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ABSTRACT

This review paper explores the intersectionality of gender and caste within Dalit women’s narratives, focusing on how
these dual axes of oppression shape their lived experiences and representation in literature and oral histories. Drawing from
seminal works by Dalit women writers such as Bama Faustina Soosairaj, Urmila Pawar, and Sivakami, the paper examines
themes of systemic marginalization, resistance, and resilience. It critically analyzes how these narratives uniquely address
patriarchy within caste systems and caste-based hierarchies within patriarchal structures, presenting a nuanced portrayal of
Dalit women’s struggles and agency.

By contextualizing these narratives within broader sociopolitical and historical frameworks, the paper highlights the
contributions of Dalit women’s voices to feminist and anti-caste discourses in India. The review also identifies gaps in existing
literature, such as the underrepresentation of intersectional perspectives in mainstream feminist and Dalit studies, advocating
for a more inclusive approach to understanding the complexities of Dalit women’s identities. Ultimately, the paper underscores
the transformative power of Dalit women’s narratives in challenging oppressive systems and reshaping academic and activist
dialogues on caste and gender.
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l. INTRODUCTION

The intersectionality of caste and gender forms a critical axis of marginalization in India, profoundly shaping the
experiences of Dalit women. Dalit women, positioned at the bottom of India’s socio-political hierarchy, endure
compounded forms of oppression rooted in caste-based discrimination and patriarchal subjugation (Rege, 1998). While
caste-based and feminist movements in India have sought to address structural inequalities, they often overlook or
underrepresent the unique struggles faced by Dalit women, who live at the nexus of these overlapping systems of
oppression (Paik, 2014).

The concept of intersectionality, originally introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989), provides a theoretical
framework to understand how multiple forms of discrimination—such as those based on caste and gender—intersect to
create unique and complex experiences of oppression. In the Indian context, Dalit women’s narratives offer a powerful lens
to examine these dynamics, challenging both caste hierarchies and patriarchal norms. Through autobiographies, oral
histories, and literary works, Dalit women articulate their struggles, resistance, and aspirations, revealing the multifaceted
nature of their marginalization (Gopal, 2015).
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This review paper seeks to analyze the intersectionality of gender and caste in Dalit women’s narratives, focusing
on how these works reflect their lived realities while contributing to broader feminist and anti-caste discourses. By
examining seminal texts such as Bama’s Karukku (2000), Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of My Life (2008), and Sivakami’s
The Grip of Change (2006), this paper aims to illuminate recurring themes of oppression, resilience, and agency in their
narratives. Additionally, it critically evaluates how these narratives challenge both mainstream feminist frameworks and
Dalit male-dominated literature, highlighting the distinct perspectives Dalit women bring to the discourse.

This review also situates Dalit women’s narratives within a broader sociopolitical and historical context, exploring how
their voices have influenced contemporary movements and academic discourses. By identifying gaps in existing
scholarship, such as the underrepresentation of intersectional perspectives in feminist and caste studies, this paper
advocates for a more inclusive and nuanced understanding of the intertwined oppressions faced by Dalit women.

The caste system in India has a long and complex history, with Dalit communities facing systemic discrimination and
marginalization for centuries. Within this context, Dalit women endure a unique form of oppression, as they are subject to
the intersections of gender and caste-based violence, exploitation, and social exclusion. (S.D.A.K, 2022) Dalit feminism
has emerged as a distinct movement, calling for the eradication of all forms of discrimination and the recognition of Dalit
women's agency and lived experiences. (Bhaskar, 2020)

Existing literature on the intersectionality of gender and caste in India has highlighted the ways in which Dalit
women's narratives are shaped by the complex interplay of these two identity markers (Dey & Orton, 2016) (S.D.AK,
2022) (Bhaskar, 2020). Scholars have emphasized the need to understand Dalit women's experiences through an
intersectional lens, as their marginalization cannot be fully grasped by considering gender or caste in isolation.

This research paper aims to delve deeper into the intersectionality of gender and caste in Dalit women's narratives,
exploring how these identity markers intersect to create unique forms of oppression and resilience.

1. HISTORICAL CONTEXT

The intersection of caste and gender has deep historical roots in Indian society, where the caste system, codified in
ancient texts like the Manusmriti, institutionalized a rigid social hierarchy and prescribed specific roles for individuals
based on their caste and gender. Dalit women, positioned at the intersection of the lowest caste and gender hierarchies,
were doubly marginalized. They faced not only the oppressive practices of untouchability and social exclusion but also the
patriarchal subjugation prevalent across all castes (Ambedkar, 1936; Guru, 1995).

In pre-colonial India, Dalit women were subjected to exploitative practices such as bonded labor, sexual violence,
and forced servitude, often under the guise of religious or social customs (Omvedt, 1994). The advent of colonial rule
brought some social reform movements, but these largely failed to address the unique plight of Dalit women. Reformers
like Jyotirao and Savitribai Phule advocated for the education and upliftment of Dalits, including women, challenging both
caste and gender norms (Rao, 2003). However, mainstream feminist and anti-caste movements often sidelined the specific
issues faced by Dalit women, treating caste and gender as separate spheres of oppression (Rege, 1998).

Post-independence India witnessed the codification of caste-based discrimination as unconstitutional in the Indian
Constitution, with provisions aimed at protecting Dalits and promoting their socio-economic advancement. Despite these
measures, Dalit women’s status remained precarious due to the persistence of caste and gender biases in society (Shah et
al., 2006). The feminist movement of the 1970s and 1980s brought issues of gender equality to the forefront, but it was
criticized for its upper-caste bias and neglect of Dalit women’s experiences (Rege, 1998).

Dalit women’s narratives began to emerge as a powerful counter-discourse in this context, giving voice to their
unique struggles and challenging the erasure of their experiences in both feminist and anti-caste discourses.
Autobiographies like Bama’s Karukku and Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of My Life not only document personal histories but
also critique systemic inequalities, offering a lens through which the historical intersections of caste and gender can be
understood.

This historical context highlights the long-standing marginalization of Dalit women and underscores the need for
an intersectional approach to analyze their narratives. By situating their experiences within this historical framework, we
can better understand the layers of oppression and the transformative potential of their stories.

I11.  INTERSECTIONALITY: THEORY AND FRAMEWORK

Intersectionality, as a theoretical framework, was introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) to analyze how
overlapping social identities—such as race, gender, and class—create unique systems of oppression and discrimination. In
the context of Dalit women in India, intersectionality helps in understanding the dual marginalization they face due to their
caste and gender. Unlike singular frameworks that address either caste or gender oppression in isolation, intersectionality
emphasizes the interwoven nature of these identities, demonstrating how Dalit women’s experiences are distinct from those
of Dalit men or upper-caste women (Rege, 1998).
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3.1. Key Theoretical Perspectives
Crenshaw’s work primarily focused on the intersection of race and gender in the United States, but its application
to the Indian context, particularly to caste and gender, has been expanded by scholars like Sharmila Rege and Gopal Guru.
Rege (1998) critiques mainstream feminism for its upper-caste bias and failure to account for caste-based discrimination.
She proposes a "Dalit feminist standpoint,” which recognizes Dalit women's unique position at the intersection of caste and
gender oppression. Similarly, Gopal Guru (1995) highlights the need for Dalit women to "talk differently," underscoring
their experiences of subjugation both within and outside the Dalit community.
3.2. Intersectionality in the Indian Context
The intersectionality of caste and gender is deeply embedded in the Indian socio-cultural fabric. Dalit women

often face triple discrimination: as women in a patriarchal society, as Dalits in a caste-based hierarchy, and as Dalit women
within a patriarchal Dalit community (Paik, 2014). This layered oppression manifests in various forms, including economic
exploitation, sexual violence, and social exclusion. Intersectionality offers a framework to analyze how these factors
operate simultaneously, creating compounded vulnerabilities that shape Dalit women’s lived experiences.
3.3. Application in Dalit Women’s Narratives

Dalit women’s autobiographies and literary works serve as crucial texts to understand the practical application of
intersectionality. For instance:
e Bama’s Karukku (2000) reflects on the intersecting oppressions of caste, gender, and religion in the life of a Dalit

Christian woman.
e Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of My Life (2008) examines the patriarchal norms within the Dalit community alongside

systemic caste discrimination.
e Sivakami’s The Grip of Change (2006) critiques the patriarchal domination within Dalit politics, highlighting the

intersectional struggles faced by Dalit women.

These narratives exemplify how caste and gender intersect to produce unique experiences of oppression and
resilience, challenging simplistic representations of marginalization.
3.4. Challenges and Limitations

While intersectionality provides a robust framework for analyzing Dalit women’s experiences, certain challenges
remain. The lack of representation of Dalit women in mainstream academic and literary discourses often leads to a skewed
understanding of their struggles. Additionally, the framework must account for regional, linguistic, and socio-economic
variations among Dalit women to avoid homogenizing their experiences (Shah et al., 2006).

Intersectionality, therefore, is not only a theoretical tool but also a methodological imperative for engaging with Dalit
women’s narratives. It enables a more comprehensive understanding of their lived realities and their resistance to systemic
inequalities.

Dalit women's lived experiences are marked by the intersection of caste and gender, resulting in a unique form of
oppression and marginalization. As Crenshaw's seminal work on intersectionality has highlighted, the experiences of
women of color cannot be fully understood by considering sexism and racism in isolation. (Bhaskar, 2020) Similarly, the
challenges faced by Dalit women in India are a consequence of the interlocking systems of caste and gender
discrimination. (Dey & Orton, 2016)

Caste-based violence and discrimination against Dalit women are deeply rooted in the Indian social fabric. Dalit
women are often subjected to physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, with their vulnerability compounded by their lower
position in the caste hierarchy. As the excerpt from the source suggests, "Where systems of caste and gender, domination
come together, as they do in the experiences of oppressed Dalit women, intervention strategies are needed to build support
systems for them."

Furthermore, the Nirbhaya case in India has highlighted the intersectional nature of gender violence, where the
victim's caste and class status intersected to compound her vulnerability. Dalit women's narratives often reveal the complex
interplay of caste and gender, where they face a unique form of marginalization that cannot be addressed by simply
addressing gender or caste-based discrimination in isolation. (S.D.A.K, 2022) (Bhaskar, 2020)

Dalit feminism has emerged as a distinct movement, recognizing the need to address the specific challenges faced
by Dalit women. As the excerpt from the second source suggests, "Dalit feminism has emerged as a separate movement for
social equality and justice. It aims at ‘eradicating all forms of violence, intolerance, hierarchy and discrimination in the
society." (Bhaskar, 2020)

In conclusion, the examination of Dalit women's narratives through the lens of intersectionality is crucial in
understanding the complex and multifaceted nature of their oppression.

IV. CONTEMPORARY IMPLICATIONS

The intersectionality of gender and caste in Dalit women’s narratives has profound contemporary implications,
particularly in reshaping feminist and anti-caste discourses in India. Dalit women’s writings, such as those by Bama,
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Urmila Pawar, and Sivakami, have challenged the exclusions within mainstream feminism and male-dominated Dalit
movements, emphasizing the need for an intersectional lens to address compounded oppressions. These narratives have
also invigorated Dalit feminist movements by providing a platform for advocacy on critical issues like sexual violence,
education, and economic empowerment, thereby promoting targeted interventions and policy reforms (Rege, 1998; Paik,
2014). For instance, they have informed scholarship programs and legal protections aimed at addressing caste-based
violence and discrimination, creating a more inclusive framework for social justice.

Additionally, these narratives influence cultural and academic spaces, bridging gaps between marginalized
communities and global solidarity movements. Their growing representation in digital media and cultural productions,
such as films and online platforms, has expanded public awareness of caste and gender inequities, making them central to
contemporary dialogues on social transformation (Soundararajan, 2019). By illuminating the lived experiences of Dalit
women, these works advocate for intersectional approaches in policymaking, academia, and activism, fostering a nuanced
understanding of systemic oppression while driving meaningful change at local and global levels.

V. CONCLUSION

The examination of Dalit women’s narratives through the lens of intersectionality reveals the complex interplay of
caste and gender in shaping their lived experiences. Positioned at the confluence of two oppressive systems, Dalit women
endure unique challenges that are often overlooked in mainstream feminist and anti-caste discourses. Their
autobiographies, memoirs, and literary works not only document their struggles but also serve as powerful tools of
resistance, offering a critique of societal norms and systemic inequalities.

These narratives challenge the exclusivity of dominant frameworks by emphasizing the need for an inclusive,
intersectional approach to understanding oppression and marginalization. They have informed academic discourse, policy-
making, and activism, fostering greater awareness of the compounded discrimination faced by Dalit women. As they
bridge the gaps between caste, gender, and global social justice movements, Dalit women’s voices remain central to the
fight against oppression, offering pathways for collective resistance and transformative change. This review underscores
the importance of centering Dalit women’s perspectives to advance a more equitable and just society.
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