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Abstract 

Bama's ‘Karukku’ stands as a powerful testament to resistance and identity within the 

realm of Dalit literature. This research paper explores how Bama, a Tamil Dalit 

writer, uses her autobiographical work to confront the realities of caste oppression, 

gender discrimination, and socio-political marginalization. The narrative serves as a 

poignant critique of the systemic inequalities that persist in the Indian society. By 

examining the themes, structure, and language of ‘Karukku’, this study reveals how 

Bama reclaims her agency and asserts her Dalit identity through her storytelling. 

Additionally, the article investigates the interplay of caste and gender in the text, 

placing it within the larger context of Dalit literature and feminist discourse. 

 

 

Keywords: identity, resistance, caste oppression, gender discrimination, dalit identity 

 

 

Introduction   

Dalit literature has emerged as a potent medium for articulating the voices of 

the oppressed in India. It challenges the dominant narratives that have historically 

sidelined Dalit communities and highlights their lived experiences. Among the key 

figures in this genre is Bama, whose ‘Karukku’ (1992) is considered a landmark work. 

Originally written in Tamil and later translated into English, ‘Karukku’—which 

translates to "twisted" or "zigzag"—is an autobiographical narrative that details 

Bama's experiences as a Dalit woman confronting caste-based oppression and 

systemic injustices. This article examines how ‘Karukku’ serves as a medium of 

resistance and self-assertion, providing valuable insights into the resilience of Dalit 

identity. 

Contextualizing ‘Karukku’   

Bama's ‘Karukku’ stands out as a significant work that emerged at a time 
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when Dalit literature was becoming a vital means of social critique. The text is deeply 

influenced by Bama's own experiences as a member of the Paraiyar caste, which has 

historically been marginalized as "untouchables." Through her storytelling, Bama 

reveals the deep-rooted caste hierarchies that exist in the Indian society, especially in 

the rural Tamil Nadu. She also explores the intersection of caste and gender, 

highlighting the dual challenges faced by Dalit women who are oppressed not only 

by their caste but also by patriarchal systems. The title ‘Karukku’ is symbolic, 

representing the complex and difficult journey Bama had to undertake to claim her 

dignity and identity. The narrative is characterized by its unfiltered honesty and vivid 

depiction of daily injustices, serving as a powerful testament to the strength of Dalit 

communities. 

 

Themes in ‘Karukku’   

Caste Oppression   

At its heart, ‘Karukku’ serves as a powerful critique of caste-based 

discrimination. Bama shares her childhood memories of humiliation and exclusion, 

such as being prohibited from touching items used by upper-caste individuals or 

observing her elders engaged in menial work under humiliating conditions. These 

stories highlight the widespread nature of caste oppression and its dehumanizing 

effects on Dalit lives. Bama's account also addresses the role of religious institutions 

in sustaining caste hierarchies.  

The treatment of lower castes in this country represents a blatant violation of human 

rights, yet this reality has, shockingly and unfortunately, remained absent from 

mainstream socio-political discussions. Bama shares her observations, noting that  

 

“lower castes, regardless of age, are addressed by their first names by the 

upper castes, who, irrespective of their own ages, are referred to as Ayya or 

Master.’ (Bama, 2012, p.16).  

 

Bama also highlights the pollution-purity dynamic through various painful 

experiences from her life. She recalls, 

"Even the way they (her grandmothers) were given their drinking water was 

disquieting to watch" (p.160).  

When we continue reading her own experiences, the situation is equally distressing:  

"Throughout my time working for the Naickers, I knew I was not allowed to 
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touch their belongings; I had to keep my distance and always stand to one 

side. These were their rules" (p.53). 

 

As a devoted Christian, she always felt that equality existed in Christianity. She 

initially held faith in the Church's promise of equality. Experiences proved an 

opposite reality. She soon discovered that caste discrimination was deeply rooted 

even within the Christian communities. This realization marks a significant turning 

point in her path toward self-awareness and resistance.  

 

Bama offers a sharp critique of the convents and churches to which the Dalit 

Christians in her community are expected to pledge their loyalty. She decided to 

become a nun and that decision to become a nun allowed her to witness the caste-

based  attitudes within Christianity firsthand. The Dalit Christian majority faced 

segregation in every conceivable socio-cultural aspect by the upper caste Christian 

minority. Growing up, she realized that two separate cemeteries existed: one for the 

upper caste Christians and the other for the lower caste Christians. The lower caste 

Christians were even denied access to the upper caste cemetery. Bama felt a sense of 

deep rage at the sight of the priests and nuns. She outrightly condemned their 

hypocrisy by stating 

 

"it is injustice that dances like a demon in the convents and within all the 

institutions run by them." (p. 106)  

 

As she nears the end of her training as a nun, Bama discovers that 

"in certain orders they would not accept Harijan women as prospective nuns 

and that there was even a separate order for them somewhere." (p. 25)  

 

This is a shocking revelation for her. This thought has struck her like a thunderbolt, 

especially since she has dedicated her life to the church for the sake of her community. 

She learns that  

"even amongst the priests and nuns, it is the upper castes who hold all the 

high positions... And if any Dalits become priests or nuns, they are pushed 

aside and marginalized first of all." (p. 80)  

This is a blatant failure of religious institutions and it is profoundly 

disturbing. Having been dissatisfied and filled with profound shock, Bama leaves the 
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comfort of the convent to “work for the liberation of the Dalits.” Thus, ‘Karukku’ 

effectively illustrates that Bama, through her unwavering faith in the Lord, finds her 

true spiritual salvation in the fight for Dalit emancipation. 

 

Gender Discrimination   

Besides addressing caste-based oppression, ‘Karukku’ also sheds light on the 

patriarchal systems that further marginalize Dalit women. Bama's experiences as a 

young girl illustrate how societal expectations limited women to subordinate roles, 

stripping them of education, autonomy, and opportunities for self-expression. Yet, 

‘Karukku’ transcends a simple narrative of victimhood; it is also a story of resistance. 

Bama's resolve to seek education in the face of societal barriers becomes a significant 

act of defiance against both caste and gender oppression. Her story honors the 

strength of Dalit women who confront oppressive norms and strive for empowerment. 

 

The treatment of gender in this text appears to have reached a new level of 

scrutiny. Bama examines the impact of gender through the lens of her experiences as 

a Dalit woman. As a child, a Dalit girl could not aspire to education because she was 

burdened with household chores. In adulthood, she often lacked decent clothing, and 

as a woman, her only means of survival was to work as a "pannaiyaal" or bonded 

laborer for upper-caste families, alongside the men in her community. Pursuing 

higher education posed a challenge, as it could hinder her chances of finding a 

husband within her community. Additionally, women faced wage discrimination, 

earning less than men for the same work. Bama reflects, 

 

"Even if they did the same work, men received one wage, women another. 

They always   paid men more. I could never understand why." (pp.54-55) 

 

Bama clearly exposes the collusion between the government, police, and upper castes, 

detailing the police brutality faced by Dalit women for even the slightest reasons. 

Thus, the autobiography narrates the journey of a Dalit Christian woman, with gender 

being a crucial aspect of her story. 

 

Education as Empowerment   

Education stands out as a key theme in ‘Karukku,’ highlighting its 

transformative potential. For Bama, education is a powerful tool to confront systemic 
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inequalities and assert her own identity. Despite facing numerous challenges, Bama, 

who had always excelled in her studies, successfully completed her graduation and 

B.Ed, eventually securing a position as a teacher in a school. However, her struggles 

as a Dalit did not end with her higher education and employment. At her workplace, 

she continued to fight hard to establish herself as a teacher from the 'Parayar' caste. 

Bama states,  

 

"Most of the nuns there were Telugu people. They did not care for Dalits like 

us." (p.23)  

 

Initially, Bama had the resilience to endure the hatred and humiliation she faced 

because of her caste. Over time, this experience motivated her to leave her job and 

pursue her long-held desire to become a nun, aiming to liberate her fellow Dalit 

students from the oppression imposed by the upper-caste nuns. Her evolution from a 

girl in a marginalized village to a published writer exemplifies how knowledge can 

empower under-represented communities to reclaim their dignity and rights. Bama's 

focus on education also underscores her broader vision for social change. She 

champions the advancement of Dalit communities by promoting access to education, 

which she believes is essential for breaking the cycle of poverty and oppression. 

 

Narrative Style and Language   

The narrative style of ‘Karukku’ stands out for its simplicity and authenticity. 

Bama uses a conversational tone that draws from oral traditions and includes 

colloquial Tamil expressions. This choice of language not only mirrors the real 

experiences of Dalit communities but also pushes back against the elitist standards of 

literary language. By adopting a style that is relatable to her community, Bama makes 

sure her narrative connects with those whose stories she aims to tell.  

 

Another striking aspect of ‘Karukku’ is its use of humor and irony. Even with 

its serious themes, the text frequently employs wit to reveal the absurdities of caste-

based practices and to showcase the resilience of Dalit individuals. This combination 

of humor and critique enriches the narrative, making it both impactful and engaging. 

Intersectionality in ‘Karukku’   

Bama's ‘Karukku’ illustrates the idea of intersectionality by exploring the 

links between caste, gender, and class oppression. As a Dalit woman, Bama finds 
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herself at a unique crossroads of various forms of marginalization. Her story reveals 

how these overlapping identities influence her experiences and fuel her resistance. 

 

For example, while caste discrimination limits her community's access to 

fundamental rights and opportunities, gender norms further constrain her freedom as 

a woman. Yet, Bama's narrative also shows how these combined oppressions can 

become a source of strength and unity. By sharing her personal experiences, she 

weaves a tale that is both intimate and political, challenging prevailing power 

dynamics while honoring the resilience of marginalized groups. 

 

The Significance of ‘Karukku’   

Since its release, ‘Karukku’ has been hailed as a significant work in Dalit 

literature. It has motivated numerous readers to face the harsh realities of caste 

oppression and engage with social justice issues. The text has also helped elevate the 

voices of Dalit women in both literary and academic circles, challenging the 

patriarchal and caste-based norms that have long kept them marginalized.  

 

Additionally, ‘Karukku’ has been crucial in promoting conversations 

between Dalit literature and feminist thought. By exploring the intersection of caste 

and gender oppression, Bama's narrative connects these two areas of study, providing 

important perspectives on the intricacies of marginalization and resistance. 

 

Conclusion   

Bama's ‘Karukku’ transcends a mere autobiographical narrative; it stands as 

a powerful act of defiance against systemic injustices. Through her vivid storytelling, 

Bama reveals the harsh realities of caste and gender oppression while celebrating the 

resilience and agency of marginalized individuals. The text critiques societal 

inequalities and serves as a call to action for social change.  

 

As Dalit literature gains recognition as an essential part of India's literary 

landscape, works like ‘Karukku’ highlight the ongoing importance of these narratives 

in challenging dominant power structures and advocating for justice and equality. 

Bama's voice shines as a beacon of hope and defiance, inspiring readers to imagine a 

more inclusive and equitable society. 
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