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ABSTRACT

ThisisastrongandinsightfulpaperfocusonDalitliterature,particularlyinrelationtothe
strugglesfacedbyDalitwomenasportrayedinBama'snovelSangati. Thepaperemphasizes the
issues of marginalization, exploitation, and discrimination that Dalit women endure, not
onlybecauseoftheircastebutalsoduetotheirgender,makingtheirplightdoublyoppressive. Bama,
through her writing, aims to highlight the day-to-day struggles of Dalit women, shedding
light on the stark realities they face ranging from illiteracy and economic backwardness to
sexual exploitation and trafficking. Her work serves as both a mirror and a call for action,
showing how these women are subjected to a continuous cycle of abuse and deprivation.
The inclusion of these real-life struggles underlines the significance of Dalit literature as a
powerful form of social critique and resistance. Moreover, this paper touches on the urgent
need for societal reforms to address these issues, pointing tothe importance of
education,socialequality,andlegalprotectionforDalitwomen.Byoutliningtheseconcerns,  the
paper urges a collective action to bring about systemic change and prevent the atrocities

faced by these marginalized groups.
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equality, legal protection

BAMA’SSANGATI: THEUNSPOKENTRUTHSOFDALITWOMEN

India is a largest democratic country in the world, yet a section of people are living a life
of suppression, unendurable and intolerable sufferings. The word “Dalit” comes from
Sanskrit. The meaning - distressed, crushed and downtrodden people. Various people have
given various names to Dalits. For example, Mahatma Gandhi named them “Harijans”.
Britishers called them "Scheduled Caste". In the Vedas, they are described as “Panjamar”,
“Sandalan” and “Avvarna”. But these most unfortunate people who were called by various

names have named themselves as “Dalits”.



When Dalits themselves write about their situation, it accounts in the literature a new
strength and idiom. Dalit writer’s experiences are meant to represent the experiences of her
entire community. The Dalits are trying to write themselves into the Indian narrative. Dalit
writers convey every Dalit entity into a unified community of fellow sufferers. Dalit
autobiographiesnotonly helptorecoverthe historyofthecommunity,but alsonecessitate a
rethink of Indian history. Whereas tales told by upper-caste (Non- Dalit) writers may not
create that much impact since they do not experience the pain and sufferings of Dalits.

Dalit literature has developed an aesthetics of its own that could powerfully depict the
issuesofmarginalizationandexploitationsagainst Dalitsinthesociety.Unlikeotherliterary
expressions, this genre of literature draws its materials from the social realities of the
communities in which the writer is embedded and hence these writings are autobiographical
to a certain extent. Dalit literature can be called as a literature of resistance and narratives of
pain as this literature challenges the existing structure of oppression and raise a call for
equality. Dalit writers are re-scripting the conceptions of Indian society and history while

challenging prevailing literary conventions.

Dalit women face the worst expressions of caste and gender discrimination. Violence is
usedagainstwomentoreinforcecasteandgendernorms. Itissociallylegitimizedthroughthe
impunity which the perpetrators enjoy. The perpetrators use their social, economic and
political powers to silence women in accessing justice. India’s community carries with it a
memory of trauma and oppression at the hands of the caste system that dictates who gets to
gotoschool,geteducated,escapepoverty,becomealeaderorberememberedindeath. This
continuestofesterdespiteourclaimsofmodernityandthedigitalage. Massivepublicrallies
bypeoplenevershowuponnationaltelevisionchannels,ourliteratureiskeptoutofupmarket
bookstoresandourculturesareco-optedorerased. Theonlytimeapersonmakesthenewsis ~ when

they are thrashed or dead. Even after death, they are not disclosed by the mass media.

BamaisoneoftheprominentTamilDalitChristianwriterswhoseworksportraytheplight
ofDalitpeopleinhercommunity.Bornin1958inaTamilDalitChristianfamily,Bamaasa feminist
who holds her grounds deeply rooted into the indigenous soil and Indian traditions

whichseemtohavebecomemorethanjustcontaminatedwiththeever-prevailing,vitiated



and cursed casteism. Bama’s Karukku and Sangati are the first contribution to subaltern
writings and prescribed in marginalized, autobiography, feminist and literature.
Sangati(1994)isthesecondworkofBamathatwasoriginallywritteninTamilandLakshmi
Holmstrom translated it into English nearly after a decade of its publication in Tamil.

Bama raises the issue related to double patriarchy that Dalits women's oppression —the
covert patriarchal stance subsumed within the gender relations of their own community and
theovertpatriarchalsystemoftheuppercastes.Bamaasafeministwriterprotestsagainstall
formsofoppressionandsufferingsfacedbyDalitwomeninthefirsthalfof Sangati.Butthe later part
of Sangati moves away from the state of depression and frustration. Instead, it presents a

positive identity to Dalit women focusing their inner strength and vigor.

Inthebeginning,shenarratesinthefirstpersonasyounggirlwomanandlaterasawoman.
Herreflectivevoiceisthatofanadultlookingbackandmediatingdeeplyuponherexperience
inthepastwhichcallsforpracticalactions.Herlanguageisalsoverydifferentfromtheother women
writers of India as she is more generous with the usage of Dalit Tamil dialect. Bama
smartlysuggeststhatsometimesasharptongueandobscenewordsarethewomen’sonlyway of
shaming men and escaping extreme physical violence which gives a violent and sexual

nature of the language.

Women suffer both gender and caste-based violence at the hands of the dominant caste
men due to their social, economic and political status. Women are considered as easily
availableforallformsofviolence.Bamahighlightsthe“difference”ofDalitwomenfromthe
privileged upper caste women and, more importantly, celebrates their “identity” in their
strength,laborandresilience. ThoughtheDalitwomenareoppressed,subjugatedandlooked
downuponasinconsequentialcreaturesbothbytheupper-classpeopleandbytheirownmen,
thesewomenexhibitanamazingstrengthofresistanceandsurvivalpotential. Shealsodeftly brings
out the ignorance and innocence of her women when it comes to voting and electing
thegovernment.Everyaspectofsocietyisdiscussed,analyzed,issuesincludingcinema,inter- caste
marriage, of how it’s not for a woman to marry outside of her caste while enjoyed the power
of doing so.

Women face violence from their own community and family, which is obviously the

manifestationofthepatriarchalorderandgenderdiscrimination.Genderinequalitysanctified



by religious and cultural norms subordinate women to face discrimination and violence.
Women face gender-based violence from within their home in public places in the hands of

their family members and non-family members.

InSangati,asachild,sheisexposedquestioningtheunequaltreatmentmetedouttoherat the
hands of her own maternal grandmother- Vellaiyammakizhavi in comparison to her
brother.Shealsoarguesthatsheisaskedtoeataftereverymalememberinthefamilyfinishes eating.
In fact, even the quality of food served to the girls is much poorer than the kind of which is
served to the boys. She throws several questions on an unequal treatment of female at home
and outside.

Why can’t we be the same as boys? We aren’t allowed to talk loudly or laugh noisily; even
whenwesleep,wecan’tstretchoutonourbacksnorliefacedownonourbellies. Wealways have to

walk with our heads bowed down, gazing at our toes. . (S-29)

Bama vehemently presents that all the household works like cleaning, cooking, laundry,
baby-sitting, etc. are done by the girls whereas the boys enjoy playing games or hanging out
with their friends in the village. Despite this, the girls in the village are deprived of a good
education, unlike the boys. The boys are kept free from all sorts of responsibilities that they
shouldtakeup,whereasthegirlsareover-burdenedwithnumerousendlesstoilsomeeveryday
activities. Though being an educated woman, Bama faced the biggest problem as an
unmarriedwoman.ShenarratestheculturalidentityofaDalitwomanbyillustratingtherites
ofacoming-of-ageceremony,abetrothal,awedding,etc. Theydonotexhibitanysentimental
attitude to the bonds of marriage, for example, thali does not have any binding significance.
Similarly, widows are not discriminated and they are free to remarry of their choice. She
questions that why a woman can’t live on her own. Bama’s Paati surmises the situation of
womeninasubalterncommunitywhensheexplainstoaqueryfromhergranddaughterasto their
plight that, If you are born into this world, it is best you were a man. Born as women,

whatgooddoweget?Weonlytoilinthefieldsandinthehomeuntilourvaginasshrivel... (S— 6)

ShealsopresentstheSocialist—feminismintheformoftheunequaldivisionoflabourand wage in
the hands of elite that has been imposed upon the lower caste women who are paid

muchlessthantheirmen. Theoppressedclasstoohasitsowngenderdiscrimination wherein



Dalitmenwhoareonthemarginsofthestructuredsociety,inturn,marginalizetheirvomen on the
basis of fixed gender roles. Through this, hard labour and economic precariousness
leadtoacultureofviolence. Theworsestrugglesshefacedisthatevenherwomancolleague who do
not tolerate her lifestyle.

IsitourfaultthatweareDalits?Ontopofthat,justbecauselamawoman, lhavetobattle especially
hard. Not only do | have to struggle against men, | have to also bear the insults from women
of other castes. From how many directions must the blows come! And for how long! (S-
122). Bama boldly explores that they are constantly vulnerable to a lot of sexual harassment
in the world of work. Within their community, the power rests with men as the caste-courts
and churches are male-led. Rules for sexual behavior are brow-raising different for men and
women. With regard to the gender violence by her family and community,
domesticviolenceisthemajorformofviolencefacedbywomenfromtheirfamilies.Physical ~ and
sexual violence are also the common forms of violence faced by them from their community
members. Bama realizes that she is rather proud to belong to her caste and that
lackofeducationhasactuallyperpetratedtheirslave-likesituation.Shesumsuptheirsituation thus:

Everywhere you look, you see blows and beatings; shame and humiliation. If we had a
little schooling at least, we could live with more awareness. When they humiliate us, we do
get furious and frustrated(S-118)

Therefore,Bamaenlightensthepeopleoftheircommunitytoeducateboysandgirlsalike,
without showing any difference. She wishes that girls should be brought upin a new way so
that in futurethere will beaday when menand womenwill betreatedwith equal rights. We
have a vibrant record of disparity and dialectic between two opposite forces like exploiters

and exploited colonizer and colonized, powerful and powerless.

Achangein attitudeis theneed ofthehour, and with this, sheis optimisticofinequalities
comingtoanend. Therefore,inspeakingtheunrepresentedinliterarydiscoursessofar,Bama  has
linked togetherthecasteas well thegenderoppression, in theprocess redefining woman from
the socio-cultural perspective. She has made herself heard in her attempt tomove from the
position ofthe subaltern to the center. Through Sangati,Bama holdsthe mirror up to the

heartofDalitwomen.ShemakesanappealforchangeandbettermentofthelifeofaDalit



womaninthevarietyoffields,includingsexandgenderdiscrimination,equalopportunityin
the workforce, education rights, etc.
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