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Sem inar Series
:Dr. A yra Indrias Patras, a CPPG A lum ni and  A ssistant 
Professor in  the  D epartm ent o f  Political Science, For
m an  Christian College, was inv ited  to discuss her book 
Sw ep t A sid e  A  S tory o f  Christian Sweepers in Lahore 
(Lahore: Folio, 2023) on February  20, 2023. She was 
jo in ed  b y  tw o discussants: Neelam H ussain, an  edu
cationist and  researcher, and  Dr. A sad u r Rehm an, an 
A ssistant Professor at Form an Christian College.

In troducing  her book, Patras shared th a t it has already 
been substan tia ted  in existing  literature th a t religious 
m inorities in  Pakistan  have been  m arginalized  on a 
social, political, and  econom ic level. Her book further 
investigates the  intersection  betw een caste, class, gen
der and  religion under the  broad  rubric o f Subaltern 
Studies, w hich iden tify  colonial populations th a t are 
socially, po litica lly  and  econom ically  excluded from  
the  h ierarchy  o f power. She h igh ligh ted  the  h isto ri
cal structures and  forces th a t have shaped Christian 
com m unities as religious m inorities and  subdued class 
com m unities. M ore so, she argued th a t there  was stig 
m atization  w ith in  the  Christian com m unities as well, 
based on existing  class divisions and  o ther contours 
w hich h igh lighted  the  need for researching th is topic. 
T hrough her research, she has b rough t forw ard the  
voices o f those w ho nav igate  th rough  th is uneven  
terra in  eclipsed b y  various strands o f m arginality , and 
social and  class divisions.

P a tra s’ book focuses on the  w ay  w aste m anagem ent is 
structured  in  Pakistan  in relations to low er-h ierarchy  
w om en w orkers engaged in  jan ito ria l services. It also 
explains how  w om en traverse the  challenging lan d 
scapes o f  caste and  social disparities. Shedding light
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on the  relationship  o f people w ho are on the  fringes 
o f  the  state, she explained the  perspective o f c itizen
ship in the  m inds o f  these com m unities and  how  they  
related  it to nationalism . Finally, the  book delves 
deeper into the  response o f church institu tions to the  
challenges faced b y  the  Christian com m unity.

E laborating  on the  topic, Patras po in ted  out tha t m ore 
th a n  90 percen t workers in W ASA and  public schools 
belonged to the  Christian com m unity. Initially, the 
dom ain o f  jan ito ria l services cam e u n der the  public 
sector. However, in 2010, it was leased to Turkish 
com panies w hich subleased it to p riva te  com panies. 
This m ultiple leasing structure was quite d isadvan ta
geous for the  sw eeper com m unity  as it deprived the 
com m unity  o f  job  security, pension, and  m edical care, 
lead ing  to further a lienation  along  w ith  socio-eco
nom ic poverty. She identified  the  gaps betw een p ri
vate  com panies’ contracts and  practices and  rem arked 
th a t these com panies are du ty -bound  to provide safety  
standards, free m eals and  m edical needs to workers. 
But these w orkers are no t aw are o f  the ir labor rights 
and  the ir ignorance is fu rther played up b y  the ir w eak 
social position  in  society.

Patras fu rther discussed the  absence o f  technological 
innovation  in  jan ito ria l services and  the  discrim ina
tio n  faced b y  w om en workers in  the ir workplaces.
The process o f  c lean ing  is still m anual and  strenuous 
w ith  continuous exposure to  dust affecting the  health  
o f  w orkers and  leading them  to death  traps. Further, 
the  non-availab ility  o f  public toilets for w om en is an 
o ther case o f inequity. M oreover, in  the  past, w om en 
w orkers w ere in larger num bers. But the  h ie rarchy  o f 
p riva te  com panies has contracted  w om en em ploy
m ent opportunities in  this jan ito ria l occupation. Thus, 
the  new  liberal em ploym ent design, w hich aim ed to 
coun ter capitalism ’s unregu lated  and  hostile condi
tions for laborers, has been unab le  to d iscontinue the 
d iscrim ination  and  explo itation  faced b y  the  w ork
force. Instead, it is p lay ing  havoc w ith  the  everyday 
realities o f san ita ry  workers.

H ighlighting  the  salience o f  caste in Pakistan i society, 
she observed tha t the  society  conven ien tly  discards 
the  no tion  o f  caste division. Caste division is m ostly  
understood  as an  Ind ian/H indu  phenom enon, because

it is argued th a t Pakistan  is an  egalitarian  society  
based on Islam ic principles w hich doesn’t  allow caste 
division. However, it m ust no t be forgotten  th a t caste 
has been  recognized as a category  o f governance in 
colonial adm inistration  and  governm entality . Caste 
governs our social and  political behavior, in fluenc
ing  vo ting  patte rns and  socio-political transactions. It 
is presen t in the  corridors o f bu reaucracy  and  comes 
across all classes. Class m obility  is relatively  easier 
th a n  chang ing  one’s caste. Hence, to deny  the  exis
tence o f caste m eans closing one’s eyes in the  face o f 
a m ajor societal d iscrim inatory  structure.

Such divisions are evident w hen w e look closely at 
the  experience o f  Christian m inorities. They are kept 
separated  at w orkplaces, the ir utensils are separated 
and  they  face various o ther form s o f  d iscrim inatory  
practices. These practices instill alienation , perpetuate 
victim hood, and  obstruct the ir political agency  for so
cial action. These behaviors and  practices took root in 
colonial h isto ry  w here the  Chura caste, as recorded b y  
m issionaries, w as considered the  un touchables. They 
w ere know n for the ir d irty  work. The rising num ber 
o f  Christian san ita ry  w orkers from  4,000 in  1871 to 
5 lakh  in Punjab  b y  1941, is no t on ly  because o f h is
torical recruitm ent practices bu t also the  persistence 
o f  policies w hich declare this w ork as an  “un touchab le 
caste occupation .” This caste-based Chura iden tity  
has had  an  adverse im pact on the  Christian iden tity  
as this vu lnerab ility  and  m arg inality  have served as a 
sight o f deprivation, ra ther th a n  o f  resistance. In 
ternalized  v ic tim ization  and  lack o f political agency  
have b rough t no change in  the ir lives, m aking it 
im perative for us to look at the  concept and  issues o f 
m inorities, and  the ir m arg inalization  from  a holistic 
p o in t o f view.
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