. Informal institutions 
reflecting gender norms may still affect how rights and resources are distributed within 
households. This may occur even when access is legitimised through other entitlement 
systems such as state arrangements. Sen (1990) might argue that women’s participation in 
gainful employment outside the household will improve their bargaining power for resources 
within it. A more complicated picture emerges, however, if one examines what equitable 
shares mean in the context of certain social practices, and what force they command when 
viewed in light of the acquired-effective rights distinction. In the case of land, these practices 
relate to dowry and old-age social security systems. First, one must understand the cultural 
meanings attached to various livelihood resources from the perspective of Dalit women’s 
intersectional identities. Then only can one determine which resources offer the best leverage 
for realising effective rights for different groups of women (Jackson 1999).  
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The seeming intractability of gender power relations and inequalities is explained by the way 
in which power circulates through more intimate social interactions and gender is constructed 
as a normative category. Durable gender relations arise from women being defined in relation 
to, and not separately from, both their caste community and family/kinship group. They are 
implicated in perpetuating these identity groupings. Concomitantly, Dalit women’s 
relationships with Dalit men are marked by shifting dynamics of autonomy and dependence, 
because the women have conflicting needs. They want power over their lives (through 
exercising agency) and intimacy and security (through kinship and familial relationships). 
This is no clearer than in the case of many Mallibakkam women’s downplaying their 
contribution to the shrimp farm struggle in order to uphold the image of their male kin. 
Hence, women may counter some inequalities while seeming to accept others. Which ones 
they accept depends on how possible it is for them to challenge gender relations and how 
much security and sense of self or belonging are provided by family and community against 
dominant caste society.  
 
The idea that needs might conflict counters arguments that women’s bargaining power within 
the family is weaker because they do not perceive their economic contribution or what is in 
their self-interest (Sen 1990), or have a socio-biological trait of greater altruism. Many Dalit 
women villagers recognised their often larger contribution to household maintenance and 
children’s welfare as a consequence of the gender inequality built into household economic 
relations (cf. Kapadia 1995). In addition, they expressed a sense of entitlement to life without 
domestic violence or male alcoholism. Just because they know their interests, however, does 
not mean that they choose to act on them, especially where sacrificing certain interests 
ensures their future security (Agarwal 1994). Hence, it becomes imperative to understand the 
material contexts in which women may appear to consent to gender inequalities. One must 
also take into account the norms and institutions that pressurise women to maintain particular 
social arrangements, and that do not leave women a lot of choice (Goetz 2006).  
 
Dalit women thus constantly negotiate gender norms that construct the terms on which they 
are permitted to participate in public life through their sangams (Kabeer 1994). These norms 
also affect resource distribution and control. If one examines the intersections of gender with 
caste and class axes, one can map the lifecycle of Dalit women’s engagement in collective 
action, and reveal ways in which they might achieve power and autonomy. The non-
availability of disposable or surplus time beyond that used to sustain livelihoods and families 
is a key constraint on rural Dalit women’s collective action. Friedmann (1992) terms this time 
factor the second most important form of social power, after a secure place of residence and 
before even knowledge and skills. Its importance is evident from Dalit women’s lives in the 
villages, bounded as they are by long hours of both productive and reproductive labour. The 
period of child-bearing and child-rearing creates a gap in women’s political participation 
(Phillips 1999), which is exacerbated in the case of Dalit women by a caste-class gap caused 
by their having to do waged labour. Male control over women’s sexuality compounds the 
prevailing divisions of labour. This control makes itself felt in restrictions on women’s 
freedom of movement outside waged labour. In all the villages, Dalit women negotiated their 
participation in politics by conceding to gender norms regarding labour and male control. At 
the same time, by spending more time on public-political action, they started the process of 
creating alternative norms of appropriate Dalit female behaviour (Wilson 2008). This aspect 
of time thus highlights the critical need to build strategies that negotiate changes to, and 
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ultimately transform, the gender divisions of labour. The transformation of these divisions is 
key to strengthening women’s public-political action in the long term. 
 
Their lifecycle of political participation also revolves around intra-gender household power 
dynamics. This reveals further intersections of age and marital status. Research on South 
Asian household dynamics notes how mothers-in-law are granted control over the labour of 
their daughters-in-law as compensatory power due to their senior status in households 
(Kandiyoti 1988, 1998). This power often entails mothers-in-laws withdrawing into the 
household. Sometimes, though, as evident in Kovilur village, they participate in the sangams 
by taking advantage of the presence of younger daughters-in-law to unburden themselves of 
household duties. A similar trend can be seen among the large numbers of Mallibakkam 
widows, though this is balanced by their relying on a wider network of female relatives to 
enable their political participation. These trends show that certain household positions give 
women power over other women, which means they have a stake in maintaining certain 
patriarchal arrangements (Kandiyoti 1998). This includes the power of mothers over their 
teenage daughters. In patrilineal cultural systems, daughters are expected to undertake 
household duties while they are attached to their natal family. This again reinforces how 
women’s collective action both challenges and reproduces gender norms and practices. This 
is particularly true of those practices that confer (albeit limited) powers on women through 
gender relations. 
 
The above analysis regarding the construction and durability of gender norms has significant 
bearing on rights-based development strategies that target women. It complicates 
assumptions that Dalit women’s autonomous organising and collective agency will challenge 
the reproduction of gender norms (e.g. Guru 1995). This is not necessarily true, even if the 
organising is founded on discourses of women’s power, greater solidarity and political 
agency. Instead, one sees incremental changes in structural gender inequalities within an 
overall continuity. This suggests the need to look at resistance to gender norms in different 
forms outside the overt or direct. Women often reject direct resistance in favour of seeming 
acquiescence to male dominance so as to negotiate spaces to manoeuvre within family 
relations (Liddle and Joshi 1986). Strategic gender interests that challenge gender 
subordination and enhance women’s power relative to men, therefore, are not always 
priorities for Dalit women’s emancipation. This is especially the case when such 
emancipation might disempower women on other axes or even threaten their short-term 
practical interests (such as security within the marital home). Instead, one should build 
women’s political consciousness, their collective identities and their self-confidence. One 
should inspire them with the awareness of what they can achieve through collective strategies 
to secure entitlements. All these measures can be viewed as steps towards establishing spaces 
for Dalit women within the political arena. Alongside these measure must be deeper 
engagement with the cultural norms that construct female identity and subjectivity. The 
enormity of the challenge to transform gender inequalities requires strengthening solidarity 
among women. They must be linked to wider networks to gain social legitimacy for their 
entitlements and ensure that their strategies have a broad appeal. 
 
8.4 Strategies for Redistribution, Recognition and Freedom 
The above sections highlight how outcomes that further the realisation of rights are 
dependent on rights-based processes that are attuned to constantly evolving conditions and 
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power relations. This subsection examines the forms of external intervention and the 
strategies that strengthen the ability of Dalit women to secure entitlements. First, I look at the 
power dynamics between Dalit women and external development brokers, and the roles that 
are constructed for the brokers in the process. Second, based on the data in this research, I 
propose key features of rights-based development strategies. These strategies are built around 
the links between entitlements and freedoms, between power and knowledge, and between an 
egalitarian politics of redistribution and an emancipatory politics of recognition.  
 
Throughout the collective action processes described in this book, a model of external 
development intervention is being showcased. This model is in keeping with a bottom-up 
approach to human rights, in which external development brokers should play a catalytic 
rather than directive role. Their function is to provide political conscientisation, capacitation 
and guidance on collective action strategies. The question is, as Mies (1986: 146) suggested, 
‘not whether outsiders are necessary to start this process of collective action; rather, it is to 
define the contribution of outsiders in such a way that it furthers the initiative and autonomy 
of the women.’ In the present study this is the autonomy to secure entitlements and transform 
power relations. The answer lies in considering the power of development brokers and the 
social construction of their roles. Development brokers in the three villages played a bridging 
role between state actors and Dalit women. They compensated for the women’s exclusion 
from formal institutional processes and politics. At the same time, they introduced women to 
new discourses on their entitlements and collective power to act. They were able to translate 
simultaneously formal institutional processes for the women while shaping the women’s 
demands into viable claims on the state. This influenced the women’s social interfaces with 
the state and the structural discontinuities produced therein. In this sense, development 
brokers contributed towards reshaping how women understood their agency and livelihood 
entitlements as well as how the state understood them. The brokers thereby supported the 
institutional legitimation of Dalit women’s entitlement.  
 
However, Indian villages have a history of being governed by hierarchical patron-client 
relations. Development brokers thus often tread a fine line between directing and facilitating 
collective action. This was evident in Kovilur Dalit women’s interactions with the local 
NGO. The women sought to replicate a previous patronage relationship of loyalty in 
exchange for protection and development. Alternative, more equitable models of leadership 
and facilitation therefore need to be built. A new sort of leadership would broaden Dalit 
women’s perceptions beyond hierarchical relations and promote their equal voice and 
independent decision-making. In all three villages, this shift in perceptions is incomplete, 
which causes a divide in sangam participation between leaders who have some ability to set 
sangam priorities, and members who only participate in activities. Part of this process is 
continually emphasising alternative discourses such as equality and promoting discursive 
consciousness of structural inequalities. Another part is promoting accountability among 
women as well as between women and development brokers. Everyone must be accountable 
for finances, roles and responsibilities, as well as for information sharing. The dangers of not 
attending to these various processes were exposed in Kovilur village, where the sangams fell 
apart because of a lack of financial accountability. In Mallibakkam village, problems of 
information sharing among the large group of women served to weaken their collective 
political identity. Particular attention is thereby drawn to strategies that build Dalit women’s 
leadership, while legitimising the claims that arise with their growing sense of entitlement 
and for which they exercise agency.  
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From this perspective, there are three intertwined aspects of promoting entitlement strategies. 
It is necessary to enhance Dalit women’s freedoms so that they can exercise agency, support 
the redistribution of resources, including knowledge resources, and generate positive 
recognition of identities. Before examining each of these aspects in turn, I shall recap the 
actual strategies that Dalit women deployed under the guidance-cum-direction of the two 
external development interveners. The targets were primarily higher government officials, 
because the women wanted to overcome their socially institutionalised disentitlement to 
resources. The tactics were both institutional (petitions, court cases) and non-institutional 
(public protests, road blockages). The strategies constantly evolved during the course of 
collective action, in response to the opposition faced or the support gained. The women were 
helped to exercise their agency by interventions, which increased their freedoms of voice, 
organisation and movement, knowledge and positive self-identity.  
 
Interventions that build freedoms to act collectively to secure livelihood entitlements 
emphasise the indivisibility and interdependence of rights.5 The practice of human rights 
exposes the artificial hierarchy often argued to exist between civil-political and socio-
economic rights. This argument is based primarily on the non-justiciability of socio-economic 
rights the idea that the law should not intrude into democratic processes by which resources 
are distributed (Neier 2006). The counter-argument makes socio-economic rights for 
subsistence a prerequisite for exercising civil-political freedoms. Freedoms of association, 
expression and movement, however, are critical civil-political rights that Dalit women 
exercise in order to realise socio-economic rights, while enjoyment of socio-economic rights 
promotes the exercise of civil-political rights. These freedoms thus form the basis of external 
interventions, which are aimed at enabling women to voice their livelihood needs as well as 
realise their right to information. They therefore become key personal gains to which Dalit 
women attached value as resulting from collective action. Women constantly focused on their 
enhanced voice, freedom of movement and the power they felt from being part of the 
collective. Conversely, violations of civil-political rights, such as violence and the use of 
false cases in Mallibakkam village, function to curtail other civil rights such as freedom of 
expression, as well as to entrench non-enjoyment or violations of socio-economic rights. In 
this sense, both sets of rights are causally linked as they relate to the different forms of 
security Dalit women desire in their lives—livelihood security and physical security—and are 
instrumental to one another in promoting agency.6  
 
Linked to enhanced freedoms supporting their agency, women must also be told about the 
sort of claims that are possible, and how they should go about making them. The women 
must have the confidence to exercise their freedom to speak up. Promoting access to quality 
education therefore becomes a vital tool. Education in a caste context implies not only 
knowledge, but also, more symbolically, a ‘permissible’ or ‘authentic’ voice with the 
authority and confidence to speak. As such, it is a crucial force, one that affects inter-caste 
relations and social hierarchy (Mencher 1972; Dreze and Sen 2002). According to Foucault 
(1980), both the pursuit of information and power relations comprise knowledge, with 
knowledge forming an integral part of making a claim to power (see Mills 2003). This 
includes both the production of knowledge about excluded people and restrictions on their 
access to knowledge, which maintain their exclusion. If one applies this idea to the situation 
of Dalit women, one can see that their caste- and gender-based exclusion from knowledge has 
been instrumental in perpetuating caste, class and gender power hierarchies. Their 
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subordinated social status is thus ‘fixed’ through a discourse of ignorance and ‘unskilled’ 
labour extraction, which effectively silences their political voice. The silencing was obvious 
in interactions with the women: they constantly added provisos to their comments along the 
lines of: ‘I’m not an educated person, what can I say?’ 
 
Apart from the utility of education in enabling people to escape from traditional caste 
occupations, the strategic significance of education lies in potentially enabling subordinated 
groups to transform their social status. Education in this sense functions as a form of cultural 
capital, which engenders self-respect and enables the challenging of caste (and gender) as 
bases for socio-structural inequalities (Jeffrey et al. 2005). Education as escape and as capital 
plays a big part in the stories of Dalits in this research. It was often cited as important for 
building self-awareness, dignity and entitlement in order to overcome agrestic servitude. As 
Roja from Kovilur village recalled, education led to their voicing claims to equality. The 
emphasis, though, was on challenging caste-class and not gender differences in power; hence, 
even today, Dalit women are less well educated than their male counterparts. With the 
strengthening of Dalit women’s education there would be greater voice, which is an integral 
factor in influencing their capacity to aspire for change and to negotiate the socio-cultural 
norms and institutions which circumscribe their lives (Appadurai 2004, 2007).  
 
Freedoms and education/knowledge aside, the process of positive identification is the third 
aspect of promoting Dalit women’s power and capacity to act strategically. Dalit women’s 
identity-based organisation to secure entitlements necessarily draws identity into the claim-
making process. Hence, Kovilur Dalit women’s struggle for housing land cannot be separated 
from the concurrent temple struggle, which saw the emergence of a dignified Dalit identity 
premised on equality in religion. Nor can the land struggle in Vettriyur be separated from the 
women’s constructing a gender identity as primary providers for their families, which they 
associated with having the power to take political action. Vettriyur Dalits’ separation from 
nādu patron-client relations also hinges on both economic independence and positive identity 
formation. In all three villages, identification processes were divergent but complementary. 
Caste identities were primarily (re)formed through religious conflict, because ‘low caste’ 
identity and status is maintained by symbolic resources such as religion and ritual status 
(Dube 1996). Meanwhile, gender identities were disturbed by the construction of positive 
gender roles within the sangams. Struggles over resource entitlements, moreover, 
encompassed struggles over the meanings attached to Dalit women’s identity, which included 
their capacities for voicing claims, for political agency and for control over resources. 
 
These processes of identification affirm the argument that an egalitarian politics of resource 
redistribution necessarily involves an emancipatory politics of cultural recognition. However, 
Fraser’s (1995) analytical distinction between economic-political and cultural injustice, by 
which she separates these forms of politics, is not accepted by this research. The distinction 
advocates an additive approach, one that does not take into account the fact that issues of 
culture, identity and social institutions are inextricably intertwined with economic and 
political issues. Each is embedded in and has implications for the other (Young 1997; Lykke 
2011).7 The processes of identification in the villages, discussed above, demonstrate this link 
between the two politics. Power relations produce Dalit women’s ‘low’ caste-class-gender 
identity, which is marked by their resource disentitlement and economic dependence on 
others. Disturbing these identity constructions, therefore, is vital, because it creates structural 
discontinuities that support entitlement processes and lead to social change. 
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Dalit women’s collective agency thus can be conceived as holding instrumental value, due to 
its securing institutionally legitimised entitlements, as well as expressive value, due to its 
affirming the identity and human dignity (and so moral right to resources) of these women 
(Rajagopal 2003). Positive caste and gender identification both strengthened their ingrained 
sense that they should have equality of status and resources, as evidenced in discussions on 
religious rights and developments in other villages to which they felt equally entitled. In this 
sense, the goal of cultural empowerment is not solely to elevate the social status of Dalit 
women to that of full partners in social life. It is also to challenge the dominant cultural 
ideology, which seeks to strip women of access to and control over resources. What is 
required, therefore, is a sustained effort to generate a social consensus on new structural 
norms and entitlements for Dalit women, in order to ensure durable social change. In sum, 
instead of rating one of these two political strategies above the other, one should consider 
them mutually reinforcing in removing structural inequalities. Taken individually, each is 
insufficient to ensure that Dalit women get the resources they are entitled to, and insufficient 
to ensure their wider emancipation.  
 
8.5 Challenges Ahead  
Overall, this research seeks to reinstate an understanding of human rights that is founded on 
the actual sites of resistance and struggle by individuals and communities. In calling for the 
eradication of ‘narrative monopolies’ in human rights theory and practice, Baxi reminded us 
that it is the local and not the global that is ‘the crucial locus of struggles for the enunciation, 
implementation and enjoyment of human rights’ (1998: 148). To acknowledge this is to 
recognise Dalit women in ways that move beyond abstractions of ‘poor, low caste females’ 
that do not touch upon the terms of resource distribution. It is to recognise them as people 
with dignity, entitlements and freedoms. It is also to recognise that while human rights may 
be universal, the risk of rights violations is not (Farmer 1999). Hence, there is a need to 
understand the structuring of social difference in local contexts. This focus on the local 
becomes even more critical in the context of economic globalisation, which is exacerbating 
socio-economic inequalities and exclusion. The forging of critical linkages between these 
local and universal narratives of human rights demands that those who pronounce on human 
rights standards are self-reflexive regarding the power relations between them and those 
experiencing rights violations and struggling for their rights.  
 
This research has argued that human rights law and practice will begin to converge only if 
rights struggles are placed within specific socio-historical contexts. The interests that a right 
represents for people positioned differently within multiple power relations must be 
investigated. This will necessarily entail overcoming divisions between state and non-state 
power holders; between economy and politics; between civil-political and socio-economic 
rights; between redistribution and recognition. It will require viewing human rights as equally 
about processes of collective action as about legal standards, as well as about outcomes that 
guarantee substantive equality to excluded social groups. A focus on collective action to 
secure entitlements also emphasises that while human rights are primarily the rights of 
individuals, these individuals are located within relational and situational contexts. Strategies 
accordingly need to be based on an understanding of the ways in which these relationships 
and conditions shape people’s sense of, as well as their actual choices, rights and 
entitlements. They also need to be grounded in an intersectional perspective. Such a 
perspective offers a dynamic view of agency based on a person’s position within her lifecycle 
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and her ability to manoeuvre within multiple power relations. Developing strategies from this 
perspective strengthens a rights-based development approach. At the heart of its 
conceptualisation is the transformation of inequitable power relations that perpetuate 
structural injustices. This re-politicises development strategies involving law, structures, 
institutions, power and agency, in order to achieve social and economic justice.  
 
Translated into an operational strategy, this means building flexible, long-term and sustained 
development interventions that combine three key strategies aiming at structural, cultural and 
institutional change. One is facilitating collective action in order for Dalit women to secure 
the entitlements and freedoms that they make priorities in their lives. This should take into 
account their continually evolving definitions of livelihood interests and opportunities as they 
gain access to information and alternative discourses. A second strategy is countering the 
socio-cultural norms that silence Dalit women and naturalise their lesser access to resources 
and power. This requires tackling both caste and gender norms. It is necessary to address the 
power, prejudices and discrimination inherent in these norms, and build social relations based 
on equality. These two strategies call attention to the intertwining of struggles for economic 
redistribution with those of cultural recognition in removing structural inequalities. The third 
strategy is the promotion of wider institutional reforms that socially and formally legitimise 
Dalit women’s entitlements and freedoms. Reforms should simultaneously establish an 
impartial and corruption-free political environment that is conducive to the women pressing 
their claims. These three strategies take precedence over those enhancing economic 
productivity and economic self-reliance, such as government micro-credit schemes. These 
three strategies are premised on a comprehensive mapping of power relations and wider 
political and economic conditions, which identifies both opportunities as well as potential 
risks.8 These strategies should take account of the women’s spaces for manoeuvre in fluid 
power contexts, rather than basing interventions solely on an analysis of their structural 
subordination or their livelihood needs. Security should also be seen from their viewpoint, 
and attention paid to livelihood security as well as physical security.  
 
Taking into account power relations and their relational autonomy, effective strategies to 
transform gender inequalities may then require that Dalit women’s individual rights be 
addressed in relation to the broader Dalit community’s rights (Khare 1998; Nyamu-Musembi 
2005). Dalit women’s gender interests can be framed as contributing to the realisation of the 
goal of caste liberation, in which Dalit men have a stake. This strategy of solidarity should be 
combined with helping Dalit men to interrogate how Dalit masculinity is co-constructed by 
caste and gender. These forms of resistance to gender norms rely on negotiation and dialogue 
as opposed to confrontation. The realisation of Dalit women’s rights should be seen as a 
matter both of individual rights and of community interest and commitment (Goonesekere, 
undated; Franco et al. 2000). At the same time, this does not mean stopping the search for 
possible strategies to secure gender interests in particular contexts, by expanding women’s 
perceptions of their own realisable interests in relation to those institutionalised in family and 
social relations. This includes but is not limited to strengthening women’s ‘fallback position’ 
(Sen 1990) in household bargaining over resource control. This fallback position becomes 
stronger as women acquire more resources, knowledge, skills and support networks on which 
to rely in securing livelihood entitlements. Concurrently, institutional rules and practices 
should be changed to reflect women’s socio-political interests and what constitutes legitimate 
resource claims (Goetz 2006). 
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Furthermore, a change in the nature of state obligations is a necessary outcome of accepting 
intersectionality into rights discourse. Difference and the inequalities of power and forms of 
subordination that result are placed at the heart of struggles, rather than formal equality. 
Recent interpretations of international human rights norms support this move. They call for 
state measures to prevent, diminish and eliminate conditions and attitudes which cause or 
perpetuate substantive, multiple discrimination, as well as specific measures to attenuate or 
suppress conditions that reproduce this discrimination (CESCR 2009: paras. 9-10). These 
rights norms have implications for state development policy and planning. They signal the 
need to move beyond treating caste, class (‘the poor’) and gender as discrete categories for 
sectoral planning, as has so far been the case in India’s Five-Year Plans. The argument is that 
separate categorisation fails to meet the specific development needs and priorities of Dalit 
women and other groups at the intersections of multiple social categories. Instead, 
development strategies and programmes must examine the intersections of the caste category 
with other key identities such as gender. As for gender mainstreaming, greater inclusion 
necessarily means recognising the differences among women, and integrating caste concerns 
into gender policy in India. A positive step in this direction came from the Working Group on 
Women’s Empowerment for the Eleventh Five-Year Plan (2006: 80), which stated that 
intersectionality should be incorporated as a guiding principle of gender planning. The final 
Plan (Planning Commission 2008: 195), however, did not go so far in its wording. Instead, it 
introduced a section on marginalised women, including scheduled caste women, in 
recognition of their vulnerability and the multiple discrimination they face.  
 
The challenges of incorporating intersectionality into development planning, therefore, are 
first to broaden conceptual understanding. Gender is not the only category that intersects with 
others, and so policy should deal with all intersecting categories. Second, policies and 
mechanisms need to be evolved to ensure increasing participation by currently ‘invisible’ 
intersectional identity groups in agenda-setting and decision-making on development. Third, 
emphasis should be placed on development interventions, to foster political consciousness 
and empowerment among these groups. These interventions must transcend the narrow focus 
on economic empowerment in the government’s micro-credit sangam/SHG model. This 
would re-politicise and deepen notions of participation and empowerment in ways that 
challenge inequitable relations of power.  
 
In this manner, the boundaries of human rights work expand beyond remedying rights 
violations to transforming the inequitable power relations and structures underlying such 
violations. At the heart of this work must be contextualised rights-based development 
strategies. These strategies should aim to enable socially excluded actors to develop a sense 
of entitlement and exercise their agency to secure the entitlements and concomitant freedoms 
that they themselves have made priorities. These strategies must envisage and operationalise 
changes at the structural, cultural and institutional levels, so as to ensure substantive equality. 
All this further aids the project of legitimising human rights as a transcultural framework that 
is grounded in a common ethic of human dignity and that encompasses a committed human 
rights practice.  
 
                                                 
1  The Society for Education and Rural Development promotes people's movements among the unorganised sector, 

empowering especially rural Dalits, Adivasis and women to assert their political rights, access economic 
opportunities and gain equal status in Tamil society.  
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2  In this regard, Khare (1998) referred to discourses of faith—that is, Hindu karma and dharma principles 

interpreted/reinterpreted in accordance with human rights-based notions of equality and justice—which in certain 
situations might bolster the strength and legitimacy of women’s claims, instead of secular human rights.  

3  For example, case law on forced disappearances has used the notion of a state’s failure to exercise due diligence to 
prevent, or investigate and punish acts of violence (see Velasquez-Rodriguez vs Honduras (1988) 4 Inter. Am. Ct. 
HR, Ser. C, No. 4). Similarly, state accountability has been extended to the failure to protect women from domestic 
violence by male family members (see Maria da Penha vs Brazil (2000) Case 12.051, Report No. 54/01, 
OEA/Ser.L/V/II.111 Doc. 20 rev. at 704). 

4  Collins (1990: 226) suggests that unlike race (caste) and class, fewer comparable institutional bases for challenging 
gender norms exist because gender cross-cuts these other structures. 

5  The indivisibility and interdependence of rights have been affirmed inter alia in the Vienna Declaration on Human 
Rights (World Conference on Human Rights 1993), and General Comment 9 of the Committee on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights (1998a). 

6  This corresponds to feminist legal arguments based on the linkages between structural discrimination against 
women in socio-economic development, and civil-political rights violations in the form of violence against women. 
There is therefore a need to collapse both sets of rights in order to emancipate women (Sullivan 1995). 

7  Fraser herself seems to shift towards acknowledging this inter-linkage in her later writing, which conceptualises 
struggles for recognition in such a way that they can be integrated with struggles for redistribution, rather than 
displacing or undermining them (Fraser 2000).  

8  Rai (2008) argued for power mapping based on the often-quoted case of the Women’s Development Programme in 
Rajasthan, northern India, which aimed to empower marginalised women to act as agents of change in their 
communities. Physical threats and resistance to their work aside, local worker Bhanwari Devi was gang-raped by 
dominant caste men after undertaking a campaign against child marriages in her village. Similarly, Irudayam et al. 
(2006) also note retaliatory violence against Dalit women for collectively asserting their rights. 
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Annexure I  
Fieldwork Data Collected 

 
I.  Participant Observation: 
 Participant observation in all three villages, including informal conversations and 

participation in Dalit colony events as well as participation in Dalit women’s movement 
meetings in both districts. 

 Participant observation in external Dalit women’s movement meetings outside the villages 
along with the women villagers. 

 
II. Informal Interviews: 

1.   Dalit women sangam participants: 
 Kovilur village: interviews with three past/present sangam leaders and eight members 
 Vettriyur village: interviews with three past/present sangam leaders and eight members 
 Mallibakkam village: interviews with three past/present sangam leaders and seven members 

2.   Dalit men: 
 Kovilur village: individual interviews with three Dalit men; group interview with Dalit male 

leaders 
 Vettriyur village: individual interviews with two Dalit men, including the village leader 
 Mallibakkam village: individual interviews with two Dalit men; group interview with Dalit 

men 

3.   Other villagers: 
 Kovilur village: individual interviews with dominant caste SHG leader in main village and 

Nāttukottai Chettiyar landlord 
 Vettriyur village: interviews with group of 3-4 Dalit women in two neighbouring villages of 

Mannur and Aruppur;  
 Mallibakkam village: individual interviews with dominant caste Reddiyar man and Vanniyar 

woman SHG leader; joint interview with two dominant caste Sembhadavar woman sangam 
members 

4.  Local social activists: 
 Interviews with A.M. Veronnika, Director, Vidiyal NGO, main organiser of women in 

Kovilur and Vettriyur villages 
 Interviews with D. Kalvikkarasi, main organiser of women in Mallibakkam village 
 Interviews with two Dalit women’s liberation movement leaders in Sivagangai district; one 

group interview with Dalit women’s liberation movement leaders 
 Interviews with local social activists G. Santhanamary, S. Namasivaiyam, R. Karuppaiah and 

Dr M. Subramaniam in Sivagangai district 
 Interviews with three local social activists J. Pramila, A. Komala and N. Rani in 

Kanchipuram/ Villupuram districts 
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5.  Government officials: 
 Kovilur village: individual interviews with current village administrative officer and current 

panchayat President 
 Vettriyur village: interview with dominant caste panchayat President from Vilapatti village, a 

former village administrative officer and a retired Tahsildar 
 Mallibakkam village: individual interviews with current Dalit male panchayat President Ravi 

from the village, village administrative officer, block-level Adi Dravidar Welfare Officer and 
two block development office officials 

 District-level government officials: individual interviews with three Mahalir Thittham 
officials, an Adi Dravidar Welfare Officer and a Project Officer for the District Rural 
Development Authority 

6.  Other state and national-level social activists: 
 Interview with Tamil Nadu Dalit Women’s Movement Coordinator, A. Magimai 
 Interview with SRED Founder-President, N. Fatima Burnad 
 Interview with Tamil Nadu Dalit women’s activist, A. Esther Jeyarani 
 Interview with three Tamil Nadu Dalit movement leaders representing three main Dalit 

castes: R. Chandra Bose, Thiyagi Immanuel Peruvai Iyakkam; A. Nagaraj, Adi Thamizhar 
Peruvai; A. Vinoth, Adi Thamizhar Viduthalai Iyakkam 

 Interview with EVIDENCE Executive Director, V. Kathir 
 Interview with EVIDENCE Programme Director, R. Thilagam 
 Interview with National Dalit Movement for Justice Convener, Dr S.D.J.M. Prasad 
 Interview with Centre for Social Equity and Inclusion Director, Annie Namala 
 Phone interview with Safai Karmachari Andolan Convenor, Bejawada Wilson 
 
III. Focus Group Interviews: 
 One in each village with group of Dalit women who participate/d in the sangams, both 

leaders and members 
 
IV. Quantitative Survey on Livelihood Status and Priorities of Dalit Women  
      in 2010 
 Kovilur village: all 43 Dalit Arunthathiyar and Paraiyar households with residents in the 

village 
 Vettriyur village: all 19 Dalit Pallar households comprising the village 
 Mallibakkam village: 80 Dalit Paraiyar and Puthurai Vannar households, amounting to 

approximately 20 percent of Dalit households in the village 
 
V.  Documentary Sources: 
 Petitions to government officials from Dalit women or men, government documents and court 

orders regarding the livelihood entitlement struggle in each village. 
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Human Rights as Practice:  
 

Dalit Women’s Collective Action to Secure Livelihood Entitlements 
in rural South India 

 
Summary 

 
This study investigates the processes by which Dalit women in rural South India secure 
livelihood entitlements, understood as protected access to and command over livelihood 
resources. It is based on ethnographic fieldwork in three villages across the state of Tamil Nadu, 
where Dalit women engage in struggles to secure or protect livelihood entitlements such as 
housing land or work. Through this study of three entitlement struggles, the aim was to 
understand how these women organise and evolve collective action strategies to claim livelihood 
resources in contexts where social exclusion processes frame their actions. Agency in this regard 
entails the women developing a sense of entitlement to needed resources that is translated into 
action to secure entitlements. Such actions challenge the structural inequalities that lie at the roots 
of entitlement failure. Understanding their agency requires investigation of how caste, class and 
gender mutually construct each other and shape social relations of power within specific contexts. 
These intersecting axes of difference are expressed in the social norms and practices of formal 
and informal institutions mediating Dalit women’s resource claims. Within this institutional 
arena, the power dynamics between these women and different state and non-state actors 
continuously condition and, in turn, are conditioned by the women’s collective action.  
 
The first case study presents a successful struggle by Dalit women to secure housing entitlements, 
specifically housing land in their names, in a general mixed-caste context. Concurrent to, and 
influencing the course of, this struggle over material resources is a complementary struggle over 
symbolic resources in the form of temple rights. Both struggles support the transformation of 
Dalit’s ‘low’ caste identity and disentitlement. The second case study shifts to a semi-feudal 
context marked by an informal governance system controlled by a dominant caste community. 
Here, Dalit women cultivators are engaged in an ongoing struggle to secure agricultural land title. 
This struggle illuminates the interaction between formal and informal institutions, which 
produces competing notions of rights, entitlements and obligations around which the women 
must manoeuvre. The third case study examines an unsuccessful struggle Dalit fisherwomen 
undertook to stop the operation of a shrimp farm in their coastal village and thereby protect their 
existing entitlements to traditional fishing work, good health and decent living standards. 
Highlighted are the contradictions produced by the state’s macro-economic policies and its 
obligations and practices to protect the livelihoods of socially excluded citizens.  
 
The framework developed for this research rests on three pillars. One is an entitlement systems 
approach, which focuses on the structures behind actual entitlement positions and the processes 
through which rights are operationalised as protected entitlements. This approach, grounded in 
the political economy of human rights, recognises that Dalit women’s non-enjoyment of socio-
economic rights stems not merely from non-availability of resources, but also from unequal 
distribution. Attention is thereby called to the interactions between different regularised, 
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institutional arrangements for establishing legitimate claims to resources. These include state 
arrangements, social institutions and human rights. Power relations determine which rules apply 
and whose interests prevail in contestations over resources. It is in this context that collective 
action becomes a legitimate strategy utilised when livelihood needs are not met as a result of 
entitlement failure. 
 
Secondly, complementing an understanding of how Dalit women secure entitlements is social 
exclusion, which elucidates the structural and socio-historical causes for durable entitlement 
deprivation and poverty. Social relations of power and dynamic processes ensure that Dalit 
women are systematically excluded from access to the economic, political and socio-cultural 
resources that would enable their participation as equal partners in Indian society. Resource 
distribution and power configurations pertinent to all three entitlement struggles are therefore 
mapped in order to understand how Dalit women negotiate multiplex power relations within 
contexts of exclusion and subordination.  
 
Thirdly, this study uses an actor-oriented and intersectional approach. An orientation towards 
Dalit women as actors focuses on their subjectivities and agency. Despite structures of inequality, 
these women always have the ability to use their knowledge and manoeuvre within power 
relations and other constraints in order to engage in the micro-politics of collectively developing 
their livelihoods. From this perspective, Dalit women – and not external development interveners 
such as the NGOs in all three villages – are the driving agents for entitlement struggles. This is 
because the women’s actions are continually redefined and attributed meaning through their 
interactions with other actors. Intersectionality complements as it deepens this orientation. The 
complex interconnections between structural axes of difference generate Dalit women’s unique 
position within power relations. From this position, they construct their interests, identities and 
agency, which cannot be reduced to the influence of one dominant axis. 
 
Through primarily participant observation, informal interviews and discussions with the women, 
Dalit women’s representations and interpretations of their agency are uncovered. This also 
unearths the underlying meanings, beliefs and values behind entitlements and their actions. These 
women’s exercise of collective agency is examined from three angles: their construction of 
collective identity as Dalit women entitled to livelihood resources, the discourses they utilise to 
frame their actions, and the strategies they evolve to secure entitlements. From this emerge the 
enabling and constraining factors – relational, institutional and contextual – for Dalit women to 
secure entitlements and transform power relations.  
 
The three case studies of entitlement struggles that empirically comprise this research support an 
understanding of human rights as practice. They suggest ways to operationalise practical, long-
term and sustainable rights-based development strategies with excluded social actors such as 
Dalit women. These strategies are founded on the indivisibility of rights, where civil-political 
freedoms of association, voice and movement are prerequisites for realising socio-economic 
rights, while minimum enjoyment of the latter rights is required to assert the former. They are 
further based on the idea of power extending beyond the state to its diffusion throughout society 
and inherence in social institutions and interactions. At their core is context and power attendant 
collective action based on actors’ perceptions and priorities regarding their just entitlements. 
Collective action occurs in the wider political arena comprising multiple, interacting formal state 
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and informal social institutions embodied by state and non-state actors. Through exercising their 
agency to secure entitlements and freedoms, actors then generate discourses constitutive of 
human rights.  
 
Catalysing Dalit women’s agency are external development interveners in the form of local 
NGOs. Dalit women heading or staffing the NGOs play a critical bridging role as development 
brokers, influencing the women’s social interfaces with the state. They compensate for the 
women’s exclusion from knowledge/power regarding formal institutional processes and politics 
at the same time as they introduce the women to new discourses on their entitlements and 
collective power to act. This requires them to simultaneously translate formal institutional 
processes for the women while shaping the women’s demands into viable claims on the state. 
Given socio-historical models of hierarchical patron-client relations governing village life, 
however, development brokers often tread a fine line between directing as opposed to facilitating 
collective action. Moreover, the development discourses introduced by multiple development 
interveners can be contradictory, shifting focus away from sustained political organising towards 
the disempowering discourse of service delivery or individual economic empowerment promoted 
by the state government.  
 
Dalit women’s agency is shown to be irreducible to the exercise of autonomous, free will to resist 
conditions of subordination and pursue one’s interests implied by liberal human rights theory. 
Instead, it is better understood in relation to structural power, in terms of the caste, class and 
gender norms, practices and discourses as well as political interactions occurring during 
entitlement struggles. It is these workings of power which produce the women’s perceptions of 
their interests and entitlements, their organisational capacities and different spaces to manoeuvre 
within social relations, as well as the range of possible actions to secure entitlements. At the same 
time, Dalit women’s agency is grounded in the complexity of intersectional identities and the 
sometimes conflicting interests they engender, as well as social connectedness and 
interdependency. These points are evidenced below in terms of women’s organisation and 
engagement in collective action.  
 
In all three struggles, Dalit women’s organisational capacity and confidence to exercise voice and 
agency depend on their forging an independent collective identity and interests as Dalit women. 
This is achieved through development interveners introducing discursive shifts in the women’s 
positioning within gender and caste relations. An alternative discourse of collective Dalit female 
power is constructed by reshaping Dalit caste identity in positive terms primarily through the 
medium of symbolic resources. Interconnected with this is the re-valourising of gender identity 
through introducing discourses of women’s necessity for successful claims, thus delinking from 
gender norms excluding women from public-political action. At the same time, women’s 
practical actions reveal how they reinterpret development discourses on equality and power as 
they negotiate a number of barriers to full participation. These barriers include illiteracy, lack of 
spare time, dependency on their male family members both emotionally and in an economy of 
survival, and historical patterns of dependency on patrons. 
 
These women’s identity-based organisation calls attention to the interconnections between 
struggles over entitlements and struggles over identity or recognition. This is particularly the case 
where identity and the social exclusion it produces are integral to determining resource 



191 
 

entitlements through social institutions. Furthermore, entitlement struggles encompass struggles 
over the meanings attached to women’s identities in terms of capacities for voice, political agency 
and control over resources. Historical relations of caste patronage and interdependency that 
accompanied Dalit disentitlement, moreover, ensure that struggles over economic resources are 
struggles for both economic and symbolic separation from these relations. Identity and dignity 
thus have significant and even sometimes overriding influence in determining Dalit women’s 
livelihood priorities, organisation and agency.  
 
Moreover, Dalit women’s identification and positioning within intersecting social axes reveal the 
explanatory limitations of the exclusion/inclusion binary and the automatic linking of exclusion 
with lack of agency. Social exclusion processes are shown to exclude Dalit women as well as 
include them on adverse terms. At the same time, exclusion simultaneously produces different 
spaces for manoeuvre in exercising agency. Existing networks of female solidarity, formed by 
shared experiences of segregation, exclusion and the caste and gender divisions of labour, support 
the construction of collective Dalit female identity and agency. Their political exclusion and 
greater social isolation from patron-client modelled local politics, co-option via corruption and 
inter-caste interactions as compared to Dalit men also ensures that Dalit women enjoy greater 
independence in exercising agency.  
 
Power relations then shape Dalit women’s pathways to entitlement in several ways. First, they 
rely on state institutions as a counter-balance to informal institutions reflecting social norms of 
disentitlement, patronage relations and dependence. The influence of dominant caste-class norms 
on formal institutional arenas and the inter-linkages between formal and informal institutional 
actors based primarily on caste and class, however, constrain the endorsement of Dalit women’s 
resource claims by state actors. Given Dalit women’s relative lack of economic resources and 
socio-political networks, this also produces limited allies among government officials based on 
Dalit identity or castes without local socio-political ties. Moreover, Dalit women’s entitlement 
struggles play out on an unequal political terrain. Therein their lesser economic and political 
power compared to other (dominant caste-class) actors obstructs their ability to secure 
entitlements when these conflict with the state’s macro-economic policies and its practices of 
corruption. The consequences are to entrench Dalit women’s exclusion and social inequalities in 
new ways, with negative implications for caste, class and gender power relations. 
 
Secondly, Dalit women tend to position themselves as working for their family and community 
development and security due to the dominant caste-class influence over the Dalits’ situation of 
livelihood deprivation and opposition to their resource claims. Though demanding resources in 
their names, they do not position themselves as opponents challenging gender subordination. 
Demonstrating the utility of their collective action and investing in female family members both 
lessens male opposition and enables the women to renegotiate gender roles. Part of this 
renegotiation involves reproducing the gender division of labour and working around, as opposed 
to challenging, male control over female sexuality. This is further complicated by kinship norms 
and intra-gender household dynamics between women, through which gender identity is 
constituted and compensatory power granted to women. Women’s spaces to manoeuvre within 
power relations in engaging in collective action, therefore, involved both exercising power and 
reproducing power inequalities. This process yields new if divergent understandings and 
valuations of women’s roles as they pushed at structural boundaries. 
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Thirdly, the political strategies in which Dalit women engage remain flexible, adapting to the 
anticipated and actual reactions of other actors. Hence, the women draw upon multiple discourses 
related to formal institutional norms or different aspects of their caste, class and gender identities 
in strategically framing their petitions to resonate with state officials and/or counter perceived 
biases from these officials. This is often accompanied by a wide range of institutional and non-
institutional tactics. Institutional tactics such as formal petitions to state officials often reveal to 
the women the interactions between informal and formal institutional norms and actors, the 
contradictions within the hierarchical organisation of the state itself and state corruption 
distorting entitlement systems. All these state practices reproduce Dalit women’s exclusion. In 
response, the women often have to resort to non-institutional tactics such as public protests and 
direct confrontations with opposing actors in order to push the legitimacy of their claims. The 
state, however, can use physical violence to reinforce structural violence against Dalit women and 
silence their voices and claims. 
 
Through exercising their agency and overcoming the constraints within their contexts, Dalit 
women may then acquire access to resources. This does not necessarily translate, however, into 
effective control over those resources in their use. At one level, this distinction between access 
and control emerges through state practices vis-à-vis state entitlement arrangements granting 
formal entitlement without actual possession of the resource. At another level, development 
interventions may shape Dalit women’s willingness to secure resources in their names as a form 
of security vis-à-vis their families, but not confront gender inequalities inhering in informal 
institutional norms on control over resource use or inheritance. This situation, however, has to be 
understood in terms of the different cultural meanings attributed to different resources and 
equitable resource shares embedded in social practices such as dowry and old-age social security. 
Only by understanding these cultural meanings can one then determine which resources offer the 
best leverage for realising effective access to and command over resources for Dalit women. 
 
The research suggests three key, interconnected strategies to ensure rights-based entitlements and 
freedoms. One is facilitating collective action in order for excluded social actors to secure their 
prioritised entitlements and freedoms. Second is countering the socio-cultural norms silencing 
Dalit women and naturalising their lesser access to resources and power. Third is promoting 
wider institutional reforms that both socially and formally legitimise Dalit women’s entitlements 
and freedoms as well as establish an impartial and corruption-free environment conducive to the 
women pressing their claims.  
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Mensenrechten als dagelijkse praktijk 
 

Collectieve actie van Dalit vrouwen voor basisrechten  
in ruraal Zuid India 

 
Samenvatting 

 
Dit onderzoek beschrijft de wijze waarop Dalit vrouwen op het platteland van Zuid-India zich 
trachten te verzekeren van structureel beschermde toegang tot en zeggenschap over 
productiemiddelen die ten grondslag liggen aan een leefbaar bestaan (livelihood entitlements). De 
studie baseert zich op etnografisch veldwerk in drie dorpen in de staat Tamil Nadu. Dalit 
vrouwen zetten zich daar in voor hun rechten op bestaansmiddelen, werk bijvoorbeeld of land om 
huizen op te bouwen. Het onderzoek in deze drie dorpen had tot doel inzicht te krijgen in de wijze 
waarop de vrouwen zich collectief organiseren en actiestrategieën ontwikkelen om vanuit een 
context van sociale uitsluitingsprocessen toegang tot productiemiddelen te verzekeren. Het 
vermogen tot zelfstandig optreden (agency) vergt hier dat de vrouwen inzicht ontwikkelen in hun 
rechten op de noodzakelijke productiemiddelen, Dat inzicht wordt omgezet in actie om de 
structurele ongelijkheid te bestrijden die ten grondslag ligt aan de niet-verwezenlijking van 
sociaaleconomische rechten. 
 
Om zulk strategisch optreden te vatten moest worden nagegaan hoe in specifieke situaties kaste, 
klasse en gender elkaar wederkerig raken en sociale machtsrelaties bepalen. Op dit institutionele 
vlak wordt de machtsdynamiek tussen deze Dalit vrouwen en verschillende statelijke en niet-
statelijke actoren voortdurend beïnvloed door collectieve actie en de in reactie daarop 
gemobiliseerde tegenkrachten.  
 
De eerste casestudie beschrijft een succesvolle strijd van Dalit vrouwen in een dorp waarin de 
kasten gemengd samenwonen. Op het spel stond verwezenlijking van het recht op onderdak, met 
name door  land op eigen naam te verkrijgen teneinde daarop huizen te kunnen bouwen. Parallel 
aan deze inzet voor materiële bestaansmiddelen liep een conflict over symbolische aanspraken in 
de vorm van tempelrechten. Beide campagnes waren gericht op verandering van de ‘lage’ 
kastenidentiteit van Dalits en verkrijging van hun door de eeuwen heen ontzegde rechten.  
 
De tweede casestudie betreft een semi-feodale context die wordt gekenmerkt door een informeel 
bestuursstelsel, beheerst door een dominante kastegemeenschap. Hier voeren Dalit boerinnen een 
aanhoudende strijd voor door rechten beschermde aanspraken op landbouwgrond. Dit conflict 
illustreert de interactie tussen formele en informele instituties waaruit tegengestelde opvattingen 
voortvloeien aangaande aanspraken, rechten en verplichtingen. In die complexe dynamiek wordt 
de strijd van deze vrouwen voortgezet.  
 
De derde casestudie richt zich op een actie tegen de komst van een grote commerciële 
garnalenkwekerij in een kustdorp. De Dalit vrouwen streden voor bescherming van hun bestaande 
visrechten, het recht op gezondheid en hun basisaanspraken op een behoorlijk bestaan.  Maar dit 
collectieve protest faalde. In deze casus ligt de nadruk op de tegenstelling tussen ontwikkeling 
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van bovenaf—gestuurd vanuit macro-economisch overheidsbeleid—en de falende inzet van de 
overheid tot nakoming van haar verplichtingen tot bescherming van de bestaansmiddelen van alle 
burgers inclusief de sociaal uitgeslotenen.  
 
Voor het onderzoek naar de collectieve inzet van Dalit’ vrouwen voor reële basisrechten in de 
dagelijkse praktijk van ruraal Zuid India is in deze studie een kader ontwikkeld vanuit drie 
verschillende invalshoeken. De eerste behelst een systeemanalyse van toegang tot en 
zeggenschap over de productiemiddelen die ten grondslag liggen aan het dagelijks bestaan 
(entitlement systems), gericht op de structuren achter formele en informele rechtsposities en de 
processen waarin aanspraken worden gerealiseerd op basis van door de wet gegarandeerde 
rechten. Deze benadering richt zich primair op de politiek-economische aspecten van de 
mensenrechten. Wezenlijk hierin is de erkenning dat Dalit vrouwen in de praktijk van alledag 
geen sociaaleconomische rechten genieten, niet alleen omdat de bestaansmiddelen voor de hele 
plaatselijke gemeenschap ontoereikend zijn, maar ook vanwege de ongelijke verdeling ervan. 
Hierbij wordt bijzondere aandacht gegeven aan de interactie tussen verschillende institutionele 
regelingen voor het maken van aanspraken op productiemiddelen. Het gaat daarbij om zowel 
overheidsregelingen en sociaal-culturele normen als de internationaal en nationaal formeel 
aanvaarde mensenrechten. Als in de praktijk van dag tot dag toegang tot en zeggenschap over de 
bestaansmiddelen worden betwist, blijken niet mensenrechten maar machtsverhoudingen 
doorslaggevend. Het is in deze context dat collectieve actie door mensen die structureel 
tekortkomen een legitieme strategie wordt. 
 
Een tweede perspectief richt zich op de sociaal-culturele positie van Dalit vrouwen die hun 
continue ontzegging van rechten en de daaruit voortvloeiende armoede kan verklaren. Sociale 
machtsverhoudingen en dynamische processen brengen mee dat Dalit vrouwen systematisch de 
toegang wordt ontzegd tot de economische, politieke en sociaal-culturele middelen die hen in 
staat zouden moeten stellen tot volwaardige deelname aan het maatschappelijk leven. Daarom 
worden voor alle drie de casestudies de verdeling van bestaansmiddelen en de concrete 
machtsverhoudingen in kaart gebracht. Zo ontstaat inzicht in de wijze waarop Dalit vrouwen 
omgaan met gecompliceerde machtsverhoudingen in de context van uitsluiting en 
ondergeschiktheid.  
 
Als derde perspectief kiest dit onderzoek voor een actorgerichte en ‘intersectionele’ benadering. 
Door Dalit vrouwen als ‘actor’ te beschouwen komt de nadruk te liggen op hun 
rechtspersoonlijkheid en zelfstandigheid. Ondanks de structuren van ongelijkheid blijken deze 
vrouwen steeds in staat hun kennis toe te passen en binnen machtsverhoudingen en andere 
beperkingen zodanig te manoeuvreren dat ze zich kunnen toeleggen op micropolitieke actie met 
als doel gezamenlijk hun bestaansmiddelen op een leefbaar niveau te krijgen. Vanuit dit 
perspectief zijn het de Dalit vrouwen zelf—en niet van buitenaf interveniërenden zoals de niet-
gouvernementele organisaties (ngo’s)—die in de campagnes als aansturende kracht fungeren. Dit 
komt doordat de acties van de vrouwen voortdurend worden geherdefinieerd en nieuwe betekenis 
krijgen door interacties met andere actoren. Het intersectionaliteitsaspect vormt hierop een 
aanvulling, als verdieping van deze invalshoek. De complexe onderlinge verbanden tussen 
verschillende structurele verbindingen geven Dalit vrouwen een unieke positie binnen de 
machtsverhoudingen. Vanuit deze positie bepalen zij hun belangen, identiteiten en 
zelfstandigheid; dat kan niet worden teruggebracht tot de invloed van slechts één dominante lijn. 
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Voornamelijk door middel van participerende observatie, informele interviews en discussies 
wordt beschreven op welke wijze Dalit vrouwen hun zelfstandigheid bezien en interpreteren. Zo 
worden ook de onderliggende betekenissen, overtuigingen en waarden achter hun activiteiten en 
hun beroep op rechten verhelderd. Het zelfstandig collectief optreden van deze vrouwen wordt 
vanuit drie perspectieven onderzocht: de keuze voor een collectieve identiteit als Dalit vrouwen 
die recht hebben op structurele bestaansmiddelen, de vertogen waarin ze hun activiteiten 
inkaderen en de strategieën die ze ontwikkelen om hun recht ook daadwerkelijk te halen. Hieruit 
komt naar voren welke relationele, institutionele en contextuele factoren  Dalit vrouwen beperken 
of het hun juist mogelijk maken hun rechten te verwezenlijken en de machtsverhoudingen te 
veranderen.  
 
De drie casestudies illustreren de betekenis van mensenrechten als politiek-economische praktijk. 
Voor sociaal uitgesloten actoren zoals Dalit vrouwen leveren ze richtlijnen op voor praktische, 
duurzame en op reële rechten gebaseerde ontwikkelingsstrategieën. Die strategieën zijn gebaseerd 
op de ondeelbaarheid van rechten, waarbij de burgerlijke en politieke vrijheden van 
meningsuiting, vereniging en vergadering en mobiliteit een voorwaarde zijn voor het realiseren 
van sociaaleconomische rechten. Wederkerig is een minimumgenot van de tweede categorie 
rechten noodzakelijk om iets te kunnen hebben aan de rechten uit de eerste categorie. De 
strategieën zijn voorts gebaseerd op het idee dat macht zich uitstrekt tot voorbij het 
overheidsniveau, inherent is aan sociale instituties en interacties en zich dus doet gelden in het 
hele maatschappelijk gebeuren. Centraal hierin staat context- en macht gerelateerde collectieve 
actie die is gebaseerd op de percepties en prioriteiten van de actoren. Collectieve actie 
manifesteert in de bredere politieke arena, die een veelvoud kent aan op elkaar reagerende 
formele overheidsinstellingen en particuliere organisaties. Door zelfstandig op te treden om 
vrijheden te benutten en hun recht te halen begeven actoren zich allereerst in dialoog met hun 
maatschappelijke omgeving om tenslotte uit te komen op daadwerkelijk genot van 
mensenrechten.  
 
Voor de zelfstandigheid van Dalit vrouwen fungeren lokale ngo’s als katalysator. Dalit vrouwen 
die aan het hoofd staan van of werken voor deze ngo’s spelen als ontwikkelingsmakelaars een 
essentiële verbindingsrol; zij oefenen immers invloed uit op de sociale verbindingen van de 
vrouwen met de overheid. Tegen de uitsluiting van de vrouwen van kennis en macht in formele 
institutionele processen creëren zij ook tegenwicht; tegelijkertijd wijzen zij de vrouwen de weg 
naar nieuwe vertogen over hun rechten en vorming van collectieve kracht om op te treden. 
Hiertoe moeten zij formele politieke en juridische processen voor de vrouwen vertalen en 
tegelijkertijd de eisen van de vrouwen omzetten in haalbare eisen naar de overheid toe. De 
achtergrond van sociaalhistorische modellen van hiërarchische patronageverhoudingen die het 
dorpsleven vanouds beheersen, brengt echter mee dat ontwikkelingsmakelaars zich vaak bewegen 
op de grens tussen dirigeren en faciliteren van collectieve actie. Bovendien kunnen de 
ontwikkelingsvertogen die door verschillende ngo actoren worden opgestart onderling 
tegenstrijdig zijn, waardoor de aandacht wordt verlegd van duurzame politieke organisatie naar 
verlammende discussies over levering van bepaalde diensten of louter versterking van puur 
individuele daadkracht zoals door de overheid beoogd. 
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Duidelijk is dat het zelfstandig optreden van Dalit vrouwen niet kan worden herleid tot het 
uitoefenen van autonome vrije wil tot verzet tegen een leven in louter ondergeschiktheid en tot 
het nastreven van individueel eigen belang, zoals veelal gesteld in liberale mensenrechten 
theorieën. Het gedrag van de vrouwen in discussies en politieke interactie valt beter te begrijpen 
vanuit analyse van structurele machtsverhoudingen met nadruk op kaste, klasse en gendernormen 
en praktijken. Het zijn deze machtsinvloeden die bepalen hoe de vrouwen hun eigen belangen en 
rechten zien, hoe zij hun organisatorische capaciteiten inzetten binnen de marges van sociale 
verhoudingen en hoe zij actie ondernemen om hun recht te halen. Tegelijkertijd is de 
zelfstandigheid van Dalit vrouwen ingebed in het complexe geheel van intersectionele identiteiten 
en de soms tegengestelde belangen die hiermee zijn verbonden. Bepalend zijn natuurlijk ook hun 
sociale verbondenheid en onderlinge afhankelijkheid. Dit alles wordt geanalyseerd in relatie tot 
de organisatiegraad en betrokkenheid van vrouwen bij collectieve actie.  
 
Het organisatorisch vermogen en het zelfvertrouwen van waaruit de vrouwen zich willen laten 
horen en zelfstandig kunnen optreden bleken in alle drie de gevallen afhankelijk te zijn van de 
ontwikkeling van een zelfbewuste collectieve identiteit als Dalit vrouwen. Dit wordt bevorderd 
door ontwikkelingsmakelaars die veranderingen teweegbrengen in de wijze waarop de 
positionering van deze  vrouwen binnen gender- en kaste-verhoudingen wordt bezien en 
besproken. Een alternatief vertoog betreft bijvoorbeeld het op een positieve manier omvormen 
van de Dalit kaste-identiteit, voornamelijk met symbolische hulpmiddelen. Dit hangt samen met 
het herwaarderen van genderidentiteit. Gesprekken worden gevoerd over vrouwenrechten en de 
noodzaak voor vrouwen hun recht te halen. Doel is de genderstereotypen te doorbreken die 
vrouwen uitsluiten van publiekpolitieke actie. Uit het praktisch handelen van de vrouwen blijkt 
hoe zij ontwikkelingsdiscussies over gelijkheid en macht opnieuw interpreteren bij het omgaan 
met belemmeringen voor volwaardige maatschappelijke participatie. Die barrières zijn 
bijvoorbeeld analfabetisme, gebrek aan vrije tijd, afhankelijkheid van mannelijke familieleden 
zowel in emotioneel als in sociaaleconomisch opzicht en door de eeuwen gegroeide 
patronagepatronen. 
 
Zo organiseren deze vrouwen zich op basis van een geherdefinieerde identiteit.  Collectieve actie 
voor rechten wordt dan verbonden met campagnes voor identiteit en erkenning. Sociale 
uitsluiting als gevolg van een opgelegde inferieure identiteit blijkt ook het gebrek aan 
zeggenschap over bestaansmiddelen te bepalen; dus moeten de veranderingsstrategieën zich op 
die samenhang baseren. In campagnes voor het verwezenlijken van rechten wordt aandacht 
gegeven aan het vermogen voor jezelf op te komen, politieke daadkracht en zeggenschap over 
productiemiddelen. Historisch gegroeide patronageverhoudingen  en onderlinge afhankelijkheid 
binnen het kastenstelsel gaan samen met het tekort aan reële rechten voor Dalits; collectieve actie 
voor toegang tot de middelen van bestaan wordt dan ook verbonden met economische en 
symbolische bevrijding uit deze verhoudingen. Zo hebben identiteit en waardigheid een 
belangrijke en soms zelfs doorslaggevende invloed op Dalit vrouwen bij het bepalen van hun 
bestaansprioriteiten, hun wijze van organiseren en hun vermogen tot zelfstandig optreden.  
 
Door de zelfbevestiging en assertieve positionering van Dalit vrouwen binnen deze drie elkaar 
kruisende sociale lijnen wordt duidelijk welke factoren de scheidslijn tussen uitsluiting en 
insluiting bepalen, met nadruk op de functionele relatie tussen uitsluiting en gebrek aan 
zelfstandigheid. Omgekeerd bewerkstelligen processen van sociale uitsluiting van Dalit vrouwen 
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ook dat ze worden opgenomen in een groep (van uitgeslotenen). Tevens schept uitsluiting 
bewegingsruimte bij zelfstandig optreden. Op solidariteit gegronde vrouwennetwerken ontstaan 
vanuit gedeelde ervaringen van ‘apartheid’, politiek-economische uitsluiting en op kaste en 
gender gebaseerd onderscheid in arbeid; die dragen bij aan het ontstaan van een collectieve 
vrouwelijke Dalit-identiteit en -zelfstandigheid. Hun politieke uitsluiting en sociale isolatie van 
patronagemodellen in de lokale politiek en van co-optatie via corruptie en interactie tussen de 
kasten, geeft de vrouwen in vergelijking met Dalit mannen een sterkere onafhankelijkheid als 
basis voor zelfstandig optreden.  
 
In verschillende opzichten beperken machtsverhoudingen de wegen die Dalit vrouwen kunnen 
volgen om hun recht te halen. Overheidsinstellingen zijn bedoeld als tegenwicht voor informele 
regelingen die sociale normen van rechtsontzegging, patronageverhoudingen en afhankelijkheid 
reflecteren. Maar dominante kaste- en klasse-normen op formele institutionele niveaus en de 
onderlinge verbanden tussen formele en informele institutionele actoren die primair op kaste en 
klasse zijn gebaseerd, beperken de rol van overheidsactoren in het gevecht van Dalit vrouwen 
voor hun recht op een leefbaar bestaan. Gezien het gebrek van Dalit vrouwen aan zowel middelen 
van bestaan als invloedrijke sociaal-politieke netwerken, levert de Dalit-identiteit ook niet veel 
medestanders op onder regeringsfunctionarissen. De collectieve acties van Dalit vrouwen worden 
bovendien gevoerd op een ongelijk politiek speelveld. Hun zwakkere economische en politieke 
macht in vergelijking met actoren van de dominante kaste/klasse beperkt hun vermogen recht te 
halen in confrontaties met averechts macro-economisch overheidsbeleid en daarin gewortelde 
corruptiepraktijken. Het gevolg is dat de uitsluiting en sociale ongelijkheid van Dalit vrouwen op 
nieuwe manieren verankerd raken, met negatieve gevolgen voor de toch al slechte 
machtsverhoudingen voortvloeiend uit kaste, klasse en gender. 
 
De negatieve invloed van de dominante kaste/klasse op de zeggenschap van Dalits over 
bestaansmiddelen leidt voorts tot positionering van Dalit vrouwen in werk voor hun gezin en 
gerichtheid op ontwikkeling en veiligheid van hun gemeenschap. Hoewel zij individueel 
aanspraak maken op productiemiddelen, stellen ze zich collectief niet expliciet op als 
tegenstanders van gender-ondergeschiktheid. Maar door het nut van hun collectieve actie aan te 
tonen en te investeren in de daadkracht van vrouwelijke gezinsleden slagen zij er wel in de 
tegenstand van de mannen te verminderden en de genderrolverdeling te veranderen. Zó worden 
de reproductie van het genderonderscheid in de arbeidsverdeling en de mannelijke overheersing 
van de vrouwelijke seksualiteit aangetast. Ook ontlenen vrouwen compenserende macht aan 
familieconventies en aan de intra-gender dynamiek binnen hun gezinnen. De bewegingsruimte 
van vrouwen om collectieve actie op gang te brengen behelst niet alleen het uitoefenen van macht 
maar ook het reproduceren van machts(on)gelijkheid.  Wanneer zij structurele grenzen proberen 
te verleggen leidt dit tot nieuwe, zij het uiteenlopende, opvattingen over en waarderingen van de 
rol van vrouwen. 
 
Tenslotte blijken de politieke strategieën die Dalit vrouwen volgen flexibel te zijn doordat zij zich 
aanpassen aan zowel te verwachten als daadwerkelijke reacties van andere actoren. Zij trachten 
hun verzoeken zo strategisch vorm te geven dat zij weerklank krijgen van 
overheidsfunctionarissen en vooroordelen van zulke gezagsdragers ondermijnen. Dit vereist dat 
de vrouwen de dialoog zoeken in discussies over formele institutionele normen en andere 
aspecten van hun kaste, klasse en genderidentiteit. Hierbij gaat het om een breed spectrum aan 
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institutionele en niet-institutionele tactieken. Bij institutionele tactieken zoals formele verzoeken 
aan overheidsfunctionarissen ervaren vrouwen doorgaans de interactie tussen informele en 
formele institutionele normen en actoren, tegenstellingen in de hiërarchische organisatie van de 
overheid zelf en de corruptie die het systeem van rechtshandhaving sowieso verstoort. Al deze 
overheidspraktijken bevestigen de uitsluiting van Dalit vrouwen. In reactie hierop moeten de 
vrouwen vaak hun toevlucht nemen tot polariserende tactieken zoals openbaar protest en directe 
confrontatie met tegenstanders om zo de rechtmatigheid van hun aanspraken te benadrukken. De 
overheid kan echter het structurele geweld tegen Dalit vrouwen met fysiek geweld kracht 
bijzetten en hen zo het zwijgen opleggen. 
 
Door zelfstandig op te treden en de beperkingen in hun omstandigheden te overwinnen, kunnen 
Dalit vrouwen toegang krijgen tot de middelen van bestaan. Dit vertaalt zich echter niet zonder 
meer in effectieve zeggenschap over het gebruik van die productiemiddelen. Het onderscheid 
tussen toegang en zeggenschap manifesteert zich in overheidspraktijken die formele rechten 
toekennen zonder daadwerkelijk het daarop berustende bezit van het bestaansmiddel in kwestie te 
kunnen garanderen. Nonrecht dus. Toch kunnen ontwikkelingsmakelaars Dalit vrouwen wel 
steunen in hun streven op eigen naam hun recht te halen om zo sterker te staan in hun 
familiebetrekkingen. Maar op die manier wordt nog geen rechtstreeks gevecht aangegaan tegen 
de inherente gender-ongelijkheid in zeggenschap over en gebruik van productiemiddelen en tegen 
het discriminerende erfrecht. Dit situatie moet echter worden bezien tegen de achtergrond van de 
verschillende culturele betekenissen die aan productiemiddelen en de verdeling daarvan worden 
toegedacht, ingebed als die zijn in sociale praktijken zoals bruidsschatten en sociale zekerheid 
voor ouderen. Alleen een goed inzicht in deze culturele zingeving kan antwoord geven op de 
vraag welke politiek-economische veranderingsprocessen effectieve toegang en zeggenschap van 
Dalit vrouwen over de middelen van bestaan kunnen bevorderen. 
 
Dit onderzoek wijst in de richting van drie belangrijke, onderling verbonden strategieën om de 
wettelijk gegarandeerde rechten en vrijheden van Dalit vrouwen in de praktijk van alledag waar 
te maken. De eerste is het faciliteren van collectieve actie om sociaal gemarginaliseerde actoren 
de gelegenheid te geven hun voornaamste rechten en vrijheden te bevechten. De tweede is het 
verzet tegen de sociaal-culturele normen die Dalit vrouwen het zwijgen opleggen en daarmee hun 
beperkte toegang tot productiemiddelen en politieke macht beogen te legitimeren. De derde is het 
bevorderen van brede institutionele hervormingen die zowel formeel als informeel de rechten en 
vrijheden van Dalit vrouwen legitimeren en een onpartijdige corruptievrije omgeving scheppen. 
Zo kunnen deze vrouwen worden gestimuleerd hun rechten eindelijk te doen gelden.  
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