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Abstract 
The autobiographical work of Baby Kamble, particularly The Prisons We Broke, offers a compelling narrative of self-

discovery shaped by caste, gender, and collective struggle. This article explores how Kamble’s life writing transcends 

individual experience to articulate a shared Dalit consciousness while simultaneously tracing the evolution of her own identity. 

Through an analysis of marginalization, awakening, gendered experience, and narrative voice, the paper argues that Kamble’s 

autobiography redefines self-exploration as a process deeply embedded in social transformation. Her journey from silence to 

articulation reflects not only personal liberation but also the emergence of a powerful Dalit feminist voice that challenges 

dominant literary and social structures. 
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Introduction  
Autobiography, as a literary genre, often emphasizes the 

journey of the individual self—its growth, conflicts, and 

eventual realization. However, in the context of 

marginalized communities, particularly within Indian 

society, the notion of the “self” is rarely autonomous. It is 

shaped, constrained, and often silenced by oppressive social 

structures such as caste and patriarchy. In this regard, the 

autobiographical narrative of Baby Kamble occupies a 

unique and significant position. 

Kamble’s The Prisons We Broke is not merely a personal 

life story; it is a testimony of collective suffering and 

resilience. Written from the perspective of a Dalit woman, 

the text challenges dominant upper-caste narratives and 

brings to the forefront voices that have historically been 

excluded from mainstream literature. At the same time, it 

presents a deeply introspective journey of self-discovery—

one that evolves through awareness, resistance, and 

articulation. 

This article examines how Kamble negotiates her identity 

within the intersecting frameworks of caste and gender, and 

how her autobiography becomes a medium of both personal 

and collective emancipation. 
 

Life on the Margins: The Context of Oppression 

Kamble’s early life, as depicted in her autobiography, is 

marked by extreme deprivation and systemic discrimination. 

Born into the Mahar community, she grew up in an 

environment where caste dictated every aspect of 

existence—from occupation and social interactions to 

access to basic resources. The Dalit community was 

subjected to humiliation, segregation, and exploitation, 

which were normalized within the social order. 

In such a setting, the formation of the self is deeply affected. 

The individual does not grow with a sense of agency or self-

worth but is conditioned to accept inferiority as a given. 

Kamble’s narrative vividly captures this internalization of 

oppression. She describes how Dalits were made to feel less 

than human, how their labor was exploited, and how their 

dignity was systematically denied. 

For Dalit women, this marginalization was even more 

intense. They were not only victims of caste-based 

discrimination but also of patriarchal control within their 

own communities. Their voices were doubly suppressed, 

and their identities were defined by layers of subjugation. 

Thus, the “margins” in Kamble’s narrative are not merely 

physical or social—they are psychological. They shape the 

consciousness of individuals and restrict their ability to 

imagine themselves beyond imposed limitations. 

 

Awakening and the Emergence of Selfhood 

A significant shift in Kamble’s narrative occurs with the 

influence of the Dalit movement, particularly the teachings 

of Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. Ambedkar’s emphasis on education, 

self-respect, and social equality becomes a catalyst for 

change in the lives of many Dalits, including Kamble 

herself. 

This phase marks the beginning of self-awareness. Kamble 

starts to question the structures that have governed her life 

and to recognize the injustice inherent in them. This 

questioning is crucial—it represents the first step toward 

self-discovery. The self, which was previously suppressed 

and undefined, begins to emerge with clarity and purpose. 

Education plays a vital role in this transformation. It 

provides Kamble with the tools to think critically and to 

articulate her experiences. More importantly, it allows her to 

envision a life beyond the constraints of caste. Self-

discovery, in this context, is not an isolated internal process 

but one that is deeply connected to social awareness and 

intellectual empowerment. 

Kamble’s awakening is both personal and collective. As she 

gains insight into her own condition, she also observes a 

broader transformation within her community. Dalits begin 

to organize, to resist, and to assert their rights. This 

collective awakening reinforces her sense of identity and 

strengthens her resolve to speak out. 

 
Gender and the Double Burden of Marginalization 

One of the most powerful aspects of Kamble’s 

autobiography is its focus on the experiences of Dalit 

women. While much of Dalit literature addresses caste 

oppression, Kamble goes a step further by highlighting the 

specific challenges faced by women within this framework. 
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Dalit women, as Kamble portrays them, are subjected to a 

“double burden.” They face discrimination from upper 

castes while also enduring patriarchal oppression within 

their own communities. Their labor is exploited, their voices 

are silenced, and their bodies are controlled. 

Kamble does not hesitate to critique these internal 

inequalities. She exposes practices that perpetuate the 

subjugation of women and calls for a re-evaluation of 

gender roles within the Dalit community. This critical 

perspective is an essential part of her self-discovery. By 

acknowledging and challenging these injustices, she asserts 

her identity as a woman with agency and voice. 

Her narrative thus contributes to the development of a 

distinctly Dalit feminist consciousness. Unlike mainstream 

feminism, which often overlooks caste, Kamble’s 

perspective is rooted in the intersection of caste and gender. 

Her self-exploration is therefore not only about personal 

identity but also about redefining the position of Dalit 

women in society. 

 

Writing as Resistance and Self-Articulation 

The act of writing itself is central to Kamble’s journey of 

self-discovery. For someone from a marginalized 

background, to write and to be heard is an act of defiance. It 

challenges the structures that have historically denied access 

to education and expression. 

Kamble’s narrative style is simple, direct, and deeply rooted 

in oral traditions. This choice is significant—it reflects her 

cultural context and resists the elitism of mainstream literary 

forms. Her language is not ornamental but powerful in its 

honesty and immediacy. 

Through writing, Kamble reclaims her voice. She 

transforms personal experiences of pain and humiliation into 

a collective narrative of resistance. In doing so, she not only 

discovers her own identity but also creates a space for others 

to recognize and articulate their experiences. 

Her autobiography thus becomes a political act. It 

challenges dominant narratives, exposes social injustices, 

and asserts the legitimacy of marginalized voices. Writing, 

in this sense, is both a tool of self-expression and a means of 

social transformation. 

 

The Collective Self: Beyond Individual Identity 

One of the defining features of The Prisons We Broke is its 

emphasis on the collective rather than the individual. Unlike 

many autobiographies that focus on personal achievements, 

Kamble’s narrative is deeply communal. Her story is 

inseparable from the experiences of her community. 

This collective dimension redefines the concept of self-

discovery. The “self” is not an isolated entity but one that is 

shaped by relationships, shared histories, and collective 

struggles. Kamble’s identity evolves alongside the 

transformation of her community. 

This perspective challenges Western notions of 

individualism and offers an alternative understanding of 

identity—one that is rooted in solidarity and mutual support. 

Kamble’s self-discovery is thus not about distinguishing 

herself from others but about finding her place within a 

larger social context. 

 

From Silence to Voice: The Journey of Transformation 

The trajectory of Kamble’s autobiography can be 

understood as a movement from silence to voice. In the 

beginning, her identity is shaped by imposed silence—by 

the inability to speak, to question, or to assert. As the 

narrative progresses, this silence is gradually broken. 

This transformation is not easy or linear. It involves 

(struggle), resistance, and continuous negotiation with social 

norms. However, it ultimately leads to the emergence of a 

strong and articulate voice—one that refuses to be ignored. 

Kamble’s journey is emblematic of a broader process of 

empowerment among marginalized communities. It 

demonstrates how self-discovery can lead to social change, 

and how the act of speaking out can challenge deeply 

entrenched systems of oppression. 

 

Conclusion 

The autobiographical narrative of Baby Kamble is a 

powerful testament to the transformative potential of self-

discovery. Emerging from the margins of society, her 

journey reflects the complex interplay of caste, gender, and 

collective struggle in shaping identity. 

Through The Prisons We Broke, Kamble not only narrates 

her own life but also gives voice to a community that has 

long been silenced. Her self-exploration is deeply 

intertwined with social awareness and resistance, making 

her work both a personal and political statement. 

In redefining the concept of autobiography, Kamble 

challenges conventional notions of the self and offers a 

more inclusive and socially grounded understanding of 

identity. Her narrative reminds us that true self-discovery is 

not merely about introspection but about recognizing and 

transforming the conditions that shape our lives. 
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