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Dr. Ambedkar International Mission - California Award to 'Dalit Murasu'
D

r.   Ambedkar   Centre,   established   with   the ambitious   objective   of   realizing   one   of Dr.Ambedkar's dreams, could not implement its plan of action due to severe financial constraints. However, its major activity of publishing the prestigious monthly magazine 'Dalit Murasu' continued in 2005 successfully, despite financial problems. The major issues covered and exposed i n the past year are:
· Discrimination   of  Dalits  and   Dalit  Christians   in
Voorhees College, Vellore.
· In human condition of manual scavengers and their
human rights demands.
■
Caste   discrimination   in   Tsunami   Relief   and
Rehabilitation works.
· Hindutva and how it affects the Dalits.
· Plans to privatize the JIPMER Hospital in Pondicherry
and how it will affect the Dalits.
· Demolition of slums in Mumbai, condition of affected
Dalits.
· Exposure of unfilled vacancies under Reservation for
the Dalits in theTamil Nadu govt. departments.
· Discrimination of Dalit Christias in Thatchur village


Parish near Chengalpattu.
■ Expose on Pappapatti and Keeripatti villages near Madurai, where panchayat elections could not be held in the past ten years due to caste factors.
'Dalit Murasu' has been published in the past 9 years without interruption. It is today a well-acknowledged, value-based journal. Though its stand for the rights of Dalits is unambiguous, it is also known for its clarity of vision and unwavering sense of purpose. It is the wish of all rights-oriented people, that it should continue to be published in the interest of Dalits, Tribals, the marginalized and the minorities.
SAGE Publications has published a book titled 'Practising Journalism - Values, Constraints, Implications'. They engaged some eminent scholars and organized a study of valued based journals published in India. Among the few journals, they selected for this study, DALIT MURASU has found a place. This is a great honour for us and speaks volumes on the contribution we have made, not only to the Dalits, but to the society at large. We reproduce here some excerpts from their write-up on Dalit Murasu.
".
Dalit Murasu, a radical anti-caste Tamil
monthly is now entering its 10- year
Antonio
Gramsci has said that running a newspaper is akin to
running the State
  Dr. Ambedkar's
Marathi newspapers announced a new politics and
ethics and anticipated a just social order

".
 Dalit Murasu belongs to this tradition of
self-conscious journalism. It lineage goes back to the mid-nineteenth century, to the early decades of anti-caste and dalit publishing. And, like its illustrious forebears, especially Tamizhan of Iyothee Thaasar and Kudiarasu of EVR Periyaar, it is acutely conscious of its historic responsibilities. It sees itself as performing a hegemonic function - of persuading the public at large of the virtues of anti-caste radicalism. Further, it seeks to universalize a point of view that is usually considered subaltern or marginal and thereby urges its claims to speak on behalf of a decent, civic humanity, and one committed to social and economic justice. The 'dalit' in Dalit Murasu is both an invocation of an oppressed condition that has to be remembered, as well as an invitation to a future, where the oppressed become the measure of all that is
to be human and imagine and build a brave new world.
",
The   first   issue   of Dalit   Murasu   was
published nearly a decade ago, in 1997. Those were the years of dalit militancy in the Tamil country, when the public sphere in Tamil Nadu was held captive to the emergent discourses of dalit liberation and assertion. The terrain of progressive politics was consequently transformed as new definitions of human rights, gender justice, cultural identity and literary worth were proposed and argued. Since that time, the tide of dalit dissent has ebbed and retreated in the sphere of politics, though it continues to work its molecular effects in the world of culture. Dalit Murasu is perhaps oneofthe very few experiments to have survived the tumultuous excitement of that time - and it has done so with much grit and grace. It has evolved into an instance of mature journalism: not afraid to speak truth to power or to disturb both the facile calm as well as the disingenuous political correctness of civil society.
".
 There are several reasons for the magazine's
survival and growth: the unwavering conviction of its editors and founders that its continued existence was necessary, and that the magazine must not be allowed to perish; secondly, the public perception of this necessity, with the magazine serving as a space for dissident thought and critique, that draws inspiration from the great catholic traditions of Tamil anti-caste radicalism and socialism; thirdly, the nature of its content, lively political articles, reporting on public events in the community, dalit parties and its deep ideological commitment to Ambedkar's views on caste and Hinduism; and, finally, its attempts to build a Gramscian historic bloc, comprising a range of dissenting voices, that would resist the logic of the varna order and build an alternate political comradeship.
",
 None of this has been easy to accomplish:
apart from persistent problems with financial support and distribution, Dalit Murasu has had to fight hard to sustain the political integrity and credibility which got attached to the dalit cause in the mid-1990s. There are two important reasons for the struggle being a hard and difficult one: for one, political developments in the state, especially the wildly changing positions that the leading dalit parties have come to adopt this past decade, appear to compromise, and in some cases, have compromised the essential justness of the dalit cause. Secondly, the magazine has not found it easy to retain for itself a coherent sense of dalit interests and needs. Very real

material and symbolic contradictions structure relationships between dalit castes and threaten to divide the oppressed. The sense of an overarching comradeship such as the one proposed in the 1930s by the Tamil self-respect movement appears elusive, as particular castes and groups amongst the dalits proudly assert their prescriptive identities. Further, comradeship itself, as a social virtue, itself does not appear desirable, since some amongst the current generation of dalit intellectuals and activists consider it a conspiracy hatched by Periyar and others to perpetrate caste Hindu hegemony. On the one hand, they assert a unique 'dalitness', if you will; on the other hand, they inscribe this dalitness within particular caste memories. It is clear that they feel oddly burdened by the non-brahmin Dravidian legacy of the past, including the life and thought of Periyar. They appear both unable to render that legacy critical and meaningful, as well as to reject it in strident terms. Much of this criticism remains cynical and unproductive - as Dalit Murasu has never failed to point out in its columns.
",
In the face of this desperate cynicism, both of
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Dr. B.R. Ambedkar
political leaders and certain dalit thinkers, Dalit Murasu has to work doubly hard to identify and
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vokes a comradeship of all dissenting anti-caste groups and individuals, irrespective of their caste origin, in its attempts to build a historic bloc, it has also to contend with the political recalcitrance of even progressive non-dalit political groups to make dalit issues their own, except in a tactical sense.
".
The pressure to retain a clear and principled
political point of view and not give into the very real allure of an identity politics, whose imaginative energy is contagious and compelling, has come to define the magazine's tone - which is sober, defiant and zealous. Political acuity has also meant that the magazine does not give into celebrations of dalit culture or cultural achievements - except when these are directly linked to the cause of dalit liberation. By not allowing too much room for art and literature, especially for imaginative play and fantasy, which in their own way, possess the power to disturb the caste imagination, Dalit Murasu seems excessively weighed down by an unrelenting politics. On the other hand, if one were to consider the plethora of 'little' magazines devoted to art and culture in Tamil, which are not particularly sensitive to dalit politics or social life, as they might be to dalit literature, the burden that Dalit Murasu carries appears inevitable.
".
Yet  Dalit  Murasu   does   not   hold   its
principles as dogmas. It has always been sensitive to historical changes and attentive to the anxieties of the hour. In the late 1990s and until 200-2001, it gave into the tide of genuine political and cultural excitement, as dalits appeared to be at the helm of those changes that would usher in a new social order. When this gave way to the disillusionment and opportunism of the election years that followed and which affected dalit politicians

and parties, the magazine did not give up on its faith in social change. It retained its sense of what dalits required to do: fight caste violence on the one hand, and build an expansive anti-caste historic bloc on the other. Even when a section of dalit intellectuals appeared to denigrate and cast aspersions on the possibilities of such a bloc emerging in Tamil Nadu, the magazine's editors stayed calm and reasonable and continued to affirm the importance of both Ambedkar and Periyar. Since its earliest days, Dalit Murasu has remained consistent in its fundamental opposition to both Hindutva and brahminical Hinduism and to a globalization process that only further perpetrates the varna order.
".
   These past few years  have seen Dalit
Murasu committed to recording and bearing witness against the everyday violence and humiliation that caste society fosters. It is thus fighting a sustained war against forgetting - for the provisional successes of dalit magazines and the public visibility enjoyed by some dalit leaders sometimes make it seem that dalits are no more the victims they once were. While this is true, it is equally true that the victories they have snatched this past decade have also induced a social forgetting. It is as if the visibility of the dalit cause has rendered it routine. Dalit Murasu has therefore realized that it is as important to capture the nature of life in caste society, as it is to record stories of deliberate violence. It thus fights on - being both a measure of a dalit will to change society, as well as the conscience that directs this will."
Mr. Punitha Pandian
Editor - Dalit Murasu
Secretary - Dr. Ambedkar Centre
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India Stinking

Manual scavenging rests on the foundation of the caste system. Manual scavenging is the worst expression of the beliefs engendered by the caste system - untouchability, purity -pollution, dharma and karma. Caste Hindus may disagree and argue that the practice of manual scavenging is only an aberration of the caste system; that it is one of the problems in the system that need to be fixed. I have come to realise that the elimination of manual scavenging is not possible without rocking the boat of caste hierarchy; and the caste Hindus are afraid of doing that.
I am the son of manual scavengers who worked for two generations to extract gold in the KolarGold Fields, Karnakata. I lay down near the shit-dumping pit and wept my heart out when I was old enough to understand the plight of my people. I fail to understand Gandhiji, who glorified the task of the manual scavengers comparing it to the service of a mother to her children. How can one feel proud of cleaning the worm-filled, stench-producing shits of millions every day? Instinctively closing our nostrils, filling our chests with what fresh air we can muster before entering these toilets, we safai karamcharis suffer from the worst kinds of respiratory and skin infections...
Many would tell us how at the age of eight or eleven they were introduced to this work; how for many days they could not bring food to their lips; how the stench of shit was constantly in their nostrils; how their intestines retched; how they were constantly spitting out the shame and the indignity. It is a sadder fact that the majority of manual scavengers are women.
Very often nondalits and dalits-even safai karamcharis-question me: 'What alternatives do we have? How will they survive if they do not have even this occupation?' I can say with conviction that it is not concerns about livelihood that cause these doubts; it is the caste mindset and caste values. As a citizen of this country, with a legacy of great civilisations, my demand is that we liberate ourselves from this mindset; my brothers and sisters would be automatically liberated. We invite more friends to take up the issue and join us in this struggle for liberation.
- Bezwada Wilson



