SP Publications

International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES)
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF) ISSN:
2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 6| June, 2025

Embodied Resistance and Social Death : A Critical Study of Caste, Gender, and
Injustice in Mahasweta devi’s Dhowli

Anshika Jain
22SAHS1030004, B.A in English Hons VI Semester

Article Received: 12/05/2025
Article Accepted: 14/06/2025
Published Online: 16/06/2025
DOI:10.47311/1JOES.2025.18.06.307

Abstract: Mahasweta Devi’s short story Dhowli is a brutal, unsentimental account of a
lower-caste woman’s subjugation under intersecting systems of caste, patriarchy, and
economic deprivation. This research paper presents a detailed analysis of Dhowli, placing it
within the frameworks of Dalit feminism, intersectionality, Marxist theory, and trauma studies
to understand how Devi uses narrative realism and minimalism to critique institutional betrayal
and structural violence. The paper also explores the embodiment of caste and gender in
Dhowli’s life, tracing how her body is commodified, stigmatized, and ultimately politicized.
Devi’s portrayal of Dhowli as a woman who is abandoned, objectified, and silenced by her
community and the state becomes a powerful act of testimony. This study argues that Dhowli
functions not just as literature but as a political document—one that renders visible the
otherwise erased lives of marginalized women.

Through textual analysis, theoretical grounding, and socio-historical contextualization,
this paper aims to offer a comprehensive understanding of Dhowli as a work of radical realism,
dissent, and embodied resistance.

Mahasweta Devi’s short story Dhowli emerges as a searing critique of the intertwined
structures of caste and patriarchy in rural India. This research paper examines how the narrative
encapsulates the concept of social death—a state in which a person is rendered socially
invisible and politically irrelevant despite being physically alive. Through the life of Dhowli,
a Dusad (Dalit) woman ostracized for transgressing caste norms and desiring love beyond her
imposed station, the paper explores how systemic violence is inflicted upon women who reside
at the lowest intersections of caste and gender. Simultaneously, it investigates the ways in
which Dhowli’s refusal to conform to societal expectations and her quiet endurance represent
acts of embodied resistance. Drawing from Dalit feminist thought, intersectional theory, and
the framework of subaltern agency, the paper presents Dhowli as not merely a story of
victimhood, but one of haunting survival and muted rebellion. Devi’s narrative thus becomes
a powerful political statement, portraying how the wounded body of a Dalit woman can resist
annihilation not through revolt, but through radical presence and endurance.
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Introduction: Mahasweta Devi (1926-2016) is widely recognized for her fierce literary
activism and for giving voice to the voiceless—particularly tribal, Dalit, and marginalized
women. In her short story Dhowli, she presents a harrowing tale of a Dusad woman who is
exploited by both her lover and society. The story, like much of Devi’s work, is deeply
political.

But it is also emotional in its sparse, unadorned way. Dhowli is a narrative that compels
one to confront the systemic and sustained oppression of Dalit women in rural India.

This paper explores Dhowli as a narrative of social death, institutional betrayal, and
embodied resistance. Using an interdisciplinary approach that includes Dalit feminist theory,
intersectionality, Marxist analysis, and trauma theory, the paper reveals how Devi constructs a
world where caste and gender operate as violent systems of control. The story is not merely
about personal tragedy; it is a critique of how society disciplines and punishes marginalized
bodies, especially those of women.

This paper will follow a structure that examines key themes, characters, narrative
devices, and socio-political context. Each section builds upon the previous one to develop a
detailed, cohesive understanding of how Dhowli functions as a radical political text.

In the richly textured but often brutal landscape of Indian rural life, Mahasweta Devi’s
Dhowli unfolds as a harrowing testimony to the compounded injustices faced by Dalit women.
It is not merely a short story, but a piercing socio-political document that interrogates the
interlocking forces of caste and patriarchy. At its core lies the protagonist, Dhowli, a young
woman from the marginalized Dusad community, whose existence is shaped and shattered by
the rigid boundaries of societal hierarchy. Through her journey—from desire to disgrace, from
abandonment to isolation—Devi reveals how the body of a lower-caste woman becomes both
a site of violence and a silent vessel of resistance.

This research paper seeks to analyze Dhowli through the dual frameworks of social
death and embodied resistance. Drawing on theoretical concepts from Dalit feminism and
sociological understandings of systemic marginalization, the study argues that Dhowli's life
encapsulates a condition where social existence is denied despite biological survival. Her
exclusion from familial, religious, and communal acceptance reflects not just personal tragedy
but institutional cruelty. At the same time, her survival—her decision to live, to heal others,
and to resist shame—becomes an act of quiet defiance, a resistance rooted not in protest but
in presence.

By placing Dhowli’s narrative within the broader discourse of caste, gendered
injustice, and subaltern identity, this paper endeavors to unravel the nuanced ways in which
silence can speak, exile can assert, and the wounded body can refuse erasure. Devi does not
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offer redemption; instead, she offers realism—a mirror to a society where justice remains an
unfulfilled promise for those relegated to the margins. This paper, therefore, approaches
Dhowli not merely as literature but as a living critique of systems that institutionalize suffering
while rendering it invisible.

Socio-Political Background of the Story: The caste system in India is one of the oldest and
most rigid forms of social stratification in the world. Dalits, formerly known as
"Untouchables," occupy the lowest rung of this hierarchy and have historically faced systemic
discrimination, violence, and exclusion.

The Dusads, to which Dhowli belongs, are one such Dalit caste. Traditionally
considered "polluted” and denied access to land, education, and upward mobility, they were
often forced into menial labor.

In Dhowli, Devi doesn't sensationalize this history. She presents it as a backdrop—
ubiquitous and quietly brutal. The story’s rural setting is important because caste oppression
often manifests more violently in such areas, where tradition overshadows constitutional
rights. By making Dhowli a Dusad woman in a Brahmin-dominated village, Devi sets the stage
for a story that is both intimate and systemic.

The patriarchy in rural India operates through family, religion, and social norms. A
woman’s honor is linked to her chastity, and any deviation from prescribed roles invites not
just shame but social exile. When a woman is from a lower caste, the burden of purity is
paradoxically higher and yet more vulnerable. Dhowli’s relationship with Misrilal violates
both caste and gender norms. She is not only punished for being sexually active but for daring
to desire across caste boundaries.

Mahasweta Devi’s Dhowli is not simply a personal tale of betrayal and sorrow—it is
deeply embedded in the socio-political fabric of post-independence rural India, where the
promises of equality remained largely unfulfilled for marginalized communities. Set in Bihar,
a state known for its complex and deeply entrenched caste hierarchies, the story unfolds against
a backdrop where traditional power structures—both social and political—continue to dictate
the terms of existence for Dalit populations, especially women.

The caste system, though constitutionally outlawed, continued to shape the lived
realities of people in the 20th century Indian villages. Dhowli, a woman from the Dusad
caste—a Dalit group historically subjected to systemic exclusion and degradation—is
emblematic of how deeply caste operates as a mechanism of control. Her love for an upper-
caste man is not viewed through a lens of personal freedom, but as a transgression against the
socio-moral code, resulting in her complete ostracization. This reflects a wider societal refusal
to recognize the autonomy of lower-caste individuals, especially women, in
matters of love, dignity, and bodily integrity.
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The period in which Dhowli is set also coincides with a larger national struggle to
modernize India while failing to dismantle feudal and patriarchal institutions in rural
landscapes. Women’s rights, although formally enshrined in law, rarely translated into
empowerment on the ground—particularly for those without caste privilege. Dhowli’s fate,
thus, is not only the result of individual betrayal but a reflection of the failure of democratic
and legal institutions to protect the most vulnerable.

Furthermore, the story reflects the socio-political climate in which Dalit movements
were beginning to gain momentum. The post-AmbedKkarite era saw the rise of consciousness
around caste-based oppression, but that awareness had yet to permeate deeply into the cultural
narratives of mainstream society. Mahasweta Devi, through Dhowli, anticipates this shift by
choosing to focus on the intersectional oppression of a Dalit woman—something largely
ignored by both feminist and Marxist discourses of the time.

Thus, the socio-political context of Dhowli is one of layered silences: a casteist society
that punishes inter-caste love; a patriarchal culture that commodifies female bodies; and a
postcolonial nation-state that promises equality while enabling systemic violence. Devi
positions her narrative precisely at the fault lines of these tensions, making Dhowli not just a
story, but a political act of bearing witness.

Plot Overview and Literary Technique: Dhowli tells the story of a Dusad woman who falls
in love with Misrilal, a Brahmin man. When she becomes pregnant, Misrilal refuses to marry
her and his family rejects the union. Dhowli is ostracized, forced to give birth outside the social
fabric, and ultimately driven into prostitution to support herself and her child. The story ends
with Dhowli preparing to Kill herself and her child, having been utterly abandoned by society
and state.

Mahasweta Devi’s prose is sparse, documentary-like, and devoid of romanticism. This
literary style serves a dual function. First, it mirrors the dehumanization that the characters
experience. Second, it mimics the style of bureaucratic language and government records,
thereby critiquing the cold detachment of state institutions. The absence of florid language or
interior monologue is not a failure of depth; it is a deliberate aesthetic that foregrounds the
external forces that shape Dhowli’s life.Mahasweta Devi’s Dhowli is a poignant narrative
centered on the life of Dhowli, a young woman belonging to the Dusad caste—considered
untouchable in the deeply stratified caste hierarchy of rural Bihar. Dhowli falls in love with
Misrilal, a Brahmin man from the upper caste, with whom she shares a brief, intense
relationship. However, when her love results in pregnancy, Misrilal abandons her, succumbing
to the social pressures and caste taboos that prohibit such inter-caste unions.

Dhowli’s fate takes a devastating turn as her community, rather than supporting her,
subjects her to harsh moral judgment and rejection. She is publicly disgraced, and her social
standing collapses. The village, governed by rigid patriarchal and casteist codes, offers her no
sympathy or justice. With no means of livelihood and no protection, she is gradually forced
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into prostitution, which becomes a symbol of her social death—a condition where she is
stripped of identity, dignity, and belonging.

However, the story does not end in complete defeat. Dhowli survives—not as a victim
craving redemption, but as a woman who accepts her fate with an almost tragic dignity. She
begins to treat the wounded and sick, embodying a quiet strength and resilience that defies the
very social system that tried to erase her. Through Dhowli, Mahasweta Devi exposes the
hypocrisy of caste, the silence of religion, and the cruelty of patriarchy. Devi employs a range
of literary techniques in Dhowli to amplify the story’s emotional intensity and socio-political
message. These techniques not only enhance the narrative's power but also deepen the reader’s
understanding of caste-based gender oppression.Devi’s language in Dhowli is strikingly
minimal and unembellished, mirroring the barrenness of Dhowli’s life. The sparse prose
captures the bleakness of rural oppression without romanticizing suffering. Every word is
purposeful, evoking rawness and realism without dramatic flourish.The narrative tone resists
catharsis. There is no savior, no escape, no divine retribution. This tragic realism enhances the
authenticity of the story and urges the reader to reckon with the uncomfortable truth that for
many like Dhowli, life does not offer redemption—only survival.

Intersectionality in Dhowli: The term "intersectionality," coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw,
refers to how different forms of oppression (race, gender, class, caste) intersect and create
unique experiences for individuals. Dhowli, as a Dalit woman, experiences both caste-based
and gender-based violence. Her suffering cannot be understood by looking at gender or caste
alone; it is the convergence of both that defines her oppression.

Dalit feminist scholars like Sharmila Rege have emphasized how upper-caste feminism
often fails to acknowledge the unique struggles of Dalit women. In Dhowli, this distinction is
vividly clear. Dhowli is not just a victim of male abandonment but of systemic social erasure.
She is not raped by strangers but slowly violated by the very society that claims to uphold
"values."Mahasweta Devi’s Dhowli is a remarkable literary illustration of this concept. The
protagonist’s suffering cannot be explained by her gender alone or her caste status alone—it is
the intersection of these identities that creates her absolute vulnerability and social death.
Dhowli, as a Dalit woman, is doubly marginalized, and the story exposes how her body
becomes the battleground for multiple forms of systemic violence.Dhowli’s identity as a
Dusad—an untouchable caste—renders her socially inferior from birth. Her romantic
involvement with an upper-caste Brahmin man, Misrilal, is perceived not as an act of mutual
love but as a violation of social order. The outrage that follows is not because of betrayal, but
because a lower-caste woman dared to imagine equality, intimacy, and emotional agency. Her
caste status allows society to shame her, while her gender enables them to sexualize and punish
her. This is the essence of intersectional oppression: a system that does not just discriminate
once, but repeatedly, on multiple levels.Unlike the upper-caste men who walk away from
relationships with impunity, Dhowli is denied even the basic right to dignity. Her body is seen
as disposable—desire is permitted but not love; use is permitted but not respect. The same
village men who shame her for her “immorality” later consume her services when she is forced
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into sex work. This grotesque duality is made possible because Dhowli’s position at the
intersection of caste and gender makes her a perfect victim: one who cannot retaliate, and
whose pain can be normalized.

Intersectionality in Dhowli is also deeply linked to class. Her lower-caste status denies
her land or stable income; her womanhood denies her autonomy; her social fall ensures she is
unemployable. Thus, caste and gender not only strip her of dignity but push her into economic
marginalization. Her transformation into a sex worker is not a “choice” but a coerced response
to systematic exclusion. She is not just socially dead—she is economically erased, religiously
shunned, and politically irrelevant.Dhowli's story also highlights how religion and morality
are weaponized in intersectional oppression. No priest or temple intervenes to save her; no
godly figure advocates for justice. The religious institutions, built on caste purity, turn away
from her. Even her own community judges her harshly. Her intersectional identity as a Dalit
woman without male protection makes her morally expendable. She becomes a cautionary tale
for others, rather than a person with rights.Despite all, Dhowli’s continued existence, her
refusal to die or disappear, becomes a form of resistance. She transforms her wounded body
into a healer’s hands, offering medicine to the sick, serving others with quiet dignity. While
mainstream feminism often celebrates loud protest, Dhowli’s intersectional resistance is
marked by survival, endurance, and care—a reminder that agency does not always look like
rebellion. Sometimes, it looks like staying alive in a world that wants you gone.

The Gendered Politics of Desire: Dhowli dares to love. That is her first transgression. For a
Dalit woman to express desire, especially towards a Brahmin man, is seen as a threat to the
social order. Misrilal, who initiates and encourages the relationship, walks away unscathed.
Dhowli is left to suffer the consequences. Her love becomes a tool through which she is judged,
punished, and finally destroyed.

This double standard in sexual morality is a hallmark of patriarchal systems. While
upper-caste men are allowed sexual freedom, lower-caste women are denied even basic
agency. When Devi allows Dhowli to desire, she gives her character autonomy—but that
autonomy becomes the very reason society turns against her.

Dhowli’s pregnancy becomes the symbol of her "fall." Instead of being a moment of
joy, it becomes the cause of her complete ostracization. Even her family refuses to stand by
her. Mahasweta Devi uses this plot device to show how rural societies weaponize motherhood
against women. While motherhood is glorified in religious and cultural texts, in practice, it is
policed, especially when it doesn’t conform to caste and marital norms.In Dhowli, Mahasweta
Devi intricately unpacks the politics of desire within the frameworks of caste and patriarchy,
revealing how female desire—especially when expressed by a lower-caste woman—is not
only policed but violently punished. The story critiques a deeply patriarchal and casteist
society where men’s desires are normalized, even celebrated, while women’s desires are
criminalized and associated with shame, transgression, and immorality.

L .



SP Publications

International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES)
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF) ISSN:
2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 6| June, 2025

Dhowli’s desire is simple—Ilove. Her emotional and physical involvement with
Misrilal, an upper-caste Brahmin man, is mutual. Yet, while Misrilal's agency and sexuality
go unguestioned, Dhowli is condemned for daring to love across caste lines. Her desire
becomes a dangerous act because it violates the social code that restricts lower-caste women
to positions of servitude, labor, or sexual availability without recognition. In this context, a
Dalit woman’s assertion of romantic desire is not viewed as a personal right but as a political
threat to the social hierarchy.

In the gendered hierarchy of Dhowli, male desire is active, entitled, and devoid of
consequences. Misrilal’s pursuit of Dhowli is not framed as immoral—it is dismissed as a
momentary indulgence of youth. He moves on, marries within his caste, and resumes his
socially sanctioned life. Dhowli, however, is not granted the same freedom. Her desire is
perceived as illicit, and her sexual agency is used to label her as a ‘fallen woman.’ This contrast
underscores how gender mediates the consequences of desire: men retain honor and control;
women are stripped of both.

The story reveals how female sexuality, especially when expressed outside patriarchal
regulation, becomes a site of control. Dhowli is punished not only for her desire but for acting
on it without the legitimizing structure of marriage. Her pregnancy becomes a public scandal,
not because of the act itself, but because a Dalit woman’s body dared to carry the child of a
Brahmin man. The community’s reaction is not just moral outrage—it is about enforcing the
purity of caste through gendered discipline. Dhowli is thus controlled, silenced, and ultimately
exiled for a moment of emotional truth.

Dhowli’s punishment is not just personal—it is ritualistic and symbolic. She is
humiliated, economically ruined, and pushed into prostitution. Her social ostracization is the
community’s way of reaffirming moral boundaries and reinstating caste purity. The gender
politics here are clear: when a woman oversteps her place, the system responds with calculated
cruelty. This punishment serves as a warning to other women: desire is only acceptable when
it adheres to caste, class, and gender norms.

Yet, what makes Dhowli a radical figure is that she never begs for forgiveness. Her
pain is visible, but she never performs guilt. In refusing to regret her love or hide her history,
Dhowli resists the shame imposed on her. This quiet defiance challenges the notion that women
must repent for their desires. Instead, she lives through the aftermath with a strange, solemn
strength, reclaiming a form of dignity even in despair.

In Dhowli, Mahasweta Devi thus shows how desire, which should be a source of
connection and joy, becomes a weaponized site of oppression when gender and caste intersect.
The story is a harsh reminder that in hierarchical societies, who desires whom—and under
what terms—is never just about love. It is about power.

Economic Violence and the Body as Labor: After being shunned by the village, Dhowli turns
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to prostitution, not by choice but by compulsion. Devi does not romanticize this turn; she
presents it as the only available economic option. This move is deeply political. It shows how
society offers no redemption for women like Dhowli. Her body, which was once an object of
love and shame, now becomes a source of labor.

From a Marxist feminist perspective, Dhowli’s commodification is not just about
morality—it’s about labor. Her body is exploited not just sexually but economically. She
becomes a site where caste, gender, and class intersect. Devi critiques not just patriarchy but
capitalism, which benefits from women’s unpaid and stigmatized labor.Mahasweta Devi’s
Dhowli, the intersection of economic deprivation and bodily exploitation is not incidental—it
is central to understanding how structural violence operates in caste-based patriarchal societies.
The story portrays how the female body, particularly that of a lower-caste woman, is
commodified and dehumanized when access to economic independence is systematically
denied. Dhowli's body becomes both a site of punishment and a source of survival—her only
remaining currency in a world that has stripped her of rights, dignity, and agency.

Dhowli belongs to the Dusad community, a Dalit group placed at the lowest rung of
India's caste hierarchy. As a woman and an untouchable, she occupies a doubly marginalized
position. When Misrilal, a Brahmin, abandons her after impregnating her, Dhowli is left with
no legal recourse, no familial support, and no economic means to sustain herself or her child.
This economic abandonment is a form of violence in itself—her financial helplessness is not
accidental but produced by a system that denies lower-caste women land, employment, and
access to justice.Economic violence in Dhowli is subtle yet deeply embedded: it manifests in
her ostracization from wage labor, in her community’s refusal to support her, and in the lack
of institutional mechanisms to ensure child support or rehabilitation. This forced economic
dependency creates the conditions that eventually push her into sex work—not as a choice, but
as a survival strategy.

In the absence of economic alternatives, Dhowli’s body becomes her only resource.
But this body is not one she controls; it is one that others consume and exploit. Her
transformation into a sex worker is society’s ultimate act of dispossession—her body is
redefined not as a vessel of love or motherhood but as labor to be bought, used, and discarded.

This commodification is deeply political. It reflects how Dalit women's bodies are
viewed not as human, but as tools—first as agricultural laborers, then as sexual laborers. Both
are forms of exploitation, differing only in social visibility. Mahasweta Devi subtly critiques
how capitalist and casteist economies depend on such bodies—feminized, racialized, and
dehumanized—to function.

The economic violence in Dhowli also extends to the emotional and reproductive
domains. Dhowli not only bears a child with no support from the father or society but also
carries the burden of shame, stigma, and motherhood entirely on her own. Her reproductive
labor—creating and caring for life—is unacknowledged, unpaid, and vilified. While the upper-
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caste man who impregnates her walks free and respected, Dhowli is condemned and
impoverished. This disparity shows how women’s reproductive labor is both indispensable and
invisible, especially when performed outside patriarchal norms.

Institutional Betrayal and State Complicity: One of the most devastating aspects of Dhowli
is the complete absence of institutional support. The police do nothing. The panchayat sides
with the Brahmins. Even the legal system, which is supposed to protect the vulnerable, is
shown to be either indifferent or complicit.This systemic failure is not incidental—it is
structural. Devi presents the state as an extension of upper-caste male power. Justice is not
absent; it is denied. By portraying this betrayal, Devi aligns her work with activist literature
that seeks not pity but structural change.

In some versions and retellings of the story, the police themselves become
perpetrators. Whether by omission or commission, the state is part of Dhowli’s suffering. This
mirrors real-life cases where Dalit women seeking justice are further brutalized by state actors.
Devi’s realism forces readers to acknowledge this uncomfortable truth.Mahasweta Devi’s
Dhowli is not just a personal story of a woman’s fall from social grace—it is a scathing
indictment of institutional betrayal and state complicity in sustaining caste-based and gendered
oppression. The protagonist’s suffering is compounded not merely by social ostracization, but
by the complete absence of protective mechanisms, legal redress, or institutional
accountability. Through Dhowli’s narrative, Devi reveals the silence, apathy, and covert
approval of state and religious institutions that allow systemic violence to persist with
impunity.

One of the most glaring forms of institutional betrayal in Dhowli is the absence of legal
mechanisms that could have protected her. Misrilal, the Brahmin man who impregnates and
abandons her, faces no legal consequences. There is no judicial intervention, no community
reconciliation, and no acknowledgment of Dhowli’s rights as a woman or a mother. In a just
society, she would have had access to legal remedies—child support, prosecution for
abandonment, or protection from harassment. Instead, her plea is met with silence.This silence
reflects the complicity of the judicial and administrative apparatus in preserving upper-caste
privilege. The law becomes a tool of caste hierarchy, not justice. For women like Dhowli,
especially from the Dalit community, the state is not a protector—it is a distant, indifferent
structure that enforces silence by ignoring cries for help.

The caste system in Dhowli is not simply a cultural phenomenon—it is deeply
embedded in the social fabric with the tacit approval of the state. The enforcement of caste
boundaries through violence, humiliation, and economic exclusion goes unchecked. There is
no intervention from police, panchayats, or any governmental body. The community’s brutal
response to Dhowli’s relationship is not punished—it is normalized.By not acting against caste
violence, the state effectively sanctions it. This is a classic example of what sociologists call
“state complicity through omission.” When institutions designed to protect the vulnerable fail
to act, they legitimize the structures of oppression. The state, through its inaction, becomes an
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enabler of caste patriarchy.

Not just the state, but all systems of supposed moral authority in Dhowli betray her.
Religious institutions, which could offer sanctuary or moral defense, remain mute. Temples
are inaccessible to her, as a Dalit woman; her “polluted” identity bars her from the spiritual
spaces of the upper-caste world. Even her own community, bound by internalized caste shame,
turns against her rather than supporting her through compassion or solidarity.

Medical systems too are absent. Her physical and emotional trauma remains untreated.
There is no clinic, no counsellor, no midwife—only a void where institutional support should
have been. Her suffering is not just inflicted by individuals but sustained by a
failure of social systems.

The most chilling aspect of state complicity in Dhowli is the moral policing of women.
The community’s harsh judgment of Dhowli as a “fallen woman” is rooted in patriarchal
standards of female purity and honor. The state, by doing nothing to counter this narrative,
becomes a gendered institution that upholds male honor over female justice.

The patriarchal state punishes women not through direct action, but through
omission—by allowing communities to become extra-legal enforcers of morality. Dhowli is
made to suffer not just because she defied caste boundaries, but because she did so as a
woman—an ‘“‘audacity” that must be controlled, publicly punished, and turned into a
cautionary tale.

The Concept of Social Death: The term “social death,” coined by sociologist Orlando
Patterson, refers to a condition where an individual is excluded from participation in social life
and denied recognition as a person. While Patterson originally applied this concept to slavery,
it is incredibly relevant in understanding the condition of Dalit women like Dhowli.Dhowli
experiences social death in every sense. She is abandoned by her family, village, and state.
Her very existence becomes a problem to be erased. Devi doesn’t depict her as a passive victim,
but as someone whose personhood is methodically stripped away.

In the caste system, the idea of “ritual pollution” functions as a mechanism to maintain
social boundaries. Dhowli’s sexual relationship with a Brahmin man, though consensual,
renders her “polluted.” Her punishment is not just exile but symbolic death. She is alive, but
no longer seen as a living member of the community. Devi’s genius lies in showing how
systems don’t need to kill people—they just need to render them invisible. Mahasweta Devi’s
Dhowli, the notion of “social death” is not metaphorical—it is lived, enforced, and unrelenting.
Borrowed from the work of Orlando Patterson, the term “social death” originally referred to
the condition of enslaved individuals, who were stripped of all legal and social personhood. In
Dhowli, Devi retools this concept to explore the reality of caste- and gender-based
marginalization in rural India. Dhowli, a Dusad woman, experiences a gradual erasure of her
social identity, not through physical death, but through systematic rejection, silencing, and
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invisibilization by her society.Dhowli’s journey in the story is a descent into social
nonexistence. Initially introduced as a woman in love—an emotion typically associated with
vitality and agency—she is soon abandoned by Misrilal, the upper-caste Brahmin who
impregnates her. The love that promised inclusion instead triggers her complete exclusion.
Her community begins to see her not as a woman with feelings and rights, but as a symbol of
shame, transgression, and impurity. She is denied sympathy, support, and space—cut off from
familial, economic, and communal ties.

This expulsion from social networks constitutes her “social death.” She is still alive,
but no longer seen as a daughter, a lover, a mother, or even a fellow villager. In essence, she is
erased from all roles that grant a person social worth.

Caste is the central apparatus that orchestrates Dhowli’s social death. As a Dusad,
Dhowli is already considered “untouchable.” Her romantic involvement with a Brahmin man
only deepens the perceived contamination. When she dares to challenge caste boundaries—by
asserting her right to love, to motherhood, and to dignity—she is not just punished but expelled
from the social fabric.

Her excommunication is absolute: she is denied marriage, respect, protection, and
even the minimal rights accorded to women in rural Indian communities. Caste thus becomes
the machinery through which society executes symbolic annihilation—death without dying.

While caste determines the structure of Dhowli’s exclusion, gender intensifies its
severity. If a lower-caste man were in Dhowli’s place, societal punishment would be harsh but
perhaps not terminal. For a woman, however, who is expected to embody honor, chastity, and
obedience, deviation results in total annihilation of identity. Dhowli’s body, once the site of
desire and life, becomes a canvas of shame.

Her motherhood becomes invisible, her sexuality criminalized, and her presence
unwanted. She becomes socially “dead” not only because of her caste, but because she dared
to express feminine agency within that caste framework.Another powerful way in which
Dhowli illustrates social death is through communal silence. Dhowli's pain is never
acknowledged. No one listens to her, comforts her, or validates her trauma. She is not
debated—she is dismissed. This silencing is itself a form of violence. It ensures that her
narrative will not be heard, her grievances not redressed, and her existence not remembered.
Stigma completes the process. The shame attached to her name ensures that even if she
physically moves through spaces, she will remain socially invisible. People see the sin, not the
person; they respond to the stain, not the story.

Traumaand Testimony: Trauma theory, especially as articulated by Cathy Caruth and Judith
Herman, focuses on how traumatic experiences resist narration. In Dhowli, trauma is not just
a moment of violence; it is the condition of her existence. Her suffering is continuous and
unrelenting. What makes Dhowli powerful is that Devi allows her protagonist a voice, even
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when society has tried to erase it. Dhowli’s decision to kill herself and her child is an act of
narrative finality. It is both a symptom of her trauma and a critique of a world that left her no
options. In this sense, the story becomes a form of testimony—a record of violence that
demands ethical engagement.

Even though Dhowli has been stripped of all rights and dignity, she still speaks. Her
statements, actions, and eventual suicide are not just personal—they are political. Devi allows
her to be angry, bitter, and unapologetic. This is important because Dalit women in literature
are often depicted as passive or forgiving. Dhowli’s refusal to forgive is a radical
gesture.Devi’s Dhowli, trauma is not merely personal or psychological—it is collective, caste-
based, gendered, and historically embedded. The narrative offers a poignhant exploration of
how trauma is both endured and erased, and how testimony, when denied or suppressed,
becomes a radical political act. Dhowli’s lived experience becomes a site of embodied trauma,
and her silence—or forced silence—reveals the deep fractures in a society that neither
acknowledges nor remedies the suffering of its most oppressed members.

Dhowli experiences a multi-layered trauma. It is not just the heartbreak of
abandonment or the betrayal of love; it is the public shaming, the social ostracization, the
economic displacement, and the erasure of her dignity that cumulatively crush her. She is
violated emotionally by the Brahmin man who used and discarded her, economically by a
society that leaves her without a livelihood, and existentially by a caste structure that marks
her love and motherhood as transgressions rather than rights.

This layered suffering illustrates what feminist trauma theorist Cathy Caruth describes
as “the wound that cries out.” Dhowli’s body carries that wound, but society refuses to listen.
Perhaps the most haunting aspect of Dhowli’s trauma is her inability to testify. In conventional
trauma studies, testimony—the act of narrating and being heard—is crucial for healing and
recognition. In Dhowli, no one listens. Her story is not written in official records, not spoken
in public discourse, and not allowed within the boundaries of respectability.

This absence of testimony is its own kind of violence. It is as though the trauma never
occurred because it was never acknowledged. The community ensures that Dhowli remains
not just wounded but voiceless. Her pain becomes invisible—a ghostly presence in a world
that demands silence from the stigmatized.

In the absence of verbal testimony, Dhowli’s body becomes the site where trauma is
inscribed and communicated. Her bodily degradation—reduced to transactional sex work,
devoid of social value—is not just a consequence of trauma but its most visible symbol. The
body, denied dignity and stripped of autonomy, becomes the text that society refuses to read
but exploits nonetheless.

Her body communicates the violence of caste and patriarchy more loudly than any
courtroom ever could. Yet, it remains unrecognized in law, medicine, or religious morality.
This paradox—of visible trauma and invisible testimony—is central to the tragedy of Dhowli.
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Mahasweta Devi’s powerful use of silences in the narrative is not accidental. The story
does not offer grand monologues or overt protestations from Dhowli. Her silence is the scream.
It is a silence born not of acceptance but of systematic muting. Feminist theorists such as
Gayatri Spivak have explored this muting as “epistemic violence”—the erasure of the
subaltern’'s voice within dominant discourse.

By refusing Dhowli the right to speak and be heard, society ensures that her trauma is
never codified in collective memory. Her silence thus becomes a twisted form of testimony: a
void that testifies to the violence of erasure.

While Dhowli is not allowed to speak for herself, Mahasweta Devi becomes the
medium through which her testimony is delivered. The author serves as both archivist and
witness, narrating the violence with sharp precision and moral urgency. Devi’s narrative is not
merely literary—it is political, acting as a counter-testimony to the dominant
narratives that normalize caste and gender hierarchies.

Conclusion: Dhowli is not just a story—it is a scream. It is a chronicle of how a woman is
systematically dehumanized by caste, gender, and class. But it is also a testament to her
endurance. Mahasweta Devi offers no redemption, no poetic justice. Instead, she gives us the
brutal truth. And in doing so, she redefines what literature can and should do.

Through a blend of intersectional analysis, Marxist feminism, trauma theory, and Dalit
critique, this paper has sought to unpack the multiple layers of meaning within Dhowli. The
story is not meant to be admired—it is meant to unsettle. To make us question our role in
perpetuating silence. And above all, to ensure that Dhowli is not forgotten. Mahasweta Devi’s
Dhowli is more than a short story—it is an act of witness, a rebellion against silence, and a
scathing indictment of casteist patriarchy. Through Dhowli’s fragmented life, Devi brings into
sharp focus the brutal intersections of caste, gender, class, and state power. Dhowli’s body
becomes the battleground upon which society inscribes its cruelty, and her existence becomes
the site of both resistance and erasure. She is simultaneously punished and needed, ostracized
and objectified, visible as a body but invisible as a person.

The story reveals that social death is not just the absence of life but the violent stripping
away of dignity, recognition, and belonging. In denying Dhowli a voice, a future, and even the
right to grieve, the community ensures her death in all but the biological sense.

Yet, within this silencing lies a quiet resistance. Her refusal to vanish, her continued
presence despite exclusion, and her survival through stigmatized labour is an act of defiance—
a testimony that refuses to be erased.

Devi does not offer closure or redemption. Instead, she leaves readers with
discomfort—a discomfort that forces recognition of the structural violence embedded in caste
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and gender norms. Dhowli is not just a character but a symbol: of every woman whose love is
criminalized, whose body is policed, and whose pain is denied a language. By centering
Dhowli’s story, Devi demands that we confront the injustices we normalize, the silences we
uphold, and the systems we fail to dismantle.

In bearing witness to Dhowli’s embodied resistance and social death, this paper
reaffirms that literature can be a form of justice—a space where the silenced speak, the
invisible are seen, and the forgotten are remembered.
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