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Abstract

Bama’s Karukku is a pioneering autobiographical narrative that provides an unflinching account of the life of
a Dalit Christian woman in Tamil Nadu. Through her personal experiences and reflections, Bama reclaims
her identity by challenging caste-based oppression, religious hypocrisy, and patriarchal dominance. This
paper explores the theme of identity in Karukku, particularly how Bama reclaims her voice in the face of
structural silencing. The research highlights how Karukku transcends the personal to speak for an entire
community and how the act of writing itself becomes a radical form of self-assertion. Bama’s work is not just a
search for individual identity but also a collective journey toward emancipation and dignity for Dalit women.
Introduction

The discourse of identity in Indian literature has often neglected the voices of the marginalized, especially
Dalit women. Bama Faustina Soosairaj’s Karukku, first published in Tamil in 1992 and later translated into
English by Lakshmi Holmstrom in 2000, marks a significant departure from mainstream narratives. It is one of
the earliest autobiographical works by a Dalit woman and is noted for its raw, non-linear style that mirrors the
fragmented and turbulent experiences of its narrator.

The word Karukku means “palmyra leaves” with serrated edges, symbolizing both sharp pain and healing. The
title is metaphorically resonant of the narrator’s journey: cutting through the fabric of silence, exposing the
wounds inflicted by caste and patriarchy, and finally, finding a voice. The paper seeks to analyze how Bama
reclaims her identity social, religious, gendered through acts of resistance and narration.

The Context of Dalit Christianity

Bama’s experiences are situated within the intersection of Dalitness and Christianity. While Christianity is
often associated with egalitarian principles, in India, it has historically failed to shed caste distinctions. Bama
uncovers the hypocrisy within the Church, where Dalit Christians are subjected to the same social exclusions
as in Hindu society.

She writes:

“They treat us just like the upper castes do. They call us ‘Paraya Christians’ and treat us with contempt.”

This double marginalization first as a Dalit and then as a woman within the Dalit community adds layers to her
identity struggle. Her disenchantment with the religious institutions that once promised liberation becomes a
catalyst for her awakening. Her departure from the convent is not just a physical act but a symbolic one:
reclaiming spiritual and intellectual autonomy.

Autobiography as Resistance

In Karukku, Bama employs autobiography as a tool of resistance. Writing her life story is a subversive act in
a society where Dalit women are expected to remain silent and invisible. Her voice disrupts the dominant
narratives of purity, submission, and salvation.

The narrative style is marked by orality, repetition, and dialect features that resist elitist literary conventions.
Bama explains that she wrote for her community and in her own dialect because she wanted to be accessible.
This stylistic choice is a political one, challenging the very framework of “acceptable” literature.

By chronicling her lived experiences of humiliation whether being asked to carry her lunch in a leaf or
witnessing her brother's struggles Bama offers a counter-narrative that undermines hegemonic histories. She
writes not as a victim but as a witness, reclaiming agency.

The Gendered Dimensions of Identity

Caste oppression is not gender-neutral. In Karukku, Bama explores how Dalit women face triple oppression:
from the caste system, from the patriarchal structures within their community, and from institutionalized
religion.Women are expected to perform laborious work, sacrifice education, and remain obedient. Bama’s
own journey from a young girl mocked at school to a nun who questions the Church's role reflects how gender
identity becomes a site of rebellion. Her rejection of marriage, criticism of nunnery life, and emphasis on
education are deeply feminist acts.

She writes:

“Why is it that only girls are forced to sacrifice? Why are their desires and dreams crushed?”
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These reflections elevate Karukku into a Dalit feminist text, offering insight into how identity must be
reclaimed not just from caste oppressors but from internalized misogyny.
Education as Empowerment
Education in Karukku emerges as a crucial means of identity reclamation. Bama is deeply aware of how
knowledge systems have been denied to Dalits. She emphasizes that even basic literacy is a form of resistance.
Her brother, who becomes a priest, plays a pivotal role in encouraging her to study. Bama sees education as
the pathway to not only personal growth but also community upliftment. However, she is also critical of how
educational institutions replicate caste biases.
Despite being an intelligent student, she is constantly humiliated by teachers and peers. These experiences
shape her understanding of how the system is rigged against Dalits. Nevertheless, her persistence in pursuing
knowledge marks a powerful reclaiming of voice.
Community, Solidarity, and Collective Identity
While Karukku is an individual’s story, it is deeply rooted in collective identity. Bama frequently uses “we”
instead of “I”, highlighting that her struggles are not isolated.
She describes festivals, labour practices, and communal rituals of Dalit villages in detail, reclaiming cultural
identity. In doing so, she challenges the narrative that Dalits lack culture or history.
Moreover, Bama emphasizes the importance of solidarity among Dalit women. She writes about how women
supported each other during times of abuse, poverty, and sickness. These moments become expressions of
communal strength and hope.
Narrative as Healing and Resistance
The act of writing Karukku is also a form of healing. It allows Bama to process trauma, confront institutions,
and inspire others. In the final chapters, her tone becomes more hopeful. Though the wounds of oppression
remain, she envisions a future where Dalit youth, especially women, reclaim their rightful place in society.
She concludes:
“Let us reclaim our history, our dreams, our dignity. Let us speak.”
Thus, Bama’s reclamation of identity is not just retrospective but forward-looking. Her voice calls for action,
for rewriting the narratives of marginalization.
Critical Reception and Impact
Karukku received significant attention in academic and activist circles. While it faced backlash from
conservative sections, it was widely celebrated as a landmark in Dalit literature and Dalit feminism.
Critics praised Bama’s raw and honest portrayal of caste and gender oppression. Scholars like Gopal Guru and
Susie Tharu have argued that works like Karukku challenge the traditional frameworks of Indian literary
canon, pushing for inclusivity and authenticity.
The book has also become part of syllabi in universities, symbolizing its academic importance in discussions
of subaltern studies, postcolonial theory, and feminist critique.
Conclusion
Bama’s Karukku is not merely an autobiography; it is a manifesto of resistance, survival, and hope. Her
journey of reclaiming identity is intricately tied to reclaiming voice for herself and for her community.
Through education, narration, and critique of institutions, Bama constructs a Dalit feminist identity that is
assertive, articulate, and transformative.
The search for identity in Karukku is both painful and empowering. It challenges the reader to rethink the
boundaries of caste, gender, and religion, and to confront the silences that uphold systemic oppression. In
giving voice to the voiceless, Bama redefines literature itself not as a repository of elite expression but as a
battleground for truth and dignity.
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