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Abstract 

Kamala Das is most profoundly known for her bold and candid exhibition of raw female desire through a 

confessional style of writing. She has frequently been compared by scholars to Sylvia Plath for her 

emotional intensity and personal exposure in poetry. Kamala Das’s works, particularly her poetry, have 

largely been explored within the framework of feminist literary discourse, where society and its patriarchal 

structures are often subjected to sharp criticism for their treatment of women. As a result, her poems have 

repeatedly been scrutinized for their erotic content and, at times, narrowly categorized as erotic literature. 

Most of her works have already been meticulously analysed for their confessional mode and recurring 

themes such as love, desire, marriage, lust, emotional transparency, and female subjectivity. Various critical 

approaches, including feminism and psychoanalysis, have been applied to her writings, leading to a 

perception that her literary corpus has been examined from almost every possible angle. This raises an 

important question: what remains left to study in Kamala Das’s poetry? This paper attempts to respond to 

this question by offering a fresh interpretation of her poem “The Freak” through a Gen Z perspective. It 

examines how Das’s emotional transparency regarding male-female relationships of her time continues to 

indicate similar relational possibilities even in contemporary society. By placing the poem within the 

context of Gen Z hook-up culture, the study demonstrates how her portrayal of physical intimacy devoid 

of emotional fulfilment closely parallels modern relationship experiences. Contemporary Gen Z terms such 

as situationships, red flags, toxic relationships, thirsting, rizz, and clout are used as interpretative tools to 

show how a single poem written from a deeply personal experience evolves into a universal representation 

of emotional disconnection in intimate relationships. The paper ultimately argues that “The Freak” extends 

beyond its temporal context to mirror the emotional realities of Gen Z relationship culture, proving that 

Kamala Das’s intensely personal poetic expression continues to function as a living, relevant commentary 

on intimacy and emotional alienation across generations. 

Keywords: Female Desire, Emotional Alienation, Gen Z Reading, Hook-up Culture, Situationships, 

Contemporary Intimacy. 
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1. Introduction 

Kamala Das (1934–2009) occupies a central position in the canon of modern Indian English poetry. Writing 

during a mid-twentieth-century socio-cultural climate characterized by severe prudery and the systemic 

silencing of female agency, Das broke new ground with her unapologetic, confessional voice. Her poetry 

laid bare the fractures of domestic life, the hypocrisy of institutionalized marriage, and the agonizing 

distance between physical gratification and genuine emotional communion (Das, 1977). Historically, 

scholarship surrounding her oeuvre has anchored itself in distinct analytical paradigms. Early critical 

responses often reduced her output to scandalous confessions or "erotic literature," fixating on her bold 

descriptions of the female body and extra-marital yearning. Later academic revisions rightfully reclaimed 

her work, situating it within feminist literary theory and psychoanalytic frameworks to highlight her 

resistance against patriarchal subjugation (Ali, 2021; Mehta, 2020). 

Despite this rich body of critical literature, a subtle stagnancy has crept into Kamala Das scholarship. The 

exhaustive analysis of her confessional style, her affinity with transatlantic peers like Sylvia Plath and Anne 

Sexton, and her critique of traditional marriage has created an illusion of exhaustive commentary. If every 

line of Das’s poetry has been scrutinized under feminist and psychoanalytic lenses, one must ask: what 

remains left to study in Kamala Das’s poetry? 

The answer lies not in altering the text, but in updating the reader’s interpretive horizon. Literature of 

lasting value possesses an elasticity that permits it to speak across generational divides. While Das wrote 

from the lived reality of mid-twentieth-century India, the emotional dynamics she mapped specifically the 

hollow mechanics of sexual encounter sans emotional reciprocity find a mirror in the contemporary socio-

relational landscape of Generation Z (born roughly between 1997 and 2012). 

This paper provides a fresh, contemporary reading of Kamala Das’s celebrated poem “The Freaks” (Das, 

2014) by applying the socio-cultural vocabulary and relational paradigms of Gen Z. By framing the poem’s 

central conflict through modern concepts such as situationships, red flags, toxic relationships, thirsting, 

rizz, and clout, this study demonstrates that Das’s critique of empty physical intimacy transcends its 

historical moment. Rather than viewing “The Freaks” merely as an archival artifact of mid-century feminist 

frustration, this paper argues that the poem operates as a prescient text, diagnosing the emotional 

detachment, hyper-sexualization, and relational ambiguity characteristic of 21st-century hook-up culture. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

2.1 Traditional Approaches to Kamala Das 

The critical history of Kamala Das’s poetry is largely defined by feminist and biographical methodologies. 

Scholars like Ghosh (2018) and Verma (2021) have explored how Das uses the first-person "I" to negotiate 

identity within a repressive social matrix. Her poetry frequently documents the entrapment of women inside 

cold, transactional marriages where sexual availability is demanded, but emotional intimacy is withheld. 

Suri (2024) asserts that poems like "An Introduction," "The Sunshine Cat," and "The Freaks" represent a 

triadic exploration of female subjectivity, illustrating how women are systematically reduced to passive 

objects of male appetite. 

Similarly, Karunakar (2023) positions Das as an "authentic feminist" who used raw bodily honesty to 

dismantle patriarchal myths surrounding the passive Indian wife. Psychoanalytic readings have 

complemented these feminist approaches by treating Das’s verse as a site of psychological catharsis, where 

the speaker’s fragmented self seeks integration through love, only to confront the trauma of male narcissism 

(Dey, 2022). While these frameworks remain crucial for understanding the historical context of Das’s 

writing, they occasionally lock her work into a fixed temporal frame, viewing her poems as historicized 

reactions to 1960s and 1970s Indian patriarchy. 
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2.2 Modern Intimacy and the Gen Z Paradigm 

To extend the interpretive boundaries of Das’s work, it is necessary to examine the socio-relational 

architecture of Generation Z. Sociological studies on contemporary dating cultures highlight a marked shift 

in how young adults navigate intimacy. The proliferation of digital media, dating applications, and shifting 

norms around commitment have given rise to "hook-up culture" a social environment that prioritizes casual 

physical encounters while actively discouraging emotional investment. 

Central to this dynamic is the concept of the situationship: a romantic or sexual relationship that lacks 

explicit definition, long-term commitment, or shared future planning. While situationships offer flexibility, 

sociological research demonstrates that they frequently produce acute emotional anxiety, ambiguity, and 

detachment. The contemporary vernacular created by Gen Z to navigate these dynamics terms such as red 

flags (warning signs of toxicity), rizz (charisma or seductive appeal), thirsting (overt, often desperate 

desire), and clout (social leverage or validation) functions as a specialized vocabulary designed to diagnose 

and categorize emotional dysfunction. 

By employing these contemporary socio-linguistic categories as hermeneutic tools, this paper bridges the 

gap between literary history and modern cultural sociology. It asserts that the affective core of Kamala 

Das’s poetry the longing for authentic connection amidst shallow physical proximity is identical to the 

psychological dilemmas generated by modern casual dating culture. 

 
3. "The Freaks": Textual Context and Traditional Interpretations 

Published in her debut poetry collection Summer in Calcutta (1965), "The Freaks" is a concise, highly 

concentrated examination of emotional sterility disguised as physical intimacy. The poem opens with a 

stark depiction of two lovers sitting together in the heat of the afternoon: 

"He talks, telling a lie, his mouth a dark / Cavern, where his teeth gleam like stained pearls." 

The speaker observes her male partner with a mixture of clinical detachment and visceral disgust. As the 

poem progresses, the male lover attempts to initiate physical closeness, his hands moving over her body: 

"The sun burns hot, but he resting his / Cheek on my arm, burns deep with a heartless / Heat..." 

Despite this tactile contact, the speaker experiences a profound internal void. She contrasts his active, 

shallow physical impulse with her own stagnant emotional state: 

"Can this man with / The nimble finger-tips unleash nothing / More alive than the skin's lazy hungers?" 

The poem concludes with a dramatic self-assessment, where the speaker reflects on her internal emptiness 

and her resort to passive submission or performative passion: 

"I am a freak, / It's only to save my face, I displays / The grand, flamboyant lust." 

Traditionally, critics have analyzed "The Freaks" through the lens of marital disillusionment. The poem is 

frequently read as a critique of patriarchal marriage, where the husband views the wife's body solely as a 

site for physical release, completely indifferent to her intellectual or psychological inner life (Niyas, n.d.; 

Suri, 2024). The title "The Freaks" has historically been interpreted as a double-edged designation: society 

views the speaker as a "freak" for daring to express dissatisfaction with traditional roles, while the speaker 

considers herself and her partner "freaks" because their union is a grotesque caricature of true love a 

physical shell devoid of a spiritual soul. 
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4. Re-Reading "The Freaks" Through a Gen Z Lens 

While the traditional reading remains valid, applying a Gen Z conceptual framework reveals that "The 

Freaks" precisely forecasts the emotional mechanics of contemporary casual intimacy. The poem 

documents an encounter that modern readers immediately recognize not as a traditional domestic scene, 

but as an ill-fated, emotionally empty physical interaction. 

 
4.1 The Male Lover: "Rizz," "Red Flags," and Performative Intimacy 

In contemporary dating slang, rizz refers to an individual's charm, verbal dexterity, or ability to seduce a 

romantic partner. However, Gen Z culture remains sharply critical of superficial charisma that lacks 

genuine intentionality a phenomenon often flagged as a major red flag. 

In the opening lines of "The Freaks," Das captures this exact dynamic when she writes, "He talks, telling a 

lie, his mouth a dark / Cavern, where his teeth gleam like stained pearls." 

Through a contemporary lens, the male partner’s speech is pure superficial charm unsubstantiated rizz. His 

words do not aim at authentic communication; they are performative untruths designed to facilitate physical 

access. The description of his mouth as a "dark cavern" and his teeth as "stained pearls" visually encodes 

him as a toxic figure. He presents a polished exterior (gleaming teeth) that conceals an underlying void (a 

dark cavern). 

For a Gen Z reader, this lover exhibits multiple immediate red flags. His charm is disingenuous, and his 

physical affection lacks emotional heat. Das describes his touch as "resting his / Cheek on my arm, burns 

deep with a heartless / Heat..." 

The oxymoron "heartless heat" captures the essence of transactional physical intimacy. It is the bodily 

warmth of sexual arousal paired with complete emotional indifference. The male partner is not seeking 

connection; he is thirsting driven purely by what Das later terms "the skin's lazy hungers." His interaction 

with the speaker is shallow, intent only on immediate physical gratification without paying the emotional 

currency required for genuine intimacy. 

 
4.2 The Relationship Dynamics: The Ultimate "Situationship" 

A situationship is defined by its lack of emotional safety, structural clarity, and mutual vulnerability. 

Partners in a situationship exist in a state of relational limbo: physically close, yet emotionally distant. "The 

Freaks" serves as a poetic anatomy of this exact state. 

The core tragedy of the poem is the vast, unbridgeable chasm between the lovers' physical proximity and 

their psychological isolation. They are physically touching, yet they remain entirely alien to one another. 

Das writes, "Can this man with / The nimble finger-tips unleash nothing / More alive than the skin's lazy 

hungers?" 

Here, the speaker identifies the defining frustration of modern casual intimacy: the reduction of human 

connection to mere mechanics ("nimble finger-tips"). The phrase "skin's lazy hungers" brilliantly captures 

the low-effort, low-investment nature of casual hook-up culture. The physical act is "lazy" because it 

demands no emotional labor, no vulnerability, and no long-term care. It satisfies a momentary bodily itch 

while leaving the self entirely unfulfilled. 

In the context of Gen Z relationship culture, the speaker is trapped in a situation where physical intimacy 

is used as a cheap substitute for emotional presence. The relationship is toxic precisely because it promises 

closeness but delivers alienation. The lovers do not see or know each other; they merely consume each 

other's presence to stave off boredom or solitude. 
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4.3 The Speaker's Dilemma: Performative Passion, "Clout," and "Saving Face" 

Perhaps the most startlingly modern aspect of "The Freaks" occurs in its closing lines, where the speaker 

turns her critical gaze inward: 

"The heart an empty cistern, waiting / Through long hours, fills itself with coiling / Snakes of silence... / I 

am a freak, It's only / To save my face, I display / The grand, flamboyant lust." 

In contemporary youth culture, performativity is a central concern. Whether curating an online persona for 

social media validation (clout) or feigning indifference in dating to avoid appearing "overly attached," Gen 

Z regularly navigates the tension between authentic emotion and external performance. 

In "The Freaks," the speaker’s admission that she displays "grand, flamboyant lust" merely "to save my 

face" is a powerful confession of performative intimacy. Her internal emotional state is an "empty cistern" 

a dry container devoid of real feeling, populated only by the "coiling snakes of silence" (representing 

suppressed anxiety, alienation, and resentment). Yet, externally, she puts on a show of passionate desire. 

Why does she perform? In the poem’s historical context, "saving face" meant conforming to expectations 

of sexual responsiveness or hiding marital failure. In a Gen Z context, "saving face" takes on a strikingly 

modern meaning: performing sexual liberation and enthusiastic participation in casual hook-ups to avoid 

appearing prudish, needy, or emotionally vulnerable. In modern casual dating, admitting a desire for deep 

emotional connection in a space designed for casual sex is often stigmatized as a sign of weakness. To 

protect herself from the humiliation of unrequited emotional longing, the speaker feigns "flamboyant lust." 

She adopts the posture of the hyper-sexualized, detached modern actor, participating in the hook-up while 

keeping her true, suffering self hidden behind a wall of silence. 

By labelling herself a "freak," the speaker recognizes her own complicity in this toxic dynamic. She is not 

merely a passive victim of the male partner’s "heartless heat"; she is an active participant in a fraudulent 

performance of intimacy. She becomes a "freak" because her external actions (flamboyant lust) are 

completely inverted from her internal reality (an empty, silent heart). 
 

5. Comparative Analysis: Mid-20th Century Alienation vs. Gen Z Disconnection 

To fully understand why Kamala Das’s poetry resonates with contemporary youth culture, it is useful to 

map the thematic parallels between her historical milieu and the modern landscape: 

Analytical 

Dimension 

Mid-20th Century Context (Das’s 

Era) 

Contemporary Context 

(Gen Z Era) 

Primary 

Relational 

Structure 

Institutionalized/Arranged Marriage; 

Patriarchal Domesticity 

Situationships; Casual Hook-

up Culture; Digital Dating 

Source of 

Alienation 

Structural imposition; forced marital 

duty without emotional compatibility 

Relational ambiguity; hyper-

choice; fear of emotional 

vulnerability 

Male Role / 

Behavior 

Domestic dominance; entitlement to 

the female body 

Superficial charm (rizz); 

transactional presence; 

thirsting 
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Analytical 

Dimension 

Mid-20th Century Context (Das’s 

Era) 

Contemporary Context 

(Gen Z Era) 

Female Response 
Internalized rage; confessional poetry; 

feigned compliance 

Performative detachment; 

anxiety; "saving face" 

through casualness 

Manifestation of 

Desire 

Reduced to "skin's lazy hungers" by 

patriarchal indifference 

Reduced to transactional 

encounters by hook-up 

culture norms 

As the comparative matrix illustrates, while the structural causes of relational failure have evolved from 

institutionalized marriage to deregulated casual dating, the affective outcome remains identical: profound 

emotional alienation, physical proximity without spiritual communion, and the psychological strain of 

performing passion to mask internal emptiness. 

Kamala Das’s "The Freaks" bridges these two eras seamlessly. Her poem demonstrates that patriarchy and 

casual objectification are two sides of the same coin. Whether a woman's body is objectified within a cold 

1960s marriage or within a fluid 2020s situationship, the central tragedy the reduction of human intimacy 

to "the skin's lazy hungers" remains unchanged. 

 

6. Significance and Implications for Future Literary Scholarship 

Re-reading Kamala Das through a Gen Z lens yields significant theoretical and methodological implications 

for South Asian literary studies: 

1. Liberating the Canon from Temporal Confinement: Treating post-colonial Indian 

English poetry as fixed historical documents risks diminishing its living power. By demonstrating 

that Das’s poetry speaks directly to contemporary youth culture, this study validates the ongoing 

relevance of modern Indian classics. 
2. Expanding Feminist Hermeneutics: While classic feminist readings focused heavily on 

patriarchal oppression within domestic spaces, updating these frameworks allows scholars to 

analyze how contemporary relational forms (e.g., casual dating culture, digital intimacy) continue 

to produce gendered emotional labor and alienation. 
3. Pedagogical Relevance: Teaching mid-century poetry to contemporary university students 

often presents pedagogical challenges regarding historical distance. Translating these emotional 

dynamics into modern conceptual vocabularies (situationships, red flags, performativity) provides 

students with accessible, highly engaging interpretive tools without sacrificing analytical rigor. 
 

7. Conclusion 

This paper began with a fundamental question: what remains left to study in Kamala Das’s poetry? By 

shifting the interpretive paradigm away from traditional biographical and early feminist critiques toward a 

contemporary Gen Z framework, the analysis demonstrates that Das’s poetry contains untapped interpretive 

potential. 

In "The Freaks," Kamala Das produced far more than a localized complaint against an unsatisfying mid-

century lover. She constructed an enduring, universal anatomy of emotional disconnection. Through her 

clinical observation of performative charm, her visceral critique of purely physical desire ("the skin's lazy 

hungers"), and her honest admission of feigned passion ("to save my face, I display / The grand, flamboyant 

lust"), Das accurately diagnosed the psychological toll of empty physical closeness. 
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Viewed through the eyes of a Generation Z reader, "The Freaks" reads like an incisive critique of modern 

hook-up culture a world where situationships substitute for deep commitment, where superficial rizz masks 

emotional unavailability, and where individuals regularly perform passion to survive in a dating culture 

terrified of genuine vulnerability. Ultimately, Kamala Das’s intensely personal confessional verse 

transcends its temporal boundaries, serving as a powerful, living commentary on the persistent human 

struggle for authentic intimacy across generations. 
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