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Abstract

Anita Nair’s FEating Wasps examines the intersection of trauma, resilience, feminism,
empowerment, and patriarchy, portraying the experiences of women who endure various forms
of oppression, including domestic violence, sexual abuse, societal expectations, and
psychological distress. The novel presents multiple narratives that illustrate how trauma
functions not only as a source of suffering but also as a transformative force that leads to self-
realization and agency. The central character, Sreelakshmi, a writer who was silenced by
societal norms and ultimately took her own life, serves as a persistent presence throughout the
novel, symbolizing both the consequences of repression and the necessity of reclaiming
autonomy. Each female character’s experiences contribute to a broader discourse on gender
identity, psychological endurance, and self-liberation, emphasizing the ways in which

individuals challenge systemic constraints. Through a nonlinear narrative structure, the novel
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reflects the fragmented and often suppressed realities of women’s lives under patriarchy. By
depicting trauma as a catalyst for transformation rather than an endpoint, Nair challenges
conventional portrayals of women as passive victims and instead presents them as individuals
with agency and the capacity for change. This study situates Eating Wasps within the broader
framework of feminist literature, illustrating the role of literature as a medium for articulating
women’s experiences, breaking silence, and fostering empowerment. Nair’s work redefines the
representation of women’s suffering and resilience, offering a critical examination of the ways

in which narratives of trauma contribute to personal and collective empowerment.

Keywords: Anita Nair, Eating Wasps, trauma, resilience, feminism, empowerment,
patriarchy

I. Introduction

Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps engages deeply with themes of trauma, resilience, and
empowerment, exploring the multifaceted experiences of women exploring patriarchal
structures. The novel, through its fragmented narrative and interwoven personal histories,
foregrounds the ways in which trauma manifests as both an oppressive force and a catalyst for
transformation. The presence of Sreelakshmi, a writer who succumbed to societal pressures
and took her own life, serves as a spectral reminder of the consequences of silencing female
voices. Her narrative, along with those of other female characters, underscores the persistence
of patriarchal control over women’s bodies, identities, and choices. The novel, through its
exploration of sexual violence, domestic abuse, and psychological turmoil, aligns itself with
feminist literary criticism and trauma studies, offering a critical lens through which gendered
suffering can be examined. The non-linear storytelling reflects the disjointed and suppressed
realities of trauma survivors, reinforcing theoretical discourses on memory and narrative
fragmentation. By depicting female characters who resist, survive, and redefine their personal
narratives, Eating Wasps reconfigures conventional portrayals of women as passive victims,
instead presenting them as agents of their own self-realization. The text, in its interrogation of
patriarchal constraints, trauma, and psychological endurance, necessitates scholarly inquiry

within the broader framework of feminist literature and trauma studies.

A critical examination of Eating Wasps necessitates an inquiry into how trauma operates
within the text as both a site of oppression and empowerment, contributing to feminist literary

discourse. The study seeks to analyse the ways in which trauma functions within the novel, not
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merely as a source of suffering but as a transformative force that leads to self-awareness and
resistance. By situating the text within feminist criticism and trauma theory, the research
investigates the role of storytelling in reclaiming agency and subverting patriarchal silencing.
Given the novel’s engagement with systemic oppression, the study examines how personal
narratives become a means of healing, resistance, and self-definition. The significance of this
research lies in its contribution to the evolving discourse on feminist trauma literature,
reinforcing the need for literature as a medium for articulating gendered experiences. The
methodology employed involves a close textual analysis of the novel, applying key theoretical
frameworks from trauma studies, feminist literary criticism, and gender theory to establish how
Nair’s work challenges traditional representations of female suffering. The study, by engaging
with comparative feminist discourse, contextualizes Eating Wasps within a broader literary and
theoretical tradition, reinforcing its position as a significant text in contemporary feminist

literature.

II. Review of Literature

Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps is situated within a broader literary and theoretical
framework that examines trauma, gendered oppression, and feminist resistance. The study of
trauma in literature has been extensively developed through the works of Cathy Caruth, Judith
Herman, and Dominick LaCapra, each of whom offers critical insights into the representation
of psychological suffering and memory. Caruth conceptualizes trauma as an event that resists
direct representation and remains inscribed within the psyche in fragmented and nonlinear
ways (Caruth 4). This theoretical lens is particularly relevant to Eating Wasps, as the novel’s
discontinuous narrative structure mirrors the disruptions caused by trauma, emphasizing the
challenges of articulating and processing deeply embedded wounds. Judith Herman’s
framework of trauma recovery underscores the significance of storytelling in the reconstruction
of identity, arguing that narrative articulation is essential for survivors to reclaim agency over
their experiences (Herman 37). Nair’s novel employs a multiplicity of female voices, each
navigating their own experiences of trauma, thereby reinforcing Herman’s assertion that
testimony and narrative are central to the healing process. Furthermore, Dominick LaCapra
distinguishes between "acting out" and "working through" trauma, emphasizing the necessity
of moving beyond repetitive cycles of suffering toward meaningful engagement with the past

(LaCapra 22). In Eating Wasps, the characters’ varied responses to trauma ranging from
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repression to active reclamation reflect this theoretical division, illustrating the complex

interplay between memory, identity, and healing.

Feminist literary criticism provides an essential framework for analysing Eating Wasps,
particularly in its engagement with patriarchal oppression and the subjugation of female
subjectivity. Simone de Beauvoir’s theorization of woman as the "Other" elucidates the novel’s
critique of systemic gender marginalization, as several female characters struggle against
societal expectations that define their worth in relation to male authority (de Beauvoir 267).
The novel’s portrayal of women’s erasure from intellectual and public spaces aligns with Kate
Millett’s argument that patriarchal systems function through both ideological and institutional
control, reinforcing a hierarchy that suppresses female autonomy (Millett 54). Furthermore,
Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity offers a critical lens through which to examine
how Eating Wasps deconstructs socially imposed gender roles. Butler posits that gender
identity is not an inherent or fixed attribute but rather a series of performed acts that are socially
reinforced (Butler 33). The novel’s female characters, by resisting prescribed roles and
asserting their identities beyond societal expectations, challenge the notion of gender as a stable
category, instead positioning it as a contested and mutable construct. Luce Irigaray’s critique
of phallocentric discourse is particularly relevant in analyzing the novel’s interrogation of
language, silence, and the erasure of female narratives (Irigaray 76). The persistent suppression
of Sreelakshmi’s voice, even in death, underscores the systemic silencing of women, while the
act of reclaiming personal stories functions as a form of resistance against linguistic and
ideological domination. By engaging with these theoretical perspectives, Eating Wasps is
positioned within a critical feminist discourse that examines the intersections of trauma,
oppression, and empowerment, contributing to a broader understanding of gendered suffering

and resilience in contemporary literature.

I11. Theoretical Application to Eating Wasps

Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps employs a fragmented narrative structure that aligns with trauma
theory, reinforcing the disjointed and non-linear ways in which trauma is experienced and
remembered. Cathy Caruth’s conceptualization of trauma as a disruption of temporality is
evident in the novel’s oscillation between past and present, as well as in the spectral presence
of Sreelakshmi, whose story persists beyond her death. The narrative does not unfold in a linear

progression but instead fragments across multiple personal histories, reflecting Caruth’s
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assertion that trauma resists conventional representation and remains inscribed within the
psyche in nonlinear ways (Caruth 4). Furthermore, the presence of Sreelakshmi as an enduring
figure within the novel aligns with Jacques Derrida’s theory of hauntology, which suggests that
unresolved histories continue to manifest within the present, disrupting clear distinctions
between the living and the dead (Derrida 10). In Eating Wasps, Sreelakshmi’s posthumous
narrative operates as a persistent reminder of female subjugation and the consequences of
systemic silencing. The novel’s fragmented storytelling and its interwoven personal narratives
reinforce Judith Herman’s assertion that storytelling is central to trauma recovery, as it enables
survivors to reconstruct a coherent sense of self through narrative articulation (Herman 37). By
presenting multiple women’s experiences of oppression and survival, the text positions
storytelling as an act of resistance, demonstrating how fragmented yet interconnected voices

contribute to a collective reclamation of agency.

The novel’s feminist critique of patriarchy and gendered oppression is deeply embedded in its
portrayal of Sreelakshmi and other female characters who navigate societal constraints. The
systemic marginalization of Sreelakshmi’s voice and her ultimate erasure exemplify Simone
de Beauvoir’s theorization of women as the “Other,” wherein patriarchal structures define
women’s existence in relation to male authority, restricting their autonomy and intellectual
agency (de Beauvoir 267). The novel’s engagement with issues of domestic violence, sexual
abuse, and societal repression further aligns with Kate Millett’s critique of patriarchal
institutions as mechanisms of control that silence and subordinate women (Millett 54). Eating
Wasps exposes how cultural and institutional structures perpetuate gendered violence,
illustrating the ways in which patriarchal norms function as an oppressive force. Additionally,
Judith Butler’s theory of performativity is reflected in the ways female characters negotiate and
resist societal expectations, revealing the constructed and regulatory nature of gender identity
(Butler 33). Through acts of defiance, self-reclamation, and narrative articulation, the women
in the novel disrupt prescriptive gender roles and assert their agency, thereby challenging the
fixed and hegemonic constructions of femininity. By applying these theoretical frameworks,
Eating Wasps is positioned as a significant literary exploration of trauma, gender, and
resistance, contributing to feminist literary discourse and trauma studies.

The psychoanalytic dimensions of trauma in Eating Wasps align closely with Julia
Kristeva’s theory of the abject, particularly in the way the novel explores bodily trauma,

exclusion, and the disruption of identity. Kristeva conceptualizes the abject as that which is

Language in India www.languageinindia.com ISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:3 March 2025
M. Deepalakshmi, Assistant Professor
The Intersection of Trauma and Empowerment in Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps 89



http://www.languageinindia.com/

cast out by the symbolic order, existing at the threshold of meaning and repulsion (Kristeva 4).
The novel’s portrayal of women’s experiences with sexual violence, bodily degradation, and
psychological distress mirrors this theoretical framework, as female characters are rendered
abject within a patriarchal society that seeks to silence and control them. Luce Irigaray’s
critique of language and representation further informs the novel’s engagement with the erasure
of female narratives, emphasizing how phallocentric discourse systematically excludes
women’s voices, positioning them as objects rather than subjects (Irigaray 76). In Eating
Wasps, the haunted presence of Sreelakshmi embodies this erasure, as her story persists despite
attempts to suppress it, reinforcing the necessity of reclaiming female agency through narrative
articulation. The novel also engages with intersectional feminism by depicting a multiplicity
of female experiences that illustrate how oppression is shaped by intersecting structures of
gender, caste, class, and sexuality. Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s critique of the universalization
of women’s struggles is reflected in the novel’s nuanced portrayal of varied female identities,
challenging monolithic feminist narratives that fail to account for cultural and socio-economic
differences (Mohanty 72). Furthermore, bell hooks’ vision of feminist solidarity emerges in the
novel’s collective exploration of empowerment, as the characters’ interconnected stories
underscore the importance of shared resistance and mutual support in confronting patriarchal
constraints (hooks 157). By systematically applying these theoretical perspectives, Eating
Wasps not only critiques gendered oppression but also reconfigures trauma narratives as sites
of agency and transformation, demonstrating how literature serves as a means of reclaiming

silenced histories and resisting systemic subjugation.

The psychoanalytic dimensions of trauma in Eating Wasps align closely with Julia
Kristeva’s theory of the abject, particularly in the way the novel explores bodily trauma,
exclusion, and the disruption of identity. Kristeva conceptualizes the abject as that which is
cast out by the symbolic order, existing at the threshold of meaning and repulsion (Kristeva 4).
The novel’s portrayal of women’s experiences with sexual violence, bodily degradation, and
psychological distress mirrors this theoretical framework, as female characters are rendered
abject within a patriarchal society that seeks to silence and control them. Luce Irigaray’s
critique of language and representation further informs the novel’s engagement with the erasure
of female narratives, emphasizing how phallocentric discourse systematically excludes
women’s voices, positioning them as objects rather than subjects (Irigaray 76). The novel also

engages with intersectional feminism by depicting a multiplicity of female experiences that
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illustrate how oppression is shaped by intersecting structures of gender, caste, class, and
sexuality. Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s critique of the universalization of women’s struggles is
reflected in the novel’s nuanced portrayal of varied female identities, challenging monolithic
feminist narratives that fail to account for cultural and socio-economic differences (Mohanty
72 By systematically applying these theoretical perspectives, Eating Wasps not only critiques
gendered oppression but also reconfigures trauma narratives as sites of agency and
transformation, demonstrating how literature serves as a means of reclaiming silenced histories

and resisting systemic subjugation.

Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps critically engages with feminist literary discourse by
portraying trauma not as an endpoint of suffering but as a catalyst for transformation,
subverting conventional narratives that depict women as passive victims. The novel reframes
trauma as a site of resistance and self-reclamation, illustrating how personal and collective
histories of oppression can serve as foundations for empowerment. By depicting multiple
female characters who navigate their traumas through acts of defiance, self-expression, and
narrative reclamation, Nair challenges the prevailing literary representations that confine
women to roles of despair and victimhood. The text underscores psychological endurance as a
central aspect of empowerment, reinforcing theoretical perspectives that position trauma as a
transformative force rather than a state of perpetual affliction (Caruth 5). Through its nonlinear,
fragmented storytelling, the novel reflects the challenges of articulating trauma, aligning with
literary trauma theory’s assertion that conventional narrative structures fail to encapsulate the
disjointed and repressed nature of traumatic memory (Laub and Felman 69). The spectral
presence of Sreelakshmi symbolizes the necessity of reclaiming lost female voices,
highlighting the way patriarchal institutions erase, distort, or appropriate women’s stories to
maintain systemic control. The act of storytelling, both within the diegesis and through the
novel’s structure, becomes a mode of resistance against the silencing mechanisms imposed
upon women, reinforcing Judith Herman’s assertion that narrative articulation is central to

trauma recovery and agency (Herman 39).

The politics of female empowerment within Eating Wasps extends beyond individual
acts of resilience to engage with broader feminist discourses on systemic oppression and social
change. Nair’s depiction of empowerment does not rely on traditional tropes of triumph but

instead presents it as a continuous process of negotiation, self-assertion, and collective support.
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The novel critiques both overt patriarchal violence and more insidious forms of control,
illustrating how societal expectations, cultural norms, and institutional constraints operate as
mechanisms of female subjugation (Millett 47). By centering diverse female experiences,
Eating Wasps aligns with intersectional feminism, recognizing that oppression is not
monolithic but shaped by intersecting structures of gender, caste, class, and sexuality. This
aligns with Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s critique of Western feminist narratives that
homogenize women’s struggles, instead emphasizing the importance of contextualized and
varied feminist perspectives (Mohanty 78).

Furthermore, the novel expands contemporary literary trauma studies by incorporating
an intersectional lens, addressing how women’s experiences of violence and marginalization
are informed by their social positions and historical contexts. Bell hooks’ conceptualization of
feminist solidarity is particularly relevant in analysing how Eating Wasps constructs a
collective discourse on empowerment, illustrating how shared narratives and mutual support
serve as mechanisms of resistance (hooks 142). The novel, in its refusal to present closure or
singular resolutions, highlights literature’s role as an agent of social critique, demonstrating
how textual representation can challenge hegemonic structures and advocate for a reimagining
of gendered subjectivities. By positioning trauma as both a site of suffering and transformation,
Eating Wasps redefines the representation of female agency in literary discourse, reinforcing
the significance of storytelling as a means of resisting systemic silencing and fostering

empowerment.

Conclusion

Anita Nair’s Eating Wasps engages with feminist literary discourse and trauma studies
by illustrating how narratives of suffering function as both sites of oppression and catalysts for
transformation. Through its fragmented structure and multiplicity of female voices, the novel
challenges conventional portrayals of victimhood, positioning trauma as a means of self-
reclamation and psychological endurance. The spectral presence of Sreelakshmi underscores
the persistent silencing of women within patriarchal structures while simultaneously asserting
the necessity of reclaiming erased narratives. By presenting a range of female experiences
shaped by intersecting social, cultural, and economic forces, Eating Wasps aligns with
intersectional feminism, reinforcing the need for nuanced and context-specific analyses of

gendered oppression. The novel’s engagement with trauma as a disruptive force that resists
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linear temporality further reflects theoretical perspectives that emphasize the fragmentation of

traumatic memory and the centrality of storytelling in the process of healing and resistance.

Furthermore, the text critiques patriarchal institutions that enforce silence and
subjugation, illustrating how both overt and subtle mechanisms of control operate to restrict
female autonomy. By redefining empowerment beyond simplistic notions of triumph, Eating
Wasps highlights the ongoing process of negotiating agency within oppressive systems. The
novel’s contribution to feminist trauma literature is particularly significant in its refusal to
present closure or singular resolutions, instead advocating for the continuous rearticulation of
female subjectivity through narrative. Literature’s role as a tool for social critique and
empowerment is reinforced through Nair’s depiction of storytelling as an act of defiance,
challenging dominant structures that seek to erase women’s voices. Ultimately, Eating Wasps
expands the discourse on trauma, resilience, and feminist resistance, demonstrating how
literary representation functions as a mode of both witnessing oppression and envisioning

possibilities for agency and transformation.
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