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Abstract

This scholarly article investigates Meena Kandasamy’s tactical deployment
of the English language, a linguistic medium historically used as an
instrument of colonial imposition, as a conscious vehicle for the
construction and assertion of her Dalit-feminist identity in The Gypsy
Goddess. By composing in English, Kandasamy deftly navigates the
inherent contradiction of expressing a subaltern identity through a
“foreign” language, thereby transmuting a vehicle of domination into an
arena of resistance and self-articulation. By engaging with postcolonial,
feminist, and linguistic theoretical frameworks, this research scrutinises
how Kandasamy’s choice of English not only empowers her to challenge
the dual oppressions of ‘caste’ and ‘gender’ but also situates her narrative
within a transnational discourse that elevates marginalised voices beyond
regional boundaries. The examination underscores Kandasamy’s capacity
to infuse English with local idiomatic expressions, assertive tones, and
innovative poetic structures to undermine its colonial heritage and to carve
out a space for the identities of the oppressed. This paper contends that
Kandasamy’s literary endeavours exemplify the potential for a historically
foreign language to be appropriated and reimagined as a formidable
instrument for self-representation, communal solidarity, and liberation.

Keywords: Meena Kandasamy, English language, self-representation, Dalit
feminism, postcolonial identity, linguistic appropriation, subaltern agency.

Introduction

The endeavour to articulate experiences of marginalised populations
is invariably a non-neutral act; it consistently represents a
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manifestation of agency, an exercise of resistance, and a vehicle for
self-construction. Meena Kandasamy’s idea of ‘writing’ as an
outstanding Tamil poet and activist is a ‘political’ engagement and a
‘personal’ reclamation of her voice. In her seminal work, The Gypsy
Goddess (2014), Kandasamy revisits the harrowing 1968 Kilvenmani
massacre of Dalit agricultural labourers in Tamil Nadu, intertwining
elements of fact and fiction, history and imagination, as well as
protest and poetic expression. The significance of her narrative is
accentuated by her deliberate choice to compose in English, a
language imbued with colonial implications yet endowed with
extensive global influence and reach. Kandasamy’s dexterity as an
author emerges from her personal life as a Dalit and feminist, which
has subsequently influenced her to focus on themes of silence and
erasure. As noted by Sharmila Rege, “Dalit women’s testimonies are
not mere stories of individual pain but narratives of collective
resistance” (Writing Caste/Writing Gender, 2006).

Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess exemplifies this concept,
presenting a narrative that confronts caste oppression while
emphasising a distinctly feminist outrage against patriarchy and
systemic injustice. Her prose is imbued with an indomitable spirit,
which is expressed in the opening lines of the novel: “You call this a
story. But it is not. It is a condemnation” (The Gypsy Goddess, p. 1).

Meena Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess (2014) is a radical and
genre-defying retelling of a forgotten massacre- the 1968 Kilvenmani
tragedy in Tamil Nadu, where forty-four Dalit agricultural labourers
were burned alive by caste-Hindu landlords. Breaking the patterns of
traditional storytelling, Kandasamy lays bare how history is
disintegrated, silenced, and rewritten by power structures. The
narrative opens self-reflexively: “This is no ordinary story, and this is
no ordinary village.” Kandasamy’s narrator disrupts convention,
confronting the reader with the impossibility of narrating atrocity
within traditional literary forms. The book fluctuates between lyrical
invocation, historical documents, Marxist criticism, and surreal
commentary, echoing the innovations of writers such as Arundhati
Roy and Salman Rushdie, but with a clear, biting political objective.
Kilvenmani becomes both a real and a symbolic landscape — “a small
village burning on the map of a new nation.” The novel’s polyphonic
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structure amplifies silenced voices, particularly those of Dalit women,
who “work from sunrise to starlight” and embody the endurance of
the oppressed. By employing a violent and provocative prose,
Kandasamy vindicates the dictatorial landlords and the post-imperial
state that is riddled with caste violence.

The narrator’s voice often turns accusatory, implicating the
reader in historical amnesia: “You, reader, are also part of this crime
if you turn away.” This rhetorical strategy transforms the act of
reading into moral engagement, making The Gypsy Goddess both a
novel and an ethical confrontation. Meena Kandasamy retrieves the
language of resistance by combining Tamil idioms, Marxist
vocabulary, and feminist anger. The wilful disruptive style- “This is
not magic realism; this is tragic realism”- underscores Kandasamy’s
denial of poetic agony. Ultimately, The Gypsy Goddess is a literary
requiem and a political manifesto. It dismantles the sanitized
narratives of postcolonial progress, asserting that “revolution is not
an event, it is a memory that refuses to die.” Through its defiant form
and incendiary language, Kandasamy resurrects the ghosts of
Kilvenmani to demand justice, remembrance, and rebellion.

Kandasamy’s Use of English Language

Kandasamy’s use of the English language as a tool for projecting her
‘self” signifies an accurate and counterproductive. Hence,
Kandasamy’s employing English symbolises contemporary
empowerment. As Ngligi wa Thiong’o asserts in Decolonising the Mind
(1986), language is “both a means of communication and a carrier of
culture.” While Thiong’o champions the use of indigenous languages
to counter cultural imperialism, Kandasamy skilfully uses English to
expose local forms of oppression to a broader global audience. She
spices her prose with the rhythms of Tamil speech and regional
expressions that challenge its colonial decorum. For instance, the
narrative voice employed by Kandasamy in The Gypsy Goddess
frequently subverts the reader’s anticipations of “literary” English:
“Why don’t you go find yourself a nice, clean, comforting novel? This
one is going to scar you. This one is going to make you bleed.” (p. 7).
Kandasamy exploits the English language not merely as a narrative
tool but as an instrument to challenge the reader, transforming the
colonial language into a conduit for discomfort and dissent.
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Feminist Perspective in The Gypsy Goddess

Kandasamy’s feminist critique intersects with her linguistic approach.
Resonating with Bell Hooks’s assertion that “marginality...is a site of
resistance” (Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics, 1990),
Kandasamy articulates her perspective from the periphery, occupying
and disrupting the dominant centre. This discourse posits that
Kandasamy’s intentional employment of English in the novel
facilitates her expression of a Dalit-feminist identity that defies
silencing, appropriates a colonial language, and metamorphoses it
into a medium for self-representation and communal memory:.

The present study raises the following question: 1. How does
Meena Kandasamy navigate the inherent dichotomy between English
as a colonial, “foreign” language and as a vehicle for expressing her
Dalit-feminist identity in The Gypsy Goddess? 2. In what manner does
Kandasamy appropriate and stylistically and thematically transform
English to elucidate marginalised voices and contest prevailing
narratives? 3. How does Kandasamy’s deliberate utilisation of
English interrogate both local caste—patriarchal oppression and the
exigencies imposed by the global literary marketplace? 4. What is the
importance of her linguistic selections in the context of
comprehending self-representation, resistance, and solidarity within
contemporary Dalit-feminist literature?

In The Gypsy Goddess, Meena Kandasamy deliberately
appropriates the English language, historically characterized as a
colonial and elitist medium, using it as a vehicle for self-
representation and resistance, thereby transforming it into a
formidable instrument for articulating her Dalit-feminist identity. By
infusing the English language with subversive nuances, regional
idioms, and confrontational narrative techniques, Kandasamy
effectively contests both the language’s colonial heritage and the
socio-political hierarchies it has frequently perpetuated. Kandasamy’s
use of English serves as a fine example of how a “foreign” language
can be restored and regenerated as a springboard for autonomy,
assisting disempowered voices in declaring their agency, combating
subjugation, and participating globally while perpetuating their
affinities with regional challenges.
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Reinvention of the Kilvenmani massacre

Meena Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess (2014) is a reinvention of the
Kilvenmani massacre of the Dalit labourers. To project this central
motif, Meena Kandasamy considers English as an appropriate
medium, though it is associated with colonialism and socio-economic
elitism, to express her Dalit-feminist identity. The literature review
examines the prevailing scholarship on Kandasamy’s corpus of the
political dimensions of Dalit literature, as well as scholarly
discussions of language and self-advocacy in postcolonial and
subaltern frameworks. The treatment of her specifically radical Dalit-
feminist ideologies and innovative stylistic approaches has been
considered for serious research. Kandasamy’s poetry anthologies,
Touch (2006) and Ms Militancy (2010), are known for their vehement
critique of caste and patriarchy, as well as their reclamation of the
female corporeal form and voice (Anand, 2011; Rege, 2013).

Kandasamy’s prose in The Gypsy Goddess has captured the
attention of critics owing to its composite style of narration, where
elements of fiction, reporting, and sarcasm intersect to question
accepted literary and social conventions (Chandra, 2017). Scholars
such as Satpathy (2018) contend that Kandasamy’s narrative
“transgresses the conventions of literary decorum to emphasise the
brutality of history.” These inquiries radiate her feminist indignation
and narrative subversion, yet many scholars have rigorously
scrutinised her planned use of English as a challenging and a
strengthening mechanism for self-representation. By appropriating
the English language while also challenging its established standards,
Kandasamy seems to manage these ambiguities. Mukherjee (2015)
states that Kandasamy’s use of language is indicated as “English
stripped of its imperial politeness,” hidden by features of sarcasm,
fragmentation, and crudity that endure adherence to colonial
propriety and multiculturalism. This viewpoint is consistent with Bell
Hooks” (1990) assertion that “marginality as a site of resistance”
means using a language that upsets rather than calms.

In the 1960s, Dalit literature reached its peak in India, and Dalit
writers made significant strides by writing across genres. Dalit
writings are marked by varied, authentic experiences of the authors
rather than by traditional literary craftsmanship, and by the
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interspersing of local languages to sustain a realistic flavour of the
downtrodden. The creative use of English by Dalit authors has been
regarded with a degree of ambivalence, although it facilitates access
to a global audience and enhances visibility. Consequently, the
foreign language created many problems for writers, particularly the
risk of native detachment from their oral and vernacular heritage.
This is an example of what Rege (2006) calls the “testimonio” mode, a
form of literature that expresses the voice of a group rather than that
of a single person. Through her use of English, she engages an
international readership while simultaneously embedding her prose
with Tamil idiomatic expressions and lexicon specific to caste,
thereby exemplifying what Rege (2006) delineates as the “testimonio”
mode of literature that articulates the voice of a collective rather than
that of an individual alone.

Linguistic framework- A Potent tool of Resistance and Self-
Representation

Meena Kandasamy’s use of English in The Gypsy Goddess is a striking
example of how a seemingly “alien” linguistic framework can
become a powerful site of resistance and self-representation. The
book critiques the colonial legacy connected with the English
language and embraces it to disclose oppression, anger, and
solemnise collective trauma. By scrutinising her stylistic and thematic
innovations, her localisation of the linguistic medium, her forceful
and indignant tone, and her poetic subversions of traditional
narrative forms, the ensuing analysis delves into her meticulous
engagement with the English language. For a writer from the Dalit
group, the English language represents a complicated interaction
between elite privilege and colonial oppression in the Indian setting.
In an interview, she described English as “a language that the
oppressor understands and therefore must hear used against him”.

Kandasamy’s choice of English empowers her to indict both
upper-caste transgressors and apathetic global audiences, thereby
establishing a nexus between the localised adversities Dalits confront
and the overarching discourse on human rights. This phenomenon
aligns with Salman Rushdie’s (1991) concept of “the post-colonial
gift,” in which English is perceived as “the common tongue of a
world that is no longer wholly theirs.” Kandasamy endeavours to
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reclaim the English language from its colonial legacy and from the
elite Indian custodians, thus metamorphosing it into a vehicle of
dissent. This phenomenon resonates with Salman Rushdie’s (1991)
notion of “the post-colonial gift,” wherein English serves as “the
common tongue of a world that is no longer wholly theirs.”
Kandasamy endeavours to reclaim English from its colonial heritage
and from the elite Indian guardians, thereby transforming it into an
instrument of dissent.

Distortion of Narrative Framework

Kandasamy repudiates traditional chronological narrative
frameworks and adopts a blended, fragmented, and self-reflexive
approach that combines reportage, polemic discourse, oral testimony,
poetry, and satire. This stylistic fusion explores the disjointed realities
of marginalised communities and challenges the typical “acceptable”
literary forms. Her themes focus on the significant issues of caste
discrimination, violence, gender oppression, and historical erasure,
and to achieve her target, Kandasamy critically examines the process
of storytelling. The opening of the novel: “You call this a story.
Nevertheless, it is not. It is a condemnation.” This rejection of the
conventional “story” underscores the primacy of political
engagement over aesthetic gratification, thereby positioning
Kandasamy within the category of ‘testimonial’ literature, a universal
feature of Dalit narratives.

Kandasamy succeeds in localising English by integrating Tamil
sentences, idioms, and cultural references. Through this, Kandasamy
engages in the process of “Indianization,” which helps deconstruct
the imperial language policy to represent linguistic and cultural
assimilation, a trait of postcolonial India. Lexical terms like
“panchayat,” “thottam,” and “dalit” are offered without translation,
demonstrating her purposeful decision not to dilute or exoticise these
realities for a worldwide audience. In accordance with Chinua
Achebe’s (1965) advice, she manipulates the English language “to suit
[her] purpose,” endowing it with the profound meaning of Tamil
historical and cultural settings. The insertion of vernacular
expressions into English questions the reader’s anticipations of
linguistic purity and forces them to participate in her narratives
completely. Another striking feature of Kandasamy’s literary style is
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her expression of fury and righteous anger, as seen in her refusal to
conform to civility and politeness. Her narration oscillates between
sarcasm, bitterness, and fury, challenging the agents of violence and
the aristocracy’s apathy.

Kandasamy’s identity as a Poet

Kandasamy’s identity as a poet significantly shapes the lyrical and
experimental qualities of her prose. She distorts traditional narrative
patterns by considering repetition and intertextuality. This is
intentionally done to transform specific parts of the novel into poetic
chants of anger and memory. This feature challenges the reader’s
accepted notions of a traditional “novel” and places her work in the
mode of ‘protest’ literature. For example, in her depiction of the
victims of the Kilvenmani massacre, she used a rhythmic litany that
combines individual identities into a continuous collective
remembrance, mirroring both Tamil oral traditions and modernist
poetry by strategically implementing these techniques to appropriate
foreign words by localizing their usage and subverting standard
writing norms, thus packing them with words of indignation, to
reconfigure English into a domain of resistance and testimony.
Kandasamy embodies the power of articulating the self in an alien
language, which functions as a critique of linguistic imperialism and
a means of empowerment.

Meena Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess elucidates the extremities
of caste violence in Tamil Nadu by locating it within a broader
spectrum of oppression and resistance. Her strategic use of English
transcends regional boundaries and appeals to global readers. This is
an example of Kandasamy’s fight for human rights. For instance, her
depiction of the Kilvenmani massacre with forty-four Dalit labourers
immolated as a compensation for equitable wages is symbolic of the
Indians who are aware of caste hierarchies. Meena Kandasamy’s The
Gypsy Goddess serves as a salient illustration of resistance, creativity,
and reclamation. Kandasamy employs English, a language
historically intertwined with colonial domination and elite privilege
in India, and meticulously adapts it to convey the realities of caste
violence, feminist indignation, and collective defiance.
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Kandasamy’s selection of English constitutes her skill and
diplomacy as a writer. Hailing from Tamil Nadu and domiciled as a
Dalit, Kandasamy struggles with the contradictions of articulating
localized violence and memory through a global linguistic
framework. She intentionally adopts it to amplify the voices of the
disempowered, distract local caste hierarchies, and engage an
international audience that might otherwise disregard the lived
realities of caste. She deliberately distances herself from the idea as a
storyteller or entertainer but positions her narrative as a political act,
a testimony to injustice.

Anger constitutes a pivotal element within Kandasamy’s
strategic framework. Drawing on bell hooks’s (1990) assertion that
speaking in a defiant idiom disrupts dominant power structures,
Kandasamy enacts this strategy by confronting both her oppressors
and her readers through a voice marked by irony and censure. This is
evident when she directly challenges readerly expectations,
remarking that those who approach the text anticipating another
familiar narrative of rural violence exemplify the very audience that
consumes suffering as spectacle. This sharp critique implicates the
reader in the very systems of violence she describes, undermining
any sense of comfortable distance.

This research has investigated how Meena Kandasamy
deliberately uses English as a foreign and contentious language to
articulate the ‘self” and depict the ‘collective trauma’ experienced by
‘Dalits” in her literary work, The Gypsy Goddess. Kandasamy
transmutes English into a hybridised, revolutionary dialect adept at
encapsulating the complexities of Dalit and feminist advocacy. Her
body of work underscores the ability of postcolonial authors not
merely to scrutinise the oppressive discourses embedded in
dominant languages but also to reconstitute those languages as
vehicles for self-representation and liberation. By adapting English to
serve her personal objectives, Kandasamy personifies the potential
for a vigorous, innovative, and unapologetic form of writing back in
the language of the oppressor.

Kandasamy elucidates that language does not necessarily imply
a severance from one’s cultural roots. Instead, her employment of
English manifests as a hybridised and subversive linguistic construct
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that articulates her Dalit-feminist identity within spheres capable of
challenging dominant narratives, both locally and globally. The Gypsy
Goddess projects how self-representation in a foreign language
navigates the dichotomy between belonging and alienation, local
particularity and global comprehensibility, oppression and resistance.
Kandasamy’s oeuvre reconceptualizes English not as an obstruction
but as a battleground. In this domain, marginalized voices can not
only articulate their narratives but also engage in dialogue that
challenges the status quo.

Works Cited
Achebe, Chinua. Morning Yet on Creation Day: Essays. New York: Anchor Books,
1975.
Anand, Mulk Raj. Untouchable. New Delhi: Penguin Books India, 2001, 1935.

Abrams, M. H. and Harpham G. G. A Handbook of Literary Terms. Cengage
Learning, 2009.

Appadurai, Arjun. Modernity at large: Cultural dimensions of globalization.
University of Minnesota Press, 1996.

Aston, N[athan] M. Dalit Literature and African American Literature (Literature and
Marginality). Prestige Books, 2001.

Athwale, S. “A Quest for Gender Equality in Meena Kandasamy’s Touch.”
International Journal on Studies in English Language and Literature (IJSELL),
2014, 2(5), pp. 96-99.

Fernandes, Walter (ed.). The emerging Dalit identity: the re-assertion of the subalterns.
Indian Social Institute, 1996.

Gopal Guru. Humiliation: Claims and Context. 2011. New Delhi: OUP India (2011.

Devy, G. N. After Amnesia: Tradition and Change in Indian Literary Criticism.
Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1992.

Hooks, Bell. Talking Back: Thinking Feminist, Thinking Black. Boston: South End
Press, 1989.

Kumar, R. Dalit Personal Narratives: Reading Caste, Nation and Identity. Orient
Black Swan, 2010

Kandasamy, Meena. The Gypsy Goddess. London: Atlantic Books, 2014.

Kandasamy, Meena. When I Hit You: Or The Portrait of the Writer as a Young Wife.
London: Atlantic Books, 2017.

Kandasamy, Meena. Ms. Militancy. New Delhi: Navayana, 2010.

Kumar, Raj. Dalit Personal Narratives: Reading Caste, Nation and Identity.
Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2010.

Limbale, Sharankumar. Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature. 2004.



144 e Literary Oracle - Vol.9, Issue Il, December 2025

Rege, Sharmila. Writing Caste/Writing Gender: Narrating Dalit Women'’s
Testimonios. New Delhi: Zubaan, 2006.

Rushdie, Salman. Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981-1991. London:
Granta Books, 1991.

Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?” In Marxism and the
Interpretation of Culture, edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg,
271-313. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988.

Tharu, Susie, and K. Lalita, eds. Women Writing in India: 600 B.C. to the Present,
Volume II. New York: Feminist Press, 1993.

Zelliot, Eleanor. From Untouchable to Dalit: Essays on the Ambedkar Movement. New
Delhi: Manohar Publishers, 1992.



