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Abstract 

A few Indian writers, particularly women, have started to portray the oppression, discrimination and 

sufferings of a community who were called as Dalit. “Dalit” the name itself everyone can understand the 

position of these community people. Indian system of life is filled with the rules, customs, arrangements and 

subjugation of women. India being a male dominant patriarchal society denied the basic rights for women at 

all levels. The atmosphere and the social setup of the Indian society and its multiple caste system always 

imposed to have a discrimination over women folk. Therefore, this paper mainly focuses on the sufferings and 

the untold problems of the marginalized women who seek for the equality, fraternity and justice through the 

select poems of Meena Kandasamy. While reading her poems, one could feel the pains and sufferings of the 

Dalit women. Because the method of narration and the aptness of words hold the touch of reality on portraying 

the issues of Dalit people. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

A new type of literature which voices out the sufferings of the Dalit and sometimes written by the Dalit itself is 

said to be Dalit literature.  Dalit is probably not a caste, but people who were earlier known as “depressed class” 

by the British people were turned to fall under Dalit category. Also, Dalit is said to be a symbol of change and 

revolution. The term “Dalit Literature” was first used in Maharashtra Dalit Sahithya Sangha. The Dalit literature 

serves to be a part of Indian literature as it mostly contains the emotions of oppressed classes of India. Dalit 

literature also seeds to the Dalit Liberation Movements. Some of the poets who contributed to Dalit literature 

are Arundhati Roy, Mulk Raj Anand, Meena Kandasamy, Namdeo Dhasal etc., 

In most of the States in India, the Dalit people were said to be marginalized people. And Dalit women, 

in most of the cases are the victims who suffer by men at most of the circumstances. No matter whom they are 

whether a wife, daughter, sister or even a mother. India is a country in which being a woman is considered as a 

sin and they are said to be inferior to men, in this state being a women who belong to lower caste is something 

to be considered more than that. Dalit women were in the same state, they were considered as a human toy, and 

men used them based on their moods and needs. Being in such a condition, seeing a Dalit woman in a respectable 
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position is something like “an oasis in a desert.” It is not that easy for a woman who belongs to a marginalized 

community to get into a position and a power where even the basic rights of voicing and education were denied. 

Despite of this, most of these women undergo several physical and mental abuse and they don’t even have guts 

to open up the sufferings they undergone in the court or even in the panchayats. Meena kandasamy is one of the 

remarkable young Dalit women writers who voices out the sufferings, mentality and brutality of those Dalit 

women. She had a verbal attack on the oppression of Dalit and voiced against the sexual discrimination. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Meena Kandasamy is a poet, translator, activist, feminist residing in Chennai, Tamil Nadu. Being a 

woman, she has the boldness and guts to condemn the old social practices like untouchability based on caste 

system and sexual discrimination practised in India. She voices her anger against the injustice of women and 

the caste system, which marginalized and dehumanised the society. Her works mainly focuses on oppression, 

injustice, discrimination, sexual abuse of the marginalized people. Her first collection of the poems titles as 

“Touch”, which contains 86 poems which was published in the year 2006. The collection contains the powerful 

aggression of an activist against the evils of the women in the society. It is a society, where people fail to voice 

out the gender inequality. Though some poets and activist do, it would be late already. Only some contemporary 

writers raised their voice against them and Meena Kandasamy is one among them. There is a state of accuracy 

in her portrayal of the issues. She mentions lower class women not as a marginalized one but as a rebel against 

men. This paper highlights how these marginalized women longs for liberty, equality and justice through her 

poems. 

OUTRAGE AND OPPRESSION OF WOMEN 

Generally, Meena Kandasamy creates a strong and bold character in almost all her poems. Such 

characters would become mouth piece to fight for their rights. She wants those miserable Dalit women to 

overcome the so called “inferior position”. She had a great wish to transform or elevate women from their 

regular household duties to some higher levels or positions in their society. To achieve this, she needs women 

to empower themselves and acquire strength and power. In India there are certain conventions and beliefs, 

which always treat women as someone inferior to men. Because, she was never allowed to experience the 

outside world rather was locked in the kitchen. So, in the poem “Songs of Summer”, Meena Kandasamy clearly 

portrays the mentality and suffering of a Dalit woman who was locked inside a room. She said that she 

experienced sunlight only through the windows and considered herself as a territory, which got torn by war. 

“Where she could see the sunlight 

Only from the lattice windows. 

Domesticated into drudgery she was just 

Another territory, worn out by wars.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Songs of Summer) 
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DALIT: SILENT SUFFERERS 

Practically speaking, Dalit people were never allowed to mingle with common people. Instead, they 

became mute spectators. So, Meena Kandasamy in one of her poems “One – eyed” portrays how a Dalit girl is 

treated by both non-living things and living people. She condemns human as they were considered to be inferior 

to lifeless non-living objects. Even those non-living objects consider everyone as same, though it is senseless 

and not well educated. But the most brilliant educated people categorize human as inferior and superior. India 

is a kind of a country where superstition and accustoms are highly followed whereas being humane is highly 

rejected.  

“the pot sees just another noisy child 

the glass sees an eager and clumsy hand 

the water sees a parched throat slaking thirst 

but the teacher sees a girl breaking the rule 

the doctor sees a case of medical emergency 

the school sees a potential embarrassment 

the press sees a headline and a photofeature” 

_ (Meena Kandasamy, One-eyed) 

In this poem, a Dalit girl Dhanam was beaten brutally. Her eyelids were torn just because of drinking the 

untouchable water. Here is a question that how people own the rights of a natural resources such as water? It is 

the blessings of mother earth which was equally created for everyone. So no one have rights to own it and 

everyone can use it whenever they want. It is such an indigestible atrocity by the upper class people. 

“dhanam sees a world torn in half. 

her left eye, lid open but light slapped away, 

the price for a taste of that touchable water.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, One-eyed) 

POVERTY AND RAPE: 

In India, there is a custom or practice that, if people are born poor, they are subjected to rape and it is a 

common one. The poor people, as they were born poor, have no rights to question or complaint or even attack 

them. No laws can save them or give justice to them. How the law could provide justice when they were not 

even allowed to enter the police station? Lower caste women were seen as a human wrapped with just flesh and 

bones to satisfy the hunger of the upper caste animal. The shame in this is, that animal rather than eating itself 

shares her with few more animals. And after getting bitten by all those animals that woman though she seems 

as a flesh and bone, also has feelings and it hurts. To get relief from those pains, the woman commits suicide. 

This is portrayed in her poem “Shame”: 
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“Gang Rape. 

Two severe syllables 

Implied in her prescence 

Perpetuate the assault” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Shame) 

This is the world, which asked even goddess Sita to get into the fire in order to prove her virginity. Then 

think the state of a Dalit woman. She also gets into the fire in order to get relief from the pains. Whether she is 

a goddess or a woman, somehow the “she” has to end up in the fire. 

“She takes the test of the fire. 

The ancient medicine for shame.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Shame) 

HUMILIATION AND SUFFERINGS OF DALIT: 

Once the poet, Meena Kandasamy, recorded a real incident that happened during 1985. That poem was 

titled as “Liquid Tragedy: Karamchedu”. In that poem, she vividly portrayed how the lower caste men were 

killed and how the lower caste women were raped by the upper caste men simultaneously.  

“A bold Dalit lady 

Dares to question injustice. 

Hits forth with her pot. Her indignation 

Is avenged. Fury let loose. Violence, rapes, 

Killings…” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Liquid Tragedy: Karamchedu) 

Further, the poet portrayed the pathetic situation of Dalit who were residing in the village. The Dalit 

were forced to drink water from the pond where the buffalo urinates and excretes shits. All these inhumane 

things were done just because they are Dalit people and they don’t have any voice to rise out. As they were 

financially, socially powerless, they were automatically considered to be inferior to all.  

“Buffalo Baths, Urine, Bullshit 

Drinking water for the Dalit 

The very same pond.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Liquid Tragedy: Karamchedu) 
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MARGINALIZED WOMEN: 

There is a trend or custom in India that women who belong to the lower caste were considered to be an 

untouchable and were even treated as contaminated people. But at tha same time, the landlords and upper caste 

men were entitled to touch them, molest them, and rape them. They don’t get contaminated when raping lower 

class women but their upper caste water gets contaminated when they drink it, or their upper caste land gets 

contaminated when the lower caste women’s shadow falls on. So, the funniest thing is the land and water never 

complained about it but the upper-class people do it cleverly. If those marginalized women were considered as 

untouchable, then a upper caste men should not even touch them. But they always bend or change their rules 

according to their convenient moods and needs and this was beautifully pictured in her poem “Narration”. The 

poet quotes: 

“You will understand: 

The torn sari, dishevelled hair 

Stifled cries and meek submission. 

I was not an untouchable then.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Narration) 

CONVENTIONAL INDIAN PRACTICE: 

In India, there was a traditional custom that people have to follow their family job or profession. Whether 

they like or not, they have to follow somehow to justify the conventional practice. For that, Meena Kandasamy 

in her poem “Mascara” depicts about a lower caste woman who belongs to the devadhasi family and how they 

follow the system generation to generation. The girl, though she was already a whore, she still has her feelings. 

Even the pain during intercourse hurts her. because she is also a human being. But their physical sufferings and 

mental agony were not at all realised by anyone Her mental state is something which could neither be let out 

nor be hidden inside. All that she can do is shed her silent tears. The eyes which had mascara now turns out to 

become black, because of the tears. And even blacker because of the depression. In spite of all these, she has to 

once again apply her mascara and has to move on. 

“The last thing she does 

before she gets ready to die 

once more, of violation, 

she applies the mascara.” 

- (Meena Kandasamy, Mascara) 
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CONCLUSION: 

Finally, Meena Kandasamy vividly picturises the present plight of Dalit in India through poems. Her 

poems narrate that India is a male dominated society which considers woman as a mother, a wife, a daughter, a 

sister even a goddess but never as a woman herself. Women were treated caste-based including the job they do 

daily. She has pinpointed the suppression of high-class men over Dalit women. Further a woman was judged 

only by her service rendered for the men in the society. To conclude, Meena Kandasamy’s poem brings out the 

reality of the great Indian society where people follow senseless beliefs rather respecting the co-people’s 

feelings. It is not only the voice of Meena Kandasamy but also the voice of thousands of voiceless women, 

particularly Dalits. 
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