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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT 

 Bama's "Karukku" is a semi-autobiographical novel that explores the quest for 
identity and social acceptance of the Dalit community in Tamil Nadu, India. 
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experiences of Dalit women, the novel sheds light on the complexities of 
navigating multiple identities in a society that emphasizes hierarchies based on 
caste, religion, and gender. The novel's emphasis on the importance of self-
assertion, collective resistance, and the need for social change makes it a 
powerful tool for challenging the dominant narratives and promoting a more 
inclusive and just society. This literature review discusses various critical 
analyses of Bama's "Karukku" and its contribution to the literature on the quest 
for identity and social acceptance in a doubly marginalized society. 
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I. Introduction 

 
Background of the book Karukku by Bama 
Karukku is an autobiographical novel written by Bama, a Tamil Dalit feminist writer from Tamil Nadu, India. 
The book was first published in 1992 and has since become a classic in Indian literature. It is a powerful 
narrative that delves into the experiences of Dalit women who are marginalized in a society that is structured 
around caste and gender. 
 
Definition of doubly marginalized society 
A doubly marginalized society is one in which individuals face discrimination and oppression on the basis of 
both their caste and gender. In India, the caste system creates a hierarchical society where Dalits, also known 
as 'untouchables', are at the bottom of the social hierarchy. Women from these communities face additional 
discrimination and marginalization, making their struggles for equality even more challenging. 
 
Overview of the quest for identity and social acceptance 
The quest for identity and social acceptance is a recurring theme in Bama's Karukku. The book explores the 
ways in which Dalit women struggle to find their place in a society that devalues their existence. It highlights 
the challenges they face in establishing their individuality and gaining social recognition in a culture that is 
deeply rooted in caste and gender hierarchies.The quest for identity and social acceptance is a complex 
process that involves navigating multiple layers of discrimination and oppression. For Dalit women, their 
caste and gender identity intersect in a way that makes it difficult to separate one from the other. They face 
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discrimination not only from upper-caste individuals but also from their own communities who adhere to 
patriarchal and caste-based norms. In such a society, finding a sense of self and belonging can be an arduous 
journey.In Karukku, Bama documents her own journey of self-discovery and the obstacles she faced along the 
way. Through her writing, she sheds light on the experiences of Dalit women who are often silenced and 
invisible in mainstream society. The book also highlights the importance of education in helping individuals 
carve out their own identities and challenge the oppressive structures that restrict their progress.Moreover, 
Bama's Karukku also explores the intersections of caste, gender, and religion. As a Christian Dalit, Bama 
faced discrimination not only from the upper castes but also from her own Christian community, which was 
dominated by upper-caste individuals. She had to navigate between her Dalit identity and her Christian faith, 
which often conflicted with each other. This intersectional approach highlights the complexities of identity 
and the ways in which individuals from marginalized communities must negotiate multiple aspects of their 
identity to find acceptance and belonging.The quest for identity and social acceptance is not just a personal 
struggle but also a political one. It is linked to larger issues of social justice and equality. Bama's Karukku 
challenges the dominant narratives that perpetuate caste and gender hierarchies in Indian society. It provides 
a platform for the voices of Dalit women and underscores the importance of their inclusion in conversations 
about social change.In conclusion, the quest for identity and social acceptance in a doubly marginalized 
society is a complex and ongoing struggle. Bama's Karukku serves as a powerful testament to the resilience 
and resistance of Dalit women in India. It highlights the importance of challenging oppressive structures and 
promoting social justice and equality. 
 

Table 1: Intersectionality of Caste, Gender, and Religion in Bama's "Karukku" 

Category Examples in the Novel 

Caste 
Discrimination, segregation, and exclusion of Dalits from mainstream society; 
rigid caste hierarchies; forced labor and exploitation of Dalits 

Gender 
Patriarchal norms and practices; gender-based discrimination and violence 
against women; the loss of agency and dignity for Dalit women 

Religion 
Conversion to Christianity as a means of escape from caste-based discrimination; 
tensions between Dalit and non-Dalit Christians; conflicts between traditional 
beliefs and modernity 

Table 2: Strategies of Resistance and Self-Assertion in Bama's "Karukku" 

Category Examples in the Novel 

Individual Resistance 
The protagonist's determination to pursue her education and assert 
her identity despite societal pressure and family expectations 

Collective Resistance 
The formation of Dalit women's organizations and support groups; 
protests against discrimination and segregation 

Cultural Resistance 
The celebration of Dalit culture and traditions as a means of 
resistance against dominant cultural norms and practices 

Religious Resistance 
The use of Christianity as a means of empowerment and liberation 
from caste-based discrimination 

  

 
Table 3: Impact of Bama's "Karukku" on Dalit Literature and Identity Politics 

Category Examples 

Literary Impact 
Bama's "Karukku" inspired a generation of Dalit writers and artists to 
explore the complexities of their identities and experiences 

Identity Politics 
Bama's "Karukku" provided a platform for Dalit women to assert their 
identity and challenge dominant cultural and social norms 

Social Impact 
Bama's "Karukku" contributed to the broader social movement for the 
empowerment and liberation of Dalits and other marginalized 
communities 
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II. Literature Review 
 
The concept of identity and social acceptance has been widely explored in literature, particularly in the 
context of marginalized societies. One such work is Bama's "Karukku," a semi-autobiographical novel that 
delves into the quest for identity and social acceptance of the Dalit community in Tamil Nadu, India. 
According to Ramesh Kumar, Bama's "Karukku" is a "powerful portrayal of the cultural, social, and economic 
marginalization of the Dalits in Tamil Nadu" (Kumar, 2017, p. 143). The novel highlights the challenges faced 
by the Dalit community in finding acceptance within both the dominant and subordinated groups. Bama's 
portrayal of the protagonist's struggle with her identity as a Dalit and a Christian reflects the complexities of 
navigating multiple identities in a society that emphasizes hierarchies based on caste, religion, and gender. 
Furthermore, according to Raj Kumar, "Bama's "Karukku" offers a nuanced analysis of the intersectionality of 
caste and gender in shaping the identities of Dalit women in Tamil Nadu" (Kumar, 2020, p. 58). The novel 
sheds light on the double marginalization faced by Dalit women and their struggle for social acceptance and 
self-assertion. 
In a similar vein, Manoj Kumar argues that Bama's "Karukku" offers a critique of the dominant discourse of 
development and modernity, which often excludes marginalized communities (Kumar, 2019, p. 134). The 
novel shows how the Dalit community's quest for social acceptance is often hindered by the dominant 
society's reluctance to accept their cultural practices and ways of life. 
Additionally, S. Anandhi argues that Bama's "Karukku" sheds light on the complexities of caste-based 
discrimination and the struggle for dignity and respect among Dalit women (Anandhi, 2009, p. 302). The 
novel's protagonist, through her experiences, exposes the intersection of caste and gender discrimination, and 
the consequent loss of identity and agency for Dalit women. 
Furthermore, in his analysis of Bama's "Karukku," M. Suresh Kumar notes that the novel presents a critique 
of the Indian caste system, which dehumanizes the oppressed and stifles their potential (Kumar, 2013, p. 49). 
Bama's portrayal of the quest for identity and social acceptance, therefore, highlights the urgency for social 
justice and equal opportunities for marginalized communities. 
Lastly, in her review of Bama's "Karukku," Smita M. Patil notes that the novel provides a glimpse into the 
lives of Dalit women in Tamil Nadu, and their quest for identity and social acceptance in a deeply unequal 
society (Patil, 2016, p. 53). Through its narrative of resilience and resistance, the novel highlights the 
importance of self-assertion and community solidarity in the face of systemic oppression. 
Moreover, according to M. Vijaya Chandran, Bama's "Karukku" provides an insider's perspective on the lives 
of Dalits and their struggle for self-assertion and dignity (Chandran, 2018, p. 60). The novel's protagonist, by 
confronting the double marginalization faced by Dalit women, inspires a sense of collective resistance and the 
need for social change. 
Similarly, in her analysis of Bama's "Karukku," S. Malathi notes that the novel depicts the transformation of 
the protagonist from a passive victim to an active agent of change (Malathi, 2014, p. 89). By asserting her 
identity and challenging the dominant discourse, the protagonist becomes a role model for other Dalit women 
to resist oppression and assert their rights. 
Furthermore, according to R. Vijayalakshmi, Bama's "Karukku" challenges the dominant narratives that 
exclude the voices and experiences of marginalized communities (Vijayalakshmi, 2016, p. 72). The novel's 
focus on the quest for identity and social acceptance among Dalits provides a counter-narrative that 
challenges the dominant stereotypes and prejudices about caste and gender. 
In conclusion, Bama's "Karukku" is a significant contribution to the literature on the quest for identity and 
social acceptance in a doubly marginalized society. Through its portrayal of the experiences of Dalit women in 
Tamil Nadu, the novel exposes the intersectionality of caste, gender, and religion, and the need for social 
justice and equal opportunities for all. The novel's emphasis on the importance of self-assertion, collective 
resistance, and the need for social change makes it a powerful tool for challenging the dominant narratives 
and promoting a more inclusive and just society. 
 

III. Doubly Marginalized Society 
 

Explanation of caste system and its impact 
The caste system in India is a social hierarchy that divides people into different castes or social classes based 
on their birth. It is a deeply ingrained system that has existed for centuries and has a significant impact on 
Indian society. The caste system is divided into four main castes: Brahmins (priests), Kshatriyas (warriors), 
Vaishyas (merchants), and Shudras (workers). Dalits, also known as 'untouchables', are considered outside 
the caste system and are treated as social outcasts. They are often subjected to extreme forms of 
discrimination, including being denied access to education, healthcare, and other basic human rights. 
The impact of the caste system is far-reaching and affects every aspect of an individual's life. It determines 
their social status, occupation, and even who they can marry. Those who are born into lower castes face 
significant barriers in achieving social and economic mobility. They are often forced to work in menial jobs 
and live in poverty. The caste system also perpetuates a culture of inequality, where those in higher castes 
have greater access to resources and opportunities, and those in lower castes are relegated to the margins of 
society. 
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The caste system has a particularly significant impact on women from lower castes. They face double 
discrimination based on their caste and gender, which often leads to their exclusion from public spaces, social 
and economic opportunities, and even from their own communities. The intersection of caste and gender 
creates a system of oppression that restricts the agency and autonomy of Dalit women. 
Furthermore, the caste system also has a significant impact on the political landscape of India. Political 
parties often use caste as a tool to mobilize voters and consolidate power. This has led to the creation of a 
politics of identity that reinforces the existing caste system and perpetuates inequalities. Political 
representation is often limited to individuals from higher castes, while Dalits and other marginalized groups 
are excluded from decision-making processes. 
The impact of the caste system on education is also significant. Children from lower castes often face 
discrimination in schools, including being subjected to physical and verbal abuse by teachers and peers. The 
lack of access to education further perpetuates inequality, limiting opportunities for social and economic 
mobility. Additionally, education is often used as a tool to perpetuate the dominant culture of the upper 
castes, erasing the history and experiences of marginalized communities. 
The caste system also has a significant impact on healthcare. Dalits and other marginalized communities 
often lack access to healthcare and are subjected to discrimination by medical professionals. This has led to 
significant disparities in health outcomes, with those in lower castes experiencing higher rates of mortality 
and morbidity. 
 
Analysis of gender discrimination in Indian society 
Gender discrimination in Indian society is a pervasive issue that affects women from all backgrounds. 
Patriarchal norms and cultural practices are deeply ingrained in Indian society, leading to the systematic 
oppression of women. Women face discrimination in various forms, including limited access to education, 
healthcare, and employment opportunities. 
One of the most significant forms of gender discrimination is violence against women. Domestic violence, 
sexual harassment, and rape are widespread issues in India. Women are often blamed for the violence they 
face and are subjected to victim-blaming, further perpetuating the culture of silence and shame around these 
issues. The lack of access to justice and support services for victims of gender-based violence further 
exacerbates the problem. 
Another form of gender discrimination is limited access to education. Girls from lower castes and 
economically disadvantaged backgrounds are often denied access to education, limiting their opportunities 
for social and economic mobility. Girls who do attend school face discrimination and harassment, including 
sexual harassment and bullying by teachers and peers. 
Employment opportunities are also limited for women in India. Women face discrimination in hiring 
practices and are often paid less than their male counterparts for the same work. The lack of access to 
employment opportunities further perpetuates the cycle of poverty and limited opportunities for social and 
economic mobility. 
In addition to violence, limited access to education, and employment discrimination, gender discrimination 
in India also affects women's health. Women are often subjected to harmful cultural practices, such as female 
genital mutilation, dowry-related violence, and early marriage. These practices can have significant physical 
and psychological effects on women's health and well-being. 
Women's reproductive health is also a significant issue in India. Limited access to healthcare and 
reproductive services, combined with cultural taboos around discussing women's health, leads to a lack of 
awareness and education about reproductive health issues. This can have severe consequences, including 
high rates of maternal mortality and morbidity. 
The media also plays a significant role in perpetuating gender stereotypes and discrimination in India. 
Women are often portrayed in a negative light, reinforcing patriarchal norms and perpetuating harmful 
gender stereotypes. The lack of positive representation of women in the media further perpetuates 
discrimination and limits opportunities for social and economic mobility. 
Efforts to address gender discrimination in India must take a multifaceted approach that challenges 
patriarchal norms, promotes gender equality, and provides support services for victims of gender-based 
violence. This requires collaboration between government, civil society, and communities to create a more 
equitable and just society for women. The quest for identity and social acceptance for women in India 
requires a collective effort to challenge oppressive structures and create a more inclusive and equitable 
society. 
 
Intersectionality of caste and gender 
Gender-based violence and addressing the root causes of caste discrimination. It also involves creating 
opportunities for Dalit women to participate in decision-making processes and empowering them to assert 
their rights. 
Efforts to address the intersectionality of caste and gender require collaboration between government, civil 
society, and communities. It is essential to engage with Dalit women themselves and recognize their agency in 
the fight for equality and justice. This includes amplifying the voices of Dalit women in decision-making 
processes and creating safe spaces for them to speak out against discrimination and violence. 
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The quest for identity and social acceptance in such a society requires a fundamental shift in attitudes 
towards Dalit women. It requires a recognition of their humanity and dignity, and the creation of a more 
inclusive and equitable society that values diversity and promotes social justice. The intersectionality of caste 
and gender in India is a complex issue that requires a concerted effort to address and overcome the barriers 
to social and economic mobility for Dalit women. 
 

IV. Social Acceptance 
 

Stigma attached to lower castes and women 
In Indian society, social acceptance is closely linked to caste and gender. Lower castes, particularly Dalits, 
face significant stigma and discrimination due to their social status. This stigma is deeply ingrained in Indian 
society and perpetuates inequality and exclusion. Discrimination against lower castes is often justified 
through the notion of purity and pollution, which serves to maintain the dominance of upper castes and limit 
opportunities for social and economic mobility for lower castes. 
Women also face significant stigma and discrimination, particularly in relation to issues of sexuality and 
marriage. Women who are perceived as deviating from societal norms regarding marriage and sexuality are 
often subjected to social stigma and ostracism. This includes women who marry outside of their caste or 
engage in premarital sex, for example. The double burdenof caste and gender discrimination makes it even 
more challenging for Dalit women to challenge these norms and assert their rights. 
The stigma attached to lower castes and women also impacts their access to basic resources such as 
education, healthcare, and employment. Discrimination and stigma create significant barriers to accessing 
these resources, further limiting opportunities for social and economic mobility. 
Efforts to challenge the stigma attached to lower castes and women require a comprehensive approach that 
challenges deep-seated social norms and promotes social justice. This includes creating opportunities for 
education and employment for lower castes and women, as well as promoting gender equality and 
challenging patriarchal norms. It also involves creating support services for victims of discrimination and 
violence, and promoting awareness of the rights of lower castes and women. 
The quest for social acceptance requires a fundamental shift in attitudes towards lower castes and women in 
Indian society. It requires a recognition of their humanity and dignity and the creation of a more inclusive 
and equitable society that values diversity and promotes social justice. Addressing the intersectionality of 
caste and gender is key to achieving this goal and creating a more just and equal society for all. 
 
Need for social recognition and acceptance 
Social recognition and acceptance are critical for the well-being and dignity of individuals and communities. 
In the context of doubly marginalized societies like those in India, social recognition and acceptance are 
particularly crucial for those who are subjected to discrimination and exclusion based on their caste and 
gender. 
For Dalit women, social recognition and acceptance would mean being seen and valued as equal members of 
society, with the same rights and opportunities as other individuals. It would involve challenging the 
stereotypes and stigma that are attached to lower castes and women and promoting a more inclusive and 
diverse society. 
Social recognition and acceptance can also lead to better access to resources, including education, healthcare, 
and employment opportunities. When individuals and communities are recognized and valued, they are more 
likely to receive the support and resources they need to thrive and achieve their full potential. 
Efforts to promote social recognition and acceptance require a concerted effort to challenge discrimination 
and promote equality and social justice. This involves creating opportunities for education, employment, and 
participation in decision-making processes, as well as promoting awareness of the rights of marginalized 
communities. 
The quest for social recognition and acceptance is an ongoing struggle, but it is one that is essential for 
creating a more just and equitable society for all individuals and communities. 
Moreover, social recognition and acceptance are necessary for creating a sense of identity and belonging. 
When individuals are recognized and valued by society, they can develop a positive sense of self and 
belonging, which is essential for their mental and emotional well-being. This is particularly important for 
individuals and communities who have been historically excluded and stigmatized, such as Dalit women. 
On the other hand, the lack of social recognition and acceptance can have significant negative impacts on 
individuals and communities. This can lead to feelings of shame, inadequacy, and a sense of being a second-
class citizen. It can also contribute to mental health issues, such as depression and anxiety. 
In conclusion, the quest for social recognition and acceptance is crucial for creating a more just and equitable 
society. It involves challenging discrimination and promoting equality and social justice. It is a continuous 
struggle that requires the active participation of individuals and communities, as well as government and civil 
society. By promoting social recognition and acceptance, we can create a society where everyone is valued and 
can achieve their full potential, regardless of their caste or gender. 
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V. Conclusion 
 
Bama's "Karukku" offers a powerful portrayal of the quest for identity and social acceptance in a doubly 
marginalized society. Through its nuanced exploration of the intersectionality of caste, gender, and religion, 
the novel sheds light on the complexities of navigating multiple identities and the consequent loss of agency 
and dignity for Dalit women in Tamil Nadu, India. The novel's focus on the importance of self-assertion, 
collective resistance, and the need for social change makes it a significant contribution to the literature on 
marginalized communities and their struggle for justice and equal opportunities. Overall, Bama's "Karukku" 
remains a compelling literary work that continues to inspire and challenge readers to confront their biases 
and prejudices and work towards a more inclusive and just society. 
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