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Abstract: Since times immemorial, ancient India haseen dominated by a patriarchal caste system. Hmrourse of the
Indian society was controlled by the powerful centeomprising of the Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Vaishy. The Brahmins

controlled the knowledge discourse, the Kshatriyasitrolled the political discourse and the businediscourse was controlled
by the Vaishyas. These three “Savernas” compriskd tore of Indian society and the Shudras — laborgiefarmers, workers
who supported the core or the center, remained be periphery. In a patriarchal set up, women wers@marginalized. These
marginalized groups, the dalits as well as womesmained “voice less” and “identity less” for ageldowever with the arrival

of torchbearers like Mahatma Jyotiba Phule and SaviPhule, a new era dawned for the marginals — tldalits as well as
women. Gujarati dalit writer Daksha Damodara’s “Sdxi” written in 2008, delineates the real life jouney of this

Maharashtrian dalit couple who withstood all odds telieve the plight of the dalits, especially womeMy paper attempts a
socio feminist reading of the novel from the persgige of modern dalit, and feminist critics. It alsleads us to the
fountainhead of the gender and caste (Dalit) libéiah movement which started a century before theiotry gained freedom.

Keywords: Annihilation of Gender; code of conduct slinduism; collective consciousness, identity asisterhood of Dalit
women; radical feminism; alternative discourse afdian womanhood.

“You cannot build anything on the foundation ofteasou cannot build a nation; you cannot build
up a morality. Anything you will build on the fouations of caste will crack and will never be
whole."

- Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, Annihilation of Caste

Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar has mentioned this in thaibflation of Caste and this statement is equalbplizable to
“Annihilation of Gender” when it concerns the unafjand exploitative treatment meted out to the ®and Women in Indian
Cast-based Patriarchy. This paper attempts to shsthe background of the initiation of the Dalitwvament against caste based
and gender based oppression, ten decades befimeattalned independence.

Since ancient times, Indian Society has been clberdoy the Varna System and so also its “discd{Fseicault) was
governed by higher caste patriarchy. As mentionetié Rigveda:
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As is evident from the above statement, it was Bneahmins who dominated the knowledge discourse, Kbhatriyas,
dominated political discourse and the Vaishyas g the commerce and economy discourse. Togédtagrcomprised the core
of Hindu society and the Shudras - thousands afuedrs, farmers and other dalits including womer wiere the main support
system contributing with all their mite, stood la pperiphery from where they lend their supporspite of their endeavors, they
were the voice less, face less and identity lesssma

The traditional caste system (Varna System) theteimslaved the soul of our nation through this imatigation of the Shudras
and women enjoyed a religious sanction and itctffeness depended on prohibiting these marginalsShudras and women,
any access to education. This was perpetuatedtbgeyears because it brought benefit to the cesftéine Hindu society that
comprised its majority population.

In fact the Britishers, through their liberal thing and practice of religious equality, should bedited with the idea of
questioning of the Varna system by the Dalits dredinitiation of elimination of casteism in Indi&@ociety. The British world
view of equality and brotherhood ingrained in Ctimisity led to the first realization that none igrb unequal by birth, at least
according to other religions. In a sense it wasekgloitation and oppression of the marginalizedthey Hindu society, which
prohibited movement from the periphery to the cetitat was responsible for the religious conversiohyesteryears.
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In the early 19th century, the torch bearers ofaét Women's Upliftment movement in MaharashterevMahatma Jyotiba
Phule (1827 - 1890) born into a Mali family of Puaed his wife Savitri Phule (1831 - 1897). Penrtirggideas on the issues of
the downtrodden, Jyotiba has written numerous boolkspread his message. Greatly influenced by thesks Dr. Babasaheb
Ambedkar (1891 - 1956) the father of our Indian §&@uation has called Jyotiba his Guru.

These social leaders are our unsung heroes inhistiitry and Daxa Damodara, contemporary Gujaratit Brriter, has paid a
fitting tribute by picking up a character like SaviPhule from the annals of history, and writindve@roine centric bio- fiction
highlighting dalit feminism. “Savitri” (2008) is hesecond novel on dalit feminism, while her firgtvel “Shosh” (2003) was a
social novel on feminism for which she receiveddsaf Sahitya Parishad Award.

In Savitri, Damodara cites historical incidentstthappened in Maharashtra about 100 years befdepéndence, delineating
the journey of the Phule couple who withstood dli®to relieve the plight of the dalit women.

Jyotiba was orphaned as a child and it was his""Baigunntai, who became the surrogate mother andght him up.
Sugunntai often took him along with her to Johnefédhhouse where she worked. Through interacti¢im ¥dhn saheb's children
and family and by attending school run by the BhitMissionaries, Jyotiba gained exposure to thdigngtheir culture, society,
religion, language - and compared it with Indiarcity. He was also exposed to the developmentsemipp in Germany,
Britian and America through books which he readilgvi

Once, eight years after his marriage, Jyotiba netiifrom his friend's wedding rankling with angadgain under the insult of
being driven away due to his dalit background. Hoomic it is that he who was driven away and haerbcalled a Shudra
(untouchable) was from the family gardeners — thalse nurture flowers and make garlands which aeal Uy the Brahmins for
performing puja and as offerings to Gods. He vdrgsanger on “social slavery” which he considersrsgothan “political
slavery”. It was then Savitri that tells him

“Swami, channelize your anger to light the torch #o revolution against inequality ----Go to the
foundation of your pain and eliminate it, not bysttactive means, but by taking the constructivérjat
(Savitri:9-10 My Translation).

At this time Jyotiba realizes that the traditiod#&course of speech and writing i.e. educatiorlagdcentric” and the upper
caste had never allowed the Dalits to have acoesducation to keep them “voiceless” and “idemt#s”.

QIR vl U2 [lat yulQotl 1ol o oitt Arcual W 53 B (Savitri: 12)

He is convinced that education is the only meamsutfh which he can vanquish the demon of inequatity decides to
educate his family and then his fraternity. In fAct Ambedkar, 100 years later had given a similar-cry to the dalits “to unite,
educate and agitate.”

Sugnnatai, his surrogate mother and Savitri standitm and became his students. A brahmin friengyd &aheb, chips in to
support the cause. He assigns a room in his ptdastart a Kanya Shala saying “Please acceptithjissteapon offered with love
by a brahmin friend, in your battle against BrahrBimpremacy." (Savitri: 19). Jyotiba responds thubdve often said that |
consider “Brahmanvaad” and not Brahmins as my enamy so | have many brahmin friends who supportemgeavors,

considering it as social work." When the school tmls on the first day, Jyotiba saysi3l Y6Eetl A uiglctotoll otiel woll 23
UL deatle” (Savitri - 19).

Brahmins like Keshav Shivram, Anna Sahastra BudttteKrishna Shashtri lent support to the dalitftppint movement, but
others feel threatened and they withdraw suppdrthi&s crucial moment Savitri takes up the respaitisi of teaching the dalit

girls against all the oddsg @Quaal %32 el ------ HZL AU dR ), UL U sltet B (Savitri — 30). In an India where

women were not permitted to cross the thresholtheir homes, she became the topic of hot discusdigyntaking on this
challenge of educating dalit girls. The Brahmineduall tricks in the book, like using foul languaaed pelting muck and stones
on her, to deter her from her task. Savitri braved, infact, she carries an extra saree on hiesion to school daily. Once on her
way to school, she slaps a teaser and thereaatidmot require to carry an extra saree to school

The success of the Phule couple’s mission angerstdunch brahmins who threaten Govindaram (Jystfather) with dire
consequences if he does not deter the Phules fieinrhission. Fanatic Brahmins successfully usegtrrahmastras to ensure
that father goes against his son.

1. “Your ancestors will not be propitiated and widit rest in peace.” (Savitri: 37-38)
2. “If you don't stop your son and daughter in lgrar soul will not rest in peace even after déath.
3. “If you are ostracized, you will not even haweeif men to carry your body to the funeral pyre.”

Thus by wielding the code of conduct of Hinduisimyt were able to threaten Govindram into not sujippdyotiba. This
incident reminds us of "Black's going against Bidio defeat the cause of Afro American unity" imyd Angelou’sA Song
flung upto heavenwhen the blacks are involved in the killing of thewn leader who is fighting for their emancipation
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These brahmastras are effective and Govindrav slldyetiba and Savitri out of the house. They findlter with a friend. The
Kanya Shala closes down due to lack of resourcdsards and later the couple restarts the schaibl elp of other brahmin
friends and Shagunntai's small savings.

Savitri is the torch bearer who illuminates thehpat education. She evokes among the dalit girlatv@hiela Rowbotham has
termed as the “collective consciousness” in herkbWoman's Consciousness in Man's World” when saysit2L uatcidell

$sRIAA Bl [Qattoll i attotsSl 31 1Bl csall, SR 52 elldwinl Qaun AU ol Aal Al 2ol S8 uQl cl@st sk Qe
ol cRelet ol dRld otl 23."

She appeals to the sisterhood, “the collectivetitiérof Dalit women and it is cry for "female bomd)” among Dalit women
on the lines of the “sisterhood of Black Women” ([ifey)

There are parallel incidents found in the autolapfies and novels of Black male as well as fematitevg. Stephen
Butterfield in his book Black Autobiography in Anest says "Black writers have been using the autphjshical mode (their
writing) to examine their position and voice thigelings in order to narrate their unique expemanc- - - - The cultural power
of black writings echoes a collective myth of idgnaaind freedom, the search of self-esteem andasf#ifnation.” The Black
African struggle against American racism was sonavgimilar to the Dalit struggle in India. The tiure of the marginals in
India express the social marginality as it emergeson-canonical cultural forms. It challenges theditional discourse and
aspires to set up an “alternative discourse.” AbRakar Mande observes:

“The event of development of Dalit Literature istijost a literary event....... Unless....... This is
seen from a sociological perspective against th@eebackground of the changes happening in the
society, its significance will not be grasped. "afiki XI).

Through Savitri, Daxa Damodara has challenged mdiatory. She has shredded the ex parte perspeatitistorians who
belonged to the Indian cast based Patriarchy amdtten history from the Dalit's perspective.

When the government honoured Jyotiba's endeavaurshé dalit women's empowerment, he gave all thealit of this
achievement to his wife thus revealing his radifehinism. He calls herds uisHia (Qleusik” (The sculptor of my

achievements - 56). This was a time when dalit womere suffering from triple oppression that of stea and gender
discrimination from savern men, caste discrimirmafimm savern women, and gender inequality fronit ciaén.” They were at
the bottom of the caste and patriarchal "mountain”.

In this world of oppression the voiceless havelfinfound voice, "the subaltern is finally speaKin§avitri has created a space
for herself, A Room of her own through her actiansl words in a male dominated world. (Virginia W®Room of One's Own).
She affirmatively answers the questions posed hyatiaSpivak “Can the subaltern speak?”

Although Savitri's "Public Identity" is that of aiscessful woman as far as her "Private Identity¢aacerned, she considers
herself as an incomplete woman as she cannot bédren. Jyotiba once again reveals his radicalifiésm and gives us a "new
perspective" of "motherhood" when he says "Dor’sewourself for being unable to bear a human befrfigsh and blood. You
have mothered a Renaissance.” (Savitri 93 My tediusl).

Savitri's personal pain caused by infertility tdatss into universal concern and she decides to @peorphanage there by
becoming a “Yashodamaiya” to numerous children. a&biption of the son of a brahmin widow Kashibaiowvas born out of
wedlock, is a message to a caste and gender rididékain Society. Her adopted son Yashwant becomgsceor through her
nurturance. The adoptive parents want him to marhyali” girl in order to break the the traditiofi caste based marriage. After
the death of her husband, she single handedlyregegiher work. Her legacy lives on in her adoptadwhom she has taught

"Service to children of God is service to God."tilya on his deathbed pays a fitting tribute to 8atst L ¥l A ol
58 & Ul d HRl ygolell B----- A oAl ot Hl Bl Aol 2u19)(Aoll >0t B woucll B Al yral@d utclls] elR
dARLER B

Together they achieved the success and centrhigdale is the fact that Savitri performs her Wifduty in a manner that
gives us an "alternative discourse" of true Indi@iemanhood, in contrast to the self-effacing doot-imaage. This “new
consciousness” (Sheila Rowbotham, 1973:26-46) eéates a woman who does not walk behind her hushatngho partners in
his responsibilities as an equal celebrating thdifferences. (Gynocentricism of Elaine ShowalteSavitri is a

Aeur AR/ uuld(l-(l meaning one who shares and walks along with heyans

Savitri’s life is full of struggles but she fulfdlher goal. She represents all the phases of fentir@ory. By lighting the lamp of
knowledge she has empowered all dalit women. Sdedétds by example reminding us of what the MahaBaadhi said decades
later while relentlessly attempting to eliminate taste system.

“Be the change you wish to see.”
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