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	 Bama	hailed	as	a	first	Dalit	women	writer	in	India.	She	portrays	
the sufferings of Dalit people through her novel Karukku (1992). An 
autobiographical	work	depicts	 the	difficulties	and	challenges	faced	
by	 her	 in	 different	 stages	 of	 her	 life.	Karukku	 refers	 to	 a	 double-	
edged stem of the palm leaf that represents the life of Dalits in 
Indian	society.	Karukku,	she	describes	the	subjugated	Dalit	people	
and	 the	disgrace	faced	by	 the	domination	of	 the	upper	class.	Dalit	
people	 are	 exploited	 both	 politically	 and	 economically	 and	 also	
been	discriminated	and	brutalized	by	the	upper	caste	society.	Dalits	
are	 considered	 as	 ‘outcastes.’	 Dalit	 women	 face	 discrimination,	
and	 abuse	 like	 sexual	 abuse	 by	 upper	 caste	men	 and	 even	 shown	
discrimination	in	employment	and	wages.	They	were	treated	merely	
like	 slaves	 to	 the	 upper	 class.	 Discrimination	 by	 caste	 in	 Indian	
society	 is	 considered	 as	 vulnerable	 to	 oppression	 and	 suffering.	
Karukku	is	an	elegy	to	the	community	she	belongs,	and	she	writes	
humorous	incidents	from	her	childhood.	She	says	about	how	women	
and	Dalit	people	are	marginalized,	hegemonized	and	downgraded.	
She	wants	Dalit	women	to	awake	and	rise	for	their	rights.	This	paper	
focuses	 on	 the	 humiliation,	 discrimination,	 exploitation	 faced	 by	
women	based	on	caste,	religion,	gender	and	the	perilous	situation	of	
Dalit	community.	
 Dalit literature deals about the Dalits oppression in the Indian 
caste	system.	The	term	Dalit	originated	in	Sanskrit	‘Dalita’	meaning	
oppressed.	Dalit	literature	is	measured	as	a	very	crucial	part	of	Indian	
literature.	Dalit	narrations	have	 seen	 from	11th	century	portraying	
Dalit	women	as	naked	and	sexually	exploitable.	Dalit	literature	came	
to prominence from 1960 in various languages such as Marathi, 
Kannada,	Telugu	and	Tamil	in	the	form	of	poems,	short	stories	and	
autobiographies.	 It	was	 realism	 and	 contribution	 for	Dalit	 people.	
Dalit literatures are noted as a rebellion against the suppression, 
humiliations	by	Dalits	in	past	and	sufferings	continuing	even	in	the	
present	scenario.	A	perfect	work	of	Dalit	literature	can	produce	only	
when	Dalit	life	would	present	from	Dalit	point	of	view.	The	motive	
of Dalit literature is the liberations of Dalits and the stories seen in 
Dalit	 literatures	are	purely	experienced	based.	The	writers	 in	 their	
work	present	the	exact	truth	of	the	life	of	subjugated	society	and	also	
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under	advantaged	in	the	Indian	society.	Their	shame,	anger,	sorrow,	suppression,	strapping	hope	
became a strong hand for Dalit literature.
	 Marginalization	happens	in	the	society	for	various	reasons	like	caste,	gender,	colour,	money,	
and	complexion.	People	were	marginalized	based	on	their	class	and	considered	as	‘Untouchables’.	
They	are	marginalized	by	the	upper	class	people.	In	our	society	especially	the	Dalit	people	were	
marginalized,	suppressed	and	dominated	for	several	years.	After	tolerating	all	these	suffering	they	
were	started	raising	their	voice	for	their	rights.	Henceforth,	Dalit	literature	appeared	as	a	voice	of	
Dalit	people	and	their	rights.		It	is	a	revolt	against	social	injustice,	and	their	need	is	a	society	for	
them	devoid	of	discrimination.	Bama	after	being	marginalized	by	upper	caste	she	burst	out	with	
anger	and	breaks	her	silence,	raises	her	voice	in	her	novel	Karukku.	She	bravely	strikes	out	the	ill-
treatment	of	upper	caste	towards	out	castes.
	 Faustina	Mary	Bama	was	born	into	a	Christian	family	in	1956,	Puthupatty	near	Madurai.	She	
stood	as	a	voice	 for	 the	hardships	of	Dalit	people	especially	 ‘Paraiyas’.	She	 is	 considered	as	a	
first	Dalit	women	writers	who	was	widely	recognized	and	also	first	black	literary	writer	in	Tamil	
literature.	Her	autobiographical	work	Karukku	got	raised	its	world-wide	reorganization	only	after	
the	 translation	of	Lakshmi	Holmstrom	in	English	at	2000.	It	won	the	crossword	book	award	 in	
2000.	It	deals	with	the	violent	oppression	unleashed	on	Dalits.	She	also	says	how	the	caste	system	
can	play	a	major	role	in	human	life.	It	is	her	childhood	memoir	describes	the	sufferings	and	sorrows	
of	the	Dalit	people.	The	upper	castes	such	as	Naicker,	Chettiyar,	Asari,	Thevar,	Nadir	and	Udaiyar	
never	come	to	the	areas	of	lower	caste	people.	Living	with	lower	caste	people	was	considered	as	
a	sin	to	upper-class	people.	Koravar,	Chakkilar,	Kusavan,	Pallar	and	Parayar	were	considered	as	
lower	caste	people	and	untouchables	by	 the	upper	class.	Even	 the	offices,	 schools,	 shops,	milk	
depot,	and	the	church	will	be	situated	only	in	the	upper	caste	areas.	Bama’s	village	is	closely	the	
same.
	 I	don’t	know	how	it	came	about	the	upper-caste	communities	and	the	lower	caste	communities	
were	separated	like	this	into	different	parts	of	the	village.	But	they	kept	themselves	to	their	part	of	
the	village,	and	we	stayed	in	ours.	We	only	went	to	their	side	if	we	had	worked	to	do	there.	But	they	
never,	ever,	came	to	our	parts.	The	post-office,	the	panchayat	board,	the	milk-depot,	the	big	shops,	
the	church,	and	the	schools-	all	these	stood	in	their	streets.	So	why	would	they	need	to	come	to	our	
area?	Besides	there	was	a	big	school	in	the	naicker	street	which	was	meant	only	for	the	upper	caste	
children. (Karukku 7)
	 Karukku	majorly	focuses	on	the	caste	and	religion.	Many	incidents	in	her	childhood	made	her	
feel	shame	for	her	birth	in	the	Parayar	community.	She	is	aggravated	with	the	evil	treatment	of	
upper	class	towards	the	lower	class	people.	She	realized	the	dominations	right	from	her	childhood.	
She	recollects	her	childhood	incidents	like	playing	with	her	friends	both	boys	and	girls.	The	boys	
will	act	as	Naickers	and	the	girls	as	Pannayars.	Boys	will	keep	shops	and	girls	would	go	and	buy	
the	groceries.	The	boys	 as	Priests	 and	 the	girls	 as	Sisters.	The	Boys	will	 go	 to	work	 and	girls	
used to cook food. After recollecting all these incidents, she thinks that even in games Dalit girls 
were	given	the	subordinate	position.	The	girls	are	shown	as	passive,	powerless.	Even	to	do	small	
things	and	they	are	used	to	get	afraid	of	upper	class	like	fetching	water	in	the	pond,	food,	fishing,	
searching	for	earthworms	to	get	fried	up	for	a	meal.
	 Dalit	children	were	treated	different	compared	to	other	children	in	school.	Bama	faced	caste	
discrimination	in	school	many	times.	She	later	realized,	recognized	and	felt	humiliated	for	being	
born	 in	 an	 untouchable	 caste	 when	 she	 was	 in	 the	 third	 standard.	 Untouchability	 practice	 of	
dominant class remains a long-lasting scar on the Dalit people. Dalit people starved for their basic 
needs.	They	started	working	for	upper	caste,	but	they	offered	lower	jobs	to	them	like	driving	cattle,	
protecting	grains	from	stray	and	firewood,	etc.	Dalit	children	suffered	a	lot,	they	were	not	provided	
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clothes	 the	 children	wandered	 in	 the	 streets	with	 bare	 bottomed.	All	 these	 incidents	 depict	 the	
wretched	conditions	of	Dalit	children	who	suffer	for	their	basic	needs.	“They	could	live	what	the	
cheapest	they	would	get”.	(Karukku,2)
	 Bama	recollects	another	confrontation	of	her	childhood.	Once	in	a	school	Bama	was	playing	
with	other	students	in	the	evening.	Bama	climbed	up	to	touch	the	coconut	palm	tip	as	a	part	of	the	
game,	while	she	was	playing,	unfortunately,	the	coconut	fall	and	the	children	who	were	playing	
ran	away	with	fear.	The	next	day	morning	the	head	master	insults	Bama	using	her	caste	name	in	
the	assembly	and	treats	her	badly.	She	felt	ashamed	and	insulted	in	front	of	all	the	children,	and	she	
also	got	suspended	from	school.	She	was	crying	the	whole	day,	and	finally,	the	teachers	insist	her	
to	meet	the	church	priest	and	ask	for	an	apology.	She	finally	meets	the	priest	to	get	the	letter	from	
him	to	get	admitted	again	in	class.	The	priest	instead	of	giving	an	apology	letter	started	criticizing	
her	saying	that	“After	all	you	are	from	Cheri.	You	might	have	done	it.	You	must	have	done	it”.	(19)
	 Bama	felt	the	act	of	untouchability	in	her	childhood	when	she	was	studying	the	third	standard.	
When	she	was	returning	from	the	school,	she	notices	a	person	holding	the	snack	packet	 tied	 in	
a	string.	Bama	unable	to	control	her	laughter	seeing	that	later,	she	came	to	know	that	the	snack	
packet	was	bought	 to	 the	Naicker.	The	Naickers	were	upper-class	people,	 and	 they	 should	not	
touch	the	Parayas	who	were	lower	class.	Bama	many	times	used	to	think	that	why	the	upper-class	
people	call	us	as	“Paraya”,	why	do	these	people	dominate	and	suppress	us.	Bama	says	that	God	
has	created	everyone	the	same	but	why	this	ill-treatment	and	discrimination	occurs	with	the	lower	
strata. 
 Bama has countless instances that state about the caste discrimination and humiliations right 
from	her	childhood.	Caste	and	religion	both	cause	many	sufferings	in	the	life	of	Bama.	In	many	
places,	she	felt	much	humiliated	because	of	her	birth	in	the	outcaste	community.	Bama	after	facing	
many	struggles	in	her	life	she	wants	to	strive	hard	for	the	upliftment	of	herself	and	her	community	
from	 this	 evilness.	Meanwhile,	 her	 elder	 brother	 encourages	 her	 and	 says	 about	 the	 power	 of	
education	which	could	change	vast	changes	in	the	life	and	through	that	she	could	also	attain	the	
equal	rights	for	herself	and	to	her	community.	Her	brother	also	says	that	education	could	give	her	
dignity.	After	her	talk	with	her	brother,	she	felt	much	encouragement	and	self-	confidence.	She	
decides	to	work	hard	and	concentrated	her	studies	much	seriously	and	stood	first	in	class.	After	
her	 success	 in	 studies,	many	people	became	her	 friends	 though	she	was	 from	 the	downtrodden	
community.
	 Bama	stood	exceptional	in	education	and	with	a	lot	of	effort,	she	completes	her	under	graduation	
and	B.Ed.	She	decides	to	become	a	teacher	and	works	in	a	convent.	Even	in	her	working	place	she	
could	see	the	nuns	ill-treating	and	commenting	the	Dalit	children.	Bama	feels	much	happy	teaching	
the	children	in	the	convent	because	most	of	the	children	studying	in	the	convent	were	Dalit	children.	
After	 seeing	 the	 suppression	 of	 nuns	 in	 the	 convent,	 she	 decides	 to	 help	 the	Dalit	 children	 by	
becoming	herself	a	nun.	She	decides	herself	to	sacrifice	her	life	for	the	upliftment	of	Dalit	children	
and	her	community.	The	nuns	in	the	convent	used	to	criticize	and	mock	at	Dalit	people	and	think	as	
poor	quality	people.	Karukku	is	considered	as	trifold	as	it	focuses	on	three	things	about	Bama	as	a	
Dalit,	Christian,	and	women.	Bama	is	the	witness	for	all	the	violent	incidents	happened	in	different	
stages of her life.
	 Bama’s	grandmothers	worked	as	a	servant	in	Naicker	families	under	worst	conditions.	Even	
the	small	child	of	Naicker	family	would	call	her	grandmother	by	their	name,	and	they	were	treated	
merely	as	slaves	to	them.	The	children	of	Naicker	family	were	taught	to	disobey	the	Dalits	right	
from	their	childhood.	All	these	incidents	went	into	the	inner	sight	of	Bama.	Without	losing	self-
confidence	she	stood	for	the	upliftment	of	Dalit	people.	As	a	little	girl	she	can’t	do	anything	over	
the insult of her grandmother. She buried the spark of anger in her mind and kept quiet, and later it 
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burst out into an explosive:
	 One	day	I	went	with	paatti	 to	the	naicker	house.	After	she	had	finished	all	her	filthy	chores,	
paatti	placed	the	vessel	that	she	had	brought	with	her,	by	the	side	of	the	drain.	The	Naicker	lady	
came	out	with	her	leftovers,	leaned	out	from	some	distance	and	tipped	them	into	paatti’s	vessel,	
and	went	away.	Her	vessel,	it	seemed,	must	not	touch	paatti’s;	it	would	be	polluted…	these	people	
are	the	maharajas	who	feed	us	our	rice.	Without	them,	how	will	we	survive?	Have	not	they	been	
upper-caste	from	generation	to	generation,	and		 have	 not	we	 been	 lower-caste?	Can	we	 change	
this? (Karukku 14)
	 Naickers	in	her	village	do	not	recognize	and	respect	any	Dalit	even	they	are	educated.	Bama	and	
her	brother	faced	a	lot	of	sufferings	in	spite	of	being	educated.	Her	brother	was	a	university	student	
went	to	the	library	in	search	of	books	during	holidays.	One	day	Naicker	men	asked	about	him	and	
he	replied	 to	 infuriate	 the	upper	caste	man	only	because	he	happened	 to	 talk	with	a	Dalit	man.	
Bama	too	faced	one	such	incident	while	travelling	by	the	bus.	A	Naicker	woman	was	sitting	beside	
her	in	the	bus.	The	women	suddenly	moved	to	another	seat	after	hearing	about	Bama’s	residence	in	
Cheri	street.	Cheri	street	is	where	the	Dalit	people	reside.	The	women	were	afraid	of	being	polluted	
by	an	untouchable.	During	that	moment	she	felt	that,	“If	u	are	born	into	a	low	caste,	every	moment	
of	your	life	is	a	moment	of	struggle”.	(27)	In	different	stage	of	her	life	Bama	felt	embarrassed	for	
her	birth	in	low	class	community.	
	 Bama	advises	all	the	people	of	her	community	to	fight	for	their	rights.	Instead	of	being	passive	
she	calls	them	to	work	hard	to	get	back	their	respect	they	deserve	as	humans.	Bama	after	tolerating	
lot	of	efforts	she	courageously	fight	for	her	rights	and	equality	among	the	people	without	caste	and	
creed.	She	compares	herself	as	a	bird	which	has	very	strong	wings	to	fly	higher	and	higher	similarly	
she	could	also	achieve	her	goal	through	her	writings.	After	her	writings	for	her	community	people	
get	some	awareness	and	got	self-	realization	of	themselves	and	started	focusing	on	getting	equality	
for	their	community.	
	 Bama	wants	all	 the	people	of	her	community	 to	 join	hands	and	 think	about	 their	 rights	and	
battle	for	themselves.	Dalit	people	first	do	not	understand	the	power	of	education	but	later	bama	
made	them	realize	the	true	value	of	education	and	started	understanding	the	true	worth	of	education	
which	 could	 bring	 their	 dignity	 and	 self-respect.	Bama	 stands	 as	 a	 representative	 of	 her	 entire	
community.	Bama	describes	her	pain	and	sorrow	as,
	 Now,	many	thoughts	come	crowding	to	me	I	am	like	a	bird	whose	wings	were	broken.	After	its	
wings	have	been	broken	it	is	protected	only	if	it	stays	within	its	cage,	but	if	it	comes	out	it	can	only	
flap	its	wings	uselessly	unable	to	fly.	And	that	is	the	state	in	which	I	am	now.	I	don’t	know	when	
my	wings	will	heal	and	gain	enough	strength	so	that	I	too	will	be	able	to	fly	again.	Just	as	people	
throw	sticks	and	stones	to	wound	a	wingless	bird,	many	people	have	wounded	me	with	their	words	
and	deeds.	Yet	I	know	I	am	moving	forward	slowly	step	by	step.	(Karukku	104)
	 Bama	not	only	marginalized	as	a	Dalit,	as	a	women	and	as	a	Christian.	After	being	insulted	
and	subjugated	 from	upper	class	 she	makes	 it	clear	 that	no	one	will	 take	effort	 to	fight	 for	her	
community.	 With	 the	 help	 of	 his	 brother’s	 positive	 advise	 she	 used	 the	 most	 powerful	 tool	
‘education’ to overcome all her pain and sufferings. After reaching the success she fought for her 
community	and	got	victory	 in	her	battle	 through	her	outstanding	novels.	Dalits	 started	fighting	
for	their	rights	in	Taminadu	with	more	violence	than	another	state	in	India.	Bama	also	says	about	
the	police	atrocities	on	Dalit	people.	They	were	massacred	and	beaten	up	by	police	officers.	Dalit	
people	suffered	a	lot	both	physically	and	mentally.	They	are	tortured	and	forced	to	eat	excrement.
	 Bama	points	out	that	the	sufferings	of	Dalit	women	and	Dalit	children	were	more	than	men.	
They	were	concealed	even	within	 their	community	and	also	outside	 the	community.	Dalit	men	
dominate	 Dalit	 women	within	 the	 community	 and	 they	 also	 felt	 all	 the	 sufferings	 outside	 the	
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community	from	the	upper	class	people.	Dalit	women	faced	much	violence	and	harassed	by	men	
and	considered	always	as	inferior	to	men.	They	are	not	paid	properly	for	their	work.	Men	were	
given	much	amount	while	women	got	meagre	salary	 for	 the	same	work.	Landlords	 raped	Dalit	
women,	scold	them	with	unkind	words	and	also	kicked	them.	Tolerating	all	these	evil	actions	they	
continued	to	work	for	their	family	and	children.	“women	suffer	more	than	men,	even	if	they	did	the	
same	work,	men	received	one	wage,	women	another.”(47)
	 Bama	emphasizes	that	Dalits	should	break	free	from	the	socially	constructed	prison	in	order	
to	fight	against	the	force	of	oppression	and	segregation.	In	karukku	bama	shows	her	anger	about	
the	unfulfilled	hopes	of	Dalit	people	who	are	 still	 in	gloom	of	 exploitation	and	discrimination.	
Dalits	were	marginalized	and	lived	in	the	state	of	enslavement.	Despite	of	their	pain,	sufferings,	
discrimination	and	struggles	they	should	come	up	in	future.	Dalits	have	sought	to	redefine	their	
social	status	and	transform	their	character	of	Indian	society.	Bama	stands	up	against	the	traditional	
hierarchy	of	caste	prevalent	in	India.	Bama	worked	hard	to	attain	the	identity	through	her	writing.	
Bama’s	Karukku	 thus	portrays	 the	marginalization	 and	 subjugation	of	Dalit	 people	 at	 a	 social,	
political, economical and cultural level in India.
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