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Editor's Desk
The last decade has seen the emergence and assertion of separate dalit

women's organisations. At the national level, the All India Dalit Women's

Forum and the National Federation of Dalit Women were established in

1995. In Maharashtra, the Bharatiya Republican Party and the Bahujan

Maha Sangh had strengthened their women's wing and organised a Bahujan

Mahila Parishad in 1994. At Chandrapur, in December 1996, 'Vikas

Vanchit Dalit Mahila Parishad' was organised by Dr. Prameela Leela

Sampat and a proposal for commemorating 25th December [the day Dr.

Babasaheb Ambedkar set the Manusmriti on flames] as 'Bharatiya Stree

Mukti Divas' was put forth. In 1997, the Christi Mahila Sangharsh

Sanghatana - an organisation of dalit - Christian women was founded.

These separate assertions by dalit women were both welcomed by some

and critiqued by other women's organisations. Gopal Guru located the

emergence of the organisations in a discourse of dissent against the middle

class women's movement, the dalit men and the moral economy of peasant

movement. The formation of separate dalit women's organisations was

seen as an assertion against exclusion from both the political and cultural

arena. Feminist scholars debated the issue of differences among women,

highlighting the relational nature of caste difference and the possibilities

it has for understanding feminism in a new light. The new directions

mapped by dalit feminist activists and scholars thus have suggestions for

the practices of women's movement and studies in India. Hence, this special

issue on the occasion of 25th of December, the day on which Dr. Babasaheb

Ambedkar publicly set aflame the Manusmriti at Mahad and which is

now celebrated by some women's organisations as Bharatiya Stree Mukti

Divas (BSMD).

This special issue was put together by Vaishali Diwakar, Swati Dyahadroy

and Anagha Tambe and as we networked with dalit feminists across

different regions the issue grew in size and has been organised in three

sections. Several questions about celebrating Bhartiya Stree Mukti Divas

continue to be debated among.women's organisations in Maharashtra. The

first section of this special issue brings together articles invited from activist

scholars on the historical and contemporary significance of Manusmriti
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Dahan Divas for the women's movement. This is followed by write-ups of

interviews with leading scholars and activists in Maharashtra on the issue

of celebrating 25th December as BSMD. The effort has been to bring

together diverse views thereby outlining the issues that need to be more

widely debated in the women's movement. Self-reflexivity has been one

of the strengths of the women's movement and we hope that women's

organisations will reflect on and engage with the issue of Manusmriti

Dahan Divas as BSMD.

In the earlier issue of the Newsletter, we had announced a new column/

section 'Opening up Research' as a space to discuss and share research in

progress. For this special issue, we invited scholars engaged in research

on caste and gender and more specifically on dalit feminism and the

academia to contribute to this section. The experience of caste has often

been excluded from discussions even in our women's studies classrooms.

Women's studies in India has not engaged adequately with issues of caste

and gender thrown up by the violent anti Mandal protests, the Durban

Conference and the dalit feminist critiques of feminist scholarship and

movement. The received sociological frameworks of caste that assume

binaries of tradition and modernity, private and public have not been

adequately challenged by feminist scholarship. Dalit feminist scholarship,

as is apparent in the articles in this section has challenged this reproduction

of caste in 'modern spaces'; be they our classrooms, research practices or

feminist groups. These theoretical critiques have engendered our

understanding of caste and have not only underlined the difference but by

the logic of argument suggested the directions for more universal feminist

politics and scholarship. Dalit feminist projects that recover the histories

of dalit bahujan women's struggles and resistance have underlined our

ignorance of dalit bahujan cultures and histories. As researchers and

teachers, we need to reflect on our complicity in the manufacture of this

ignorance through the privileges of caste and education. How can we as

women's studies practitioners address this ignorance through research and

curricular practices? As the articles in the second section suggest,

anthologies, translations of dalit feminist writings across different regions

are an important source for those of us seeking to address this ignorance

through practices of curriculum transformation.

The Reports section brings the news of the historic win of parityakta

(deserted) women in Bahe village in September 2003 and a documentation

of one of the first workshops on 'Dalit Women's Identity' organised by

Aalochana, Pune. As we were going to press we received a report of the

burning of the Manusmriti at Chaitya Bhoomi by Dalit Bahujan Mahila

Vichar Manch.
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The editorial collective is grateful to all the activist

scholars who found time to write or speak to us despite

their hectic schedules. Our sincere thanks to the young

academics who shared their thoughts and work on caste

and gender for this special issue. The themes discussed

by the contributors in this special issue call for a debate

on the reorientation of concepts, methods and histories.

We look forward to contributions on this theme from

different regions and hope that you will send in your

views, comments, experiences to wsc@unipune.ernet.in

Sharmila Rege

# • • • •

Guest Editorial

For last six years, we have been celebrating 25th

December, Manusmriti Dahan Divas as the Bharatiya
Stree Mukti Divas (BSMD). We, as a part of Women's
Studies Centre and women's movement have been
involved in the discussions regarding the rationale and
significance of celebrating 25th December as the BSMD.
These discussions and subsequent celebrations of the
BSMD gave a new dimension to the already existing
debate on the issue of gender and caste. The flurry of
debate that ensued, raised issues mainly about the
relationship between women and caste, the separate
identity of dalit women and their organizations, and the
critique of the mainstream women's movement by these
organizations.

This debate received diverse responses from the
women's movement. Some of the women's organizations
justified their silence by arguing that it was the dalit
women's turn to speak. Others resolved this issue at a
tokenist level by merely adding on dalit women on their
agenda. Keeping with the tradition of self-reflexivity in
the women's movement, a series of discussions were
organized and questions of caste and the specificity of
dalit women's location in the present milieu were
deliberated upon. There were several ideological
variations across the dalit women's groups, viz., the
Ambedkarite, dalitbahujanvaadi, Satyashodhak,
Satyashodhak Marxist feminist. Across these positions,
there is an agreement on the issue of more universal and

emancipatory feminist perspectives emerging from the
specific location and oppression of dalit women.

However, this debate between and within the
mainstream women's movement and dalit women's
groups seems to have fallen silent, though the celebration
of BSMD continues in Maharashtra. This special issue
of IAWS newsletter on BSMD is one of the efforts to
rekindle these discussions. This issue aims at extending
the current debate about celebrating BSMD across
different regions, seeking to understand the similar and
diverse histories of caste and gender. With the onslaught
of globalization and fundamentalism, the issues of
survival and identity of dalit women have become more
critical. The process of globalization is resulting into
further fragmentation of the labour market on gender and
caste lines. The traditional caste based occupations are
being taken over by the market forces and its first
onslaught is on dalit women. As the footloose labour,
they get isolated from each other. In such a situation,
when dalitbahujan women come together with their
aspirations and dreams for the celebration of BSMD, the
togetherness is empowering. In this context, the
documentation about BSMD celebration would be
strength giving to all those who are resisting the forces
of globalization and fundamentalism.

For the special section on BSMD, we have invited
articles from feminist scholar activists who are actively
engaged in celebrating BSMD. We have tried to bring
together different ideological positions and political
affiliations. Interviews with feminist scholar activists
from diverse locations within the women's movement
give an idea of the varying perspectives on this issue.

Some articles underline that the poverty, deprivation,
food shortage, illiteracy and violence is the stark reality
of all Indian women, but its major quantitative and
qualitative brunt is borne by dalit women. They
emphasize brahmanical hegemony as the chief cause of
the enslavement of women and Manusmriti as its
legitimizing force. Hence the burning of Manusmriti is
a significant symbolic act. The articles also assert that
this act by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar was aimed at ending
the essentially interlinked slavery of both dalits and
women. Hence the question often asked about the relation
of this day to the women's question is moot. In fact,
Dr. Ambedkar's struggle for the Hindu Code Bill needs
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to be looked at as a manifestation of the struggle against
Manuvaad. Even today we can see Manuvaadi forces
operating in the society in newer forms and hence the
Manusmriti Dahan Divas remains relevant. Some of these
articles argue that the agenda and programmes of many
women's organizations reflect a limited understanding
of the caste question, others argue that the matter is not
just one of lack of understanding but those who
foreground gender issues without taking caste into
consideration are complicit in privileges of caste.

The interviews have focused on the following

questions:

1. What is the significance of celebrating 25 th December,

Mausmriti Dahan Divas as the BSMD?

2. Is there a need for a separate BSMD when we already

celebrate 8th March as International Women's Day?

3. How has the larger women's movement responded to

this demand of celebrating BSMD?

4. The state government in Maharashtra has declared

3rd January - Savitirbai Phule Jayanti (first woman teacher

of modern India) as Stree Mukti Din, is it co-option of

the issue?

5. Has the issue been taken over by the specific political

parties? What could be the different ways of celebrating

BSMD and foregrounding the issue?

The debates and discussions about the linkages

between gender and caste have continued sometimes in

academic debate, other times informally in women's

movement. At various times, in the informal discussions,

the need to 'thrash out' the issue and expand our

understanding has been expressed. We hope that this issue

will contribute to this process and it will be a step towards

extending this debate at the formal level.

25th December : Manusmriti Dahan
Divas as Indian Women's Day

Prameela Leela Sampat

(Extracted from Krantishikha,1997 and translated by
Vaishali Joshi)

All women are victims of the patriarchal social
system at different levels. Dalit woman is dalit among
the dalits and doubly exploited, yet one must consider
the common thread of all women's oppression and
scrutinize the superficial charge that the woman is the
real enemy of a woman. In order to achieve this, women
must come together and build dialogue and comradarie
among each other.

Before discussing the issue of deprivation of
development, it is important to understand the concept
of development. Women's empowerment does not mean
material development which is oriented towards mere
economic growth. Development for shudra varna goes
beyond just economic growth and encompasses the
formation of their identity and self-esteem. Similarly, in
case of women, the overall development of their self-
image and identity is the real key of their development.
Development must underline the formation of a mature
critical and conscious approach towards oneself and the
world around. Our former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
was labeled as the man assuming that only a man can
have the capability of governing a country and thus she
was denied womanhood. She was disturbed by this fact
and expressed her anger from time to time. She also
expressed her frustration when she was pressurized by
vested interests while taking important decisions for
equality and for the common interest. When a woman of
her calibre and power can have problems in exercising
the freedom of self- decision, it is easy to imagine how
difficult it would be for women in the lowest stratum of
society. Women as a class are denied opportunities for
development and they must inevitably be considered as
those deprived of the development. We must continue
our fight for individual freedom and place our self-
identity in the wider context. Women of all castes and
communities are underdeveloped and hence dalit in this
sense. Women's real development does not lie within the
patriarchal framework of the development. Our vision
of development implies comprehensive development of
women.
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Why 25th December-the Day of Burning of
Manusmriti, be Celebrated as Indian
Women's Day?

Manusmriti was the main legal reference text for
the Indian social system. The Varna system was justified
and supported by it. With a view to break the inhuman
system of inequality, Dr. Ambedkar symbolically burnt
Manusmriti which propounds this inequality. 25th

December is thus celebrated as a day of Manav Mukti-
human emancipation. As the creator of human society,
the woman must be liberated. At present she is suppressed
and controlled by this religious doctrine. That is why it
is relevant to celebrate 25th December, the day of burning
Manusmriti as Indian Women's Day.

Mahatma Phule had made an appeal to burn
Manusmriti and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar brought this
to reality. This religious doctrine played a significant
role in strengthening the psychological slavery of Indian
women who accepted it as their duty. Through
Manusmriti it was engraved on the minds of women that
well being of their men was their own well being and
dharma and following this dharma was the only way to
moksha for them.

Though men progress at the cost of women,
Manusmriti successfully determines a specific mindset
among women by which women accept that their
oppression and sacrifice and men's improvement is their
destiny. Our primary goal is to transform this exploitative
system. For this to happen, we must subvert the very
foundation of it and discard it from our lives. If we
envisage the dawn of egalitarian human values, we must
begin by burning the symbol of inequality. We must
celebrate 25th December as a day of our liberation.

While studying the women's movement, I realized
that the religious doctrines, customs and beliefs have
supported the enslavement of women. Women are very
religious minded! They are unaware of the world existing
outside the religious sphere. These doctrines played a
significant role in sustaining the rituals and the varna
system and strengthened the unequal inhuman social
system.

It was clear that for the dawn of new egalitarian
society, dominance of religion on intellectual and social
sphere must be completely destroyed. That is why

Dr. Ambedkar took a firm decision to burn Manusmriti,
the constitutional foundation of this system. This act was
an outcome of a very deep philosophy regarding
development of a society with equality and social justice.
Why could not women overthrow the authority of the
doctrine that led them to the position of dalit? I strongly
feel that this day can symbolize the beginning of Indian
women's liberation. We must discusss it and launch the
movement of human liberation.

Dignity of an Individual

Dr. Ambedkar was fully aware of the fact that women
constitute the most marginalized section of this society.
Social progress is not possible without educating and
organizing women who constitute 50% of the population.
Dr. Ambedkar included this last stratum of society while
considering the 'development index'. He consciously
tried to make various progressive laws through the Hindu
Code Bill and gave women various constitutional rights.
Ambedkar brought the dreams of Mahatma Phule and
Savitribai Phule into reality by framing the constitution.
Indian women owe a lot to three of them who for the first
time looked at women as humans and established the
true democracy.

There are many women workers of the past
generation who have given their lives for the movement.
However there are also some women who have constantly
been in the limelight without doing much work. They
have failed in creating the new generation of leaders and
workers. The movement thus lost its motion and suffered
from factionalism. The same happened in case of dalit
men's movement.

The brahmanical patriarchal system denies freedom
and dignity to an individual and the system revolving
around individual worshiping does the same. This
individual worshiping, individual centred trend must be
changed if the movement has to get new momentum and
identity. We must be able to remove all the hinderances
in the movement. Only women's power can do this and
hence women need to awaken and work for the formation
of a new society based on equality.

Prameela Leela Sampat is the President of 'Vikas
Vanchit Dalit Mahila Parishad* and Editor of the
journal Krantishikha
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