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Enabling Dalit Communities – An Innovative Approach
Emancipation and enablement is the core agenda of Dalit movements’ right from the period of Buddha.  The contemporary Dalit movements and Dalit women movements are focusing on restoring rights, equality, caste annihilation, social justice and economic empowerment but are politicised for variety of reasons. From our working experience at grass root level, we have learnt that the contributions of Dalit movements are significant at policy level but have not reflected at the lives of most of the individuals. We have also identified specific issues among Dalit Communities in rural Tamil Nadu. They are illiteracy, alcoholism and substance abuse, teen age marriage or early marriage, strained inter spousal relationships, undignified employment, cleanliness, inferiority complex, lack of knowledge or low access to government schemes, indebtedness and interpersonal communication. These are some of the vital factors for denial of selfhood to Dalits. 
So far there is no effort in Tamil Nadu to address the above mentioned factors in the lives of the Dalit Communities. We are proposing an intervention model to build the capabilities of Dalit Communities to systematically address these factors at the community level. For this purpose, we are proposing the Amartya Sen’s capability approach to development. Fundamentally, the approach argues that all development related interventions must aim to build agency among individuals, communities and institutions to help them claim/achieve the rights/goals that are valuable to them. The capabilities approach is based on two defining parameters: capabilities and functionings. Capabilities are described as the freedom that individuals possess in order to achieve the kinds of lives they value, and functionings refer to their state of doing or being (Sen 1992:49). If we consider well-being as a value, functionings that constitute a person‘s well-being would include: being adequately nourished, being in good health, avoiding escapable morbidity and premature mortality, being happy, having self-respect, taking part in the life of the community, and so on. In turn, the set of capabilities that contribute to these functionings will relate to personal characteristics such as the ability to reflect and to choose, and external conditions such as mobility, education, employment, access to healthcare, and opportunities to participate in community life, among others. Using this strategy, Siaap proposes to deepen the agency of the young Dalit men and women by strengthening their capabilities to understand and respond to the environment. This will allow them to choose their responses: both to opportunities and stressors. We will work with young men and women aged 15 – 39 years in the Dalit communities. 

We are proposing an innovative approach to reach out to communities and sustain the funder driven efforts through Community Life Competence Process (CLCP). Buying the assertion of CLCP, we believe that the Dalit communities have their own unique strengths to respond to the issues affecting them. For example, Dalit communities are solely responsible for the cleanliness of villages. But their living conditions are known to be poorest. We will use SALT approach (S refers to Stimulate, A refers to Appreciate and Acknowledge, L refers to Listen and T refers to Transform) - similar to appreciative inquiry, dream building and self-assessment exercises to increase the level of participation of community as a whole and ownership of the initiative.

Other unique futures of this intervention are setting up of centralised team (like a call center) to follow-up the applications submitted by Dalit people for social entitlements and government welfare schemes and use of local monitoring system wherein community supervises the effective progress of the programme and significantly contribute to the course corrections. 
The proposed intervention will be implemented in two or three panchayats in Madurai district covering 1000 to 1500 men and women for period of two years.  Issues (functioning) to be addressed in this intervention will be identified with the support of CII and then different capabilities to achieve each of the functioning will be built. Approximate budget is about 20 lakhs.
