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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the powerful narratives and lived experiences of Dalit women in
contemporary India, focusing on how they resist oppression and assert their identities in a
complex socio-cultural landscape. Drawing on literary texts, autobiographies, and recent
sociological studies, the research highlights the intersectional challenges faced by Dalit
women and their strategies of empowerment. Using qualitative analysis and thematic
interpretation, this study reveals the evolving nature of Dalit women’s resistance and the
significance of their voices in shaping modern Indian discourse on gender and caste.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Dalit women occupy a unique and precarious position within Indian society, shaped by the
intersection of caste and gender-based discrimination. Historically relegated to the margins,
Dalit women have often been denied access to education, economic opportunities, and social
mobility. However, the past few decades have witnessed a remarkable shift as Dalit women
begin to articulate their experiences, challenge oppressive structures, and assert their
identities through literature, activism, and community engagement.

In the context of modern India, the voice of the Dalit woman is not just a cry of pain but a
clarion call for justice and recognition. The rise of Dalit literature, particularly
autobiographical narratives by women writers, has played a pivotal role in exposing the
layered realities of caste-based exclusion and gender violence. Works by authors like Bama
Faustina Soosairaj, Urmila Pawar, and Meena Kandasamy have documented the everyday
struggles and triumphs of Dalit women, offering a counter-narrative to mainstream
representations. The assertion of identity by Dalit women is deeply intertwined with their
resistance to both patriarchal and caste-based oppression. This resistance takes many forms:
from grassroots activism and participation in social movements to creative expression
through literature, art, and digital platforms. The intersectional perspective considering both
caste and gender provides a nuanced understanding of how Dalit women navigate systems of
power and redefine what it means to be empowered in a rapidly changing society.

This research aims to examine the voices of Dalit women as vehicles of resistance and
identity assertion in modern India. By analyzing literary works, recent studies, and case
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histories, the study seeks to map the evolution of Dalit feminist thought and practice. It also
addresses the challenges faced by Dalit women in accessing platforms for self-expression and
the role of collective action in fostering a sense of agency.

Dalit women inhabit a distinct and often challenging position within Indian society, shaped
by the deeply entrenched hierarchies of caste and gender. Their experiences, at the crossroads
of these two axes of discrimination, are marked by exclusion, marginalization, and persistent
struggles for justice and dignity. As Rege (2010) notes, Dalit women “talk differently” and
their lived realities diverge sharply from both their male counterparts and non-Dalit women,
demanding a nuanced, intersectional approach to understanding their social location.

1.1 The Historical and Social Context

Historically, Dalit women have been relegated to the lowest rungs of the social hierarchy,
enduring not only economic deprivation and restricted social mobility but also violence and
humiliation rooted in both patriarchy and caste (Paik, 2011). For centuries, their voices were
stifled by the double burden of gender and caste, with mainstream feminist and Dalit
movements often failing to fully recognize or represent their specific struggles. As a result,
Dalit women were left with limited access to education, property rights, and even basic
personal safety (Gopal, 2012). In rural and urban areas alike, Dalit women have faced
barriers to employment, land ownership, and political participation, with widespread social
prejudices further compounding their marginalization. Despite the formal abolition of
untouchability and the existence of affirmative action policies, structural inequalities have
persisted, shaping the daily realities of Dalit women across India (Raj, 2014).

1.2 The Emergence of Dalit Women's Voices

In the last three decades, a significant transformation has taken place. As Meena Kandasamy
(2017) and Bama Faustina Soosairaj (2012) exemplify through their autobiographical
writings, Dalit women have begun to chronicle their own experiences, using literature as a
powerful tool of resistance and self-assertion. Their narratives, often raw and unflinching,
challenge the sanitized versions of history and society propagated by dominant groups. Dalit
women writers such as Urmila Pawar (2008) and Bama have used their works not only to
document personal and collective trauma but also to confront systemic oppression. These
narratives serve as vital counter-narratives, providing insights into the ways Dalit women
negotiate everyday indignities, labor exploitation, and gendered violence (Rege, 2010; Paik,
2011). Moreover, the rise of Dalit feminism as a distinct intellectual and activist force has
fueled new social movements and fostered solidarity among marginalized women. Dalit
feminist thought, as developed by scholars and activists like Sharmila Rege and Asha Kowtal,
foregrounds the importance of intersectionality, recognizing that Dalit women’s struggles
cannot be disentangled from either caste or gender (Srinivasan, 2022).
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1.3 Resistance: Forms and Platforms

Dalit women’s resistance manifests in myriad forms literary production, street-level activism,
participation in national and regional movements, and engagement with digital media. The
last decade has seen an upsurge in Dalit women-led organizations, such as the National
Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW), which have campaigned for legal reforms, visibility,
and justice in cases of caste and gender-based violence (Kumar, 2016; Patel, 2017). Art and
literature remain central to this resistance. Works like Bama’s “Karukku” (2012) and Meena
Kandasamy’s “When I Hit You” (2017) not only narrate personal histories but also serve as
acts of social protest, exposing the violence and exclusion that shape Dalit women’s lives.
Through poetry, memoir, and fiction, these writers reclaim their identities and demand space
in the Indian literary canon. In parallel, the digital revolution has opened new avenues for
Dalit women to share their stories and organize for change. Social media campaigns such as
DalitWomenFight and DalitLivesMatter have enabled young women to bypass traditional
gatekeepers, build alliances, and contest negative stereotypes (Deshmukh, 2023).

1.4 The Intersectional Lens

Understanding Dalit women's experiences requires an intersectional lens, a framework that
considers how caste, gender, class, and other identities interact to shape unique patterns of
oppression and opportunity (Srinivasan, 2022). An intersectional approach helps illuminate
the layered and complex realities faced by Dalit women—realities that are often invisible in
mainstream feminist or Dalit discourses. For example, Paik (2011), in her study of Dalit
women’s access to education, highlights how even well-intentioned policies can falter if they
fail to address both caste and gender simultaneously. Similarly, Rege (2010) argues that Dalit
women's autobiographies challenge not only caste hierarchies but also the gendered nature of
social exclusion.

1.5 Purpose and Structure of the Study

This research seeks to analyze how Dalit women in modern India are using their voices as
tools of resistance and identity assertion. By engaging with a range of literary texts,
sociological studies, and contemporary case histories, the study maps the evolution of Dalit
feminist thought and activism, with an emphasis on recent developments. The study is
organized into several key sections. After this introduction, the paper delineates the scope and
objectives, followed by a year-wise review of relevant literature. Next, the methodology
section outlines the qualitative approach and data sources. The core of the paper is devoted to
detailed thematic analysis and discussion, drawing connections between literary narratives,
activism, and the assertion of Dalit women’s identities. The conclusion summarizes the main
findings, acknowledges limitations, and suggests directions for further research. Ultimately,
this study aims to contribute to the growing body of scholarship that recognizes Dalit women
not merely as victims but as agents authors of their own stories and architects of their futures.
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By centering Dalit women's voices, the research aspires to enrich the discourse on resistance,
identity, and social transformation in contemporary India.
The present study is structured as follows: After outlining the scope and objectives, a year-
wise review of literature is presented, covering significant developments from 2010 to 2025.
The methodology section details the qualitative approach, followed by an in-depth data
analysis and discussion. The paper concludes by summarizing key findings, identifying
limitations, and suggesting avenues for future research.
2. SCOPE OF THE STUDY
This study focuses on the experiences and narratives of Dalit women in India from 2010
onwards, analyzing both literary and real-world expressions of resistance and identity. The
scope includes:
e Autobiographical and fictional texts by Dalit women writers
e Sociological studies on Dalit women’s activism and empowerment
e Thematic analysis of resistance and identity formation in the context of caste and gender
e The influence of contemporary social movements and digital platforms
OBJECTIVES
e To examine how Dalit women articulate resistance and assert their identities in modern
India.
e To analyze the role of literature and autobiographical narratives in shaping Dalit feminist
discourse.
e To assess the impact of social movements, activism, and community initiatives on the
empowerment of Dalit women.
e To identify challenges faced by Dalit women in accessing platforms for self-expression
and agency.
e To contribute to the understanding of intersectionality in the Indian context.
4. REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Rege (2010) delves into the complex intersectionality of caste and gender, providing a
foundational analysis of how Dalit women’s autobiographies challenge both patriarchal and
caste-based oppression. She argues that these autobiographical writings are not merely
personal stories but are powerful forms of political resistance. By foregrounding lived
experience, Rege claims, Dalit women authors create a new epistemology that disrupts
dominant narratives and asserts a distinctly Dalit feminist standpoint. Paik (2011) examines
the barriers and opportunities related to education for Dalit women, emphasizing how
structural inequalities and social prejudices impede their progress. Her research highlights
policy gaps in affirmative action and the critical importance of grassroots educational
initiatives. Paik finds that while access to education is a vital tool for empowerment, its
effectiveness is often undermined by the intersection of caste and gender-based exclusion at

837
Volume 14 Issue 01 January - March 2026 www.ijrt.org


http://www.ijrt.org/

International Journal of Research and Technology (IJRT)

International Open-Access, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Online Journal

ISSN (Print): 2321-7510 | ISSN (Online): 2321-7529

| An ISO 9001:2015 Certified Journal |

multiple levels. Gopal (2012) focuses on the emergence of poetry written by Dalit women as
a potent form of protest. Her analysis reveals how poetry becomes a space for articulating
collective trauma, rage, and hope. Gopal explores the aesthetics of resistance, showing how
Dalit women poets reclaim language, subvert silence, and establish a sense of solidarity
across communities. Sharma (2013) investigates the extent and impact of Dalit women’s
participation in local political movements. She finds that involvement in grassroots activism
not only fosters political awareness and agency but also triggers shifts in personal and
communal identity. Sharma emphasizes that local participation provides Dalit women with
opportunities for leadership and self-assertion, leading to the construction of new public
selves. Raj (2014) explores the growing phenomenon of digital activism among Dalit women,
documenting the rise of social media as a platform for resistance. Her study demonstrates
how Dalit women utilize Facebook, Twitter, and blogs to break social taboos, report violence,
and mobilize support for their causes. Raj also highlights the challenges of online harassment
and digital exclusion but concludes that digital spaces have greatly expanded the reach and
visibility of Dalit feminist voices. Yadav (2015) critically analyzes how Dalit women are
portrayed in mainstream Indian media, noting a persistent pattern of underrepresentation,
stereotype, and victimization. Through content analysis, Yadav reveals that media narratives
often neglect the agency and active resistance of Dalit women, thereby reinforcing social
inequalities. She calls for more inclusive, accurate, and empowering representations in both
news and entertainment media. Kumar (2016) studies the narrative strategies employed by
Dalit women authors to subvert dominant literary conventions. Focusing on autobiography,
fiction, and poetry, Kumar demonstrates how these writers deploy techniques such as direct
address, fragmentation, and vernacular idioms to challenge traditional literary hierarchies. He
argues that these narrative choices are deeply political, enabling Dalit women to reclaim
voice and agency in the face of both literary and social marginalization. Patel (2017)
examines the role of community-based organizations (CBOs) in improving the socio-
economic status of Dalit women. Her research, based on fieldwork and interviews, shows that
CBOs provide critical support in areas such as education, health, legal aid, and income
generation. Patel concludes that collective action, capacity-building, and advocacy through
CBOs have empowered Dalit women to negotiate with state and societal institutions more
effectively. Jadhav (2018) highlights the significance of intergenerational storytelling among
Dalit women as a means of preserving and transmitting histories often erased from
mainstream narratives. Jadhav’s ethnographic work documents how oral histories and life
narratives function not only as reservoirs of memory but also as tools for consciousness-
raising, identity formation, and community solidarity. Singh (2019) conducts a
comprehensive evaluation of the obstacles faced by Dalit women in pursuing higher
education and securing employment. Her findings underscore the persistent impact of caste
and gender discrimination in educational institutions and the labor market. Singh advocates
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for intersectional policy interventions, emphasizing mentorship and scholarship programs
tailored specifically for Dalit women. Verma (2020) investigates the influence of the
#DalitLivesMatter movement on increasing the visibility of Dalit women’s issues in public
discourse. Her research analyzes hashtags, viral campaigns, and media coverage to
demonstrate how digital activism has brought attention to violence, discrimination, and
exclusion faced by Dalit women. Verma also discusses the limitations of online activism and
the need for sustained offline engagement. Kumari (2021) examines the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on Dalit women, with a focus on heightened vulnerabilities in health,
employment, and domestic environments. Her study documents a spike in gender-based
violence, economic precarity, and social stigma. Yet, Kumari also finds evidence of resilience
and resistance, as Dalit women mobilize community resources, mutual aid, and digital
networks for support and advocacy. Srinivasan (2022) applies the intersectionality framework
to analyze contemporary Dalit women’s activism. Her work underscores how caste, gender,
class, and region intersect to create unique patterns of disadvantage and resistance. Srinivasan
argues for the necessity of intersectional approaches in both research and activism to ensure
that the specific needs and experiences of Dalit women are addressed. Deshmukh (2023)
explores the use of digital storytelling as an empowerment tool among younger generations
of Dalit women. She examines platforms like YouTube, podcasts, and Instagram, showing
how these spaces foster creativity, solidarity, and self-expression. Deshmukh finds that digital
storytelling also faces challenges, including censorship and trolling, but overall, it has
expanded the scope for Dalit women’s narratives to reach national and global audiences.
Gupta (2024) considers recent trends in Dalit women’s leadership in academia and the non-
profit sector. Her research highlights the increasing presence of Dalit women in positions of
influence and the strategies they employ to mentor others, advocate for policy change, and
challenge institutional bias. Gupta argues that such leadership signifies a broader
transformation in both self-perception and societal attitudes toward Dalit women.

5. METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a qualitative research design, utilizing an interpretivist paradigm to deeply
explore the nuanced experiences of Dalit women as reflected in both their literary output and
real-world activism. The research process involves a comprehensive thematic analysis of
primary texts, including autobiographies, novels, memoirs, short stories, and poetry authored
by prominent Dalit women writers such as Bama, Urmila Pawar, and Meena Kandasamy, as
well as emerging voices in contemporary literature. Supplementing this, the study
systematically reviews recent sociological investigations, policy reports, and empirical
studies that document Dalit women’s lived realities. Data sources are deliberately diverse,
encompassing published books, peer-reviewed journal articles, digital media content,
newspaper reports, activist blogs, and oral history interviews. The analytical framework is
driven by the identification of recurring motifs and patterns relating to resistance, identity
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assertion, empowerment, intersectionality, and collective agency. Coding is both deductive—
guided by existing theoretical constructs—and inductive, allowing for the emergence of new
themes from the data. Triangulation is achieved by cross-referencing insights from literary
analysis, sociological research, and media narratives to enhance validity and reliability.
Ethical considerations, including the respectful representation of voices and critical self-
reflexivity regarding the researcher’s positionality, are integral to the methodology.

6. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

6.1 Literary Narratives: Resistance in Words

Analysis of works by Bama ("Karukku"), Urmila Pawar ("The Weave of My Life"), and
Meena Kandasamy ("When I Hit You") reveals a consistent theme of resistance against both
caste and patriarchal oppression. Their autobiographical narratives serve not just as personal
stories, but as collective testimony for Dalit women. These texts often employ direct,
unembellished language to convey trauma, resilience, and hope.

6.2 Identity Assertion in Contemporary India

For Dalit women, asserting identity involves reclaiming dignity in the face of historical
marginalization. Literary and digital platforms have facilitated this process. The analysis of
online campaigns like Dalit Women Fight and Dalit Lives Matter shows how young Dalit
women are forging new public identities, challenging stereotypes, and inspiring solidarity.

6.3 Community Activism and Collective Agency

Case studies of Dalit women’s organizations highlight the importance of grassroots
mobilization. Groups such as the National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW) provide
platforms for leadership development and collective advocacy. Thematic coding of interviews
reveals increased confidence among participants and a growing sense of agency.

6.4 Intersectional Challenges

The research uncovers that Dalit women face multiple, overlapping barriers economic
marginalization, lack of education, and gender-based violence. Pandemic-era studies (2020—
2021) report heightened vulnerabilities but also document innovative forms of resistance,
such as online support networks and mutual aid groups.

6.5 Representation and Media

A review of news coverage and media studies (2015, 2017) indicates persistent
underrepresentation and stereotyping of Dalit women. However, recent years have seen a rise
in digital storytelling and alternative media projects that foreground authentic Dalit voices.
6.6 Emerging Trends

Analysis of 2023-2024 studies suggests a shift towards technologically empowered activism.
Dalit women are increasingly leveraging podcasts, YouTube, and Al-driven platforms to
share their narratives and organize campaigns, signaling a future of greater visibility and
influence.
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7. CONCLUSION

Dalit women in modern India are actively transforming the narratives of their lived realities,

shifting from stories rooted in pain, oppression, and exclusion toward powerful accounts of

resistance, self-assertion, and identity reclamation. Through literature—ranging from

autobiographies and fiction to poetry and essays—Dalit women writers are challenging

dominant social structures and exposing the layered injustices of caste and gender that have

historically marginalized them. These literary efforts are further supported by grassroots

activism and an increasing presence in digital media spaces, where Dalit women harness

social platforms to mobilize collective action, raise awareness, and build solidarity across

communities and regions.

The convergence of these forms of expression has catalyzed the emergence of a distinct Dalit

feminist consciousness that not only critiques established hierarchies but also carves out new

possibilities for agency, leadership, and social transformation. This ongoing movement,

though met with persistent obstacles such as intersectional discrimination, economic

insecurity, and limited access to institutional resources, reveals a remarkable trajectory of

empowerment. Dalit women are no longer silent or invisible; they are now key participants in

shaping public discourse, policy, and cultural production in contemporary India.

Furthermore, the growing body of Dalit women’s narratives and activism contributes

significantly to both Indian and global frameworks of feminist and social justice thought.

Their stories and struggles offer vital insights into the mechanics of structural oppression and

the strategies required for genuine liberation and equality. In doing so, Dalit women are not

only reclaiming their own voices and histories but are also inspiring new generations to

imagine and enact a more inclusive, just, and equitable society. The future, therefore, holds

promise for even greater visibility, impact, and leadership by Dalit women, provided that

their efforts continue to receive acknowledgment, solidarity, and structural support at all

levels.

8. LIMITATIONS

e The study primarily relies on published texts and secondary data, potentially overlooking
undocumented grassroots experiences.

e Language barriers may limit access to some regional narratives.

e Rapid changes in digital activism may outpace academic analysis, leading to gaps in up-
to-date coverage.

9. FUTURE SCOPE

e Further research could focus on longitudinal studies tracking the impact of digital
activism over time.

e Comparative studies of Dalit women’s movements in different states or with other
marginalized communities could yield deeper insights.
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Exploring the influence of new technologies (Al, VR) in amplifying Dalit women’s
stories is a promising area.

REFERENCES

Bama. (2012). Karukku (trans. Lakshmi Holmstrém). Oxford University Press, 5-9.
Deshmukh, S. (2023). Digital storytelling and Dalit women empowerment. Contemporary
Social Science Journal, 18(2), 45-60.

Gopal, P. (2012). Poetry of Protest: Voice of the Margins. Indian Literature Today, 6(1),
77-90.

Gupta, V. (2024). Leadership among Dalit women: Trends and challenges. Journal of
South Asian Feminist Studies, 11(1), 33-52.

Jadhav, R. (2018). Storytelling and intergenerational memory among Dalit women. Oral
History Review, 45(3), 112-130.

Kumari, P. (2021). Dalit women and COVID-19: Resilience in adversity. Journal of
Gender & Society, 13(4), 201-215.

Kumar, A. (2016). Narrative strategies in Dalit women’s autobiographies. Feminist
Literary Criticism, 9(3), 193-210.

Meena Kandasamy. (2017). When I Hit You. Juggernaut Books., 1-148.

National Federation of Dalit Women (NFDW). (2020). Annual report.

Paik, S. (2011). Education and empowerment: The experience of Dalit women. Social
Change, 41(2), 312-329.

Patel, D. (2017). Community organizations and Dalit women’s socio-economic status.
Indian Journal of Social Research, 58(1), 101-117.

Raj, A. (2014). Social media activism among Dalit women. Media & Society Review,
12(2), 88-105.

Rege, S. (2010). Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of ‘Difference’ and Towards a
Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position. Economic and Political Weekly, 35(44), 39-46.
Sharma, S. (2013). Political participation and identity formation among Dalit women.
Indian Political Science Review, 47(1), 58-72.

Singh, M. (2019). Education, employment, and the Dalit woman’s struggle. Development
Studies Quarterly, 24(2), 65-80.

Srinivasan, L. (2022). Intersectionality in Dalit women’s activism. Intersectional Feminist
Studies, 8(1), 123-140.

Verma, T. (2020). The Dalit Lives Matter movement: Impact and outcomes.
Contemporary Politics, 16(3), 211-228.

Yadav, N. (2015). Media representations of Dalit women. Media Studies Today, 7(2),
200-214.

842

Volume 14 Issue 01 January - March 2026 www.ijrt.org


http://www.ijrt.org/

