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Helene Cixous in ‘The Laugh of Medusa’ says: 
   I shall speak about women’s writing: about what it will do.    
 Women must write her self, must write about women and bring women to writing from which 
they have driven away as violently as from their bodies for the same reasons, by the same laws with 
the same fatal goal. Women must  put herself into text - as into the world and write history - by her 
own movement (245) 
 
 This powerful declaration makes for an apt opening to this paper which will be dealing with the 
novel as literary form in the context of women.  This paper will aim to analyze how literary expression 
such as the novel form is used to create an intervention in the existing oppressive social structure. 
Picking the translation of Sangati (1992) written originally in Tamil by Bama, one of the first Dalit 
women writers to be widely recognized, the paper will explore how the ‘subaltern’ continue to voice 
themselves with increasing candor and brazenness not only for themselves but also for their 
community. The novel not only challenges the assumptions of the complacent upper class society 
toward the Dalit population, it also vehemently contradicts the lopsided image of tranquility as 
projected by pro-Dalit male writers. The novel becomes a text of the community with various subtexts 
- of male violence, colonial influence, changing government policies and the unchanging secondary 
status of women in society.   
 

Novel like other literary genres emerged predominantly as a male form in the eighteenth 
century, but its structure and form were conducive to women’s expression.  The features of this new 
genre such as realistic theme, often epistolary form, ordinary language (as opposed to the sophisticated 
language of the poetry, epic, drama etc.) was highly conducive to women.  Even within their limited 
spaces for self expression at that time period, they could embrace this genre. However being confined 
to domesticity in their personal lives they were expected to fit in their writings as eulogies to hearth 
and home. Anonymity or pseudo names/ initials were adopted by the female authors who sought 
freedom from such censored expressions and wished to make the best of this dialogic medium. 
Gradually, women novelists not only came out of confines of anonymity, they began to use this 
carnivalesque medium to subvert the existing assumptions about their gender. 
 

Women took to novels in Juliet Mitchell’s words, to write ‘the story of their own seclusion 
within the home and the possibilities and impossibilities provided by that’ (Juliet Mitchell). The novel 
as a genre form was under formation in the eighteenth century, so was the women being formed anew 
unde new social structure in Capitalism. ’ The novel is the prime example of the way women started 
to create themselves as social subjects under bourgeois Capitalism. (Mitchell) In the new social set up 
the sexual and moral baggage rested only with women. They were considered (and were supposed) to 
be inherently moral and so the novels penned down by them were expected to uphold morality. They 
were trained to suppress their sexuality and desires and this tension was reflected in their writings. 
 
 In the last quarter of the twentieth century there has been a spurt of writings theorizing about the 
importance of women’s writings and its efficaciousness nature. Theories relating to gender studies aim 
to probe female writing for the contours of empowerment and liberation. Theorists such as Julia 
Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, Helene Cixous, Elizabeth Rosy etc encouraged women to write about 
themselves as a part of the larger movement of of women’s liberation ie the Feminist Movement. 
However, as more and more women across the world started writing about themselves it emerged 
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rather got established that there cannot be a homogeneous concept of ’woman’. they began to be seen 
in terms of their historical situation and categories  such as race nationality became the key defining 
factors. A woman from the First world has to suffer only under patriarchy while a woman in the Third 
World has to suffer  under triple rigid structures of patriarchy, race and caste. Therefore, the experience 
of different categories of women need to be aptly represented and highlighted in order to liberate them. 
 

Bama is one of the first Dalit women writers to be widely recognized and translated. Being a 
Dalit, she is conscious of the responsibility that she is carrying, of representing and speaking for her 
female community. In the ‘Acknowledgement’ to the text she says: 
   We have all come across news, broadcast widely and everywhere, telling us of 
the position of women in our  patriarchal society, and of the rights that have been plucked away from 
them. But news of women who have been trapped not only in patriarchy but also by caste - hatred is 
often sidelined, hidden, forgotten. Occasionally, we hear the sound of a few suffering women weeping. 
Then we forget it    …I wanted to shout out these stories. I was eager that through  them, everyone 
should know about us and our lives. Sangati     grew out of the hope that the Dalit 
women who read it will rise up with fervour and walk towards victory as they begin their  struggle as 
pioneers of a new society (ix) 
 

Indeed, an analysis of the narrative technique, structure, plot and characterization of the novel 
shows her concern to represent her community, their lives and experiences in  light and make their 
voices heard. She has named the novel as ‘Sangati’ which in Tamil means events or happenings. This 
states rather vocally that the novel is not going to be about a particular individuals, but a 
conglomeration of events. The novel is a rendition which validates the existence of women in the 
Dalit community by celebrating their strength and survival. 
 

The novel is in first person narration, being narrated by a Dalit woman who is reflecting upon 
the lives if three generation of women- her grandmother, mother and and her own life. When the 
narrative opens, the author – narrator is a young girl of about twelve but the narrative voice is that of 
a young woman looking back and mediating upon her memories and experiences. The story is being 
narrated in retrospect but the reflections are more upon her community than about herself. She is letting 
the characters speak for themselves (passing of narrative thread) rather than putting words in their 
mouths. The novel defies the convention of strong interest in storyline or the plot. There is no main 
story line, but multiple short individual stories, memories if personal experience strung together by the 
reflections of the narrator. 
 

Extremely realistic in ts portrayal, the novel explicates the lives of Dalit women from their own 
perspective. It tries to view and examine their lives in various spaces- public, private and also their 
inner psyche. It highlights their plight and suffering because of their marginal status in the society. It 
questions the existing economic inequality- they are paid less than their male counterparts and yet they 
have the responsibility of running their houses on the token amount that they are given as wage. Amidst 
all the heavy burden of back breaking work and the struggle to run the house they also have to bear 
the violent treatment in the hands of their fathers and husbands. 
   Although both men and women come home after a hard day’s   
 work in the fields, the man went off straight away to the bazaar on the chavadi to while away 
their time, coming home only for their meal. But for women, from the minute they returned home they 
washed vessels, cleaned the house collected water, gathered firewood, went to the shops to buy rice 
and other provisions, boiled some rice, made kanji, fed husband and children before they would eat 
what was left over and go to bed. Even if they lay down with bodies wracked with pain, they weren’t 
allowed to sleep. Whether she died or survived, he had to finish his business…(Bama, 65)   
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Her description and narration of the difficult life that Dalit women continue to live contradicts peaceful 
and proud representation of tranquility by pro- Dalit male writers like Kancha Ilaiah (2001) who 
claims: 
 The relationship between wife and husband, though patriarchal, is also democratic. The wife 
does not have to be known by her husband’s name. she can learn and practice all skills. Human 
strengths and weaknesses are integrated into Dalitbahujan life. Men and women can abuse each other, 
at times beat each other though it is true that often women will be at a receiving end.   
 Between wife and husband, there exists a loving relationship based on shared work that plays 
a positive role …(58) 

Although Ilaiah is propagating a separatist ideology in the article, he is unable to recognise a 
separate and different existence of women in his set up1. He has tried to subsume the possibility of a 
distinctive identity of women of this community by presenting a peaceful and happy co-existence. The 
stark contrast between Bama’s world and Ilaiah’s could is strong to be missed. 
    

The novel is making some ideological statements and questioning the legitimacy of the existing 
system of inequality. Bama is examining caste and gender oppression together and redefining the 
notion of ‘woman’ from the perspective of Dalit women. Thus way back in 1992 Bama was 
formulating a Dalit feminism and its various facets. She is criticizing patriarchy as well as casteism 
within church and hence the religion into which the Dalit converted to get liberated from the oppressive 
caste system. On the one hand they were still caught in the clutches of the all pervasive division of 
castes, even in the Church and on the other they could not even avail the benefit offered by the 
government  to Dalits. Bama questions whether the community should have converted at all. Using 
the dialogic mode of the novel form she progresses her narrative through conversations and dialogues 
of women from her community. She has not even named the narrating subjects which shows her 
concern to talk of the self as a part of the community. The narrator always talks in terms of ’our 
community’ which is an assertion of her community identity. ’Dalit can assert their selves only as 
members of a group and only through confrontations with a given system of subjugation and 
community identity becomes primary in their perception of the self ’ (EV Ramakrishnan, ’Self and 
Society: the Dalit Subject and the Discourse of Autobiography’). Bama is also exploring the 
psychological realm of Dalit women and sees the rationale behind the concepts such as ’possessed’. 
she examines why is it that only Dalit women in particular become possessed and not ukpper-caste 
women or even men from her own community and tries to figure out the rationale behind it: 

Women are overwhelmed and crushed by their own disgust, boredom and exhaustion.. The 
stronger one somehow manages to survive all this. The ones who don’t have the mental strength  are 
totally oppressed; they succumb to mental ill-health and act as if they are possessed by peys (58)      
       

The translator Lakshmi Holmstrong in her note informs the reader that Bama uses the Dalit 
Tamil dialect in the novel whereby she is subverting and flaunting notions of standard and pure 
language that comes from the upper caste elite.  Bakhtin says in ‘Epic and Novel’: 
 Languages throw light on each other: one language can, after all, see itself only in the light of 
another language. The naïve and stubborn co-existence of ‘language’ within a given national 
language also comes to an end that is there is no more peaceful co-existence between territorial 
dialect, social and professional dialects and jargons, literary language, generic languages within 
literary language, epochs in language and so forth (12) 
 
Bama makes her reader look into the language of her community. She presents the dialogue and 

 
1       ilaiah’s article was published after the original publication of the novel. However the translated 

text comes after his publication and hence can be seen as conflating his representation. 
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conversations in the novel as they would really take place in her community. The language is full of 
expletives and sexual references. By presenting the ‘crudities’ directly in the reader’s face she makes 
her/him look at what has gone in to make the present state of their language. When in Chapter Six, 
Rakawana is dragged by her husband and is kicked in her belly, she gets up and wails out aloud, 
shouting obscenities at her husband and also exposes her private parts to him publicly. One might get 
disgusted at this behavior, but Bama makes the reader aware of the underlying survival strategy to 
which women adapt themselves: 
‘If I hadn’t shamed him like this, he would surely have split my skull in two, the horrible man’ (62) 
Along with the crudities she has also incorporated the special features of the Dalit language, folk lores, 
songs, verses in her narrative to give the local flavor of their language and through it their lives. 
 

If Bama dwells at length upon the pathetic condition of Dalit women in the existing social 
structure, she also constructs a positive identity for her women community. Her narrative is full of 
carnival elements- of community celebrations which tells us about their rites of passage. By showing 
their ability to celebrate everyday events like preparing meals and eating together, bathing, swimming 
etc. even in their stressful lives she builds a positive image of their community life. She celebrates 
other freedoms that they enjoy, from which even the upper caste women are deprived- like dowry free 
marriages widow re-marriages without any stigma etc. throughout the narrative the upper-caste women 
are referred to for comparisons and criticisms. By drawing parallels and contrasts she has projected 
the lives of Dalit women in a bright light. Thus one can say she is trying to bring the periphery to the 
centre by treating the present centre as the ’other’. 
 

The tone of the novel is didactic. Didacticism is a major feature of the novel form, which as 
Lukacs says in ’Inner Form of the Novel’, aims at: 
   …self-correction of the world’s fragility: inadequate relations transform 
themselves into a fanciful yet well - ordered round of misunderstandings and cross purposes, within 
which everything is seen as many sided, within which things appear isolated and yet connected, as full 
of value and yet totally devoid of it, as abstract fragments and as concrete autonomous life, as flowering 
and as decaying as the infliction of suffering itself.    (75)           

The reflections of the author-narrator over her past life (as a child in her community) and her 
present life (of being a single unmarried Dalit woman) are pedagogic which aims to analyse the 
existing situation and to think about the future. The novel is exploring the lives of Dalit women to aim 
for their enlistment from their marginalized status in society. The author - narrator looks for means and 
ways of liberation such as education, political awareness, unity among members etc. She is also 
questioning the education which is being imparted to the privileged few in her community: ’But it 
seems what they teach is really of no use to us. Our lessons go one way, our lives another way’ (119) 
throughout the text she is laying stress on the need of self - awareness and realization of self- worth 
among Dalit women, even while upholding their fighting-spirit: 

We must be strong. We must show by our own resolute lives that we believe ardently in our 
independence. I told myself that we must never allow our minds to be worn out, damaged and broken 
in the belief that this is our fate. Just as we work so hard so long as there is strengthen our hearts and 
minds in order to survive. (59) 
 

Dealing with a subaltern author entails bringing up the question ’ can the subaltern speak ?’ 
Bama as a Dalit writer has written her novel in Tamil, addressing herself to her community in their 
mother tongue. But her novel is also addressing the  complacent upper - caste who view the Dalit 
community as filth. She is celebrating the community and this is made available to a wider audience 
only through the translations of her texts. So Lakshmi Holmstrom, the tarnslator of this novel is 
representing Dalit women ‘as a darstellen’ (to use Spivak’s term) to the world at large, and hence is 
speaking for them. Another point  worth mentioning is that while the original novel was published by 
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The Institute of Development Education, Action and  
Studies (IDEAS), the translated text is published Oxford University Press. This shows the contrast in 
the space available to a subaltern and that to an eduated elite. However the very fact that even the 
’marginal’ voices are being heard and recognized in the affluent society is a validation of such efforts. 
 

To conclude, my analysis of this novel has delineated how literary medium is helping the 
marginalized to create a space for self introspection and liberation. Writing with a motif as strong as 
to speak for her community, writers like Bama are much more in numbers than are read and recognized. 
The subalterns have always been speaking in their languages- of criticism, ridicule, opposition, 
resistance and the medium may wary depending on the limited resources given to them. However, to 
be heard it becomes imperative to speak in the language of power, which is what paradoxically the 
subalterns are fighting for. 
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