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Father Returning Home by Dilip Chitre 

Dilip Purushottam Chitre was one of the foremost Indian writers and critics of the post 

Independence India. Apart from a being a writer, he was also a painter and a filmmaker. He 

graduated from the University of Bombay in 1959. He won the Sahitya Akademi Award (1994) 

for his Marathi book of poems Ekun Kavita. Father Returning Home is a short and appealing 

poem about an old man in a cosmopolitan city where his own sons and daughters treat him as an 

alien. He himself is estranged from the man-made world. Through this poem, Chitre has 

denounced the urban rootlessness and alienation. 

 Analysis 

The first stanza of Father Returning Home describes the train journey of his father while 

returning home one evening. The father stands among commuters in the yellow light of a local 

compartment. The poet describes his father’s reaction against the sights of the suburbs that pass 

by. His father remains unmoved by the sights because they are too familiar to him. That is quite 

normal. We hardly pay attention to those places where we travel every day, unless the place has 

something interesting to offer. Same was with the poet’s father. 

The poet then describes his father’s pathetic condition, as he travels during the rainy season. His 

clothes become damp and dirty. The black raincoat that he wears becomes stained with mud. His 

bag crumbles with the heavy load of the books. Due to old age, the poet’s father’s eyesight has 

become poor and therefore he finds difficulty to move about in the dark. The poet says: 

“Now I can see him getting off the train 

Like a word dropped from a long sentence” 

The poet says that he can see his father getting down the train ‘like a word dropped from a long 

sentence.’ The sentence is highly unique and it provides an evocative image of an old man who 

gets down from the train as if he is no longer relevant to it. The poet then sees his father hurrying 

through the long, grey platform. 

The man seems to be as old as the platform, who has been using it as a part of his routine. He 

crosses the railway tracks and hurries home through muddy lanes on a rainy day. This is 

indicated by his chappals which are sticky with mud. This stanza portrays the monotonousness of 

the old man, who sustains the vagaries of weather as well as the estrangement from the man-

made world. 

In the second stanza, the poet represents the alienation of his father that he experiences in his 

own dwelling. The poet tells us that his father drinks a weak tea and eats a stale chapatti when he 

comes back home. This shows that the even his basic requirements are not properly carried out 

by his family. A sense of pity for the poet’s father arises in us. Dilip Chitre says: 

“His sullen children have often refused to share 

                                         Jokes and secrets with him.” 
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The father is then seen going into a contemplative mood after reading some kind of a 

philosophical book. He goes to the toilet and contemplates over man’s alienation from the man-

made world. This exhibits that the man is visibly upset with his predicament. He is terribly 

shaken when he comes out of the toilet and trembles while he washes his hands at the wash 

basin. It seems that he trembled not only because of the cold water but also due to the thoughts 

that came into his mind while he was thinking in the toilet. 

The father finds himself all alone in his room as he is written off by his children.The children do 

not interact with their father; they do not share their joys or sorrows with him. To compensate 

their company, the father listens to the radio. Then he goes to sleep. In his sleep, he dreams about 

his ancestors and grandchildren. 

It seems that he is trying to communicate with his ancestors who had entered the subcontinent 

through the Khyber Pass in the Himalayas in the past. The dream mirrors that the old man is 

either thinking about his past (his ancestors) or his future (his grandchildren). It is a kind of relief 

to him from his mundane routine, devoid of any human contact. 

Theme: The poem, Father Returning Home focuses on the theme of alienation or estrangement 

experienced by the aged in their twilight years. Dilip Chitre talks about his own father and 

through the poem, we get to know the alienation, isolation and misery experienced by elderly 

people, especially in cities. 

Style: Dilip Chitre’s poetry follows the tradition of dramatic monologue. In the poem Father 

Returning Home, the poet talks about his father’s loneliness and alienation from the man-made 

world. He has brought out the emotions of his father, who is isolated from his family as well as 

from the outside world. He has painted the mundane and fatiguing routine of his father in order 

to highlight the darkness and misery lurking inside his father’s soul. 

Imagery in the poem: The poet uses some fine imagery to describe the lurking loneliness in the 

man’s soul as he travels in the local train. To convey the ‘twilight atmosphere’ the poet has used 

a number of descriptive words in the poem, like evening train, yellow light, unseeing eyes, his 

eyes dimmed by age, fade homeward and gray platform. 

An example of imagery is found in the following lines describing the father’s routine of 

travelling by a local train,- 

“My father travels on the late evening train 

Standing among silent commuters in the yellow light 

Suburbs slide past his unseeing eyes 

His shirt and pants are soggy and his black raincoat 

Stained with mud and his bag stuffed with books 

Is falling apart.” 

In the above mentioned lines, the pathos of an old father, returning to his mundane home late in 

the evening, is highlighted. A wonderful image is used to describe poet’s father getting down the 

train. The poet says that he can see his father getting down the train ‘like a word dropped from a 
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long sentence.’ The sentence is highly unique and it provides an evocative image of an old man 

who gets down from the train as if he is no longer relevant to it. This imagery is used to depict 

the monotonousness and meaninglessness in the father’s life. The old man is just a word in the 

syntax of life. The sentence that is long enough to carry several words forward each contributing 

to its overall meaning now drops off one stray word, which is no longer required. 

 The poet uses some fine imagery to describe the pain and misery lurking in the old man’s soul 

as he travels in the local train .His bag stuffed with books is falling apart refers to the state of the 

old man’s mind which has turned senile after all that knowledge it has acquired through years of 

dedicated study. 

The other interesting image is the eyes and vision, which occurs in the poem again and again. 

The suburbs slide past his unseeing eyes is a pretty image. The second one is his eyes dimmed by 

age fade homeward. 

The imagery of dream has been used to show the connection the poet’s father has with his past 

and his future. He dreams about his ancestors and his grandchildren. Thus, it signifies his 

feelings that he has suppressed in himself and cannot express openly. 

Above all we may look at the dexterous use of words to convey the “twilight” atmosphere in the 

poem : evening train, yellow light, unseeing eyes , his eyes dimmed by age fade homeward ,gray 

platform. 

Therefore, we can conclude that the poem Father Returning Home is autobiographical in nature. 

The poem draws a picture of the poet’s father. He speaks about the loneliness that his father goes 

through in his everyday life.  

The poem speaks about the inner loneliness of the poet’s father, the utter alienation he is 

experiencing in the twilight years (man’s estrangement from a man-made world) as he ceases to 

matter to his children who no longer share anything with him. All the while he is trying to evoke, 

through the racial conscious, the invisible connection with his ancestors who had entered the 

sub-continent through the Khyber Pass in the Himalayas in some distant past (the allusion is 

perhaps to the migration of the Aryans to the Indian subcontinent from Central Asia). 

 

Ode to Bombay by Dilip Chitre 

The city of Bombay suffuses so much of Dilip Chitre’s work. In Ode to Bombay, the poet 

dismantles the city’s “crowded tenements and meditating machines.” The awareness that the city 

which both seduces and destroys utterly is inescapable pervades Chitre’s work. 

The poet addresses Bombay directly and says that as he promised earlier, he is now reciting a 

poem on Bombay. Dilip Chitre compares poetry to diamonds and like the diamonds of music 
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pouring out of a black piano, he also sings in praise of Bombay. But his poetry seems to be 

falling at his own dead feet. The poet is proud of his own concerto which is released from the 

silence of his heart. He praises Bombay and at the same time criticizes the problems that 

Bombay faces in the post-modern age.    

Bombay is one of contrasts and excesses. In this poem, he evokes his expansiveness, linking 

different spaces and experiences to one another.  The concerto in this poem is the poet's life 

and/or life force. The piano is highly symbolic in this poem. Pianos can symbolize family, 

history with all of those commiserate connections. It can be a black symbol of the coffin or 

death. It can also be the need for expression, the longing to communicate. The poet may have felt 

in this poem, Bombay was so much a part of his life experience it took from him instead of gave, 

it controlled him.  

Bombay is a world of bridges, network of railway lines, crowded tenements, machines, temples, 

brothels, murders and riots, so disarming, defeating and degenerating in impact that a helpless 

withdrawal into one’s shell can be redemptive. The tiny pieces of himself the poet discusses 

could be ashes / and or the undoing of life. But, its burning embers, his fiery death has made him 

as diamonds from coal in his impending passing. 

 He discusses ascension through cremation in an inferential manner: 

     “I walk out of murders and riots 

       I fall out of smouldering biographies 

       I sleep on a bed of burning languages 

       Sending you up in your essential fire and smoke”  

The poet refers to the condition of Bombay in an ironic manner and says that murders, riots, 

smouldering biographies and burning languages make the city burn and create restlessness. 

In the final stanza of the poem, Chitre refers to his promise of making an epic. But he is not able 

to keep up the promise as the city has robbed him of everything and has ruined him totally, 

making his concerto coming to an end. The poet feels that Bombay has given him everything and 

at the same time has taken many things from him leaving him in wildernss.    

As Subhro Bandopadhyay says: “For me the most memorable poem on Bombay is Ode to 

Bombay by Dilip Chitre, because it tells me about an individual’s experience in a megapolis. It 

unwinds the bitter but essential existence of a poet in the city, it gives the idea of the complexity 

and the possibilities that Bombay can offer as a city.” 

. 
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Hunger by Jayanta Mahapatra 

 
The poem Hunger was written by Jayanta Mahapatra. He is a well-known poet from Orissa, 

translator and also edited Chandrabhaga a literary magazine. His works collections include The 

Sky, Ten By Ten, A Rain of Sites and Temple. He won the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1981. His 

writing is closely related to his environment and relates his personal desires and human 

relationships which explore the reality, feelings and loop holes of the society. Jayanta 

Mahapatra's poetry not only explores the influence of local realities in creating the depth of one's 

feeling and sensitivity but also stretches the possibilities of language to represent them. 

 

Analysis: The poet Jayanta Mahapatra says: 

               "It was hard to believe the flesh was heavy on my back. 

                The fisherman said: Will you have her, carelessly.”  

 

The first few lines of the poem tell us about a man and a fisherman. The fisherman is 

volunteering the man to his place for a deal. The man feels the flesh on his back and  is too 

heavy. It seems like he is holding a huge burden of something inexplicable and it is better to drop 

off the load. The fisherman is talking about some girl. He asks the man to 'have' her. He says it 

very carelessly as if he has no concern for the girl, as if the girl is some toy to play with. But his 

words very well explain his purpose. He is hungry and he needs money to buy food. He is 

dragging his nets behind him. He glares at his white teeth but his eyes reflect his misery.  

 

            “Silence gripped my sleeves; his body clawed at the froth 

              his old nets had only dragged up from the seas." 

 

The man is continuously faced with a weight upon him, symbolizing the weight of guilt and 

regret. Though he follows the fisherman across the shore, he feels a thumping tension in his 

head. He could take this moment to refuse the offer and turn back. Maybe now if he turned back 

he could escape the trap and guilt he is caught in. But he remained silent. The fisherman's 

desperation seemed to increase. 

 

When he reaches the fisherman's shack, he sees it is a lean-to(a building sharing one wall with a 

larger building, and having a roof that leans against that wall) and was dark inside except a lamp 

with a flickering flame and the walls are covered with soot, collected for a long time, which kept 

catching the poet's eyes. 

 

              "I heard him say: My daughter, she's just turned fifteen... 

               Feel her. I'll be back soon, your bus leaves at nine.” 
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The fisherman then reveals that his daughter has just turned fifteen and the readers realize that 

the girl he was talking about is his daughter. He asks the poet to 'feel' her. Here 'feel' refers to the 

fulfillment of his sexual desires. The poet is shocked with the truth and sees through the 

fisherman's wile. He is a father who is using his daughter's body to earn money for food. The 

poet looks at the young girl, who is 'long and lean', her age can be easily judged by her cold 

rubber-like skin and she looked malnourished. When she opened her 'wormy' thin legs wide, as if 

ready to serve as a sexual slave, the poet felt the hunger, the hunger for food which drove this 

father-daughter into this business. 

 

The poet Jayanta Mahapatra says: “In Hunger I was writing from experience.” The title of the 

poem Hunger may therefore reflect the poet’s need for company, and spiritual intimacy. He 

asserts that he had an abnormal relationship with his mother. Therefore, he primarily desires the 

maternal love that he was deprived of; he searches for a substitute owing to attention-deficit. 

 

Even a prostitute has a command over her own sexuality, and who her customers ought to be. 

The fisherman was “trailing his nets”. The symbolism was apparent; he was laying out a net for 

customers. The insensitivity in his words were set out to erase the guilt from his purpose, that of 

sacrificing his daughter. He affected ‘ignorance’, as if the quality of ignorance seemed to 

sanctify the purpose itself. The white bone seemed to thrash his eyes, as though his very inner 

being wanted to thrash out against his vision. 

The poet followed him across the extensive stretches of sand. His heart was throbbing rapidly. 

His skin is said to perform the function of a sling. That is, as a sling supports a fractured arm; 

likewise the instinctive feelings of the skin helped fight back the apprehensions of the mind. 

Redemption from his sins perhaps lay in burning the house that he lived. Silence seems to 

consume his self, as though they tugged at his sleeves. The fisherman’s net had froth from the 

sea. It is symbolic of the fact that wrongdoings may leave apparent traces behind. 

His lean body in the flickering dark appeared like a wound. The inevitable wound that poverty 

had gifted him with. At the current moment, the poet felt he was at will, as free as the wind. The 

palm leaves scratched his skin, leaving marks of guilt. Hours in the shack are portrayed as stacks 

bunched up to those walls splayed by the burning oil lamp. It signifies that all the hours were 

similar in being confined to the small shack. The space in his blank mind was filled with soot 

from the lamp. 

He could comprehend the tricks the father employed to allure customers. He views this stock of 

tricks as exhausted because probably most of them were already used numerous times to suit his 

needs. ’Fifteen’ was an age that marked the blossoming of a girl into a woman, an age where her 

beauty is fresh and fragrant. Nevertheless the years felt like cold rubber owing to impoverished 

malnutrition. He uses the term ‘wormy’ for her legs as she opened them wide. The word reflects 
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the speaker’s perception of the girl as abject as a worm, thin and slimy perhaps, something that 

was revolting to him at the moment. 

For the first time, the poet understood the real meaning of the word ‘hunger’. Not owing to 

sexual displeasure but that driven by dismal poverty, the feeling of the empty stomach, as though 

the fish turned inside.  

The poem Hunger talks about the three types of hunger and how they feed on each other. The 

first hunger is of food, the second is of sex, and the third is of emotions. The fisherman and his 

girl were poor and in order to kill their hunger of food, father sold his daughter to satiate the 

hunger of the narrator(society). 

On another hand, the narrator was deprived of emotional support, so he stooped down to buy the 

flesh (or warmth) of a young girl. But in the end, he realized the hunger of young girl is much 

greater than the hunger of his. But, in the real world, nobody thinks in that way, and they lust 

after the flesh of the young girl. They (and might the narrator, himself) come back to feed on the 

hunger of the girl.  

The poem is an unapologetic commentary on our society, i.e., how a girl of fifteen, who should 

be given a safe environment to live, is used for satiating the hunger of so-called moralistic and 

civilized society. 

Freedom by Jayanta Mahapatra 

Freedom is the leitmotif in the poem- a different type of freedom from what we 

usually understand. The poet draws upon the Indian belief system about death as freedom from 

the body, the bondage of the world, from the physical aspect of life. The imagery of the poem is 

largely concerned with death and its associated activities . 

 

“it seems as though my country’s body  

floats down somewhere on the river” 

 

A body is cremated on the banks of the Ganges in Varanasi and its half-burnt remains are left in 

the river to float down somewhere. Nobody knows where the remains finally land, may be, in the 

vastness of the ocean, the ultimate destiny for the river. “Somewhere” is unspecified destination 

in the vast expanse of space. 

 

The body here is not an individual human being but an entire country, a collection of human 

beings, now a mere body floating along on the river to an unspecified destination. Inasmuch as 

the body is freely floating on the river it is freed from its bondage of mortal life. 

http://www.lifestalker.com/2015/01/who-should-be-blamed-for-the-rapes-in-india.html


8 
 

The country is now free in another sense. It is now, in 1997, fifty years of freedom from the 

colonial rule. But the woman and her child have no sufficient rice even for a daily -one meal , all 

these fifty years. Freedom from foreign rule has not given them freedom from hunger. 

Old widows in Brindavan or Varanasi are free of their worldly attachments. Their kin have 

abandoned them and they had to live alone in desolation, uncared for and unloved. But  our old 

widows and dying men cherish their freedom bowing time after time in obstinate prayers.  

Obstinate prayers are said despite the hopelessness of the situation with an eternal hope that 

someday God will listen to them and grant a miracle to lift them out of their misery. 

While the old and dying pray for their deliverance, the young too pray to change the world even 

before they have faced it. They have their notions of Utopia, to which the poet cannot subscribe.  

Nor can he join the old and the dying in their desire for freedom from bondage. This way he is 

left to be alone and not meet the starving woman and child or try to find a political solution to the 

economic and social ills of the society by resorting to the parliament. 

 

“In the new temple man has built nearby, 

the priest is the one who knows freedom, 

while God hides in the dark like an alien.” 

 

The poet uses very beautiful lines to express his feelings. .It is the priest who is free against God 

in the temple, who hides in a dark corner of the temple. The priest retains his own freedom and 

enjoys the freedom to let God interact with the devotees as and when he wants it. He alone has 

the power to decide God’s availability to the devotees. The priest is our man and one of us. 

God is an alien, accessible to us only through this middleman of a priest. 

 

A very interesting juxtaposition is achieved by contrasting things/people that have a choice with 

those who do not have it:  

 

I watch (freedom to watch and not participate): Country is lifeless body with no freedom to 

watch or participate. 

Upper part of bamboo is free::lower part of bamboo is sunk into itself. 

Old women and dying men pray for release from physical bondage::Young children want to be 

in it and transform it. 

Priest is free to move about :: God has to hide in a corner. 

I keep looking for light that is hid in shadows: shadows keep looking for excuses to keep light 

I try to find the only freedom I know(no choice): the freedom of the body to be alone(choice) 
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Map-Maker by Keki Daruwalla 

Keki Daruwalla is a leading figure in Indian poetry in English today. He is the recipient of the 

Sahitya Akademi Award (1984) and the Commonwealth Poetry Prize (1987) for Asia. Born in 

Lahore, Daruwalla holds a Masters degree from Punjab University, Chandigarh. He joined the 

Indian Police Service in 1958 (the recurrent theme of violence in his poetry has frequently, and 

somewhat reductively, been attributed to his choice of profession). He is retired and lives in 

Delhi. 

His most recent book, Map-maker (2002), offers a compelling series of dramatic monologues by 

figures as diverse as a disciple of the Buddha and an old map-maker from Majorca, suggesting 

that the passionate interest in other cultural and historical milieu is alive and well. But there is 

also a more marked fascination with inner worlds, with philosophical notions of time and space. 

Keki N. Daruwalla is basically a Nature poet; he romanticizes Nature with a sense of ecstasy. 

There is an abundance of Nature images in the poetry collections Winter Poems, Night River, 

Apparition in April, Crossing of River, Landscapes and Map Maker. These collections affirm 

strong emotion as an authentic source of aesthetic experience. They place new emphasis on 

emotions such as apprehension, horror, terror and awe, especially which is experienced in 

confronting the sublimity of untamed Nature and its picturesque qualities. Moreover, both the 

malevolent and the nurturing aspects of Nature convey his understanding of the primal energies 

of the natural world which stress the absolute otherness of that world and the relationship 

between these energies and the divided nature of man 

In the poem Map-Maker the sea emerges as a living presence, competing with the human 

endeavours. He says: 

“ Perhaps I’ll wake up on some alien shore 

 in the shimmer of an aluminum dawn…”  

He feels that he will find the sea talking to itself, trying to find a voyager. He thinks that the 

voyager will carry the map line he has prepared and turn to the shoreline using its guidelines. He 

will feel that he has already visited the place and voyaging unlocks the doorways of the past. In 

his dream at night, he will feel happy and garner his rewards like pebbles from a stream. 

The poet feels restless with the division and fails to understand the man made barriers among 

people. He is very much upset with the social scenario where people are divided at micro level 

and hatred has been felicitated on different grounds because of this division. He poses several 

questions to humanity – who can interrogate and divide the uniformity of natural sources like 

sky, rain, air etc.? who can divide thunder and tempest? Who can divide the vision of God? Who 

can divide the water of rains?  
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Keki Daruwalla advises the people of the world to get rid of narrow national prejudices and 

communal tensions as they are merely human beings. God has still hidden many secrets of birth 

and death, earth and next birth etc. He aptly says: 

   “ Forget markings, forget landfall and sea 

     Go easy man, I tell myself; breathe.” 

There is a fear in the mind of the poet. If the map lines are strictly followed, wrinkles will appear 

on the face of the people and will kill the feelings of  love, harmony, unity, affection etc. The 

meaning of order and discipline should not be exaggerated by the supporters of division. All 

these divisions appear merely barbarized border. 

It is high time for people to understand the difference between love and hate, falsehood and truth, 

violence and non-violence, good and bad etc. The poet blames the lust of politicians for these 

divisions. The big states are divided into three or four states as the design of lustful politicians is 

successful. Such desires have got to be suppressed with love. 

Violence is the major theme of the poem. He feels that any kind of violence can be controlled 

with the help of love for humanity. If we try to map the future, the present will be turned into 

anachronism. He calls the present as ‘the silk of these shared moments’. He admits that he is 

stuck to love and poetry which helps him to experience the different textures of ‘a season of love 

and love’s eternal season’. 

In the final stanza of the poem, the poet Keki Daruwalla makes it clear he shuns latitudes and 

renounces form.  His landscapes extend from the ancient kingdom of Kalinga under the reign of 

the great Indian emperor Ashoka to the seething contradictions of the modern metropolis of 

Bombay as well as rural and small-town India. He says that he wants people to turn their eyes 

towards kingdom of Kalinga and what happened to Ashoka, the king and his redemptive feelings 

on seeing the pool of blood in the battle field. 

He advises people to dampen violent feelings, maps and voyaging and instead study ‘the parched 

earth horoscope of a brown people’.  There are certain similes which though pertaining to the 

ordinary reality are precise, riveting and refreshing. Examples include ‘and glaciers locked like 

glass- silvers in their folds.’ 

Daruwalla’s images transcend us to his imaginative world and make us see and feel with him. In 

his treatment of nature and entities, the distinct romanticism imparts an aesthetic quality to his 

poetry. Sensuousness is discovered to be the paramount quality of Daruwalla’s poetic genius.   

His poems are the reflection of abounding concern for humanism. His humanist attitude 

surpasses his other poetical qualities. Most of the poems of Daruwalla borders on violence. 

Violence not only finds expression in his works but also it works at deeper levels in his poems. 

Violence is one of the dominant features in the poems of Daruwalla. 
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A Take- Off on a Passing Remark by Keki Daruwalla 

The poem A Take- Off on a Passing Remark presents the longing of the poet Keki Daruwalla for 

the co-existence of cities with natural habitats of urchins, furred caterpillarsband moles. He is 

very sure that the cities with skyscrapers divide the earth and the sky and creates hurdles in the 

passing of natural lights in the cities.  

Daruwalla presents the city life as half truth where he finds the city half-awakened whereas the 

city men fall asleep in the night which is partially true. He says: 

    “I like tall stories, eventhough false, 

      Not the half-truth sleeping with the half lie”. 

The cities comprise of men’s activities even in the deep dark of the night. Men are running like 

machines and sound sleep is far away from its people. The poem presents the ironical position of 

men in the cities. 

No doubt that cities have tall buildings, accommodating its people in the compartmentalized 

cluster of the buildings but at the same time the expansion of these cities happens at the cost of 

the natural greenery which is disappearing quickly from the urban developments. The poet 

reminds us of the co-existence of cities with natural greeneries loaded with flowers, creeps, 

bushes and tufts soothing to the heart of the cities. He interrogates the aesthetic beauty of these 

cities, without trees and tufts with no squirrels found in these modern concrete structures. 

The shadows of twilight and noon are used as metaphors to present the stark realities of 

extinction of these beautiful creatures from the scene of urban developments. He asks himself: 

  “But when you ask… 

   Why I love you, what  can I answer?” 

The poet uses lexical repetitions to emphasize significant images. In his definition of poetry, he 

makes it clear how he has taken poetry along. He wants to make poetry closer to observation and 

landscape presentations.   The poet is unhappy to see the less number of birds and wants man to 

live along with birds. 

The poem clearly reveals the inner feelings of the poet who is not impressed by tall buildings, 

but is fascinated by squirrels, short as twilight and shadow at noon. He feels happy with the take 

off of birds in the city along with man. He wants the young boys on the road, caterpillars and 

moles to live together without harming one another.  

The poem is an ironic comment on the nature of human beings to destroy all the other living 

beings for their own betterment. The imagery used in the poem like ‘the yellow eye of the train’ 

are very impressive and denote the poet’s clever and crafty language and style.  
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Ekalaivan by Meena Kandasamy 

Born in 1984, Meena Kandasamy is a young Tamil poet, fiction writer, translator, and activist. 

Her first collection of poems titled Touch which includes 84 poems was published in 2006 with a 

foreword by the famous poet Kamala Das, who gives high appreciation for this anthology. 

Kamala Das remarks, “Once again after long years of search I came into contact with the power 

of honest poetry when I was reading Meena Kandasamy’s anthology.”  

The second collection of poems titled Ms Militancy was published in 2010. Truly, discrimination 

based on caste line has crippled the dalits/marginalized to dehumanized state as they are 

subjected to discrimination, humiliation and oppression. Meena Kandasamy expresses her anger 

against caste based oppression and is determined to combat the social evils through her literary 

creations. Her works focus on oppression, pangs and predicaments of dalit women, and caste 

annihilation. In other words, she attacks rampant social evils like injustice, atrocities, inequality, 

violation of human rights, etc.  

Casteism is an old social evil which is used to subjugate the lower stratum of the hierarchal 

social structure of Indian society and to uphold discrimination as well as gain unfair advantage 

over the ‘others’, marginalized. Earlier varna system was based on karma, but later on, it began 

to be identified by birth. Thus an individual’s identity is determined by caste and not by karma. 

The marginalized groups of India such as dalits or untouchables, Adivasis, and nomadic tribes 

were made to lead dehumanized and degraded lives. They have been denied the basic 

fundamental rights by the stratified rigid caste system. They are expected to lead mean life, 

doing inferior and menial works like sweeping, cleaning working in fields etc. and remain servile 

to the privileged class. It is observed that their habitats are away from the people who are in the 

centre. In Touch Meena Kandasamy focuses on the sufferings, frustration, humiliation, 

suppression, anguish and revolt of the ill-fated marginalized sections of our society. 

In her poem Ekalaivan, Meena Kandasamy takes up the episode of the Mahabharata, where 

Ekalavya was debarred from the art of archery by the great Guru Dronacharya, and had to pay a 

heavy price for being a tribe- man of so-called low caste. He possessed the noblest soul and the 

exemplary character. He parted with his thumb only to gratify the will of a guru who had not 

taught him rather humiliated him by debarring from learning archery. His right thumb was 

amputated just because he would not become better archer than a boy of upper caste. The poem 

begins thus:  

  “You can do a lot of things  

   With your left hand.  

   Besides, fascist Dronacharya’s warrant  

   Left handed treatment.”  
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The poet raises a question—Was Droncharya just amputating Eklavya’s right thumb? In fact, his 

biasness is disclosed. His decision was affected by varna system. 

Kandasamy imagines the women to be argumentative, persistent, rebellious, fearless and ready to 

face all sorts of troubles. The poem Ekalaivan, though is about a male character, it is an 

indiscriminate psyche of Meena’s women, which goes in the same stroke of the poem Ms 

Militancy and the protagonist suggests that the militant spirit can be kept full of life even after 

losing the right thumb as one can pull a trigger or hurl a bomb even with left hand, one can do a 

lot of things with the left hand. 

The oppression of the dalits from time immemorial is brought out in Kandasamy‘s poetry. She 

touches upon Hindu mythology in Ekalaivan, where she draws the readers‘ attention to the 

discrimination meted out to Ekalavya in the Mahabharata where Dhronacharya refuses to train 

the man since he belonged to the lower caste rather than the Kshatrias 

Ekalavya (Ekalaivan in Tamil) is the typical Dalit (and it is easy to imagine him in the 

contemporary context): he’s actually better than the best when it comes to talent and hard-work, 

he doesn’t have access to the best resources, his success is envied by caste-Hindu students and 

‘upper’ caste teachers, who have the power to crush him. The modern-day Ekalavyas are being 

forced to pay a bitter guru-dakshina to educational institutions. Sadly, I feel that the price they 

pay is much greater than a 3 Postcolonial Text Vol 4 No 4 (2008) thumb. If one looks at the 

statistics, we can see that student suicides are much more rampant among the Dalit students. 

Why does this happen? Why are our boys and our girls forced to pay with their lives? It is simply 

because caste ensures that only a particular group of people should be allowed access to 

education. So, when Dalits are getting into institutes of higher education, there is a great degree 

of academic terrorism and it is taking its toll. My poem essentially tries to invoke the militancy 

of Ekalavya’s character, and to remind him that there are a lot of ways in which he can get back 

at the system, or reduce it to its knees. It was written as a call to arms. It was meant to tell 

anyone who has faced academic oppression that they shouldn’t grin and bear it, that they should 

revolt. Dalits are being systematically kept out of education. They aren’t allowed to enter it and, 

where they are allowed, they aren’t allowed to exit with degrees. 

As Meena Kandasamy says: 

“Those who are into folk studies have asked me why I chose a failed folk-hero. I answer that I 

want to make a hero out of him, I want to recast his story, I want to sculpt his success. I want to 

tell the oppressors out there that we won’t take it lying down, that we would never meekly 

sacrifice our thumbs. It is to give a message that we will get back, we will hit back.” 
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The Flight of Birds by Meena Kandasamy 

Meena Kandaswamy addresses multi-faceted problems in her Dalit community and champions 

women’s rights through her multilayered poems and essays. According to her, poetry heals her 

and helps in channelising her anger. Her poems are revolutionary and there is fire in her words. 

She is bold and assertive and expresses her ideas without fear or favour. She expresses strong 

will power and determination. Her soul is endlessly search for an oasis. Most of her themes and 

her choices of diction are taboos in the cultural context of India. This can be justified because 

crude realities cannot be explained in sophisticated forms and language Meena Kandasamy, 

based in Chennai, is an emerging poet, fiction writer, translator and activist. 

The poem The Flight of Birds begins with a reference to the twentieth century poet Archibald 

Macleish who says that a poem should be wordless like the flight of birds. The poet says: 

   “ birds don’t sing in their flights” 

Meena Kandasamy describes the discipline that the birds follow while flying high in the sky. 

Flying gives them joy and they consider it a God and do not think about any other God. They 

create beautiful poetry mid-air as they fly with a lot of doubt about human beings.  As they keep 

flying, the birds mock at the absurdity of human beings contemptuously. They fly over the 

meaningless mosques, churches, patrolled international borders and disputed sites.  

The poet ironically refers to the egoless birds and man with a lot of ego. The birds are surprised 

to see the way in which destroy a lot of people either in war or to appease his own selfish motive. 

After having destructed everything, killing men and women and helpless children, they shed 

‘birdtear’ and pretend to feel bad and unhappy. Even their hypocritical unhappiness is short lived 

because of some bomb explosion killing instantly the people, the city and the forests. It also 

destroys the pitiable baby birds who are very young and do not know how to fly on their own. 

The poet tries to analyse the nature of the modern man from the viewpoint of the birds who are 

free and can go anywhere without any restriction. 

In the next stanza, the poet wonders as to how the birds contemplate on writing poems about 

half-burnt eggs because of explosion though they are ignorant of the poetic devices like 

metaphor or simile. In an ironic tone, the poet says that poems composed by the birds will not be 

banned and they do have quite a lot to write about the human beings who are very egoistic. 

The birds have a lot of freedom in mid-air to compose the kind of poetry that they want unlike 

the human beings. They write poems happily in the sky, come back to earth and pass it on to 

people. They write whatever they observe about earth from high up in the air and can be brutal 

too. Very interestingly Meena Kandasamy explains the way in which the poem will be taken 

with the melodious voice of the birds and to understand, appreciate and use the poem with its 

rhythmic sound which preserves the sanity of people, Human beings need to learn to fly like 

birds. The poet aptly says: 
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            “perhaps we need to fly  

               A trifle aimlessly like birds” 

The poet explores the various ways that man can use to become a great poet. In a very sarcastic 

manner, she hints at the ‘massive superegos’ and ‘medulla oblongata’ that man possess which 

become a hindrance to his free flow of creativity. Therefore the poet gives a suggestion that we 

need to feel with our hearts than to think with some unlocatable mind as the doctors advice. 

As a poet and a social reformer, she confesses that the poet should feel from the heart and lose 

himself in order to compose poetry. She says: 

    “We need to look deeper 

      Into ourselves, into eyes…”   

In the last stanza, the poet says that if we follow all the rules that the birds use mid-air to 

compose melodious music, in that silence, human beings can create silent wordless poems like 

the flight of birds. 

The imagery used in the poem between the flight of birds and composition of poetry is 

commendable.  The title of the poem is significant as it implies the beauty of the flight of birds 

and the creation of poems.          

 


