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1. Abstract :

Karukku means Palmyra leaves, with their serrated edges on both sides; they are like a double-
edged sword. The practice of patriarchy, along with caste hegemony, is a highly unjust suppression
of Dalit women, as shown in the works of Bama. Karukku discusses various forms of oppression
of Dalits, specifically of the Paraiyar caste. The important aspect of this work is that the church
also oppresses the Dalit Christians. This paper critically examines Bama’s autobiographical novel,
Karukku, through the lens of intersectional feminist theory, specifically examining how Savarna
feminism often overlooks the distinct struggles of Dalit women. Furthermore, it investigates the
complex relationship between Christianity and Dalit identity, acknowledging Christianity’s historical
role in providing educational opportunities and a sense of dignity to some Dalit communities, while
simultaneously critiquing how caste hierarchies have permeated and persisted within the religion.
This analysis will highlight how Karukku serves as a foundational text in Dalit literature, offering
profound insights into the reciprocal nature of caste oppression and the multifaceted experiences of
Dalit women.

Key Words :
Christianity, Dalit identity, Dalit women, Intersectionality, Feminism.

1. Introduction :

1.1. Bama’s encounter with caste, gender and religion :

In any case, even today, the Dalits are still exposed to extraordinary types of social and financial
avoidance and segregation, physical and mental torment. When they endeavour to battle for their
rights, they face torments and dangers from the higher ranks, which result in merciless assaults,
slaughters, and different barbarities. Karukku highlights the oppression borne by Dalits at the hands

BHAVAVEENA.COM Peer-Reviewed ISSN No. : 2456-4702 RNI No. APTEL/2003/12253 P.No. 146


mailto:pmkrana7698@gmail.com
https://www.bhavaveena.com/

IR - H6 oG B85S g 2026

of the police, the Panchayat, the upper castes and the church. Bama also highlights how Dalit
women are oppressed further by Dalit men at home. Karukkudepicts how Dalit Christians are not
allowed to sing in the church choir, are forced to sit separately away from the upper caste Chris-
tians, and are not allowed to bury their dead in the cemetery within the village, behind the church,
but are made to use a different graveyard beyond the outskirts.

Marginalisation experienced by Dalit women is central to Bama’s narrative, illustrating the dual
discrimination they face both within their own communities and in wider society In doing so, Bama
utilises her personal and professional experiences to dissect the intricate ways in which these
intersecting oppressions shape the lives of Dalit women, revealing the violence inflicted by domi-
nant power structures when their hierarchies are challenged. This paper argues that Savarna femi-
nist frameworks frequently fail to adequately address the specific challenges faced by Dalit women,
whose experiences are shaped by both gendered and caste-based discrimination (Singh)

This oversight stems from a limited understanding of how caste operates as a fundamental axis
of oppression, intertwining with gender to create unique forms of marginalisation that are often
invisible to those outside of the Dalit experience. Bama’s narrative frequently highlights the specific
vulnerabilities of Dalit women, who are often subjected to exploitation and violence from both
upper-caste men and men within their own community, challenging simplistic understandings of
gender oppressionHer work powerfully demonstrates how their marginalised position is compounded
by being *“outsiders within,” facing dehumanising treatment from both upper-caste individuals and
even within their own community (Talat and Singh 162)

Indeed, the experiences of Dalit women, as meticulously detailed in Karukku, unequivocally
demonstrate that their struggles are qualitatively different from those of upper-caste women, de-
manding a distinct and nuanced theoretical framework for analysis (Merma et al. 3) This gap in
mainstream feminist discourse necessitates a focus on “representational intersectionality,” as theorised
by Kimberlé Crenshaw, to fully grasp the complexities of Dalit women’s identities and experiences
(Singh). First proposed by Kimberlé Crenshaw, the idea of intersectionality offers a conceptual
structure for explaining how various forms of discrimination, including those based on gender and
caste, overlap, resulting in distinct and intricate experiences of oppression.

While Christianity offered a pathway to education and perceived dignity for many Dalits, its
institutionalisation did not eradicate the deeply entrenched caste system, demonstrating how this
“monster of caste” extended its roots even into the new religious framework (Sharma 45; Emmadi
1625) This insidious continuation of caste practices within the Christian faith, as Bama meticulously
illustrates, profoundly impacted the spiritual and social upliftment promised to Dalit converts, thereby
weaponising their religious identity against them.The Paraiyars converted to Christianity to escape
the caste oppression at the hands of the orthodox Hindus.

Bama points out that the church distorts the real image and teachings of Christ and preaches
docility, meekness and subservience to the faithful while suppressing the radical, liberative teach-
ings of Jesus. The disillusionment she experienced, witnessing the “lack of humanity” in the pro-
fessed piety of those who discriminated against and exploited the poor, led her to re-evaluate her
understanding of faith and ultimately interpret the Bible for herself (Emmadi 1626).

2. The Gaps in Savarna Feminist Theory: A Need for Intersectional Intervention :
The experiences described in Karukku go against the generalising tendencies of Savarna femi-
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nist discourse, which frequently ignore the multifaceted oppressions endured by Dalit women as a
result of the intersection of gender, caste, religion and class. This important gap in Savarna feminist
analysis is brought to light by Bama’s own early experiences with discrimination and abuse based
on her gender and caste, even in educational settings. Such exclusionary frameworks often over-
look the “triple marginalisation” of caste, class, and gender that intensifies the suffering of Dalit
women, making their experiences qualitatively different from those of upper-caste women (Ghosh
2). This oversight manifests in the inability of Savarna feminism to adequately address issues such
as economic adversity, social marginalisation, and restricted access to education and healthcare,
which are profoundly shaped by caste hierarchies (Talat and Singh 159).

Bama’s narrative, therefore, serves as a crucial intervention, necessitating a re-evaluation of
feminist theory to embrace a truly intersectional perspective that incorporates the specific struggles
of Dalit women. It highlights the necessity of dismantling both patriarchal and casteist structures to
achieve genuine liberation for all women. Furthermore, Bama articulates the economic exploitation
of Dalit labourers, exposing how their contributions are consistently devalued and underpaid, with a
notable disparity in wages between men and women for identical work (Simon 114). This systemic
issue, often overlooked by Savarna feminist critiques, underscores the deeply entrenched nature of
caste-based discrimination that permeates even the labour market, further disadvantaging Dalit
women.

Her observations reveal how Dalit men, despite experiencing caste oppression themselves,
perpetuate patriarchal norms, adhering to Manuvadi principles concerning women’s rights, thereby
intensifying the subjugation of Dalit women within their own communities (Kaur 4932). These
patriarchal attitudes, coupled with the existing caste hierarchies, create a complex web of oppres-
sion for Dalit women, rendering their struggles distinct and demanding a nuanced understanding
beyond the scope of conventional feminist analyses (Ghosh). Anandita Pan, in her book, Mapping
Dalit Feminism: Towards an Intersectional Standpoint, explores the intersection of caste and gen-
der within the framework of Dalit feminism, emphasizing the marginalization faced by Dalit women
in contemporary feminist movements, and therefore,leaving the scope for this paper to analyse the
intricate intersection of caste, class, gender, religion and patriarchal norms within Dalit communities
highlighting the urgent need for an intersectional feminist framework that explicitly addresses the
multifaceted oppressions faced by Dalit women.

3. Locating Bama’s Karukku within Dalit Discourse :

Dalit writing is not merely an underestimated literary tradition; it serves as a powerful voice of
assertion and opportunity for marginalised communities historically denied the right to claim space,
dignity, and representation.Unlike most of the caste-based novels, in Karukku, the fight is not
directly against the Brahman community or their ideology. In fact, it is the middle castes like Naickers
(merchant class) and the Backward Castes like Nadars who exercise power and control over the
‘untouchable’ lot. One is to assume that the caste movements in the initial stages failed to reach the
bottom-most level in the hierarchy when the middle and lower castes in the hierarchy began to
invent a new order, which fought to destroy casteism above them but sought to preserve casteism
towards the castes below them. This can lead us to interpret that there is nothing like a caste
ideology, but everything is based on sheer power play, where the community with more social,
political, and economic privileges can create a stir in society. While several sociological, religious
and economic interpretations are available about the superiority of Brahmanical ideology, hardly
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any attempts have been made to theorise on the recent trend which has transformed some of the
early victims into victimisers.

Dalit women’s restricted inclusion in mainstream feminist discourse is evidence of the prejudice,
which frequently takes the form of a monolithic perspective of women’s problems that fails to
recognise the profound ways in which caste impacts gender experiences. This exclusion fosters a
systematic marginalisation in which the critical challenges of Dalit women, such as economic precarity,
violence, and lack of agency, remain neglected, therefore undermining the fundamental purpose of
inclusive feminist emancipation.Bama also crucially dismisses any monolithic notion of ‘woman’ or
‘lower caste’. She clearly underlines the economic and cultural differences between upper and
lower caste women as well as the lack of unity between lower castes, which is, to a certain extent,
created and exploited by the land-holding upper castes. Her use of an unusual narrative strategy
that departs radically from the accepted narrative norms is an example of Bama’s firm faith in the
collective voice of Dalits.

3.1. Textual Analysis :

Bama primarily discusses the pain and agony of Dalit women, who are twice marginalised,
being a Dalit and being a woman. Bama depicts the terrible treatment given to Dalit women in the
following lines:

“In North Street, while they were whipping Maariappa’s kid, it shows
up a five rupee note dropped out of his pocket. It shows that his mother
stooped to lift it up, crying continually. Pronto, a policeman put his boot
against her stomach, kicked her aside, and took the money himself”” (37).

She also focuses on the atrocities against women within her society and fights for the liberation
of the entire community.

Her fierceness is clearly communicated in these words:

“l dont get the meaning when they called us ‘Paraya’? Had the name
turned into that foul? Be that as it may, we are also individuals. We should
work in their fields, bring home our wages and abandon it at that” (16).

Bama, as a Dalit, encountered many problems in her life; as a woman, she was rejected; faced
the cruelty from her childhood and caste bias taught her the meaning of shame when she was in her
seventh standard itself. Seeking a cure for her wounded heart, she indulged herself in spiritual
development. She decided to join a nunnery to dedicate her life to serving God and society. She was
shocked to see caste discrimination prevail even in the place of so-called holy people. In a position
of sacredness, she could neither demonstrate her displeasure nor pull herself back from the place.
She was made to carry on with a sort of fake life in the religious circle. They indicated passion
towards the nuns as well as towards the school students.

“... individuals of my locale (Paraya) were taking care of a consider-
able number of occupations like clearing the premises, sweeping and
washing the classrooms and wiping out the restrooms. What’s more, in the
religious community, they also talked insultingly about low-standing indi-
viduals™ (25)

Karukku does not present the occasions that have occurred in the life of Bama in a sequential
order. The occasions in the life of Bama are gathered and delineated under alternate points of view.
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The arrangement of episodes that occurred in the life of Bama empowered her to see herself as a
woman, Dalit and Christian.As Lakshmi Holmstrom, the translator of Karukku, puts it, Bama’s
work is not only breaking a mainstream aesthetic but also proposing a new one, which is integral to
her politics.

In a position of sacredness, she could neither demonstrate her displeasure nor pull herself back
from the place. She was made to carry on with a sort of fake life in the religious circle. They
indicated passion towards the nuns as well as towards the school students.

“... individuals of my locale (Paraya) were taking care of a consider-
able number of occupations like clearing the premises, sweeping and
washing the classrooms and wiping out the restrooms. What’s more, in the
religious community, they also talked insultingly about low-standing indi-
viduals™ (25).

The fact that caste is still deeply ingrained in Indian Christian communities shows how the
principles of equality and dignity have not been truly incorporated, allowing old social structures to
adapt and endure within the new religious framework. In fact, critics have frequently used the
continuation of caste divisions within the Christian community as a weapon to discredit the trans-
formational potential of religious conversion for Dalits, claiming that it only substitutes one type of
servitude for another without bringing about genuine emancipation. Any straightforward story of
emancipation is complicated by this inherent conflict in Christianity, where the evil of caste finds
fresh roots.

It also calls for a sophisticated understanding of how it affects Dalit life. For instance, Gidla’s
personal narrative reveals how her family, despite converting to Christianity to escape harassment,
discovered that the caste system had infiltrated the new religion, leaving them at the bottom of the
social hierarchy (Hari et al. 450). Such experiences are corroborated by observations that casteism
was arguably more prevalent among Christians in South India, with Catholics exhibiting greater
caste rigidity than Protestants (Ranjan 81).

Maintaining the subversive spirit, Bama takes up a fresh and new linguistic technique in Karukku.
She knowingly chooses such language, as it represents the voice of her own people. It provides her
people a platform to recognise their identity. Thus, Karukku explores the wounded self and dark
territory of Dalit consciousness, which accepts their subordinate state in society and, thereupon,
tries to subvert that subjugated consciousness into a strong, self-sufficient and respected one. This
phenomenon subverts the Brahminicalconsciousness that labels the lower caste people as untouch-
ables, contemptible, polluted and inferior. Karukku has enabled many suppressed voices to raise
their voices and proclaim, “My language, my culture, my life is praiseworthy, it is excellent” (Ten
Years Later X). It instils self-respect among Dalits. It indicates the transformation that has re-
placed humility with self-respect, from the victim’s end to the survivor’s end. Lakshmi Holmstrom
opines, “Bama captures a moment that contains a paradox: she seeks an identity, but seeks a
change which means an end to that identity” (Lakshmi Holmstrom, p. x).

4. Conclusion :

It is indeed a pleasure to find fine literature and social sensitivity blending seamlessly. Bama
repeatedly emphasises the importance of education in the lives of Dalits. Karukku is evidence of
the upper caste’s social behaviour from the perspective of caste. Bama urges the empowerment of
her community. In her writings, she celebrates Dalit women’s life, resilience and creativity. As a
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result of her humbling experiences as a Dalit, Bama realises that through the right type of educa-
tion, the whole community of Dalits can be empowered and can gain human dignity. Karukku is a
call to Dalits to liberate them from bondage based on caste, religion, and she reposits great faith in
education as a possibility for deliverance from exploitative social structures.

The continued marginalisation of Dalit women’s experiences within Savarna feminist discourse
underscores a critical lacuna in its theoretical and practical frameworks, preventing the articulation
of a truly inclusive and equitable feminist agenda. This oversight not only perpetuates the invisibility
of Dalit women’s unique struggles but also reinforces existing power hierarchies within the broader
feminist movement, demanding a radical re-evaluation of its foundational principles (Kumar and
Bakshi)

Future research should delve deeper into the specific theological interpretations and institutional
practices within various Christian denominations that either perpetuate or challenge caste hierar-
chies, thereby providing a more granular understanding of this complex dynamic. This strategic
weaponisation often deflects attention from the systemic caste discrimination still prevalent in other
societal spheres, selectively spotlighting Christian communities while overlooking their significant
role in fostering social mobility and educational opportunities for Dalits (Abraham and Oommen).
More research could inform policy interventions aimed at dismantling caste-based discrimination
within religious institutions and fostering greater equity and dignity for Dalit Christian women,
which includes exploring how their resilience and intellectual contributions have historically been
overlooked, and how contemporary scholarship can rectify these omissions by foregrounding their
perspectives.
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