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Abstract: 

 

The present paper represents the Dalit women narratives in literature, especially in autobiographies. Dalit autobiographies 

of women show the state of Dalit women in Indian society. It depicts women‘s suppression, exploitation, disrespect of 

women as being Dalit. They can‘t live freely as others. Dalit women writers like Urmila Panwar, Vimal More, Shantabai 

Kamble, Baby Kamble, Prof. Kumud Pawade are some of the prominent Dalit women writers who are expressing 

themselves through literature. These women writers are expressing their life struggles as being Dalit in society. Dalit 

women are sufferers in many forms but especially it is threefold exploitation—as women, as Dalit, as laborer. Means they 

are anguished not only as Dalit but as being as female. They are struggling with the society which should be a support for 

them. They are giving an outlet in the form of autobiographies. And they get the source of this protest by Baba Saheb 

Ambedkar. 
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Dalits are recognized in India as lowest caste. Caste system in India is very prominent in Hindu society. 

Traditional Indian society was divided in four varnas: Brahmin, Vaishya, Kshatriya and Shudra. Sudra‘s job was to serve 

upper three varnas. Sudras are called Dalits. Dalit‘s job is to serve all upper-class people, i.e., Brahmins, Vaishya, 

Kshatriyas. Among Dalits, women‘s position was even much lower to men. therefore, women were doubly exploited in 

society. A full-fledged Dalit representation emerged first in the Marathi literature. The iconic work Jevha Mi Jaat Chorli 

(When I had concealed my caste), was written by Baburao Bagul in the year 1963. It was among the initial modern Dalit 

Literature works from the 20th century. Dalit women were harassed as being Dalit and as Dalit women. Ambedkar as the 

father of Dalit Literature, even though Dr Ambedkar “has not done any creative writing” (238). His struggle against 

untouchability and towards liberation of Dalits in India enabled the emergence of Dalit Literature. Women of Dalits were 

disgraced as Dalit women means they used to do all menial jobs of cleaning and serving as male Dalits were supposed to 

perform. And secondly, they were segregated as Dalit women in society. In traditional Indian society, women‘s 

condition was not good enough to live freely. They had to suffer in different forms of ritual and customs. The Dalit 

women‘s job is to listen and work as given by their family and upper caste people. They cannot question on the work 

assigned by upper caste men. Despite doing all work, these Dalit women were discarded and neglected on different 

important occasions of festivals. Their duty was to clean after such occasions, but they were not allowed in such simply 

because of being Dalits. 
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Dalit women are exploited not only economically and physically by the males of their community but also by 

the other community males. Therefore, it is very disgraceful for Dalit women to live their life in such a community 

which is doubly oppressive for them. This is the reason why we find double exploitation in the Dalit women narratives. 

Their narratives are more exploitative, more oppressed than Dalit males of their community. 

Dalit writings have some especial characteristics in their writings. One of the characteristics is their writings are based on 

their personal experiences. In Dalit writings, writers have expressed their own pangs, traumas of their journey of life. 

They suffered a lot because of caste which is simply by their birth. We can easily imagine the plight of women in such a 

scenario, where male Dalits are suppressed, exploited in that scenario what would be existence of Dalit women. What a 

pathetic condition it would be for Dalit women. In such conditions Dalit women‘s writings are more genuine in their 

writings. The pangs they suffered in their life, no upper caste woman or male has experienced that pain and 

exploitation which is based on caste. 

 

Dalit narratives in India started in 1980s in Maharashtra. Major center of Dalit narrative in India is Maharashtra. 

Later, it was circulated throughout India. There was a great influence of Dr Bhim Rao Ambedkar over Dalit community. 

Women in Indian started writing their personal narratives in the second half of 19th and early 20th century.  

The women self is articulated through women narratives in autobiographies. Women are subjected or 

marginalized in society. Their self comes out through these autobiographies. They wanted to express themselves about 

their suffering based on caste, they chose autobiographies. Women in India to publish their personal narratives beginning 

from second half of the19th century and in the beginning of the 20th century. (tharu, 160) In their autobiographical details, 

these women reiterating the women‘s main problems prevailing in society: child marriage, treatment of widows and 

education for women. Somehow, Dalit women‘s problems are the same in the society. The society exploited their 

dalitality. It was Jotiba Phule who came forward for Dalits. He formed Satya Shodhak Samaj in 1875. It  was the 

beginning of raising their voice against oppressive caste discrimination, economic exploitation, and unjust social 

hierarchy. Women subjectivity was a new awareness in Dalit history starting with Jotiba Phule, Savitri bai Phule, Tarabai 

Shinde etc. It reaches its height in the form of Ambedkar‘s movement of social struggle, he led in 1930s and the 1940s. 

Dalit writers focused on the contribution of Phule, Ambedkar, the Dalit Panthers, and the impact of their ideology on 

Dalits. Phule and especially Ambedkar were their leaders in expressing themselves through writings. Through Dalit 

writings, women‘s outlook towards dalitality were reached among public. So that public also get to know about the 

atrocities and exploitation being committed on Dalits. Afterwards, even some non-Dalits were also participating in the 

struggle against this inequality with them. Ambedkar first time motivated Dalits to be independent and self-reliant. He 

encouraged them not to be dependent on upper caste for help and do something to bring the change for them. He focused 

on independency of untouchables. And for independency, education is the best medium for Dalits. Nobody supported 

Dalits, so Ambedkar focused on education of Dalits. he demanded education for Dalits. Education can open the avenues 

for Dalits‘ progress. Therefore, Ambedkar gave a strong message to Dalits through a slogan ‗united, educate and agitate‘. 

Jyotiba Phule also focused on education, and he called it a ‗third eye‘. And his meaning of this is not only literary, 

according to him education is the power to see power equations in society and ability to destroy such inequalities in 

society. Mahatama Gandhi was also very concerned about the developments of these so-called lower castes in Indian 

society. Gandhi ji coined a new term for these lower caste untouchables, ‗harijan‘. Hari mean God, Jan means public, 

harijan mean public of God. It means Gandhi also thought and tried to do for the upliftment of these untouchables in 

Indian society and he gave a special place in Indian society. These untouchables were divided into castes and further 

subcastes. There are more than 400 jatis among the Scheduled Castes (SCs) in the country. (Shah, 26) These castes in 

SCs were not united for their protection and rights. They have their own differences among them at different levels. For 

example, they don‘t marry in one another caste among Scheduled Castes. 

 

Ambedkar did a lot for the upliftment of Dalit community. He, along with other Dalits (belonging mainly to his caste, 
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Mahar) is converted to Buddhism in 1956. (V. Suresh, 367). This was a revolutionizing change that he made for these 

people. He was of the view that until or unless caste systems will not be abolished, the change would not come to Dalit 

community people. That is why, he tried to change the social structure of the society. He had of the opinion that these 

people are suffering because they are so called lower caste people. They belong to the section of the society which comes 

at the lowest level of society. Therefore, to change their social status, Ambedkar, along with other fellows converted to 

Buddhism. It was a mammoth Diksha ceremony in Nagpur on 14th Octo. 1956 which was filled with hope and inspiration 

for the lower caste people. 

Because of the impact of Dalit leaders like Ambedkar in 20th century and Mayawati in 21st century, the Dalit 

communities belonging to them empowered themselves. Communities like ‗Mahars‘ in Maharastra and the ‗Jatav‘ in UP 

have been successful in acquiring their early strength, empowerment and political space in the society. These 

communities are very vigilant towards their rights, exploitation by dominant people, as compared to other Dalit castes. 

They are more educated and that is why they have come in the govt. Jobs a well. And other Dalit communities are 

inspiring to do the same to acquire the same. And it is a good emblem of coming in the mainstream of society. 

 

Joyotibha Phule started a Dalit newspaper Deenbandhu in 1877, which subsequently became very influential in Dalit 

communities. ‗Between 1910 and 1930, there were nearly 50 newspapers published by Dalits in all over Maharashtra‘ 

(Badri, 105). Phule and Ambedkar‘s writings and works have given a new source of energy for the development of this 

section of a society which is neglected and exploited by so called upper caste people. 

In the Dalit autobiographical narratives, we find certain motifs recur continuously in the works of Dalit writers. In 

recuring motifs, we find ‗eating flesh of dead animals due to poverty‘, picking up grains of wheat or rice from waste 

materials or cow dung. They get food in upper caste marriages after much labour in their marriages. And the food is 

mixed with muck. Menial works are done by Dalits in marriages and the upper caste people enjoy on the labour done by 

Dalits. And afterwards what they get, food which is remained after marriage. 

Marathi Dalit writer Urmila Panwar says, ‗the community I belong to the family I was born into…did not  know much 

about education‘(238).  Dalit feminists have formulated the position of the three-way oppression of Dalit women. Firstly, 

Dalit women feel oppression by the upper castes. Secondly as laborers by middle and upper caste landowners. And 

thirdly, as patriarchal oppression by all men, including the man of their community. (Chakravarty, Gendering Caste, 

142-43). That way, women experience three interlocking systems of caste, untouchability, and patriarchy. This web of 

three-way oppression of women is making the Dalit women‘s lifepathetic. 

 

Some of the important women writers who were showing their protest through autobiographies. They were trying to the 

society that there is a section of society that is oppressed and exploited based on caste. Famous Dalit autobiographies are 

Baby Kamble‘s Jina Amucha (the prisons we broke) published on 23rd May 1986; Shantabai Kamble‘s Majya Jalmachi 

Chittarkatha (the Kaleidoscopic story of my life) was published on 20th June 1986. Antasphot (the outburst) by Prof. 

Kumud Pawade, a collection of autobiographical articles was first Published on 1st March 1981. 

 

Baby Kamble in her narratives of Dalit women sufferings, brings out the extreme limits of trauma of exploitation through 

their writings. Mukta Sarvagod in her writings, she expresses that her slate was checked from a distance, or she would be 

asked to slide it on the floor so that the teacher can check it without touching her. Other classmates are asked to sprinkle 

water to clean her slate, she was not allowed to clean her slate by taking the water from the pitcher. Shanta Bai revealed 

in her writings that at her birth her father was so upset at her birth as the fourth daughter that he wanted to bury her alive. 

Vimal More writes that her father would get ready early in the morning in their traditional dress and used to go for 

begging in the name of goddess Ambabai. 

Urmila Panwar observes that men easily get respect and recognition by their actions than women. According to her, men 

get seniority and promotions as being men, and women have to work extremely hard to earn to get the same. And they 

don‘t get respect among the colleagues just because they are women. Women in India, even after seventy-five years of 
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independence they are asked to choose between their career and family. 

 

Kumud Pawade dislikes the slavishness behind the concept of ‗suhag. ‘Society gives privilege to suhagin woman than 

others(widows). woman who is living with her husband are respected evenif they are not happy. Kumud‘s self-refusal to 

God like status given to the husbands. According to her, he is not Godly figure, let it be a man. She disseminated the idea 

that let one‘s husband is a life partner not a governing body. She emphasized on treating one‘s husband as friend not as a 

master. 

 

Muktabai Sarvagod feels the mental slavishness and inferiority complex are deep rooted among them. They had no value 

and respect among their family and society. They exist nowhere for them. They are for household works only; they are 

nothing to do with decision making in the family. There is an early feminist quote of Tulsidas‘ couplet that shows the 

condition of women among the public. ―Dhol, ganwar, Sudra adi nari, sab hai tadan ke adhikar‖ (the drum, the peasant, 

women all deserve regular beating). 

 

Role of Ambedkar in education and awakening in Dalits, is significant. And this comes in the writings of Dalit women. 

As Sarmila Rege writes in her book Writing Caste, ‗In several writings, women describe at length their introduction to 

the life and works of Ambedkar.‘Dalits, including women, were greatly inspired by Ambedkar‘s deeds for the awakening 

of Dalits. Life of Ambedkar is reflected in their writings. That is the reason why so many Dalit women of Maharashtra 

converted to Bhuddhism, renouncing the Hindu religion. Dalit women were so inspired by Ambedkar that when they did 

not find white sari for Diksha ceremony in Nagpur on the 14 Octo 1956, they wore white dhotis of men. Shantabai 

Kamble in her autobiography Majya Jamachi Chittarkath. She narrated her life struggles especially with her husband. 

When her husband got married to his widow cousin without informing her, she took a bold decision against this. 

Though at that time she was five-month pregnant and did not have any job. And she could not expect any support from 

her father even. She decided to leave her husband rather feeling humiliation as her fate. She went against the social norms 

of male bigamy. She took a firm decision of leaving her husband despite of all odds. I am not going to stay here anymore. 

Give me legal separation. I am going back to my family.  It is very clear by this incident that Shanta Bai‘s decision of 

leaving her husband was directed by her self-respect. She was not ready to share her husband just because of social 

customs. She placed her self-respect over the regressive social customs. Other women are not able to raise their voice 

and they accept this as their common fate, but Shanta Bai became a beacon for such women who wanted to break the 

shackles of so-called social customs. 

 

Dalit women feminists raised their voices in society. This development came after Ambedkar‘s conversion to Buddhism 

in 1956. Many Dalit women activists came to the front to raise Dalit voices through literature. In the mid 1980s many 

young Dalit feminists in Mumbai became united and formed ‗Mahila Sansad‘ and in 1990s formed ‗Sam Vadini—Dalit 

Stree Sahitya Manch‘. It was a forum for Dalit women to be active in literature in Maharastra. Gandhi was in favour for 

Varnasharam system as it was a simple division of labour. According to him by this system of labour India can prosper 

if followed properly. He justifies it by saying that it can avoid struggle based on labour and it can create harmony in 

society. But later, Ambedkar opposed this system based on caste and it does not give Dalits an opportunity to choose their 

professions. In Dalit women writings, ‗autobiography‘ is replaced by the life narratives because it is ‗more inclusive of 

the heterogeneity of self-referential practices‘(SMITH; WATSON, 2010, p.4). 

 

Dalit women have written their pain, anguish through their writings especially in the genre of autobiographies. Dalit 

autobiographies are the testimonials of their exploitation as being a Dalit. They were persecuted not only by the upper 

caste people but also by their own society. They were exploited as designated as low caste and their own caste people as 

being female. Therefore, Dalit women suffered the double mar in the society. They expressed how they suffered in 
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society by upper caste people in fields and at home by their own people. The upper caste people think that they have the 

governing authority over these so-called low caste people. Time and again they were forced to remind that they are Dalits 

and have to live as other Dalits had lived their lives. They off and on give the message to the society that if you ever tried 

to come out of this vicious circle of pain, anguish, and exploitation you will be aggrieved by more suffering. Therefore, 

there are only a few who broke these shackles of Dalit exploitation by coming out by writing their testimonials in the 

form of autobiographies. 

 

Conclusion- 

Dalit literature is the much-needed outburst of the exploited people who have been robbed of their identities. It’s high 

time we make space for the self-narratives of Dalit authors that talk about their suppressed anger and the legacy of ill-

treatment inflicted on them by the upper caste. Dalit literature is the representation of Dalit reality. Through this 

representation, the untouchables articulate loudly across the caste-ridden society and destroy the boasted purity of upper-

class. The primary aim of Dalit Literature is the liberation of Dalits. Dalit literature is one of the most important literary 

phenomena in post-independence India that is trying to restore dignity to a community that has been wronged for 

ages. Their struggles relating to their stigmatized identity as “untouchables” are finally being acknowledged. 
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