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Abstract

Bama’s novel Sangati is a true portrayal of the lives of Dalit women in rural Tamil Nadu, India. Through a rich
tapestry of narratives, the novel explores themes of caste-based oppression, gender discrimination, community
solidarity, resistance, and the complex intersectionality of identities. This research paper explores into these central
themes, analyzing how Bama’s narrative highlights the harsh realities faced by Dalit women while also showcasing
their remarkable resilience and spirit of resistance. By examining the characters’ experiences and interactions, as
well as the socio-cultural context in which the novel is set, this paper sheds light on the multifaceted dimensions
of oppression and the strategies employed by Dalit women to navigate and challenge their circumstances.
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1. Introduction

Bama’s Sangati has emerged as a powerful work that provides insight into the intersection of caste,
gender, and socio-economic inequalities in Indian society. The novel weaves together stories of Dalit
women’s lives, illuminating the intricate web of oppression and resilience that shapes their existence.
This research paper aims to explore the major themes in Sangati, emphasizing their significance in
portraying the complexities of Dalit women’s experiences.

2. Caste Oppression and Discrimination

One of the central themes of Sangati is the pervasive and oppressive caste system in India. Bama
vividly depicts the everyday experiences of Dalit women who are subjected to various forms of
discrimination, humiliation, and violence due to their lower caste status. The novel portrays the strict
segregation of Dalit and non-Dalit communities. Dalits are considered “untouchable,” and there are
explicit rules governing their interactions with higher-caste individuals. They are forbidden from using
common wells, entering temples, or participating in social events that involve higher-caste people. “We
are not allowed to walk on the upper caste street, not even our shadow should fall on their houses. If our
shadow falls on their water pots, they will break them and pour the water on the ground.” (4) Dalit
women are often relegated to performing menial and degrading tasks such as cleaning toilets, sweeping
streets, and disposing of animal carcasses. They are exploited for their labor and are subjected to low
wages and harsh working conditions. “We are forced to work for the upper castes without pay. We have
to clean their streets, carry their loads, and do all their dirty work.” (18) Dalit women face physical and
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verbal abuse at the hands of higher-caste individuals. Instances of violence and humiliation are depicted
in the novel, highlighting the power dynamics that perpetuate such behavior. For example, a Dalit
woman named Thangam is assaulted by a higher-caste man, and the incident goes unpunished due to
social and legal biases. The caste system limits access to education for Dalit children, particularly girls.
The novel showcases the challenges faced by Dalit women in pursuing education, as they are often
discouraged, ridiculed, or denied the same educational opportunities as higher-caste individuals. Caste-
based discrimination leads to economic disparities, with Dalit women being disproportionately
impoverished and lacking access to resources and opportunities. They are relegated to low-paying jobs
and are denied upward mobility, trapping them in a cycle of poverty. The novel emphasizes how Dalit
women are denied basic human dignity due to their caste status. They are referred to using derogatory
terms, are subjected to verbal abuse, and are made to feel inferior in their daily interactions. Dalit women
are excluded from various social and cultural activities. They are not allowed to participate in religious
rituals, and their presence is often seen as polluting by higher-caste individuals. “The upper-caste people
treat us like animals. They don't even consider us human beings.” (35) This exclusion further isolates
them from mainstream society. Caste-based discrimination extends to marriage as well. Dalit women
are often limited in their choice of marriage partners and are expected to marry within their own caste,
reinforcing the boundaries of the caste system.

3. Gender and Patriarchy

The intersection of caste and gender is another significant theme in the novel. Bama highlights how
Dalit women face a double burden of oppression due to their caste and their gender. These women are
often denied agency, education, and decision-making power, and they are subjected to domestic violence
and exploitation. The novel underscores the ways in which patriarchal norms intersect with caste-based
discrimination to further marginalize Dalit women. Gender and patriarchy are significant themes in
Bama’s Sangati. The novel highlights the intersection of gender and caste, portraying how Dalit women
face a double burden of discrimination due to their lower caste status and their gender. Dalit women are
marginalized both as a result of their caste and their gender. They are positioned at the bottom of the
social hierarchy, facing discrimination not only from higher-caste individuals but also from men within
their own community. This double marginalization compounds the challenges they face. The novel
portrays instances of domestic violence against Dalit women. They endure physical, emotional, and
verbal abuse from their husbands and in-laws. Patriarchal norms contribute to the normalization of such
violence, often leaving women with little recourse for justice. The patriarchal norms prevalent in their
communities restrict the autonomy of Dalit women. They are expected to conform to traditional gender
roles, such as being obedient wives and dedicated mothers. Their personal aspirations and desires are
often secondary to the expectations placed upon them. Dalit girls are often denied access to education
due to their gender. While caste-based discrimination plays a role, the intersection of gender exacerbates
the barriers they face in pursuing formal education. This denial of education further perpetuates their
vulnerability and limited opportunities. Patriarchal interpretations of religious practices also affect Dalit
women. They are often excluded from participating in rituals and are relegated to subordinate roles in
religious settings. This mirrors their broader social position as marginalized individuals. The novel
illustrates how patriarchy within the Dalit community can reproduce harmful gender stereotypes. Even
as Dalit women challenge the dominant caste-based hierarchy, they might still hold onto patriarchal
norms that reinforce unequal power dynamics. Despite the challenges they face, Dalit women in the
novel exhibit solidarity and resistance. They support one another through shared experiences of
discrimination and violence. This solidarity becomes a source of strength as they collectively challenge
oppressive patriarchal norms. Education emerges as a tool for Dalit women’s empowerment. The novel
portrays instances of women who defy societal expectations by pursuing education, challenging
traditional gender roles, and seeking financial independence.

4. Solidarity and Resistance

Despite the challenges they face, the women in Sangati demonstrate resilience and solidarity. They
find strength in their community and forge supportive bonds with each other. Bama portrays instances
of collective resistance, where the women unite to challenge oppressive practices and assert their dignity.
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Through these acts of resistance, the novel emphasizes the importance of unity and the potential for
change. Solidarity and resistance are important themes in Bama’s Sangati. The novel portrays how Dalit
women in rural Tamil Nadu come together to support each other, challenge oppressive systems, and
assert their dignity. The Dalit women in the novel find strength in their shared experiences of caste
discrimination and gender-based oppression. They form a close-knit community where they can
empathize with and understand each other’s struggles. The act of sharing stories and experiences is a
form of solidarity in the novel. The women create a space where they can openly discuss their hardships
and challenges, which fosters a sense of belonging and understanding among them. The women
challenge traditional caste norms and practices that oppress them. For instance, they resist the rules of
untouchability by using public spaces and wells, despite the potential backlash from higher-caste
individuals. Dalit women provide emotional and practical support to one another. They offer assistance
during times of crisis, such as childbirth, and stand together to counter discrimination, whether it’s
within their own community or from higher-caste individuals. “One day, we will be free from this caste
system. We will live like human beings, with equality and justice for all.” (Sangati, 60) Education
becomes a vehicle for resistance. Some Dalit women in the novel strive to educate themselves and their
children, breaking the cycle of ignorance and challenging the system that denies them access to learning.
The solidarity among Dalit women allows them to challenge patriarchal norms within their community.
They question traditional gender roles, and their mutual support encourages some women to seek more
autonomy and control over their lives. The women engage in collective protests and demonstrations
against instances of discrimination and violence. These acts of resistance are a way of asserting their
rights and demanding recognition and justice. Through cultural practices such as songs and storytelling,
the women express their shared experiences and aspirations. These forms of expression become
platforms for solidarity and resistance, fostering a sense of identity and pride. Some Dalit women in the
novel actively advocate for broader societal change. They speak out against caste-based discrimination
and work to challenge the deeply ingrained biases that perpetuate these systems.

5. Marginalization and Social Exclusion

The novel portrays the lived experiences of Dalit women as marginalized members of society. They
are excluded from mainstream social, economic, and political spaces, which limits their opportunities
for advancement and self-development. Bama sheds light on the structural inequalities that perpetuate
this marginalization. Marginalization and social exclusion are pervasive themes in Sangati. The novel
portrays how Dalit women are systematically marginalized and excluded from mainstream society due
to their lower caste status. Dalit communities are often physically segregated from higher-caste
communities. They live in separate neighborhoods and are denied access to common spaces and
resources. This spatial segregation reinforces the social hierarchy and isolates Dalit women. Dalit
women are denied access to public facilities such as temples, wells, and community spaces that are
reserved for higher-caste individuals. This denial of access restricts their social interactions and
reinforces their lower status. Dalit women face significant barriers to education. They are often denied
admission to schools, and if they do attend, they are subjected to discrimination and ridicule from
teachers and peers. Lack of education further perpetuates their marginalization. Dalit women are
relegated to low-paying and menial jobs, contributing to their economic marginalization. They are
exploited for their labor, but their contributions are undervalued, leading to limited financial mobility.
Dalit women face social stigma due to their caste status. They are often labeled as “untouchable” and
seen as impure or polluting. This stigma reinforces their exclusion from social interactions and
opportunities. Dalit women are excluded from participating in cultural and religious activities. They are
not allowed to take part in rituals, ceremonies, or festivals celebrated by higher-caste individuals, further
isolating them from mainstream cultural practices. The novel hints at the political exclusion of Dalit
women. They are often denied representation and a voice in decision-making processes, both within
their communities and in larger political spheres. Dalit women face barriers to accessing quality
healthcare. They are often denied treatment or are given subpar medical care due to their caste status.
This contributes to health disparities and further marginalization. Stereotypes about Dalit women being
inferior and deserving of their lower status are perpetuated through discriminatory attitudes and
behaviors. This reinforces their marginalization and exclusion from various aspects of life. The systemic
barriers that Dalit women face prevent them from accessing opportunities for social mobility and
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advancement. The lack of access to education, employment, and resources keeps them trapped in a cycle
of poverty and marginalization.

6. Narrative Voice and Empowerment

Bama’s unique narrative style, characterized by a colloquial and direct tone, allows the Dalit
women’s voices to come through authentically. The women’s stories are shared in their own words,
granting them agency and visibility. This narrative technique serves as a tool for empowerment,
challenging dominant narratives and enabling the women to tell their stories on their terms. The narrative
voice and empowerment are important elements in Sangati. The novel’s unique narrative style and the
way the women’s voices are presented contribute to their empowerment and challenge the prevailing
social norms. The novel is composed of first-person narratives that provide a direct insight into the
thoughts, experiences, and emotions of Dalit women. This narrative style creates an intimate connection
between the reader and the characters, allowing readers to empathize with their struggles. Bama’s use
of colloquial language and authentic dialects captures the genuine voices of the Dalit women. This
authenticity lends credibility to their experiences, giving them agency over their stories and enabling
them to speak for themselves. The narrative centers on the voices and experiences of Dalit women who
are often marginalized and ignored in mainstream literature. By placing their stories at the forefront, the
novel challenges the dominant narrative and brings to light the richness of their lives. Bama’s narrative
style challenges the dominant Brahminical narrative that often suppresses the voices of marginalized
communities. By giving voice to Dalit women, the novel disrupts this narrative, asserting the value of
their stories and perspectives. The act of sharing their stories becomes an empowering experience for
the Dalit women in the novel. It allows them to reclaim their narratives, challenge stereotypes, and assert
their identities in a society that often seeks to silence them. As the women come together to share their
stories and support each other, they experience collective empowerment. The shared experiences create
a sense of solidarity that strengthens their resilience and determination. The act of narrating their
experiences helps the women counteract the shame often associated with being Dalit and female. By
openly discussing their struggles, they refuse to internalize the stigma forced upon them. The narrative
voice serves as an inspiration for other Dalit women to speak up, challenge the status quo, and pursue
education and self-improvement. The stories become a beacon of hope and possibility. The novel’s
narrative style fosters empathy in readers by allowing them to step into the shoes of Dalit women. This
increased awareness can lead to a deeper understanding of the challenges these women face and a
commitment to social change.

7. Religion and Rituals

Bama explores the role of religion and rituals in perpetuating caste-based discrimination. She
critiques how Brahminical religious practices are often used to justify the subordination of Dalits. The
novel portrays the Dalit women’s skepticism and eventual rejection of these practices, as they seek to
reclaim their own spiritual identity and reject the oppressive aspects of established religious norms.
Religion and rituals are complex themes in Sangati. The novel explores how religious practices intersect
with caste-based discrimination and gender oppression, impacting the lives of Dalit women in rural
Tamil Nadu. The novel critiques the hierarchical nature of Brahminical religious practices. The higher
castes wield power and authority within the religious sphere, using it as a means to maintain their
dominance over the Dalit community. Dalit women are excluded from participating in mainstream
religious rituals and ceremonies. “We are the people who are not allowed to go to the temple. We are
the people who are not allowed to be cremated in the common burning ground.” (63) Their presence is
often seen as impure, and they are relegated to the fringes of religious spaces. This exclusion reinforces
their lower status within society. The higher castes use religious justifications to reinforce caste-based
discrimination. They claim that the caste system is divinely ordained and that Dalits are born into their
positions due to past karma. This ideology perpetuates the social hierarchy. The Dalit women in the
novel become skeptical of the religious practices that have been used to marginalize them. They question
the fairness of a system that denies them equal access to spirituality and salvation. Some Dalit women
reject oppressive rituals altogether. They choose to create their own spiritual practices that align with
their experiences and beliefs, allowing them to assert their agency and reclaim their spiritual identities.
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Despite being marginalized, some Dalit women find spiritual strength and resilience within their own
communities. They create their own rituals and forms of worship that offer solace and hope in the face
of adversity. The novel portrays instances of religious solidarity among Dalit women. They come
together to celebrate their own spiritual practices and resist the dominance of Brahminical norms. This
solidarity empowers them to challenge the oppressive aspects of religion. Some Dalit women blend
elements of their traditional beliefs with alternative spiritual practices, resulting in a unique blend of
spirituality that reflects their agency and creativity. The narrative voice in the novel allows Dalit women
to critique and challenge the religious norms that marginalize them. Their stories become a platform to
expose the contradictions and injustices present within religious practices.

8. Education and Empowerment

Education emerges as a pathway to empowerment in Sangati. The novel underscores the importance
of education in challenging caste-based discrimination and enabling Dalit women to access
opportunities that were previously denied to them. Bama herself is a product of education, and her
writing serves as an inspiration for marginalized communities to strive for self-improvement. Education
and empowerment are significant themes in Sangati. The novel highlights how education serves as a
powerful tool for Dalit women to challenge the status quo, break free from systemic oppression, and
assert their agency. Education is portrayed as a pathway to knowledge and enlightenment. Dalit women
recognize that education can provide them with the skills and awareness needed to overcome the barriers
of caste discrimination and gender oppression. Through education, Dalit women challenge stereotypes
that portray them as inferior or incapable. They prove their intellectual abilities and show that they are
capable of excelling in various fields. Education empowers Dalit women to speak out against injustice
and discrimination. They gain the language and confidence to articulate their experiences and demand
change, both within their communities and in broader society. Education gives Dalit women the tools to
critically examine social norms and traditions. They question oppressive practices, challenge the caste
hierarchy, and advocate for gender equality within their communities. Education opens up opportunities
for better employment and economic mobility. By acquiring skills and qualifications, Dalit women can
access higher-paying jobs and contribute to their families’ financial well-being. Educated Dalit women
become advocates for their rights and the rights of their community. They understand the importance of
legal and political action and work towards dismantling systems of oppression. They become role
models for others in their community. Their achievements inspire younger generations to value
education, strive for self-improvement, and challenge discriminatory norms. The women in the novel
recognize the importance of education and support each other’s pursuit of learning. They encourage one
another to overcome obstacles and embrace educational opportunities. Education helps Dalit women
confront discrimination head-on. They are better equipped to navigate hostile environments and respond
to derogatory comments with confidence and dignity. The narrative voice in the novel showcases the
transformative power of education. Educated Dalit women often use their newfound knowledge and
skills to challenge existing power dynamics and advocate for change.

9. Conclusion

Bama explores into the multifaceted experiences of Dalit women in rural Tamil Nadu. Through her
characters, Bama invites readers to confront the harsh realities faced by Dalit women while also
celebrating their strength and determination. Through its thematic exploration of caste, gender,
resistance, empowerment, and more, the novel offers a powerful critique of the inequalities and
challenges faced by these women while also celebrating their strength and resilience.
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