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Abstract 

 Despite legal prohibitions and rehabilitative initiatives, manual scavenging is still a pervasive social 

problem in India. Women who work as manual scavengers in Tamil Nadu endure severe social, 

financial, and health-related disadvantages. The socioeconomic circumstances, health hazards, and social 

stigma that women manual scavengers encounter are examined in this study, emphasizing the systemic 

injustices that sustain their exclusion. The study also looks at how well rehabilitation programs and 

government policies address their issues.  These strategies may include providing access to education, 

vocational training, and healthcare services, as well as fostering awareness campaigns to challenge 

social stigmas. By implementing comprehensive support systems, it is possible to empower these 

women and facilitate their transition into more dignified and sustainable livelihoods. 
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Introduction 

For centuries, India's socioeconomic civilization has been marred by the cruel practice of manual 

scavenging, which involves the manual handling of human waste from septic tanks, open drains, sewers, 

and unclean latrines. Despite multiple judicial actions intended to eradicate it, this dehumanizing 

practice, which has historically been associated with the caste system, still exists. It has been a long-

standing issue in India despite being officially banned since 1993 under the Employment of Manual 

Scavengers and its Prohibition Act.  According to literature and religious words, manual scavenging has 

been in India since ancient times.  As a reflection of the firmly established social structure, it was 

frequently attributed to particular castes.  In Purdah, women's enclosed toilets during the Mughal era 

required manual scavenging.  During the Gupta period, which is regarded as the pinnacle of Indian 

culture, the development of Hinduism made the caste-based division of labor more inflexible.  By hiring 

Dalits to handle rubbish, the British colonial government strengthened caste-based occupational roles 

and further institutionalized this practice. 

 

The 1.2 million manual scavengers in India, about 95% to 98% of them are women.  Despite their 

enormous numbers, hardly any government reporting or research has been done on these women.  To 

abolish this reprehensible practice, a gender-sensitive strategy is needed in addition to caste-based 

remedies (Kumar, S., & Preet, P. (2020). 
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Top Ten States/U.T (Manual Scavengers) 

 
Source: Socio Economic and Caste Census, 2011 

 

Manual Scavenging in India: 

The International Labor Organization (ILO) defines manual scavenging as primarily the removal of 

human waste from public streets and dry latrines as well as the upkeep and sweeping of gutters, septic 

tanks, and sewers.  Although it is practiced in various parts of the world, it is most common in India, 

where manual scavenging—which is regarded as the worst remaining proof of being an untouchable—is 

usually carried out by members of lower castes (more than 90% are SC).  As of 2018, there were 58,098 

manual scavengers in India, and since 1993, 941 persons have lost their lives in accidents involving the 

dangerous cleaning of septic tanks and sewers. 

 

Scavengers Death Rate in India: 

 
Source: Statista 
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Methodology 

The purpose of this review is to determine whether a typology of actions and hygienic decisions that can 

be construed as "manual scavenging" has been documented in the literature. Additionally, we aim to 

comprehend how the research distinguishes between the actions and the individual performing manual 

scavenging, i.e. the manual scavenger. For this purpose, we examined the following kinds of literature: 

(a) Government reports, policy statements and committee reports; (b) Peer-reviewed literature (journals 

and books); (c) Political debates, and politics around untouchability, caste, and scavenging; (d) Rights-

based discussions; (e) Grey literature, including activist writing, field-based studies, A review of legal 

literature is being separately undertaken and is not part of this exercise. However, many documents have 

discussed the implementation of the act, mainly grey literature; legal literature has been considered in 

this limited context only. 

 

Impact of manual scavenging: 

Sewer Deaths in India: According to the Union Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, 282 

people tragically died while working as manual scavengers cleaning septic tanks, tunnels, and sewers 

between 2016 and 2019.  The fact that this issue still exists after several government attempts to resolve 

it emphasizes how urgent it is to find a long-term solution. Quality of Life: The lives of sanitation 

workers are incredibly difficult, characterized by enduring prejudice and discrimination that impacts not 

just them but also their families. They face an intolerable barrier in the form of caste-based prejudice. 

Poverty: Despite receiving pitiful earnings throughout their lives, sanitation workers are caught in a 

never-ending cycle of poverty. These laborers earn as little as Rs. 180–200 per home each month, which 

is far less than the government-recommended wages, according to the Safai Karamchari Aandolan. 

Without the proper safety equipment, they work long hours in dangerous situations, which can result in 

serious accidents and health issues. Health Problems: Sanitation workers only have an average lifespan 

of 50 years. Throughout their lifetimes, their families also experience a variety of illnesses, mostly 

brought on by their exposure to dangerous substances and unhygienic surroundings. Bias and social 

inequality: Because of their profession, manual scavengers are frequently referred to as "untouchable" 

and are primarily from lower castes. This prejudice affects many facets of their lives. They are despised 

and treated disrespectfully by society, and many employers deny them employment prospects. Their 

children face prejudice at school, which causes the social inequality cycle. 

 

Manual Scavenging in Tamil Nadu 

According to the 2017 State of Tamil Nadu Survey, there are only 363 manual scavengers in the whole 

state. Of those who have been identified, 173 manual scavengers live in Chennai and the nearby 

districts. The Greater Chennai Corporation has control over this. In the Tiruchirappalli district, 102 

manual scavengers have been detected, with Chennai coming in second. Based on a more thorough 

analysis of the most recent data made public by Greater Chennai Corporation, 82 individuals were 

eliminated from the original list of 252 manual scavengers in Chennai. Consequently, the Corporation 

asserts that the number of manual scavengers under its control is a mere 173. It is important to observe 

that some of the justifications for removal appear to be undermining the identification exercise's primary 

goal. For example, the following were some of the grounds for exclusion: Seven people moved to 

Andhra Pradesh, three people passed away, two people were discovered living outside the municipality's 

borders, and one person was sent in jail. The identifying process was intended to help them and their 
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family gets back on their feet and stop relying on manual scavenging as a source of income. Therefore, 

the denial of the rehabilitation payments guaranteed by the Act cannot be justified by the removal of 

manual scavengers from the designated list on the basis of the previously given reasons. 

 

Challenges Faced by Women Manual Scavengers 

Gender and Caste discrimination: In Tamil Nadu, women who work as manual scavengers experience 

prejudice on the basis of both gender and caste.  Due to societal expectations and a dearth of other 

employment options, they are frequently compelled to work in this field.  Bad Working Conditions: 

These women are subjected to dangerous working conditions, such as handling human excrement 

without the appropriate safety equipment, which puts their health at risk and causes social disgrace.  

Economic Challenges: They are essential providers for their families even though they only make a 

small salary, typically between Rs. 300 and Rs. 500 per day.  On the other hand, they are often 

underpaid or not paid at all.  Social Exclusion: Women who work as manual scavengers are frequently 

shut out of religious and social events, which further isolates them from their communities. 

 

Conclusion 

The manual scavengers are repressed and treated like untouchables. On the one hand, India is setting a 

global record for the number of rockets it has launched into space, but on the other, manual scavengers 

are living in poverty. Manual scavengers will find new employment if every home has a hygienic toilet. 

Despite legal frameworks, obstacles including political will, corruption, and indifference make it 

difficult to enforce rules against manual scavenging. A lot of manual scavengers, especially women, are 

stuck because of social rejection and financial need. Building hygienic toilets and automating cleaning 

processes are essential, but the shift to safer sanitation technologies has been sluggish. To alter societal 

perceptions and eradicate the stigma attached to sanitation work, public awareness initiatives and 

community involvement are required. The difficult situation of Tamil Nadu's female manual scavengers 

is a reflection of larger caste, gender, and economic inequality problems in society. 
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