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Abstract

This paper examines how Meena Kandasamy's poetry recovers the violated, wounded, and
disabled body as a powerful site of political resistance and creative self-assertion. Drawing
upon crip theory, Dalit feminism, and intersectional frames, the paper examines how her poems
embody a "crip aesthetics"-a radical reimagining of the impaired or damaged body as a source
of strength, agency, and poetic renewal. In her collections of poetry like Touch (2006) and Ms.
Militancy (2010), Kandasamy subverts the patriarchal and casteist gaze that equates female
pain with impurity and passivity. Instead, she converts pain into power, violence into voice,
and bodily scars into metaphors of survival. Through the interplay of lyricism and protest, her
poetry foregrounds the lived experiences of the marginalized-the Dalit, female, and often
metaphorically disabled-within a society constituted by Brahmanical patriarchy and ableist
norms. This paper argues that Kandasamy's poetic politics dismantle the aesthetic ideal of the
"perfect body" and envision a new language of resistance rooted in the broken, bleeding, and
resilient female self.
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Introduction

The female body has remained one of the most intensely regulated sites within Indian cultural,
religious, and literary traditions. From classical scriptures to modern nationalist discourse,
womanhood has been idealized through images of purity, sacrifice, endurance, and moral
restraint. At the same time, these ideals have functioned as mechanisms of control, disciplining
women’s bodies into silence and submission. Literature has often reproduced this
contradiction, celebrating female suffering as virtue while rendering women’s lived pain
invisible. When the female body is further marked by caste, particularly Dalit identity, the
contradictions sharpen into brutal material realities. Dalit women’s bodies have historically
been subjected to sexual violence, forced labor, public humiliation, and symbolic degradation
that are not incidental but structurally embedded within Brahmanical patriarchy (Guru 2548).
Within this socio-political context, Meena Kandasamy’s poetry emerges as a fierce and
unsettling intervention. Her poems refuse the sentimentalization of suffering and confront the
reader with bodies that bleed, bruise, burn, and speak. These are bodies that do not aspire
toward purity or wholeness but insist on their wounded presence as a form of political truth.
Kandasamy’s poetic voice disrupts aesthetic conventions that privilege harmony, beauty, and
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completeness, replacing them with a poetics rooted in rage, desire, and resistance. Brokenness
in her work is not a deficiency to be corrected but a lived condition that generates meaning and
agency.

This paper argues that Kandasamy’s poetry can be productively read through the lens of crip
aesthetics, a framework emerging from disability studies that challenges ableist ideals of the
normal, healthy, and complete body. Although Kandasamy does not write about disability in a
strictly medical sense, her representations of violated, injured, and socially stigmatized bodies
resonate powerfully with crip theory’s insistence that bodily damage and difference are not
signs of failure but alternative modes of knowledge and resistance (McRuer 31). When read
alongside Dalit feminist thought, her poetry reveals how caste and gender intersect to produce
a condition of enforced bodily vulnerability that is social, symbolic, and physical.

By examining poems from Touch (2006) and Ms. Militancy (2010), this paper demonstrates
how Kandasamy reconfigures the oppressed female body as an insurgent force that speaks back
to power. Her poetry rejects redemption through healing or assimilation into normative bodily
ideals. Instead, it insists on the political potency of pain itself. In doing so, Kandasamy
articulates a crip feminist poetics that dismantles dominant aesthetic regimes and reclaims the
wounded female body as a site of radical possibility.

Crip Theory and the Challenge to Bodily Normativity

Crip theory, emerging at the intersection of disability studies, queer theory, and cultural
critique, fundamentally unsettles the presumed neutrality of bodily norms. By foregrounding
disability not as an individual impairment but as a socially produced category, crip theory
exposes how “normal” bodies are manufactured through regimes of measurement, surveillance,
and discipline. Lennard J. Davis’s influential account of normalcy demonstrates that the very
idea of an average or standard body is a modern statistical invention, inseparable from
industrial capitalism and biopolitical governance (Davis 23). Within this paradigm, bodies are
evaluated in terms of efficiency, self-sufficiency, legibility, and visual coherence, producing a
hierarchy in which deviation is coded as failure. Disability thus becomes less a biological
condition than a cultural judgment imposed upon bodies that disrupt these normative
expectations.

Building on this foundation, Robert McRuer theorizes compulsory able-bodiedness as an
ideological system that sustains itself by presenting able-bodied norms as natural, universal,
and aspirational (McRuer 2). Much like compulsory heterosexuality, able-bodiedness operates
through repetition, institutional reinforcement, and cultural representation, rendering
alternative embodiments unthinkable or undesirable. Social infrastructures—ranging from
architecture and labor practices to literary canons and aesthetic conventions—are designed
around the presumption of able-bodied subjects. Crip theory intervenes by denaturalizing this
presumption, revealing able-bodiedness as a fragile and exclusionary ideal rather than a stable
or attainable norm. In doing so, it reframes disability as a site of resistance, creativity, and
political articulation rather than lack or dependency.

Tobin Siebers’s formulation of crip aesthetics further extends this challenge into the realm of
representation and artistic value. Siebers critiques dominant aesthetic traditions that equate
beauty with symmetry, harmony, wholeness, and bodily control, arguing that such ideals
reproduce ableist hierarchies by marginalizing visibly disabled or “damaged” bodies (Siebers
3) Crip aesthetics, by contrast, insists on the expressive and political force of bodily difference,
rupture, and instability. It refuses narratives of cure, repair, or transcendence that seek to restore
disabled bodies to normative standards, instead affirming impairment itself as a meaningful
aesthetic condition. Within this framework, vulnerability, pain, and fragmentation become
modes of knowledge that challenge the fantasy of bodily integrity.
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When read through this crip-theoretical lens, Meena Kandasamy’s poetry emerges as a
sustained refusal of bodily normativity. Her poetic bodies are not sites of healing or redemption
but bear the visible marks of violence, caste oppression, gendered exploitation, and systemic
brutality. The scars, wounds, and fragmented corporeal imagery in her work resist
sentimentalization and reject the expectation that suffering must lead to recovery or moral
uplift. By insisting on the continued presence of injury, Kandasamy disrupts aesthetic
conventions that demand closure, coherence, or catharsis. Her poetry thus aligns with crip
aesthetics in its commitment to making wounded bodies visible, not as spectacles of pity, but
as records of historical and political truth.

In foregrounding bodily damage without offering narratives of cure, Kandasamy’s work
challenges readers to confront their own investment in able-bodied norms and aesthetic
comfort. Injury, in her poems, is not an aberration to be erased but a testament to lived realities
that dominant cultural frameworks seek to conceal. Through this refusal of normalization, her
poetry performs a crip intervention, exposing how bodily vulnerability can function as both
critique and resistance within contemporary literary discourse.

Dalit Feminism and the Politics of Embodied Oppression

Dalit feminism emerges as a critical corrective to dominant feminist paradigms that
universalize womanhood while erasing the structural violence of caste. By centering caste as a
material and embodied axis of oppression, Dalit feminist scholars insist that gender cannot be
theorized in abstraction from the hierarchies that organize social life in India. Sharmila Rege’s
insistence on a “Dalit feminist standpoint” exposes how mainstream feminism, often shaped
by upper-caste locations, fails to account for the lived realities of Dalit women whose bodies
are marked by histories of sexual violence, forced labor, and social exclusion (Rege 6). Dalit
women’s bodies are not merely gendered; they are caste-coded as available, polluting, and
disposable, denied the symbolic protection accorded to upper-caste femininity.

This caste inscription of the body produces a regime of differential vulnerability. Dalit women
are positioned as perpetually violable, their suffering normalized within social and legal
structures that routinely fail to recognize or redress violence against them. Such bodily
precarity is not incidental but foundational to the maintenance of caste power. Dalit feminism
thus shifts the analytical focus from abstract rights or representation to the material conditions
under which Dalit women live, labor, and survive. The body becomes central not as a metaphor,
but as the primary site where caste and patriarchy converge.

Gopal Guru’s claim that “Dalit women talk differently” foregrounds the epistemological stakes
of this embodied condition (Guru 2549). Dalit women’s speech is shaped by experiences of
humiliation, physical labor, and systemic silencing, producing a mode of knowledge that
unsettles elite feminist vocabularies. Their narratives refuse the language of liberal
empowerment or individual choice, instead articulating collective histories of pain, resistance,
and survival. The Dalit female body thus functions as an archive of social violence, bearing the
imprints of caste discipline while simultaneously generating counter-knowledges that
challenge dominant epistemic frameworks.

When read through the lens of crip theory, the Dalit female body can be understood as socio-
politically “cripped,” not in the sense of impairment as pathology, but as a condition produced
through sustained exposure to structural harm. Like disabled bodies under regimes of
compulsory able-bodiedness, Dalit women’s bodies are subjected to norms they are structurally
prevented from meeting. They are rendered hypervisible as targets of violence, labor
exploitation, and moral surveillance, while remaining invisible as agents of desire, intellect, or
political autonomy. This paradox of visibility mirrors crip theory’s account of how
marginalized bodies are simultaneously scrutinized and erased.
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Crip theory’s challenge to ideals of bodily integrity, autonomy, and strength offers a productive
framework for rethinking Dalit embodiment. The Dalit female body disrupts caste ideologies
of purity and wholeness just as it destabilizes ableist ideals of self-sufficiency and control. Its
perceived damage, whether through exhaustion, injury, or vulnerability, becomes a site of
political meaning rather than deficiency. In this sense, vulnerability itself acquires subversive
potential, exposing the violence required to sustain caste and gender hierarchies.

Meena Kandasamy’s poetry inhabits precisely this intersection of Dalit feminism and crip
critique. Her poetic bodies refuse sanitization; they are bruised, violated, angry, and insistently
present. By foregrounding corporeal pain without offering narratives of transcendence or
repair, Kandasamy resists both casteist expectations of Dalit suffering as natural and ableist
demands for resilience or recovery. Her poetics transforms the Dalit female body from an
object of degradation into a speaking, resisting presence. In doing so, Kandasamy articulates a
radical embodied politics that challenges the intersecting regimes of caste, patriarchy, and
bodily normativity.

Meena Kandasamy and the Politics of Poetic Defiance

Meena Kandasamy’s poetry is characterized by a sustained refusal to conform to expectations
of literary decorum, emotional restraint, or aesthetic neutrality. Her poetic voice is
unapologetically angry, ironic, and confrontational, compelling readers to engage with realities
that dominant literary cultures often seek to evade. This stylistic aggression is not merely a
matter of tone or personal expression; it is a deliberate political strategy. By rejecting
politeness, restraint, and lyrical comfort, Kandasamy resists the long-standing expectation that
marginalized voices must remain measured, grateful, or palatable in order to be heard.

In Touch, Kandasamy foregrounds desire, intimacy, and bodily autonomy within the context
of a caste-stratified social order. The bodies that populate these poems are sensuous yet scarred,
yearning yet persistently wounded. Desire is articulated not as romantic fulfillment or private
emotion but as a radical assertion of presence against structures that systematically deny Dalit
women sexual agency. By insisting on the right to want, touch, and feel pleasure, even in bodies
marked by violence and stigma, Kandasamy disrupts casteist and patriarchal regimes that
regulate Dalit women’s sexuality through silence and shame. Desire thus becomes a form of
defiance, a declaration of existence in a social order that seeks erasure.

In Ms. Militancy, the focus shifts from intimate bodily assertion to collective resistance and
historical memory. Kandasamy celebrates Dalit women who resisted caste oppression,
foregrounding figures whose political courage has been marginalized or erased from dominant
histories. The militant tone of these poems refuses victimhood as the primary frame through
which Dalit women are understood. Instead, the Dalit female body appears as a site of struggle,
endurance, and revolutionary potential. Anger in these poems functions not as excess but as
political clarity, exposing the violence of caste while mobilizing resistance against it.

Across both collections, the body remains central as a material and political entity.
Kandasamy’s poems repeatedly return to sensations of pain, burning, bleeding, and
fragmentation, insisting on the corporeal reality of oppression. These images resist
metaphorical abstraction or symbolic dilution; suffering is not aestheticized or rendered
allegorical but grounded in lived bodily experience. At the same time, the poems refuse
voyeurism by transforming pain into speech, accusation, and demand. The wounded body does
not invite sympathy alone; it speaks back, names its oppressors, and demands accountability.
Through this poetics of defiance, Kandasamy reconfigures the relationship between body,
language, and power. Her refusal of aesthetic comfort, emotional containment, and narrative
closure aligns with a broader crip feminist and Dalit feminist politics that challenges norms of
coherence, civility, and endurance. In insisting that pain be neither silenced nor beautified,

theresearchanalytics.com
192



The Research Analytics ISSN (Online): 3107-6165
Volume 3, Special Issue 1, Jan 2026

Kandasamy’s poetry asserts the body as a site of truth, resistance, and radical political
articulation.

Pain as Knowledge and Political Force

One of the most radical aspects of Kandasamy’s poetry is her refusal to treat pain as something
that must be erased or healed. Instead, pain functions as a form of embodied knowledge,
exposing the violence of casteist and patriarchal structures. This approach aligns with disability
studies’ critique of narratives that frame disability solely as tragedy (Davis 15).

In poems depicting sexual violence or humiliation, scars remain visible and unresolved. These
scars testify to histories that dominant culture seeks to forget. By refusing closure, Kandasamy
disrupts the expectation that marginalized bodies must return to normalcy. As Sara Ahmed
observes, the cultural demand to “move on” often functions to erase the political significance
of injury (Ahmed 33).

Pain in Kandasamy’s poetry sharpens perception and fuels resistance. It becomes the ground
from which anger and consciousness emerge. This transformation challenges patriarchal
narratives that glorify female endurance and liberal narratives that seek reconciliation without
justice. Kandasamy’s bodies remember, and in remembering, they resist.

Sexuality, Desire, and the Cripped Female Body

Sexuality occupies a crucial place in Meena Kandasamy’s crip feminist poetics, functioning as
both a site of historical violence and a mode of political reclamation. Dalit women’s sexuality
has long been shaped by contradictory regimes of hypervisibility and erasure. As Sharmila
Rege notes, Dalit women are frequently constructed as sexually available and morally suspect,
rendering their bodies open to exploitation, while simultaneously being denied sexual
autonomy, respectability, and legitimacy (Rege 89). Within this framework, desire is
systematically disallowed to Dalit women except in forms that serve caste and patriarchal
power.

In Touch, Kandasamy intervenes forcefully in this history by reclaiming desire as an act of
defiance rather than submission. Her poetic voice speaks from within a body marked by
violence, stigma, and social injury, yet insists on the right to touch, to want, and to experience
pleasure. This assertion of erotic agency unsettles dominant moral economies that seek to
regulate Dalit women’s bodies through shame, silence, or compulsory victimhood. Desire, in
these poems, is not sanitized or idealized; it is insistently material, emerging from embodied
vulnerability rather than transcending it.

From a crip theoretical perspective, Kandasamy’s treatment of sexuality directly challenges
ableist assumptions that equate bodily damage, pain, or instability with desexualization. Crip
theory rejects the notion that sexuality belongs only to intact, autonomous, or normatively
functional bodies. Kandasamy’s poems affirm instead that desire can coexist with injury,
exhaustion, and trauma, and may even arise from these conditions as a form of self-assertion.
The cripped female body in her work refuses both pity and moral regulation, asserting pleasure
as a political claim against structures that deny Dalit women full bodily sovereignty.
Sexuality thus becomes a mode of resistance in Kandasamy’s poetry. By articulating erotic
desire in a voice historically denied agency, she disrupts casteist and patriarchal controls over
the Dalit female body. The assertion of pleasure operates not as escape, but as confrontation,
exposing the violence of systems that seek to control, erase, or discipline Dalit women’s
sexuality. In this sense, desire functions as an ethical and political demand, insisting on the
recognition of Dalit women as desiring subjects rather than objects of use or surveillance.

Language, Form, and Aesthetic Disruption
Kandasamy’s crip aesthetics is equally evident in her approach to language and poetic form.
Her poems resist lyrical softness and decorative beauty, instead adopting sharp diction, abrupt
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syntax, and a confrontational tonal register. This stylistic intensity mirrors the fractured,
wounded, and contested bodies she represents, refusing aesthetic strategies that might
domesticate or aestheticize violence. The language itself bears the marks of injury, anger, and
urgency, aligning form with embodied experience.

The disruption of formal harmony functions as an aesthetic refusal of normative literary ideals.
Just as crip theory challenges ideals of bodily coherence, symmetry, and control, Kandasamy’s
poetry resists formal coherence that would render suffering palatable or consumable. There is
little interest in closure, transcendence, or reconciliation. Instead, fragmentation, repetition, and
rawness compel the reader into an ethically charged encounter with pain and resistance.

This refusal of aesthetic smoothness prevents the reader from occupying a position of detached
appreciation. The poems demand engagement rather than contemplation, accountability rather
than empathy alone. In foregrounding linguistic violence alongside bodily injury, Kandasamy
exposes how normative aesthetics often collaborate with social power by softening structural
brutality. Her crip poetic form thus operates as a political strategy, insisting that neither bodies
nor language be made whole in a world structured by caste, patriarchy, and ableist norms.
From Victimhood to Militancy

In Ms. Militancy, Meena Kandasamy deliberately shifts the representational frame through
which Dalit women’s bodies have traditionally been viewed. Moving away from narratives that
confine Dalit women to positions of passive suffering and silent endurance, Kandasamy
constructs a counter-genealogy of resistance that foregrounds Dalit women as historical agents
of revolt. These poems commemorate women who challenged caste hierarchies through
defiance, rebellion, and, at times, armed resistance, thereby reclaiming a legacy that has been
systematically erased from dominant historiography. The female body in these poems is no
longer merely the site upon which violence is enacted; it becomes a site from which violence
is answered, resisted, and transformed into political action.

Kandasamy’s militant figures refuse the moral economy of victimhood that often accompanies
representations of marginalized women. Rather than seeking legitimacy through suffering
alone, they assert their right to anger, retaliation, and collective struggle. This reconfiguration
disrupts patriarchal expectations that equate femininity with passivity and Dalit identity with
submission. By centering female militancy, Kandasamy challenges both casteist narratives that
deny Dalit women agency and feminist narratives that hesitate to accommodate rage and
violence as legitimate forms of resistance.

Crucially, however, Ms. Militancy does not replace vulnerability with invulnerability. The
militant body in Kandasamy’s poetry remains marked by injury, loss, and historical trauma.
Strength does not erase damage; it coexists with it. This coexistence resonates strongly with
crip theory’s insistence that empowerment need not depend on overcoming bodily difference
or vulnerability. As Tobin Siebers argues, disability aesthetics rejects the notion that power
must be predicated on bodily wholeness, instead recognizing that injury itself can be a source
of political meaning (Siebers 25). Kandasamy’s militant women embody this principle by
transforming their wounded bodies into instruments of resistance rather than symbols of defeat.
The persistence of vulnerability within militancy also enables Kandasamy to articulate a
collective politics rooted in shared fragility. Resistance in these poems does not emerge from
heroic individualism but from accumulated histories of pain and rage. The scars borne by these
bodies function as mnemonic devices, carrying the memory of caste violence across
generations. In this sense, militancy becomes an ethical response to historical injustice rather
than a negation of suffering. Rage is not presented as irrational excess but as a reasoned reaction
to structural oppression.

By refusing to separate vulnerability from resistance, Kandasamy offers a radical redefinition
of political agency. Her poetry suggests that true insurgency does not require the erasure of
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pain but its mobilization. The Dalit female body, wounded yet defiant, becomes a living archive
of oppression and a catalyst for collective action. In transforming victimhood into militancy
without denying injury, Kandasamy articulates a crip feminist vision of resistance that
challenges dominant ideals of strength, autonomy, and bodily perfection.

Conclusion

Meena Kandasamy’s poetry reimagines the oppressed female body as a site of crip aesthetics
where injury, pain, and vulnerability generate political meaning and poetic force. Through
unflinching representations of wounded bodies, she dismantles dominant ideals of bodily
perfection and challenges aesthetic regimes that demand silence from marginalized women.
Reading her work through crip theory and Dalit feminism reveals a poetics that resists
patriarchy, caste hierarchy, and ableist assumptions. Kandasamy’s bodies are broken but not
defeated, wounded but not voiceless. They speak in anger, desire, and defiance.

Liberation in her poetry does not lie in becoming whole according to dominant norms but in
reclaiming the power of the broken self. In doing so, Kandasamy offers a transformative
aesthetic that redefines strength, beauty, and resistance from the margins.
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