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Abstract: Bama's Karukku is considered to be the first Dalit autobiography written in Tamil. It 

is a unique three fold painful experience of a woman based on caste, class and gender. The social 

scientists believe that the Dalit women are thrice alienated due to their caste, class and gender 

positions. They become the victims of the patriarchal social order at their workplaces, at home 

and in the Church. Indian Dalit women are deprived of basic amenities like food, shelter, clothes, 

education and medical facilities. A Dalit woman is a Dalit among Dalits. The Christian Dalit 

women‟s suppression is manifold. This paper attempts to analyze the practice of caste system in 

family, the society, in educational institutes, inside the church and work places in Tamilnadu.  
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Bama is the pen name of Faustina Mary Fathima Rani. In Tamil, Fathima is pronounced 

as Bathima and from that name, „Bama‟ comes. Bama hails from a poor family at the remote 

village of Wathirayiruppu, Puthupatti, in Virudhunagar District, Tamil Nadu. Bama is a famous 

Dalit writer, activist, and a teacher. Her father Susairaj is a soldier in the Indian Army and 

Sebasthiamma is her mother. She completes B.Sc. and B. Ed. from St. Mary's College, 

Tuthukkudi. Bama published three major works: Karukku (1992) an autobiography, Sangati, 

(1994) a novel, and Kisumbukkaran (1996) collection of short stories. 

 

                 Karukku is the first Tamil Dalit autobiography written by a Dalit Christian woman. 

The book was originally written by her in Tamil in 1992 and was translated into the English by 

Lakshmi Holmstrom in 2000, Published by Oxford University Press in the year 2012. With the 

encouragement of a friend, she writes her childhood experiences. Karukku means Palmyara 

leaves with their serrated edges on both sides are like double edged swords. Karukku is a 

narrative of trauma, pain, resistance and atrocities committed on Dalits in general and Dalit 

Christian women in particular.  

 

Bama‟s narrative condemns all forms of oppression based on caste, class, and gender. 

Karukku symbolizes many events that occurred during many stages of Bama‟s life which pained 

and bleed her. Karukku expresses sorrows, joys and humiliations that her mother, grandmother 

and many other Dalit women face in fields and at home.  Another Tamil word „karu‟ means 

embryo or seed, which also means freshness or newness. The embryo Bama refers to is the Dalits 

inclination to create new society made up of equality, justice and love for all. Karukku has other 

symbolic meaning that is Dalits themselves are like the double-edged Karukku, challenging their 

oppressive structures. Karukku signifies both Dalit oppression and Dalit struggle to annihilate 

oppressive structures and establish an equal and just society. As her narrative comes to an end 

she anticipates and fervently appeals to her fellow-citizens to eradicate caste, class and religious 

differences and help establish a just and human society. It is in this sense that Barna's Karukku 

reads like a community manifesto rather than an autobiographical narrative of a single 

individual.  
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One of the most shocking and perplexed incidents in the life of Bama is coconut stealing 

episode. At first time in her life, she heard the word caste. One day Bama and her friends play at 

the school in the evening. At that moment somebody steals a coconut. The guilt is thrown on her. 

The headmaster accuses and treats her badly. He scolds and abuses her calling her by caste name. 

Bama protests and the headmaster responds saying: “You the people of low caste like the manner 

you have…we cannot allow you inside this school. Stand outside” [19]. This incident breaks her 

heart.  She is abused and insulted in front of all the students and is suspended from the school. 

As she cries with great agony and with intense feelings, a teacher counsels her to meet the 

Church priest for an apology letter. Bama comes to the class room with the recommendation 

letter given by the Church Priest. All the students look at Bama strangely. She expresses: When I 

entered the class room, the entire class turned around to look at me, and I wanted to shrink into 

myself as I went and sat on my bench, still weeping [19]. Bama is not young enough to 

understand what caste is all about but she experiences the pain of caste discrimination and insult 

first time in life before all. Bama suffers great humiliation and starts probing into the roots of the 

evil caste. 

The coconut stealing episode proves how the weaker sections in society are criminalized 

before subdue them. According to criminology the act of criminalization is a powerful strategy to 

humiliate and turn the weak vulnerable. Branding immoral breaks the confidence level of the 

enemy. It is true that although the defending voices like law barks at all strata of the society, it 

bits only the weak. The episode also explores how the dominant groups usually set up false 

belief systems that act to perpetuate their power-over position and sustain their separation from 

subordinate groups. Patricia Hill Collins discusses the impact of controlling images. She notes 

that dominant groups tend to create sets of images about themselves and about each of the 

“subordinate” groups. These controlling images are always false, yet they exert a powerful 

influence, holding each group in its place and maintaining the status quo.  

 

We absorb these images about others and ourselves, usually without fully realizing it. 

This is part of the way dominant groups mystify their power-over practices and entice 

many of us into cooperation (1990:5). 

 

Bama is branded as criminal without conducting proper investigation because she is a 

Dalit and weak. As nobody comes forward to rescue of her, it becomes easy for them to charge 

her with the guilt. Moreover, Dalits are already propagated and make people to believe as 

criminals and always have bent towards evil. That‟s why the photos of upper caste people are 

seen on hoardings and projected as celebrities whereas the portraits of Dalits and Adivasis are 

displayed in police stations as criminals and rowdy sheeters.  

Religion is said to be the ways of God to men and path of salvation and liberation. But it 

is unfortunate the same religion has become a curse to Dalits in India. But Dalits in India find 

that they need another path of redemption from the clutches. Theoretically Christianity generated 

great hope in them but practically and unfortunately it is also hijacked by caste. Practice of 

untouchability and caste discrimination inside the Roman Catholic Church is clearly seen in 

India. Karukku depicts how Dalits are not allowed to sing in the church choir, are forced to sit 

separately, away from the Dominant caste Christians. Dalits are not allowed to bury their dead in 

the cemetery behind the church, within the village. They are made to use a different graveyard 

far away from the village. Dalits attend Churches more in numbers but it is only the dominant 

caste Christians who enjoy the benefits of the church. Even among the priests and nuns, it is the 
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dominant castes that hold the high positions, enjoy all sorts of privileges and exhibit their 

authority and power on Dalit Christians. Even in the rectory and Church office, the Dalits have to 

stand and talk, while the Dominant castes sit and talk to the priest.  

Bama is shocked to find that all the sweepers, attendants and the lower range officials in 

the church are Dalit Christians and the higher officials who control them belong to dominant 

castes. For Ambedkar, “Caste is no doubt primarily the breath of Hindus and everybody is 

infected, Sikhs, Muslims and Christians” (1945:36). Just for external appearance Dalit Christians 

are allowed to enter Church based institutions but in reality, they are systematically 

discriminated.  Bama realizes a world of difference between Christian beliefs contradict practice. 

Bama finds that the convent is not such a sanctuary as outwardly appears rather inwardly it is 

just as oppressive as Hindu outside society. It is the church that has to stand first to break this 

kind of discrimination but sadly the church authorities continue to encourage the caste 

oppression and humiliation.  

Monasteries in middle ages are said to be abodes of equality and innovation 

(Mangalwadi: 2013:145). They are the sanctuaries of religious fraternity and humanity. But in 

India the convents and monasteries are inflicted by the evil caste.  Bama becomes a nun to help 

Dalits. The Tamil Parayar nuns are considered lowest of the low. Bama‟s fellow trainees enquire 

her Caste background. When Bama is asked about her caste, she answers honestly without any 

hesitation. Though Bama successfully completes her course deliberately she is given a special 

order to go to a backward area for teaching. Nuns with Dominant Caste background are sent to 

urban places.  Bama embraces the convent with the hope that she would help the poor and the 

downtrodden children. But after staying there for some time she finds out that convent is no way 

better than outside caste ridden society. In spite of humiliations and degradations she decides to 

stick to her job with indomitable determination to do something for the Dalits. She serves in 

convent for seven years and when she could not bear the caste discriminations around her any 

longer finally she resigns from and comes back to her village to be with her community.  

Bama condemns the hypocrisy of Hindu society and Caste practise inside the Church. 

Though convents are established to serve, educate, and emancipate Dalits Bama realises that 

convent serves the Dominant Castes better than Dalits. Bama believed that convent is the only 

exceptional place. She could not tolerate and bear politics and casteism inside the convent. 

Convent is supposed to be a centre of equality, justice, love, care, and transformation but sadly 

became a centre of discrimination, exploitation and humiliation. 

Conclusion: The predicament of Dalit women involves triple exploitation. Suppression 

and marginalization of the Dalit woman begins at home. The Dalit community, like most Indian 

communities, favors the male child. The girl child is not welcomed and becomes an object of 

discrimination. In the Dalit home, the male child is celebrated while the girl child is seen as a 

curse. Education is denied to her. The Dalit man becomes violent when he is frustrated in the 

world outside and that frustration is exhibited by beating wife. Dalit woman has to work all the 

throughout the day. From The morning to evening she works in the fields and in the veining she 

has to work in home. She feels exhausted and weary out after doing donkey work throughout the 

day in the field under hot sun. She is forced to share bed with her husband at night whether she is 

healthy or weak. Drunken husband treats wife as an object of lust than a woman with feelings. 

This harassment at home is worse than the treatment she faces from the place where she works. 
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Her financial insecurity compels the dependence.  Durga Sob in his essay Dalit Women; The 

Triple Oppression says:  

Dalit women, however, are triply oppressed: (1) oppressed by the so called high 

caste people, which equally affects both male and female Dalits (2) oppressed by 

the design of the Hindu patriarchal system and (3) oppressed by Dalit men 

(2010:13). 

Dalit women live a history of pain, agony, sorrow, misconduct, maltreatment and 

suffering. Bama exposes such atrocities committed on Dalit women, both within and outside her 

community. Bama exposes such atrocities committed on Dalit women, both within and outside 

her community. 
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