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Existential Conflict in Karukku 

 In this novel there are innumerous conflicts that run throughout the story, which arises for 

the mere existence. Existentialism generally means a theory in philosophy which says that the 

people are free individuals. It is a doctrine that emphasis the difference between human existence 

and that of inanimate objects. Existentialism sees individuals trying to build up a self who is not 

given either by nature or by culture. Thus human beings are subjects of their experiences. In the 

existential conflict people try to find personal meaning in their existence. 

 There are three kinds of conflicts: religious, educational and social that threatens 

substantially the peaceful existence of the heroin, who was a Dalit. Thus the main focus is on 

how Dalits face the conflicts in the society for their  mere existence in Bama’s Karukku and how 

they struggle for their mere living in the caste oppressed society. So, Bama realizes the need to 

make painful  ethical decision of leaving the convent. We could appreciate her courage to fight 

for herself in a hostile society to have a meaningful life for her. 

 In this book Karukku, Bama attempts to discuss about the violent oppression on Dalits, 

especially on the paraiyar caste. It also talks about the day to day life of the people like their 

language, religious activities, culture, festivals, food habits, family relationship and amusements. 

 In addition to this it also elaborately discusses about the cultural importance of drumming 

in Paraiyar caste. It is believed that “Parayas” are extremely talented in drumming on the 

“Parai”. They have a custom of playing drum in the ……. Where on the other side one man sings 

loudly. In this manner, this book describes about Bama’s Dalit experience in different factors. In 

many places, she feels proud and happy and also weary because of the treatment given to her. 

www.the-criterion.com
The Criterion 

An International Journal in English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol.5, Issue V October 2014365



 Bama introduces her village to her readers, she pictures her village and it environment 

very intelligibly. She also states about her people’s agricultural activities. It is  mentioned that 

the people are hard working and capable of doing anything. 

 “When I saw our people working so hard night and day. I often used to wonder from 

where they got their strength. And I used to think, that at the rate they worked, men women both 

every single day they should really be able to advance themselves.” 

 Bama, in this work daringly acclaims that the people of Dalit community are born to 

work. She proves this by stating the mere life style of the dalit. Dalits used to do all complicated 

jobs. Even, children in that community engage in the work. During the school holidays, they join 

their elders in doing jobs like pulling up the groundnut crop, cleaning and breaking pods. Even in 

the midst of all pain and calamities, they enjoy their days and get rid off the physical strain. On 

the other side, people of higher community enjoy their holidays by playing games. Thus, Bama 

reveals the fact that Dalits are “born to work”. 

 Let us move on to another social issue, which is narrated by Bama in Karukku. She has 

not aware of untouchability till her third standard. Once, when she is returning from school, she 

attempts to see an elder of her community holding a pocket of snacks very carefully in a string 

without touching it. And he hands over it to a Naicker in the village. “the manner in which he 

was walking along made me want to double up. I wanted to shriek with laughter at the sight of 

such a big man carrying a small pocket in that fashion.”(p 12 – 14) 

 After reaching home, Bama narrated this incident to her elder brother in a very funny 

manner. But her elder brother did not laugh. He explains her that the elder from that street is an 

untouchable, because, he belongs to parayar community and the Naichers are the upper caste 

people. So they will not touch anything given by the parayars. This make Bama to realize the 

fact of her community. Here begins the self- questioning, where an important elder in her 

community undergoes with such humiliation. 

 Thus Bama starts to observe the attitude of higher community people. She decides to 

uplift herself and as well as her community this existence. Here, her annan shows her the right 

path and exclaims her that they can attain equality only through education. 
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“because we are born in the Paraya jathi we are never given any honour or dignity with respect. 

We are stripped of all that. But if we study and make progress we can throw away these 

indignities”(15) 

 Bama focuses on another issue, that is the arrogance of the chaaliyar community against 

Dalits. She recounts an incident, where there was fight between two communities for cemetery. 

The Christians used to bury  dead in the cemetery which was next to chaaliyar community 

school. So, they claimed that the cemetery actually belonged to them. The upper class Christians 

had their own cemetery some where else. Thus, an extreme conflict raised between both the 

communities, “fights arose between the two castes because the chaaliyar claimed that our 

cemetery actually belonged to them.” ( P  25 ) 

Thus, the chaaliyar community people planned to make use of the cemetery as their 

playground or as a garden for their school, which is near by. They brought some people from 

Sivakasi known as “reserve police”. They bribed them by offering a sheep, and insisted them to 

arrest the men of Dalit community. The policemen have also arrested all the men in Dalit 

community. She gives  clear picture of the cruelty against Dalits. She also experiences all those 

atrocities throughout her life. 
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