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I 

F O L L O W S i s A br ief i n q u i r y i n t o the c o m p l e x f e m i n i s m 

of a w o m a n w h o l i v e d at the interface of t w o cultures, that of 

the H y d e r a b a d she was b o r n i n t o a n d the c o l o n i a l cu l ture of 

B r i t i s h I n d i a . She passed t h r o u g h the d i c t i o n a n d m a n n e r s of 

the latter i n t o a poetry a n d polit ics forged, at least i n her later 

years, w i t h i n the very t u m u l t of N a t i o n a l i s t polit ics. Y e t there are 

questions to be asked of her l ife a n d letters. T h e r e seems to be a 

r a d i c a l cleft between the intense i f i m p r i s o n i n g passions of her 

poetry a n d the p o l i t i c a l l ife she espoused. D i d the female self she 

discovered i n p o l i t i c a l ac t ion successfully subvert the passive i f 

anguished images she p i c k e d u p f r o m turn-of-the-century E n g l i s h 

poetry? O r is there a d i c h o t o m y between poet a n d p o l i t i c i a n 

scarcely to be e x p l a i n e d , p o i n t i n g towards c o m p l i c a t e d , covert 

procedures of creativity? F u r t h e r , h o w d i d the E n g l i s h language, 

w h i c h she was greatly dependent o n , w o r k for her, first c o l o n i z i n g 

a n d then releasing her into the ferment of I n d i a ? 

I I 

H e r first meet ing w i t h G a n d h i helped to set the tone of her 

p o l i t i c a l l ife. It's L o n d o n 1914. G a n d h i is there after S o u t h A f ­

r i c a , after the success of his satyagraha protest against the 

B r i t i s h i m p o s i t i o n of taxes o n Indians , a n d against the l a w that 

a l l I n d i a n s s h o u l d be fingerprinted a n d forced to carry passes. 

N a i d u calls o n h i m . She c l imbs the stairs a n d comes o n a n open 

door 

. . . f raming a l i v i n g picture of a little m a n w i t h a shaven head, 
seated on the floor on a black prison blanket and eating a messy 
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meal of squashed tomatoes and olive o i l out of a wooden prison 
bowl. A r o u n d h i m were ranged some battered tins of parched 
ground nuts and tasteless biscuits of dried plantain. I burst i n 
instinctively into happy laughter . . . 

G a n d h i invites her to share his m e a l , r e m a r k i n g , " ' A h , y o u must 

be M r s . N a i d u ! W h o else dare be so irreverent? ' " " ' A n a b o m i ­

nable mess,' " she replies, " 'no t h a n k s ! ' " L o o k i n g b a c k Saro-

j i n i N a i d u c o m m e n t s : " I n this w a y a n d at that instant c o m ­

m e n c e d o u r fr iendship . . . w h i c h never wavered for a single 

h o u r . . , " 1 

T h e v i v i d adherence to deta i l a n d the refusal to r o m a n t i c i z e , 

b o t h disclosed i n this smal l encounter, were to characterize 

N a i d u ' s p o l i t i c a l career. I n 1930, five years after she was elected 

President of the I n d i a n N a t i o n a l Congress, she was powerfu l ly 

i n v o l v e d i n G a n d h i ' s Salt M a r c h . A t the crack of d a w n o n 6 

A p r i l 1930, G a n d h i a n d his c o m p a n y went d o w n to the sea to 

b a t h e ; he then gathered u p i n his p a l m a few grains of the salt 

that h a d d r i e d on the beach. I n symbol ic defiance of the B r i t i s h 

salt l a w , w h i c h h e l d a m o n o p o l y o n the p r o d u c t i o n of salt, t h o u ­

sands fo l lowed after G a n d h i . Countless w o m e n par t i c ipated , 

b e a r i n g earthern ware a n d m e t a l pots i n w h i c h they c a r r i e d away 

salt water. T h e salt, once d r i e d , was auct ioned off quite p u b l i c l y , 

nature itself harnessed i n the struggle for n a t i o n a l f reedom. O n 

5 M a y G a n d h i was arrested a n d the leadership of the non-violent 

movement fel l to S a r o j i n i N a i d u . W i t h 2 5 , 0 0 0 volunteers she 

a p p r o a c h e d D a r s h a n a determined to enter the salt works there 

as G a n d h i h a d p l a n n e d . It was hot a n d dry , a n d the volunteers 

suffered f r o m terrible thirst. T h e police were ranged to meet t h e m 

a n d beat t h e m violent ly , often over the head. N a i d u never 

f l inched. She addressed the volunteers, prayed w i t h t h e m , a n d 

at times, to keep her strength going, sat i n a s m a l l deckchair 

w r i t i n g or s p i n n i n g khadi.2 A s the G a n d h i a n volunteers w h o 

courted arrest fell to the police blows, N a i d u sat c a l m , keeping 

w a t c h . B y m i d - m o n t h she herself was arrested a n d carted off to 

j a i l . 

She suffered frequent i m p r i s o n m e n t , the most lengthy a n d 

p a i n f u l i n 1942 after the Q u i t I n d i a R e s o l u t i o n w h e n she, to­

gether w i t h G a n d h i a n d his wife K a s t u r b a , was incarcerated i n 
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the A g a K h a n palace. Sickness a n d i n a c t i o n h a u n t e d t h e m a l l . 

I n F e b r u a r y of the f o l l o w i n g year, w h i l e st i l l i m p r i s o n e d , G a n d h i 

started a fast unto death. I t was a tragic b l o w w h e n K a s t u r b a , 

w h o h a d been suffering f r o m a s low, pro longed fever, d i e d ; after 

her death G a n d h i was released. N a i d u herself, the v i c t i m of 

m a l a r i a l fever, was set free o n 21 M a r c h 1943, aged 64. 

I l l 

Despite her great p o l i t i c a l p r o m i n e n c e , S a r o j i n i N a i d u first en­

tered the p u b l i c r e a l m as a poet, a n d was celebrated as such. She 

espoused a mel l i f luous i f dated E n g l i s h d i c t i o n : her images of 

pr ivate , p a i n e d w o m e n suffering e m o t i o n a l d e p r i v a t i o n , even 

psychic i m p r i s o n m e n t , s tand as a direct f o i l to the p u b l i c life she 

so fearlessly took to. I n the cause of N a t i o n a l f reedom, she travel ­

led countless miles, often i n h a r d s h i p , c o u r t i n g arrest, c a m p a i g n ­

i n g i n her strong orator's voice a l l over I n d i a f r o m as early as 

1903. W a s she indeed able to cauterize her pr ivate p a i n t h r o u g h 

her poems a n d then m o v e outwards i n t o the p u b l i c sphere? O r 

d i d the poems w i t h their sometimes c loy ing d i c t i o n , their female 

figures t r a p p e d i n a n unredeemed sexuality, force her to leave 

t h e m b e h i n d , the w r i t e r herself consumed m o r e a n d m o r e b y the 

p o l i t i c a l struggle so that by 1917 she effectively stopped w r i t i n g ? 

N a i d u i n h e r i t e d something of the c o m p l e x l inguist ic s i tuation 

of I n d i a . B o r n i n 1879 of B e n g a l i parents i n the city of H y d e r a ­

b a d , she spoke not B e n g a l i b ut U r d u , the I s l a m i c language of 

cul ture i n H y d e r a b a d . L i v i n g at the edge of B e n g a l i a n d espous­

i n g U r d u , N a i d u a d d e d to these E n g l i s h , the language of 

co lonizat ion. She used E n g l i s h b o t h i n her poetry a n d i n her 

p o w e r f u l orations. 

H e r first book of poetry, The Golden Threshold, was publ ished 

i n L o n d o n i n 1905. Its frontispiece was a pen a n d i n k d r a w i n g 

b y J . B . Y e a t s : " J u n e 1 8 9 6 " appears u n d e r the clearly legible 

signature. H e r image is instructive. T h e face of the y o u n g w o m a n , 

her posture u p r i g h t t h o u g h not stiff, is grave, composed. H e r eyes 

are d a r k , etched firmly u n d e r the straight brows. H e r h a i r is 

t ied back. T h e hands clasped above her chest f o r m a graceful l ine 

to the c h i n . T h e shoulders are erect. It is clear f r o m this l ine 

d r a w i n g that b o t h the gravi ty a n d the innocence of this ado-
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lescent were visible. S a r o j i n i was only fifteen w h e n she was sent 

off to E n g l a n d o n a scholarship f r o m the N i z a m of H y d e r a b a d . 

She h a d indiscreetly fa l len i n love w i t h a D r . N a i d u , far older 

t h a n she a n d of the w r o n g caste; she h a d to be got out of the 

country. T h e portra i t was m a d e at the e n d of her sojourn a b r o a d . 

The Golden Threshold was publ ished w i t h a n i n t r o d u c t i o n by 

A r t h u r Symons, a n established m a n of letters by the t ime the 

v o l u m e appeared. H e tells us that the v o l u m e is be ing publ ished 

at his " p e r s u a s i o n . " 3 H i s E n g l i s h turn-of-the-century awe at the 

" m y s t i c " O r i e n t a n d decadent concern w i t h the exotic i n this 

y o u n g w o m a n emerge i n his lengthy descript ion of her eyes, w h i c h 

he says concentrate a l l her beauty, a n d i n his g l o w i n g descriptions 

of her " c l i n g i n g dresses of Eastern s i l k " a n d her " l o n g b lack 

h a i r " (p . 1 6 ) . 

I n t e r w o v e n w i t h Symons's praise for the "agony of sensation" 

(p. 17) i n this y o u n g w o m a n are extracts f r o m her letters f r o m 

H y d e r a b a d , i n w h i c h she reveals just h o w she came to use the 

E n g l i s h language w i t h a l l the fluency, even euphony, that Symons 

a n d others so a d m i r e d . S a r o j i n i tells of h o w she was " s t u b b o r n 

a n d refused to speak" E n g l i s h . H e r father, a famous chemist 

whose obsession was a lchemy, locked u p his daughter alone i n a 

r o o m for a whole day. She was a c h i l d of n ine , a n d the letter 

wr i t ten years later conveys the shock of this first p u n i s h m e n t : " I 

came out of it a f u l l - b l o w n l inguist . I have never spoken any other 

language to h i m or to m y mother w h o always speaks to m e i n 

H i n d u s t a n i " (p . 11 ) . 

It w o u l d seem c r u c i a l that the y o u n g g i r l a c q u i r e d the language 

of co lonizat ion , E n g l i s h , v i a the closed r o o m , forerunner of the 

prisons she was forced to i n h a b i t as a n activist i n the N a t i o n a l 

movement . N o r was it merely a n accident that she chose to speak 

E n g l i s h to b o t h parents, m o t h e r a n d father severed f r o m her 

t h r o u g h that deliberate choice of the language of b o t h p u n i s h ­

ment a n d accompl ishment . 

Indeed, N a i d u ' s early poetry ( a n d a l l her poetry was composed 

i n E n g l i s h ) establishes a theme never overcome i n her career as a 

wri ter . T h e w o r k is h a u n t e d by a voice te l l ing of other female 

selves, resonances of subjectivity, that endure m u t i l a t i o n a n d are 

i m p r i s o n e d psychical ly . T h e search for " the b l i n d ul t imate silence 
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of the d e a d " that overtakes the speaker o n the w a y to G o l c o n d a 

finds its emotive counterpart i n the lives of the w o m e n i n a p o e m 

l ike " P a r d a h N a s h i n " : the ir days b e h i n d the v e i l are described 

as " a r e v o l v i n g d r e a m / O f l a n g u i d a n d sequestered ease. . . . " 

T h e i r c l o t h i n g , idea l ized a n d u n r e a l , caught w i t h i n the wal ls of a 

segregated d w e l l i n g , becomes " m o r n i n g mist / Shot o p a l , g o l d a n d 

amethyst . " 4 T h e stasis N a i d u evokes is not so far f r o m that of a 

D o w s o n or S y m o n s enthral led by the deathly passivity i n w h i c h 

a w o m a n must be fixed. I n his p o e m " M o r b i d e z z a , " for instance, 

S y m o n s i n f u l l flourish as a decadent celebrates a " W h i t e g i r l , " 

her "flesh as l i l i e s " n o w " G r o w n , 'neath a frozen m o o n . . . . " I n 

" M a q u i l l a g e " he describes i n detai l the artifice of a w o m a n , her 

"rouge o n fragile cheeks, / P e a r l - p o w d e r , a n d about the eyes / 

T h e d a r k a n d lustrous Eastern dyes." 5 B o t h poems appeared i n 

Silhouettes, a v o l u m e whose second edi t ion appeared i n 1896, 

w h e n S a r o j i n i was sti l l i n E n g l a n d . T h e y o u n g S a r o j i n i learnt her 

lesson a l l too w e l l , e m b r a c i n g for herself the w o r l d - w e a r y sensa­

tions, the stasis, the unmistakable agony of w o m e n w h o have 

nowhere to go. T h e i r o n y is that she s h o u l d learn f r o m Symons 

or D o w s o n , c a r r y i n g their d i c t i o n back to I n d i a , us ing i n her 

poetry images of exhausted w o m e n , hermet ica l ly sealed, a double 

co lonizat ion that the interchange of cultures d r e w her to. 

I n "Sut tee , " N a i d u goes a step further. T h e voice is that of a 

w o m a n m o u r n i n g the death of her beloved h u s b a n d : he was the 

" l a m p of m y l i f e " ; w i t h o u t h i m she is c o n d e m n e d to l ive i n the 

dark. H e was the " T r e e of m y l i f e , " n o w crushed by death's cruel 

foot. H o w s h o u l d she, a mere blossom, survive w i t h o u t t runk, 

root, or stalk? I n the c u l m i n a t i n g stanza, the mel l i f luous language 

h i g h l i g h t i n g the terrible self-destruction the w o m a n is ready to 

embrace, the voice asks: 

L i f e of my life, Death's bitter sword 
H a t h rent us like a broken word, 
Rent us i n twain w h o are but one . . . 
Shal l the flesh survive when the soul is gone? (Poems, p. 18) 

Self a n d other are u n i t e d as substance a n d sense i n a w o r d that 

is n o w " b r o k e n . " T h e language of d u a l i s m rises u p to buttress the 

d iv is ion of gender, the w o m a n l ikened i n this trope, not u n f a m i l ­

iar to readers of R o m a n t i c poetry, to the flesh i n a l l its weakness, 
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a n d the m a n l i n k e d to the powerfu l soul , the i m m o r t a l spir it . T h e 

question is merely rhetor ica l ; there is no question of the w o m a n ' s 

s u r v i v a l wi thout her beloved h u s b a n d . L a c k i n g the soul , the flesh 

is dross, fit merely to be consigned to the fire. F r o m stasis a n d the 

enclosure of a w o m a n ' s life we m o v e to the i m m o l a t i o n of the 

female body once it has been cleft f r o m its male counterpart . 

R o m a n t i c i s m imposed by co lonia l B r i t i s h educat ion allies N a i d u ' s 

" P a r d a h N a s h i n " a n d "Suttee" w i t h W o r d s w o r t h ' s Ruined Cot-

age, where M a r g a r e t , abandoned by R o b e r t , can only wai t w i t h i n 

the decay of domestic walls or r o a m a b r o a d i n madness, a n d w i t h 

Tennyson 's Lady of Shallott. 

I V 

W h e n The Golden Threshold appeared i n 1905, N a i d u was a 

y o u n g w o m a n of twenty-six, m a r r i e d , w i t h four y o u n g c h i l d r e n . 

B u t far f r o m being content to r e m a i n w i t h i n the wal ls of the home 

she shared w i t h her h u s b a n d , she m o v e d outwards, into the 

p o l i t i c a l r e a l m . It was as i f the i m m o b i l i z a t i o n portrayed i n her 

female images cauterized her o w n p a i n , p e r m i t t i n g her self a n 

entry into the p u b l i c r e a l m . I n D e c e m b e r 1904 at the eighteenth 

session of the I n d i a n N a t i o n a l Congress — a large p o r t i o n of 

w h i c h was devoted to issues of women's rights l ike educat ion, 

p u r d a h , c h i l d marr iage , a n d p o l y g a m y — N a i d u met some of the 

great reformers of her day, i n c l u d i n g the p o w e r f u l R a m a b a i 

R a n a d e , w h o presided over the women's sessions. F o r her part , 

N a i d u recited the patr iot ic " O d e to I n d i a , " w h i c h was m u c h 

appreciated at this first p u b l i c r e a d i n g . 6 A t the centre of the poem 

lies the image of I n d i a as a " s l u m b e r i n g M o t h e r " w h o must be 

a w o k e n by the daughter's cry. I f i n "Sut tee" the b o n d to the male 

lover ( h u s b a n d ) renders the w o m a n helpless, here the l o n g i n g 

to a w a k e n the mother quickens a desire for e m p o w e r m e n t , p o l i t i ­

ca l m y t h intersecting w i t h subjective need. T h e ancient I n d i a n 

earth is st i l l able to "Beget n e w glories." T h e idea l i zat ion of the 

past is d r a w n into the voice i n the quest for a future, equal ly 

ideal ized : 

M o t h e r , O M o t h e r , wherefore doest thou sleep? 
Arise and answer for thy children's sake ! 
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W a k e n O slumbering M o t h e r and be crowned, 
W h o once wert empress of the sovereign past. (Poems, p. 58) 

It is as i f the daughter i m p r i s o n e d by passion is s t r ik ing free of 

her o w n bondage i n the act of a w a k e n i n g the mother . 

Indeed, the image of I n d i a as m o t h e r struck a deep v e i n i n the 

culture. Punya bhumi (blessed earth) a n d bharat mata (mother 

I n d i a ) were l i n k e d together for b o t h poet a n d audience. T h e 

m o t h e r was sacred, potent, terrible to her foes w h e n a w o k e n . I n 

a later p o e m , N a i d u celebrates " K a l i the m o t h e r , " the fierce, 

passionate goddess of b o t h life a n d destruction : " O terr ible a n d 

tender a n d d i v i n e ! / O mystic m o t h e r of a l l sacri f ice" opens the 

p o e m , w h i c h ends w i t h a n i n v o c a t i o n : "Kali! Maheshwari!" 

M i n d f u l of her foreign readers, N a i d u has a d d e d a note : "These 

are some of the m a n y names of the E t e r n a l M o t h e r of H i n d u 

W o r s h i p " (Poems, p p . 177-79) . 

I n d i a ' s association w i t h B r i t i s h c o l o n i a l i s m provides a tel l ing 

twist to the pervasive femaleness of the I n d i a n earth. C i ta t ions 

f r o m K e s h u b C h u n d e r Sen, one of the great figures of the B e n g a l 

Renaissance, reveal h o w the trope acquires s y m b o l i c power for 

ant i -co lonia l act iv i ty . Sen, w h o h a d visited E n g l a n d i n 1870, was 

immensely taken w i t h E n g l i s h cul ture a n d longed to unite B r i t a i n 

a n d I n d i a , C h r i s t i a n i t y a n d H i n d u i s m . I n his extended figure 

I n d i a becomes the b r i d e a n d E n g l a n d the g r o o m : 

L e t I n d i a , beloved I n d i a be dressed i n a l l her jewellery — 
those sparkling orient gems for w h i c h this land is so famous. . . . 
T h e bridegroom is coming. . . . L e t I n d i a be ready i n due season. 7 

B u t b y 1883 the image t u r n s ; i n Sen's " A s i a ' s Message to E u ­

r o p e , " the m o t h e r country is a w o m a n r a p e d , a prisoner of 

E n g l a n d , v io lated, b leeding. T h e artifice of d i c t i o n opens u p the 

p a i n of a n earth v io lated : 

Behold the sweet angel of the East into whose beauty the very 
colours of heaven seem to have been woven — the fair E a s t . . . 
lies prostrate, a bleeding prisoner . . . T h e rivers that r u n eastward 
and the rivers that r u n westward are crimson w i t h Asiatic gore . . . 

(Iyengar, pp. 44-45) 

I f K e s h u b C h u n d e r Sen's tragic real izat ion provides a m o m e n ­

tary insight i n t o the symbol ic femaleness of I n d i a , N a i d u carr ied 



56 M E E N A A L E X A N D E R 

that s y m b o l i s m i n t o her g r o w i n g sense of feminist c o m m i t m e n t . 

B y 1906, w h e n she spoke to the I n d i a n S o c i a l Conference i n 

C a l c u t t a , there is a causal connect ion between the d e p r i v a t i o n of 

c i v i l r ights that I n d i a n w o m e n suffer a n d the success of the B r i t i s h 

colonizers. H e r language is fierce a n d direct. W h e r e a s i n "Sut tee" 

the m a n h a d been i n v o k e d as the w o m a n ' s soul , here the w o m a n 

is g iven f u l l a u t o n o m y , a " h u m a n s o u l " a n d w i t h it the i n a l i e n ­

able b i r t h r i g h t of " l i b e r t y a n d l i f e . " N o w the l i b e r a t i o n of I n d i a 

is h e l d to be inseparable f r o m the l iberat ion of its w o m e n . T h e 

soul , w h e n evoked, is firmly p laced i n female flesh, a n d l i n k e d to 

the r a d i c a l powers of m a t e r n i t y : 

Does one m a n dare to deprive another of his birthright to God's 
pure a ir w h i c h nourishes his body? H o w then shall a m a n dare to 
deprive a h u m a n soul of its i m m e m o r i a l inheritance of liberty 
and life? A n d yet m y friends, m a n has so dared i n the case of 
I n d i a n women. T h a t is why you men of I n d i a are today what you 
are: because your fathers i n depriving your mothers of that 
immemoria l birthright have robbed you, their sons, of your just 
inheritance. Therefore I charge you, restore to your women their 
ancient rights . . . 8 

A s i n " O d e to I n d i a , " the ideal ized V e d i c past stands as a golden 

age. N a i d u was f a m e d as a n orator t h r o u g h o u t I n d i a a n d i n 

m a n y of her speeches the d e p r i v a t i o n suffered by the w o m e n 

a r o u n d her, a n d by her o w n self i n its most pr ivate port ions, comes 

to figure as the g r o u n d of change. Restorat ion of women's rights 

becomes a necessary c o n d i t i o n for N a t i o n a l f reedom. 

O f t e n i n the poems, however, a w o m a n ' s p a i n is conveyed as a 

p o r t i o n of things as they are, w i t h o u t reference to possible change; 

the t e l l i n g seems to suffice. I n " N a s t u r t i u m s " for instance, the 

speaker evokes b o t h the bitter fragrance of the b l o o m a n d the 

sensations el icited by the sight of the petals, then moves o n to a 

rec i tat ion of the names of w o m e n f r o m H i n d u mythology . E a c h 

of the w o m e n , S a v i t r i or S i t a , D r a u p a d i , D a m a y a n t i or S h a k u n t -

a la , has suffered p a i n or betrayal at the hands of a m a n . T h e 

poet's footnote points t h e m out as " i m m o r t a l w o m e n of Sanskrit 

legend a n d s o n g " ; their grief a n d v ir tue sti l l " i n s p i r e " the lives of 

I n d i a n w o m e n (Poems, p . 9 5 ) . T h e tale of S i t a i n p a r t i c u l a r 

h a u n t e d N a i d u , especially the p o r t i o n of her life set for th i n the 
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disputed U t t a r R a m a K a n d a of the Ramayana. T h e r e K i n g 

R a m a , st i l l dubious about her v i r tue after the years of exile he 

has forced u p o n her, requires S i t a to undergo a test by fire. S i t a , 

w h i t e h a i r e d n o w a n d the m o t h e r of g r o w n twins, their faces the 

spit t ing image of R a m a ' s o w n , utterly blameless st i l l , is h u m i l i ­

ated. She cries out to the mother earth a n d earth, quite l i teral ly 

her m o t h e r , splits open to save her. S i t a is swal lowed back into 

the earth f r o m w h i c h she h a d emerged ( K i n g J a n a k a , her 'father, ' 

discovered her w h i l e a field was b e ing p l o u g h e d ) . N a i d u puts 

this m y t h , w i t h its ontologica l base i n the materni ty of the earth, 

to s tart l ing p o l i t i c a l use. I n her activities w i t h G a n d h i a n d C . F . 

A n d r e w s to prevent the abuse of i n d e n t u r e d w o m e n labourers 

w h o were taken f r o m I n d i a to S o u t h A f r i c a a n d F i j i , N a i d u 

makes covert use of the fate of S i ta . T h e godly figure of R a m a , 

i n his role as cruel h u s b a n d , is e l ided a n d the B r i t i s h rulers take 

his p l a c e : " I . . . raise m y v o i c e " cries N a i d u i n a speech of 1917, 

" n o t for the m e n , but for w o m e n , for those w o m e n whose p r o u d ­

est m e m o r y i t is that S i t a w o u l d not s tand the challenge to her 

h o n o u r b u t ca l led u p o n the m o t h e r earth to avenge her a n d the 

earth opened u p to avenge h e r " (Speeches, p . 9 2 ) . 

V 

1917 saw the p u b l i c a t i o n of N a i d u ' s last v o l u m e of poetry, The 

Broken Wing. She was 3 8 . A f t e r i t , t h o u g h she m i g h t have scrib­

b led a few lines f r o m t ime to t ime, she never seriously wrote 

poetry. H e r l i fe was consumed b y the rigours of p u b l i c c a m p a i g n ­

i n g , her years p u n c t u a t e d by i m p r i s o n m e n t . P o l i t i c a l l y , she was 

k n o w n t h r o u g h o u t I n d i a . T h i s last v o l u m e culminates i n a l o n g 

p o e m cal led The Temple, a p o e m of undeniable erotic ism that 

the e p i g r a m f r o m T a g o r e ( " M y passion shal l b u r n as the flame 

of S a l v a t i o n " ) cannot quite mask. O n e gathers that the p o e m 

caused qui te a stir w h e n the v o l u m e first appeared. T h e r e were 

r u m o u r s of i l l i c i t love or a sexual passion the poet c o u l d not 

w h o l l y fu l f i l i n her l i fe. T h e p o e m itself is d i v i d e d into three m a i n 

sections, each i n t u r n b r o k e n u p into short poems, three or four 

stanzas i n length. T h e t ight stanzaic f o r m N a i d u chooses is 

heightened i n f o r m a l i t y b y the use of a t it le for each short p o e m , 

" T h e o f fer ing ," " T h e feast," a n d so for th . I n each case the 
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s y m b o l i s m is sexual , the religious sense subservient to the erotic 

del ight or suffering received at the hands of the beloved. I n the 

t h i r d section the tone intensifies. T h e voice is fierce w i t h the 

energy of h a v i n g broken t h r o u g h the frozen stasis — " M y c o l d 

heart l ike a spectre / I n a rose encirc led s h r o u d " — r e q u i r e d of 

female beauty. " B u t I have p l u c k e d y o u , O m i r a c u l o u s F l o w e r 

of m y desire," writes the poet, " A n d crushed between m y l ips the 

b u r n i n g petals of y o u r m o u t h " (Poems, p p . 204, 2 1 2 ) . 

T h e petals, a figure for the beloved l ips , dissolve into the l i teral 

a n d fiercely desired m o u t h . Y e t i n the f o l l o w i n g p o e m , " T h e L u t e 

S o n g , " sexuality, grasped so av id ly , eats i n t o the core of the self. 

A l m o s t l ike O o t h o o n i n Blake's Visions of the Daughters of Al­

bion, the voice i n N a i d u ' s p o e m cries to be w i p e d out, n u l l i f i e d , 

so that the self m i g h t reflect the p u r i t y of a male lover. O o t h o o n ' s 

posit ion was starker: raped by B r o m i o n she must cry out to 

T h e o t o r m o n ' s eagle to tear her breast. I n the b loody place left i n 

her b o d y she longs to reflect the " i m a g e of T h e o t o r m o n . " 9 T h e 

w o m a n r a p e d , instead of t u r n i n g outwards i n anger at her assail­

ant, first turns i n shame to herself, w o u n d i n g herself, seeking to 

cross out her o w n existence or to m i r r o r , i n her d o u b l y w o u n d e d 

flesh, the image of the beloved. I n N a i d u ' s p o e m the violence 

against the self is inc ip ient . F i rs t the self must m i r r o r the beloved. 

H e r eyes "shadowless wells of desire" — almost a carry over of 

Symons's image for Saroj ini ' s o w n eyes — must bear the beloved's 

face to perfection. T h e self is effectively nul l i f i ed . B u t the ferocity 

of passion, h a v i n g taken this first step, n o w abates. T h e voice 

asks forgiveness. Desire overwhelms the speaker; she has tres­

passed her o w n b o u n d s : " F o r g i v e m e the sin of m y eyes" begins 

the s ix th p o e m , w h i c h then flows i n t o a list of wrongs. T h e 

speaker has "assai led," " e n c i r c l e d , " "oppress 'd , " even " r a v i s h e d " 

the beloved. N o w comes the t ime for atonement. She w i l l b r e w 

her o w n soul into w i n e to m a k e h i m strong ; t h r o u g h the strength 

of love, she w i l l " f a s h i o n " h i m i n t o a god . T h e r e is no i r o n y i n 

the v o i c e ; the sentiment, u n f l a w e d b y desperation, is l i f ted 

straight out of a t r a d i t i o n that advocates w o r s h i p of the h u s b a n d 

as i f he were a god. E r o t i c i s m , once p o w e r f u l , is a g a i n covert as 

the poet writes i n the c loy ing language of myst ic ism : " Y o u are 
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the substance of m y breath / A n d y o u the mystic p a n g of D e a t h " 

(Poems, p . 2 1 7 ) . 

T h e speaker's true state, w i t h her desire so severely repressed, 

subl imated i n t o a pseudo-mysticism, becomes clear i n a p a i n f u l 

p o e m ca l led " T h e Secret." H e r e (the p o e m is a p o r t i o n of The 

Temple) the speaker is already dead. Passion u n r e q u i t e d has 

k i l l e d her. People come f o r w a r d to her b e a r i n g tr ibute , powerless 

to te l l of the death w i t h i n her. I n a perfect m a s k i n g of her post­

h u m o u s c o n d i t i o n , she is visible to t h e m , as if completely alive. 

T h e cruelty of desire has k i l l e d her. H e r t h r o b b i n g heart was 

flung " to serve w i l d dogs for m e a t . " N o w she must fend off, as 

best she c a n , " the r a v e n i n g fire / O f m y o w n heart's desire." 

T e r r o r at the impasse she has reached breaks the voice open, a n d 

it turns yet a g a i n , n o w to celebrate the "passionate s i n " for w h i c h 

p u n i s h m e n t must be craved, a p u n i s h m e n t w h i c h p a r a d o x i c a l l y 

serves to aff irm a trespassing passion. I n a p o e m cal led " T h e 

S a n c t u a r y " the poet w r i t e s : 

M y p r o u d soul shall be unforgiven 
F o r a passionate sin it w i l l ne'er repent, 
A n d I shall be doomed, O L o v e and driven 
A n d hurled from Heaven's h igh battlement, 

D o w n through the deep ages, alone, unfrightened, 
F l u n g like a pebble thro' burning space ; 
B u t the speed of my fa l l shall be sweet and brightened 
By the memoried joy of your radiant face! (Poems, p. 229) 

W h a t a f a l l the w o m a n suffers for her passion, d r o p p i n g through 

the gul f of t ime ; yet her self coheres to her passion a n d its b u r n i n g 

space, heat r e i n f o r c i n g the "passionate s i n " the stanzas celebrate. 

Desire , o u t l a w e d b y the w o r l d , defines the speaker, yet the last 

stanza of the p o e m reveals a curious change. W h i l e the self falls 

t h r o u g h the immense gulf , the m a l e beloved is h e l d secure i n 

" G o d ' s myst ic g a r d e n . " H e must be preserved blameless, as a 

"saint e v e n . " H i s lack of sexual response, his c h i l l i n g neutral i ty , 

n o w come to stand as v i r t u e w h i l e she, fierce a n d tender, must be 

thrust out. Y e t one l ine stands i n re l ie f : " M y o u t l a w e d spirit 

shal l crave n o p a r d o n " (Poems, p . 2 3 0 ) . S t a n d i n g outside the 

laws of the w o r l d , she gathers strength t h r o u g h defiance, the very 

strength the p o l i t i c a l w o m a n needs to w o r k against co lonia l w i l l . 
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H e r r o m a n t i c torment then w o u l d seem to create a shock of 

resistance that the p o l i t i c a l self can d r a w o n . 

Y e t The Temple does not e n d there. G e n d e r works its strange 

corrosions. I n the very last stanza of the l o n g p o e m we discover 

a p o e m entit led " D e v o t i o n " where the previous image of female 

flesh t h r o w n to the dogs returns w i t h a vengeance. T h e r e is 

m a s o c h i s m here, a total rejection by the voice of the o u t l a w e d 

self. A l l her defiance dissolved, she throws herself at the beloved : 

she is h i s ; he m a y d o w h a t he w i l l . T h e heroic d r o p t h r o u g h 

space has lapsed i n t o this al l-too-earthly desecration : 

Take my flesh to feed your dogs i f you choose, 
W a t e r your garden trees w i t h my blood if you w i l l , 
T u r n my heart into ashes, my dreams into dust — 
A m I not yours, O love to cherish or to k i l l ? (Poems, p. 231 ) 

T h e poetic self is i n the g r i p of a sexuality so atavistic that desire 

equals destruction. Effect ively, there were no m o r e poems. 

N a i d u ' s p o l i t i c a l self, however, flourished. I n 1925 she reached 

the height of her fame w h e n she was the first I n d i a n w o m a n 

elected President of the N a t i o n a l Congress. A t her i n a u g u r a t i o n , 

she was led to the p o d i u m i n a great procession that i n c l u d e d 

M a h a t m a G a n d h i a n d b o t h M o t i l a l a n d J a w a h a r l a l N e h r u . W i t h 

the eyes of the n a t i o n on her she acknowledged the h o n o u r done 

to her as a "generous tr ibute to I n d i a n w o m a n h o o d . " Indeed, as 

a w o m a n , she w a n t e d n o t h i n g m o r e t h a n to propose a "most 

modest domestic p r o g r a m m e . " It was one she was w i l l i n g to die 

f o r : " t o restore to I n d i a her true posit ion as the supreme mistress 

i n her o w n h o m e . . . . It w i l l be m y [l]ovely t h o u g h diff icult task, 

t h r o u g h the c o m i n g year, to set m y mother 's house i n order . . . " 1 0 

W h a t c o u l d be a more fitting desire for a feminist a n d N a t i o n ­

alist? T h e image of the m a t e r n a l h o m e , the locus of earliest 

n u r t u r i n g , consoles a n d releases, i n s p i r i n g confidence i n the fu­

ture. N o t that this feminine image s h o u l d be mis interpreted as 

quiescent, for N a i d u goes on i n her speech to argue for resolute, 

even war- l ike measures to combat the B r i t i s h , measures that were 

i n confl ict w i t h G a n d h i ' s posture of tota l ahimsa. She w a n t e d 

compulsory m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g for a l l c h i l d r e n , r e m o b i l i z a t i o n of 

the vil lages, a n d the organizat ion of u r b a n workers so that b o t h 
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women and men could arm themselves. This arming of the nation 
against colonialism seemed to her a "natural and indispensable 
auxiliary of political emancipation." It seemed to her that there 
was no other way of overthrowing the enemy that lay both within 
and without: those "deadly forces of repression that challenge 
our human rights of l iberty." 1 1 Now the passage of her resistance 
seems clear. The confrontation with the sometimes tragic bonds 
of her own culture empowered her psyche, permitting it to attack 
the public bonds laid down by a colonizing power. If there is 
regret that her poetry did not keep pace with her life, it is equally 
possible to sense that her private and at times agonizing conflicts, 
as recorded in poetry, were crucial to the integrity of her living 
voice. 
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