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Abstract 

Dalit women’s literature in India represents a critical paradigm shift in subaltern studies, 

postcolonial feminism, and caste discourse. While mainstream Dalit literature historically 

prioritized caste oppression through a predominantly male lens, and Indian feminist literature 

often centered the experiences of upper-caste women, Dalit women writers operate at the 

intersection of both margins. This paper investigates the rise of Dalit women’s literature as a 

form of "Double Counter-Culture"—a dual resistance that simultaneously challenges 

patriarchal hegemony within Dalit communities and caste-based discrimination from 

dominant socio-cultural structures. 

Grounded in Kimberly Crenshaw’s framework of intersectionality alongside Indian subaltern 

and anti-caste feminist theory, this study examines how life narratives, poetry, and fiction by 

writers such as Bama, Baby Kamble, Urmila Pawar, and P. Sivakami articulate a distinct 

selfhood. By reclaiming agency, converting lived trauma into testimony (testimonio), and 

critiquing the systemic overlap of patriarchy, caste, and economic deprivation, these writers 

transcend passive victimhood to assert an unyielding intersectional identity. Ultimately, the 

paper argues that Dalit women’s writing does not merely supplement existing literary 

discourses, but fundamentally reconfigures Indian feminist literature and subaltern 

historiography. 

Keywords: Intersectionality, testimonios, womanity, Double Counter-Culture, patriarchy,    

                   caste hierarchies etc. 

Research Objectives 

1. To Define and Contextualize "Double Counter-Culture": Explicate how Dalit women writers 

build a two-pronged critique—resisting Brahmanical patriarchy externally and subverting 

internal intra-community patriarchal norms. 

2. To Analyze the Assertion of Intersectional Identity: Examine how caste, class, gender, and 

sexuality intersect in Dalit women's literature, moving beyond single-axis frameworks of 

oppression. 

http://www.ijmra.us/
http://www.ijmra.us/


International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

Vol. 16 Issue 08, Aug 2026,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 UGC Approved  Journal Number: 48887 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com                   
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & Listed 

at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

88 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

3. To Map the Shift from Victimhood to Agency: Evaluate literary strategies (autobiography, 

vernacular language, oral history, body politics) through which Dalit women transform 

personal trauma into collective political resistance. 

4. To Critique Mainstream Literature and Feminism: Interrogate the historical omissions of 

upper-caste Indian feminism and male-dominated Dalit literature, highlighting how Dalit 

women’s narratives dismantle these silences. 

 Methodology 

This study adopts a qualitative, interdisciplinary, and critical text-analysis framework, 

drawing from anti-caste discourse, postcolonial literary theory, and intersectional feminism. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Intersectional Feminism: Utilizing Kimberlé Crenshaw's theory of intersectionality to analyze 

the simultaneous operation of caste, gender, and economic marginalization. 

 Subaltern and Anti-Caste Theory: Incorporating the philosophical foundations of B. R. 

Ambedkar, Jyotirao Phule, and contemporary Dalit feminist thinkers (e.g., Sharmila Rege’s 

concept of the "Dalit Feminist Standpoint"). 

 Testimonial Literature (Testimonio): Examining autobiographical narratives as collective, 

socio-political testimonies rather than mere individual life stories. 

Analytical Approach 

 Textual and Discourse Analysis: Close reading of foundational texts (e.g., Bama's Karukku 

and Sangati, Baby Kamble's The Prisons We Broke, Urmila Pawar's The Weave of My Life). 

 Linguistic and Aesthetic Analysis: Investigating the use of colloquial dialects, body 

metaphors, oral traditions, and raw aesthetics as deliberate disruptions of standard, elite 

literary language. 

 Comparative Historiography: Juxtaposing Dalit women’s narratives with mainstream Indian 

feminist texts and Dalit male autobiographies to emphasize differences in themes, voice, and 

political priorities. 

 

Introduction: 

 Dalit women writers have emerged as a powerful force, articulating experiences shaped by 

both caste and gender oppression a phenomenon often described as double counter culture. 

Their literature resists not only dominant upper- caste narratives but also patriarchal norms 

within their own communities. It acts as a double counter culture by simultaneously 

confronting caste- based oppression. These writers expose the unique and compound 

discrimination faced by Dalit women who are marginalized. Their works reclaim the Dalit 

woman’s body and voices which have historically been sites of both caste and gender 
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violence. By narrating their own stories, they resist both the erasure by dominant castes and 

the silencing by patriarchal tradition. Inspired by leaders like Ambedkar and Phule , Dalit 

women’s literature calls for education, self – reliance and collective action. Aiming for both 

social justice and gender equality by centering Dalit women’s subjectivity, these writers 

challenge the purity, myths and stereotypes imposed by upper castes and resist the patriarchal 

expectation of silence and submission within their own making their writing a crucial force 

for social transformation and emancipation. 

              Dalit women literature foregrounds the lived realities of Dalit woman, openly 

addressing issues of sexuality, desire and violence both within their own communities and the 

outside. By doing so, these writers claim the “subject” position, which was traditionally 

denied to them by both patriarchy and caste hierarchies. They deliberately use a Sharpe, 

direct, and unembellished language, rejecting the flowery or rhythmic writers. These 

linguistic choices assert their difference and challenge literary norms shaped by dominant 

groups. By insisting on the diversity of women’s experiences and fighting the 

homogenization of feminism, Dalit women’s literature reformulates feminist discourse to 

include the voices and struggles of the most marginalized women.(Rege14). Their 

autobiographies and stories serve as both personal and collective testimonies documenting 

lived experiences of caste and gender oppression. By sharing their stories, these writers 

reclaim agency, asserts their identities, and confront the system that have heroically silenced 

them. Their stories frequently highlight acts of resistance such as pursuing education, 

rejecting imposed social roles and rules, or refusing to accept “low” status. These become 

symbols of empowerment and collective liberation. Education is portrayed as a 

transformative force that enables dalit women to move from political passivity to active 

resistance. Through education, they gain awareness of their rights, history, and the societal 

structure that perpetuate discrimination, allowing them to challenge both caste and gender 

oppression. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s advocacy for women’s education deeply influences dalit 

women writers. Education is seen not just as personal upliftment but as a collective tool for 

liberation and to empower Dalit women to articulate their unique experiences and participate 

in broader movements for justice. 

Unique Perspective Offered by Dalit Woman: Testimonios in Indian Literature-  

Dalit women’s testimonios provide perspective that challenge and disrupt mainstream 

historical accounts within Dalit women’s movements. These narratives foreground the 

intersection of caste, class and gender documenting lived experience of social exclusion and 

discrimination that are often ignored in dominant histories.  

Unlike traditional autobiographies that focus on individual achievements, dalit 

women’s testimonios emphasize the community. Self, the narrators “I” is not only just 

personal but represents the collective struggles and aspirations of the Dalit community, 

especially its womanities’ approach and validates individual experience by rooting it in the 

collective. These narratives assert the subjectivity of Dalit women, presenting them not as 

mere victim but as agents of resistance and change. By sharing their stories, dalit women 
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writers reclaim the right to represent themselves to speak on their behalf. Dalit women often 

occupy the position of “outsider-within”.  Their testimonios offer a double vison, ability to 

see and critique both the structures of castes and patriarchy (Rage15). This unique standpoint 

leads to social insight that illuminates and transforms understandings of identity, resistance 

and agency. They foreground Dalit women as speaking subject rather than passive victims, 

disrupting the male- centric and upper -caste perspective that dominate historical accounts. 

Testimonios shift from individual stories to collective witnessing, using memory as a tool to 

reconstruct alternate histories and identities that have been erased or ignored. This approach 

contests the binary of Dalit women as only “victims” or “heroines”, instead presenting them 

as complex agents of change. By documenting everyday struggle and contribution such as a 

dalit women’s roles in the Ambedkar movement, these testimonios build a historical 

consciousness that is absent from dominant accounts of Indian modernity and the freedom 

movement.   The testimonio genre itself is a political act, committed to denouncing 

oppression and violence. It offers a more emancipatory understanding of Indian history by 

insisting on the centrality of caste and the lived realities of dalit woman. 

Dalit women’s testimonios provide a counter-narrative that exposes gap in mainstream 

history, asserts agency, and reclaims dignity for a group long silenced in Indian public 

memory. In essence, it transforms agency into a dynamic, collective, and historically situated 

practice that is inseparable from the struggle for dignity, justice, and self-respect in the face 

of double marginalization. Language in Dalit literature in not natural rather it is a weapon 

against the structure of caste and patriarchy. Through their words, Dalits writers especially 

women challenged the hegemony of upper caste discourses, reclaim their voice and moved 

forward inspiring as a collective action. They demonstrate that the dalit literature is not just a 

record of suffering but voice of resistance and a vison for a more just and egalitarian society. 

The poem ‘Aggression’ by Meena Kandasamy, a prominent contemporary Dalit poet, 

writer and activist from Tamil Nadu, highlights the deep sense of alienation and injustice 

experienced by marginalized Dalit community. The lines: 

“She is the women  

Whose name is a slur, 

Whose body is a curse, 

Whose womb is a battleground, 

Whose dreams are always determined”. (Kandasamy) 

 

These lines are protest against a nationhood build on the suffering of the dalit peoples. It 

encapsulates both the caste -based and gender based oppression faced by dalit women which 

says that her very name is an insult, her body is stigmatized, her reproductive rights are 

contested and her aspiration are constantly suppressed. Through such poetry, Kandasamy 

gives voice to the unique and painful intersection of being both a woman and a dalit. Dalit 

literature is both a mirror to the past and torch for the future. A literature that insists on being 
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heard, on breaking silence and on transforming society through the power of words 

(Kandasamy13). 

Dalit women’s poetry is not only the echo of centuries-old wounds but also the 

resilient heartbeat of hope. Their words, steeped in pain yet luminous with defiance,  

transform suffering into strength and silence expressing into a pages. Each line is a testament 

to lives lived on the margins where bearing burdens doubly heavy, yet dreaming dreams 

doubly bright, through their words. They reclaim dignity from indignity, and belonging from 

exclusion, weaving a tapestry of resistance that refuses to fade. In their poetry, the world is 

invited to witness not just the scars, but also unyielding spirits that rise again and again to 

assert: we are here, we endure, and we will be heard.  

Literary Strategies and Social Impact:  

Dalit women, whose stories were hidden for centuries, now they have risen pen in their hands 

with the words that are not just ink on paper but writing about their experience. Their words 

were like memories and acts of rebellion flowing through a society marked by caste and 

equality. They take their pain and hope and turn them into stories that imagine a world of 

respect and fairness. They are changing Indian literature by connecting personal stories, 

finding beauty in honesty and strong storytelling. Through their real-life stories, poem, and 

fiction, they challenge traditional ideas and share their experiences of pain, anger, humor, and 

hope. By focusing on the combined issue of caste and gender, these writers are changing 

what it means to be Dalit and feminist, arguing Dalit women must be free for their  true 

justice and equality. 

One of the most striking literary strategies employed by Dalits women writers is the 

use of autobiography and testimonial writing. Texts like Bama’s Karakku and Baby 

Kambel’s the Prison We Broke are not linear life stories but fragmented and episodic. Dalit 

women’s literature stands as a transformative force in Indian letters, employing innovative 

literary strategies that not only challenge the boundaries of form and language but also create 

profound social impact by foregrounding the lived realities of those doubly marginalized by 

caste and gender. Their works are not only stories of individual suffering but they are 

collective testimonies, woven from the threads of memory, oral tradition, and everyday 

struggle that seek to recover agency, dignity and identity for Dalit women everywhere 

(Rage17-19). 

In Karukku, Bama’s narrative is consciously non-linear, combining reflections with 

sociopolitical analysis. The title, Karukku meaning “palmyra leaves with spiked edges” 

serves as a metaphor for both hardship and defiance. Through episodic memories and a 

conversational oral storytelling style, Bama preserves the traditions of her Tamil Dalit 

Christian community while exposing the caste prejudice within both the Church and the 

society.  
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Their works reject sanitized narratives and instead embrace the language, the 

language of lived experience marked by pain, anger, humor and hope by foregrounding the 

intersectional realities of caste and gender. Politically, these writers are of Tamil vernacular 

keep code-switching between Tamil and English, and the addition of proverbs and folk 

idioms not only root the text in the lived experience of her community but also challenge the 

dominance of standardized literary language. Bama’s narrative voice is direct and unflinching 

as she writes: 

        “We are not allowed to walk on the upper caste street, not even our shadow should fall 

on their houses. If our shadow falls on their water pots, they will break them and pour the 

water on the ground” (Bama 2012, 15). 

Such lines highlight the brutal realities of untouchability while stating the legitimacy and 

power of Dalit speech. 

Similarly, one of the popular Dalit women writer Baby Kamble’s The Prisons We 

Broke offers a clear reflection of Dalit women’s lives in Maharashtra, detailing the everyday 

humiliations, violence, and oppression they face. Kamble’s narrative is intensely personal yet 

deep, exposing not only the cruelty of upper-caste society but also the patriarchal structures 

within Dalit communities themselves. She writes: 

       “Dalit patriarchy is the one in which Dalit men have become the beacons of brutality 

against their own wives and daughters” (Kambale104). By highlighting the experiences of the 

Dalit women, Kamble’s autobiography becomes a powerful critique of both caste and gender 

hierarchies, and her storytelling style which is rich in regional dialect and oral tradition 

ensures that her narrative resonates with authenticity and emotional intensity. 

The literary strategies of the Dalit women writers extend beyond autobiography to 

include manifestos, academic essays, poetry and fiction. They started using an 

anthropological lens to explore the intersection of sexuality, caste, and gender. These varied 

forms enrich Dalit literature, offering multiple outlook and modes of resistance.  

Another key literary strategy is that uses the first-person narration and collective voice 

which the texts often blur the line between “I” and “we,” making the individual narrative of 

the community’s experience. This approach is seen in Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of My Life, 

a dalit woman’s Memoirs, where personal memories are interwoven with collective history. 

Pawar’s memoir is not just a record of her own journey from marginalization to self-

realization, but also a tapestry of voices of mothers, sisters, neighbors each contributing to the 

broader narrative of resistance and resilience. The act of storytelling itself becomes a form of 

empowerment, as Pawar notes: “By telling our stories, we make ourselves visible. By making 

ourselves visible, we claim our place in the world” (Pawar 328). 

The social impact of these literary strategies is deep. Dalit women’s literature has 

played a vital role in challenging stereotypes, raising social awareness, and promoting a 

representation of Dalit experiences, by bringing the voices of Dalit women to the forefront, 
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writers like Bama, Kamble, and Pawar have not only diversified the literary canon but have 

also contributed to the broader movement for social justice and equality. Their works have 

inspired new generations of writers and activists, and have forced both feminism and Dalit 

movements to evaluate with the specific, intersectional realities of Dalit women’s lives. 

Moreover, the translation of Dalit women’s texts into multiple languages has 

expanded their reach and influence, allowing their stories to resonate with readers across 

India and beyond. Translators and scholars have also ensured that these narratives are not 

confined to regional or linguistic boundaries, but are to be recognized as essential 

contributions to world literature. The literary strategies of Dalit women writers’ 

autobiographical storytelling, vernacular language, collective voice, and poetic innovation are 

inseparable from their social impact. These writers have transformed literature into a site of 

resistance, empowerment, and social change, making visible the lives and struggles of those 

communities. Their works are not only testimonies of suffering but also statements of agency, 

dignity, and hope.  Through their words, Dalit women writers continue to expand both the 

aesthetic and political horizons of literature, marching towards paths which lead to justice, 

equality, and collective liberation.  

Dalit literature stands as a witness to the lasting power of storytelling to challenge injustice 

and inspire transformation. Its continued growth and recognition signal not only a literary 

revival but also a broader movement towards social equality. As Dalit voices continue to rise 

and reshape the cultural landscape, they invite us all to reimagine a more just and diverse 

society in which every story is heard, and every life is valued. 

The journey from being labeled Children of God in patronizing terms to embracing 

the fierce identity of Panthers is symbol of the evolution of Dalit literature and consciousness. 

This transformation is not simply symbolic, it reflects a shift from imposed victimhood to 

active resistance, from invisibility to cultural and political statement. Dalit writers have not 

only reclaimed their own stories but have also redefined the nation’s story, declaring that the 

ideals of democracy, equality, and fraternity must be realized for all citizens, not just the 

privileged few. 

When the colonizers speak of the hardships they endured under foreign rule, they 

often overlook the fact that the oppression inflicted by their own society upon lower-caste 

communities was far more severe, ten times harder than anything the colonizers imposed. If 

colonialism lasted for a century, caste oppression has endured for centuries continuing even 

today. We still hear stories of when Dalit women drank water from the tank, upper- caste 

people later insisted on water to be purified with cow urine, as if the excreted urine is 

somehow purer than a woman simply drinking water. People from lower castes are still made 

to remove their slippers when passing by the homes of the upper castes. These realities 

compel the questions: “How long will human beings be excluded from humanity? How 

longer must people endure alienation and humiliation simply because of the circumstances of 

their birth?” These questions remain urgent, demanding answers from a society that still 

struggles to recognize the dignity and equality of all its members. 
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Dalit literature has not only enriched Indian literature but has also redefined the 

possibilities of literature itself as a tool for resistance, a space for healing, and a force for 

social transformation. Its legacy is evident in the growing recognition of marginalized voices, 

the increased inspection of caste-based injustices, and the ongoing struggle for a more just 

and comprehensive nation. As long as caste remains, as long as inequality endures, the 

writing, resisting, and redefining will continue reminding us all that the true measure of a 

nation lies in its willingness to listen to, and be transformed by, the voices of its most 

oppressed. Dalit literature’s journey is far from over; it continues to inspire, provoke, and 

demand that India live up to its highest ideals, not just in rhetoric, but in reality.  

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Bama. Karukku. Translated by Lakshmi Holmström, Oxford University Press, 2000. 

Dangle, Arjun, editor. Poisoned Bread: Translations from Modern Marathi Dalit     

            Literature. Orient Longman, 1992. 

Dhasal, Namdeo. Namdeo Dhasal: Poet of the Underworld, Poems 1972–2006.  

Joshi, G.N. “Dalit Aesthetics and the Poetry of Neerav Patel.” Contemporary Indian Literature, vol. 

12, no. 3, 2011, pp. 89-90. 

Kamble, Babytai. The Prisons We Broke: The Autobiography of a Dalit Woman. Translated by Maya 

Pandit, Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan 2008. 

Limbale, Sharankumar. Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature: History, Controversies and 

Considerations. Translated by Alok Mukherjee, Orient BlackSwan, 2004. 

Muktibodh, Sharat Chandra. “What is Dalit Literature?” Poisoned Bread: Translations from Modern 

Marathi Dalit Literature, edited by Arjun Dangle, Orient Longman, 1992, pp. 267–277. 

Omvedt, Gail. Dalits and the Democratic Revolution: Dr. Ambedkar and the Dalit 

       Movement in Colonial India. Sage Publications, 1994. 

Patel, Neerav. “My Black Jasmine.” Burning from Both Ends: Poems, translated by Hemang Desai, 

Sahitya Akademie, 2017, pp. 89-90. 

Pawar, Urmila. The Weave of My Life: A Dalit Woman’s Memoirs. Translated by Maya Pandit, 

Columbia University Press, 2008. 

Rage, Sujatha, and Sharmila Rege, editors. Dalit Women Speak Out: Violence Against Dalit Women 

in India. National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights, 2006. 

http://www.ijmra.us/
http://www.ijmra.us/


International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

Vol. 16 Issue 08, Aug 2026,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 UGC Approved  Journal Number: 48887 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com                   
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & Listed 

at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

95 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

Rege, Sharmila. Writing Caste/Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women’s Testimonios. Zubaan, 

2006. 

Teltumbde, Anand. The Dalit Panthers: Revolutionary Anti-Caste Movement. Lef Word Books, 

2018. 

Valmiki, Omprakash. Joothan: A Dalit’s Life. Translated by Arun Prabha Mukherjee, Samya, 2003. 

Web source: 

5 Dalit Women Writers Whose Works Challenge the Status Quo and Patriarchy.” Your   

Story,2022, yourstory.com/2022/03/dalit-women-writerschallengpatriarchy.Accessed 21 June 

2025. 

“Breaking The Silence: Contemporary Dalit Women Writers Reclaiming Space.”    Feminism 

in India, 30Jan.2022, feminisminindia.com/2022/01/30/breaking-the-silence-dalit-women-

writers/. Accessed 21 June 2025. 

“DalitAesthetics.”IndianLiteraryCriticismandTheory,INFLIBNET,ebooks.inflibnet.ac.in/eng

p11/chapter/dalit-aesthetics/. Accessed 21 June 2025. 

“Dalit Counter-Mythology: Rewriting the Epics.” Feminism in India, 10 July 2023, 

feminisminindia.com/2023/07/10/dalit-counter-mythology/. Accessed 21 June 2025 

“DalitLiteratureandCountCulture.” Scribd, www.scribd.com/document/776749544/Dalit-

Literature-and-counter-culture.Accessed 21 June 2025. 

Limbale, Sharankumar. Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature: History, 

ControversiesandConsiderations.GoogleBooks,books.google.com/books/about/Towards_an_

Aesthetic_of_Dalit_Literature.html?id=VsxjAAAAMAAJ. Accessed 21 June 2025. 

Journal Articles 

“Contribution of Indian Dalit Women in Literature.” International Journal of Scientific 

Research in Science and Technology, 2023. 

Dhankhar, Garima. “Dalit Movements in India and the Role of Ambedkar.” International 

Journal of Political Science and Governance, 2022. 

“Examining the Intersectionality of Gender and Caste in Dalit Women’s Narratives.” 

Bohrium, 2024. 

“Revisiting Intersectionality in India.” Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 59, no. 18, 2024. 

“RiseofDalitLiterature.”JSTOR,www.jstor.org/action/doBasicSearch?Query=Rise+of+dalit+l

iterature&so=rel. Accessed 21 June 2025. 

http://www.ijmra.us/
http://www.ijmra.us/


International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 

Vol. 16 Issue 08, Aug 2026,  

ISSN: 2249-2496 Impact Factor: 7.081 UGC Approved  Journal Number: 48887 

Journal Homepage: http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com                   
Double-Blind Peer Reviewed Refereed Open Access International Journal - Included in the International Serial Directories Indexed & Listed 

at: Ulrich's Periodicals Directory ©, U.S.A., Open J-Gate as well as in Cabell’s Directories of Publishing Opportunities, U.S.A 

  

96 International Journal of Research in Social Sciences 
http://www.ijmra.us, Email: editorijmie@gmail.com 

 

“Indian Dalit Literature: Quest for Identity to Social Equality.” ResearchGate, 

www.researchgate.net/publication/334222260_Indian_Dalit_Literature_Quest_for_Identity_t

o_Social_Equality. Accessed 21 June 2025. 

“Dalit Histories and Resistance in Contemporary Hindi Poetry.” Historified, 20 Mar. 2025, 

historified.in/2025/03/20/dalit-histories-and-resistance-in-contemporary-hindi-poetry/. 

Accessed 21 June 2025. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ijmra.us/
http://www.ijmra.us/

