
‘Of Human Bondage’ 
 

     LEFT? RIGHT? WHATEVER. DALITS IN INDIA ARE NO LONGER  
sure who’s their friend and who’s their foe. And yet all are evasive  
about how to abolish inhuman and manual scavenging that some Dalit groups perform to 
clean the atmosphere. In truth Dalits have no option but to engage themselves in this type 
of pre-determined caste-based job to move out of crashing poverty. The adoption of the 
Employment of Manual Scavengers & Construction of Dry Latrines (Prohibition) Act 
1993, has been there for more than a decade and yet eradication of manual scavenging by 
2007, as envisaged in the National Action Plan of Action seems remote. Speaking at the 
review meeting on the eradication of manual scavenging held with representatives of the 
central and state governments in New Delhi in February this year, Justice A S Anand, 
Chairperson of National Human Rights Commission, called on the states to have six-
monthly targets for conversion of dry latrines to wet ones, construction of new latrines 
and for rehabilitation of manual scavengers. The irony of the Dalit liberation scenario is 
no government has yet completed the much needed survey of the extent of manual 
scavenging, not to speak of its abolition. 
 

No doubt it sounds ludicrous in this era of high-tech culture; manual scavenging, 
rather cleaning work is a fact of life for thousands of people who come from a group of 
castes having the dubious distinction of being placed in the lowest rung of the Indian 
caste hierarchy. 

 
Barring a lucky few who have benefited from the reservation and quota politics of 

upper and middle caste ruling elites, most Dalits—they number about 167 million—are 
being forced to toil in the least remunerated and hazardous occupations in the 
unorganised sector, including manual scavenging and cleaning. The National Human 
Rights Commission has not spelt out as to how to liberate nearly 1 million scavengers 
who are considered ‘‘polluters’’ and relegated to the outskirts of society to live a 
derogatory life. Issuing sermons about human rights to the ‘‘untouchables’’ makes little 
sense unless the caste-based and religiously sanctified cleaning work is abolished. 

 
What is more, ‘liberated’ scavengers find themselves in a situation of double tragedy 

because of absence of proper rehabilitation—they somehow survive without dignity and 
hope for a better tomorrow. Liberation or no liberation, they continue to face social 
stigma everywhere. But caste is not on the agenda of the left. Nor does the political right 
thinks in terms of its abolition. The National Human Rights Commission cannot change 
the society’s mindset by convening a meeting or too in a year without interacting with the 
people who really matter. 

 
So long as caste remains a predominantly political discourse in Indian Society, these 

hapless people who have different caste names in different regions—bhangis, chamars, 
churhas, halalkhors, yanadis, balmikis—will continue to clean others’ filth for sheer 
survival. 

 



Reservationists depend on Dalit vote and yet they have no time to think over sanitary 
workers and manual scavengers. And advanced Dalits who have some say in the 
corridors of power today, have so far done precious little to create awareness and 
inculcate human rights culture amongst the most backward and ‘degraded’ masses of the 
society. And dozens of human rights and civil rights bodies that multiply every year are 
more concerned about law and order and human rights abuses by the law enforcing 
authorities, albeit police and paramilitary forces continue to enjoy ‘unlimited’ powers to 
violate human rights in almost all states. 

 
Last year there was an attempt to describe manual scavengers and cleaners as health 

workers to make them dignified before the eyes of the society. It was like Gandhiji’s 
‘harijan idea’ that changed the form to some extent without changing the content. This 
much cosmetics cannot really change the hard reality of age-old caste prejudice. And it 
has not. B R Ambedkar was perhaps right in observing that ‘a bitter thing cannot be made 
sweet’. 

 
Caste bias cannot go through legislation. It requires social dynamics to do away with 

caste. Whether ‘reservation’ politics since the 1950s has succeeded in blunting the edge 
of caste domination is open to question. ‘Quota’ is aimed at perpetuating obnoxious caste 
structure while creating a creamy layer amongst the dalit community. Unless political 
parties look beyond vote manual scavengers will remain scavengers and the National 
Human Rights Commssion could at best organise another meeting to review the past 
meetings on dry latrines and failures of the central and state governments to abolish them. 
????

 


