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          Abstract: 

The Dalit woman is always placed at the bottom-most rung of the social pyramid, 

crushed and silenced by patriarchy (caste implicit).However, unlike typical feminists, 

Dalit Women Writers do not blabber against patriarchy; rather, they seek solutions for 

emancipation of women. They do not demand sympathy from men but consider it their 

right to live with dignity. With the aim of „erasing invisibility‟ of Dalit women, Bama‟s 

Sangati focuses on the economic inequality and sexual vulnerability of Dalit women. 

Sangati authentically captures and transmits the trauma of the Dalit women. It is no 

one-woman show; experiencing the caste and gender injustices, the stories are narrated 

in a way that they all converge at a point, mockingly asking the place of Dalit women 

in both, Dalit and feminist movements. The book is not only about tears of the 

miserable Dalit women; it also sings and their protests, revolts and victory. It salutes 

the courage of Dalit women and also sets the example to motivate and encourage the 

generations to come. Bama‟s women triumph by „bouncing back‟, not project a 

„wrinkled face‟ by keeping silent. 

 

Marginalised as „objects‟ since times immemorial, Dalits are referred as people without 

a history; they are subjugated and exploited at every point in their life. The Dalit community 

is entangled in sub-human social existence, abject poverty, economic exploitation, a sub-

culture of submission and political powerlessness. Omprakash Valmiki emphatically puts it:  

Dalit life is excruciatingly painful, charred by experiences. Experiences that did not 

manage to find room in literary creations. We have grown up in a social order that is 

extremely cruel and inhuman. And compassionless towards Dalits. (Preface to Joothan 

vii) 

The chaturvarna system of our society excludes their existence within its fabric and 

deprives them of the basic human rights and mauls their self-respect. „Dalit‟ is an all-
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encompassing term for all those who are exploited politically, weaker economically and 

neglected in the name of religion. Thus „women‟ too are Dalits. The Dalit women are, on the 

other hand, thrice alienated, by caste, patriarchy and class. Almost all Dalit thinkers clearly 

recognize women to be the “downtrodden among the downtrodden” or to use Ruth 

Manorama‟s phrase, “Dalits among Dalits”. Bhaskar Jadhav, in “Peasant and Dalit Women in 

the Rural Areas” writes: 

Dr Ambedkar described the Hindu caste system as a pyramid of earthen pots set one on 

top of another. Not only are Brahmans and Kshatriyas at the top and Shudras and 

untouchables on the bottom, but within each earthen pot, men are at the top and the 

women of that caste are on the bottom like crushed and wasted powder. And at the very 

bottom are the Dalits and below them are the suppressed Dalit Women. (Lal Nishan 

Pakshik, 13) 

However, in the second-half of twentieth century, the age-old suppression met with a 

revolt and eventually the Dalits broke the shackles of exploitation with the sharp razors of 

„literature of their own‟. Conforming to Mitchell Foucault‟s dictum of „Pen is Power‟, the 

desi Calibans have freed themselves from the Prosperoes (mainstream writers) and have 

changed the course of history by writing „their history‟, in the authentic voice. Dalit 

Literature is a progressive step to bring the outcastes from the periphery to the centre. It has 

succeeded in breaking the hegemony of the mainstream literature that was hitherto dominated 

and defined by the upper class/ caste sophisticated writers/writings. Treated outcastes in 

social as well as in literary domains, the Dalits got a platform to speak their mind, with 

dignity both in both, Dalit Movement and Dalit Literature. Dalit writers write with the aim of 

creating social awareness and thereby reforming the society. The unsung heroes of Indian 

society have taken the „pen‟ in their hands and are determined to „re-write‟ history. They 

unhesitatingly employ (a) their raw- nerve experiences and (b) their own language, no matter 

even if does not qualify the mark of sophistication of the mainstream writers. The modern 

Eklavyas are out to expose the biasness of Dronacharya and  have changed the language of 

literature entirely as Alok Mukherjee notes: “...by capturing each detail, and reproducing it 

deliberately in a language that is the opposite of the language of upper caste literature, the 

Dalit writer will convey the essence of Dalitness” (Limbale, 12).   
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It is evident now that the need for „authentic‟ representation in literature was the 

impetus behind the emergence of the „new‟ literature. However, the next question that 

disturbed the think-tanks was the presence, rather the „absence‟ of Dalit woman in literary 

works/discussions. The body of Dalit literature, no doubt, has come of age but the invisibility 

of Dalit woman in Dalit literature despite their active participation in the Dalit freedom 

struggle needs to be pondered over.Perceived as „Other‟, the Dalit woman has always been 

misinterpreted in literature. The Dalit male writers have always portrayed Dalit women in 

certain stereotypical images. Sharmila Rege in „A Dalit Feminist Standpoint‟ asserts: “The 

Dalit Panthers did make a significant contribution to the cultural revolt of the 1970s, but both, 

in their writings and their programmes, Dalit women remained firmly encapsulated in the 

roles of the „mother‟ and the „victimized sexual being‟” (Anupama Rao, 91). Rege further 

writes:  

The Dalit Feminist Standpoint is about historically locating how all our identities are 

not equally powerful, and about reviewing how in different historical practices 

similarities between women have been ignored in an effort to underline caste-class 

identities, or at other times differences ignored for  „the feminist cause‟. („“Real 

Feminism” and Dalit Women‟, Economic & Political Weekly 5-11 February, 2000) 

Hence it became imperative for Dalit women to have a platform from where they can 

speak and also be heard. This was provided by Dalit Women Writings. It is compulsory to 

break down the fixed polarities in society and counter the misinterpretation of Dalit women in 

literature. The women writers question as to why in literature Dalit women cannot have a 

round personality? Why are they always depicted as meek, timid, dependent and not as 

tigresses and rebellious? Even if they are portrayed as strong „mother‟ who struggles 

throughout her life for her children, the centre space is always relished by the progeny – be it 

Sharakumar Limbale‟s Akkarmashi or Kishore Shantabai Kale‟s Against All Odds, the credit 

is paid to the „mother‟ who shaped up the personality of her „son‟, yet it is the autobiography, 

the story of a „son‟.  

 

The present paper is a deliberate move to focus upon the triple marginalised section of 

our society. Although the primary text taken for analysis is Bama‟s Sangati, the contribution 

of other Dalit women writers such as Baby Kamble, Shantabai Kamble, Urmila Pawar,P. 

Sivakamietc could not be missed out from discussion. The plight of Dalit women notes the 
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lacunae of the Feminist Movement on the one hand and the Dalit Liberation Struggle on the 

other hand. Says Anupama Rao: „The women‟s movement has in its enthrallment of 

„sisterhood‟ failed to note the „caste‟ factor while the Dalit movement has remained 

patriarchal and sees the Dalit women‟s oppression merely as a caste oppression‟ (Gender and 

Caste: Issues in Contemporary Indian Feminism, 4). She further uses the term „Brahmanical 

Feminism‟  for the women‟s liberation movement in India. Indian feminist view is selective 

and its focus is universalistic. It misconstrued Dalit women‟s narratives of prioritizing 

„community over women‟s own issues‟ and thus not „feminist enough‟ to be included in 

Indian women‟s movement/ writings. Similar views are shared by Seema Sharma and Kanta 

Sharma: „A uniform autonomous women‟s movement cannot sustain as there is no common 

material base to launch such a movement. Not only there is no common material base but 

there is no common philosophy to combine Dalit women‟s movement with other women‟s 

movement. Dalit women‟s emancipation entails a dual struggle as a Dalit and as a woman.‟ 

(Dalit and Backward Women, 226) Thus, Dalit women writers now assert for the revision of 

the feminist politics.  About Dalit Feminism, Bama says in an interview: 

All women in the world are second class citizens. For Dalit women, the problem is 

grave. Their Dalit identity gives them a different set of problems. They experience a 

total lack of social status; they are not even considered dignified human beings. My 

stories are based on these aspects of Dalit culture….the hard labour they have to do all 

lives. Other problems are the same for all women. The Dalits particular caste…more 

agony and hard labour can be attributed to them. Dalit women have to put up with a 

triple oppression, based on class, caste and gender. They die in order to live. (Limbale 

116) 

Dalit literature was preoccupied with its politics, thus neglecting the women 

experiences. Although the male writers glorified their women, they failed to depict the real 

Dalit women. There was „excess of caste concern and scarcity of woman question‟. Her being 

a „woman‟ and also a „human being‟ is neglected, the only identity being that of a „Dalit‟. As 

the mainstream literature was dominated by the upper caste writers, marginalising the Dalit 

writers, in Dalit literature, the Dalit women writers were given a step-motherly treatment. 

With a distinct Dalit Women Literature, Dalit women writers finally have „a room of their 

own‟. This new sub-strand of Dalit literature projects Dalit women as rebels who “end the 

journey of deep darkness and behold dreams of sunrise...They fight for truth and for 

themselves. They revolt to protect their self-respect. They do not brood over the injustices 
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perpetrated on them, nor do they just rave against it, but take up arms and prepare to fight.” 

(Jyoti Lanjewar, “Dalit Literature and Dalit Women”, 193) The dailt women writers portray 

their women as assertive and challenging and redefining the notion of „Dalit woman‟. They 

are not blind to see the lacunae of Dalit movement and the feminist movement. They talk 

about in their books about the unholy nexus between caste and patriarchy. Bama‟s Sangati 

describes at length how males (Dalit) suppress and marginalise their women but when it 

comes to speak before the upper caste people, they zip up their mouth. 

Gopal Guru stated that „Politics of presence has led these women to make statements of 

arrival in the Dalit counter public‟ (The Prisons We Broke, 162) and Dalit women writings is 

a resistance against „Dalit patriarchy in particular and social patriarchy in general‟ (163). 

Baby Kamble‟s The Prisons We Broke (Jina Amucha) was the first fully fledged Dalit 

woman‟s autobiography which was published in 1985 (some 20 years later when it was 

written). It was a head-on confrontation with Brahminical hegemony on the one hand, and on 

the other, with the patriarchal domination. It is a Dalit feminist critique of patriarchy – how 

the women undergo physical and psychological violence in both, public and private spheres. 

For a Mahar man, Mahar woman is the „Other‟. The „husbandness‟ remains the same in all 

men. Dalit men tortured their women to satisfy their male ego as they were tortured by the 

rest of the village. Dalit women writing is a powerful medium to protest against their 

adversaries within and without. Urmila Pawar‟s Aaydan (The Weave of My Life) is one such 

attempt to analyse „the invisibility of caste and the hyper visibility of women‟ (Aaydan, 324). 

Urmila herself felt victimized at the hands of patriarchy and realizes that at the altar of 

marriage, the husband becomes the „master‟ of his wife and „had the right to do anything to 

her‟ (154). Something similar is talked of by Bama in her novel Sangati. Merely tying the tali 

(sacred thread) round her neck confers the rights to the husband to treat his wife in whatever 

manner he pleases – „she is my wife, I can beat her or even kill her if I want‟ (Sangati, 10-

11).  

Bama was in search of her individuality, as a Dalit and also as a woman. This quest is 

aptly projected in her „unusual autobiography‟ Karukku (1992). She strongly urges her people 

to „unite, think about their rights, and battle for them‟ (Karukku, xiii).However in Sangati 

(1994) she universalizes the plight of her women.  The aim of the book is to create „a Dalit-

Feminist perspective‟. It serves the dual purpose by contributing both, to the Dalit movement 

and to the women‟s liberation movement.  In the Preface, in an assertive tone, she declares 
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that Dalit women should „bounce like a ball and not to curl up and collapse because of the 

blow.‟ (Sangati, vii) Originally written in Tamil in 1994, followed by the second edition in 

1995, Sangati had a definite manifesto, „…its glowing message of self-confidence in place of 

self-pity was its strength as well as its voice‟ (vii). The book is a collection of stories, not of 

any particular woman but the whole of the female community. It is episodic in form without 

having any definite connection; the intertwining thread is supplied only by their common 

theme. Bama blatantly writes about the three powerful methods by which patriarchy exerts its 

influence over women - educational deprivation, economic imbalance and sexual harassment. 

The events in Sangati imbue in the Dalit women an urge to resist and live with respect.  

Sangati ignores the conventional norms of a novel and is a random account of the 

several anecdotes about the Tamil Dalit women, singing of their „sorrows and tears‟ and also 

„about the self-confidence and respect that enables them to leap over threatening adversities 

by laughing and ridiculing them; about their passion to live life with vitality, truth, and 

enjoyment; about their hard labour‟ (Preface, ix). It salutes those Dalit women who „had the 

courage to break the shackles of authority, to propel themselves upwards, to roar (their 

defiance) changed their difficult, problem-filled lives and quickly stanched their tears‟ (vii). 

Not just the style of the genre is experimental, the treatment of the subject too breaks the 

stereotypical portrayal of Dalit women; her women did not „let life crush or shatter them‟ 

(ix), they managed to „swim vigorously against the tide‟ (ix).  Whereas in Karukku there was 

much of identity question, Sangati attempts to join the scattered pieces of Dalit women‟s 

lives to present the whole community, hence the readers are cautioned not to look for any 

plot. „Sangati‟ implies „news, events, happenings‟ and Bama‟s intention is to „shout out‟ the 

stories of Dalit women that were hitherto ignored. Although not a theorist in the real sense, 

Bama succeeds in formulating a Dalit-feminist perspective. Each story in Sangati is narrated 

in the first person but a meditative tone of the grandmother and the author herself puts a final 

seal to anecdote and transforming the personal anecdote into a general observation.   

Bama‟s concern was the Dalit Women who were „sidelined, hidden and forgotten‟ (ix). 

Giving an insider‟s view, she bares the atrocities of patriarchy which allowed men to 

„humiliate us (women) a thousand ties, speak about us with disrespect, and act towards us in 

that way too. And that is accepted as normal‟ (122). Bama herself has three appendages to her 

identity that marginalize her in three ways - she is a Christian, a Dalit and a Woman.The 

difference made between the two genders is highlighted in all the stories. The rules are set in 
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the society and the women cannot act in „unexpected ways‟ (31). Since their birth, boys were 

treated superior to girls. They were breast-fed longer, respected more, are unconcerned 

towards the petty chores of the house, even their games are different. While the girl-child 

could be left screaming, the male-child is immediately attended and the „logical‟ reason given 

by one of the women leaves the narrator astounded: „Why, yes, after all tomorrow he‟s the 

one who‟ll fill a mouth that‟s desperate for food and water. You rear a girl child and give her 

away into someone else‟s hands.‟ (31) Such discrimination often led to arguments between 

the narrator and her paatti. Using the narrator as her mouthpiece, Bama questions, „Why 

can‟t we be the same as boys? We are not allowed to talk loudly or laugh noisily; even when 

we sleep we can‟t stretch out on our backs nor lie face down on our bellies. We always have 

to walk with our heads bowed down, gazing at our toes…Even when our stomachs are 

screaming with hunger, we mustn‟t eat first.‟ (29) Bama also mentions the common practice 

of the Indian society. The oppression of women is done not only by patriarchy; the women 

themselves are largely responsible in perpetrating these differences. The narrator‟s paatti too 

„cared for her grandsons much more than she cared for us (granddaughters)‟ (7). The best part 

of the eatables was meant for the boys and the girls had to satisfy themselves with the 

leftovers. The girls were not allowed to play boys‟ games. A ritual mentioned in the text took 

me by surprise and aroused my curiosity to think over it deeply. Very casually Bama refers to 

the dropping of the betel leaves into the well by the newly-wed couple to know how many 

children and of what sex they would have: „The number of leaves that fell face down 

indicated the number of girl children they would have; those that floated face up stood for the 

number of boys‟ (86). Although Bama has written about it in continuation to the description 

of the wedding ceremony but the thing that I found interesting is the relation of the betel 

leaves and the gender - the leaves having „face down‟ would be a girl and vice versa. 

Unknowingly here also differentiation is done and the fate of the women is sealed. 

Throughout their lives, they have to live with their „face down‟ and never to raise their eyes. 

After reading the opening statement of the book, „If the third is a girl to behold, your 

courtyard will fill with gold‟ (3), one conjures at least an average life for the Tamil Dalit 

women but the truth unfolds very soon in the words of narrator‟s grandmother (paatti): 

We have to labour in the fields as hard as men do, and then on top of that, struggle to 

bear and raise our children. As for the men, their work ends when they‟ve finished in 

the fields. If you are born into this world, it is best you were born a man. (6) 
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There is no reprieve for the women; they have to toil hard inside and outside the home 

until their death: 

The position of women is both pitiful and humiliating, really. In the fields they have to 

escape from upper-caste men‟s molestations. At church they must lick the priest‟s shoes 

and be his slaves while he threatens them with tales of God, Heaven and Hell. Even 

when they go to their own homes,…they have to submit themselves to their husbands‟ 

torment. (35) 

Although Bama does mention the issue of „caste‟ that exploits the Dalit men, „Even 

though they are male, because they are Dalits, they have to be like dogs with their tails rolled 

up when they are in the fields, and dealing with their landlords‟ (65), her major emphasis is 

upon the „gender‟, upon double jeopardy of Dalit women. She questions, „is it the fate of our 

women to be tormented both outside their houses and within?‟ (65). Thus, being a Dalit, her 

focus, no doubt is upon the „Dalits‟ but she vehemently writes about the women of her 

community who were discriminated and suppressed in every sphere.  

 

Bama puts forward the vulnerability of women in its authenticity. Being the weaker 

sex, she can be easily preyed upon. Hard labour and economic precariousness lead to sexual 

violence - another theme boldly explored by Bama in the book. Sexual exploitation is usually 

disguised as marital rape. The husbands „bossed‟ over their wives, curbed their movements 

outside the house and dictated terms inside the threshold too. She had to earn money, look 

after the household chores and satisfy the husband in the night. The incident describing the 

false accusations made against Mariamma verifies the fact that „whatever a man does, in the 

end the blame falls on the woman‟ (26). Kumaraswami Ayya, an upper caste landowner tried 

to outrage Mariamma‟s modesty but on failing in his attempts, and also to protect „his name‟, 

he framed a story and on his pretext, Mariamma was falsely implicated of having an illicit 

relationship with Manikkam (a boy of her caste). She was commanded „to fall down and beg 

forgiveness‟ (23). Also a fine of two hundred rupees was imposed on her whereas Manikkam 

was let go by giving a paltry sum of one hundred rupees, justified by the headman‟s words: 

„It is you female chicks who ought to be humble and modest. A man may do a hundred things 

and still get away with it.‟ (26) Giving clean-chit to Manikkam implies that „it‟s one justice 

for men and quite another for women‟ (24). Also, it emphasizes the tools of sex and purity 

that come too handy to assassinate a girl‟s character, least affecting a man. 



Scholar Critic                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-04, Issue-02, August 2017.                                                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 

9 
 

Women, when compared to men are the eternal sufferers. They have no respite until 

they live; in their tender years only, the girls are transformed into young women. Using a 

very innovative imagery of „onion‟, Bama aggressively appeals to society to change its 

attitude towards women before it is too late.: 

…so long as it is hidden in the earth, it claims to be big, but when you start peeling it, 

it‟s nothing but skin. These fellows are just like that - the onions. They‟ll shout 

themselves hoarse, making great claims. They‟ll forbid us to speak a word. They‟ll 

seethe like cobras and say that they alone own everything. But why should we hide our 

own skills and capabilities? (66)  

Towards the end of each chapter, Bama moralizes and goads the women for their 

emancipation. She believes in changing the destiny, „…we must never allow our minds to be 

worn out, damaged, and broken in the belief that this is our fate‟ (59). Why should women 

accept the words of men as laws, as scriptures, as rules? Why should their lives centre around 

their husbands? Why should they believe that „one‟s husband is one‟s manifest god‟ (122)? 

Bama‟s views on „marriage‟ are quite revolutionary. The idea of marriage and 

respectability/chastity being interrelated is unintelligible to her. For her „once a woman is 

married and has a tali round her neck, she is also signed, sealed, and delivered over to one 

man‟ (121). Whether it be Mariamma or Thaayi, the fate is the same for all the women. Their 

husbands can beat them black and blue because women „become a slave from the very day 

you (they) are married‟ (43). Beauvoir also remarks, marriage was considered as the „only 

means of support and sole justification of her existence‟ (The Second Sex, 446). Bama too 

raises her eyebrows over the conservatism of Indian society where „the day she (woman) 

leaves her husband, she loses everything‟ (Sangati, 95). Chapter 6 comments on the wife 

being beaten nearly to death for no fault of hers, save that of being a „woman‟.  It is a pity 

that the Indians still believe „a girl means expense and a boy means income‟ (115). It is 

always the men who are made the yardstick to measure a woman‟s achievements. Even this 

equation could have been acceptable had women gained anything but despite the compliance 

of the rules women are in no better position. Still it is only men‟s happiness that matters the 

most, „whatever happens must be according to their pleasure and their convenience‟ (110). 

The women are expected never to cross the lines drawn by patriarchy. Women represent the 

honour of the community for all the wrong reasons. Her achievements and progress go 

wasted but if she dares to violate the rules of society, she is not spared: „Whatever she does or 

achieves, they give it no credit, rate it as low, the only reason being that she was born a 
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woman‟ (109). Talking about the inter-caste marriages, Bama reveals the biased attitude of 

the society. If a boy does it, the „people are not bothered‟ but if a girl dares to do so, she is 

condemned for it. Citing the example of Esaaki, a high caste girl of Bama‟s village, who 

defied the customs by marrying a low caste man, Bama depicts how much the respectability 

of the community depended on the girl: „…if a man marries outside his caste, it is nothing. 

But if a girl marries outside her caste, the honour and pride of the whole community is lost‟ 

(109). Whereas the heinous murder of Esaaki by her brothers was pardoned as „honour 

killing‟, her marriage was declared a crime and could not be forgiven 

 

Sangati provides some relief, some succour also to the female community. Bama has 

portrayed both the shades of her society. It is not that Bama‟s community was always raising 

its fangs against its women. We do get many instances that abate our anger to some extent. 

The positive picture of widow remarriages and marriages sans dowry are indeed 

praiseworthy. Unlike the upper-caste Hindus, „widows are not treated differently‟ (90). 

Instead, they often remarry. They get some other liberties as well: 

If a man dies, there is no rule that says his wife must immediately go into white saris 

nor that she must behave in such and such manner. She will carry on in her usual way. 

And this because, even when her husband is alive, it isn‟t compulsory that a woman 

must wear a pottu on her forehead, nor bangles and other jewellery about her person, 

nor smear herself with turmeric. (90) 

Like her autobiography Karukku, Sangati too derives its strength from the real-life 

stories. Chapter 12 becomes largely autobiographical. Bama narrates her own difficult 

moments she had to face in the male-dominated society: 

Being a Dalit creates a problem. On top of that, being a Dalit woman makes it more 

difficult. The biggest problem of all, I realized, is trying to live alone as an unmarried 

Dalit woman. (119-120)  

There is always a spate of questions regarding her family, her caste, religion, work, her 

marital status etc. Women are thought of as „cattle that need taming‟ (120) and thus, husband 

is a necessity as per the Indian society. The „marriage-tali‟ is equal to the „bridle‟ to put the 

women under control. It seems that only marriage can confer the certificate of chastity and 

respectability to women. Only the husband‟s name can put life in the otherwise lifeless 

bodies of women. Painting the grey but true picture of the Indian society which thinks that 

„God created women only for the convenience of men‟ (122), Bama successfully removes the 
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mask off from the face where women are taught to „be conscious every minute of their day 

that men at the very centre of their lives‟ (122). On one hand, we are emulating the West for 

women‟s liberation, on the other, we do not allow the educated, working woman to live life 

on her own terms. This sheer hypocrisy is the butt of Bama‟s attack. They too have their 

desires and wishes, why are they told „never to reveal these things‟. Women should stop 

being treated as a „doll-child‟ and a „doll-wife‟. They should take lessons from Henrik 

Ibsen‟s Nora (from A Doll’s House); let their „bang‟ also reverberate in the corridors of 

patriarchy. Before being anything else, they are „reasonable human beings‟ and their most 

sacred duties are towards themselves. Bama too propounds that the women „must uphold our 

(their) rights…and declare that we (they) too are human beings‟ (66). She reiterates that no 

good would come unless the women themselves stand up for their rights; the women should 

become self-reliant and learn to help themselves: 

The government does not seem prepared to do anything to redress this. So we must take 

the challenge ourselves…If we continue to be frightened, everyone will take advantage 

of us. If we stand up for ourselves without caring whether we die or survive, they‟ll 

creep away with their tails between their legs. (66) 

Although Sangati does not overtly talk about „educating the Dalit women‟, the sense is 

implicit in her emphasis on self-help. Until women are economically independent, the 

patriarchal (caste as well) society would continue subjugating them. Bama was fortunate to 

have been born in a family that valued education as the only means to meet the shackles of 

suppression. Also it was in her childhood only that the truth of the casteist society was 

revealed to her. Even in school, she felt humiliated and tormented with her caste identity as a 

„Paraichi‟. Without directly referring to Ambedkar, Bama is propagating his idea of educating 

Dalit women as a solution to their emancipation. Ambedkar challenged the subordination of 

women in the name of religion. On July 18, 1927 he addressed Dalit women by saying, „I 

measure the progress of community by the degree of progress which women had achieved‟ 

(Thus Spoke Ambedkar: Selected Speeches). And key to progress according to him was 

Education, leading to Awareness, Protest and Liberation. Excerpt from Ambedkar‟s speech at 

the Mahad Satyagraha is worth quoting here. He made the Dalits aware of their slavery and 

also highlighted the importance of education in breaking the shackles of eternal bondage. 

Directing his words to the Dalit women, he focussed on both, caste and gender issues, 

hitherto ignored in Dalit women:  
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…The problems of living have to be tackled by men and women together. If men alone 

undertake this task (annihilation of castes) they will, I have no doubt, take a longer 

time. If women, however take this up, I believe that the task can be successfully 

completed sooner….You must think and realise that you have as much character and 

purity as a brahman woman…Give up your old habits…All those things that mark you 

as a n untouchable – you must drop them…Knowledge and education are not for men 

alone. They are essential for women too. (Debating the Consumption of Dalit 

„Autobiographies‟, 54) 

The theme of „educating the Dalit women‟ pervades in all the Dalit women writings. 

Ambedkar‟s words provided a much needed impetus to Dalit women and the tremendous 

impact could be realized in the upsurge of Dalit women‟s organizations such as Dalit Mahila 

Federation, National Federation of Dalit Women, All India Dalit Women‟s Forum, Dalit 

Stree Sahitya Manch and also the discussions initiated thereof on brahminical norms in 

feminism and patriarchal dictates in Dalit communities. He objected to the ways the Dalits 

were conditioned to believe in their sub-human existent. 

 

Bama too insists on „sharpen(ing) our minds and learn(ing) to live with self-respect‟ 

(104). She goads them towards asserting themselves: 

…we must not live like people who choose to be blind though they can see. If we 

ourselves do not change our condition, then who will come and change it for us? 

We must give up the belief that a married life of complete service to a man is our only 

fate. (122) 

Using writing as her medium, Bama has saluted the guts of the Dalit women who have 

not let the circumstances overpower them; rather they have fought bravely and have 

courageously swum against the tide. With the strength of self-confidence, they have managed 

to retain the vitality in their lives and have regained the meaning of their existence. Bama has 

complete faith in the saying, „women can make and women can break‟ (123) and thus they 

should realize their potential as early as possible. She is quite hopeful that a day would soon 

come when all the distinctions between man and woman would disappear. She repeatedly 

inspires the fair sex through her encouraging and motivating words. Urging the women never 

to „allow our minds to be worn out, damaged, and broken in the belief that this is our fate‟ 

(59), she opines, „if only we were to realize that we too have our self-worth, honour, and self-

respect, we could manage our own lives in our own way‟ (68). The translator, Lakshmi 
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Holmstrom calls Sangati  „the autobiography of a community‟ (Introduction to Sangati, xv) 

where Bama has applauded “not the traditional Tamil „feminine‟ ideals of accham (fear), 

naanam (shyness), madam (simplicity, innocence), payirppu (modesty), but rather, courage, 

fearlessness, independence, and self-esteem” (xix). These are the new parameters that define 

the „new woman‟, one who has removed all the unnecessary fetters, is liberated and is not „a 

slave at all hours and all minutes‟. If Karukku depicted a conflict between self and 

community, Sangati narrates the joint struggle of all paraiya women; Karukku is the 

autobiography of an individual, Sangati is the autobiography of a community.  
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