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Abstract: 
Kamala Das is an iconic Indian poetess who is well-known for her feminine sensibility in her 
English and Malayalam poetry. Her confessional mode, fearlessness, boldness and voice 
against male -dominated society accords her a special status. The personal and emotional 

world of women in a patriarchal society is the main concern in her poetry. The present 
paper attempts to shed light on some of her famous poems through which she rebels against 
the male-dominated society. She narrates the experiences of women in her poems and speaks 
out for change in society. Kamal Das resists the historical and traditional norms and tries to 
perform her role as a feminist to bring about changes in society. She tries to highlight the 
stark reality in society by depicting the status of women and their sufferings. The themes and 
style of Kamala Das’s poetry reflect the true picture of womanhood, which needs to be 
changed. She is criticised by many critics for her unapologetic picture of female sexuality 

and for breaking the traditional gender norms. The feminist voice of Kamala Das has 
become a source of inspiration for the suffering women who have been tortured in this male-
dominated society. 

Keywords: Feminine sensibility, confessional mode, patriarchal society, traditional norms, 
gender norms, feminist voice. 

Introduction 
The sensibility presented in poetry expresses the poet’s observations, feelings, 

emotions, experiences, consciousness, responsiveness and ability to appreciate. “One of 
the most aggressively individualistic of the new poets is Kamala Das.” (Iyengar 677). 

Kamala Das has given a new dimension to Indian writings in English. She has 
composed poems in English and Malayalam. Her poetry collections Summer in 

Calcutta, The Descendents, The Old Playhouse and Other Poems highlight the 
predicament of women in the patriarchal society. Her novel Alphabet of Lust, short 

story A Doll for the Child Prostitute and autobiography My Story depicts the sexual 
exploitation of women in society. The reputation of Kamala Das rests on her poetry and 

her notoriety from her autobiography. (Gupta 46). This paper attempts to highlight the 
feminine sensibility in the poems of Kamala Das. The various approaches and 

dimensions of feminine sensibility are taken into consideration. It shows the feminist 
perspective of Kamala Das. The various aspects of feminine sensibility are explained in 

this paper, explaining various poems of Kamala Das. 

Defining Feminine Sensibility: 

The term feminine focuses on the characteristics of the female gender that are 
traditionally suitable for women. The term sensibility focuses on sensitiveness. In the 

Indian context, feminine sensibility is a perspective that shows awareness about 
womanhood. In literature, many poets have depicted the inner struggles of women 

through their challenges and problems. The problems of women are explored, focusing 
on different dimensions and applying various approaches. Kamala Das has tried to 

highlight different problems of women. Das has highlighted her personal experiences in 

her poetry, which are representative in nature. Understanding her personal emotions, 
experiences and sufferings through her confessional mode is an interesting study. Das’s 

poetry shows her gender consciousness, female identity, and social, traditional, cultural 
and political diplomacy. The language, tone, mood and themes in the poems of Das 

depict feminine sensibility. 

Literature Review: 

Many Indian poets have focused on feminine sensibility in their poetry by 
highlighting traditional systems. cultural experiences and societal norms through their 

poetic expressions. The feminist perspective tries to highlight the problems of women, 
their suffering conditions. Male dominance, sexual exploitation, alienation, suffering 

conditions and desires and expectations are some of the important factors highlighted 
by many poets such as Kamala Das, Sarojini Naidu, Amrita Pritam, and Gauri 

Deshpande. These poets have highlighted feminine sensibility in their poetry by 
highlighting their identity, suffering, love, loneliness, female emotions, sexual 

exploitation and expectations. They have voiced for equality and freedom by depicting 
oppressive social, political, geographical, cultural and traditional practices in the 

society. The conventional roles of women are focused on by these poets to show how 
women suffer in their lives. 
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Themes Reflecting Feminine Sensibility in the Poems of Kamala Das: Kamala Das is known for her bold and 

candid tone. She expresses feminine sensibility through the themes in her poems. Being a confession poet, she 
highlights her personal experiences to shed light on the factors that make women suffer. Major themes in her poetry 

are: male domination, sufferings of women, identity conflict, marital issues, female protest, betrayal, childhood 
experiences, sexual exploitation, social hypocrisy, longing for true love and equal status. Through these themes, 

Kamala Das has presented feminine sensibility in her poetry. 

Reflection of Feminine Sensibility in the Poems of Kamala Das 

This paper tries to highlight the feminine sensibility in the poems of Kamala Das, highlighting 
various aspects in the poems. Some poems from the collections of Kamala Das are explained to show the feminine 

sensibility in her poems. Kamala Das criticises the male-dominated society and 
the traditional norms by expressing her strong dissatisfaction with so called civilized sextual morality and social 

standards in her poems. (Sinha 117). Das’s poetry criticises the traditional norms based on male domination. 
 The feminine sensibility of Das is reflected through the following poems, which challenge traditional social norms 

and expose social reality, terror, political lechery and hypocrisy. An Introduction is one of the evocative poems. In it, 
Das maps out the social customs that seek to keep the woman in a perpetual bondage of convictions. (Chakrabarti 

175). The following lines in the poem of Kamala Das highlight how a woman is expected to perform her traditional 
role of a mother, wife and daughter. 

“Dress in sarees, be girl/Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook, /  
Be a quarreller with servants. Fit in/.” 

 (Das “An Introduction” lines 36-42) 
Through these lines, Das criticises the traditional social norms that give no power, status and freedom to women.  

Das becomes the voice of feminine sensibility by giving a new dimension to her poems. Her frank and candid tone 
enables her to depict the social reality. Her use of the personal pronoun “I” in her poems expresses her longings, 

expectations and problems. Moreover, it becomes the loud voice of women in general. She boldly challenges the 
patriarchal mechanism and speaks out against injustice. She expresses her unfulfilled desires and sexual exploitation. 

In An Introduction, Das says: 
“When I asked for love, not knowing what else to ask 

For he drew a youth of sixteen into the 
Bedroom and closed the door, He did not beat me 

But my sad woman-body felt so beaten.” (Das. “An Introduction” lines 28-31) 

These lines indicate how women are treated as pleasure-giving objects whenever men desire. Men enjoy the female 
body without bothering about female feelings and expectations. Das has described these feelings and expectations to 

show female exploitation. A woman is always treated as secondary. She is treated badly in society.  
In the poem, The Freaks Das highlights the relationship that is not based on love. 

“He talks, turning a sun-stained/cheek to me, his mouth, a dark /cavern, where stalactites of /uneven teeth gleam, his 
right/ hand on my knee, while our minds/ are willed to race towards love;/But they only wander, tripping” (Das “The 

Freaks” lines 1-7). 
These lines focus the male partner who is ugly, lustful and repulsive. He tries to enjoy her physical body.  There is no 

emotional involvement. It shows the lust of the male partner who wants to enjoy the female body and nothing else.  
Das wants to indicate that they also want to love and enjoy with their partner, but their emotions, desires and 

expectations are not at all considered by their partners. 
The suffering condition of a married woman is highlighted by Das in her poem The Grandmother’s House. Das 

confesses that she didn’t receive love after her marriage, which she received from her grandmother when she was 
alive. It shows the plight of the married woman who suffers because of male domination. The difference between 

childhood life and married life is highlighted in the poem. The grandmother's house symbolises security and love. But 
the grandmother’s death and the decay of the old house bring darkness and loneliness. Loneliness and loss of love is 

experienced by the poet in the absence of the grandmother; it sheds light on the insecure and troublesome life of a 
woman after her marriage. The poet’s feminine sensibility is reflected through her loveless relationship and pessimism 

in the poem. The deathlike silence in the grandmother’s house indicates loss for the poet. The desire to meet the 
grandmother and her house shows the attachment of the poet to her grandmother. 

“I who have lost/My way and beg now at strangers' doors to/Receive love, --"(Das “My Grandmother’s House” lines 
14-16)  

The death of the grandmother makes the poet suffer from her great loss. Life becomes loveless and miserable for her. 
She hopes for love but feels like a stranger in the absence of her grandmother. 

In the poem, The Sunshine Cat, Das shows how a woman is betrayed by her lovers. A woman is considered only as 
an object of happiness. Her feelings, emotions and expectations are not considered, and therefore, she feels lonely and 

neglected. Sexual exploitation is one of the prominent themes in the poems of Kamala Das. The Sunshine Cat 
highlights the difference between love and lust. The impact of lust is presented in the poem. The husband in the poem 

neglects the wife without understanding or caring about her feelings and emotions. It makes the woman suffer. The 

woman in the poem suffers because of her lusty, selfish and cruel husband. Frustration in marriage and extra-marital 
relations destroys their family life. 

The poem, The Old Playhouse, tries to describe the relationship between the husband and the wife. In this poem, the 
image of a sparrow stands for the poetess who didn’t get freedom in her life. The poet's mind is compared with the old 
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playhouse with the lights off. The darkness indicates loneliness. The valueless life of the woman makes her suffer. 

This poem shows the traditional marriage system, in which the husband dominates his wife and makes her behave as 
per his expectations. It makes her unhappy as she is denied freedom and neglected in her life. 

The poem, Relationship, by Kamala Das introspects contemporary social reality and explores the complexities of 
love, needs and betrayal in a relationship. The frustration of the woman caused by her unfulfilled desires for her 

companion highlights failure in the relationship. The following lines indicate the experience of the woman who suffers 
from the betrayal of her companion. Her frustration and helplessness in indicated in the following lines. 

“My body's wisdom tells and tells again 
That I shall find my rest, my sleep, my peace 

And even death nowhere else but here in 
My betrayer's arms...” (Das “Relationship” lines 14-17) 

 
The language and tone in the poem, Forest Fire, highlight the inner desire of the poet. The title of the poem is 

symbolic. The fire is the forest that consumes everything; it is the destructive force that destroys everything. Through 
this poem, the poet expresses her inner fire, which is as destructive as a forest fire. The poet desires to be destructive 

to end her problems. This creative use of language, tone of the poet and imagery highlights feminine sensibility. This 
poem shows the inner feelings of woman through the creative force of the poet which is based on the poets strange 

and shocking experiences in life. As the fire destroys everything in its path, in the same way, the poet wishes to 
destroy all the problems of woman which make them suffer. Therefore, the poet says: 

“My eyes lick at you like flames, my nerves 
Consume; and, when I finish with you, (Das “Forest Fire” lines 8-9) 

The confessional mode of Kamala Das expresses the plight of the woman she suffers from. Her hopes are also 
reflected in the confessional mode. In the poem, In Love, the poet narrates her sexual experience. The lover in the 

poem is passionate and enjoys sexual pleasure, but the sexual experience is merely the passion for sex; it has no 
emotional involvement. It is the most common experience of women which poet shares boldly.  

“--Million questions awake in 
Me, and all about him, and 

This skin-communicated 
Thing that I dare not yet in 

His presence call our love.” (Das “Love” lines 23-27) 

Kamala Das in her poem, The Suicide, shows a desire for suicide due to unhappiness in life. The mental stress and 
suffering of a woman is highlighted in this poem. The symbolic use of the sea expresses freedom and the desire to 

escape from mundane life. 
“O sea, i am fed up 

I want to be simple 
I want to be loved 

And 
If love is not to be had, 

I want to be dead,” (Das “The Suicide” lines 27-32)  
The woman in the poem is fed up with her routine life. She expects love in life. The feminine sensibility of the poet is 

seen through her protest against patriarchal society and her desire to live a carefree life. The wish to live a simple and 
free life is the expectation of the woman, but if she didn’t get love, she prefers to die. 

The poem, A Losing Battle, expresses love as a losing battle. As the title symbolises, in the battle of love, women are 
trapped, and they experience the worthiness of men. The tone of the poem expresses the frustration of a woman in a 

male-dominated society where her feelings and desires are not considered. The poet highlights men as beasts. Their 
worthless primal instincts are criticized. The following lines in the poem show the worthlessness of a man who is not 

faithful and capable of love: 
“Men are worthless, to trap them/Use the cheapest bait of all, but never/Love,”(Das “A Losing Battle” lines 3-5) 

The poem, Words, highlights the power of words. Kamala Das, in her poems, expresses her poetic talent through 
words. Her poems become appealing due to her diction, tone and imagery. It also highlights her ability and feminine 

sensibility. These words become a weapon for her to fight against traditional customs and a male-dominated society. 
The following lines show the poetic talent of the poet: 

“All round me are words, and words and words, 
They grow on me like leaves, they never 

Seem to stop their slow growing 
From within..” (Das “Words” lines 1-4). 

The poet. highlights the nature, power and importance of language. It has the ability to create and destroy. The artistic 
expression of the poet enables her to create tension in her poem by focusing on her inner world. The artistic and poetic 

expressions highlight the real power of the poet, and Kamala Das succeeds in her attempt to depict her inner wishes 

using the most appropriate, natural, effective and powerful words.  
In the poem, The Stone Age, the husband is called the ancient settler and fat spider, who makes his wife work just like 

a slave without bothering about her expectations. The poet raises the question in the mind of the woman whose 
sorrowful and loveless life becomes torture for her. The following lines reflect the life of the woman after marriage:  
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“Ask me why life is short and love is 

Shorter still, ask me what is bliss and what its price...” (Das “The Stone Age” lines 21-22) 
This confessional mode and cry of the woman in the poem highlight the plight of women after marriage.  The 

neglected life of the married woman makes her suffer. This poem shows the loss of female identity. Her condition is 
compared with a granite dove, which is lifeless and has no value. Kamala Das exposes the marital relationship of the 

couple, which is not based on love. The selfish and lustful nature of the husband makes the life of the wife 
problematic and troublesome. 

The above poems highlight the female voice of Kamala Das, which depicts the various problems of women in general. 
The confessional mode of the poet and her narrated experiences depict the stark reality in society. Kamala Das has 

presented different issues in her poems by applying a feminist lens. Traditional marriage systems, social and cultural 
practices, protests, suffering, nostalgia, childhood experiences, loveless relationships, desires, expectations and sexual 

exploitations are some of the issues highlighted by Kamala Das in the above -mentioned poems to depict feminine 
sensibility in her poems. 

Conclusion  
The confessional mode of Kamala Das and her bold voice against an oppressive male-dominated society 

accords her a special status. The poems highlighted in this paper shed light on her feminine sensibility through her 
feminist perspective. Her voice no longer remains personal but becomes a loud cry of the suffering women in society. 

Her boldness and opposition to the traditional norms become a subject of criticism. The contribution of Kamala Das as 
an English poet and Madhavikutty in Malayalam shows her bilingual capabilities. Her courage to fight against a male-

dominated society and traditional practices became a voice for the voiceless women. The use of diction, style, tone, 
imagery and use of personal pronouns make her poems very special, interesting and motivating. She has become a 

voice of the generation as her ideas appeal to us. Her conversion to Islam highlights her inner desires and 
expectations. She has depicted, in her poems, very beautifully the traditional practices in the male-dominated society 

and female expectations. Her rebellion against the social evils, her boldness, ability, creativity and diction accord her a 
crucial status in Indian literature.  
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