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DALIT LITERATURE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

            Dalit literature, which looks at history and current events from a Dalit point 

of view, has come to occupy a niche in the body of Indian literary expression. It 

forms an important and distinct part of Indian literature and politics. The history of 

Dalit literary movement goes back to the 11
th

 Century, when the first Vachana 

poet, Madara Chennaiah who was a cobbler, expressed the anguish of the Dalits.  

Dalit literature has its roots in the lives of the people who are suppressed, crushed, 

downtrodden or broken to pieces.  The theme which Dalit literature emphasizes 

upon is  giving a voice to the relentless oppression of Dalits in India's caste 

hierarchy and to inspire the possibility of their social, economic and cultural 

development. 

           In modern India, Dalit literature got impetus in Maharashtra due to the 

legacy of Jyotiba Phule(1828-90), Prof. S.M. Mate (1886-1957) and Bhimrao 

Ramji Ambedkar(1891-1956).  The characters of its literary pieces work as manual 

laborers cleaning streets, toilets, and sewers. Therefore the primary motive of Dalit 

literature is the liberation of Dalits.  

          Buddhism and Karl Marx shaped and influenced Dalit writers. Dalit writers 

express complete disillusionment with Hinduism. To achieve poetic beauty is not 

the aim of Dalit poets as similes, metaphors and symbols are not important. The 

shocking reality of life is their weapon to fight against the fantasy or imagination.  

         There are two strong voices in the Dalit literary canon (if it can be called so), 

one emanates from Maharashtra, rightly called Marathi Dalit literature and the 

other from Tamil Nadu, called Tamil Dalit literature. Tamil Dalit literature takes 



 

 

its source from Marathi Dalit literature. The two distinct voices shall be heard and 

dealt with in the later section of the module. 

 

 BACKGROUND 

 

            The word Dalit comes from the Sanskrit root word “dal” and means 

broken, ground-down, down-trodden or oppressed. Earlier they were known as 

the Untouchables, Depressed Classes and Harijans. In the post independent 

India, after the abolition of ‘untouchability’, they have adopted the term 

“Dalit” as a name for themselves. In the introduction to Bama’s Sangati, 

(Bama, 2005: xi)  Lakshmi Holmstrom clarifies the term further by saying, 

“Although the word ‘Dalit’ was first used by Ambedkar in preference to his 

own earlier term ‘Scheduled Castes’, it only gained common currency 

following what might be called the second wave of the Marathi Dalit 

movement, that is to say, with the founding of the Dalit Panthers in 1972.”  

‘Dalit’ refers to one’s caste, rather than class;  it applies to members of those 

menial castes which have borne the stigma of “untouchability” because of the 

extreme impurity and pollution connected with their traditional occupations. 

 

 

CASTE HIERARCHY IN INDIA AND SOCIAL INJUSTICE 

           The Indian caste system is based on the Brahmanical system of 

stratification-Varna and Jati. Varna in Sanskrit literally means colour. 

Originally it  referred to the four broad divisions of society outlined in the 

Brahmanical texts as Brahmans, Kshatriyas, Vasya, and Sudra. Varna referred 

to a status ordered system. Later on a fifth division also came to be added. It 

was regarded outside the pale of caste society and comprised of the 

‘untouchables’ or the Dalits. 

           Jati refers to an endogamous unit within which one must marry. 

Members of a jati are members of a descent group- traditionally assigned to a 

specific job. Broadly there are three major divisions: the upper castes 

comprising of the Brahmans, Rajputs, Baniyas and Kayastas.The middle caste 



 

 

comprising of the Jats, Yadavs and Kurmis. This also includes other castes 

officially designated as OBCs as they have not moved up the social ladder. The 

lower castes are at the bottom of the hierarchy whose touch is often regarded as 

polluting. The Dalits or the untouchables belong to the lowest rung of the 

social order.  

            The caste system comprises of a series of hereditary groups or jatis 

characterized by hierarchies and gradations according to ritual status. The basis 

of the inequality underlying the caste system in India is the application of 

evaluative-value-based standards in placing particular castes as high or low.  

            A significant regressive feature of the caste system in India is the 

economic exploitation and unequal distribution of power, resulting in grave 

social injustice. Earlier the public spaces were divided in such a way that 

access to certain streets was barred to the lower castes because they were 

regarded as defiling. 

            While sociologists Louis Dumont and Micheal Mofat present the caste 

system as a system of consensual values-  accepted by both the dominant and 

the dominated, Dr B.R. Ambedkar, the architect of the  Constitution of India 

perceived it as bottom end up. As Ambedkar put it, caste is a system of 

“graded inequality in which castes are arranged according to an ascending 

scale of reverence and a descending scale of contempt”.  ( Chakravarty, 2003: 

7) 

 

           As Uma Chakravarthy documents, “Most reprehensibly, caste ideology 

denies subjectivity to the Dalits by depriving them of dignity and personhood.” 

(Chakravarty, 2003: 7).  Berreman aptly describes the caste system as 

“institutionalized inequality”. He adds, “The human meaning of caste for those 

who live it is power and vulnerability, privilege and oppression, honour and 

degradation, plenty and want, reward and deprivation, security and anxiety.”  

Interesting Fact:  



 

 

 Unequal access to material resources and power is an inherent feature 

of the caste system in terms of lived experience, which the pure-impure 

dichotomy obscures. 

 

 MOVEMENTS FOR HUMAN RIGHTS, DALIT RIGHTS & THE POONA 

PACT 

 

            During the last decade of the19th century, Indian leaders came to the 

center to fight for the cause of human rights.  Raja Ram Mohan Roy fought for 

the abolition of Sati. The cause for the rights of the Dalits was taken up by both 

M.K. Gandhi and Dr B.R. Ambedkar. The focus of the movement led by 

Gandhi was to remove untouchabilty. He did not fight against the firmly 

entrenched caste system in India. Although he gave the name Harijan to the 

lower caste and worked for their welfare and upliftment, he did not voice his 

views against the caste system. 

            Dr B.R. Ambedkar (1891-1956) , on the other hand, was the first 

towering figure among social leaders to work for the cause of the Dalits. He 

was the fourteenth child of Mahar parents Ramji and Bhimabai. The Mahars 

were considered the lower castes and treated as untouchables. Born in a Dalit 

family he had the first hand bitter experience of the inhuman discriminatory 

practices prevalent in India. He was a sworn enemy of Manu and held the 

Manu Smriti responsible for the sorry plight of Indian Hindu women. He 

adopted various means to safeguard Dalit rights. Ambedkar launched a 

movement against Dalit discrimination by creating public opinion through 

writings. He encouraged Dalit women to write forcefully about the 

discrimination and humiliation meted out to them. He says, “Educate, agitate 

and organize; have faith in yourself. With justice on our side, I do not see how 

we can lose our battle, for ours is not a battle for wealth or for power. It is a 

battle for freedom, it is a battle for the reclamation of the human personality.” 

( Ambedkar, 1989:17). 

 

            After the representation made by him before the Simon Commission in 

connection with the Depressed Classes, the British announced the ‘Communal 



 

 

Award’ as  a result of which several communities including Depressed Classes 

were given the right to have separate electorates. Gandhiji opposed this move 

and went on a fast-unto-death. On 24 September, 1932, Gandhiji and 

Ambedkar reached an understanding, which became the famous Poona Pact. 

According to the Pact, in addition to the agreement on electoral constituencies, 

reservations were provided for untouchables in government jobs and legislative 

assemblies. The Pact gave a definite face-lift to the downtrodden in India and 

opened gates of education and employment for them.  

            Dr Ambedkar struggled for women’s liberation from the caste 

entrenched patriarchal system. At the Conference of the Depressed Classes 

Women in 1942 at Nagpur he stated, “Let every girl who marries stand by her 

husband, claim to be her husband’s friend and equal and refuse to be his 

‘slave’.” He resigned from the Nehru Cabinet as Law Minister when the 

Cabinet refused to pass the Women’s Rights Bill.  

 

DALIT LITERATURE AS A GENRE 

 

           Dalit literature as a genre was established in the 1960s and 1970s. It 

comprises both of tribal and non-tribal voices in literature. These literary 

works brought to light the agony of the subalterns. The literature represents the 

anguish of the entire community and not an individual alone. It is a saga, of 

‘lived experiences’ and about the sufferings of an ‘oppressed class’. It is a 

form of post-colonial literature. Raj Gauthaman says, “Dalit literature 

describes the world differently from a Dalit perspective. Therefore it should 

outrage and repel the guardians of caste and class. It should provoke them into 

asking is this indeed literature.” (Gauthaman,1993 : 98) 

             Dalit literature speaks of a ‘politics of liberation’. Playwright and critic 

Gunasekaran says that Dalit art does  not depend on mainstream Hinduism. 

The agenda that he sets for Dalit writers is to “reclaim without compromising 

to mainstream taste, particular Dalit features of spectacle, mask, gesture and 

language. This concept of Dalit culture sets up an alternate classicism for Dalit 

writers, a different poetics based on oral traditions.” ( K.A.Gunasekaran, 

1996). 



 

 

             Dr B.R. Ambedkar, a pioneering Dalit voice believed that only 

education could bring about a change in the lives of the Dalit which reels under 

oppression and atrocity. He opened many schools and  hundreds of Dalits sent 

their children to Dalit run institutions. These institutions produced the firs t 

generation of Dalit literates in large numbers who took to writing and started 

publishing newspapers and magazines. 

             Arun Kamble, Shantabai Kamble, Krushna Kamble, Raja Dhale, 

Namdev Dhasal, Bandhu Madhav, Laxman Mane, Laxman Gaikwad, Hari 

Narake, Sharankumar Limbale, Waman Nibalkar, Bhimsen Dethe and Bhau 

Panchbhai are noteworthy Dalit writers. Namdev Dhasal's works express 

the anguish and aspirations of Dalits in India. His opinion is that  “The 

system operates through distrust: and a preconceived notion that we are not 

only low, but also evil,”  The Dalit litterateurs think that so long as the 

discriminative caste system exists there can never be complete freedom, 

brotherly feeling and justice established in the nation. The following lines 

depicts the anger and burning desire for revenge among the writers. 

 

That some were high while others were low?  

Well, all right, then this city deserved burying--  

Why did they call it the machine age?  

Seems like the Stone Age in the twentieth century.  

('You Wrote From Los Angeles', by Daya Pawar) 

          

MARATHI DALIT LITERATURE 

              The Marathi Dalit writers have made a major contribution to the 

literary representation of Dalit problem. Marathi literature has dealt with all the 

facets of life and has established itself as a flourishing art form. 

                Marathi Dalit literarture is mainly the result of socio-cultural changes 

that took place in Maharashtra after Independence. Silenced for centuries by 

caste prejudice and social oppression, the Dalits registered their protests in the 

form of short stories, poetry, novels and autobiographies. The volatile 

surroundings made writers like Annabhau Sathe (1920-1969) depict through 



 

 

realistic and effective writing, the inhumanity, lawlessness and cruelty of 

society.  

                Dalit literature came into prominence as a collective voice after 1960 

as a  fresh crop of new writers like Baburao Bagul, Bandhu Madhav and 

Shankarao Kharat, emerged with the Little Magazine Movement. They 

represent a new, direct, angry voice in the literature.  

              Baburao Ramchandra Bagul (1930-2008) the Father of  Marathi 

Dalit literature touched people’s mind through his revolutionary literature. He 

was the first writer who associated Dalit literature with African American 

literature and initiated the internationalisation of Dalit literature. Dalit writer 

Namdeo Dhasal has compared him with Russian writer Dostoyevsky. His 

writings were influenced by writers like Marx, Lenin, Gorki and Chekov .Apart 

from these writers he was influenced by the thoughts of Gautam Buddha, 

Mahatma Phule and Ambedkar. His major works are Jevah Mi Jaat Chorli Hoti 

(When I robbed a caste;1963),  Maran Swast Hot Aahe  (Death is becoming 

cheap, 1969 )  which broke all norms of conventional story writing in Marathi 

and altered the face of short-story writing, Sood (Revenge;1970) and two 

novels Aghori (1980) and Kondi (2000).  

               

             

 THE PLIGHT OF DALIT WOMEN AND DALIT FEMINISM 

 

                 Dalit women are subjected to extreme forms of social, economic, 

physical and mental torture and exploitation. According to the official figures 

three Dalit women are raped every day. Dalit women are victims of caste-

based atrocities; they are raped when working in the fields. They are casually 

stripped and molested and even invite death if they dare to quench their thirst 

from a common well. The writings of Dalits women writers are based on the 

lives, experiences and consciousness of the community and assert the need for  

justice. Their life is quite similar to their upper caste counterparts but the fact is 

that Dalit women have been victims of patriarchal society for ages and s till 

have very little claim to human rights. Their attempts to affirm their rights are 

often met with strong resistance from the higher castes, resulting in inhuman 

torture, rapes, massacres, and other atrocities. The images of savage reality that 



 

 

emerge through Dalit stories; the level of violence against Dalits women is 

quite similar to the ordeal of black women in the US.               

             In  a case of double marginalization, they are victims of caste and 

gender oppressions together. While on the one hand, on account of being a 

Dalit, they are coerced into a life of poverty and economic exploitation 

resulting in abject denials and discrimination, on the other hand, being women 

they are forced to lead a completely dehumanized existence having little or no 

control over their bodies. Dalit Feminism voices their agony and articulates 

their oppression on a 3 point scale. They say Dalit women suffera  three-way 

oppression 

i) As subject to caste oppression at the hands of the upper castes; 

ii) As labourers subject to the class-based oppression, also mainly at the 

hands of the upper and middle castes who form the bulk of landowners; 

iii) As women who experience patriarchal oppression at the hands of all 

men including men of their own caste.  

DALIT WOMEN’S VOICES 

            Assertion of Dalit women’s  rights is gradually emerging on the centre- 

stage of the politics of caste hegemony in India. Tharu and Lalitha, in their 

monumental Women Writing in India cite a number of autobiographies which 

appeared in the late 19
th

 and early 20
th

 Centuries, heralding the start of a 

modern genre of creative writing by women. They comment that many of these 

texts “ ‘ are a personal testimony’ of the new sense of the worth, these women 

experience as ‘individuals’, whose individual lives were of interest and 

importance.” 

                     Bama (2005) says “Oppressed, ruled and still being ruled by 

patriarchy, government, caste and religion, Dalit women are forced to break all 

the strictures of society to live.” She further writes, “Even in times of trouble, 

boredom and depression the urge grew to demolish the troubles, and to live 

happily. To bounce like a ball that has been hit became my deepest desire, and 

not to curl up and collapse because of the blow.”  

                Women in the past were encouraged to read but not write, resulting in a 

huge disparity between readership and authorship. The first generation of Dalit 



 

 

writers were mainly men who turned a deaf ear to the issues of Dalit women. 

But women writers have presented an accentuated version of the oppression, 

deprivation, discrimination and marginalization faced by Dalit women. Their 

voice is now being heard, perhaps for the first time, as a force in Indian politics 

and literature. 

                Dalit women have started writing in powerful terms about their 

experiences of caste oppression. They have even formed the Dalit Women 

Federation taking into cognizance that the existing fora do not voice their 

opinions forcefully. Two distinct voices of  Dalit Feminism emerge from 

Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu . Although they have overlapping concerns they 

hold their different identities. 

              

 MARATHI DALIT WOMEN WRITERS 

            The writings of  Baby Kamble and Urmila Pawar emphatically express 

the anguish of Dalit women in Marathi Dalit literature. Baby Kamble’s The 

Prisons We Broke is the first work that comes in Dalit Literature which is 

written by a woman. The book deals with the two major problems of  society: 

first, the oppression and exploitation of the Dalit by the upper class, and 

second, the discrimination towards women in a patriarchal society.  

Urmila Pawar's The Weave of My Life: A Dalit Woman's Memoirs belongs to 

the genre of autobiography, which is rarely used by Indians. It presents the 

major issues of class, caste, and gender in the Indian context. Apart from 

recording a woman's discovery of selfhood and assertion of identity, it also 

offers a background picture of the Indian (especially Maharashtrian) culture, 

including interpersonal and intercommunal relations, clashes, and tolerances. 

According to Maya Pandit the two autobiographies, Baby Kamble’s Jina 

Amucha and Urmila Pawar’s Aaydan “speak not of a single person but the 

struggles of the entire society”.  

 

 

TAMIL DALIT WOMEN WRITERS 



 

 

        Prominent Dalit writers who have realistically portrayed the anguish of 

the Dalit women from Tamil Nadu are Bama and Viramma.  

            Faustina  Mary Fatima Rani Bama is a famous Dalit activist,writer 

and teacher. She writes under the pen name of Bama.  She is a Tamil Dalit 

woman who hails from a Roman Catholic family. She has published three main 

works: an autobiography, Karruku (1992), a novel Sangati (1994), and a 

collection of short stories Kissumkukkaaran (1996).  

            Bama belongs to the group of those writers who propound the idea of 

social realism in literature. As a propunder of Dalit feminism she believes in 

potraying “ challenging forms of oppression” which are both overt and covert 

in their own ways.She describes the common experiences of exploitation, of 

her own Paraiya community. 

           Through her autobiography, “ Karrukku” , Bama projects the suffering 

of Dalit women. Her novel Sangati translated into English by Lakshmi 

Holmstrom, is an autobiography of her community which highlights the 

struggle of the Pariya women. Sangati contributes both to the Dalit women and 

to the  women’s movement in India, especially in Tamil Nadu. The text deals 

with variegated experiences and stories of the Dalit women strung together. 

Bama adopts two different modes of narration, one is confessional and the 

other is the conventional mode. The narration deals with  more than 35 

characters, but no character can be singled out to be the protagonist. The 

anecdotes which end up being testimonies of the injustice faced by them, 

highlights the different lives led by men and women of the same community. 

While men do get the opportunity for recreation, women toil under the pressure 

of professional and domestic life. Without remorse, the women tired after a 

day’s work have to attend to the household chores also. Bama realistically 

potrays the physical violence that outlines their lives. She explores the 

psychological stress and trauma that Dalit women go through. Her language is 

very different from other Indian women writers as she generously incorporates 

the Dalit slogans and phrases, proverbs, folklore and folk songs. She does not 

flinch from criticizing the Church also.    

                         Bama as a feminist writer protests against all forms of 

oppression and sufferings faced by the Dalit women in the first half of Sangati. 

But the later part of Sangati moves away from depression and presents a 

positive identity of Dalit women.  By presenting a positive identity of Dalit 



 

 

women  Bama focuses on their inner strength and vigour. Bama is convinced 

that no one is going to help the women in her community, it is up to the 

women themselves to bring about the change required. The novel makes a 

clarion call for action and transformation. 

 

           Viramma is aTamil illiterate agricultural labourer and midwife from a 

Pondicherry village. Her autobiograohy is titled after her and is co-authored  

by Josaine Racine and Jean-Luc Racine, who are Tamil born 

ethnomusicologists educated in France to whom Viramma narrates her story in 

the first person. This affords an ‘unusual’ character to the autobiography, 

highlighting the evolving character of the Dalit women. Viramma like all Dalit 

women is doubly marginalized, firstly as a Dalit and secondly as a woman. In 

her autobiography she does not only bewail and cry over her Dalit identity but 

also celebrates it. Dalit songs, rituals, festivals, and other community centric 

ceremonies are narrated with intimacy and speaks of a rejection of the 

Brahmanical order. 

 

TRIBAL WRITINGS 

 

2.1 BACKGROUND 

Tribe means a primary aggregate of people in a primitive or barbarous 

condition, under a headman or a chief.  A tribe has some special 

characteristics, which are as follows. A tribe has a name of its own. 

Sometimes these names are given by other communities to the tribe. They 

stay at a designated geographical location. They have their own language, 

sometimes without a script. They have their own religion, beliefs and 

worldview. They are a biologically separable population sometimes caused 

due to geographical boundaries. They interact with others through the 

market and have a more or less self sustaining economy. They have many 

modes of earning their livelihood. If one method fails, the others help them 

to survive. They have their own political system which is supposedly 

geared to their own needs and cultures.  



 

 

           The Constitution of India gives recognition to a category of people 

designated as the scheduled tribes and makes special provision for their political 

representation and their economic and social welfare. The several hundreds units 

that comprise the Scheduled Tribes of India cover all the modes of tribal 

organization. 

                 The Tribals like the Dalits have faced discrimination and are fighting for 

their voice to be heard. Tribes have existed at the margins of Hindu civilization 

from time immemorial and these margins have always been vague,uncertain, and 

fluctuating. The distinctive characteristic of the tribe in India has been its isolation 

mainly in the interior hills and forests but also in the frontier areas. By and large 

the tribal communities are those which were either left behind in these ecological 

niches or pushed back into them in the course of the expansion of state and 

civilization. The isolation whether self- imposed or imposed by others blocked the 

growth of their material culture but it also enabled them to retain their distinctive 

modes of speech. Today the  single most  indicator of the distinction between tribe 

and caste is the language. The castes speak one or the other of the major literary 

languages; wheras each tribe has its own distinctive dialect which might differ 

fundamentally from the prevalent regional language. But sometimes this 

distinction does not work as there are many tribes in  western India including the 

Bhilis who do not have any language of their own and adopted the language of the 

region.  

2.2 WOMEN IN TRIBAL SOCIETY 

                                   The tribal women constitute, like any other social group, 

about half of the total population .The status of the tribal women in a society can 

be divided into two categories. According to the first category, tribal women have 

a relatively low status vis-à-vis men like in caste Hindus. Except in case of 

matrilineal, matriarchal, and polyandrous tribal communities, the status of women 

in most of the tribes is inferior to men. The other group of studies focuses on 

higher social status of tribal women. It has been shown that the tribal women are 

relatively better off  than their non-tribal counterparts in that they are free to move 

outside the home, mix with men folk, have greater freedom in the choice of mates 

and fully participate in the diverse economic activities of the household. For 

example, among the Tharus of Terai, status of women is proverbially high. They 



 

 

dominate over their husbands, have the property rights, keep poultry, own it, they 

fish, make baskets and sell the products of their labour. Similarly, Sema Naga 

women are higher socially despite the restrictions in the matters of the possession 

of the property and in sexual license. However,  as women in social groups, are 

more illiterate than men.  

                   With the onset of development programs economic changes are taking 

place which have affected tribal women. These tribal women who sustained 

themselves on the natural resources had to face economic impoverishment, 

followed by loss of social status 

2.3 TRIBAL WRITINGS 

                 The tribal and Dalit writings come under one cluster as a literary genre. 

Tribal writings are scarce owing to their isolatory status and completely different 

language. There is no text that we can call upon to critique. 

  

THE RAINBOW SMILES 

Dalit Literature is not only a movement of protest or of awakening, because its 

subjects are very different and contemporary. It has successfully served the 

purpose of awakening the consciousness of the downtrodden for forging their 

identities. Though not completely, but to some extent the age of globalization has 

changed the lives of Dalits. The policies of the government to uplift the oppressed 

classes have started showing its results. Dalit Literature represents a powerful, 

emerging trend in the Indian literary scene. Dalit and African American literature 

in a course entitled ‘Literature of Protest’ has been introduced in various Indian 

Universities. Their stories earlier told in Marathi, Tamil, Hindi, Kannada and 

Telugu are now being translated into English, French and Spanish. With the 

growing translation of works by Dalit writers from various regional languages into 

different languages, its reverberations are now being heard all around the globe. 

                                 ************************************** 
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