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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Autobiography is... 
 

 a combination of three Greek words, autos 
meaning ‘self’, bios meaning ‘life’ and graphein, 
meaning ‘to write’ 
 

 an established genre of literature with 
independent status 
 

 an important testing ground for raising critical 
enquiries about a wide range of ideas including 
authorship, selfhood, intentionality, subjectivity, 
marginality, division between fact and fiction, etc. 



 

 Autobiography is...  
 

 an important genre of self-referential writing 
 

 a factual, retrospective self-written account of the 
life of a person  
 

 the “story” of a person’s life, told by the person 
himself/ herself 
 

 a powerful mode of self-realisation, self-
construction, self-expression and self-transcendence 
 a telling record of the narrator’s evolution of 
identity and his/her ongoing quest for the 
attainment of identity  

 



 

 Autobiography  may be looked upon as... 
 

 a priceless opportunity to peep into the self of the 
author and to glimpse at the society from his/her 
perspective  
 

 a social documentation of subjective experiences 
 

 an in-depth study of human identity which 
examines social, historical, psychological, 
philosophical and cultural construction of that 
personality  
 

 a potent tool of inner expression that transcends 
the boundaries of race, gender and class 



 

 Critical Dissent and Debate on...  
 

 the truth status of autobiographical disclosure  
 the degree of factuality in an autobiographical 
narrative 
 

 The Paper Reader’s Contention:  
 

 the concept of truth: relative  
 self-investigation, self-approval, self-engrossment 
and self-love: the prime motives of autobiography  
 Need of applying altogether different parameters 
to determine the truth quotient of an autobiography 



THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

 Current Phase of Autobiographical Criticism:  
 Rise of a set of new terms such as 
performativity, positionality and heteroglossic 
dialogism 
 

 Autobiography regarded as a dynamic site for 
performance of identities that form an essential 
part of subjectivity  
 

 Two prevalent perceptions of identity:  
     A) Earlier: Identity as finite and concrete  
     B) Current: Identity as inconstant and volatile 



 

 Identity is...  
 a term with Latin origin {identitas –"sameness”}   
 

 the relation each thing bears to itself 
 

 a multi-contextual concept having its roots in 
philosophy, psychology, social sciences and cultural 
studies 
 

 The philosophical implication of identity 
concerned with a relationship between two things 
which are similar or identical  
 

 The sociological notion of identity associated with 
a person's self-conception and social presentation 



 

 Distinction between Personal & Cultural Identity:  
 

 Personal Identity:  
 a set of properties and attributes that separate one 
individual from the other 
 takes shape during early childhood, much before the 
person formally enters the society 
 an outcome of certain historical, social and cultural 
factors 
 

 Cultural Identity:  
 a set of properties shared by a particular group or 
community  
 a social phenomenon 
 This bifurcation – based on Western way of thinking 



 Self-image: 
 develops in the course of social interaction 
 Influential factors: parents, friends, teachers, marriage 
partners, colleagues  
 

 Identity Formation (Individuation): 
 The evolution of the personality of an individual in a 
particular stage of life in which specific characteristics are 
possessed  
 These characteristics attribute a social image to the person 
 The process of identity formation defines individuals to 
others and to themselves 
 Prominent influences on identity formation: 
     Cognitive influences, pedagogic influences, socio-cultural 
influences and parenting influences 



Theories  Related to Identity Formation: 
 

 Erik Erikson’s Theory of Psychosocial Development:  
 Grounded on the conviction that every person 
experiences different crises / conflicts at various stages in 
his / her lifetime 
 Each of the conflicts arises at a certain point in life and 
must be successfully resolved for progression to the next 
stage 
 These stages are:  
•  Identity versus Role Confusion 
•  Intimacy versus Isolation  
 Failure to form one’s own identity leads to failure to 
form a shared identity with others, leading to mental 
instability 



 James Marcia’s Identity Status Theory:  
 

     Classification of individuals into one of the following four 
statuses of identity: 
• Identity Diffusion: a person has not yet decided or evolved 
his/her identity and has not yet established future life 
direction 
• Identity Foreclosure: a person is committed to an identity, 
but that commitment was made without exploration as to 
what really suits him/her best 
• Identity Moratorium: a person is actually experiencing an 
identity crisis and actively searching for the answers to 
questions s/he has about life commitments 
• Identity Achievement: a person has satisfactorily solved the 
identity issues by making commitments to goals, beliefs and 
values 



 

 Cultural Identity: 
 

 Rests upon various components such as place, gender, 
race, history, nationality, sexual orientation, religious 
beliefs and ethnicity 
 The collective self-awareness that a particular group      
embodies and exhibits 
 The perception of identity of a group or culture 
 Includes three interrelated levels of integration and 
analysis: the psychobiological, the psychosocial and the 
psychophilosophical 
 Through these levels, culture operates covertly via 
various channels such as social sanctions, rewards and 
punishments, myths and taboos  



 The Impact of Culture, Society & Family on 
Identity Formation: 
 

 Integration of Society — reflected in the overall image 
of the self and in the day-to-day perception of the 
individual 
 All persons — culturally bound in various degrees 
 Every culture provides the individual with a sense of 
identity, certain parameters of behaviour, and some 
sense of personal place in the scheme of things 
 Family — the smallest unit of society — a lasting 
influence on identity 
 If a family lacks integration, it indirectly accelerates 
and encourages identity diffusion 





  Stunning autobiography of Bama, a lower class 

woman born in a Dalit family 

  Originally written in Tamil and published in 1992, 
this book was translated into English in 2000  

  Received an overwhelming response owing to its 
honesty of expression, graphical style of narration 
and acute representation of the sorrows of a 
neglected section suffering from marginalisation  

  Traces Bama’s life as a course of lonely self-
discovery  

  Deals with a growing tension between the self and 
the community 



  

 In Tamil, ‘karukku’ means palmrya leaves which resemble a 
double-edged sword. The root word ‘karu’ (seed/embryo) 
stands for a new and fresh beginning 

 

 The writer finds many similarities between the saw-edged 
karukku leaves and her own life 

 

  There are many events in her life, she remembers, “cutting 
me like karukku and making me bleed” (xiii) 

 

  As she adds, “There are other Dalit hearts like mine, with a 
passionate desire to create a new society made up of justice, 
equality and love. They ... are now themselves like the 
double-edged karukku, challenging their oppressors” (ibid) 
 





  Nine chapters spreading over a hundred pages 
 

  The author speaks about the caste system in the 
village, the lifestyle of the downtrodden people, their 
day-today problems, their social sanctions and 
superstitions, and many other aspects related to their 
life 

 

  Description about the social fabric of Tamilnadu, which 
is interwoven with a multitude of communities 

 

  The lower communities like the Nadar (who climb on 
palm trees for leaves), the Korayar (who sweep streets), 
the Kusavar (who make earthen pots) and the Paraya 
(who are agricultural labours) are dominated by the 
Naicker community  

 



 Bama belonged to the Paraya community 

 While narrating the hardships of the people of her 
community, she remarks, “(they) laboured from sunrise to 
sunset, without any rest” (87)  

 Each Paraya family attached to a Naicker household as 
bonded labourers 

 Oppression at the hand of their masters 

  Even children had to toil all day long with their parents  

 With anguish, Bama asks, “How can they afford to study 
when it is such a struggle even to fill their bellies?” (89)  

 As such, no progress for generations  

 Illiteracy and ignorance 

 Self-image as cursed and helpless 

  Bama’s restlessness to realise this bitter reality 



  Bama completed her primary and secondary education; 

stood first in S.S.C. among the outcaste pupils in the district  
 

 She got a degree in education (B. Ed.) and became a teacher 
in a missionary school  

 

 Suffering from injustice and caste discrimination in college 
 

  Being bold and aggressive, she “didn’t care a toss about 
caste” and always kept her “head high” (29) 

 

  At school, she found to her dejection that “the nuns 
collectively oppressed the Dalit children and teachers very 
much” (33). So she resigned the job and decided to become 
an ideal nun “living only for the poor and the downtrodden” 
(Ibid). 

 



 Encountered a latent caste system existing in the Church 
administration as a result of which the upper caste people 
easily acquired the posts of priests and bishops while the 
Dalits were “pushed aside and marginalised” (34) 

 

  A great shock for Bama; utterly disappointed and “lamented 
inwardly that there was no place that was free of caste” (55) 

 

  Her intense agony reflected through her remark, “I am like a 
bird whose wings are broken” (81) 

 

 Her faith in Christianity was shaken to its roots and she was 
disillusioned  

 

 She understood a pungent truth: “In this society, if you are 
born into a low caste you are forced to live a life of 
humiliation and degradation until your death. Even after 
death, the caste difference does not disappear” (86)  
 



  Determination to fight back: 
 

    We who are asleep must open our eyes and look 
about us. We must not accept the injustice of our 
enslavement... We must dare to stand up for change. 
We must crush all these institutions that use caste to 
bully us into submission, and demonstrate that 
among human beings there are none who are high or 
low. Those who have found their happiness by 
exploiting us are not going to go easily. It is we who 
have to place them where they belong and bring 
about a changed and just society where all are equal. 
                  (Ibid)    

 



CONCLUSION 
 

 Analysis of Karukku on the basis of Erik Erikson’s 
‘theory of psychosocial development’ and James 
Marcia’s ‘identity status theory’ 
 

 True to Erikson’s contention, the protagonist is found 
to have experienced different crises or conflicts at 
various stages in her life. Each of the conflicts was 
aroused at a certain point in her life and was successfully 
resolved for progression to the next stage towards the 
formation of her identity   
 

 Marcia’s fourth identity status, namely Identity 
Achievement, perfectly applies to this autobiography 



 Karukku marks the defining stages of the 
protagonist’s identity  formation and the different 
modes of assertion of her identity  
 

 Bama tends to retain her identity by way of self-
justification 
 

 Bama’s life-story reveals that she has satisfactorily 
solved the identity issues by making commitments to  
certain goals 
 

 Karukku gives a powerful voice to the experiences 
and expectations of a significant portion of Indian 
population deprived of their basic human rights 
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