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Abstract:

Dalit literature has emerged as a powerful medium of resistance
against caste-based oppression and social exclusion in India. Within
this framework, Dalit women’s writing occupies a unique space as it
foregrounds the intersection of caste and gender, revealing the layered
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experiences of marginalization. This paper explores the writings of
Bama, one of the most prominent Dalit feminist voices in Indian

literature, with a focus on her seminal works Karukku, Sangati, and
Vanmam. Through a critical analysis grounded in intersectionality and
subaltern studies, the study examines how Bama articulates the lived
realities of Dalit women, exposing the dual oppression of caste and

patriarchy. The paper argues that Bama’s narratives not only
challenge dominant literary discourses but also redefine the contours
of identity, agency, and resistance. By centering everyday experiences, oral traditions, and collective
memory, her works contribute to the development of a distinct Dalit feminist epistemology. The study
concludes that Bama’s writings serve as both a testimony of suffering and a manifesto of empowerment,
offering transformative insights into the struggle for dignity and social justice.
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Introduction:

Indian society has historically been structured by hierarchical systems of caste and patriarchy, both of which
have contributed to the marginalization of Dalit women. While Dalit men experience caste-based
discrimination, and upper-caste women face gender-based oppression, Dalit women occupy a uniquely
disadvantaged position at the intersection of these two systems (Crenshaw, 1989). This intersectionality
shapes their lived experiences, rendering them invisible within both mainstream feminist discourse and
traditional Dalit narratives.

Dalit literature, which emerged as a response to caste oppression, has played a crucial role in voicing the
concerns of marginalized communities. However, it is only with the emergence of Dalit women writers like
Bama that the specific experiences of Dalit women have been articulated with clarity and force. Bama’s
works challenge both caste hierarchies and patriarchal norms, offering a nuanced understanding of
oppression and resistance.
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Theoretical Framework: Intersectionality and Dalit Feminism

The concept of intersectionality, introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw, provides a critical analytical framework
for understanding the multiple and overlapping systems of oppression that shape the lives of marginalized
individuals, particularly Dalit women (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality emphasizes that social identities
such as caste, gender, class, and religion are not discrete or independent categories; rather, they are
interwoven and mutually constitutive. In the Indian context, this framework becomes especially significant
as caste operates alongside patriarchy to produce complex forms of discrimination and exclusion. Dalit
women, therefore, experience a unique form of marginalization that cannot be adequately understood
through a single-axis analysis of either caste or gender alone.

Dalit feminism builds upon this intersectional perspective by offering a critical intervention into both
mainstream feminist discourse and traditional Dalit movements. Mainstream Indian feminism has often been
critiqued for its upper-caste bias and its insufficient engagement with caste-based inequalities, while Dalit
movements have historically prioritized caste issues without adequately addressing gender concerns (Rege,
1998). As Sharmila Rege argues, Dalit women “talk differently” because their experiences are shaped by the
simultaneous operation of caste and patriarchy, necessitating a distinct epistemological and political
framework.

Dalit feminist thought, therefore, seeks to foreground the voices, experiences, and agency of Dalit women,
challenging both caste hierarchies and patriarchal structures. It emphasizes lived experiences, oral histories,
and everyday practices as valid sources of knowledge, thereby disrupting dominant modes of representation
and knowledge production. In this regard, Dalit feminism is not merely a critique but also a transformative
project that aims to reconstruct social relations on the basis of equality and justice.

The writings of Bama exemplify this intersectional and Dalit feminist perspective. Her narratives vividly
portray the everyday realities of Dalit women, capturing the nuances of their struggles against caste-based
discrimination and gender oppression. At the same time, her works celebrate the resilience, solidarity, and
resistance of Dalit women, thereby challenging reductive portrayals of victimhood and asserting their
agency within oppressive social structures.

Bama as a Dalit Feminist Writer

Bama (Faustina Mary Fatima Rani) is widely regarded as one of the most influential voices in Dalit feminist
literature in India. Writing in Tamil, she has played a pioneering role in bringing the lived experiences of
Dalit women into the literary and academic mainstream. Her works are deeply rooted in her own experiences
as a Dalit Christian woman, and they reflect a powerful critique of both caste oppression and patriarchal
norms.

Her autobiographical work Karukku (1992) is considered a landmark in Indian literature for its candid and
uncompromising portrayal of caste discrimination and gender inequality. The text breaks away from
conventional literary forms through its fragmented narrative structure and its use of colloquial language,
thereby embodying a form of resistance against dominant literary conventions. Karukku not only documents
personal experiences of humiliation and exclusion but also exposes the systemic nature of caste-based
oppression within religious and social institutions.

Bama’s subsequent works, Sangati (1994) and Vanmam (2002), extend this critique by focusing on the
collective experiences of Dalit communities, particularly women. Sangati, in particular, adopts a
community-centered narrative approach, weaving together multiple voices and stories to highlight the shared
struggles and resilience of Dalit women. Through vivid depictions of everyday life, the text explores themes
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such as labor exploitation, domestic violence, and social exclusion, while also emphasizing solidarity,
humor, and resistance as forms of survival.

A distinctive feature of Bama’s writing is her use of colloquial Tamil, oral storytelling techniques, and folk
traditions. This stylistic choice serves not only to enhance the authenticity of her narratives but also to
challenge the elitist and exclusionary norms of mainstream literature. By privileging subaltern modes of
expression, Bama reclaims linguistic and cultural spaces that have historically been marginalized, thereby
contributing to the development of a distinct Dalit literary aesthetics (Rege, 1998).

Representation of Caste Oppression

One of the most dominant and recurring themes in the writings of Bama is the pervasive and deeply
entrenched nature of caste-based discrimination. In her autobiographical work Karukku (1992), Bama
provides powerful firsthand accounts of humiliation and exclusion that she experienced as a Dalit Christian.
A striking episode she narrates is that of a Dalit man carrying food for an upper-caste landlord using a string,
without touching the packet, to avoid “polluting” it. As a child, Bama initially finds the act amusing but later
recognizes its dehumanizing implications: “/ saw that the packet of food had to be carried by its string,
without touching it... I was shocked to learn that such things were considered polluting” (Bama, 1992). This
incident reveals how caste discrimination is normalized and internalized within everyday practices.

Importantly, Bama’s narrative also exposes the persistence of caste even within Christian institutions, which
ostensibly preach equality. She observes that Dalit Christians are segregated and treated as inferior, thereby
demonstrating that conversion does not erase caste hierarchies but rather reproduces them in new forms. As
she reflects, “There are separate places for Dalits in the church... even there, caste differences exist”
(Bama, 1992). This highlights the structural and systemic nature of caste oppression that transcends religious
boundaries.

Furthermore, Dalit women in Bama’s works are depicted as being subjected to exploitative labor conditions,
social marginalization, and various forms of violence. They are compelled to undertake menial and
physically demanding jobs such as agricultural labor and domestic service, often for meager wages. Their
exclusion from education and economic mobility reinforces cycles of poverty and subjugation. These lived
realities align with the argument that caste operates as a structural system of inequality embedded in
everyday social and economic relations (Guru, 1995).

Gendered Dimensions of Oppression

While caste oppression affects the entire Dalit community, Bama’s writings make it evident that Dalit
women experience an additional layer of marginalization due to patriarchal norms. In Sangati (1994), she
offers a vivid and collective portrayal of the everyday struggles faced by Dalit women, including domestic
violence, early marriage, and economic exploitation. Through a series of anecdotal narratives, Bama
illustrates how women are subjected to both external oppression from dominant castes and internal
subordination within their own communities.

For instance, Bama recounts how women are often beaten by their husbands and expected to endure such
violence silently. One poignant observation states: “If a man beats his wife, it is considered normal... a
woman has no right to question him” (Bama, 1994). This normalization of domestic violence underscores
the deeply ingrained patriarchal values that govern gender relations.

At the same time, Dalit women are central to the economic survival of their households. They engage in
strenuous labor outside the home, yet their contributions remain undervalued and unrecognized. Bama notes
that women “work from dawn till dusk... yet they are never given respect” (Bama, 1994). This paradox—of
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being both economically indispensable and socially marginalized—highlights the intersection of caste and
gender in shaping their experiences.

Moreover, women’s voices are often suppressed within familial and community structures, limiting their
agency and decision-making power. This dual burden of caste and patriarchy reinforces the need for an
intersectional framework to fully understand their condition (Rege, 1998). Bama’s narratives thus serve as a
critique of both caste hierarchies and gender inequalities, revealing how they operate simultaneously to
oppress Dalit women.

Language, Narrative Style, and Subaltern Expression

A distinctive feature of Bama’s writing lies in her innovative use of language and narrative style, which
serves as a form of resistance against dominant literary conventions. Rejecting the standardized and
Sanskritized Tamil associated with upper-caste literary traditions, Bama employs colloquial Tamil infused
with local dialects, folk idioms, and oral storytelling techniques. This linguistic choice is not merely stylistic
but deeply political, as it asserts the legitimacy of subaltern voices and cultural expressions.

In Sangati, for example, the narrative unfolds through a series of oral anecdotes and communal voices rather
than a linear, singular storyline. This fragmented and non-linear structure reflects the collective nature of
Dalit women’s experiences and challenges the hierarchical norms of conventional literary forms. The text
reads almost like a spoken narrative, capturing the rhythms and textures of everyday life.

Bama’s use of humor, proverbs, and folk expressions further enriches her storytelling, making it both
accessible and authentic. By foregrounding oral traditions, she reclaims cultural spaces that have historically
been marginalized and excluded from mainstream literature. As critics have noted, such narrative strategies
disrupt dominant epistemologies and create alternative modes of knowledge production rooted in lived
experience (Rege, 1998).

Resistance and Agency

Despite the pervasive oppression depicted in her works, Bama’s narratives are not confined to
representations of victimhood; rather, they foreground the resilience, resistance, and agency of Dalit women.
Her characters actively negotiate and challenge oppressive structures through everyday acts of defiance,
solidarity, and self-assertion.

In Sangati, women frequently question patriarchal norms and refuse to passively accept their subordination.
Bama highlights instances where women speak out against injustice, support one another, and assert their
dignity. For example, she observes that women often “join together and confront those who try to oppress
them” (Bama, 1994), emphasizing the importance of collective resistance.

Humor also emerges as a powerful tool of resistance in her narratives. Dalit women use wit and satire to
critique social hierarchies and cope with adversity, thereby transforming suffering into a source of strength.
This ability to find resilience in the face of hardship challenges stereotypical portrayals of Dalit women as
passive victims.

Education is another significant avenue of empowerment in Bama’s works. In Karukku, the author
underscores the transformative potential of education in enabling individuals to challenge caste-based
discrimination and achieve social mobility. She reflects on how awareness and knowledge can inspire
resistance and foster self-respect. This aligns with the broader argument that education expands individual
capabilities and freedoms, serving as a crucial tool for empowerment (Sen, 1999).
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Religion and Identity

Religion occupies a complex and often contradictory position in the writings of Bama, particularly in her
autobiographical work Karukku (1992). While Christianity is conventionally associated with ideals of
equality, compassion, and spiritual liberation, Bama exposes the stark reality that caste-based discrimination
continues to persist even within religious institutions. Through her lived experiences as a Dalit Christian, she
reveals how the Church, instead of dismantling caste hierarchies, often reproduces and legitimizes them in
subtle yet pervasive ways.

Bama recounts several instances where Dalit Christians are segregated and treated as inferior within the
Church. She notes that Dalits are assigned separate spaces and are excluded from positions of authority,
thereby reinforcing social divisions. As she poignantly observes, “Even though we are Christians, there are
separate places for us... the upper-caste Christians look down upon us” (Bama, 1992). Such experiences
highlight the hypocrisy of religious institutions that preach equality while practicing discrimination. Her
disillusionment intensifies when she realizes that convent life, which she initially embraced as a path of
spiritual fulfillment, is also structured by caste and class hierarchies. Reflecting on this betrayal, she writes:
“I came to see that there was no place for people like me in such an institution” (Bama, 1992).

However, Bama’s critique of religion is not a wholesale rejection of faith. Rather, it is a nuanced
interrogation of institutionalized religion. While she challenges the oppressive structures within the Church,
she simultaneously acknowledges the sustaining power of personal faith and spirituality. Faith, in her
writings, becomes a source of inner strength and resilience that enables individuals to endure suffering and
assert their dignity. This dual perspective—of critique and affirmation—adds depth to her exploration of
identity, as it reflects the tension between spiritual belief and social reality. In this sense, religion in Bama’s
works is both a site of oppression and a resource for resistance, shaping the identity and consciousness of
marginalized individuals.

Socio-Economic Realities and Labor

The socio-economic realities of Dalit life form a crucial dimension of Bama’s literary landscape, with
particular emphasis on the laboring experiences of Dalit women. In works such as Karukku (1992) and
Sangati (1994), Bama portrays Dalit women as active and indispensable participants in the labor force,
engaged in agricultural work, domestic service, construction labor, and other forms of manual employment.
Despite their central role in sustaining both household and local economies, their labor remains undervalued,
underpaid, and socially unrecognized.

Bama vividly describes the harsh working conditions faced by Dalit women, who often toil for long hours
under exploitative circumstances. She notes that women “work in the fields from early morning till
evening... yet they are paid less than men” (Bama, 1994). This gender-based wage disparity underscores the
intersection of caste and patriarchy in shaping economic exploitation. Furthermore, Dalit women are
frequently subjected to verbal abuse and humiliation by upper-caste employers, reflecting the persistence of
caste hierarchies in labor relations. In Karukku, Bama recalls how Dalit workers are treated with contempt
and denied basic dignity, reinforcing their marginalized status.

Another significant aspect of Bama’s portrayal is the lack of access to economic mobility and resources.
Dalit women are often trapped in cycles of poverty due to limited educational opportunities, lack of land
ownership, and restricted access to credit and markets. Their dependence on daily wage labor makes them
vulnerable to exploitation and economic insecurity. As Bama illustrates, even their immense physical labor
does not translate into financial stability or social advancement.

Importantly, Bama also highlights the resilience and resourcefulness of Dalit women in navigating these
challenging conditions. Many women engage in multiple forms of labor and contribute significantly to
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household income, thereby sustaining their families despite systemic constraints. However, their
contributions are rarely acknowledged within patriarchal structures, where men often retain control over
financial resources and decision-making.

Bama’s depiction of these socio-economic realities aligns with broader analyses that emphasize the
structural nature of poverty and inequality. Economic exploitation, in her works, is not merely an individual
experience but a systemic issue rooted in caste and gender hierarchies. As development perspectives
suggest, addressing such inequalities requires structural reforms that ensure fair wages, access to education,
and inclusive economic opportunities (World Bank, 2012).

Conclusion

Bama’s writings represent a significant contribution to Indian literature and feminist thought. By exploring
the intersection of caste and gender, she provides a nuanced understanding of the complexities of oppression
and resistance. Her works highlight the importance of giving voice to marginalized communities and
recognizing the agency of Dalit women. They serve as both a critique of social injustice and a call for
transformative change. In conclusion, Bama’s narratives are not only literary achievements but also
powerful tools for social and political engagement. They remind us that the struggle for equality and dignity
must be inclusive, addressing the intersecting dimensions of oppression that shape human experiences.
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