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Body politics and Communist Propaganda in Dalit Feminist 

Narratives 

             By Anushka1 

Abstract 

This paper intends to do a comparative study on the role of communism in the novels of P. Sivakami 

and Meena Kandasamy namely, The Grip of Change and The Gypsy Goddess, in contribution to the 

construction of a Dalit woman’s persona in the given socio-political context of India. Both the texts in 

their approaches have created a realm for a Dalit woman’s fate which is decisive of several factors such 

as caste and class struggle, her vulnerability towards the violence she is subjected to and the function of 

communism in providing a platform for separate niche from their caste but then limiting it in terms of 

class too. The paper will begin by looking into the relational nature of caste and class struggle going 

prior to and during the emergence of the Dalit Liberation Movement and the participation of Dalit 

women resulting in creation of a separate forum for studies and criticism which they voiced due to their 

double oppression.  It will refer to various female Dalit autobiographies, and re-visit memoirs and essays 

including that of Sivakami and Kandasamy’s. It will be arguing about the function of communism 

serving as a mouthpiece for Dalit woman’s tragic life experiences, which cannot stand unrecognized but 

there were certain factors embedded in the intra caste atmosphere of these communities which they 

failed to capture. It will also compare the characters of Dalit leaders and the movements to which they 

were associated in both the texts and point out the deliberate omission of the other gender from the Dalit 

discourse. The inspection of difference between traumatization of the female characters and the coping 

of the male ones will provide an insight into the psychology of their caste identity and body politics. 

Lastly, it will be tentatively looking into the aspects of emergence of a separate stream of studies – the 

female Dalit world and its importance for the victims who were doubly charged by the Brahamanical 

forces in terms of gender, caste and class. 

Keywords: Dalit Feminism, Dalit Patriarchy, communism, caste and class struggle, exploitation, 

subjugation, ideological failure, societal factors 
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Voices against the never-ending oppression of Dalits started to consolidate during 1970s and under 

the leadership of Dr. B R Ambedkar, the waves of resistance united against the persecutors. From 

there emerged a separate stream called as Dalit literature which addressed their misery. Also, the 

Marxist forces were actively participating for the cause of the marginalized during these times. But 

the inherent patriarchy in the Dalit Liberation Movement and the ‘Brahmanism’ underlining the 

feminist movement ignored the poor state of the Dalit women and there was a need to assert their 

existence as being a Dalit woman causes one to be exploited thrice than their male counterparts in 

the name of their caste, gender and economical condition. Many writers came to the forefront like 

Baby Kamble, Urmila Pawar, Bama Faustina Soosairaj and others who reconstructed the notion of 

feminism from a perspective of the female ‘Dalithood’ and strongly condemned Dalit patriarchy. As 

the writer P Sivakami states that, I want to be an instrument of change’, we clearly see that these 

women are trying to assert their lost identities caused by years of trauma and humiliation.  

This paper will be looking into the role of social factors and communist agents which affected the 

female Dalit identity by examining two texts: P Sivakami’s The Grip of Change (2006) and Meena 

Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess (2014). When talking about social factors, Simon de Beauvoir has 

already said, ‘one is not born woman, rather becomes one’. It is the surroundings that shape 

feminine behavior and the case of Dalit females will be examined by the comparative study of the 

female characters from the above-mentioned texts. The role of communism on the other hand is 

something more complex and a brief explanation of the caste vs class struggle will explain it. In 

Indian context we see that communist ideology perceives caste as its entitled enemy as the 

consolidation of the working class was getting difficult due to it. Also, the left party and autonomous 

women organizations during 1970s or 80s introduced a notion of ‘sisterhood’ amongst the females 

and debated over the issues of class vs. patriarchy (Rege 42). The problems of ‘caste’ were submerged 

within the issues of ‘class’ which was ignorant of the Dalit female issues. Later scholars such as 

Historian Anupama Rao recognized that the subversion of caste into class ignores ‘caste history as 

(Hindu) violence' (Rao, 53) as the violence projected on Dalit women is not only to exploit them 

but also to hurt the masculine tenets of that specific caste i.e. the case of vagina-centric honor. 

The two aforementioned texts deal with these issues in their own separate ways of exposing conflicts 

of caste mingled with class and dealing with the traumas of Dalit women being different and more 

haunting than their male counterparts. The characters Thangam and Gowri from Sivakami’s The 

Grip of Change represent two different edges of the canon. Thangam with her politicized ‘battered 
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body’ represents exploitation at the hands of her own community while Gowri’s portrayal serves as 

a germinating ground for revolution when she witnesses her own father (Kathamuthu) sexually 

abusing Thangam. Thangam’s identity is her caste, her inferior gender and lack of any masculine 

force such as a husband or son. When she introduces herself to the Inspector she states ' I am a poor 

Parayar, an orphan, a widow’ (Sivakami 11). But Gowri being the only educated among her breed 

rejects the subordination and thrives for change. In the second book of the novel, Gowri; Author’s 

Notes, Gowri becomes Sivakami’s authorial persona and questions, ‘How can I be sure that I won’t 

be beaten black and blue like her? (Sivakami 14). She is horrified and detested both by her own 

father’s behavior through which Sivakami is trying to convey that not only the upper castes, but the 

people belonging to their own communities do not refrain from abusing their power. Kathamuthu 

is the ideological leader and representative of the lower castes who stands for the communist 

propaganda in the text. For him, there is no significance of a woman’s dignity and it is just a political 

stunt to gain fame in his community and extra sexual favors from Thangam. In case of any conflict, 

he is willing to settle out of court and accept monetary compensation which is representative of 

loopholes present in the communist ideology of merging caste into class. He says to Thangam, ‘you 

are such a bitch, I have changed the whole story. Don’t you understand?’(75).  Kathamuthu is 

intentionally portrayed in a negative order not just to expose the hypocritical nature of lower castes 

in power, but he is also carrying the real-life persona of Sivakami’s father whom she hated because 

of the same reasons.  

Meena Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess does not focuses much on a single female character, but the 

shifting viewpoints, changing narrators, usage of anger and characters of Mayi and Thangamma keep 

the readers aware of the cause it is standing for.  These women are determined protestors against the 

oppressive forces but lately they are tortured for their lack of subordination. Kandasamy mentions, 

“When women protest, there is no looking back[…]. Most of the time, they fight for everybody[…]. 

The landlords punish these shrill voiced women by stripping them almost naked and tying them to 

trees and whipping them in front of the whole village […]. They are bold beyond the bruised skin 

and the bleeding knee.” (Kandasamy 76). 

The story of massacre portrayed by Kandasamy tries to enrich the communist propaganda as she 

herself was a communist, but her intention is not so straightforward in the text. The collective failure 

of communism and social realism is running through the lines, as they were not able to control what 

happened in kilevamanni village in 1968 after the Dalits protested for their righteous wages. The 
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probable reason she tries to put forth is the lack of caste consciousness and consideration on part of 

the communist ideology being employed in the Indian context where caste was ignored to privilege 

the existing Marxist notions of class. Kandasamy says,  

“ The party had morphed itself to enjoy the charms of the parliamentary system[…]but also to fulfil 

its role as a revolutionary force[…]the party’s local offices held public meetings everywhere” (125-26). 

She also mentions that the Brahamanical forces use this loophole as their political tool to escape in 

legal matters, as seen in novel’s prologue where Gopalkrishna Naidu  says, “ The communist leaders 

merely keep coming up with a list of demands and inciting  their followers to go on strike” (4). He 

also further says that these Maoist forces ‘seek to create famine’.  

The sufferings and pain of these women are not of anyone’s concern. The male interest be it for the 

upper castes or lower is always in protection of their own respective issues. People like Gopalkrishna 

Naidu representing the upper strata speak for their command over the lives of the downtrodden 

whereas the ones like Kathamuthu keep looking for an opportunity to gain favors from their caste 

identity. These social factors play an important role in shaping the victimized situation of a Dalit 

woman. As K Geetha comments, ' in any communal clash, the worst affected are women’. Women 

are mere targets of these patriarchal structures to dishonor the opponent. When Kathamuthu 

marries an upper class widow, it is justified as he was the enacting ‘savior’. The sarcastic tone critically 

examines the masculine vengeance and feminine susceptibility.  

The communist agents had a vision of uniting the working class and strengthen their societal 

presence, but this was only to be achieved in cities where trade unions were being formed.  The 

feudal system in the villages where the marginalized had to survive on the mercy of upper castes who 

carried legal institutions in their pockets and police at their service, did not allow the Dalits to 

challenge the existing hierarchy and the worst affected were their women. Be it Kandasamy’s 

Thangamma who never cried out of trauma or Sivakami’s Gowri who detested and feared being in 

her own home, it was always women who had to bear the repercussions.  The horrors experienced 

by Maayi’s character  is safeguarded in her memories for posterity. As Sharmila Rege argues  that 

Dalit narratives serve as ‘testimonios’ and eradicate the ‘official forgetting' of caste as an oppressive 

tool. So the character of Maayi is not only there to represent the pain aesthetics but is a living 

evidence and reminder of the societal system as a collective failure.  

So to conclude the argument after examining both the texts and their underlying meanings, the 

dysfunctional nature of society and ideology is clearly observed. Both the texts deal their issues 
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differently, Sivakami gives a more personal and refined touch to her character with hints of 

autobiographical elements while in Kandasamy’s work we clearly see a dominating authorial persona 

who is very sharp and clear in her tone. Simultaneously the two of them are leaving the readers on 

an open end so that they can actively participate and derive conclusions whereas none of them are 

trying to demean either the Dalit resistance or the aid from communist ideology.   

  

Works cited 

1. Geetha, K, A Dalit Among Dalits: The angst of Tamil Dalit Women. 

2. Kandasamy, M , The Gypsy Goddess. London: Atlantic Books. 2014 

3. Rao, A, Revisiting interwar thought: Stigma, Labor, and the Immanence of caste-class. In: 

Zene C The political philosophies of Antonio Gramsci and B R Ambedkar: London: 

Routledge, 43-58. 

4. Rege Sharmila, writing caste/writing gender: narrating Dalit Woman’s Testimonies. 

Zubaan.2006. print 

5. Rege, Sharmila, Dalit Women Talk Differently: A Critique of Difference and Towards a 

Dalit Feminist Standpoint Position. Economic and Political weekly. 1998 

6. Sivakami, P. The Grip of Change (trans. Sivakami), Hyderabad, Orient Blackswan.2007. 

Print 

 

 

 

http://www.legalspectrumjournal.in/

