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Abstract

Dalit literature emerges as a powerful literary movement that articulates the lived realities of historically
marginalized communities subjected to caste-based discrimination, violence, and systemic exclusion. Beyond
social protest, Dalit writing profoundly engages with the psychological and mental trauma inflicted by
centuries of oppression. This paper critically examines the portrayal of psychological suffering, identity
fragmentation, internalized oppression, and resistance in Dalit literature. Drawing upon selected
autobiographies, novels, and short stories by prominent Dalit writers, the study explores how trauma is
represented not merely as individual pain but as a collective psychological condition shaped by social
structures. The paper employs an interdisciplinary approach, integrating literary analysis with psychological
trauma theory and social psychology, to highlight Dalit literature as both testimony and therapeutic resistance.
The study concludes that Dalit literature functions as a medium of psychological healing, self-assertion, and

counter-narrative against caste hegemony.
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1. Introduction

Dalit literature occupies a distinctive space in Indian literary discourse as a form of writing rooted in pain,
protest, and lived experience. Unlike mainstream Indian literature, which often marginalizes or romanticizes
caste realities, Dalit literature confronts the brutal truths of social exclusion, humiliation, and psychological
violence. The term Dalit, meaning “broken” or “oppressed,” signifies not only material deprivation but also

profound mental and emotional suffering produced by caste-based hierarchies.
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The psychological dimension of Dalit oppression has historically remained underexplored, as caste

discrimination is often discussed in socio-economic or political terms. However, humiliation, fear,
internalized inferiority, and chronic stress are central to the Dalit experience. Dalit writers articulate these
mental scars through autobiographical narratives, fictional representations, and poetic expressions, thereby

transforming literature into a site of psychological testimony.

This paper argues that Dalit literature is fundamentally a literature of trauma—where mental suffering is not
incidental but structural. Psychological trauma in Dalit texts arises from repeated exposure to social rejection,
verbal abuse, physical violence, and denial of dignity. These experiences generate long-term mental health
consequences such as anxiety, depression, identity crisis, and alienation. By narrating these experiences, Dalit
writers reclaim agency and challenge dominant cultural narratives.

2. Dalit Literature: Concept and Evolution

Dalit literature emerged as a conscious literary movement in the post-independence period, particularly
gaining momentum during the 1960s and 1970s with the rise of Dalit Panther activism in Maharashtra. It
rejects aesthetic detachment and prioritizes authenticity, experience, and resistance. Dalit writing is deeply
influenced by Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s ideology, which emphasized self-respect, education, and annihilation of

caste.

Unlike traditional literature, Dalit literature does not aim to entertain but to expose lived realities. The
psychological suffering of Dalits becomes a central narrative force rather than a background theme. Writers
use raw language, fragmented narratives, and autobiographical modes to reflect fractured identities shaped by

oppression.

Prominent works such as Joothan by Omprakash Valmiki, Karukku by Bama, and The Outcaste by
Baburao Bagul vividly portray psychological humiliation and emotional wounds inflicted by caste society.

3. Psychological Trauma and Caste-Based Oppression

Psychological trauma refers to emotional and mental damage caused by overwhelming distressing experiences
that exceed an individual’s ability to cope. In the Dalit context, trauma is cumulative, repetitive, and socially
sanctioned. Dalits are exposed to daily micro-aggressions, symbolic violence, and institutional discrimination,

leading to what psychologists describe as complex trauma.

Dalit literature presents trauma as collective rather than individual. The fear of violence, anticipation of

humiliation, and internalization of inferiority are recurring psychological states. Children grow up witnessing
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discrimination, which shapes their self-perception and cognitive development. Repeated denial of dignity

produces a sense of worthlessness and emotional numbness.

In Joothan, Valmiki narrates how caste-based abuse in school environments results in deep psychological
scars that persist into adulthood. Such experiences illustrate how trauma is embedded within social institutions
like education, religion, and family.

4. Representation of Mental Trauma in Dalit Narratives

4.1 Humiliation and Internalized Oppression

Humiliation is one of the most recurring psychological themes in Dalit literature. Being forced to accept
leftovers, segregated living spaces, and verbal abuse creates a deep sense of shame. Over time, this

humiliation becomes internalized, leading individuals to unconsciously accept their inferior status.

Dalit writers portray how repeated degradation fractures self-esteem and produces self-doubt. Characters often
struggle with self-hatred, silence, and emotional withdrawal. This internal conflict reflects Frantz Fanon’s

theory of internalized oppression, where the oppressed adopt the worldview of the oppressor.

4.2 ldentity Crisis and Alienation

Dalit characters frequently experience identity confusion, torn between self-respect and social rejection.
Education becomes both a tool of empowerment and a site of alienation, as upward mobility often results in
social isolation.

In Karukku, Bama illustrates how religious institutions contribute to psychological betrayal, causing deep
emotional trauma and identity disillusionment. The sense of not belonging anywhere becomes a defining
mental condition.

4.3 Violence, Fear, and Psychological Insecurity

Physical violence against Dalits produces long-term psychological consequences such as hyper-vigilance,
fear, and anxiety disorders. Even when violence is absent, the constant threat creates mental instability.

Baburao Bagul’s short stories depict characters living under perpetual fear, where silence becomes a survival
strategy. This psychological insecurity highlights how caste violence extends beyond physical harm into
mental captivity.

5. Dalit Women and Gendered Psychological Trauma

Dalit women experience intersectional trauma shaped by caste and gender. Dalit feminist writing exposes
sexual exploitation, domestic violence, and emotional suppression. Psychological trauma among Dalit women
is intensified due to social silence and lack of institutional support.
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Their narratives reveal suppressed anger, emotional exhaustion, and resilience. Writing becomes a form of
psychological release, allowing women to reclaim voice and agency. Dalit women’s literature thus expands
trauma discourse by foregrounding intersectionality.

6. Literature as Resistance and Psychological Healing

Dalit literature functions as a counter-hegemonic discourse that challenges caste ideology. Writing becomes
an act of resistance, self-validation, and psychological survival. By narrating trauma, Dalit writers transform
pain into political consciousness.

The process of storytelling serves a therapeutic function—allowing individuals and communities to confront
suppressed emotions. Collective reading and recognition create solidarity, reducing psychological isolation.
Dalit literature thus acts as a form of narrative therapy and social empowerment.

7. Conclusion

The portrayal of psychological and mental trauma in Dalit literature reveals the profound emotional
consequences of caste-based oppression. Dalit texts move beyond documenting suffering to exposing how
trauma is socially produced, normalized, and transmitted across generations. These narratives challenge

dominant literary traditions that ignore mental suffering and assert the necessity of psychological dignity.

Dalit literature stands as a testimony to survival, resistance, and healing. It redefines literature as a moral and
psychological intervention, demanding not only social justice but emotional recognition. Understanding Dalit
literature through the lens of trauma deepens our comprehension of caste as a psychological structure and

literature as a tool of liberation.
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