£ IJARSCT

xx International Journal of Advanced Research in Science, Communication and Technology
IJARSCT International Open-Access, Double-Blind, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Multidisciplinary Online Journal gD €O
ISSN: 2581-9429 Volume 5, Issue 4, May 2025 Impact Factor: 7.67

Resistance in the Face of Oppression:

A Critical Analysis of Meena Kandasamy’s
The Gypsy Goddess

Manishaben Mukeshbhai Ramani' and Dr. Rohit Govindprasad Kushwaha®
'Research Scholar, Department of English, Monark University, Vahelal, Ahmedabad, Gujarat, India
Research Guide, Department of English, Monark University, Vahelal, Ahmedabad, Gujarat, India

Corresponding Author: Manishaben Mukeshbhai Ramani, E-mail: kautik.ca@gmail.com

Abstract: Meena Kandasamy's The Gypsy Goddess (2014) stands as an evocative portrayal of caste-
based violence, class struggle, and gendered oppression in postcolonial India. The novel reimagines the
real-life Kilvenmani massacre of 1968, where Dalit workers in rural Tamil Nadu were brutally
murdered by upper-caste landlords for demanding better wages and living conditions. Through a
fragmented, multi-voiced narrative, Kandasamy constructs a powerful counter-history of the oppressed,
centered on the theme of resistance. In this paper, I analyze Kandasamy's nuanced exploration of how
caste and gender intersect within a larger framework of class struggle, focusing on the role of collective
resistance in transforming the oppressed into agents of change. By employing both literary and
historical lenses, the paper examines Kandasamy's critique of both the historical marginalization of
Dalits and the gendered violence faced by women within these communities. The novel’s narrative
style—incorporating fragmented voices, diverse perspectives, and symbolic imagery—amplifies the
complexities of revolt and the reclaiming of agency. Ultimately, this paper argues that The Gypsy
Goddess serves not only as a retelling of a historical event but as an urgent commentary on
contemporary India's ongoing struggles with caste, gender, and systemic oppression.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Meena Kandasamy’s The Gypsy Goddess is a searing work that merges historical fiction with social commentary to
examine the interconnections of caste, gender, and class in postcolonial India. Drawing inspiration from the Kilvenmani
massacre—an infamous event in the 1960s where Dalit farm workers in Tamil Nadu were murdered for demanding just
wages—Kandasamy’s novel dramatizes the violent repercussions of caste-based oppression. But The Gypsy Goddess
does more than recount a historical atrocity: it brings the past into dialogue with the present, demonstrating that the
wounds inflicted by caste-based violence continue to resonate in contemporary India. The novel interrogates both
individual and collective forms of resistance, framing revolt as not merely an act of physical defiance but also a
complex, layered assertion of selfhood and solidarity.

This paper will explore how Kandasamy uses her narrative to confront entrenched systems of domination. By focusing
on the intersectionality of caste and gender, The Gypsy Goddess critiques not only the structures of caste oppression but
also the marginalization of Dalit women within those structures. The paper will argue that the novel presents resistance
as a transformative force, one that reconfigures the relationship between the oppressed and the oppressor. In doing so, it
demonstrates the ways in which Kandasamy’s characters reclaim their agency, redefine their identities, and challenge
both historical and contemporary systems of power.

Contextual Background
The historical context of The Gypsy Goddess is essential to understanding the dynamics of caste and class struggles
portrayed in the novel. The Kilvenmani massacre of 1968, on which the novel is based, took place against a backdrop
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of ongoing tensions between the Dalit laborers, who were employed on the lands of upper-caste landlords, and the
landowners themselves. The Dalits, often denied fair wages and basic human dignity, organized a protest for better
conditions. In retaliation, the landlords orchestrated a brutal massacre, killing scores of men, women, and children. This
event stands as a stark symbol of the entrenched oppression faced by Dalits, particularly in rural parts of India, where
the caste system still plays a significant role in determining one’s social and economic status.

However, Kandasamy's novel is not simply a historical retelling. It also engages with the postcolonial landscape of
India, where caste-based oppression continues to be deeply ingrained in the social fabric. Despite legal reforms, the
Dalit community remains marginalized in many areas, especially in rural regions where feudal power structures persist.
The role of the state, often complicit in sustaining these inequalities, further complicates the fight for justice.
Kandasamy’s novel, in this sense, serves as both a memorial to the victims of the massacre and a critique of the failure
of institutional mechanisms to address the legacy of caste-based violence.

Furthermore, Kandasamy weaves feminist theory into this historical analysis by demonstrating how caste oppression
intersects with gendered violence. Dalit women, in particular, bear the brunt of both caste and gender-based
exploitation. Their bodies, histories, and voices are often silenced in both social and political discourse. In her depiction
of the massacre and its aftermath, Kandasamy places Dalit women at the heart of the narrative, showing how their
resistance, while frequently ignored, is a vital force in challenging both patriarchal and caste-based oppression.

Thematic Analysis

Caste and Class Struggles

At the heart of The Gypsy Goddess is the question of caste, which serves as a systemic structure that dictates every
aspect of a Dalit's life, from their work to their personal dignity. The novel portrays how caste divisions are inextricably
tied to class struggle, with the Dalits occupying the lowest rungs of both the caste and economic hierarchies. This
intersection of caste and class is a source of deep tension, with the Dalits' economic disenfranchisement linked directly
to their subjugation by the upper castes.

Kandasamy's depiction of the Dalit characters is one of complexity and agency. While their daily lives are marked by
suffering, they are also filled with moments of quiet resistance and collective action. The characters in the novel,
particularly the men and women who lead the revolt, engage in acts of defiance, whether through minor rebellions in
their work or the larger, more radical act of organizing a protest for better conditions. Kandasamy highlights how even
small gestures of resistance—such as a refusal to accept subservience—can challenge entrenched power structures.
Additionally, the novel emphasizes the cyclical nature of caste-based exploitation. The violence that the Dalits
experience is not an isolated incident but part of a larger pattern that stretches across generations. Kandasamy’s
portrayal of this systemic violence serves as a critique of the Indian state's failure to dismantle caste-based structures,
despite legal measures like the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act. The novel
challenges readers to reconsider the notion of "progress" in postcolonial India, where economic development has not
always translated into social equality for marginalized communities.

Gendered Resistance

While The Gypsy Goddess addresses caste oppression, it also foregrounds the specific challenges faced by Dalit
women. These women experience a dual form of oppression: caste-based violence, which denies them their humanity,
and gender-based violence, which reinforces their vulnerability. In Kandasamy’s narrative, women like Kanni and her
fellow laborers are subjected to physical and sexual violence, a stark reflection of the ways in which caste-based
hierarchies overlap with patriarchal power.

However, Kandasamy also illustrates how Dalit women become crucial agents of resistance. Their participation in the
collective revolt not only challenges the economic exploitation of their labor but also contests the patriarchal systems
that seek to control their bodies and voices. Through characters like Kanni, who emerges as a central figure of both
personal and collective resistance, Kandasamy reimagines the role of women in the resistance movement. Kanni’s
sexual agency, her refusal to submit to patriarchal norms, and her role as a mother and leader in the revolt suggest that
the fight for justice cannot be separated from the fight for gender equality.

Copyright to IJARSCT [m]355 =] DOI: 10.48175/IJARSCT-26465 530

www.ijarsct.co.in ISSN \:

| 2581-9429 |}
R\ UARSCT /7




({ IJARSCT

xx International Journal of Advanced Research in Science, Communication and Technology
IJARSCT International Open-Access, Double-Blind, Peer-Reviewed, Refereed, Multidisciplinary Online Journal gD €O
ISSN: 2581-9429 Volume 5, Issue 4, May 2025 Impact Factor: 7.67

In this way, Kandasamy’s novel makes an important intervention in feminist discourse, emphasizing the need for a
feminist analysis of caste-based oppression. It demonstrates that the liberation of Dalit women cannot be separated from
the broader struggle for caste justice, as both systems of oppression are inextricably linked.

Revolt and Collective Action

The theme of revolt runs throughout The Gypsy Goddess, both as a historical event and as a narrative strategy. The
Kilvenmani massacre, which serves as the historical inspiration for the novel, is portrayed as the culmination of years of
simmering unrest and resistance. However, Kandasamy’s narrative does not focus solely on the massacre itself but also
on the moments of collective struggle that precede it.

Through the lens of collective action, the novel emphasizes that true resistance is not only about individual acts of
defiance but also about the coming together of marginalized communities to form a united front. The Dalit workers’
revolt against the landlords is depicted as an act of collective solidarity, one that transcends individual suffering and
becomes a broader statement against caste-based exploitation. The unity of Dalit workers, particularly the women, who
take leadership roles in the revolt, underscores the power of solidarity in confronting oppressive systems.

Kandasamy's portrayal of revolt is also symbolic. The workers’ fight for better wages and working conditions is
presented as part of a larger struggle for social justice and dignity. By highlighting the role of collective action, the
novel suggests that resistance is not a momentary outburst but a sustained struggle for systemic change.

Narrative Structure and Stylistic Choices

Kandasamy’s narrative structure in The Gypsy Goddess plays a significant role in amplifying the themes of resistance
and oppression. The novel employs a fragmented storytelling technique, shifting between multiple voices and
perspectives. This non-linear approach allows Kandasamy to represent the complexities of the Dalit experience, which
cannot be reduced to a single narrative. Each character's voice—whether they are a laborer, a landlord, or a bystander—
adds a layer of complexity to the story and reinforces the idea that history is made up of multiple, often conflicting,
stories.

The fragmented structure also mirrors the fractured lives of the characters, whose experiences are divided by caste,
gender, and class. By shifting between perspectives, Kandasamy ensures that the narrative remains polyphonic, giving
voice to those who are often silenced in traditional historical accounts. This stylistic choice underscores the idea that
history is not a monolith but a complex interplay of individual and collective experiences.

Moreover, Kandasamy’s use of language is equally significant. The novel blends literary, colloquial, and political
speech, creating a rich linguistic texture that reflects the characters’ internal struggles and ideological battles. The mix
of formal and informal speech in the dialogue emphasizes the tension between the social order imposed by the upper
caste and the rebellious spirit of the Dalit workers.

II. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, The Gypsy Goddess is a potent and complex work that engages deeply with issues of caste, gender, and
resistance. Kandasamy’s novel challenges readers to confront the realities of caste-based violence and the
marginalization of Dalit women, while also celebrating the transformative power of collective resistance. Through its
layered narrative, diverse voices, and politically charged content, the novel highlights the ongoing relevance of the
struggle for justice in postcolonial India.

Kandasamy’s work ultimately asks us to reconsider the role of literature in social change. By giving voice to the
oppressed, The Gypsy Goddess contributes to the larger movement for social equality and justice, urging readers to
confront the historical and contemporary realities of caste and gender oppression. The novel serves as both a memorial
and a call to action, reminding us that the fight for justice is far from over.
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