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Abstract: 
The intersectional oppression that Dalit women in India experience is a major focus of the critical movement 

known as Dalit feminism. It emphasises the necessity of a caste and gender-inclusive intersectional feminist 

approach that acknowledges the special experiences of Dalit women. The importance of Dalit feminism in the 

Indian setting is examined in this paper. It starts by looking at the historical background of caste-based 

discrimination and how it has affected Dalit women, who have experienced institutional abuse and social 

isolation. The development of Dalit feminism as a reaction to this marginalisation and Dalit women’s exclusion 

from mainstream feminist organizations is then discussed. It draws attention to the fundamental tenets of Dalit 

feminism, which emphasise the relevance of caste hierarchy, patriarchy, and the representation of Dalit women 

in leadership positions within feminist groups. It also looks at the difficulties Dalit feminists confront in their 

advocacy, such as violence and prejudice towards Dalit women, a lack of educational and professional 

prospects, and the persistence of caste-based stereotypes. In the fight for social justice and equality for Dalit 

women in India, the study contends that Dalit feminism is essential. It draws attention to the part played by 

Dalit feminists in forging female-led Dalit organisations that contested the prevailing narrative and attempted 

to give Dalit women’s voices a platform. With a focus on Bama Faustina, Gail Omvedt, Sharmila Rege, Urmila 

Pawar, Sujatha Gidla, etc., the paper also discusses the ways in which Dalit feminism has influenced 

mainstream feminist discourse in India, resulting in a more intersectional approach to feminism that recognises 

the particular experiences of Dalit women. In order to confront the intersecting forms of oppression Dalit 

women in India experience, this paper emphasizes the significance of Dalit feminism. According to this 

argument, Dalit feminism offers a potent paradigm for opposing the prevalent viewpoint and pursuing social 

justice and equality for Dalit women. 
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In the realm of feminism, it is crucial to recognize that gender discrimination intersects with other 

forms of oppression, such as caste-based discrimination. Caste-based discrimination has deep historical roots in 

India, permeating various aspects of society and affecting marginalized communities. Dalit women, in 

particular, have borne the brunt of this oppression, experiencing institutional abuse and social isolation. In 

response to their exclusion from mainstream feminist organizations, Dalit feminism has emerged as a powerful 

movement that seeks to address the unique challenges faced by Dalit women.  In the Indian context, Dalit 

women face unique challenges due to their caste and gender identities. This paper aims to emphasize the 

necessity of a caste and gender-inclusive intersectional feminist approach that acknowledges the special 

experiences of Dalit women. By exploring the importance of Dalit feminism in the Indian setting, we can foster 

a more comprehensive and inclusive feminist discourse.  

Caste-based discrimination in India dates back centuries, with the hierarchical social structure 

relegating Dalits to the lowest rungs. Dalit women have faced a double burden of oppression due to their caste 

and gender identities. They have endured severe discrimination, ranging from social exclusion and limited 

access to education and healthcare to acts of violence and exploitation. These historical injustices have 

perpetuated a cycle of marginalization for Dalit women. This paper explores the historical background of caste-

http://www.questjournals.org/


Beyond the Binary: The Role of Dalit Feminism in Challenging Caste and Gender Discrimination                                                                                                                                                

*Corresponding Author: BHUP SINGH GAUR                                                                                       401 | Page 

based discrimination, its impact on Dalit women, and the development of Dalit feminism as a means to 

challenge caste and gender discrimination. 

Dalit feminism, often referred to as Dalit women’s movement or Bahujan feminism, emerged as a 

response to the marginalization and oppression experienced by Dalit women within mainstream feminist 

movements. It centers the voices and experiences of Dalit women, recognizing their struggles at the intersection 

of caste and gender. Dalit feminists challenge the dominant narrative by highlighting the unique forms of 

discrimination faced by Dalit women, such as caste-based violence, untouchability practices, and economic 

exploitation. 

Dalit feminism emerged as a response to the marginalization of Dalit women within both the larger 

society and mainstream feminist discourse. It recognizes the significance of caste hierarchy and patriarchy as 

interrelated systems of oppression that shape the experiences of Dalit women. Dalit feminists argue that 

dismantling these interconnected structures is crucial for achieving true gender equality and social justice. By 

centering Dalit women’s voices and experiences, Dalit feminism challenges the dominant narratives and 

perspectives within the feminist movement. Dalit feminism places a strong emphasis on acknowledging and 

dismantling the caste-based hierarchy that perpetuates discrimination. It also recognizes the intersectionality of 

caste and gender, highlighting the unique challenges faced by Dalit women. The movement advocates for the 

inclusion and representation of Dalit women in leadership positions within feminist organizations, enabling 

them to shape the agenda and policies to address their specific needs. By asserting the agency and autonomy of 

Dalit women, Dalit feminism aims to challenge the existing power structures. 

Intersectionality  is a theoretical framework that emphasizes the interconnected nature of social 

identities and experiences. Applying an intersectional lens to feminist discourse is essential in recognizing the 

multiple dimensions of discrimination faced by Dalit women. By acknowledging the intersections of caste, 

gender, and other social identities, we can better understand the complexities of their experiences and work 

towards dismantling intersecting systems of oppression. 

Dalit women endure multifaceted discrimination due to their caste, gender, and economic status. They 

face higher rates of violence, limited access to education and healthcare, and economic exploitation in various 

forms of labor. Moreover, the persistence of untouchability practices further marginalizes Dalit women, denying 

them social dignity and inclusion. Recognizing and addressing these specific challenges is fundamental to 

achieving true gender equality and social justice in India. 

To create a more inclusive feminist movement, it is imperative to center Dalit women’s perspectives 

and experiences. This requires actively dismantling the caste-based hierarchies that perpetuate discrimination 

and ensuring their meaningful participation in decision-making processes. By promoting caste and gender-

inclusive policies, advocating for equitable representation, and fostering solidarity among diverse feminist 

groups, a more holistic approach can be developed. 

Dalit feminism encourages collaboration and solidarity among different feminist groups and social 

justice movements. Recognizing the interconnected struggles of women across caste, class, religion, and other 

identities helps build a stronger movement for gender equality and social change. By acknowledging and 

challenging internal biases within feminist spaces, it becomes possible to bridge the gaps and work towards a 

more inclusive and just society. 

Mainstream feminist organizations have often failed to fully address the concerns and experiences of 

Dalit women, leading to their exclusion from feminist movements. Dalit women found themselves marginalized 

even within spaces that purported to champion gender equality. This exclusion compelled Dalit women to form 

their own movement, Dalit feminism, to highlight their unique struggles and demand intersectional justice. 

Dalit feminism plays a vital role in challenging both caste and gender discrimination by recognizing the 

unique experiences and struggles of Dalit women. It provides a platform for Dalit women to voice their 

concerns and demand social justice. By integrating caste and gender analysis, advocating for representation, and 

confronting patriarchal norms, Dalit feminism offers a transformative framework for dismantling intersecting 

systems of oppression. It is essential to recognize and support the contributions of Dalit feminism in the larger 

feminist movement to create a more inclusive, equal, and just society for all. 

Dalit feminism has been significantly shaped and advanced by the contributions of prominent scholars, 

activists, and writers such as Bama Faustina, Gail Omvedt, Sharmila Rege, Urmila Pawar, Sujatha Gidla, and 

many others. Their work has been instrumental in shedding light on the unique experiences and struggles of 

Dalit women, challenging dominant narratives, and advocating for social justice and equality. This section 

explores the role played by these individuals in the development and advancement of Dalit feminism. 

Bama Faustina is an Indian writer and activist who is known for her contribution to Dalit feminism. 

Born in a Dalit family, she has experienced the discrimination and oppression that Dalit women face in Indian 

society. Bama’s writings highlight the intersectionality of caste, gender, and class oppression and the ways in 

which these interlocking systems of oppression perpetuate each other. 
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Bama’s most famous work is Sangati (1994), a community autobiography that depicts the lives of Dalit 

women in a village in Tamil Nadu where Bama was born. The novel portrays the experiences of Dalit women in 

a casteist and patriarchal society where they are subjected to multiple forms of violence and discrimination. 

Bama’s portrayal of the lives of Dalit women challenges the dominant narratives of caste and gender in Indian 

society. Her work emphasizes the importance of Dalit women’s voices and experiences and sheds light on their 

struggles and resistance. 

Bama’s writings also focus on the ways in which caste and gender intersect to create a unique form of 

oppression for Dalit women. She argues that Dalit women face a double burden of discrimination and are 

marginalized both as Dalits and as women. Bama’s work highlights the ways in which patriarchal norms within 

Dalit communities reinforce caste-based discrimination and violence against women. 

Bama’s contribution to Dalit feminism has been significant in raising awareness of the issues faced by 

Dalit women in India. Her writings have inspired a generation of Dalit feminists who have been working to 

challenge caste-based discrimination and gender inequality. Her work has also contributed to the development 

of a distinct Dalit feminist discourse that recognizes the intersectionality of caste, gender, and class. 

Bama Faustina’s contribution to Dalit feminism has been significant in raising awareness of the issues 

faced by Dalit women in India. Her work has challenged dominant narratives of caste and gender and has 

highlighted the unique forms of oppression that Dalit women face. Bama’s writing has inspired a generation of 

Dalit feminists to continue the struggle for social justice and equality. 

Gail Omvedt, an American-born sociologist and writer, has played a significant role in the development 

and advancement of Dalit feminism in India. She has dedicated her life to studying and advocating for the rights 

of marginalized communities, particularly Dalits (formerly known as “untouchables”) and women. Omvedt’s 

work revolves around the intersectionality of caste, class, and gender, and she has extensively written on the 

experiences and struggles of Dalit women. Her book Dalits and the Democratic Revolution (1994) is considered 

a seminal work in understanding the Dalit movement and the challenges faced by Dalit women within it. In this 

book, she explores the historical and contemporary dynamics of caste oppression and the ways in which Dalit 

women have been at the forefront of the Dalit movement, fighting against both caste-based discrimination and 

patriarchal oppression. 

Omvedt’s research and activism have shed light on the specific experiences of Dalit women, who face 

multiple forms of marginalization and violence. She has documented their stories of resilience, resistance, and 

agency, challenging the prevailing narratives that tend to overlook or silence their voices. By centering Dalit 

women’s experiences, Omvedt has contributed to the broader feminist discourse in India, urging feminists to 

adopt an intersectional approach that addresses the unique challenges faced by Dalit women. 

Furthermore, Omvedt’s work has influenced policy and advocacy efforts aimed at advancing Dalit 

rights and gender equality. She has been involved in various social and political movements in India, 

collaborating with Dalit women activists and organizations. Her scholarship has provided a strong foundation 

for activism, empowering Dalit women to assert their rights and challenge oppressive structures. 

Overall, Gail Omvedt’s contributions to Dalit feminism have been significant. Through her research, 

writing, and activism, she has amplified the voices of Dalit women, highlighting their struggles and agency. Her 

work has expanded the understanding of the intersectionality of caste and gender, and has played a crucial role 

in shaping the discourse around Dalit feminism in India. Omvedt’s dedication to social justice and her 

commitment to amplifying marginalized voices continue to inspire and guide the movement for Dalit rights and 

gender equality. 

Sharmila Rege, an Indian sociologist, feminist scholar, and activist, made significant contributions to 

Dalit feminism in India before her untimely demise in 2013. She played a crucial role in advancing the 

understanding of caste, gender, and feminism, particularly focusing on the experiences of Dalit women. 

Rege’s work challenged the dominant narratives of caste and gender by highlighting the lived realities 

and agency of Dalit women. Her book Writing Caste, Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women’s Testimonios 

(2006) is a seminal work that brings to the forefront the voices and experiences of Dalit women, allowing them 

to tell their stories of oppression, resistance, and resilience. Through these testimonios, Rege sought to disrupt 

the silencing and erasure of Dalit women’s narratives and to provide a platform for their lived experiences. 

Rege’s scholarship also emphasized the importance of recognizing the intersectionality of caste, 

gender, and class in understanding the struggles of Dalit women. She critiqued the mainstream feminist 

movement for its failure to address the specific concerns and experiences of Dalit women, arguing that Dalit 

feminism is an essential framework that recognizes and challenges the intersecting oppressions faced by Dalit 

women within casteist and patriarchal structures. 

As an activist, Rege was actively involved in organizing and mobilizing Dalit women. She worked 

closely with Dalit women’s organizations and participated in grassroots movements advocating for social justice 

and equality. Her activism aimed to empower Dalit women, amplify their voices, and create spaces for their 

participation in decision-making processes. Rege’s contributions to Dalit feminism have had a lasting impact on 
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feminist discourse and activism in India. Her work has influenced subsequent generations of scholars, activists, 

and policymakers, prompting a more nuanced understanding of the interconnections between caste, gender, and 

social justice. Rege’s emphasis on the testimonios and narratives of Dalit women has paved the way for a more 

inclusive feminist movement that centers the experiences of marginalized women. 

Thus, Sharmila Rege played a vital role in advancing Dalit feminism in India through her scholarship, 

activism, and advocacy. Her work challenged dominant narratives, provided a platform for Dalit women’s 

voices, and highlighted the intersectionality of caste and gender. Rege’s contributions have been instrumental in 

shaping the discourse and praxis of Dalit feminism, ultimately working towards social transformation and the 

empowerment of Dalit women. 

Urmila Pawar, an Indian Dalit feminist writer and activist, has made significant contributions to the 

development and advancement of Dalit feminism. Born into a Dalit family in Maharashtra, Pawar has 

experienced firsthand the intersecting oppressions of caste and gender. Her work focuses on exposing and 

challenging the deep-rooted discrimination and violence faced by Dalit women in Indian society. 

Pawar’s most renowned work is her autobiographical book titled The Weave of My Life: A Dalit 

Woman’s Memoirs (2009). In this book, Pawar shares her personal journey and highlights the experiences of 

Dalit women in a casteist and patriarchal society. Through her storytelling, she brings attention to the specific 

challenges faced by Dalit women, including caste-based discrimination, economic marginalization, and gender-

based violence. Pawar’s memoir disrupts dominant narratives and amplifies the voices and agency of Dalit 

women, providing a powerful counter-narrative to challenge prevailing stereotypes and prejudices. 

As an activist, Pawar has been involved in various movements advocating for the rights of Dalit 

women. She has actively worked to raise awareness about the systemic injustices faced by Dalit women, 

including their limited access to education, employment opportunities, and healthcare. Pawar has also been 

instrumental in promoting Dalit literature and organizing literary events that highlight the voices of 

marginalized communities, particularly Dalit women writers. 

Pawar’s writings and activism have played a crucial role in shaping the discourse of Dalit feminism in 

India. She has emphasized the importance of an intersectional approach that recognizes and addresses the 

unique experiences of Dalit women. Pawar’s work challenges the mainstream feminist movement to be more 

inclusive and acknowledge the specific concerns and struggles faced by Dalit women. 

Moreover, Pawar’s contributions extend beyond her literary work. She has been actively engaged in 

grassroots organizing and community-building efforts, empowering Dalit women to assert their rights and 

challenge oppressive structures. Through her activism, Pawar has inspired and mentored a new generation of 

Dalit feminists, fostering a sense of solidarity and collective action. 

Thus, Urmila Pawar’s contributions to Dalit feminism are substantial. Through her writings, activism, 

and advocacy, she has shed light on the experiences and struggles of Dalit women, challenging oppressive 

systems and amplifying marginalized voices. Pawar’s work continues to inspire and provoke critical 

conversations about caste, gender, and social justice, contributing to the ongoing fight for equality and 

empowerment of Dalit women in India. 

Sujatha Gidla, an Indian-American author and activist, has played a significant role in highlighting 

Dalit feminism and advocating for the rights of Dalit women. Born into a Dalit family in Andhra Pradesh, India, 

Gidla’s personal experiences with caste-based discrimination and oppression have shaped her activism and 

writing. 

Gidla gained widespread recognition through her memoir, Ants Among Elephants: An Untouchable 

Family and the Making of Modern India (2017). In this book, she narrates the story of her family, tracing their 

struggles and resilience in the face of caste discrimination. Gidla’s memoir provides a vivid and poignant 

account of the experiences of Dalit women, highlighting the intersecting oppressions they face due to their caste 

and gender identities. Her work challenges the prevailing narratives of social progress in India, revealing the 

persistent inequalities and violence inflicted upon Dalit women. 

As an activist, Gidla has been actively involved in raising awareness about the plight of Dalit women. 

She has spoken out against caste-based discrimination and has participated in campaigns and protests 

demanding justice and equality for Dalits. Gidla has used her platform to amplify the voices of Dalit women, 

shedding light on their experiences and advocating for their empowerment. 

Through her writing and activism, Gidla has contributed to the development of Dalit feminism, 

emphasizing the need to address the specific concerns of Dalit women within feminist discourse. She challenges 

the mainstream feminist movement to be more inclusive and to acknowledge the unique experiences of Dalit 

women who face multiple forms of discrimination based on caste, gender, and class. 

Gidla’s work has garnered international attention and has helped to raise awareness about the struggles 

and resilience of Dalit women globally. By sharing her own story and the stories of other Dalit women, she has 

contributed to a more nuanced understanding of intersectionality and the interconnected nature of caste and 

gender-based oppression. 
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Thus, Sujatha Gidla has played a crucial role in highlighting Dalit feminism and advocating for the 

rights of Dalit women. Through her memoir and activism, she has shed light on the intersecting oppressions 

faced by Dalit women and has challenged prevailing narratives of caste and gender inequality. Gidla’s 

contributions have enriched the discourse on Dalit feminism, inspiring a broader recognition of the unique 

experiences and struggles of Dalit women and paving the way for greater social justice and equality. 

These individuals, along with many others, have played a pivotal role in the development of Dalit 

feminism. Through their writings, activism, and scholarship, they have amplified the voices of Dalit women, 

challenged systemic oppression, and fostered greater understanding and solidarity across different feminist 

movements. Their contributions have been instrumental in shaping the discourse on caste, gender, and 

intersectionality, and paving the way for a more inclusive and just society for all. 

Dalit feminism challenges the dominant narratives that have historically marginalized the experiences 

of Dalit women. By highlighting the specific challenges they face as a result of caste-based discrimination, Dalit 

feminism expands the understanding of gender-based oppression. It brings to the forefront issues such as caste-

based violence, discrimination, and economic exploitation that are often overlooked in mainstream feminist 

discourse. 

By disrupting the dominant narratives, Dalit feminism compels mainstream feminism to acknowledge 

and address the unique struggles faced by Dalit women. It calls for a more comprehensive and inclusive feminist 

movement that centers the experiences of marginalized communities. This recognition fosters solidarity and 

collaboration across diverse feminist movements, emphasizing the importance of intersectionality and the 

interconnectedness of various forms of oppression. 

Dalit feminism’s challenge to dominant narratives creates space for marginalized voices to be heard 

and for their experiences to be validated. It opens up avenues for dialogue, understanding, and collective action 

toward a more equitable society. By challenging the erasure and marginalization of Dalit women’s experiences, 

Dalit feminism contributes to a more inclusive feminist movement that strives for justice, equality, and 

empowerment for all. 

Dalit feminism acknowledges that Dalit women face multiple forms of oppression due to the 

intersecting identities of caste, gender, and often class. It recognizes that the struggles of Dalit women cannot be 

separated from the broader fight against caste-based discrimination and inequality. By confronting intersecting 

oppressions, Dalit feminism calls for a comprehensive analysis of power dynamics and the ways in which 

different forms of marginalization intersect and compound. 

Dalit feminists advocate for the recognition of Dalit women’s agency and the need to challenge and 

transform the systems that perpetuate their oppression. They emphasize the importance of addressing both caste 

and gender-based violence, discrimination, and economic exploitation as interconnected issues. By centering the 

experiences and perspectives of Dalit women, Dalit feminism contributes to a more holistic understanding of 

social justice and the need for intersectional approaches in feminist activism and scholarship. 

Through their activism, scholarship, and advocacy, Dalit feminists push for a society that not only 

recognizes the unique struggles of Dalit women but also actively works towards dismantling caste-based 

hierarchies and other intersecting systems of oppression. They strive for a more inclusive and equitable world 

where Dalit women are empowered, their rights are protected, and their voices are heard. 

The influence of Dalit feminism on mainstream feminist discourse in India has been significant. It has 

led to a broader understanding of gender-based discrimination by integrating caste as a crucial component of 

analysis. Mainstream feminists are increasingly recognizing the need to address intersectionality and include the 

voices and perspectives of Dalit women. This recognition has fostered more inclusive feminist movements that 

strive for social justice and equality for all women. 

Conclusively, Dalit feminism has emerged as a powerful force in transforming mainstream feminist 

discourse in India. By centering the experiences of Dalit women and confronting the intersecting oppressions 

they face, Dalit feminism offers a potent paradigm to challenge prevalent viewpoints and pursue social justice 

and equality. By recognizing and addressing the specific challenges of Dalit women, mainstream feminism 

becomes more inclusive, intersectional, and effective in advocating for the rights and liberation of all women. 

Embracing the tenets of Dalit feminism is essential in the ongoing fight against systemic oppression and the 

creation of a more just and equitable society for everyone. 
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