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Editor's Desk
The last decade has seen the emergence and assertion of separate dalit

women's organisations. At the national level, the All India Dalit Women's

Forum and the National Federation of Dalit Women were established in

1995. In Maharashtra, the Bharatiya Republican Party and the Bahujan

Maha Sangh had strengthened their women's wing and organised a Bahujan

Mahila Parishad in 1994. At Chandrapur, in December 1996, 'Vikas

Vanchit Dalit Mahila Parishad' was organised by Dr. Prameela Leela

Sampat and a proposal for commemorating 25th December [the day Dr.

Babasaheb Ambedkar set the Manusmriti on flames] as 'Bharatiya Stree

Mukti Divas' was put forth. In 1997, the Christi Mahila Sangharsh

Sanghatana - an organisation of dalit - Christian women was founded.

These separate assertions by dalit women were both welcomed by some

and critiqued by other women's organisations. Gopal Guru located the

emergence of the organisations in a discourse of dissent against the middle

class women's movement, the dalit men and the moral economy of peasant

movement. The formation of separate dalit women's organisations was

seen as an assertion against exclusion from both the political and cultural

arena. Feminist scholars debated the issue of differences among women,

highlighting the relational nature of caste difference and the possibilities

it has for understanding feminism in a new light. The new directions

mapped by dalit feminist activists and scholars thus have suggestions for

the practices of women's movement and studies in India. Hence, this special

issue on the occasion of 25th of December, the day on which Dr. Babasaheb

Ambedkar publicly set aflame the Manusmriti at Mahad and which is

now celebrated by some women's organisations as Bharatiya Stree Mukti

Divas (BSMD).

This special issue was put together by Vaishali Diwakar, Swati Dyahadroy

and Anagha Tambe and as we networked with dalit feminists across

different regions the issue grew in size and has been organised in three

sections. Several questions about celebrating Bhartiya Stree Mukti Divas

continue to be debated among.women's organisations in Maharashtra. The

first section of this special issue brings together articles invited from activist

scholars on the historical and contemporary significance of Manusmriti
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Dahan Divas for the women's movement. This is followed by write-ups of

interviews with leading scholars and activists in Maharashtra on the issue

of celebrating 25th December as BSMD. The effort has been to bring

together diverse views thereby outlining the issues that need to be more

widely debated in the women's movement. Self-reflexivity has been one

of the strengths of the women's movement and we hope that women's

organisations will reflect on and engage with the issue of Manusmriti

Dahan Divas as BSMD.

In the earlier issue of the Newsletter, we had announced a new column/

section 'Opening up Research' as a space to discuss and share research in

progress. For this special issue, we invited scholars engaged in research

on caste and gender and more specifically on dalit feminism and the

academia to contribute to this section. The experience of caste has often

been excluded from discussions even in our women's studies classrooms.

Women's studies in India has not engaged adequately with issues of caste

and gender thrown up by the violent anti Mandal protests, the Durban

Conference and the dalit feminist critiques of feminist scholarship and

movement. The received sociological frameworks of caste that assume

binaries of tradition and modernity, private and public have not been

adequately challenged by feminist scholarship. Dalit feminist scholarship,

as is apparent in the articles in this section has challenged this reproduction

of caste in 'modern spaces'; be they our classrooms, research practices or

feminist groups. These theoretical critiques have engendered our

understanding of caste and have not only underlined the difference but by

the logic of argument suggested the directions for more universal feminist

politics and scholarship. Dalit feminist projects that recover the histories

of dalit bahujan women's struggles and resistance have underlined our

ignorance of dalit bahujan cultures and histories. As researchers and

teachers, we need to reflect on our complicity in the manufacture of this

ignorance through the privileges of caste and education. How can we as

women's studies practitioners address this ignorance through research and

curricular practices? As the articles in the second section suggest,

anthologies, translations of dalit feminist writings across different regions

are an important source for those of us seeking to address this ignorance

through practices of curriculum transformation.

The Reports section brings the news of the historic win of parityakta

(deserted) women in Bahe village in September 2003 and a documentation

of one of the first workshops on 'Dalit Women's Identity' organised by

Aalochana, Pune. As we were going to press we received a report of the

burning of the Manusmriti at Chaitya Bhoomi by Dalit Bahujan Mahila

Vichar Manch.
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The editorial collective is grateful to all the activist

scholars who found time to write or speak to us despite

their hectic schedules. Our sincere thanks to the young

academics who shared their thoughts and work on caste

and gender for this special issue. The themes discussed

by the contributors in this special issue call for a debate

on the reorientation of concepts, methods and histories.

We look forward to contributions on this theme from

different regions and hope that you will send in your

views, comments, experiences to wsc@unipune.ernet.in

Sharmila Rege

# • • • •

Guest Editorial

For last six years, we have been celebrating 25th

December, Manusmriti Dahan Divas as the Bharatiya
Stree Mukti Divas (BSMD). We, as a part of Women's
Studies Centre and women's movement have been
involved in the discussions regarding the rationale and
significance of celebrating 25th December as the BSMD.
These discussions and subsequent celebrations of the
BSMD gave a new dimension to the already existing
debate on the issue of gender and caste. The flurry of
debate that ensued, raised issues mainly about the
relationship between women and caste, the separate
identity of dalit women and their organizations, and the
critique of the mainstream women's movement by these
organizations.

This debate received diverse responses from the
women's movement. Some of the women's organizations
justified their silence by arguing that it was the dalit
women's turn to speak. Others resolved this issue at a
tokenist level by merely adding on dalit women on their
agenda. Keeping with the tradition of self-reflexivity in
the women's movement, a series of discussions were
organized and questions of caste and the specificity of
dalit women's location in the present milieu were
deliberated upon. There were several ideological
variations across the dalit women's groups, viz., the
Ambedkarite, dalitbahujanvaadi, Satyashodhak,
Satyashodhak Marxist feminist. Across these positions,
there is an agreement on the issue of more universal and

emancipatory feminist perspectives emerging from the
specific location and oppression of dalit women.

However, this debate between and within the
mainstream women's movement and dalit women's
groups seems to have fallen silent, though the celebration
of BSMD continues in Maharashtra. This special issue
of IAWS newsletter on BSMD is one of the efforts to
rekindle these discussions. This issue aims at extending
the current debate about celebrating BSMD across
different regions, seeking to understand the similar and
diverse histories of caste and gender. With the onslaught
of globalization and fundamentalism, the issues of
survival and identity of dalit women have become more
critical. The process of globalization is resulting into
further fragmentation of the labour market on gender and
caste lines. The traditional caste based occupations are
being taken over by the market forces and its first
onslaught is on dalit women. As the footloose labour,
they get isolated from each other. In such a situation,
when dalitbahujan women come together with their
aspirations and dreams for the celebration of BSMD, the
togetherness is empowering. In this context, the
documentation about BSMD celebration would be
strength giving to all those who are resisting the forces
of globalization and fundamentalism.

For the special section on BSMD, we have invited
articles from feminist scholar activists who are actively
engaged in celebrating BSMD. We have tried to bring
together different ideological positions and political
affiliations. Interviews with feminist scholar activists
from diverse locations within the women's movement
give an idea of the varying perspectives on this issue.

Some articles underline that the poverty, deprivation,
food shortage, illiteracy and violence is the stark reality
of all Indian women, but its major quantitative and
qualitative brunt is borne by dalit women. They
emphasize brahmanical hegemony as the chief cause of
the enslavement of women and Manusmriti as its
legitimizing force. Hence the burning of Manusmriti is
a significant symbolic act. The articles also assert that
this act by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar was aimed at ending
the essentially interlinked slavery of both dalits and
women. Hence the question often asked about the relation
of this day to the women's question is moot. In fact,
Dr. Ambedkar's struggle for the Hindu Code Bill needs
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to be looked at as a manifestation of the struggle against
Manuvaad. Even today we can see Manuvaadi forces
operating in the society in newer forms and hence the
Manusmriti Dahan Divas remains relevant. Some of these
articles argue that the agenda and programmes of many
women's organizations reflect a limited understanding
of the caste question, others argue that the matter is not
just one of lack of understanding but those who
foreground gender issues without taking caste into
consideration are complicit in privileges of caste.

The interviews have focused on the following

questions:

1. What is the significance of celebrating 25 th December,

Mausmriti Dahan Divas as the BSMD?

2. Is there a need for a separate BSMD when we already

celebrate 8th March as International Women's Day?

3. How has the larger women's movement responded to

this demand of celebrating BSMD?

4. The state government in Maharashtra has declared

3rd January - Savitirbai Phule Jayanti (first woman teacher

of modern India) as Stree Mukti Din, is it co-option of

the issue?

5. Has the issue been taken over by the specific political

parties? What could be the different ways of celebrating

BSMD and foregrounding the issue?

The debates and discussions about the linkages

between gender and caste have continued sometimes in

academic debate, other times informally in women's

movement. At various times, in the informal discussions,

the need to 'thrash out' the issue and expand our

understanding has been expressed. We hope that this issue

will contribute to this process and it will be a step towards

extending this debate at the formal level.

25th December : Manusmriti Dahan
Divas as Indian Women's Day

Prameela Leela Sampat

(Extracted from Krantishikha,1997 and translated by
Vaishali Joshi)

All women are victims of the patriarchal social
system at different levels. Dalit woman is dalit among
the dalits and doubly exploited, yet one must consider
the common thread of all women's oppression and
scrutinize the superficial charge that the woman is the
real enemy of a woman. In order to achieve this, women
must come together and build dialogue and comradarie
among each other.

Before discussing the issue of deprivation of
development, it is important to understand the concept
of development. Women's empowerment does not mean
material development which is oriented towards mere
economic growth. Development for shudra varna goes
beyond just economic growth and encompasses the
formation of their identity and self-esteem. Similarly, in
case of women, the overall development of their self-
image and identity is the real key of their development.
Development must underline the formation of a mature
critical and conscious approach towards oneself and the
world around. Our former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi
was labeled as the man assuming that only a man can
have the capability of governing a country and thus she
was denied womanhood. She was disturbed by this fact
and expressed her anger from time to time. She also
expressed her frustration when she was pressurized by
vested interests while taking important decisions for
equality and for the common interest. When a woman of
her calibre and power can have problems in exercising
the freedom of self- decision, it is easy to imagine how
difficult it would be for women in the lowest stratum of
society. Women as a class are denied opportunities for
development and they must inevitably be considered as
those deprived of the development. We must continue
our fight for individual freedom and place our self-
identity in the wider context. Women of all castes and
communities are underdeveloped and hence dalit in this
sense. Women's real development does not lie within the
patriarchal framework of the development. Our vision
of development implies comprehensive development of
women.
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Why 25th December-the Day of Burning of
Manusmriti, be Celebrated as Indian
Women's Day?

Manusmriti was the main legal reference text for
the Indian social system. The Varna system was justified
and supported by it. With a view to break the inhuman
system of inequality, Dr. Ambedkar symbolically burnt
Manusmriti which propounds this inequality. 25th

December is thus celebrated as a day of Manav Mukti-
human emancipation. As the creator of human society,
the woman must be liberated. At present she is suppressed
and controlled by this religious doctrine. That is why it
is relevant to celebrate 25th December, the day of burning
Manusmriti as Indian Women's Day.

Mahatma Phule had made an appeal to burn
Manusmriti and Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar brought this
to reality. This religious doctrine played a significant
role in strengthening the psychological slavery of Indian
women who accepted it as their duty. Through
Manusmriti it was engraved on the minds of women that
well being of their men was their own well being and
dharma and following this dharma was the only way to
moksha for them.

Though men progress at the cost of women,
Manusmriti successfully determines a specific mindset
among women by which women accept that their
oppression and sacrifice and men's improvement is their
destiny. Our primary goal is to transform this exploitative
system. For this to happen, we must subvert the very
foundation of it and discard it from our lives. If we
envisage the dawn of egalitarian human values, we must
begin by burning the symbol of inequality. We must
celebrate 25th December as a day of our liberation.

While studying the women's movement, I realized
that the religious doctrines, customs and beliefs have
supported the enslavement of women. Women are very
religious minded! They are unaware of the world existing
outside the religious sphere. These doctrines played a
significant role in sustaining the rituals and the varna
system and strengthened the unequal inhuman social
system.

It was clear that for the dawn of new egalitarian
society, dominance of religion on intellectual and social
sphere must be completely destroyed. That is why

Dr. Ambedkar took a firm decision to burn Manusmriti,
the constitutional foundation of this system. This act was
an outcome of a very deep philosophy regarding
development of a society with equality and social justice.
Why could not women overthrow the authority of the
doctrine that led them to the position of dalit? I strongly
feel that this day can symbolize the beginning of Indian
women's liberation. We must discusss it and launch the
movement of human liberation.

Dignity of an Individual

Dr. Ambedkar was fully aware of the fact that women
constitute the most marginalized section of this society.
Social progress is not possible without educating and
organizing women who constitute 50% of the population.
Dr. Ambedkar included this last stratum of society while
considering the 'development index'. He consciously
tried to make various progressive laws through the Hindu
Code Bill and gave women various constitutional rights.
Ambedkar brought the dreams of Mahatma Phule and
Savitribai Phule into reality by framing the constitution.
Indian women owe a lot to three of them who for the first
time looked at women as humans and established the
true democracy.

There are many women workers of the past
generation who have given their lives for the movement.
However there are also some women who have constantly
been in the limelight without doing much work. They
have failed in creating the new generation of leaders and
workers. The movement thus lost its motion and suffered
from factionalism. The same happened in case of dalit
men's movement.

The brahmanical patriarchal system denies freedom
and dignity to an individual and the system revolving
around individual worshiping does the same. This
individual worshiping, individual centred trend must be
changed if the movement has to get new momentum and
identity. We must be able to remove all the hinderances
in the movement. Only women's power can do this and
hence women need to awaken and work for the formation
of a new society based on equality.

Prameela Leela Sampat is the President of 'Vikas
Vanchit Dalit Mahila Parishad* and Editor of the
journal Krantishikha
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Manusmriti Dahan Din is the Indian
Women's Liberation Day

Rekha Thakur
(Translated by Sai Thakur)

1. A Brief Overview of Gender Discrimination
at the International Level
Canada and Norway march ahead of America in the

field of gender equality
Most of the societies and countries all over the world

are patriarchal. The world which boasts of modernization,
which has made great scientific advances and has entered
the 21st century, does not have a single country or a society
which is gender just. The Gender Development Index of
none of the richest, most developed and scientifically
advanced countries like America, Canada, and Sweden
is 1 (the range of the Index is 0 and 1. The closer to 1 the
better in terms of gender equality). This means, men and
women do not enjoy equal status anywhere. There
remains a disparity between men and women in terms of
status and position, even in countries which are
prosperous in terms of resources and wealth. These facts
invalidate the repeated claims of material progress and
prosperity automatically resulting in reduction of
inequality.

Moreover, the best achiever in the field of gender
equality is not America (the richest country in the world
today). Relatively less rich countries like Canada (GDI
- 0.928) and Norway (GDI - 0.927) rank above America.
On the other hand, if one considers the developing and
underdeveloped countries, there also one observes
differences in the progress they have made in the field
of gender equality. For instance, China (GDI - 0.699)
and Sri Lanka (0.712) have made greater advances in
terms of gender equality in comparison with India
(0.525).

Prosperity does not ensure equality

The above mentioned examples are sufficient to
prove that material progress or scientific advancement
does not automatically bring gender equality. Rather
gender equality in any society depends upon the value
system of that particular society. It also depends upon
the social commitment of that society to the cause of
eradication of such social inequalities. China has willfully
implemented programmes which would work towards a

gender just society. The Human Development Report has
taken note of this progress that China has made, in the
field of gender equality.

Although all societies have patriarchal social
structures, the form and severity of gender inequality
varies from country to country and from society to society.
This is because the systems of gender inequality are
intricately interwoven with other forms of inequalities.

The topmost leadership of women: An Asian
phenomena

For instance, a country like United States of America
which boasts of a free and democratic government has
not been able to produce a single female presidential
candidate, leave aside the President. On the other hand,
the impoverished and backward people of Asian countries
such as India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and
Indonesia have time and again offered the top most
political positions in their respective countries to women.

The second example is from England. In England,
the Christian law did not permit dissolution of marriage
ties as they were considered sacred. It was believed that
marriages are decided in the heaven and thus could not
be dissolved. Since the law did not approve of divorce
by mutual consent, men and women did not have the
right to dissolve unwanted marriages. In stark
contradiction, many of the Bahujan castes in India
granted the right to dissolve marriage ties to both men
and women, by a special customary law of kaadimod
(breaking the stick).

2. Brahmanical Hegemony Unveiled: The
Chief Cause of the Enslavement of Indian
Women

Barbarism at its height
Since the primary concern of this article is the

slavery of Indian women, it is essential to note that among
all atrocities which women all over the world had to face,
the most severe ones are found in the Indian society. In
no other country in the entire world such barbaric and
cruel customs have ever been practiced, such as pouring
molten lead into the ears of women and sudras who dared
to listen to the Vedic verses and burning women alive as
Sati after the death of her husband or to extract more
dowry.
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Deliberately ignoring brahmanical hegemony under
the guise of gender discrimination

The progressive elite who talk about emancipation
of Indian women, often forget that although Indian women
do form a homogenous lot as Indian women, there is
immense disparity amongst them due to varna, caste and
religious differences. The atrocities committed against
women of lower castes and class and against women of
minorities, by men of upper caste/class and by men from
the majority religion are oversimplified when they are
seen as instances of gender exploitation. For instance, in
the issue of equal wages for equal work, the clash is
between the employer and the woman who is a daily
wager. But very often, it is merely seen as an issue of
exploitation of women by men. In the atrocities
committed against the dalit castes, it is the upper caste
men who rape dalit women. But the caste factor in these
rape cases is conveniently overlooked and the issue is
viewed as "use of force by men on women". The above
mentioned instances definitely involve the issue of gender
differences. But the Indian feminist movement has
knowingly or unknowingly, overlooked the fact that an
important factor is also exploitation of labourers by the
employers and exploitation of the lower castes by upper
castes. Thus, the factors playing a key role in these
instances have been overlooked.

The Brahmanical culture has relegated sudras and
women to the level of animals which is evident from the
following lines of Tulsidas -

Pashu ganwar dhor aur nari
(animal, sudra, cattle, and woman)
Ye sab taadan ke adhikari
(all deserve a thrashing)

If one avoids looking at this key factor, I believe
one would never get at the root of any issues of social
injustice and inequality prevalent in the Indian society.

Manusmriti - the harsh reality of brahmanical
hegemony

The Vedic brahmanical tradition which propounded
the philosophy of vama system has considered women
of all castes, sudra, that is of lower birth. Consequently,
all women have been denied access to power, wealth,
status and knowledge. Manusmriti is the book of these
rules and regulations. Bahujan leaders like Phule,
Ambedkar and Lohia have waged a relentless war against
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brahmanism. Jotirao Phule started a school for girls 150

years back. He also started schools for dalits. It was his

understanding that the exploitation of dalit and

exploitation of women (including brahman women) are

not separate issues, but are in fact intricately related to

one another. But the brahman social reformers, belonging

to the period after Phule, restricted the movement for

education to brahman women. The brahman reformers

divorced the movement for education from the

revolutionary cause of Phule, that challenged the caste

based system of discrimination and the brahmanical

philosophy. Thus the movement of equity and justice was

transformed into a progressive movement of brahmans.

As a result, the achievements of brahman women in the

fields of education, employment, business increased

rapidly. The brahmans and other upper castes benefited

from this progress and thus organized themselves in a

better manner. But at the same time, women from adivasi

communities, backward and dalit castes lagged behind

considerably. During past 55 years, this gap between

women of upper caste and women of downtrodden

bahujan castes has continued to widen.

The restrictions imposed by Manusmriti were meant
for women of all castes and varnas. Yet the systems of
exploitation and restriction were such that the
discriminations faced by brahman women and those faced
by sudra women were not of similar nature, in fact they
were contradictory in nature.

The brahman women were victims of such evil

practices within the family as child marriage, tonsure of

widows, dowry, and ban on widow remarriage. These

were the majors taken by the brahmanical system to

safeguard the chastity of brahman women and it was a

means to demonstrate the purity of their women and in

turn, of their caste. The false, derogatory and

manipulative concept of "beejashuddhi" (purity of the

seed) was conceived to justify the purity and thus the

superiority of brahmans. Women as well as entire society

were enslaved in the process.

The non-brahman women had fewer restrictions in

comparison with brahman women. Ironically, this was

necessary to prove the non brahmans as inferior to

brahmans. Thus the non brahman women had separate



set of rules and codes of conduct. In addition, brahmanical

hegemony exploited them sexually by the means of rape,

prostitution, and customs like that of devdasi.

Manusmriti challenged by movements for equality
This social order of brahmanical hegemony entrusted

the brahmans with special privileges and deprived the

women and sudras of basic human rights. Thus ignorance,

illiteracy, fallacy, backwardness, poverty, injustice, and

misery became the order of the day in Indian society.

The first ever struggle in the history of modern India

against this misery and poverty which gripped the lives

of 85% of the bahujan men and women was initiated by

Mahatma Jotirao Phule. It was because of the struggles

for the downtrodden population of India led by such

leaders as Phule, Shahoo, Ambedkar, Gandhi that people

of Independent India decided to give up the social order

based on Manusmriti and sought to recreate a new nation

founded on a constitution based on humanitarian

principles. Dr. Babsaheb Ambedkar crafted the new

constitution based on the values of liberty, equality,

fraternity and democracy. However, instead of its

eradication, this hegemony took newer forms and got

consolidated. The inequalities have increased in intensity

and quantity and an increasing number of people have

become victims of poverty, unemployment and

deprivation.

The defining characteristic of Indian women's

exploitation: brahmanical hegemony

Brahmanical hegemony has made unequal

distribution of available resources the defining

characteristic of Indian planning policy. It is because of

this disparity that the condition of Indian women is

miserable in comparison with not only the developed and

rich countries but also in comparison with such poor and

developing countries as China and Sri Lanka.

Canada

USA

Japan

Qatar

Sri Lanka

Iran

China

Iraq

India

Lebanon

Female
Literacy

%

99.9

99.9

99.9

81.2

87.6

65.8

74.5

-

39.4

78.3

Maternal
deaths

per
100,000
pregna-

ncies

6

12

18

-

140

120

95

310

570

300

The
propo-
rtion of
anaemic
women

%

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

88

-

Trained
medical
assist-

ance du-
ring preg

-nancy
%

-

-

-

-

94

70

94

50

33

45

Source: Human Development Report, UNDP, 1999.

From these figures it is undoubtedly clear that the

most significant concerns of Indian women are poverty,

deprivation, food shortage and illiteracy. The report

demonstrated the stark reality of the Indian nation that

exists even after more than fifty years of independence.

But we hardly see this reality reflected either in the

writings of progressive elite or through our interactions

with the society. This is so because only the experiences

of upper caste women get reflected in all the discourses.

The Indian feminist movement views gender

discrimination within the family and sexual exploitation

by the patriarchal structures as the key issues of Indian

women. This happens because, as in all other spheres,

the leadership in the feminist movement is of upper caste

women. This movement did not find it necessary to

intervene in the political system, which has over a long

period mishandled the issues of material progress of

majority of Indian women. However, it was only after

'empowerment of women' was declared as the agenda

of Beijing Conference (1995) that the attention of Indian

feminist movement was drawn to the issue of political

participation of Indian women. But despite this change
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of concerns, the position of Indian feminist movement

on the issue of empowerment remains brahmanical in its

outlook. The demand for special provisions for OBC,

dalit, and Muslim women in the women's reservation

has been continuously sidelined by the upper caste

political leadership and the leadership of the feminist

movement has been a party to these tactics.

3. Manusmriti Dahan - a Milestone in the
History of Indian Feminist Movement

In order to liberate the women deprived of the fruits

of development and equal rights and who constitute

nearly 85% of the total women's population, one has to

squarely address the issue of brahmanical hegemony.

Unless and until the issues of social restructuring and

transformation come on the agenda of the feminist

movement, the path for emancipation of dalit, adivasi,

OBC, Buddhist, Muslim women will not be cleared.

Understanding and critically appraising the
situation: a precondition for social transformation

To facilitate it, the feminist movement will require

a new direction. They will have to take special efforts to

bring men and women from down trodden classes forward

in the political and social activism. A critical appraisal

of texts like Manusmriti (which is nothing else but the

outline of the philosophy and value system of the

brahmanical hegemony) should become an integral part

of the feminist movement. The movement should also

unearth the mutually dependent relationship between

'brahmanical domination' and 'abuse of Indian women'.

It is in this context that the bahujan women's movement

is demanding for last 7 years, that the 'Manusmriti Dahan

Din' (the day on which manusmriti was set ablaze) be

declared the "Indian Women's Liberation Day".

On 25th December 1927, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar

publicly set Manusmriti on fire at Mahad in the presence

of men and women who were present in thousands and

through this act he challenged the brahmanical hegemony.

This act of publicly burning the Manusmriti was

symbolic. Ambedkar was nowhere under a naive

impression, that mere burning of the text would uproot

the domination which is an integral part of the society.

But it was an essential step in the process of giving a

fatal blow to the brahmanical hegemony. An ideological

attack on Manusmriti was essential to give a self

realization to women and sudras and to awaken them

and organize them. Therefore, Manusmriti Dahan is the

historical beginning of the liberation of Indian women

and sudras.

Seven years back, various women's organizations

from all over Maharashtra came together and established

an Indian Women's Liberation Day Organizing

Committee. Since then, they have consistently demanded

that 25th December be declared as Indian Women's

Liberation day as it is the Manusmriti Dahan Din. They

did not stop at that. Every year on 25th December, they

have been celebrating Indian Women's Liberation Day

at various places in Maharashtra. Thousands of men and

women from all corners of Maharashtra come to attend

this event. Many current and complex issues from politics

and society are publicly discussed on this platform.

Bahujan women from different organizations give a voice

to their thoughts on this occasion.

Till now Bharatiya Stree Mukti parishads have been
held at Nagpur (1997), Pune (1998), Aurangabad (1999),
Ahmadnagar (2000), Thane (2001) and Akola (2002).
In the year 2003 the conference is to be held at Gondia.

This is an appeal to women's organizations and men

and women with a progressive outlook from Maharashtra

as well as from all over India to extend their support to

this demand and thus to join us in this movement for the

Indian Women's Liberation day.

Rekha Thakur is the General Secretary,

Bharatiya Republican Party - Bahujan Mahasangh

and has been actively involved in women's and OBC

organisations.
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Our Concept of Bharatiya Stree Mukti
Din

Usha Wagh
(Translated by Prof. Bajarang Korade and Sharmila
Rege)

The 8th of March is celebrated as International
Women's Day across the world. In recent times it has
really come to be only 'celebrated' as a ritual, at best as
a habitual practice. Especially, dalit women may not
always identify themselves with these celebrations. Often
some person tells them" We are all women, women get
together on 8th of March. 'You too' join in". Therefore,
they join in 8 March programmes without identifying
with them. The main agenda of March 8 had been the
emancipation of women from drudgery of labour and
patriarchal bonds as also the demand for equality and
dignity of labour. However, this agenda has not been
adequately linked to the social reality in India. Hence,
issues related to caste, religious servitude of dalit women,
their educational and economic status/equality, issues of
prestige and the question of elitism in the movement were
not even discussed. So, there were no action programmes
undertaken on these issues. This, then sums up the
experience of 8th of March for dalit women.

The State of Maharashtra which had seen the
egalitarian state of Shivaji also saw the darkness of the
oppressive Peshwa state. This was followed by the work
and thoughts of Phule-Shahu and Ambedkar which have
proved to be enlightening for the entire human race. This
tradition of Phule- Shahu and Ambedkar has been kept
alive by the dalit movement and to some extent by some
progressive movements in Maharashtra.

"Our organisations too work only for/ also for dalit
women, so you too come along with us in our
programmes" is the suggestion given to us often. The
leadership of dalit women is a faraway dream but keeping
them in the shadows, froze even developmental
opportunities. The reasons for the elite women's
organisations taking command are varied. Sometimes it
is the availability of finances, command over language,
oratory, at other times it's the time, space, networking
accessibility that have given them a firm grip over dalit
women in their organisations. In the brahmanical society,

Manuvaad expresses itself in different ways. One of the
expressions has been to deny the agency of dalit women
to label them inactive. (Since these women's
organisations had called themselves progressive, they
could not have called dalit women polluting, impure etc.)
However, within these organisations, dalit women were
not only denied leadership roles but were given a
secondary status.

These women were rejecting the Manuvaadi order
that sanctions the superiority of men over women.
However, they seemed to have forgotten the fact that
based on these very Manuvaadi principles, they were
considering themselves superior to dalit women. Infact,
this 'forgetting' was convenient to them. So even in
struggles for self-respect for women, dalit women were
kept on the periphery. Thus, dalit women ceased
identifying themselves with most of their programmes.
Because the atrocities towards and injustices done to dalit
women, even rape, were seen not as atrocities against
women but those against 'dalit women'.

That brahmanical religious principles, rituals are all
hogwash, false, a conspiracy which is best known by
the promoters of these, the brahmans themselves.
Therefore, they were the first to drop these rituals (for
instance they seemed to realise that it is not the
satyanarayan pooja that gives wealth but education, not
the pooja which grants progeny but scientific help). So
these brahmans came to be declared progressive, brilliant,
wise and the dalits illiterate. If the dalit women were to
have support networks in the never- ending problems
that they face on a day- to- day basis, why would they
turn to these religious rituals?

As far as the other non- brahman and non-dalit castes
are concerned they were never considered impure to
occupy positions of prestige but were rather declared to
be incapable. If any of them, through economic strength
or hard work, proved their capacities, even brahmans
no longer felt humiliated to work under them. In this
regard we have a number of example of the non- brahman
rulers and brahman bureaucrats. But recall in contrast,
the humiliation and insults that Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar
had to face only because he was a dalit, despite his being
one of the most well-read persons in the world. This has
not much changed even today.
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In this context, considering the fact that the
International Women's Day had become a brahmanical
formality, some dalit women activists thought of an
alternative.

Dr. Ambedkar had, at the Chawdar lake satyagraha
in Mahad in 1927, set the Manusmriti to flames on the
25th of December. The day of liberation from Manusmriti,
the day when the Manusmriti was set to flames by
Dr. Ambedkar should be celebrated as Women's
Liberation Day.

Dr. Pramila Leela Sampat and her committed group
of activist women from Sevagram, Vardha, put in a lot of
work for this. For the last 10 years, they have set an
example by celebrating this day as Mahila Mukti Divas
(Women's Liberation Day). (That some great persons
even tried to take false credit for this is condemnable).
This action had given sharp slap on the face of the
Manuvaadi order. Women, inspired by Dr. Ambedkar's
thoughts, began to observe this day at Mahad. Today,
this day is celebrated all over the country and at Mahad
where around 25 to 30 thousand people (about 20
thousand of them being women) flood in to celebrate
this day.

But our so-called progressive women activists who
celebrate the International Women's Day say to dalit
women " that's your women's day". When asked what
they mean by " your women's day", they say " the day
your Manusmriti was set to flames".

From what they say, it appears as if on 25th of
December 1927, only the liberation of dalit women had
been made. On 25th December, at the melas and
gatherings that are held at several places, it is mainly
dalit women who participate. Some even think of it as a
political stunt.

What, then, are the difficulties faced by dalit
women? What is it that they seek to liberate themselves
from? What are their issues? Some of the major answers
to these questions are as follows:

• Brahmanvaad, Manuvaad

• Bondage of caste, religion and tradition

• Double standards of chastity

• As also the specific problems related to
displacement caused in the name of development
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• The stagnation of employment opportunities under
liberalisation.

• The economic, physiological and psychological
pressures faced as the main earner in the family is
retrenched

• Continued suspicion about character of women and
their abilities

• Lack of resources (no vehicles, phones, networks
etc)

• No social security

• Lack of knowledge of the 'canonical language'
(as also, often, if you do not know English, then
you are not even counted)

Dalit women have got the better of these difficulties

and have resolved to start their own organisations. Efforts

to develop leadership skills and our own leadership are

underway.

Truly speaking, the concept of 25th December as
Women's Liberation Day had been thought of as a
day to commemorate Dr. Ambedkar who laid the
foundation of emancipation of all women. In addition to
Dr. Ambedkar, I think we will have to mention here
Mahatma Phuley's and Savitribai Phuley's contribution
also. But since this idea came from dalit women, was
implemented by them and that too at Mahad - so this
Mahila Mukti Divas itself is being 'outcaste'. It is dalit
women alone who have the capacity to understand and
bear the Ambedkarite ideology that underlines the
emancipation of all women. One begins to doubt if others
can understand this all-encompassing universal thought
at all!

I hope that this consciousness will dawn soon upon

all women at least those in Maharashtra. The day it

happens, it will be real Women's Liberation Day!

Usha Wagh is an active member of Dalit Mahila Forum

and engaged in Phule-Ambedkarite publishing house,

Sugavaa.

« • •
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25th December : The Bonfire Day of
Manusmriti - The Bharatiya Women's
Liberation Day

Mangal Khinwasara

1. The Ideology Behind the 'Manusmriti Dahan'
1. a. '— The untouchables decided to burn the

Manusmriti grantha, because the Manusmriti totally

destroyed the seed of the comprehensive development

of the women and the Atidalits in the Hindu Society.

The Manusmriti also imposed limitless supremacy of the

brahmin caste.The slogans like, "Abolish Untouchability,

Down with Bhikshukshahi," were written on the papers

and were hanged from three sides of the Manusmriti

Dahanbhoomi (the place where the Manusmriti was

burnt) at the Satyagraha Meeting Place (i.e. at Mahad).'

(1)

1. b. '— The objective behind the act of the burning

the clothes from foreign countries and behind the burning

the Dnyan Prakash issues or the book of Miss Mayo or

the act of the boycott on Simon Commission and the

objective behind the act of the burning the Manusmriti

are the same. The main objective behind the act of

condemnation was that the person or society against

which the act was done, should feel ashamed. They must

think seriously and must change their attitude towards

the women and the untouchables ie. towards the 'Stree-

shudratishudra'. The main objective of condemnation was

to express our rejection of the hierarchical system, and

the ideology in the Hindu soceity i.e. the rejection of

brahmanya.' (2)

On 25th December, 1927, the Manusmriti was burnt

at the hands of a brahmin colleague, Shri. Bapusaheb

Sahastrabuddhe and five to six untouchable sadhus at

the Manusmriti Dahanbhoomi place, during the Chavadar

Tale (tank) Satyagraha, at Mahad.

2. Why 25th December ?

2 a. The revolutionary step in the history of the

women's liberation movement: Refusing to accept

unjust history, philosophy and tradition

2 a. i. Dr. B. R. Ambedkar said during the Manusmriti

Dahan Day function, "We refuse to be controlled and

bound by the 'shastras' and 'smritis' composed in the

dark ages and base our claims on justice and humanity."

(3)

2 a. ii. While speaking about the bonfire of Manusmriti,

Dr. Ambedkar in an interview with T.V.Parvate in 1938,

said "The bonfire of Manusmriti was quite intentional.

We made a bonfire of it because we view it as a symbol

of injustice under which we have been crushed for

centuries. Because of its teaching, we have been ground

down under despicable poverty and so we clashed, staked

everything took our lives in our hands and performed

the deed." (4)

2 a. iii. Brahminism and capitalism are two enemies of

the Indian people, particularly the 'stree shudratishudras'.

All the women in India are not living in the same

conditions.

The women's liberation movement after 1975, has

no doubt contributed but they have not organic

relationship with the 'shudratishudra women', the

majority section of the Indian society.

Their movement was limited to only symbolic,

individual based issues, like family atrocities, divorce,

etc. which are urban based middle/upper class, upper

caste issues.

The 'stree-shudratishudras' must establish their own

socio-cultural identity, by refusing the Manusmriti.

They must establish their direct relationship with

the true tradition of 'stree-shudratishudras'.

They must relate and analyse their experiences and

information together and must build up their own theories,

must evolve their own methodology, own leadership and

the ways to fight against the unjust system.

The 'stree-shudratishudras' must re-read, re- write

and re-interprete their own history.

The 'stree-shudratishudras' must develop their own

male and female organic intellectuals.
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The beginning of the Indian democratic movement

started with an acceptance of a constitution based on the

parliamentary democracy and simultaneously refusing

Manusmruti and by showing absolute faith and

commitment to the basic universal human values like,

Pradnya, Sheel, Karuna, Freedom, Equality, Fraternity,

Democracy, Truth, Ahimsa and Social Justice. This is

the base of the bharatiya women's liberation movement.

2 b. An opportunity to all women liberation
movements to relate themselves with the 'stree-
shudratishudras' revolutionary history and tradition

2 b, i. Ayushman Adv. Prakash Ambedkar, MP, the leader

of the Bharipa Bahujan Mahasangha (BBM), the

Political Party and the BBM Mahila Aghadi (Women's

front) took initiative in the year, 1997 and invited all

the women's liberation organisations/fronts from all over

the Maharashtra State. Then, the 25th December : The
Bharatiya Stree-Mukti Din Sanyojan Samittee (The
Indian Women's Liberation Day Celebration
Committee) was formed. They decided to celebrate the

25th December as Bharatiya Stree Mukti Din (The Indian

Women's Liberation Day) every year. The First

Bharatiya Stree-Mukti Din Parishad (The Indian

Women's Liberation Day Conference) was organised at

Yeshwant Nagar, Nagpur, on 25th December, 1997.

Eversince every year, the conference has been organised

at different places, in Maharashtra.

2b. ii. The BSMD parishads were organised as
follows:

No.

1

2

Date/Year

25th Dec. 1997

25th Dec. 1998

Place The Main Issues

• Nagpur (Vidarbha)

25th Dec. : as BS-M Din

• Pune (Western

Maharashtra) 33%

Reservation for Women

and Quotas for Women of

SC/ST/OBC/Religious

Minority Communities

3

4

5

6

7

25th Dec. 1999

25th Dec. 2000

25th Dec. 2001

25th Dec. 2002

25th Dec. 2003

• Aurangabad (Marathwada)

Effective Participation in

Local Self Govt. Bodies

like Gram Panchyat,

Panchayat Samittee and

Zilla Parishad

• Ahmednagar (Nashik)

New Economic Policy and

Women

• Thane (Konkan)

Effective Fight against

Communalism

• Akola (Vidarbha)

Water

• Gondia (Vidarbha)

Globalisation and Labour

issues

3. The Achievements :

1) The first time after Dr. B. R. Ambedkar, the stree-

shudradishudras have got a positive role and programme

of their own that gives a sense of identity.

2) The new woman leadership from different castes,

particularly from SC/ST/OBC, Buddhist, Christian, Jain

communities have emerged in large number.

3) The major section of the women leadership is

from rural area particularly from sections of landless

labourers, small farmers, balutedar and some are

advocates and professors.

4) Some of them are zilla parishad/panchayat

samittee/gram panchayat/cotton federation members.

5) This new 'bahujan women leadership' has

developed new skills of organisation, understanding of

their history and tradition.

6) Every 25th December women gather in thousands

and celebrate the historical day of liberation.
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4. 25th December : The Bharatiya Stree-Mukti
Din Parishad Sanyojan Samittee, Women's
Liberation Movements and Maharashtra State
Government: Role and Response

4 a. Initially all women's organisations/forums were

invited. The organisations which responded and joined

to organise the first conference at Nagpur were,

i) Bharipa Bahujan Mahasangha Mahila Aghadi,

ii) Satyashodhak Mahila Sabhaiii) Samvad group, Pune

University iv) Stree Abhyas Kendra, Pune University

v) Dalit Mahila Sanghatana, Maharashtra vi) Samajwadi

Mahila Sabha vii) Sarvahara Mahila Aghadi,

Aurangabad and viii) Dalit Mahila Asmita Manch

Other Women's Organisations ignored the issue and

did not even send a reply to the letter sent by the BBM

Mahila Aghadi.

4 b. Some of the office bearers of the BBM Mahila

Aghadi wrote articles in different periodicals, but these

were also ignored

4 c. The Democratic Front, Govt. of Maharashtra refused

to associate with this historical act of bonfire of the

Manusmriti on the 25th December. Bharatiya Stree Mukti

Din Sanyojan Samittee submitted a memorandum to the

concerned Ministry, after a discussion with Mr. Vilasrao

Deshmukh, Chief Minister, Government of Maharashtra,

in the year 2000. But the cabinet passed the resolution

that 3rd January, the birthday of Savitribai Jotiba Phule,

be celebrated, as the Women's Liberation Day.

This was the diplomatic move by the Congress (INC)

and the NCP led Government. It is important to note

that even the Janata Dal (secular), PWP and RPI (Gavai

and Athawale), the constituents of the Democratic Front

also did not support the 25th December draft.

4 d. Thus the Bharatiya Stree Mukti movement seeks

equal participation of men and women under the

leadership of bahujan women in the Phule- Ambedkarite

tradition.

4 e. This Movement totally rejects and refuses the concept

of 'kshatriyakaran' along with the concept of

'brahmanikaran'. It follows the concept of 'stree-

shudratishudrakaran' of entire society.

References;

1. Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, Vol. 3 : Author -
Changdeo Khairmode, page 194

2. Bahishkrut Bharat: Year-1, Issue 22, 23 and 24,
3rd February, 1928, Page 21

3. Writing and Speeches of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar,
Vol. 17, Page 24

4. Writing and Speeches of Dr. B abasaheb Ambedkar,
Vol. 17, Page 25

Mangal Khinwasara is the co-ordinator of the BMMD
Central Committee, active member of RPI- Bahujan
Mahasangh and a senior journalist.

IAWS Editorial Board congratulates
two of its members, Razia Patel and
Shruti Tambe. Razia has received
Maharashtra Foundation's Award for
the Social Activists. Shruti has been
awarded 'Prematai Kamtekar
Puraskar' for young activists by
Vanchit Vikas.
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Why should the Day of Manusmriti
Dahan be Celebrated as Bharatiya
Stree Mukti Divas (Indian Women's
Liberation Day)?

Lata Bhise
(Translated by Sharmila Rege)

After the Bharatiya Stree Mukti came to be

celebrated, what were the major issues that came to be

discussed within and outside the women's movement?

1. When 8th of March is celebrated as the

International Women's Day, why do we need another

Day?

2. Why select the Manusmriti Dahan Divas when

the Manusmriti is an obsolete text?

3. Is this not akin to creating factions in the women's

movement?

We believe that the Manusmriti has not become

obsolete. Despite a secular constitution, the ownership

of natural resources, entitlements, justice and

administration have a tendency to bypass the legal order

and operate through false pride in varna-caste, patriarchy

and egoism. The Hindutvavaadi Parivaar, especially the

Vishva Hindu Parishad, the Bajrang Dal openly glorify

Manu and the worship of the Manusmriti continues.

The Manusmriti which denies basic human rights to

women and shudras and considers the dalit woman as

an object, is not only worshipped but at Jaipur, a statue

of Manu comes to be erected. With this glorification of

the Manusmriti the attacks on dalits have also increased.

Hence the burning of the Manusmriti by Dr. Ambedkar

becoming a source of inspiration in 1997 is not only just

but also natural and strength giving for all those seeking

human rights. For dalit women and dalit feminists whose

demands remain unheard from all quarters, it is only

natural that this day is inspiring. The word 'worker' was

dropped from the original International women workers'

day and even beauty contests came to be organized on

this day. The common working class women went into

the small savings self help groups, which were lacking

in ideological content. The strength of their spirit was
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wasted in these groups and these groups became the vote

banks of the status quo. The International women's day

was thus reduced to a day on which the powerful in

society would express their sympathy for women.

The fundamental question at stake is - Is the Hindu

woman at all safe in the folds of Hindu religion and in

the hands of the Hindutvavaadis? Who imposes dowry,

rape, subordination in the family, the opposition to

intercaste marriages and denies development

opportunities in the name of false ideas of family honor,

denies inheritance rights and tortures women physically

and mentally for a male heir? Are these people not

Hindus? The Hindu woman has to take this all from the

Hindu man. This is the legacy of Manu and so the

question of Manusmriti is not the question of dalit women

alone. Hindu women have to speak out against

Manuvaad.

This Bharatiya Stree Mukti Day does not create

factions in the women's movement. Already several

ideological streams exist within the movement. If we have

to present a critique of religion and place a finger on the

crux of Hindutvavaad then we will have to critique the

Manusmriti. So this day is not an alternative or parallel

to the 8th of March and is not a step that will create

factions in the women's movement. Rather it is a day

that seeks to get to the roots of the problems and put

forth critique of religion, culture and inequality in our

society.

Why Should 25th December be Bharatiya Stree
Mukti Divas?

Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar set the Manusmriti aflame

on 25th December 1927 at Mahad. In the context of the

intense struggles against the British imperialism, the

burning of the Manusmriti became a matter of discussion

not only in India but also across the world. That this

incident of 1927 became a source of inspiration to a

highly educated young woman like Dr. Pramila Leela

Sampat is not a matter of coincidence or accident. This
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must be viewed in the context of the growing militancy

of Hindutvavaad and the tight spot in which dalit and

dalit women in particular found themselves. It must be

seen as a response to the issue of work and lack of security

that had emerged with globalization and privatization.

These questions and issues are of concern to dalit politics

and hence dalit women's organizations and the dalit

political parties observe this day. We feel that this day

which marks the burning of the Manusmriti cannot be

commercialized by the establishment like the

International women's day has been. In brief, this day

poses a challenge to and rejects the inequalities of Hindu

religion.

The relationship between Hindutvavaad and

Manusmriti is long standing and unbreakable. We believe

that the Manusmriti has not become obsolete. We are

often asked, " Where does the common Hindu person

follow the Manusmriti?" In the outward functioning of

the society, in practices in public places apparently there

is no untouchability. People may also dine with each

other but when it comes to marriage the opposition to

inter caste and inter-religious marriages reveals the

Manuvaad. Casteism is apparent in the legal system,

implementation machinery, and administration and

education system. Leave alone the poor dalits even the

highly educated dalits are being denied a place in the

neighborhood in Ahemdabad. With globalization and

privatization, casteism is assuming a new form.

The Challenges Facing the Bharatiya Stree
Mukti Divas

The challenges facing the Bharatiya Stree Mukti

Divas are serious and complex. The struggle to generate

anti Manu dharma consciousness among Bauddha and

other non- Bauddha dalits is a long-term struggle, ridden

with obstacles. The militant Hindutvavaadi are trying

to occupy this ground. We are aware of the limits of

symbolic programmes. But we must remember that

historical experience tells us that symbolic programmes

can become the basis of struggles that transform the

world. We know the role that Gandhiji's picking up of

a handful of salt played in the anti- imperialist struggles.

The demand for the renaming the Marathwada University

as Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar University was symbolic

but the struggles for this demand scratched the false

masks off the face of several progressives and to several

others like myself, the struggle became a training ground.

The struggle gave the strength to agitate and the struggles

by dalits for land and employment became strong during

this period. This struggle of Namantar was for my

generation a struggle that transformed our consciousness.

The status quo tries with wealth and might to push back

the struggles for equality but these struggles continue to

progress. Dalit feminism is developing from the seeds

that were sowed by the agendas of the women's liberation

and dalit movement of the 1970s. The 25th December

Stree Mukti Divas has the strength to reveal the falseness

of the sympathies expressed by the Hindutvavaadis for

women. The call of "Educate, Organize and Agitate"

given by Babasaheb is our inspiration and is the call

given by the Bharatiya Stree Mukti Din for a new social

order.

When will the Dalit Women's Question
Receive Priority?

When we talk of dalits or dalit movement, the dalit

man is in the forefront and when we talk of the women

or the women's movement then it is the savarna women

who are taken into consideration. In sum, in both the

cases the Dalit woman remains marginalised. The

Bharatiya Stree Mukti Din seeks to bring to the forefront

the leadership of Dalit women in the decision making,

organization and in society. After 1970s several issues

have emerged, for instance the insecurity generated by

the Hindutvavaadi patriarchy, the insecurity related to

employment, the social and cultural insecurities

generated by the breakdown of traditional occupations ,

issues of land, wages, housing , equal opportunities of

education and issues related to Panchayat Raj that came

up after the 73rd amendment.
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In this context the U. N. inspired and Indian nation

state sponsored empowerment programme which does not

even mention the caste and patriarchal system, is creating

a lot of noise and throwing dust in our eyes. The

programme of small savings is being upheld by de voiding

it of the principles of self help and making it like a cure-

all- it is as if the women are being told to take this vitamin

of small savings and be fat and healthy. There seems to

be this facade of economic empowerment by organizing

training workshops for self-employment without any

protection of markets for the produced goods. Dalit,

unemployed girls and boys are being misdirected in the

name of empowerment.

Dalit women who have demanded the right to access

to means of production and natural resources are being

attacked. This is apparent in the struggles for land and

forests and struggles of the rehabilitated populations.

When there is scarcity of water, dalits are denied the

access to water and even murdered. Bharatiya Stree

Mukti Divas reveals these as real issues and gives them

top priority.

Lata Bhise is an active member of the Dalit

Mahila Forum and Editor of Saathin, the

feminist section of the fortnightly Vaatsaru

25th December : Stree Mukti Din
Jyoti Lanjewar

(Translated by Vaishali, Swati, Anagha)

25th December is a revolutionary day in the lives of
all women. They should carve this day on their hearts as
the most significant day. This society, for ages has treated
women as slaves of the slaves and this slavery was
justified with the help of religious texts. One of those
texts, Manusmriti, was burnt by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar
on 25th December. This burning of Manusmriti paved
the way for women's progress. Therefore, one should not
be doubtful about the significance of 25th December.
We all should remember 8th March as International
Women's Day but in the Indian context, 25th December
should be celebrated as the day of Indian women's
upliftment and women's liberation.

Manusmriti rejected the idea of women's liberation.
It says that women are not worth being liberated and
they have no right to be liberated. One of the popular
shlokas expresses that as a child, the woman should be
protected by the father, in youth by her husband and in
old age by her son. In short, she should not be independent
at any point of time. Most of the shlokas in Manusmriti
follow this line of thought. In the 18th shloka, it is stated
that women symbolize untruth. 19th to 21st shlokas also
talk about how women are adulterous by nature. All these
statements are justified in the shlokas. It further says that
the woman is only an object of enjoyment. She is useful
only for reproducing the son. Her ultimate world is her
'man', but for man, woman is worthless. It also states
that women are the most sinful creatures on this earth.
The other well known text, Mahabharat mentions that
women are 'witches' who incite men. Manusmriti goes
beyond this and states that any man should not stay in
the company of his mother, sister and daughter because
of their licentious nature, since women won't even spare
sages. Therefore, one who wants to win over his vices,
should even avoid his mother.

Hence, burning of Manusmriti, which has sown the
seeds of such thoughts is a historic, revolutionary act.
Thus, along with 8th March, we all as women, as
progressive groups and as a nation must celebrate
Manusmriti Dahan Divas as the day of liberation.
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Following the footsteps of Buddha, Kabir and Phule,
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar and his colleagues challenged
the patriarchal social system based on inequality by
burning Manusmriti. This symbolic gesture was not
restricted to dalit women but was for the liberation of all
women. In our society, where the cultural ethos is
necessarily patriarchal, and based on caste inequalities,
woman is always ignored and deprived. In the system of
four varnas, woman is not given any space. The power is
centralized in the hands of men and women are not
supposed to speak against it. All these texts make slaves
of women and portray them as weak and fallen and say
that they should be discarded.

Position of Dalit Women

Dalit women's position in the Indian society is very
neglected, pathetic and sorrowful. She faces double
exploitation, as a woman and as a dalit woman. The
patriarchy which operates within dalit society has treated
her as dalit among dalits. In the traditional society, based
on balutedari system, she leads a painful life. The
situation is evident in several autobiographies of dalit
women.

In today's world, amniocentesis has become a regular
practice to abort girl foetus. The society puts so much
pressure on the woman to abort female foetus, that even
if she wants a girl child, her resistance becomes
ineffective. Joint family is the feature of rural society
even today. Woman of a joint family hardly gets any
power position. In urban nuclear families, her status is
not much different from the joint family. No one is
bothered about her opinion even in household matters.
No doubt the dalit society is becoming more and more
literate but the society which Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar
dreamed of is far from realized and one has to accept
this reality.

Politics, Movements and Dalit Women

Social organizations of dalit women are not seen on
a large scale, though there are several local mahila
mandals and upasak mandals. At the same time, one
cannot deny that non- dalit women's organizations mainly
draw from dalit women. Then, are dalit women weak in
the mobilization strategies? This is because, her
womanhood is considered her caste and dalithood her

destiny. The woman who is employed, operating in the
politics, working in the movement is exploited by the
family, activists and society. Sometimes she is respected
by the 'leaders', but other activist men consider her
subordinate, feel ashamed of recognizing her leadership.

Late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi had her influence
and control over the Congress party and the government.
This dynamic woman was known as 'the only man in the
cabinet' and it was said that 'Indira is India'. She took
bold decisions, implemented them and her colleagues in
the cabinet hardly dared to speak before her. However,
calling her 'the only man', was neither liked by her nor
was it glorious for women as a class. Is bravery and
dynamism monopoly only of men? This is actually male
ego and it means a humiliation of the woman's deeds
and courage. In our country, there are two ideologies,
one is conservative traditional and the other is scientific,
reformist. Giving women equal position in the fields of
politics and social action is against the religion and
tradition. However, 'women's rights' has been an
important issue for the movements of dalits, marginalized
and exploited masses all over India.

Women participated in Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar's
movement in large numbers. They spontaneously
campaigned to fight the injustice and are still doing that.
Thousands of women have struggled and are struggling
against the exploitation of women as a class. Whenever
the dalit movement has asserted the issue of its identity,
women have aggressively and committedly fought along
with this movement. Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar has been
a strong inspiration for this awakening among women.
The dalit woman has played a significant role in various
struggles, ranging from the struggle against the
untouchability to the fight for women's dignity that rejects
patriarchal domination in the contemporary society. She
is a part of the struggle for the self- respect and dignity.
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar has emphatically argued that
all women and shudras have been socially exploited in
the Hindu social order of varna system. He sought to
liberate dalits and women who were enslaved by the
tradition and culture. 'Burning of Manusmriti' was a
symbolic rejection of this enslavement and 'Hindu Code
Bill was its consequent manifestation. Hence we need to
understand the depth of Dr. Ambedkar's thoughts and
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actions.

Today the woman is the first victim of injustice and
atrocities and dalit woman is further severely victimized.
The fundamentalist ideology that upholds inequality is
spreading communal hatred in this country. Religiosity
and superstition is on the increase. The rituals
subordinating women are publicly accepted and
celebrated. The women are emotionally getting into its
fold and are systematically trapped into this. They are
targeted in the bloodshed in the name of religion. Dalits
are taking the brunt of casteism. They are suppressed by
the onslaught from all the sides. The dalit woman is
oppressed in all the cases at Kothewadi, Kamshet, Sangli-
Borgaon. Hence one must look at the reality of dalit
woman while considering the fields of politics and social
action. I have therefore, often consistently demanded the
establishment of dalit women's independent
commissions.

Reservation for Women

The issue of reservation for dalits and for women
needs serious thinking, as these reservations offer only a
quantitative representation for women and not the
qualitative. For the last two years the number of women
in the politics has increased. However, in the basic policy
of reservation and the ward system, there is no assurance
that they will get another term in the same ward. In order
to keep power in their hands many times male politicians
promote their wives or some relative from the family for
the election. Women can get the seat, which is reserved
for dalits or for women, however after the election
procedure is done, a no confidence bill is passed against
her and the power is handed over to deputy sarpanch.
This is a complete mockery of the policy of reservation
for dalit and women. To avoid this, a rule similar for the
post of mayor should be adopted where a no confidence
bill can not to be tabled in the first two years. In the
local self-government one can find various marginally
educated women, as against this in the urban area, one
comes across only well-educated dalit women. But the
participation of women in actual politics is still marginal.
One can see the presence of dalit women in almost all
the political parties. In the Republican Party of India
there are dalits and non-dalit women. Though in every
public meeting and conference women are almost equal

in numbers with men, still no party has any intention
towards harnessing the capacity of these women. Here
the restrictions imposed on women become an important
factor rather than the question of the capability of a
woman. Male members take all the decisions regarding
whether a woman should enter into the politics or not. In
addition to this, timings and places of meetings of
political parties are also inconvenient for women. The
percentage of dalit women in politics is less than that of
upper caste women. There are social, familial and
political reasons for this but the important hurdle is 'male
ego'. Therefore the journey of the dalit woman from
politics to actual power politics is difficult.

While expecting the revolution we must interpret
the word 'freedom' at a larger level. The equality
between men and women and rights of women are equally
important. Society that is divided into different castes
and communities, languages and regions must be brought
on equal footing. Casteism, disparity, poverty eradiation,
dissemination of knowledge and education are real
crucial issues. At the political level, the relationship
between the Hindus and Muslims should be harmonised.
For this, it is necessary that the political party in power
and other political parties must be clear about their
position with respect to the country and the society.

Conclusion

The Chawdar Lake agitation has completed its
seventy-five years. Maharashtra is at the forefront in all
kinds of social reforms. With the development of
information technology the speed and the scope of the
education is growing rapidly. The torture of dalits in this
progressive Maharashtra underlines the regressive
character of the state. The incidences at Bhutegaon,
Sonakhutala or Khandal- Hitani, Kurawade village for
access to water make one wonder Dr. Babasaheb
Ambedkar did actually burn the Manusmriti, but what
of this hidden Manuvaad? .

Jyoti Lanjewar is a widely translated dalit
poetess, critique and scholar, and the national
President of the women ys wing, Republican Party
of India (Aathavale group).
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Manusmriti Dahan and Bharatiya Stree
Mukti Din: Some Clarifications

Saroj Kamble and Pratima Pardeshi
(Extractedfrom 'Manusmriti, Streeya Aani
Dr. Ambedkar', 1997, Krantisinha Nona Patil
Academy, and translated by Sharmila Rege)

The demand to recognise 25th December, the day of

the public burning of the Manusmriti as Bharatiya

Mahila Divas was first put fortrh at the 'Vikas Vanchit

Dalit Rashtriya Mahila Parishad' organised at the

Dikshabhoomi on the 25th and 26th Dec. 1996. Dr. Pramila

Sampat was in the forefront in putting forth this demand.

This was followed by a discussion on the same by the

Dalit Mahila Sanghatana.

Later, the Republican Mahila Aghadi took up this

issue, arguing that 25th Dec. be recognised as Bharatiya

Stree Mukti Divas. Dr. Prakash Ambedkar called a

meeting of all women's organisations from Maharashtra

at Pune on 17th November 1997. An organising

committee was set up to organise a mass rally of women

on the 25th of Dec. 1997. Two Parishads, one at Nagpur

and the other at Vardha were organised accordingly and

received overwhelming support. By the next year, it was

proposed that support at the national level for the same

be canvassed for. In this context, the usual

misconceptions about the demand need to be clarified.

Some Questions about the Demand:

1. Do we need one more day to celebrate when 8th

of March is already being celebrated as International

Women's Day?

2. By celebrating a separate Bharatiya Stree Mukti

Divas, are we not becoming narrow and countering

internationalism?

3. Why must this day be called as Stree Mukti Divas?

Would it not be more appropriate to call it Manav Mukti

Divas?

4. Did Dr. Ambedkar burn the Manusmriti in protest

against caste-based exploitation or the exploitation of

women?

5. What new gains will the women's movement make

from celebrating one more day?

Some Clarifications:

The Bharatiya Stree Mukti Divas is not in opposition

to the International Women's Day. Yet it is true that all

liberatory struggles cannot be just local or only universal.

It is in this context that this demand assumes importance

as a counter to the predominance of a brahmanical

rendering of women's liberation in India.

The demand is not narrow and limited, instead it

calls upon all revolutionary forces in India to recognise

the importance of launching anti-caste struggles. Caste

is a specificity of the exploitation in the Indian context

and must be underlined as such.

To argue that it be called as Manav Mukti Divas is

['in a subconscious manner to subscribe to the

brahmanical ploy that strategically blunts the issues which

it cannot directly oppose by giving them a 'broad' base.

Any one who recognises the importance of Dr.

Ambedkar's theory of the origin of castes and the

subordination of women will not raise the question of

whether the Manusmriti had been burnt by him in protest

of the caste system or the subordination of women. For

Dr. Ambedkar, the two are not separable.

This demand does not just amount to celebration of

yet one more day. Symbols have always played a crucial

role in the emergence of progressive identities, the

celebration of 25th Dec. as Bharatiya Stree Mukti Divas

will give to the bahujan women a sense of identity and

will help them identify with the non-brahmanical camp

of the women's movement. Moreover this demand poses

an effective opposition to the cultural agenda of the

Hindutva lobby.

The women's movement in India is presently poised

at a juncture in which it requires an agenda that will

bring to the forefront all those in whose interests it is to

end the subordination of women.This means that in a

caste based society, dalit, adivasi, and women of the

denotified and nomadic tribes must assume the vanguard

position. There has been no effective movement for a

social and cultural transformation after the Hindu Code

Bill. Brahmanical forces of Hindutva seek to appropriate

the non-brahman history and symbols in a bid to make
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the dalits and OBCs their votebanks. This has to be

countered. Many of the progressive struggles still remain

innately patriarchal.The Left continues to collapse caste

into class and the rich history of Lokayat and Buddhism

is thus lost. The demand is a step in countering the

patriarchal fascist forces that are assuming power. Hence

this appeal!

Saroj Kambale is a member of Krantisinha Nana

Patil Academy and actively involved in women's

issues,

Pratima Pardeshi is a lecturer of Political Science at

Appasaheb Jedhe College, Pune and an active

member of Satyashodhak Mahila Sabha

Interviews: Why Celebrate 25th Dec. as
Bharatiya Stree Mukti Din

Gail Omvedt

There has been this demand for long, especially

among Satyashodhaks, to celebrate the Manusmriti

Dahan Divas as the Manav Mukti Divas. Yet it is crucial

to recognize it as the Bharatiya Stree Mukti Divas as

Manusmriti is the main symbol of patriarchy and its

linkages with caste. Manusmriti not only places women

as shudras, it also underlines women's nature as lustful

and then advocates control over women. Hence it remains

a powerful symbol of brahmanism and patriarchy.

Recognizing Manusmriti Dahan Divas as the Bhratiya

Stree Mukti Divas, thus underlines the special conditions

of caste and patriarchy within India and South Asia in

general.

As bell hooks has pointed out, not only are the blacks

oppressed by the racial hierarchy but whites are also hurt

by it. One can see that any system of hierarchy destroys

the humanity of the oppressor also, perhaps in different

ways but as much as in case of the oppressed.

Brahmanism, then not only oppresses bahujans and

women along with the dalits, but it has to be the concern

for all those who are touched by it. Hence the tendency

in the brahmanical thinking and in dalit politics as well,

to look at Manusmriti Dahan only in reference to dalit

mukti is very limiting and inadequate and needs to be

challenged.

Many people have suggested that Savitribai Phule's

Jayanti should be celebrated as the Indian Women's

Liberation Day. Savitribai's legacy is important, yet the

symbolism of burning manusmriti is still important with

Manu's statue at Jaipur. There has been an objection about

celebrating 25th Dec. as the Indian Women's Liberation

Day as it is the Chritsmas day, then why not we celebrate

the Bharatiya Stree Mukti Divas on 24th Dec. or any

other day when Manusmriti was burnt.

It was in 1988, at the Patna Conference of the

women's movement, that the idea of burning the

Manusmriti had come up. Feminists and feminist left
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activists had then showed little interest in 'the religious

text', in vowing to their secular agenda. However in the

context of Hindutva today, burning of Manusmriti has

assumed symbolic importance. Rather this is the time to

challenge brahmanism and patriarchy with all our force.

Gail Omvedt is a Senior Fellow at the Nehru

Memorial and Musuem Library, New Delhi, and a

prolific writer on issues of caste.

•..•-•

VidyutBhagwat

Women's Movement in India celebrates 8th of March

mainly to focus on issues related to women workers and

women's rights as labourers. The second wave of

feminism, which emerged in 70s, underlined the value

of labour and issue of invisible labour of women on the

occasion of the 8th March International women's day.

They have tried to build international women's day and

international linkages as well. But in recent times the

revolutionary potential of 8th March seems to be lost, it

is more a 'celebration' which market forces have taken

over. Therefore one has to reject the present nature of 8th

March and highlight more on the oppression of women

all over the country. However, while addressing the issue

of the oppression of women one must not use category

'woman' uncritically. Women are divided into different

castes, classes, religion and ethnic groups. Particularly

in the Indian context the issue of caste becomes important.

In this context celebrating Manusmriti Dahan Divas

as Bharataya Stree Mukti Din is an important event. The

whole idea behind burning the Manusmriti as put forth

by Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar was to deny caste and varna

hierarchy and the historical legacy of Manu. In order to

broaden the base of the women's movement, it is

important to creatively read the interconnections between

caste, community and gender discrimination. Once we

accept that in the Indian context gender and caste issues

are dialectically linked, then one can understand why it

is important to celebrate 25th December as Bharatiya

Stree Mukti Din. Initially, it might be possible that some

political parties will mobilise their women and dominate

the issue. But one can look at this positively since women

who participate in these celebrations can not be looked

at as only numbers. Their aspirations, dreams, need for

change and their vision of the future world must be

understood. It is the responsibility of the women's

movement to provide a check that political parties do

not use women symbolically as numbers. Women's

movement must have a mass base. One can say that a

wave of dalit bahujanwadi feminism has dawned. Women

from the different parts of the country of different religion

must come together on the Manusmriti Dahan Divas.

Vidyut Bhagwat is the Directory KSP Women's
studies Centre, Pune and has actively intervened
on the issues of caste, peasant and gender.

Shama Dalwai
The demand to recognize 25th December as the

Indian Women's Liberation Day was first put forth by

Pramila Leeela Sampat. Even before that, Indian

women's movement has been celebrating International

women's day on every 8th March. This day is significant

being rooted in the feminist consciousness at the

international level and it has a long history in the women's

movement, though today it is appropriated by the elite

capital interests . When the women's movement in India

decides to recognize one day as the Indian Women's

Liberation Day, this day should reflect the consciousness

of the movement. It should express the sentiments of the

masses of women and the movement should identify itself

with this day.

25th December, the Manusmriti Dahan Divas is very

significant as the Samaj Mukti Divas. Manusmruti was

burnt on this day for the emancipation of dalits, and as

dalit mukti is an integral part of the overall social

transformation, this day is sacred to us. There is no doubt

that Manusmriti underlines women's subordination but

it was burnt neither for the cause of women's liberation

nor by women collectively. Even today masses of women
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