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Women novelists have played a vital role in enhancing the quality and quantity of the 
Indian literature. Dalit literature gives expression to the voices of Dalits and tries to 
construct dalit’s identities differently from the already existing elitist notion of a Dalit 
identity. Bama’s Karukku becomes an attempt to break the existing tradition and to 
identify ways of defining one’s own identity. Dalit is deeply concerned with identity 
formation and its assertion to region the self-confidence, self-work of the marginalized 
section in our society. Dalits are considered as people of discrete set of low castes, who 
have been marginalized and oppressed in every possible way. Dalits have started showing 
resistance against oppression through their writings.  The role played by Dalit 
autobiographies becomes significant since it reflects the Dalit society and the cultural 
background. Dalit woman autobiographies celebrate the self of Dalit women by 
attempting to discard the zero representation they had in their lives and by making sense 
out of their disorganized way of life. Bama’s Karukku, clearly sketches the journey 
undertaken by Bama to establish herself as a spokesperson of Dalit women. The 
hardships and agonies; oppression and suffering offer an unpleasant journey as well as a 
narrative of its own kind. The paper tries to explore how Bama has, through her narrative, 
especially the form of the autobiography, relocated herself Dalit women to the centre and 
regained their self-esteem and carved out an identity for them. The paper analyses the 
Dalit woman’s voice and heard through a study of Bama’s non-conventional language.   

KEYWORDS:  Marginalized, oppression, representation, silence, self consciousness, 
Dalit women, Discrimination . 

Introduction  
Dalit Literature is literature written by Dalits about their lives. The term ‘Dalit’ refers to 
all the oppressed and exploited people belonging to lower castes in India they are forced 
to do menial jobs and are termed as Untouchables. The role played by Dalit 
autobiographies becomes significant since it reflects the Dalit society and the cultural 
background. This re-presentation of their silenced voices through a literature of their own 
was an act of creating a self consciousness through the change that would be decisive as 
well as unique. Dalit women, since ages, have remained as an object of male dominance. 
They have been doubly marginalized as they are discriminated on the basis of gender and 
caste. Dalit women writers are now trying to create a space for themselves by narrating 
their distressing and horrific experiences in their writings. Bama Faustina is considered as 
one of the most distinguished Dalit fiction writers in Tamil. Bama’s autobiographical 
narrative Karukku brought out in 1992 is also crucial to the emergence of Tamil Dalit 
literature.  She is hailed as the first Dalit woman writer in India. The theme of Dalit 
consciousness is carried out immensely in all her works. Bama’s texts have seemed to be 
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worked on the victimhood of Dalits. The agency of Dalits has been powerfully presented 
in all her writings. 
 
Bama adapts a narrative strategy in which her voice testifies to the sufferings and 
atrocities of two communities: Dalit and Christian. As a woman and as a Dalit Christian, 
Bama’s act of expression can be perceived as a subaltern expression. It came out as a 
resistance against the current caste and gender oppression. She mentions untouchability 
when she saw it in practice and was humiliated by it. Bama recreates for the reader her 
experiences as a Dalit child. The innocence of the child Bama who “hadn’t yet heard 
people speak openly of untouchability” (13) is gradually shattered. When an elder from 
her community (the Parayas) brings a Naicker some ‘vadai’, he holds the parcel by its 
string - not touching it directly. Bama says, she wanted to laugh at the sight of such a big 
man carrying a small pocket in that fashion. (13) But Bama’s elder brother is not amused 
and explains to her that the big man has not touched the pocket directly because 
everybody believes that Naickers are upper caste and therefore must not touch the 
Parayas. They will be polluted if they do so. Bama writes, When she heard this, she 
didn’t want to laugh any more, and she felt terribly sad. How could they believe that it 
was disgusting if a Paraya held that package in his hands… she felt so provoked and 
angry that she wanted to go and touch those wretched Vadais herself. It is then that she 
burst out against caste practice and oppression. She recalls that both her grandmothers 
worked as servants for Naicker families and recounts their routine humiliations. They 
worked hard for the Naickers from dawn till dusk, with almost no reward. Even the food 
that they got was leftover food from the Naicker home. Bama’s elder brother’s advice 
makes a deep impression on Bama. Since she wants to prove herself, she takes her studies 
very seriously. She makes it sure that she always stands first in the class. Bama writes: 
“In fact, because of that, many people become my friends, even though I am a Paraichi” 
(15).Throughout her period of education, Bama finds that there is a painful reminder of 
her caste in the form of untouchability. She feels that education is the only way to attain 
equality.  
A dispute arose between the Chaaliyars and the Parayar community over the cemetery 
that Parayars had traditionally used in Bama’s village. The Chaaliyars wanted the 
cemetery so that it could become a playground for their school. Hence there were 
frequent skirmishes between the two communities. This leads to killings and court cases. 
Bama’s lament is that the upper-caste men are having the last laugh.  
 
There is a mention recreation of the pastimes – the games the Dalit children play on their 
streets.   She tells us of the pretence games they used to play as young children and about 
dolls they used to make. The world of reality dictated the contours of their pretence 
games- e.g. when they played at being married, the husband would come home drunk and 
beat the wife and the police would arrive and beat him up, or when they played at 
working, some boys would become Naickers and humiliate the rest. Children act as a 
witness and are an innocent reflection of the society around them.  As for entertainments 
like cinema, children from other communities go dressed up to the cinema.  But none of 
the women from Dalits go to the cinema for fear of being pulled by boys of all other 
communities.  
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 Karukku focuses on two essential aspects namely: caste and religion that cause great 
pain in Bama’s life. Bama has bitter experiences at the school: One day as she was 
playing with other children a coconut fell down.  Next morning at the school assembly 
the head master who belonged to the Chaaliyar caste called out Bama’s name and 
humiliated her, “You have shown us your true nature as a Paraya.” Even the priest, to 
whom she goes for justice, tells her that she must be a thief because she is a paraya.  

The warden sister of the hostel could not tolerate low-caste or poor children. She’d get 
hold of them and scold us for no rhyme or reason. If a girl tended to be on the plump side, 
she’d get it even more. These people get nothing to eat at home; they come here and they 
grow fat, she would say publicly. When we returned to the school after the holidays, she 
would say, look at the Cheri children! When they stay here, they eat the fill and look as 
round as potatoes. But look at the state in which they come back from home just skin and 
bone. (K 17-18) 

Caste difference were not absent even in Bama’s college studies. Throughout her 
education, Bama finds that wherever she goes, there is a painful reminder of her caste in 
the form of untouchability. The government offers the financial grants and special 
tuitions to the Harijans. These grants and tuitions are more of humiliation than 
consolation, mainly because they single out her caste identity. Once the identity is 
revealed, Bama opines: “Among the other students, a sudden rustling; a titter of 
contempt. I was filled with a sudden rage” (K 19). It was against the odds that Bama 
completes her under graduation and B.Ed. subsequently; she decides to become a teacher. 

 On completion of her B.Ed she joined a (convent) school to teach, she realized that if 
only Dalit children could be given a decent education they too could live a life of 
moderate comfort like her. Bama exposes the irony of religious life and Christianity. 
Dalit Christians are marginalized by the other higher caste Christians. The problem of 
marginalization prevails not only among the common people in society but also within 
the church. Christian Dalits also suffer caste discrimination. When the Dalits become 
priests or nuns, they are disliked and marginalized. The words of Bama’s brother, that 
education is the only redeeming factor which will help them escape the indiginities and 
humiliations that have been haunting their circumscribed lives, are the words of 
encouragement to Bama. She had firm conviction in her belief and had a strong “desire to 
prove that she could study as well as others, and make progress” ( K 9). Bama explains, 
because I had the education, because I had the ability, I dared to speak up for myself; I 
didn’t care a toss about caste … because of my education alone I manage to survive 
among those who spoke the language of caste-difference and discrimination. (20)  

Bama was filled with desire to become a nun herself in order to help Dalit children. She 
felt that the convent said one thing and practiced another; there was not true love in the 
church, nor forgiveness.  They took only four or five poor children as a token and these 
children were discriminated against by all.  The vows of poverty, chastity and obedience 
that nuns had to take “became a means of control and enslavement”,  according to Bama 
(97). There was no sense of poverty within the convent, Bama says that the nuns were 
“within…luxurious cages, trapped in comfort” (97). The love that the church professed 
was only for the rich-if challenged, the authorities would say that God’s love was not 
only for the poor and that God had said, “The poor are with you always”(98). The vow of 
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obedience was what kept people like Bama in check.  She was forced to serve the rich, 
not the poor as she wished. It is only later that she came to know that the convent did not 
care for the poor and that the vow of poverty that the nuns took had no relation to reality.  
There was injustice and there was punishment for those who did not obey.  Life was not 
easy for Bama when she left the order as she was jobless and without money. 

The convent, inspite of all Bama’s contentions, was a secure and comfortable place. She 
felt out of place in the world outside. The first place where she was interviewed, she was 
told the salary was a paltry four hundred rupees a month. But even this job was denied to 
her because she was Dalit and the school was run by the Nadar community and they 
wanted to appoint only Nadar community and they wanted to appoint only Nadar women 
(101). Bama was worried with the existence of such caste-based schools and wonders 
where the Dalits would go since there are no Dalit schools. The Catholic schools do not 
take too many Dalits. Bama found it difficult to move around in the outside world, 
because she was not only a Dalit but also a woman. Bama says, she has not regretted 
leaving the comforts and security of the convent. She feels that she had been brainwashed 
at the convent, which made it difficult for her to adjust to life outside. She had changed 
so much in character that she is a stranger even to herself. She is optimistic about the 
future. She is certain that “it is possible to live a meaningful life, a life that is useful to 
others” (104).  

Bama’s narrative is the narrative of the self, which is actually viewed from the subaltern 
perspective giving emphasis to the life of Tamil Dalit women. The pull of caste-
consciousness in Bama is so strong that she decided to stand up against the traditional 
hierarchy of caste prevalent in India. In Karukku she presents her anxiety about the 
unfulfilled hopes of Dalits who are still reeling in the gloom of exploitation and 
discrimination. The Dalits are in a state of mental enslavement. The dominant class finds 
it easy to target the mind of the lower caste people. Bama moves a step ahead in her life 
by creating Karukku in the hope that the silence of the Dalits will clear itself and herald a 
world of respect and pride. Through her work Bama wants to prove that the language she 
used in her narratives visualizes the culture and identity of the subalterns, the Dalits.   

Conclusion: 

The life portrayed in most of the Dalit writings, as in the case of Karakku can be 
articulated as collective not individual. They felt the need to create awareness that the 
oppression and suppression of Dalits are to be condemned and corrected. To bring forth 
this change they did not take into consideration any canonical rules, as a point of fact 
they are not at all included in any of these rules by the ruling class. Their efforts come to 
bear fruit as Dalit literature has bring about change. The society that categorized certain 
community as caste subalterns, now try to deconstruct the traditional mindset which 
makes them perceive Dalits as equals rather than pitiful victims. This change in attitude 
has awakened a new confidence among Dalits too. Thus it shares its aims with those of 
other marginalized and subaltern groups worldwide. Bama’ Karukku is the finest 
example for Dalit women’s literature. It’s a narrative autobiography which generally 
speaks of Dalits it does not speak from the women perspective. The oppression faced by 
the Dalits in highlighted in Bama’s Karukku. 
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