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Course Outcomes 

This course is designed to ensure that students not only gain knowledge about Indian Writing in English but 

also develop the critical, analytical, and creative skills needed to engage deeply with the literature. It will 

help students to  

-understand key texts, authors, and movements within Indian Writing in English, spanning from colonial to 

contemporary periods. 

- Analyse how historical, social, and political contexts have influenced the development of Indian Writing in 

English. 

-Identify and differentiate between various genres and forms within Indian Writing in English, such as 

novels, poetry, and drama. 

-Develop the ability to critically engage with texts, questioning underlying themes, motifs, and the use of 

language in Indian Writing in English. 

-Interpret and discuss recurring themes in Indian Writing in English, such as nationalism, identity, diaspora, 

caste, gender, and postcolonialism. 

-Gain insights into the diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds that shape Indian Writing in English, and 

how these influences manifest in literary works. 

 



3  
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PREFACE 

 Jagat Guru Nanak Dev Punjab State Open University, Patiala, established in December 2019 

by Act 19 of the Legislature of State of Punjab, is the first and only Open University of the State, 

entrusted with the responsibility of making higher education accessible to all especially to those 

sections of society who do not have the means, time or opportunity to pursue regular education. 

 In keeping with the nature of an Open University, this University provides a flexible 

education system to suit every need. The time given to complete a programme is double the 

duration of a regular mode programme. Well-designed study material has been prepared in 

consultation with experts in their respective fields. 

 The University offers programmes which have been designed to provide relevant, skill-

based and employability-enhancing education. The study material provided in this booklet is self-

instructional, with self-assessment exercises, and recommendations for further readings. The 

syllabus has been divided in sections, and provided as units for simplification. 

 The Learner Support Centres/Study Centres are located in the Government and Government 

aided colleges of Punjab, to enable students to make use of reading facilities, and for curriculum-

based counselling and practicals. We, at the University, welcome you to be a part of this institution 

of knowledge. 

 

Prof. G. S. Batra, 

 Dean Academic Affairs 
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MAX. MARKS: 100 

EXTERNAL: 70 

INTERNAL: 30 

PASS: 40% 

Credits: 5 

Objective: 

The aim of the course is to acquaint students with notable works in the field of Indian Writing in 

English. This course aims to provide insight into the diverse voices, themes, and styles within the 

Indian literary landscape, fostering a critical understanding of these works in their cultural and 

historical contexts. 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE PAPER SETTER/EXAMINER: 

1. The syllabus prescribed should be strictly adhered to. 

2. The question paper will consist of five sections: A, B, C, D, and E. Sections A, B, C, and D 

will have two questions from the respective sections of the syllabus and will carry 15 marks 

each. The candidates will attempt one question from each section. 

3. Section E will have four short answer questions covering the entire syllabus. Each question 

will carry 5 marks. Candidates will attempt any two questions from this section. 

4. The examiner shall give a clear instruction to the candidates to attempt questions only at one 

place and only once. Second or subsequent attempts, unless the earlier ones have been crossed 

out, shall not be evaluated. 

5. The duration of each paper will be three hours. 
 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR THE CANDIDATES: 

Candidates are required to attempt any one question each from the sections A, B, C, and D of the 

question paper and any two short questions from Section E. They have to attempt questions only at one 

place and only once. Second or subsequent attempts, unless the earlier ones have been crossed out, 

shall not be evaluated. 

Section-A 

Sri Aurobindo: The Renaissance in India 
Section -B 

Nissim Ezekiel: 

Enterprise 

Philosophy 

Poet, Lover, Birdwatcher 

 

Kamala Das:  

An Introduction, The Freaks 
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My Grandmother's House 

Section-C 

Girish Karnad: Tughlaq 
Section-D 

Shashi Deshpande: That Long Silence 
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18. Nandakumar, Prema. Sri Aurobindo: A Critical Introduction. London: Oriental University Press, 

1988. 

19. Roy, Binod Kumar. The Fictional World of Shashi Deshpande: A Critical Study. New Delhi: 
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MAEM24303T: Indian Writing in English 

M.A. (English) 

MAEM24303T: Indian Writing in English 

Section-A 

Sri Aurobindo – The Renaissance in India 

UNIT I: Sri Aurobindo: Life and Works 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

1.1 Early Life of Sri Aurobindo: A Journey from East to West and Back 

1.2 The Second Phase of Sri Aurobindo's Life: Revolutionary Nationalism and 

Spiritual Transformation 

1.3 Contributions to Literature and Philosophy 

1.4 Legacy and influence 

1.5 Questions for Practice 

 

 

Objectives  

  Understanding Sri Aurobindo's Early Life 

  Examining His Political Contributions 

  Exploring His Spiritual Philosophy 

  Analyzing Key Literary Works 

  Reflecting on His Legacy 

 

1. Sri Aurobindo 

1.1 Early Life of Sri Aurobindo: A Journey from East to West and Back 

Sri Aurobindo, born Aurobindo Ghose on August 15, 1872, in Calcutta (now Kolkata), India, was 

destined to become one of the most influential figures in Indian spiritual and nationalist 

movements. His early life is a fascinating tale of cultural synthesis, intellectual development, and 

the awakening of nationalist sentiments. This narrative delves into the intricate details of 

Aurobindo's birth, family background, formative years, education, and the experiences that shaped 

his early worldview. 

Birth and Family Background 

Aurobindo Ghose was born into an affluent and progressive Bengali family during a time of 



7  

significant socio-political upheaval in India. His father, Dr. Krishna Dhan Ghose, was a 

distinguished civil surgeon who had embraced Western education and values, largely due to his 

own studies in medicine in England. Dr. Ghose harbored a deep admiration for British culture, 

which he believed held the keys to modernity and progress. Aurobindo's mother, Swarnalata Devi, 

came from a family of Brahmo Samaj reformers, a socio-religious movement that advocated for the 

modernization of Hinduism and Indian society. This eclectic blend of Western influence and Indian 

reformist thought created a unique environment for Aurobindo's upbringing. 

Early Years in India 

Aurobindo spent his initial years in a household that straddled the traditional and the modern. 

Despite his father's inclination towards Western culture, the family maintained a connection to their 

Bengali roots. This duality of influences provided Aurobindo with a broad perspective from an 

early age. 

Dr. Ghose was determined to ensure that his children received the best possible education, which, in 

his view, necessitated an immersion in Western learning. Consequently, Aurobindo and his siblings 

were initially enrolled in the Loreto Convent School in Darjeeling, an institution run by Irish nuns. 

The school provided a solid foundation in English and Western subjects, setting the stage for 

Aurobindo's subsequent educational journey. 

Education in England 

In 1879, when Aurobindo was just seven years old, his father made a pivotal decision to send him, 

along with his two elder brothers, to England for their education. This move was driven by Dr. 

Ghose's belief that a Western education would equip his sons with the skills and knowledge needed 

to succeed in a colonial world. The brothers were placed under the care of Rev. W. H. Drewett and 

his wife in Manchester. The Drewetts provided a nurturing environment that facilitated the boys' 

adjustment to their new surroundings. 

Aurobindo's education in England was both rigorous and comprehensive. He initially attended a 

small school in Manchester, where he demonstrated remarkable aptitude in his studies. His 

proficiency in English and classical languages quickly became evident, foreshadowing his future 

literary accomplishments. 

In 1884, Aurobindo was enrolled in St. Paul's School in London, one of the premier educational 

institutions of the time. At St. Paul's, Aurobindo excelled in classical studies, particularly in Latin 

and Greek. His academic prowess earned him several prizes and scholarships, including the 

prestigious Butterworth Prize for literature. Under the guidance of the headmaster, Dr. Frederick 

William Walker, Aurobindo developed a keen interest in English literature, philosophy, and 

European history. 

Intellectual Growth and Influence of Western Thought 

During his years at St. Paul's, Aurobindo was exposed to a broad spectrum of Western thought. He 
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delved into the works of Shakespeare, Milton, and other literary giants, which not only honed his 

linguistic skills but also broadened his philosophical horizons. This period of intense intellectual 

activity laid the foundation for his later writings, where the influence of Western literature and 

philosophy is unmistakable. 

Aurobindo's studies at St. Paul's were characterized by a deep engagement with classical texts and 

an emerging interest in the political and social issues of his time. He read extensively on European 

history and the revolutionary movements that had shaped modern Europe. This exposure to 

revolutionary ideas began to shape his thoughts on colonialism and the struggle for independence. 

Cambridge Years and Nationalist Sentiments 

After completing his schooling at St. Paul's, Aurobindo secured a scholarship to King's College, 

Cambridge, in 1890. At Cambridge, he continued to distinguish himself academically. He was 

awarded the senior classical scholarship and further immersed himself in the study of European 

classics. However, it was also during this period that Aurobindo began to contemplate his identity 

and destiny. Despite his deep immersion in Western culture, he felt a growing sense of connection 

to his Indian heritage and the plight of his country under British rule. 

While at Cambridge, Aurobindo's nationalist sentiments began to take root. The political 

atmosphere of late 19th-century Britain, with its debates on colonialism and empire, influenced his 

thoughts on India's struggle for independence. He read extensively on European revolutionary 

movements and began to envisage a similar path for India's liberation. This period marked the 

beginning of Aurobindo's transformation from a scholar of Western classics to a thinker deeply 

concerned with the future of his homeland. 

In 1892, Aurobindo passed the Indian Civil Service (ICS) examination, a notable achievement that 

his father had hoped would secure him a prestigious position within the British administration. 

However, Aurobindo's disdain for British rule and his burgeoning nationalist feelings led him to 

intentionally fail the horse-riding test, thereby disqualifying himself from the service. This 

deliberate act of rebellion was one of the first indications of his commitment to India's 

independence, foreshadowing his later revolutionary activities. 

Return to India and Early Career 

Aurobindo returned to India in 1893, at the age of 21, after spending 14 formative years in England. 

His return marked the beginning of a new chapter in his life, one that would see him evolve from a 

promising academic to a fervent nationalist leader. He initially took up a position in the Baroda 

State Service, where he worked as a professor of English and later as the vice-principal of Baroda 

College. This period allowed him to reconnect with his Indian roots and to study Indian culture, 

philosophy, and history in depth. 

Despite his official duties, Aurobindo's thoughts were increasingly occupied with the political 

situation in India. He started writing articles for various nationalist publications, expressing his 
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views on the need for complete independence from British rule. His writings were marked by their 

radical tone and intellectual depth, making him a prominent voice in the burgeoning nationalist 

movement. 

Involvement in Revolutionary Activities 

Aurobindo's political activism took a more direct form when he moved to Bengal in 1906, 

following the partition of the province by the British. The partition, perceived as an attempt to 

weaken the nationalist movement, sparked widespread protests and galvanized Indian nationalists. 

Aurobindo joined the movement with fervor, becoming a key figure in the radical wing of the 

Indian National Congress. He was involved in organizing protests, boycotts, and other forms of 

resistance against British rule. 

His editorials in publications such as "Bande Mataram" and "Karmayogin" called for passive 

resistance, non-cooperation, and even armed rebellion if necessary. These writings made him a 

target of British authorities, leading to his arrest in 1908 on charges of sedition and conspiracy in 

the Alipore Bomb Case. Although he was acquitted after a year-long trial, his time in jail proved to 

be a turning point in his life. 

Spiritual Awakening and Transformation 

Mystical Experiences in Jail 

The year Aurobindo spent in Alipore Jail proved to be a turning point in his life. During his 

imprisonment, he underwent profound spiritual experiences that altered the course of his existence. 

In his later writings, Aurobindo described these experiences as direct encounters with the Divine. 

He felt a divine presence guiding him and realized that his life's mission extended beyond political 

freedom to a deeper spiritual liberation. 

One of the most significant experiences during this period was a vision of the Hindu deity Krishna, 

which Aurobindo interpreted as a call to dedicate his life to spiritual pursuits. This mystical 

encounter convinced him that his true purpose lay in the spiritual awakening and transformation of 

humanity, rather than solely in political struggle. 

Retreat to Pondicherry 

Upon his acquittal in the Alipore Bomb Case in 1909, Aurobindo resumed his political activities for 

a brief period. However, his spiritual experiences had instilled in him a sense of detachment from 

the political sphere. In 1910, he made a decisive move to retreat from active politics and relocated 

to the French colony of Pondicherry (now Puducherry). This retreat was not an escape but a 

strategic withdrawal to focus on his spiritual practice and the development of his philosophical 

ideas. 

In Pondicherry, Aurobindo immersed himself in intensive spiritual practices, exploring various 

forms of yoga and meditation. He sought to integrate the insights of traditional Indian spiritual 
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disciplines with his own experiences and realizations, leading to the development of his unique 

system of Integral Yoga. This yoga aimed at the holistic transformation of the individual, 

encompassing physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions. 

Founding of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram 

During his early years in Pondicherry, Aurobindo's focus was primarily on his own spiritual growth. 

However, his presence attracted a small group of disciples who were drawn to his teachings and 

sought his guidance. As the number of followers grew, the need for a more formal structure became 

evident. In 1926, Sri Aurobindo, along with his spiritual collaborator Mirra Alfassa (known as The 

Mother), founded the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. 

The ashram became a center for the practice of Integral Yoga and a community dedicated to 

realizing Aurobindo's vision of a divine life on earth. The Mother played a crucial role in 

organizing and managing the ashram, ensuring that it functioned as a harmonious and dynamic 

community. Under her guidance, the ashram developed into a vibrant center for spiritual practice, 

attracting seekers from around the world. 

1.2 The Second Phase of Sri Aurobindo's Life: Revolutionary Nationalism and 

Spiritual Transformation 

Sri Aurobindo's life can be broadly divided into two main phases: the first phase, which focuses on 

his early years, education, and initial political activities, and the second phase, marked by his deep 

involvement in India's nationalist movement and his subsequent spiritual transformation. This 

narrative delves into the second phase of Sri Aurobindo's life, exploring his revolutionary activities, 

spiritual awakening, and his profound contributions to philosophy, literature, and spirituality. 

The Revolutionary Nationalist (1906-1910) 

Bengal Partition and Political Activism 

The second phase of Sri Aurobindo's life began with his return to Bengal in 1906, a time when the 

Indian nationalist movement was gaining momentum. The British decision to partition Bengal in 

1905, ostensibly for administrative reasons but widely seen as an attempt to weaken the burgeoning 

nationalist movement, ignited widespread protests. The partition was met with vehement opposition 

from across the political spectrum, galvanizing Indian nationalists and leading to a surge in anti-

colonial sentiment. 

Aurobindo Ghose emerged as a leading figure in this radicalized political landscape. He took on the 

role of principal of the newly founded Bengal National College, an institution that aimed to provide 

an alternative education system free from British influence. More importantly, he became deeply 

involved in the activities of the Indian National Congress, aligning himself with the party's 

extremist faction, which advocated for complete independence from British rule. 
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Role in Nationalist Publications 

Aurobindo's contributions to nationalist publications were significant in spreading revolutionary 

ideas. As the editor of "Bande Mataram," a nationalist newspaper, he used his pen to inspire and 

mobilize the masses. His editorials were marked by their fiery rhetoric, intellectual rigor, and 

uncompromising call for Swaraj (self-rule). In his writings, Aurobindo articulated a vision of a free 

India, urging his compatriots to adopt methods of passive resistance, boycott British goods, and 

strive for total independence. 

His involvement with "Bande Mataram" brought him to the attention of the British authorities, who 

viewed his writings as seditious and subversive. Despite several attempts to suppress the newspaper 

and prosecute its editors, Aurobindo continued to advocate for radical political change, using his 

intellectual prowess to challenge colonial authority. 

Alipore Bomb Case and Imprisonment 

Aurobindo's revolutionary activities took a more direct turn with his association with secret 

societies and revolutionary groups. He believed that alongside passive resistance, armed struggle 

was a necessary component of the fight for independence. This belief led to his involvement in the 

planning and support of revolutionary actions, including the manufacture of bombs and other acts 

of resistance. 

In May 1908, Aurobindo was arrested in connection with the Alipore Bomb Case, one of the most 

sensational trials of the time. The British authorities charged him and several others with conspiracy 

to wage war against the Crown and involvement in a bombing incident aimed at British officials. 

Aurobindo spent a year in Alipore Jail while the trial proceeded. 

Spiritual Transformation and Philosophical Development (1910-1926) 

Mystical Experiences in Jail 

The year Aurobindo spent in Alipore Jail proved to be a turning point in his life. During his 

imprisonment, he underwent profound spiritual experiences that altered the course of his existence. 

In his later writings, Aurobindo described these experiences as direct encounters with the Divine. 

He felt a divine presence guiding him and realized that his life's mission extended beyond political 

freedom to a deeper spiritual liberation. 

One of the most significant experiences during this period was a vision of the Hindu deity Krishna, 

which Aurobindo interpreted as a call to dedicate his life to spiritual pursuits. This mystical 

encounter convinced him that his true purpose lay in the spiritual awakening and transformation of 

humanity, rather than solely in political struggle. 

Retreat to Pondicherry 

Upon his acquittal in the Alipore Bomb Case in 1909, Aurobindo resumed his political activities for 
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a brief period. However, his spiritual experiences had instilled in him a sense of detachment from 

the political sphere. In 1910, he made a decisive move to retreat from active politics and relocated 

to the French colony of Pondicherry (now Puducherry). This retreat was not an escape but a 

strategic withdrawal to focus on his spiritual practice and the development of his philosophical 

ideas. 

In Pondicherry, Aurobindo immersed himself in intensive spiritual practices, exploring various 

forms of yoga and meditation. He sought to integrate the insights of traditional Indian spiritual 

disciplines with his own experiences and realizations, leading to the development of his unique 

system of Integral Yoga. This yoga aimed at the holistic transformation of the individual, 

encompassing physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual dimensions. 

Founding of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram 

During his early years in Pondicherry, Aurobindo's focus was primarily on his own spiritual growth. 

However, his presence attracted a small group of disciples who were drawn to his teachings and 

sought his guidance. As the number of followers grew, the need for a more formal structure became 

evident. In 1926, Sri Aurobindo, along with his spiritual collaborator Mirra Alfassa (known as The 

Mother), founded the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. 

The ashram became a center for the practice of Integral Yoga and a community dedicated to 

realizing Aurobindo's vision of a divine life on earth. The Mother played a crucial role in 

organizing and managing the ashram, ensuring that it functioned as a harmonious and dynamic 

community. Under her guidance, the ashram developed into a vibrant center for spiritual practice, 

attracting seekers from around the world. 

1.3 Contributions to Literature and Philosophy 

Major Works and Philosophical Vision 

Sri Aurobindo's literary and philosophical output during his years in Pondicherry was prolific and 

profound. His writings cover a wide range of subjects, including metaphysics, psychology, social 

and political theory, and spiritual practice. Some of his most significant works include: 

 "The Life Divine": This magnum opus outlines Aurobindo's vision of human evolution and 

the potential for a divine life on earth. He expounds on the nature of existence, the purpose 

of life, and the process of spiritual transformation, offering a comprehensive synthesis of 

Eastern and Western thought. 

 "Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol": An epic poem of over 24,000 lines, "Savitri" is both a 

spiritual autobiography and a cosmic narrative. It recounts the story of Savitri and Satyavan 

from the Mahabharata, using it as a metaphor for the soul's journey and the conquest of 

death. 
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 "The Synthesis of Yoga": In this work, Aurobindo presents his system of Integral Yoga, 

detailing the various paths of yoga (Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, Jnana Yoga) and how they 

can be integrated to achieve spiritual realization and transformation. 

 "Essays on the Gita": Aurobindo offers a profound interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita, 

emphasizing its relevance to modern life and its teachings on action, knowledge, and 

devotion. 

Integral Yoga 

At the heart of Aurobindo's philosophical and spiritual teachings is the concept of Integral Yoga. 

Unlike traditional forms of yoga that often focus on specific aspects of spiritual practice, Integral 

Yoga seeks to harmonize and integrate all parts of the being—physical, vital, mental, and spiritual. 

Aurobindo believed that human evolution was not limited to the physical or mental planes but 

extended to the spiritual realm, where the ultimate aim was the realization of the Divine in all 

aspects of life. 

Integral Yoga involves several key components: 

 Aspiration and Surrender: The seeker must cultivate a sincere aspiration for the Divine 

and a willingness to surrender the ego to the higher consciousness. 

 Self-Discovery and Self-Mastery: Through practices of self-awareness and self-discipline, 

the individual seeks to uncover the true self and attain mastery over the lower nature. 

 Transformation: The ultimate goal is the transformation of the entire being, enabling the 

individual to live a divine life on earth. 

1.4 Legacy and Influence 

Auroville 

One of the most tangible legacies of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother is the international township of 

Auroville, founded in 1968 near Pondicherry. Auroville was envisioned as a place where people 

from all over the world could live in harmony, free from the constraints of nationality, politics, and 

religion. It was intended to be a laboratory for human unity and an experiment in collective living, 

based on the principles of Integral Yoga. 

The city is designed to support sustainable living, research in various fields, and spiritual growth. It 

stands as a living testament to Aurobindo's ideals of human unity and progressive harmony, 

attracting residents and visitors who are inspired by his vision. 

Global Influence 

Sri Aurobindo's ideas have had a far-reaching impact, influencing not only spiritual seekers but also 

thinkers in various fields such as psychology, education, and social theory. His emphasis on the 

integration of spiritual and material life has resonated with those looking for holistic approaches to 

personal and societal transformation. 



14  

His works have been translated into numerous languages, and his teachings continue to inspire 

spiritual communities and individuals around the world. The Sri Aurobindo Society, established to 

promote his vision, has branches in many countries, fostering a global network of individuals 

committed to the ideals of Integral Yoga. 

The second phase of Sri Aurobindo's life is a remarkable journey from revolutionary nationalism to 

profound spiritual transformation. His early years of political activism and his subsequent retreat to 

Pondicherry reflect a dynamic interplay between external action and inner growth. Through his 

writings, teachings, and the establishment of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, he has left an enduring 

legacy that continues to inspire and guide seekers on the path of spiritual evolution. 

Sri Aurobindo's vision of a divine life on earth, articulated through his philosophy of Integral Yoga, 

offers a comprehensive approach to human development, transcending the limitations of traditional 

spiritual practices. His life and work stand as a beacon of hope and a source of profound wisdom 

for those seeking to harmonize the spiritual and material dimensions of existence. 

1.5 Questions for Practice 

 

  What were the key influences during Sri Aurobindo's early life and education that shaped his 

later philosophy and political activism? 

  How did Sri Aurobindo's views on Indian independence evolve during his time as a revolutionary 

leader in the nationalist movement? 

  What events led Sri Aurobindo to transition from political activism to a life of spirituality and 

meditation? 

  How did Sri Aurobindo's concept of Integral Yoga differ from traditional Indian spiritual 

practices, and what was its significance? 

  In what ways has Sri Aurobindo's spiritual and philosophical legacy impacted modern India and 

global spiritual movements? 
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Section-A 

Sri Aurobindo – The Renaissance in India 

UNIT II: Understanding Sri Aurobindo’s The Renaissance in India 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

2.1    Intellectual Foundations and Early Influences 

2.1.1 Critique of Colonial Rule 

2.1.2 The Vision of Resurgent India 

2.1.3 Spiritual Foudations of India 

2.1.4 The Renassance in India: A Cultural Defence 

2.2    Sri Aurobindo as a Revolutionary 

2.2.1 Early inflences and Formation of Revolutionary Ideology 

2.2.2 Revolutionary Activity and Nationalist 

2.2.3 Revolutionary Underground and Arrest 
2.2.4 Transition to Spiritual Life 

2.2.5 Contributions to Nationalist Thought 

2.2.6 Legacy and Impact 

2.3    Sri Aurobindo as a Mystic  

2.4    Major Contributions of Sri Aurobindo 

2.4.1 Political Contributions 

2.4.2 Spiritual Contributions 

2.4.3 Philosophical Contributions 

2.4.4 Literary Contributions 

2.4.5 Educational Contributions 

2.4.6 Legacy and Global Impact 

2.5    Questions for Practice 
 

Objectives  

  Understanding the Concept of Renaissance in the Indian Context 

  Analyzing the Historical Context 

  Exploring Aurobindo's Critique of Western Civilization 

  Discussing the Role of Spirituality in the Indian Renaissance 

  Reflecting on the Impact of the Renaissance on Modern India 

 

 

2.1 Sri Aurobindo as a Cultural Nationalist: The Synthesis of Tradition and Modernity 

Sri Aurobindo, a multifaceted luminary, is renowned for his spiritual teachings and revolutionary 

nationalism. His contribution to cultural nationalism is deeply significant, as it intertwines India's 

ancient spiritual heritage with modern needs. This narrative delves into Aurobindo's cultural 
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nationalism, his critique of colonial rule, his vision for a resurgent India, and his enduring impact 

on Indian national consciousness. 

2.1.1 Intellectual Foundations and Early Influences 

Shaping a Nationalist Ideology 

Sri Aurobindo's early years were marked by an intense engagement with Western education and 

thought. Educated in England, he absorbed European classics, literature, and political philosophy. 

This exposure provided him with a broad intellectual foundation and a critical perspective on 

colonialism and imperialism. However, it was his return to India in 1893 and his immersion in 

Indian culture, philosophy, and history that profoundly shaped his nationalist ideology. 

In Baroda, where Aurobindo worked in various administrative and academic roles, he delved 

deeply into the study of Indian scriptures, languages, and history. This period was crucial for his 

intellectual development and his understanding of India's cultural and spiritual heritage. He 

recognized the richness and depth of Indian civilization, which he believed held the key to India's 

resurgence and freedom from colonial rule. 

2.1.2 Critique of Colonial Rule 

Cultural Subjugation through Colonialism 

Aurobindo viewed British colonial rule as a profound cultural and spiritual subjugation, beyond 

mere political and economic domination. He believed that the British had imposed their values, 

education system, and way of life on India, leading to a loss of self-identity and cultural 

disintegration among Indians. For Aurobindo, true freedom for India meant reclaiming its cultural 

and spiritual heritage and reasserting its unique identity in the world. 

In his writings and speeches, Aurobindo articulated a powerful critique of the colonial education 

system, which he saw as an instrument of cultural imperialism. He argued that this system sought to 

create a class of Indians who were "English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect," thus 

alienating them from their roots and traditions. Aurobindo emphasized the need for an education 

system that would instill pride in India's cultural heritage and prepare the youth for national service 

and leadership. 

Political Activism and Cultural Revival 

Aurobindo's political activism was deeply intertwined with his cultural nationalism. As a leader of 

the radical wing of the Indian National Congress, he advocated for complete independence from 

British rule, rejecting the moderate approach of petitions and negotiations. He was instrumental in 

organizing protests, boycotts, and other forms of resistance, emphasizing the need for direct action 

and self-reliance. 

His editorials in publications such as "Bande Mataram" and "Karmayogin" were not only political 

manifestos but also cultural critiques. Aurobindo called for a revival of India's spiritual and cultural 

values, urging Indians to draw inspiration from their rich heritage in their struggle for freedom. He 
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believed that the nationalist movement should be grounded in the spiritual and cultural awakening 

of the Indian people, leading to a holistic resurgence that encompassed all aspects of national life. 

2.1.3 The Vision of a Resurgent India 

Cultural Renaissance 

Central to Aurobindo's vision of a resurgent India was the idea of a cultural renaissance. He 

believed that India's path to freedom and greatness lay in a revival of its ancient spiritual and 

cultural traditions, adapted to the needs of modernity. This renaissance, he argued, would involve a 

reawakening of the Indian spirit and a reassertion of India's unique cultural identity. 

Aurobindo's vision of cultural nationalism was not a rejection of modernity but a synthesis of the 

best of both worlds. He envisioned an India that would combine its ancient wisdom and spiritual 

depth with modern scientific knowledge and technological advancements. This synthesis, he 

believed, would lead to a new and higher form of civilization that could offer a model for the rest of 

the world. 

In his work "The Renaissance in India," Aurobindo elaborated on this vision, outlining the key 

elements of India's cultural resurgence. He highlighted the need for a revival of Indian art, 

literature, philosophy, and education, grounded in the spiritual values of Sanatana Dharma (eternal 

law). Aurobindo saw this cultural renaissance as essential for the moral and spiritual regeneration of 

the Indian people and the creation of a strong, united, and self-reliant nation. 

Integral Nationalism 

Aurobindo's concept of integral nationalism was a holistic vision that encompassed political, 

economic, social, and cultural dimensions. He believed that true nationalism should aim at the 

comprehensive development of the nation and the well-being of all its people. This integral 

approach required a balance between material progress and spiritual values, ensuring that the 

pursuit of economic and technological advancements did not undermine the ethical and cultural 

foundations of society. 

Aurobindo's writings on nationalism emphasized the importance of unity and solidarity among 

Indians, transcending regional, linguistic, and religious differences. He called for a collective effort 

to build a strong and vibrant nation, capable of contributing to global peace and progress. For 

Aurobindo, nationalism was not merely a political goal but a spiritual mission, aimed at the 

realization of India's destiny as a leader in the spiritual and cultural evolution of humanity. 

2.1.4 Spiritual Foundations of Nationalism 

The Role of Spirituality in National Life 

Aurobindo's cultural nationalism was deeply rooted in his spiritual philosophy. He believed that 

spirituality was the foundation of Indian civilization and that the resurgence of India depended on a 

revival of its spiritual values. Aurobindo argued that the spiritual wisdom of India, as embodied in 

its ancient scriptures and traditions, offered timeless insights into the nature of human existence and 

the purpose of life. 
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In his view, the spiritual dimension of nationalism was essential for achieving true freedom and 

progress. Aurobindo emphasized that political and economic independence were necessary but not 

sufficient; they needed to be accompanied by a spiritual awakening that would transform the 

consciousness of the people. This spiritual transformation, he believed, would lead to a new era of 

harmony, creativity, and collective well-being. 

Integral Yoga and National Transformation 

Aurobindo's system of Integral Yoga was not only a path of individual spiritual growth but also a 

means of national transformation. He envisioned Integral Yoga as a process of self-discovery and 

self-mastery that would enable individuals to realize their highest potential and contribute to the 

collective good. Through the practice of Integral Yoga, individuals would develop a deep sense of 

unity and purpose, aligned with the larger goals of national and global progress. 

Aurobindo saw the ashram he established in Pondicherry as a laboratory for this experiment in 

national and spiritual regeneration. The ashram was a community dedicated to the practice of 

Integral Yoga and the realization of Aurobindo's vision of a divine life on earth. It served as a 

model for the kind of collective effort and spiritual discipline that Aurobindo believed was 

necessary for the revival of India and the creation of a new world order. 

2.1.5 The Renaissance in India: A Cultural Defence 

Response to William Archer and Colonial Criticism 

Between 1918 and 1921, Aurobindo wrote a series of essays titled "The Renaissance in India and 

Other Essays on Indian Culture," which were a response to William Archer's book "India and the 

Future" (1917). Archer's book was a severe critique of Indian culture, and Aurobindo's essays were 

a powerful defence and glorification of Indian culture, spirituality, life, art, and literature against 

colonial denigration. These essays are among his most important contributions to the nationalist 

discourse on Indian culture. 

In these essays, Aurobindo presents a mystical cultural-nationalist anti-colonial ideology, 

portraying India as a timeless entity with a rich cultural heritage. He constructs a counter-discourse 

to the colonial narratives that painted Indian culture as inferior to Western civilization. Aurobindo's 

project was to prove the superiority of Indian culture against Western conceptions that were 

derogatory. He argued that a nation is the Shakti (Divine force) enshrined in the figure of Mother 

India, and he often described India as Mother India, with the Indian people as her sons and 

daughters. 

Aurobindo criticized Archer for his ignorance and his wholesale condemnation of Indian 

achievements in philosophy, religion, poetry, painting, and sculpture. He repeatedly asserted the 

superiority of Indian culture, depicting India as powerful, spiritual, divine, and highly cultured. For 

Aurobindo, the identity of India as a cultural entity was defined by its opposition to the British 

colonial identity exemplified by Archer's essays. 
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The Essential Spirit of India 

In his essays "The Renaissance in India," Aurobindo begins by assuming an essential spirit of India, 

suggesting that the renaissance in India is the recovery or the change of her time-old spirit and 

national ideals. He believed that India would retain its essential soul, which is immortal, even if 

there are superficial changes. According to Aurobindo, a new self-consciousness and a reawakened 

national spirit would appear, as the Indian mind started the process of emancipation from false 

conceptions of Indian history. 

Aurobindo celebrated the rich civilization, culture, and past of India, which he believed would live 

forever. He divided Indian history into three phases: the discovery of the spirit, the completion of 

the Dharma, and the elaboration of the shastra. He glorified the Indian past and religion, noting 

their influence even beyond India's borders, asserting that Indian spirituality and culture had 

impacted civilizations far and wide. 

A Discourse of Time and Ideological Claims 

Aurobindo's essays can be read as a discourse of time between two ideological claims: the Indian 

spiritual past and the European critique. He compared the ancient Indian civilization with others, 

stating that it was more high-reaching, subtle, many-sided, curious, and profound than Greek, more 

noble and humane than Roman, more large and spiritual than old Egyptian, more vast and original 

than other Asiatic civilizations, and more intellectual than European. Aurobindo assumed an 

essential and permanent past for India, arguing that a great past is needed for the construction of a 

great nation. 

He believed that the renaissance in India would be feasible only through a spiritual realization, as 

spirituality was the essential core of Indian culture, civilization, and nationalism. However, 

Aurobindo's notion of spirituality remained somewhat vague, as he failed to demonstrate what 

spirituality is specifically. 

Legacy and Impact 

Sri Aurobindo's cultural nationalism left a profound legacy on the Indian independence movement 

and the shaping of modern India's national consciousness. His vision of a resurgent India, rooted in 

its spiritual and cultural heritage, continues to inspire generations of Indians. Aurobindo's emphasis 

on the synthesis of tradition and modernity, and his belief in the spiritual mission of India, have had 

a lasting impact on the nation's self-identity and aspirations. 

Aurobindo's writings remain a testament to his deep love for India and his unwavering belief in its 

potential for greatness. His call for a cultural and spiritual renaissance resonates with the ongoing 

efforts to revive and celebrate India's rich heritage while embracing the challenges and 

opportunities of the modern world. As India continues to navigate its path in the global arena, 

Aurobindo's vision of integral nationalism serves as a guiding light, reminding us of the enduring 

power of cultural and spiritual values in shaping the destiny of a nation. 



20  

2.2 Sri Aurobindo as a Revolutionary     

From Radical Nationalist to Spiritual Leader 

Sri Aurobindo stands as one of the most significant figures in the history of Indian independence, 

known for his transformative journey from a revolutionary nationalist to a spiritual leader. His 

revolutionary phase, marked by intense activism and intellectual engagement, played a pivotal role 

in shaping the nationalist discourse and inspiring the Indian freedom movement. This narrative 

explores Aurobindo's early influences, his radical political activities, his contributions to nationalist 

thought, and the transition to his later spiritual life, illuminating the depth and complexity of his 

revolutionary spirit. 

2.2.1 Early Influences and Formation of Revolutionary Ideology 

Educational Background and Intellectual Awakening 

Born on August 15, 1872, in Calcutta, Aurobindo Ghose was exposed to a blend of Indian and 

Western influences from an early age. His father, Dr. Krishnadhan Ghose, was a staunch 

Anglophile who believed that a Western education was essential for his children. Consequently, 

Aurobindo was sent to England at the tender age of seven, where he received his education at St. 

Paul's School in London and later at King's College, Cambridge. 

During his time in England, Aurobindo was deeply influenced by the liberal and radical thoughts of 

the time. He excelled in classical studies, immersing himself in European literature, philosophy, and 

history. The intellectual environment of Cambridge, coupled with his exposure to the writings of 

revolutionary figures like Mazzini, Garibaldi, and the Irish nationalist leaders, played a crucial role 

in shaping his political consciousness. 

Return to India and Initial Political Involvement 

Upon his return to India in 1893, Aurobindo took up a position in the Baroda State Service. It was 

here that he began to explore Indian culture, history, and spirituality in depth, while also becoming 

increasingly aware of the oppressive nature of British colonial rule. His growing discontent with the 

colonial regime and his passion for Indian independence led him to establish contacts with various 

revolutionary groups. 

Aurobindo's initial foray into active politics was marked by his involvement with the Indian 

National Congress. However, he soon became disillusioned with the moderate approach of the 

Congress leaders, who sought to achieve self-governance through petitions and negotiations. 

Aurobindo believed that only through direct action and revolutionary methods could India attain 

complete independence. 

2.2.2 Revolutionary Activities and Nationalist Writings 

Advocacy for Militant Nationalism 

Aurobindo's advocacy for militant nationalism became evident through his writings and speeches. 

He argued that passive resistance and constitutional methods were insufficient to overthrow the 

British Raj. Instead, he called for immediate and uncompromising action, including the use of force 
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if necessary. His editorials in the "Bande Mataram" newspaper, which he edited from 1906 to 1908, 

were particularly influential in spreading these ideas. 

In his articles, Aurobindo articulated a vision of Swaraj (self-rule) that went beyond political 

freedom to encompass cultural and spiritual regeneration. He saw the struggle for independence as a 

dharmic duty, invoking the concept of Karmayoga, where political action was seen as a form of 

spiritual practice. This blend of political radicalism and spiritual idealism resonated with many 

young nationalists, who were inspired by Aurobindo's call to action. 

The Split in the Indian National Congress 

The Surat session of the Indian National Congress in 1907 marked a significant turning point in 

Aurobindo's political career. The session saw a dramatic split between the moderates, led by Gopal 

Krishna Gokhale, and the extremists, led by Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Bipin Chandra Pal, and 

Aurobindo Ghose. The extremists advocated for Swaraj as the ultimate goal and were willing to 

adopt more radical means to achieve it. 

Aurobindo's speeches at the Congress sessions and his writings in "Bande Mataram" were 

instrumental in articulating the extremist viewpoint. He argued that the moderates' reliance on 

British goodwill was misplaced and that Indians must assert their right to self-determination 

through bold and assertive actions. The split highlighted the ideological differences within the 

nationalist movement and underscored the growing influence of revolutionary leaders like 

Aurobindo. 

2.2.3 Revolutionary Underground and Arrest 

Formation of Secret Societies 

Aurobindo's commitment to the revolutionary cause extended beyond public advocacy. He was 

actively involved in the formation of secret societies aimed at organizing armed resistance against 

the British. One such society was the Anushilan Samiti, a revolutionary group based in Bengal, 

which sought to train young nationalists in the use of arms and explosives. 

Aurobindo's brother, Barindra Kumar Ghose, played a key role in these underground activities. 

Together, they established a network of bomb factories and safe houses, preparing for an armed 

uprising. The revolutionary activities were not confined to Bengal alone; Aurobindo also 

established connections with revolutionary groups in Maharashtra and Punjab, seeking to create a 

coordinated effort against the colonial regime. 

The Alipore Bomb Case 

The British authorities, alarmed by the increasing revolutionary activities, intensified their efforts to 

suppress the movement. The Alipore Bomb Case of 1908 was a significant event that brought 

Aurobindo and his associates under the scrutiny of the colonial government. The case involved the 

bombing of a carriage carrying British officials in Muzaffarpur, Bihar, which resulted in the deaths 

of two British women. 
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Aurobindo was arrested along with several other revolutionaries and charged with conspiracy to 

wage war against the British Crown. The trial, which lasted for a year, was a sensational affair, 

attracting widespread public attention. Despite the prosecution's efforts, the evidence against 

Aurobindo was inconclusive, and he was acquitted of all charges in May 1909. However, the trial 

had a profound impact on him, leading to a significant shift in his life and work. 

2.2.4 Transition to Spiritual Life 

The Turning Point 

The year in Alipore Jail was a period of intense introspection and spiritual awakening for 

Aurobindo. Isolated from the tumult of political activism, he delved deep into spiritual practices and 

experienced profound inner transformations. He reported visions and spiritual experiences that 

convinced him of the divine presence and guidance in his life. 

Aurobindo's acquittal and subsequent release from jail marked a turning point in his life. He 

realized that his true calling lay not in political activism but in the pursuit of spiritual enlightenment 

and the transformation of human consciousness. This realization led him to gradually withdraw 

from active politics and focus on his spiritual practice. 

Pondicherry: The Spiritual Retreat 

In 1910, Aurobindo moved to the French-controlled territory of Pondicherry (now Puducherry) to 

escape British surveillance and to dedicate himself fully to spiritual work. This marked the 

beginning of a new phase in his life, where he immersed himself in intensive meditation and 

spiritual practices. Over the years, he developed the philosophy of Integral Yoga, which aimed at 

the complete transformation of human nature and the realization of a divine life on earth. 

Aurobindo's writings from this period, including "The Life Divine," "The Synthesis of Yoga," and 

"Savitri," reflect his profound spiritual insights and his vision for the future of humanity. He saw 

the evolution of human consciousness as a central theme, envisioning a new era of spiritual and 

material progress that would transcend the limitations of the current age. 

2.2.5 Contributions to Nationalist Thought 

Ideological Foundations of Indian Nationalism 

Despite his withdrawal from active politics, Aurobindo's contributions to nationalist thought 

continued to influence the Indian freedom movement. His writings provided a robust ideological 

foundation for the nationalist cause, emphasizing the importance of cultural and spiritual 

regeneration alongside political freedom. 

Aurobindo's concept of Swaraj extended beyond political independence to encompass the self-

realization of individuals and the collective resurgence of Indian society. He believed that true 

freedom could only be achieved when Indians reconnected with their cultural and spiritual roots and 

built a society based on the principles of Dharma (righteousness) and self-discipline. 
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Vision of a Divine Life 

Aurobindo's vision of a divine life on earth was not limited to personal spiritual attainment but 

included the transformation of society as a whole. He believed that the evolution of human 

consciousness would lead to the emergence of a new social order characterized by unity, harmony, 

and collective well-being. This vision of a spiritualized society provided a higher ideal for the 

nationalist movement, inspiring generations of freedom fighters and thinkers. 

In his later years, Aurobindo continued to write extensively on issues related to national and global 

progress. His essays in "The Renaissance in India and Other Essays on Indian Culture" (1918-21) 

defended Indian culture and spirituality against colonial denigration and articulated a vision of 

cultural nationalism that remains relevant to this day. 

2.2.6 Legacy and Impact 

Inspiration to the Freedom Movement 

Sri Aurobindo's revolutionary activities and nationalist writings left an indelible mark on the Indian 

freedom movement. His call for complete independence and his advocacy for militant nationalism 

inspired many young revolutionaries who carried forward his legacy. Figures like Subhas Chandra 

Bose and Bhagat Singh drew inspiration from Aurobindo's ideas and continued the struggle for 

freedom with the same fervor and dedication. 

Influence on Indian Thought and Culture 

Aurobindo's influence extended beyond the realm of politics into the broader domains of Indian 

thought and culture. His integration of spirituality and nationalism provided a unique perspective 

that resonated with the Indian psyche. His emphasis on cultural and spiritual regeneration helped 

shape the national consciousness and laid the groundwork for the post-independence reconstruction 

of India. 

Global Impact 

Aurobindo's philosophical and spiritual contributions have had a global impact, inspiring thinkers, 

scholars, and spiritual seekers around the world. His vision of human evolution and the potential for 

a divine life on earth continues to inspire those seeking to integrate spirituality with everyday life 

and societal progress. The Auroville community in Tamil Nadu, founded on his principles, stands 

as a testament to his enduring legacy and his vision of a harmonious and spiritually evolved society. 

A Revolutionary with a Transcendent Vision 

Sri Aurobindo's life as a revolutionary reflects a profound journey of transformation, from radical 

nationalist activism to spiritual enlightenment. His contributions to the Indian freedom movement 

and his visionary ideas have left a lasting legacy, shaping the course of India's struggle for 

independence and its subsequent cultural and spiritual development. Aurobindo's integration of 

political action and spiritual ideals offers a unique and enduring perspective on the quest for 

freedom and human progress, making him a timeless figure in the annals of history. 
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2.3 Sri Aurobindo as a Mystic  

The Journey of Spiritual Awakening and Integral Yoga 

Sri Aurobindo Ghose, one of the most profound spiritual figures of modern India, is celebrated for 

his revolutionary ideas and mystical insights. His life journey from a political activist to a spiritual 

luminary encapsulates the essence of his mystical experiences and philosophical contributions. This 

narrative delves into the mystical dimensions of Sri Aurobindo's life, exploring his spiritual 

awakening, the development of his unique system of Integral Yoga, and his lasting influence on 

global spirituality. 

Early Spiritual Inclinations 

Although Sri Aurobindo's initial years were predominantly shaped by his Western education and 

nationalist activities, there were underlying spiritual inclinations even during his early life. His 

education in England, while primarily focused on Western classics and literature, also exposed him 

to the philosophical inquiries that would later enrich his spiritual journey. 

Influences and Early Experiences 

Sri Aurobindo's return to India in 1893 marked the beginning of his deeper engagement with Indian 

spirituality. His work in Baroda (now Vadodara) allowed him to delve into the study of Indian 

scriptures, philosophy, and languages, such as Sanskrit. This period was crucial for his intellectual 

and spiritual grounding, as he began to explore the vast heritage of Indian spiritual thought. 

During his tenure in Baroda, Aurobindo began practicing meditation and yoga, influenced by his 

readings and interactions with local scholars and mystics. These early practices laid the foundation 

for his later, more intensive spiritual endeavors. The cultural and philosophical richness of India 

stirred a latent spiritual quest within him, which gradually became a dominant force in his life. 

Spiritual Awakening in Alipore Jail 

A defining moment in Sri Aurobindo's spiritual journey was his incarceration during the Alipore 

Bomb Case in 1908. Arrested for his revolutionary activities, Aurobindo spent a year in Alipore 

Jail, a period that proved to be transformative. In the solitude and seclusion of the prison, he 

experienced profound spiritual realizations that changed the trajectory of his life. 

Mystical Visions and Divine Experiences 

During his imprisonment, Aurobindo experienced a series of mystical visions and divine 

encounters. He felt the presence of the Divine guiding him and realized the omnipresence of God in 

all aspects of life. One of the most significant experiences was his vision of Lord Krishna, who he 

perceived as embodying the Supreme Divine. This vision confirmed to Aurobindo that his true 

mission transcended political activism and lay in the realm of spiritual transformation. 
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Aurobindo's writings from this period reflect a deepening of his spiritual insights. He described his 

experiences in terms that resonated with the Upanishadic and Vedantic traditions, emphasizing the 

unity of all existence and the presence of the Divine in every particle of creation. These revelations 

formed the basis of his later philosophical and spiritual teachings. 

Retreat to Pondicherry: The Path of Integral Yoga 

After his release from jail, Sri Aurobindo decided to withdraw from active politics and devote 

himself entirely to spiritual pursuits. In 1910, he moved to the French colony of Pondicherry, 

seeking a conducive environment for his sadhana (spiritual practice). This retreat marked the 

beginning of a new phase in his life, focused on the exploration and development of his unique 

system of Integral Yoga. 

The Foundations of Integral Yoga 

Integral Yoga, as conceived by Sri Aurobindo, is a comprehensive system that seeks to harmonize 

and integrate all aspects of human existence—physical, vital, mental, and spiritual. Unlike 

traditional yogas that often emphasize one aspect of spiritual practice, Integral Yoga aims at the 

holistic transformation of the individual and the realization of the Divine in all dimensions of life. 

Aurobindo outlined several key principles and practices of Integral Yoga: 

 Aspiration and Surrender: The practitioner must cultivate a sincere aspiration for the 

Divine and a willingness to surrender the ego to the higher consciousness. 

 Self-Discovery and Self-Mastery: Through practices of self-awareness and self-discipline, 

the individual seeks to uncover the true self and attain mastery over the lower nature. 

 Transformation: The ultimate goal is the transformation of the entire being, enabling the 

individual to live a divine life on earth. 

Aurobindo emphasized that Integral Yoga is not a rigid system but a dynamic and evolving 

practice, tailored to the unique needs and capacities of each practitioner. It involves a continuous 

process of growth and self-transcendence, guided by the inner Divine presence. 

The Role of The Mother 

A significant aspect of Sri Aurobindo's spiritual work was his collaboration with Mirra Alfassa, 

known as The Mother. A French spiritual seeker who arrived in Pondicherry in 1914, The Mother 

became Aurobindo's closest collaborator and the co-architect of the ashram and the spiritual 

community they established. 

The Mother’s Contribution 

The Mother's role in the development and dissemination of Integral Yoga was crucial. She brought 

a complementary vision and organizational skill that helped manifest Aurobindo's spiritual ideals 

into tangible forms. Together, they founded the Sri Aurobindo Ashram in 1926, creating a 



26  

community dedicated to the practice and realization of Integral Yoga. 

The Mother provided practical guidance to the disciples, helping them integrate their spiritual 

practices with their daily lives. Her writings and talks expanded on Aurobindo's teachings, offering 

insights into the application of Integral Yoga in various aspects of personal and collective life. 

Under her leadership, the ashram grew into a vibrant spiritual center, attracting seekers from around 

the world. 

Literary Contributions and Mystical Writings 

Sri Aurobindo's literary output during his years in Pondicherry was prolific and profound. His 

writings encompass a wide range of subjects, including metaphysics, psychology, social theory, and 

spiritual practice. These works reflect the depth of his mystical experiences and his vision of a 

transformed humanity. 

Major Works 

Some of Sri Aurobindo's most significant works include: 

 "The Life Divine": In this magnum opus, Aurobindo explores the nature of existence, the 

purpose of life, and the process of spiritual evolution. He presents a comprehensive vision of 

human destiny, emphasizing the possibility of divine life on earth through the 

transformation of human consciousness. 

 "Savitri: A Legend and a Symbol": This epic poem, spanning over 24,000 lines, is both a 

spiritual autobiography and a cosmic narrative. It recounts the story of Savitri and Satyavan 

from the Mahabharata, using it as a metaphor for the soul's journey and the conquest of 

death. 

 "The Synthesis of Yoga": Aurobindo outlines his system of Integral Yoga, detailing the 

various paths of yoga (Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga, Jnana Yoga) and how they can be 

integrated to achieve spiritual realization and transformation. 

 "Essays on the Gita": In this work, Aurobindo offers a profound interpretation of the 

Bhagavad Gita, emphasizing its relevance to modern life and its teachings on action, 

knowledge, and devotion. 

These writings are not merely theoretical expositions but are grounded in Aurobindo's direct 

mystical experiences and spiritual realizations. They provide a roadmap for seekers on the path of 

Integral Yoga and offer insights into the transformative potential of human consciousness. 

The Supramental Manifestation 

A central theme in Sri Aurobindo's mystical vision is the concept of the Supramental consciousness. 

He believed that human evolution is not limited to the mental plane but extends to higher realms of 

consciousness, culminating in the Supramental or divine consciousness. This higher consciousness, 

when manifested on earth, would lead to the transformation of humanity and the establishment of a 
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divine life on earth. 

The Descent of the Supramental 

Sri Aurobindo dedicated much of his later life to facilitating the descent of the Supramental 

consciousness. He described this process as a gradual and progressive manifestation of higher 

consciousness, requiring intense spiritual effort and collective aspiration. The Supramental 

consciousness, according to Aurobindo, is characterized by a direct and immediate perception of 

truth, transcending the limitations of the mind and ego. 

In his letters and writings, Aurobindo detailed the signs and stages of this transformative process, 

emphasizing the need for patience, perseverance, and surrender. He also highlighted the role of the 

community in supporting this collective evolution, seeing the ashram and other spiritual collectives 

as laboratories for this experiment in consciousness. 

Legacy and Global Influence 

Sri Aurobindo's mystical vision and teachings have had a profound impact on global spirituality. 

His emphasis on the integration of spiritual and material life has resonated with seekers and 

thinkers across cultures and traditions. His works have been translated into numerous languages, 

and his teachings continue to inspire spiritual communities and individuals worldwide. 

Auroville: The City of Human Unity 

One of the most tangible legacies of Sri Aurobindo and The Mother is the international township of 

Auroville, founded in 1968 near Pondicherry. Auroville was envisioned as a place where people 

from all over the world could live in harmony, free from the constraints of nationality, politics, and 

religion. It was intended to be a laboratory for human unity and an experiment in collective living, 

based on the principles of Integral Yoga. 

Auroville's development reflects Aurobindo's vision of a progressive, dynamic community, where 

individuals work towards personal and collective transformation. The township supports sustainable 

living, research in various fields, and spiritual growth, embodying Aurobindo's ideals of human 

unity and progressive harmony. 

Influence on Modern Spirituality 

Sri Aurobindo's ideas have influenced a wide range of fields, including psychology, education, 

social theory, and spirituality. His emphasis on the holistic development of the individual and the 

integration of spiritual and material life has found resonance in various contemporary movements. 

His concept of the Supramental consciousness has inspired explorations in transpersonal 

psychology and the study of higher states of consciousness. 

Aurobindo's teachings have also had a significant impact on modern Indian spirituality, influencing 

figures such as Jiddu Krishnamurti, Swami Vivekananda, and Ramana Maharshi. His vision of 



28  

Integral Yoga continues to guide and inspire spiritual communities, including the Sri Aurobindo 

Society, which promotes his teachings through various programs and initiatives worldwide. 

Sri Aurobindo's life as a mystic is a testament to the transformative power of spiritual awakening 

and the profound potential of human consciousness. From his early years of intellectual inquiry and 

political activism to his later life of deep mystical experience and spiritual teaching, Aurobindo's 

journey reflects a continuous striving for higher truth and divine realization. 

His system of Integral Yoga offers a comprehensive and dynamic approach to spiritual practice, 

emphasizing the integration of all aspects of human existence. Aurobindo's vision of the 

Supramental consciousness and the possibility of a divine life on earth continues to inspire and 

guide seekers on the path of spiritual evolution. 

Sri Aurobindo's enduring legacy, embodied in the vibrant community of Auroville and the 

widespread influence of his teachings, remains a beacon of hope and wisdom for those seeking to 

harmonize the spiritual and material dimensions of existence. His life and work stand as a profound 

example of the mystical quest for truth and the transformative potential of human consciousness. 

2.4 Major Contributions of Sri Aurobindo 

Sri Aurobindo was a multi-faceted personality whose contributions spanned the domains of politics, 

spirituality, philosophy, literature, and education. His work left a profound impact on the Indian 

independence movement, the spiritual renaissance of India, and the global understanding of human 

consciousness and evolution. This exploration delves into the major contributions of Sri Aurobindo, 

highlighting his role as a revolutionary leader, spiritual guru, philosopher, and literary genius. 

2.4.1 Political Contributions: Revolutionary Nationalism 

Advocacy for Complete Independence 

Sri Aurobindo’s political contributions were significant in the early 20th century when the Indian 

independence movement was gaining momentum. Unlike many contemporaries who advocated for 

gradual reforms and self-governance under British rule, Aurobindo was a staunch proponent of 

complete independence. His writings and speeches called for immediate and uncompromising 

action against colonial rule. 

Aurobindo’s editorial work with the nationalist newspaper "Bande Mataram" was particularly 

influential. Through his incisive articles, he articulated the vision of Swaraj (self-rule) that went 

beyond political freedom to encompass cultural and spiritual resurgence. His advocacy for militant 

nationalism inspired many young revolutionaries to join the struggle for independence. 

Formation of Revolutionary Groups 

Aurobindo was instrumental in forming and supporting various secret revolutionary societies aimed 

at organizing armed resistance against British rule. He was closely associated with the Anushilan 

Samiti, a revolutionary group in Bengal that trained young nationalists in the use of arms and 
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explosives. His efforts in creating a network of bomb factories and safe houses demonstrated his 

commitment to direct action against the colonial regime. 

The Alipore Bomb Case (1908-1909) was a significant event that highlighted Aurobindo’s 

revolutionary activities. Although he was acquitted, the trial underscored his influence and 

involvement in the nationalist movement. The trial also marked a turning point in his life, leading to 

his eventual withdrawal from active politics and his deeper engagement with spirituality. 

2.4.2 Spiritual Contributions: Integral Yoga and Spiritual Philosophy 

Development of Integral Yoga 

Sri Aurobindo’s most profound contribution to spirituality was the development of Integral Yoga, a 

comprehensive system of spiritual practice aimed at the transformation of human nature. Integral 

Yoga seeks to integrate all aspects of life—physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual—into a 

harmonious and divine existence. Aurobindo believed that the evolution of human consciousness 

was the key to achieving a higher state of being and realizing a divine life on earth. 

Integral Yoga is not confined to asceticism or renunciation but encourages active participation in 

the world while striving for spiritual growth. It emphasizes the importance of surrender to the 

Divine, the cultivation of inner silence and peace, and the aspiration for higher consciousness. 

Aurobindo’s magnum opus, "The Life Divine," elaborates on the philosophical foundations of 

Integral Yoga, presenting a vision of human evolution towards a supramental consciousness. 

Establishment of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram 

In 1926, Sri Aurobindo, along with his spiritual collaborator, Mirra Alfassa (known as The Mother), 

established the Sri Aurobindo Ashram in Pondicherry. The ashram became a center for spiritual 

practice and a community where individuals could pursue Integral Yoga under the guidance of 

Aurobindo and The Mother. The ashram attracted seekers from all over the world, creating a vibrant 

and dynamic spiritual community. 

The ashram provided a conducive environment for spiritual growth, offering various activities such 

as meditation, study, physical education, and artistic pursuits. Aurobindo’s presence and teachings 

inspired the residents to strive for self-realization and the transformation of their lives. The Sri 

Aurobindo Ashram continues to be a beacon of spiritual light, attracting individuals seeking inner 

growth and higher consciousness. 

2.4.3 Philosophical Contributions: Human Evolution and Consciousness 

The Philosophy of Evolution 

Aurobindo’s philosophical contributions are characterized by his comprehensive vision of human 

evolution and the potential for a divine life on earth. He believed that the evolution of life and 

consciousness is an ongoing process that would ultimately lead to the manifestation of a higher, 

supramental consciousness. This evolutionary process, according to Aurobindo, involves the 

progressive unfolding of the divine potential inherent in all beings. 
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In his seminal work, "The Life Divine," Aurobindo explores the nature of reality, the purpose of 

existence, and the process of evolution. He argues that the material world is not an illusion but a 

manifestation of the Divine, and that spiritual realization involves the integration of the spiritual 

and material dimensions of life. Aurobindo’s vision of evolution extends beyond individual self-

realization to encompass the collective transformation of humanity and the creation of a new, 

spiritually evolved society. 

Synthesis of Eastern and Western Thought 

Aurobindo’s philosophical writings also represent a synthesis of Eastern and Western thought. He 

was deeply influenced by the Vedantic tradition of India, particularly the Upanishads and the 

Bhagavad Gita, and sought to reinterpret these ancient texts in the light of contemporary scientific 

and philosophical understanding. At the same time, he engaged with Western philosophical 

traditions, drawing on the ideas of thinkers like Hegel, Nietzsche, and Bergson. 

Aurobindo’s synthesis of Eastern and Western thought is evident in his approach to the problem of 

human suffering and the nature of existence. He rejected the dualistic separation of spirit and 

matter, advocating instead for a holistic view of reality that integrates the spiritual and material 

aspects of life. His writings offer a profound critique of materialism and reductionism, emphasizing 

the spiritual dimension of human existence and the potential for higher consciousness. 

2.4.4 Literary Contributions: Poetry and Prose 

Epic Poetry: "Savitri" 

One of Aurobindo’s major literary contributions is the epic poem "Savitri: A Legend and a 

Symbol." "Savitri" is a spiritual and philosophical epic that reinterprets the ancient Indian legend of 

Savitri and Satyavan. The poem, consisting of over 24,000 lines, is considered one of the longest 

poems in the English language and is a monumental work of literature. 

"Savitri" explores themes of love, death, and the triumph of the human spirit over adversity. It is a 

profound meditation on the nature of existence, the power of divine grace, and the potential for 

human transformation. Aurobindo’s poetic mastery and his ability to convey deep spiritual truths 

through the medium of poetry make "Savitri" a unique and enduring contribution to world 

literature. 

Essays and Prose Works 

In addition to his poetry, Aurobindo wrote extensively in prose, covering a wide range of topics 

including politics, philosophy, education, and culture. His essays on Indian culture, published in 

"The Renaissance in India and Other Essays on Indian Culture," are a passionate defense of Indian 

civilization against colonial denigration. Aurobindo argued that Indian culture, with its emphasis on 

spirituality and inner realization, offered a unique and valuable perspective on human existence. 

Aurobindo’s "The Human Cycle" is another significant work that explores the stages of social 

development and the evolution of human societies. He examined the cyclical nature of history and 

the potential for a new, spiritually-based civilization. His writings on education, particularly "A 
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System of National Education," emphasized the importance of holistic and integral education that 

nurtures the physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual dimensions of the individual. 

2.4.5 Educational Contributions: Integral Education 

Holistic Approach to Education 

Aurobindo’s contributions to education are characterized by his vision of integral education, which 

seeks to develop all aspects of the individual—physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual. He 

believed that true education should go beyond the mere transmission of information and should aim 

at the complete development of the human personality. 

In his writings on education, Aurobindo emphasized the importance of self-discovery and self-

realization as the goals of education. He advocated for a child-centered approach that respects the 

individuality and innate potential of each student. Aurobindo’s educational philosophy is rooted in 

the belief that every child has a unique role to play in the divine plan, and that education should 

help them realize their highest potential. 

The Establishment of Educational Institutions 

The principles of integral education have been implemented in various educational institutions 

inspired by Aurobindo’s vision. The Sri Aurobindo International Centre of Education, established 

in Pondicherry, offers a holistic and integrated curriculum that fosters the physical, emotional, 

mental, and spiritual growth of students. The school’s emphasis on creativity, self-expression, and 

experiential learning reflects Aurobindo’s educational ideals. 

Auroville, an international community founded on Aurobindo’s principles, also embodies his vision 

of integral education. Auroville’s educational programs aim to create a learning environment that 

nurtures the holistic development of individuals and prepares them to contribute to the creation of a 

new, spiritually evolved society. 

2.4.6 Legacy and Global Impact 

Influence on Indian Independence and Beyond 

Sri Aurobindo’s contributions to the Indian independence movement and his visionary ideas have 

had a lasting impact on the nation’s history and cultural development. His call for complete 

independence and his advocacy for cultural and spiritual resurgence inspired generations of 

freedom fighters and thinkers. Figures like Subhas Chandra Bose and Bhagat Singh drew 

inspiration from Aurobindo’s ideas and continued the struggle for freedom with the same fervor and 

dedication. 

Aurobindo’s vision of a spiritualized society and his emphasis on the synthesis of Eastern and 

Western thought have also influenced contemporary discussions on global peace, human 

development, and the future of civilization. His ideas on human evolution and the potential for a 

higher state of consciousness resonate with modern scientific and philosophical explorations of 

consciousness and human potential. 
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Continuing Relevance 

Sri Aurobindo’s teachings continue to inspire individuals and communities around the world. The 

Sri Aurobindo Ashram and Auroville are living embodiments of his vision, providing spaces for 

spiritual practice, community living, and integral education.  

2.5 Question for Practice 

  How does Sri Aurobindo define the term "Renaissance" in the context of Indian civilization, and 

how is it different from the European Renaissance? 

  What are the key elements of India's ancient cultural and spiritual heritage that Sri Aurobindo 

believes should be revived during the Indian Renaissance? 

  In what ways does Sri Aurobindo critique the influence of Western civilization on India, and 

what alternatives does he propose? 

  Why does Sri Aurobindo emphasize the role of spirituality in the Indian Renaissance, and how 

does he view its importance in shaping India's future? 

  How does Sri Aurobindo connect the idea of the Indian Renaissance with the broader concept of 

national identity and independence? 
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Section –B 

 

Indian English Poetry 

 

UNIT I: Indian English Poetry  

 

Structure 

Objectives 

1.1  Indian English Poetry: An Introduction 

1.2 Indian English Poetry: Major Poets and their Contributions 

1.3 Questions for Practice 

 

 

Objectives 

  Understanding the Historical Development of Indian English Poetry 

  Identifying Key Indian English Poets and their Contributions 

  Analyzing Themes and Cultural Context 

  Exploring the Use of Language and Form 

  Reflecting on the Role of Indian English Poetry in Global Literature 

 

 

1.1  Indian English Poetry: An Introduction 

Indian English poetry occupies a unique and dynamic space within the broader landscape of world 

literature, seamlessly blending diverse linguistic, cultural, and literary traditions to create a rich 

tapestry of poetic expression. A critical introduction to Indian English poetry necessitates an 

exploration of its historical development, thematic concerns, stylistic innovations, and its pivotal 

role in shaping the cultural and literary identity of modern India. 

Historical Development 

The origins of Indian English poetry can be traced back to the colonial period, a time when British 

colonization and the spread of English education in India laid the groundwork for this literary 

tradition. Early poets like Henry Derozio and Toru Dutt were among the pioneers who began 

experimenting with English verse forms while simultaneously engaging with Indian themes and 

sensibilities. Derozio, often considered the first Indian poet to write in English, drew inspiration 

from both Indian and Western literary traditions, creating poems that reflected the sociopolitical 

milieu of his time. Toru Dutt, on the other hand, brought a deeply personal and lyrical quality to her 

poetry, often delving into themes of loss, nostalgia, and the richness of Indian mythology. 



34  

The 20th century marked a significant turning point for Indian English poetry, with the emergence 

of iconic poets such as Rabindranath Tagore, Sarojini Naidu, and Aurobindo Ghose. Tagore, a 

Nobel laureate, infused his poetry with profound philosophical and spiritual insights, exploring the 

interconnectedness of humanity and nature. His works, originally written in Bengali and later 

translated into English, gained international acclaim and positioned Indian English poetry on the 

global literary map. Sarojini Naidu, known as the “Nightingale of India,” used her lyrical prowess 

to celebrate India's cultural heritage while also addressing pressing social and political issues. 

Aurobindo Ghose, a philosopher-poet, delved into the realms of mysticism and nationalism, using 

his poetry to advocate for India's independence and spiritual awakening. 

The post-independence era witnessed a flourishing of Indian English poetry as poets grappled with 

the complexities of nation-building, cultural identity, and social change. This period saw the rise of 

influential poets like Nissim Ezekiel, A.K. Ramanujan, Kamala Das, and Arun Kolatkar. Each of 

these poets brought their unique perspective and style to the literary landscape, enriching it with 

their diverse voices and innovative approaches. 

Thematic Concerns 

Indian English poetry is characterized by its engagement with a wide array of subjects, 

encompassing love, nature, spirituality, politics, and social justice. One of the central themes is the 

tension between tradition and modernity, reflecting the poets' attempts to navigate the complexities 

of a rapidly changing society. For instance, Nissim Ezekiel’s poetry often explores the ironies and 

contradictions of urban life in post-independence India, while A.K. Ramanujan delves into the 

intricacies of Indian family dynamics and cultural heritage. 

The rural-urban dichotomy is another recurring theme in Indian English poetry. Poets like Jayanta 

Mahapatra and R. Parthasarathy draw vivid contrasts between the simplicity and tranquility of rural 

life and the chaotic, impersonal nature of urban existence. This exploration of place and identity is 

intricately tied to the poets' reflections on their own experiences and observations of the world 

around them. 

Spirituality and mysticism also hold a significant place in Indian English poetry. Drawing from the 

rich spiritual traditions of India, poets like Sri Aurobindo and Keki N. Daruwalla infuse their works 

with a deep sense of metaphysical inquiry and philosophical introspection. Their poetry often serves 

as a medium for exploring the transcendental and the divine, seeking to understand the deeper truths 

of existence. 

Social critique is a powerful undercurrent in much of Indian English poetry. Poets use their works 

to address issues such as poverty, inequality, gender, and caste discrimination, often highlighting 

the struggles and injustices faced by marginalized communities. Kamala Das’s poetry, for example, 

is renowned for its bold exploration of female sexuality and its critique of patriarchal norms, while 

Arun Kolatkar’s poems bring attention to the lives of the urban poor and the marginalized. 

Stylistic Innovations 
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Stylistically, Indian English poetry exhibits remarkable diversity, with poets experimenting with 

various forms and techniques. This includes traditional verse forms like sonnets and ghazals as well 

as free verse and avant-garde poetry. The interplay between traditional and modern forms is a 

testament to the poets' ability to adapt and innovate within the English language while remaining 

rooted in their cultural heritage. 

The influence of oral traditions is another distinctive feature of Indian English poetry. Poets often 

draw on the rhythms and cadences of bhakti and Sufi poetry, infusing their works with the 

musicality and immediacy of oral performance. This connection to oral traditions not only enriches 

the poetic form but also serves to bridge the gap between written and spoken word, making the 

poetry more accessible and resonant. 

Imagery and symbolism play a crucial role in Indian English poetry, with poets employing vivid 

and evocative language to convey complex emotions and ideas. The use of nature imagery, for 

instance, is a common motif, reflecting the poets' deep connection to the natural world and its 

symbolic significance. Similarly, mythological and historical references are frequently woven into 

the poetry, providing a rich tapestry of cultural and literary allusions. 

Cultural and Literary Identity 

Indian English poetry has played a vital role in shaping the cultural and literary identity of modern 

India. By writing in English, Indian poets have been able to reach a global audience, fostering 

cultural exchange and dialogue between different linguistic and cultural communities. This has not 

only helped to break down barriers and promote mutual understanding but has also contributed to 

the recognition and appreciation of Indian literature on the world stage. 

Moreover, Indian English poetry has provided a platform for voices that have been historically 

marginalized or silenced. Women poets, Dalit poets, and poets from various regional and linguistic 

backgrounds have used English as a medium to articulate their experiences and perspectives, 

challenging dominant narratives and advocating for social change. This inclusivity and diversity are 

among the defining characteristics of Indian English poetry, making it a powerful and dynamic 

force in contemporary literature. 

Contemporary Trends 

In recent years, Indian English poetry has continued to evolve and expand, with poets exploring 

new themes, forms, and modes of expression in response to the changing realities of contemporary 

India. The advent of digital technology and social media has also had a significant impact, 

providing new platforms for poets to share their work and engage with audiences. Online literary 

journals, poetry slams, and spoken word performances have become popular avenues for poetic 

expression, allowing for greater experimentation and interaction. 

Contemporary poets like Jeet Thayil, Arundhathi Subramaniam, and Tishani Doshi are at the 

forefront of this evolving landscape, bringing fresh perspectives and innovative styles to Indian 
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English poetry. Their works often address pressing global issues such as environmental 

degradation, migration, and the search for identity in a globalized world. This new generation of 

poets continues to push the boundaries of the genre, ensuring that Indian English poetry remains a 

vibrant and relevant force in the literary world. 

In short, Indian English poetry is a dynamic and vibrant literary tradition that reflects the rich 

diversity and complexity of Indian society and culture. Through its exploration of a wide range of 

themes, stylistic innovations, and linguistic creativity, Indian English poetry continues to engage, 

challenge, and inspire readers both within India and around the world. Its enduring contribution to 

the global literary canon is a testament to the power of poetry as a medium for expressing the 

human experience in all its multifaceted dimensions. As Indian English poetry continues to evolve, 

it will undoubtedly remain a crucial and influential voice in the ever-expanding landscape of world 

literature. 

1.2  Indian English Poetry: Major Poets and their Contributions 

Indian English poetry occupies a unique and dynamic space within the broader landscape of world 

literature, seamlessly blending diverse linguistic, cultural, and literary traditions to create a rich 

tapestry of poetic expression. From the pioneering voices of the colonial era like Rabindranath 

Tagore and Sarojini Naidu to the modernist experiments of Nissim Ezekiel and A.K. Ramanujan, 

and the contemporary perspectives of Arundhathi Subramaniam and Vikram Seth, Indian English 

poets have continually evolved, engaging with a wide range of themes—from the personal to the 

political, the spiritual to the social—while innovating in form, language, and style. Through their 

poetry, these poets navigate the complexities of identity, history, and society, offering nuanced 

reflections on the ever-changing landscape of India and its place in the world, while also 

challenging conventions and expanding the boundaries of literary expression. 

Rabindranath Tagore: The Poet Laureate of India 

Rabindranath Tagore, often hailed as one of India's greatest literary figures, made significant 

contributions to Indian English poetry through his profound spiritual insights and lyrical verse. His 

collection of poems, "Gitanjali," earned him the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913, bringing global 

recognition to Indian literature. Tagore's poetry reflects his deep connection to nature, his 

exploration of human emotions, and his commitment to social justice, making him a towering figure 

in Indian and world literature. 

Born in 1861 in Kolkata, Tagore was a polymath who excelled not only in poetry but also in music, 

art, and philosophy. His upbringing in a culturally rich environment and his education in both the 

East and the West equipped him with a unique perspective that infused his literary works. 

"Gitanjali," which means "Song Offerings," is a collection of devotional songs that express Tagore's 

spiritual journey and his quest for the divine. The simplicity and profundity of these poems 

resonated with readers worldwide, establishing Tagore as a universal poet. 
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Tagore's poetry often delved into the themes of humanism and universal brotherhood. He believed 

in the unity of all beings and emphasized the importance of harmony between humanity and nature. 

His poem "Where the Mind is Without Fear" is a clarion call for freedom and enlightenment, 

reflecting his vision of a liberated and enlightened India. Tagore's legacy continues to inspire poets 

and readers, and his works remain a testament to the power of poetry to transcend boundaries and 

connect people across cultures. 

Sarojini Naidu: The Nightingale of India 

Sarojini Naidu, known as the "Nightingale of India," was another prominent Indian English poet 

who played a crucial role in shaping the literary landscape of modern India. Her poetry, 

characterized by its musicality and imagery, celebrated the beauty of India's landscapes and the 

resilience of its people. Naidu's advocacy for Indian independence and her contributions to the 

nationalist movement further cemented her legacy as a pioneer of Indian English poetry. 

Born in 1879 in Hyderabad, Naidu was a prodigious talent who began writing poetry at a young 

age. Her first collection of poems, "The Golden Threshold," was published in 1905 and received 

widespread acclaim for its lyrical beauty and evocative imagery. Naidu's poetry often drew 

inspiration from Indian folklore, mythology, and nature, capturing the essence of India's cultural 

heritage. Her poem "In the Bazaars of Hyderabad" is a vivid portrayal of the vibrancy and richness 

of Indian markets, showcasing her ability to bring the sights and sounds of India to life through her 

verse. 

Naidu's poetry was not just a celebration of India's beauty; it was also a powerful tool for social and 

political change. As a prominent leader in the Indian independence movement, Naidu used her 

poetic voice to inspire and mobilize people. Her poem "The Gift of India" is a poignant tribute to 

the Indian soldiers who fought and died in World War I, highlighting their sacrifice and valor. 

Naidu's legacy as a poet and patriot continues to inspire generations of writers and activists. 

Nissim Ezekiel: The Father of Modern Indian English Poetry 

Moving into the 20th century, Nissim Ezekiel emerged as a seminal figure in Indian English poetry, 

often regarded as the father of modern Indian English verse. His poetry, marked by its irony, wit, 

and keen observation, explored themes of identity, culture, and the human condition in post-

independence India. Ezekiel's works, such as "The Night of the Scorpion" and "Enterprise," 

showcased his linguistic dexterity and his ability to blend Western literary forms with Indian 

sensibilities, laying the foundation for the modern Indian English poetic tradition. 

Born in 1924 in Bombay (now Mumbai), Ezekiel was raised in a Jewish family amidst the vibrant 

cultural mosaic of India. His multicultural upbringing profoundly influenced his worldview and 

artistic sensibilities, which found expression in his poetry. Ezekiel's academic pursuits in English 

literature provided him with a solid foundation in literary theory and criticism, informing his later 

work as a poet and critic. 
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Ezekiel's poetry is characterized by its linguistic dexterity, blending colloquial language with 

formal verse forms to create a unique poetic idiom. He was a master of irony and satire, often using 

humor as a tool to critique social norms and conventions. His poems are filled with vivid characters 

and evocative landscapes, capturing the rich tapestry of Indian life with nuance and sensitivity. In 

addition to his poetry, Ezekiel was also a respected critic and editor, playing a pivotal role in 

shaping the literary landscape of modern India through his advocacy for Indian English literature 

and his mentorship of emerging writers. 

A.K. Ramanujan: The Versatile Innovator 

A.K. Ramanujan, renowned for his versatility and innovation, made significant contributions to 

Indian English poetry through his exploration of folklore, mythology, and language. His poetry, 

deeply rooted in Indian culture and tradition, often drew on the rich oral traditions of India, 

incorporating elements of folklore, myth, and legend into his verse. Ramanujan's collection "The 

Striders" exemplifies his ability to blend the personal and the universal, the modern and the 

traditional, in a way that speaks to readers across generations. 

Born in 1929 in Mysore, Ramanujan was a scholar, translator, and poet whose work spanned 

multiple languages and cultures. His deep engagement with Indian classical and folk traditions 

informed his poetic sensibilities, resulting in a body of work that is both erudite and accessible. 

Ramanujan's poetry often delved into the themes of memory, identity, and the passage of time, 

reflecting his keen insight into the human experience. 

Ramanujan's innovative use of language and form set him apart as a distinctive voice in Indian 

English poetry. He seamlessly blended elements of classical Indian poetry with modernist 

techniques, creating a unique poetic idiom that resonated with readers. His translations of ancient 

Tamil and Kannada poetry further enriched the literary landscape, making the treasures of Indian 

classical literature accessible to a global audience. 

Kamala Das: The Bold Confessional Poet 

Kamala Das, with her bold and unapologetic voice, challenged societal norms and conventions, 

particularly regarding gender and sexuality, in her poetry. Her confessional style and lyrical 

intensity brought a raw honesty to her exploration of love, desire, and the female experience, 

making her a trailblazer in Indian English literature. Das's works, such as "An Introduction" and 

"My Story," continue to resonate with readers for their fearless portrayal of the complexities of 

human emotion and experience. 

Born in 1934 in Kerala, Kamala Das was a prolific writer whose work encompassed poetry, fiction, 

and autobiography. Her confessional poetry, characterized by its emotional intensity and 

unflinching honesty, broke new ground in Indian English literature. In "An Introduction," Das 

confronts the constraints of patriarchy and asserts her identity as a woman and a poet, challenging 

societal expectations and norms. 
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Das's poetry often explored themes of love, longing, and desire, bringing a fresh and candid 

perspective to the portrayal of female sexuality. Her willingness to lay bare her innermost thoughts 

and emotions, coupled with her mastery of language and imagery, established her as one of the 

most influential voices in Indian English literature. Beyond her poetry, Das's autobiographical work 

"My Story" offers a poignant and introspective account of her life and experiences, further 

cementing her legacy as a trailblazer. 

Arundhathi Subramaniam: The Contemporary Spiritual Poet 

Arundhathi Subramaniam, a contemporary poet known for her lyrical elegance and spiritual depth, 

has emerged as a leading voice in Indian English poetry. Her poetry reflects her engagement with 

Indian spirituality, philosophy, and mythology, as well as her exploration of the complexities of 

modern life. Subramaniam's collection "When God is a Traveller" showcases her mastery of 

language and imagery, offering readers a glimpse into the profound mysteries of existence. 

Born in 1971 in Mumbai, Subramaniam's work spans poetry, prose, and literary criticism. Her 

poetry is characterized by its meditative quality and its exploration of spiritual themes, reflecting 

her deep engagement with Indian philosophical traditions. In "When God is a Traveller," 

Subramaniam delves into the themes of journey and transformation, drawing on mythological and 

cultural references to create a rich and evocative tapestry of verse. 

Subramaniam's poetry also engages with contemporary issues, offering nuanced reflections on the 

challenges and contradictions of modern life. Her ability to weave together the spiritual and the 

everyday, the ancient and the contemporary, has established her as a distinctive and influential 

voice in Indian English poetry. Through her work, Subramaniam continues to inspire readers and 

writers, bridging the gap between tradition and modernity. 

Vikram Seth: The Poetic Storyteller 

Vikram Seth, best known for his epic novel "A Suitable Boy," has also made significant 

contributions to Indian English poetry through his exploration of love, longing, and the human 

condition. His poetry, characterized by its clarity, precision, and emotional resonance, captures the 

joys and sorrows of everyday life with sensitivity and insight. Seth's collection "Mappings" 

exemplifies his ability to distill complex emotions and experiences into concise and evocative 

verse, making him a beloved figure in Indian literature. 

Born in 1952 in Kolkata, Seth is a versatile writer whose work spans multiple genres, including 

poetry, fiction, and non-fiction. His poetry is marked by its formal elegance and its exploration of 

universal themes, reflecting his keen insight into the human experience. In "Mappings," Seth delves 

into the themes of love, loss, and longing, capturing the nuances of human relationships with clarity 

and precision. 

Seth's ability to blend lyrical beauty with emotional depth has established him as a distinctive voice 

in Indian English poetry. His work continues to resonate with readers, offering a poignant and 
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insightful reflection on the complexities of life and love. Through his poetry, Seth has left an 

indelible mark on the literary landscape, inspiring readers and writers alike with his profound 

insights and timeless verse. 

Indian English poetry is a rich and vibrant tradition that continues to evolve and flourish, thanks to 

the contributions of these major poets and many others. Their works offer readers a window into the 

complexities of Indian life, culture, and identity, while also speaking to universal themes and 

experiences that resonate across borders and generations. Through their poetry, these major Indian 

English poets have left an indelible mark on the literary landscape, inspiring readers and writers 

alike with their profound insights and timeless verse. 

 

1.3 Questions for Practice 

 

  How does Indian English poetry reflect the historical and cultural transitions from colonial to 

postcolonial India? 

  In what ways do Indian English poets like Nissim Ezekiel and Kamala Das address themes of 

identity, alienation, and self-expression? 

  What role does the concept of 'Indianness' play in shaping the voice and content of Indian 

English poetry? 

  Disscuss the major Indian English poets and their contributions. 

  What are the defining characteristics of modern Indian English poetry, and how does it compare 

to earlier works from the pre-independence era? 
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Section –B 

 

Indian English Poetry 

 

UNIT II: Indian English Poetry: Nissim Ezekiel 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

2.1 Nissim Ezekiel: Life and Works 

2.2 Nissim Ezekiel: Selected Poems 

2.2.1 "Enterprise" 

2.2.2 "Philosophy" 

2.2.3 "Poet, Lover and Birdwatcher"  

2.3 Questions for Practice 

 

Objectives 

  Understanding the Life and Literary Career of Nissim Ezekiel 

  Analyzing Key Themes in Ezekiel’s Poetry 

  Exploring the Use of Language, Form, and Technique 

  Interpreting Selected Poems in Detail 

  Evaluating Ezekiel's Contribution to Indian English Poetry 

 

2.1 Nissim Ezekiel 

Life and Works 

Nissim Ezekiel, a cornerstone of Indian English literature, was born on December 24, 1924, in 

Bombay (now Mumbai), into a Bene-Israeli Jewish family. His parents were distinguished in the 

academic sphere; his father served as a principal and professor of Botany and Zoology, while his 

mother was a school principal. Their educational influence undoubtedly shaped Ezekiel’s scholarly 

and literary pursuits. His father and mother passed away in 1969 and 1974 respectively, marking 

significant losses in his personal life. 

Ezekiel’s formal education began at Wilson College, Mumbai, where he majored in English. 

Seeking further intellectual enrichment, he moved to London to study Philosophy at Birkbeck 

College. His academic journey eventually led him back to India, where he held the position of 

Professor of English at the University of Mumbai. Additionally, in 1964, he was a Visiting 

Professor at the University of Leeds, highlighting his growing international repute. In 1978, he was 

invited to the Rotterdam International Poetry Festival, further cementing his status as a celebrated 
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poet. 

Ezekiel’s editorial contributions were notable and influential. He was the editor of "Quest," a bi-

monthly magazine, and "Poetry India," a quarterly publication. Through these platforms, he 

nurtured emerging poets, earning him the moniker of a "Poet’s poet." His literary excellence was 

recognized with several prestigious awards, including the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1983 and the 

Padma Shri, one of India’s highest civilian honors, in 1988. 

Ezekiel's foundational education took place in missionary schools in Mumbai. While pursuing his 

M.A., he worked part-time at the Hansraj Morarji Public School, Mumbai. His academic prowess 

was evident as he topped his M.A. examination, securing the R.K. Lagu Prize. Alongside his 

studies, he contributed literary articles and reviews to various newspapers and periodicals, 

establishing his presence in the literary world. 

In 1948, Ezekiel ventured to England, where he immersed himself in the study of theatre, 

philosophy, and modern Indian culture for over three years. This period was significant as it 

culminated in the publication of his first book of poems, "A Time to Change" (1952). His 

experiences in England were diverse; he even worked as a deck-scrubber and coal carrier on an 

English cargo ship, underscoring his dedication to sustaining himself while pursuing his literary 

ambitions. Upon returning to India, he joined the editorial staff of "The Illustrated Weekly of India" 

for two years and became a broadcaster on art and literature for All India Radio, Mumbai, from 

1952-1962. 

Ezekiel's personal life saw him marrying Daisy Jacob in 1952. He joined Shilpi Advertising as a 

copywriter in 1953 and later worked as a manager in America for a brief period. Returning to India 

in 1959, he resumed teaching and also worked for Chemould, a picture frame manufacturing 

company. His involvement with "Imprint," a books monthly, bolstered his reputation as a critic, as 

he wrote reviews for several years. 

In 1961, Ezekiel was appointed as a Professor of English at Mithibai College of Arts, Mumbai, a 

role he fulfilled until 1972. Concurrently, he served as an art critic for the "Times of India" from 

1964-1966. His academic and literary engagements took him to America again in 1967, where he 

lectured at various colleges and at the University of Chicago. From 1969-1972, he conducted art 

appreciation courses for various institutions. He also worked as a Reader in the Department of 

English at the University of Mumbai and was an active member of the Sahitya Akademi and Lalit 

Kala Akademi. 

Ezekiel’s later years were marked by personal difficulties. His marriage ended in separation, and 

although he had a son and two daughters, they did not care for him during his final days. He 

suffered from Alzheimer’s disease and passed away on January 9, 2004, in Mumbai, at the age of 

seventy-nine. His contributions to literature and academia were immense, yet his final years were 

spent in solitude. He was laid to rest at the Jewish Cemetery in Worli. 

Works of Nissim Ezekiel 
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Poetry: 

1. A Time to Change and Other Poems (1952): Ezekiel's debut collection, published while 

he was in England, reflects his early engagement with modernist themes and his quest for 

personal and artistic change. 

2. Sixty Poems (1953): This collection, published shortly after his return to India, continued to 

explore themes of identity, belonging, and the poet’s role in society. 

3. The Third (1959): A significant collection that delved into the complexities of urban life 

and the poet’s personal experiences. 

4. The Unfinished Man (1960): Ezekiel’s exploration of existential themes, human frailties, 

and the search for meaning. 

5. The Exact Name (1965): A collection that exemplifies Ezekiel’s mastery of language and 

form, dealing with precision in thought and expression. 

6. Snakeskin and Other Poems (1974): Translations of Marathi poet Indira Sant’s works, 

showcasing Ezekiel’s ability to bridge linguistic and cultural divides. 

7. Hymns in Darkness (1976): Reflects his mature voice, grappling with themes of 

spirituality, darkness, and the human condition. 

8. Latter-Day Psalms (1982): A collection that revisits the psalmic tradition, infusing it with 

contemporary concerns and personal introspection. 

9. Collected Poems 1952-88 (1988): A comprehensive anthology that spans his entire poetic 

career, offering insights into his evolving style and thematic preoccupations. 

Drama: 

1. Three Plays: Nalini, Marriage Poem, The Sleepwalkers (1969): This collection illustrates 

Ezekiel’s versatility, exploring different facets of human relationships and social issues. 

2. Song of Deprivation (1969): A play that delves into the psychological and emotional 

aspects of deprivation and longing. 

3. Who Needs No Introduction: Reflects his keen observation of human nature and societal 

norms. 

4. Don’t Call It Suicide (1993): A later work that tackles the complexities of human despair 

and societal pressures. 

Edited Books: 

1. Indian Writers in Conference (1964): A collection of discussions and essays highlighting 

the state of Indian literature and its global interactions. 

2. Writing in India (1965): An anthology that captures the diversity and richness of Indian 

writing. 

3. An Emerson Reader (1965): Edited works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, reflecting Ezekiel’s 

philosophical leanings. 

4. A Martin Luther King Reader (1969): Edited works of Martin Luther King Jr., 

showcasing his commitment to social justice. 
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5. Arthur Miller. All My Sons (1972): A critical edition of Miller’s play, underscoring 

Ezekiel’s engagement with global literary traditions. 

Literary Essays: 

1. Ideas and Modern Poetry (1964): Explores the intersections between contemporary 

thought and poetic expression. 

2. Poetry and Philosophy (1966): Analyzes the philosophical underpinnings of poetic works. 

3. Poetry as Knowledge (1972): Discusses the epistemological aspects of poetry and its role 

in human understanding. 

Journals Edited: 

1. Quest (1955-1957): A bi-monthly magazine that served as a platform for literary and 

cultural discussions. 

2. Imprint (1961-1967, Associate Editor): A books monthly that featured reviews and critical 

essays. 

3. Poetry India (1966-1967): A quarterly publication that nurtured emerging poets and 

showcased contemporary poetry. 

4. Poetry Page of the Illustrated Weekly of India (1969-1973): Curated a space for poetic 

expression in a leading weekly magazine. 

5. The Indian PEN (Associate Editor since June 1973): A journal of the PEN All India 

Centre, promoting literary discourse and cultural exchange. 

2.2  Nissim Ezekiel: Selected Poems 

2.2.1 Enterprise  

Nissim Ezekiel's poem "Enterprise" unfolds as a metaphorical journey embarked upon by a group 

of individuals, initially envisioned as a pilgrimage promising spiritual or intellectual enrichment. 

The poem is structured into six stanzas, each containing five lines with a consistent ABABA rhyme 

scheme, which lends a rhythmic flow to the narrative. 

Stanza 1: The journey begins optimistically, portrayed as a pilgrimage meant to elevate spirits and 

alleviate burdens. The imagery of exalted minds and lightened burdens suggests a noble quest for 

enlightenment or fulfillment, setting a tone of aspiration and idealism. 

Stanza 2: As the journey progresses, the group engages in detailed observation and documentation 

of mundane aspects such as local trade and wildlife habits. The mention of visiting cities where a 

sage once taught adds a layer of cultural exploration amidst their spiritual odyssey, highlighting 

their initial enthusiasm for knowledge and discovery. 

Stanza 3: However, conflicts arise within the group, particularly regarding decisions like crossing a 

desert patch. The departure of a prominent member, noted for their eloquence, symbolizes the 
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fracture within the group due to differing perspectives and personal ambitions. This marks a turning 

point where unity begins to falter amid growing discord. 

Stanza 4: The challenges escalate as the travelers face physical attacks and further disorientation. A 

faction within the group opts to break away, underscoring the deepening division and loss of 

collective purpose. This section portrays the group's struggle with external adversities and internal 

strife, reflecting the complexities of human relationships and the fragility of unity in adversity. 

Stanza 5: Continuing their arduous journey, the travelers become increasingly depleted and 

despondent. They are portrayed as oblivious to significant cues such as thunder, symbolic of their 

detachment from their surroundings and the challenges they face. Deprived of basic needs and 

consumed by their struggle, they exhibit signs of physical and emotional exhaustion. 

Stanza 6: Upon finally reaching their destination, the travelers are confronted with a sense of 

aimlessness and disappointment. The culmination of their journey leaves them questioning its 

purpose and significance, realizing that their initial aspirations have not been fully realized. The 

poem concludes with the poignant realization that true fulfillment lies not in external achievements 

but in finding grace and meaning within oneself and in the familiar comforts of home. 

Themes in "Enterprise": Ezekiel's "Enterprise" explores several universal themes: 

1. Ambition and Disillusionment: The poem contrasts the initial idealism of embarking on a 

journey with the harsh realities and disappointments encountered along the way. It portrays 

how lofty ambitions can be tempered by adversity and the disillusionment of unmet 

expectations. 

2. Unity and Discord: Through the journey's progression, Ezekiel depicts the dynamics of 

group cohesion and fragmentation. Internal conflicts and differing priorities among the 

travelers lead to divisions within the group, illustrating the challenges of maintaining unity 

amidst challenges and adversity. 

3. Existential Reflection: The poem prompts readers to contemplate the purpose and meaning 

of human endeavors. It raises existential questions about the pursuit of knowledge, 

enlightenment, and personal growth, juxtaposed against the inevitability of setbacks and 

uncertainties encountered in life's journey. 

Poetic Devices: 

1. Imagery: Ezekiel employs vivid imagery throughout the poem to depict both the physical 

landscapes and emotional states of the travelers. Descriptions of the journey's hardships and 

the travelers' reactions enhance the sensory impact of the narrative, immersing readers in the 

challenges faced by the group. 

2. Metaphor: The entire journey serves as a metaphor for the broader human experience. It 

symbolizes the quest for meaning, the pursuit of aspirations, and the journey of personal 

growth. The challenges encountered along the way mirror internal struggles and the 

complexities of navigating life's uncertainties. 
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3. Symbolism: Various elements in the poem, such as the desert, physical attacks, and the sea, 

serve as symbolic representations. The desert symbolizes adversity and challenges, the 

attacks represent external threats and obstacles, while the sea signifies a vague sense of 

direction and the journey's uncertain culmination. 

Structure and Form: The structured form of the poem with its consistent ABABA rhyme scheme 

provides a rhythmic cadence that mirrors the journey's progression. This formal structure juxtaposes 

the chaotic and unpredictable nature of the travelers' experiences, reinforcing the thematic 

exploration of order versus disorder and expectation versus reality. 

"Enterprise" by Nissim Ezekiel remains a poignant exploration of human ambition, disillusionment, 

and the quest for meaning. Through its narrative depth, vivid imagery, and thematic richness, the 

poem invites readers to reflect on the complexities of personal and collective journeys. It 

underscores the importance of introspection, resilience, and finding solace in meaningful 

connections amidst life's uncertainties. Ezekiel's work continues to resonate as a timeless portrayal 

of the human condition and the enduring pursuit of fulfillment and enlightenment 

2.2.2 Philosophy  

Nissim Ezekiel's poem "Philosophy" takes readers on a contemplative journey into a realm where 

the speaker frequently finds themselves, almost involuntarily. This place is characterized by a cold 

lucidity, suggesting a detached and objective perspective. The speaker reflects on the relentless 

workings of fate or destiny, symbolized by the metaphor of the "mills of God" that never cease. As 

the speaker delves deeper into this contemplative space, the landscape undergoes a transformative 

process, dissolving to reveal its essential, primal nature. The reference to stars being blotted out 

hints at a cosmic perspective, inviting readers to contemplate historical passions as fleeting 

moments in the vast expanse of time. 

Despite the dissolution of the landscape and the fleeting nature of historical events, residues of 

meaning persist. The speaker acknowledges enduring elements within the ever-changing narrative 

of existence. The mention of "darkest myths" suggests that even amidst pain and suffering, there is 

a search for a final formula of light or understanding. 

The poem then shifts to express a rejection of simplistic explanations for everything. There is a 

reluctance to explain what cannot be easily understood. The conclusion reflects on the mundane 

language of the senses, highlighting that common things, under their commonness, serve as 

arguments against the starkness of naked truth. The final lines suggest a preference for the richness 

and complexity found in ordinary experiences that defy easy explanation. 

Detailed Analysis: 

Stanza 1: "There is a place to which I often go, Not by planning to, but by a flow Away from all 

existence, to a cold Lucidity, whose will is uncontrolled. Here the mills of God are never slow." 
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In the opening stanza, Ezekiel introduces a contemplative space that the speaker frequents, drawn to 

it not by conscious intention but by an involuntary "flow." This suggests a compelling force or 

internal drive towards introspection. The description of this space as a "cold lucidity" evokes a 

detached and clear-sighted perspective, where emotions are subdued in favor of objective 

observation. 

The reference to "the mills of God" emphasizes a cosmic and inexorable force at work. The phrase 

conveys a sense of fate or destiny that operates tirelessly, irrespective of human desires or 

intentions. This cosmic machinery underlines the poem's theme of existential contemplation and the 

impersonal nature of the forces shaping existence. 

Stanza 2: "The landscape in its geologic prime Dissolve to show its quintessential slime A million 

stars are blotted out. I think Of each Historic passion as a blink That happened to the sad eye of 

Time." 

In the second stanza, the speaker delves into a contemplation of the landscape in its primordial 

state. The imagery of the landscape dissolving to reveal its "quintessential slime" suggests a 

stripping away of superficial layers to expose a fundamental, primal essence beneath. This 

metaphorical deconstruction may symbolize a search for core truths or origins beneath the surface 

of existence. 

The mention of "a million stars" being blotted out introduces a cosmic dimension, expanding the 

poem's scope beyond earthly concerns. It implies the vastness of the contemplative space and hints 

at cosmic indifference. The speaker then reflects on historical passions, characterizing them as 

fleeting moments akin to "blinks" in the eye of Time. This portrayal underscores the transience of 

human experiences against the backdrop of cosmic time scales. 

Stanza 3: "But residues of meaning still remain, As darkest myths meander through the pain 

Towards a final formula of light. I, too, reject that clarity of slight: What cannot be explained, do 

not explain." 

In the third stanza, Ezekiel explores the persistence of meaning amidst the dissolution of the 

external world and the transient nature of historical events. The phrase "residues of meaning still 

remain" suggests that even after the disintegration of the physical landscape, enduring elements of 

significance persist. This contemplation leads the speaker to consider "darkest myths," which 

meander through pain towards a potential revelation or enlightenment. 

The mention of myths seeking a "final formula of light" hints at a quest for ultimate understanding 

or illumination, despite the inherent complexities and ambiguities of existence. However, the 

speaker paradoxically rejects "that clarity of slight," expressing a reluctance to embrace overly 

simplistic or superficial explanations. This stance underscores a preference for retaining the mystery 

and complexity inherent in life's profound questions. 
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The assertion "What cannot be explained, do not explain" encapsulates a philosophical stance, 

advocating for a respectful acknowledgment of the limitations of human understanding. It suggests 

a humility in the face of life's mysteries, cautioning against reducing profound phenomena to easily 

comprehensible terms. 

Stanza 4: "The mundane language of the senses sings Its own interpretations. Common things 

Become, by virtue of their commonness An argument against the nakedness The dies of cold to find 

the truth it brings." 

In the concluding stanza, Ezekiel shifts focus to the ordinary and the sensory, highlighting the 

significance of commonplace experiences. The phrase "mundane language of the senses" suggests a 

celebration of everyday perceptions and the sensory experiences often taken for granted. The act of 

"singing" by the senses implies a form of expression and interpretation unique to individual sensory 

perceptions. 

The assertion that "Common things / Become, by virtue of their commonness / An argument against 

the nakedness" introduces a reversal of expectations. Rather than dismissing or overlooking the 

commonplace, the speaker elevates it to a position of importance due to its ubiquity. Common 

experiences and objects serve as arguments or defenses against a metaphorical "nakedness," which 

may symbolize vulnerability or the exposure of a stark truth. 

The phrase "The dies of cold to find the truth it brings" is a thought-provoking metaphor. "Dies of 

cold" could suggest the fading or diminishing of something, and in this context, it might imply the 

diminishing allure of overly abstract or coldly rational explanations. The search for truth is then 

associated with the ordinary and the sensory, suggesting that profound insights may be found in the 

simplicity and familiarity of everyday life. 

Themes in "Philosophy" by Nissim Ezekiel: 

1. Existential Exploration: The poem delves into an existential realm where the speaker 

contemplates the nature of existence and human consciousness. The involuntary nature of 

the speaker's journey to this contemplative space reflects a departure from mundane 

concerns towards deeper philosophical inquiry. 

2. Temporal Reflections: Ezekiel explores the passage of time and the fleeting nature of 

human experiences. The dissolution of the landscape and the reference to stars being blotted 

out symbolize the impermanence of physical reality and historical events, urging readers to 

consider life's transitory nature against cosmic scales. 

3. Myth and Meaning: Despite the ephemeral nature of existence, residues of meaning 

endure. The speaker reflects on "darkest myths" that persist amidst human suffering, 

suggesting a search for deeper truths or insights beyond surface appearances. 

4. Rejection of Clarity: There is a reluctance to embrace simplistic or reductionist 

explanations for profound phenomena. The speaker advocates for respecting the inherent 

complexity and mystery of life, cautioning against oversimplification in the pursuit of 

understanding. 
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5. The Mundane as Argument: Ezekiel celebrates the significance of ordinary experiences 

and sensory perceptions. Common things are elevated due to their commonplace nature, 

challenging the notion that profundity is exclusive to rare or extraordinary circumstances. 

6. Language and Truth: The poem reflects on the limitations of language in expressing 

profound truths. The "mundane language of the senses" provides unique interpretations that 

resist being fully articulated, suggesting that truth transcends linguistic boundaries. 

"Philosophy" by Nissim Ezekiel invites readers on a profound journey of introspection and 

philosophical inquiry. Through vivid imagery, metaphorical depth, and nuanced reflections, the 

poem explores themes of existentialism, temporality, myth, and the limitations of human 

understanding. Ezekiel's contemplative stance challenges readers to reconsider the significance of 

everyday experiences and the complexities inherent in life's mysteries. Ultimately, "Philosophy" 

encourages a deeper engagement with the profound questions of existence while celebrating the 

richness found in the ordinary and the sensory. 

2.2.3 "Poet, Lover and Birdwatcher"  

In Nissim Ezekiel's poem "Poet, Lover and Birdwatcher," the poet explores the parallel experiences 

of three distinct yet interconnected personas: the poet, the lover, and the birdwatcher. Through a 

series of subtle transitions, Ezekiel examines how these figures embody patience and perseverance 

in their respective pursuits—waiting for inspiration, awaiting reciprocation of love, and observing 

nature with meticulous attention. The poem delves into the nuances of these roles, suggesting that 

despite their differences, they share a common ethos rooted in patience and an appreciation for the 

unfolding of time. 

The first stanza of the poem begins by drawing a comparison between birdwatchers, lovers, 

and poets, emphasizing their shared quality of patience in pursuit of their objectives. Birdwatchers, 

dedicated to observing birds in their natural habitats, understand that haste or impatience would 

disrupt the delicate process of observation. Similarly, lovers must wait for reciprocation from their 

beloved; rushing this process risks misunderstanding and rejection. Poets, too, must wait for words 

to come to them naturally. Forcing creativity leads to stilted and uninspired verse. The stanza 

concludes by highlighting the necessity of waiting patiently until the right moment arrives to 

commence writing—a moment when inspiration strikes naturally. 

The second stanza underscores the value of slow and deliberate movement over hurried 

actions. It elaborates on the challenges faced by birdwatchers seeking rare birds in remote and 

difficult-to-access locations, likening this endeavor to the exploration of the human heart's 

mysteries. Patience is essential in both cases, as quick movements or premature actions yield 

unfavorable outcomes. Similarly, a lover must patiently await the acceptance of their love by their 

beloved, as genuine affection cannot be forced or rushed. When reciprocity occurs, it transforms the 

lover's perception of the beloved into something mythical and transcendent. Likewise, poets must 

wait for clarity of thought and expression before embarking on their creative endeavors. Only then 

can they elevate their poetry to sublime heights, capturing the essence of their emotions and 

experiences. 
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Detailed Analysis and Interpretation: 

Stanza 1 Analysis: 

The first stanza of "Poet, Lover and Birdwatcher" establishes a thematic foundation centered on 

patience and waiting. It draws parallels between the birdwatcher, lover, and poet—three figures 

engaged in distinct yet analogous quests. The birdwatcher exemplifies patience through 

observation, understanding that rushing risks missing essential details. In a similar vein, the lover 

must wait for reciprocation from their beloved, respecting the delicate process of emotional 

connection. For poets, waiting for inspiration ensures that their verses are imbued with genuine 

sentiment and creativity rather than being forced or contrived. 

The stanza employs vivid imagery and metaphor to convey its message. The birdwatcher's patient 

observation of rare birds in remote locations symbolizes the depth of commitment required to 

achieve their goal. The phrase "he has to wait on a hill" evokes a sense of anticipation and 

dedication. Similarly, the lover's patient waiting for acceptance from their beloved is portrayed as a 

transformative process, where mutual affection elevates the beloved from a physical entity to a 

mythical figure of radiant spirit. 

Ezekiel's use of language in this stanza is reflective and contemplative, mirroring the internal state 

of the figures he describes. The repetition of "wait" underscores the central theme of patience, 

reinforcing the idea that genuine accomplishment comes only through perseverance and restraint. 

By aligning the pursuits of birdwatchers, lovers, and poets, Ezekiel invites readers to consider the 

universal aspects of human experience—persistence, longing, and the quest for connection. 

Stanza 2 Analysis: 

In the second stanza, Ezekiel expands on the theme of patience and its rewards, emphasizing the 

value of deliberate action over hurried endeavors. He elaborates on the challenges faced by 

birdwatchers seeking rare birds in inaccessible locations, likening these efforts to the profound task 

of understanding the human heart. The stanza suggests that both pursuits demand patience and 

resilience, as the rewards of understanding and connection are worth the effort. 

The birdwatcher's quest for rare birds serves as a metaphor for the exploration of emotional depth 

and complexity. The phrase "to probe the mysterious thing of the human heart" highlights the 

inherent challenges and rewards of this endeavor. Just as the birdwatcher must travel to remote 

locations to observe rare birds, individuals seeking emotional understanding must navigate complex 

emotional landscapes with patience and sensitivity. 

Likewise, the lover's patient pursuit of reciprocated love is portrayed as a transformative journey. 

When the beloved responds positively, Ezekiel suggests that she transcends her physical form and 

becomes a symbol of radiant spirit. This transformation underscores the transformative power of 

love and emotional connection, reinforcing the idea that genuine affection cannot be rushed or 

forced. 
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For poets, patience is essential in the creative process. Ezekiel suggests that waiting for inspiration 

and clarity of thought allows poets to capture the essence of their emotions and experiences 

authentically. The phrase "his faculties of hearing and seeing become active" suggests that 

creativity is not merely an intellectual exercise but a deeply sensory and intuitive process. By 

waiting for inspiration to strike naturally, poets can create verse that resonates with authenticity and 

emotional depth. 

Themes and Reflections: 

1. Patience and Persistence: The poem underscores the importance of patience and 

persistence in achieving one's goals, whether in the pursuit of knowledge, emotional 

connection, or artistic expression. By waiting for the right moment and allowing events to 

unfold naturally, individuals can achieve deeper understanding and fulfillment. 

2. Universal Human Experience: Ezekiel explores the universal aspects of human experience 

through the interconnected journeys of the birdwatcher, lover, and poet. By drawing 

parallels between these seemingly disparate figures, he highlights common themes such as 

longing, transformation, and the quest for meaning. 

3. Metaphorical Imagery: The poem employs vivid metaphorical imagery to convey its 

themes, using the birdwatcher's quest for rare birds as a metaphor for emotional exploration 

and the poet's waiting for inspiration as a metaphor for creative expression. This imagery 

enhances the poem's depth and resonance, inviting readers to consider the symbolic 

significance of each persona's journey. 

4. Transformation and Connection: Through the transformation of the beloved into a 

mythical figure and the poet's elevation of words into verse, Ezekiel suggests that patience 

and waiting can lead to profound moments of connection and creativity. These 

transformative moments highlight the rewards of perseverance and the power of genuine 

emotional and artistic expression. 

Nissim Ezekiel offers a profound meditation on patience, perseverance, and the 

interconnectedness of human experience in this poem. Through the parallel journeys of the 

birdwatcher, lover, and poet, Ezekiel explores themes of waiting, transformation, and the pursuit of 

meaning. By drawing parallels between these figures, he underscores the universal aspects of 

longing, connection, and creativity. 

Ezekiel's use of metaphorical imagery and reflective language enhances the poem's depth and 

resonance, inviting readers to contemplate the significance of patience and waiting in their own 

lives. Ultimately, "Poet, Lover and Birdwatcher" encourages us to embrace the transformative 

power of patience and appreciate the rewards of persistence in our personal and creative endeavors. 

Nisim Ezekiel: Major Themes of his Poetry 

Nissim Ezekiel, a pivotal figure in modern Indian English poetry, explores a wide array of themes 

throughout his work, which spanned several collections over his illustrious career. His poetry 

delves into the complexities of language, Indian identity, skepticism, memory, poetry itself, 
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religion, and the contrasting landscapes of urban life versus nature. This thematic breadth not only 

reflects Ezekiel’s personal and cultural concerns but also his profound engagement with the human 

condition in its various facets. 

1. The Power (and Limits) of Language 

Ezekiel’s exploration of language is multifaceted, reflecting both its potential and its constraints in 

conveying human experience. In "A Time to Change," Ezekiel portrays the poet as a diligent 

craftsman striving for the elusive "perfect poem," characterized by its ability to precisely 

communicate thoughts. This ideal underscores the laborious process of crafting language to achieve 

clarity and impact. 

Conversely, in "On Meeting a Pedant," Ezekiel critiques the limitations of language, describing it as 

"cold as print" and insufficient for capturing the sensory pleasures and complexities of human 

existence. His dissatisfaction with language’s inadequacies in this poem suggests a yearning for 

more visceral and immediate forms of expression beyond the written word. 

In "A Word for the Wind," Ezekiel wrestles with finding new ways to describe elemental forces like 

the wind, lamenting the challenge of originality in language. Yet, paradoxically, the poem itself 

becomes a testament to the fluidity and creativity inherent in poetic expression, with its rhythmic 

flow mirroring the very wind it seeks to describe. 

Later in his career, Ezekiel simplifies his language, moving away from lofty and indirect styles to 

embrace more direct forms of communication. This shift reflects his evolving perspective on the 

efficacy of language, emphasizing clarity and accessibility in his poetic endeavors. 

2. Indian Identity 

A central theme in Ezekiel’s poetry is the exploration of Indian identity, which he approaches with 

both pride and critique. His poems often engage with the social and cultural fabric of India, 

highlighting issues such as language prestige, superstitions, and the complexities of Indian society. 

In works like "Goodbye Party for Miss Pushpa T.S." and "Night of the Scorpion," Ezekiel confronts 

distinctly Indian issues. "Night of the Scorpion" poignantly recalls a childhood incident involving a 

scorpion sting, using colloquial language to explore themes of maternal sacrifice, communal 

superstitions, and the clash between modernity and tradition. 

"In India" from The Exact Name presents a collage of vivid imagery that captures the essence of 

urban Indian life, focusing on its people rather than its landscape. Ezekiel’s portrayal emphasizes 

the vibrancy and diversity of Indian society, albeit with a critical lens that questions societal norms 

and structures. 

Despite Ezekiel’s critical stance towards certain aspects of Indian society, such as in his satirical 

poem "Ganga," where he exposes middle-class hypocrisy, his connection to India remains deep-

rooted. "Background, Casually" reflects his complex relationship with his homeland, where he 
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acknowledges its flaws yet affirms his commitment to staying and contributing to its improvement. 

3. Skepticism 

Throughout his career, Ezekiel exhibits a persistent skepticism towards religious dogma, societal 

norms, and even the efficacy of language itself. Early in his career, in poems like "Scriptures," he 

explores the tension between spiritual pursuits and worldly pleasures, critiquing the limitations of 

religious texts in offering meaningful guidance. 

In later poems, such as "After Reading a Prediction" and "Theological," Ezekiel’s skepticism 

towards religion becomes more pronounced. He dismisses astrological predictions and questions the 

comprehensibility and relevance of religious truths, reflecting a broader existential skepticism that 

permeates his work. 

4. Memory 

Memory serves as a recurring motif in Ezekiel’s poetry, functioning as a tool for introspection, self-

knowledge, and the exploration of personal identity. In "Remember and Forget," Ezekiel explores 

the dual nature of memory, where recollections of childhood joys and sorrows lead to a process of 

letting go and renewal. 

Similarly, in "Midmonsoon Madness," memory becomes a source of anguish as the speaker feels 

trapped by past decisions and a sense of existential stagnation. The poem reflects Ezekiel’s 

exploration of memory’s power to both imprison and liberate the self. 

5. Poetry 

Poetry itself is a central theme in Ezekiel’s work, often explored through reflections on its purpose, 

process, and transformative potential. In "Something to Pursue," Ezekiel portrays poetry as a path to 

self-knowledge and personal evolution, highlighting its role in illuminating the human experience. 

Throughout his career, Ezekiel pays homage to other poets while affirming his own unique voice. 

In "For William Carlos Williams," he expresses admiration for Williams’ style while asserting his 

individual approach to poetry. This poem underscores Ezekiel’s deep appreciation for the craft of 

poetry and its capacity to evoke transient beauty and emotional resonance. 

6. Religion 

Religious themes permeate Ezekiel’s poetry, often approached critically and with a sense of 

personal conflict. His poems reflect his Jewish heritage and broader religious context, challenging 

religious truths and exploring spirituality in unconventional ways. 

In poems like "Two Nights of Love" and "Delighted by Love," Ezekiel blurs the boundaries 

between religious and sexual experiences, presenting both as integral aspects of human life and 

spiritual fulfillment. This blending of religious and secular themes reflects Ezekiel’s nuanced 
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exploration of faith and desire. 

7. The Difference between the City and Nature 

Ezekiel frequently contrasts the oppressive urban environment with the restorative qualities of 

nature, exploring how these contrasting landscapes shape human experience and identity. In 

"Morning Prayer," he invokes nature as a source of clarity and renewal for urban dwellers, 

highlighting its potential to reveal truths and provide solace amid the chaos of city life. 

Similarly, in "Townlore" and "Urban," Ezekiel depicts moments where the city and nature 

momentarily harmonize, offering glimpses of balance and harmony amidst the urban sprawl. These 

poems reflect Ezekiel’s belief in the healing power of nature and its ability to counterbalance the 

alienation and chaos of urban existence. 

Nissim Ezekiel’s poetry embodies a rich tapestry of themes that resonate deeply with both personal 

introspection and broader social critique. From his meticulous exploration of language’s nuances to 

his complex reflections on Indian identity, skepticism, memory, poetry, religion, and the contrasting 

landscapes of urban life and nature, Ezekiel’s work remains a testament to the enduring relevance 

of poetry as a medium for exploring the human condition. His legacy as a poet who deftly navigates 

between cultural specificity and universal themes continues to inspire readers and scholars alike, 

cementing his place as a seminal figure in modern Indian English literature. 

2.3 Questions for Practice 

  How did Nissim Ezekiel’s personal experiences, including his Jewish heritage and his life in 

postcolonial India, shape the themes of identity, alienation, and belonging in his poetry? 

  In what ways does Ezekiel's philosophy of modernism and humanism influence his critique of 

tradition, religion, and social norms, particularly in his portrayal of urban life and individual 

existential dilemmas? 

  How does Nissim Ezekiel explore the theme of human struggle and disillusionment in 

"Enterprise," and how does the poem reflect broader societal or existential concerns? 

  In "Philosophy," how does Ezekiel challenge the conventional understanding of philosophical 

thought, and what commentary does the poem offer on the relationship between abstract ideas and 

lived experience? 

  How does Ezekiel use the metaphor of a birdwatcher in "Poet, Lover, and Birdwatcher" to 

comment on the creative process, and how does this poem reflect his views on love and poetry? 
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Section –B 

 

Indian English Poetry 

 

UNIT III: Indian English Poetry: Kamala Das 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

3.1 Kamala Das: Life and Literary Career 

3.2 Selected Poems by Kamala Das 

3.2.1 “An Introduction” 

3.2.2 “The Freaks” 

3.2.3 “My Grandmother’s House” 

3.3 Kamala Das: Major themes of her Poetry 

3.4 Questions for Practice 

Objectives 

  Understanding the Life and Literary Influence of Kamala Das 

  Analyzing Key Themes in Kamala Das’s Poetry 

  Exploring Das’s Use of Confessional Poetry 

  Interpreting Selected Poems in Detail 

  Evaluating Kamala Das’s Contribution to Indian Literature 

 

3.1 Kamala Das 

Life and Literary Career 

Kamala Das, also known by her pseudonyms Madhavikutty and Kamala Suraiyya, stands out as a 

prominent contemporary Indian writer, celebrated for her works in both English and Malayalam. 

Her extensive literary contributions include autobiographical works, novels, poetry collections, 

short stories, and essays covering a broad spectrum of subjects. Since the release of her first poetry 

collection, "Summer in Calcutta" (1965), Das has been acknowledged as a vital voice of her 

generation, known for her distinctive Indian persona rather than adhering to English modernist 

techniques. 

Das's poetry is renowned for its candid exploration of self and female sexuality, urban life, women's 

roles in traditional Indian society, postcolonial identity issues, and the struggles of marginalized 

people. Her work has been widely anthologized and recognized with numerous awards, including 

the P.E.N. Philippines Asian Poetry Prize (1963), the Kerala Sahitya Academy Award for her 

Malayalam writing (1969), the Chiman Lal Award for fearless journalism (1971), the ASAN World 
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Prize (1985), and the Sahitya Akademi Award for her English poetry (1985). In 1984, she was 

nominated for the Nobel Prize in Literature. 

Early Life and Background 

Born on March 31, 1934, into an aristocratic Nair Hindu family in Malabar, now Kerala, India, 

Kamala Das was influenced by her literary family. Her maternal great-uncle, Narayan Menon, and 

her mother, Balamani Amma, a renowned Malayali poet, inspired her early interest in poetry. Das's 

father, a successful managing director for a British automobile firm, adhered to Gandhian principles 

of austerity, creating a complex backdrop of royal and peasant identities that fueled her feelings of 

inadequacy and alienation. 

Literary Journey 

Das began writing at a young age, with her first poem published by P.E.N. India at fourteen. 

Despite not receiving a university education, she married Madhava Das at sixteen, with whom she 

had three sons. Her early married life, as described in her autobiography "My Story" (1976), was 

marked by romantic incompatibility and personal struggles, which fueled her obsessive writing. 

Her husband's career took them to various cities like Calcutta, New Delhi, and Bombay, deeply 

influencing her poetry with themes of metropolitan life and personal experiences. Apart from 

poetry, she served as an editor for The Illustrated Weekly of India and ran as an Independent for the 

Indian Parliament in 1984. Following her husband's death, Das converted to Islam and changed her 

name to Kamala Suraiyya, continuing her writing career in Kerala. 

Major Works 

Das's literary portfolio includes six volumes of poetry published between 1965 and 1985. Her 

works draw on religious and domestic imagery to explore identity, personal experiences, and the 

quest for love and fulfillment. Key poems like "The Dance of the Eunuchs" and "The Freaks" delve 

into themes of sexuality and emotional experience, while "An Introduction" makes personal 

experiences universal, reflecting collective womanhood. 

Her collections, such as "The Descendants" (1967) and "The Old Playhouse and Other Poems" 

(1975), address the pain of lost love, the failure of physical love to provide fulfillment, and the 

artistic self's integrity in the face of religious fanaticism. "Tonight, This Savage Rite: The Love 

Poems of Kamala Das and Pritish Nandy" (1979) explores the tensions between physical love and 

spiritual transcendence. "The Anamalai Poems" (1985) contrast the grandeur of nature with human 

transience, addressing historical and cultural contexts like the Sikh massacre and Sri Lankan civil 

war. 

Besides poetry, Das authored an autobiography, "My Story," a novel, "The Alphabet of Lust" 

(1977), and numerous short stories in English and Malayalam. 

Critical Reception 

Kamala Das's poetry has elicited strong reactions, often linked to perceptions of her personality and 

politics. Her early poetry was praised for its originality, bold imagery, and exploration of female 
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sexuality but criticized for lacking structure and craftsmanship. Scholars like Devinder Kohli and 

Eunice de Souza highlight her powerful feminist imagery, focusing on marriage, motherhood, and 

women's roles in traditional Indian society. 

Das's work is often seen as "confessional," akin to poets like Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton. Critics 

like Vimala Rao and Iqbal Kaur find her work inconsistent and self-indulgent, though they 

acknowledge her compelling imagery and original voice. Others, like P.P. Raveendran, connect her 

emphasis on self to larger post-colonial identities. 

Indian critics debate the significance of Das's choice to write in English, with some praising her 

creation of a new language for expressing colonial contradictions. Despite differing opinions on her 

work's aesthetic qualities, scholars agree on her importance as a bold, honest voice in Indian writing 

in English. 

Emergence as a Great Indian Poet 

Kamala Das stands out among Indian writers for her natural expression in both prose and poetry in 

English. Writing from the sixties, she tackled themes directly related to women, expressing bold, 

free, and unconventional views on the male world's abuse of the female body and the restrictions 

imposed on women's freedom. 

Her poetry, seen as a tool for freedom, exposed the hypocrisy of husband-wife relationships in 

Hindu society, advocating for women's rights and societal reform. In her autobiography, she noted 

that poets cannot escape their mind's pressures and torments, using their personality as raw material 

for their work. 

Das's early poems appeared in PEN India and other anthologies, with her work standing out for its 

Indian sensibility and content. She used English to express herself fully, rebelling against traditional 

aesthetics and creating a new language for Indian women writers. 

Legacy and Impact 

Kamala Das's poetry, confessional in nature, aligns with the feminist movement of the late 1950s, 

echoing themes of depression, self-consciousness, and the struggle for identity. Her work 

challenged societal norms, particularly the phallocentric idea of society, advocating for the free 

expression of female experience and sexuality. 

Das celebrated the female body and desire, providing Indian English poetry with a new discourse 

centered on women's experiences. Her work reflects a quest for truth and freedom, using direct 

language and new diction to convey life's predicaments. 

Despite her departure on May 31, 2009, Kamala Das's legacy endures as a philosopher of freedom, 

a prophet of women's emancipation, and a poet who transcended societal and religious taboos. Her 

contributions continue to inspire and educate, highlighting the complexities of happiness, freedom, 

equality, and mutual celebration of existence. 



58  

3.2 Kamala Das : Selected Poems 

3.2.1 “An Introduction” 

In 'An Introduction,' Das explores her complex emotions towards the system that governs her life 

and the lives of many other oppressed women. With firsthand experience of both tyranny and 

freedom, she played a crucial role in the establishment of the modern Indian feminist movement. 

This piece, one of her most renowned works, was included in her debut collection, Summer in 

Calcutta, published in 1965. The collection delves into themes of love and the pain that comes from 

betrayal. 

Theme of the Poem 

In "An Introduction," Das delves deeply into critical issues such as feminism, equal liberty, 

freedom, and marriage. The poem strongly advocates for women's right to free choice and presents 

a clear feminist argument, especially emphasizing marriage. 

She highlights the constraints imposed on her independence by drawing comparisons and contrasts 

between the societal roles of men and women, illustrating how the regulations she must follow limit 

her freedom. 

As readers engage with the poem, they are encouraged to reflect on how the ideas Das addresses 

might relate to their own lives. This reflection can lead to questioning why certain things don't 

make sense and whether some unspoken privilege influences their lives 

Critical Summary 

The poet begins her explanation by noting that, despite her lack of political knowledge, she is 

keenly aware of all the politicians in her country, from Nehru to the present leaders. She has 

memorized their names as effortlessly as she knows the days of the week and the months of the 

year, emphasizing that India's politics have historically been dominated by a few men. These lines 

highlight how men have governed the nation without extending this right to women. Furthermore, 

there are so few of these rulers because democracy is merely theoretical; in reality, a small group of 

self-proclaimed permanent rulers continues to hold power. 

I am Indian, very brown, born in Malabar, 

I speak three languages, write in 

Two, dream in one. 

The poet shifts her focus to her personal experience, contrasting herself with the British by asserting 

her identity as an Indian and a brown-skinned individual, hailing from Malabar. She expresses her 

Indianness through her fluency in three languages, her ability to write in two (possibly English and 

her native tongue), and her dreams, which use a universal language. 

She can write in two languages, which may include English and her native tongue, and she speaks 

three languages, much like many Indians. She mentions dreaming in one language, emphasizing 

that the dream world is universal, shared by everyone regardless of gender, where everyone speaks 

a single language. 

Don't write in English, they said, English is 
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Not your mother tongue. Why not leave 

Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins, 

Every one of you?  

She writes in English because she is proficient in the language. However, her friends, family, and 

critics disapprove of this practice, believing that English is a colonial language and criticizing her 

for composing in it. She questions their motives for this criticism, wondering why she isn't allowed 

to write in any language she chooses. 

Through these remarks, she reveals the envious nature of her close friends and family members who 

cannot stand her talent. Their criticism stems from jealousy, as they try to convince her that the 

language she writes in is the tongue of colonists and that she should refrain from using it, despite 

there being no logical justification for such prohibitions. 

She questions how a language can be claimed by a specific group of people. English should not be 

restricted from her use because it belongs to everyone who speaks it. She asserts her right to use 

any language she is comfortable with, as language is a shared human resource and not the exclusive 

property of any one group. 

The language I speak, 

Becomes mine, its distortions, its queernesses 

All mine, mine alone. 

Her writing is expressed in her own unique language, with all its quirks and flaws. Although it is 

not entirely in perfect English, she believes it to be honest because, like her, it is imperfect, which 

she finds completely acceptable. 

Through these lines, she asserts her claim to the English language and her freedom to use it. She 

acknowledges her imperfections, yet this is what makes her human. Therefore, she should not be 

reprimanded for her errors or shortcomings. 

Despite the reality that everyone in humanity is flawed, she questions why society overlooks the 

errors or even disasters caused by men while criticizing the mistakes of women. This double 

standard highlights the inherent biases and inequalities present in society, which she challenges 

through her writing and her embrace of her own imperfections. 

The words convey her happiness, sorrow, and hopes. For her, language is an essential component of 

her expression, much like cawing is to crows or roaring is to lions. 

She continues by saying that what she communicates in English is human speech that can be 

understood by minds, rather than strange or bizarre sounds like the voices of dead people, trees in 

storms, monsoon clouds, or rain. 

She recounts her experiences preparing for marriage. Although her body matured and she 

approached puberty, she was still a child at heart. She pleaded for love even as a child after 

marriage. 
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Das strives to articulate the collective narrative of women across her nation's history, intertwining 

her personal experiences with broader societal issues. She highlights the shared pains and 

grievances endured by women, particularly the plight of young women forced into marriages with 

much older men against their will. These women often enter into marital alliances at a tender age, 

without fully understanding or accepting their own adulthood. Despite their physical maturity, they 

are compelled to embrace marital duties and expectations that may lead to profound emotional and 

psychological challenges. Through her evocative verses, Das sheds light on the systemic pressures 

and injustices faced by women in traditional societies, advocating for empathy and awareness 

towards their shared struggles. 

 

After marriage, the woman desires compassion and affection from her spouse. However, she often 

finds herself subjected to unwanted sexual experiences, enduring suffering that she did not consent 

to and is unprepared for once she is in bed with her husband. 

She expressed that while she hadn't experienced physical abuse from her husband, her feminine 

body felt bruised and abused, leading her to grow weary of it. She perceived his genitalia as a 

burden that weighed her down, causing her to develop a disdain for her female form due to the 

suffering it brought upon her. 

In an attempt to escape this burden, she tried dressing like a man and adopting a tomboyish persona. 

However, her in-laws disapproved and mocked her for it. They insisted she conform to traditional 

gender roles, demanding she wear sarees, fulfill expectations of being a wife, embroiderer, and 

cook, and even engage in disputes with servants. Despite her efforts to conceal her true self, she 

was instructed by her in-laws to remain silent and endure her unfulfilled love. 

This section of the poem portrays the woman's situation as she lives with her in-laws. She is 

pressured to suppress her true nature and conform to the expectations of a daughter-in-law. 

Reluctantly, she must fulfill all their demands, enduring insults, rebukes, and taunts despite her 

reluctance. Even if she is unhappy in her marriage, she is instructed not to show her sadness openly. 

She encounters an unnamed man who symbolizes every man driven by desire for a woman's love, 

paralleling a woman's longing for a man's affection. When she questions his identity, he responds 

simply with "I." 

This "I" or male ego grants him the freedom to indulge in laughter, drinking, and satisfying his 

desires late into the night. However, he also experiences humiliation when he fails to keep a woman 

due to his shortcomings. This ego, represented by the "I," fades away along with the person, 

resulting in his demise being comparable to that of the woman's. 

I am a sinner, 

I am a saint. I am the beloved and the 

Betrayed. I have no joys that are not yours, no 

Aches that are not yours. I too call myself I. 

Thus, she claims the pronoun "I" for herself, asserting her right to experience both sin and virtue, 

love and betrayal, just as men do. Her joys and sorrows are equally significant and profound. In 

doing so, she elevates herself to the same status as the "I" claimed by men, asserting her equal 

humanity and the validity of her experiences. 
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Das indeed explores themes of feminism, equal rights, freedom, and marriage with a poignant 

perspective. She emphasizes poetry as an art form that should be engaged with deeply rather than 

dissected or reduced to mere analysis. 

The poem strongly advocates for women's rights to autonomy and choice, making a clear feminist 

argument that extends beyond marriage to encompass all aspects of life. Das challenges societal 

norms and expectations that restrict women, asserting their right to freedom and self-expression. 

Her work stands as a powerful testament to the struggles and aspirations of women, advocating for 

their empowerment and liberation from societal constraints. 

3.2.2 The Freaks 

 

The poem portrays the male partner through the eyes of the female persona in a harsh light, 

depicting his selfishness and lack of genuine interest in her. She perceives him as unattractive and 

deeply repulsive, with sunburnt, brownish cheeks and a mouth resembling a dark, cavernous abyss, 

his teeth uneven and stained with calcium deposits. 

As they sit together, he places his right hand on her knee in a gesture suggestive of intimacy. 

Despite their physical proximity and apparent intention to make love, her mind, especially, remains 

detached, wandering to avoid emotional engagement in the act. 

The poem depicts the lovers immersed in "puddles of desire," symbolizing a relationship driven 

purely by lust devoid of love. It portrays their connection as filled with dirt and filth, emphasizing 

the absence of deeper emotional or spiritual engagement from the female persona's perspective. She 

experiences a profound sense of sorrow and disillusionment in this loveless and lifeless 

relationship. 

The poet vividly captures the woman's disenchantment with the purely sensual nature of their bond, 

which leaves her yearning for intellectual and emotional fulfillment in life. Despite feeling 

suffocated by these circumstances, she endures the torment due to societal pressures. Her stance 

isn't against physical love per se, but she desires it to transcend into a realm of spiritual love, which 

is meaningful and enriching. 

In this next section of the poem, the female persona experiences profound isolation and neglect 

during the sexual encounter. She is weary of her partner's relentless lustful desires, feeling 

emotionally and spiritually starved within this purely sensual relationship. The experience leaves 

her feeling suffocated and disillusioned, especially in a marriage she did not willingly enter. 

She expresses deep disgust towards her partner's continuous sexual demands, criticizing his love as 

lifeless and uninspiring. She laments being treated merely as a passive object for his pleasure, with 

his fingers moving swiftly over her body solely to satisfy his carnal desires. The phrase "skin’s lazy 

hungers" epitomizes his fixation on physical gratification, devoid of any consideration for spiritual 

or emotional fulfillment. 
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Through this introspection, she acknowledges the relationship's emptiness, recognizing it as solely 

driven by sex without any semblance of genuine love. 

The poem continues to lament the lack of pure love between the long-standing lovers, highlighting 

their inability to find emotional security. The poet questions who can aid such an unfortunate 

couple, ultimately concluding that no one can truly help them. Their hearts are likened to dry, 

empty cisterns deprived of the life-giving waters of genuine love, essential for spiritual and 

emotional fulfillment. Instead of love, their hearts are filled with silence, akin to snakes waiting to 

be replaced by love, not merely physical desire. 

The poet underscores dissatisfaction with a relationship centered solely on lust, describing it as 

soul-killing due to its absence of spiritual and emotional fulfillment and security. Despite this, the 

couple feels compelled to endure these circumstances due to societal expectations surrounding 

marital commitments. 

In the poem's conclusion, the female persona acknowledges her involvement in a loveless, purely 

sensual relationship with her partner. She feels spiritually and emotionally deprived within it, 

recognizing it as devoid of genuine love and filled only with physical desire. 

I am a freak. It’s only 

To save my face, I flaunt, at 

Times, a grand, flamboyant lust. 

 

Despite feeling trapped in this dynamic, the female persona comes to a realization: she perceives 

herself as somewhat similar to the male persona, whom she considers a "freak." However, she 

refuses to accept any notion that she is incapable of responding to genuine love. Despite her 

frustration with the lustful nature of their relationship, she occasionally adopts a defiant stance, 

taking on a masculine role and displaying a bold, flamboyant lust. This act serves to preserve her 

feminine integrity and inner strength amidst the challenges of their loveless bond. 

The stanza highlights the female persona's attempt to prove her capability and willingness to 

participate in the sexual act, refuting any notion of frigidity. However, her display of lust is merely 

a facade and cannot be considered genuine or authentic. It is an abnormal behavior prompted by the 

passivity and disinterest of her male partner, portraying her as someone who also adopts a false 

identity to maintain the semblance of an equal and engaged participant in their sexual relationship. 

This pretense underscores the poem's theme of the futility of purely sensual relationships devoid of 

spiritual and emotional fulfillment. Such bonds are depicted as uninspiring and lifeless, surviving 

primarily due to parental pressures and societal obligations. The poem thus critiques the 

superficiality and emptiness of relationships driven solely by physical desire, without deeper 

emotional or spiritual connection. 
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In the poem "The Freak," Das portrays the male lover in a critical light, emphasizing his 

abnormalities and shortcomings. He is depicted as a confirmed freak, characterized by his abnormal 

fixation on sex and his inability to see beyond carnal desires. Self-centered and sex-starved, he 

neglects his partner's needs in a sexual relationship, viewing the female solely as an object for 

satisfying his own lustful cravings. He shows little concern for her emotional and spiritual 

fulfillment, demonstrating a lack of faith in the healing and purifying power of genuine love. 

Instead, he is content with inciting only the superficial and physical desires within his beloved, 

dismissing any deeper connection or mutual satisfaction beyond "skin’s lazy hungers" — a 

reference to mere lustful urges. 

Das's portrayal underscores the imbalance and shallowness of relationships driven purely by 

physical gratification, highlighting the male lover's deficiencies in empathy and understanding of 

his partner's holistic needs. 

Imagery in the Poem 

Kamala Das employs rich and evocative imagery throughout the poem "The Freaks" to convey 

complex emotions and themes: 

1. "Puddles of desire": This phrase vividly exposes the male persona's intense and 

uncontrolled lust. It suggests shallow, stagnant pools of physical desire lacking depth or 

emotional connection. 

2. "Sun-stained cheek": The sun symbolizes intense heat and harshness. When applied to the 

male persona's cheek, it metaphorically suggests a disfigured and repulsive appearance, 

emphasizing the negative physical attributes that the female persona finds unappealing. 

3. "Dark cavern": This expression reflects the terrifying and repulsive facial expression of 

the male persona. It connotes a deep, ominous void within him, devoid of emotional warmth 

or spiritual depth, which further alienates the female persona. 

4. "Skin’s lazy hungers": This phrase describes the satisfaction of bodily appetites and 

desires. It portrays the relationship as superficial and purely physical, lacking emotional or 

spiritual fulfillment. 

5. "Snake": The image of a snake symbolizes the male sexual organ, representing the 

exploitation of female chastity and dominance in sexual encounters. It metaphorically 

conveys the violation and intrusion the female persona feels in the absence of spiritual love. 

6. "Freak": The word "freak" serves as a metaphor for the abnormal behavior exhibited by 

both the male and female personas in their relationship. It highlights the dysfunctional and 

unconventional aspects of their union, characterized by a lack of mutual understanding and 

genuine emotional fulfillment. 

Through these images, Das conveys the female persona's disillusionment and dissatisfaction with 

the purely physical and superficial nature of her relationship. The imagery emphasizes her sense of 

repulsion and the absence of any deeper emotional or spiritual connection with her lover, 

highlighting the poem's critique of relationships driven solely by lust and devoid of genuine love 

and mutual understanding. 
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3.2.3 My Grandmother’s House 

The poem "My Grandmother’s House" reflects deep autobiographical elements and profound 

emotional themes. It first appeared in her anthology "Summer Time in Calcutta" (1965) and 

explores the poet's intense longing and emotional attachment to her ancestral home in Malabar, 

particularly her grandmother's house. 

The poem is infused with the poet’s feminine sensibility, portraying her yearning for the love and 

affection she experienced in her grandmother's house. However, upon revisiting it after her 

grandmother's death, she is confronted with its ruin and decay. This realization brings forth a sense 

of painful nostalgia and unfulfilled desire, reflecting her deep emotional connection to the place 

now lost to neglect. 

Throughout the poem, a tone of pessimism prevails as the poet laments the deterioration of the 

once-beloved home and the loss of its warmth and liveliness. The silence that now envelops the 

house is likened to death, emphasizing the stark absence of the grandmother's presence and the end 

of an era of love and security. 

The poet's grief and sense of loss are powerfully conveyed through the use of ellipsis, suggesting an 

unspeakable sorrow that words alone cannot fully express. Her disenchantment with her own 

loveless marriage serves as a poignant contrast to the pure and selfless love she remembers from her 

grandmother, intensifying her emotional turmoil. 

The imagery in the poem further enhances its emotional depth. The "blind eyes of the windows" 

and the "frozen air" evoke a sense of desolation and abandonment, reinforcing the theme of death 

and despair. The metaphor of her heart being like a dark window where fresh air does not blow 

encapsulates her inner turmoil and emotional stagnation. 

Additionally, the simile of the brooding dog reflects her reluctance or inability to revisit her 

grandmother's house, perhaps due to the overwhelming emotions it evokes. This reluctance 

underscores the poem's theme of irretrievable loss and the passage of time. 

In summary, "My Grandmother’s House" is a poignant exploration of memory, loss, and longing. 

Through vivid imagery and introspective reflection, Kamala Das portrays the enduring impact of 

childhood love and the profound emotional void left by its absence, both in the physical decay of 

the house and in her own emotional landscape. 

Summary 

The poem "My Grandmother's House" by Kamala Das portrays her deep affection and attachment 

to her grandmother's home. Upon leaving for the city after her marriage, Das experiences a 

profound sense of estrangement, contrasting sharply with the warmth and love she received in her 

childhood there. The house itself mourns the loss of her grandmother, becoming eerily silent and 

inhabited by snakes among the books in its library. As a child, Das found these books intimidating, 

akin to snakes, yet she was too young to comprehend their content. The grandmother's death leaves 
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her frozen with grief, likened to the coldness of the moon. 

The poem's opening lines vividly evoke the poet's nostalgic mood, recalling the happiest days of her 

childhood spent in the loving company of her grandmother. Their deep attachment is evident in the 

grandmother's caring and affectionate nature towards her. After her grandmother's death, the poet is 

emotionally shattered, feeling almost heartbroken. The intensity of her grief is subtly conveyed 

through ellipses, represented by a few dots in the poem's text. Her disillusionment with her loveless 

marriage serves as a stark reminder of her grandmother's pure and selfless love, contrasting sharply 

with her current emotional state. 

In the beginning of Kamala Das's poem "My Grandmother's House," she poignantly describes her 

deep connection with her grandmother. Reflecting on the happiest days of her childhood spent in 

her grandmother's loving care, Das reveals a profound emotional attachment. The grandmother had 

been a source of immense inspiration in her life, and her death leaves the poet emotionally 

shattered. 

Das frequently yearns to revisit her grandmother's house, a place of security and solace that 

contrasts sharply with her new residence in the city, lacking in warmth and protection. She 

imagines peering through the dust-covered or colored panes of windows that have remained shut 

since her grandmother's passing, longing to immerse herself in the quiet stillness of the house. This 

longing intensifies her feelings of frustration and despair. 

Despite the darkness that now fills her grandmother's house, Das finds it devoid of terror. Instead, 

she wishes to collect some of this darkness, along with memories of her time there, and bring them 

back to her current city home. These memories serve as a source of solace in her loveless and 

desolate married life, offering a comforting contrast to her present circumstances. 

Das captures a mood of reminiscence as she vividly portrays the state of her grandmother's house 

after her grandmother's passing. The poet paints a poignant picture of neglect and abandonment that 

the house has endured in her absence. 

Das employs striking imagery to convey the atmosphere of the house. She compares her own 

hesitation to visit the house to a brooding dog, suggesting a reluctance or inability to confront the 

memories and emotions tied to that place. The "blind eyes of the windows" and the "frozen air" are 

evocative images that symbolize death and despair, emphasizing the lifelessness that has settled 

upon the once vibrant home. 

Through these visual and metaphorical devices, Das not only recreates the physical state of the 

house but also captures the emotional and psychological impact of her grandmother's absence. The 

house becomes a haunting symbol of loss and longing, reflecting the poet's complex feelings 

towards her childhood sanctuary. 

Das communicates to her husband that he cannot comprehend the profound love she received from 

her grandmother nor understand the pride she felt in that familial sanctuary. The separation from 
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her grandmother's house after marriage has profoundly impacted her, leaving her life forever 

altered. Her current marriage, devoid of love and hope, has diminished her sense of pride and 

affection that she once cherished in her grandmother's home. 

Feeling like a beggar for love, Das portrays herself as knocking helplessly on strangers' doors, 

seeking even a fraction of the genuine and selfless love she once knew. Her search for love has led 

her astray, leaving her feeling lost and yearning for the warmth and security she experienced in her 

grandmother's house. 

In the concluding lines of "My Grandmother's House," Kamala Das starkly exposes the emptiness 

and despair of loveless marital relationships. The poem's closing phase is saturated with nostalgia, 

as Das reflects on her grandmother's house where she found love and security during her childhood. 

Das portrays the agony and humiliation of a married woman who, deprived of emotional 

fulfillment, seeks solace in extramarital relationships. She contrasts the warmth and safety of her 

grandmother's house with the loss of identity and freedom she experiences in her loveless marriage. 

This juxtaposition emphasizes the profound impact of genuine love and highlights the devastating 

consequences of its absence in her current life. 

The poem ultimately serves as a poignant critique of societal norms and expectations that confine 

women to loveless marriages, underscoring the enduring power of childhood memories and the 

longing for authentic emotional connection. 

3.3 Kamala Das: Major themes of her Poetry 

Kamala Das, a distinguished poet, is renowned for her poignant exploration of themes related to 

sexual frustration and the disillusionment with marriage as a means of happiness for women. Her 

poetry, deeply autobiographical and confessional, vividly captures the despair stemming from the 

collapse of her marriage and her subsequent quest for fulfillment through extramarital relationships. 

This pervasive sense of frustration and yearning for genuine affection is a central theme recurring in 

her works. 

Her Husband’s Shabby Treatment of Her 

Kamala Das's poem "The Old Playhouse" is a candid portrayal of her husband's callous treatment. 

Addressing her husband directly, she describes how he overwhelmed her physically and 

emotionally, draining her of autonomy and vitality. He imposed a suffocating existence upon her, 

reducing her to a state of insignificance with her will and intellectual capacity obliterated. This 

emotional tyranny left her mentally desolate, akin to an abandoned playhouse with extinguished 

lights. Although he satisfied her physical desires, he failed to provide the emotional connection and 

love she craved, leaving her profoundly unfulfilled. 

The Want of Real Love in Her Husband’s Attitude 

In "Ghanashyam," addressing Lord Krishna, Kamala Das articulates her disillusionment with her 

husband’s superficial affection. She recounts a relationship marked by physical gratification devoid 
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of emotional depth. Each time her husband satisfied his lust, he would turn away, indifferent to her 

emotional needs. This emotional void led her to fantasize about Krishna as her true lover, seeking 

solace in divine love to escape her husband's neglect. Numerous other poems similarly expose the 

complete disintegration of her conjugal life, underscoring the pervasive theme of marital 

dissatisfaction. 

The Failure of Her Relationships with Other Men 

Das's poem "In Love" reveals the hollowness of her extramarital affairs. She confronts a lover, 

accusing him of gratifying her relentless lust without reciprocating the love she sought. Their 

relationship was purely physical, with no room for genuine affection, reducing their interactions to 

mechanical acts devoid of emotional connection. In "The Invitation," she describes an affair with a 

lover who visited her sporadically, their pleasures confined to the narrow space of a bed. Her sense 

of betrayal and abandonment by him fueled a desire for self-destruction, symbolizing the profound 

emotional scars left by such relationships. 

In "Glass," Kamala Das compares herself to fragile glass, shattered by rough handling from a lover. 

This metaphor encapsulates her vulnerability and the emotional wounds inflicted by insensitive 

lovers. Her recurring theme of feeling used and discarded by men illustrates her deep-seated 

frustration and the futility of seeking happiness in physical relationships. "Substitute" further 

explores the chaotic nature of her sex life, likening her situation to a revolving door through which 

lovers come and go, leaving her emotionally unfulfilled. 

Her Marriage: A Disaster 

"The Freaks" and "The Sunshine Cat" poignantly depict the bleakness of her marriage. In "The 

Freaks," she reflects on the years spent with her husband, lamenting the absence of love. She labels 

herself a freak, flaunting a superficial lust that masks her deeper yearning for genuine affection. 

"The Sunshine Cat" portrays her husband as a selfish, cowardly man who neither loved her nor 

treated her with respect. His voyeuristic detachment during her encounters with other men 

underscores his emotional barrenness. Ultimately, his callousness left her feeling like a prisoner, a 

half-dead woman of no value to anyone. In "My Grandmother’s House," Das mourns her 

grandmother's death, feeling bereft of love from her husband and reduced to begging strangers for 

affection. 

Social Concerns and Other Themes 

While primarily focused on personal themes, Kamala Das occasionally addresses broader social 

issues. "The Flag" and "Sepia" reflect her awareness of India's socio-economic disparities, though 

critics argue these poems lack the sharpness found in her more personal works. Another significant 

theme in her poetry is motherhood, exemplified in "Jaisurya," where she vividly describes the pain 

and joy of childbirth. Her poems about her grandmother, including "My Grandmother’s House" and 

"Blood," express a deep sense of nostalgia and loss, highlighting her grandmother's simple, devout 

life and the decay and death that permeate her memories. 
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Spiritual Love for Ghanashyam or Lord Krishna 

In the later phase of her poetic career, Kamala Das's work reflects a spiritual evolution. Poems like 

"Ghanashyam" and others dedicated to Lord Krishna represent her attempt to transcend physical 

desires and transform her lust into a higher form of love. By dedicating herself to Krishna, she 

seeks to elevate and purify her love, moving beyond the confines of her bodily needs. These poems 

signify her spiritual growth and devotion, showcasing her journey towards a more profound, divine 

love. 

Kamala Das's poetry reflects themes of "Indianness" in diverse and profound ways, offering a 

unique perspective on Indian culture, society, and identity. Here are some key aspects in which the 

concept of "Indianness" manifests in her poetic oeuvre: 

Cultural Identity 

Das grapples with questions of cultural identity throughout her poetry, exploring the complexities 

of being Indian amidst a changing global landscape. Raised in Kerala, she celebrates her Indian 

heritage while also navigating the influence of Western culture. In poems like "An Introduction," 

she examines the interplay between tradition and modernity, shaping her sense of self within the 

broader Indian context. 

Language and Linguistic Diversity 

Language is pivotal in Das's exploration of "Indianness." Her poetry often incorporates multiple 

languages such as English, Malayalam, and Hindi, reflecting India's rich linguistic diversity. 

Through her multilingual verses, Das emphasizes the importance of linguistic plurality in defining 

Indian identity, challenging the dominance of English and celebrating the linguistic tapestry that 

characterizes India. 

Socio-Political Context 

Das's poetry is deeply rooted in the socio-political realities of India. She courageously addresses 

issues like gender inequality, caste discrimination, and religious intolerance. Poems like "The 

Freaks" and "Spoiling the Name" critique societal injustices, urging readers to confront 

uncomfortable truths about marginalization and oppression in Indian society. 

Religious and Spiritual Imagery 

Religious and spiritual themes permeate Das's poetry, drawing on Hindu mythology, rituals, and 

symbols. She explores themes of transcendence, mortality, and the quest for meaning using rich 

spiritual imagery. References to goddesses like Kali and reflections on the cycle of life and death 

underscore the deep spiritual underpinnings of Indian culture that resonate throughout her work. 

Sense of Place and Landscape: 
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Das vividly evokes the landscapes of India in her poetry, capturing the sensory details and 

emotional resonance of her homeland. Whether describing the lush greenery of Kerala or the 

bustling streets of cities like Calcutta, she creates a vivid and immersive portrayal of India's diverse 

geography. Through her evocative descriptions of place, Das invites readers to connect with the 

beauty and complexity of Indian landscapes, fostering a sense of belonging and appreciation for the 

land. 

Kamala Das's poetry encompasses a profound exploration of various facets of "Indianness," 

including cultural identity, linguistic diversity, socio-political context, religion, spirituality, and a 

deep sense of place. Her verses celebrate the richness and complexity of Indian culture while also 

grappling with its contradictions and challenges. Through her evocative writing, Das captures the 

essence of India's enduring spirit and its diverse people. 

Furthermore, Das's poetry serves as a poignant reflection of her personal struggles with sexual 

frustration and the disillusionment of marriage as a source of happiness. Her candid and 

confessional style lays bare the emotional turmoil caused by unfulfilling relationships and societal 

expectations. In doing so, Das not only expresses her own experiences but also sheds light on the 

broader struggles faced by women in patriarchal societies, as they seek genuine love and 

fulfillment. 

Overall, Kamala Das's work resonates deeply with readers for its raw honesty, exploration of 

complex themes, and its ability to reflect universal human emotions and societal challenges. Her 

poetry continues to provoke thought and inspire dialogue about identity, relationships, and the 

pursuit of personal freedom and happiness. 

 

3.4 Questions for Practice 

 

  How did Kamala Das’s personal life and experiences influence the themes and tone of her 

poetry? 

  In what ways does Kamala Das challenge traditional gender roles and societal expectations 

through her exploration of female identity and sexuality? 

  What are the characteristics of confessional poetry, and how does Kamala Das use this style to 

express personal emotions and experiences? 

  How does Kamala Das depict themes of love, longing, and emotional vulnerability in her selected 

poems, and what impact do these themes have on the reader? 

  What is Kamala Das’s contribution to feminist literature in India, and how has her poetry inspired 

discussions on women’s rights and personal freedom? 
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Section –C 

 

Indian Writing in English 

 

UNIT I: Girish Karnad: Life, Works, and Philosophy 

 

Structure 

 

Objectives 

1.1 Girish Karnad: Life  

1.2 Girish Karnad: Major Works 

1.3 Contributions to Indian Cinema 

1.4 Awards and Recognition 

1.5 Political and Social Engagement 

1.6 Girish Karnad as an Existentialist 

1.7 Questions for Practice 

 

Objectives 

  Understanding the Life and Career of Girish Karnad 

  Analyzing Key Themes in Karnad’s Works 

  Exploring Karnad’s Use of Myth and Folklore 

  Understanding Karnad’s Existentialism 

  Evaluating Karnad’s Contribution to Indian Theatre and Cinema 

 

 

1.1 Girish Karnad: Life and Works 

Girish Karnad (1938-2019) stands as one of the most prominent figures in Indian literature and 

theatre, celebrated for his significant contributions as a playwright, director, actor, and scholar. His 

works, written primarily in Kannada and translated into numerous languages, have earned him 

national and international acclaim. Karnad's life and career are marked by a deep engagement with 

Indian history, mythology, and contemporary social issues, making his oeuvre a vital part of 

modern Indian literature. 

Early Life and Education 

Girish Raghunath Karnad was born on May 19, 1938, in Matheran, a hill station in the state of 

Maharashtra, India. His father, Raghunath Karnad, was a doctor, and his mother, Krishna Bai 
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Mankikar, was a nurse. Karnad's early life was spent in the town of Sirsi in Karnataka, where he 

developed a keen interest in literature and drama. 

Karnad attended Karnataka University in Dharwad, where he earned his Bachelor's degree in 

mathematics and statistics. His academic excellence earned him a Rhodes Scholarship, enabling 

him to study at the University of Oxford from 1960 to 1963. At Oxford, he completed his Master's 

degree in philosophy, politics, and economics (PPE), which broadened his intellectual horizons and 

exposed him to diverse cultural and philosophical perspectives. 

Literary Beginnings 

Karnad's literary career began with his first play, "Yayati" (1961), written while he was still at 

Oxford. The play reinterprets a story from the Mahabharata, exploring themes of responsibility, 

sacrifice, and the complexities of human desires. "Yayati" was an immediate success, marking the 

arrival of a major new voice in Indian theatre. It won the Karnataka Sahitya Akademi Award, 

establishing Karnad as a playwright of great promise. 

Following "Yayati," Karnad continued to explore themes rooted in Indian mythology and history, 

infusing them with contemporary relevance. His next play, "Tughlaq" (1964), remains one of his 

most famous works. Set during the reign of Muhammad bin Tughlaq, the Sultan of Delhi in the 

14th century, the play is a profound exploration of idealism, political ambition, and the existential 

dilemmas faced by a ruler whose grand visions lead to chaos and disillusionment. "Tughlaq" 

received widespread acclaim and solidified Karnad's reputation as a leading dramatist. 

Thematic Concerns and Style 

Karnad's plays are known for their deep engagement with Indian cultural heritage, mythology, and 

history, often reinterpreted to address contemporary social and political issues. His works 

frequently explore the tension between tradition and modernity, the complexities of human 

relationships, and the existential struggles of individuals in a rapidly changing world. 

One of the defining features of Karnad's style is his ability to blend traditional Indian theatrical 

forms with modernist sensibilities. He often employed elements of folk theatre, such as Yakshagana 

and Kathakali, in his plays, creating a unique fusion that appealed to both traditional and modern 

audiences. This innovative approach helped to revitalize Indian theatre and made his works 

accessible and relevant to diverse audiences. 

1.2 Major Works 

 

"Hayavadana" (1971) is another significant play by Karnad that exemplifies his thematic and 

stylistic concerns. Inspired by a story from the Kathasaritsagara and influenced by Thomas Mann's 

novella "The Transposed Heads," the play deals with questions of identity, completeness, and the 

human quest for perfection. Through the character of Hayavadana, a man with a horse's head, 

Karnad explores the absurdity of human desires and the existential predicament of seeking 

wholeness in an inherently fragmented world. 
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"Nagamandala" (1988) is a play that draws on Kannada folklore to examine themes of love, 

fidelity, and the power of storytelling. The play's central character, Rani, undergoes a 

transformation through her interaction with a mythical cobra, symbolizing the fluid boundaries 

between reality and myth. "Nagamandala" showcases Karnad's skill in weaving traditional tales into 

modern narratives, highlighting the enduring relevance of folk wisdom in addressing contemporary 

issues. 

"Taledanda" (1990), translated as "Death by Beheading," is set in 12th-century Karnataka during 

the rise of the Lingayat sect, led by the social reformer Basava. The play examines the conflict 

between progressive social ideals and entrenched caste hierarchies, reflecting Karnad's engagement 

with social justice and human rights. "Taledanda" received critical acclaim for its powerful 

portrayal of historical events and its relevance to modern social issues. 

"The Fire and the Rain" (1995) is another notable work that adapts a story from the Mahabharata 

to explore themes of jealousy, sacrifice, and redemption. The play's complex narrative structure and 

rich symbolism highlight Karnad's mastery of dramatic form and his ability to address profound 

philosophical questions through mythological tales. 

1.3 Contributions to Indian Cinema 

In addition to his achievements in theatre, Karnad made significant contributions to Indian cinema 

as an actor, director, and screenwriter. He acted in numerous films across various languages, 

including Kannada, Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, and Malayalam. Some of his notable acting roles include 

"Samskara" (1970), "Nishant" (1975), "Manthan" (1976), "Swami" (1977), and "Iqbal" 

(2005). 

Karnad also directed several films, including "Vamsha Vriksha" (1971), co-directed with B.V. 

Karanth, which won the National Film Award for Best Direction. His directorial ventures often 

explored themes similar to his plays, delving into the complexities of human relationships and 

social issues. As a screenwriter, Karnad adapted many of his plays for the screen, further extending 

his influence on Indian cinema. 

1.4 Awards and Recognition 

Throughout his illustrious career, Girish Karnad received numerous awards and honors for his 

contributions to literature, theatre, and cinema. Some of the most notable accolades include: 

 Padma Shri (1974): India's fourth-highest civilian award, recognizing his contributions to 

the arts. 

 Padma Bhushan (1992): India's third-highest civilian award, honoring his continued 

excellence in the field. 

 Jnanpith Award (1998): India's highest literary honor, awarded for his outstanding 

contribution to literature. 

 Sahitya Akademi Award (1994): Awarded for his play "Taledanda," recognizing his 

literary achievements. 
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 Kalidas Samman (1998): A prestigious arts award from the government of Madhya 

Pradesh, recognizing his contributions to theatre. 

1.5 Political and Social Engagement 

Karnad was not only an artist but also an outspoken public intellectual who actively engaged with 

contemporary social and political issues. He was a vocal critic of religious fundamentalism, caste 

discrimination, and gender inequality. His works often reflected his commitment to social justice 

and his belief in the transformative power of art and literature. 

Throughout his life, Karnad participated in various public debates and used his platform to advocate 

for human rights and secularism. His outspokenness sometimes brought him into conflict with 

political authorities, but he remained steadfast in his commitment to his principles. 

Legacy 

Girish Karnad's legacy is vast and multifaceted, encompassing his contributions to theatre, 

literature, cinema, and public discourse. His plays continue to be performed and studied widely, 

both in India and internationally, for their profound insights into human nature and society. 

Karnad's ability to draw from Indian mythology and history while addressing contemporary issues 

has left an indelible mark on Indian literature and theatre. 

Karnad's innovative fusion of traditional and modern theatrical forms has inspired countless 

playwrights and directors, ensuring that his influence will endure for generations to come. His 

works remain a testament to the power of storytelling in exploring the complexities of human 

existence and the ever-evolving cultural landscape of India. 

 

1.6 Girish Karnad as an Existentialist 

Existential Themes in Western and Indian Literature 

Many Western writers, such as Norman Mailer, Ernest Hemingway, Iris Murdoch, Thomas Hardy, 

Graham Greene, Leo Tolstoy, Harold Pinter, Eugene Ionesco, Samuel Beckett, T. S. Eliot, Henrik 

Ibsen, Jean Anouilh, Arthur Miller, and Tennessee Williams, have delved into existential themes. 

Indian writers like Sri Aurobindo, R.K. Narayan, Rabindranath Tagore, Arundhati Roy, K.N. 

Daruwalla, Nissim Ezekiel, Girish Karnad, and Asif Currimbhoy have also explored the struggle 

and predicament of man, reflecting their existential concerns in their works. 

Girish Karnad: A Dramatist of Existential Philosophy 

Girish Karnad, an accomplished director, playwright, scholar, scriptwriter, and actor, is a significant 

figure in Indian theatre and playwriting. His achievements include prestigious awards such as the 

Sahitya Akademi Award, Karnataka Sahitya Academy Award, President's Award for Excellence in 

Direction, Padma Shri, Sangeet Natak Akademi Award, Kamaladevi Award, and the State Award 
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for Yayati. Karnad’s plays often incorporate existential themes, as seen in Yayati (1961), Tughlaq 

(1972), and Hayavadana (1975). 

Yayati: The Curse of Responsibility 

In Yayati, the protagonist Yayati exchanges his old age with his son Puru's youth, leading to a series 

of tragic events. Yayati's actions result in his son and daughter-in-law, Chitralekha, experiencing 

intense suffering. Chitralekha’s suicide catalyzes Yayati’s realization of the consequences of his 

actions, leading him to reclaim his old age and abandon his kingdom. The play explores themes of 

responsibility and the quest for identity, depicting the characters’ fractured and divided 

personalities. 

Tughlaq: The Duality of Idealism and Realism 

Tughlaq portrays the protagonist Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq's divided state between idealism 

and realism. His indecisive nature and actions, such as transferring the capital from Delhi to 

Daulatabad, result in chaos and suffering. Tughlaq's failure to reconcile his idealistic visions with 

harsh realities leads to his downfall, symbolizing the existential predicament of being torn between 

conflicting choices. The play also highlights the opportunism and existential decisions of characters 

like Aziz, who, unlike Tughlaq, thrives by adapting to circumstances. 

Hayavadana: The Complexity of Human Relationships 

Hayavadana explores the tangled relationships between Devadutta, Kapila, and Padmini. Devadutta 

and Kapila, representing mind and body respectively, both love Padmini, who desires the qualities 

of both in one person. The play delves into the existential crisis arising from the characters' 

struggles to achieve completeness and identity. The tragic ending, with the deaths of Devadutta and 

Kapila and Padmini's act of sati, underscores the absurdity and complexity of human existence. 

Existentialism in Karnad's Works 

Karnad's plays reflect existential themes of alienation, spiritual crisis, inner chaos, tension, and 

psychological complexity. His characters grapple with their circumstances, making choices that 

often lead to further suffering and alienation. In his depiction of the human condition, Karnad 

emphasizes the importance of individual responsibility and the quest for meaning in life. His 

characters' struggles and contemplations reveal their perceptions and visions of life, making them 

compelling representations of existential thought. 

The Unique Context of Indian Existentialism 

While Western existentialism often arises from despair, materialism, fear of war, and 

industrialization, Indian existentialism is influenced by gender inequality, caste discrimination, 

traditional bindings, and social injustice. Despite these differences, the existential crisis of man—

his sense of being chained, tired, frustrated, isolated, estranged, and lonely—resonates universally 

across cultures. In Karnad's plays, this crisis is portrayed through the characters' quests for identity, 
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responsibility, and meaningful relationships within their unique cultural contexts. 

Girish Karnad's contributions to existential literature are significant, providing a unique perspective 

on human struggles within the Indian context. His plays Yayati, Tughlaq, and Hayavadana are 

profound explorations of existential themes, reflecting the complexities of human relationships, 

identity, and responsibility. Through his characters’ journeys, Karnad masterfully illustrates the 

universal existential predicament, making his works a valuable addition to the canon of existential 

literature. 

 

1.7 Questions for Practice 

  How did Girish Karnad’s early life and education influence his career as a playwright and his 

approach to storytelling? 

  What are the major themes explored in Girish Karnad’s plays, and how do they reflect the socio-

political issues of Indian society? 

  In what ways does Karnad use Indian mythology and folklore to address contemporary issues in 

his works, such as in Tughlaq or Hayavadana? 

  What is Girish Karnad’s contribution to modern Indian theatre and cinema, and how has his work 

influenced the development of Indian drama? 

  Discuss Karnad’s Existentialism. 
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Section- C 

Indian Writing in English 

 

UNIT II: Girish Karnad: Tughlaq 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

2.1 Tughlaqh: A Critical Summary 

2.2 Tughlaq as an Existentialist Play 

2.3 Tughlaq: Major Themes 

2.4 Character Sketch of Tughlaq 

2.5 The Dramatic Significance of Aziz and Aazam in Tughlaq 

2.6 Najib and Barani in Tughlaq: Contrasting Companions of the Sultan 

2.7 The Contemporary Relevance of the play Tughlaq 

2.8 Questions for Practice 

 

 

 

Objectives 

  Analyzing the Historical Context of Tughlaq 

  Examining Key Themes and Motifs 

  Interpreting Character Development and Relationships 

  Exploring Karnad’s Use of Language and Structure 

  Reflecting on the Play’s Relevance to Contemporary Issues 

 

2.1 Tughlaqh: A Critical Summary 

Scene 1: The Yard in Front of Delhi's Main Court, AD 1321 

The yard outside the main court of Delhi is bustling with residents. Among the crowd, 

predominantly Muslim, there are a few Hindus scattered. An interaction among an Old Man, a 

Young Man, a Third Man, and a Hindu Man initiates the first scenario of the play, as they discuss 

the reign of Sultan Muhammad Bin Tughlaq. The Old Man decries Muhammad as a disgrace to 

Islam and a destroyer of the nation. 
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In contrast, the Young Man defends Muhammad, arguing that he is a devout follower of Islam who 

has mandated five daily prayers. An announcement is made as an announcer exits the court, 

declaring that a Brahmin named Vishnu Prasad has lodged a complaint against Muhammad, 

claiming the authorities confiscated his property. The Brahmin's claims are found to be justified, 

and as recompense, he is awarded 500 silver dinars and a position in the civil service. Muhammad 

exits the court and informs the gathering that the capital will be relocated from Delhi to Daulatabad, 

explaining that the new capital should be in the center of the nation rather than on its periphery. He 

claims this move will symbolize the unity between Muslims and Hindus and invites everyone to 

join him in Daulatabad. 

The elderly and young men resume their conversation, expressing their opposition to this strategy. 

The Third Man mentions that Sheikh Imam-ud-din has accused Muhammad of being responsible 

for the deaths of his father and brother. As the Guard exits the court, he orders the crowd to 

disperse. 

A pickpocket named Aazam waits to meet the Brahmin. He soon discovers that the Brahmin is his 

friend Aziz in disguise. Aziz reveals that he concocted a false story to receive compensation. 

Previously, Muhammad had decreed that any Hindu could bring a claim against him for damages 

caused by his officials. Aziz impersonated a Brahmin to exploit this law. Aziz then suggests that 

Aazam join him in the civil service, promising to help him find employment. 

Scene 2: A Room in the Royal Palace 

Muhammad converses with his stepmother about his restless nights. He asks if she believes the 

rumors that he killed his father and brother, which she denies, stating she wants to let go of such 

discussions. Muhammad then mentions that Ain-ul-Mulk is approaching Delhi with an army of 

30,000 men, shocking his stepmother as they are close friends. 

Muhammad's close associates, Najib (a politician) and Barani (a historian), arrive. Najib expresses 

concern about Sheikh Imam-ud-din being in Delhi and suggests eliminating him, though Barani 

believes it unnecessary. They discuss Ain-ul-Mulk's unexpected advance toward Delhi. Najib 

explains that Ain-ul-Mulk turned down the position of governor of the Deccan because he had 

established ties with the people of Avadh and did not want to leave. Najib also notes the Sheikh's 

remarkable resemblance to Prophet Muhammad. 

Muhammad orders the army to be ready to march to Kanauj the next day and appoints Najib and 

Shihab-ud-din to manage the administration in his absence. Muhammad and Najib leave to meet the 

president, while Barani and the stepmother talk. The stepmother expresses her distrust of Najib, and 

Barani agrees. She urges Barani not to abandon Muhammad, revealing her inability to tolerate 

Najib any longer. Although Barani reassures her that he will always be by Muhammad's side, he is 

troubled by her remarks. An announcer calls for a public gathering in front of the Great Mosque, 

where Sheikh Imam-ud-din criticizes Muhammad's government and its policies. 
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Scene 3: The Courtyard in Front of the Great Mosque 

Muhammad's slaves, Sheikh Imam-ud-din, and Muhammad himself are present, but the meeting has 

no attendees. Muhammad had previously sent servants to persuade people to stay away from the 

gathering, making Sheikh Imam-ud-din look foolish. During a lengthy discussion, Sheikh Imam-ud-

din accuses Muhammad of various wrongdoings. 

Muhammad tells the Sheikh that Ain-ul-Mulk will arrive in Delhi and will not meet any of 

Muhammad's envoys. He convinces the Sheikh to meet Ain-ul-Mulk instead, predicting a conflict 

and the deaths of Muslims. To save Muslim lives, the Sheikh agrees to leave immediately. 

Muhammad gives the Sheikh a regal gown and hat, making them look alike. 

Scene 4: The Palace 

Shihab-ud-din is reading letters when an announcement is made. The stepmother talks with Shihab-

ud-din, expressing shock that Sheikh Imam-ud-din was killed in the conflict and that Muhammad 

will return soon. Barani, Najib, and Muhammad arrive, and Muhammad explains that he spared 

Ain-ul-Mulk because he solved a puzzle in minutes that took Ain-ul-Mulk days and even identified 

a flaw in his answer. Muhammad urges Ain-ul-Mulk to stay in Avadh to care for the people, 

pleasing Barani with his generosity. 

After everyone departs except Ratansingh and Shihab-ud-din, Ratansingh reveals the truth about 

Sheikh Imam-ud-din's death. Muhammad set a trap for the Sheikh, who was killed by Ain-ul-

Mulk's forces when Muhammad's men went to offer peace. Disturbed by these events, Shihab is 

concerned, but Ratansingh persuades him to join a secret meeting of civilians and court nobles. 

Scene 5: A Residence in Delhi 

A group of Sayyids and Amirs, along with Ratan Singh and Shihab, discuss Muhammad's reign. 

The Amirs believe the move to Daulatabad is an attempt to undermine them, as they now have to 

pay taxes on all their activities. Sheikh Shams-ud-din mentions that Sheikh Haidari has been 

detained, and Sheikh Hood is banished, highlighting the political turmoil. They recount the life of 

Sheikh Imam-ud-din and how Muhammad's troops intimidated people into staying away from his 

gatherings. 

Using these examples of Muhammad's failures, the Amirs persuade Shihab to join their covert plot. 

They plan to kill Muhammad during a Durbar-i-Khas meeting when he is unarmed and praying. 

Despite his initial reluctance, Ratansingh convinces Shihab to join the conspiracy. 

Scene 6: The Palace 

Muhammad, Barani, and Najib meet with the Amirs. Muhammad announces that Abbasid Ghiyas-

ud-din Muhammad, a descendant of the Abbasid Caliphs, has accepted his invitation to visit the 

capital. He also declares that copper coinage will coexist with silver dinars and be valued equally 

throughout his dominion from the next year. Muhammad removes his sword and begins to pray. 

As Muhammad prays, the Amirs draw their swords. However, Muhammad's soldiers surround 

them, capturing them. Muhammad kills Shihab and instructs Najib to execute everyone involved in 
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the plot. He orders that the official statement should say Shihab protected his life. Muhammad then 

insists that everyone move immediately to Daulatabad. 

Scene 7: A Tent Camp Near the Delhi-Daulatabad Road 

Aazam joins Aziz, who is disguised as Vishnu Prasad, a Brahmin. A Hindu woman kneels before 

Aziz, pleading for a day off to care for her sick daughter. Aziz demands money in exchange for the 

day off, but the woman is poor, and her daughter dies. Another man with his wife and six children 

arrives, explaining that he was delayed because he had to graze the bodies along the way. The man 

watches over the corpses of those Muhammad has killed, and families must buy back the bodies if 

they want them. Upon hearing rumors about copper money, Aziz suggests they produce counterfeit 

copper coins to become wealthy. 

Scene 8: Daulatabad Fort 

Two sentries, one young and one middle-aged, guard the fort, admiring its construction. The 

middle-aged man laments losing his wife, father, and son during the journey. They mention a 

passageway in the fort resembling a python that swallows people. Muhammad arrives and asks the 

middle-aged man to fetch Barani. Muhammad and the young sentry engage in a conversation. 

Muhammad explains that he inspected the fort's construction when he turned twenty-one. Barani 

arrives, and Muhammad informs him about rebellions in Bengal by Fakr-ud-din and in the Deccan 

by Bahal-ud-din. Muhammad expresses trust only in Shihab's father and Ain-ul-Mulk at this time. 

The middle-aged man returns, announcing that Najib has been found dead. 

Scene 9: A Hilltop Hiding Place 

Aazam and Aziz lie on the floor, discussing their precarious situation. Aazam is tired of life, but 

Aziz tries to convince him that the man who can rob is the true king. A man named Karim 

introduces a bound Turkish merchant, who identifies himself as Ghiyasuddin Abbasid, a guest of 

Muhammad. Aziz threatens him, recounting how he killed a man who claimed to be a descendant of 

the Prophet by hanging him in the marketplace. 

Ghiyasuddin reveals that Muhammad gave him a letter and a ring as tokens of appreciation. Aziz 

kills Ghiyasuddin and plans to visit Muhammad in disguise. 

Scene 10: The Palace 

Muhammad and his stepmother discuss the copper coin issue, which she calls a foolish move. They 

then talk about Najib's death, and she confesses to killing Najib to assert authority over 

Muhammad. Muhammad orders her imprisonment and stoning, declaring her more dangerous than 

an adulteress. Barani enters, and Muhammad explains that he was ready to offer a prayer against his 

norms. Barani states that the governor sent a note calling for everyone to pray. 

An announcer enters, proclaiming that Ghiyas-ud-din will arrive the next day at noon. Muslims are 

instructed to pray five times a day, with prayers resuming the next Friday. 
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Scene 11: A Plain Outside Daulatabad's Fort 

Large crowds gather to greet Ghiyas-ud-din. The people are more concerned with food than 

prayers. Ghiyas-ud-din arrives, disguised as Aziz, and Muhammad embraces him. A Hindu woman 

recognizes Aziz, accusing him of killing her child, but no one pays attention. A riot ensues. 

Scene 12: The Palace  

Aziz and Aazam are in the palace. Aziz fears Aazam will join him in his misdeeds and decides to 

leave. Aazam informs him that he has paid slaves to bring horses, ready in 30 minutes. The city is 

in chaos, and they must escape through a hidden route. They discuss the piles of coins outside the 

castle. 

Aazam claims to have seen Muhammad sifting through the coins, letting them flow out of his 

fingers for 30 minutes. Despite Aazam's attempts to convince him to leave, Aziz refuses. Aazam 

exits the palace. 

Scene 13: The End 

The public is informed that the prayer prohibition will be abolished when Ghiyasuddin-Abbasid 

arrives. However, the people, starving, are uninterested. Tughlaq prepares for Ghiyasuddin-

Abbasid's arrival. Aziz, disguised as Ghiyasuddin-Abbasid, succeeds in deceiving Tughlaq. After 

Aazam is killed, Tughlaq learns Aziz's true identity. Aziz confesses all his fraudulent acts, 

impressing Tughlaq. He places Aziz in a position of authority in his court. Tughlaq decides to rest, 

but upon awakening, realizes he has become insane. The play ends here. 

 

2.2 Tughlaq as an Existentialist Play 

 

Girish Karnad’s "Tughlaq" is a seminal work in Indian drama that delves deeply into 

existentialist themes, portraying the complex inner world of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq, a 

historical figure whose reign was marked by grand idealism and tragic downfall. The play explores 

the existentialist predicament through Tughlaq’s struggles with identity, choice, freedom, and the 

inherent absurdity of human existence. This exploration situates "Tughlaq" firmly within the 

framework of existentialist literature, aligning it with the works of Western existentialist thinkers 

like Sartre, Camus, and Kafka, while also reflecting the unique cultural and historical context of 

India. 

The Existential Condition: Tughlaq’s Idealism and Realism 

At the heart of "Tughlaq" lies the Sultan’s existential crisis, manifested in his oscillation between 

idealism and realism. Tughlaq is portrayed as a ruler with visionary ideas, including the promotion 

of Hindu-Muslim unity and the establishment of a just and equal society. However, his inability to 

reconcile these ideals with the harsh realities of governance leads to a series of catastrophic 

decisions, most notably the shifting of the capital from Delhi to Daulatabad. 
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This move, intended to symbolize his commitment to egalitarian principles, instead results in 

immense suffering for his subjects, highlighting the absurdity of his idealism. Tughlaq’s 

predicament resonates with the existentialist notion that life is inherently meaningless and that 

human beings must create their own meaning through their actions. His repeated failures and the 

resulting chaos exemplify the existential belief in the absurdity of human endeavors. 

Freedom, Choice, and Responsibility 

 

Existentialist philosophy posits that human beings are condemned to be free, bearing the weight of 

their choices and the responsibility for their actions. Tughlaq’s reign is a testament to the burden of 

freedom and the consequences of his choices. His decision to relocate the capital is an exercise of 

his free will, driven by his desire to break from tradition and implement his progressive vision. 

However, this freedom also leads to the catastrophic failure of his plans and the disillusionment of 

his subjects. 

Tughlaq’s choices, driven by his ideals, ultimately isolate him from his people and his own 

advisors. His attempt to impose his vision of a just society results in betrayal, rebellion, and 

bloodshed, underscoring the existentialist theme that freedom is both a gift and a curse. The play 

vividly illustrates that with freedom comes the inevitability of responsibility and the potential for 

existential despair when one's choices lead to unintended and often tragic consequences. 

Alienation and Isolation 

 

A central theme in existentialist literature is the concept of alienation, where individuals feel 

estranged from themselves, others, and the world. Tughlaq’s character embodies this alienation. 

Despite his lofty ideals, he finds himself increasingly isolated from those around him. His advisors 

and subjects fail to understand his vision, and his radical decisions alienate him further. The play's 

progression reveals Tughlaq’s descent into paranoia and loneliness, encapsulating the existentialist 

notion of the solitary individual confronting an indifferent and often hostile world. 

The portrayal of Tughlaq’s relationship with his subjects and his court reflects the existentialist idea 

of the individual’s struggle to find meaning in a world that offers no inherent answers. His isolation 

is not merely physical but deeply psychological and existential, as he grapples with the disconnect 

between his ideals and the reality of his rule. 

Absurdity and the Quest for Meaning 

 

Existentialist thinkers like Camus have argued that life is fundamentally absurd, and human beings 

must confront this absurdity in their search for meaning. "Tughlaq" captures this sense of absurdity 

through the Sultan’s increasingly irrational and desperate actions. His vision for a utopian kingdom 

devolves into a series of tragic missteps, and his grand plans lead to unintended suffering and chaos. 

Tughlaq’s interactions with his subjects and his court further highlight the absurdity of his situation. 

Characters like Aziz, who thrive through opportunism and deceit, contrast sharply with Tughlaq’s 
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idealism, emphasizing the disconnect between the Sultan’s intentions and the reality of his rule. 

Aziz’s ability to manipulate situations to his advantage while Tughlaq’s plans fail underscores the 

existentialist view that the universe is indifferent to human aspirations and that individuals must 

navigate this absurdity as best they can. 

Tughlaq’s Spiritual Crisis and Despair 

 

As Tughlaq’s reign unravels, he experiences a profound spiritual crisis, seeking solace in religion 

and turning to God for answers. This aspect of his character aligns with the existentialist 

exploration of faith and the search for meaning. Tughlaq’s prayers and his appeals to God reflect 

his desperation and his quest for understanding in a world that seems increasingly senseless and 

chaotic. 

Tughlaq’s spiritual crisis is emblematic of the existential despair that arises when individuals 

confront the limits of their understanding and the apparent meaninglessness of their existence. His 

turn to religion can be seen as an attempt to find some semblance of order and purpose amidst the 

chaos, yet it also underscores his ultimate powerlessness in the face of the existential condition. 

The Tragic Hero: Tughlaq as an Existential Protagonist 

 

In the tradition of existentialist literature, Tughlaq can be seen as a tragic hero whose flaws and 

contradictions lead to his downfall. His grand vision and the subsequent failure of his plans make 

him a complex and compelling character, embodying the existentialist themes of freedom, choice, 

alienation, and absurdity. Tughlaq’s journey is marked by his intense introspection and his struggle 

to impose meaning on a world that continually defies his expectations. 

The play’s conclusion, with Tughlaq isolated and despairing, encapsulates the essence of the 

existentialist hero. He is a figure who, despite his best efforts, is unable to overcome the inherent 

contradictions and absurdities of his existence. His story is a poignant exploration of the human 

condition, reflecting the existential belief that individuals must confront their own limitations and 

the inherent uncertainties of life. 

 

Girish Karnad’s "Tughlaq" is a profound exploration of existentialist themes, portraying the tragic 

and complex character of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq. Through Tughlaq’s idealism, his 

exercise of freedom and the consequences of his choices, his profound alienation, and his spiritual 

crisis, the play delves deeply into the existentialist condition. Tughlaq’s journey is a poignant 

reflection on the search for meaning in an absurd world, making "Tughlaq" a powerful and 

enduring work of existentialist literature. 

Karnad's portrayal of Tughlaq’s existential struggles resonates with the universal human 

experience, transcending the specific historical and cultural context of the play. "Tughlaq" stands as 

a testament to the enduring relevance of existentialist themes in literature and the profound insights 
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they offer into the human condition. Through the character of Tughlaq, Karnad illuminates the 

existential dilemmas that continue to shape our lives, making the play a timeless exploration of the 

quest for meaning and the challenges of existence. 

 

2.3 Tughlaq: Major Themes 

 

Girish Karnad’s "Tughlaq" is a complex exploration of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq’s reign, 

portraying the paradoxical and multifaceted nature of his rule. The character of Muhammad 

Tughlaq is depicted as an idealistic ruler who desires to implement progressive policies aimed at 

fostering unity and justice. However, these ideals clash with the harsh realities of his time, resulting 

in widespread discontent and misunderstanding among his subjects. This essay will elaborate on the 

character of Muhammad Tughlaq, the themes of idealism versus realism, and the role of secondary 

characters like Aziz and Aazam in enhancing the play's dramatic outcomes. 

Muhammad Tughlaq: An Idealistic Ruler 

From the outset, Muhammad Tughlaq is introduced as a ruler with grand visions. His idealism is 

evident in his policies aimed at promoting equality and religious harmony. He abolishes the Jizya 

tax imposed on non-Muslims, treats Hindus and Muslims equally, and moves the capital from Delhi 

to Daulatabad, ostensibly to ensure a more centralized administration and to symbolize Hindu-

Muslim unity. These actions highlight his progressive mindset and his desire to create a just and 

peaceful society. 

Tughlaq’s decision to abolish Jizya exemplifies his commitment to fairness. Jizya was a tax 

imposed on non-Muslims, and its removal was a radical step towards religious equality. This move, 

however, alienated conservative Muslims who viewed it as a betrayal of Islamic principles. On the 

other hand, Hindus were skeptical of his motives, suspecting that his actions were politically driven 

rather than genuinely benevolent. 

The relocation of the capital to Daulatabad is another significant decision that underscores 

Tughlaq’s idealism. He envisioned Daulatabad as a symbol of unity and a strategic center for his 

empire. However, this decision is met with resistance and criticism from both Muslims and Hindus. 

Muslims see it as an unnecessary and disruptive move, while Hindus question its practicality and 

suspect hidden agendas. This episode reflects the challenges Tughlaq faces in reconciling his 

idealistic visions with the pragmatic concerns of his subjects. 

Public Perception and Misunderstanding 

Despite Tughlaq’s noble intentions, his reign is marred by widespread discontent and skepticism. 

Both Muslims and Hindus criticize his policies and question his sincerity. Conservative Muslims 

are particularly vocal in their opposition, condemning his leniency towards Hindus and accusing 

him of compromising Islamic values. Hindus, on the other hand, doubt the genuineness of his 
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overtures and view his policies as strategic rather than altruistic. 

The playwright effectively captures the atmosphere of suspicion and resistance that pervades 

Tughlaq’s reign. The skepticism surrounding his policies is compounded by rumors and accusations 

that he murdered his father and brother to ascend the throne. Although these allegations are 

unproven, they significantly tarnish his reputation and fuel public distrust. This duality in Tughlaq’s 

character – his visionary ideals juxtaposed with the perception of ruthlessness – creates a complex 

and compelling protagonist. 

The Role of Aziz and Aazam 

Aziz and Aazam are introduced as characters who exploit the loopholes in Tughlaq’s administration 

for personal gain. Aziz, a cunning and opportunistic individual, disguises himself as a Brahmin to 

file a fraudulent lawsuit and secure compensation from the Sultan. His actions highlight the flaws in 

Tughlaq’s legal system and the ease with which it can be manipulated. Aziz’s success in deceiving 

the judges and the public underscores the challenges Tughlaq faces in implementing his ideals in a 

corrupt and cynical society. 

Aazam, a pickpocket, complements Aziz’s schemes and demonstrates his own skill in duping 

people. The partnership between Aziz and Aazam provides comic relief in the play, but it also 

serves a deeper purpose. Their antics expose the limitations and vulnerabilities of Tughlaq’s 

policies. While Tughlaq envisions a just and equitable society, characters like Aziz and Aazam 

reveal the gap between his aspirations and the ground realities. 

Dramatic Devices and Themes 

Karnad employs various dramatic devices to enhance the play’s themes and character development. 

The use of disguise, particularly Aziz’s impersonation of a Brahmin, adds layers of irony and 

humor to the narrative. This device not only advances the plot but also highlights the theme of 

mistaken identity and the ease with which appearances can be manipulated. 

The irony in Aziz’s disguise is particularly poignant. Despite Tughlaq’s efforts to promote justice 

and equality, his policies are exploited by a conman who mocks the very principles Tughlaq 

upholds. This irony underscores the tragic dimension of Tughlaq’s character – a ruler whose lofty 

ideals are subverted by the very people he seeks to benefit. 

The theme of mistaken identity also resonates in the broader context of Tughlaq’s reign. Just as 

Aziz deceives the judges, Tughlaq himself is misunderstood by his subjects. His idealism is 

mistaken for naivety, and his progressive policies are perceived as impractical or insincere. This 

theme of misperception runs throughout the play, highlighting the disconnect between Tughlaq’s 

vision and the public’s reception. 

Tughlaq’s Inner Conflict and Tragic Flaws 

Tughlaq’s character is marked by a profound inner conflict between his idealism and the harsh 
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realities of governance. His desire to create a utopian society is constantly thwarted by practical 

challenges and public resistance. This inner conflict is a key element of his tragic flaw. Tughlaq’s 

idealism, while admirable, blinds him to the complexities of human nature and the limitations of his 

authority. 

His tragic flaw is further compounded by his tendency towards extreme measures. The decision to 

relocate the capital, though well-intentioned, is a drastic step that disrupts the lives of his subjects. 

His reliance on authoritarian tactics to enforce his policies alienates the very people he seeks to 

serve. This paradox – of a ruler who is both idealistic and authoritarian – adds depth to his character 

and underscores the tragic dimensions of his reign. 

The Play’s Ending: A Descent into Madness 

The play’s conclusion marks Tughlaq’s descent into madness, symbolizing the ultimate failure of 

his idealistic vision. Despite his best efforts, Tughlaq is unable to bridge the gap between his ideals 

and the reality of his rule. His isolation and the betrayal by those he trusted drive him to the brink of 

insanity. This tragic ending reinforces the central themes of the play – the clash between idealism 

and realism, the perils of unchecked power, and the inevitability of human fallibility. 

Girish Karnad’s "Tughlaq" is a powerful exploration of the complexities and contradictions of 

Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq’s reign. Through the character of Tughlaq, Karnad delves into 

themes of idealism versus realism, the challenges of governance, and the tragic dimensions of 

human ambition. The characters of Aziz and Aazam, along with the use of dramatic devices like 

disguise and irony, enhance the narrative and underscore the central themes. Ultimately, the play 

presents a nuanced and multifaceted portrayal of a ruler whose grand visions are undone by the very 

forces he seeks to transcend. 

 

 

2.4 Character Sketch of Tughlaq 

 

Character Sketch of Tughlaq as Depicted by Girish Karnad 

 

Girish Karnad’s play "Tughlaq," set in the tumultuous era of 14th-century Delhi Sultanate, offers a 

complex portrayal of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq. Through Karnad’s interpretation, Tughlaq 

emerges not just as a historical figure but as a multifaceted character grappling with ideals, 

ambitions, flaws, and the complexities of power. This character sketch delves deep into Karnad’s 

depiction of Tughlaq, exploring his motivations, traits, evolution, and the overarching themes that 

define his rule and legacy. 

Early Impressions and Idealism 

 

Tughlaq, as initially portrayed by Karnad, embodies a blend of idealism and pragmatism. He is 

introduced as a visionary ruler with grand ambitions for his kingdom. Karnad’s Tughlaq is not 
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merely driven by conventional aspirations of power and wealth but is motivated by a profound 

desire to establish a just and harmonious state. 

From the outset, Tughlaq’s character is marked by his intellectual prowess and keen awareness of 

the challenges facing his kingdom. He is depicted as a ruler who values knowledge, consultation, 

and the pursuit of enlightened governance. Karnad portrays Tughlaq as someone who believes in 

the transformative power of ideas and policies, seeking to implement reforms that would uplift his 

subjects and secure his legacy as a progressive monarch. 

The Quest for the Ideal State 

 

Central to Tughlaq’s character is his quest for an ideal state, characterized by justice, unity, and prosperity 

for all. Karnad portrays him as a ruler deeply influenced by philosophical and ethical considerations, 

contrasting sharply with the pragmatic realism of his advisors and courtiers. 

Tughlaq’s idealism manifests in his bold and often controversial policies aimed at societal reform and 

administrative efficiency. Karnad depicts his decision to shift the capital from Delhi to Daulatabad as 

emblematic of his visionary approach, driven by strategic considerations and a desire to centralize power. 

This move, while reflecting Tughlaq’s ambition to create a more defensible and administratively efficient 

capital, also underscores his willingness to disrupt traditional norms in pursuit of his vision. 

The Duality of Leadership 

 

Despite his idealism, Tughlaq’s character undergoes a profound transformation as the play unfolds. 

Karnad masterfully navigates the duality of his leadership, portraying him not just as a benevolent 

visionary but as a flawed and increasingly isolated ruler. 

As Tughlaq faces challenges to his authority and the limitations of his policies become apparent, 

Karnad explores the psychological and emotional toll of leadership. Tughlaq’s character evolves 

from a hopeful and ambitious ruler to a disillusioned and embittered despot, grappling with the 

consequences of his decisions and the betrayal of trust. 

Psychological Complexity and Personal Struggles 

 

Karnad delves into Tughlaq’s psyche, unraveling the personal struggles that shape his rule and 

decisions. The Sultan’s character is portrayed with depth and nuance, revealing his inner conflicts, 

insecurities, and vulnerabilities beneath the veneer of authority. 

One of the key psychological dimensions of Tughlaq’s character is his isolation and growing 

distrust of those around him. Karnad depicts him as increasingly paranoid, surrounded by courtiers 

and advisors whose loyalty is suspect. This paranoia deepens as Tughlaq faces betrayals and 

setbacks, exacerbating his descent into authoritarianism and alienation from his subjects. 
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Tughlaq’s personal relationships, particularly with characters like Najib and Barani, illuminate his 

complex interactions with power and authority. Karnad explores the dynamics of trust and betrayal, 

showcasing Tughlaq’s struggle to reconcile his ideals with the harsh realities of governance. 

Ambition and Hubris 

 

Ambition and hubris are recurring themes in Tughlaq’s character, driving his decisions and shaping 

his legacy. Karnad portrays him as a ruler driven by a relentless ambition to leave a lasting mark on 

history, yet blinded by his own vision of grandeur. 

Tughlaq’s ambitious reforms, such as the introduction of token currency and the attempt to create a 

centralized administration, reflect his desire to modernize and strengthen his kingdom. However, 

Karnad also critiques the consequences of Tughlaq’s unchecked ambition, portraying his policies as 

well-intentioned yet often misguided. 

The Sultan’s hubris is depicted in his refusal to heed advice and warnings from his advisors, 

particularly when they conflict with his own convictions. Karnad highlights Tughlaq’s arrogance as 

a fatal flaw, contributing to his isolation and eventual downfall. 

Leadership Style and Governance 

 

Karnad’s portrayal of Tughlaq’s leadership style offers insights into his governance philosophy and 

administrative acumen. Initially depicted as a reformist and progressive ruler, Tughlaq’s approach 

to governance is characterized by bold initiatives and visionary planning. 

The Sultan’s administrative reforms, such as land reforms and the establishment of new cities, 

reflect his commitment to social justice and economic development. Karnad underscores Tughlaq’s 

efforts to centralize power and streamline governance, albeit with mixed results and unintended 

consequences. 

However, as Tughlaq’s rule progresses, Karnad reveals the limitations of his governance style. The 

Sultan’s authoritarian tendencies and impulsive decision-making alienate his advisors and subjects, 

leading to dissent and resistance within his kingdom. 

Moral and Ethical Dilemmas 

 

Ethical dilemmas form a central theme in Tughlaq’s character arc, highlighting his struggle to 

navigate the complexities of power and morality. Karnad portrays him as a ruler torn between his 

idealistic aspirations and the harsh realities of political expediency. 

Tughlaq’s moral dilemmas are particularly evident in his treatment of dissent and opposition. 

Karnad explores the ethical implications of his authoritarian measures, such as the suppression of 

rebellions and the imposition of harsh punishments, portraying him as a conflicted figure grappling 

with the consequences of his actions. 
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The Sultan’s evolving moral compass, shaped by his experiences and interactions with advisors like 

Barani, underscores Karnad’s critique of absolute power and its corrupting influence. Tughlaq’s 

descent into despotism serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of leadership disconnected 

from ethical considerations. 

Relationships and Interactions 

 

Karnad’s depiction of Tughlaq’s relationships with other characters provides further insight into his 

personality and motivations. The Sultan’s interactions with advisors like Najib and Barani reveal 

the complexities of trust, loyalty, and betrayal in his court. 

Najib, portrayed as a cunning opportunist who converts to Islam for political gain, represents 

Tughlaq’s vulnerability to manipulation and deceit. Karnad explores their complex relationship, 

highlighting Tughlaq’s initial trust and later disillusionment with Najib’s motives. 

In contrast, Barani emerges as a voice of reason and moral conscience in Tughlaq’s court. Karnad 

depicts their intellectual exchanges and ideological disagreements, showcasing Barani’s futile 

attempts to guide the Sultan towards justice and compassion. 

Evolution and Tragic Arc 

 

Tughlaq’s character undergoes a tragic evolution throughout Karnad’s play, culminating in his 

isolation and eventual downfall. Karnad skillfully navigates the Sultan’s trajectory from an 

ambitious reformist to a disillusioned despot, driven by ambition and haunted by regrets. 

The Sultan’s tragic arc is marked by his increasing alienation from advisors and subjects, as well as 

his growing paranoia and mistrust. Karnad portrays Tughlaq’s inner turmoil and psychological 

descent with empathy, highlighting the personal toll of leadership and the erosion of his ideals. 

Tughlaq’s tragic fate, depicted in his final moments of despair and introspection, underscores 

Karnad’s critique of power and ambition. The Sultan’s downfall serves as a poignant reminder of 

the consequences of unchecked authority and the complexities of governance in a volatile political 

landscape. 

 

In short, Girish Karnad’s portrayal of Tughlaq in his eponymous play is a masterful exploration of 

leadership, ambition, and the moral dilemmas inherent in wielding power. Through Tughlaq’s 

character, Karnad offers profound insights into the complexities of governance and the 

psychological toll of leadership. 

Tughlaq’s evolution from an idealistic visionary to a disillusioned despot resonates with 

contemporary audiences grappling with similar themes in modern political contexts. Karnad’s 

nuanced depiction of the Sultan’s ambitions, flaws, and personal struggles serves as a timeless 

reflection on the enduring challenges of leadership and the pursuit of justice in the face of power. 
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Ultimately, Tughlaq’s character in Karnad’s play stands as a testament to the complexities of 

human nature and the pitfalls of hubris, inviting audiences to contemplate the ethical 

responsibilities of leaders and the consequences of their actions on society. 

 

 

2.5 The Dramatic Significance of Aziz and Aazam in Tughlaq 

 

In Girish Karnad’s play "Tughlaq," the characters of Aziz and Aazam serve multifaceted roles that 

extend beyond mere comic relief. While they do provide moments of levity in an otherwise intense 

narrative, their characters are instrumental in reflecting the central themes and conflicts of the play. 

Aziz, in particular, emerges as a significant figure whose parallel narrative runs alongside that of 

Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq, highlighting the ironies and complexities of Tughlaq’s rule. This 

essay will elaborate on the dramatic significance of Aziz and Aazam, their roles in illustrating the 

play’s themes, and their impact on the portrayal of Tughlaq’s character and reign. 

Aziz and Aazam: Comic Relief with Depth 

The introduction of Aziz and Aazam adheres to the traditional dramatic conventions akin to the 

Akara and Makara of Natak performances, a format familiar to theatre audiences. These characters 

provide comic relief, which is essential in balancing the play's darker themes of horror, betrayal, 

and death. The humor they bring is not merely superficial but serves to underscore the absurdities 

and contradictions in Tughlaq’s administration. 

Aziz, more dynamic and ambitious than Aazam, quickly becomes a central figure whose actions 

and motivations parallel those of Tughlaq. His cunning and adaptability make him a mirror image 

of the Sultan, albeit operating on a different moral and social plane. While Aazam serves primarily 

as Aziz's accomplice and a foil to his scheming, his interactions with Aziz reveal the underlying 

tensions and contradictions within Tughlaq's reign. 

Aziz: A Parallel to Tughlaq 

Aziz’s journey from a dhobi to a brahmin, and eventually to a political player, mirrors Tughlaq’s 

own trajectory from an idealistic ruler to a disillusioned tyrant. Through Aziz’s character, Karnad 

explores the theme of how noble intentions can be subverted by personal ambition and deceit. 

Aziz’s manipulation of the legal system to win a case against the Sultan under the guise of Vishnu 

Parsad is a stark illustration of this. By pretending to be a Brahmin and exploiting Tughlaq’s 

policies of fairness and justice, Aziz exposes the vulnerabilities in Tughlaq’s idealistic vision. 

This incident, where Aziz wins a fraudulent case, ironically enhances Tughlaq’s image as a just 

ruler, despite the underlying deceit. It underscores the disconnect between Tughlaq’s intentions and 

the practical outcomes of his policies. Aziz’s success in this ruse is a testament to his understanding 

of Tughlaq’s ideals and the societal dynamics at play, making him a unique character who both 

challenges and complements Tughlaq. 
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Aziz’s Evolution into a Crafty Politician 

As the play progresses, Aziz evolves from a mere trickster to a shrewd politician, reflecting the dark 

underbelly of Tughlaq’s rule. His actions become increasingly significant, running parallel to 

Tughlaq’s efforts to implement his vision. Aziz’s ability to adapt and manipulate situations for his 

benefit mirrors Tughlaq’s own strategies, albeit with contrasting moral implications. 

Aziz’s ultimate recognition by Tughlaq as a “faithful servant” who truly understands him is a 

poignant moment in the play. It reveals the depth of Aziz’s cunning and his ability to navigate the 

political landscape as effectively as Tughlaq. The Sultan’s acknowledgment that Aziz is the only 

one who comprehends the political realities he faces speaks volumes about the complexities of both 

characters. It also highlights the irony that the Sultan, in his quest for idealism, finds his most loyal 

subject in a man who epitomizes pragmatism and deceit. 

Aazam: Reflecting Tughlaq’s Inner Turmoil 

While Aziz is the dominant figure in the duo, Aazam plays a crucial role in reflecting the internal 

conflict within Tughlaq. Aazam’s character is marked by his perpetual anxiety and his desire to 

escape danger, which mirrors Tughlaq’s own growing paranoia and disillusionment. Aazam’s 

frequent expressions of disgust with life and his attempts to flee from imminent threats resonate 

with Tughlaq’s increasing sense of despair and isolation. 

The comic interactions between Aziz and Aazam often reveal deeper truths about Tughlaq’s reign. 

Aazam’s fears and his label as a “hopeless case” reflect Tughlaq’s own descent into madness. The 

Sultan’s acknowledgment of his own madness and contemplation of suicide towards the end of the 

play echo Aazam’s sentiments, highlighting the tragic dimensions of both characters. 

Irony and Thematic Exploration 

The use of irony is central to the play’s exploration of themes. Aziz’s disguise as a Brahmin and his 

eventual role in leading a prayer for peace and prosperity in the kingdom is laden with irony. 

Despite his deceptive nature, Aziz is entrusted with a task that symbolizes purity and sincerity. This 

moment underscores the theme of mistaken identity and the fluidity of truth and deception in 

Tughlaq’s reign. 

Furthermore, Aziz’s ability to deceive Tughlaq and the public for a considerable time highlights the 

theme of appearance versus reality. Tughlaq’s policies, intended to promote justice and equality, are 

subverted by Aziz’s cunning, revealing the gap between Tughlaq’s ideals and their implementation. 

This irony is a critical commentary on the limitations of Tughlaq’s vision and the complexities of 

human nature. 

 

Dramatic Significance and Plot Advancement 
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Aziz and Aazam play crucial roles in advancing the plot and deepening the audience’s 

understanding of Tughlaq’s character. Their schemes and deceptions create pivotal moments that 

drive the narrative forward. The success of Aziz’s ruse and his eventual recognition by Tughlaq are 

key developments that highlight the Sultan’s tragic flaws and the inherent contradictions in his rule. 

The comic relief provided by Aziz and Aazam also serves to intensify the dramatic tension in the 

play. Their antics offer a temporary respite from the darker themes, making the moments of horror 

and tragedy more impactful. This balance between humor and gravity is essential in maintaining the 

audience’s engagement and highlighting the play’s central themes. 

In "Tughlaq," the characters of Aziz and Aazam are far more than mere comic relief. They are 

integral to the play’s exploration of themes such as idealism versus pragmatism, the subversion of 

noble intentions, and the complexity of human nature. Aziz’s parallel narrative to Tughlaq’s reign 

and Aazam’s reflection of the Sultan’s inner turmoil provide a nuanced commentary on the 

challenges and contradictions of Tughlaq’s rule. Through their actions and interactions, Aziz and 

Aazam contribute significantly to the dramatic depth and thematic richness of the play, making 

them indispensable to Karnad’s narrative. 

 

 

2.6 Najib and Barani in Tughlaq: Contrasting Companions of the Sultan 

 

In Girish Karnad’s "Tughlaq," the characters of Najib and Barani serve as critical advisors to Sultan 

Muhammad bin Tughlaq, each representing different facets of political counsel and loyalty. Najib, 

the Sultan's vizier, embodies shrewd political maneuvering and opportunism, while Barani, the 

historian, symbolizes moral integrity and scholarly wisdom. This essay will elaborate on their roles, 

contrasting their influence on the Sultan, their approaches to political situations, and their ultimate 

impact on the narrative and themes of the play. 

Najib: The Opportunist and Shrewd Politician 

Najib's character is a study in political opportunism. Originally a Hindu, Najib converts to Islam to 

align himself closely with Sultan Muhammad, a move that underscores his pragmatic approach to 

power and influence. His conversion is not driven by genuine spiritual transformation but by a 

calculated effort to gain the Sultan's trust and favor. Najib’s understanding of Muhammad’s secular 

ideals allows him to position his conversion as a step towards Hindu-Muslim unity, thus 

strengthening his political standing. 

Najib’s loyalty to the Sultan is marked by his frankness and his willingness to offer unvarnished 

advice, even when it contradicts the Sultan’s impulses. For instance, he openly criticizes 

Muhammad’s sympathetic treatment of Ain-ul-Mulk, reflecting his pragmatic view that political 

threats must be dealt with harshly. Najib's suggestion to amend the Sultan's ban on prayers by tying 

it to the anticipated visit of Ghiyas-ud-din Abbasid demonstrates his strategic thinking, which 

balances the Sultan's extreme measures with practical considerations. 
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Najib’s role in uncovering the conspiracy against the Sultan, orchestrated by Shihab-ud-din and the 

Amirs, further cements his position as a trusted and capable advisor. His swift actions in arranging 

security and recommending the execution of witnesses highlight his ruthless efficiency and his 

commitment to protecting the Sultan’s reign, albeit through morally questionable means. 

Najib’s grasp of the political landscape is evident in his handling of threats such as Sheikh Imam-

ud-din and Ain-ul-Mulk. His advice to eliminate these figures, whom he views as traitors, reflects a 

Machiavellian approach to governance. Najib’s suggestion to use Sheikh Imam-ud-din’s 

resemblance to the Sultan in a ploy to eliminate him showcases his cunning, which ultimately aids 

Muhammad in maintaining his grip on power. 

Barani: The Historian and Moral Conscience 

In contrast to Najib, Barani represents the voice of moral and ethical reasoning. A renowned scholar 

and historian, Barani enjoys the Sultan’s patronage and respect, though his influence on 

Muhammad is limited. Barani's character is drawn from historical records, where he is noted for his 

scholarly contributions and his close association with Tughlaq’s court. In the play, Barani serves as 

a counterbalance to Najib, advocating for justice, honesty, and humane governance. 

Barani’s advice to the Sultan often revolves around reminding Muhammad of his initial ideals and 

the importance of upholding justice and mercy. He urges Muhammad to cease the widespread 

bloodshed and to rely on his inner qualities of courage and integrity. Barani's appeals to the Sultan's 

better nature, however, frequently fall on deaf ears, highlighting the tragic disconnect between 

Muhammad’s ideals and his actions. 

Despite his high regard in the court, Barani is ultimately a helpless observer of Muhammad's moral 

and spiritual decline. His repeated attempts to steer the Sultan away from tyranny and towards a 

more compassionate rule are consistently overridden by Muhammad’s paranoia and obsession with 

control. Barani's frustration is palpable as he witnesses the Sultan’s descent into despotism and his 

increasing reliance on brutal measures to maintain authority. 

Barani's decision to leave the court, citing his mother’s funeral, is a poignant moment that 

underscores his disillusionment and helplessness. His departure marks the loss of a moral compass 

in the Sultan’s inner circle and signifies the irrevocable deterioration of Muhammad’s rule. Barani's 

final act of requesting the historian to be kind in his judgement reflects his enduring hope that the 

Sultan’s initial ideals will be remembered, despite his subsequent failures. 

Contrasting Influences and Impacts 

Najib and Barani’s contrasting influences on the Sultan highlight the central themes of "Tughlaq." 

Najib’s pragmatic, often ruthless counsel caters to the immediate political needs of the Sultan, 

ensuring short-term stability but at the cost of long-term moral decay. Najib’s actions and advice 

often lead to increased violence and treachery, reflecting the darker aspects of realpolitik. 
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On the other hand, Barani’s moral and ethical guidance, though largely unheeded, represents the 

idealistic vision that Muhammad once espoused. Barani’s persistent but futile attempts to bring the 

Sultan back to his original principles underscore the tragic element of the play. The Sultan's 

inability to reconcile his ideals with the harsh realities of governance is mirrored in Barani’s 

ineffectiveness to influence meaningful change. 

The interplay between Najib’s and Barani’s advice encapsulates the central conflict within 

Muhammad’s reign— the struggle between idealism and pragmatism. Najib’s influence contributes 

to the Sultan’s growing isolation and paranoia, leading to increasingly despotic actions. In contrast, 

Barani’s presence serves as a reminder of the lost potential for a just and enlightened rule, 

highlighting the tragedy of Muhammad’s transformation from an idealistic ruler to a disillusioned 

tyrant. 

In "Tughlaq," Najib and Barani serve as pivotal characters whose contrasting roles and influences 

shed light on the complexities of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq’s reign. Najib’s opportunistic and 

pragmatic approach provides a stark contrast to Barani’s moral and ethical stance. Through their 

interactions with the Sultan, the play explores themes of idealism, pragmatism, power, and moral 

decay. Najib’s shrewd political maneuvers and Barani’s unheeded counsel together paint a 

comprehensive picture of Tughlaq’s tragic downfall, making them indispensable to the narrative 

and thematic depth of Karnad’s play. 

 

 

2.7 The Contemporary Relevance of the play Tughlaq 

 

Girish Karnad’s play "Tughlaq," written in the 1960s, delves into themes of politics, power 

dynamics, and the complexities of leadership through the historical backdrop of the Delhi Sultanate 

in the 14th century. Despite its setting in a medieval era, the play resonates deeply with 

contemporary political scenarios, offering timeless insights into governance, authoritarianism, 

moral dilemmas, and the exploitation of power. This essay explores the enduring relevance of 

"Tughlaq" in the context of modern-day political landscapes. 

Historical Context and Political Parallels 

 

"Tughlaq" unfolds during the reign of Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq, a ruler known for his 

ambitious yet erratic policies. Karnad uses this historical period to draw parallels with 

contemporary political dynamics, highlighting universal themes that transcend time and place. The 

play’s exploration of power struggles, governance challenges, and the personal flaws of leaders 

resonates with modern audiences grappling with similar issues in their own political contexts. 

The Sultan’s quest for an ideal state, marked by his visionary yet often impractical decisions, 

mirrors the dilemmas faced by many contemporary leaders. Karnad portrays Tughlaq’s descent into 

authoritarianism as a cautionary tale about the pitfalls of unchecked power. This theme finds echoes 
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in present-day governance where leaders, driven by their visions and ideologies, sometimes 

overlook the practical consequences of their policies, resulting in discontent and societal upheaval. 

The Tyranny of Absolute Power 

 

Central to "Tughlaq" is the theme of absolute power and its corrupting influence. Tughlaq, initially 

depicted as a well-intentioned monarch with lofty ideals of justice and unity, gradually succumbs to 

the temptations of authoritarian rule. His imposition of harsh policies, such as the shifting of the 

capital and the ban on prayers, reflects the dangers of leadership disconnected from the realities of 

its subjects. This portrayal resonates with contemporary leaders who, in their pursuit of national or 

ideological goals, may neglect the welfare and sentiments of their citizens. 

The play’s depiction of Tughlaq’s transformation into a despot serves as a stark reminder of the 

moral and ethical challenges inherent in positions of power. Karnad’s narrative critiques the hubris 

that often accompanies unchecked authority, prompting reflection on the responsibilities of leaders 

to govern with empathy and foresight. 

Leadership Complexities and Moral Dilemmas 

 

Karnad’s portrayal of Tughlaq delves into the complexities of leadership, exploring the tension 

between idealism and pragmatism. The Sultan’s struggle to reconcile his visionary aspirations with 

the harsh realities of governance mirrors the challenges faced by contemporary leaders navigating 

diverse and often turbulent societies. This internal conflict invites audiences to contemplate the 

moral dilemmas inherent in political decision-making, where choices have far-reaching 

consequences for individuals and communities. 

The character of Tughlaq embodies the archetype of a well-meaning leader whose flaws and 

vulnerabilities ultimately lead to his downfall. His inability to heed the counsel of advisors like 

Barani, who represents moral conscience and scholarly wisdom, underscores the tragic trajectory of 

leadership disconnected from ethical considerations. This narrative thread resonates with 

contemporary audiences grappling with the ethical complexities of political leadership in an 

increasingly interconnected world. 

Political Expediency and Betrayal 

 

"Tughlaq" also explores themes of political expediency and betrayal within the corridors of power. 

The Sultan’s court is depicted as a treacherous landscape where alliances shift, loyalties are tested, 

and personal ambitions often supersede the common good. Karnad’s portrayal of these dynamics 

serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of prioritizing self-interest over principles of 

justice and integrity. 

The play’s critique of political maneuvering and backdoor dealings resonates with contemporary 

political realities, where transparency and accountability in governance are often compromised by 

vested interests and Machiavellian tactics. Karnad’s narrative invites audiences to reflect on the 
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ethical implications of political expediency and the enduring impact of betrayal on societal trust and 

cohesion. 

Religious Tensions and Identity Politics 

 

Within the historical context of the Delhi Sultanate, "Tughlaq" explores religious tensions between 

Hindus and Muslims, a theme that remains relevant in contemporary discourse on identity politics. 

Karnad uses the backdrop of religious divisions to critique the manipulation of sectarian sentiments 

for political gain, highlighting the dangers of identity-based polarization in societal narratives. 

The play’s depiction of how leaders exploit religious or ethnic differences to consolidate power 

resonates with contemporary instances of identity politics, where communal divisions are often 

instrumentalized to mobilize electoral support or justify discriminatory policies. Karnad’s narrative 

serves as a reminder of the perils of inflaming identity-based grievances for short-term political 

gains, emphasizing the importance of fostering inclusive and pluralistic societies. 

The Role of Intellectuals and Moral Conscience 

 

In "Tughlaq," the character of Barani, a historian and moral conscience, symbolizes the role of 

intellectuals in critiquing power and advocating for ethical governance. Barani’s futile attempts to 

guide Tughlaq towards justice and compassion underscore the challenges faced by intellectuals in 

influencing political discourse and policy decisions. 

The play prompts reflection on the responsibilities of intellectuals in times of political upheaval, 

where truth and dissent are often under threat. Barani’s eventual disillusionment and departure from 

the Sultan’s court highlight the limitations of intellectual influence in the face of entrenched power 

dynamics and ideological fervor. 

Relevance and Reflection 

In short, "Tughlaq" by Girish Karnad remains a compelling and relevant work that transcends its 

historical setting to offer profound insights into the complexities of leadership and the abuse of 

power. The play’s exploration of authoritarianism, moral dilemmas, political expediency, and 

identity politics resonates with contemporary audiences navigating similar challenges in their 

respective societies. 

Karnad’s narrative serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of unchecked authority and the 

moral compromises that accompany political leadership. "Tughlaq" prompts reflection on the 

ethical responsibilities of leaders, the role of intellectuals in shaping public discourse, and the 

enduring struggle for justice and moral integrity in governance. 

As societies confront the complexities of the present, "Tughlaq" continues to provoke critical 

dialogue on the pitfalls of authoritarianism, the fragility of democratic norms, and the imperative of 

ethical leadership. Karnad’s masterful portrayal of Tughlaq’s tragic descent into despotism serves 
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as a timeless reminder of the enduring relevance of these themes in the pursuit of a more just and 

equitable world. 

 

2.8 Questions for Practice 

  How does Karnad portray the character of Muhammad bin Tughlaq, and what do his decisions 

reveal about the nature of leadership and power? 

  In what ways does Tughlaq explore the conflict between idealism and practicality, and how does 

this tension affect the political landscape of the play? 

  How does the historical context of 14th-century India influence the events and character 

dynamics in Tughlaq? 

  What role do secondary characters, such as Aziz and the courtiers, play in reflecting and 

challenging Tughlaq’s ideology and decisions throughout the play? 

  How do the themes of betrayal, ambition, and disillusionment manifest in Tughlaq, and what 

insights do they provide about human nature and societal structures? 
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Section- D 

Indian Writing in English 

 

UNIT I: Shashi Deshpande: That Long Silence 

 

Structure 

Objectives 

1.1 Introduction 

1.2 About the Author 

1.3 Historical Background/Context 

1.4 Plot 

1.5 Characters 

1.6 Themes 

 

 

Objectives 

● To explore the cultural and socio-political context of Shashi Deshpande's That Long Silence, 

considering its significance within Indian literature and feminist discourse. 

● To analyze the themes of gender roles, marriage, silence, and identity as depicted in the 

novel, paying attention to how they intersect with broader societal issues. 

● To examine the character of protagonist Jaya and her development throughout the novel, 

considering her struggles, relationships, and quest for self-realization. 

● To investigate the symbolism of silence and its various manifestations in the lives of the 

characters, as well as its thematic significance. 

● To discuss the portrayal of family dynamics and interpersonal relationships in the novel, 

including the role of tradition, patriarchy, and social expectations. 

● To engage with Deshpande's narrative style and storytelling techniques, including her use of 

multiple perspectives and flashback sequences. 

● To explore critical interpretations of the novel, considering how scholars and critics have 

analyzed its themes, characters, and narrative structure. 

● Reflect on the representation of women in Indian society as depicted in the novel, and 

consider how Deshpande's work contributes to discussions about gender equality and 

empowerment. 

● To discuss the significance of language and cultural context in shaping the meaning and 

reception of the novel, particularly for readers outside of India. 

● To develop analytical and interpretive skills through essays, discussions, and creative 

projects that engage with the themes, characters, and techniques of That Long Silence. 

 

1.1 Introduction 

That Long Silence is one of the most acclaimed novels by Shashi Deshpande. It was published in 
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1988. The novel explores the cultural restraints of women which are often normalized. This novel 

depicts how one woman, the protagonist – Jaya had enrooted herself and her life and dreams 

according to these restraints imposed on her and made her life’s purpose to please others forgetting 

herself. The plot is unique yet realistic as Jaya’s troubles are something which is experienced by 

every woman but its depiction in the novel is shown in a hugely different light. Unfortunately, most 

Indian women will relate to this. This novel shows how ‘silence’ from expressing one’s own 

opinions will cause difficulty not only to oneself but also to the people around whom we care for. 

Jaya’s silence causes trouble in her personal life, her professional life, her mental health, and 

trouble with her family.  

The importance of individuality has universal importance and Deshpande’s point is that self-love is 

not selfish but charitable as a healthy individual (emotionally and physically) will be able to 

contribute to the lives of the people around better than a person who is hurt inside. And this can be 

understood through discrimination against women in Indian society. Deshpande’s skills as an 

author can be seen through, her portrayal of the true dangers when a person, especially a woman is 

asked to keep her opinions to herself, to submit and to give up. Jaya as an author is incredibly 

talented when she speaks the truth – a quality every author follows for success. It is when she writes 

superficial accounts and lies that her skill with words (which has enormous power in itself) 

becomes mediocre. 

Therefore, through the novel, the author also shows how fiction reflects the truth to the best of its 

abilities and the moral responsibility of every writer to speak their truth and to use their power of 

writing for the betterment of the readers. The more personal an author becomes the more relatable 

and universal their writings are in society. Jaya’s writing hurts her husband before because it hurts 

his ego as it is after all the truth. As a woman writer, Jaya holds immense power to uncover and 

address women’s issues and bring up these in the world. Thankfully, she decides to use this power 

as the novel concludes. 

 

1.2 About the Author 

 

Shashi Deshpande is an Indian writer born in 1938. She was born in Karnataka. She is second the 

daughter of the popular Kannada dramatist Adya Rangacharya. Deshpande received her education 

in Bangalore and Bombay and has degrees in Economics and Law. Deshpande also studied 

journalism and worked for a few years as a journalist for a magazine called, ‘Onlooker’ in Bombay. 

Deshpande became a published author for the first time in 1978 with the publication of a collection 

of short stories. In 1980, she published her first novel, The Dark Holds No Terror. In 1990, after the 

publication of That Long Silence, she won the Sahitya Akademi Award (In 2015 she returned her 

award). In 2009, she was awarded the Padma Shri. And her novel, Shadow Play was shortlisted for 

the Hindu Literary Prize in 2014. Some of her other popular works are Roots and Shadows (1983), 

A Matter of Time (1996), and Small Remedies (2000) amongst others. 

Deshpande’s subject matter usually deals with the dilemma of gender discrimination endured by 

educated Indian women. She targets the cultural practices, which have normalized female 

subversion. Her plots are realistic and relatable and have inspired millions of women to fight 

against the systematic subordination they endure and to keep trying to achieve their dreams, no 

matter the obstacles. Her women characters exhibit self-love, and they ultimately protest against 
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discrimination, abuse and/or violence eventually. The character arcs follow their journeys of 

humiliation, inequality, and assault because their voices have been silenced and discouraged by 

everyone around them. 

Shashi Deshpande continues her exploration of feminist themes in That Long Silence, focusing on 

Jaya's life, an educated woman who is confined by societal expectations. The consequences of 

suppressing one's voice and desires are the subject of the novel's discussion of silence. Like many 

women, Jaya is expected to put her responsibilities as a wife and mother above her own goals. 

Deshpande portrays Jaya's internal conflict with skillfully, as she questions the sacrifices she has 

made and the compromises she still has to make. The novel emphasizes the significance of women 

finding their voice and asserting their individuality through Jaya's journey of self-discovery and 

expression. The narrative by Deshpande criticizes the power dynamics that are unequal and the 

limitations that society places on women. It emphasizes the need for women's rights, empowerment, 

and recognition of their inherent worth. 

That Long Silence and The Dark Holds No Terror  by Shashi Deshpande are two novels that 

contribute to feminist literature's rich tapestry. Shashi Deshpande questions and criticizes gender 

roles and social norms as she skillfully reveals the difficulties that women face in a patriarchal 

society. She promotes a more inclusive and egalitarian society by revealing the struggles, 

perseverance, and aspirations of women through her characters. The works of Deshpande serve as a 

moving reminder of the significance of self-awareness, self-affirmation, and the pursuit of one's 

own goals. They also inspire women to challenge the constraints that are placed on them and work 

toward true gender equality. Her works contribute to feminist literature by exploring the 

complexities of women's lives and raising important questions about gender, identity, and societal 

norms. Her works depict the struggles, resilience, and aspirations of women, promoting a more 

inclusive and egalitarian society. 

 

1.3 Historical Background/Context 

 

Deshpande wrote in the 1980s when the second wave of Feminism had ended in the Western world 

and the third was about to begin. Women in India at the time were going through a blended cultural 

reality. There was a rise in education and employment received by women, along with this, women 

in India were allowed to vote since the first election (an achievement restricted only to Indian 

democracy), but many deep-rooted misogynistic beliefs were still prominent. Therefore, despite 

education, women still suffered under the sole of gender stereotypes, stigma, discrimination and 

inequality, which in many cases severely affected their physical health (due to violence, sexual and 

physical abuse) and mental health (due to emotional and mental abuse caused by cultural 

superstitions against women). Deshpande targets this physical and mental abuse and presents the 

reality of the educated woman in India whose number was rising only on paper. As she presented 

these conditions through her characters like Jaya in the novel That Long Silence, and Sarita ‘Saru’ 

in the novel The Dark Holds No Terror, amongst others. 

 

 

1.4 Plot 
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Jaya is the protagonist of the novel who was brought up in a middle-class family in India and 

instilled traditional Indian values as a girl and later as a woman. Jaya, even as a young girl, was 

clever, sharp, and curious – qualities which her grandmother strongly discouraged because 

according to her grandmother, such qualities were against the norms on how a woman should 

behave. She advises Jaya to act conventionally, and to learn to clean and cook, as these qualities 

will benefit her in getting a good husband. She tells Jaya that she should keep her opinions to 

herself if they disagree with others, especially with her husband and her in-laws, as it is necessary 

for her as a ‘bahu’ to remain quiet and do what others say and agree with them. 

Gradually, with time, Jaya is forced to become the typical subservient Indian lady at the cost of her 

individuality. The one person who values her as an individual is her father. But that does not help as 

Jaya has to take after the adult women in her life, all of whom taught her to be quiet. Slowly, the 

things Jaya desires to speak pile up and become something which Jaya refers to as That Long 

Silence. This silence jeeps piling up, from her childhood to her teenage years, to adulthood, to 

middle age. 

After college, Jaya marries Mohan, a rich businessman. Mohan and Jaya disagree on many factors, 

but he expects Jaya to do everything he desires with no questions asked which she does. She cooks 

and cleans, bears, and takes care of their children. Despite Jaya’s silence, their marriage is passive 

and unhappy.  

Then, Mohan is fired for misconduct in his workplace. Their kids go to stay at a relative’s place 

whereas Jaya and Mohan shift into an apartment which is quite smaller than their old home. Jaya 

has to write more to bring in the money. Jaya’s writings are frank and open, something which 

Mohan dislikes but does not say anything about. Jaya automatically serves to please him. Mohan’s 

professional life worsens. Meanwhile, Jaya’s sister Kusum separates from her abusive husband. 

Although both of their problems are not the same (Mohan is not abusive yet he has the dominant 

hand in their marriage which is the cause of trouble), Jaya realises that both problems have similar 

roots as they come from the traditional Indian expectations which shape the ideals of all the genders 

in the form of needless meaningless norms in the name of ‘culture and tradition’. Mohan dominates 

because tradition has always told him that he must prove his apparent masculinity.  

Later Jaya meets Ravi, her brother. Ravi dislikes Mohan and speaks badly about him. Mohan, 

unfortunately, discovers this and vents his anger on Jaya. 

Slowly, the reader understands that Mohan needs Jaya to help him go through the tough time of his 

life while Jaya also needs his support for her mental health and her career. But it can be realized 

that both are essentially oblivious to how to help the other, not realizing that the answer lies in 

truthful communication, which may be bitter, but eventually, healthy for their relationship. 

Their situation worsens when their son Rahul runs away. After a while, Mohan leaves the house. 

Jaya contemplates in utter disbelief and sadness what caused her family life to fall apart. Jaya 

realizes that partly the fault is also hers as she withdrew from her husband when he needed her. 

While also understanding that her individuality and their communication overlap and the latter 

cannot be achieved without the former. 



101  

Mohan sends her a telegram that he got his job back and that he shall be returning soon. Jaya 

pledges that she will no longer be silent anymore and not let anything hurt her family life and her 

marriage again. She shall have her individuality and her voice along with her family and husband. 

1.5 Characters 

 

Each character is intricately woven into the fabric of the narrative, contributing to the exploration of 

themes such as patriarchy, identity, and the search for autonomy. 

 

Jaya 

As the protagonist, Jaya is the focal point of the novel. She epitomizes the typical Indian woman 

who conforms to societal expectations of marriage and motherhood. However, her inner turmoil 

and quest for self-identity become apparent as she grapples with her discontentment within her 

marriage to Mohan. Throughout the narrative, Jaya undergoes a transformation from a submissive 

wife to a woman who seeks independence and self-realization. 

 

Mohan 

Jaya's husband, Mohan, represents the traditional patriarchal figure in Indian society. He is 

controlling and dismissive of Jaya's aspirations, expecting her to adhere to the roles assigned to her 

as a wife and mother. Mohan's character serves as a catalyst for Jaya's internal conflict, as she 

struggles to break free from his dominance and assert her own agency. 

 

Geeta 

Geeta is Jaya's childhood friend who provides a contrasting perspective on marriage and 

womanhood. Unlike Jaya, Geeta chooses to prioritize her career over marriage and children, 

challenging societal norms. Through Geeta's character, Deshpande highlights the diversity of 

women's experiences and the various paths to fulfilment beyond traditional domestic roles. 

 

Aditi 

Jaya's daughter, Aditi, represents the next generation of women grappling with their identities in a 

changing society. Despite being raised in a more liberal environment than her mother, Aditi still 

faces expectations and pressure to conform to societal norms. Her character reflects the 

intergenerational dynamics of gender roles and the complexities of navigating tradition and 

modernity. 

 

Jaya's Mother-in-law 

Jaya's mother-in-law embodies the traditional values and expectations placed on women in Indian 

households. She serves as a constant reminder of the societal pressures and obligations that Jaya 

must navigate. However, she also symbolizes the perpetuation of patriarchy within families, as she 

reinforces gendered expectations and norms onto her daughter-in-law. 

 

 

Jaya's Father 

Jaya's father provides a contrasting perspective to Mohan, as he is portrayed as more progressive 
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and supportive of Jaya's aspirations. His character represents the potential for positive change 

within patriarchal structures, as he encourages Jaya to pursue her interests and assert her 

independence. 

 

Ravi  

Ravi is Jaya's former lover who resurfaces in her life, igniting feelings of passion and nostalgia. 

Through Ravi's character, Deshpande explores themes of love, desire, and the complexity of human 

relationships. Ravi serves as a catalyst for Jaya's self-reflection and introspection, prompting her to 

confront her suppressed desires and emotions. 

 

Ashok 

Ashok is a colleague of Jaya's who offers her companionship and support during her journey of 

self-discovery. Unlike Mohan, Ashok respects Jaya's autonomy and treats her as an equal. His 

character represents a more egalitarian approach to relationships and serves as a potential romantic 

interest for Jaya as she explores her newfound independence. 

 

Shashi Deshpande crafts a rich tapestry of characters whose interactions and relationships provide a 

nuanced exploration of gender dynamics and societal expectations. Each character contributes to the 

unfolding narrative, offering different perspectives on marriage, womanhood, and the pursuit of 

personal fulfillment. Through their struggles and triumphs, Deshpande invites readers to 

contemplate the complexities of identity, autonomy, and the enduring quest for self-realization. 

 

1.6 Themes: 

 

Jaya’s self-identity 

Jaya’s identity is molded according to the wants of her husband. When Mohan leaves for a while 

angrily, Jaya is left alone and, in this loneliness, Jaya realises how vacant her identity is. Before 

this, when she lived in a spacious home but her schedule every day in that house was so busy, that 

she was unable to understand the lack of communication between her and her husband and this lack 

of communication diminished her identity further. She has nothing to claim as her own anymore, 

not even her identity, because everything that was done in her life was done for the wishes of her 

husband and so even her identity.  

Jaya even physically shapes her identity to fit Mohan’s wants. She begins to comb her hair and read 

women’s magazines which guide her into shaping her body in a certain way so that she can attract 

Mohan’s attention. Never once does she consider that Mohan also has the responsibility of trying to 

perform his responsibilities as a good husband. Because of this, every aspect of Jaya’s personality 

keeps getting suppressed until that one day when Mohan is gone and she realises that she does not 

know who she is anymore. Writing vigorously that one night, non-stop, allowed Jaya to finally 

claim herself and retain her identity which had been buried for decades. What’s worse is that Jaya’s 

suppression makes her indifferent to Mohan’s problems because when Mohan seeks to get warmth 

and sympathy from Jaya, she simply laughs at his problems and continues with her day. The lack of 

communication between the two creates obstructions in achieving one’s identity, not only for Jaya 
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but also for Mohan. 

Feminine Sensibility 

In the novel, marriage and its entire structure is designed in such a way that it instigates the 

subversion of women. Jaya is no longer ‘Jaya’ the victorious woman her name claims she is, she 

becomes ‘Suhasini’, a soft lump which merges with the identity of her husband’s. In this way, she 

amalgamates herself with her husband and his likes and dislikes, she has no opinions of her own. 

She accepts the stereotypes and bends for the empowerment of the male domination in the Indian 

society. Jaya accepts the fact that she has no control over her life and propagates the image of the 

ideal Indian wife who even absorbs her anger so that her husband can feel justified in his position as 

the ‘Head’ of the family. 

Jaya’s writing in Mohan’s absence makes her realise that she has to fight her battle. She cannot let 

Mohan propagate the decisions of her life neither can she let him mold her original self. Jaya finally 

let’s go of her identity as the ‘victim’ of life and accepts her mistake, that she was the one who 

allowed for this subversion to happen in the first place. In accepting her mistake, Jaya finally gets a 

hold on her story and understand why writing the story she wanted to write originally is more 

essential than the superficial comic strips she wrote, which meant nothing to her. Her identity as a 

writer and her anger are deeply linked with each other because her anger comes from the world’s 

injustice on women which is expressed through her writing. And this writing was obstructed by her 

marriage to Mohan. The obstruction to her writing created the obstruction to her identity because 

Jaya could not be her own self if she was not allowed to write what she truly wanted to write. Jaya’s 

writing speaks about the femininity which is mocked in the Indian traditional society as opposed to 

masculinity which is rewarded, even if femininity is more peaceful and masculinity is more violent. 

 

Symbols in the novel: 

The Mirror 

The mirror symbolizes self-reflection and introspection. It reflects how Jaya sees herself and how 

others perceive her. It also represents the societal norms of beauty and conformity that women are 

expected to adhere to. 

Through her interactions with the mirror, Jaya confronts her own image and identity, grappling with 

societal expectations of beauty and her own evolving sense of self-worth and acceptance. 

The Garden 

The garden symbolizes fertility, growth, and renewal. It represents Jaya's inner life and emotional 

landscape, which is often overshadowed by her external roles and responsibilities. 

As Jaya tends to the garden, it becomes a sanctuary where she can reconnect with herself and find 

moments of peace and reflection amidst the turmoil of her domestic life. It symbolizes her desire 

for personal growth and nurturing beyond her societal roles. 
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The Scarf 

The scarf symbolizes cultural identity and tradition. It represents the expectations placed on women 

to conform to societal norms and customs, including dress and behavior. 

Jaya's relationship with the scarf evolves throughout the novel, reflecting her struggle to balance her 

cultural identity with her desire for personal autonomy and self-expression. It symbolizes the 

tension between tradition and modernity in her life. 

The Book 

The book symbolizes knowledge, escape, and empowerment. It represents Jaya's intellectual 

curiosity and desire for learning and self-discovery beyond her domestic  

Reading becomes a means for Jaya to escape the confines of her daily life and explore new ideas 

and perspectives. The book symbolizes her journey towards intellectual independence and personal 

growth. 

The Doll 

The doll symbolizes childhood innocence and the societal expectations imposed on girls from a 

young age. It represents the idealized roles of wife and mother that are often ingrained in girls' 

upbringing. 

Throughout the novel, the doll serves as a reminder of the expectations placed on Jaya since 

childhood and the constraints imposed on her as she navigates adulthood. It symbolizes the loss of 

innocence and the pressures of conformity in her life. 

The Clock 

The clock symbolizes the passage of time and the inevitability of change. It represents the urgency 

Jaya feels to reclaim her sense of self and autonomy before time runs out. 

As Jaya confronts the challenges in her marriage and personal life, the ticking of the clock serves as 

a constant reminder of her own mortality and the need to assert herself and pursue her desires 

before it's too late. 
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Section- D 

Indian Writing in English 

 

UNIT II: Shashi Deshpande: That Long Silence 

 

Structure 

2.1 Critical Analysis 

2.2 Quest for Identity 

2.3 Questions for Practice 

2.4 Suggested Readings 

 

 

 2.1 Critical Analysis 

 In the novel, the author shows the hypocrisy of women authors who have confined 

themselves to particular superficial writing and avoid writing about the problems faced by their sex. 

Jaya, to seek approval from Mohan, begins to write a comic strip in the weekly newspaper column. 

Jaya’s victimization is relatable to all Indian women even if their backgrounds may or may not be 

different. The traditional ethos sets the tone of permanent acquiescence for Jaya and her voice. That 

Long Silence is the reference to her piled-up silence as an individual where she has been unable to 

speak her mind or openly state her disagreements. Relationships require understanding from both 

sides, but Jaya was the only one who made the compromises. Jaya’s action of leaving silently when 

she saw Kamat dead proves that she feared to function as a human being because patriarchy does 

not allow friendship between a man and a married woman. 

 Jaya discovers that in her family tree, there is no mention of any female family member. Not 

herself or her mother, neither her aunts nor her brave Ajji. There are no women in the tree. Her 

uncle tells her that her name is erased because she now ‘belongs’ to her husband. The very moment 

a woman’s identity comes concerning her husband, her ‘human’ status is erased, and she becomes 

an object. The novel narrates Jaya’s journey into finally understanding that and fighting to become 

human again. The objectification of women in the name of culture is a common theme in most of 

Deshpande’s works, each novel presenting it uniquely. Jaya is an object to her family (except for 

her father) and she becomes an object to her husband. Through her honest writing, she finds the 

liberty to turn herself into a woman. Jaya’s overturning of objectification also comes in the way of 

her financial independence when they move out. She may not earn as much as her husband, but 

their sustenance for that short tough period is because of her honest writing, which Mohan dislikes, 

but survives because of it. 

 On the other hand, Jaya’s name also stands for her personality. Jaya, the name she has been 

given at birth by her father (the only one who sees her as a human) means ‘victory.’ The name she 

has been given after her marriage is Suhasini which means ‘soft and placid, a motherly woman.’ 

The former symbolized her rebellious nature and the latter her suppressed nature. Jaya lives to both. 

She becomes the quintessential ‘Suhasini’ for seventeen years and in and after the climax we see 

the ‘Jaya’ in her burst forth because she has been asphyxiated for too long. ‘Suhasini’ forces her to 

submit and objectifies her and later we see that ‘Jaya’ empowers her, helps her rise, and reminds 
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everyone that she is a human being. 

 The novel, through patriarchy also shows the deliberate hampering of open communication 

due to the obstacles caused by traditionally formed compartments of roles played by women and 

men. As mentioned before, Jaya’s independence, her power and her voice not only benefit her but 

also her husband as because of Jaya open communication finally takes place where they can both 

talk about their needs in utter honesty. Hence, this shall free Mohan as much as it frees Jaya from 

the traditional and culturally bound role they were forced to take and act according to. Therefore, 

Deshpande proves another point – which is that, considering the time this novel was published, with 

the rising feminist movements, many anti-feminists called feminism ‘man-hating.’ Through 

Deshpande’s portrayal of Mohan being bound as much as Jaya by patriarchy, we can see that 

feminism is a synonym for equality and equity for all genders. It frees and allows liberty and 

individuality to all. 

 Jaya's lines in the beginning that she is not the protagonist of this narrative come from a 

place of self-criticism. Deshpande does not hesitate to criticize her protagonist if she has done 

something wrong. We see that Jaya, at some point, admits to Kamat that the sight of seeing Mohan 

cooking (which he rarely did anyway) made her uneasy. Therefore, she also compartmentalized her 

two children and became the perpetuator of patriarchy for them by restraining their freedom. It is 

when she releases herself that she also released her husband and her children – hence, once again 

proving the aforementioned point that a woman’s liberation leads to the liberation of her family as 

well, including the men. Feminism is for the upliftment of all. 

 Mohan’s apprehensive attitude towards Jaya’s writing instilled a deep fear of his anger in 

her psyche. This occurred to such an extent that although as a young writer, she was quite skilled, 

after Mohan’s response to her writing, she began writing using a pseudonym. Even after that, her 

writings were not deep. Kamat pointed out the problem to Jaya,  

I am warning you–beware of this ‘women are the victims’ theory of yours. It’ll drag 

you down into a soft squishy bog of self-pity. Take yourself seriously, woman. Don’t skulk 

behind a false name. And work-work if you want others to take you seriously. (Deshpande) 

Jaya was so deeply a part of the institution which suffocated women that she began to 

suffocate herself under the assumption that she was the victim. Even if she was, Jaya’s fatal flaw 

was her lack of trying, she gave up. It was when she realised her power through words as a woman 

author that she understood why her words, written and verbal were so essential, not only for her 

breath but also for her husband’s and children’s. Jaya’s strong passions for herself, her writing and 

her family were her strength which she suppressed under the guise of her ‘duties.’ But it was 

sometime after that, that she understood Kamat’s words. Jaya’s suppression of herself meant that 

she was suppressing her women readers also whom she had the power to liberate through her 

writings as many women authors have done and continue to do. And it was the fear of the failure of 

this power which stopped Jaya along with her patriarchal and sexist suppressions imposed by the 

institution of marriage, tradition, and culture she was an invisible uncredited part of.   

Through this Deshpande proves that due to the stronghold of patriarchy deep into the roots 

of this world and in almost every culture, women become the perpetrators of patriarchy themselves 
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and refuse to ask for help and/or even talk about it, hence making the titular ‘silence’ even longer if 

seen from the context of all women and so, the ‘silence’ continues to elongate. 

Finally, after suffering through so much inner turmoil, Jaya decides to confront the problem 

and overpower it through her writing. In two days, she keeps writing everything she had balled up 

in the seventeen years of her marriage. That writing is Jaya’s true power which liberates the four 

generations of women in her own family and millions more who are about to read it. Jaya’s actual 

feminism as an author shine in the denouement where her silence finally breaks, and all the 

exhaustion comes to the surface. Yes, Jaya was a hypocrite before (since she did not write the truth 

and labelled women as ‘victims’), but her mending her mistake shows her growth as a human and 

as a character, thus exemplifying the brilliance of the author Shashi Deshpande. 

 Helene Cixous, in her feminist essay The Laugh of Medusa, says that women’s writing is 

not characterized by phallocentricity. Meaning that as men authors' main focus is ‘penis envy’ for 

female authors their interest reign beyond the ‘penis’ and hence, women’s sexuality and writing, 

although interconnected, are much more diverse and sophisticated than men’s writings. 

The direct impact of this can be seen in Jaya’s life. At first, when she chooses to become the 

’ideal housewife’ and please Mohan at all costs we see that she writes humorous superficial 

columns called ‘Seeta’ which have no deep meaning. Jaya’s anger is too repressed for her to write 

about any serious issues. Here, during this time, Jaya’s actions come directly from Mohan’s mind, 

what pleases him and what does not. And hence, her writings are quite phallocentric. It is when she 

experiences her catharsis and, in the climax, ends up writing non-stop for two days after Mohan’s 

departure that, that particular writing of hers stands at a level of sophistication which interconnects 

women’s sexualities with their bodies and the issues that are brought with it. Jaya’s catharsis led her 

to the status where Helene Cixous claims that women’s writing is deeper and hence, Jaya’s writing, 

in the end, also speaks something apart from a man and his libidinal needs and pleasing. Jaya 

protests, exactly what women’s writings need to be about, according to Cixous. 

 The titular ‘silence’ also refers to the novel's theme of lack of communication. Male 

chauvinism dominates Jaya through her husband, and he molds her according to him. Jaya, a short-

tempered woman, is silenced after her marriage and her anger wither away. It is this silence that 

damages her love for Mohan too. Social conformity and unobtrusiveness forced Jaya into behaving 

like the typical obligatory Indian woman. And despite her submitting as per his wishes, they still 

fail to understand each other. So, the title refers to the ‘silence’ that Jaya struggles with. Something 

to break to stop the exertion, she has been bearing the grunt and rules of the world for too long. And 

no one except for herself can help her solve the problem. Anger empowers Jaya. It gives her 

identity which her silence and submissive compromising take away. Anger must not be seen in the 

traditional sense; it must be seen from a feminist perspective. Anger for a woman, especially for a 

woman writer is a tool with which she can speak the truth. Anger and truth go hand in hand. And it 

is this truthful, unveiling anger which after being suppressed makes the protagonist suffer, mentally. 

Her rage as a suffering woman identifies her as a human, as being capable of emotions. Anger is the 

symbol of rebellion against injustice. Take away that anger and Jaya and all women submit, and no 

liberation ever happens. Therefore, the boiling and rising of this anger at the end inside Jaya was a 

necessity for every character's liberation and freedom and even for the readers. Through this, 
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Deshpande shows us that a woman’s anger and frustration are way more legitimate than the anger 

which creates needless violence. A woman’s anger can create revolutions. 

 2.2 Quest for Identity (Critical analysis by Professor F. Maria Selvam) 

 Literature represented the culture and tradition of the language or a people. Indian English 

Literature refers to that body of work by writers from India, who writes in English language could 

be one of the numerous regional and indigenous languages of India. The novel emerged as the most 

forceful and convincing of all the genres of literature. It has been widely accepted as the most 

appropriate form for the exploration of experiences and ideas in today's world. Shashi Deshpande 

gives minute details of development of girl child in her novel. She has displayed a series of girl 

children, where each girl faces a different problem within the family. Violence against women, 

whether physical, mental or emotional, is an issue that crosses all borders and all classes of women. 

Depiction of women varies according to the ages. Writers have portrayed Indian women as long-

suffering wives and mothers silence. The ideal of the traditional, oppressed woman persisted in a 

culture permeated by religious images of virtuous goddesses devoted to their husbands. Her novel 

deals with the women belonging to Indian middle class. She portrays her heroine's in a realistic 

manner. That Long Silence deals with the theme of the quest for female identity, the complexities 

of man-woman relationship, especially in the context of marriage and the trauma of a disturbed 

adolescence. The Indian woman has for years been a silent sufferer. While she has played different 

roles as a wife, mother, sister and daughter, she has never been able to claim her own individuality.  

Shashi Deshpande is a powerful writer who occupies a prominent writer position in Indian 

English literature. Her work has drawn critical attention on sensitive and realistic representation of 

the Indian middle-class woman in the domestic sphere. Her concern for women and their 

oppression is reflected strongly in all her writing. Deshpande's novel depicts the anguish and 

conflict of the modern educated Indian woman caught between patriarchy and tradition on the one 

hand, and self-expression, individuality and independence for the women on the other. Her fiction 

explores the search of the woman to fulfill herself as a human being, independent of her traditional 

role as daughter, wife and mother. Deshpande's concern and sympathy are primarily for the woman 

while revealing the women's struggle to secure self-respect and self-identity for her, the author 

subtly hares the multiple levels of oppression, experiences by women in society. 

Shashi Deshpande's novels are concerned with a woman's quest for self; an exploration into 

the female psyche and an understanding of the mysteries of life and the protagonist place in it. 

Deshpande had written a novel titled That Long Silence which brought her lot of praise and 

appreciation. In fact, for her fabulous work in her novel, she received the Sahitya Akademi Award 

and Nanjangual Thirumalamba Award. Deshpande's remarkable novel, That Long Silence portrays 

the dilemma of a woman writer who seeks self-expression through her writing while remaining a 

passive housewife in real life. Through Jaya, the protagonist, Deshpande examines woman's own 

role in her victimization and voices the need to break the long silence of one half of humanity. In 

her novel That Long Silence, which won her the 'Sahitya Akademi Award' for 1990, she reveals the 

story of an Indian-housewife, living a vapid kind of married life, which has lost freshness. The 

whole novel brings out the stale married life in which the protagonist maintains her silence 

throughout her life in the face of hardships. The protagonist of the novel, Jaya plays a very 

important role in That Long Silence. She is the narrator as well as the protagonist of the novel. She 

can be called a mouth piece of Shashi Deshpande herself. The way of thinking and opinions of Jaya 
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is indisputably that of Deshpande. The protagonist Jaya is an educated middle-class woman who 

lives with her husband Mohan and their kids Rahul and Rati. She is the typical Indian middle-class 

woman who is confined between her realizations and the restrictions. For seventeen long years of 

her life, Jaya allowed her family to possess her and soul. For all their lives, she gave up hers; she 

could neither express herself nor achieve anything. Jaya was leading a life without any purpose. 

That Long Silence is an expression of the helpless and suppressed silence of the modern 

Indian housewife. It depicts the inner conflict of Jaya and her quest for self or identity. Jaya is the 

narrator and the protagonist of the novel. To a certain extent, she is a spokesperson of the novelist 

herself. Jaya is the character that is full of vitality and ambition and yet is realistic enough to realize 

the limitations imposed on her by social and cultural background. Jaya finds herself in the midst of 

domestic storm. Her normal routine is disrupted by the investigation into her husband's corrupt 

practices at office. As a result, Jaya and Mohan have to disappear into exile (like Ram and Sita), 

from their post church gate flat into a small apartment in Dadar, where they had once lived soon 

after their marriage. She finds it difficult to define her real 'self' because so far, she has been 

defining herself differently with different people. She had no individuality. At the end, Jaya might 

begin to take a more positive, assertive stance towards her life, or she might prefer to sink back into 

her earlier indifference, but she herself says, there is always hope and that indicates room for 

growth and change.  

Cultural construction of female identity concentrates on the struggle of women from cultural 

restrictions like rituals, religious, customs and social taboos in male dominated society. The cultural 

involves marital incompatibility, identity crisis, imbalanced family relationships and the patriarchal 

gaze also explored. It is not only applicable for the traditional illiterate women but also for the 

educated women is not liberated form the burden of familial labor and responsibility. The silence 

can be found in both. Deshpande female and male characters with different connotations. Women 

often engage themselves in household work. Men were worried about their jobs and family. Both 

men and women were in dilemma about their roles. It focuses the theme of silence and alienation in 

the novel, how women are alienated themselves in the family and society. They keep silence and 

suppressing her desire in all situations. Their life is only based on compromise and silence. That 

Long Silence is an exploration of the nature of the cultural construction of female identity and 

behavior pattern, particularly as 'wife' and 'mother'. The marital relationship of Jaya and her 

husband Mohan, focuses on psychological, emotional and social implication of being a wife in the 

patriarchal culture.  

The novel is concerned with a woman's quest for self-exploration into female psyche and an 

understanding of the mysteries of life and the protagonists place in it. Deshpande's novel shows 

how carefully she expresses the frustration and disappointments of women who experience great 

social and cultural oppression in the male dominated society. The novel That Long Silence is very 

close to real life experience and achieves its credibility from the fact that the protagonist Jaya is a 

well-educated person processing a literary sensitivity corresponding with her fictional role. The 

novel highlights the agony and trauma experienced by Indian women characters, their journey from 

darkness to light presenting the problems that majority of women are still faced with both at the 

domestic and social levels. The author brings out the absurdity of rituals and customs, which help to 

perpetuate the myth of male superiority. This clearly points out how a woman grows from self-

surrender to arrest her individuality which newly emerged identity. 
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Women are an integral part of human civilization, but they are regarded subordinate to men 

because it is believed that she was made out of man. Traditionally, a 'good woman' is always 

synonymous with good wife and a good wife must be faithful and various like Sita or Savitiri. 

Indian woman whose symbol is that of silent-sufferer and Indian woman is an upholder of Indian 

culture. To Deshpande, Family is an important institution responsible for the predicament of the 

woman. Family system is the cause of the subordination of women in the Indian society. While 

family gives protection to the woman at some level, it also restricts her physically and mentally by 

imposing certain unwritten cultural codes. All ethical rules and principles preached by our elders 

stress the need for confining women within the bounds of family system. Ideals of womanhood and 

motherhood, modeled on Manu's principles, propose that woman needs to be protected by the father 

in her girlhood, by the brother and her husband in her adulthood and by her son in her old age and 

widowhood. However, man's protection of woman does not mean that woman is free from all other 

responsibilities. On the contrary, family system heavily depends on the woman's labor and energy 

for its nourishment. It is basically the responsibility of women to take care of house and children. 

The family system imprisons woman and conditions her freedom of choice and restricts her 

profession. Jaya is a modern woman rooted in tradition, whereas her husband Mohan is a 

traditionalist rooted in customs. To Mohan, woman sitting before the fire, waiting for her husband 

to come home and eat hot food is the real 'strength' of a woman, but Jaya interprets it as nothing 

more than despair. The difference in their attitude is the main cause of their failure to understand 

each other. Their marital life grows shaky and gloomy. It becomes more of a compromise than love, 

based on social fear rather than on mutual need of each other. The cause may be rooted in their 

choice of partner. For example, from the very beginning, Mohan wanted a wife who was well 

educated and cultured and never a loving one. He made up his mind to get married to Jaya when he 

saw her speaking fluently, sounding so much like a girl whom he had seen speaking English 

fluently. He tells Jaya: “You know, Jaya, the first day I met you at your Ramukaku's house, you 

were talking to your brother, Dinkar, and somehow you sounded so much like that girl. I think it 

was at that moment that I decided I would marry you.” (TLS 90) 

Deshpande depicts a very Indian society, uneven and unequal in its social structures, 

opportunities and oppressions, a society still carrying a heavy load from the past in the form of 

child marriages, gender biases, a heightened desire for the male child and notions of respectability. 

Through the agency of her women characters, she sets out to subvert these traditional categories 

respectability, fidelity, and the idea of a lifelong marriage. If they are not weak and feeble, they will 

be meek householders or ascetic, laid-back fathers, who, in their own way, pursue freedom. The 

desire to withdraw from family life is not necessarily an act of detachment or spirituality. It is also 

an act of self-preservation, and the move is guided by a fear on part of the individual of being 

absorbed into other.  

The novel is full of minute details of everyday life, the hopes and dreams and the significant 

happenings, ends on a positive note. The crisis in Jaya's life has forced a whole lot of rethinking. 

And there is hope for a new beginning. Jaya has reconstructed her identity and along with that her 

capacity to dream. She has decided to get rid of the silence, which women have lived with for ages. 

The condition of women from lower class, as presented by Deshpande, is really pitiable. Their 

suffering starts much before their marriage. They start adding to the family income at a tender age, 

the way Jeeja's granddaughter, Manda, does. They continue working and earning all their life. They 
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are married off at the age considered suitable by their parents, to any boy who has one head, two 

eyes, two ears, two hands and two legs like any man. 

Marriage does not bring any positive change in their lives, but it brings with it endless pain, 

suffering and burden. They have to work to earn bread for the family, as in most cases husbands fail 

to earn, and become targets of their husband's ill-treatment. In the beginning what Jaya finds when 

she searches herself, that she is Mohan's wife, Rahul's and Rati's mother. She is not her real self. 

But searching for and defining 'self', she recalls Kamat's words; 'Take yourself seriously, woman' 

(TLS 99). And she does well in this direction, but it does not mean if she follows her wife and 

mother's role, she will not only if she has Mohan with her. If she rejects her wife and mother's role, 

what remains in herself? She realizes that she is without Mohan there is no life for her. There is no 

meaning of her life. Through this narrative, the narrator presents the articulation of Jaya's 

predicament, her constraints.  

This novel declares that a woman is a being. She has her own existence. She is not only for 

amusement. She has her own life in which she has full right like man has. She is capable of finding 

her own way to salvation. She needs no support or help from others. With the use of mythical 

characters, the writer attracts the attention of the readers to the plight and struggle of those 

characters but at the same time she reveals the awareness of the Indian wife of her existence, 

identity, position and her acceptance of Arjuna's way of facing life. Now she is ready to face every 

side of life whether it gives joy or gloom. So does Jaya. She has found the key to be successful in 

life is that a person must live his life on his own terms and should always tries to make it happy as 

the novel ends with the line that: 'life has always to be made possible' (TLS 193). 

 

Shashi Deshpande's novel That Long Silence serves as a poignant exploration of the 

complexities within the familial and societal structures of India. Through the protagonist Jaya's 

journey of self-discovery and resilience in the face of adversity, Deshpande skillfully navigates 

themes of gender inequality, societal expectations, and the struggle for individual autonomy. By 

depicting the nuanced dynamics within marriages, friendships, and familial relationships, 

Deshpande underscores the importance of communication, agency, and self-assertion in navigating 

the intricate web of societal norms and personal aspirations. That Long Silence not only offers a 

vivid portrayal of the Indian experience but also resonates universally with readers, prompting 

reflection on the nature of identity, belonging, and the pursuit of fulfilment in the face of societal 

constraints. 

 Feminism in India has shaped itself in response to historical and cultural realities, where 

women contend with various hierarchies, including patriarchy within their families. Shashi 

Deshpande, a notable contemporary Indian English writer, challenges male dominance through her 

novels by seriously considering women as individuals. She skillfully delves into the consciousness 

of her female characters, revealing their struggles, fears, dilemmas, contradictions, and ambitions. 

Deshpande gained prominence in 1988 with her novel That Long Silence, which earned her the 

prestigious Sahitya Academy Award in 1991. 

As a novelist, Deshpande excels in depicting the authentic lives of women in Indian society, 

endeavoring to explore the inner selves of modern Indian women navigating the intersections of 

tradition and modernity. Her novels reflect her deep familiarity with Indian philosophy and culture. 

She adeptly portrays the social upheavals and disillusionments of modern times, particularly 
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evident in That Long Silence, where she critiques aspects of Indian culture that perpetuate male 

dominance and subjugate women. Moreover, her works exhibit a harmonious blending of Indian 

cultural values with the English language. 

Deshpande focuses adeptly on themes such as gender discrimination, the impact of 

patriarchy on women's lives, marital conflicts, the inferior status of women in Indian society, and 

flawed child-rearing practices still prevalent in India. From childhood, girls are conditioned to 

suppress their emotions to conform to society's ideal of womanhood. The protagonist, Jaya, 

symbolizes the plight of women oppressed by patriarchal norms in Indian culture. The novel traces 

Jaya's journey from patriarchal suppression in Indian society toward self-realization, set against the 

backdrop of her struggles in a middle-class Brahmin family in suburban Bombay. 

Mohan, Jaya's husband, epitomizes the typical male character in Indian society—ambitious, 

concerned with prestige and societal status, and the sole breadwinner of the family. His character 

underscores the gender disparities and power dynamics within the family structure, highlighting 

how patriarchal values influence marital relationships and familial expectations. Through Jaya's 

narrative, Deshpande critiques the societal norms that limit women's agency and perpetuate gender 

inequality. 

Deshpande's That Long Silence not only illuminates the challenges faced by Indian women 

but also critiques the broader societal structures that perpetuate patriarchal dominance. Her 

narrative skillfully intertwines personal struggles with broader social commentary, offering a 

nuanced portrayal of women's experiences in contemporary India. 

 

2.3 Questions for Practice 

1. In That Long Silence, how does Shashi Deshpande explore the theme of gender roles and 

expectations within Indian society? Provide examples from the text to support your analysis. 

2. Discuss the significance of communication, or lack thereof, in the novel. How does Jaya's 

inability to express herself impact her relationships with her husband, children, and 

extended family? 

3. Analyze the character development of Jaya throughout the novel. How does she evolve in 

terms of her understanding of herself, her role as a wife and mother, and her place in 

society? 

4. Explore the motif of silence in the novel. What does silence represent for Jaya and the other 

characters? How does Deshpande use silence as a literary device to convey meaning and 

emotion? 

5. Discuss the portrayal of marriage in That Long Silence. How do the marriages depicted in 

the novel reflect broader societal attitudes towards marriage, love, and duty in India? 

6. Explore the role of tradition and modernity in That Long Silence. How do characters 

navigate between traditional values and contemporary aspirations? 

7. Analyze the portrayal of motherhood in the novel. How do different characters embody the 

roles of mothers, and what commentary does Deshpande offer on the challenges and 

expectations faced by mothers in Indian society? 

8. Discuss the significance of education and literacy in the lives of the characters. How does 

education empower or limit their choices and opportunities? 
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9. Examine the theme of social class and its impact on characters' lives and relationships in the 

novel. How do socioeconomic differences shape their experiences and interactions? 

10. Consider the motif of identity and belonging in That Long Silence. How do characters 

grapple with questions of self-identity, cultural identity, and belonging, particularly in the 

context of changing social norms and expectations? 

11. How does Shashi Deshpande use her novels to challenge traditional gender roles in Indian 

society, particularly focusing on the portrayal of middle-class women? 

12. Discuss the significance of the Sahitya Akademi Award and Nanjangual Thirumalamba 

Award received by Shashi Deshpande for her novel That Long Silence. How do these 

accolades reflect her impact on Indian English literature? 

13. In what ways does Shashi Deshpande explore the theme of female identity in That Long 

Silence? How does the protagonist, Jaya, navigate between traditional expectations and her 

quest for individuality? 

14. Explain the role of patriarchy and cultural traditions in shaping the experiences of women in 

Deshpande's novels, with specific reference to That Long Silence. 

15. How does Deshpande critique the depiction of women in Indian literature, contrasting 

traditional views of women as silent sufferers with her portrayal of characters like Jaya? 

16. Analyze the symbolism of Jaya's journey in That Long Silence, highlighting key moments 

where she asserts her identity and challenges societal norms. 

17. Discuss Deshpande's narrative technique in That Long Silence and its effectiveness in 

conveying the inner conflicts of her characters, especially Jaya. 

18. Explore the influence of family dynamics on Jaya's sense of self in That Long Silence. How 

do these dynamics reflect broader themes of gender roles and familial responsibilities in 

Indian society? 

19. Compare and contrast the portrayal of women in Deshpande's novels with other 

contemporary Indian English writers. How does Deshpande's approach differ in addressing 

women's issues? 

20. Reflect on the relevance of Deshpande's themes of silence and self-identity in That Long 

Silence to contemporary discussions on gender equality and women's empowerment in 

India. 

 

2.4 Suggested Readings 

1. Gender Inequality in India: The Challenge of Making Rights Real by Jasmine Desai 

2. Indian Women: Contemporary Issues and Challenges edited by Sanjukta Dasgupta and 

Panchali Ray 

3. The Argumentative Indian: Writings on Indian History, Culture and Identity by Amartya 

Sen 

4. Behind the Beautiful Forevers: Life, Death, and Hope in a Mumbai Undercity by Katherine 

Boo 

5. The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India by Urvashi Butalia 

6. The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga 

7. India After Gandhi: The History of the World's Largest Democracy by Ramachandra Guha 

8. Daughters of the Earth: Women and Land in Uttar Pradesh by Alka Patel 
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9. Half the Sky: Turning Oppression into Opportunity for Women Worldwide by Nicholas D. 

Kristof and Sheryl WuDunn 

10. India's Struggle for Independence by Bipan Chandra 

11. Quest for Identity in Shashi Deshpande’s That Long Silence by Profesor F. Maria Selvam 

12. Social Marginality in Sashi Deshpande’s That Long Silence by S.Anuradha 

 


