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EXPLORING DALIT CONSCIOUSNESS
AND RESISTANGE IN

MEENA KANDASAMY'S
POEM TOUCH

Introduction

Meena Kandasamy fights against the atrocities
done to the Dalits. Her works focus on issues of caste
and gender oppression. Her poems and writings are
predominantly centred around feminism and caste
reform in the modern-day India. Hailing from a caste-
conscious background, her poems reflect a society that
grants inhuman sanction to caste discrimination and
violence on Dalits. Kandasamy uses her poetry as a
weapon of resistance against the system of caste which
makes superior people to subjugate the non-dominant
castes. This is exemplified in the title of her first collection
Touch, which reiterates the inhuman stigmas attached
to Dalits especially their very ‘touch’ being considered
as contaminating. Kandasamy’s poem Touch expresses
her feelings towards the predicament of Dalits by the
biased and hypocritical Hindu customs and laughs at
the ancient Brahmanical caste hierarchies that points

P.Lakshmanan out the binaries of the Dalits. Through the poem, Meena
& Kandasamy overthrows the world of Indian women’s
. writing by setting a confrontational standard in the world
Dr.S.Balasundari of Dalit literature.
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Dalit Consciousness of MeenaKandasamy’s :

Poem

Meena Kandasamy's characteristic poems
include this one, in which she demystifies constructed
ideologies based on sociopolitical ideas and dispels
its misconceptions. She continues by explaining :

how opposition to caste-based hierarchy was all that : e : alling i cul
kept snakes from being branded "vile-creatures,” upper caste people’s generations, ca ‘ing in parcutar
P b as the Dalits 8 led £ ) ,d : how they cling to their caste identity "an incurable
much as the Dalits are expelled from towns and : .
: sickn f ds" (Touch 43). But f
villages and given a separate boarding school. : e ) ess of your minds™ (Touc ). But from a
: , : Dalit, no pushback can be mounted to prevent
Although the reasons behind the snake's portrayal :
_ 1 . : them from engaging in this discrimination, which
as a symbol of sin, prejudice, and exclusion are :
. : has been fostered to inculcate the same views in
extremely debatable, one can easily compare the : _ don' hibi
snake's situation to that of a Dalit who experiences : next‘ generatu?ns'. We don't prohibit you from
a similar destiny. The Dalits had to reconstruct their : tending centuries' worth of developed superegos,

manufactured images and identities as a result of : she writes. (Touch 43) In order for these people

the poem's critical contents. "Becoming a Brahmin" : to benefit from the privilege of belonging to the

is another of Meena's physical or visual poems that : UPPer caste that "hierarchy provides," the Dalits

departs from the traditional guidelines for poetry : have been in a submissive posture. Now, she

creation. It is written in the form of stages that turn :
a Shudra into a Brahmin, much like an algorithm dignity," with understanding. (Touch 43) Since "the
or computer program. She mocks the caste- : appearance/Of the footprint/Of a bird/On water"
based marriages that were attempted, and largely

successful, in eradicating the consequences of caste. :

She then continues on to the Dalit community, which
still needs to shed its caste identities. The second
algorithm reads, "Awaiting another Father of the
Nation/ to produce this algorithm," suggesting that

yet produced it. (Touch 42) he quips sarcastically that

she satirizes nationalism and nationalist movements

religion and caste. Meena writes,

You are virtuous children
of virtuous fathers
born in an envious
position because of
your virtuous deeds. (Touch 43)

She vehemently criticizes the mindset of the

commands, "don't suppress/ our rightful share of

cannot be used to verify the hierarchy established
by the supposedly virtuous activities. (Touch 43) She

expresses such distress as she claims that despite the
: lack of any supporting proof, this has been passed
: down through the centuries and has successfully

: altered people's attitudes for a very long time. The

the "Father of the Nation," Mahatma Gandhi, has not poem "Ekalaivan," one of the most significant in the

. collection, is about the figure Ekalavya, or Ekalaivan

(in Tamil), from the Indian epic Mahabharata, which

by depicting as a disclaimer, conveniently placed * tells the tale of an accomplished archer in antiquity.

. . n . 3
inside brackets, "(Inconvenience caused due to : The account, however, that describes how he was

inadvertent delay/ is sincerely regretted)" (Touch : quested to amputate his right thumb in order

42), meaning to convey that there is a long waiting to pay gurudhakshina (fees given to a teacher),
in the IBIfEFeSS of the lzharflge that may or mayfnot contains evidence of societal prejudice. King Arjuna,
occur. Lhis poem pokes fun at every aspect ol an preferred student, was originally rejected by
intercaste union in an effort to promote the abolition : Dronacharya (a teacher in divine weaponry), who
of castes, but the effort was only partially successful. called him a Shudra (a member of a low caste,) but
Meena specifically targets the younger members of he made a vow to turn him into the finest archer
the upper caste in her poem "Dignity." A man or :
PP. ; P . ‘snity . : in the entire world. When Ekalavya demonstrated
woman is born into a specific caste according to ! his oroficiency in archerv. Dronacharva w
the good deeds they performed in their previous : > PTOHCIENCy 1 archery, Lronacharya was

births, according to the common usage of the word : distressed and requested Fkalavya's right thumb

"virtuous" as an adjective to describe people and @ 2 the gurudhakshina he needs to pursue archery.

actions (Sambaiah, 115). This belief is based on Dronacharya’s treatment of Fkalavya has drawn a
: lot of criticism for this story. The narrative illustrates

- how casteist oppression had been used to impugn the
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teacher-student code of ethics. Meena picks up this
narrative and flips the Dalit identity hierarchy. She :
urges Dalits, like Ekalavya, to take a stand against
caste marginalization and leave the difficult situation

at all costs.

She writes,

You can do a lot of things
With your left hand.
Besides, fascist Dronacharyas warrant
Lefi-handed treatment. (Touch 44)

of Ekalavya a militant streak.

She says,

.. he’s [Ekalavya’s] actually better than the best :
: are treated.

when it comes to talent

and hard-work, he doesn’t have access to the :
best resources, his success is envied by caste-Hindu :

students and ‘upper’ caste teachers, who have

the power to crush him. (Jana 2)

She makes a comparison to how Dalit pupils are
discriminated against and denied access to education :

in modern educational institutions. "I believe that
contemporary Ekalavyas are being forced to pay
a bitter guru-dakshina to educational institutions,"
she asserts. Sadly, I believe that they pay a price

. of academic terrorism and it is taking its toll" when
Dalits get admitted to higher education institutions.
: (The poem makes the claim that even after years of
repression, the lost spirit can be recovered. Meena
writes the poem in an effort to evoke Ekalavya's
. "militancy and to remind him that there are many
ways in which he might get back at the system... It
: was intended to be a call to action.) It was intended
to convey to everyone who had experienced
: oppression in the classroom that they shouldn't put
up with it and should instead rebel (Jana 3). She even
brings up the deliberate exclusion of Dalits from
: schooling. Meena says in her interview, "Choosing
between Do Not Enter and Drop Out is difficult.

She also plants seeds of inspiration through the

lines in the hearts of Dalits who have fallen victim
. to the hierarchy.

Also

You don’t need your right thumb,
To pull a trigger or hurl a bomb. (Touch 44)

At a deeper level, the poem "Evil spirits"

questions the caste-based laws and the misogyny
. that still pervades society. In the poem, she expresses
. her yearning for justice, outrage for violence against
: women, and passion for change. The patriarchy
: oppresses Dalit women in ways that go beyond
In an interview with Ujjwal Jana, she discusses : . , -

: caste. Her usage of the epistrope or epiphora "die

her plans to go back in time and give the character :
P & & : denotes that the results of such behavior result in

the demise of these helpless ladies. Additionally, the
. persistent metaphor of "skin" in the poem connects

the experience to casteist attitudes of how women

She writes,

leawves their puncture marks, which
can be faintly seen on our black skins;
skins that bear greater scars,
reminders of larger, human cruelty... (Touch 45)

She uses incisive language to discuss how Dalit

women are treated, including instances of misogyny
: aswell as caste- or religious-based conditioning. The
way a Dalit woman's life is gone, dead, and reduced
: to merely a "wandering soul" owing to the terrible

that exceeds the value of a thumb (Jana 3). She : treatment, followed by the body "rotting away" (45).

argues that statistics show there is "a great degree °
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However, those who are cruel never have to face
death, and nothing can make those from the upper

caste stop being cruel. Accordingly, she writes, "... :
Atlast, we die./ We die." (Touch 45) The Dalit slums
that were destroyed due to numerous politicized :
reasons are depicted in the poem "Fire" through
pictures. The poem describes the sputtering slum :
fires that obliterate the Dalit dwellings. Even if there
are many possible explanations for the tragedy, the :
Dalit people's lives are put in danger when the slum :

is burned down. In Touch 46, she penned, "Our
huts are burning-/Regular huts in proper rows."
The documented narratives address the complaint
of the people that they don't do enough to provide
justice. She raises concerns about the predisposition

of powerful social forces like the media, who were :
occupied with trying to cover it so that the story :
: of a solution. Meena registers the pain as,

would be out the following day.
few flashy cameras record
glimpses of destruction
(for tomorrow’s paper)... (Touch 46)

The unsettling struggles of the Dalit people,
who are subjected to numerous forms of societal :
oppression but are hidden by the diversity of their :
experiences, are vividly depicted in this poem. She
captures the voices of the silenced groups in society :
. the utterly pointless, terrifying realm known as

pleading for assistance.

In the lines,

The feverish cries continue
in the same shrilly pitch
echo, echoecho and
fimally reach...

No response. (Touch 46)

In the last two lines, she refers to the upper class

as "those above are (mostly):/ indifferent bastards," : American Vernacular Dialect (AAVE), sometimes

expressing her rage at the unequal social order that :
used Dalits as scapegoats and the administration's :
blatant ignorance of corruption and money- : untouchables in a language of the oppressed in a
- far-off region who experienced a similarly horrible

laundering schemes. (Touch 46)

people who lack any sense of history. She claims :

that Dalits have forgotten everything about their

history, including the injustice and misery they explains why and how the Dalit man was permitted

endured and the long overdue equality and justice : inside the temple, destroying the long-standing

that was meant for them. Dalits have been "perhaps : custom that allowing an untouchable inside would

: destroyed" or denied their past, according to Touch
47. Any attempts to reclaim the past only produced

painful memories

She writes,

Our Hhistory s lost,
perhaps destroyed.
And efforts at recollection
Entail in melancholy. (Touch 47)

The caste continues to exist despite the process

of erasing its histories. These were accomplished
through the efforts of politically fabricated structures
that were designed to only enslave Dalits. These
. historical tales are sad because they only describe the
"bitter past" and how they plan to be marginalized.

Meena describes the discomfort as, questions the
normative conventions and the historical narratives

Caste perennially remains
a scheming bulldozer
Crushing only the Dalits-
And renewing, revoking our bitter past.
We move aboul, measuring our ages in Sorrows.
But when can we get to live our lives in retrospect?
(Touch 47)

Similar to this, Meena exposes the truths about

: "religion" in the poem "For sale" and uses her words
to slaughter those changes. The poem makes fun
: of how a wealthy Dalit man is permitted to enter a
temple and stand close to the altar blessings from
: the gods. Compared to Meena's other poems, this
: one uses a vocabulary that is uncommon or an
unidentified dialect. This dialect is more comparable

to, and shares parallel occurrences with, the African

known as the "Ebonics." This could have also been
a purposeful attempt by Meena to write about the

experience, and in most cases, Meena did succeed
Meena conveys a powerful sense of loss in the @ . . .

. in doing this.
poetry "Fleeting" that is shared by the indigenous :

Black Americans' life in America can be
compared to Dalits' experiences in India. She
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'pollute’ the temple and its gods. Due to his current
wealth, he is permitted entry when his forefathers
were turned away. He goes to the temple, where

code for "his poor old folks" (parents and ancestors)
are not accepted. Further details on the Dalit man's
activities inside the temple are given, including how
"he spent money" to purchase flowers, coconuts, a
"standing place" there, and a "special prayer in his
name" (Touch 48). He offers the temple priest an
additional fifty rupees, and the priest blesses him
further. This is a jab at the Brahmins' hypocrisy.

She writes,

He stand there and stare,
Stare hard at the Gwad;
His furst time in temple. (Touch 48)

The poem has demolished the stereotype that a References
Dalit could not enter a temple since doing so would :
defile the gods. She winks as she says that having :

money would enable one to purchase a Luxmee idol

in addition to more blessings.

She ends the poem by expressing her belief
that justice will prevail as long as strong voices :
continue to unite in order to spread awareness :
and tear down barriers created by divisive forces.
She speaks out against numerous caste and gender :
discriminations. She questions and challenges the :
traditional caste system and rigid society that forbid
inter-caste relationships, especially between the :
higher and lower castes, and condemns the mental :
scars inflicted on Dalits and Dalit women in the
name of caste hierarchies. At the same time, she :
celebrates the growing consciousness to change :
mindsets. The people concerned in caste boundary

violations receive harsh sanctions.

Conclusion

Meena Kandasamy works to unearth historical
voices that have gone unheard and to retell :
historical events in a way that attempts to recover :
the evanescent hints of the countless struggles and
throbs in the lives of untouchables and women, :
who are typically from disadvantaged areas of :
society and who have had a large portion of their
circumstances obscured by the overarching socio- :
political discourse towards others. Meena therefore
intends to "problematize" the absoluteness of
history and real stories that serve as examples of :

: the concealed flow of energy. In her fixation on the
: very diversity of experiences and personalities of
others, she refuses to acknowledge and rejects the
"his po' ol' folks ain't allowed" (Touch 48), which is :
of supreme chronicled facts in order to expose
: the probable results of various varied histories.
: Meena forcefully prohibits this power-body link
and vehemently denounces the tendency of the
: dominant social forces to shape the personalities of

moDalities and motivations underlying the creation

. the disenfranchised masses of the populace, which
pushes them to the periphery of the nation and
: robs them of their essential rights. These socially
: humiliating activities and the control of these
disadvantaged upper class segments drive her to
. incite them to challenge these social authorities and
: to express the diversity of their perceptions in order
to uncover potential counter historical results.
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