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ABSTRACT:

The paper deals with the portrayal of caste and gender oppression in P. Sivakami’'s The Grip of Change and The Taming of
Women from the point of view of Dalit feminism. Sivakami, one of the leading voices in the contemporary Dalit literature,
exposes the intersecting structures of caste, patriarchy, class and political power that influence the lives of Dalit women. The
study through a comparative textual analysis explores the portrayal of multidimensional nature of oppression in both the
novels, highlighting issues like caste-based discrimination, sexual violence, economic exploitation, domestic subjugation and
denial of social justice. The study through a comparative textual analysis explores the portrayal of multidimensional nature of
oppression in both the novels, highlighting issues like caste-based discrimination, sexual violence, economic exploitation,
domestic subjugation and denial of social justice.
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INTRODUCTION

India has a long tradition of rigid caste hierarchy which
has contributed to discrimination, exclusion and social
inequality over the centuries. The caste system has not
only denied Dalits their economic and political rights but
has also denied them dignity, education and equal
opportunities. Dalit women are at the most vulnerable
position in this hierarchy because they are subjected to
triple discrimination on the basis of caste, class and
gender. They face all kinds of oppression including
untouchability, patriarchal control, economic exploitation
and sexual violence. Thus, Dalit literature has been a
potent medium for these marginalized voices to challenge
dominant narratives and reclaim their identity.

Novelist P. Sivakami, ex-civil servant and social activist,
holds a special place among the leading voices of Dalit
literature. Her writings combine political awareness and
feminist issues and provide nuanced representations of
caste and gender relations in modern Indian society. This
double criticism distinguishes her from many earlier Dalit
writers who mainly addressed caste discrimination.
Sivakami’s novels suggest that the fight against caste
injustice cannot be separated from the fight against gender
injustice.

Her novels The Grip of Change (Pazhaiyana Kazhidalum,

1989) and The Taming of Women are important
contributions to Dalit feminist literature. The Grip of
Change is the story of Thangam, a Dalit widow, who is
sexually violated and socially humiliated. The novel starts
by illustrating the struggle between the oppressed Dalits
and the dominant upper castes, but it slowly exposes the
patriarchal structures that operate within the Dalit
community itself. Through Kathamuthu’'s character,
Sivakami demonstrates that power can be misused even by
leaders of marginalized groups. The novel thus
interrogates the assumption that caste solidarity alone can
bring justice to Dalit women.

For example, The Taming of Women explores the lived
experience of women under patriarchal domination. The
novel addresses the social expectations on women to get
married, have children, be obedient and perform domestic
duties. Sivakami presents the family not as an emotional
security but as an institution where the patriarchal
authority replicates inequality and silence. Women are to
remain within the boundaries of traditional gender roles,
giving up their individuality and their aspirations. The
novel, with its realistic characterization and psychological
depth, exposes the subtle forms of oppression that
dominate women's lives in both private and public
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spheres.

Sivakami’s fiction is unique because she presents
oppression as a system of interconnectedness rather than
as a discrete social problem. In the experiences of her
female characters, caste discrimination cannot be
understood in isolation from patriarchy, poverty, political
power and social exclusion. This perspective is embedded
within the theoretical framework of Dalit feminism that is
based on the fact that the experiences of Dalit women are
very different from those of upper-caste women as caste
and gender together produce unique marginalization. B. R.
Ambedkar, Sharmila Rege, Gopal Guru and Kimberlé
Crenshaw have argued that an understanding of these
intersecting systems of power is critical to creating
meaningful social transformation. These theoretical
perspectives are brought to fruition in the powerful stories
of novels by Sivakami, foregrounding the voices and
experiences of Dalit women.

The present research aims at analysing various aspects of
oppression portrayed in The Grip of Change and The
Taming of Women. It examines how caste discrimination,
patriarchy, economic dependence, political manipulation,
domestic violence and gender inequality affect the
characters’ lives. The paper further examines how
Sivakami presents resistance and agency, and maintains
that her female protagonists confront oppressive
structures through self-awareness, bravery and collective
action. Instead of presenting Dalit women as victims,
Sivakami depicts them as people who can question
authority and ask for justice.

The study emphasizes the continuing relevance of
Sivakami’s writings to present-day India, where despite
constitutional assurances of equality, caste-based violence,
gender discrimination and social inequality continue to
exist. Her novels remain significant literary interventions,
exposing the complexities of oppression and giving voice
to a more inclusive vision of social justice. Sivakami’s work
is an important contribution to the development of Dalit
feminist discourse and by addressing both the external
domination of caste and the internal practices of
patriarchy she expands the horizons of Dalit literature. Her
works, therefore, challenge us to rethink the dominant
ideas of caste, gender and power, making her works
indispensable for the study of contemporary Indian
writing and subaltern identities.

The study of P. Sivakami’s The Grip of Change and The
Taming of Women needs a theoretical framework to
acknowledge the interlinked nature of caste, gender, class
and power in Indian society. These novels must be read
not simply from a feminist or Marxist perspective, for they
also depict the lived experiences of Dalit women. Instead,
the suitable analytical perspectives are provided by Dalit
feminism and the concept of intersectionality.

It is a political and literary movement that strives to reveal
social injustice and to demand equality. As Sharankumar
Limbale argues in Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature,
Dalit literature is not an artistic expression only; it is a

literature of resistance that reflects the pain, humiliation
and aspirations of oppressed communities. It does not
idealise the Indian society but depicts the grim realities of
caste violence, untouchability, poverty and exclusion.

Dalit feminism was another stream that widened the
horizon of Dalit literature by bringing out the experiences
of Dalit women. Mainstream feminist movements in India
were largely preoccupied with issues of patriarchy,
domestic violence, education and legal rights but often
neglected caste as a crucial determinant of women’s lives.
At the same time, traditional Dalit movements focused
mainly on caste discrimination, without paying sufficient
attention to gender inequality within Dalit communities.
Dalit feminism challenged both these perspectives by
arguing that Dalit women experience a specific form of
oppression coming from the intersection of caste, gender
and class.

The narrative of Dalit women is important to understand
Indian society, as Dalit Feminist Sharmila Rege, one of the
leading Dalit feminists, argues that it helps us understand
the impact of caste structure on gender relations. In
Writing Caste/Writing Gender, Rege argues that Dalit
women’s testimonies are a challenge to upper-caste
feminism as well as to patriarchal Dalit politics. Their
experiences show that caste and gender are intertwined,
as both systems operate together to perpetuate social
inequality. Rege’s theory is especially relevant for
Sivakami’s novels where the heroine is subjected to
discrimination not only by upper-caste society but also by
men in her own community.

This study is based on the work of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar who
viewed caste as one of the most repressive social
institutions of Indian society. He argued for the
annihilation of caste for democracy and equality. He saw
the oppression of women as closely connected with caste,
because patriarchal control over marriage, sexuality and
family was a guarantee for the continuation of caste
hierarchy. Ambedkar advocated women’s education,
property rights and legal equality because he realised that
caste reform and women’s emancipation were inseparably
connected. Sivakami’s novels echo the Ambedkarite values
by exposing the two sides of caste oppression and
patriarchal domination and stressing the importance of
dignity and self-respect.

Another important theoretical perspective used in this
study is intersectionality. It is a concept developed by
Kimbirle Crenshaw. Intersectionality describes how
different forms of oppression, such as caste, gender, race
and class, interact to create unique experiences of
discrimination. Crenshaw developed the concept in the
context of the experiences of African American women, but
it has proven to be highly relevant for the analysis of the
lives of Dalit women in India. In Sivakami’s novels, Dalit
women are not victims of caste discrimination and
patriarchy as two separate issues; instead, the two systems
reinforce each other. Their economic vulnerability, social
exclusion and gendered experiences cannot be teased out.
Intersectionality, therefore, provides a holistic lens to
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analyse the intricacy of oppression depicted in her fiction.

P. Sivakami’s novels have received significant scholarly
attention for their contribution to Dalit feminist discourse.
The Grip of Change also deviates from the usual Dalit
narrative by criticizing patriarchal practices within Dalit
communities, say critics. Sivakami does not romanticize
Dalit male leadership, but instead exposes the power
abuse of male leaders who use women in the name of
community welfare. This pivotal position distinguishes her
work from many of the earlier Dalit texts and also extends
the discourse on social justice.

Sivakami demonstrates how women are conditioned to
embrace obedience and sacrifice as moral values while
being denied their individuality and autonomy.

Several researchers have noted Sivakami’s fiction for its
challenge to the binary distinctions of victimhood and
resistance. Her female characters are not passive sufferers
nor idealized revolutionaries. Instead, they negotiate
complex social realities with a slow development of
political consciousness and self-confidence. Their acts of
resistance often take form as questioning authority,
asserting dignity, and refusing to accept traditional gender
roles. Such representations are a major contribution to
contemporary debates of agency in feminist literary
criticism. While there is growing scholarship on Sivakami’s
writings, there is scope for comparative studies that read
The Grip of Change and The Taming of Women from a Dalit
feminist perspective.

P. Sivakami’s The Grip of Change and The Taming of Women
is a powerful critique of Indian society, revealing the
complex relationship between caste, patriarchy and social
power. Both novels transcend typical victimization stories
to reveal the multiple dimensions—social, economic,
political, and psychological—of oppression.” The Grip of
Change deals with the caste-gender interface in the Dalit
communities. The Taming of Women looks at the quotidian
realities of patriarchal domination that structure women'’s
identities and constrain their autonomy. Taken together,
these novels show that the emancipation of Dalit women
involves a resistance to both caste hierarchy and
patriarchal authority.

Caste oppression is one of the major themes in Sivakami’s
fiction. The caste system is a social hierarchy, but also an
exclusionary system that denies Dalits dignity, justice and
equal opportunity. Her experience is a microcosm of the
larger reality of Dalit women being easy targets of violence
as caste privilege protects the perpetrators and denies
justice to the victims.

Sivakami has portrayed the experience of caste
discrimination as not a one-time event but a daily
occurrence. Dalits are denied equal treatment in social
relations, employment, and access to legal protection.

Likewise, The Taming of Women implies that caste identity
plays a role in women’s lives even in domestic spaces. The
characters struggle against social expectations imposed by
caste rules, exposing the way in which caste operates as an
invisible yet potent determinant of personal relations and

possibilities. As Sivakami argues, caste is thus deeply
embedded in Indian society even in an age of
constitutional guarantees of equality.

The other dominant theme connecting the two novels is
patriarchy. Sivakami challenges the age-old assumption
that women are supposed to serve men and uphold family
honour. In The Taming of Women, patriarchal authority
dominates the various aspects of women’s lives like
education, marriage, sexuality and domestic duties.
Women are expected to submit to the authority of men and
not to question the social norms. Any attempt to claim
independence is often condemned.

The novel demonstrates how patriarchy operates not only
through physical violence but also through emotional
manipulation and cultural conditioning. The psychological
aspect of oppression is particularly significant, because it
reveals the manner in which the values of patriarchy are
passed on from one generation to the next.

The patriarchy coexists with the caste oppression in the
embrace of Change. Upper caste society discriminates
against Dalit men, but Dalit men still have power over Dalit
women. Kathamuthu, who appears initially as a champion
of justice, gradually reveals his patriarchal attitude in
treating Thangam as someone whose life can be
manipulated for political gains. Sivakami, then, rejects the
idea that marginalized men are automatically allies of
women. Instead, she argues that patriarchy can exist
within oppressed communities.

The assault on Thangam is not just an individual act of
cruelty, but an act that represents the use of women’s
bodies as sites of caste domination. Dalit women have been
victims of sexual violence in the Indian history to assert
the power of the upper caste. Sivakami writes of this
reality by showing how social institutions support
dominant castes and thus perpetrators often go
unpunished.

But the novel isn’t just about upper-caste violence. It also
questions the continued marginalization of Dalit women
even after they seek justice. Rather than unconditional
support, Thangam is forced to depend on the male
leadership in her community where her vulnerability is
exploited for political purposes. Thus, Sivakami shows that
women are exploited in various ways even in spaces that
claim to protect them.

In The Taming of Women, sexual oppression is
represented through more subtle forms of patriarchal
control over women’s bodies, desires and reproductive
choices. The control of female sexuality becomes a means
of maintaining patriarchal power and social order. Choices
of a woman are limited within the family expectations,
with little scope for individual freedom.

Another important dimension of oppression in Sivakami'’s
novels is economic dependence. Poverty deepens caste
discrimination by restricting access to education, health
care, employment and legal protection. Dalit families in
The Grip of Change depend on upper-caste landlords for
their livelihood, making it extremely difficult to resist. The
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economic insecurity means that marginalized communities
have to accept exploitation because challenging authority
might threaten their livelihoods.

Sivakami also points out the economic dependence of
women in families. In The Taming of Women, dependence
on financial resources reinforces patriarchal dominance,
preventing women from deciding apart from their lives.
Women who are not economically independent are
vulnerable to emotional, physical and psychological abuse.
The novel suggests that true empowerment lies in equal
access to education, employment and property rights.

The caste-class relationship adds further complexity to
Dalit women'’s experiences. Their poverty is not just an
economic state, but a product of historical exclusion from
land ownership, education and social mobility. Sivakami
thus argues that economic justice is necessary to dismantle
the caste hierarchy.

One of the most original contributions of Sivakami to Dalit
literature is her critique of political power within
marginalized communities. The complex character who
resists the caste oppression and at the same time, he
represents the patriarchal domination is Kathamuthu in
The Grip of Change. He challenges upper-caste authority,
but retains his power to dominate Dalit women. His
leadership shows that political representation cannot by
itself guarantee social justice if patriarchal attitudes do not
change.

This critique differentiates Sivakami from many of the
earlier Dalit writers who projected Dalit leadership in
idealistic terms. In exposing internal inequalities, she
emphasizes that social change involves self-criticism as
well as the struggle against external oppression. Likewise,
The Taming of Women examines power relations within
families, where authority is given to male figures.

But even in their obsession with oppression, Sivakami's
novels are finally about resistance not despair. In her
female characters, there is a gradual awakening of the self
through questioning social norms and not accepting
injustice as a fact. Sometimes their resistance is not an
explicit rebellion, but it is a real challenge to oppressive
structures.

Thangam’s resolve to fight for justice against enormous
social pressure is a testimony of the resilience of Dalit
women. But she will not be silent in the face of betrayal
and exploitation. Her struggle is representative of the
larger quest among the Dalit women for recognition,
dignity and equality.

The Grip of Change and The Taming of Women, although
varied in narrative form and thematic emphasis, are both
preoccupied with exposing the interrelatedness of
oppression. The Grip of Change deals more directly with
caste violence and political leadership within Dalit
communities, while The Taming of Women examines the
everyday workings of patriarchy in domestic life. The
novels together show that caste and gender cannot be read
in isolation as they feed into each other.

Another important similarity is in the presentation of
resistance. In both novels women are agents of social
change through education, self-respect and political
awareness. Sivakami argues that the only way to achieve
real social change is to challenge all forms of domination,
not any attempt to replace one hierarchy with another.

In the end, the comparative reading of these novels shows
that Sivakami’s literary project is not just one of
documenting oppression. She advocates a vision of
equality grounded in justice, dignity and human rights. She
reveals the intersections of caste, gender and power and
reimagines Dalit literature as a space where marginal
women become the subjects of history rather than silent
victims of oppression.

CONCLUSION

P. Sivakami’s The Grip of Change and The Taming of Women
are significant contributions to Dalit literature and Dalit
feminist discourses as they offer a strong critique of
intersecting systems of caste, patriarchy, class and political
power. Sivakami, through realistic characterization and
socially engaged narratives, shows, how oppression is not
only discrimination by upper caste communities but also
happens within marginalized groups through patriarchal
practices and unequal power relations. Her novels contest
the assumption that caste liberation alone can guarantee
justice, and contend that the emancipation of Dalit women
is the sine qua non of any serious project of social
transformation.

An analysis of the impact of caste-based violence, sexual
exploitation and political manipulation on the lives of Dalit
women is made in The Grip of Change. The novel reveals
the vulnerability of women oppressed by dominant castes
as well as patriarchal authority in their own community.
Similarly, The Taming of Women reveals the complicated
mechanisms of domestic oppression, emotional
manipulation, and gender discrimination that limit
women’s freedom and individuality. The novel, by
portraying the everyday experiences of patriarchy,
emphasizes the role of cultural traditions and social
expectations over generations in perpetuating gender
inequality.

A comparative reading of the two novels seems to suggest
that Sivakami consistently depicts oppression as a system
of interconnected elements, rather than a set of separate
problems. The experiences of Dalit women are complex
and unique because caste discrimination, gender
inequality, economic dependence and political domination
reinforce each other. With this multi-dimensional
perspective, Sivakami widens the horizon of Dalit
literature and contributes = significantly to the
contemporary feminist criticism.

Sivakami gives equal importance to resistance and agency.
Her women do not succumb to helpless victimhood under
the weight of enormous social constraints. Their struggle
for dignity, justice, and self-respect challenges oppressive
institutions and heightens collective social consciousness.
Sivakami’s rebellion is not just political activism; it is the
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everyday courage to question injustice and to claim one’s
humanity. Such an image makes the Dalit women active
agents of social change and not objects of pity.

Sivakami’s novels continue to find a resonance in
contemporary India where caste-based violence and
gender discrimination continue to torment marginalised
communities. They challenge readers to face the structural
inequalities that are built into our society, and argue for a
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