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Abstract:

P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women is a landmark work in
contemporary Indian literature, offering an unflinching portrayal of
the intersecting oppressions faced by Dalit women in Indian society.
Dalit women occupy a unique position at the margins of both caste and
gender hierarchies, often subjected to systemic violence, social
exclusion, and gendered exploitation. This research article examines
the struggles of Dalit women as represented in Sivakami’s novel,
focusing on their attempts to reclaim social, cultural, and personal
space in a society that systematically seeks to silence them. Through a

ARTICLE INFO

Article history:

Received: 10 February 2025
Received in revised form

22 February 2025

Accepted 28 February 2025

Citation: Bhowal. R., (2025)
“Reclaiming Space: Dalit
Women’s Struggles in P.
Sivakami’s The Taming of

Women”, Pen and Prosperity,

and social ;o1 5 Yssue. 1, March 2025.

critical analysis of characters, narrative strategies,
commentary, the study explores themes such as caste oppression,
gender-based violence, patriarchal control, and the assertion of agency. By situating The Taming of Women
within the broader context of Dalit feminist discourse, this research highlights the novel’s role in both

documenting lived realities and articulating a vision for resistance and empowerment.

Keywords: Dalit Feminism, Caste, Gender, Oppression, P. Sivakami, Agency, Social Justice,

Marginalization.
Introduction:

Dalit women in India face the compounded effects of caste- and gender-based oppression, often remaining
invisible within both mainstream feminist discourse and broader Dalit literature. While Dalit men face
systemic discrimination due to caste, Dalit women must contend with gendered exploitation in addition to
caste-based marginalization. P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women (1998) offers a compelling insight into
this dual oppression, exploring the ways Dalit women navigate, resist, and challenge entrenched hierarchies.

The novel foregrounds the lived realities of Dalit women in Tamil Nadu, illustrating how societal
structures—such as family, caste institutions, and patriarchal norms—constrain women’s choices and restrict
their autonomy. Sivakami’s narrative also addresses the internalization of oppression, showing how Dalit
women themselves may become complicit in perpetuating patriarchal norms under the pressures of survival
and social conditioning.

Objectives: This research article examines how The Taming of Women captures the struggle of Dalit women
to reclaim both literal and symbolic spaces in a society designed to exclude them. By applying a Dalit
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feminist lens, this study interrogates the intersections of caste, class, and gender within the novel, focusing
on how resistance, self-assertion, and solidarity emerge in response to systemic marginalization.

Theoretical Framework: Dalit Feminism and Intersectionality

Dalit feminism foregrounds the dual oppression faced by Dalit women, situated at the intersection of caste
and gender, a marginalization frequently overlooked by both mainstream feminist movements and upper-
caste-centered Dalit activism (Omvedt, 1994; Pawar, 2009). Scholars like Bama (1992), Urmila Pawar
(2009), and Gail Omvedt (1994) have emphasized the necessity of addressing this unique positionality, as
Dalit women experience both structural violence and everyday social injustices.

Three central principles define Dalit feminist discourse. First, the intersectionality of oppression highlights
how caste, class, and gender simultaneously constrain Dalit women, shaping their social, economic, and
cultural realities (Tharu & Lalita, 1991). Second, reclaiming narrative authority asserts the importance of
representing Dalit women’s voices in literature, which have historically been silenced, thereby enabling
social and political empowerment (Zelliot, 2005). Third, resistance and agency underscores that Dalit
women are not merely passive victims but actively employ strategies of self-assertion, defiance, and
solidarity to navigate oppressive structures (Chandra, 2010).

In P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women (1998), these principles are vividly realized. The novel portrays
characters negotiating caste hierarchies and patriarchal norms, revealing both the systemic oppression they
endure and the diverse ways they assert autonomy. Functioning simultaneously as a narrative of
marginalization and a manifesto of resistance, the novel reflects the complexities of Dalit women’s struggles
in contemporary Tamil society.

Overview of The Taming of Women

The Taming of Women explores the nuanced lives of Dalit women, highlighting their persistent struggles
within a rigid caste system and patriarchal social order. Sivakami (1998) presents a spectrum of female
characters: some conform to social norms for survival, while others resist familial and communal pressures,
asserting moral and social agency.

The novel underscores the intersection of caste and gender as central to limiting women’s autonomy. Dalit
women in the text frequently encounter both physical and symbolic violence, including forced marriages,
economic exploitation, and social ostracization. Through these depictions, Sivakami offers a penetrating
social critique, emphasizing the moral, ethical, and psychological dimensions of oppression. By combining
literary realism with feminist insight, the novel situates Dalit women’s struggles within broader discourses
of social justice and empowerment (Omvedt, 1994; Bama, 1992).

Themes in P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women

P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women (1998) operates on multiple thematic levels, combining social critique
with literary exploration of Dalit women’s experiences. The novel’s thematic concerns illuminate the
intersections of caste, gender, and power, portraying systemic oppression while also highlighting acts of
resistance and self-assertion.

Social Inequality and Marginalization: A dominant theme in the novel is the entrenchment of social
inequality that defines Dalit women’s lives. Sivakami (1998) shows that access to education, healthcare,
and employment is heavily restricted for Dalit women, limiting their opportunities for social mobility. For
example, several female characters are denied schooling due to economic constraints and caste-based
prejudices, illustrating how structural barriers perpetuate cycles of poverty and dependency (Omvedt, 1994).
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The novel further highlights that caste-based marginalization is not merely institutional but is internalized
within communities, with social norms enforcing hierarchical compliance. Dalit women are often expected
to perform unpaid labor, adhere to restrictive dress codes, and accept social invisibility, reflecting a society
that simultaneously marginalizes and surveils them (Bama, 1992; Pawar, 2009). Sivakami’s narrative thus
critiques the layered nature of oppression, showing how caste and gender intersect to reproduce systemic
inequality.

Patriarchy and Gendered Violence: Patriarchy is another central theme, governing both private and public
spheres of Dalit women’s lives. Sivakami (1998) portrays physical, emotional, and sexual violence as
instruments of control. Women experience domestic abuse, coerced marriages, and sexual exploitation, not
only from men of dominant castes but sometimes from within their own communities.

For instance, characters are often forced to accept decisions regarding their labor, marriage, or mobility,
demonstrating how patriarchal norms circumscribe autonomy (Chandra, 2010). By presenting these forms of
gendered violence, the novel emphasizes that oppression is multifaceted: Dalit women are subordinated as
women in a patriarchal society and as Dalits in a casteist social order. This dual marginalization is a key
concern of Dalit feminist theory, which Sivakami brings vividly to life in her narrative (Omvedt, 1994).

Resistance and Empowerment: Despite pervasive oppression, resistance emerges as a recurring theme.
Sivakami’s characters challenge the status quo in both subtle and overt ways. Acts of resistance range from
pursuing education against societal restrictions to asserting moral authority within households, defying
restrictive cultural norms, and forming collective support networks (Sivakami, 1998).

For example, the protagonist’s insistence on attending school and later securing employment represents not
only personal agency but also a challenge to caste and gender hierarchies (Pawar, 2009). Collective efforts,
such as women supporting each other in navigating oppressive family structures or standing against caste
discrimination, demonstrate empowerment as both an individual and community-oriented process.
Sivakami’s portrayal shows that even within restrictive social structures, resistance can catalyze meaningful
transformation, reflecting a central principle of Dalit feminist praxis (Bama, 1992).

Identity and Selthood: The novel also interrogates the theme of identity and selfhood, exploring how
Dalit women negotiate personal autonomy within restrictive societal frameworks. Characters struggle to
define themselves in relation to caste, gender, and community expectations, highlighting the constant
negotiation between external pressures and internal aspirations (Sivakami, 1998).

Selthood is constructed through acts of resistance, moral courage, and social engagement. Women assert
their identity not only by claiming education, work, and mobility but also through storytelling and
participation in collective social life. Sivakami emphasizes that reclaiming space is both a personal and
collective endeavor, requiring courage, resilience, and solidarity (Chandra, 2010; Tharu & Lalita, 1991).
This thematic focus underscores that empowerment involves not just survival but the conscious assertion of
dignity, rights, and agency in a society structured to deny them.

Representation of Dalit Women in P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women

P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women (1998) provides a profound exploration of the lived experiences of
Dalit women, foregrounding their struggles at the intersection of caste and gender. The novel intricately
portrays oppression, exploitation, and resistance, revealing how systemic social structures shape and
constrain women’s lives.

Caste-Based Oppression: The Indian caste system has historically relegated Dalits to the lowest rungs of
social hierarchy, denying them access to resources, rights, and recognition (Omvedt, 1994). Dalit women,
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positioned at the intersection of caste and gender, face a compounded vulnerability. Sivakami (1998) vividly
depicts these experiences, showing that Dalit women are systematically denied education, employment, and
even basic social dignity.

For example, in the narrative, female characters are explicitly barred from entering temples, attending
school, or participating in local governance, illustrating how caste-based discrimination permeates both rural
villages and urban settlements. These restrictions are enforced not only through overt social policing but also
via subtle cultural norms and internalized caste hierarchies. Characters recount experiences of harassment
from upper-caste men and social ostracization, reflecting the daily, lived reality of structural marginalization
(Bama, 1992; Pawar, 2009).

Sivakami also demonstrates that caste oppression is reproduced within Dalit communities themselves. Elders
and men often perpetuate traditional hierarchies, regulating women’s behavior and limiting their autonomy,
indicating that caste discrimination operates through both institutionalized and interpersonal channels (Tharu
& Lalita, 1991).

Gender-Based Exploitation: Patriarchy intersects with caste oppression to produce uniquely violent
experiences for Dalit women, as Sivakami (1998) illustrates through multiple narratives. Women’s sexuality,
labor, and social conduct are heavily policed by male authority figures and, at times, by women who have
internalized societal norms.

The novel presents instances of sexual exploitation, forced marriages, and domestic violence. For example,
female characters recount experiences where upper-caste men exploit their labor or bodies with impunity,
while community elders and family members fail to offer protection. Dalit women’s bodies are depicted as
sites of control, often used symbolically to enforce moral and social hierarchies. This dual exploitation—
both as Dalits and as women—exemplifies the compounded vulnerability articulated in Dalit feminist theory
(Omvedt, 1994; Chandra, 2010).

Sivakami’s work emphasizes the moral and psychological burden of gendered oppression. Women navigate
a society that simultaneously devalues their caste identity and polices their gender expression. In doing so,
the novel exposes the structural and everyday mechanisms through which patriarchy and casteism converge
to restrict autonomy (Bama, 1992).

Reclaiming Space: Acts of Resistance: Despite pervasive oppression, the women in The Taming of Women
demonstrate persistent acts of resistance, reclaiming both literal and symbolic spaces.

e Literal space: Dalit women actively seek access to education, public spaces, and workplaces
traditionally closed to them. For instance, characters enroll in schools, challenge segregated work
environments, and assert their right to public mobility, directly contesting systemic exclusion
(Sivakami, 1998).

e Symbolic space: Through storytelling, vocal self-expression, and collective solidarity, Dalit women
assert their presence in cultural and social narratives that have historically marginalized or silenced
them. Characters openly question patriarchal authority within families, confront caste-based
restrictions, and assert the legitimacy of their choices.

One notable example is the protagonist’s confrontation with her father and male elders over her decision to
pursue employment and education. These moments signify more than personal defiance—they represent a
conscious effort to reclaim social authority and assert dignity within oppressive structures (Pawar, 2009).
Through such acts, Sivakami illustrates that resistance is both an everyday practice and a broader socio-
political project.
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Intersection of Personal and Political: Sivakami’s narrative underscores a fundamental principle of Dalit
feminist thought: the personal is inherently political (Omvedt, 1994). Every act of asserting autonomy—
whether choosing a profession, pursuing education, or resisting domestic authority—challenges both
patriarchal norms and casteist hierarchies.

The novel portrays empowerment as a catalyst for social transformation. Dalit women’s efforts to claim
agency destabilize traditional power structures, suggesting that individual liberation is inseparable from
collective social change. For instance, when female characters assert their educational and professional
rights, they not only redefine personal boundaries but also create new frameworks for community norms,
signaling the transformative potential of Dalit feminist praxis (Bama, 1992; Sivakami, 1998).

In this way, The Taming of Women positions Dalit women’s struggles as simultaneously private and public,
moral and political. Personal acts of resistance reverberate through societal structures, reflecting the
interdependence of self-assertion and social justice. The novel thereby exemplifies how literature can
illuminate and amplify marginalized voices, offering a blueprint for both recognition and empowerment
(Chandra, 2010).

Dalit Feminist Perspective in The Taming of Women

Applying a Dalit feminist lens to P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women (1998) illuminates the ways in
which the novel critiques caste-based and gendered oppression while foregrounding the lived experiences of
marginalized women. Dalit feminism, as theorists such as Bama (1992), Pawar (2009), and Omvedt (1994)
argue, emphasizes the unique positionality of Dalit women, who experience oppression not only from
dominant castes but also within patriarchal structures of their own communities. Through this perspective,
Sivakami’s narrative transcends mere storytelling, offering a nuanced examination of social hierarchies and
the strategies women employ to resist them.

Centrality of Lived Experience: One of the core tenets of Dalit feminism is its focus on the lived realities
of marginalized women. In the novel, Sivakami validates the experiences of Dalit women, portraying their
daily struggles, aspirations, and confrontations with caste and gender discrimination (Sivakami, 1998).
Unlike mainstream narratives, which often marginalize Dalit voices or depict them through the lens of
upper-caste authors, The Taming of Women foregrounds the perspectives of women who are directly affected
by social hierarchies.

For example, characters like the protagonist encounter multiple barriers—from exclusion in education to
harassment in public spaces—that are both caste- and gender-based. By centering these experiences, the
novel challenges dominant narratives and asserts the importance of listening to Dalit women themselves
(Omvedt, 1994). Lived experience thus becomes both a source of knowledge and a form of resistance,
highlighting the structural injustices embedded in Indian society.

Agency Amid Oppression: Dalit feminism emphasizes that Dalit women are not merely passive victims,
but active agents negotiating power within oppressive structures (Bama, 1992; Pawar, 2009). Sivakami
portrays women who, despite social, economic, and familial constraints, assert their autonomy and make
deliberate choices to improve their lives.

The novel illustrates agency in multiple forms: pursuing education against societal restrictions, challenging
male authority within the family, or resisting oppressive caste practices in communal settings (Sivakami,
1998). These acts of resistance demonstrate that Dalit women possess strategies of survival and
empowerment, using both individual initiative and collective solidarity to navigate and contest structural
inequalities. By representing Dalit women as agents of change rather than passive sufferers, Sivakami aligns
with Dalit feminist principles of self-determination and empowerment.
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Social Critique and Call to Action: Through the depiction of caste hierarchies, patriarchal domination, and
gendered violence, The Taming of Women functions as a powerful critique of social injustice. Sivakami
exposes systemic inequities that govern Dalit women’s lives—ranging from economic exploitation to forced
marriages—and underscores the complicity of social institutions in maintaining these hierarchies (Chandra,
2010).

Moreover, the novel serves as a call to action by illustrating the transformative potential of Dalit women’s
resistance. Each narrative of self-assertion and empowerment highlights the possibility of challenging
entrenched norms, signaling that societal change is possible when marginalized voices are acknowledged
and mobilized (Omvedt, 1994). In this sense, the text embodies the dual purpose of Dalit feminist literature:
documenting oppression while simultaneously envisioning a more equitable social order.

Conclusion

P. Sivakami’s The Taming of Women is a profound exploration of Dalit women’s struggles, highlighting the
intersectional nature of caste and gender oppression. Through her realistic portrayal of oppression and
resistance, Sivakami reclaims literary space for marginalized voices and challenges readers to confront
systemic injustices.

The novel demonstrates that reclaiming space is not merely a personal endeavor but a collective effort,
involving resistance, solidarity, and the assertion of dignity. Dalit women’s struggles, as depicted in the text,
are both a mirror of social reality and a blueprint for social transformation. By foregrounding the voices of
Dalit women, Sivakami contributes to Dalit feminist discourse, offering a literary intervention that is
politically, socially, and culturally significant.
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