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Abstract 

This paper analyses how through the genre of Dalit stories that Dalit women write and 

bring forth their two-fold agony, one as a Dalit and another as a female. Dalit women suffer an 

additional layer of discrimination and violence on the basis of gender both by people of higher 

castes and within their own communities. The Dalit woman, as enfigured in the writings of 

Babytai Kamble, Janabai Girahe, Kumud Pawde, Shantabai Dani, Bama , and Viramma  is the 

one who is hard-working, solitary, oppressed being, one who has to survive in the high-caste 

society as well as her own poverty-ridden, filthy, superstitious social environment. In this paper, 

I examine Eight Dalit women’s stories from Pan On Fire by Sumitra Bhave’s  in Marathi and 

which are available in English translation by Gauri Deshpande. It discusses how these life 

stories could be used for our understanding of their challenges against upper caste social order. 

The paper would also touch upon the violation against Dalit women in the culture of 

globalization with detailed analysis on their socio economic condition, including the question of 

their right to livelihood. And lastly; the paper would describe incidents as well as local problems 

of Dalit women. Specifically, this study explores the nature and role of education and its 

relationship to empowerment on rural Dalit women.  They are doubly oppressed by a patriarchal 

and caste tyrannical society. 

 

  It may be mentioned here that these life-stories were collected by a research team 

headed by sumitra Bhave under the auspices of Ishvani Kendra pune . 
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Sumitra Bhave’s Pan on Fire stories can be termed as a collection of narrated stories of 

eighth Dalit women. The very objective of the book as mentioned in the Preface is: 

  To discover and reflect on the images that eighth Dalit Women have of themselves in 

their multiple roles and problems faced in the family, work, society and religion.(xi). 

It is perhaps necessary to discuss here how these life-stories were collected. The research 

team decided to prompt the women to be interviewed to speak on various topics using a 

dialogical method. It did not involve an interview but a true dialogue. The team just 

wanted to speak on a topic in a particular way. The team just wanted to elicit information 

from these women on the major incidents in their lives which they specifically 

remembered.                                                                                                                                                        

Though the actual narrations were in the form of dialogue, they are presented here as 

straight oral histories. Often these women could hardly contain their emotions in the flow 

of narrative. Often they wept. Often they realized that this was the first time they had 

consciously re-lived and re-evaluated a certain situation. They felt a sense of power in the 

telling of their lives which led to a desire for action.  

The eight Dalit women who narrated their life-accounts were: Sangeeta, chhaya, rakhma, 

mangala, ashoka, savitri and leela. They came from diverse family backgrounds and were 

different from each other in age, education, religion, look , taste, choice, profession, etc 

.This study is an effort to discover and reflect on the images that eight dalit women have 

of themselves in their multiple roles and problems faced in the family, work society and 

religion. As in the preface it is clear that a particular objectives of this study has been to 

listen understand discuss and record as faithfully as possible these womens experience in 

their own words, idiom, style flow of thought and expression. 

As explained in the Introduction: 

These women live life at three levels: society, family and self. At each level there seems 

to be a multiplicity of self- images. She considers herself powerless at the level of society 

because of her lack of education. At the same time, she is conscious of her equality to 

men at this level as a political or religious entity. At this level, her caste, clan, 

neighborhood and community endeavor to impose innumerable restrictions upon her, to 

keep her to the straight and narrow path through the scrutiny of other “ hawked- eyed’’ 

women.( Bhave, XLI).However what is common about them is that all of them lived in 
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various slums of Bombay and represent a common slum culture. All of them were poor, 

therefore they were conversant with all the sorrows arising from poverty, but more than 

the sorrows, pains and privations which are the special lot of women had been their 

acquaintance from childhood. Her son’s early death and her own extreme misery at her 

husband’s hands had exhausted leelabai’s mother. Rakhamas father died when she was an 

infant and her young mother came to the city with the children to earn her bread doing 

whatever hard and unrelenting labour she could find. Mangala’s mother made ends meet 

by rolling beedis and had the courage to throw out her drunkard husband. Ashoka’s 

mother lived in a joint family and suffered silently and excessively from her drunkard 

brother in law. The stresses and hardships of poverty must have scored and scorched their 

men as well but keeping their honors unsullied, marriage at a very young age, torture at 

the hands of their in laws, regular beatings, fear of puberty, forcible and meaningless sex, 

the loss of the face when husbands threw them out these were afflictions affecting only 

the women. Since these women came from the slums they naturally inherited poor 

economic conditions.  

Being Dalits they suffered further economic deprivation. The upper caste communities 

treated them as untouchables and recruited them in low paid jobs even though some of 

them had the requisite educational qualifications that would provide for better job 

prospects. The men in the family or husbands were mostly daily wage laborers. Thus 

each family had to manage their living with a limited source of income.. Since women 

were mostly responsible to run their families they had to face everyday hardships. For 

instance many of them complained that their husbands took away half of the family 

income to spend on drinks and other bad habits. If resisted they quarreled with them and 

often beat them. Thus it was the women who had to bear the brunt of running their 

families against all odds.  

As told by Rukmani “ whatevr you say, a woman life is pretty bad you were asking me 

why wear all these ornaments and kumkum. But if a woman does not people say look at 

that witch or if the saree slips from one’s head they had say here is a prostitute. In the 

olden days, a woman dared not wear even slippers in the street of the village you know. 

(94).Frequently giving birth to children prevented them from going to work and earn a 

living. Their health was always at risk. At the time of the interviews chhaya and mangala 
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were still unmarried and though their thoughts on the subject of marriage were indistinct 

and chaotic their emotions of dread predominated. Rakhma and savitri describe how they 

were starved by their mother in law during their growing years. In some case  the womae 

would protest against the indifferent attitude of their husbands towards them. Some of 

them came to realize that if they remained silent, they would be further exploited. 

Therefore they adopted different strategies to deal with their men. Rukhmani gives her 

opinion about how to tackle a man when she says, ‘ I tell u a man behaves himself as long 

as u answer him back to his face. If u r meek, he gets even more aggressive (89). 

In few cases when woman protested there husbands threatened to divorce them. In some 

cases even if woman came to know that their husbands had mistresses or they are visiting 

brothels they never protested but silently suffered the anguish. Perhaps their economic 

needs and the desire to maintain a social identity forced them to cling to their husbands. 

 Mamta Rajawat points out the role of Dalit women in following words: 

The Dalit women are target of harassment and rape because in the opinion of the high 

caste society, they have no morals and they deserve it. (Rajawat, 205). In this way in 

India, Dalit women are denied to live like human and treated like beasts. 

Caste plays a very important factor behind women exploitation but the position of upper 

caste woman is different. Even the punishment meted out to male members who interact 

with upper acste women also depend on their caste. To quote Kancha Ilaiah:  

If upper caste women are humiliated by lower caste men, caste justice demands capital 

punishment for such an act whereas if lower caste women are humiliated by upper caste 

men it is not regarded as a crime at all. (87).  

The daily lives of these women bring them in continual contact with other women at the 

communal washing place, at the communal tap to fill water, during the leisure time of the 

afternoon even during work. During all these encounters women exchange news and 

views, encourage, console advice and reinforce one another. Their men on the other hand 

are gnawed away by vices and drink which shorten their lives. They have never taken the 

trouble to enter into any dialogue with their children. At the end of these narration it is 

the men finally who emerge as the more pathetic. Leelabai’s brother told of an incident 

about his own father. That mean had lived a life of violence. He had innumerable 

mistresses. He regularly beats up his wife and did exactly as he pleased. Towards the end 
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of his life this lion had lost all his teeth. He was afraid of his grown up sons. Her wife 

burst into tears at the pathetic sight. 

These women face privation at every level. They still show the guts to stand up to the 

world and to struggle against hopeless odds. Mangalas mother threw her drunkard 

husband down the stairs and dismissed him from her life. Rukmani adoption of an 

unknown orphan was of the same sort. As they find in themselves the courage to see 

unusal decisions through they grow in confidence and wisdom. Chhaya grandmother 

seemed to us to have this added dimension to her personality.It is through the  stories that 

Dalit women bring forth their two-fold agony, one as a Dalit and another as a female. 

Dalit women suffer an additional layer of discrimination and violence on the basis of 

gender both by people of higher castes and within their own communities. Almost all of 

them reconted how the upper caste took advantage of their poor economic conditions and 

attempted to physically assault them. If they resisted, theywere immmeditaley thrown out 

of their jobs. At home women faced the wrath of their family members and close relation. 

Rkhmani brings her own experience to comment that all men treat their women as 

nothing more than a sexual object. She observes:  

“I tell you men never know how to behave. They don’t understand that you go to get to 

know a person bit before you can go to bed with them. They wont even glance at you 

throughout the day nor say the word and then jump on bed on night with u”(84).  

The mothers of these eight women had mutely borne injustice and suffering as theit lot 

without verbalizing their vsorrow or anger. Savitri verbalized her strongly negative 

feeling about her husband to us in no uncertain terms. Rukhmani had gone on to stand up 

and fight with her husband. Chaya and mangala had at least begun to imagine the 

possibility of a future without a husband. Leela and sangita had gone even further. They 

had both married the men of their own choice. They wanted their children to be highly 

educatied and self reliant. Leeela saw dreams of starting a small scale industry for women 

of the community. For these women it was not only time which had marched ahead, they 

too had marched at least a few steps along. Savitri had reached the point where she used 

satyagraha and women demonstrations as a means of making her husband behave 

himself. She told him that she would massage his feet the whole night if he was good not 

otherwise. 
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These women also suffered from the practice of Dalit Patriarchy. Since childhood girls 

take charge of family responsibilities and are overburdened with social duties. While 

narrating their stories these women confessed that they had to go back to resume their 

duties within four weeks of their children’s birth. Many of them complained that their 

husbands took away half of the family income to spend on drinks and if they resisted, 

they quarreled with them and often beat them. This type of violence against them 

becomes a symbolic gesture of exploitation and discrimination within communities. 

Inspite of such a grim scenario these women kept dreaming of a better life,. Some of 

them took refuge in religious life and chose Buddhism for their emancipation from 

inspiarion by Ambedkar. For example woman Ashoka observed that if everyone truly 

followed the tenets of Buddhism then the gap between men and women would finally 

disappear. Some pf them were actively participated in political movements and mobilize 

their fellow women to unite fight for their basic rights and freedom. They also got 

benefits from various govt sponsored training programme which were specially organized 

for them as apart of welfare schemes. It is very clear that Dalit women are quite frank 

about the patriarchal social order that exist in Dalit communities in their writings. They 

also elaborate facts on both the mental and physical tortures they have to undergo in their 

day to day lives. But despite all Cultural details are hardly find in Dalit men writings 

which Dalit women are proud to elaborate.  

What we see in these narratives is Violence against these women is the most pervasive 

human rights violation in the world today. Fear of violence is the cause of women’s lack 

of participation in activities beyond the home as well as inside it. Within the home, 

women and girls may be subjected to physical and sexual abuse as punishment or as 

culturally justified assaults. The insecurity outside the house is today the greatest obstacle 

in the path of women. 

 Meena Anand rightly proclaim: opening the door on the subject of violence against the 

world’s female is like standing at the threshold of an immense dark chamber vibrating 

with collective anguish, but with the sounds of protest throttled back to a murmur. (137).   

While reading all these stories two questions in our minds and remained unanswered. 

One was in spite of having had face endless strife and trouble at the hands of life why did 

the mothers or grandmothers of these women not prepare the daughters in any way to 
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face the possible similar circumstances. Why did they not use any preventive measure. 

Mangala grandfather could plainly see the drunken and vicious nature of his future son in 

law and yet with the idiotically quixotic notion of keeping an old promise he sacrificed 

his daughter. She had nothing but sorrow, toil, illness, heartbreak, starvation and 

humiliation from that marriage. Chaya’s grandmother is another one of these capable 

women. Her husband died when she was very young. She was brought up her children 

single handedly working as a coolie and day laborer. Her only son was sickly and had 

heart valve deficiency which made him a virtual cripple and dependent upon her. And yet 

this women did not in least encourage her daughter or granddaughter to become self 

sufficient to rely on their efforts to lead a comfortably life. The answer might be that 

these women are so beset by the problems of survival that they had neither the capacity 

nor the leisure to look upon and evaluate their own actions and lives. They have never 

thought of there actions in casual term. But now in the course of conversation they have 

revealed that a newly born capacity to re-evaluate those actions or decisions nad to 

casually relate them to their marginally improved conditions. 

The discrimination that these women are subjected to is similar to racial discrimination, 

where the former is discriminated and treated as untouchable due to descent, for being 

born into a particular community, while, the latter face discrimination due to colour. The 

caste system declares Dalit women as ‘impure’ and therefore untouchable and hence 

socially excluded. This is a complete negation and violation of women’s human rights. 

 

The remarkable element in Dalit women writings is while Dalit men hardly talk about 

Dalit patriarchy in their writings, Dalit women are quite frank in writing the nature of 

exploitation witin their communities and outside. They also describe how they are the 

direct victims of such a trivial order. They are the voice of the changing dalit identity.  

 

It is very clear that Dalit women are quite frank about the patriarchal social order that 

exist in Dalit communities in their writings. They also elaborate facts on both the mental 

and physical tortures they have to undergo in their day to day lives. But despite all 

Cultural details are hardly find in Dalit men writings which Dalit women are proud to 

elaborate.  
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By analyzing these narratives we can find that the writings of Dalit women contain 

spellbinding stories of their childhood, happy and carefree marriage, sexual experience 

and desires in bold manner, child-bearing frankly, detailed descriptions of religious 

ceremonies caste and harvest rituals and day-to-day secular customs and also explain how 

they have preserved their customs and rituals, social institutions and some customary 

laws in spite of pressure from Hinduism, ignorance and illiteracy. As a result the Dalit 

women enjoy more freedom than the upper caste Hindu women regarding their 

description of a culture. In addition to this, women tories have an edge over other male 

tales in the sense that it provides a peep into the intimate social customs of dalit interiors, 

hitherto never made public as much. Male writings even when they are most introspective 

tend to hover around dalit exteriors; it is only in the dalit woman stories that one is 

actually taken to the inner recesses of dalit households, culture, traditions etc. 

The discussion which has woven through selected narratives of dalit women has indicated 

that Dalit women have started raising their voices against patriarchal order.  In the 

progressive writers writings Dalit women have invariably shown as the victims of lust of 

the higher caste men and never as rebels to fight against the exploitation perpetrated upon 

them. But now dalit women can fight back to guard their dignity and self respect.Ashoka 

for example asserts this view strongly when she says that:                              

“it must be generally understood and accepted in an ideal community that a woman is not 

a subordinate or a toy or a sex object, or a useful machine, she too has a body that tires, a 

heart, amind her own desires. There must be an awareness of her as person”. (150).The 

growing number of Dalit writings today is a clear instance of how Dalits have been 

empowered in the coming years.The life stories of these eight women gives such an 

assurance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Volume II, Issue III, July 2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 335



                                                 Works Cited 

Bhave, Sumitra. Pan On Fire. Trans. Lakshmi Holmstrom. New Delhi: Indian Social 

Institure, 1988. 

Ganguly Debjani. Caste and Dalit Lifeworlds: Postcolonial Perspective. New Delhi: 

Orient Longman, 2005. 

Guru Gopal, Dalit Women Talk Differently in Rao, Anupama. Gender & Caste: Issues in 

Contemporary Indian Feminism. New Delhi: Kali for Women, 2005, rpt. 

 Hardtmann, Eva- Maria. The Dalit Movement in India: Local Practices, Global 

Connections. New Delhi: OUP, 2009.  

Ilaiah Kancha.  Buffalo Nationalism: A Critique of Spiritual Fascism. New Delhi: Samya, 

2004. 

Rajawat, Mamta. Dalit women: Issues and Perspectives, New Delhi: Anmol Publications, 

2005. 

 

 

 

 
 

Volume II, Issue III, July 2014    -    ISSN 2321-7065

http://www.ijellh.com 336


	amandeep paper final.doc



