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CHAPTER – V 

 

DALIT WOMEN AND THEIR JOURNEY TOWARDS SELF-

EMANCIPATION 

 

Dalit women have long been at the crossroads of discrimination, marginalized 

not only due to their gender but also because of their caste identity. Historically, the 

Indian social hierarchy has subjected Dalit communities to extreme prejudice and 

societal subjugation, a condition even more severe for its women. The intersection of 

caste and gender places Dalit women in a unique position, experiencing double 

discrimination. The broader feminist movement in India often fails to capture the 

intricacies of their plight. 

The status of Dalit women in India is deeply intertwined with the historical and 

societal underpinnings that have shaped their lives for centuries. The Indian caste 

system, a hereditary stratification, has origins extending back two millennia. Rooted in 

the ancient scriptures of the Vedas, society initially divided itself into four major groups 

or 'Varnas': Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras. However, the Dalits, 

colloquially known as "untouchables," were placed outside this four-fold system, 

leading to their systematic oppression. 

As the centuries progressed, this caste system, initially flexible, crystallized 

into a rigid hierarchical structure. The Dalits were relegated to the bottom of this 

system, facing severe discrimination. Their occupations became largely caste-

determined, leaving them with the most menial and impure jobs, such as cleaning and 

scavenging. However, when the British colonial era dawned upon India, it didn't just 

perpetuate the caste disparities but also inadvertently sowed the seeds for formal 

resistance. Leaders like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, a Dalit himself, began to emerge, 

advocating fiercely for the rights of the "untouchables." 

Within this intricate web of caste hierarchies, Dalit women experienced a 

unique form of dual oppression. Their existence was marked by caste-based 

discrimination and the gendered vulnerabilities inherent in a profoundly patriarchal 

society. They frequently became targets of sexual violence, used as tools to exert 

patriarchal and upper-caste dominance. Simultaneously, societal norms placed rigid 
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restrictions on them. For instance, a Dalit woman drawing water from a public well 

could become contentious, symbolizing the deep-rooted prejudices she faced. 

Their socio-economic status further compounded their vulnerabilities. 

Historically, Dalit women were often relegated to the most labor-intensive tasks, 

earning minimal wages. Jobs such as agricultural labor or manual scavenging were 

typical, and their economic vulnerability often translated into social vulnerabilities, 

including frequent exploitation. Moreover, access to education, a potent tool for social 

mobility, remained elusive for many, with knowledge and learning being gated 

communities from which they were often excluded. 

However, the narrative isn't just one of oppression. Resistance has always been 

a part of the Dalit woman's journey. The Bhakti movement of medieval India saw saints 

from lower castes, including women, raising their voices against the systemic 

discrimination they faced. By the 20th century, more organized forms of resistance, 

such as the Dalit Panthers in Maharashtra, emerged. Women within these movements 

started to underscore the specific challenges faced by Dalit women. 

Post-Independence, the Indian Constitution aspired to provide equality to all its 

citizens, with Dr. Ambedkar playing a pivotal role in its drafting. Special provisions for 

Scheduled Castes were incorporated to ensure their upliftment. Additionally, over the 

years, laws like the Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe (Prevention of Atrocities) 

Act, 1989, have been enacted to bolster the rights and protections of Dalits, including 

women.The intricate tapestry of India's socio-cultural landscape is woven with countless 

narratives of struggle, resilience, and transformation. Among the most profound and 

poignant of these tales are those of Dalit women, who, for centuries, have navigated the 

treacherous crosscurrents of caste and gender discrimination. While their challenges are 

immense, their journeys encapsulate a spirit of resistance and determination that 

remains underexplored mainly in mainstream discourse. 

This chapter endeavours to delve deep into these transformative journeys of 

Dalit women. By spotlighting their experiences, we aim to understand the adversities 

they confront and the myriad ways they reclaim their agency, rewrite their narratives, 

and redefine their identities within a historically marginalized society. 

The autobiographies chosen for this study illuminate the diverse experiences of 

Dalit women across different regions of India, each offering unique perspectives on 
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their struggles and triumphs. Urmila Pawar's The Weave of My Life translated by Maya 

Pandit, provides a vivid account of her life in Maharashtra, detailing her journey from a 

young girl in a small village to a prominent feminist and Dalit activist. Baby Kamble's 

The Prisons We Broke also translated by Maya Pandit, offers a compelling narrative of 

her life in Maharashtra, giving voice to the experiences of Dalit women in the 

Ambedkarite movement.Bama’s Karukku translated by Lakshmi Holmstrom, stands out 

for its raw portrayal of the life of a Dalit Christian woman in Tamil Nadu, unflinchingly 

documenting the double discrimination of caste and religion. Lastly, 

Viramma'sViramma: Life of a Dalit translated by Will Hobson, presents a powerful 

narrative from Tamil Nadu, chronicling her life as a Dalit woman in a deeply casteist 

society. Together, these autobiographies offer an intimate look into the lives of Dalit 

women but also serve as critical commentaries on the broader socio-political and 

cultural realities of India. 

 

However, the intent is not just to remain confined within the personal narrative 

of one individual, no matter how compelling. The chapter aims to contextualize Pawar's 

experiences within the larger canvas of Dalit women's history, activism, and cultural 

contributions. In doing so, we seek to chronicle a history of resistance, shed light on the 

mechanisms of systemic oppression, and celebrate the indomitable spirit of Dalit 

women who, despite being doubly marginalized, continue to carve out spaces of dignity, 

assertion, and empowerment. 

By charting these transformative journeys, this chapter contributes to the 

academic discourse on Dalit feminism, intersectionality, and social justice. It's an 

invitation to readers to engage empathetically with these stories, to reflect on the 

broader socio-cultural dynamics at play, and to recognize and valorize the resilience and 

agency of Dalit women. 

In The Prisons We Broke; Baby Kamble provides an incisive narrative of her 

experiences under the caste system and her active engagement in the Ambedkarite 

movement. This autobiography,offers a window into the life of Dalit women in 

Maharashtra, characterized by systemic oppression and the struggle for dignity. Kamble 

poignantly describes the impact of caste-based discrimination, stating, "Our lives were 

marked by continuous fear and humiliation; our caste identity was a constant burden" 
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(45). Her personal experiences, articulated in the book, shed light on the multifaceted 

aspects of caste oppression, ranging from everyday social interactions to more 

considerable institutionalized discrimination. 

Significantly, Kamble’s autobiography also chronicles her involvement in the 

Ambedkarite movement, a pivotal element in her journey towards empowerment. 

Inspired by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar's vision, she actively fought against caste injustices. 

Kamble recounts, "Dr. Ambedkar’s words were a revelation; they spurred us to 

challenge our imposed inferiority" (67). Her narrative goes beyond personal experience, 

reflecting Dalit communities' collective awakening and mobilization, especially women. 

Through her story, Kamble highlights the crucial role of the Ambedkarite movement in 

shaping the socio-political consciousness of Dalits and catalyzing their fight for equality 

and justice. 

Kamble's work, as translated by Pandit, thus stands not just as a personal 

account but as a historical document reflecting the collective experiences of Dalit 

women. It is a powerful testament to their resilience and unyielding quest for dignity 

and equality. Kamble documents her life through her narrative andwrites a history of 

resistance and hope for future generations. "Our stories are not just tales of suffering; 

they are epics of perseverance and strength," she asserts (123). 

Furthermore, Kamble's autobiography is a stark portrayal of the gendered 

dimensions of caste oppression. She intricately details how Dalit women, like herself, 

navigate the dual marginalization of being lower caste and female. "Our struggles were 

twofold – fighting the caste we were born into and the gender we embodied," Kamble 

writes (78). These insights are invaluable in understanding the intersectionality of caste 

and gender, providing a nuanced perspective on the layers of discrimination Dalit 

women face. 

Kamble's work, as translated by Pandit, thus stands not just as a personal 

account but as a historical document reflecting the collective experiences of Dalit 

women. It is a powerful testament to their resilience and unyielding quest for dignity 

and equality. Kamble documents her life through her narrative and pens a history of 

resistance and hope for future generations.Her growing involvement in community 

activism also marks her journey of empowerment. Kamble's transformation is not 

limited to personal enlightenment; it extends to her becoming a voice for the voiceless 
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in her community. "I found my purpose in speaking for those who, like me, had been 

silenced for generations," Kamble reflects (Kamble 96). Her active participation in the 

Ambedkarite movement signifies a critical step from understanding her oppression to 

fighting against it. 

Additionally, Kamble’s narrative reveals the complexities of her identity as a 

Dalit woman. Her autobiography serves as a platform to challenge not only caste 

oppression but also the patriarchal structures within her community. She addresses the 

dual discrimination faced by Dalit women, asserting, "Our battles were fought on two 

fronts – against the caste that dehumanized us and the patriarchy that silenced us" (110). 

This acknowledgment underscores her holistic understanding of the interlocking 

systems of oppression. Her story culminates in a powerful articulation of her reclaimed 

identity. By the end of her autobiography, she no longer identifies solely with the 

imposed societal labels but sees herself as an agent of change. "I am not just a Dalit 

woman; I am a fighter, an advocate for equality, a believer in Ambedkar’s vision," she 

states (135). This transformation highlights the journey of self-emancipation, central to 

her narrative and reflective of the broader experiences of many Dalit women. 

In Bama’s Karukku, an autobiographical account shows the dual struggle 

against caste discrimination and religious identity is vividly portrayed. Bama, a Dalit 

Christian woman from Tamil Nadu, navigates a complex social and religious 

marginalization landscape, offering insights into the intersectionality of caste and 

religion. 

Bama's narrative in Karukku highlights the unique challenges faced by Dalit 

Christians in a predominantly Hindu caste hierarchy. "As Dalits, we were ostracized by 

the upper castes, and as Christians, we found ourselves on the periphery of a religion 

that was supposed to offer solace," Bama explains (54). This quote reflects the dual 

identity that Bama, and many like her, negotiate – being marginalized within both the 

societal caste system and the religious community they belong to. This autobiography 

delves into how Bama’s Christian faith both complicates and empowers her struggle 

against caste discrimination. While Christianity offered an escape from Hindu caste 

hierarchies, it did not entirely shield her from bigotry. "In church, we sought God’s 

grace, but found man’s prejudice," Bama recounts, highlighting the persistence of caste-

based discrimination within the Christian community (76). This aspect of her narrative 
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sheds light on the complexities of navigating caste identity within religious spaces often 

perceived as caste-neutral. 

Moreover, Bama's journey of accepting her Dalit identity is central to Karukku. 

The book explores how she grapples with feelings of inferiority and shame imposed by 

a casteist society and eventually embraces her identity with pride. "I learned to see my 

Dalitness not as a stamp of shame, but as a mark of resistance," she asserts (103). This 

transformation is pivotal, depicting how personal faith and identity can serve as sources 

of strength in the fight against societal oppression. 

Bama's relationship with Christianity is complex and evolves throughout her 

narrative. Initially, Christianity appeared as a refuge from the casteist Hindu social 

order. She notes, "The church was where I thought we could leave our caste behind" 

(28). However, as Bama grows older, she becomes increasingly aware of the entrenched 

caste prejudices within the Christian community. This realization is pivotal, prompting a 

critical reevaluation of her faith. Bama’s struggle with the caste dynamics in the church 

becomes a catalyst for deeper self-reflection, leading her to question and eventually 

redefine her relationship with her faith. 

Education plays a transformative role in Bama’s journey. It serves as an eye-

opener, revealing to her the injustices of the caste system and the potential for resistance 

and change. Bama describes her educational experience as a path to enlightenment, 

"School was where I first tasted the bitter truth of our society, but it was also where I 

first saw the possibility of a different world" (64). Education provides her with the tools 

to articulate her experiences of discrimination and empowers her to challenge these 

injustices.The interplay of Christianity and education in Bama's life is significant. While 

her faith introduces her to the values of equality and justice, her educational experiences 

equip her with the means to critically engage with these values and apply them to her 

personal and communal struggles against caste discrimination. "My education helped 

me understand the contradictions of my faith, and my faith gave my struggle against 

caste a deeper meaning," Bama reflects (92). 

In Karukku, therefore, Bama presents a personal and universal journey, 

illustrating how Christianity and education are not just aspects of her life but are 

instrumental in her development of a critical consciousness and a profound sense of 
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self-awareness. Her story is a testament to the power of education and personal faith in 

shaping one’s understanding of and resistance to social injustices. 

In Viramma: Life of a Dalit,Viramma presents a compelling narrative of her 

life as a Dalit woman deeply entrenched in traditional frameworks yet exhibiting 

remarkable resilience against systemic oppression. Her story offers a vivid depiction of 

life at the intersection of tradition and marginalization, providing an intimate glimpse 

into the everyday realities of caste-based discrimination.Her account is set against the 

backdrop of rural Tamil Nadu, where traditional practices and caste hierarchies are 

deeply rooted. Her narrative illustrates how these traditions, often romanticized, are 

imbued with complex layers of discrimination and exclusion for Dalits. "Tradition for 

us was not just about culture; it was a reminder of our place at the bottom of society," 

Viramma poignantly notes (34). This perspective challenges the often-idyllic portrayal 

of rural life in India, highlighting how traditional practices can perpetuate and reinforce 

caste hierarchies. 

Despite the constraints of her environment, Viramma’s story is one of 

extraordinary resilience. She navigates the challenges of her daily life with 

determination and strength, often finding innovative ways to resist and cope with the 

oppression she faces. "Each day was a battle, but we fought it with the hope of a better 

tomorrow," Viramma recounts (57). Her resilience is not portrayed as heroic but as a 

necessary response to the circumstances of her life, reflecting the reality of many Dalits 

who find ways to persevere in the face of relentless adversity.Her narrative also sheds 

light on the social dynamics within the Dalit community, exploring themes of solidarity 

and community support. Her experiences reflect individual resilience and the collective 

struggle of her community against systemic oppression.  

Viramma’s narrative delves deeply into the day-to-day existence of Dalits in 

rural settings, where caste-based discrimination is often deeply ingrained and overtly 

practiced. She describes the various forms this discrimination takes, from denied access 

to public wells to segregation in schooling and worship. Viramma explains, "The 

landmarked our lives we could not own and the wells we could not use" (45), capturing 

the pervasive nature of caste discrimination in rural areas. At the same time, this book 

also sheds light on the labour dynamics in rural India, especially the exploitative work 

conditions faced by Dalits. Viramma recounts the long hours of manual labour under 
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harsh conditions, often with little compensation. "We toiled from dawn till dusk, yet our 

hands remained empty," she describes the economic exploitation embedded in the caste 

system (Viramma 67). 

Moreover, Viramma’s story goes beyond the portrayal of oppression, 

showcasing the resilience and resourcefulness of the rural Dalit community. She 

narrates how cultural practices, community rituals, and folklore become sources of 

strength and solidarity. "In our songs and stories, we found a way to speak of our pain 

and dreams," Viramma reflects (89). This aspect of her narrative highlights the cultural 

richness and solidarity within the Dalit community despite the hardships they face.Her 

narrative also touches upon the impact of social reforms and movements on rural Dalit 

life. She discusses how external influences, such as the work of social reformers and 

political movements, gradually permeate rural areas, bringing new ideas and hopes for 

change. "The words of Ambedkar reached even our remote village, stirring a sense of 

awakening," she recounts (112), suggesting the slow but growing awareness of social 

rights and justice within rural Dalit communities. 

Through Viramma's eyes, readers gain a comprehensive understanding of rural 

Dalit life, marked by struggle and oppression but also resilience and community 

strength. Her narrative is a personal memoir and a significant social document that 

illuminates the complexities of rural Dalit existence. 

In India's complex socio-cultural milieu, Dalit women's stories stand out as 

profound narratives of resilience in the face of dual oppressions: caste and gender. Their 

journeys, marked by resistance and metamorphosis, offer us valuable insights into the 

broader socio-political shifts that have shaped the nation. Urmila Pawar's 

autobiographical work, The Weave of My Life, is emblematic of this journey, offering an 

intimate look into the life of a Dalit woman navigating societal norms, prejudices, and 

aspirations. 

The caste system's longstanding tradition in India has perpetuated a hierarchy 

where the Dalits, colloquially known as "untouchables," have endured systemic 

discrimination. Pawar, reflecting on her upbringing in the Mahar community, a Dalit 

caste in Maharashtra, poignantly captures the essence of this struggle. She writes, "Our 

life was a daily battle against starvation. We lived in constant tension, fear, and anxiety, 

never knowing what calamity would befall us next. But the total of our relentless effort 
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was only poverty" (90). Such personal anecdotes provide a harrowing glimpse into the 

daily challenges faced by Dalit women, exacerbated by societal conventions that 

hindered their growth. 

Beyond these societal constraints, the urban landscape presented its unique 

challenges. As Pawar narrates her transition from a rural setting to the bustling city of 

Mumbai, we observe a microcosm of the broader migration patterns of countless Dalit 

women drawn to urban centersfor better opportunities. However, as they step into these 

new environments, they often grapple with the omnipresent shadows of caste 

disparities. Despite the veneer of modernity in metropolitan cities, caste remains an 

insidious force, subtly manifesting in various facets of urban life.Yet, in these urban 

landscapes, Pawar, and many like her, find avenues to redefine their identities. Working 

in a government office, Pawar discovers a semblance of financial independence and 

encounters spaces where her previously silenced voice begins to resonate. The 

emergence of women's groups in urban areas provides her a platform to engage in 

dialogues, share her experiences, and participate in collective activism. With its 

challenges, the city also becomes a crucible for her literary pursuits. Pawar's writing 

becomes a powerful medium, allowing her to weave together her narrative with broader 

societal observations, offering insights into the lives of Dalit women and the societal 

structures they contend with. 

In understanding these transformative journeys, it's crucial to recognize the 

broader backdrop against which they unfold. The history of Dalit women is punctuated 

with tales of exploitation, suppression, and an enduring quest for identity. Yet, it's also a 

testament to their unwavering spirit and determination. Through personal stories like 

Pawar, we gain a deeper understanding of their struggles and witness their triumphant 

journey to self-emancipation. As she so skillfully encapsulates in her memoir, the fabric 

of her life is not just her story: This is the story of countless Dalit women trying to carve 

their stories into the annals of history. 

Pawar's memoir is a treasure trove of personal anecdotes that capture the 

essence of these challenges. For instance, she reminisces about her early days in 

Mumbai, highlighting the city's stark contrasts. "The city was a paradox. While it 

promised anonymity, it reminded us of our 'place' on the social ladder. There were days 
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when I felt free, only to be reminded by a colleague or a passerby about the invisible 

caste mark on my forehead" (102). 

Although Pawar saw himself struggling against the mundane nuances of city 

life, she was keenly aware of her roots. Remembering her mother and her teachings, she 

writes that her mother always said to remember where she came from and never forget 

the struggles of their ancestors. Her words were a constant reminder and grounded the 

autobiographer's identity even in the midst of the city and chaos.However, amidst these 

challenges, Pawar also highlights moments of camaraderie and solidarity. She recounts 

her association with women's groups saying that they all have shared stories and 

collective hopes. She could realize that her story is the story of all Dalit women and all 

are fighting either visible or invisible fights against the norms of the society. 

This constant tussle between personal aspirations and societal expectations 

becomes even more pronounced when Pawar ventures into writing. Speaking about her 

literary journey, she comments, "Each word I wrote was not just an expression, it was a 

revolt. A revolt against years of silence, against years of being told that people like me 

did not have stories worth telling" (147). 

Yet, amid the struggles and the epiphanies, Pawar never loses sight of her 

identity. In a moment of introspection, she observes, "The city had changed me, but 

beneath it all, I was still the girl from the Mahar community, carrying with me the 

legacy of generations, the dreams of my ancestors, and the weight of my aspirations" 

(161). 

Pawar's memoir thus becomes not just a reflection of her journey but a 

symbolic narrative of countless Dalit women navigating the intricate pathways of 

identity, discrimination, and self-discovery. As she poignantly puts it, "In weaving my 

life's story, I realized I was weaving the stories of many others, each thread intertwined 

with another, each narrative echoing another" (189). 

Urmila Pawar is a significant literary figure in the annals of Indian literature, 

especially within the realm of Dalit and feminist narratives. Hailing from the Mahar 

community, a Dalit caste predominantly found in Maharashtra, her lived experiences 

became the cornerstone of her literary works, mirroring countless Dalit women's more 

immense struggles, resilience, and aspirations. 
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Her autobiography, The Weave of My Lifeis a masterful tapestry of personal 

memories, cultural observations, and poignant reflections on caste and gender. Pawar's 

narrative style is candid, evoking empathy and introspection in her readers. The title is 

emblematic of her literary approach; much like a weave, her life is intricately threaded 

with myriad experiences ranging from heart-wrenching adversities to moments of 

triumph and self-discovery.The autobiography is not merely a chronological recounting 

of events. It is a deep dive into the socio-political landscape of India, especially during 

the times Pawar lived through. The shift from rural to urban, the embrace of education, 

and the fight for rights are all chronicled with precision and emotion. The city of 

Mumbai, where Pawar moves with her husband, emerges as a pivotal backdrop against 

which her narrative unfolds. In this bustling metropolis, she confronts the juxtaposition 

of modernity and deep-rooted caste prejudices, even as she explores her writing voice. 

Its universal appeal is a significant aspect of The Weave of My Life. While rooted in the 

specifics of Dalit experiences, the themes it broaches – of identity, discrimination, 

resilience, and self-discovery – transcend boundaries. Pawar's journey, punctuated by 

challenges and revelations, serves as a beacon of hope, a testament to the indomitable 

human spirit, and a clarion call for justice and equality. 

Migration, notably the transition from a rural setting to an urban environment, 

is a central theme in Urmila Pawar's The Weave of My Life. This movement signifies a 

geographical shift and encapsulates the myriad emotional, societal, and personal 

changes that come with it. This journey was replete with its challenges and 

opportunities for Pawar, giving her a new lens to view and interpret her surroundings 

and place within them.Pawar's depiction of her early days in the village is marked by a 

visceral connection to her roots, a bond with the land, and the traditions that came with 

it. Even when she was in Mumbai, she writes that her village was not just a village, 

every object of that place would say a story. This sense of belonging and familiarity 

with her rural surroundings would soon contrast starkly with the alien environment of 

the city. 

As she made her way to Mumbai, the magnitude of the change became evident. 

Pawar notes, "The city, with its towering structures and relentless pace, felt like another 

world. Where I once recognized every face, I now found myself lost in a sea of 

strangers" (106). While promising opportunities and growth, the city posed its 
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challenges, most notably the omnipresent spectre of caste discrimination subtly woven 

into the fabric of urban life.However, Mumbai also provided Pawar with avenues to 

redefine herself. She observes that the city of Mumbai has given her the opportunities to 

see her life in a new way. She has new strength to dream and challenge the hegemony of 

the society. Her professional journey in a government office and her foray into writing 

both began in this bustling metropolis, allowing her a platform to voice her experiences 

and observations.Yet, the nostalgia for her rural past was ever-present. In a moment of 

introspection, she says that sometimes she wants to go back to her village to listen to the 

familiar voices of her own people. 

Pawar's migration journey is a testament to the broader narrative of countless 

individuals seeking better opportunities in urban landscapes while navigating the 

intricate pathways of identity, discrimination, and self-discovery. She notes that her 

reflections on this transition are not just her own but represent "the footsteps of many 

who tread the path between the old world and the new, searching for a place to belong" 

(141). 

One of the profound realizations that Pawar grapples with is the fluidity of 

identity in an urban setting. In Mumbai, where every lane burgeons with stories of 

migrants, she begins to understand that her story is just one among many. Of course, she 

longs for the simple yet challenging life at the village. The city's impersonal nature 

often starkly contrasted with the close-knit community of her village. Remembering her 

village's communal gatherings, she reflects, "Back in the village, our lives were 

interwoven with one another's. Here, in the vast expanse of the city, I felt adrift, a 

solitary leaf carried by the winds of change" (Pawar 165). This sense of isolation, 

juxtaposed against Mumbai's bustling backdrop, offers a poignant insight into the 

internal journey of many migrants — a journey characterized by moments of 

introspection, resilience, and redefinition.Yet, it wasn't all a tale of desolation. Mumbai, 

with its vastness, also held pockets of warmth and familiarity. Pawar recounts her 

serendipitous encounters with fellow migrants from Maharashtra, makes her homesick 

again and again. 

The Weave of My Life also touches upon the paradoxical nature of urban 

landscapes. While providing opportunities, Mumbai also constantly reminded Pawar of 

the societal hierarchies rooted in caste. "The city was not devoid of its shadows. 
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Beneath its modern veneer, old prejudices lurked, waiting to rear their ugly head. There 

were instances when my caste became the unwanted lens through which people saw me, 

a throwback to the village's rigid structures" (189).The allure of metropolitan cities 

often comes with its inherent challenges. For Urmila Pawar, these challenges weren't 

just limited to navigating a new environment; they were compounded by the persistent 

undercurrents of caste disparities that permeated every facet of urban life. In her seminal 

work, The Weave of My Life, Pawar intricately details the trials and tribulations she 

faced, providing readers with an intimate look into her journey and the societal 

structures that constantly sought to define her. 

A significant part of Pawar's initial struggles revolved around her attempts to 

familiarize herself with the fast-paced life of Mumbai. Yet, beneath this surface-level 

chaos lay more profound, insidious challenges threatening to disrupt her sense of 

self.One of the most persistent reminders of her caste identity was her interaction with 

colleagues and neighbors. She writes, "While introductions began with names, they 

often quickly progressed to subtle inquiries about one's background, family, and origin. 

It wasn't just idle curiosity but a thinly veiled attempt to place me within the city's 

complex caste hierarchy" (213). 

The caste-based prejudices were not always covert. In one poignant anecdote, 

she recalls, "An innocuous potluck dinner turned into an evening of discomfort when a 

colleague remarked how 'people like us' should stick to our traditional foods, suggesting 

that our dishes weren't sophisticated enough for the city's palate" (220). Such 

experiences underscored the pervasive nature of caste biases that extended beyond rural 

confines and found a foothold in modern urban settings. 

Yet, despite these challenges, Pawar's narrative is not one of defeat. It's a 

testament to resilience and adaptability. She learned to navigate the city's complexities 

while holding steadfast to her identity, never allowing caste-based prejudices to deter 

her ambitions. "Mumbai was a challenge, but it was also a teacher. It taught me to stand 

tall amidst adversities, to find my voice in a cacophony of narratives, and to carve out a 

space for myself in a city that constantly sought to label me" (238). 

Another prominent Dalit author, Bama, in her novel Karukku, touches upon the 

juxtaposition of urban promise and the stark realities of caste discrimination. She writes, 

"Cities promise a fresh start, a chance to redefine oneself. Yet, the chains of caste 
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follow, whispering old tales in new streets" (56). Bama's insight speaks to the universal 

experience of Dalit migrants who hope for anonymity and acceptance in the cities but 

are often confronted with the same prejudices they sought to escape. 

Furthering this discourse, Gopal Guru, a noted Dalit scholar, sheds light on the 

systemic nature of caste in urban settings. He observes that metropolitan areas though 

the store house of economic opportunity, it also re-establishes rural caste hierarchies in 

a different manner. The caste system might change its appearance in the city, but its 

essence remains the same. (110) Guru's observations resonate deeply with Pawar's 

experiences in Mumbai, where caste prejudices were less overt but still palpable. 

Jyotiba Phule, a prominent 19th-century anti-caste social reformer, argued that 

cities, while being potential spaces of liberation, can also be double-edged swords for 

marginalized communities.Phule points out, "The city is a mirror, reflecting both the 

progress of humanity and its enduring prejudices. For those on the margins, the city 

offers both a promise and a challenge" (139). This dual nature of urban centers is 

vividly portrayed in Pawar's narrative as she navigates the promises and pitfalls of 

Mumbai. 

Incorporating these varied perspectives alongside Pawar's narrative paints a 

holistic picture of the urban Dalit experience. While distinct in their approach, each 

author converges on the central theme: caste discrimination's enduring and pervasive 

nature, even in spaces that promise modernity and progress. As Pawar's journey in The 

Weave of My Life reveals, the city's towering skyscrapers often cast long shadows, 

within which old prejudices continue to thrive. 

While Urmila Pawar's tale of migration and subsequent challenges form a 

significant cornerstone in understanding the urban Dalit experience, it is one narrative in 

a vast sea of voices. Numerous other scholars and authors from the Dalit community 

have traversed this journey, each contributing unique insights and shedding light on the 

multifaceted nature of the challenges encountered. 

“Rohith Vemula” case is prominent. Rohith Vemula isa young research scholar 

at Hyderabad University. His suicide in 2016 caught attention worldwide stands as a 

case of ‘state sponsored discrimination’ against Dalits in Indian educational institutions. 

This incident throws light on the modern city and its lives which is also influenced by 

the age-old customs of the society. The aspects of modernity are found in every like 
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Hyderabad with full of educated people but their minds are still deep rooted in the past 

conventions of class segmentation. Vemula's poignant story resonate with many who 

have faced the brunt of deep-seated prejudices in urban centers, reflecting the gap 

between the perceived cosmopolitanism of cities and the realities on the ground. 

In his groundbreaking study on urban caste dynamics, the sociologist Chandra 

Bhan Prasad points out an interesting paradox. He notes, "Urban spaces, which should 

ideally be melting pots, often become pressure cookers for marginalized communities, 

especially Dalits. They face the dual pressure of adapting to a new environment while 

combatting entrenched caste-based biases" (302). Prasad's work provides a valuable 

sociological lens through which to view Pawar's experiences, contextualizing them 

within broader urbanization trends and caste dynamics. 

In amalgamating these voices with Pawar's narrative, a picture emerges of a 

community in transition, navigating the promises and challenges of urban life. The 

Dalits' resilience, adaptability, and indomitable spirit stand out as they persistently strive 

for dignity, recognition, and an equitable space in the city's vast landscape.In The 

Weave of My Life, Pawar reflects upon her initial days in the government sector: she 

feels that there is a mixed feeling in her; one is that it is better to work leaving all odds 

of life behind and secondly, in that way, she is contributing to the betterment of her 

society.This sense of empowerment and achievement isalso echoed by the Dalit women 

like Urmila Pawar who enters in an office which has the dominance of high-class people 

challenging and questioning their typical ethos.It also gives us the indication of their 

emancipation and empowerment for demanding their right. 

Pawar's professional journey was not devoid of challenges. She often grappled 

with subtle caste-based biases. Recalling an incident, she writes that even during the 

leisure time at office, anyone can ask her about her caste and when she informs about 

her caste, the look of the other person has at once changed. Yet, such incidents only 

emboldened Pawar further. She remarks that such challenges and gossipsprove her 

excellence in work and also shows that she is not only a Dalit woman but also, she is an 

eligible Dalit woman.Beyond her struggles and achievements, Pawar's tenure in the 

government office is a beacon of hope and inspiration for countless other Dalit women, 

suggesting the possibility of breaking barriers, asserting their rightful space, and 

reshaping institutional dynamics. "Pawar's narrative is emblematic. It's a journey from 
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the peripheries of society to the heart of its administrative machinery, signaling not just 

a personal triumph but a societal shift" (Kumar 89). 

However, Pawar's narrative is not just a chronicle of challenges. It's peppered 

with instances of camaraderie, support, and friendships that transcended caste 

boundaries. "My friend Aisha, from a Muslim background, and I would often share our 

lunches, finding common ground in our experiences as minorities in a majority-

dominated space. These daily acts of mutual support and understanding kept the hope 

alive, suggesting that change was not just possible but imminent" (134). 

Sameer Patil offers a unique perspective on Pawar's experiences in his 

analytical work titled Urban Spaces and Caste Narratives. He posits, "Pawar's narrative 

serves as an invaluable lens, offering a deep dive into the ebb and flow of caste 

dynamics in urban professional spaces. Her account underscores the complexities of 

these dynamics, the challenges they pose, and yet the potential they hold for 

transformation" (76). 

As Pawar's tenure in the government office progressed, so did her self-

assurance and ability to advocate for herself and others. Reflecting on her role and 

responsibility, Pawar writes in The Weave of My Life, "Each file I handled, each 

signature I appended wasn't just a task completed, but a step forward for every Dalit girl 

who dared to dream beyond the confines of her circumstances" (152). 

However, viewing Pawar's journey as an uninterrupted upward trajectory would 

be simplistic. The urban professional sphere brought its share of dilemmas and moral 

quandaries. She has to balance the personal hopes and communal liabilities in the form 

of a government employee. Her unwavering commitment to social justice was evident 

despite the challenges and dilemmas. She became an instrumental figure in 

spearheading initiatives for the welfare of Dalit employees in her office. As a mission, 

she regularly organized caste awareness workshops to have more inclusive forces to 

overcome the caste hegemony at the work places. The author thought that to use power 

for a better change is absolutely necessary and she did that.The significance of Pawar's 

interventions as far as the question of caste is concerned was not lost on those around 

her. As she continued to push the boundaries, some colleagues became allies while 

others resisted. Pawar's dedication to this cause led to tangible changes in her 

workspace.  
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The women's groups became a space for mutual learning and empowerment 

that Pawar saw at the time when she was in Mumbai. She sees the differences among 

people who ardently believe on the caste system but not supporting the social 

upliftment. While Pawar shared stories of caste-based discrimination and struggles 

faced by Dalit women, she was also exposed to broader feminist discourses. "It was 

here that I first learned about the global women's rights movement, about figures like 

Simone de Beauvoir and Audre Lorde, and how the fight for equality was both universal 

and deeply personal" (Pawar 197). 

This proactive approach to conversations made Pawar a respected figure within 

these groups. She became synonymous with the voice that consistently urged a broader, 

more inclusive feminist discourse. "Through heated debates and poignant storytelling 

sessions, I aimed to ensure that the narratives of Dalit women didn't get lost in the larger 

feminist dialogues" (Pawar 214). 

Furthermore, these platforms were not just about dialogues; they translated into 

collaborative actions. For Pawar, Dalit feminist discourse is not the same with the 

feminist discourse as it is not wholly inclusive of the common problems of the Dalit 

women’s self. Dalit feminism questions the status, dignity and identity of the Dalit 

women especially.Pawar actually advocates the importance of a movement by the 

females where the motto must be the diverse problems faced by Indian women. 

However, the journey was not without its challenges. Pawar candidly addresses 

moments of disillusionment that sometimes she felt she was alone in this vortex of 

problematic life. She deeply feels the uncommonness between the Dalit women and the 

urban women but significantly, this feeling of anguish empowered her more and more to 

work for the shared dream of all Dalit women. 

Yet, the journey was not just about confronting biases and prejudices. It was 

equally about celebrating the collective strength and resilience of women, especially 

those from marginalized backgrounds. "In every meeting, amidst every discussion, my 

primary aim was to paint a picture not just of the oppression Dalit women faced but also 

of their indomitable spirit, their will to defy, to rise, and to claim their rightful place in 

society" (Pawar245). 

As more Dalit women began to find their voice within these groups, there was 

a discernible shift in the collective consciousness of the members. For Dalit women like 
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Urmila Pawar, writing became not just a medium of expression but a tool for survival, a 

means of protest, and a testament to resilience. The act of writing itself metamorphosed 

from mere narration to a potent force of advocacy against deeply entrenched systems of 

discrimination. 

Urmila Pawar's The Weave of My Lifeis a testament to the versatility of 

autobiographical writing. One of the hallmarks of her literary style is the adept blending 

of personal experiences with broader societal observations. This technique allows her 

narrative to transcend the bounds of mere memoirs. Her story becomes a tapestry, 

interweaving intimate details with the larger fabric of Dalit history and struggle.In 

literature, the character sketches of Dalit women often serve as symbolic representations 

of real-life challenges and triumphs, tracing a trajectory from subjugation to assertion. 

These literary portrayals bring to the fore their lived realities, struggles, and the 

resilience with which they navigate their world. The characters' experiences, thoughts, 

and feelings amplify the collective voice of Dalit women, serving as poignant reminders 

of their battles and their spirit.In examining the common themes of resistance, 

education, and community support across the selected autobiographies of Dalit women, 

a comparative analysis reveals how these elements play a crucial role in shaping their 

journeys of identity formation and resistance against systemic oppression.In Urmila 

Pawar's The Weave of My Life, resistance manifests through her active participation in 

the feminist and Ambedkarite movements. Pawar describes her involvement as a 

transformative experience: "Joining the movement wasn't just about fighting for others; 

it was about discovering my own strength and voice" (102). Her story underscores 

resistance as a personal and collective journey intertwined with her identity as a Dalit 

woman. 

In Baby Kamble’s The Prisons We Broke; resistance is portrayed through 

community mobilization and awareness. Kamble writes, "In our small ways, we defied 

the norms that shackled us" (78), highlighting how her community’s collective actions 

formed a crucial aspect of her identity and resistance. Actually, all Dalit women’s works 

are said to be collective as they share the same experiences and hence, their collective 

upgradation is their identity.  Likewise, Bama’s Karukku provides a unique perspective 

on resistance, combining her faith and education as tools for empowerment. She notes, 

"My education was a weapon against ignorance, and my faith, a shield against 
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discrimination" (64). This dual approach illustrates how Bama navigates her identity 

and resistance through spiritual and intellectual growth. 

Viramma's narrative in Viramma: Life of a Dalit offers insights into the subtle 

resistance embedded in daily life and cultural practices. She states, "Our songs and 

stories were not just for entertainment; they were acts of resistance, cloaked in melody 

and metaphor" (55). Here, resistance is intertwined with cultural expression, forming an 

integral part of her identity.Education is a common theme of empowerment and identity 

formation across the narratives. Each author describes how education became critical in 

challenging societal norms and broadening their perspectives. Community support, too, 

plays a vital role, whether through collective activism in Pawar and Kamble’s accounts 

or through cultural solidarity in Bama and Viramma’s stories. These themes collectively 

highlight how resistance, education, and community are intertwined and key in shaping 

Dalit women's self-identity. In understanding the diverse yet converging paths of self-

emancipation across the narratives in the selected autobiographies of Dalit women, the 

study delves into how each author charts their course towards self-awareness and 

empowerment while addressing common themes of caste oppression and gender 

discrimination. 

In The Weave of My Life by Urmila Pawar, her path to self-emancipation is 

marked by an active engagement in the feminist and Ambedkarite movements. Pawar’s 

narrative demonstrates how her involvement in these movements was a struggle for 

societal change and a personal journey of self-discovery. "Through activism, I 

reclaimed my identity and redefined my purpose," she writes (121), illustrating her path 

from subjugation to empowerment. 

Baby Kamble’s journey in The Prisons We Broke is characterized by her 

transformation from a silent observer to a vocal participant in the Ambedkarite 

movement. Kamble's narrative reflects a collective awakening, where her emancipation 

is closely tied to her community's struggle against caste oppression. "Our unity was our 

strength, our awareness our liberation," Kamble notes (98), highlighting the role of 

community solidarity in her path to self-emancipation. 

In Bama’s Karukku, self-emancipation is intertwined with her struggle against 

caste discrimination and religious identity as a Dalit Christian. Her narrative is a 

testament to finding strength in one’s roots and identity. "Embracing my Dalit Christian 
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identity was my act of rebellion and acceptance," Bama asserts (85). This reveals her 

unique path to self-empowerment, forged through accepting her complex identity. 

Viramma’s story in Viramma: Life of a Dalit presents a more subtle form of 

self-emancipation rooted in rural Dalit life's resilience and cultural richness. Her 

narrative shows how traditional practices and community ties provide a sense of identity 

and strength. "In our traditions, I found the resilience to face life’s adversities," 

Viramma reflects (67), indicating how cultural heritage can be a source of 

empowerment. 

While distinct in its context and expression, each narrative converges on the 

theme of self-emancipation, showcasing the various ways Dalit women navigate and 

overcome the challenges posed by their caste and gender. Highlighting moments of 

triumph and realization in each autobiography showcases the resilience and strength of 

Urmila Pawar, Baby Kamble, Bama, and Viramma as they navigate and overcome 

significant challenges. 

In Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of My Life, a pivotal moment of triumph is her 

realization of the power of her voice as a tool for change. Pawar describes a defining 

moment when she addressed a large crowd at a feminist rally saying that finally she 

could acknowledge the in her and this vocal power would be her purpose of life. This 

moment signifies her emergence as a critical figure in the feminist and Dalit rights 

movements, marking her personal and political empowerment. 

Baby Kamble’s narrative in The Prisons We Broke reaches a crescendo of 

triumph when she reflects on the impact of her work within the Ambedkarite movement. 

"Seeing the younger generation of Dalit women, educated and assertive, I knew our 

struggles had not been in vain," Kamble observes (158). This realization highlights the 

legacy of her efforts, underscoring the enduring impact of her activism on future 

generations.In Karukku, Bama experiences a moment of profound self-realization and 

empowerment when she embraces her identity as a Dalit Christian. "I stood at the 

church doors, fully aware of who I was and unashamed," Bama recalls (132). This 

moment signifies the reconciliation of her faith with her identity, a significant personal 

victory in her journey towards self-acceptance. 

Viramma’s story in Viramma: Life of a Dalit is marked by moments of triumph 

in the everyday resilience of rural life. A notable instance is when she successfully 
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organizes a community event despite opposition. They sung and danced showing their 

unity and culture and asserts, “… we were not just Dalit; we were a community, strong 

and proud" (123). This event represents a collective triumph, celebrating the strength 

and solidarity of her community. 

In the autobiographies of Urmila Pawar, Baby Kamble, Bama, and Viramma, 

real-life incidents provide deep insights into the thematic and theoretical concerns of 

Dalit women's lives. In her work, The Weave of My Life, Urmila Pawar shares a 

profound incident where she faced aggression during a protest. This underscores the 

physical and societal challenges Dalit women activists face. It reflects the broader 

theme of the struggle for social justice and the personal costs of activism. This incident 

is not just about emotional trauma but also speaks to feminist theories of resistance, 

highlighting how Dalit women's bodies often become sites of political contestation and 

assertion of rights. 

Baby Kamble’s autobiography The Prisons We Broke recounts an instance of 

caste-based discrimination, where she was denied access to a public well (89). This 

incident brings to light the pervasive and everyday nature of caste discrimination, 

showing how deeply entrenched these social hierarchies are in Indian society. It is a 

stark illustration of the theme of social exclusion and the systemic nature of caste-based 

segregation. Such incidents tie into theories of social exclusion, emphasizing the 

structural and institutionalized nature of discrimination that Dalit individuals, 

particularly women, face in their daily lives. 

In Karukku, Bama presents a powerful narrative of her experiences of social 

ostracism. “A poignant moment is when her non-Dalit classmates refuse to share a meal 

with her” (56), a clear manifestation of the deeply ingrained caste prejudices and the 

norms of purity and pollution that govern social interactions in India. This incident 

highlights the theme of social isolation and discrimination and aligns with theories of 

social identity and intergroup dynamics. Bama’s experiences offer critical insights into 

how caste is potent in shaping social relationships and identities. 

Viramma’s narrative in Viramma: Life of a Dalit brings a different perspective, 

“focusing on economic exploitation and injustice. She describes how her family was 

mistreated by landlords” (102), an incident that sheds light on the economic dimensions 

of caste oppression. This narrative goes beyond the personal to touch upon the more 
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significant themes of economic disparities and exploitation rooted in caste hierarchies. 

Such experiences reflect Marxist theories of class and caste as intertwined systems of 

oppression, where financial exploitation is deeply linked with social stratification. 

These works have broadened the scope and depth of Dalit literature and 

women's studies, offering unique perspectives and insights.Firstly, these narratives 

provide a rare and intimate glimpse into the lived experiences of Dalit women, an area 

that has often been overlooked or marginalized in mainstream discourse. By sharing 

their personal stories, these authors have opened a window into the complexities of 

navigating life as a Dalit woman in India. Their accounts go beyond the statistics and 

generalizations to present the human side of issues like caste discrimination, gender 

inequality, and social exclusion. Regarding women's studies, these narratives provide a 

valuable framework for understanding the intersectionality of caste and gender. They 

highlight how the struggles of Dalit women are unique, shaped by the dual oppressions 

of caste and gender. This understanding is crucial for developing more effective 

feminist strategies that are inclusive and conscious of the diverse experiences of women 

in India.Lastly, these autobiographies have a profound impact on social awareness and 

change. They not only educate readers about the realities of Dalit women but also evoke 

empathy and understanding. This can lead to greater solidarity and support for social 

justice initiatives to address the issues Dalit women face. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


