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Abstract: Marginalized women of Bengal are hardly discussed in pages of history, either history of
colonialism or any social history. The majority of historiographical writings on Dalits women of Bengal
are written by affluent and those who are non-Dalits on non-marginalized. The paper explores the
uncovered, undiscovered stories of Dalit women of Bengal who struggled and fought against the
oppression of colonialism, caste, and patriarchy. Marginalized women of Bengal have been writing large
numbers of essay and autobiography. They have been written through the Neer. It is a Dalit Women'’s
little magazine. This magazine has been publishing a large number of essays, autobiography and poetry
of marginalized women of Bengal. Through this writing, they have expressed social injustice,
discrimination, oppression as well as their social, religious and political identity. This paper focus on the
contribution of Neer Magazine for disseminating Dalit Women's voice.
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Introduction

‘Neer’ is an annually published Dalit Women’s Magazine of West Bengal. It is an important
platform to publish literature of marginalized communities. The writers and editors of this
Magazine come from Dalit community. The Magazine is solely dominated by Dalits women of

Bengal. Neer Magazine is become a mouthpiece for Dalit women. Every year numerous essays
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and short autobiography have been publishing through this Magazine. Kalyani Thakur Charal
was the founder and editor of Neer Magazine. Neer is the Bengali word for home. It is also the
word for bird’s nest. A magazine by the same name was launched in the early 1990s, and was
initially not meant solely to house shared histories and gendered experiences of day-to-day life
by Dalit writers.' Neer began as a wall magazine at the Gariahat Working Women’s Hostel in
south Calcutta. Those days Neer accepted writings by both men and women. The very first issue
dealt with the problems of boarders staying in various private hostels across the city. Kalyani
Thakur Charal said that while casteism was the core issue, we also wrote about water
conservation, preservation of indigenous language, folklore, folk traditions and so on. From
2013, there was a recalibration of priorities and a shift in editorial policy and Neer became a
women’s-only magazine to be specific, a Dalit women’s magazine. Kalyani Thakur Charal said
that women are anyway marginalised and Dalit women doubly so. We have to voice our opinion.
Besides our approach is different from that of the male writers, and our problems too are of a
different nature. According to Panchanan Dalai, assistant professor of English Literature at
Banaras Hindu University, it is only in the post-Independence era that Dalit writing emerged as a
genre to be reckoned with. And even then, there weren’t many women writers. The Dalit
woman'’s voice was largely unheard when the Dalit Panther Movement started in the 1970s. Two
decades later, Chuni Kotal, the first woman graduated among the Lodha Shabars, a Scheduled
Tribe of Bengal, committed suicide after being harassed and discriminated against. It was around
this time that Neer started its journey. There has a long history behind Dalits women movement

in Bengal.

I

Dalits history did not cover the whole images of Dalits women in Bengal. Dalits women have
their own world and way of life. Writing is the strong weapon for protest against social injustice.
Writing allows people to express their true selves, demand and social disorder. Writing is
important, because through writing Dalit women can express their identities, voices, lives and

sensibilities in all aspects of society, culture, environment and daily life. Few years ago, women
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were victims of not only violence in the household but they were also denied all of their rights in
society. Most of the Dalit women were deprived of education in Colonial and post-colonial
periods. They were dominated by patriarchal society. Dalit women did not get leadership to
claim their demand. In this context professor Raj Kumar commented, women’s movement in
India has generally been concerned with issues related to the upper caste and class women and it
has never had any initiation to deal with liberation of lower caste women from their oppressive
livelihood.> Rassundari Devi did not receive formal education. She learnt reading and writing by
her own initiative. In the 19th century most of the middle-class Bengali families did not permit
female education. Rassundari Devi wrote an autobiography named “Amar Jibon” in 1868 (First
Bengali Woman’s Autobiography), this historical text challenged patriarchal society in 19"
century Bengal.® She expressed her consistency and strong eagerness toward learning to read and
write. She appeared as a rebellious character against the social taboo of female education. ‘Amar
Jibon’ was published in 1876. Although she was not belonged to lower caste. In the 19th century
by the influence of liberal social reformers and Christian missionaries had created opportunities
for female education. Although the opportunity of female education had not got lower caste

women in Bengal.

11

In the colonial period education was privileged among urban, upper caste, middle class women.
Lack of education Dalit women fail to write down their social contribution in colonial India.
Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain was a pioneer of Islamic feminism. She wrote ‘Sultana’s
Dream’ in 1905, through this book she attempted to express the distressed condition of the
Bengali Muslim women. But we did not get any single Dalit women writer who wrote in the
colonial period in Bengal. As a result, many important contributions of Dalit women in Bengal
were not written in history. Colonial period and after independence there were scarcely written
about Dalit women of Bengal. Bengali Dalit literature writing started from 1980. According to
Kalyani Thakur Charal there are two types of Dalit Literature- one is Dalit Daradi Sahitya (Dalit
sympathetic literature) and other is Dalit Sahitya (Dalit literature).* When Dalit literature was
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written by non-Dalit writers, it is called Dalit sympathetic literature. And Dalit literature was
written by Dalit writers and they express their direct lower caste life experience, it is called Dalit
literature. The Dalit writers came from grass root level like workers, labourer and cultivator
class. In West Bengal the Dalit Sahitya Andalon had started in 1987. Some of the Bengali lower
caste intelligentsia formed ‘Bangivo Dalit Lekhok Parishad’ in the Panther Movement style of
Mabharashtra. The president of ‘Bangiyo Dalit Lekhok Parishad’ was Bimal Biswas and secretary
Nakul Mallick. On their initiative, a two-day Dalit literature conference was held at Maslandapur
in North 24 parganas in April, 1987. ‘Bangla Dalit Sahitya Sangstha’ was formed in 1992 and its
president was Jagabandhu Biswas and secretary Amor Biswas. They arranged their first
conference at Bagula in Nadia District on 5 December, 1992.° They encouraged marginalized
people to write about their community. This Sangstha had organized conferences in the different
parts of west Bengal. Their quarterly mouthpiece was the ‘Caturtha Duniya’. But this Bengali
Dalit Sahitya movement failed to reflect the condition of women. We did not get any Bengali
Dalit women writers before last decade of 20th century. In 1972 Dalit Panthers movement was
an important phenomenon to combat caste discrimination in India. Maharashtra Dalit Panther
was inspired by the American Black Panther Party. This movement inspired Dalit women of
Maharashtra as well as the women of whole India. The movement’s heyday from the 1970 to
1980 emerged with numerous Dalit women writers and they produced huge numbers of essay,
poetry, novel, journal and drama. Babytai Kamble was a prominent Marathi Dalit writer. She
wrote about the experiences of being a Dalit woman and the exploitation many in her community
faced due to gender and caste. Her writing describes the problems and difficulties of women in
Mahar community faced after bearing many children. Jina Amucha’ (The Prisons We Broke) is
an autobiography of Babytai Kamble. In her autobiography Kamble shows caste and gender
discrimination and violence suffered by lower caste women. She redefined autobiographical
writing in Marathi, not only in terms of form and narration but also in the subjectivities, rights
and selthood articulated. ‘Jina Amucha’ recounts the inner world of Mahars women. It expresses
the image of oppressive caste and patriarchal doctrine of Indian society. She was the first Indian

Dalit female writer in the post-independent period who protested through her writing against
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patriarchy society and casteism discrimination and oppression. Her writings become a role model
for other women’s emancipation. Her writings not only reflected Maharashtra but also the whole
country. Her writings inspired the Dalit women of Bengal. Dalit women autobiographical writing
breaking the bounds of personal narrative, rather it became a sociological treatise, historical and
political record, critique of social disorder and protest against Brahminical Hinduism. After the
Panther movement in Maharashtra, few female Dalit writers had emerged in Bengal. The first
Bengali female Dalit writer was Kalyani Thakur Charal. She was born in 1965. She noticed there
was no autobiography of Bengali Dalit women. She published ‘Ami Keno Charal Likhi’ in 2016.
It was the first Dalit woman’s autobiography in Bengal. ‘Ami keno Charal Likhi’ expressed a
new perception of lower caste women's life struggle. She participated in all kinds of works,
although at that time females were not free to go and work outside home. In her autobiography
she describes, “I also had to cut the Dubbo grass for Nullo calf. When the paddy was harvested, I
would cut the Nara in the field to spread in the cow shed. I collected dung for fuel”.® Thakur’s
writing protested against patriarchal society and caste discrimination. Kalyani Thakur Charal
described how a Dalit girl managed her family and helped her family work. ‘Ami Keno Charal
Likhi’ refers to a line; “sometimes my mother sends me to the market with lemons, palm,

papayas, guavas to sell”.”

I

Most of the lower caste girls and women work both in house and outside, sometimes they went
to market to sell vegetable and fruits. Literature is the soft weapon against gender and caste
discrimination. Literature creates the language of protest and protest paved the way of
emancipation. Through literature Dalit women can express their demand and can demonstrate
their protest against social and caste discrimination. Literature gave the inspiration to their
fellows’ communities and gave the strength of struggle. The suicide of Chuni Kotal was vibrated
the Bengali Dalit communities. She was victimized of casteism trauma, ultimately, she chooses
the way of suicide. After her death many writers wrote about her life's struggle against both

poverty and casteism. Mahasweta Devi wrote ‘Byadhkhanda’ (The book of the hunter) about the
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Chuni Kotal. Later Kalyani Thakur and other Dalit writers wrote short essays about Chuni Kotal.
This writing was creating a strong social platform against casteism, trauma and discrimination.
Their writing created the language of protest and congregated the unity of Dalit females. These
write awareness to the Bengali Dalit women as well as all the Dalit women of India. Literature is
the mirror of society, it reflects the injustice, disorder, inhuman activities and cruelty of casteism.
Chuni Kotal’s short autobiography was published in Dalit women’s little magazine Neer in 2017.
She belonged to the Lodha community, a Dalit community. She describes in her autobiography,
we are few Lodha students who went to school, but our teacher did not like us.® He never asked
for our homework, even though sometimes we went to him to take our homework reading he
took it unintentionally. Through this line she brewing the inner and invisible casteism
discrimination. This behaviour is reminiscent of the colonial view, when lower castes did not
have the right to education. If they wanted to get education, they suffered various forms of
oppression. These writings and incidents of Chuni Kotal life reflect the social cruelty. Her
writing also created a sense of social correction. The conscious minded people want to cease this
discrimination and revisit their mentality and modify their outlook. She graduated in
anthropology from Vidyasagar university. Later she was appointed hostel superintendent in
Medinipur. She admitted the Masters course in Vidyasagar university and here she was allegedly
discrimination against by the university administrator. The university administrator refused to
give her the requisite pass grades, despite her having fulfilled the criteria, who opined that a low
born person coming from a criminal tribe. Intolerance towards Dalit women was the main cause
of social stigma. Ambedkar had been a constant expression of the social and cultural identity of
Dalit.” Dalit women are inspired by Babasaheb Ambedkar. But in Bengal the majority of Dalit
communities followed Harichand and Guruchand Thakur. Shri Shri Guruchand Charita is an
important piece of Bengali Dalit religion literature. This book gives indication for development
both male and female; ‘Matua sokale ek, jati ved neihi (All Matua are one, there is no caste
difference), ‘Bisesatah Kannya hole nahiko Balai’ (specially there is no problem if it is a

daughter), ‘ Tumi jodi kannya hole ami putra hobo’."°(If you are a daughter, I will be a son). Dalit
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women of Bengal get their strength from Sri Sri Guruchand Charit, because it refers to the

egalitarian society.

1A%

In the mid-18th century when female children were victimized by patriarchal society. The Dalit
Matua community treated both boys and girls as impartial. This literature reflected the lower
caste people and gave direction to their development. This kind of literature also broadened the
mind of a patriarchal society. The Matua Namasudra movement was successful because of their
liberal gender and education policy. Matua literature has been giving the place both male and
female equally. Matua harbingers realized the importance of education for all, in order to the
development of lower caste. The primary demand of the Namasudra movement in Bengal was
education for all. Matua leaders Guruchand Thakur repeatedly said that for giving education to
boys and girls beggars if necessary. In 1880 Guruchand Thakur established a Pathsala in
Orakandi village for the education of Namasudra children. It was the milestone and the first step
towards the spread of education among Dalit communities in Bengal.'' Education opened the
door for literature for all but there was not a single Bengali Dalit women writer in the colonial
period. Its main cause was school drop after primary education. Written literature was scarce but
oral literature was available. Literature helped to the uprising of the Dalit women of Bengal.
Literature is the only important element that can uplift the downtrodden Dalit women. It also can
bring the desired equality among different castes. Through writing, Dalit women could criticize
and investigate the patriarchal social structure. An educated Dalit woman express through
literature that her role is not only conceived as one of bearing and giving birth to a child. They
engage in various hard works, like road construction, road meandering, public toilet cleaner and
other works. Dalit women of Bengal have not created as much volume of literature. Dalit women
had faced too many barriers in the personal, literary and cultural field. Literature can become a
silent but very powerful form of activism for Dalit women. Education, writing and literature are

correlated with each other. Most of the Dalit women in Bengal were illiterate, neither can they
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read or write any books. The initiation of few educated Dalit women’s writing spread among
other illiterate women in Bengal. Through vernacular literature Dalit women transmitted their
views, identity, desires and outlook to the wider society. Literature assists to explore Dalit
women’s experiences in psychological, historical and social context. Dalit women had victim of
sextual violence, most of the incidents were not published or locally hidden by powerful peoples.
Most of the rape case Dalit women or girls did not get proper justice. Sandhya Biswas wrote an
essay named ‘Hathraser Meyeti’.'> Biswas describes here about a nineteen-year-old Dalit
woman was gang raped by upper caste men in Hathras in Uttar Pradesh in 2020. A Dalit girl was
raped by four upper caste men. After this incident she was taken to the police station, the police
rejected her claim and did not register a complaint. Rather she was humiliated by the police. The
police and administration remained silent in Dalit case and they were influenced by the
perpetrators. When this news was circulated through social media Agra police called it fake
news. The victim woman's body was cremated without the family’s consent and their house was
covered by the police so that the news would not spread. This incident proved that the
administration remained silent in the case of Dalit women. This case was hidden by the powerful
higher caste people. Sandhya Biswas writing about gang rape of Hathras create consciousness
against rape case among the women of Bengal. Although Dalit women not only raped by upper
caste people but also her own community. Literature criticizes social injustice and proves an
equal gender environment. Dalit women’s literature like autobiography, short story, novel and
poetry helps us to understand the social construction of men’s and women’s traditional and
modern roles. Educated Dalit women writings represent their typical socio-economic and
psychological condition. Dalit women literature reflects these special conditions would be
valuable in identifying micro realities and situations of gender and caste of our society. Dalit
women’s problem and misery do not reflect in the macro notions of women empowerment. The
reading and writing process inherent in literature would qualitatively and subtly transform Dalit
women. Literature helps to Dalit women overcome the ingrained emotion of fear. Literature
creates a sense of consciousness against the heinous crime of society. In the later part of the 20th

century female trafficking was a common incident of Bengal. Especially the Dalit female whose
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family had been suffering from economic crisis, she was given economic temptation and
ultimately sold in other states. Border areas like south 24 parganas, North 24 pargana and Nadia
women trafficking was a common phenomenon. Women trafficking became consciously and
unconsciously. Unconsciously men gave economic temptation to women and then they were
selling in other states. A broker promised my maternal sister that she would get a job and my
aunt’s daughter was taken to Delhi. Actually, she was being sold by a broker that she did not
know. Conscious trafficking means in the concerns of family, especially poor parents giving
their daughter marry with another state male in lieu of money." Literature protested against
these inhuman women trafficking and created a strong women platform for stopping these
crimes. Literature, newspaper, magazine and other social media has been casting consciousness
and precaution against female trafficking of Bengal. Various autobiographical and short essay
writings of Bengali Dalit women have become a strong protest weapon against oppression and
deprivation. Some Dalit writers like Kanan Baral, Kalyani Thakur, Lili Halder, Jhuthika Pandey,
Manju Bala, Shitrikana Halwaladar, Madhabi Karmakar, Sandhya Biswas, Puspa Biragi and
others. Their writings created the power of observation. Literature has taught the Dalit women
the strategy of movement against social oppression. Through their writing Dalit women express
unknown problematic issues that have been suffering women century after century. Actually,
equality depends on the state of human mind. Literature and writings of Dalit women of Bengal
spread a sense of equality and claimed an egalitarian relationship between male and female.
Until our mind reaches that state of equality, we shall remain backward and not change our
society. Dalit is an umbrella term of untouchable, Harijan, scheduled caste, depresses, tribal and
Namasudra. Dalit literature created a sense of uniformity among all these communities. The
most recent trend in the ever-changing field of Dalit literature is the increasing importance of
women poets.'* Kalyani Thakur Charal wrote many poetries, like ‘Je Meye Adhar Gone’,
‘Chandalinir Kobita’, ‘Chandalini Bhone’, ‘Dhorlei Yuddo Suru’, ‘Ashwo Series’ and ‘Pache
Barnadhya hoye jai’. This poetry implies the life of Dalit women. Thakur poetry reflects the
rural Dalit women’s picture of suffering, oppression and misery. Manju Bala wrote many poems.

‘Ashwarahir Appakhay’ is her poetry. Here she aesthetically expresses the implicit meaning of
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Dalit women's life. Dalit poetry is an important weapon for combat against social discrimination,
casteism and patriarchy. Their language of poetry is unpolished, simple and rustic, but these
languages capture the mind of Dalit female society of Bengal. majority of Dalit women remained
illiterate and half literate, so simple language they easily capture, read the literature or listen
from others. Dalit literature reflects Dalit women as active agents in change making, sustaining
culture and strengthening relationships. Through literature Dalit women of Bengal are introduced
with trans-cultural spaces. After 1980 many organizations, women groups and literature sprung
to address specific issues and defend their own identity."” The latest and important form of
Bengali Dalit women literature is little magazines. These magazines contain essays. The name of
this little magazine is Neer. It is an important yearly journal. Through this journal Neer, mainly
new Dalit women writers have emerged every year. Dalit female writers adopted the ideology of
Savitribai Phule, Ramabai Ambedkar, B.R Ambedkar, Harichand Thakur, Guruchand Thakur
and Binapani Devi. Among some of the regular contributors of Neer are Kanan Boral is a social
worker and important writer of Neer. She wrote a short autobiography title ‘Atmokotha’ on Neer
magazine 2017. She described how her childhood grew in Shivaji colony. Boral was a member
of refugee family. So, her struggle was double one was refugee life and other was belonging in
scheduled Caste community. Uppers caste people abused them such way that they were lower
caste, refugee and illiterate Namasudra’s children.'® She established a Dalit Women Samiti.
Later it was renamed Ramabai Mahila Samiti. This Samiti worked for social welfare and to help
poor students. Through this Mahila Samiti she wants to empower the lower caste women. Kanan
Boral wrote essay titled ‘Mahamanob Harichand Thakur’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She
described the contribution of Harichand Thakur the upliftment of Namasudra community from
superstition and social stagnation. Boral wrote an essay titled ‘Bharatiyo Protham Adhyapika
Sabitri Bai Phule’ on Neer Magazine 2019. She wrote about the contribution of Sabitri Bai Phule
for spreading female education. Sabitri Bai Phule was the first Dalit female teacher of India.
Sabitri Bai also worked to distribute reliefs during famine in 1876-77 at Maharashtra.'” She
another essay titled ‘Yuganayaka Mahatma Jyotirao Phule’ on Neer Magazine 2021. She

described about Jyotirao Phule’s contribution on social welfare and spread of education. Phule
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was anti-caste social reformer and writer from Maharashtra. Phule’s work extended to many
fields, including eradication of untouchability and the caste system. He also worked for
educating women and oppressed caste people. Kanan Boral wrote an essay titled ‘Niprito
Manusher Treta Guruchand Thakur’ on Neer Magazine 2022. She discussed about Guruchand
Thakur’s contribution on social reformation movement and spreading education amongst lower
caste people. Manju Bala, is a social worker and Dalit women writer. She always writes against
casteism and religious superstition through her social media Facebook. She wrote a short story
title ‘Bived’ on Neer Magazine 2017. Bala wrote an essay titled ‘Budhir Arale Charturotar
Bhumika’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She criticised the Aryan people who cheated native Indian.
Manju Bala also an essay titled Dalit Sahitya O Dalit Samaj on Neer Magazine 2021. In this
essay she discussed about Dalits literature. Pallabi Mondal, a housewife; Wrote an essay titled
‘Mulnivasi Shasok Na Howay Babasaheber Jantrona’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She wrote about
the life struggle of Ambedkar against casteism. Mondal wrote an essay titled ‘Bharate Jatiya
Sanhatir Pracesta Nichak Chelebhulank Khela’ on Neer Magazine 2019. She described, since
time immemorial the Sudras, untouchables or Schedule Caste, Tribes and other backward classes
have been subjugated to the Caste Hindus or Upper Castes for thousands of years.'® Saptadeepa
Adhikari, who works in an NGO; she wrote an essay titled ‘Dui Prithibi’ on Neer Magazine
2019. She described a love story between a Dalit girl and upper caste Hindu boy. Dalit girl did
matches to higher caste family as a result she suffered unbearable torture. Praneeta Ray, joint
secretary of the West Bengal Bahujan Samaj Party; she wrote an essay titled ‘Dalits Sahitya O
Bahujan Samaj’ on Neer Magazine 2019. She narrated that Dalit literature and Bahujan society
complement each other. Baba Saheb’s intention was that women in particular would stand on
their own feet. Juthika Pandey, a college professor wrote a short story title ‘Ami Nei Amate’ on
Neer Magazine 2017. In this short story she expressed how women were dominated by
patriarchy society. Husband had imposed many restrictions on their wife. Although educated and
culturally developed women were silent obeyed their husband torture and did not breach
husband’s orders.'® She wrote about Dalits women emancipation from patriarchy chain. Pandey

wrote an essay titled ‘Matua Darshane Samajtatto Ek Natun Diganta: Binapani Devi’ on Neer
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Magazine 2019. She described the contribution of Binapani Devi to development of Namasudra
community. Binapani Devi also known as Baromaa. She leaded Matua Mahasangh and refugee
movement for get citizenship rights.”® She wrote an essay titled ‘Bharater Nari Jagorane Dr-.
Ambedkar’ on Neer Magazine 2021. She described about Ambedkar’s movements against
untouchables. Juthika Pandey wrote an essay titled ‘Sikha Andolane Thakur Harichand and
Guruchander Provab’ on Neer Magazine 2022. She described the contribution of Matua leaders
for spreading education amongst lower caste and established numerous educational institutions.
Ayesha Khatun is also a regular contributor. She is a social worker engaged chiefly in Birbhum
and Howrah districts and in Jharkhand. She works for the tribal and with the tribal. She said that
it is her endeavour to decimate through her writings all unequal rituals and practices in society.
She writes about the Adivasis who live in the stone quarries of Birbhum, the same whose land
has been snatched away by multinationals. And in her short story, Nirjon Niran Toral, she uses
the figure of a young Santhal woman called Baha to critique the many-layered caste system and
its many hypocrisies. She wrote an essay titled ‘Kutuber Vit’ on Neer Magazine 2017. Ayesha
Khatun wrote an essay titled ‘Naristhan’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She described about the
contribution of Begum Rokeya to freedom of women from patriarchy chain.”' She was a
prominent Bengali feminist thinker, writer and educator from British India. She is widely
regarded as a pioneer of women’s liberation in India n subcontinent. She advocated for men and
women to be treated equally as rational beings, noting that the lack of education for women was
responsible for their inferior economic position. Ayesha Khatun wrote an essay titled Dalit Kotha
on Neer Magazine 2019.

In this essay she wrote about social and economic scenario of Dalit people in Birbhum
district. She wrote an essay titled Manush on Neer Magazine 2021. Here she described gap
between higher caste and lower caste people. Another Neer contributor, Maroona Murmu,
teaches history at Jadavpur University. She is the second generation in her family to have
received formal education. In her essay titled “Is there no caste discrimination in West Bengal?”
she describes another Adivasi professor’s account of how every time her family members

brought over harvested grains to upper caste homes, the courtyards would be cleansed with cow
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dung and gangajal.*> She writes about how as a child she would be singled out to clean the
restrooms of the residential school where she studied. Murmu’s mother, a Bengali Hindu,
married her Adivasi university batchmate. She said that Neither the Adivasi community nor the
Bengali Hindu society was willing to recognise this marriage socially. So, in my forlorn
childhood, the feeling of insecurity was my sole companion. Her autobiographical works,
“Structural Violence of Casteism: A Personal Narrative by an Adivasi University Teacher” and
“Jaatibarna Baishamyer Paschimbanga”, published in Neer, are a scathing critique of casteism
in Bengal. Brahmin students of Birbhampur Primary School in Bankura district refuse to eat the
mid-day meal under the integrated child development scheme because it was cooked by people
of lower caste.”” In yet another essay she has written about an incident from 2019, wherein
Saraswati Kerketta, head of the department of geography at Rabindra Bharati University was
allegedly physically and emotionally harassed for being a Dalit. According to Murmu, an
enquiry committee was set up by the university which eventually pronounced that there was a
possibility that it was indeed a case of caste-based discrimination. Murmu says, “I am forced, as
a member of the Santhal community, to expose this skilfully devised myth that caste does not
exist in West Bengal.” She wrote essay titled ‘Bharat Matar Itar Santaner Apan Kotha’ on Neer
2017. Bharat Matar Itar Santan indicates Dalit, Adivasis and minorities community. These lower
caste people were victims of casteism discrimination in various fields of this nation. Dalit and
Adivasi were untouchable and impure because of their foods habit, dress, language and
behaviour are different from higher caste people.”* Murmu expressed her casteism experience in
different fields of her life. Maroona Murmu wrote an essay titled ‘Santal Hul: Protirodher
Aakhyan’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She wrote about Sidhu and Kanhu Murmu, hero and leader of
Santal Revolt. Caste was a new concept to Alokananda Roy when she moved to West Bengal in
1962, post her marriage. Says the 79-year-old, “Those days, in our village, Barishal in East
Pakistan, everyone was a Namasudra. Social ostracisation was something I had never come
across. | came to know about it when I came to India, but more from hearsay and from what I
read. That is when I started writing. Roy’s writings are about women negotiating caste traps. In

one of her stories, she writes about a young woman from the barber community. Once she is
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widowed, she returns to her father’s home and takes up her father’s job to earn a living. When
Neer was conceived, Kalyani had asked everyone to write about their forefathers. She says, “It
agitates me to think that the history of our predecessors has not been chronicled. You talk about
Vidyasagar and yet no one knows about Guruchand Thakur and Harichand Thakur; they were the
greatest influencers and social reformers of their times.” She continues, “In our community,
when there was no education, no thought or vision about the future, it was these two men who
preached widow remarriage. It was they who started schools for the women of our section, not
Vidyasagar. And yet, there is no mention of them in our history books.” Harichand Thakur, who
founded the Matua sect, and Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar were, incidentally, contemporaries.
Alokananda Roy wrote a short autobiography titled ‘Afmakotha’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She
wrote in this essay about her refugee life.”” Roy wrote an essay titled ‘Niprito Manusher Trata
Dr. Ambedkar’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She described the contribution of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar in
Dalits movement. Alokananda Roy wrote an essay titled ‘Samaj Unnaye Narir Bhumika’ on
Neer Magazine 2019. She described how women help to society in developing works. Madhobi
Halder wrote an essay titled ‘Dalits Sahitye Maharashtrer Bhumika’ on Neer Magazine 2019.
She described the history of Dalit literature. According to retired Indian Railways employee Lily
Halder, this is because Dalit intellectuals followed the oral tradition, leaving a lot of their works
and thoughts unchronicled. She says, “Kabigaan was our literature. Our community did not
receive the kind of education you need to be able to read and write.” In her poem Kojagori
Purnima, Halder writes about casteism being rampant in Bengal’s villages — based on her
experience of living in Burdwan’s Dubrajpur village. She says, “In the Bankura-Burdwan area
people are very rigid. When I went to a neighbouring village for some work and asked for a
drink of water, I was turned away.” In her autobiography, Bhanga Berar Panchali, Halder
narrates how she was harassed and discriminated on the basis of her caste at her workplace too,
how her immediate supervisor doubted her educational qualifications and even hinted that she
had cleared exams by resorting to unfair means. “No doubt then that a rebellious mood is the
defining feature of the Dalit literature,” observes academic Jaydeep Sarangi who has several

publications on the Dalit literary movement in India. “It is not only the corpus of pain and
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suffering but also a revolt against inhumanity and the age-old cultural rigging,” he adds. Lily
Halder wrote a short autobiography titled ‘Amar Saishab’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She wrote
about casteism experience. She described how she was victim by casteism discrimination. She
described this way that various caste students have their class. When I visited my upper caste
friends’ home, they did not take it on positive sense. I understand it but did not get suffering, I
think it is our social scenario.”® Lily Halder wrote an essay titled ‘Shri Harichand Thakur O Shri
Guruchand Thakurer Sikha Vabna’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She described the contribution of
Harichand Thakur and Guruchand Thakur to spread education amongst lower caste people of
Bengal. Ambedkar said Educate, Agitate, Organise and Guruchand Thakur said Educate,
Educate, education is our only weapon. Within 1931 Guruchand Thakur established 1067 school
in Dhaka division.?’Lily Halder wrote an essay titled ‘Bartaman Bharatvarsher Prantik Jatir
Andolan’ on Neer Magazine 2019. In this essay she narrated history of Chandal community and
contribution of Harichand, Guruchand Thakur, liberal missionaries who help to spread education
amongst masses. Halder wrote an essay titled ‘Dalit ba Nimnabargiyader Aladabhabe
Narikanther Kno Prayojana’ on Neer Magazine 2021. In the essay she narrated influential Dalits
women like poet and lyricist. She also discussed about Chuni Kotal, who was victim of casteism
discrimination and committed suicide. Lily Halder wrote also an essay titled ‘Matua Darshan-
Jatived, Ninmojatir Uttoraner Disha’ on Neer Magazine 2022. Here she described Matua
history. Kalyani Thakur Charal is a Dalit Women writer and editor of Neer Magazine. She wrote
a short autobiography titled ‘Atmakotha’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She described her childhood
memories. Kalyani Thakur Charal take a penname Chandalini. She wrote an essay titled ‘Mahila
Khamatayan Proshne Dalits Nari’ on Neer Magazine 2018. She described about Hindu Code
Bill about women empowerment. Ambedkar had great credit to empower women. For
empowerment of lower caste women need more and more leadership from them. Chandalini
wrote an essay titled ‘Prantik Manusher Votadikharer Loray O Ek Mahatmar Kahini’ on Neer
Magazine 2019. She narrated the history of struggle of lower caste people to get voting rights.
Women gained their major political right in the country, the right to vote, through the Indian

Administrative Reforms Bill of 1919, which came into effect in 1929.% Chandalini wrote
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another essay titled Bangla ‘Sahitye O Sangite Kotipoy Dalits Nari’ on Neer Magazine 2021. In
this essay she discussed about Dalit women poet, lyricist such as Sulochana, Kamini Sundori and
others. Smritikana Howlader wrote an essay named ‘Lathir Voye Sahos Hoy’ on Neer 2017.
polygyny. She described about a woman named Manda who was rejected by her husband and her
struggle against patriarchy society.” Smritikana Howlader wrote an essay titled ‘Abohelitora’ on
Neer Magazine 2018. She described about Santal Revolt. She wrote about Phulmoni and Jhan,
two sisters of Sidhu and Kanhu. Phulmoni and Jhanu participated Santal Revolt. Phulmoni was
arrested by British army and they raped her and shot death.*® She wrote an essay titled ‘Bharater
Dui Nari’ on Neer Magazine 2019. Puspa Bairagi wrote an essay titled ‘Chinnomul Daridro
Dalit Paribarer Meyer Bere Utha’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She was a member of Namasudra
refugee family. She had long experience about caste discrimination in her professional life. In
1992, she joined as assistant teacher in Rajendra Memorial Institution at Burdwan. In this school
she victim caste discrimination from her colleagues.’’ Bairagi wrote an essay titled ‘Meyeli
Brato: Namasudra Sampraday’ on Neer magazine 2018. In this essay she wrote about various
rituals, culture and religion festival like Barase Gan, Bastu Pujor Gan, Gasi Brata and so on.
Sandhya Biswas wrote a short autobiography titled ‘dtmakotha’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She
described how women were victims of domestic violence.*> Her mother was beaten by her father.
It was common scenario of our society that women were silently bear her husband unbearable
torture. Biswas wrote an essay titled ‘ Yugupurush Dr.B.R. Ambedkar’ on Neer Magazine 2018.
She shows how Ambedkar fight against casteism. Suniti Podder wrote a short autobiography
titled ‘Chotobela O Arokichu’ on Neer Magazine 2017. She described his childhood memories
and her casteism experience. She was considered inferior by her colleagues because she
belonged to lower caste.*® She wrote an essay titled ‘Amul Utpatan Dorkar’ on Neer Magazine
2018. In this essay she narrated about casteism. Ila Das wrote a short autobiography titled Jibon-
Charita on Neer Magazine 2017. Here she described casteism discrimination. Baishali Biswas
wrote an essay titled ‘Karmakshetra O Dalits Nari’ on Neer Magazine 2021. She discussed
about women workers. Female workers are paid less than male workers. Savitribai Phule speaks

of women’s three-tiered conflict: firstly, they are Dalits, secondly, they are women, and thirdly
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and especially they are poor.’* Sukla Biswas wrote an essay titled ‘Bharate Dalits Nari Andolan:
Bartaman Samaj Preksite’ on Neer Magazine 2021. She discussed about Dalits women
movement against social discrimination and oppression. According to Sukla Biswas, lower caste
women are oppressed from two sides, firstly because of being a woman, secondly because of
being born in a lower caste home, because of being more vulnerable. According to Pandit
Ramabai and Tarabai Dalits women faced the three-fold discrimination of caste, class and
patriarchy faced by Dalit women could not be addressed by bringing the Dalit women's voice
within the fold of women's universal voice. Until we learn to see Dalit women’s problems as one
with mainstream women’s problems, we will not have insigh‘[.35 She also wrote an essay titled
‘Unis Satakar Ninmabarner Nabajagaraner Renesamyan Harichand Thakur O Guruchand
Thakur’ on Neer Magazine 2022. She described about Matua movement and it’s leaders
Harichand and Guruchand Thakur. Kalyani Tikader wrote an essay titled ‘Matua Dharma
Darshane Narir Adhikar’ on Neer Magazine 2022. She described about Matua women. Matua
Movement gave equal rights both male and female. Purbasha Mondal wrote an essay titled
‘Matua Jatrapalay Sangiter Proyog: Ekti Path’ on Neer Magazine 2022. She described about
Matua songs, Jatrapala and Matua culture. Kalyani Thakur believes when a Dalit writes about
personal angst, it comes from a place of experience that is unique. She said that Mahasweta Devi
and Tarasankar Bandyopadhyay have written about us, but they have not experienced the pain of
being treated as untouchables. With all respect to these great writers, she would call their works

Dalit daradi sahitya or works of Dalit sympathisers.

Conclusion

Neer Magazine is an important platform for disseminating Dalit Women’s voice against
oppression and discrimination. Women’s writing through Neer have been strengthened Dalit
movement. Women shared their casteism experience, social injustice and oppression towards

them through this Magazine. This magazine has given opportunity to marginalized women to
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raise their voice against discrimination and oppression. Neer have been publishing large number
of essays and short autobiography of Dalit Women. They vividly express their everyday life
victimhood of casteism and their deprivation from various things. Neer is solely dominated by
the marginalized women of Bengal. Through this Magazine Dalits women express their power of

imagination and analysis about social, political and economic affairs.
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