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Abstract 

Through her powerful storytelling, Bama, a Dalit writer from the Indian state of Tamil Nadu, dismantles 

oppressive narratives and creates a liberating world by weaving complex webs from her lived experience. 

This paper embarks on a linguistic journey through selected works by Bama, focusing mainly on his novel 

Karukku and short stories, and how he used language as a tool for social criticism and cultural flexibility. 

Examining Bama's  skillful use of code-switching between Tamil and Dalit dialects, we see how she 

subverts linguistic hierarchies and brings the marginalized Dalit voice to the fore. We analyze the 

deployment of imagery and metaphors often rooted in nature and the body to highlight the harsh realities 

of caste discrimination and its embodied experiences. This study explores Bama's innovative manipulation 

of syntax and narrative structure, particularly his non-linear storytelling, to challenge dominant social 

stereotypes and offer a subversive perspective on history. It acts as a transformative weapon and destroys 

the language of the oppressor. Creates alternative worlds within the fabric of words.  Their linguistic 

choices empower Dalit communities by fostering a sense of shared identity and weaving paths of 

resistance and liberation 
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Introduction 

Bama Faustina Soosairaj, better known as Bama, is a prominent Indian Tamil writer and a leading voice in 

Dalit literature. Born in 1958 into a Paraiyar family of the Dalit community in Tamil Nadu, Bama has 

shaped her work through her experiences of caste and gender discrimination. Bama's writings are 

characterized by raw and candid portrayals of the realities faced by Dalit women in India. She challenges 

the social hierarchical structure, exposing the injustice of the powerful caste system. His stories are often 

self- 

They are narrative, based on their own life experiences. Bama's best-known work is his first novel, 

Karukku ("darkness" in Tamil), published in 1992. It is a poignant account of a young Dalit Christian 

woman's journey of self-discovery and resistance against caste and gender oppression. 

Karukku Bama was a groundbreaking work in Dalit literature, and it won the prestigious Sahitya Akademi 

Award in 1993. The novel sparked important dialogue about the experiences of Dalit women and paved 

the way for a new generation of Dalit writers. Bama published two more novels, Sangathy (1994) and 

Vanamam (2002) after Karukku, as well as several collections of short stories. His literature has been 

translated into many languages. Rich in the realities of Dalit women, Bama's powerful stories challenge 

social constructs for linguistic analysis and elevate marginalized voices. 

Bama is a Tamil Dalit feminist known for her autobiography. It is also an unusual autobiography in many 

ways. Personal crises and crises in the author's life lead her to understand her life as a woman, a Christian, 

and a Dalit. In this story, the author appears to be on a quest for self-knowledge in which her journey 

highlights the problems of caste oppression within the Catholic Church and community. 

In other words, Karukku can be seen as a critique of society and the state, exposing its educational system, 

the church and bureaucracy, and the complexities of caste in independent India. Furthermore, the novel's 

narrative is not arranged in a simple, linear, or chronological order and does not follow any traditional 

style of novel writing. Holmstrom claims that Bama's writing style subverts the style and aesthetics of 

upper-caste Tamils. 

Bama breaks the mainstream by creating her own style and writing techniques. She does not surrender to 

the traditional way of writing and takes the reader into a different world of experience. Bama believes that 

his experiences and difficulties proved to be the raw material for his later work; The seeds that germinated 

in the form of his writings are also in a certain sense linked to Karukku where Karu means seed. Bama's 

autobiography is not just her story, but a documentary history of the women of her community. The 

history of his life is based on his subsequent experiences. Dalit Christians belong to the Pariah 

community. When Bama was in school she learned the truth, how conversion had failed to save people in 

her community from caste discrimination. He talked to the people of his community about untouchability 

but they did not understand the real meaning of the word. At school, they were told to stay away from 

'higher caste' Christians when they arrived. 
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One should sit down and know their identity. While discussing 'himself' Bama also focuses on the 

exploitation of the people of his community. 

, Bama was concerned about the conditions inside the church. He said that the churches were managed by 

upper-caste priests and nuns. Untouchability was prevalent even in God's house. There was no sympathy 

towards Dalit Christians and strict rules were adopted against them within the Church. People of lower 

class/caste were threatened in the name of religion. Later, when she grew up, she decided to enter a 

convent. But joining the convent made her face the bitter truths of life. He realized that the convent did not 

understand the meaning of poverty and was indifferent to the interests of the Dalits. From the very first 

moment, I understood the situation…and even in the convent, she heard very derogatory things about 

lower caste people. He spoke as if he did not consider lower caste people as human beings. 

Bama's second work 'Sangathi' is an autobiography of his community originally written in Tamil and 

translated by Lakshmi Holmstrom in 1994. Since the word 'Sangati' denotes news or events, accordingly, 

it inspires the readers to delve deeper into Dalit life. Men and women go through events and conflicts that 

they have to face. Because it is the story of three generations of women, Sangati explores the changing 

attitudes between generations: the narrator's grandmother, the narrator herself, and the generation that 

comes after her. The church where its counterparts have to endure humiliation, caste, and gender 

discrimination and remain marginalized even in the new socio-spiritual space. Bama has not only invented 

her narrative discourse, not speaking for herself but has also sought to represent the unrepresented. In 

writing the subjective self she is no longer the subaltern who listens or is talked about, but the one who 

shouts her "I", thereby shifting to the center and silencing the other. Consistency represents a move from 

'I' to 'we' just as Bama moves from an individual to a community. Depicting a series of interrelated 

incidents witnessed by the author in her village, Sangati Mein expresses the inner turmoil of Dalit women 

who are considered Dalits. 

The word Dalit means 'oppressed', 'broken', or 'crushed' to the extent of losing the original identity. 

However, the name has been adopted by those who are otherwise known as 'untouchables', and it has 

become a symbol for them of change and a movement for the eradication of centuries-old oppression 

under the caste system. 

Caste-based prejudice and social exclusion have pushed Dalits to the margins of society, denying them 

basic rights and increasing their struggle for recognition and respect. 

Baby Kamble, one of the Dalit women writers and activists of the Ambedkar movement, exposes before 

the eyes of the world the life of the average Dalit woman – the poverty, discrimination, and violence that 

are inevitably part of their lives. Kamble's stories were serialized in Stree magazine as Jeena Amucha in 

1982. Maya Pandit, professor and teacher-trainer at the English and Foreign Languages University, 

Hyderabad, translated Jeena Amucha from Marathi to English in 1986 with twelve chapters. He also wrote 

a detailed introduction and an interview with Kamble. Veteran sociologist Professor Gopal Guru presented 

a scholarly and nuanced perspective on the progress of Dalit women and their literature. 'The Prisons We 
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Broke' expresses a major protest against the established social order and rejects the entire hegemonic 

tradition imposed on them by the upper caste people. It is an insightful revelation of the inner world of the 

Mahar community where women trade lice-infested clothes for sarees, people eat food laced with maggots 

from diseased corpses, women die of hunger, and children are washed with saliva. Without soap, cactus 

pods are eaten to suppress appetite. Which harms the intestines. Although Dalit communities have been 

emotionally idealized as being more equal in terms of gender relations, this is not the case. Baby Kamble's 

autobiographical work focuses on the existing patriarchal dominance that Dalits endure and it is important 

to study this. Provides a rare opportunity to see how Dalit women create their identity and represent their 

community. 

The fabric of my life, the contribution of Urmila Pawar, a local expression. The dialect spoken in the 

villages of Maharashtra is the background of her life. Originally written in Marathi as Aydaan and later 

translated into English as The Weave of My Life: A Dalit Woman's Memoirs, written by Maya Pandit in 

2008, is a recent autobiography by Urmila Pawar. "Weaving" has various metaphorical significances. 

Weaving cane baskets was an important occupation of women in the Konkan region of Maharashtra, 

where the author hails from. As the author claims, my mother used to weave pe-de. I felt that her weaving 

work and my writing work were naturally connected. This piece of weaving connects us. It is a web of 

pain and suffering. Apart from being an inspiration for writing for Pawar, the act of weaving reveals not 

only her economic status but also the gender-specificity of the occupation within the community. Poverty 

created many problems for the Pawar community. For example, she writes that among Dalits there is a 

tradition of eating food from a single plate. It was the custom. But this was usually because utensils were 

in short supply. 

Some key aspects of their linguistics: 

1. Tamil Vernacular and Folklore Elements: 

Dialect and Register:  Bama places heavy emphasis on the Paraiyar dialect of Tamil, which imbues his 

stories with authenticity and immediacy. This linguistic choice disrupts the dominance of standardized 

Tamil associated with upper castes, destroying power dynamics through language. 

Oral tradition and proverbs:  Bama incorporated elements of Tamil folklore and oral traditions, including 

proverbs and sayings, into his writings. These familiar references not only resonate with Dalit 

communities but also give his storytelling a timeless quality. 

2. Subversion of dominant narratives: 

Colonization of language: Bama challenged colonial influence on Tamil, protesting the privileging of 

Sanskritised terminology. She reevaluates indigenous Tamil words and expressions, reclaiming linguistic 

agency and ownership. Reframing and counter-discourse: Bama reinterprets and subverts dominant 

narratives related to caste and gender. She redefines concepts like "purity" and "pollution" associated with 

Dalit communities, countering oppressive stereotypes with her own life experiences and perspectives. 
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3. Poetic Devices and Sensory Evocation: 

Imagery and Metaphor: Bama uses vivid imagery and powerful metaphors to evoke the sights, sounds, and 

smells of her characters' world. This sensory richness draws readers into the narrative and deepens their 

understanding of the characters' experiences. 

Symbolism and Metaphor: Bama uses symbolic elements and metaphorical structures to convey complex 

themes and emotions. For example, the recurring image of darkness in Karukku symbolizes not only 

literal oppression but also the struggle for Dalit women to assert their identity and claim their rightful 

place in the world. 

4. Politics of silence and voice: 

Unspoken and silenced: Bama highlights the silence often associated with caste and gender violence. By 

drawing attention to what is not said, she forces readers to confront the untold realities of oppression and 

marginalization. Finding voice and expression: silencing 

Despite the forces at play, Bama's characters find ways to express their experiences and assert their 

agency. Through her voice, she amplifies the voices of Dalit women, giving them a platform to speak their 

truth and challenge the status quo. 

5. Language as resistance and change: 

Performativity and Subversion: Bama's use of language is not merely descriptive; It is performative and 

destructive. Through her word choice and narrative structures, she actively resists caste and gender 

hierarchies, offering an alternative understanding of the world. 

6 Liberation and Empowerment: 

By using language as a tool for resistance and change, Bama empowers not only her characters but also 

her readers. Their stories offer a path toward understanding, empathy, and ultimately challenging the 

systems that perpetuate oppression. 

Lack of Access to key Productive Resources 

In India, due to a lack of rural infrastructure and access to essential goods and services, Dalit rural women 

face serious challenges in performing their many productive and reproductive roles within their families 

and communities. They have the highest levels of poverty and are landless and dependent. They lack 

employment, wages, and access to credit. 

Their access to resources or even their efforts to access them is often met with violence. Due to the 

intersection of caste, class, and gender, Dalit women face direct and structural violence. In particular, 

structural violence and lack of access to resources perpetuate their poverty and undermine their dignity. 
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Dalit rural women have very limited access to and control over land, resulting in food insecurity. They 

also lack access to water and other community resources; When those resources are in non-Dalit areas, 

women are attacked when they try to access them. 

When it comes to infrastructure and resources in Dalit communities, the government often ignores those 

areas and does not allocate the necessary funds to ensure equity of access to resources. Furthermore, Dalit 

women lack employment options and other livelihood opportunities compared to their male Dalit 

counterparts. 

Women lack access and control over land: 

Access to and control over land can be an important factor in achieving food security and increased 

income. However, Dalit women have limited access to land and no control over it. Due to cultural norms, 

they do not own land, even if it is within their family. Furthermore, Dalits generally do not own land, but 

work it for the dominant caste landlord. 

The socioeconomic and political power of landlords in rural, agricultural areas and the status of Dalit 

women as employers allows persistent caste and gender violence to be carried out with impunity. When 

Dalit women try to assert their economic rights to wages or land and their right to sexual integrity, they 

face physical, verbal, and sexual violence from their landlords. 

When Dalit families own land, they are often evicted from the land by encroaching dominant caste 

families and usually have no recourse because members of the dominant caste exercise their power and 

authority within the community. We do. By evicting Dalits from their land, the dominant caste can 

perpetuate the cycle of poverty and violence by depriving them of the resources they need for income and 

food. 

Furthermore, when a Dalit woman owned land, she was often accused of being a witch. Witch hunting is a 

serious problem in rural communities where a Dalit woman can be either evicted from the land or driven 

out of the community. This practice is used as a 'land grab' strategy and is also used by non-Dalits 

Social rights and basic services 

In India, Dalit women often face violence when attempting to assert their rights in areas such as housing, 

drinking water, public distribution system (PDS), education, or access to open spaces in 1589 villages of 

Gujarat. In a study on 'untouchability', the NGO Nav Sarjan Trust found that Dalits were not allowed to 

fetch water. 
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Political participation and empowerment 

Rural women are politically marginalized, but rural Dalit women are given even less voice in the decision-

making process. On local Panchayat (city council) seats in India 

A quota system is in place for Dalits, but the role of Dalit women remains subordinate to their male 

counterparts. Dalit women who try to exercise their power in the Panchayat face opposition, pressure, and 

sometimes violence from dominant caste men. Many times Dalit women are told that they are not allowed 

to even sit on a chair, rather they have to sit on the ground. 

Violence against women, trafficking, sexual exploitation 

Dalit women face both gender and caste-based violence. The United Nations Special Rapporteur on 

Violence against Women has stated that "Dalit women face targeted violence, even rape and murder, by 

state actors. Powerful members of dominant castes use political ideology to foment dissent Dalit women 

face verbal, physical, and sexual violence in the public and private sphere, including verbal and physical 

assault in public for a variety of reasons. 

Not bringing enough dowry to the marriage. Dalit women face violence from community members, police 

personnel, their in-laws, and their families. Between norms of female subordination and cultural norms 

regarding the "natural" caste hierarchy, women are constantly attacked and taken advantage of. 

Bama, Kamble, and Pawar, prominent personalities of Dalit literature, present multifaceted conclusions 

through their works, making it impossible to provide a single, definitive endpoint. However, here are some 

highlights of his writing: 

Shared Experience: 

Caste Oppression: Both Bama and Pawar highlight the brutal realities of caste discrimination in India, 

detailing the social, economic, and physical hardships faced by Dalits. His stories challenge Brahminical 

hegemony and highlight the systemic nature of oppression. 

Gender Dimension: Both authors, being Dalit women, bring a unique perspective to the discussion 

emphasizing the intersection of caste and gender. They show how Dalit women experience the double 

burden of discrimination and marginalization. 

Resistance and Agency: Despite the despair, her writing also displays acts of resistance and resilience. 

Bama's conversion to Buddhism and Pawar's adoption of Ambedkar's teachings reflect his rejection of the 

oppressive caste system and his quest for self-determination. 

Religious Conversion: 

While Bama sees hope in embracing Buddhism, Pawar criticizes the limitations of religious conversion in 

addressing caste issues. She advocates social and political reforms within Hinduism. 
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Community and Identity: 

Bama emphasizes the importance of the Dalit community and identity, drawing strength from her 

ancestors and cultural traditions. Pawar, on the other hand, focuses on individual empowerment and 

challenges the boundaries of the traditional caste hierarchy. 

Voice and Visibility: Both Bama and Pawar have given voice to the silenced experiences of Dalit 

communities, especially Dalit women. His writings have played an important role in raising awareness 

about caste discrimination and challenging social injustice. 

Literary Contribution: His works have enriched Indian literature by offering a powerful critique of the 

caste system and exploring complex themes of identity, resistance, and agency. 

On going struggle: While their stories provide valuable insights, the fight against caste oppression is still 

ongoing. Bama and Pawar's actions serve as a call for continued action and dialogue towards achieving 

social justice and equality. 

 

Conclusion 

For many years, Dalit people have been exploited at every level by the upper caste people. Although the 

Constitution of India provides equal rights to all castes, still lower-caste people are deprived of their 

rights. The struggle for the rights of Dalits gained momentum during the colonial period and continued 

even after independence. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, himself a Dalit, played an important role in advocating the 

rights of Dalits. And played an important role as the head of the committee that drafted the Indian 

Constitution, which outlawed untouchability. 

Along with this, there was also a demand to promote social justice. Even after legal reforms and 

affirmative action policies, Dalits in Indian society still face challenges such as caste-based discrimination, 

violence, and unequal access to resources. 
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