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The life of a Dalit is totally different and difficult from others and they occupy the lower rank of the 

caste hierarchy. Every one in six person in India is a Dalit yet, they are denied of any social rights. Gender plays 

a key role in mapping the social reality but it is higher in case of Dalits. Dalit women in hegemonic country like 

India are thrice alienated on the basis of caste, class and gender and to the worse they are abused and raped 

by men of their own community. They are saddled writer. They exhibit enormous skill for survival and combat.  

They excel in music and rhythm is a part of their basic physical movement. Singing is a strategy they adopt to 

break free from the fatigue of hard labour. Their humor, their ability to laugh and tease even while leading a 

socially repressed lifestyle brings out their innate strength, resilience and creativity. 

Bama Faustina Mary popularly known as Bama was born in to a converted Christian family and was a 

constant witness to the discrimination faced by the Dalits especially the Paraiyas. Bama is one of the first Dalit 

women writers widely recognized and translated. She is also regarded as the first black literary writer in Tamil 

literature. Bama's works are seen as embodying Dalit feminism and are famous for celebrating the inner 

strength of the subaltern woman.  Bama’s  Karukku which in M.S.S Pandian’s opinion is the “first dalit 

testimonial narrative.” It was in 1992 that Bama left the convent that she had been a member for seven years. 

About her autobiography Karukku, she writes - 

“That book was written as a means of healing my inward wounds. I had no other motive.” 

Her experiences formed the basis for her first novel, Karukku published in 1992.
 

Karukku was, 

however, critically acclaimed and won the Crossword Book Award in 2000. By portraying their experiences, 

Bama is trying to seek her identity in the mainstream literature. Bama herself admits, in her preface: 

“. . . . Events that occurred during many stages of my life cutting me like Karukku and making me 

bleed...” 

We see Bama standing at this moment in her life, trying to make sense of her identities as a Dalit, as a 

Christian and mainly as a woman. In Karukku one sees her quest to understand and present how her multiple 

identities as a Dalit Christian Women have impacted her oppression. Bama explores how violence against Dalit 

women is legitimized and institutionalized by state, family, church and upper caste communities. Her fiction 

documents how Dalit women toil and get exploited at home and outside and she is denied of justice. Her 

fiction, through a detailed account documents the Dalits’ struggle for social, economic and political 

empowerment. She painfully notes that their rich culture is robbed and they are left with no culture which 

leads to zero identity.                     

The title Karukku chose by Bama means Palmyra leaves which, with their serrated edges on both 

sides, are like double edged swords. The language used is realistic. The syntax used shows how her community 

people spoke in her village. Bama herself acknowledges it. She had so many acquisitions that so much of 

coarse words are not to be used. But the author wrote the exact words people spoke. 

The term ‘Dalit’ has its root in Marathi, which in Tamil means ‘thaazhthapattor, the underprivileged.  

Bama, a Dalit Christian woman too has been a victim and also has witnessed several discriminations only 

because of her low birth. In the novel she writes about the experience of working for a Naicker family –  
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“All the time I went to work for the Naicker (upper-caste) I knew I should not touch their goods and 

chattels; I should never come close to where they were. I should always stand away to one side. These 

were the rules. I often pained and ashamed. But there was nothing that I could do.” (Karukku 53). 

 Bama  really wished to be born as a male as she needs another gender’s aid to prove the identity of 

her born gender. Bama’s life resembles the saw edged Karukku and it expresses sorrows, joys and humiliations 

that her mother, grandmother and many other dalit women face in fields and at home. Therefore, though it is 

an autobiography, it is linked with communal problems. Bama’s inspiring words awake Dalit women from the 

deep slumber- 

“... We must not accept the injustice of our enslavement by telling ourselves it our fate, as if we have 

no true feelings; we must dare to stand up for change. We must crush all these institutions … that 

among human beings there are none who are high or low.” (Karukku 28). 

 Bama in her novel asks her conscious- 

“Are Dalits not human beings? Do they not have common sense...honour...self respect...wisdom, 

beauty, dignity? What do we lack?” (Karukku 27).         

The author shares her experiences as a Paraya girl, as a school teacher and as a nun. She looks back 

her life from a moment of personal crisis as she leaves the religious order to which she has belonged for seven 

years. She reminiscences her childhood days in her village and reflects on them in her autobiography 

poignantly. The writer argues for the wage disparity among men and women. Her feministic voice is obvious in 

the following words: 

“I saw our people working so hard night and day, I often used to wonder from where they got their 

strength, but of course, they never received a payment that was appropriate to their labour, men received one 

wage, women another. They always paid men more. I could never understand why.”(Karukku 54) 

Even the writer’s mother is not an exception in this regard. She brings up all her children in the 

absence of her husband who is in the army and away from home for months together. She is a combination of 

strength and vigour and tenacity. The writer throws light on the patriarchal male centric society and the 

violent oppression of Dalits, particularly the oppression of Dalit Christian women. She walks out of the convent 

after seven years when she finds out discriminatory conduct by Christians and urges Dalits to get education. 

Bama writes this autobiography after leaving the convent, and those days are considered a period of crisis by 

the author as a woman. Then she wrote Karukku in order to escape from death. Bama feels very sad when 

Dalit children are constantly oppressed and humiliated by nuns. Her brother Raj Gouthaman said, 

 ". . If we study and make progress we can throw away these indignities." (Karukku 18). 

His words always inspired her and helped her to study hard. Bama also narrates an incident when an 

upper caste woman left the seat beside her the moment she is told by Bama that she belongs to Paraya Street. 

She has experienced brutality of the high castes.  

As a true feminist, Bama resists all kinds of oppression on Dalit women. The author wants to break all 

the barriers of social and cultural system and depicts her problems as a Dalit and as a woman. A Dalit woman is 

Dalit among Dalits. She is oppressed by caste, gender and religion. It is a painful journey with open ending 

story, and many questions are left unanswered. The thrice alienated women seek their freedom from the 

caste, class and gender based clutches. Bama who voiced for the unvoiced was treated roughly by her own 

men as they considered her notion as a debasing one. The ultimate truth is that she wanted to advocate her 

own people from the hegemonic culture and help them gain the deserved respect. The story of Karukku was 

not only the story of Bama but a collective trauma- her community.                                
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