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A dalit feminist standpoint

SHARMILA

0

REGE

THE teminism that developed in the
1970s differed from the left in three

crucial areas - the catepories of

womin, experience and personal poli-
tics, all of which were central to femi-
nist theorisastion. Though powerful as
political rhetoric these categories
posed theoretical problems. The cat-
egory ‘woman’ was conceived as

being based on the collective state of
women being oppressed by the fact of

their womanhood. As the three cat-
egories were deployed incombination
it often led to exclusions sround race,
class, caste and ethnicity.

Since many of the vocal femi-
nists of the 1970s were white, middle
class and university educated, it was
their experience which came to be
universalised as ‘women’s experi-
ence.” Thus, sweeping statements
such as “all women are niggers' and
‘all women are dalits’ were made. The

* A more dhtailed version of the paper was
first presented at o seminar organised by
the Vikux Adhyayan Xeodra in March 1998
at Penne and published in their jourmad Vikaip,
1L is pard of o targer ongaing project and in
that sensc is aot linal. The paper draws upon
o uaderstanding of und engagement with
the cONEMPOrary Women's movement in
Maharashira,

ambivalence of the Jeft towards
WOomen's issues wis thus counterpd
by anvassertion thit women essentiodly
connected with other women; thie *sab-
jective experiences of knowledge'
became the busis of the theorising umi-
versal experience of womanhood.
‘Experience’ thus became the base for
personal politics ax well as the only
relitble methodological tool for defii-
g oppression. From such an episte-
mological position, there was eithars
complete invisibility of the experi-
ences of dalit women or at hest only a
token representation of their voices,
There was thus a masculinisation of
dalithood and nsavarnisation of wom-
anhood, leading to a classical excly-
ston of dalit womanhood, :
The 1970s and early *80s were
timesofthe ‘reinvention of revolition*?
and saw the emergence of severl
organisations and fronts - the Shramik
Mukti Sanghwtana, Satyashodhak

1. Judith Grant, !-m:dmimual Mmmism.
Rautledge, New York.

2. Tor a detriled account of the cmorgenee
and politics of the different organisations
and fronts in Mohneashies, see CGail Omvedr,
Relnventing Revolurion: Indla's New Sag&d .
Maovements, Shampe, Now Yok, :
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Cammunist Party, Shramik Mukn
Dak, Yuvak Kranti Dal - all of which
did not limit the dalit women to a
token inchusion; their revoluttonary
agenda, in different ways, accorded a
central role to dalit women, This wus,
however, not the case with the two
other movements of the period - the
Dalit Panthers and the women’s
movement as constituted mainly by
the ledl party based women’s fronts
and the newly emergent autonomois
women’s groups. The Dalit Panthers
did make a significant contribution
10 the cultural revoelt of the 1970s,
but both in their writings and their
programme, dalit women remained
firmly encapsulated inthe soles ol the
‘mother’ and the ‘victimised sexual
being’.

Thc feft party bused women’s
orgunisitions highhghted economic
and work re lated issues as idso helped
develop u critique of the patriarchal,
capitalist state. The autonomous
women’s groups politicised and made
public the issue ol violence against
women. Though this led 1o serious
debates on cluss versus patriarchy,
these formations did not address the
issue of Brabminism. While for the
former "caste’ was contained in class,
for the latter, the notion of sisterhood
was pivotal. Al women came to be
conceived ax “victims” and therefore
‘dalu’, resuhting in a classical exclu-
sion. (All *dalits” are assumed 10 be
make and afl women ‘savarna .y Homay
be argued that since the categories of
experience and personal politics were
at the core of the epistemology and
politics of the Dalit Panther and the
women's mavement, this resulted in
a universalisation of what in reakity
was the middie class, upper casie
women's experience or alternatively
the dalit male experience.

The autonomous women's
groups of the carly 1980s remained

Bakit

fargely dependent on the feft frame-
work even as they challenged it As
the women's movement gathered
momentum, sharp critiques of main-
stream conceptualizations of work,
development, legal processes and
the state emerged feading 1o several
theoretical and praxiological refor-
mufations. Debates on class versus
patriarchy were politically enriching
for both parties (o the debate. It must
be underlined that many of the femi-
nist groups broadly agreed that in the
Indian comiext a materialistic frame-

work was central to the analysis of

women's oppression. However, in
keeping with their roots within the
‘class’ frumework, they made greater
cffort to draw commonulities across
class than caste or community.

This is apparent in the major
campaigns launched by the women’s
movement during this pertod. The
absence of an analytical frime, which
inthe tradition of Phule and Ambedkar
vicwed caste hierarchies and patriae-
chies as intrinsicaliy linked, 1s appar-
entinthe in the anti-dowry, anit-rape
and anti-violence struggles of the
women’s movement,

.

An analysis of the practices of the

caste basis of violence against women

reveals that while the incidence of

dowry deaths and violent control and
regulation of their mobitity and sexu-
ality by the family is frequent among
the dominant upper castes, dalit
womenare more likely to face the col-
fective und public threat of rape,
sexual assanit and physical violence
atthe work place and in public.
Consider the statements issued
by the women's organisations during
the Mathurarapecase. While the NFIW
looked ut rape in ‘class” terms, the
socialist women tatked interms of the
‘glass vessel cracking’ and therefore
in terms of loss of honour, and the
AIWC provided psychological expla-

mtions of the yutonomous women's
groups highlighting the use of patri-
archal power.* Looking back at the
anti-rape agitation, it 1s apparent tha
the sexual assaults on dahit women in
Marathwada during the “namantar’
movement did not become & nodal
point for such anagitation, in fact they
come to be excluded. The campaign
therefore became more of a single
ssue one.

Considcr also the campaign against

dowry, Whilcthe leftwomen’sorgani-
sations viewed dowry i1 terms of the
ways in which capitalism was deve-
foping in India, the antonomous
women's groups focused on patri-
archal powerfviolence within the
family. The present practices of dowry
need 10 be viewed i the context of
processes of Brahmanisution and
their ENPACE ON MArFLEe practices.
That the Bruhmunic ideals fed to a
preference for dowry marriage is
well documented, In fact 1t was the
colonial establishmem of the legality
of the Brahma form of marriage thin
institutionalised and expanded the
dowry system. The Bruhmanising
castes adopted the Brahma form of
marriage over the other forms and
thereby established "dowry ™ asuness-
entih ritund.? Mareover, the principle
of endogamy and Hscoercive and vio-
lent perpetuation through collective
violence against inter-caste atliances
arecruciattothe analysisof dowry,
The relative absence of caste us
acategory inthe femmistdiscourse on

3. For adetaited account see Supriya Akerkar,
“Fheory nnd Practice of Women™s Movement
in India', Economic ad Political Weekix,
Vol 30, no. 17, 1995, WS 2.24,

4. Sce Shorad Panb, Pave-Shidve Slavery,
1982, AHicct Publishers, Bombay. Thistostis
significant o all those seeking to devetap »
non-Brahmuonicasl feminist bisleriograply. i
is rather untortenate that there s heen idle
debate on the text and it remains outside the
mainstream feminist discours:,



violenee has aso led to the encapsu-
Lanion ol the Mushm and Christsg
women wilhin the understanding of
talagg”and Sdivorce” . Ingetrospeet, it
i chear that while the le [t party based
women s arganisitions collapsed
caste into cliss, the autonamous
wonlen's groups collapsed caste tnto
sisterhood, both leaving Brabminism
unchallenped. Though te movement
i addelress issies coneerming women
of the dalit, trbal and mmorily com-
munities and has made substanul
sains, o lciminist politics centring
around tie womien of the tost mar-
victhised comminitics could not

CHCEee,

I hoe history ol agitations and

struggles of e second wave of the

WORICH s Movement 1 a bistogy of

arttculations ol strong it -patnarchal
positions o differentissues, [ssues of
sexualily and sexual politics, which
are cructal for a feminist politics,
rema-ed Largely within an divi-
duzhistic and difestyle Trime. Since
issues of sexiality are guginsically
Binked o caste, addressing sexaab poir-
ties without challenging Brajiuminism
results 1y bifestyle feminism. Dustng
e post-Mandal agitations and the
caste viotence at Chunduru and Pimpri
Despimwkds in Maharashtra, women
ol the upper castes were invoked as
feminist subjects — asserhive, non-
submissive and protesting against
injustice done 1o them as women and
ascitizens,

n the anti-Mandal protests
young middle class women declared

that they were agiunst all kinds of
reservations (including those for
women); they mourned the death of

mevit and explicated that they were
out to save the nation.* At Pimprni

S, Sew Susic Thasu and Tejswani Nigungam,

‘Prabiems fur o Coniemporaey Theory of

Gender io Iadin . Socind Scientise. Vol 22,
Maech-Aprif 1994,

Deshimukh in Maharashtra, following
the brdal killimg of adalitkonead (also
anactive mobitiser for the focal Bugd-
dha Vihar) by uppercaste men, upper
caste wemen pobliclty compliined
trat he had harassed thenn and was
sextidty perverted. They claimed to
have mcited e men to protect their
honour, thereby mvoking the agency
of upper caste women, The kssue
was ot merely one of molestation or
of violenee aganstdalits, boad one that
underlines the complex relorsula-
tons that Brahmamical patriarchies
undergoinordertocountercollective
dulil resistance.

The snereasing vistbality of dalu
WOMECH 1 POWET SEEUCTUITS U8 Sy
pancly, as members of the panchayat
and i the new knowledgo-making
processes (such as Bhanwan Devi's
intervention through the Saathin
programme) has led to an tacreased
backlash against dalit women. The
backlashisexpressed through s runge
of humiliating praciices and oltencul-
manittes in e ar the killing of thewr
Kisssmen. Suchaincidents undertine the
need (or s didogue between dalicand
Fesmiiast activists since inter-casie
relations at the Jocal level may be
mediated through o redefinition of
vendered spaces. The enimcipatory
apenda of the dalit and women's
movements wil have to be sensifive
10 these issues and underline the
complex iterplay hetween caste and
gender as structuring hierarchies in
soctety.

l n times of globalisation and
Hindutva, gender issues are being
appropriated as cultural issues. This
calls for o reformulation of eur fenu-
nist agends, 10 reclaim our jssues
and reconceptualise them such tha
feminist politics poses a challenge
to the caste/class conceptualisation
of Brahmanical Hindutva. Such s
re-conceptuahisation calls for a cri-

tque of Bruhmanical hicrarchies lvom
a gender perspective. Such critiques
have the potential of transkdting the dis-
course of sexual polisics fromindividua)
narratives fo eollective comestitions
of erarchies, In the Bralimanical
sociitl order, the caste based iand sexual
divisions of {abour we inernmueshed
such that elevition in casie statuys is
preceded by the withdriwid of women
of that caste from producnive pro-
vesses oulside the private sphiere. Such
a linkirge operates on presumptions
ubout the accessibility of ihe sexua-
liny of fower ciste women because of
their participation in social labour,
Brabuiaism m s focates this as o
Failure of fower caste men 1o contyol
the sexnality of thewr wonswen ansl
underimes itas i justification of their
unpurity. Thus gender idecogy legi-
thmeses not only structures of patriar-
chy bui also the very organisation of
caste.

Dt’uwing upon Ambedkin’s analy-
818, caste Weology (endogamy 3 is the
very basis ol the regulidion and
orgamisation of women's soxualily,
Hence caste determines the division
of labour, both sexunt division of
labour and division of sexual fabour,
Brahmanisation is i lwo way process
of acculiaration and assimilation und
throughout histary there hus been i
Brahmanicai refusal 1o oniversalise
a single patrtarchol mode. Thus the
exisience of musitiple pasriarchies is a
resultofboth Hrahmanicul conspitacy
and of the relation of the custe group
(o the means tor production. Thers are
therefore both discrete {specific to
caste) ns well as overlapping patriar-
chalarrangements,

Hence wormen who are sought to
be uaited on the basis of systematic
overlapping patriarchies are neverthe-
lessdivided on caste/class tines and by
their consent to pmtrisrchies und their
compensatory structires. If feminists
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have toclallenge these divisions, their
mode of organisation and struggles
should encompass all ol 1he social
theguatlities that patreiarchies are
rehited to, embedded inand structured
by " Does the recent assertion of dif-
ferent voice of dalit women challenge
these divisions? A review of the non-
Brabmamical renclertngs of women's
[iherntionin Maharashtea is called for,

ln the 1990s, there were several
independent and mtonomous asser-
Lions ol datlit women's identity; acuse
in point is the formation of the Natio-
nal Federation of Dalit Women and
Ihe AN India Dakit Women's Forum,
At the stie level, the Mahasashtra
Dxalit Mahila Sanghatana was formed
i 1993, A yeur eurhier, the women's
wing of the Bharatiya Republican
Purty and the Bahujan Muhila Sangh
set up the Babugan Mahtla Parishad.
In December 1990, at Chundrapur, o
Vikas Yunchit Dakit Mahika Parishad
wus organiseed and a proposul to
comunemorate 25 December (the day
Ambedkar setlire 1o the Manusmriti)
as Bharativa Sireemukti Divas was
advanced. The Christi Mahila Sung-

harsh Sanghitana, an orgunisation of

dadhit-Christian women was estab-
Hshed in 1997, Though these orga-
nisations have advanced different
non-Brahmanicad ideological posi-
tions, they have come logether on
severd issues such ax the celebration
of the Bharativa Shree Mukti Divas
and on the issue of reservations for
oRCwomen in parlinmentary bodies,

The emergence of antonamous
dalit women's organisations has led
10 a major debate, sparked off by the
essay "Dalit Women Talk Ditfer-
6, Kok Sangari®s amabysisof multiple and
discrete patriarchics has beew o significant
conthution o leminist thesrisation in the
Erectian contexd. See Kumku Swangari, "Poli-
ties ol Diversivy: Religions Communitics amt
Multiple Matsiarchies', Feanoniic and Polis-
ceil Weekiv, 23 December 1998,

Datit

ently.’” A series of discussions around
the paper were organised in Pune by
different feminist groups, A two day
seminar was afso orgamised by
Alochana, Centre Tor Research and
Documentation on Women, i June
1996, Subsequently, two signilicant
responses tothe emergence of antono-
moeus dalit women’s organisations -
one by Kirun Moghe of the Junwadi
Mahila Sanghatami and the other
by Vidyut Bhagwat — presented the
issues al stake, Al the seminar, Gopal
Guru argued tha to understand the
diditwomen’sneedtotalk differently,
i was necessary to debineite both the
internal und external factors which
huve ubearing on this phenomenon.

Hclncalcdtheir needtotalk differ-
ently in adiscourse of dissent against
the middle class woimen s moverment,
as also the dadit male movement and
the moral economy of the peasant
movements, In a note of dissent, he
argued against their exclusion from
both the political and cultural arenas.
He furtherunderlined that social loca-
tion determines the perception of
reaiity and therefore the representa-
tion of dalit women’s issues by non-
dalit women was less valid and less
authentic. Though Gurw’s argument is
well taken and we agree that dalit
women must narne the difference, o
privileging of knowledge claims on
the busis of direct experience as
authentic may lead to a funthering of
narrow identity politics. Such a nar-
row frume may well limitthe emanci<
patory potential of the dalit women's
organisations as also their epistemo-
logical standpoints.

Though the lefl party based
women's organisations have viewed
the emergence of autonomous women's
organisationsas a settingupof a sepa-

7. Gopul Guru, *Dalit Women Talk Diticr-
ently”, Econonic and Political Weekly, 14-21
Qctober 1995, pp. 2548-49.

rate hearth, they feel that Findutva
und the new cconomic policy have
brought both formiions closer, that
the autonomous women's groups
have once again come to share
common platform with 1he feft. The
subtext of the argument ix that auto-
nomy ipse fucto is limating, and tha
the dalit women's aonomous orga-
nisations woulkd face sthreatfromithe
masses in case (hey drl ot retain the
umbilical refation with the Republi-
can Party, In such a context, their
eftforts would be limitcd by the focas
o the experientinland the intricacies
of funding.

In 4 eritique of Moghe's position,
Bhagwat argued that her position
was facking in self-rellexivity and that
the enriching dialectics between the
left parties and the autonomous
women's groups had been overlooked
in highlighting only onc side of the
story, To label any new autonomous
assertion from the marginalised as
“identatarian and limited to exper-
ence’, she argues, is (o overlook the
history of struggles by groups to name
themselves and their politics.

Several apprehensions were
raised abowt the Dalit Mohila Sang-
hatan’ s fikelihood of becoming a pre-
dominantly neo-Buddhist women’s
organisation. Pardeshi nightly argued
that such apprehensions were insen-
sitive and overlooked the historical
trajectory of the growth of the dalit
movement in Maharashira, Yet she
also cautioned that a predominantly
neo-Buddhist, middleclass leadership
could have politically imiting conse-
quences. Forinstance, she irgued that
at many of the proceedings of the
Parishad, Brahmanisation came {o
be understood within a mirrow frame
of non-practice of trixaran und pan-
chasheel. Such a frame could limit
the participation by middle caste
women.*



There are ax of today, at feast
three major contesting and overlap-
ping positions which have emerged
fromihe struggles and politics of datil
women in Maharashira, The earliest
well-delined position is the Marxist/
Phule/Ambedkarite position of the
Satyashodak Mahila Sabha.’ A posi-
tion emerging out of thedalit-bahusjan
athiance is that of the Bahujan Mahily
Mahasangh {BMM) which critiques
the Vedic Brahmanical tradition and
seeks 1o revive the bahujan tradition
olthe "adimaya’,

|l criticizes the seculas position
as Brahmanical and individualistic
and underlies the Ambedkarite con-
ceptualization of dharma incommu-
nity life. It opposes the common civil
code und upholds customary law and
community based justice. Signifi-
cantly, the BMM segkstocombine both
the struggle for political power and a
cultural revolution in order to revive
and extend the culture of babujans. ™
Such a position is crucial to the
problematisation of the dominant
Brahmanical culture and thereby
underiines the materiality of culture.
Yet it fuces the dunger of glorifying
babhujan famitial and commnity prac-
tices, since ull traces of patriarchal
power are negated by viewing them
as a result of the processes of
Brahmanisation,

%. The issue was debuted in the Sunday
cdition of The Mahavashira Times, Mumbui,
7 anth 15 Seplember. and in the Samaj
Prablundan Poirika, Aprit-May 1996, A
detnited discussion on Amhedkar and the
yuestion of women's emancipation in india
is found in Pr, Ambediurauni Streesiuktivaad
by Pratima Pardeshi. 1997, An English irans-
jation has heen published by the Women's
Sustics Centre, University of Pune,

9. For mere detaiis sce Sharmd Patil, Marosd
-Phule-Ambedkarvaad, Sugava Prakashan,
Pune, {994,

10, Rekha Thakur, Adimeayachi Makil,
Prabudilha Bharit Publications, Mumbai,
94, .

The Dali Mabila Sanghatana
has criticized the persistence of
snansvad sanskeit T e dalitmalke
who otherwise traces his lineage 1oa
Phule- Ambedkarite weology, The
Sanghatana proposes to loreground
the most dalit of dalit women in its
minvitesto. The Christi Mahik Sang-
harsh Sanghatana, a dalit Christian
women's organisation, i s initial
mectings debated the loss of tadi-
tional occupations of the converis,
their transfer o the service sector, the
hierarchies among the Christians by
cinde and region, and the countering
ol oppositional forces fed by the
church and state level Christian
arganisations.

Tiwsc non-Brahmanical renderings
of fominisis politics huve contrtbtited
10 some sell-rellexivity among the
attonomous women's groups, Their
responses cin be broadly categorised
as (a) o non-dittectical position of
those who while granting that though
historically it is now important that
dalit women assume leadership, do
nat revision a non-Brahmanicat femi-
aist politics for themselves: (b the keft
position which collapses custe into
chssandcontinues togquestion the dis-
tinct materiality of caste and hus reg-
istered dissenttothe declarmionof 25
December as Bharatiya Suee Mukti
Divas; (¢) aseH-rellexive position of
those antonomous women's groups
whorecognise the needtorelformulate
and revision feminist politics sincethe
non-Brahmanicul renderings are
viewed as more emancipatory. B s

-apparent that the issues underiimed

by the new dalit women's movement

“gobeyond the numing of dalit women
and call for it revolutionary episie-

mological shifl to a dalit feminist
stindpoind.

The intellecieathistory of temi-
nist standpoint theory cun be traced
10 insights provided by Morx, Engels

and Lukaes into the standpoing of tdw
profetariat. A socid history of stud-
point theory focuses on what huppens
when marginalised peoples hegin (n
gatia public votee, The Bsthae of domi-
aant groups 1o criticakly iand system-
aticully interrogite their privileged
position leaves them crippled, scien-
tifically and epistemologically. A
dalit Feminist stundpoing is viewed
as emucipatory since the subjuct of its
knowledge is embodicd and visibic
(Lo, the thowsght begins from the lives
of datit women and these fives are
present and visible in the results of
the thought). This position claims o
higheremuancipatory status than other
positions and couaters phuralism and
relativism which posital knowledge-
bised and politeat chvms as vidid in
theirown way,

Ilcmphusises indhivichalexpericaces
within socially constracied groups
and tocuses on the hicrarchical, mul-
tiphe, chunging structural power isla-
tions of caste, ¢lass aud ctlmicity
which construct such groups. H is
abvious thal the subjeci/agent of dutit
women's standpoint is multiple, het
erogencous and cven comrudiciory,
i.e., the category “dalit womun’ s
not homogenots. Such a recognition
underlines the Fact thit the subject of
dalit feminist’s liberatory knowledge
mustaisobe the subject of every other
liberutory project und this requires 4
sharp focus on the processes by which
gender, ruce, class, casie, and sexua-
lity ali construct each other. Thus, the
dalit feminist standpoint itself ix
open to liberatory interrogations and
revisions, ! :

i1, The discuxsion i feminiss stangpobm
epistemnlogy is largely infhuenced by Sumden
Harding, 'Subjoctivity, Experience amd
Knowledge: An Eplsiemolopy fromitor
Rainbow Coalition Politics”. in 1. Piclerse (ed),
Emancipations: Moders ond Posusoders,
Sage, New Dethi, 199,
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The dalit feminist standpoint
which emerges fromthe practices and
struggles of dalit women may origi-
nate i the works of dalit feminist
intellectuals, but it cannot flourish it
it is isolated from the experiences and
ideas ol other groups and must ecucate
isell about the histories, preferred
social relations, the utopias and the
struggles of the marginalised. A trans-
formation from ‘their cause’ to ‘our
cause’ ix feasible for subjectivities
cenhe transformed. By this we donot
argue thit non-dalit feminists can
‘speak as” or ‘forthe’ dalitwomenbut
they can ‘reinvent’ themselves as
dalit feminists, Such a position, there-
fore uvoids the narrow alley of direct
experience bised ‘authenticity” and
narrow ‘identity politics’,

For many of us, non-dalit femi-
nists, such a standpoint is more
emancipatory in that it rejects more
completely the relutions of ruie, Thus,

adopting a dalit feminist standpoint -

position means sometimes losing,
sometimes revisioning the ‘voice” that
we as feminists had gained in the
1980s, This process, we believe, is
one of transforming individuat femi-
nists into oppositional and collective
subjects.
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