


Dalit Women and Water

Abstract

The term Dalit means, “crushed” or “broken” and has come to represent those groups which have been
traditionally considered to be outside the women in a hamlet in Mahabubnagar district of Andhra Pradesh
(now Telangana), India, this paper highlights Dalit women'’s experiences related to water use, collection
and access that are often shaped by their caste and gender positions. The study is qualitative in nature
and employs a phenomenological approach with interviews as the data-collection method. Water is
scarce in this community and fetching water often takes place at privately owned wells where
discrimination based on caste and gender can incite violence. The lack of public (i.e. state supported)
water supply and infrastructure further marginalizes Dalits as they have to depend on privately owned
water sources, caste groups. This dependency of Dalits to draw water from sources owned by upper
caste individuals creates space for discrimination against Dalits while reinforcing caste structures.
Experiences of violence and discrimination while collecting water are documented here as is the effort of
women in community to organize and create better access to water.
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regional language'® . The interview guide was
an apt tool for data collection as it allowed the
participants to respond freely and speak about
their opinions and experiences, which was
necessary for this study, and included a range
of questions regarding the use of water, sources
of water, ownership of water, women’s work
and water, impact of caste on access and use

of water, and state intervention. This allowed
for the researcher to document experiences of
the participant in an elaborate form, which was
important for this study. The interviews were
conducted at the residences of the participants
and audio recorded after oral consent was
taken. As the researcher could not speak Telugu,
aresearch facilitator acted as a translator.

The duration of the interviews was between

25 minutes and 70 minutes. The tapes were
translated and transcribed into English for data
analysis.

Thematic analysis was used to analyze the data.
The participant responses were categorized
according to themes. The interview transcripts
were read and re-read. Coding was done
manually, by identifying an important passage,
idea, or experience, which the research
participant shared. Quotes, which appeared to
contain similar content were given the same
code and each code was analyzed to make
meaning of the text. Clusters of themes emerging
from the codes were identified.

Issues of Validity

“Validity refers to the accuracy and
trustworthiness of instruments, data and
findings in research” (Bernard, 2013). This study
was based on a phenomenological methodology
and uses thematic analysis to analyze the data,
which was collected. The interviews were audio
recorded. The audiotapes were transcribed.
The transcripts were manually read, coded

and emerging themes were identified. The
study tried to bring to the fore the everyday
experiences of Dalit women and their access to
water. “The participants’ reflections, conveyed
in their own words, strengthen the face validity
and credibility of the research” (Patton, 2002).

13 See Appendix 1 for the interview guide.

The themes were supported by quotes taken
from the transcripts, the analysis draw directly
from the words of the research participants.

Ethical Procedures

This study dealt with experiences of women,
some of which surrounded physical and
psychological violence perpetrated upon them
by upper caste people. As the interviews were
sensitive in nature, it was decided that the
identities of the participants would be kept
confidential. The researcher explained the
purpose of the study and outlined participant’s
role. Participants gave oral consent, as the
people of Mamidipally were skeptical of signing
on paper. The participants were told about

the topic and type of questions, and informed
that they could withdraw consent or refuse to
answer any questions they were uncomfortable
answering. The participants were assured

of their confidentiality and that of the data
collected. They were informed that the audio
files would be deleted after the data had been
analyzed, and that the names of the participants
would be changed in the article to maintain
confidentiality.

Strengths and limitations

Working with water is a part of the everyday
experiences of Dalit women, as are the
difficulties and hardships associated with
gathering water. Guru (1995) and Rege (1998)
argue that the experiences of Dalit women are

different from that of men and non-Dalit women.

This study documents the experiences of Dalit
women as water users, a subgroup that has not
been studied before. Issues of access to water
in terms of adequate supply, timely provision,
and publicly owned water sources, caste based
discrimination, gender based violence, women’s
agency, and community mobilization were
analyzed and the results collected.

The sample size was small, restricted to five
interviews. All the participants belonged to

the same hamlet and caste category; thus a
comparison between experiences of non-Dalit
and Dalit women was not covered. Nonetheless,
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this study can be viewed as a starting point for
further investigation into the lived experiences
of Dalit women as users of water.

Results

Similarities and differences in experiences of the
participants were identified based on emergent
themes from the data collected. Observations
from the field were also used to analyze the
data. There are six themes: (1) water access,
collection and use of water, (2) sources of water,
(3) private sources of water and hierarchical
access, (4) water, work and women, (5) caste
and water, and (6) an incident of violence and
community mobilization.

Access, collection and use of water

All the Dalit women interviewed said that they
needed water for washing dishes and clothes,
cleaning the house, cooking, bathing, drinking,
agriculture, performing religious rituals

and the construction of buildings. However,
while describing water related activities, all
participants gave prominence to the household
requirements for water. The participants
realized the gendered nuances of access to
water. One participant said, “We face more
problems than men, as we have to take care of
everything at home”.

The participants spoke of the link between
women'’s roles and access to water. In response
to the question “who is the person who went to
fetch water for the house?” the participants had
a range of answers. Each household functioned
differently and different members took the
responsibility to fetch water.

Pavanamma (30’s'*), a participant in this study
said that, “from my house, my daughter, son,
and I go to collect water. My husband doesn’t
go.” Another participant, Padma (70’s), said,
“My daughters-in-law go to fetch water. Meenaxi
(40’s) said, “I go to fetch water. I do not allow
my daughter and husband to go to fetch water.
This is because the landowners verbally abuse

14 Numbers in the bracket next to the participants’ names indi-
cates the approximate age of the participant.

us. Those words are very harsh and difficult to
bear” Lathamma (30’s) said, “I and my husband
go to fetch water. Sometimes my daughter helps
in fetching water. I carry the pots myself and my
husband carries the water on a cycle.”

While both women and men fetched water,

it was generally women bearing the primary
responsibility for the job. The task was also age
specific; older people did not go to fetch water.
In none of the interviews did the participant
say that only the men of the house went to
fetch water. The decision as to which member
of the household would fetch water was a very
conscious decision taken by the family.

Sources of water

The village is solely dependent on groundwater,
which is extracted via borewells. At the time of
the study, there were two main sources of water
in Maseed Mamidipally. One is a public (i.e.
government supported) water source, which is
the borewell that is connected to the overhead
water tank that supplies water to individual
homes, while the other borewells in the village
are owned by certain individual land-holders,
who generally belong to the non-Dalit groups
and are financially well off.

The government constructed the overhead water
tank in order to provide water to the village.
Water is pumped to the tank from a borewell
that was also constructed by the government.
The hamlet of Maseed Mamidipally is divided
into colonies based on caste affiliations. The
overhead water tank is located at the crossroad
where the Dalit colony ends and non-Dalit
caste colonies begin. From this tank, water is
distributed through pipes to each household

in Maseed Mamidipally. The village manages
the maintenance and daily operation of the
government borewell and tank. The water from
the overhead tank is solely for domestic use.

Padma, who is in her 70’s, shared a story of
water scarcity problems prior to the building
of the water tank. She remembers, “When I got
married (approximately 55 years prior to the
study), there used to be caste specific wells. We
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Figure 1: An open well, which is now used to
discard rubbish (Source: Author)

Figure 2: Out of use handpump (Source:
Author)

would fetch water from those wells. After a
while the wells dried and we started using water
from borewells. We used to fetch water from

the normal wells, carry pots back... there were
handpumps but these too dried up.” Pavanamma
(30’s) reminisces, “There was a pond where

we would go to wash clothes and bathe. But
someone broke the wall of that pond. All the
water flowed out. When someone in the family
dies, we [the family] need to dip in water, but
that is not possible anymore”. She also said that,
“there used to be a spring of water near the
Yellama temple in Reddy’s field, but that has
also dried up”. The participants explained that
the sources of water in the village have been
depleted. Open wells, hand pumps, ponds, and
other surface waters have disappeared from the
village as groundwater levels have dipped over
the years due to the increased extraction of use
of groundwater for agriculture.

The absence of open water sources has led

to changes in the way water is used, as there

are no open surface common water ponds for
activities such as washing clothes or performing
rituals. All the participants have piped water
connections in their homes, which are connected
to the overhead tank in the village. Meenaxi
gladly expressed that, “after the installation of a
water tank and taps, the work load has reduced.
Earlier we had to fetch water from a neighboring
hamlet.”

While the piped water supply had reduced the
work of fetching water,; the water supplied via
the pipeline was inadequate and the participants
needed to fetch water at private borewells.
Yadamma (25-30 years) stated, “I get tap water
of about five cans [1 can of water = 15 liters

of water]. We are five people at home and that
water is not enough for all purposes. Therefore,
we go fetch water at [privately owned]
borewells”. Meenaxi added, “when less water is
released, when water does not come, we have to
go to the [private] borewell to fetch water”.
Meenaxi shared her experience of fetching
water, “we get only four cans of water from the
borewells and the pump owners do not allow us
to take more. If we take more, the owners will
snatch the cans and throw the water. Today, |
went to take water from the borewell. [ took two
cans, but when [ went to take more they didn’t
allow.” Thus, access to water depends on the
will of the person who owns the borewell. The
participants have to live with the vulnerability
that comes with the uncertainty of acquiring
water on a daily basis.

Most participants mentioned that they

are verbally abused when they go to fetch

water. When asked what they do about this,
Pavanamma said, “As we are in need of water, we
cannot show “julum” [aggression/dominance].
So we accept our mistake. Even if they say things,
we don’t reply” The need for water is so grave
that the participant decided to bear with verbal
abuse to get access to water. However, Meenaxi
differed from her. She said, “the landowners
shout at us, those words are difficult to bear. We
can go without a bath but not with these words.”
Lathamma stated, “If we go there [privately
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Figure 3: Water tank (Source: Author)

owned borewell] to fetch water, they take the
water cans and throw the water into the fields.
Since it is a private borewell, we cannot force
them to give us water” Individuals react to the
verbal abuse differently. They do feel that it

is harsh, but there is a sense of helplessness
attached to this, as they need water. As women,
the participants experienced harassment due
to their gender. Yadamma said, “Men sit near
borewells without clothes so that women cannot
come and take water. Men bathe there. We
cannot go take water.”

The interviews solidified the notion that women
as users and fetchers of water are vulnerable

to the threat of insults, sexual harassment,

and ultimately, may be denied water. Women

as a group have decided to bear the abuse to

get access to water, but are conscious of the
difficulty and unfairness of the situation that
allows for the belittling of a human being
because of caste, class and gender.

Private sources of water and hierarchical access

Due to an inadequate household water supply
the research participants were dependent

on private borewells to fulfill their water
requirements. Expressing her dissatisfaction
with the system of water supply, Yadamma said,
“Though there is an overhead tank, there isn’t
proper water supply. If these [private] borewells
were not there, it would have been a big problem
to get water for the village.” A few of the more
financiall secure individual landowners in the
village have dug these private borewells. Padma
mentioned that, “well off families put borewells
in their fields. We use the water from their
borewells.” The research participants said that
there were five borewells in the village. Of the
borewells from which they fetched water the
most, one belonged to a Muslim, one was owned
by a person from the OBC (other backward
classes) caste, two belonged to people from
Kuruva Caste and one was owned by a Reddy?.
None of the private borewells owners belonged
to a Dalit group.

The people who owned the borewells did not
encourage others to fetch water from these
private sources. Lathamma said, “If we go there
[to the privately owned borewell] to fetch
water, we are scolded. The owners say that

Figure 4: Household water tap (Source: Author)

15 Reddy is a dominant caste group
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