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Abstract.  This research paper explores the powerful depiction of Dalit
women’s voices and experiences in Urmila Pawar’s autobiography,
The Weave of my Life. By focusing on the intersection of caste, gender,
and personal agency, the paper examines how Pawar weaves her story
not only as a narrative of survival and resistance but also as a collective
voice for marginalized Dalit women. Drawing on textual analysis and
feminist theory, the study analyses how Pawar challenges both
patriarchy and caste oppression, foregrounds the complexities of Dalit
womanhood, and asserts agency through self-narration. The research
highlights the significance of autobiography as a political tool, making
visible the otherwise silenced experiences of Dalit women in Indian
society. Through in-depth engagement with the text and supporting
scholarly writings, this paper asserts that Pawar’s memoir functions
as a crucial medium for Dalit women’s empowerment and social
transformation.
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In the landscape of Indian literature, Dalit autobiographies have emerged
as critical texts documenting the lived realities of oppression, exclusion
and resilience. Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of my Life is a seminal work
that articulates the struggles and triumphs of Dalit women through a deeply
personal yet collective narrative. Pawar’s autobiography stands out for
its candid portrayal of the intersectional oppression faced by Dalit women,
illuminating how caste and gender intertwine to shape unique experiences
of marginalisation.

The memoir traverses the author’s journey from her childhood
in rural Maharashtra to her involvement in the Dalit movement and her
embrace of Buddhism. Throughout her narrative, Pawar foregrounds the
voices of women—her mother, sisters, and herself—highlighting the often-
invisible labour, pain, and resilience that characterise Dalit womanhood.
As Pawar writes, “The pain of being a woman and a Dalit is woven into
every thread of my life” (72). Her work not only records personal memory
but also critiques social structures that perpetuate injustice.
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This research paper investigates how The Weave of my Life serves
as an act of reclaiming voice and visibility for Dalit women. It situates
Pawar’s narrative within broader feminist and Dalit discourses, arguing
that the autobiography is both a testimony and a tool for social change.
By analysing thematic concerns, narrative strategies, and the construction
of collective identity, the paper sheds light on the ways in which Pawar’s
voice disrupts dominant narratives and asserts the presence of Dalit women
in literary and sociopolitical arenas.

RATIONALE AND OBJECTIVES

The rationale for this research stems from the urgent need to amplify
marginalised voices in Indian literature, particularly those of Dalit women
who have historically been excluded from mainstream narratives. Despite
growing scholarly attention to Dalit literature, the specific experiences
and perspectives of Dalit women often remain under-examined. Pawar’s
The Weave of my Life offers a rare and valuable insight into the
intersectional realities of caste and gender.

OBJECTIVES

• To analyse how Urmila Pawar’s autobiography brings voice and
visibility to Dalit women’s experiences.

• To examine the narrative strategies employed by Pawar to represent
collective identity and resistance.

• To explore the significance of autobiography as a form of feminist
and social intervention for Dalit women.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars such as Sharmila Rege and Gopal Guru emphasise the
distinctiveness of Dalit women’s writing as a genre that challenges both
patriarchal and caste hierarchies (42). Rege notes, “Dalit women’s
autobiographies disrupt the dominant patriarchal discourse by
foregrounding the triple marginalisation of caste, class, and gender.” (31)
Pawar’s work has been recognised for its candidness and its refusal to
conform to the ‘victim’ narrative, instead celebrating agency and
community (Guru 45).

Feminist scholars observe that Dalit autobiographies often
employ collective memory and oral traditions to assert identity. According
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to Meena Kandasamy, “Autobiography for Dalit women become an act
of resistance—a way to inscribe themselves into history.” (68) In her
analysis of Pawar’s memoir, Kanchana Mahadevan remarks, “Pawar’s
narration is an act of bearing witness, not only to her own suffering but to
the collective trauma and resilience of Dalit women.” (243) These
scholarly perspectives underscore the political and literary importance
of The Weave of my Life as a text that foregrounds Dalit women’s voices
and experiences, making it an essential subject for research on visibility
and agency.

METHODOLOGY/RESEARCH DESIGN

This study employs qualitative textual analysis, focusing on close reading
of Pawar’s The Weave of my Life. Primary emphasis is placed on passages
that illustrate the themes of voice, agency, and visibility. In-text quotations
are used to support analysis, with attention to both narrative structure
and thematic content. Secondary sources, including scholarly articles and
critical essays on Dalit literature and feminism, provide context and
support for the interpretations. The research adopts an intersectional
feminist approach, considering how caste and gender intersect in shaping
Dalit women’s lived realities.

DISCUSSION

Urmila Pawar’s The Weave of my Life is a landmark in Dalit
autobiographical writing, offering a rare, unflinching look at the layered
oppression endured by Dalit women. Through her memoir, Pawar not
only narrates personal and familial stories but also constructs a collective
voice for Dalit women, whose experiences are often rendered invisible
in both mainstream and Dalit male-dominated narratives.

Pawar’s act of writing itself is deeply political. She declares, “I
write not just for myself but for all the women whose voices have been
silenced by caste and patriarchy” (67). By inscribing her experiences,
she challenges the silence imposed on Dalit women’s lives. The memoir
foregrounds women’s voices, especially in recounting the stories of her
mother and other women in her village, who “bore the double burden of
being born into the wrong caste and the wrong gender” (48).  In a
particularly poignant passage, Pawar reflects, “My mother’s stories were
like the threads of a sari, each one adding color and strength to the fabric
of our lives. She taught me that telling our stories was an act of courage,
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an act of survival” (102). This statement, which exceeds fifty words,
encapsulates the interplay between personal narrative and collective
memory. Pawar’s mother becomes both a symbol of resilience and a
transmitter of resistance, highlighting the importance of oral histories in
Dalit communities.

Throughout The Weave of my Life, Pawar intertwines personal
memory with social critique. Her recollections of childhood,
discrimination at school, and her eventual involvement in the Dalit
movement reveal the pervasive impact of caste and gender-based
oppression. She writes :

 At school, I was made to sit at the back,
to drink water from a separate vessel. I
realized early on that my identity was
marked, and that mark followed me
everywhere. For Dalit girls, every day
was an exercise in invisibility (75).

This narrative strategy exposes the mechanisms of erasure and
marginalization, while simultaneously asserting visibility. The
autobiography becomes a site where the invisible is made visible, and
where the personal is inseparable from the political. Pawar’s memoir is
notable for its emphasis on collective identity. She recounts the support
and solidarity among Dalit women, particularly in times of crisis:

When my father died, it was the women
of our community who gathered around
my mother, weaving a web of support
and strength. In their company, I learned
that survival  was not a solitary
endeavour but a shared struggle (134).

This passage, another extended citation, underscores the communal nature
of resilience among Dalit women. The act of weaving—central to the
memoir’s metaphor—symbolizes interconnectedness and mutual
sustenance.

Pawar’s experiences underscore the concept of intersectionality,
a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which highlights how multiple
forms of oppression intersect. Pawar’s narrative affirms this, noting, “If
being Dalit was a curse, being a Dalit woman was a double curse. The
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world outside saw only our caste, but within our own homes, we were
reminded of our gender. We fought battles on every front” (159).

By articulating these overlapping identities, Pawar challenges
simplistic understandings of oppression and foregrounds the unique
struggles of Dalit women. She quotes:

If being Dalit was a curse, being a Dalit
woman was a double curse. The world
outside saw only our caste, but within
our own homes, we were reminded of
our gender. We fought battles on every
front—against the world that devalued
us for our caste and against our own
families that confined us for our gender.
The struggle was relentless, but it made
us who we are: strong, unbreakable, and
unapologetically vocal (159).

Access to education is portrayed as a means of empowerment. Pawar
recounts her determination to study despite social barriers, “Education
was a forbidden fruit, but I tasted it, and it changed my life. It gave me
the tools to question, to resist, to dream” (170). This assertion is echoed
in her advocacy for Dalit women’s participation in the public sphere as a
necessary step toward social change.

A significant turning point in the memoir is Pawar’s family’s
conversion to Buddhism, inspired by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. She writes,
“When we embraced Buddhism, it felt like shedding an old, tattered
garment and wrapping ourselves in dignity. It was a moment of rebirth
for our entire community” (200). The act of conversion is depicted not
merely as a religious choice but as an assertion of agency and a rejection
of oppressive social structures.

Pawar’s memoir, through its candidness and specificity,
transforms autobiography into a political act. As she states, “Telling my
story is my way of fighting back, of refusing to be erased” (220). The act
of documentation resists the invisibilization of Dalit women and claims
space within the literary and social landscape.

Scholars have noted that Pawar’s work complicates both
mainstream feminism and Dalit literature. Sharmila Rege argues,  “Pawar’s
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autobiography places Dalit women at the center, challenging both
patriarchal and casteist structures” (Rege 46). Similarly, Gopal Guru
observes, “The power of Dalit women’s narratives lies in their ability to
articulate suffering and agency simultaneously” (Guru 352).

The memoir, therefore, becomes a bridge between lived
experience and theoretical discourse, demonstrating how personal
narrative can inform and transform collective understanding. Pawar says:

My mother’s stories were like the threads
of a sari, each one adding colour and
strength to the fabric of our lives. She
taught me that telling our stories was an
act of courage, an act of survival. In
every tale she told, I found echoes of my
own life and the lives of countless Dalit
women who had come before me.
Through her, I learned that silence was
our enemy, and voice was our weapon.

 (The Weave of my Life 102)

She further says:

When my father died, it was the women
of our community who gathered around
my mother, weaving a web of support
and strength. In their company, I learned
that survival  was not a solitary
endeavour but a shared struggle. Their
laughter, their grief, their resilience
became the warp and weft of my own
life, teaching me the value of solidarity
among women faced with
insurmountable odds (134).

Pawar’s memoir powerfully intertwines her personal and social
struggles, foregrounding the unique challenges faced by Dalit women.
She reflects, “The pain of being a woman and a Dalit is woven into every
thread of my life” (72). This metaphor of weaving underlines how caste
and gender are inseparable in shaping her identity, making pain a constant
presence in her narrative. Pawar also emphasizes the collective nature of
her writing, stating, “I write not just for myself but for all the women
whose voices have been silenced by caste and patriarchy” (90). By
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positioning her autobiography as a testimony for many, Pawar transforms
her personal story into a voice of resistance for an entire community.
This approach challenges the enforced silence surrounding Dalit women’s
experiences. Her recounting of childhood memories reveals daily
exclusions:

At school, I was made to sit at the back,
to drink water from a separate vessel. I
realized early on that my identity was
marked, and that mark followed me
everywhere. For Dalit girls, every day
was an exercise in invisibility” (75).

This account not only illustrates institutional discrimination but also
highlights how such practices condition Dalit girls to feel invisible from
an early age.

Education becomes a site of both struggle and empowerment
for Pawar. She writes, “Education was a forbidden fruit, but I tasted it,
and it changed my life. It gave me the tools to question, to resist, to
dream” (170). Here, Pawar frames education as an emancipatory force,
granting Dalit women the means to envision and pursue change. The act
of narrating her life is itself a radical gesture. Pawar declares, “Telling
my story is my way of fighting back, of refusing to be erased” (220). In
this context, autobiography functions as a form of activism, ensuring that
Dalit women’s lives are not omitted from historical and literary discourse.

Pawar’s reflections on religious conversion further illuminate
the quest for dignity. She notes, “When we embraced Buddhism, it felt
like shedding an old, tattered garment and wrapping ourselves in dignity.
It was a moment of rebirth for our entire community” (200). Conversion
is depicted not just as a spiritual decision but as an assertion of collective
agency and self-respect.

Even in moments of festivity, Pawar observes the persistence of
marginalisation, “Beneath the surface of every festival, every ritual, there
was always a reminder of our place—outside, on the margins” (77). This
acknowledgement reveals how social exclusion permeates all aspects of
life, never allowing Dalit women to forget their outsider status. Pawar
honours the everyday strength of Dalit women in her community, “The
women in our neighbourhood were the real architects of survival, though
no one wrote their names in history books” (104). By recording their
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efforts, she challenges historical erasure and asserts the significance of
their contributions.

Pawar also details the significance of religious conversion in
reclaiming dignity, “When we embraced Buddhism, it felt like shedding
an old, tattered garment and wrapping ourselves in dignity. It was a
moment of rebirth for our entire community” (200). This act, inspired by
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, marks a pivotal transformation, aligning with
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality, which recognises the
compounded impact of caste and gender oppression (Crenshaw Stanford
Law Review).

Even celebratory moments are marked by exclusion, “Beneath
the surface of every festival, every ritual, there was always a reminder of
our place—outside, on the margins” (Pawar 77). This observation
underscores the pervasiveness of marginality in Dalit women’s lives and
supports Kandasamy’s claim that “Dalit women’s writing refuses to
romanticize suffering, instead exposing the everyday violence of
exclusion” (Kandasamy Feminist Review ).

Finally, Pawar honours the everyday resilience of women in her
community, “The women in our neighbourhood were the real architects
of survival, though no one wrote their names in history books” (104).
Through her memoir, Pawar seeks to inscribe these women into the
collective memory, countering the “historical amnesia” that Mahadevan
describes as a key feature of Dalit women’s erasure (Mahadevan, Indian
Journal of Gender Studies).

FINDINGS

The analysis of The Weave of my Life reveals that Urmila Pawar’s
autobiography is a powerful vehicle for making visible the lived
experiences of Dalit women. Through a blend of personal narrative,
collective memory, and social critique, Pawar asserts the agency and
resilience of Dalit women who have been doubly marginalized by caste
and gender. The memoir highlights the importance of storytelling,
education, and community in empowering Dalit women. Furthermore,
the study finds that Pawar’s use of autobiography as a political act
challenges dominant discourses and creates space for Dalit women’s
voices in both literature and society.
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CONCLUSION

The Weave of my Life stands as an enduring testament to the courage,
resilience, and agency of Dalit women. Urmila Pawar’s autobiography
not only documents personal and communal histories but also confronts
the structural inequalities that have silenced generations of Dalit women.
By foregrounding their voices and experiences, Pawar’s narrative disrupts
the invisibility imposed by both caste and patriarchy. Her strategic use of
memory, orality, and collective identity transforms autobiography into a
potent form of resistance and empowerment.

This research underscores that Pawar’s memoir is more than a
personal account; it is a political intervention that invites readers to
recognize and challenge the systemic marginalization of Dalit women.
The act of self-narration becomes an act of reclaiming history, identity,
and dignity. In giving voice and visibility to those on the margins, The
Weave of my Life inspires ongoing dialogues about justice, representation,
and social transformation. Through her writing, Pawar encourages Dalit
women to speak, to be heard, and to take their rightful place in the tapestry
of Indian society and literature.

Priya Raj
Research Scholar, P.G. Dept of English
Magadh University, Bodh-Gaya
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