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Abstract

This paper explores the critical theme of gender concern in the literary works of Meena
Kandasamy, a renowned Indian writer, poet, and activist whose writings powerfully address
the intersecting issues of caste, patriarchy, and gender-based violence. Through her poetry
collections Touch and Ms. Militancy, and novels The Gypsy Goddess and When I Hit You,
Kandasamy challenges the dominant narratives that marginalize women—especially Dalit
women—>by reclaiming spaces of power, voice, and identity. Her work embodies a radical
feminist ethos that not only critiques patriarchal structures but also proposes resistance and
rebellion as modes of survival. Using intersectional feminist theory as a framework, this study
undertakes a close textual analysis to uncover how Kandasamy's personal experiences,
mythological reinterpretations, and experimental literary forms contribute to a transformative
discourse on gender. Ultimately, this paper highlights how Meena Kandasamy's literature
functions as a tool for both political and personal emancipation, giving voice to the voiceless

and making the private deeply political.
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1. Introduction

In the realm of contemporary Indian literature, Meena Kandasamy emerges as a powerful and
unyielding voice that addresses the interwoven complexities of gender, caste, and resistance.
As a poet, novelist, translator, and activist, Kandasamy’s literary production is deeply political
and personal, giving voice to the lived experiences of women—especially Dalit women—who

are often pushed to the margins of mainstream feminist discourse. Her work is unapologetically
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confrontational, characterized by its raw emotional intensity, resistance to patriarchal
narratives, and insistence on truth-telling, even when that truth is uncomfortable or
controversial.
Born in Chennai (formerly Madras), Tamil Nadu, in 1984, Kandasamy was exposed early to
issues of caste discrimination and gender inequality, both of which deeply inform her identity
and writing. She holds a PhD in sociolinguistics, and her academic grounding enhances the
critical depth of her literary voice. Kandasamy began writing poetry at a young age, and her
work has since evolved into a platform for feminist and anti-caste activism. She uses literature
not just to narrate personal or fictional stories but as a tool of social and political resistance.
In her poetry collections such as Touch (2006) and Ms. Militancy (2010), and novels like The
Gypsy Goddess (2014) and When I Hit You (2017), Kandasamy delves into a wide range of
themes that deal with the systemic subjugation of women, the brutality of caste-based
discrimination, sexual violence, resistance to oppression, and the reclamation of female
identity. Her female characters—often modelled on mythological figures, historical rebels, or
even autobiographical reflections—resist, retaliate, and reclaim their agency, often through
violent, emotional, or intellectual assertion.
Kandasamy’s work exemplifies the core tenets of intersectional feminism, a term popularized
by Kimberlé Crenshaw, which recognizes that social categories such as gender, caste, race, and
class do not exist independently but are interdependent and overlapping systems of
discrimination. Unlike mainstream feminist discourse in India, which has often centered around
upper-caste and urban women, Kandasamy's narratives foreground the double marginalization
of Dalit women, who face both gender- and caste-based violence. She critiques both patriarchy
within Dalit communities and the caste blindness of elite feminism, thus positioning herself
within a radical tradition that seeks to dismantle multiple layers of oppression.
The objective of this research paper is to critically examine the ways in which Meena
Kandasamy addresses gender concerns in her works. By closely analyzing select texts, this
study seeks to understand how her narratives challenge traditional gender roles, expose the
intersections of caste and gender, and offer alternative models of female empowerment. The
paper will also consider the literary techniques Kandasamy employs—such as mythological
revisionism, non-linear storytelling, and provocative language—as tools that amplify her
feminist vision.
The methodology adopted in this study is qualitative, focusing primarily on textual and

thematic analysis. The research draws upon feminist theory, particularly intersectionality, to
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understand how Kandasamy’s narratives function both as literature and as political statements.
Secondary sources such as critical essays, interviews, and theoretical frameworks will be
employed to support and contextualize the textual readings.
This research is significant because it situates Meena Kandasamy's work within the broader
landscape of Indian feminist literature while emphasizing the need for an inclusive and
intersectional approach. Her work is not only a literary expression of personal and collective
trauma but also a political call to action, demanding recognition, representation, and resistance.
Through this study, we aim to highlight how Kandasamy’s voice disrupts patriarchal silence
and redefines the contours of Indian womanhood, offering a new and necessary feminist vision

that is rooted in realism, rage, and resilience.

2. Gender and Intersectionality in Kandasamy’s Writing

Meena Kandasamy’s literary oeuvre is distinguished by its unapologetic focus on gender as a
central axis of identity and oppression. However, what makes her work particularly powerful
and significant is her nuanced understanding of how gender does not operate in isolation.
Her writings reflect a profound engagement with intersectionality, a critical feminist
framework developed by American scholar Kimberlé¢ Crenshaw in 1989, which argues that
systems of oppression—such as caste, gender, class, and religion—do not act independently
but are interrelated and compound one another. In Kandasamy’s works, the experience of being
a woman is inseparable from the experience of being Dalit, and both identities are subjected to
systemic violence and marginalization.

In the Indian socio-cultural context, the intersection of gender and caste is particularly potent
and historically entrenched. Women from marginalized communities, especially Dalit and
Adivasi women, face a unique form of oppression that is not adequately addressed either by
mainstream feminist movements or by male-dominated Dalit political discourse. Kandasamy’s
writings seek to disrupt both these spaces—she critiques the savarna (upper-caste) feminism
that overlooks caste, and the Dalit politics that often ignore women’s issues. Through her
poetry and fiction, she exposes the double burden borne by Dalit women who are
simultaneously oppressed by caste hierarchies and patriarchal structures.

Her poetic voice in Touch and Ms. Militancy speaks to this dual marginalization with clarity
and fire. In poems such as “My Lover Speaks of Rape,” she does not portray the woman as a
passive victim but as an individual forced to navigate the violence embedded in the structures

of love, desire, and dominance. The male voice in the poem, which casually mentions rape,
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reflects the entitlement often normalized in relationships. Here, Kandasamy draws attention to
how patriarchal power dynamics are deeply embedded in both personal and public
spheres, often with impunity.
Moreover, her feminist vision is not based on idealized notions of womanhood or purity; rather,
she writes about sexuality, menstruation, desire, rage, and rebellion. In doing so, she breaks
away from the dominant narratives that demand silence or decorum from women, especially
Dalit women, whose lives have often been subjected to invisibilization or misrepresentation in
literature. Her poetry is direct and often uncomfortable to read—intentionally so—because it
seeks to rupture the silence surrounding gendered and caste-based violence.
In her novel When I Hit You, Kandasamy intensifies her interrogation of gendered power
through a deeply personal narrative of marital abuse. The unnamed protagonist, a young writer,
endures emotional, physical, and sexual violence at the hands of her husband—a supposedly
liberal, Marxist intellectual. This depiction is particularly telling because it challenges the
stereotype that only uneducated or conservative men are abusive. Kandasamy, through this
autobiographical fiction, makes a compelling case that patriarchy cuts across all ideological,
class, and educational boundaries. The novel also illustrates how systemic silence—enabled
by family, society, and law—contributes to the perpetuation of abuse. The protagonist’s
eventual escape and decision to tell her story becomes an act of agency and a reclaiming of
narrative power, showcasing that speaking out is itself a feminist act of resistance.
Kandasamy’s work also confronts religious and mythological narratives that have long been
used to uphold patriarchal values. In Ms. Militancy, she rewrites the stories of Draupadi, Sita,
and other women from Indian mythology. These retellings are not reverent but subversive,
turning submissive characters into warriors and questioners. Through this strategy of
mythological revisionism, Kandasamy not only recovers women’s voices from patriarchal
texts but also questions the very foundations of cultural and religious systems that seek to
discipline women’s bodies and choices.
An important aspect of her intersectional approach is her emphasis on the collective over the
individual, especially in The Gypsy Goddess, where she writes about the 1968 Kilvenmani
massacre of Dalit agricultural laborers. Although the novel is centered around a political and
historical tragedy, Kandasamy ensures that the gendered experiences of Dalit women are not
erased in the narrative. Women in this novel are depicted not just as passive sufferers but as

politically conscious individuals who contribute to resistance movements. This portrayal is
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vital in a literary tradition where women, especially rural and lower-caste women, are often
rendered invisible.

In all her writings, Kandasamy resists the tendency to universalize the category of “woman.”
She makes it abundantly clear that all women do not experience gender in the same way. An
upper-caste, upper-class woman’s experience of patriarchy is profoundly different from that of
a Dalit woman who may face caste-based discrimination, sexual exploitation, economic
deprivation, and social exclusion all at once. Her work, therefore, pushes the boundaries of
Indian feminism and insists on the need for a more inclusive, rooted, and radical approach to
gender justice.

In summary, Meena Kandasamy’s use of intersectionality is not theoretical but experiential and
embodied. It is grounded in her lived reality and the lives of the countless women she writes
for and about. Her writings call for a feminism that is not only aware of gender-based
oppression but is also attuned to the brutalities of caste, class, religion, and sexuality. By doing
so, she offers a bold and necessary intervention into both literary and political discourse in

India.

3. Analysis of Key Works

Meena Kandasamy’s literary contributions span across poetry and prose, both of which serve
as powerful platforms for articulating gender concerns within the framework of caste, identity,
and resistance. Her texts are bold, raw, and often autobiographical, challenging mainstream
narratives that silence or sanitize the experiences of marginalized women. In this section, four
of her most impactful works—Touch (2006), Ms. Militancy (2010), The Gypsy Goddess (2014),
and When I Hit You (2017)—are analyzed to explore how Kandasamy constructs a radical

feminist discourse rooted in the lived experiences of Dalit and subaltern women.

3.1 Touch (2006)

Kandasamy’s debut poetry collection Touch is a significant work in contemporary Indian
feminist literature, not only because it introduces her poetic voice, but also because it articulates
the intersection of gender, caste, and identity in a deeply political manner. The poems are
characterized by directness and defiance, addressing the realities of violence, discrimination,
and exploitation experienced by Dalit women.

In many of the poems, the female body becomes a site of both violence and resistance. For
instance, in the poem “My Lover Speaks of Rape,” the poet critiques how even intimate

relationships are embedded with the threat of violence. The male voice in the poem speaks

Page | 33



International Journal of Humanities Education
ISSN: 2327-0063 (Print) ISSN: 2327-2457 (Online)
Volume 13 No. 1, 2025

nonchalantly of rape, revealing how normalized and casual male dominance can be, even in
supposedly romantic settings. Kandasamy’s use of irony and sarcasm highlights how women’s
trauma is often minimized or ignored.

In “Mascara,” another striking poem, the act of wearing makeup becomes a metaphor for
reclaiming one’s identity. Rather than conforming to society’s expectations, the female subject
uses cosmetic enhancement as a subversive tool—a declaration of visibility and defiance in a
world that wants her invisible.

Overall, Touch redefines what it means to write as a woman and a Dalit poet. Kandasamy’s
verses refuse to romanticize pain; instead, they weaponize personal experience into political

poetry, challenging the reader to confront uncomfortable truths.

3.2 Ms. Militancy (2010)

In Ms. Militancy, Kandasamy pushes her feminist voice further by engaging with mythology,
religion, and history to rewrite narratives from a woman-centric and rebellious point of view.
The collection contains fierce reimaginings of figures like Sita, Draupadi, and other women
from epics and folklore. These retellings do not portray women as dutiful wives or passive
sufferers but as fighters, thinkers, rebels, and revolutionaries.

One of the central themes of the collection is mythological revisionism—a feminist literary
technique used to challenge the patriarchal norms embedded in religious texts and cultural
narratives. In poems like “Eve’s Answer,” “Sita,” and “Draupadi,” Kandasamy strips these
characters of their traditional submissive identities and gives them voices of resistance. For
example, in the poem “Draupadi,” the heroine does not silently accept her fate but questions,
mocks, and resists the male figures who dominate her life, including her husbands.
Kandasamy also adopts a militant tone, refusing to engage with feminism that is palatable or
non-confrontational. This aggression is intentional, as it confronts the expectation that
women—especially from marginalized communities—must express themselves within
socially acceptable bounds. The title itself, Ms. Militancy, is a play on words, combining
femininity (Ms.) with rebellion (Militancy), to suggest a new archetype of Indian
womanhood—bold, angry, and unashamed.

This collection reaffirms Kandasamy’s position as a radical feminist writer who not only
exposes patriarchy but actively fights against it by reclaiming sacred and cultural symbols that

have long been used to oppress women.
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3.3 The Gypsy Goddess (2014)

Kandasamy’s first novel, The Gypsy Goddess, departs from her poetic form to explore Dalit
resistance through historical fiction. The novel is based on the 1968 Kilvenmani massacre in
Tamil Nadu, where 44 Dalit agricultural workers were burned alive for participating in a
communist labor movement. While the primary focus of the novel is on class struggle and caste
violence, Kandasamy carefully incorporates the gendered aspects of oppression and resistance.
The women in The Gypsy Goddess are not relegated to background roles; instead, they are
shown as active participants in political consciousness. Kandasamy highlights how Dalit
women experience a unique form of suffering—they are victims of sexual violence, economic
deprivation, and social exclusion. Yet, these women are not helpless; they are resilient and
often emerge as the emotional and organizational backbone of the community.

One of the striking features of this novel is its non-linear, metafictional narrative. Kandasamy
constantly breaks the fourth wall, addressing the reader directly and discussing her own
difficulties in writing the novel. This technique disrupts traditional storytelling and mirrors the
disruption of conventional narratives that silence subaltern voices. By refusing to follow a
linear plot, she challenges the reader to rethink the process of narration and historical memory.
Through The Gypsy Goddess, Kandasamy not only tells a forgotten story of resistance but also
asserts that writing history itself is a political act, especially when it centers marginalized

voices, particularly those of women.

3.4 When I Hit You: Or, A Portrait of the Writer as a Young Wife (2017)

This autobiographical novel is perhaps Kandasamy’s most personal and emotionally intense
work. It recounts the story of a young woman trapped in an abusive marriage with an
intellectually progressive but personally violent husband. The title itself is provocative,
immediately shifting the attention from victimhood to agency, as the woman eventually fights
back.

In When I Hit You, Kandasamy explores the psychological and physical dimensions of
domestic violence with unflinching honesty. The husband’s violence is not just physical—it is
emotional, intellectual, and symbolic. He isolates the protagonist, controls her communication,
manipulates her reality, and uses his ideological superiority as a weapon. This portrayal
powerfully challenges the idea that educated or politically active men are exempt from

patriarchal behavior.
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The protagonist’s journey—ifrom entrapment to escape and then to reclaiming her story—is a
metaphor for feminist resistance. She not only survives but also writes, turning her trauma into
testimony. The novel critiques the institution of marriage, the complicity of family and society
in silencing women, and the systemic failure to protect victims of domestic abuse.
Kandasamy’s choice to write this story in the first person adds immediacy and emotional depth.
The narrative is fragmented and poetic at times, reflecting the disorientation of abuse and the
complexity of reclaiming voice and power. Through this work, Kandasamy sends a strong

message: to write is to resist, to remember is to fight, and to speak out is to survive.
4. Themes and Techniques

Themes

e Violence Against Women: Emotional, physical, and societal violence recur throughout
her works.

e Reclamation of Female Identity: Women reclaim agency through speech, rebellion,
or withdrawal.

e Sexuality and the Body: The female body is not portrayed as an object but a site of
resistance.

o Resistance and Revolution: A constant call for social change, often through literary

rebellion.

Techniques
o Free Verse and Brutal Honesty: Her poetry uses stark, confrontational language.
e Myth Rewriting: Traditional myths are rewritten to serve feminist purposes.
e Metafiction and Fragmentation: Especially in The Gypsy Goddess, Kandasamy uses
non-linear forms.
o First-Person Narration: In When I Hit You, the use of personal voice adds intensity
and realism.
The literary corpus of Meena Kandasamy is marked by thematic boldness and formal
innovation. Her works—whether poetry or fiction—are deeply rooted in the experiences of
women, particularly Dalit women, and reflect a persistent challenge to dominant socio-cultural
and literary norms. The twin forces of theme and technique in her writing serve not only as
narrative strategies but as political tools to disrupt hegemonic structures of caste, gender, and

power. In this section, we examine the major recurring themes in her work and the stylistic and
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structural techniques through which she crafts her message of resistance, defiance, and

empowerment.
4.1 Major Themes

a. Violence and Trauma

One of the most powerful and recurring themes in Kandasamy’s writing is violence—not just
as an act, but as a structure embedded in society. Whether it is domestic violence, sexual
violence, caste-based brutality, or state-sponsored repression, her texts forcefully depict how
violence governs the lives of marginalized women. In When I Hit You, violence within marriage
is not a one-time event, but a sustained pattern of control, humiliation, and erasure. Similarly,
in The Gypsy Goddess, violence becomes systemic and political, targeting Dalit communities
through physical extermination and erasure from history.

Kandasamy portrays trauma not merely as a personal scar but as a collective historical wound,
particularly for women from oppressed communities. She writes to remember, to testify, and

to resist forgetting.

b. Resistance and Reclamation

Kandasamy’s women are not silent sufferers; they resist. Her female protagonists and poetic
voices often speak out, break free, fight back, or rewrite their own stories. This resistance is
visible in Sita’s re-imagining in Ms. Militancy, where the mythological figure challenges her
prescribed role, and in When I Hit You, where the protagonist uses writing as a form of escape
and assertion.

She also reclaims identity, body, and voice—three things that patriarchal society routinely
denies women. Through acts of defiance, women in her texts move from being objects of abuse

to subjects of power.

¢. Sexuality and the Female Body

In contrast to the sanitized representations of womanhood often found in traditional Indian
literature, Kandasamy’s work embraces the body and sexuality as sites of both pleasure and
political struggle. She does not shy away from depicting menstruation, desire, or sexual
violence, because these are part of the lived experiences of women. Rather than seeing the body

as shameful, Kandasamy transforms it into a battleground and a beacon of identity.
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This approach is particularly radical in the Indian context, where female sexuality is often

suppressed, commodified, or made invisible. In her work, sexuality becomes a means of

reclaiming agency, challenging the view of women as passive or submissive.

d. Caste and Gender Intersection

Kandasamy’s work never treats gender in isolation. Her texts are deeply aware of how caste
intensifies the oppression of women. A Dalit woman, for instance, is not just vulnerable to
gender-based violence but is also at risk of caste-based exploitation and social exclusion. Her
work critiques both the upper-caste patriarchy that marginalizes Dalit women, and the male-
centric Dalit politics that often ignore women’s voices.

Her work thus calls for a Dalit-feminist consciousness, demanding recognition of how caste
and gender are interwoven. This theme is most evident in Touch and The Gypsy Goddess, where

the suffering of Dalit women is depicted with empathy, realism, and urgency.

e. Myth, Religion, and Cultural Critique

Another prominent theme is Kandasamy’s critique of religious and cultural orthodoxy,
especially Hindu mythology. Through Ms. Militancy, she subverts revered texts and
reinterprets female characters from epics like the Ramayana and Mahabharata, giving them
autonomy, voice, and defiance. These retellings challenge the way religion has been used to
justify women’s subjugation and uphold caste hierarchies.

Her engagement with myth is not a rejection of tradition but a radical rewriting of it, one that

centers the perspective of the marginalized.
4.2 Literary and Stylistic Techniques

a. Direct and Confrontational Language

Kandasamy’s language is bold, unapologetic, and deliberately provocative. She does not
embellish or dilute harsh realities. Instead, she employs raw and graphic descriptions to bring
attention to violence, abuse, and inequality. Her use of sarcasm, irony, and sometimes even
profanity breaks away from the restrained, “respectable” literary voice often expected of
women writers.

This confrontational tone is not just aesthetic—it is a political act, meant to shock the reader

into recognition and empathy.
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b. Mythological Revisionism

One of her most powerful techniques is mythological revisionism, especially in Ms. Militancy.
Kandasamy takes traditional female characters from Indian epics and reconfigures them as
agents of rebellion rather than models of virtue. For example, Sita, instead of returning to her
husband or undergoing trial by fire, chooses to assert her own truth. This act of rewriting
patriarchal myths gives voice to silenced women and questions the moral authority of male-

dominated scriptures.

c. Fragmented and Experimental Narrative Structures

Kandasamy often experiments with non-linear narratives, particularly in The Gypsy Goddess
and When I Hit You. These texts do not follow conventional plot structures; instead, they use
fragmentation, metafiction, and repetition to reflect the psychological disorientation of trauma
and the complexity of lived experience.

For instance, The Gypsy Goddess often interrupts its own narration to question the reader or
reflect on the difficulty of writing about violence. This postmodern technique invites the reader

to participate in the act of remembering, bearing witness, and questioning.

d. First-Person Narration and Autobiographical Voice

In When I Hit You, Kandasamy employs a first-person narrative that closely mirrors her own
life, blurring the line between fiction and autobiography. This choice gives the text authenticity,
emotional depth, and urgency. It also turns the personal into the political, as the narrator’s
private suffering becomes a critique of public silence.

Her use of the “I” is assertive and unafraid. It claims space in a literary tradition where Dalit

women’s voices have long been suppressed or distorted by others.

e. Intertextuality and Political References

Kandasamy frequently references political history, literature, and theory in her work. In 7The
Gypsy Goddess, she invokes the history of communism, labor movements, and Tamil rural
resistance. In When I Hit You, she engages with Marxist ideology, postcolonial theory, and
feminist critique. These intertextual layers add intellectual richness and contextual depth to her

work, situating personal narratives within broader political frameworks.

5. Meena Kandasamy as a Feminist Public Intellectual
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Meena Kandasamy’s significance as a feminist writer extends far beyond her poetry and
fiction. She functions as a public intellectual in the truest sense of the term—a thinker and
activist who brings critical feminist and anti-caste perspectives into public discourse through a
range of platforms, including literature, journalism, social media, and international speaking
engagements. Her intellectual work is not confined to academic or literary circles but is deeply
embedded in grassroots activism and real-world political resistance.
As a public intellectual, Kandasamy combines lived experience, theoretical knowledge, and
political action. Her identity as a Dalit woman is central to her work, and she consistently uses
her platform to challenge dominant narratives, question societal silences, and advocate for
the rights and dignity of marginalized people. She speaks not only as a writer but as a survivor,

a witness, and a dissenter.

5.1 The Personal as Political: Speaking from Experience

One of the most powerful aspects of Kandasamy’s intellectual persona is her willingness to
speak openly about her own experiences of gendered violence, particularly within the
context of marriage. In interviews and writings—including her novel When I Hit You—she has
candidly shared her experience of domestic abuse, breaking the silence that often surrounds
intimate partner violence, especially in South Asian societies where marriage is idealized and
sacralized.

In doing so, Kandasamy embraces the feminist principle that “the personal is political”—a
concept popularized by second-wave feminists, which asserts that personal experiences of
women are shaped by larger social structures. Her openness challenges the culture of silence
and shame that surrounds survivors and asserts the right of women to narrate their own
trauma on their own terms.

Her narrative is not one of victimhood but of resistance, survival, and empowerment, and by
sharing it publicly, she legitimizes and validates the experiences of countless other women who

remain voiceless due to fear, stigma, or lack of access to platforms.

5.2 Social Media as a Platform for Political Expression

Kandasamy’s role as a public intellectual is amplified by her strategic and vocal use of social
media, particularly Twitter and Instagram. Unlike many literary figures who maintain a safe
distance from political controversy, Kandasamy uses her online presence to speak out against

casteism, misogyny, Islamophobia, nationalism, religious extremism, and state oppression.
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She routinely shares her views on contemporary events—from anti-caste protests to feminist
movements, from communal violence to the persecution of writers and activists. Her tweets
and posts are often critical, sharp, and provocative, inviting both support and backlash. Yet she
remains steadfast in her activism, using her visibility and influence to educate, provoke
thought, and call for justice.

Importantly, her digital activism also enables transnational solidarity. By engaging with
global human rights issues and feminist causes, she positions herself within a broader
movement for intersectional justice, showing that her concerns are not limited to Indian society

but resonate with marginalized communities across the world.

5.3 Reclaiming Intellectual and Literary Spaces

Historically, the Indian literary landscape has been dominated by upper-caste, male, and often
English-educated voices. Dalit and female writers have frequently been excluded or tokenized
in mainstream publishing and literary awards. Kandasamy challenges this exclusion by
reclaiming literary space as a Dalit woman writer writing in English, thereby subverting
the gatekeeping mechanisms of elite literary culture.

Her works have been longlisted and shortlisted for several prestigious awards, including the
Women'’s Prize for Fiction (When I Hit You, 2018), bringing international attention to issues
that have long been sidelined in Indian public discourse. She uses these platforms to centre
Dalit and feminist narratives, ensuring they are not treated as peripheral or exoticized.
Kandasamy also speaks at international literary festivals, human rights conferences,
academic institutions, and feminist forums, where she critiques the dominant power
structures and insists on the inclusion of marginalized perspectives in global conversations on

literature, politics, and gender.

5.4 Confronting Criticism and Backlash

As a feminist public intellectual, Kandasamy has faced considerable backlash, harassment,
and criticism, especially from right-wing and patriarchal forces. She has been trolled,
threatened, and even legally targeted for her outspoken views on caste, religion, and
nationalism. However, she continues to speak out, asserting that intellectual courage involves
the willingness to offend, to dissent, and to resist.

She has responded to such attacks with resilience and defiance, often using them to highlight

the urgent need for freedom of expression and the dangers of silencing dissenting voices.
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Her public intellectualism, therefore, is not without cost—but it is precisely this risk-taking

that affirms her role as a radical thinker and activist.

5.5 Bridging Academia, Activism, and Literature

Another important aspect of Kandasamy’s work as a public intellectual is her ability to bridge
the worlds of academia, activism, and literature. Her writing is informed by feminist and
postcolonial theory, yet it remains accessible, powerful, and grounded in lived experience. She
has written scholarly essays, translated Tamil Dalit literature, and contributed to activist
anthologies and political commentaries.

Through this interdisciplinary approach, she demonstrates that theory and activism are not
separate domains, but mutually reinforcing. Her work serves as a model for how literature
can function as an intellectual and political tool to expose oppression, question power, and

envision justice.

5.6 Redefining Feminist Leadership in India

Meena Kandasamy represents a new generation of feminist leadership in India—one that is
intersectional, multilingual, anti-caste, secular, and transnational. She rejects sanitized or
corporate versions of feminism that exclude poor, Dalit, Muslim, queer, and rural women.
Instead, she insists on a grassroots, radical feminism that confronts uncomfortable truths and
calls for structural transformation.

Her intellectual project is not about individual success or personal acclaim; it is about collective
liberation, inclusive representation, and truth-telling. In a country where feminism is often
co-opted by elite spaces, Kandasamy’s public presence is a necessary corrective—a reminder

that feminism must remain disruptive, accountable, and connected to those who need it most.

6. Critical Reception

Meena Kandasamy’s work has elicited wide-ranging critical reception, both in India and
internationally. Her bold, provocative, and politically charged writing has drawn praise for its
originality, emotional intensity, and intersectional feminist vision. At the same time, her work
has also attracted criticism—some of it rooted in ideological opposition, and some in
discomfort with her unapologetically militant tone and her refusal to conform to literary or
social expectations. This section explores the diverse critical responses to Kandasamy’s work,
including academic appraisals, literary reviews, public discourse, and social media

engagement.
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6.1 Academic and Literary Recognition
In academic and literary circles, Kandasamy is often celebrated as a trailblazing voice in Dalit
feminist literature. Scholars have highlighted the intersectionality in her work—how she
weaves together the axes of caste, gender, class, and language to challenge dominant
ideologies. Her writing is included in university syllabi across disciplines such as English
literature, gender studies, postcolonial studies, and Dalit studies.
Her novels and poetry collections have been the subject of numerous critical essays,
dissertations, and conference papers, many of which praise her for redefining feminist
literary expression in India. Academics often draw attention to her stylistic innovations—such
as mythological revisionism, fragmented narrative structures, and metafiction—as tools for
resistance and subversion.
In particular, When I Hit You has been acclaimed for its literary merit and political urgency.
Critics have compared it to the works of authors like Sylvia Plath, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,
and Elfriede Jelinek, noting how it blends personal trauma with systemic critique. The novel
was longlisted for the 2018 Women’s Prize for Fiction, bringing Kandasamy to the attention

of global audiences and affirming her place in contemporary world literature.

6.2 Positive Media Reviews and Reader Reception

Prominent literary reviewers have consistently praised Kandasamy for her courageous voice,
poetic style, and searing honesty. The Guardian, The Hindu, The New Statesman, The
Times Literary Supplement, and other reputable outlets have recognized her as a daring and
necessary voice, particularly in the context of India’s rising religious fundamentalism, caste
violence, and gender inequality.

Reviewers often comment on the emotional power of her prose and poetry. Her writing, while
rooted in political critique, is also deeply lyrical and evocative. The use of stark imagery,
metaphor, and irony lends her work a poetic intensity that resonates with readers beyond
academic circles. Her ability to communicate complex socio-political realities through
simple, hard-hitting language has earned her a wide readership among both young feminists
and socially conscious readers.

International audiences have also responded positively to her themes of oppression, survival,
and voice, which have universal resonance even though they are anchored in the Indian
context. Many readers, especially women and survivors of abuse, have written about how When

I Hit You gave them the language and courage to reflect on their own experiences.
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6.3 Controversies and Criticism
Despite her acclaim, Kandasamy’s work has also been the subject of criticism and
controversy, particularly within conservative or traditionalist sectors of society. Some critics
have labeled her work as “angry,” “aggressive,” or “too political”, often using these terms
as veiled ways to undermine the legitimacy of her voice. This criticism reflects a broader
discomfort with women—especially Dalit women—who challenge entrenched norms, speak
openly about sexuality and violence, and refuse to conform to respectable literary or cultural
standards.
Certain right-wing and upper-caste critics have accused her of being anti-Hindu or anti-
national, particularly for her radical reinterpretation of Hindu myths and her critique of caste
practices. Her open denunciation of Brahmanism, Hindutva politics, and misogyny has
provoked strong backlash online, including trolling, harassment, and legal threats.
Within literary circles, some have debated whether her writing prioritizes politics over
aesthetics. However, defenders of her work argue that this binary is false—Kandasamy’s art
is political not in spite of its aesthetic value but because of it. Her stylistic innovations and

emotional impact serve her political goals, making her writing both beautiful and disruptive.

6.4 Feminist Responses

Feminists across generations have largely embraced Kandasamy’s work as a crucial
contribution to intersectional feminism. She is seen as part of a new wave of Indian feminist
writers—alongside authors like Urvashi Butalia, Bama, Gogu Shyamala, and Arundhati Roy—
who center the experiences of the oppressed and challenge dominant narratives from within
and without.

However, Kandasamy has also been critical of mainstream (savarna or upper-caste)
feminism, which she argues often overlooks caste and other systemic inequalities. This has
sometimes led to tension or debate within feminist circles, where she pushes for greater
inclusion of Dalit, Adivasi, Muslim, queer, and working-class women in feminist discourse
and leadership.

Her critique of selective feminist solidarity has made her both a respected thought-leader and
a necessary disruptor within feminist spaces. Her insistence that feminism must be grounded
in the realities of the most marginalized is reshaping the contours of feminist debate in India

and beyond.
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6.5 Impact on Dalit Literature and Representation

Within the field of Dalit literature, Kandasamy holds a unique position. As a woman writing in
English with a global audience, she helps bring Dalit feminist perspectives into the
international spotlight. While there are critiques that English-language Dalit writing risks
alienating vernacular readers, Kandasamy uses her global platform strategically—to amplify
Dalit issues and authors, and to challenge elitist literary spaces.

She is often credited with helping to mainstream Dalit women’s voices in a way that challenges
both patriarchal Dalit narratives and caste-blind feminist ones. Her translations of Dalit Tamil
writers and her critical essays on caste, feminism, and resistance add further weight to her

contributions.

7. Conclusion

Meena Kandasamy stands as a formidable literary force and public intellectual who has
reshaped the discourse on gender, caste, and resistance in contemporary Indian literature.
Through her poetry, fiction, essays, and public engagement, she confronts the structures of
patriarchy and caste with an intensity that is both personal and political. Her work does not
seek to offer comforting or sanitized narratives; rather, it insists on laying bare the raw truths
of lived experience—of abuse, exclusion, defiance, and survival—especially from the vantage
point of the Dalit feminist consciousness.

Kandasamy’s literary contributions are vital because they disrupt silence. In a society where
women—yparticularly Dalit women—are often denied the right to speak, to resist, and to narrate
their own lives, her writings serve as powerful affirmations of identity and agency. Her
characters do not conform to the stereotypes of the suffering, submissive woman; instead, they
fight, speak out, reclaim their voices, and demand justice. This act of speaking itself becomes
revolutionary.

Through works like Touch and Ms. Militancy, she revises religious and cultural narratives,
exposing how myths have long been used to uphold patriarchal and casteist ideologies. By
reimagining mythological figures as rebels rather than obedient wives or silent sufferers, she
reclaims cultural texts for feminist ends. In The Gypsy Goddess, she presents an alternative
historiography, one that gives voice to the voiceless and reclaims the narrative of a forgotten
massacre. In When I Hit You, her narrative becomes deeply personal, but its political message
is universal—about the nature of intimate violence and the institutional complicity that protects

abusers.
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What distinguishes Meena Kandasamy from many of her contemporaries is her unwavering
commitment to intersectional feminism—a framework that recognizes how gender
oppression is intensified by caste, class, religion, and language. She challenges both upper-
caste, elite feminism that erases Dalit issues and patriarchal Dalit politics that marginalize
women. In doing so, she occupies a radical middle space, speaking uncomfortable truths to
both sides and offering a vision of feminism that is inclusive, grounded, and resistant.
Moreover, Kandasamy’s influence goes beyond literature. As a feminist public intellectual,
she engages actively with the public sphere—using social media, public talks, journalism, and
activism to draw attention to systemic injustices. Her voice is one of the few that bridges the
divide between academic discourse and grassroots activism, between literary spaces and
political battlegrounds. She has transformed not just what it means to write, but what it means
to be a woman writer in India today—fearless, political, and unapologetic.
The gender concerns raised in her works are not abstract feminist ideas, but urgent social
realities. Her writing demands that readers not only empathize but also reflect, question, and
act. In a world increasingly marked by social inequality, rising fundamentalism, and gender-
based violence, the relevance of her work becomes even more pronounced.
In conclusion, Meena Kandasamy's literature is a clarion call for justice. It compels society
to confront its hypocrisies, to listen to those it has silenced, and to engage with feminism not
as a slogan but as a transformative force. Her” contribution lies not only in what she writes but
in how she writes—with fire, with honesty, and with the courage to challenge everything that
oppresses. Her voice is not only literary—it is revolutionary. And in that revolution, she creates

a space for others to rise, speak, and reclaim their stories too.
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