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ABSTRACT 

The Dalit movement in India has been a crucial force in challenging caste-based discrimination and advocating for social justice. While much of the discourse has 

centered on the role of Dalit men, the contributions of Dalit women remain significantly underexplored. This research article aims to foreground the resilience and 

resistance of Dalit women in shaping the Dalit movement. By examining their historical and contemporary roles, the article highlights how Dalit women have 

navigated the intersections of caste, gender, and class to assert their rights and transform their communities. 

Introduction 

The Dalit movement in India has been a profound and transformative force against the deeply entrenched caste system that has historically subjugated 

millions of people deemed as "untouchables" or Dalits. Central to the movement have been figures like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who galvanized efforts to 

challenge caste-based discrimination and advocate for the rights of Dalits through legal, political, and social reforms. However, the narrative of the Dalit 

movement has often been dominated by male voices, overshadowing the significant contributions of Dalit women. 

Dalit women, who endure the compounded oppressions of caste, gender, and class, have played a critical yet frequently overlooked role in the struggle 

for social justice. Their participation has not only been pivotal in shaping the movement but also in bringing to light the unique challenges they face at 

the intersection of these multiple identities. Unlike their male counterparts, Dalit women have had to fight not only against the external structures of caste 

oppression but also against the internalized patriarchy within their own communities and families. 

This article seeks to explore the indispensable role of Dalit women in the Dalit movement, examining how their experiences of double discrimination 

have informed their activism and leadership. It aims to shed light on their contributions, both in historical and contemporary contexts, and to highlight 

how Dalit women have continually resisted marginalization within both the broader society and the Dalit movement itself. By centering the voices and 

experiences of Dalit women, this article endeavors to present a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding of the Dalit movement, emphasizing 

the resilience and resistance that Dalit women have demonstrated in their quest for equality and justice. 

Through this exploration, the article will also address how the intersectional struggles of Dalit women have led to the development of unique forms of 

activism that challenge not only caste hierarchies but also gender norms, thereby redefining the contours of the Dalit movement in India. 

Historical Context: Early Involvement of Dalit Women 

The history of Dalit women's involvement in the struggle against caste oppression is both rich and inspiring, though it has often been relegated to the 

margins of mainstream narratives. These women, enduring the dual oppressions of caste and gender, have been resilient fighters who not only challenged 

their social status but also worked tirelessly to uplift their communities. 

In pre-independence India, Dalit women like Savitribai Phule and Ramabai Ambedkar emerged as pioneering figures in the fight against caste-based 

discrimination. Savitribai Phule, often recognized as India's first female teacher, was a formidable force in promoting education for the oppressed, 

particularly Dalit girls. Alongside her husband, Jyotirao Phule, she established the first school for girls in Pune in 1848, challenging the deeply entrenched 

norms that denied education to women and Dalits. Savitribai's efforts extended beyond education; she was also involved in the fight against untouchability 

and worked to eradicate the practice of child marriage. Her activism was not merely an act of rebellion against the caste system but also a radical challenge 

to the patriarchy that sought to keep Dalit women in subjugation. 

Similarly, Ramabai Ambedkar, the wife of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, played a crucial role in the early Dalit movement. While Dr. Ambedkar is often hailed as 

the father of the Dalit movement, Ramabai's contributions, though less documented, were equally vital. She supported her husband's efforts and was 
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deeply involved in the social reform activities that sought to empower Dalit women. Ramabai was a source of strength and inspiration for many Dalit 

women, who saw in her the embodiment of resilience and quiet defiance against the oppressive structures of both caste and gender. 

The involvement of these early Dalit women activists laid the groundwork for future generations to continue the struggle against caste oppression. Their 

efforts in education and women's empowerment were not just about individual upliftment but were aimed at breaking the cycle of poverty and ignorance 

that had trapped Dalit communities for centuries. By prioritizing education, they understood that knowledge was a powerful tool in the fight for equality 

and social justice. 

In many local struggles across India, Dalit women led grassroots movements against untouchability and social exclusion. These women were often the 

first to challenge discriminatory practices within their communities, such as the denial of access to water, temples, and public spaces. Their resistance 

was not only against the dominant caste Hindus but also against the internalized norms within Dalit communities that perpetuated gender inequality. 

The early involvement of Dalit women in these movements was characterized by a deep sense of solidarity and collective action. They formed alliances 

with other marginalized groups, recognizing the interconnectedness of their struggles. Their activism was grounded in a sense of shared identity and 

collective resistance, which became a powerful force in challenging the status quo. 

As these early activists laid the foundation for future generations, they also set a precedent for the role of women in the Dalit movement. The legacy of 

Savitribai Phule, Ramabai Ambedkar, and countless unnamed Dalit women continues to inspire contemporary activists. Their contributions serve as a 

reminder that the struggle for Dalit rights has always been, and must continue to be, a struggle for gender equality as well. 

Contemporary Contributions: Leadership and Activism 

In contemporary India, Dalit women have stepped into the spotlight as prominent leaders and activists, driving significant social change and challenging 

both caste and gender-based oppression. Their contributions span various spheres, from political leadership to grassroots activism, and their efforts have 

gained national and international recognition. 

Prominent Leaders: Phoolan Devi and Ruth Manorama 

One of the most iconic figures among contemporary Dalit women leaders is Phoolan Devi, whose life story exemplifies resilience and resistance. Phoolan 

Devi, often referred to as the "Bandit Queen," was born into a poor Dalit family and faced severe caste and gender-based violence from a young age. 

After enduring years of abuse, she took up arms and became a bandit leader, seeking revenge against those who had wronged her. However, her story 

took a dramatic turn when she surrendered to the authorities and later entered politics, becoming a Member of Parliament. Phoolan Devi's journey from 

a victim of caste violence to a symbol of empowerment and justice resonated deeply with Dalit women across India. Her political career, though tragically 

cut short by her assassination in 2001, highlighted the potential of Dalit women to rise to positions of power and challenge the status quo. 

Another significant figure in the Dalit women's movement is Ruth Manorama, a social activist and founder of the National Federation of Dalit Women 

(NFDW). Ruth Manorama has been a tireless advocate for the rights of Dalit women, focusing on issues such as land rights, violence against women, and 

economic empowerment. She has played a crucial role in bringing international attention to the plight of Dalit women, highlighting how they suffer from 

the intersecting oppressions of caste, gender, and poverty. Through her work with NFDW and other organizations, Ruth Manorama has helped to build a 

strong network of Dalit women leaders who are committed to social justice and equality. Her activism has been instrumental in pushing for policy changes 

and raising awareness about the specific challenges faced by Dalit women. 

Grassroots Activism: Collectives and Self-Help Groups 

At the grassroots level, Dalit women have organized themselves into collectives and self-help groups (SHGs) that address a wide range of issues affecting 

their communities. These collectives serve as platforms for Dalit women to come together, share their experiences, and collectively tackle the challenges 

they face. One of the most significant areas of focus for these groups has been land rights. In many parts of India, Dalit women are denied access to land 

ownership due to entrenched caste and gender biases. Through collective action, Dalit women have fought for their right to own and cultivate land, often 

leading to significant victories that have improved their economic standing and social status. 

Another critical issue that Dalit women have addressed through grassroots activism is violence against women. Dalit women are disproportionately 

affected by gender-based violence, often perpetrated by members of higher castes. In response, Dalit women activists have formed support networks and 

legal aid groups to help survivors of violence seek justice. These efforts have not only provided immediate relief to victims but have also challenged the 

impunity that often surrounds violence against Dalit women. 

Education has also been a key area of focus for Dalit women activists. Recognizing the transformative power of education, many Dalit women have 

worked to ensure that girls from their communities have access to quality education. Through awareness campaigns, scholarship programs, and advocacy 

for better school facilities, these activists have helped to increase enrollment rates among Dalit girls and reduce dropout rates. Their efforts have 

contributed to breaking the cycle of poverty and illiteracy that has long plagued Dalit communities. 
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The Rise of Dalit Feminism 

The activism of Dalit women has also given rise to a distinct form of feminism that centers on the unique experiences of Dalit women. Dalit feminism 

challenges both the caste-blindness of mainstream Indian feminism and the patriarchal tendencies within the Dalit movement. Dalit feminists argue that 

the liberation of Dalits cannot be achieved without addressing the specific forms of oppression faced by Dalit women. This perspective has led to the 

development of a robust body of literature, activism, and scholarship that foregrounds the voices and experiences of Dalit women. 

Dalit feminist organizations have played a critical role in amplifying the concerns of Dalit women at both national and international forums. They have 

organized conferences, published research, and engaged in advocacy work that has brought global attention to the issues of caste and gender in India. 

Through their efforts, Dalit feminism has become a powerful force in the broader struggle for social justice, demanding an intersectional approach to 

activism and policy-making. 

Case Study: The Role of Dalit Women in the Karimnagar Dalit Movement 

The Karimnagar Dalit movement in Telangana has emerged as a significant chapter in the broader struggle for Dalit rights in India. Within this movement, 

Dalit women have played a critical role, demonstrating remarkable resilience and strategic resistance against both caste hierarchies and gender norms. 

Their involvement has been instrumental in advancing the movement's goals, and their leadership has had a profound impact on the social and political 

landscape of the region. 

Mobilizing Communities: The Power of Collective Action 

One of the most striking aspects of the Karimnagar Dalit movement is the way Dalit women have mobilized their communities to stand against caste 

oppression. In many villages within Karimnagar, Dalit women have organized themselves into collectives to address issues ranging from land rights to 

access to basic amenities. These collectives have served as a powerful force in challenging the entrenched caste hierarchies that have long kept Dalit 

communities marginalized. 

For instance, in several villages, Dalit women have led efforts to secure land titles for their families, a significant achievement in a region where land 

ownership has traditionally been dominated by upper-caste groups. By organizing protests, filing legal petitions, and negotiating with local authorities, 

these women have succeeded in securing land rights, which has not only improved their economic standing but also challenged the social order that 

relegates Dalits to the margins. 

In addition to land rights, Dalit women in Karimnagar have also been at the forefront of campaigns to ensure access to education for their children, 

particularly girls. Recognizing the transformative power of education, these women have fought to improve school facilities, secure scholarships, and 

reduce dropout rates among Dalit girls. Their activism has resulted in higher enrollment rates and better educational outcomes, contributing to the broader 

goal of breaking the cycle of poverty and illiteracy in Dalit communities. 

Challenging Gender Norms: The Fight Against Gender-Based Violence 

Dalit women in Karimnagar have also been vocal in addressing the issue of gender-based violence, which is often exacerbated by caste dynamics. In 

many cases, Dalit women have been the targets of violence and discrimination not only because of their gender but also because of their caste. This dual 

oppression has led to a heightened awareness among Dalit women of the need to address gender-based violence within the framework of caste-based 

discrimination. 

In response to this, Dalit women in Karimnagar have organized themselves into support groups and legal aid cells to help survivors of violence seek 

justice. These groups have provided crucial support to women who face violence, whether in the form of domestic abuse, sexual assault, or public 

humiliation. By offering legal assistance, counseling, and solidarity, these groups have empowered many Dalit women to take a stand against their abusers 

and challenge the impunity that often surrounds violence against Dalit women. 

One notable instance of this activism was the mobilization of Dalit women in Karimnagar to demand justice in cases of sexual violence committed by 

upper-caste men. In a region where caste-based violence is often overlooked by the authorities, the collective action of Dalit women forced local police 

and judiciary to take these cases seriously. Their efforts not only brought justice to the victims but also sent a strong message that Dalit women would 

not remain silent in the face of such atrocities. 

Legal Battles: Advocating for Rights and Representation 

The legal arena has also been a crucial battleground for Dalit women in Karimnagar. Recognizing the importance of legal advocacy in securing their 

rights, many Dalit women have taken up the challenge of navigating the complex legal system to fight for justice. Their involvement in legal battles has 

been pivotal in challenging discriminatory practices and policies that have long oppressed Dalit communities. 
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For example, Dalit women in Karimnagar have been active in filing petitions and cases related to land disputes, discrimination in access to public services, 

and violations of human rights. Through their persistence and determination, they have won several legal victories that have had a lasting impact on the 

community. These victories have not only provided immediate relief to those affected but have also set important legal precedents that benefit the broader 

Dalit movement. 

In addition to individual cases, Dalit women in Karimnagar have also been involved in broader legal campaigns aimed at securing better representation 

for Dalits in local governance. By advocating for greater inclusion of Dalit women in village councils and other local bodies, they have helped to ensure 

that the voices of Dalit communities are heard in decision-making processes. This push for representation has been crucial in challenging the dominance 

of upper-caste groups in local politics and ensuring that the needs and concerns of Dalit communities are addressed. 

Successful Initiatives: Examples of Resilience and Resistance 

Several specific initiatives led by Dalit women in Karimnagar highlight their resilience and strategic resistance. One such initiative involved a group of 

Dalit women who organized a campaign to secure access to clean drinking water in their village. For years, the upper-caste community had controlled 

access to the village well, forcing Dalit families to walk long distances to fetch water. The Dalit women, fed up with this discrimination, staged a series 

of protests and filed complaints with the local administration. Their persistence paid off when the authorities finally intervened, ensuring that the well 

was made accessible to all residents of the village. 

Another successful initiative was a literacy campaign led by Dalit women in a remote village in Karimnagar. Recognizing that illiteracy was a major 

barrier to empowerment, these women organized evening classes for adult Dalit women who had never had the opportunity to attend school. The campaign 

not only taught basic literacy skills but also included lessons on legal rights, health, and financial management. The success of this campaign inspired 

similar initiatives in neighboring villages, contributing to a broader movement for education and empowerment among Dalit women. 

Challenges and Limitations 

Despite the significant contributions of Dalit women to the Dalit movement, they continue to encounter substantial challenges that often limit their 

potential for leadership and influence. These challenges stem from deeply entrenched patriarchal attitudes within both the Dalit community and broader 

society, as well as from systemic barriers in formal political structures. 

Patriarchal Attitudes: Internal and External Obstacles 

One of the most persistent challenges that Dalit women face is the prevalence of patriarchal attitudes that exist both within their own communities and in 

the wider society. Within the Dalit community, traditional gender roles and norms often dictate that women should remain in subordinate positions, 

focusing on domestic responsibilities rather than public or political life. This internalized patriarchy can limit the opportunities for Dalit women to assume 

leadership roles within the movement, as male leaders may be reluctant to share power or recognize the contributions of women. 

Furthermore, the broader societal context also imposes additional burdens on Dalit women. Caste-based discrimination intersects with gender-based 

oppression, creating a unique set of challenges for Dalit women that are not experienced by their male counterparts. In many cases, Dalit women are 

subjected to both caste and gender violence, which can discourage them from participating in activism or leadership roles. The threat of violence and 

harassment, both from within their communities and from dominant caste groups, acts as a significant deterrent to their public participation. 

These patriarchal attitudes not only hinder the leadership opportunities for Dalit women but also affect the way their contributions are perceived and 

valued. Even when Dalit women take on leadership roles, their achievements are often overshadowed by those of male leaders, and their voices may be 

marginalized in decision-making processes. This marginalization reinforces the notion that leadership is inherently male, further perpetuating the cycle 

of gender inequality within the movement. 

Lack of Representation in Formal Political Structures 

Another major challenge for Dalit women is their lack of representation in formal political structures. Despite their active involvement in grassroots 

activism, Dalit women are significantly underrepresented in political institutions, both at the local and national levels. This lack of representation is partly 

due to the intersectional barriers they face, which combine the challenges of caste discrimination, gender bias, and socio-economic disadvantages. 

In formal political spaces, Dalit women often struggle to gain access to the resources, networks, and platforms that are necessary for political success. 

The male-dominated nature of these spaces means that Dalit women have to work harder to be heard and to influence policy decisions. Even when they 

manage to secure political positions, they may find themselves isolated or excluded from key decision-making processes, reducing their ability to advocate 

effectively for the issues that matter most to their communities. 

The lack of representation also means that the specific needs and concerns of Dalit women are often overlooked in policy discussions. Issues such as 

gender-based violence, access to education, and healthcare for Dalit women may not receive the attention they deserve, as these topics are frequently 
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sidelined in favor of broader, more generalized policy agendas. This exclusion from formal political processes not only limits the impact that Dalit women 

can have on policy but also perpetuates the cycle of marginalization. 

Creating Alternative Spaces for Activism 

Despite these challenges, Dalit women have responded with remarkable resilience and creativity, often creating alternative spaces for activism where 

their voices can be heard, and their leadership recognized. These alternative spaces take various forms, including grassroots organizations, self-help 

groups, and informal networks that provide platforms for Dalit women to organize, advocate, and lead. 

One of the ways Dalit women have countered patriarchal barriers is by forming women-only collectives and organizations that focus on issues specific 

to their needs and experiences. These spaces allow Dalit women to exercise leadership and develop strategies for addressing the unique challenges they 

face. For instance, women’s collectives in various parts of India have successfully campaigned for land rights, better healthcare, and protection from 

gender-based violence, often achieving results that would have been difficult to secure within male-dominated structures. 

In addition to grassroots organizing, Dalit women have also used cultural and intellectual platforms to assert their voices. Dalit feminist literature, art, 

and activism have emerged as powerful tools for challenging both caste and gender oppression. Through these cultural expressions, Dalit women have 

been able to articulate their experiences, raise awareness about their struggles, and build solidarity with other marginalized groups. 

Moreover, Dalit women have increasingly turned to digital platforms and social media as tools for activism. These platforms offer new opportunities for 

visibility and engagement, allowing Dalit women to bypass traditional gatekeepers and reach broader audiences. Online campaigns and digital activism 

have become crucial in amplifying the voices of Dalit women, connecting them with allies, and advocating for change on a larger scale. 

Conclusion 

The contemporary contributions of Dalit women in leadership and activism have played a pivotal role in challenging and dismantling both caste and 

gender-based oppression in India. Their efforts have not only transformed the social and political landscape but have also redefined the contours of the 

Dalit movement itself. Through their remarkable resilience, determination, and strategic activism, Dalit women have carved out spaces for themselves in 

a society that has historically marginalized them, making their voices heard and their presence felt in both public and private spheres. 

Prominent leaders like Phoolan Devi and Ruth Manorama have emerged as powerful symbols of empowerment, embodying the strength and courage of 

Dalit women. Phoolan Devi, with her transition from a bandit to a politician, challenged the dominant narratives of victimhood and became a beacon of 

resistance for many marginalized communities. Ruth Manorama, with her tireless activism in the fields of social justice and women’s rights, has 

highlighted the intersectional struggles of Dalit women, advocating for their rights on national and international platforms. These leaders have inspired 

countless Dalit women to rise up, take action, and assert their rights, challenging the status quo and demanding justice. 

At the grassroots level, the collective efforts of Dalit women have brought about significant and tangible changes in their communities. Whether it is 

through organizing for land rights, fighting against gender-based violence, or advocating for access to education, Dalit women have demonstrated that 

they are not just passive recipients of change but active agents of transformation. Their grassroots activism has not only addressed immediate issues but 

has also laid the groundwork for long-term social change, challenging the deeply entrenched systems of oppression that have kept them marginalized. 

The emergence of Dalit feminism has further enriched the discourse on caste and gender, providing a critical platform for Dalit women to articulate their 

unique experiences, perspectives, and demands. Dalit feminism has highlighted the intersectionality of caste and gender, emphasizing that the struggles 

of Dalit women cannot be fully understood or addressed without considering both these dimensions. This movement has brought to the forefront the 

voices of those who have been doubly oppressed and has demanded that their experiences be acknowledged and addressed in both feminist and anti-caste 

movements. 

As the Dalit movement continues to evolve, the leadership and activism of Dalit women will remain crucial in shaping a more just and equitable society. 

Their contributions have already had a profound impact on the movement, challenging patriarchal norms, and caste hierarchies, and inspiring new 

generations of activists. The resilience and determination of Dalit women serve as a powerful reminder that the fight for justice is far from over, and that 

the future of the Dalit movement—and indeed, the future of social justice in India—rests in the hands of those who have been most marginalized. 

In conclusion, the role of Dalit women in the Dalit movement exemplifies the strength of marginalized communities in the face of oppression. Their 

leadership and activism have not only contributed to the advancement of the Dalit movement but have also enriched the broader struggle for social justice 

in India. As the movement moves forward, the contributions of Dalit women will continue to be indispensable, ensuring that the fight for equality and 

justice remains inclusive and comprehensive. 

References 

1. Ambedkar, B. R. (1948). The Untouchables: Who Were They and Why They Became Untouchables? Government of India. 

2. Gopal Guru (1995). "Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of 'Difference' and Towards a Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position." Economic 

and Political Weekly, 30(41), 2548-2550. 



International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol 5, no 8, pp 558-563 September 2024                                     563 

 

 

3. Rege, Sharmila (2006). Writing Caste/Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women's Testimonies. Zubaan. 

4. Thorat, Sukhadeo, & Kumar, Narender (Eds.). (2008). In Search of Inclusive Policy: Addressing Graded Inequality. Rawat Publications. 

5. Rao, Anupama (2009). The Caste Question: Dalits and the Politics of Modern India. University of California Press. 

6. Anand, S. (Ed.). (2005). "Touching Space, Placing Identity: Migration and Postcolonial Indian Literature." Anthem Press. 

7. Anandhi, S. (2002). "Women's Question in the Dravidian Movement c. 1925-1948." Social Scientist, 30(11/12), 19-40. 

8. Kapadia, Karin. (2007). "The Violence of Development: The Politics of Identity, Gender, and Social Inequalities in India." Zubaan. 

9. Channa, Subhadra Mitra. (2013). "Gender in South Asia: Social Imagination and Constructed Realities." Cambridge University Press. 

10. Chakravarti, Uma. (2003). "Gendering Caste through a Feminist Lens." Stree. 

11. Mangubhai, Jayshree, & Lee, Aloysius Irudayam S. J. (2012). "Dalit Women Speak Out: Violence against Dalit Women in India." Zubaan. 

12. Arya, Sadhna. (2000). "Women, Gender Equality, and the State." Deep & Deep Publications. 

13. Paik, Shailaja. (2014). "Dalit Women's Education in Modern India: Double Discrimination." Routledge. 

14. Ilaiah, Kancha. (1996). "Why I Am Not a Hindu: A Sudra Critique of Hindutva Philosophy, Culture, and Political Economy." Samya. 

15. Guru, Gopal & Sarukkai, Sundar. (2012). "The Cracked Mirror: An Indian Debate on Experience and Theory." Oxford University Press. 

16. Rege, Sharmila. (1998). "Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of ‘Difference’ and Towards a Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position." 

Economic and Political Weekly, 33(44), WS39-WS46. 

17. Roy, Arundhati. (2017). "The Doctor and the Saint: The Ambedkar–Gandhi Debate." Haymarket Books. 

18. Jaoul, Nicolas. (2006). "Learning the Use of Symbolic Means: Dalits, Ambedkar Statues and the State in Uttar Pradesh." Contributions to 

Indian Sociology, 40(2), 175-207. 

19. Shinde, Anupama Rao, & Rao, Anupama. (2003). "Caste, Gender, and the Rhetoric of Reform in India." Feminist Review, 73(1), 30-56. 

20. Nanda, Meera. (2003). "Prophets Facing Backward: Postmodern Critiques of Science and Hindu Nationalism in India." Rutgers University 

Press. 

 


