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The Chāyāvād Era of Modern Standard Hindi (Khari Boli) poetry appeared 

around 1920 as a contradiction to the poetic idiom of the previous Dvivedī Era (named 

for Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī, 1864-1938, editor of the influential journal, Sarasvatī). 

Through Sarasvatī, Dvivedī oversaw the standardization of Khari Boli Hindi as a national 

poetic medium.  Whereas the didactic, grammatically standardized poetry of the Dvivedī 

Era emphasizes social reformist and nationalist themes, the poetic idiom developed by 

the four major Chāyāvād poets—Jayśakar Prasād (1889-1937), Sumitrānandan Pant 

(1900-1977), Sūryakānt Tripāhī (“Nirālā,” 1899?-1961) and Mahādevī Varmā (1902-

1987)—focuses on the interior feelings of the individual and freely transgresses 

grammatical rules.  This shift in the popular poetic idiom raises the dissertation’s leading 

question:  why did the individualistic, introverted Chāyāvād idiom appear at a moment of 

social consolidation and intense nationalist activity?  My query is broadly contextualized 

within three theoretical areas:  modernity and nationalism as Chāyāvād’s primary 
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discursive contexts; identity studies; and the concept of the cultural product as a semiotic 

system involving complex social reverberations.  The Chāyāvād idiom’s manifestation as 

a cultural product constitutes the dissertation’s major area of concern.  I argue that 

Chāyāvād transmitted new configurations of Indian identity primarily through two 

means:  the reformulation of culturally significant themes and the manipulation of 

grammatical rules.  I identify four semiotically potent themes, the ‘transmissional 

modes,’ which served as sites of identity reformulation:   dharma, in the senses of 

conscience and social duty; nature; the individual in relation to society; and desire with 

its corollary, suffering.  On the basis that grammatical forms transmit social messages, I 

argue that grammatical developments relating to the Chāyāvād idiom were integral 

components in the construction of new modern-nationalist Indian identity models.  

Chāyāvād utilized shifts in grammar to address issues—such as power—that are closely 

connected to identity.  Thus the work of Chāyāvād, carried out in relation to the processes 

of modernity and nationalism through the transmissional modes and grammatical shifts, 

was to transform the terms of discourse that served as the basis for modern-nationalist 

identities in India. 
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Introduction:  The Work of Chāyāvād 

 
Questioning the Transition to Chāyāvād 

The subject of my research into identity is an apparently abrupt transition in the 

early twentieth century from one idiom of Khari Boli (Modern Standard Hindi) poetry to 

another.  Between the early 1920s and the mid-1930s, the style and content of popular 

Hindi poetry underwent a radical realignment as it passed from the didactic nationalism 

of the Dvivedī Era (named for publisher and essayist, Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī, 1864-

1938), to the lyric individualism of the emerging Chāyāvād (“Shadowism”) movement.  

While Dvivedī Era poetry is overtly nationalistic, depicting golden cities and heroic 

individuals in a descriptive but grammatically forthright style, Chāyāvād is self-absorbed, 

wandering through the vague and mystical reveries of a languishing lover or connecting 

with nature through impressionistic syntax; and while Dvivedī defined Hindi poetry as a 

social and nationalist project, Chāyāvād’s major poets—Jayśakar Prasād (1889-1937), 

Sumitrānandan Pant (1900-1977), Sūryakānt Tripāhī (“Nirālā,” 1899?-1961) and 

Mahādevī Varmā (1902-1987)—broke with the established Dvivedī Era idiom to 

privilege the interior life of the individual. 

The Chāyāvād era of Hindi poetry emerged in the early twentieth century as an 

apparent contradiction.  Not only did critics see the idiom as a threatening departure from 

the grammatical precedents set for Hindi poetry during the preceding Dvivedī Era, but its 

introspective treatment of topics typical of western romanticism—such as death, 

idealization of the beloved, and nature—seemed oblivious to contemporary social issues 
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and the momentous political events unfolding in colonial and nationalist contexts.1   Why 

in the midst of nationalist fervor and Gandhian attempts to galvanize a collective identity 

did the expression of the self in the popular poetic idiom change from the Dvivedī Era’s 

emphasis on a hero who sacrifices personal welfare for the greater good to Chāyāvād’s 

exploration of the interior emotions and perceptions of the individual; from extroversion 

to subjectivity; from didacticism to lyricism?   

My query about the transition to Chāyāvād in the midst of the nationalist 

movement is contextualized within three theoretical areas that serve as linchpins for the 

study:  1) the interrelated processes of modernity and nationalism that formed 

Chāyāvād’s primary discursive contexts (the condition of being colonized was also one of 

Chāyāvād’s primary discursive contexts, but because the leading question about 

Chāyāvād concerns its appearance during high nationalism, colonial influences are 

viewed as linked to nationalist processes); 2) identity, which underlies my discussion of 

Chāyāvād’s construction of national identities and which I view as the outcome of the 

idiom’s activity; and 3) the concept of the cultural product as a signifying system with 

social resonance.  I view the Chāyāvād idiom as as cultural product and analyze its work 

as a transmitter of configurations of national identity by employing theories in the fields 

of semiotics and cultural studies.  The major arguments of the dissertation fall under the 

                                                 
1 One example of an event with wide national repercussions is the Jallianwalla Bagh massacre that occurred 
on April 13, 1919, in Amritsar in the Panjab.  Public gatherings had been banned in the area and British 
troops under General R. E. H. Dyer shot and killed four hundred Indian villagers and wounded twelve 
hundred more who had come to attend a Hindu religious festival in a walled garden.  See Stanley Wolpert, 
A New History of India (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1989), pp. 298-300.  This event incited 
Rabindranath Tagore, Bengali writer and humanist, to renounce the knighthood conferred on him in 1913 
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rubric of the third category, the fertility of the cultural product working through semiotic 

processes.  I argue that, as a cultural product, Chāyāvād transmitted new configurations 

of Indian national identity primarily through two means:  the reformulation of culturally 

significant themes which I call the “transmissional modes” and the manipulation of 

grammar as a means of representing collective identity.   

In connection with the first area of inquiry noted above, modernity and 

nationalism, Chāyāvād  could be analyzed as a literary phenomenon distinct from 

nationalist processes on the basis of its introversion; but I entered the research process 

assuming that Chāyāvād’s appearance in a social milieu preoccupied with the struggle 

towards nationhood confirms its involvement in nationalist processes.2  The personal 

engagement of Chāyāvād poets with nationalist causes indicates that the idiom is 

implicated in nationalism.  For example, in support of the svadeśī movement, which 

urged Indians to boycott foreign-produced goods, Mahādevī Varmā wore only khādī 

cloth and lived according to Gandhi’s ‘constructive work’ program.3  In the realm of 

Hindi literary criticism carried out in India, critics have variously favored both sides of 

the question about Chāyāvād’s connection to nationalism.  Namwar Singh comments, “It 

generally has been said about Chāyāvād that it had absolutely no connection with the 

                                                                                                                                                 
upon winning the Nobel Prize for Literature.  Tagore’s influence on the Hindi Chāyāvād poets was 
immense.     
2 Many literary critics working from the mid-twentieth century to the present (Julia Kristeva, Michel 
Foucault, and Roland Barthes, for example) assert that all literary texts are socially constructed.   
3 Karine Schomer, Mahadevi Varma and the Chhayavad Age of Modern Hindi Poetry  (Berkeley:  
University of California Press, 1983), pp. 204-206; pp. 282-286. 
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contemporary national movement.”4  But Singh himself and other prominent Hindi critics 

have gone on to consider Chāyāvād’s connections to nationalism.5  

Thus presuming the idiom’s involvement in nationalist processes, I intended at the 

outset of the research process to analyze both the Chāyāvād and Dvivedī Era idioms’ 

thematic and formal characteristics primarily in relation to aspects of the period’s 

national movement.  But as I continued to explore the dissertation’s original question—

why did popular Hindi poetry veer into introversion and individualism during the 

nationalist period?—it became clear that the research agenda could not be framed 

adequately within the category of ‘nationalism’ alone as the much larger project of 

‘modernity’ functionally overshadows nationalism.  First, nationalism and modernity are 

inseparable discourses; they are interlayered to such an extent that the precise nature of 

the relationship between them has been the object of considerable recent discussion 

among social scientists and cultural theorists.  Second, the Chāyāvād idiom itself requires 

the larger frame because, as I soon realized, its influence on the formation of national 

identities was filtered through the discourses and issues surrounding modernity.  I 

therefore adopted modernity as an additional, requisite framework for investigating 

Chāyāvād’s involvement in India’s early twentieth-century nationalist movement.     

Thus with respect to the dissertation’s first basis of theoretical inquiry—

modernity and nationalism—I articulate not only Chāyāvād’s place in the jointly 

constructed project of modernity and nationalism as it was carried out in India in the 

                                                 
4 Namwar Singh, Ādhunik Sāhitya kī pravttiyā (Allahabad: Lokbhāratī Prakāśan, 1998), p. 33.   
5 Namwar Singh, Chāyāvād, Chauthī āvti (New Delhi:  Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1999), pahalā saskara, 
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early twentieth century, but, more broadly, explicate a specific area of relationship 

between modernity and nationalism:  how a modern literary movement (in this case, a 

poetic idiom) works to construct a national identity.  I refer to the identity configurations 

promoted by Chāyāvād as ‘modern-nationalist identities’ in order to emphasize the links 

between modernity’s broad themes and the specific demands of the Indian nationalist 

movement.   

The dissertation’s second theoretical basis, identity, is a broadly constructed field 

of inquiry that has received attention from psychologists, psychiatrists, sociologists, 

scholars in religious and area studies, cultural theoreticians, and so on.  From the early 

1990s interest in national identity as a specific form of identity began to increase among 

scholars in the fields of the social sciences and cultural studies.  It is widely accepted that 

the construction of national identity is an integral component of nationalist processes:  

“Movements for social change, including nationalist movements, have to develop a 

collective identity . . . . and then succeed in binding a sufficient section of the wider 

public to a diffused variation on this identity.”6  The concept of national identity is 

implicitly connected to the broader problem of how collective identities are constructed.  

Early twentieth-century Marxist theorist Antonio Gramsci—whose concepts serve as a 

basis for a discussion in Chapter Two of Dvivedī’s promotion of Khari Boli Hindi as the 

national language—articulated the processes whereby collective identities are constructed 

through cultural hegemonies.  Nationalism can even be co-defined with identity; some 

                                                                                                                                                 
 1955. 
6 Gerard Delanty and Patrick O’Mahony, Nationalism and Social Theory: Modernity and the Recalcitrance 
of the Nation (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 2002), p. 40. 
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scholars view nationalism as the “fundamental collective identity” of modern society.7  It 

is at least one of modernity’s “dominant forms of realizing collective identity.”8  My 

research particularly concerns the use of the Chāyāvād idiom as a vehicle through which 

models of national collective identities were constructed and diffused. 

Beyond nationalism’s broad connections to processes of identity construction lies 

the even more vexing issue of how a cultural product, such as a body of poems, functions 

to construct national identities.  Cultural production, the third area of theoretical inquiry 

under which Chāyāvād will be discussed, constitutes the dissertation’s primary field of 

inquiry.  It is central in that it goes beyond the other two theoretical areas—modernity 

and nationalism (discursive contexts) and identity construction (the outcome of 

Chāyāvād’s work)—to serve as the rubric under which the transmissive quality of the 

Chāyāvād idiom can be questioned:  what precisely were the processes through which 

this poetic idiom worked to transmit ideas that subsequently became accepted as 

structural components of Indian identities?  As a literary form, a popular poetic idiom is a 

“cultural interpretation system” that is uniquely qualified to disseminate concepts of 

national identity.9  My comparison of the characteristics of the two periods shows that the 

poetry of the Chāyāvād Era supported the formation of modern-nationalist identities 

primarily through two idiomatic features that conveyed cultural re-interpretations:  

thematic constructions and uses of grammar.   

                                                 
7 Ibid., p. xv. 
8 Ibid., p. xv. 
9 Ibid., p. 5. 
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First, and primarily, the Chāyāvād poetic idiom resituated ideas about identity 

beyond the thematic preferences of the Dvivedī Era.  The themes of the Dvivedī Era, 

expressed in both its poetry and prose, lay in the realms of the imagined nation and issues 

related to social reform.  Popular topics included language issues (in particular the 

standardization of Khari Boli’s grammar and its acceptance as the national poetic 

medium); heroes and heroines who exemplified the social reform agendas produced by 

late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century discourses surrounding colonialism and the 

assimilation of western value systems; topics of cultural or educational interest; and India 

as a sacred geographical space.  These topical areas accommodated a thematic 

preoccupation with the exaltation of India and the definition of Indian male and female 

identities based in social reform agendas.  India and, concurrently, Indian national 

identities were defined during the Dvivedī Era according to a particular image of India 

that was glorified, essentialized, and prescriptive.  The Chāyāvād idiom worked to 

fragment the Dvivedī Era’s monolithic constructions of national identity.  In some 

instances of comparing the two idioms this shift is difficult to see because the poetry of 

the two eras sometimes looks much the same.  One cause of apparent similarities is that 

the work of some Dvivedī Era poets, such as Ayodhyāsih Upādhyāy (Hariaudh), who 

were laboring under the poetic ideals constituted by Dvivedī began to move towards a 

more Chāyāvād-like sensibility.  Other similarities between the two idioms are also 

apparent.  For example, poets of both the Dvivedī and Chāyāvād Eras were concerned 

with articulating specifically Indian topics and both functioned in dialogue with the 

colonial experience.   
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However, Chāyāvād’s primary accomplishment, I argue, was to resituate the 

discourse about Indian identity away from the Dvivedī-era topics and themes listed above 

that had been constituted primarily in dialogue with the colonial experience into thematic 

domains that were specifically and deeply embedded in Indian experience and which 

carry socially constituted “implicit meanings.”10  In my research I observed that the 

Chāyāvād poetic idiom singled out a specific set of four culturally significant themes 

which were elements of a preexistent system of social and cultural conventions.  Because 

of their social and cultural potency, these themes were semiotically dynamic and were 

thus able to serve as sites through which shifts in national identity could be effected.  

They serve as the focal points of my discussion of the idiom’s involvement in nationalist 

processes.  I refer to them as the ‘transmissional modes.’  They are:  dharma in the senses 

of conscience and social duty; nature; the individual in relation to society; and desire and 

its corollary, suffering.  The transmissional modes worked within the structures of the 

poetic idiom to transform premodern identities through a process I refer to as 

‘restructured coherence’ which consists of the recontextualization of a system of semiotic 

markers (the modes) into a unified field (the poem).   By revising the meanings of 

embedded cultural concepts through the cohesive unit of the poem, the modes made new 

identity configurations both acceptable and more readily transmissible.  The idea of 

restructured coherence presumes that the historically generated necessity for radical 

change in a collectively held identity will be difficult for a society to embrace.  In using 

                                                 
10 Mary Douglas, ed., Implicit Meanings: Selected Essays in Anthropology (London; New York: Routledge, 
1999). 



   9

the transmissional modes Chāyāvād took themes that had fit into a previously existing 

system of social coherence but which had been disrupted by the joint processes of 

modernity and nationalism and cleverly reconfigured these into new coherences through 

the means of poetic unity.  

Second, Chāyāvād influenced alterations to Indian national identities by loosening 

grammatical constraints in contradiction to Dvivedī’s nationalist standardization of Khari 

Boli grammar.  Chāyāvād’s loosening of grammatical constructions within the scope of 

poetic language at the very moment at which Dvivedī was attempting to propagate a 

standardized form of Hindi for nationalist purposes was a shocking development to 

Dvivedī and his followers.  On the basis that grammatical forms transmit social messages 

(following theoretical concepts about the use of grammar developed by Julia Kristeva and 

Antonio Gramsci), I argue that the grammatical developments relating to the Chāyāvād 

idiom were highly influential factors in the construction of new modern-nationalist Indian 

identity models.  Chāyāvād utilized shifts in grammar to address issues, such as power, 

that relate to identity.  Thus the ‘work of Chāyāvād,’ carried out in relation to the 

processes of modernity and nationalism by means of the transmissional modes and 

grammatical shifts, was to transform the terms of discourse that served as the basis for 

modern national identities in India.  The following sections of this introduction provide 

greater detail concerning the dissertation’s bases of theoretical inquiry and discuss how 

these inform my study of the Chāyāvād idiom. 
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Between Modernity and Nationalism:  Gandhi and Tagore  

The early twentieth-century Indian icons Mohandas K. Gandhi (1869-1948) and 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) carry special significances in relation to Chāyāvād.  

Gandhi was the principal icon of the nationalist movement and the Chāyāvād poets, as 

previously mentioned in relation to Mahādevī, espoused Gandhian ideals.  Tagore was 

India’s great literary figure and Nobel Laureate (1913) whose Bengali poetry in Hindi 

translation directly influenced the birth of Chāyāvād.  The debate between Gandhi and 

Tagore over the viability of nationalism can serve as a touchstone in locating Chāyāvād 

in the midst of the modern and nationalist discourses.   

Two of the many projects that Gandhi carried out to support the Indian 

independence movement and the construction of the nation were the writing of 

Hind Swarāj, his nationalist book inveighing against western modernity, and his 

promotion of the use of the carkhā (spinning wheel).11  Gandhi turned spinning into a 

political, economic, and social act with the intention of fostering support of the 

nationalist movement in everyday contexts through constructive involvement in svadeśī 

(self-reliance on Indian goods and the concomitant boycott of western products).  In spite 

of the anti-modern messages sent by Hind Swarāj and carkhā spinning, early twentieth-

century Indian nationalism was a modern project.  While Gandhi’s purist, village-linked 

description of the nation turned out to be a valuable rallying point for large numbers of 

Indians towards the fulfillment of the nationalist project’s goal of independence, it was 

                                                 
11 M.K. Gandhi, Hind Swarāj, in Rudrangshu Mukherjee, ed., The Penguin Gandhi Reader (New York: 
Penguin Group, 1993); originally published in December 1909 in Indian Opinion. 
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never a realistic assessment of what it would be like for India to take its place as an 

independent nation in the modern world.  Gandhi’s project was a fissured site, torn 

between ‘the modern’ and the ‘not modern.’   

In comparison to Gandhi, Tagore was considerably more perspicacious about ‘the 

modern.’  His own projects (philosophical, literary, and educational) were far less 

ambivalently positioned in relation to modernity than Gandhi’s nationalist goals because 

his views on the west and modernity were not monolithic but rather were finely tuned and 

generally positive.  These views on modernity were articulated primarily in his essays 

and fictional writings on various social, cultural, and scientific topics, which reveal his 

universality, cosmopolitanism, and his open—although not entirely uncritical—attitude 

towards western cultural and scientific ideas.  Although their friendship endured, Gandhi 

and Tagore fought bitterly and publicly over the viability of nationalism, with Tagore 

strongly opposing Gandhi’s activism, even though it was nonviolent, primarily on the 

grounds that nationalism is a path that inevitably leads to violence.  However, I argue 

that, beyond nationalism, the basic dispute between Gandhi and Tagore relates to their 

complex views on modernity’s characteristic instrumentalism, itself an outcome of the 

post-Enlightenment privileging of scientific modes of thought.  Further, their uses of 

nature to represent the nation influenced Chāyāvād’s later use of nature as its primary 

transmissional mode and favored metaphor for representing the self.  This debate is 

discussed in Chapter Four, “Nature and the Nation: Connecting Chāyāvād’s Use of 

Nature to the Gandhi-Tagore Nationalist Controversy.” 
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Chāyāvād was buffeted between the strong and opposing discourses exemplified 

by the argument between Gandhi and Tagore over nationalism.  The idiom arose under 

the influence of Tagore’s poetic voice but was not defined solely by that influence.  The 

Chāyāvād poets supported Gandhi’s nationalist project; however, the Chāyāvād idiom 

(meaning the poetry) neither directly promotes nor opposes nationalist causes even 

though, as I argue, it worked to redefine national identities.12  I propose that Chāyāvād 

fits into the nationalist discourse by way of and as an articulation of modernity, which 

was at the core of the Gandhi-Tagore dispute and which was an even more deeply 

unsettling matter for Indians than the implementation of the nationalist project. 

Based on the interchange between Gandhi and Tagore, the significance of the 

relationship between nationalism and modernity in the early twentieth-century Indian 

nationalist movement is indisputable.  Early and mid-twentieth century theorists did not 

give much thought to the connections between nationalism and modernity, but by the 

1990s the relationship between the two discourses had begun to attract greater scholarly 

attention and the topic became a significant site of theoretical reflection.  After my 

research led to the recognition that Chāyāvād exemplifies the activity of modern 

processes in the Indian nationalist context, I began to question more deeply the nature of 

these discourses, their connections, and their theoretical construction.  A brief delineation 

of the trajectory of twentieth-century scholarship that has defined modernity and 

nationalism as discursive categories will serve as a useful basis for my discussion of 

                                                 
12 A small number of poems from the Chāyāvād Era are nationalist.  Nirālā, especially, published some 
poems during the Chāyāvād Era which display nationalist sentiment.  One example is “Jāgo phir ek bār” 
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Chāyāvād’s work in constructing nationalist and modern Indian identities.  The next two 

sections of this introduction contextualize Chāyāvād in the landscape of theories relating 

to modernity and nationalism and summarize prevailing thought on the two discourses’ 

distinguishing characteristics and functional relationship. 

 

Situating Chāyāvād in Modernity  

The topic of modernity—its characteristics, the causes of its rise, and its forms—

constitutes one of the central debates in the arena of twentieth-century social theory.  In 

this dissertation I assume that modernity manifests as a discursive category.  I aim to 

observe its function through a poetic idiom in order to add to discussions about what it is 

and how it works in a nationalist context.  Decidedly not an “era” in western history or a 

Eurocentric concept, modernity has been generally defined as a historical, global 

condition related to social and cultural characteristics such as institutional differentiation, 

fragmentation, the privileging of scientific objectivity, and functionality.  It is frequently 

described as a cultural model, a consciousness, or a discourse, but “in its most elemental 

form, modernity is nothing more than the permanent institutionalization of social change 

and cultural transformation by globalized communication.”13  Modernity is plural; 

although the form of modernity that arose in western Europe in connection with the 

Enlightenment often served as an impetus for modernization processes in other areas of 

the world, the internal dynamics of non-western societies created their own forms of 

                                                                                                                                                 
(“Awaken Once More”) first published in 1926 and collected in Parimal.  The existence of these poems 
does not change the fact that the idiom’s characteristic topics and treatments were not overtly nationalist. 
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modernization.  Thus recent research emphasizes “multiple modernities.”14  The notion 

that modernity assumed unique characteristics in different global locations by drawing on 

indigenous sources is fundamental to this study of the Chāyāvād idiom.  Chāyāvād not 

only drew on modern, fragmenting influences that entered through colonization but also 

interpreted modernity in the Indian context and disseminated its own versions of modern 

forms.   

Vasudha Dalmia has addressed an issue that is central to the present study:  the 

means whereby indigenous forms become translated into modern contexts.  The focus of 

her study is the nineteenth-century “father of modern Hindi literature,” Bhāratendu  

Hariścandra (1850-85) of Vārāasī (Banaras, now in the North Indian state of Uttar 

Pradesh) who became a “spokesman for tradition” in the midst of multiple pressures 

connected with modernity and nationalism.15  Dalmia employs a modified version of 

Ranajit Guha’s conceptual framework which describes three “idioms:”  the first, or 

indigenous Indian idiom, which involves the construction of “traditional” forms and is 

viewed by Dalmia as always retaining considerable autonomy; the second, or the idiom 

of the “metropolitan political cultures of the colonizer”; and the third, or modern Indian 

idiom.16  This schema enables clarification of the tangled processes at work in nineteenth-

century colonial, nationalist North India.  The functional sphere of these three idioms 

                                                                                                                                                 
13 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. 3. 
14 Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, ed., Multiple Modernities (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2002). 
15 Vasudha Dalmia, The Nationalization of Hindu Traditions: Bhāratendu Hariśchandra and Nineteenth-
Century Banaras (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 10. 
16 Ibid., p. 14-18.  Ranajit Guha, “Dominance without Hegemony and its Historiography,” in Subaltern 
Studies VI.  Writings on South Asia, History and Society. ed. Ranajit Guha (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1989), pp. 210-309.  
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encompasses not only the political and nationalist, but also the social, cultural, and 

religious.  Dalmia writes, “The task, then, consists in working out how the [first] two 

idioms overlapped, crossed or subverted each other, in order to flow and coalesce into the 

third idiom, which was the modern Indian.”17   

Dalmia traces the construction of tradition by illuminating the obscure links 

between the pre-colonial past and Hariścandra’s period and examining the construction of 

tradition in Banaras as it continued under the multiple pressures of colonial and 

indigenous agencies during Hariścandra’s time.  She views the journals of the period as a 

literary genre and the primary source of historical knowledge for her research; however, 

she augments the literary sources with official records and other kinds of non-literary 

sources.  Through these two methodologies—the frame of the three idioms and the use of 

literary journals as sources of historical knowledge—a picture emerges of the nineteenth-

century construction of modern Indian identity.  This identity—primarily a view of 

Vaiavatā that could claim to represent all of Hinduism—was negotiated through 

indigenous constructions of tradition and western colonial incursions.   

The model of the three idioms which Dalmia uses to explain the appearance of 

modern identity formations is an uncomplicated frame which facilitates discussion of the 

highly complex set of circumstances surrounding the mechanics of modernity’s 

expression in nineteenth-century North India.  This framework should, in fact, be a 

general fit for any study attempting to explain the operation of nationalism and modernity 

in pre-Independence India.  It has been generally useful for my understanding of 

                                                 
17 Dalmia, p. 15. 
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modernity in this study of the Dvivedī Era and Chāyāvād.  Also, Dalmia’s assessment of 

the relationship between modernity and nationalism is similar to mine—that modernity is 

the overarching discourse within which nationalism functions.  She writes, “the third 

idiom…is best equated with the modernist, of which the nationalist formed one dominant 

aspect while in no way completely encompassing it.”18 

Dalmia’s project is to investigate the causes for the emergence of communal and 

national identities through constructions of tradition as, for example, in her discussion of 

the construction of a subcontinental Hinduism as primarily Vaiava.  Her work is a 

historical analysis centered on the use of prose texts published in journals to clarify the 

construction of tradition.  Although I agree with Dalmia’s overarching model that 

modernity, in its complexity, is constructed by the mingling of the strands of the first two 

idioms (indigenous and colonial), the present study is of a different kind.  One primary 

difference is in the use of the concept of tradition.  The transmssional modes which I 

propose involve complex, traditionally linked concepts.  But beyond investigating 

historically constructed traditionalist positions, I locate the site of identity construction 

within the poetic language itself.  There I focus on the semiotic capacity (including 

traditionally constructed meaning) that inheres within poetry and enables it to generate 

and transmit identity.  Thus, in addition to the three idiom model of the construction of 

modern identities, I have sought a more global framework within which to understand 

modernity and, particularly, the cultural, literary, and psychological mechanics of modern 

identity construction.  I investigate the identity-forming mechanics of Chāyāvād poetry at 

                                                 
18 Ibid., p. 49. 
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the semiotic level from those bases.  This study has, of course, necessitated historical 

contextualization. 

The theoretical model of modernity which I use in my study of Chāyāvād is 

proposed by Gerard Delanty and Patrick O’Mahony.  Their work presents a 

comprehensive view of the history of the scholarship of modernity and its connections to 

nationalism.  They base their view of modernity and nationalism on theories proposed by 

Shmuel Eisenstadt and other scholars that provide a “comparative civilizational analysis 

of the foundations of modernity” because they see such analyses as offering a more 

comprehensive interpretation of modernity than earlier depictions that were primarily 

concerned with processes of differentiation based in structural interpretations.19  They 

build on the civilizational model to discuss modernity as a process instead of a structure.  

Significantly for my study of Chāyāvād, they emphasize a set of three primary cultural 

models which they discuss as fundamental for modern processes:  knowledge, power, and 

the self.  Following Cornelius Castoriadis’s discussion of the “radical imaginary,” they 

link knowledge, power, and the self to the Jacobin concept of “radical freedom,” which 

they determine to be modernity’s underlying construct.20  It is through the notion of 

radical freedom that modernity and the processes of nationalism become most closely 

connected.  My discussion of the Chāyāvād idiom refers to knowledge, power, and the 

                                                 
19 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. xv, p. 2. 
20 Ibid., p. xiv.  Delanty and O’Mahony rely on Cornelius Castoriadis’s work, The Imaginary Institution of 
Society (Cambridge:  Polity, 1987), which outlines a tension in the construction of societies between the 
‘radical imaginary’ and the ‘institutional imaginary.’  Castoriadis’s dialectic of the “radical imaginary” and 
the “institutional imaginary” defines the basic tension inherent between the notions of self-determination 
and radical freedom and the conservative reality of institutional statehood.  Related to that “tension” or 
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self as modernity’s key models and radical freedom as its primary impulse.  I link these 

models to the transmissional modes in order to show how the Chāyāvād idiom worked to 

develop an Indian form of modern identity.   

The characterization of modernity in writings of a philosophical nature as a 

‘consciousness’ or a ‘discourse’ is significant in relation to the Chāyāvād idiom.  

Theories of this type have emphasized modernity’s vision of the world and its implication 

in cultural interpretation systems such as literature and art.  Jurgen Habermas’s concept 

of the public sphere exemplifies this category.  His description of the rise of the western 

public sphere within modernity’s fragmented institutions has been extensively employed 

by scholars as an analytical framework.  In the past decade it has also been used to 

discuss the developmental phases of Hindi literature by Francesca Orsini, whose work is 

on the period of 1920 to 1940, and Dalmia, whose study encompasses the rise of the 

Hindi public sphere in North India from 1850-1885.21  In India the print-mediated public 

sphere first sprang up in Bengal in conjunction with discourses provoked by interactions 

with colonizers and colonial processes and was from there ‘exported’ to the rest of North 

India.  The Tagore family of Calcutta was significantly involved in the rise and 

articulation of the modern public sphere in Bengal and Hariścandra was substantially 

influenced by Bengali trends in the second half of the nineteenth century.   

                                                                                                                                                 
polarity, nationalism is now generally recognized as consisting of both mobilizing and institutional 
processes.   
21 Francesca Orsini, The Hindi Public Sphere 1920-1940: Language and Literature in the Age of 
Nationalism (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2002).  Francesa Orsini has discussed the Hindi public 
sphere from 1920 to 1940, which includes the period of Chāyāvād’s rise and heyday.    
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The concept of a Hindi public sphere is, in fact, key to understanding the work of 

Chāyāvād due to the theory’s explanation of the rise of the individual in modernity and 

its description of a newly created sphere of public discourse linked to print media.  

Habermas describes the western public sphere’s collusion in a new privileging of the 

individual and the relationship of this emerging individualism to the rise of collective 

social forms.  It is an apt reference point for discussing Chāyāvād for two reasons:  the 

idiom drew popular attention towards ideas about the individual during a time of intense 

collective (nationalist) mobilization and it arose in the midst of an already active Hindi 

public sphere.  Chāyāvād thus appeared in the context of a fully functional modern Hindi 

public sphere that had come into being as a result both of various western influences 

imported through the institutions and processes of colonization and vibrantly active 

indigenous processes of assimilation.  Processes of assimilation, however, were not 

straightforward but entailed complex modes of reaction such as feelings of ambivalence 

and, increasingly in the early twentieth century, resistance.   

The primary literary influence on Chāyāvād deriving from the west was the 

modern package of writings and social concepts collectively known as “romanticism.”  

Ideas relating to the nation as a republic, the private individual, women’s rights, and the 

primacy of science and rationality were also being broadly infused into an elite and 

upper-middle class North Indian society.  These western influences both were derived 

from and transmitted larger processes of modernity.  Both Chāyāvād and the Hindi public 

sphere itself were also being substantially influenced by deeply rooted indigenous social 

and cultural forms.  Imported cultural and social forms came into dialogue with 
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indigenous forms in the North Indian Hindi public sphere predominantly through journals 

and other print media which served as public fora where models of Indian national 

identity were crafted in relation to modernity.  Dvivedī’s Sarasvatī was the most 

respected literary and social journal in North India in the early years of the twentieth 

century; for that reason it not only commanded the attention of the Hindi public sphere 

but also was highly instrumental in shaping it.  The Chāyāvād poets were likewise 

involved in the publication of journals which promoted their idiom.22   

 

Nationalism as Modernity’s Central Discourse 

Since the Chāyāvād idiom is not overtly nationalistic but, I argue, transmits 

concepts of national identity by relocating traditional themes within modern processes, 

the relationship of nationalism to modernity becomes an important consideration.  In the 

1990s, Eisenstadt and Johann Arnason, whom Delanty and O’Mahony credit as the first 

social scientists to conceive of nationalism as central to the understanding of modernity, 

attempted to “redirect the study of nationalism as part of a wider and globally oriented 

conception of modernity.”23  Other scholars also began to address the links between 

nationalism and modernity.  Liah Greenfield, for example, argues that nationalism 

emerged out of European monarchies, broke down social orders that concentrated power 

in a single individual, and served as a predicate for processes of industrialization in 

                                                 
22 For example, Prasād’s periodical Indu was published from 1909 to 1927.   
23 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. xv.  Delanty and O’Mahony’s comments refer to: Johann Arnason,   
“Nationalism, globalization and modernity’, in M. Featherstone (ed.) Global Culture (London: Sage, 1990) 
and Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of 
Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).  
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Europe.  She claims that “nationalism makes a society modern” in that its construction of 

the individual in any given society is modernity’s defining characteristic.24  Theorists 

thus differ as to the manner and degree of nationalism’s implication as a component of 

modernity, but its centrality to modern processes seems to have reached the level of 

assumption; modern processes are at least implicit in all theoretical discussions of 

nationalism.   

On the topic of nationalism, I again primarily refer to the work of Delanty and 

O’Mahony, who view nationalism as a collectively imagined form of social unity that 

works to counter modernity’s fragmenting processes.25  From the perspective of 

nationalism’s work as a cultural discourse, they define it as a “collective identity based 

upon cultural criteria of membership and rules for what membership means”26 and also 

state that it is primarily a “semantic space that expresses through manifold discourses the 

many kinds of projects, identities, interests and ideologies that make it up.”27  They thus 

see nationalism as a link between the institutional state and processes (such as cultural 

and social processes) that comprise the construction of collective identity and the 

mobilization of groups of people.  This view recognizes the connection of nationalism to 

cultural production, which is Chāyāvād’s area of impact on Indian nationalism as a 

semiotically potent cultural form.   

                                                 
24 Liah Greenfield, “Nationalism and modernity—Nationalism Reexamined,” Social Science Research, 
Spring 1996.   
25 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. 30. 
26 Ibid., p. 30. 
27 Ibid., p. xv. 
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Delanty and O’Mahony have produced a typology of nationalist activity that is 

especially relevant to this study of Chāyāvād because it defines the primary arena of 

nationalist activity in which the idiom operated.  Their typology defines four areas of 

nationalist activity:  cultural innovation; socio-cultural lifeworld; socio-political 

mobilization; and institutional core.  Chāyāvād’s work in the construction of national 

identity falls into the area of cultural innovation, which involves the “creation of cultural 

idea systems and their resonance in the socio-cultural lifeworld.”28  The field of cultural 

innovation    

….produces a wider kind of cultural production, typically by intellectuals 
of various kinds, that is oriented to the construction of a new nationalist 
identity but not necessarily operating with clear political objectives….the 
field of cultural innovation involves more radical shifts and the creation of 
innovation bodies of argumentation in support of nationalist aims.  Often, 
it constructs categories of ‘nationness’ that had not before existed at all or 
were not extensively diffused in the population.  Cultural production of 
this kind is very commonly antagonistic to the established cultural or 
political order.29 

 

Thus Chāyāvād’s activity is linked to its innovative quality as a cultural product 

operating in the arena between agency and lifeworld; in particular, it was led by 

intellectuals, operated without clear political objectives, and encouraged a radical shift in 

a category of nationness that involved the redefinition of national identities.  

 

 

 

                                                 
28 Ibid., p. 52.  
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Chāyāvād and Identity 

While modernity cannot be called an identity form, nationalism can.  It is one of 

many identity forms proliferated by modernity; but it can be considered to be modernity’s 

central identity configuration.  As a cultural form, Chāyāvād was a vehicle for the 

dissemination of identities and can serve as an example of how nationalist identities are 

merged into the discourses of modernity.  Chāyāvād was not only a result of the incursion 

of modern discourses into India, but was also a conveyer and further articulation of 

modern notions.  The modern notions conveyed by Chāyāvād were clustered around the 

theme of the individual’s place within society.  Chāyāvād’s ideas about the individual fit 

into the nationalist project in that they define the modern Indian individual within the 

larger modernist project of nation-making. 

A primary concern of identity studies that has been addressed by scholars in 

diverse disciplines—particularly in relation to disclosing the sources of nationalism—has 

been to explain the mechanisms by which individuals adopt a collective identity.  In 

studying the identity-forming function of the Chāyāvād idiom, this also became one of 

my concerns.  A number of theories have been proposed.30  Another concept relating to 

peculiarly modern collective identity forms concerns the shift of attachments from 

premodern forms of community to modern corporate forms.  Modern institutional 

processes—capitalism, colonialism, and the modern nation-state—have caused a 

                                                                                                                                                 
29 Ibid., p. 51-52 
30 For example, a recent psychologically oriented theory proposed in the discipline of social identity studies 
foregrounds self-categorization and links it to the possibility of collective identity formation and 
mobilization.  Steve Reicher and Nick Hopkins, Self and Nation: Categorization, Contestation and 
Mobilization (London:  Sage Publications, 2001). 



   24

disembedding of individuals from premodern communities, bringing about modernity’s 

characteristic impersonality in the spheres of politics and economics.31  The 

transmissional modes, which derived from premodern forms of cultural and social 

organization, were resituated by Chāyāvād into a modern framework as an implicit 

attempt to restructure social coherence and stabilize individual identities in the midst of 

modern and nationalist processes. 

In relation to the formation of modern identities in non-western countries, 

Kathryn Dean writes, “If questions about identity are discussed in relation to the degree 

of modern differentiation experienced by a particular population, understanding of the 

different forms that identity and modernization have taken where differentiation has 

scarcely begun may be facilitated.”32  Dean’s proposal would indicate that attention to the 

degree of modern institutional development may facilitate a fuller picture of forms of 

identity that arose in India between 1900 and 1935.  It also suggests that a correlation 

exists between the fragmentation of traditional Indian institutions (such as caste and 

extended family) and the appearance of new identities.   

The issues raised by Mahādevī in her poetry and prose relating to the identity of 

the Indian woman serve as an example of Dean’s proposal.  Colonialism was the primary 

vehicle for the incursion of western modern institutions into India; for example, social 

                                                 
31 One of the principal descriptive terms that has been used to discuss modern processes is ‘fragmentation’.  
Modernity’s characteristic fragmentation (described in opposition to the traits of premodern societies) is 
apparent in the division of labor and differentiated spheres of activity, including the economic, political, 
familial and cultural spheres.  Premodern societies differ from modern collective forms of society in a 
number of ways, one of them being the replacement of corporate relationships (for example, the extended 
family, artisan associations, and tribes) with modernity’s characteristically fragmented social 
configurations.   
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reforms focused particularly on women were initiated in the 1700s due to contacts with 

western social models introduced during colonial processes.  The social reform 

movement gradually fed into the Indian Women’s Movement which, in tandem with the 

Nationalist Movement, began to have significant impacts in the everyday lives of many 

women in North India from the early 1920s; premodern family structures were suddenly 

fragmented by the need for women to participate publicly in nationalist causes.33  

Mahādevī’s texts that propose a new version of female identity converge historically with 

the Indian Womens’ and Nationalist Movements.  This convergence provides a literary 

basis from which to compare the modern fragmentation of the institution of the family 

with texts that reveal the specific processes used to reformulate previously accepted 

concepts of identity.  I discuss issues relating to the joint impact of modernity and 

nationalism on the Indian model of female identity in Chapters Seven and Eight. 

 

Chāyāvād as a Cultural Product:  The Transmissional Modes 

The language forms and cultural themes which fed into the Chāyāvād idiom are 

diverse.  It was built first on the foundation of the preceding Dvivedī Era.  Without 

Dvivedī’s pioneering efforts to construct a standardized form of Khari Boli and a 

commensurate corpus of grammatically correct poetry, the Chāyāvād idiom would not 

have been possible; previously there had been no critically defined body of Khari Boli 

                                                                                                                                                 
32 Kathryn Dean, “Introduction: Politics and the Ends of Identity,” in Politics and the Ends of Identity, ed. 
Kathryn Dean (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Company, 1997), p. 3.  
33 For example, Tagore’s novel The Home and the World depicts a wife, Bimala, who comes out of pardā 
to join the nationalist movement.  Rabindranath Tagore, The Home and the World, trans. Surendranath 
Tagore (London:  Penguin Books, 1985). 
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poetry against which to rebel.  Beyond that, Chāyāvād reused and repackaged much of 

the Dvivedī Era material and retained some of its features.  Sanskrit and its formal poetics 

also constituted a significant influence on Chāyāvād, as did bhakti poetry.34  Various 

strands of Indian philosophy and Hindu religious concepts also inform the Chāyāvād 

idiom.   

Chāyāvād is commonly referred to as “Symbolism” and “Hindi romanticism” by 

Hindi critics.  The “Symbolism” label is in direct reference to a perceived likeness 

(however misguided) to French symbolist poetry while the “Hindi romanticism” title 

derives from Chāyāvād’s links to the European romantic movement, particularly English 

romantic poetry that had become a stock aspect of English education in India.  But 

perhaps far more significant than the direct influence of English poetry on Chāyāvād was 

its indirect influence through Tagore, whose poetry, first translated into Hindi in the early 

1920s, exerted a seminal influence on the Chāyāvād poets.  Tagore’s poetic corpus is 

exemplary of the creative amalgamation of diverse cultural and literary forms.  Other 

influences, including Urdu poetry, were also integral to the genesis of Chāyāvād.  

Chāyāvād poets reformulated these diverse influences to create a new idiom in popular 

Hindi poetry.  Although related to the literary critical arena of stylistics, the concept of 

idiom as I am using it in reference to Chāyāvād is primarily aligned with semiotic theory, 

particularly to Umberto Eco’s concept of ‘idiolect’.35   

                                                 
34 Bhakti refers to a set of pre-modern socio-religious movements and their related styles of devotional 
poetry that were composed by saint-poets in both south and North India who are still revered as definitive 
figures in India’s history and culture.   
35 Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington:  Indiana University Press, 1979), p. 272.  Eco 
discusses the concepts of aesthetic-idiolect,  movement-idiolect, and period-idiolect.  A personal literary 
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As already noted, I argue that in its complex stylistic work as a poetic idiom 

Chāyāvād transmitted national identity by recycling and reformulating culturally 

referential themes, the ‘transmissional modes’:  dharma, nature, the individual in relation 

to society, and desire.  The Chāyāvād idiom operated through these to recalibrate 

concepts of national identity.  The transmissional modes are discernible as clusters of 

language use and cultural motifs in the poetry, but are also correlative to the popular 

personas of the four major Chāyāvād poets.  Having observed that a label was attached to 

each of the poets, I began to surmise that these stereotypes were not accidental or 

meaningless in the context of Chāyāvād’s relationship to nationalism.  Taking into 

consideration the chronological sweep of Chāyāvād from the period when it was being 

written actively, through its contemporary and retrospective criticism to its ultimate 

canonization, the poets had by the 1960s been turned into cultural icons and their poetry 

codified for public consumption in anthologies and study volumes.36  Mahādevī’s work 

for example is discussed critically time and again as a poetry of desire and the pain of 

separation from the beloved, and Mahādevī herself became identified as the poet of desire 

                                                                                                                                                 
style becomes a movement-idiolect when it is “accepted by an artistic community and produces imitations, 
mannerisms, stylistics habits, etc.” which are then “studied by criticism or the history of ideas as the main 
artistic feature of a given historical group or period.”  Lubomir Dolezel on style: “The concept of style in 
general, and of literary style in particular, is hardly a rigorous concept.  However, it has been useful in 
literary study and beyond by expressing the intuition of an organized, regulated, consistent individuality or 
specificity.  I am tempted to define literary style in terms which, at first glance, appear almost 
contradictory:  Literary style is an ordered set of global regularities of texture, determining conjointly the 
idiosyncrasy of the literary text.  Under this definition, style does not appear as a random collection of 
isolated, local features, but as a fundamental organizing force operating in the text.” Lubomir Dolezel, 
“Literary Text, Its World and Its Style,” in Identity of the Literary Text, Mario J. Valdes and Owen Miller, 
eds. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), p. 195. 
36 The poetic works of Prasād, who died in 1937, and Mahādevī, who stopped writing poetry also around 
1937 in favor of prose, were forever frozen in the Chāyāvād idiom.  The poetry of  both Nirālā and Pant, 
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and pain, two concepts closely related in Hindu philosophy.  There are many examples of 

the stereotyping of the poets in the context of their Chāyāvād works.  Here is one from a 

literary critical book on Hindi poetry published in 1976: 

Among the four pillars of Chhayavad, Jayashankar Prasad used the epic 
form in Kamayani, but his story is metaphysical.  His fight is an inner one, 
the conflict that of feelings.37  Mahadevi Varma is confined in her poetry 
to an elaborate internal search for the relationship with a divine lover.  
Sumitranandan Pant is the ‘tender poet of nature’.  Only Nirala (Surya 
Kant Tripathi) is the most rebellious, bold and fresh voice of this age . . . 38   
 
Such narrowly conceived, glib codifications led me to search for the layers of 

social and historical significance behind them and to search for the links between these 

stereotypes and the nationalist work of Chāyāvād.  Cultural reverberations are observable 

below the surface of the transmissional modes.  For example, the language used above to 

describe Prasād (“his fight is an inner one . . . ”) is heavy with overtones of Arjuna’s 

metaphysical struggle to come to terms with his dharma in the Bhagavad Gīta.  Thus I 

discuss Jayśakar Prasād’s poetry as the purveyor of a new, more interiorized social 

conscience (new dharma).  Mahādevī Varmā, representing the Chāyāvād mode of female 

desire and suffering, wrote poetry characterized by subtle explorations of the meaning of 

self in relation to the Other.  Her poetry radically re-contextualizes the motif of desire 

seen in earlier bhakti devotional poetry in ways relevant both to the contemporary 

nationalist positioning of women and the philosophical idea of the self in relation to a 

                                                                                                                                                 
however, veered after the mid-1930s into the Pragativād (Progressive) idiom which was characterized by 
overtly socialist intentions.  
37 This indicates the perception of a shift in social conscience from the Dvivedī Era hero who fights the 
outer enemy to an interior battle with oneself.   
38 Ved Prakash Vatuk and Norman Zide, An Advanced Reader in Modern Hindi Poetry (Delhi:  Alankar 
Prakashan, 1976), p. 12. 
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powerful Other.  Nature (prakti) is an ancient Hindu theme embedded in philosophical 

speculation and concepts of divinity, and also related to the nationalist idealization of 

ancient forest āśrams or seats of Hindu learning.  In my discussion of 

Sumitrānandan Pant as the ‘nature’ poet I show how formulations of the nation were 

closely allied to idealized concepts of nature counterposed to western rationalism and 

instrumentalism.   

Nirālā’s Chāyāvād poetry embodies both the western ideal of the romantic 

individual and the Indian theme of the protesting ascetic who functions on the fringes of 

society.  The concept of the individual occupies a complex and vexed place in both 

traditional Hindu society and in western scholarly critiques of that society.  Louis 

Dumont observed that the tightly structured, traditional caste hierarchy of Hindu society 

precludes the independent functioning of the individual embedded in the system.39  His 

assessment has, however, been challenged by contemporary scholars such as Mattison 

Mines.40  Mines argues that Indians possess means to achieve individual recognition even 

within rigidly constructed social groups.  Moreover Dumont’s conclusion is questionable 

because certain avenues of expression that developed within Hinduism (asceticism, 

renunciation, bhakti, etc.) provide socially coded ways for an individual to manipulate 

group norms, switch to a different concept of the norm such as a sectarian ideal, or 

register social protest; but it is at least clear that the idea of the individual in India is 

different from the western idea of the individual as an independent agent which 

                                                 
39 Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchichus: an essay on the caste system (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1970).   
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developed in relation to the rise of the bourgeois and public and private spheres and 

modernity’s underlying discourse of radical freedom.  This study explores the shifting 

place of the individual against the social order as a mode at work in the nationalist 

context.  

 

Research Issues and Methods  

My use of semiotic theory as a research tool relates to the view of Chāyāvād as a 

cultural product.  Chāyāvād’s status as a cultural product is dependent upon its semiotic 

capacity and function within its discursive contexts (modernity and nationalism).  I use 

the semiotic theory of Michael Riffaterre whose theory differentiating poetic from prose 

language is particularly relevant in connection with the grammatical shift that occurred 

both in the transition from the Dvivedī Yug to the Chāyāvād idiom and in Mahādevī’s 

shift from poetry to prose.  Riffaterre’s theory of poetic signification is central to the 

poetic analysis carried out in Chapter Six, “Prasad and Nirala:  Restructuring Coherence 

Through the Transmissional Modes of Dharma and the Individual.”  His idea is that a 

poem constructs a self-referential coherence and that its meaning can be unlocked by 

locating the poem’s key word or phrase, an invariant nucleus in the text, which he also 

refers to as the hypogram.  I identify hypograms in the poetry of Prasād and Nirālā that 

link to the transmissional modes and to the larger purpose of the idiom.  I propose that the 

idiom transmits identity by restructuring the coherence of the transmissional modes, that 

                                                                                                                                                 
40 Mattison Mines, Public Faces, Private Voices:  Community and Individuality in South India (Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 1996).  
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is, by reformulating familiar, deeply rooted themes for use in the conceptual construction 

of modern-nationalist identities. 

Two genres of textual material compose the field for this research:  the poetry of 

the Chāyāvād and Dvivedī Eras and prose criticism of the period.  Because the primary 

research subject is the transmission of national identity through Chāyāvād, one of the 

methods used in the study is to consider the texts in relation to the events of the period.  

Another method of the study is to trace western and indigenous literary and cultural 

influences that appear in the use of language.  Thus the two bodies of material—poetry 

and criticism—are considered within broad networks of influence:  the history and events 

of the period (particularly those pertaining to colonialism, nationalism, and gender 

issues); Indian literary, social, cultural, and religious precedents and influences (such as 

Sanskrit and bhakti poetry, Hindu philosophy, and Tagore and Gandhi); and western 

literary contexts (particularly European romanticism).  Networks of cultural and 

historical influence are treated within their appropriate contexts in the dissertation’s 

chapters. 

Reading and research for this dissertation were carried out in Varāasī during 

1999-2000.  My days were spent in the dusty, lightless library of the Nāgarī Prachāriī  

Sabhā (Society for the Advancement of the Nagari Script, i.e., Khari Boli) where—upon 

presentation to the librarians of a box of Bengali sweets—I was provided with almost any 

original journal I might request.  I spent my time reading issue after issue of Sarasvatī 

from the years of Dvivedī’s editorship.  It is sometimes good to step back and look at the 

forest; and so, although much was gained by reading articles and letters to the editor, 
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etcetera, I also learned about Sarasvatī's work in transmitting identity concepts simply by 

holding the journals in my hands and paying close attention to the layout and content.  

These observations are described in Chapter One, “The Dvivedī Yug:  Identity and Poetry 

in the Colonial Milieu.”   

This Dissertation in the Context of Previous Scholarship 

 By far the most important and enlightening work to have come out in Hindi about 

Chāyāvād is Namwar Singh’s Chāyāvād (1955).  Singh addresses a number of significant 

issues (such as women’s place in Chāyāvād and Chāyāvād’s emphasis on the poetic “I”) 

which relate to the idiom’s appearance.  He brings a thorough research methodology and 

a sophisticated analytical approach to the problems of Chāyāvād.  His argument 

concerning Chāyāvād and nationalism’s connection to nature is especially interesting and 

I have used it as a basis for thinking further about Chāyāvād’s use of nature (in Chapter 

Five, “Nature and the Self:  Sumitrānandan Pant’s Use of Nature to Represent Modern-

Nationalist Identity”).  Singh’s assessments of Chāyāvād’s appearance revolve around his 

perception that the idiom was primarily a rebellion against tradition.  This is a usual 

assessment of the motivation behind forms of romantic literature; and there is no doubt 

that European romanticism influenced Chāyāvād’s appearance by way of Tagore, earlier 

writers in Hindi, and extra-literary sources.  I have raised a larger issue, however:  how 

does the Chāyāvād idiom fit into modernity’s discourses within which romanticism 

functions as a major dissenting component?  I arrived at the conclusion that the 

appearance of Chāyāvād’s highly insular, self-involved poetry in the context of 

nationalism simply cannot make sense without a foray into the arena of modern identity 
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formation.  My work to analyze Chāyāvād through the construct of modernity, which 

encompasses cultural and social flows on both sides of the colonial divide, has presented 

an extensive set of threads to pick up and make sense of.  But it has also expanded the 

bases of discussion in needed ways and therefore enabled an entirely new understanding 

of the mulitple reasons for the idiom’s appearance.   

 Orsini’s English-language volume, The Hindi Public Sphere:  1920-1940 (2002), 

masterfully catalogues and analyzes the entire scope of the Hindi journal and literary 

scene between 1920 and 1940.  This frame includes the period of transition between the 

Dvivedī and Chāyāvād idioms.  Orsini’s critical contributions include an interpretation of 

Habermas’s notion of the public sphere particular to the Hindi arena.41  She proposes a 

third sphere beyond the public and private:  the “customary” or common-sense sphere 

which she argues influenced writers in early twentieth-century India.  Also, in order to 

avoid oversimplifications such as the dichotomy between traditional and modern, she 

proposes the idea of saskāras, or literary tastes, that facilitated the acceptance by 

writers of the period of both traditional literary works and newer forms and aided in the 

incorpation of a variety of styles in contemporary literature.  However, Orsini’s approach 

to the texts is based in historical analysis rather than semiotics or other related forms of 

cultural and literary criticism; nor does the book focus on the reasons behind the 

transition to the Chāyāvād idiom.  It is primarily a historical analysis of the works and 

contexts of the period.   

                                                 
41 Orsini, p. 15. 
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 This dissertation has a different agenda:  to expose the way in which the 

Chāyāvād idiom works at the intimacy of the textual level, particularly its semiotic 

function.  From that basis, and with a special interest in the formation of a more insular 

self as the product of modernity’s incursions into India, I analyze Chāyāvād’s influence 

on the identity shifts apparent in the period.  Beyond Orsini’s concept of saskāras, I 

have identified the transmissional modes which are specific to Chāyāvād.  I propose that 

these assisted in Chāyāvād’s success as a popular idiom and afforded Chāyāvād a 

particular impact on the reading public that became expressed at the level of identity 

formation.  I agree with Orsini’s intention to move away from a strict partitioning of the 

traditional from the modern; the concept of the transmissional modes solves the problem 

of explaining how at the textual level tradition and modernity collude in the context of 

modern discourses about the nation.  I argue that the transmissional modes worked to 

employ traditionally resonant themes in fresh ways that effected changes in identity 

within the influences of modernity.   

 A work in English on Chāyāvād, Schomer’s Mahadevi Varma and the Chhayavad 

Age of Modern Hindi Poetry (1983), is a compendium of information about Chāyāvād 

specifically and an outstanding research piece.  My own research efforts have often been 

guided by it.  It was published over twenty years ago, however.  The field of research on 

Chāyāvād is overdue for a new look at the idiom generally and, specifically, for a more 

current analysis of the reasons for its appearance and the Dvivedī Era’s decline.  Schomer 

in fact does not deeply analyze the reasons for Chāyāvād’s emergence.  She correctly 

notices that “the Chhayavad poets, far from being irrelevant and escapist [from current 
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nationalist politics], were seeking to refashion an entire cultural identity”;42 and she 

admirably includes a chapter which lets the poets speak through their prose criticisms of 

Chāyāvād about the reasons behind Chāyāvād’s rise and the value of the idiom.43  For 

example, the primary explanation given by Mahādevī for Chāyāvād’s appearance is a 

natural dialectical process:  objectivity and formalism may rise for a while, but 

subjectivity and the loosening of poetic restrictions will eventually take over again.44  It is 

crucially important to listen to the voices of the era’s critics, especially the voices of the 

Chāyāvād poets themselves, and I commend Schomer’s book for its summary of these 

early and indigenous analyses.    

 The contribution of this dissertation beyond Schomer’s work is to construct an 

analysis of the conditions surrounding the rise of Chāyāvād that applies current theories 

of modernity and nationalism to the problem.  Schomer carries out a literary analysis of 

Mahādevī’s poetry from a psychoanalytic perspective and concludes that Mahādevī’s 

poetry reveals a personal transformation.  This is interesting but does not enhance 

scholarly understanding of the era’s rise or the deeper causes for the idiom’s focus on the 

insular individual.  The greatest contribution of David Rubin, another scholar of 

Chāyāvād writing in English, has been to provide translations of Chāyāvād poems with 

commentaries over a period of years.  Additional extensive efforts at translation are 

currently needed both of Chāyāvād’s poetry and prose.  It has not been the plan of this 

dissertation to present a book of translations.  However, I have both situated the poetic 

                                                 
42 Schomer, p. 98. 
43 Ibid., pp. 93-123. 
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texts within contemporary nationalist, social, and cultural discourses and considered the 

poems’ semiotic work in order to shed light on how the poetry functioned within the 

period’s discourses.  This pushes beyond previous efforts at translation and commentary. 

 One of the primary areas in which this dissertation fills a gap in scholarship is in 

its discussion of grammar.  Grammar, in the senses in which it is used by Gramsci and 

Riffaterre, indicates a larger concept than the idea of grammar as syntactical agreement.  

Here I look at both conceptual and syntactical uses.  I investigate shifts in grammar as 

metaphors for power operating in both the Chāyāvād and Dvivedī eras and specific 

examples of grammatical disjuncture within the poetic texts in order to relate grammar 

conceptually to the emergence of the period.  Previous critics have noticed Chāyāvād’s 

shift towards grammatical laxity but have not considered the place of grammar within the 

era’s work as a constructor of identity. 

 In relation to extant scholarship focused specifically on the Dvivedī Era, 

Christopher King has provided a definitive view.45  Both Orsini and Schomer also 

address the Dvivedī Era.  Generally, scholars have found the Dvivedī Era’s literature to 

be uninteresting except from a historical perspective.  It is true that neither the poetry nor 

prose of the Dvivedī Era suits post-modern tastes.  However, there are many aspects of 

the era’s literature that could yield interesting information under further investigation.  I 

have constructed thorough analyses both of Dvivedī’s reaction to Chāyāvād (Chapter 

Three) and the place of grammar in Dvivedī’s nationalist agenda in comparison to 

                                                                                                                                                 
44 Ibid., pp. 115-117. 
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Gramsci’s work in Europe (Chapter Two).  This research points to future avenues of 

analysis of the Dvivedī period as the point of entry for European models, for example, 

concepts relating to science and linguistics. 

 In addition to Singh’s substantial contribution and to the plethora of Hindi 

criticism which situates Chāyāvād historically but does not offer much in the way of 

analysis, several other Hindi critics have addressed Chāyāvād’s unlikely time of 

appearance during the nationalist movement.  Beyond these, I have asked a question 

which has not been asked by critics of the Chāyāvād period previously.  This dissertation 

asks not just which styles influenced the texts or even how the texts fit into the larger 

projects of the period, such as the nationalist movement.  I have asked how the texts 

themselves function internally and textually and have linked this to their work within 

modernity’s discourses to influence ideas about the nation and the place of the individual 

in the nation.  The primary contribution of the dissertation is thus to offer an analysis of 

Chāyāvād’s appearance in relation to the processes of modern identity formation.    

 

Layout of the Dissertation   

The dissertation is laid out in a manner intended to narrate how and through 

which means the popular discourse underlying national identity formation was shifted 

from the Dvivedī Era to the Chāyāvād idiom under the prevailing influences of 

modernity.  Thus the first two chapters focus on the Dvivedī Era and particularly 

                                                                                                                                                 
45 Christopher King, One Language, Two Scripts:  The Hindi Movement in Nineteenth-Century North India 
(Bombay: Oxford U. Press, 1994). 
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emphasize the use of grammar in the construction of Indian identity.  Chapter One, “The 

Dvivedī Yug: Identity and Poetry in the Colonial Milieu,” discusses Dvivedī’s prose-like 

poetry, his nationalist and social agendas, and the era’s promotion of social reformist 

identities initiated under colonialism.  Chapter Two, “Dvivedī and the Grammar of 

National Identity,” focuses on the key feature of the Dvivedī Era:  grammar.  The 

discussion engages Antonio Gramsci’s concepts of cultural hegemony as a basis of 

analysis for Dvivedī’s primary project:  to articulate and influence nationalism in both 

poetry and prose through the construction of a national “grammar.”   

The third chapter, “From Dvivedī Yug to Chāyāvād:  Shifting Models of Self and 

Society,” serves as a transition into my discussion of the Chāyāvād idiom.  It focuses on 

the specific idiolectical changes that occurred in the shift from the Dvivedī Era to 

Chāyāvād through the lens of Dvivedī’s criticism of Chāyāvād.  Dvivedī’s acerbic 

criticisms were based not only in his concerns about Chāyāvād’s perceived abuses of 

grammar but more deeply, I argue, in the increasingly more secularized, insular modern 

Indian identity he saw being transmitted as a component of Chāyāvād’s implicit message.     

 The next four chapters (Chapters Four through Seven) form the dissertation’s core 

argument that Chāyāvād proposed and articulated a modern identity through the 

redefinition of four traditional themes (‘transmissional modes’).  Chapter Four, “Nature 

and the Nation: Connecting Chāyāvād’s Use of Nature to the Gandhi-Tagore Nationalist 

Controversy,” argues that nature was Chāyāvād’s primary transmissional mode.  It 

connects Gandhi and Tagore’s debate about nationalism and their uses of nature to 

represent the nation to Chāyāvād’s subsequent development of the concept of the self.  
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Chapter Five, “Nature and the Self:  Sumitrānandan Pant’s Use of Nature to Represent 

Modern-Nationalist Identity,” further develops the topic of nature’s use to represent a 

new model of the Indian individual through a comparison of the poetry of Pant and 

Tagore.  Chapter Six, “Prasad and Nirala:  Restructuring Coherence Through the 

Transmissional Modes of Dharma and the Individual,” focuses on Prasād’s reformulation 

of dharma in Kāmāyanī as a new concept of the Indian social conscience and also takes a 

late Chāyāvād-era poem by Nirālā, “Dān,” as a lens through which to view the changing 

concepts of the individual in relation to society.  This chapter provides an opportunity to 

apply Riffaterre’s theory that poems are systems of coherent signification.  Here I also 

propose that the transmissional modes worked to restructure coherence at the level of 

cultural discourse.  The final two chapters focus on Mahādevī Varmā.  Chapter Seven, 

“Mahādevī Varmā:  The Transmissional Mode of Desire and the Grammar of Power,” 

constitutes my discussion of the transmssional mode of desire.  It revisits the issue of 

grammar as a hegemonic tool in the construction of identity and also discusses 

Mahādevī’s association with the premodern saint Mīrābāī, particularly in light of 

Gandhi’s use of Mīrā as a nationalist symbol.  Chapter Eight, “Female Nature at the 

Juncture of Modernity, Nationalism, and the Indian Women’s Movement:  Mahādevī’s  

‘Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,’” adds to my discussion of the formation of 

modern-nationalist identities in the Chāyāvād Era through a detailed analysis of one of 

Mahādevī’s essays on the condition of contemporary Indian women.  It identifies and 

discusses Mahādevī’s concept of female nature as a framework for delineating a modern 
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identity for the ‘woman of India’ within a process of negotiation with tradition.  The 

dissertation’s conclusion is titled “Idiom as Identity.” 

 All translations of texts from the original Hindi, including poetry, essays, articles 

on criticism, and other kinds of statements, are my own unless otherwise noted. 
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Chapter One:  The Dvivedī Yug:  Identity and Poetry in the Colonial 
Milieu  

 
 
Poetry and National Identity 
 

In the introduction, “The Work of Chāyāvād,” I proposed that the Chāyāvād 

idiom fragmented the Dvivedī Era’s monolithic constructions of national identity along 

two lines:  it resituated discourses surrounding Indian national identity away from the 

characteristic themes of the Dvivedī Era that had been constituted primarily in dialogue 

with the colonial experience; and it influenced alterations to Indian national identities by 

loosening grammatical constraints in contradiction to Dvivedī’s nationalist 

standardization of Khari Boli grammar.  The present chapter’s explication of the Dvivedī 

Era poetic idiom as a modern cultural product that was critically constructed and 

“marketed” as an independent era with its own characteristics prior to the appearance of 

Chāyāvād is intended to offer a basis for further discussion and comparison of the two 

eras in upcoming chapters.  The Hindi national language movement is also discussed 

here, particularly the efforts of Bhāratendu Hariścandra to establish Khari Boli as the 

accepted medium for prose, general efforts to formulate Hindi as the national language in 

contradistinction to Urdu, and Dvivedī’s work to establish Khari Boli as the national 

poetic medium over Braj Bhasa, a premodern form of Hindi used primarily for Vaiava 

devotional poetry.  The primary topics addressed are Dvivedī’s general agendas for Khari 

Boli poetry, the idiom’s thematic interests which worked to promote identities related to 

nationalism and social reform, and Dvivedī’s rules concerning the constitution of good 



   42

poetry in connection with his intention to standardize Khari Boli as the national language.  

The links between language and the construction of national identity are presumed here, 

and will be more closely examined in Chapter Two, “Dvivedī and the Grammar of 

National Identity.” 

The beginning of the Chāyāvād Era of Hindi poetry is set variously, depending on 

the critic’s perception of the precipitating event.  In 1918 Jayśakar Prasād published a 

collection of poems, Jharanā (Waterfall), which is widely seen as the harbinger of the 

coming idiom.  Chāyāvād was preceded, however, by two literary phases typically 

periodized by Hindi critics as the Bhāratendu and Dvivedī Eras, named after literary 

figure Bhāratendu Hariścandra (1850-1885) and publisher Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī.  

These two eras (which spanned from around 1870 through Chāyāvād’s emergence in the 

early 1920s) implemented in stages the consolidation of Khari Boli as the national 

medium for poetry.  Prior to the Bhāratendu Era, Hindi poetry was dominated by Braj 

Bhasa.  Chāyāvād thus stands as a first refinement, an articulation of Khari Boli poetry 

after it had already been established as the standard medium of poetic expression.  

Because the two previous eras served as a foundation for Chāyāvād, knowledge of them 

is central to understanding the shift to the Chāyāvād idiom.  This chapter, therefore, is a 

consideration of Chāyāvād’s pre-history. 

It is useful to mute the standard periodizations of the Bhāratendu and Dvivedī 

Eras and think of this period of time as a sweep of transitions occurring within 

contemporary colonial, nationalist, and language movement-related contexts rather than 

as discrete literary “eras.”  The naming of these eras is itself intriguing and ultimately 
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problematic because of its basis in the notion of the great man—a single personality or 

genius who shapes the thought and productive achievement of a period.  For example, the 

Dvivedī Era might have been named for the principal poet of the period,  Maithilīśara 

Gupta instead of for Dvivedī.  Taking the view that the two eras are developmentally 

continuous assists in the project of this chapter:  to show that the Hindi poetry produced 

between 1870 and 1920 underwent significant transformations while serving as a 

principal arena in which concepts of national identity were being forged and disseminated 

for popular consumption.  In this chapter I consider the functional relationship between 

the development of language agendas and the construction of identity.   

By the development of language I mean: 1) the structural (grammatical) 

consolidation of Khari Boli, which was purposefully engineered as an agenda of the 

Hindi language movement; 2) the choices made against Braj Bhasa and Urdu which 

narrowed the concept of Hindi so that it excluded any dialect other than Khari Boli 

except in contexts deemed appropriate, such as use for religious purposes (that is, 

controlling the dialects of Hindi by forcing their marginalization to specific contexts); 

and 3) the changing semiotic content of the texts over the period of the Bhāratendu and 

Dvivedī eras and the relationship of content to the language medium.   

Construction of identity here refers to a discourse being carried out in the Hindi-

speaking public sphere that was increasingly concerned with the nationalist project.  This 

discourse worked towards refining and delimiting nationalist definitions of the ‘woman 
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of India’ and the ‘man of India’.46  The interrelated processes of language development 

and identity construction were being shaped during the period by larger operations of 

modernity evident within colonial institutions and the national movement.  In particular, 

attempts to homogenize premodern religious identities and to create a unitary national 

identity are apparent in the period under consideration.  In spite of such attempts  

communal attitudes surface in works of the time and the identity proposed was primarily 

Hindu.   

 

Before Chāyāvād:  The Place of Poetry in the Hindi Language Movement 

A number of scholars have researched the sources of communalism in India and 

many have concluded that, historically and at the popular level, Hindus and Muslims did 

not perceive themselves as members of two monolithic and competing religions.  Instead, 

at basic social, economic, and even ritual levels, adherents of the two religions shared 

overlapping grounds of activity.  For example, Romila Thapar suggests that Hindus and 

Muslims defined themselves not according to a cleavage between the two religions but in 

terms of “distinct and disparate castes and sects along a social continuum.”47  Christopher 

King agrees with Thapar, indicating that the Hindu and Muslim cultures in North India 

previously functioned not as discrete entities with separate identities but as communities 

                                                 
46 The concept of ‘woman of India’ was used by Tagore in his 1922 essay, “Woman and Home,” where he 
uses phrases such as “women of India” and “our women”.  Rabindranath Tagore, “Woman and Home” in 
Creative Unity (Delhi: Macmillan India Limited, 1995) First edition, 1922, p. 163.  The term has been used 
more recently by Sangeeta Ray.  Sangeeta Ray, Engendering India: Woman and Nation in Colonial and 
Postcolonial Narratives (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2000), p. 10. 
47 Romila Thapar, “Imagined Religious Communities? Ancient History and the Modern Search for a Hindu 
Identity” in Modern Asian Studies 23, 2 (1989), p. 225. 
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which, in many instances, manifested a joint identity.  Language was one of the primary 

areas of joint identity at the popular level.  Referring to the Hindi-Urdu of North India at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century,48 Sisir Kumar Das writes:  “It appears that 

howsoever wide the difference between Hindi and Urdu at the level of literature or at the 

level of communication among the elites, the difference at the popular level was 

marginal.”49  King observes that “the Hindi movement of nineteenth-century North India 

expressed a Hindu nationalism whose essence lay in the denial of existing assimilation to 

cultural traditions associated with Muslim rule and the affirmation of potential 

differentiation from these traditions.”50 

 Since language was one of the fundamental areas of joint identity at the popular 

level, the ultimate bifurcation of Hindi and Urdu into separate languages was—according 

to King—an imposed literary and political process.  Before the Hindi movement, Hindi 

and Urdu functioned as a composite language with the average Hindi speaker viewing the 

regional and local dialects as part of a woven fabric of language.51  Thus, in the North 

Indian Hindi-speaking belt, vertical strata of language linked to social class existed 

alongside horizontal variations which permutated across geographic areas.  Dialects and 

                                                 
48 Sisar Kumar Das, A History of Indian Literature, Vol. 3, 1800-1910, Western Impact: Indian Response 
(New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1991), p. 140.  On the origin of Urdu, Das says, “Urdu as it is known today 
first appeared as Dakhni (Southern speech) in the Deccan by the fifteenth century.  The basis of this dialect 
was rooted in the various dialects of Western Hindi and Punjabi.  It was written in Perso-Arabic script and 
largely employed by the Muslims. . . . Only in the late seventeenth century was this new language, often 
known as Zaban-e-Urdu-e-Mualla (the language of the exalted Camp or Court), well established in North 
India. . . . by the beginning of the nineteenth century the European scholars tried to identify Hindi with the 
Hindus, and Urdu (which was also called Hindustani) with the Muslims.”     
49 Das, p. 141. 
50 King, One Language, Two Scripts, p. 15. 



   46

registers were apt to be employed depending upon the situation and the individual’s 

social status.  Therefore the concept of Hindi as a standardized language (as today’s 

English speaker would think of it) did not exist prior to the intrusion of British agendas 

and definitions onto the composite language situation in North India.   

 Amrit Rai—who locates the roots of the separation around the end of the 

seventeenth century in the deliberate, literarily-oriented, court-linked language reform 

efforts entailing the employment of the Perso-Arabic script and the Persianization of 

Urdu52—has argued that since “divisive forces had already been at work for a century 

when the Fort William College was established in Calcutta, in AD 1800. . . it does not 

seem factually correct that the British split the old unified Hindi/Hindavi into modern 

Hindi and modern Urdu as two separate and mutually exclusive languages.”53  Rai asserts 

that the British “did, however, subsequently use the split already in existence as a tool for 

the maintenance of their imperial power in the country” and that they used the two 

already polarized languages to implement their policy of “playing the Muslims off 

against the Hindus.”54  Nor does King promote the idea that British policies alone created 

the fissure.  According to him, the process of separation initially grew out of economic 

and social exigencies, including (but not exclusively dependent on) the language policies 

of the British government.  He posits that the primary social group driving the late 

                                                                                                                                                 
51 Christopher R. King, “Forging a New Linguistic Identity: The Hindi Movement in Banaras: 1868-1914,” 
in Culture and Power in Banaras:  Community, Performance, and Environment, 1800-1980, ed., Sandria B. 
Freitag.  (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), p. 184.  
52 Amrit Rai, A House Divided: The Origin and Development of Hindi/Hindavi (Delhi: Oxford U. Press, 
1984), p. 285. 
53 Ibid., p. 285. 
54 Ibid., p. 285. 



   47

nineteenth-century Hindi movement was the indigenous merchant class whose castes—

reacting in part to British policies—came to have a vested interest in the promotion of 

Hindi.  Further, King stresses that the “vernacular elite” who forged the new languages 

and their symbolic content conveniently forgot the conglomerate nature of the North 

Indian linguistic map.  Ignoring the many strong and diverse regional and local dialects 

and oral traditions which played a significant role in the linguistic life of the area, the 

Hindi “vernacular elite” engineered “carefully cultivated literary dialects.”55 

 As it is not the aim of this chapter to discuss in depth the roots of the Hindi-Urdu 

language controversy, it is sufficient to say that, although the manufacture of Hindi and 

Urdu as separate languages has complex and debatable roots in issues involving British 

interference, script differences, and economic and social dimensions, the attachment of 

communal symbolism to Hindi and Urdu was a later nineteenth- and early twentieth-

century development; and the rhetoric which attached communal symbolism to the two 

languages grew increasingly more strident.  It is exactly King’s point that the final 

divorce was prompted through social, political, and economic factors, and supported by 

the active efforts of volunteer language organizations and, further, that communalistic 

notions were progressively attached to the languages as part of the process of their being 

co-opted by these groups to serve as arch-communalist symbols.  The later half of the 

nineteenth century and the opening of the twentieth century is also the period when 

nationalist agendas began to be blurred with communalist programs.   

                                                 
55 King, “Forging,” p. 185. 
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 Tandem to the initial stirrings of the Hindi-Urdu controversy, in the later half of 

the nineteenth century Indian poetry began to exhibit new qualities of content that were to 

provide a framework for the propagation of nationalist and communalist agendas.  Late 

nineteenth-century India already had a traditional precedent for patriotic poetry both in 

the courtly panegyrics by poets such as Bhūa Tripāhī (whose Śiv-bhūa, completed in 

1673, was written in praise of his Maratha patron, Śivājī)56 and in traditional bardic folk 

poetry with a heroic element composed especially in Rajasthani and Marathi.  However, 

according to Das, “the new patriotic poem that emerged in various Indian literatures after 

1857 was of course different from the bardic tradition in its perception; it too invoked the 

memories of local heroes and glorified the history and myth of particular regions, and yet 

an idea of a nation, a political one, regulated it.”57  The content of Indian poetry began to 

change in other significant ways as well.  Most notably, social issues began to be 

addressed and contact with English literature spurred attempts to shape the poetry in 

more naturalistic directions.  For example, the Gujarati poet Dalpātram (1820-1908) 

began to deal with social issues in his poetry.  Another Gujarati poet, Nārmadaśakar, 

also addressed social issues and focused his poetry (under the influence of English 

literature) in a naturalistic and romantic direction.  The Bengali poet Ragalāl 

emphasized patriotism and attempted to establish a new literary model for Bengali 

poetry.  “The common feature of the writing of all the three poets [Dalpātram, 

Nārmadaśakar, and Ragalāl] is patriotism; their idea of freedom basically the liberty of 

                                                 
56 The figure of Śivājī was adopted in the late nineteenth century for wide use as an example of Hindu 
heroism.  He was an especially popular figure in Indian dramas of the period. 
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the Hindus and their idea of India a Hindu India.”58  This statement indicates that a strong 

brand of Hindu communalism was already driving patriotic sentiments in the second half 

of the nineteenth century.  However, Das goes on to make a statement which, to a degree, 

supports Gyan Pandey’s model of a pre-1920s nationalism that “sought to emphasize the 

fact that India was more than only, or primarily, Hindu”:59 

The communal element in literature is directly connected with the political 
change after the 1857 rebellion, the British attitude towards the Hindus 
and the Muslims, the growth of several revivalist religious movements and 
the growth of the Hindu intelligentsia consisting mainly of Brahmans and 
the upper caste Hindus.  It need not be assumed, however, that all writers 
everywhere in India became totally sectarian and partisan.  On the 
contrary, when the literature of this period is taken in its totality one also 
hears a strong voice of secular ideals, and sees a vision of India, an India 
of many religious communities.60 

 

Thus it was first within the general context of attempts by the Hindi language 

movement to promote Hindi over Urdu and, second, within the environment of a growing 

trend to employ patriotic and social topics along with a more natural style that Hindi 

poetry itself was pulled into the language controversy.  Where poetry was concerned, the 

most pressing agenda of the language movement was to promote Hindi over Urdu as the 

standard medium of verse.  (Urdu poetry is characterized by the Nastaliq script, and by a 

conventional style which includes the use of traditional metaphors and Persianized 

words.)  The secondary concern was to settle upon the vernacular of Hindi which was 

best suited to the communalist and nationalist agendas of the language movement.  The 

                                                                                                                                                 
57 Das, p. 128. 
58 Ibid., p. 147. 
59 Gyanendra Pandey, The Construction of Communalism in Colonial North India (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), p. 260. 
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two competing candidates for the medium of Hindi poetry were Khari Boli Hindi and 

Braj Bhasa.  As noted before, the language map of North India is fundamentally 

composite.  Therefore, although they are different dialects, both Khari Boli Hindi and 

Braj Bhasa are forms of Hindi.  Braj Bhasa differs from Hindi in its grammatical endings 

and, to a certain extent, in its vocabulary.  Vndāvan, which is the center of several 

significant Vaiava sects, is the traditional home-place of Braj Bhasa.  Thus Braj Bhasa 

was developed and had been fully utilized as the language of Ka bhakti and verse 

focused on themes of erotic love (śgār).  The debate over the dialects turned on two 

major questions:  1) commensurate with nationalistic concerns, which language could 

best become a national medium?; and 2) which language was stylistically most suitable to 

express the rising social and political concerns and to evolve a more ‘natural’ mode of 

expression?61   

 Because Khari Boli as a prose medium was established (largely through the 

influence of Hariścandra) prior to the time it became the standard medium for poetry 

(accomplished primarily through the efforts of Dvivedī and Gupta), Hindi literature ran 

along dual tracks for a number of years.  Prose was written in Khari Boli while most 

poetry was written in Braj Bhasa.  Hariścandra wrote most of his poetry in Braj Bhasa 

and saw no compelling reason to support Khari Boli as the poetic medium.  The years of 

dual usage—encompassing Hariścandra’s work up to the establishment by Dvivedī and 

                                                                                                                                                 
60 Das, p. 147. 
61 ‘Natural’ is a term with considerable slippage:  who defines what is natural?   The argument to abandon 
the Braj model was in reality a move to set up a different set of rules for Hindi poetry aligned with 
contemporary European Romantic literary models and engaged with discourses surrounding current issues.  
Ka bhakti most certainly felt stylistically ‘natural’ to those who used and wrote in that idiom. 
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Gupta of Khari Boli as the poetic medium—mark a time of intensifying debates over the 

efficacies of the two dialects.  Prior to and during the lifetime of Bhāratendu almost no 

poetry was written in Khari Boli.  According to King, “the earliest poem of any 

importance in this medium appeared a year after Bhāratendu’s death when Śrīdhar Pāhak 

(1859-1928), who wrote poetry in both Khari Boli and Braj Bhasa, translated Oliver 

Goldsmith’s The Hermit.”62  In 1887 Ayodhya Prasād Khatrī of Bihar published “Khari 

Boli kā padya” (“Khari Boli Poetry”) which promoted the use of Khari Boli as the poetic 

medium.63  In this work “he argued that Urdu was only one style of Hindi, that Urdu 

poety was Khari Boli poetry, and that Braj Bhasa poetry was not Hindi poetry.”64  His 

views were too controversial to be well received at the time but the publication served to 

touch off a debate in the Hindi daily newspaper, Hindustān,65 between Pāhak (who 

argued that Khari Boli and Braj Bhasa are separate languages) and Rādhā Chara  

Gosvāmī (who argued that Braj Bhasa is the same language as Khari Boli and expressed 

the fear that the wide use of Khari Boli for poetry would only encourage the spread of 

Urdu.)  It was largely the assiduous promotion of Khari Boli by Dvivedī in Sarasvatī that 

brought about its acceptance as the primary medium for Hindi poetry.  In 1910 when the 

Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan (Society for Hindi Literature) held its first meeting in Banaras, 

                                                 
62 King, One Language, p. 33.  Concerning Pāhak, Peter Gaeffke comments, “Sridhar Pathak defended the 
possibility of a viable Khari Boli poetry against the overwhelming Braj Bhasa tradition.  He was supported 
by Biharis, for whom Brajbhasa was a foreign idiom.  Foremost among them were Ayodhya Prasad Khatri 
(?-1905), Candrasekhardhar Misra (18??-?) and Kesavram Bhatt (1854-1905).”  Peter Gaeffke, Hindi 
Literature in the Twentieth Century, Vol. VIII, Fasc. 5, in A History of Indian Literature, ed. Jan Gonda 
(Wiesbaden:  Otto Harrassowitz, 1978), p. 21. 
63 King, One Language, p. 33. 
64 Ibid., p. 33. 
65 Published in the Northwest Province and Oudh. 
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Pāhak and Gosvāmī again debated the issue of Braj Bhasa versus Khari Boli.  King 

states that “the disputation . . . made clear that the issues had become not whether Hindi 

poets should use Khari Boli, but rather how much they should continue to use Braj 

Bhasa.”66  Thus by 1910 Braj Bhasa had apparently been defeated by the reformist forces.  

However emphasizing the diversity and complexity of the early twentieth-century Hindi 

public sphere, Orsini comments that Braj Bhasa continued to enjoy a certain popularity 

even in the midst of assiduous attempts to stamp it out.  The journal Mādhurī, whose first 

issue was published in Lucknow in July 1922, succeeded Sarasvatī as North India’s most 

widely read journal.  It differed from Sarasvatī in its “openness” in a number of areas, 

popularly featuring poems written in Braj Bhasa alongside Khari Boli poetry written in 

the the Dvivedī-Era style.67   

 R. N. Srivastava and R. Gargesa have addressed from a linguistic standpoint the 

issue of the ascendance of Khari Boli over Braj Bhasa.  They write that language is not 

only a medium for carrying content but that “language itself is content, a referent for 

loyalties and animosities, an indicator of social statuses and personal relationships, a 

marker to situations and topics as well as of the societal goals and the large scale value-

laden arenas of interaction that typify every speech community.”68  According to them, 

Braj Bhasa was tuned to the needs of bhakti, to the needs of the oral proliferation of ideas 

in a mass culture.  “Whenever a language style or literary idiom of the recent past loses 

                                                 
66 King, One Language, p. 36. 
67 Orsini, pp. 55-56. 
68 R.N. Srivastava and R. Gargesha, “ Maithilīśaraa Gupta and the Emergence/Development of Khari Boli 
as a Literary Language,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta:  An Anthology, ed. Dr. Nagendra (Delhi:  Bansal & Co., 
1981), p. 196. 
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its signifying capacity because of its inability to absorb the life and values of its time, it 

begins to be felt as a loathed weight.”69  Writers in such a situation have the options to 

choose between the traditionally established language and the language which is “up and 

coming,” which has greater symbolic and idiomatic potential to express new social 

exigencies.  Srivastava and Gargesa say that the “credit of choice goes to poets who are 

the first to recognize the historic necessity.”70  Thus if one uses their model, Braj Bhasa 

was overshadowed for reasons of the social and linguistic evolution by Khari Boli which 

had become “the language of the people.”71 

 King offers the following, more specific reasons for the ascendance of Khari Boli 

as the poetic medium:  1) the “advantage of already being by far the most widespread 

prose medium (in both Hindi and Urdu) of any of the regional standard of Hindi” and its 

resulting acceptance by nationalists as “the most appropriate candidate for a national 

language”; 2) its lack of a tradition of eroticism and its resulting appropriateness as a 

medium for social messages; and 3) Dvivedī’s “successful Sanskritization of Khari Boli” 

which allayed fears that Khari Boli’s use in poetry might leave open the door for the 

incursion of Urdu.72   

Thus nationalistic and social issues were the driving force behind the acceptance 

of Khari Boli as the poetic medium.  In Hariścandra’s time, nationalistic and social issues 

concerned poets and literati; but apparently these ideas had not proliferated to a level at 

                                                 
69 Srivastava and Gargesha, p. 197. 
70 Ibid., p. 203. 
71 Ibid., p. 203. 
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which an intense need was perceived by poets to work in a nationally standardized 

medium.  However, not quite thirty years after Hariścandra’s death, when Gupta 

addressed a meeting of the Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan in Lucknow in 1914, the cause of 

Khari Boli (as a medium of poetry as well as of prose) had advanced to such an extent 

that Gupta was able to boldly accuse the proponents of Braj Bhasa of being “the enemies 

of India’s national language, Khari Boli Hindi.”73 

 

The Father of Modern Standard Hindi Prose:  Bhāratendu Hariścandra   

 Mattison Mines discusses the “big man” of South Indian Tamil society as part of 

his argument against Louis Dumont’s concept of the collective nature of Indian society.  

Dumont’s opinion is that individual Indians lack autonomy; therefore, there is no 

individuality in traditional Indian society but, instead, all sense of identity is gained 

through being a contributing member of the larger social collective, which has the caste 

system at its center.  Mines argues, however, that individuality is configured differently 

in India.  A characteristic of Tamil individuality, he says, is contextualization:  Tamils 

develop individuality within the civic realm in terms of reputation and personal 

achievement.  He discusses the “big man” of Tamil society as a type of male individual 

who achieves prominence within a charitable or other kind of social organization such as 

a temple by serving in a capacity of leadership.74 

                                                                                                                                                 
72 King, One Language, p. 36-37.  I would like to add another reason:  Dvivedī’s successful standardization 
and popularization of Hindi grammar (through the journal medium) conferred on Khari Boli a position of 
power and political status. 
73 King, One Language, p. 36. 
74 Mines, pp. 1-23.  
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As Mines suggests, the overall configuration of individual prominence achieved 

within social contexts, including the idea of the big man, also exists in North Indian 

society.75  I would like to propose that, in the Hindi public sphere during the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, men took up prominent roles related to the 

development of literature that were comparable to the more traditional roles for big men, 

such as heads of temples.  The Hindi public sphere was constituted in particular by print 

media such as journals and kavi sammelans (poetry gatherings) that served as arenas for 

the exchange of literary ideas and political opinions.  The three most prominent literary 

figures of Khari Boli Hindi in the period between 1870 and 1920—Hariścandra, Dvivedī, 

and Gupta—gained extensive individual reputations and served as big men and also as 

models for individuality in the nationalist context.  In addition, the designation by critics 

of the three as big men helped to legitimize Khari Boli by supplying it with a history of 

innovators.76   

Hariścandra, for example, was being singled out for critical praise even before his 

death in 1885:  “The portrait of Harishchandra in Sārasudhānidhi (May 19, 1879) is in 

the main a full-throated tribute to the ‘Father of Modern Hindi Literature’, to his 

profound scholarship and literary achievements.”77  In Hindī Sāhitya kā Itihās (first 

published in 1929 in the midst of the Chāyāvād Era), Hindi critic Rāmchandra Śukla 

                                                 
75 Mines charges that Dumont claims (and other scholars agree) that “the Indian person is ill conceived if 
depicted as an individual.”  Mines, p. 9 (italics are mine). 
76 Rāmchandra Śukla periodized Hindi literature.  Hindī Sāhitya kā Itihās first published in 1929 places 
Bhāratendu at the beginning of the modern period.  
77 Nagendra, Dr. Literary Criticism in India (Meerut: Saritā Prakāśan, 1976), p. 64. 
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placed Hariścandra as the initiator of the “Modern Era.”78  Śrī Ka Lāl, another Hindi 

critic who published Ādhunik Hindī Sāhitya kā Vikāsa, 1900-1925 in 1942, called 

Hariścandra the “first poet in Hindi who composed national poetry.”79    

Hariścandra has been given two titles:  an Indian epithet, Bhāratendu or “Moon of 

India,” and a modern description bestowed on him by scholars, “the father of modern 

Hindi literature” or “the father of modern Hindi prose.”8081  He earned the title 

“Bhāratendu” for his creation of a respected body of work consisting of poetry, essays, 

and drama; and twentieth-century scholars call him “the father of modern Hindi 

literature” because he vigorously initiated efforts towards the consolidation of Hindi as a 

literary language.  R. S. McGregor writes that “. . . his significance is perhaps less in any 

sustained quality in his work, or in the norms or examples he set for others to follow than 

in the fact that he expressed the potentialities of Hindi for literary use with such energy 

and effect that these could no longer be ignored.”82 

Hariścandra was born into a wealthy family who served as bankers to the 

Maharaja of Banaras.83  His father, Gopālchandra, was a respected Braj Bhasa poet and 

                                                 
78 Rāmchandra Śukla, Hindī Sāhitya kā Itihās (Varāasī: Nāgarī Prachāriī Sabhā, 1965). First edition, 
1929.  
79 Dharmapal Sarin (Dharam Paul Sarin), Influence of Political Movements on Hindi Literature (1906-
1947) (Chandigarh: Panjab University, 1967), 42; Ram Chandra Prasād, Literary Criticism in Hindi 
(Meerut: Saritā Prakāśan, 1976), p. 187. 
80 Ronald Stuart McGregor, “Bengal and the Development of Hindi, 1850-1880.” South Asian Review 5, 
no. 2 (1972), p. 142.   
81 Some of the material on pp. 56-65 was first submitted in satisfication of the requirements of the Master’s 
Thesis for Asian Cultures and Languages, 1997. 
82 Ronald Stuart McGregor, Hindi Literature of the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries, vol. VIII, A 
History of Indian Literature, ed. Jan Gonda (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1974), p. 83.  
83 Kathryn Hansen, “The Birth of Hindi Drama in Banaras, 1868-1885” in Culture and Power in Banares: 
Community, Performance, and Environment, 1800-1980, ed. Sandria B. Freitag (Berkeley: University of 
Califronia Press, 1989), p. 78.  
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dramatist.  Having inherited his father’s literary tastes, Hariścandra began to write poetry 

and learn Braj Bhasa, Persian, Sanskrit, English and Urdu as a young child.  He also 

learned Bengali, probably as a result of Bengali roots; his grandfather, Amichand, lived 

in Calcutta during the 1700s where he made the original family fortune through trading 

with the English.  Hariścandra lived to be only thirty-five, but during his short life 

pursued both literary and personal interests with exceptional energy.  Indulging in 

profligate spending, he maintained an excessively lavish lifestyle which included the 

support of two mistresses as well as his literary interests. 

Hariścandra’s literary output includes a large amount of Braj Bhasa poetry, essays 

on historical, social and political topics, and dramas.  He established several periodicals 

and his two most successful journals were Kavivacansudhā (1867-85) and Haris 

Candra’s Magazine (1873), that was later called Hariścandra Candrikā.  These journals 

were a forum for his literary compositions as well as a method to propagate his views on 

social reform issues, politics, literature, and language.  As befit a literary figure in 

nineteenth-century Banaras, he was active in literary, dramatic, and religious societies.  

He belonged to the Banaras Institute, a prominent intellectual and social group, and he 

founded two societies:  the Kavitāvārdhinī Sabhā (The Society for the Encouragement of 

Poetry) and the Tadīya Samāj (The Assembly Devoted to Him [Ka]).84 

In his journals and civic activities, Hariścandra was the champion of a number of 

social reform and political causes.  His causes for reform included the advancement of 

                                                 
84 Sagaree Sengupta, The Indian Subject: The Voices of a Colonial Poet, Bhārtendu Hariscandra (1850-
1885) unpub. diss., U. of Pennsylvania, 1994 manuscript version, p. 8. 
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the status of women and untouchables.85  One of his chief political concerns was the 

implementation of the svadeśī movement.  Because a number of reform causes were 

either derived from western modes of conduct or directed against British rule, nineteenth-

century Indian reform efforts were inextricably intertwined with attitudes towards the 

British.  Hariścandra’s literary expressions about the British reveal ambivalence; on the 

one hand he produced apparently subservient and adoring panegyrics and, on the other, 

especially towards the end of his life, he wrote about British responsibility for India’s 

pitiful condition, focusing on the problem of economic drain.  Hariścandra’s ambivalence 

towards British rule is a complex matter.  His family had close economic ties to the 

British so that his attitude was naturally colored by this circumstance; yet as an 

innovative journalist, he was very aware of nationalistic opinions which criticized British 

policies and ideas of social reform circulating in contemporary writings.  Hariścandra’s 

ambivalence both reflected his personal situation and mirrored the reformist spirit of the 

times.  Many of his own efforts to criticize the British were tempered or metaphorically 

veiled.  For example, Sagaree Sengupta points to the courtly Braj Bhasa poetry which he 

composed for the British.  By using the poetic convention of erotic love, Hariścandra is 

able to “register protest without seeming to challenge the existing imbalance of power.”86  

She also indicates:  “Despite his frequent addressing of the British and British Indian 

                                                 
85 He edited a magazine for women, Bālābodhinī (1874-78), which was “aimed at furthering womens’ 
education.” McGregor Hindi Literature, p. 85. 
86 Sengupta, p. 81. 
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issues, Hariścandra never formulated a statement of philosophy openly promoting 

independence from British rule . . . .”87 

The main sources of inspiration both for Hariścandra’s efforts towards social 

reform and his desire to promote Hindi as a literary language were contemporary writings 

and ideas emanating from Bengal.  Modern literature in Bengal developed out of early 

contact with English literature and drama, especially Shakespeare which had been 

performed in Calcutta starting in 1831.88  The new Bengali literature then grew to 

incorporate translated versions of Sanskrit drama, historical writings promoting a Hindu 

cultural identity and an identification with Bengali as the mother tongue, and works 

emphasizing poor social conditions and the problems of British rule.  By the beginning of 

the 1860s the attitudes of the earlier literature had coalesced into “a national 

consciousness, Indian but with a strong Hindu component . . . tending to chafe at 

memories of Muslim dominance but also at present western dominance.”89  The Bengali 

influences—social reform, nationalism, and the promotion of regional language—were 

Hariścandra’s inheritance.  Not only had Banaras traditionally been connected to Bengal 

through trade and travel, but Hariścandra’s family had old ties to Bengal; his attachment 

was personal.  He learned to read Bengali and was impressed and motivated by the style 

and the social and political disposition of the new Bengali literature. 

                                                 
87 Ibid., p. 80. 
88 McGregor, “Bengal,” p. 138.  Information about Bengal’s influence on the Hindi movement and on 
Hariścandra are derived from McGregor, “Bengal,” 138-144 unless otherwise noted.  Direct quotes are 
referenced. 
89 Ibid., p. 139. 
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Bengali attitudes towards the social importance of language use were a special 

factor in Hariścandra’s work as the father-to-be of Modern Standard Hindi.  He credits 

Bengali influence in the prefaces of several plays.  In the preface to his fragmentary 

translation of Ratnāvalī (1868), a Sanskrit drama that previously had been translated into 

Bengali, he mentions the “power” of Hindi and makes a statement that indicates his belief 

in Hindi’s usefulness as a medium of communication in spite of any difficulties created 

by its lack of standardized grammar.90  Hariścandra’s emphasis on Hindi as a medium of 

communication in the Ratnāvalī preface demonstrates that he had begun to link the 

promotion of Hindi to cultural progress.91  In 1877 Hariścandra published a lecture in the 

Hindī Pradīp titled “An Address on the Development of Hindi” in which he discusses the 

importance of Hindi for educational purposes and as a medium of cultural development.92  

Hariścandra’s support of Hindi is not out of antagonism towards the British:  “. . . insofar 

as the rise of Hindi is a reaction against any feature of Indian society it is rather against 

the ensconced position of Urdu than against western influence.”93  Sengupta points out 

that Hariścandra’s position regarding Urdu is a study in inconsistency:  “Although he 

railed against Urdu as an inaccessible elite medium, claiming that its intricacies created 

legal and professional disadvantages for common people, Hariścandra himself, like many 

sophisticated urban North Indians of the time, cultivated the language as a medium of 

poetry and personal communication.”94       

                                                 
90 Ibid., p. 143. 
91 Ibid., p. 143. 
92 Ibid., p. 82. 
93 Ibid., p. 143. 
94 Sengupta, p. 151. 
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Although Hariścandra advocated prose written in Khari Boli, his primary but not 

sole choice for verse was Braj Bhasa.   Even as a poet concerned with nationalist issues 

he saw no need to force a consistency in the linguistic mediums for poetry and prose.  

Regarding Hariścandra’s use of Braj Bhasa for poetry, several matters should be 

considered.  First, since the fabric of language in Hariścandra’s geographic area was 

woven from many linguistic threads, the contraposition of Braj Bhasa for verse and Khari 

Boli or Urdu for prose, was natural.  Second, Khari Boli had not yet matured and, 

therefore, there was no pre-existing corpus of poetic works in Khari Boli.  Third, as a 

Vaiava bhakti poet, Hariścandra was concerned in his poetic creation with themes of 

ka devotion and śgār.  Hariścandra “wrote nearly three thousand devotional and 

love songs collected in twenty separate works, all having a direct bearing on Vaiava 

lila.”95  Since Hariścandra’s interests in the writing of poetry lay primarily in the realm of 

Vaiava literary themes, his choice of a personal poetic medium when writing in a 

Vaiava or śgār vein naturally fell towards Braj Bhasa, the traditionally established 

medium for such subjects.   

The fact that Hariścandra did not write much Khari Boli poetry does not indicate 

that he could not do so.  Rather, it probably shows that he chose not to write poetry 

primarily in Khari Boli.  This supports Srivastava and Gargesa’s assessment that 

language itself constitutes content, and may indicate that, developmentally speaking, 

Hariścandra’s time was not fully ripe for the promotion of Khari Boli as the socially 

accepted standard poetic medium.  Braj Bhasa was not yet felt as a “loathed weight”; thus 

                                                 
95 Das, p. 152. 
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Hariścandra did not perceive the establishment of Khari Boli as the standard poetic 

medium to be a matter of “historic necessity.”96   

 In light of the outcome of the language movement’s ultimate success in 

establishing Khari Boli as the poetic medium, one of the most curious—in fact, what 

might seen in retrospect, ironic—poetic works by Hariścandra is his lengthy Braj Bhasa 

poem, “Hindī kī unnati par vyākhyān” (“Discourse on the Improvement of Hindi”).  It 

was delivered in Allahabad in 1877 as a speech to the Hindi vardhinī sabhā (“The 

Society for the Encouragement of Hindi) with the purpose of promoting Hindi for 

education and as an official language.  That Hariścandra would write a poem in Braj 

Bhasa promoting Khari Boli demonstrates in a quite tangible way that, for him, Braj 

Bhasa was part of a harmonious unit with Khari Boli; the two languages were understood 

by him to be parts of one living body.   

 Concomitant to the Urdu question, Hariścandra took up the Muslim question.  His 

attitudes towards both Urdu and Muslims are fraught with ambiguity.  In 1878 he 

delivered a lecture at Baliyā, “Bhāratvarsh kī unnati kaise saktī ho?" (“How Can India 

Progress?”)  In this lecture he exhorts: 

िहंदू, जैन, मुसलमान सब अ ापस मे ंिमिलए ।. . . . . मुसलमान भाइयों को भी उिचत ह ैिक 

इस िहन्दु तान में बस कर वे लोग िहंदुअ ो ं को नीचा समझना छोड़ दंे । ठीक भाइयों की 

भाँित िहंदुअ ो ं से बरताव करंे । ऐसी बात, जो िहन्दुअ ो ं का जी दुखाने वाली हो, न करंे । घर 

में अ ाग लगै तब िजठानी-द्यौरनी को अ ापस में डाह छोड़कर एक साथ वह अ ाग बुझानी 

चािहए । जो बात िहंदुअ ो ं को नहीं मय सर हैं वह धमर् के पर्भाव से मुसलमानों को सहज 

पर्ाप्त हैं । उनमें जाित नहीं, खाने, पीने में चौका चू हा नहीं, िवलायत जाने में रोक टोक नहीं 

। िफर भी बड़े ही सोच की बात है मुसलमानों ने अभी तक अपनी दशा कुछ नहीं सुधारी । 

                                                 
96 Srivaastava and Gargesa, p. 197. 
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अभी तक बहुतों को यही ज्ञान है िक िद ली लखनऊ की बादशाहत कायम है । यारो ! व े

िदन गए । अब अ ालस हठधमीर् यह सब छोड़ो । चलो िहंदुअ ो ं के साथ तुम भी दौड़ो, 

एकाएक दो होंगे । पुरानी बातंे दूर करो । मीरहसन की मसनवी अ ौर इंदरसभा पढ़ाकर 

छोटेपन ही से लड़कों को सत्यानाश मत करो । . . . . . भाई िहंदुअ ो । तुम भी मतमतातंर का 

अ ागर्ह छोड़ो । अ ापस में पेर्म बढ़ाअ ो । इस महामतंर् का जप करो । जो िहंदु तान मे ंरह,े चाहे 

िकसी रंग िकसी जाित का क्यों न हो, वह िहंदू । िहंदू की सहायता करो । बंगाली, मरट्ठा, 

पंजाबी, मदरासी, वैिदक, जैन, बर्ा ो, मुसलमान सब एक का हाथ एक पकड़ो ।97  
 
Hindus, Jains, Musalmans must all unite in brotherhood. . . It is also 
proper for Muslim brothers who have settled in Hindustan to stop thinking 
of Hindus as inferior and to behave towards Hindus exactly like brothers.  
They should not do things that might trouble Hindus.  If a fire starts in a 
house the elder and younger daughters-in-law have to abandon their 
enmity and work together to put out the fire.  Things which Hindus cannot 
get, Muslims obtain easily from the influence of their religion.  No caste 
divisions are placed upon them, no restrictions on food preparation, eating, 
and drinking, no obstructions to foreign travel.  Even so, it is a matter of 
great surprise that Muslims have not effected some reform in their 
situation.  Even now, many of them still think that the thrones of Delhi and 
Lucknow continue.  Friends!  Those days are gone.  It is time to leave all 
this laziness and obstinance behind.  Come on, you also run the race with 
the Hindus; the two will become united.  Leave behind old things.  Do not 
destroy boys in their childhood by reading them Mīr Hasan’s masnavīs 
and the Indrasabhā . . . Brother Hindus!  You must also give up your 
variety of sectarian opinions.  Foster mutual fellowship.  Repeat this 
mahāmantra:  whoever lives in Hindustan, whatever his color or caste 
might be, is a Hindu.  Help Hindus.  Bengalis, Marathas, Panjabis, 
Madrasis, Vaidiks, Jains, Brahmos, Musalmans should all join hands. 
 

In this passage Hariścandra urges unity, but the tone is insulting towards Muslims.98  

They think of Hindus as inferior; they get material goods that Hindus cannot; they think 

that the thrones of Delhi and Lucknow continue to exist; they need to bid farewell to 

                                                 
97 The Devanagarī text and a translation are found in Pandey, pp. 270-271.  This translation is mine. 
98 Although in the Ballia lecture Hariścandra also criticizes Hindus, his critique of Hindus has more the 
sense of the betterment of a pre-existent ‘us’ while “Muslim brothers” are corrected for things they do that 
hurt Hindus.  There is more than a tinge here of feeling abused by Muslims and threatened by their 
“sensual” literature.  
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laziness and obstinance; and they ruin their young boys by reading them masnavīs and 

the Indrasabhā.  Sudhir Chandra observes that Hariścandra “consistently argued that the 

progress of both Hindus and Muslims was necessary for national regeneration,” “made 

appeals for unity between the two communities,” and “contributed [through writings and 

translations] towards a better understanding of Muslims by Hindus.”  Even so, he 

possessed a “mentality that construed the Muslim as other.”  Chandra says, “despite his 

well-intentioned expansion of the term Hindu, Hariścandra continued to think of Indians 

as Hindus, to the exclusion of Muslims.”99 

In “Urdū kā syāpā” (“A Lament for Urdu,” 1874), Hariścandra sarcastically 

bemoans the death of Lady Urdu; and in an 1882 report to the Education Commission he 

bitterly attacks Urdu, especially its tricky script, as the means through which Muslims 

desire to perpetuate their superior status in government positions, in the legal field, and it 

education.  In the 1882 report he also (and quite hypocritically) denounces Urdu as the 

language which men use with their mistresses—the indispensable language of prostitutes 

and pimps.100 

 Hariścandra’s opposition to Urdu and his attempts to promote a Sanskritized form 

of Khari Boli are an example of nationalist political activity that took root in eastern UP 

towards the end of the nineteenth century.  Hariścandra espoused a number of nationalist 

and social causes but did so in a conservative rather than a radical way.  This underlying 

conservatism may to some extent account for what appears to be his ambiguity, even 

                                                 
99 Sudhir Chandra, The Oppressive Present:  Literature and Social Consciousness in Colonial India (Delhi:  
Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 117 and p.121. 



   65

duplicity, concerning certain issues.  For example, although he complained in his drama 

Bhārat Durdaśā about British policies which led to economic drain and to Mother India’s 

sad impoverishment, his attitude towards British rule was often expressed in positive, 

hopeful terms.  His brand of nationalism in relation to the British presence appears to be a 

kind of “soft” patriotism and reformism which is also characteristic of his other reform 

concerns.  He wanted to see a unified India, the acceptance of Khari Boli Hindi over 

Urdu, the introduction of social reforms in women’s education and other areas, but he did 

not really want to see the status quo disturbed.101 

 
Defining a Modern Era:  Dvivedī and the Parameters of Poetry 
 

Essayist and publisher Mahāvīr Prasad Dvivedī was a man with an aggressive and 

ambitious agenda.  I think it apt to characterize him as the Impresario of Khari Boli  

Hindi.  His stunning power in the discourse of nationalism derived from his influential 

position in the world of Hindi literature and from his creative use of the parameters of 

language to invent and to influence a social group.  Through his assiduous efforts to 

reduce the multi-layered language landscape of North India to the concept of a single 

language and to standardize it and claim it as a national language, he became perhaps the 

most persuasive individual involved in the construction of Hindi as a unifying symbol of 

the nation and a medium through which the ideals of nationalism could be propagated.   

                                                                                                                                                 
100 Sengupta, p. 158. 
101 Ibid., p. 115. 
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Around the turn of the century, journals were by far the most accessible and 

widely-distributed forum through which Indian writers could express their views.102  In 

1903 Dvivedī left a position in government service to become editor of the journal 

Sarasvatī,103 a position he held until 1921 except for bouts of illness suffered in 1910 and 

1918-1920.104  Under his guidance, Sarasvatī became “the most influential literary 

journal [in Hindi speaking areas] of the first two decades of the twentieth century.”105  

Dvivedī’s role was clear:  “Already influenced by Hariścandra, he took up the ideas of 

the Nāgarī Prachāriī Sabhā and saw his function as that of a preceptor of Khari Boli 

language and literature.”106  In 1905 he published an essay in Sarasvatī titled 

“Bhāā aur vyākara” (“Language and Grammar”) which instigated a widely followed 

debate about inconsistencies of grammar in evidence among Hindi writers.  This was 

only the first of a number of disputes presided over by Dvivedī that debated aspects of the 

standardization of Khari Boli prose.  The influence of Sarasvatī on Hindi prose writers 

quite rapidly became so great that many considered it to be a “duty to use the idiom of its 

editors.”107 

 In the realm of poetry Dvivedī’s influence was equally pervasive.  His major 

desiderata was to see both prose and poetry written in a single standard language—Khari 

                                                 
102 Das, pp. 258-259. 
103 Sarasvatī first appeared in 1899 and “was originally edited by Syamsundar Das (1875-1937), one of the 
founders of the Nāgarī Prachāriī Sabhā.  From 1903 onwards, under the editorship of the Kanyākubja 
Brahman, Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī (1864-1938) it became the most influential [Hindi] literary journal of 
the first two decades of the 20th century.”  Gaeffke, p. 16. 
104 Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī: Pratinidhi Sakalan (Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī: Representative Collection) 
Rambaksh, sampādak (ed.), Namwar Singh, pradān sampādak (princ. ed.) in series Hindī Navajāgara ke  
agradūt (New Delhi: National Book Trust, India: 1996), p. 227. 
105 Gaeffke, p. 16. 
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Boli—so that a national language could be claimed.  His achievement of this goal 

represents an evolution in Hindi poetry away from Hariścandra’s creative work in the 

medium of Braj Bhasa and away from the socially constituted fabric of language which 

permitted Hariścandra to write both Urdu and Braj Bhasa verse.  It is interesting to note, 

however, that towards the beginning of his career Dvivedī himself used Braj Bhasa as the 

verse medium to write about language and other issues.108  These efforts appear to be a 

continuation in kind of Hariścandra’s Braj Bhasa poem on the promotion of Khari Boli, 

“Hindī kī unnati par vyākhyān”. 

 The debate which pitted Khari Boli against Braj Bhasa as the poetic medium was 

going on prior to Dvivedī’s tenure at Sarasvatī.  McGregor says that “it was inevitable 

that from the 70s onwards there should have been attempts to produce verse in Khari 

Boli.”109  However, these earliest attempts were experimental, with the works of 

Śrīdhar Pāhak proving to be the most successful, even though his use of the popular 

meters of folk song were not approved by Dvivedī.110  Dvivedī’s initial influence on the 

use of Khari Boli as the poetic medium came from the use of Sanskrit vocabulary and 

meters in his own poetry. 

After Dwivedi, no one could seriously oppose Khari Boli Hindi poetry on 
the grounds that this would further the spread of Urdu.  Dwivedi had 
succeeded in Sanskritizing the new poetic medium.111 

                                                                                                                                                 
106 Ibid., p. 17. 
107 Ibid., p. 22. 
108 McGregor, “A Last Look Back:   Maithilīśaraa Gupta and the Theme of the Golden Age in 
Bhārata Bhāratī,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta:  An Anthology, p. 106. 
109 Ibid., p. 107. 
110 Ananta Kumara Pasana, “The Poetic Art of  Maithilīśaraa Gupta,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta:  An 
Anthology, p. 176. 
111 King, “Forging,” p. 191. 
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However, his greatest influence did not occur due to his own poetic abilities: 

Dvivedī’s verses are of little interest.  Although he knew the rules, started 
to use Sanskrit metres instead of the quantitative Hindi prosody, and tried 
to teach a reformed Hinduism and national ideas in a pleasant form, he 
was no poet.  As soon as the stream of Hindi poetry increased, he stopped 
writing and left the field to more able men.112 

 

 In addition to securing Khari Boli as the Hindi poetic medium, Dvivedī wanted to 

influence the content of the poetry; and, in accordance with contemporary discourses, he 

was concerned with social issues and with the foregrounding of cultural forms.  He 

wanted Khari Boli to be a clean, moral means of conveying Hindu social ideals.  Thus he 

promoted an ideal of poetic production and content that best suited his concept of the 

social exigencies of his time.  Dvivedī’s fundamental principles in connection to poets 

and poetry in summary are: 

१. किव को गहन अध्ययन अ ौर मनन करना चािहए । 

२. किव के िलए सांसािरक ज्ञान अपेिक्षत है । 

३ . किव में गुण दोष िवषयक ज्ञान पयार्प्त होना चािहए । 

४ . किव को अ ादशर् मूक िवषयों पर सािहत्यक रचना करना चािहए । 

५ . किवता सामियक हो । 

६ . किवता में पर्भाव उत्पन्न करने की क्षमता होनी चािहए । 

७ . किवता वाभािवक हो । 

८ .किवता मे ंमनु य की पर्कृत भावनाअ ो ं का सहज अ ौर सजीव िचतर्ण हो । 

९ . किवता का िवषय मनोरंजक अ ौर उपदेश जनक होना चािहए । 

१०. का य में अथर् सौर य का होना परम वांछनीय है । भाव तत्व या रस तत्व किवता का पर्ाण है । 

११. का य की भाषा सरल-सुबोध तथा याकरण सम्मत होनी चािहए । 

                                                 
112 Gaeffke, p. 22. 



   69

१२. किवता मे ंअलंकारों का पर्योग बलात् न होना चािहए ।113 
 
1.  The poet ought to reflect and engage in profound study. 
2.  Knowledge of the world is required for a poet. 
3.  There ought to be considerable understanding of [both] virtues and 
wrongdoings in a poet. 
4.  The poet should create literature about humble [as opposed to 
glamorous] model topics. 
5.  Poetry should be contemporary. 
6.  Poetry should be able to create an effect. 
7.  Poetry should be natural. 
8.  In poetry there should be a natural and lively depiction of the natural 
feelings of mankind. 
9.  The subject of poetry ought to be entertaining and instructive. 
10.  It is highly desirable for poetry to have heroic meaning.  The soul of 
poetry is its natural state of emotion and passion.   
11.  The language of poetry ought to be straightforward, easily understood, 
and in conformance with grammar. 
12.  In poetry the use of ornamentation ought not be overbearing. 

 
 In this list of principles, several of Dvivedī’s intentions stand out.  First, one 

notices his fundamental concern that poetry should be natural, in accord with experience 

and with the real feelings of real people.  The attempt to incorporate real experience and 

natural feeling was to a great extent the result of English influence, deriving from 

Wordsworth and the English romantics, and adopted in the last half of the nineteenth 

century by Indian poets.  Second, one notices Dvivedī’s instruction that poetry should 

have heroic meaning.  The concern with heroism is linked to the promotion of 

nationalism and to the need to depict a past Indian glory.  Dvivedī wanted heros to be 

portrayed in a natural, realistic way.  Third, poetry should have both strong appeal and 

didactic capacity.  This quality is significant because, if poetry is not both appealing and 

                                                 
113 Sankata Prasāda Misra, Samīkā Āchārya Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī (Kanpur:  Anubhūti Prakāśan, 1979), 
p. 93.   
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instructive, how can a mass social reform agenda be effected through it?  The fourth point 

of interest is that Dvivedī believed that the style of poetry should be grammatical and 

without excessive ornamentation.  This concern indicates his intention to establish poetry 

as a securely fixed expression of standardized Khari Boli and to do away with the 

ornamentation connected with sensual Urdu poetic forms and the eroticism of Rīti poetry. 

 Succinctly put by one critic, “Acarya Dwivedi wanted poetry to perform the task 

of prose.”114  This is not an oversimplication.  Dvivedī intended primarily to foster a 

poetry that would be standard and didactic because these were the qualities that best fit 

his nationalist and social reform agendas.  In fairness, however, it should be said that, 

although he wanted poetry to serve a prescribed end, he certainly was not without poetic 

sensitivity.  Dvivedī’s sensitivity is apparent in his comparison of poetry with painting: 

Poetry and painting are closely related.  There is a unique similarity 
between them.  Both aim at depicting different kinds of scenes and mental 
states . . . Poetry is also a kind of picture.115  
 

 The period between 1900 and 1916 is known as the “Dvivedī Yug” by Hindi 

scholars not only because Dvivedī defined Khari Boli grammar and style during that 

period, but also because of his phenomenal power in literary and social arenas.  He had 

power to stage debates, to buy and sell ideas, to manage people in a Hindi public sphere 

that he was simultaneously helping to create.  The claiming and standardization of Khari 

Boli as the national poetic medium was an impressive production; however, one of his 

                                                 
114 Pasana, p. 176. 
115 Dvivedī quoted in Bhagiratha Misra, “The Poetic Theory of M. Gupta,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta:  An 
Anthology, p. 132.  Even in Dvivedī’s collected works I cannot find this passage, which Misra says is from 
the preface to Kavitā-Kalāpa, so I have included his translation. 
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most fruitful activities in connection with the promotion of Khari Boli poetry was his 

discovery, assiduous training, and publication in Sarasvatī of talented new poets.  Among 

these,  Maithilīśara Gupta became, by far, the most prominent. 

 
 
Preeminent Nationalist Poet:  Maithilīśara Gupta 
 

Maithilīśara Gupta was Dvivedī’s star protege.  He was a Gohoi Vaisya born in 

Chirgoan in the Jhansi district of what is now Uttar Pradesh.  At first he wrote in Braj 

Bhasa and the first poem that he sent to Dvivedī for publication, “Hemantā,” was in Braj 

Bhasa.  Dvivedī responded that the poem was written in an outdated language and that 

Sarasvatī published only in Khari Boli.  Gupta replied that he preferred Braj Bhasa to 

Khari Boli.  Even so, Dvivedī eventually published the poem but only after extensive 

revisions of its language, rendering the poem almost unrecognizable to its author.  Thus 

began a long mentor relationship in which Dvivedī painstakingly corrected each of 

Gupta’s poems.  By 1907 Dvivedī began to highlight Gupta’s work in the journal, 

allowing him to compose “picture-poems”—poems intended to fit with an artistic picture 

featured at the beginning of the publication. 

McGregor has observed that in the nineteenth century India’s emergent 

nationalism adopted an ideal of ancient Sanskritic, heroic India based on the work of 

early European scholars.  He assesses that “here was a prime source of the feeling of 

Indian cultural identity which developed in the early and mid-nineteenth century. . . into 
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one of patriotic identity and thereafter into an emergent nationalism.”116  Although this 

interpretation does not give weight to the interactive qualities of the construction of 

nationalism, it does serve to introduce the fact that writers—for perhaps McGregor’s 

reason as well as other reasons—began to focus on India’s golden past, and that these 

efforts were connected to an evolving patriotism and nationalism.  Much of Gupta’s 

poetry fits into this category:  the narrative, heroic recounting of India’s legendary past 

coupled with a social reform interpretation applied to India’s current conditions.  Thus, 

contemporary issues are referred to through his poetic discussions of the past. 

 Gupta’s first attempts at writing more substantial works than his initial incidental 

poems came with Rag me bhag (The Marring of Happiness, 1905) which is on a 

topic of Rājpūt history, and Jayadrath vadh (The Killing of Jayadrath, 1910) which deals 

with a Mahābhārata story.  Both of these were originally published in Sarasvatī and 

present the themes of Rajput courage and honor and the glory of ancient India for 

contemporary audiences.117 

 Bhārat-Bhārtī (The Voice of India, published in parts starting in 1912) is a 

collection of songs constituting a poetic essay on themes of the greatness of India’s past 

and the troubled condition of Gupta’s contemporary India.  One writer remarks that 

Bhārat-Bhārtī was the result of nationalistic influences on Gupta coming from the 

inspiration of Hariścandra and numerous leaders of the svarāj movement.118  According 

to McGregor, “This ambitious work is the clearest and most elaborate presentation in 

                                                 
116 McGregor, “A Last Look,” pp. 65-66. 
117 Ibid., pp. 66-67. 
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Hindi literature of a viewpoint which is of great historical interest, reflecting as it does 

the process of consolidation of modern attitudes in early twentieth century North 

India.”119  Even though the work is not recognized by scholars as intrinsically great 

poetry, it became immediately popular and carried considerable influence.  One writer 

claims that it was on the eminence gained by the poet from this work that he was 

appointed the “poet laureate” of the country.120  Indeed, after Independence was achieved 

in 1947, Gupta was popularly acclaimed as India’s rāra kavi (national poet) and in 1952 

he was named to the Rājya Sabhā (Council of States, the upper house of the Indian 

parliament).  The following is a section on rārabhaa (national language): 

 

ह ैरा भाषा भी अभी तक देश मे ंकोई नहीं, 

हम िनज िवचार जना सकंे िजससे पर पर सब कहीं । 

इस योग्य िहन्दी ह ैतदिप अब तक न िनज पद पा सकी । 

भाषा िबना भावैकता अब तक न हममे ंअ ा सकी ।। ११२।। 

 

यों तो व-भाषा िसिद्ध के सब पर्ान्त है ंसाधक यहाँ, 

पर एक उदूर्दाँ अिधकतर बन रह ेबाधक यहाँ । 

भगवान जानंे देश मे ंकब अ ायेगी अब एकता, 

हठ छोड़ दो ह ेभाइयो! अच्छी नहीं अिववेकता ।।११३।।121 
 
In the country even now there is no national language. 
We can produce our own thoughts shared mutually everywhere. 
Hindi is suitable for this; nevertheless, it could not yet get special status. 
Without language we have not been able to come into unity. 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
118 Manohar Bandopadhyay, Lives and Works of Great Hindi Poets (Delhi:  B.R. Publ. Corp., 1994), p. 88. 
119 McGregor, “A Last Look,” p. 67. 
120 Bandopadhyay, p. 88. 
121  Maithilīśara Gupta, Bhārat-Bhārtī (Chirgaon:  Saket Prakaśan, 1995; first publication 1912), p. 160. 
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The provinces which have obtained their own languages are the means 
here [of spreading the national language]. 
But it is mostly Urdu speakers who have been creating obstruction here. 
Only God knows when unity will come in this country. 
Brothers, abandon stubbornness!  Imprudence is not good. 
 

The direct rhetoric of this passage makes evident the fact that, for Gupta, Khari Boli in 

opposition to Urdu had become a “symbol of nationalistic aspirations.”122  Gupta’s 

delineation of India as the Āryan nation in Bhārat-Bhārtī became a significant guideline 

for contemporary considerations of national identity.  I will discuss Bhārat-Bhārtī’s 

construction of national identity in the next section of this chapter. 

 As did Dvivedī, Gupta delineated his concept of the proper form of poetry.  His 

essay “Hindi Kavitā kis hag kī ho” (“What Should the Style of Hindi Poetry Be?,” 

1914) discusses at length his critical considerations in this area.  He outlines three 

objectives of poetry which, he says, are made clear from history: 

पहली बात सहानुभूित है । साथ-साथ अनुभव करने को सहानुभूित कहते है ं। किव में इस 

गुण का होना अिनवायर् है । जब तक हम वयं िकसी िवषय को अनुभव न कर सकंेगे, तब 

तक दूसरों को उस का अनुभव कैसे करा सकंेगे ? िजस किवता में सहानुभूित के भाव नहीं, 

वह यथाथर् किवता नहीं । सहानुभूित ही ए ेसी चीज़ है जो सबके मन को अ ाकिषर्त कर 

सकती ह।ै  . . . . मतलब यह िक हमे ंअपने समाज से सहानुभूित होनी चािहए अ ौर हमारी 

किवता मे ंउसके अनुकूल सामियक भावों का िवकास रहना चािहए ।  

. . . . दूसरी बात बुरे कामों का िवरोध ह।ै  इसके साथ एक बात अ ौर है।  वह यह िक अच्छ े

कामों का अनुरोध।  मनु य मातर् में पर्वृित्तयों का होनो वाभािवक ह।ै  सब का जीवन 

कमर्मय हैं।  अतएव जब बुरे कामों का िवरोध करना किवता का काम ह,ै तब अच्छ ेकामों 

का अनुरोध करना वतः िसद्ध है।  हमारे किवयों को सवर्दा इसका ध्यान रखना चािहए 

अ ौर अपनी किवता मे ंयह िवरोध अ ौर अनुरोध बराबर िदलाना चािहए।  हमारे समाज मे ं

इस समय जो सवर्सम्मत बुराइयां फले रही है,ं उनके द पिरणाम हमारे सामने पर्कट करके 

िदखाना उनका कतर् य ह।ै 

                                                 
122 Srivastava and Gargesa, p. 200.  
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. . . . तीसरी बात अ ादशर् िदखलाने की है।  हमारे किवयों को इस अ ोर ध्यान देना 

चािहए।123 

 

The first topic is sympathy.  Experiencing things together is called 
sympathy.  This quality is essential in a poet.  Until we ourselves can 
experience some sensation, how can we get others to feel it?  The poem in 
which there is no feeling of sympathy is not a real poem.  Sympathy is the 
sort of thing that can readily win all hearts. . . This means that we ought to 
have sympathy for our society and that we ought to develop contemporary 
notions in our poetry in accordance with it. 
 
The second topic is the opposition to bad deeds.  Along with this there is 
another thing: the insistence on good deeds.  Only in man is it natural to 
have mental inclinations.  Everyone’s life is composed of dutiful action.  
Therefore when opposing bad deeds is the work of poetry, the insistence 
on good deeds is accomplished all by itself.  Our poets ought continually 
to pay attention to this and show this opposition and entreaty equally in 
their poetry.  It is their duty to clarify and show us the bad result of the 
evils that are spreading everywhere in our society at this time.   
 
The third topic is showing idealism.  Our poets ought to give consideration 
to this. . .  
 
At the beginning of “Hindī Kavitā kis hag kī ho” Gupta compares the 

Rāmāyaa to an early Hindi classic Rasāu, saying:  “The amount of difference between 

the two is only that the Rāmāyaa is the classic story of our victory and Rasāu—being 

also a classic story—is a song about our lamentable defeat.”  He continues: 

यहीं से हमारी पराधीनता का अ ारम्भ होता है । िविजत जाित पर िवजेताअ ो ं का पर्भाव 

पड़ता ही ह ै। वह पर्भाव वशे-भूषा तक ही नहीं रहता, अ ाचारों पर भी थोड़ा बहुत पड़ता ह ै। 

हमारी भी यही दशा हुई । हमारे सािहत्य-िवशेष कर किवता पर वह पर्भाव िवशेष रूप से 

पड़ा । मुसलमानों के संसगर् से, उन्हीं के ढंग पर, वह िवलािसत की अ ोर होता गया । उसकी 

गित यहाँ तक बढ़ी िक भूषण को अपनी किवता के ोताअ ो ं से हाथ धो डालने तक को 

                                                 
123  Maithilīśara Gupta, “Hindī Kavitā kis hag ki ho,” in ed. C.L. Prabhaata, Maithilīśara Gupta, 
vyakti aur abhivyakti sampādaka (Bombay: Bombay Hindī Vidyāpīt, 1987), p. 23-27. 
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कहना पड़ा । भूषण-सम्बिन्धनी यह जन ुित िमथ्या भी हो सकती ह,ै पर अव था वा तव में 

ए ेसी ही हुई ।124 

 
Our dependence begins from that point.  A conquered people is indeed 
influenced by the victors.  This influence is not limited to clothing, but is 
also found in behavior patterns.  That also happened to us:  that influence 
was mostly on our literature, especially on our poetry.  From the contact 
with Muslims and their style, it [the poetry] kept progressing towards 
sensuality.  The speed of this movement increased to the extent that 
Bhūan even had to tell the listeners of his poetry to wash their hands.  
This rumor about Bhūan may be a myth but such a situation really 
happened.   

 

This passage is based on an association of elements:  Islamic political domination is 

linked to the appearance of sensuality in poetry.  Thus Gupta employs a Hindu 

communalistic argument to speak in favor of a significant change—a cleansing—of 

content and style in Hindi poetry; and to argue this point he indicates that Islamic 

influence and power was oppressive in both political and cultural realms.  The 

implication is that hands must be washed both in connection with cultural forms. (i.e., 

sensuality in poetry) and in connection with any vestiges of Mulsim political domination 

which may remain after “our lamentable defeat.”  

 Presented in isolation, however, the passage might mislead the reader because 

Gupta was known both in his writing and his personal life to espouse an attitude of 

religious universalism.  His closest friend and teacher was Muslim, he had an interest in 

Islamic archtiecture, and, further, he used Altaf Husain Hālī’s Urdu Musaddas (1869) as 

a stylistic model for his precedent-setting nationalist work Bhārat-Bhārti.125  These 

                                                 
124 Gupta, “Hindī Kavitā kis hag ki ho,” p. 15. 
125 McGregor, “A Last Look,” p. 67. 
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factors suggest that Gupta—even though Bhārat-Bhārti was strongly nationalist in flavor 

and integral to the communalist agenda of the Hindi movement—was not a strict Hindu 

communalist and that manifestations of communalism in the lives of late nineteenth- and 

early twentieth-century Indian poets and their poetry may represent intricately complex 

attitudes.  

Gupta lived a difficult life.  He survived the emotional pain of the deaths of three 

wives and only one of his many children lived to adulthood.  But he continued writing 

throughout his life, producing a number of works dealing with heroic and nationalistic 

topics.  Although his later works (such as Sāket, 1931) continued to address nationalist 

and social reform topics, his writing eventually began to acquire some of the 

introspective characteristics of Chāyāvād poetry.  One writer memorializes Gupta:  “He is 

remembered as an inveterate upholder of Hindu values and Aryan culture from which his 

view of nationalism was never separated.”126 

 
Dvivedī Era Themes in Bhārat-Bhārti  
 
 One of the main proposals of this dissertation is that the Chāyāvād poetic idiom 

resituated ideas about identity beyond the thematic preferences of the Dvivedī Era.  

Whereas the Chāyāvād idiom relies on semiotic themes that had been resonating and 

taking on various colorations in Indian culture for centuries, the Dvivedī Era’s themes 

expressed in both its poetry and prose were focused primarily on the imagined ancient 

nation as the model for heroic modern identities and cures for social ills.  That is, the 

                                                 
126 Bandopadhyay, p. 91. 
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point of reference for identities in the Dvivedī Era was a structural edifice—the nation.  

In Chāyāvād poetry, however, the nation was no longer the central reference point for 

imagining new Indian identities; the transmissional modes, communicated by poetic 

language, instead of through the prose-like poetry of the Dvivedī Era idiom, became new 

reference points for Indian identity. 

Gupta’s Bhārat-Bhārti serves as a comprehensive example of the collective 

national identity which Dvivedī intended to foster both through Sarasvatī's didactic 

themes and by the acquisition of a national language that would mute all of the dialects 

and regional languages.  The work is divided into three major sections:  atit kha 

(Chapter on the past); vartamān kha (Chapter on the present); bhaviyat kha 

(Chapter on the future).   The atit kha is by far the longest section of the poem, 

indicating that its description of India’s glorious (homogenized) past is the most 

important message for the reader.  This section begins as does Sāket with an invocation of 

the deity—in this case, Rām as sītā-pati).127  Gupta discusses numerous aspects of the 

Āryan past including the primacy of India’s civilization in the ancient world in all areas 

of endeavor, especially science, religion, and culture; the greatness of its heros; the 

excellence of its scriptures; and its balanced social order and harmonious family life.  

Next a period of decline is discussed which was ultimately due not to the conquering 

Muslims or British, but to a loss of virtue and dharma amongst the people.  Vartamān 

kha describes the overwhelming evils of contemporary India which have been brought 

about by a general fall of the citizenry from dharmic behavior; these include social ills, 
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such as poverty and famine; cow-killing; the purchase of foreign goods; and degenerate 

literature.  Finally, bhaviyat kha indicates the way to return to Vedic greatness in the 

modern world:  through becoming a self-respecting nation by uplifting and purifying 

society, increasing literacy, adopting Khari Boli as the national language, etcetera.  A 

significant area of emphasis in the poem is the heroic individual; Gupta clearly expected 

readers to be inspired by past and present heroism and great deeds.   

As a whole, the poem is an exhaustive effort to envision and define a national 

collective identity.  It attempts to leap over the divisions between certain groups (such as 

communal issues between Muslims and Hindus), but nonetheless proposes an identity 

that is primarily Hindu and thus, like a constructed national language, homogenizing in 

its impact—at least up to a point.  Over time the concept of the Āryan nation was able to 

be adapted by various identity groups to suit their own needs; Orsini has shown the 

elasticity of the concept of the Āryan nation in her discussion of the complex mechanisms 

of the adoption of the idea by diverse groups such as the Ādi Hindus.128  Bhārat-Bhārtī 

will be further discussed in comparison to Prasād’s Kāmāyanī in Chapter Six. 

 
Modernity and Identity in Sarasvatī 
 

During my research work at the Nāgarī Prachāriī Sabhā, in addition to reading 

many issues of Sarasvatī published under Dvivedī’s editorship between 1903 and 1921, I 

became interested in aspects of the journal’s organization, presentation, and content.  In 

observing the layout, I particularly noticed details such as a consistently employed 

                                                                                                                                                 
127 Rām as sītā-pati is the husband of Sītā. 
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technique of juxtaposing articles and related artwork or poetry.129  For example, the 

viewpoint of an editorial article would frequently be reinforced by a thematic poem 

placed strategically nearby.  Much didactic work was accomplished through such 

meaningful juxtapositions and groupings of articles.  Sarasvatī thus possessed its own 

aesthetic sensibility which constituted part of its didactic methodology.  Sarasvatī’s 

aesthetic style of presentation can be described as orderly and conservative (no unusual 

ornamentation or experimental artwork or poetry appears in these pages), but attractive.   

I was also impressed with the consistency of the general editorial tone.  Although 

lively debates were carried out in the “letters to the editor” section, the featured articles 

were controlled in tone, formulaic in structure (they mimic English rhetorical methods), 

and their content seems to have been thoroughly predigested—that is, the information 

and viewpoints are presented as certainties.  Overall, Sarasvatī offered an uncomplicated, 

even simplfied view of the highly complicated comtemporary social and literary 

circumstances.  Although one sees little complexity or ambivalence of opinion in these 

journals, the viewpoints presented are calm and reasoned.  

 The same subjects appear again and again.  As one would expect given Dvivedī’s 

interest in the west, western science and literature are favorite topics.  Articles about the 

English language and its famous writers are frequent.  Another recurring subject is 

ancient India.  Articles on prāchīn bhārat—its history, language (Sanskrit), great poets, 

cultural aspects, influence, and accomplishments—are constantly recurring items.  
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References to Hindi and other Indian languages are also frequent, and poetic production 

is a favored topic.  Technology, including topics such as electricity, the construction of 

dams, and agriculture are prominently featured.  There are also numerous travel pieces 

and articles of international interest; for example, one articles discusses Japanese 

housewives!   

Upon observing the frequency of certain topics and their prominent placement in 

the journal, I began to question the motivation behind these patterns.  The format and foci 

of journals are determined by the editor and staff; but behind editorial privilege lies an 

editorial agenda, which may not be entirely conscious.  Choices of prominently featured 

topics are connected to issues of authority and identity.  The continuous foregrounding of 

a topic suggests that it constitutes an important discursive area.  Thus I became interested 

in identifying the sites at which authority was being derived, prestige deposited, or 

identity proposed.  Authority and identity are connected; identity attachments often flow 

towards sites (individuals or topics) of authority and prestige.  Sarasvatī's most 

frequently occurring and prominently featured topics include:  antiquity, usually in 

reference to ancient India but also including ancient sites in other countries, such as 

Greece, and topics of interest; language, especially English and Sanskrit; science and 

technology, centered on western examples of technological feats; education; and 

biographies or sketches of great men and their accomplishments.  When reading the 

January 1921 issue, I noted that the authority in this issue appears to be derived primarily 
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(Orsini, p. 193). 
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from an appeal to antiquity and references to English.  Thus the national collective 

identity that Dvivedī wished to foster was founded primarily on a historical recreation 

consisting of an identification with Sanskrit and ancient India.  The reconstruction of an 

ideal ancient India has been discussed by many scholars.  It is perhaps more interesting to 

observe that Dvivedī constructed the English language and western science as sites where 

authority and prestige reside.  This may be dismissed as the result of ambivalence created 

under the sway of colonial hegemony; English and science were certainly high stakes in 

the colonial enterprise in India.  Dvivedī’s motivations, however, were probably 

sophisticated and his agenda concerned the patterning of language and science in India 

along hegemonic lines.  Dvivedī’s hegemonic agenda for language is discussed in 

Chapter Two, “Dvivedī and the Grammar of National Identity.”  The weighting of topics 

reveals a dual concern with antiquity and modernity; and modernity is associated with the 

west.   

Sarasvatī’s presentation and choice of topics promoted a model of the individual 

intended to attract the attention of a particular readership and inspire emulation.  From 

observing the repetitive consistency of certain subjects, an outline of the “Sarasvatī 

identity” begins to take shape.  This individual can be described as middle class, 

educated, and literate; open to a globalizing influence; informed about contemporary 

debates; metaphorically rooted in India’s ancient past, but knowledgeable about the 

modern west.  One of the articles in the November 1922 edition of the journal is titled 

“Vij–ān kī unnatī” (“The Progress of Science”).  It is a long article (over ten pages) with 

illustrations.  Most of the articles on science and technology are fully illustrated, which 
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confers a special status on them.  I questioned the significance of the preponderance of 

such pieces and what these various emphases and combinations of topics might be saying 

to the Sarasvatī reader about identity:  Sarasvatī seems to be defining a bifurcated 

individual—on the one hand, his sense of self stems from pride in ancient India and, on 

the other, he is being trained into a modern technological future that is inextricably 

involved with the west.  Gupta’s Bhārat-Bhārtī also describes an identity that is dualistic:  

allegiance to ancient India and a call to the modern nation.  Thus the Indian identity 

constructed and offered for consumption during the Dvivedī Era was a modern identity 

even though it refers to ancient times.  The call to the ancient past became a means of 

constructing a coherent, unified future.  
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Chapter 2:  Dvivedī and the Grammar of National Identity   
 

भाषा मनु य की सहचाि रणी है । 

Language is the fellow traveler of man.  (Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī)130 
 
 
Dvivedī and the Grammar of Identity 

A more complete analysis of the European influences on Dvivedī’s work to 

standardize Hindi should be undertaken, especially the connection with German 

Sanskritists and Dvivedī’s fascination with Max Müller.  In this chapter, however, I only 

touch broadly on these connections and use Antonio Gramsci’s (1891-1937) engagement 

with Italy’s Language Question as a lens for observing the relationship between grammar 

and identity that is apparent in Dvivedī’s promotion of Khari Boli.  This analysis also 

provides a background for the discussion in Chapter Three of Dvivedī’s reaction to 

Chāyāvād’s breach of grammatical standards in poetry. 

The central argument of this dissertation is that grammar and thematic content (in 

particular, the themes I refer to as the transmissional modes) are the two primary 

discursive sites where identities were being formed and transmitted during the Dvivedī 

and Chāyāvād Eras.  Further, Chāyāvād’s appearance during the Dvivedī Era reflects an 

important shift in the definition of Indian national identities away from social reformist 

models towards increasingly modern-nationalist self-representations which constituted a 

more apposite response to the fragmenting pressures of modernity that underlay the 

nationalist movement.  A primary project of the dissertation, therefore, is to link 
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grammatical changes and the production of grammatical norms and models to the 

construction of national identity.   

A number of scholars have discussed the use of grammar as a social signfier 

related to identity constructions, but in this dissertation I primarily refer to the theories of 

two:  Julia Kristeva (1941- ) and Gramsci.  Their theories have different foci.  Kristeva 

discusses poetry as a revolutionary language form that defies the orderly, patriarchal 

grammar of prose; Gramsci developed the concept that the construction of a broadly 

defined “normative” grammar enables the concurrent creation of hegemonic discourses 

and collective identities.  Behind both theories, however, are central ideas concerning the 

work of grammar:  1) grammar is a potent signifying system that is integrally connected 

to society and its various expressions of power; and 2) grammar both reflects and 

influences constructions of collective identity.   

Here I argue that the several grammatical shifts which occurred during the period 

under consideration were not meaningless linguistic accidents but were at the center of 

discourses  surrounding contemporary social identities.  In order to locate this chapter 

within the dissertation, it would be useful to ennumerate these grammatical shifts here.  

They are:  1) the standardization of grammatical forms in Khari Boli prose and the 

corresponding promotion of Khari Boli as the national language; 2) the promotion of 

Khari Boli as the poetic medium (over Braj Bhasa in particular) and the concurrent 

grammatical standardization of poetic language; 4) the shift away from the standardized 

                                                                                                                                                 
130 Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī.  Bharat Yayavar, ed. “Bhāā aur vyākara” in Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī  
rachnāvālī: khan ek (Nayī Dillī:  Kitābghar, 1995), p. 278.      
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grammatical form of Khari Boli poetry promoted by Dvivedī in Sarasvatī to the fluid, 

highly ungrammatical constructions of Chāyāvād poetry; and 5) an individual shift, seen 

specifically in Mahādevī's work, from poetry to prose.  The shift to standardized prose 

and poetic forms and the engineering of Khari Boli’s predominance over the dialects and 

regional languages were discussed in Chapter One by recounting the history of the 

language movement and the life and work of three of Hindi’s major figures, 

Hariścandra, Dvivedī, and Gupta.131     

The present chapter continues the discussion of Dvivedī’s manipulation of Khari 

Boli by focusing on the first grammatical shift mentioned above:  the standardization of 

Khari Boli prose as a means to construct a national language.  The link between grammar 

and national identity in Dvivedī's work can be strikingly displayed by comparing his 

writings that promote Khari Boli as the national language to Gramsci’s concepts.  This 

chapter therefore analyzes two of Dvivedī’s essays in comparison with Gramsci’s work 

on the complex relationships between language, grammar, hegemony, and the 

construction of collective identities.  These essays (both of which were published in 

Sarasvatī) are: "Bhāā aur vyākara" (“Language and Grammar”) which came out in two 

parts (November, 1905, and February, 1908) and "Deśvyāpak bhāā" (“Nationwide 

Language,” September, October, and November, 1903).132  Dvivedī's attempts to 

                                                 
131 The shift from the grammatical poetry of the Dvivedī Era to the ungrammatical Chāyāvād idiom will be 
addressed in Chapter Three.  Mahādevī Varmā’s abrupt grammatical shift from poetry to prose, which 
relates to changing power dynamics in relation to female roles, is discussed in Chapter Six, “Sources of 
Subversion.” 
132 Dvivedī, “Bhāā aur vyākara,” pp. 276-317.  Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī.  Bharat Yayavar, ed.  
“Deśvyāpak bhāā,” in Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī rachnāvālī: khan ek (Nayī Dillī:  Kitābghar, 1995), 
pp. 125-140.  
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standardize the grammatical forms of Khari Boli prose—and the related privileging of 

Sanskrit and promotion of Khari Boli as the national medium over the regional 

langugages—are linked to the construction of a particularly influential version of Indian 

national identity which resonated with an “elite” audience.133  As Dvivedī was 

constructing a normative grammar he was simultaneously constructing and disseminating 

a national identity.   

A considerable amount of scholarly work has already been done on the language 

movement and its links to colonialism and nationalism.  Much of this scholarship relies 

implicitly on Gramsci’s theories of hegemony, which have been recycled and 

reconsidered so frequently in postcolonial studies that one tends to forget that the term 

‘hegemony’ was seminally redefined by Gramsci and that his concept of hegemony lies 

at the root of many discussions involving the topic.  One purpose of this chapter is to 

bring Gramsci’s ideas on language, grammar, and hegemony to the fore and to offer a 

close reading, based directly on Gramsci’s work, of Dvivedī’s essays on national 

language and grammar rather than applying the term ‘hegemony’ without contextualizing 

it in relation to Gramsci’s original discussion of the term. 

In my discussion of the links between Dvivedī's construction of Khari Boli Hindi 

and the formation of national identity, several topics are addressed.  As a background, I 

briefly review Gramsci’s concepts concerning language’s hegemonic functions and the 

relationship of language to the construction of identity along with a general discussion of 

Dvivedī's work in connection with these topics.  Next I discuss Dvivedī's arguments 

                                                 
133 Christopher King (“vernacular elite”) and Alok Rai have both described this as a constructed group. 
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relating to national identity, language and grammar, and his advocacy for Khari Boli 

Hindi’s supremacy over the regional languages as the national language.  I conclude with 

a discussion of Hindi in relation to Gramsci’s concept of hegemony.     

 

Background:  Language, Hegemony, and Identity in Gramsci and Dvivedī 

In 2004 Peter Ives published an insightful analysis of Gramsci’s theory of 

hegemony.134  Ives’s important contribution was to uncover the links in Gramsci’s 

writings between language and hegemony, two concepts which were not fully articulated 

or encapsulated in one place in the writings by Gramsci himself.  Ives contends that 

Gramsci uses language (and grammar) as a metaphor for hegemony and that the roots of 

Gramsci’s reformulation of hegemony as a concept lie in his background in linguistics.  

In this chapter I rely on Ives’s research into the influences informing Gramsci’s 

philosophies and his connections between language and hegemony as a useful basis from 

which to launch my analysis of Dvivedī’s efforts to standardize Khari Boli as the 

deśvyāpak bhāā (nationwide language). 

                                                 
134 Peter Ives. Language and Hegemony in Gramsci (London: Pluto Press, 2004), p. 37.   
Written during his incarceration from 1926 to 1937 under Mussolini’s Fascist regime, Gramsci’s Prison 
Notebooks attracted increasing interest among western Marxist circles starting in the late 1960s.  The 
principal ideas contained in the notebooks—including his thoughts on hegemony, language, and the social 
position of the intellectual—became central to a new wave of scholarship in the 1980s concerned with 
‘critical studies’ and ‘discourse analysis’ in the areas of politics, culture, and society.  From that time the 
field of South Asia studies has been in a uniquely reciprocal, but not uncriticized, relationship to Gramscian 
thought which deeply influenced the writings of the Subaltern Studies Group.  That group (or “collective”) 
used Gramsci’s concepts as a basis for repositioning historical narratives away from a focus on the elite 
voice towards subaltern perspectives. Originally a military term referring to subordinates in rank, 
‘subaltern’ was developed by Gramsci to refer to social classes and groups of inferior status.  Scholars 
belonging to the Subaltern Studies Group were in turn responsible for the wider infusion of Gramsci’s ideas 
into scholarly and popular arenas.  Their work has been particularly influential in defining and developing 
the areas of ‘cultural studies’ and ‘poscolonial studies.’ 
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Dvivedī's efforts to secure Hindi as the national language (reflected in the essays 

of 1905 and 1908) are related to the same nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates 

in Europe that Gramsci was addressing in the Prison Notebooks of 1926-1937.135  Carried 

out by European linguists, politicians, and others, these debates were focused on the 

value of vernacular languages and the construction of standardized languages for 

nationalist purposes.  Tendencies had arisen in German romanticism towards privileging 

vernacular languages over ‘classical’ languages such as Latin and Greek and this tension 

was in the forefront of discussions.136  In light of these debates, Dvivedī's stance is both 

interesting and puzzling.  First, he proposes that Khari Boli should be established as the 

dominant literary medium over other potential contenders and that this literary language 

ought to be stabilized through attaining a consensus on a standard of grammar.  What is 

puzzling is that he also says that the spoken languages should remain free of attempts to 

impose standardized grammar.  The glaring issue here is that, by omitting the spoken 

languages from his plan of standardization, he severs the links between the national 

literary language and the related spoken languages.  I will return to this topic at the end of 

the chapter.     

It is apparent from the range of his essays that Dvivedī took great interest in 

European matters; but, retrospectively, these interests appear to be quite canonical, 

leaning towards the exaltation of science, liberal philosophy and politics, linguistics, 

literature, the lives of ‘great men,’ and connections between Europe and India (especially 

                                                 
135 I used the following translated edition of the Prison Notebooks as a general reference for this chapter:  
Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, ed. and trans. Quintin Hoare 
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in the area of the Sanskrit language) rather than towards Marxist thought and praxis 

which served as the foundation for Gramsci’s ideas about hegemony.  Marxist thought 

did not begin to have a pervasive impact on Indian intellectuals and writers until the 

coming of the post-Chāyāvād Pragativād (Progressivist) movement.  Dvivedī’s essays 

discuss enduring civilizations, broad liberal ideas, and great thinkers.  By presenting 

these topics to the Hindi-literate, journal-reading public, he was providing a concept of 

civilization to a new class of Hindi elite which was being created along with the 

standardization of Khari Boli.   

The numerous essays Dvivedī published on European topics in Sarasvatī include, 

for example, titles such as “Viliyam Jons ne kaise Saskt sīkhī” (“How    

William Jones learned Sanskrit”) and “Yūrop ke itihās se sīkhne yogya bātẽ” (“Things   

worth learning from the history of Europe”).  He translated collections of the works of 

three British philosophers from English into Hindi:   Francis Bacon (1561-1626), 

Bekan-vichār-ratnāvalī (A Jewelled Necklace of the Thought of Bacon, 1901); John 

Stuart Mill (1806-1873), Svadhīntā (Liberty, 1907); Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), Śikā 

(Education, 1906).  Bacon is best known for influencing scientific thought and practice 

by proposing the theory of observation and experimentation; Mill for his concepts on 

individual liberty in relation to the good of society and Utilitarianism; and Spencer as the 

philosopher who applied the idea of evolution to social groups (“Social Darwinism”).  

Given his motivation to Sanskritize Khari Boli, it is not surprising that Dvivedī was also 

                                                                                                                                                 
and Geoffrey Nowell Smith (New York:  International Publishers, 1971).  
136 Ives, p. 37. 
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particularly interested in European studies relating to Sanskrit; Max Müller (1823-1900) 

is the German Sanskritist whose linguisitic views he adopts in “Bhāā aur vyākara."   

Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks took up the concept of hegemony and expanded its 

meaning to include complex relations of coercion and consent at work within and among 

social and political structures.137  Further, and significantly for this study of Dvivedī’s 

construction of Khari Boli in the nationalist context, Gramsci linked the concept of 

hegemony to language and language’s production of meaning.138  Gramsci’s use of the 

term, however, derives from his background in linguistics,139 particularly in relation to 

the Italian Language Question extant at the beginning of the twentieth century and the 

related issue of Italian unification.140  Gramsci fell into a lineage of Italian linguists141 

who opposed the idea that language develops without relationship to meaning.  He picked 

up these lines of linguistic theory and extended them into the realm of Marxist thought to 

try to understand why Italian Fascism had succeeded and Communism had failed.  

                                                 
137 The Prison Notebooks stands as an extended analysis of why the uprisings of workers in capitalist 
countries and the advent of communism anticipated by Marx and Engels had not happened.  
138 The term ‘hegemony’ had been used previously by Russian social democrats to articulate the means 
whereby the proletariat might gain power.  Ives, p. 64.   
139 “…Gramsci initially became familiar with a well-developed and complex concept of ‘hegemony’ as it 
was being used in linguistics.”  Ives, p. 43. 
140 Ives, p. 44. 
141 Gramsci’s linguistic predecessors included Graziadio Isaia Ascoli (1829-1907) and his own professor, 
Bartoli, who were at odds both with the theories proposed by the German Neogrammarian 
(Junggrammatiker) school of thought relating to how languages develop and with Alessandro Manzoni’s 
(1785-1873) solution to Italy’s national ‘Language Question’ proposing the primacy of one dialect (the 
Tuscan/Florentine dialect) over all others as the standardized national language.  The “discovery” of 
Sanskrit in the eighteenth century led, particularly among German scholars, to an effloresence of 
comparative linguistics and attempts to construct a proto-language.  Building on the work of philologists 
who developed comparisons between Indo-European languages based on sound changes, the 
Neogrammarians explicitly asserted that ‘sound laws’ were immutable and that languages changed only 
according to the mechanical laws that resided within them.  



   92

Before looking at Dvivedī’s promotion of Khari Boli, it will be useful here to 

explain in brief Gramsci’s ideas on language and hegemony and the connections between 

the two.  According to Gramsci, the potential for hegemony resides in the meaning-

producing function of language.  Meaning is continually reconstructed in language 

through the shifts in meaning that occur to words over time like thin layers of sediment.  

Gramsci states:  

Language is transformed with the transformation of the whole of 
civilisation, through the acquisition of culture by new classes and through 
the hegemony exercised by one national language over others…. and what 
it does is precisely to absorb in metaphorical form the words of previous 
civilisations and cultures.142 
 

Words take on new meanings through the work of historical processes; the “traces” of 

these processes come to reside in words usually without the conscious knowledge of the 

people who use the words.  These historical traces are the carriers of power and prestige:  

they are hidden and they may carry a high level of emotional value.   

With regard to grammar, Ives contends that “Gramsci uses language as a 

metaphor for social and political relations” and further says that, although it is never 

explicitly stated, “his twenty-ninth Notebook suggests that the structures of language, 

especially different types of grammar, are metaphors for hegemony.”143  Although 

Gramsci does not directly discuss how different grammatical constructions (the grammar 

of Dvivedī’s prose in comparison to that of Chāyāvād poetry, for example) may be 

hegemonic or how hegemony inheres in specific grammatical arrangements, he does 

                                                 
142 Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 452.   
143 Ives, p. 85. 
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define two “grammars of hegemony,” which describe the processes whereby grammars 

are generated:  normative grammar and spontaneous grammar.  I will describe these 

concepts in some detail here as they are central to my discussion of Dvivedī’s promotion 

of Khari Boli as the national language.    

Normative grammars are official, codified and recognized by holders of power as 

legitimate.  Spontaneous grammars are “patterns we follow while speaking that are 

unconscious and seem natural.”144  The two types of grammars stand in a reciprocal 

relationship.  Whereas normative grammars are consciously constructed using extant 

spontaneous grammars, spontaneous grammars contain the forgotten traces of previous 

normative grammars.  Thus spontaneous grammars become undetected sites of 

hegemonic activity because the normative traces (which influence attitudes and behavior) 

are obscured from consciousness.  Like spontaneous grammars, normative grammars also 

are hegemonic in that they have been purposefully constructed to support the concept or 

identity of a nation or group.      

Normative grammars are further distinguished as “regressive” or “progressive”; 

these terms are linked to Gramsci’s political values.  Whereas regressive normative 

grammar is the type of normative grammar proffered by imperialist groups with the intent 

to gain and maintain control through language’s capacity to affect thoughts and attitudes, 

progressive normative grammar is the type of grammar that Gramsci advocated should be 

employed by Communist groups in order to influence the thoughts of subalterns and 

others towards the social goals of Communism.  Gramsci was concerned with changing 
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the consciousness of subaltern groups and individuals away from a position of consent to 

the agendas of hegemonic groups and towards developing their own languages and 

identities.  Both types of normative grammars are then hegemonic.            

On the topic of identity and its link to language, Gramsci writes:  

The starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one 
really is [one’s identity], and is ‘knowing thyself’ as a product of the 
historical process to date which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, 
without leaving an inventory.145  
 

Gramsci thus links the formation of identity to hegemonic processes (the undetected 

traces) that are located in language; grammar in Gramscian terms is inseparable from 

identity in that the package of a language and its grammar constitutes a metaphorical 

system—a framework that incorporates unconscious hegemonic elements, or “traces”—

through which groups of people define an identity and gain or relinquish power.  Identity 

is closely linked in Gramscian thought to the creation of a common language and the 

related notions of “world-view” and “collective will.”  He believes that a group’s 

inability to develop a cohesive world-view leads to subalternity and domination.146  Thus 

it is imperative, in Gramscian terms, to encourage and assist subaltern groups to gain 

their own world-views and to facilitate this process by the construction of a common 

language; a group’s world-view is integral to the formation of its identity.   

Also in relation to the formation of group identities, Gramsci advocates that the 

identities of subalterns should be altered by the creation of a collective will which would 

be implemented through progressive hegemonic processes:  “Gramsci’s exploration of 

                                                                                                                                                 
144 Ibid., p. 90. 
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the collective and cultural dimensions of will formation or consciousness, what we now 

understand as subjectivity, means that the very constitution of identities is altered through 

the process of politics.”147  Thus Gramsci’s understanding is that a politically viable 

collective will is not constructed at the level, for example, of strikes by workers in 

Turin’s Fiat factory, but that the work of creating a collective political will extends 

deeply into the individual’s subjectivity where language’s hegemonic capacity can shape 

the person’s sense of allegiance and concept of self.   

So what of the relationship of Dvivedī’s work to the construction of Indian 

national identity?  By observing the progress of Italy’s Language Question and the efforts 

of workers and peasants to gain power, Gramsci articulated the broader processes of 

identity formation that Dvivedī’s essays attempt to enact by establishing Khari Boli as the 

hegemonic Indian language—that a subaltern group must attain an identity and, in turn, 

an identity is gotten by acquiring a common language, a collective will, and a world-

view.  Dvivedī’s work of standardization is linked to Gramsci’s idea that identity 

formation is inseparable from hegemonic processes in language, and that, through a 

progressive use of hegemonic processes, a subaltern group can and should attain a world-

view and a collective will, both of which are essential for establishing an identity.       

 Several of Dvivedī’s ideas about language and the way it functions in society 

correspond to Gramsci’s theory that language is hegemonic.148  This is not to say, 

                                                                                                                                                 
145 Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, p. 324.  (Quoted in Ives, p. 79.) 
146 Ives, p. 79. 
147 Ibid., p. 111. 
148 By way of temporally locating the two, Dvivedī stepped down from the editorship of Sarasvatī in 1920 
and Gramsci helped found Italy’s Communist Party in 1921. 
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however, that Dvivedī truly anticipates Gramsci’s theoretical breakthrough in the 

objective understanding of how language works.  Rather, Dvivedī’s arguments about 

language and grammar, which were attempts to justify the establishment of Khari Boli as 

the deśvyāpak bhāā, are examples of theories that Gramsci later outlines relating to 

language and hegemony.  But more than that, Dvivedī deserves considerable credit for 

constructing an insightful model of how language (and grammar) work socially and, in 

that sense, he does anticipate some aspects of Gramsci’s theory of hegemonic language.  

Dvivedī’s language and identity-related achievements fall into these areas:  the 

standardization of Hindi grammar; the positioning of Hindi as the national language; the 

cultivation and creation of an elite, readership literate in Khari Boli whose identity was 

shaped and defined by their attachment to the primacy of Khari Boli and related ideas 

about nationalism; and influence on the public debates of the period.  Thus Dvivedī did 

not generate a theory of language, but anticipates Gramsci’s theoretical discussions about 

language’s hegemonic properites in a practical way through his definitions of the social 

and political work of grammar and his linking of language to identity formation.   

The construction of meaning in language is not simple or direct; layers of diverse 

language formations interact to construct hegemonic or other kinds of meanings.  

Gramsci links the formation of identity to the generation of meaning in language, 

particularly to hegemonic constructions; in Dvivedī’s two prose essays under 

consideration in this chapter I have identified for the purpose of analysis two layers (or 

levels) of language that are linked to the production of meaning and which are sites 

where meaning is generated:  structures and words.  In the ‘level of structures’ I include 
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grammatical structures (such as noun-verb constructions), non-grammatical stylistic 

forms (such as persuasive rhetoric, which was a feature of contemporary style), and 

language devices.  The ‘level of words’ relates to metaphorical processes generated by 

words (such as the overtones of the word prakti, which were traditionally linked to 

religious notions but became part of the discourse surrounding Indian science).  Both 

levels show evidence of the traces that Gramsci says exist in spontaneous grammars 

where identities are produced through undetected hegemonic processes.  Examples of 

both categories, which produce meaning interactively, are intermixed in my discussion of 

grammar, language, and identity in Dvivedī’s texts. 

 

Dvivedī on National Identity   

The link between language and identity in Gramscian terms inheres in language’s 

capacity to describe a metaphorical framework (the hegemonic traces) through which a 

group internalizes a collective identity, the effect of which is either to cause 

empowerment of disempowerment in social and political realms.  This section intends to 

show that Dvivedī’s concept of nationhood as presented in “Deśvyāpak bhāā” parallels 

Gramsci’s conception of the link between identity and language.  “Deśvyāpak bhāā” 

also presents evidence of Dvivedī’s ability to construct a concept (“nationhood”) for 

national consumption.  It is interesting to note that he was expanding the national public 

sphere through the journal medium at the same time he was defining the nation.  Because 

he and the journal Sarasvatī had enormous influence in the Hindi public sphere, 

Dvivedī was able to define almost singlehandedly (at least at the “elite” level) the terms 
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of nationalist discourse.  We see the exercise of this power in this early essay, the first 

part of which was published during his first year (1903) as the journal’s new editor.   

Dvivedī begins the ‘Deśvyāpak Bhaā kī āvaśyaktā’ section of his essay with an 

equation of the nation to a living human body:   

वाणी अ ौर अथर् का जो सम्बन्ध ह;ै जल अ ौर तरंग का जो सम्बन्ध ह;ै शरीर अ ौर आत्मा का 

जो सम्बन्ध ह—ैदेश अ ौर देशत्व का वही सम्बन्ध ह।ै  देश का जो धम्मर् ह,ै देश का जो गुण ह,ै 

देश का जो भाव है उसी को देशत्व कहते ह।ै  िजसके िबना देश कोई चीज ही नहीं रह जाता 

वही देशत्व ह।ै  आत्मा के िबना शरीर िमट्टी ह;ै अथर् के िबना वाणी िमट्टी; देशत्व के िबना 

देश भी िमट्टी है।  िजस देश से देशत्व िनकाल िलया गया ह ैवह देश केवल देखने अथवा 

केवल कहने के िलए देश है।  उसमे ं सार नहीं। आत्माहीन शरीर पेर्त कहलाता ह।ै  

देशत्वहीन देश भी पेर्त-तु य है।  िजस शरीर में चेतना ह;ै िजसमे ंनाना पर्कार के िवकार 

अपनी-अपनी सत्ता चला रह ेहै;ं िजसे सुख-दुःख का ज्ञान ह—ैअथार्त् जो सजीव ह—ैउसी को 

शरीर संज्ञा दी जा सकती ह।ै149 

 
The relationship between speech and meaning, water and wave, body and 
soul—country and nationhood have exactly the same relationship.  A 
country’s religion (dharma), a country’s virtue, a country’s temperament 
we call nationhood (deśatva).  Nationhood is [defined as] the thing 
without which a country is nothing.  Without a soul the body is a corpse; 
without meaning, speech is a dead thing; without nationhood, the country 
is also a dead body.  The country from which nationhood has been 
removed is a country only in appearance and name.  In it there is no 
essence.  A soul-less body is called a ghost.  A country without 
nationhood is also like a ghost.  The body which possesses consciousness; 
in which various kinds of disorder each holds its own sway; which has 
knowledge of happiness and sadness—therefore that which lives—that 
can be called a body.   

 

Before moving into a closer reading of this text it is appropriate to make two general 

observations about it; the first relates to the metaphorical work of the passage and the 

second to its style.   
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First, the comparison of the nation and nationhood to the human body is a type of 

anthropomorphization of the nation.  It creates a path of identification and sympathy 

between the human reader and the constructed idea of the nation; if the nation is like a 

human, it is possible to be in relationship with it, to form an attachment to its values as to 

a mother or father, and to model oneself in congruence to the nation.   

Next, it would be difficult not to notice the highly stylized character of the text.  

Even if beautifully rendered, it is contrived.  The style which Dvivedī employs in this 

passage is typical of nineteenth-century English and American rhetoric.  We can compare 

the style of this paragraph with the formulaic prose that appeared in persuasive speeches 

such as sermons and the well-crafted English essay around the turn of the century—styles 

that made their way into the Indian consciousness via English education.  There is a sense 

in which Hindi in Dvivedī's hands has come to look much like nineteenth-century 

English.  Words and grammatical constructions are repeated so that a sense of metrical 

rhythm is established and the repeated phrases are grammatically and stylistically 

relieved by the occasional insertion of direct, persuasive statements.  Topics are 

addressed in a connected style that works both logically and emotionally to build a case 

for the writer’s point of view.  

Taken as a whole this passage exemplifies an ideal of English declamatory 

speech.  Even though it has been trimmed as neatly as a clipped hedge in a formal garden, 

one can admire Dvivedī both for his ability to import an English style and apply it with 

great success using Khari Boli Hindi grammatical forms, and his impressive 

                                                                                                                                                 
149 Dvivedī, “Deśvyāpak bhāā,” p. 126.  Dharma is consistently spelled dharmm in the original text. 
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grandiloquence, which must have sounded very pleasing to the ears of an elite audience 

steeped in English literary forms.  In connection with Dvivedī’s distaste for the loosened 

grammatical constructions that are characteristic of Chāyāvād, it is also worth noting here 

that while Dvivedī was making poetry more prose-like, he was also making literary prose 

more poetic—albeit in a conservative, metrical sense.  His idea of excellence for both 

poetry and prose tended towards controlled expression.   

 Moving into a closer analysis of the passage, its first sentence is a series of 

subordinate relative clauses featuring pairs of nouns—vāī aur arth (speech and 

meaning); jal aur tarag (water and wave); śarīr aur ātmā (body and soul) which all end 

in “jo sambhandh hai.”  All of these pairs can be seen as natural (in and of nature) in the 

sense that they are indivisible through normal human agency, pre-established, 

intrinsically related, and their pairings are indisputable features of living in the world.  

The final phrase of the sentence is a correlative clause which follows the same formula of 

pairing nouns, but adds the emphatic correlative vahī—deś aur deśatva kā vahī  

sambhandh hai—with the effect that nation and nationhood are not only emphasized 

rhetorically but also set up as a natural, indivisible pair.  One can already begin to 

surmise where this line of reasoning is going:  there can be no nation without nationhood.     

 The next sentence is another string of parallel phrases that answer the rhetorical 

question raised by the implication that nationhood is a requirement of the nation:  what is 

nationhood?  Dvivedī responds, “The religion (dharma) which a country has, the virtue 

which a country has, the temperament which a country has:  that is called nationhood 

(deśatva).”  Again employing the rhetorical device of repetition, he says that because 
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nationhood is the same to the nation as the soul is to the body, the country will be a “dead 

body” without nationhood:  “Without a soul, the body is a corpse; without meaning, 

speech is a dead thing; without nationhood, the country is also a dead body. . . . A soul-

less body is called a ghost; a nation without nationhood is also like a ghost.”    

The passage continues to employ the analogy between nation and body in order to 

delineate the charateristics of nationhood: 

इसी पर्कार िजस देश में देशािभमान ह;ै देशपर्ीित ह,ै देशभिक्त ह,ै देशसेवा ह,ै उसी का नाम 

देश ह।ै  िजसमें देशािभमान नहीं ह;ै िजसमें आत्मािभमान नहीं ह;ै िजसमें रहनेवाले 

वाथर्त्याग को िबलकुल ही भूल गये है ंअ ौर अपने पूजनीय पूवर्जों का आदर करना जानते ही 

नहीं; जहाँ ए ेक्य नहीं; जहाँ पेर्म नहीं; जहाँ तक भाषा नहीं; जहाँ तक धम्मर् नहीं; वह देस चाह े

िजतना िव तीणर् हो; उसकी लोक संख्या चाहे िजतनी अिधक हो; वह दशत्व-युक्त देश 

कदािप नहीं कहा जा सकता।  वह देशत्व-पद को ितर्काल में भी नहीं पर्ाप्त कर सहता।  वह 

चेतनाहीन शरीर के समान िन चे , िनि कर्य, हेय अ ौर घृणा का पातर् ह।ै150 
 
In the same way [as a live body], the country in which there is national 
pride (deś-ābhimān), love of country (desh-prīti), patriotism (deś-bhakti), 
service to country (deś-sevā), can be called a nation.  [The country] in 
which there is no national pride; in which there is no self-respect; in which 
the residents have completely forgotten to renounce self-interest and 
indeed do not know to respect their honorable elders; where there is no 
unity; where there is no love; to the extent that there is no single language; 
to the extent that there is no common religion; however vast that country 
may be; however great its population-count may be; it can by no means be 
called a nation endowed with nationhood.  It also cannot obtain the status 
of nationhood in past, present or future.  Just like an unconscious body, it 
is motionless, inert, base, and the object of contempt. 

 
That a common language and religion are the last to be mentioned in the list of 

qualifications for nationhood is not accidental because, from there, Dvivedī immediately 

names these as the two truly essential qualifications for nationhood:  

                                                 
150 Ibid., p. 126. 
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देश को देसत्व पर्ाप्त होने के िलए िवशेष करके दो बातंे दरकार होती है।ं  एक भाषा दूसरा 

धम्मर्।  अथार्त् िजस देश मे ंसवर्तर् एक ही भाषा अ ौर एक ही धम्मर् पर्चिलत ह ैवही देश 

देशत्वयुक्त है।  अथार्त् देश को सजीव रखने के िलए एक भाषा अ ौर धम्मर् की पर्धान 

अ ाव यकता रहती ह।ै151 

 
For a country to obtain nationhood, two special things are required.  One 
is language, the other is religion.  That is, only the country in which a 
common language and religion are in force possesses nationhood.  That is, 
for keeping a country alive, there is the primary necessity of one language 
and religion.   

 

He sees monolithic language and religion as being a means to construct mutual sympathy 

and collective affection for the nation:    

देश में चेतनता [sic] अ ौर एका [sic] बना रखने िकंवा उत्पन्न करने के िलए पर पर पर्ीित 

अ ौर सहानुभूित की बड़ी अ ाव यकता होती है।  देशपर्ीित को जागृत अ ौर सहानुभूित को 

उत्पन्न करने के िलए, जैसा िक ऊपर कहा गया ह,ै एक भाषा अ ौर एक धम्मर् होने की बड़ी 

जरूरत ह।ै152   

 
For creating or giving birth to consciousness and unity in the country there 
is a great need for mutual love and sympathy.  Just as has been said above, 
there is a great necessity of having one language and one religion for 
awakening love of country and raising sympathy.   
 

Dvivedī’s comment that a single, unifying religion is a requirement for 

nationhood is provocative, even shocking.  But the statement appears to have been, at 

least partially, a rhetorical device to prepare the stage for the real topic:  the establishment 

of a nationwide language.  As it is impossible, at least at present, for India to have one 

unifying religion, language is the one hope for nationhood:   

                                                 
151 Ibid., p. 126. 
152 Ibid., p. 127. 
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इस िव तीणर् भारतवषर् में एक धम्मर् होने की अ ाशा नहीं।  सबका एक धम्मर् हो जाना 

िबलकुल असम्भव जान पड़ता है।  िहन्दू, मसु मान, पारसी, िकर्ि चयन, जैन अ ािद धम्मोर्ं 

को मट कर एक धम्मर् कर देना महा किठन काम ह।ै  इस समय तो ए ेसा ही जान पड़ता है।  

अ ागे की ई वर जाने।153   

 
In this extensive land of India (Bhārat-var) there is no hope of having 
one religion.  Effecting one religion out of all seems completely 
impossible.  It is a very difficult work to erase the religions of the Hindu, 
Muslim, Parsi, Christian, Jain, etcetera, and make one religion.  At this 
time such [a situation] is indeed apparent.  God knows the future. 

 

Dvivedī’s argument constructing the necessity of a deśvyāpak bhaā follows these lines:  

a nation has no life without nationhood; nationhood is the soul of the country and indeed 

is an intangible thing like a mutual spirit; the two most necessary components for 

possessing nationhood are religion and language; and since a mutual single religion is not 

now possible in India, it is required that language become the unifying factor that enables 

nationhood. 

 Dvivedī’s discussion of nationhood encapsulates the Gramscian notion of the 

relationship between identity and language.  Nationhood appears to mean “national 

identity.”  It is not an objective thing, like a flag, but a shared system of feelings and 

affinities for customs.  It is a collective attachment, a sense of commitment to an idea, a 

collectively imagined state of mind.  As mentioned in the introduction, “The Work of 

Chāyāvād,” nationalism has been called a collective identity by a number of scholars; 

Dvivedī’s concept of deśatva is similar to definitions of nationalism which view it as a 

collective identity.   
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It will be useful now to return to the list of characteristics whose presence confers 

nationhood:  national pride; self-respect; renunciation of self-interest (or self-sacrifice); 

respect for elders; unity; love; and, finally, language and religion.  The first six 

characteristics are descriptions:  they primarily describe feelings or attitudes—although 

self-sacrifice and respect for elders also imply readiness to act along certain moral lines.  

The last two, language and religion, are different in kind:  they do not describe 

nationhood, but are systems involving custom and practice that structure it.  The existence 

of the other six characteristics is dependent upon these two structures.  Dvivedī says that 

unity in language and religion are the vital requirements for nationhood.  Since a unitary 

religion in India is not presently possible, language becomes the only socially constructed 

system that is available to knit together the diverse regions and groups under the banner 

of nationhood.  Thus while nationhood is a collective identity, language is the functional 

framework to which this collective identity can be attached.   

This reading of Dvivedī’s explication of nationhood and language discloses his 

intuitive understanding (assisted by contemporary European discursive influences 

relating to national language questions) of the relationship between language and identity 

as outlined by Gramsci.  Gramsci links identity to language through language’s capacity 

as a metaphorical framework that carries hegemonic elements (traces).  Through such 

hegemonic elements groups collectively define their identities and either gain or 

relinquish political and social power.  The construction of a common language facilitates 

the creation of a group’s collective will and world-view.  Thus Dvivedī’s rhetorical 

                                                                                                                                                 
153 Ibid., p. 127. 
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display, which was intended to exhort his readers to national feeling and convince them 

of the need for a national language, works to formulate national identity.  The identity 

promoted is not ambivalent or diverse, but homogenous. 

 

Dvivedī on Language, Grammar, and the Supremacy of Khari Boli  

When read as complementary pieces, the two essays, “Bhāā aur vyākara” and 

“Deśvyāpak bhāā,” provide a comprehensive picture of Dvivedī’s thought concerning 

language, grammar, and national identity.  The previous section focused on the concept 

of nationhood that Dvivedī put forward in “Deśvyāpak bhāā.”  This section focuses on 

the range of topics discussed in “Bhāā aur vyākara” that comprise Dvivedī’s basic 

argument in favor of the standardization and promotion of Khari Boli Hindi as the 

national language:  language, its place in the nation and society, its connection to culture, 

and its relationship to grammar; grammar and its linguistic and social utility, particularly 

its use as a solution to the problems of language’s unchecked development; the 

supremacy of Khari Boli over the regional languages; the perceived necessity of the 

construction of a common language for the nation; Dvivedī’s conceptual severance of 

written from spoken language and his concept of a canon of written works; the use of 

Sanskrit as a model language and its relation to the dissemination of Khari Boli Hindi.   

In “Deśvyāpak bhāā” Dvivedī envisions the nation as a body with nationhood as 

its soul.  In “Bhāā aur vyākara” Dvivedī again uses the body as an analogy to set the 

tone of a persuasive argument, but the body now represents language.   
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अ ाहार अ ौर िवहार के पिरमाण को पिरिमत रखने अ ौर अ ारोग्य-शा तर् के िनयमों का 

उ लघंन न करने से अ ादमी अिधक समय तक जीता रहता ह;ै अ पायु नहीं होता । इसी तरह 

याकरण के िनयमों से भाषा के कलेवर को दृढ़ करने से उसका भी अ ायुबर्ल बढ़ जाता 

है।154 

 
From keeping a disciplined routine and not transgressing the rules of the 
science of health, man lives longer [and] does not become short-lived.  In 
the very same way, through strengthening the body of the language with 
rules of grammar, its [the language’s] lifespan is also increased. 
 

The overriding concern expressed in the passage above is language’s physical health and 

longevity.  The health of language, Dvivedī says, is provided through the structure of 

grammar.  Thus, whereas nationhood is the soul of the nation (in “Deśvyāpak bhāā”), 

grammar is the bones and sinew of language (in “Bhāā aur vyākara”).  By setting up 

language as critical to the soul and grammar as indispensable for the functional health of 

the nation, Dvivedī constructs a climate of moral compliance:  who could morally justify 

jeopardizing the soul and healthy body of the nation by denying the standardization of 

Khari Boli grammar?  This passage is also interesting from the perspective of 

contemporary discourses that link concepts of health to the idea of the nation.  For 

example, Joseph Alter has discussed the means whereby Gandhi used his body as a site 

through which the nation could imagine itself.155   

It will be useful to discuss the passage above in its expanded context: 

इससे, मनोभाव पर्कट करने का पर्धान साधन भाषा ही ह ै। िजस तरह मनु य, पश,ु पक्षी, 

वृक्ष अ ौर लता अ ािद की उत्पित्त, विृद्ध अ ौर िवनाश होता ह,ै उसी तरह भाषा का भी होता है 

                                                 
154 Dvivedī, “Bhāā aur vyākara,” p. 276. 
155 Joseph Alter, Gandhi’s Body:  Sex, Diet, and the Politics of Nationalism (Philadelphia:  University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2000). 
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। भाषायंे भी उत्पन्न होकर िवनाश पाती है ंअ ौर कालान्तर में िवन  हो जाती है ं। मनु य 

अ ौर पशु-पक्षी अ ािद की उमर् देश, काल, अव था अ ौर शरीर-बन्धन के अनुकार जुदा-जुदा 

होती ह ै। भाषाअ ो ं की भी उमर्, अनेक कारणों से, जुदा-जुदा होती ह ै। कोई भाषा सौ वषर्, 

कोई दो सौ वषर्, कोई पाँच सौ वषर् अ ौर कोई हज़ारों वषर् तक जीती रहती ह ै। अ ाहार अ ौर 

िवहार के पिरमाण को पिरिमत रखने अ ौर अ ारोग्य-शा तर् के िनयमों का उ लघंन न करने 

से अ ादमी अिधक समय तक जीता रहता ह;ै अ पायु नहीं होता।  इसी तरह याकरण के 

िनयमों से भाषा के कलेवर को दृढ़ करने से उसका भी अ ायुबर्ल बढ़ जाता ह।ै156 

 

….language is the primary means of presenting concepts.  The very same 
process through which man, beast, bird, tree, and vine, etcetea, are born, 
flourish and die also occurs in language.  Having arisen, a language is also 
destroyed and in the end of the age becomes corrupted.  The lifetime of 
man, beast and bird occurs distinctively according to country, age, state in 
life, and bodily obligations.  The lifespan of languages, for different 
reasons, also are distinct.  Some languages lasts a hundred years, another 
two hundred years, another five hundred years and another for thousands 
of years.  By keeping a disciplined routine and not transgressing the rules 
of the science of health, man lives longer; [he] does not become short-
lived.  In the very same way, through structuring the body of the language 
with rules of grammar, its lifespan is also increased. 
 

Here language is represented not only as a human body but also shown to fit into nature’s 

grand pattern for all living beings of birth, growth, deterioration, and death.  Two aspects 

of this passage are particularly interesting:  its scientific viewpoint and its construction of 

grammar. 

It is appropriate to consider briefly the relationship between Dvivedī’s viewpoint 

and western science.  Dvivedī frankly credits his reliance on Max Müller’s concepts in 

the second part of “Bhāā aur vyākara” (which was published in 1908 and is a response 

to queries concerning the word anstirtha (instability) used in the first part of his essay).  

                                                 
156 Dvivedī, “Bhāā aur vyākara,” p. 276. 
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He states:  “We will follow the system of Max Müller in whatever we say on the topic of 

language.”157  He directly quotes Müller’s Science of Language concerning a number of 

points and particularly engages with Müller’s concepts relating to language’s natural 

laws.158  As noted earlier, a study of European influences (particularly Max Müller’s) on 

Dvivedī’s conceptualization of India’s language issues should be undertaken; but for now 

it will be sufficient to note that Müller, along with other scientists of his time, discussed 

language as a natural process and that Dvivedī’s arguments refer to Müller and hence to 

the larger discursive issues surrounding language, science, and nature.   

Next, the passage envisions grammar in a particular role.  Dvivedī sees language 

as an organic entity, subject to endless alterations.  Grammar, by contrast, is the structure 

or healthy discipline which can be imposed upon language to extend its natural life.  But 

beyond being integral to the body’s (language’s) overall health, grammar is also 

conceptually constructed here to appear necessary for curtailing language’s natural 

processes of deteriorization.  The concept that grammar can be used to halt language’s 

processes of deteriorization and thereby stabilize language and bring about the greater 

good of society constitutes the basis for Dvivedī’s argument supporting linguistic 

standardization.   

He calls language a “collection of words” while grammar is its subsequent 

organizational element:   

शब्दों के समहू का नाम भाषा ह ै। शब्दों के उत्पन्न होने के बाद याकरण उत्पन्न होता है । 

पहल ेशब्द, तब अनुशासन——पहल ेसािहत्य, तब याकरण । पािणिन का एक सूतर् है——‘अथ 

                                                 
157 Ibid., p. 291. 
158 Max Müller, The Science of Language (New York:  Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1891), vol. 1, pp. 28-87. 
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शब्दानुशासनम’् । इसका नाम है अिधकारसूतर् । यहाँ ‘अनुशासन’ में जो ‘अनु’ उपसगर् ह,ै वह 

इस बात को सूिचत करता ह ैिक शब्दों के अनन्तर उनका शासन िकया गया है । अथार्त् 

पािणिन ने सदा के िलए शब्दशा तर् नहीं बनाया; िकंतु उनके समय तक शब्दों के जैसे पर्योग 

होते थे, उन्हीं का उन्होंने अनुधावन िकया ह—ै—उन्हीं के पर्योग-सम्बन्धी िनयम उन्होंने बना 

िदये हैं।159 

 
Language is the name for a collection of words.  After words are created, 
grammar is created.  First the word, then the precept—first literature, then 
grammar.  Pāini has a sūtra—“Atha shabdānushāsanam.”  It is called 
adhikārasūtra.  Here the ‘anu’ which is a prefix in ‘anushāsana’ points 
out that rules have been made based on [or following from] the words.  
That is, Pāini did not create the grammar forever; but rather, he followed 
the very same usage of words which had occurred up to his time—he has 
constructed their rule(s) in relation to usage.    

 

Shabda-anu-shāsanam is a Sanskrit neuter noun meaning “word-instruction or 

explanation.”  Dvivedī focuses on ‘anu’ which is inserted between the components 

shabda (meaning ‘word’) and shāsanam (a noun which derives from the root meaning ‘to 

correct’ or ‘to control’).  The emphasis on anu (which means ‘after,’ ‘following,’ or 

‘alongside’) enables Dvivedī to argue that Pāini, who is known as the principal 

explicator of Sanskrit grammar, used anu in the title of his treatise precisely because he 

intended to emphasize the sequential nature of grammatical development—that the 

development of words and usages are like links in a chain and that grammar is a snapshot 

of usage taken at a particular moment in time. 

Dvivedī continues on to explain that grammar (which he apparently believes to 

exist as a natural and flexible component of all language) resides in both spoken and 

written language:    

                                                 
159 Dvivedī, “Bhāā aur vyākara,” p. 276. 
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याकरण वह शा तर् है, िजसमे ंशब्दों अ ौर वाक्यों के पर पर सम्बन्ध के अनुसार अपेिक्षत 

अथर् जानने के िनयम होते हैं । अथवा यों किहए िक िजसके अध्ययन से ठीक-ठीक िलखना 

अ ौर बोलना अ ाता ह।ै पर हम देखते हैं िक अिशिक्षत देहाती याकरण नहीं पढ़े होते, तथािप 

उनकी भी बोलना लोग समझ लेते है ं। अथवा, ि तर्याँ अ ौर बालक एक ही दो पु तक पढ़कर, 

िबना याकरण पढ़े ही, पतर् िलखने लगते हैं अ ौर उनके िलखने का मतलब हम लोग समझ 

लेते हैं । बोलने अ ौर िलखने का मतलब िसफ़र् इतना ही ह ैिक जो कुछ बोला या िलखा जाय, 

वह दूसरे की समझ मे ंअ ा जाय । यिद यह बात हो सके तो याकरण का मह≠व बहुत कम 

समझना चािहए । शब्द चाहे जैसे उलट-फेर कर रक्ख ेजायँ, यिद उनमे ंकही गई बात 

समझ मे ंअ ा जाय, तो याकरण अपने घर बैठा रहे।160 

 

Grammar is the science which includes the rules for knowing the correct 
meaning according to the mutual relationship between words and 
sentences.  Or rather, it could be said to be that [thing] from whose study 
proper writing and speaking proceed.  But we see that uneducated 
villagers do not study grammar; nevertheless people understand their 
speech too.  Or women and children having read one or two books, indeed 
having read without grammar, begin to write letters and we understand the 
meaning of their writing.  The meaning of speaking and writing is only as 
much as this: whatever may have been spoken or written should be 
understood by others.  If this can happen, then grammar ought to be 
considered quite unimportant.  [However] even if words should be 
positioned in such a way as to cause confusion, if what is said in them 
should be understood, then we consider that to be grammar.   
 
Having said that grammar is an intrinsic organizational component of both 

spoken and written language, Dvivedī continues with the argument that as long as 

statements are understood in their own region, they are correct according to the 

grammar of that region.   

‘गो-दुग्ध’, ‘दूध गाय का’ अ ौर ‘गाय का दूध’ इन तीनों पर्योगों का अथर् समझ में अ ाता है। 

यिद याकरण इसिलए हो िक उसकी सहायता से लोग पर्युक्त भाषा का अथर् ठीक-ठीक 

समझ सकंे, तो याकरण को चािहए िक वह इन तीनों पर्योगों को शुद्ध बतलाव;े क्योंिक 

तीनों से तद्गत अथर् का बोध होने में कोई बाधा नहीं अ ाती । एक अ ौर उदाहरण लीिजए। 

                                                 
160 Ibid., p. 276. 
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एक पर्ान्त के लोग बोलते है—ं—‘हम जो बात नाँई [sic] जानत’ । दूसरे पर्ान्त के बोलते है—ं—‘हम 

इस बात को नहीं जानते’। तीसरे पर्ान्त के बोलते है—ं—‘हम यह बात नहीं जािनत’। अपने-

अपने पर्ान्त मे ंतीनों पर्योग शदु्ध है ंअ ौर याकरण के अनुसार शुद्ध है,ं क्योंिक याकरण पर्युक्त 

शब्दों अ ौर वाक्यों का अनुशासन मातर् है।161 
 
The meaning of [all] the three uses ‘go-dugdh’, ‘dūdh gāy kā’, and ‘gāy kā 
dūdh’ are understood.  If grammar exists so that with its help people might 
be able to understand properly the meaning of the language being used, 
then grammar should consider these three uses correct because making 
sense of the meanings included in the three does not present an obstacle. 
Take one more example.  The people of one state say—‘Ham jo bāt nī  
jānat.’  [Those] of another state say—‘Ham is bāt ko nah jānte.’  [Those] 
of a third state say—‘Ham yah bāt nah jānit.’  [The meaning of the phrase 
is:  “We don’t know/understand this thing.”]  All three uses are correct in 
each region and they are correct according to grammar, because grammar 
is only the discipline of employed words and sentences.  

 

At this point we find that Dvivedī’s statements about the correctness of regional 

grammars also serve as an employment of the rhetorical tactic of stating the opposing 

case first in order to refute it later.  He now initiates his argument to establish a normative 

grammar: 

पर ये वाक्य अपने से िभन्न पर्ान्तवालों की दृि  मे ंज़रूर खटकते हैं । अतएव याकरण की 

अ ाव यकता िसफ़र् इसिलए ह ै िक िनयम-रचना के द्वारा सब पर्ान्तों के िलए वह एक-सी 

भाषा संगिठत करे।162 
 

But from the viewpoint of people from different regions these sentences 
certainly cause misgivings.  Hence grammar is necessary only because by 
formulating rules for all regions there would be one language. 
 

Here he argues the point that would probably be the most compelling to his readers:  that, 

in general, the stabilization of language is necessary for the good of society.  It is also 

                                                 
161 Ibid., p. 277. 
162 Ibid., p. 277. 
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here that he goes further to delineate the particular layer of language which he targets for 

the purpose of stabilization:  the literary or “written” layer.  (Dvivedī identifies the 

concept of literature exclusively with written texts.)  This, of course, presumes that 

someone or some group arbitrates what enters into the category of “literature” and that 

there is an effort to construct a canon of literary works which allows some texts in and 

excludes others.  This is particularly significant from the standpoint of Dvivedī’s 

objection to Chāyāvād poetry (which will be discussed in Chapter Three).  Dvivedī linked 

Hindi’s new normative grammar to social usefulness; and therefore he was certainly not 

ready to welcome Chāyāvād poetry—which he judged to be ungrammatical and socially 

bankrupt—into the new, inchoate Hindi canon.  Indeed Chāyāvād was disavowed and its 

value was contested by many critics, such as Rām Chandra Śukla, who became like 

Dvivedī himself arbiters of the Hindi canon. 

याकरण की सहायता से भाषा मे ंि थरता अ ा जाती ह ैअ ौर वह अिधक िदन तक जीिवत 

रहती ह ै। याकरण के िनयम जानकर लोग अतीत सािहत्य को अच्छी तरह समझ सकते है ं

। नया-नया सािहत्य हमेशा उत्पन्न हुअ ा करता ह;ै नई-नई रचना-रीित हमशेा िनकला करती 

ह ै। इस कारण, िकसी भी याकरण के िनयम सवर् यापक नहीं हो सकते । तथािप उनसे यह 

लाभ अव य होता है िक िजस समय तक के सािहत्य को ल य करके जो याकरण बनता ह,ै 

उन समय तक की रचना के समझन ेमे ंबहुत सुभीता होता है।163 

 
 
Stability enters language with the help of grammar and it [language] 
survives longer.  From knowing the rules of grammar, people are able to 
understand ancient literature well.  New literature always arises; new ways 
of creation always come out.  Because of this, any rule of grammar cannot 
be all encompassing.  Nevertheless from these [rules] the advantage is 
certainly gained that, for as long as the grammar which is created refers to 

                                                 
163 Ibid.,  p. 277. 
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the literature of the time, there is great consensus in understanding that 
time’s literary works. 
 
It is interesting to consider Dvivedī’s word for stability (sthirtā) in relation to 

Gramsci’s concept of normativity.  ‘Stability’ connotes that the language’s natural growth 

and processes of change are being halted for a good purpose.  By Gramsci’s definition, 

normative grammars are the consciously established rules that govern language and 

enable correct usage; hegemonic language enters through such construction processes.  

Dvivedī intends to stabilize Khari Boli by constructing a widely accepted grammar for it.  

Thus to refer to the stabilization of Khari Boli is a way of casting the process of 

normalizing its grammar in a positive light.  Stabilization means that Khari Boli will no 

longer be in danger of falling apart or falling down.  The standardization process, 

however, further opens the door to choices that define the language’s hegemonic features, 

which in the case of Hindi include, for example, its privileging of Sanskritized 

vocabulary.  

The issues of canon are tied to Dvivedī’s extremely interesting emphasis on 

written over spoken language.  In short, he says that the construction of a standardized 

grammar need only be undertaken for written language; this is so that language’s natural 

development will be halted and society, empowered to read its earlier literatures, can 

benefit fully from the ancient literature of its culture and the renown of its great authors 

can be preserved: 

याकरण, भाषा की वृिद्ध का अवरोधक ह।ै वह भाषा की सजीवता का नाश करनेवाला है। 

भाषाअ ो ं के भी जीवन की सीमा होती है। वे भी उत्पन्न होकर बढ़ती है ंअ ौर पर्ितकूल समय 

अ ाते ही नाश को पर्ाप्त हो जाती हैं। जो भाषा उन्नित कर रही ह—ै—बढ़ रही ह—ै—उसमें 
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याकरण की पख लगाना मानो उसकी बाढ़ को रोक देना है। याकरण एक पर्कार की बेड़ी 

ह ै। भाषा के पैरों से उसका योग होते ही भाषा बेचारी भयभीत होकर जहाँ-की-तहाँ रह 

जाती ह ै । उसकी सारी संचरणशीलता चली जाती ह।ै इस कारण, बोलने की भाषा को 

याकरण की शृंखला से बाँधने की ज़रूरत नहीं .... पर जो भाषा िलखी जाती है, उसकी बात 

दूसरी है। िजस भाषा मे ंबड़े-बड़े इितहास, का य, नाटक, दशर्न, िवज्ञान अ ौर कलाकौशल से 

सम्बन्ध रखनेवाले मह≠वपूणर् गर्न्थ िलख ेजाते है,ं उसका शृंखलाबद्ध होना बहुत ज़रूरी ह।ै 

उसका याकरण बनाना चािहए। िलिखत भाषा ही मे ं गर्न्थकार अपने कीितर्कलाप को 

रखकर अपना न वर शरीर छोड़ जाते हैं। याकरण ही उस कीितर् का पर्धान रक्षक है। 

िविवध िवषयों पर गर्न्थ िलखनेवाल ेगर्न्थकारों के अनुभव, खोज, परीक्षा अ ौर िवचारों से 

भावी सन्तित को िचरकाल तक तभी लाभ पहँुचेगा, जब गर्न्थों की भाषा याकरण के 

िनयमों द्वारा दृढ़ कर दी जायगी। याकरण का िनयमन भाषा की उन्नित का पर्ितबन्धक 

अव य है।164 

 
Grammar is the restriction of the development of language.  It is the 
destructor of language’s vitality.  Languages have a limited lifespan.  They 
are also born, they grow, and as soon as an unfavorable time comes, [they] 
are destroyed.  If the condition of grammar is imposed on a language 
which is advancing, it is like stopping its advance.  Grammar is a kind of 
fetter.  As soon at it is attached to the feet of a language, the helpless 
language becomes afraid and immobile.  Its entire mobility goes away.  
Because of this, tying the spoken language to the chain of grammar is not 
necessary….But written language is a different matter.  It is very 
necessary to have continuity in a language in which important volumes 
related to history, poetry, drama, philosophy, science, and art are written, 
it is very necessary to have continuity.  Its grammar should be made.  It is 
in the written language that an author puts his renown before leaving his 
transitory body.  When the language of books is made stable through 
grammar, the benefit from antiquity of volumes which have been written 
on various topics through the experience, investigation, testing, and ideas 
of authors will become available to future generations. Future generations 
will only benefit from the experience, investigation, testing, and ideas of 
authors of ancient volumes written on various topics if the language of 
texts is fixed through grammar.  The regulation of grammar is a necessary 
obstruction to the development of language.   
 

                                                 
164 Ibid., p. 278-279. 
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I will discuss the possible ramifications of the decision to standardize written language 

while leaving spoken languages unfettered in the concluding section of this chapter.     

Dvivedī offers Sanskrit as the preeminent linguistic and cultural model for Khari 

Boli’s development as a modern standard language with a literary history and established 

canon; it also serves as a model (through the Āryan invasion connection) for its 

widespread dissemination.  Sanskrit serves as an ideal because it is written, its grammar 

has been the most completely standardized, it has the greatest repository of fine literary 

works, and, due to its stabilized grammar and vitality, it was able to spread and gain 

prestige.  Pali and Prakrit are inferior to Sanskrit because of their imperfect grammars (in 

the senses both of codification and function).  Of course, much of this line of thinking is 

questionable.   

इस देश की पुरानी भाषाअ ो ं मे ंसे कोई भाषा िवद्यमान भी ह ै? ह ै। कौन ? सं कृत भाषा । 

वह िलिखत भाषा ह ै। िकसी समय वह बोली भी जाती रही होगी, पर जब से वह याकरण 

के दृढ़तम िनयमों से पर्ितबद्ध हुई, तब से वह ि थर हो गई । इसका फल यह हुअ ा िक हम 

अ ाज उसे पर्ायः उसी रूप में देखते है,ं िजस रूप मे ंवह कई हज़ार वषर् पहल ेथी । वा मीिक, 

यास, शंकर, कािलदास, भािरव अ ौर भवभूित अ ािद ने इसी भाषा मे ंगर्न्थ-रचना की ह ै। 

उनके गर्न्थों को सं कृत- याकरण की सहायता से हम लोग अब भी अच्छी तरह समझ सकते 

है ं। पाली अ ौर पर्ाकृत भाषाअ ो ं मे ंभी अनेक अच्छ-ेअच्छ ेगर्न्थ है ं। इन भाषाअ ो ं का याकरण 

भी है । परन्तु ये भाषायंे अिशिक्षत अ ौर गर्ाम्य लोगों की थीं । इनका याकरण अपूणर् है । 

इनमे ंकई एक वणर् ही नहीं । इसीिलए ये िचरकाल तक सजीव दशा मे ंनहीं रहीं । िलिखत 

भाषा की सजीवता का सबसे बड़ा लक्षण यह ह ैिक वह अिधक दूर तक यापक हो । जो 

भाषा िजतनी ही अिधक यापक होती ह,ै िजस भाषा का पर्चार िजतने ही अिधक पर्ान्तों मे ं

होता है, जो भाषा िजतनी ही अिधक लोतों की समझ मे ंअ ाती है, वह भाषा उतनी ही 

अिधक सजीव समझी जाती ह ै।165 

 

                                                 
165 Ibid., p. 279-280. 
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Is any language still present from among the ancient languages of this 
country?  Which?  The Sanskrit language.  It is a written language.  At 
some time it must have been spoken, but from the time it was restricted by 
the firm rules of grammar, it became stable.  The benefit of this is that 
today we see it in the very same form in which it was several thousand 
years before.  Vālmīki, Vyāsa, Śankara, Kālidāsa, Bhāravi, and 
Bhavabhūti, etcetera composed their works in this very language.  With 
the help of Sanskrit grammar, we can even now understand their literary 
works well.  In the Pali and Prakrit languages there are also many very 
fine literary works.  These languages also have a grammar.  But these 
were the languages of uneducated and rural people.  Their grammars are 
incomplete.  In them one or two classifications are indeed missing.  
Therefore they have not remained since ancient times in living form.  The 
greatest indicator of a written language’s ability to remain alive is wide 
dissemination.  The more widespread a language becomes, the more 
regions it spreads into, the more people who understand it, the more 
vitality the language is considered to possess.   

 

The significance of India’s imagined golden age to the construction of the nation has 

been discussed by many scholars.  Therefore, it shall be sufficient to note only that 

Dvivedī’s argument to standardize Hindi invokes the name of Sanskrit and lauds ancient 

literary works; the national language is being constructed in relation to the golden past, 

just as heroic identities were constructed in communication with a supposed Vedic ideal.   

 Sanskrit is also called upon to justify the supremacy of Khari Boli over the 

regional languages.  In the section titled “Vyāpak bhaā hone ke liye Hindi kī yogyatā” 

(“Hindi’s suitability for being the national language”) in “Deśvyāpak Bhaā,” Dvivedī 

argues Hindi’s suitability as the national language first on the basis of its relationship to 

Sanskrit.  Commencing with the Āryan invasion, he describes a process of deterioration 

in which it was forgotten that Sanskrit was the single source for the North Indian 
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languages.  He describes the geographical space of the language in terms that relate to the 

contours of the nation:   

िजनकी मूल भाषा सं कृत थी उन अ ाय्यों का पर्दान वृन्द िचरकाल तक उस पर्देश मे ंरहा, 

िजसमें हम लोग इस समय रहते है—ंवह पर्देश जो गगंा अ ौर यमुना के बीच में  ह।ै  जैसे-जैसे 

अ ाय्यों की विृद्ध होती गई तैसे-तैसे उन्होंने इसी पर्देश से अ ागे पैर बढाया।166 

 
The principal group of these Āryans whose original language was Sanskrit 
remained from ancient times in the region in which we live at this time—
the land which is between the Ganga and Yamuna.  As the Āryans 
increased in number, they advanced from this region.   

 

He continues to say, 

अतएव ये कहना चािहए िक इस पर्देश के िनवािसयों की मूल भाषा सं कृत से अिधक िनकट 

सम्बन्ध रक्खेगी।  अ ौर मूल भाषा से िवशषे सम्बन्ध होने के कारण दूसरी भाषाअ ो ं से भी 

वह थोड़ी बहुत समता भी अव य रक्खेगी।  यह कौन भाषा है।  यह वही भाषा है िक िजसे 

इन पर्ान्तों के िनवासी पर्ायः िनरादर की दृ ी से दखते है!ं  इसी का नाम िहन्दी है।  अतएव 

यिद इस देश मे,ं कोई देश यापक भाषा हो सकती है तो िहन्दी ही हो सकती ह।ै167 

 
Therefore it should be said that the basic language of the residents of this 
region will be more closely connected with Sanskrit; and because of 
having a special connection with the root language it will necessarily have 
a rather significant connection with other languages.  Which language is 
that?  It is the language which the residents of these regions generally 
view scornfully!  Its name is Hindi!  Therefore, if there can be any 
national language in this country, it can only be Hindi.      

 

He gives a number of other reasons for the supremacy of Hindi over the regional 

languages, most of them related to Hindi’s Sanskritic lineage:  Urdu is not a separate 

language and Muslims should learn to like the Devanagari script for the sake of their own 

welfare and because they understand the country to “be their own”; Bangla, which 
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Dvivedī says is the only other predominant North Indian language, has an abundance of 

Sanskrit words, therefore Bengalis will have little difficulty in learning it; and Tamil 

speakers know Sanskrit anyway and are therefore “urged to learn Hindi out of service to 

the country”; etcetera.168    

 

Hegemonic Hindi? 

 Dvivedī’s basic proposal is that the grammar of Khari Boli Hindi should be 

standardized for the sake of society’s good.  He discusses the distinction between spoken 

and written language and argues for the grammatical standardization of written Khari 

Boli and the obliteration of regional differences so that Hindi may be stabilized.  He 

argues that stabilization will preserve society’s great ideas by extending the life of the 

language through the discipline of grammar.   

I argue that Dvivedī’s proposal to construct a common grammar arching over all 

regional groups in India and his promotion of an elite, literary language are attempts to 

implement a normative grammar.  Dvivedī’s normative grammar—which is a śuddh 

(pure) highly Sanskritized form of Khari Boli—exemplifies the process of constructing a 

hegemonic language.  As Gramsci discussed, hegemony in language is itself neither good 

nor bad and can be employed by imperialists or subalterns either to impose or foster 

identity.  Dvivedī’s efforts to create a normative grammar provided an identity for 

colonized Indians.  However, in the process of creating a normative grammar, he also 

                                                                                                                                                 
166 Dvivedī, “Deśvyāpak bhāā,” p. 129. 
167 Ibid., p. 129-130. 



   119

delineated a new hegemonic group, the Hindi elite, and asserted a hegemony over the 

extant regional languages.  The question is whether Dvivedī’s hegemony should be 

considered as “regressive” or “progressive” in Gramsci’s terms.  The idea of Khari Boli 

Hindi’s hegemony is not new; for example, Sumathi Ramaswamy discusses Hindi 

hegemony from the standpoint of devotion to Tamil.169  Most proponents of languages 

which felt the imposition of Hindi would judge that Dvivedī’s campaign to situate Khari 

Boli Hindi as the national language was progressive in nature.  I have intended to show 

the mechanics at the textual level whereby Khari Boli was constructed as hegemonic and 

suggested that a homogenous Indian national identity, geared towards an elite class of 

journal-reading public, was being formulated along with the language.   

Dvivedī’s own status is also a factor.  His potential status as a colonized subaltern 

is both complicated and dubious due to his caste, his position as what Gramsci terms a 

“traditional intellectual,” and his fostering of the rise of an elite social group through his 

promotion of a purified version of Khari Boli.  Further, Hindi’s perceived hegemony 

remains problematic today from the perspectives of regional politics and the intellectual 

viability of the language.  Dvivedī is, in a sense, a test case for Gramsci’s theory of 

language and hegemony; his reformulation of Hindi is an unconscious adumbration of 

Gramscian ideas relating to use of language to establish a group’s identity.  The Khari 

Boli Hindi whose construction Dvivedī oversaw through the journal media is a normative 

grammar; however, Dvivedī’s position as both colonized and as an elite intellectual puts 
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him in an ambiguous position:  being colonized, his position was subaltern; being elite, 

his position was that of an imperialist, a language nationalist. 

It may be useful to separate the hegemonic processes that Gramsci ‘discovered’ to 

be at work in language from the uses of hegemony that he proposed.  Gramsci advocated 

that hegemony is a functional component of language defined as a spoken or written act; 

the possibility that hegemony is an intrinsic part of the way in which language works to 

construct identity in human groups is worthy of consideration.  Gramsci seems to be 

saying that language’s hegemonic nature cannot be changed, but that, as a hegemonic act, 

language can be shaped to a good end.  One of the ways in which Gramsci would 

question Dvivedī would be on the issue of the alliance of diverse groups.  Gramsci’s 

hegemony (Ives’ useful interpretation of it, that is) is that hegemony should be a process 

of dissent among different groups with the goal of arriving at a common language.  

Dvivedī, however, appears to have adopted the colonizer’s notion of the use of language 

and, along with it, a normative grammar that is progressive with regard to the project of 

independence but regressive from the standpoint of inclusivity of the language and 

cultural differences of India’s diverse groups. 

The distinction Dvivedī makes between spoken and written language is one of the 

most interesting aspects of his concept of Khari Boli as the national language:  he 

privileges written language and focuses on it as the site for grammatical standardization 

while at the same time stating that the spoken forms of language should remain free of 
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attempts to impose standardized grammar.  The privileging of a written form of Hindi, a 

national de-emphasis on the written forms of the other regional languages, and the belief 

that spoken forms could grow untamed while a specific written form would be stabilized 

were conditions which, while impossible to implement fully given India’s language map, 

worked together to create an artificial environment in which Khari Boli was bereft of 

many of its linguistic influences, both contemporary and antecedent.   

The glaring problem here is that, by omitting the spoken languages from his plan 

of standardization, Dvivedī severed the links between the national literary language and 

the related spoken languages.  One wonders how he expected to construct an enduring 

national language in a situation in which the literary-elite language that he proposed 

would be disconnected from the spoken languages; that is, he does not try to imagine 

what the functional relationship between the single national language and the multiple 

spoken languages might be, or suggest how these layers of language might link up, or 

extrapolate how the lack of interface between the spoken languages and the national 

language might play out in the future.  His notion is particularly interesting in that it may 

reveal precisely the beginnings of the fissured site where many of Hindi’s presently 

perceived problems, discussed by critics such as Alok Rai and Namwar Singh, seem to 

have originated.170   

In contrast, some nineteenth- and early twentieth-century European linguists at 

least proposed options for national languages that attempted an amalgamation of multiple 

                                                 
170 Alok Rai, Hindi Nationalism, Tracts for the Times, 13 (New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2000); Namwar 
Singh, “Urdu and its Linguistic Identity (With reference to Hindi),” Sukrita Paul Kumar, trans., Muse India, 
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spoken languages.  Gramsci’s own solution to this problem, although entirely impractical, 

took the various vernacular languages into account and thus serves as a theoretical 

contrast to Dvivedī’s plan:  “His suggestion was that a new language and normative 

grammar be created from the interaction of the subaltern spontaneous grammars….rather 

than speakers passively accepting a language mandated from above, he argued for what 

might be called an active linguistic revolution.”171   

There is a sense in which a comparison of Gramsci and Dvivedī is uneven 

because their analyses are geared to different purposes.  Dvivedī attempts to convince the 

reader that the standardization of Khari Boli grammar is indispensable to the construction 

of the nation and for the well-being of society while relying primarily on Max Müller’s 

concepts of the “nature” of language.  Like Dvivedī’s, Gramsci’s analysis is linked to his 

immediate sphere of concern—Italy’s contemporary language and political situation.  

Also like Dvivedī, Gramsci is concerned with the nature of language and its natural 

capacities (that is, his writings suggest—rather than directly argue—that language is 

instrinsically hegemonic); but, unlike Dvivedī, his contemporary situation served as the 

springboard for redefining socialist theory, particularly in relation to language, culture, 

society and politics.   

 In the context of this dissertation, the questions that remain are as follows:  how 

may this extensive, contested grammatical shift, overseen and fostered by Dvivedī, with 

all of its ramifications in political, social, and cultural spheres influence our view of the 

appearance of Chāyāvād?  First, similarly to regional languages that resisted attempts to 

                                                 
171 Ives, p. 109. 
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impose Khari Boli, we must see Chāyāvād as a dissenting voice.  Chāyāvād poets did not, 

however, dissent from the standardization of Khari Boli prose.  In fact, they greatly 

contributed to Sanskritizing Khari Boli and tried to defend the Chāyāvād idiom on the 

basis of its links to Sanskrit.  They were, however, a dissenting voice to poetic 

standardization.  Next, Dvivedī’s attempt to establish Khari Boli as the national language 

was accompanied by the presentation of clearly defined concepts of heroic national 

identity.  These identity concepts were blurred, or compromised, by the concepts of 

identity presented through the Chāyāvād idiom.  The Chāyāvād poets, in a sense, 

problematized Hindi—both its grammar and its related identities.  Finally, the 

transmissional modes can be understood in light of Gramsci’s “traces.”  That is, using 

Gramsci’s concept of how accretions form in languages and remain as traces that 

continue to influence unconscious patterns of thought, the transmissional modes may be 

said to exist as traces within Khari Boli.  These traces are hegemonic in the sense that 

they possess significant levels of cultural influence.  They provided the bases from which 

the Chāyāvād idiom worked to restructure identities. 
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Chapter 3:  From Dvivedī Yug to Chāyāvād:  Shifting Models of Self 
and Society 

 
 
Modernity and the European Romantic Subject in Colonized India 

The colonial experience, from the viewpoints of both colonizer and colonized, is 

an actualization of the patterns of thinking that underlie and characterize modernity.  

Likewise, the literary and cultural movement known as European romanticism, which 

was closely connected to colonial processes, constitutes an extended aesthetic comment 

on modernity.  Both colonialism and European romanticism were built on and transmitted 

concepts of the self and identity which derived from the Cartesian subject-object split that 

is usually identified as modernity’s point of inception.  Thus romanticism, broadly 

speaking, was a discourse on modernity’s obsession with the problem of subject and 

object.  In Chapter Four, “Nature and the Nation,” I will further explicate the connection 

between romanticism and the discourse of objectivity that was central to modernity’s 

processes.  The present chapter, however, focuses on romantic concepts of the individual 

and their importation into India as expressed in the Dvivedī Era and Chāyāvād idioms. 

In spite of the complexity of the European romantic movement, individualism and 

emphasis on “the self” have long been accepted as blanket definitions of “the romantic,” 

particularly informing discussions of romantic poetry.172  But because the foregrounding 

of  the individual self in romanticism was conflated with discussions of social and 

                                                 
172 “Romantic poetry might be defined as a poetry of the self.”  Christian La Cassagnere, “The Self,” in 
Jean Raimond and J. R. Watson, eds., A Handbook to English Romanticism (New York:  St. Martin’s Press, 
1992), p. 237.  “The idea that Romanticism involved, above all else, an emphasis on the inner processes of 
the individual mind is an idea that was treated, in different ways, by a large number of commentators on 
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political rights, it would be unwise to divorce concepts of the individual and the social or 

assert that romanticism is only about the individual.  For example, a characteristic aspect 

of western romantic literature was an interest (beyond the typical fixation on individual 

perception) that many major romantic writers had in the issues of national freedom and 

self-governance.173   

This association of individual and social concerns in romanticism can be 

understood more clearly if viewed in relation to the concept of radical freedom.  Thus it 

will be useful here to restate briefly the significance of radical freedom, which I 

discussed in the Introduction.  Radical freedom is modernity’s fundamental discursive 

theme.  Castoriadis’s idea—that modernity is primarily structured by the tension between 

the radical (or individual) imaginary and the institutional imaginary—assists in 

explaining how the radically free individual as privileged in the romantic imagination and 

the social collectivity as expressed in the idea of the democratic nation state could exist 

simultaneously in romantic discourses.174  The two loci of freedom—individual and 

state—are dialectic and inseparable in practice as well as concept and thus the discourse 

of radical freedom could be assimilated to notions of both the individual and state 

formations.  Although individual and state freedoms are frequently in tension both 

conceptually and in terms of implementation, they are always in dialogue and thus are 

mutually supportive and co-generative.   

                                                                                                                                                 
romanticism in the three decades or so following the Second World War.”  Aidan Day, Romanticism 
(London:  Routledge,1996), p. 101. 
173 One example is Shelley’s Hellas. 
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The tension between individual and state freedoms within the larger dynamic of 

modernity’s drive towards radical freedom helps to explain the surprising appearance of 

Chāyāvād in the Hindi movement; both the Dvivedī Era and Chāyāvād idioms imagined 

models of individual identity in dialogue with an imaginary Indian nation state and 

colonial authority.  Concepts of individual freedom were being articulated against the 

colonial state power because the Indian state was not yet a reality.  However, concepts of 

individual freedom were being explored in relation to the still imaginary Indian nation 

state.  Chāyāvād’s view of the individual, in step with the temporal progression towards 

Indian independence, clearly expressed a more radically free model of the individual than 

the one offered for public consumption during the Dvivedī Era.     

Ideas relating to social and individual freedom were imported through English 

romantic literature during the colonial period and became integral to the further 

development of discourses within India’s colonial and nationalist processes.175  Although 

Chāyāvād is commonly called Hindi romanticism by critics, the Dvivedī Era idiom also 

drew on western romantic concepts and styles.  In particular, both eras were engaged in 

the enterprise of defining a national self who would address the collective need at the 

juncture between colonial hegemony and the modern democratic nation; but the two eras 

defined the national ‘need’ differently.  Whereas the voice of the Dvivedī-Era idiom’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
174 In an ironic twist of history, romantic writers who were often concerned with rights of self-governance 
and national freedom were implicated in the colonialist enterprise through their complex, orientalist 
writings. 
175  Two volumes that discuss interactions between colonizers and Indians carried out through the 
imposition and indigenous reception of English literature are:  Harish Trivedi, Colonial Transactions: 
English Literature and India (Calcutta:  Papyrus, 1993); Sudhir Chandra, The Oppressive Present: 
Literature and Social Consciousness in Colonial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1992).    
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individual is overridingly social in tone, the voice of the Chāyāvād individual is 

characteristically personal and insular, firmly encased in the subject-object landscape of 

the self, rotating around symbols of interior unity.  The present chapter focuses on 

clashing reformulations of the romantic idea of the individual in the Dvivedī Era and 

Chāyāvād idioms.176   

The sources of Chāyāvād are complex, but the translation in the early 1920s of 

Tagore's individualistic, bhakti-like poetry from Bengali into Hindi was a significant 

impetus to the emergence of Chāyāvād.  Whereas Dvivedī Era poetry is didactic, 

extroverted and socially oriented, Chāyāvād is impressionistic and, like Tagore’s poetry, 

emphasizes the interior perceptions of the individual.  The two eras overlapped 

chronologically.  As Maithilīśara Gupta was writing Sāket177 (an epic narrative poem 

about Ūrmilā, the abandoned wife of Rām's brother Lakma), Mahādevī Varmā was 

producing Nīhār (Mist, 1930), her first publication and an indicator of the virah 

(separation) mode that was to define her poetic corpus.  Invoking Tagore as a model, 

Dvivedī complained stridently in Sarasvatī about the pointlessness, opacity, and self-

absorption of the emerging Chāyāvād poetry, contrasting it with his own construct of 

good poetic style. 

An intriguing irony is apparent in Dvivedī’s treatment of Chāyāvād:  he 

deprecated Chāyāvād and simultaneously glorified Tagore, whose mystical poetry seems 

                                                 
176 Hindi critics frequently designate Chāyāvād as “Hindi romanticism” in their critical evaluations of the 
era; it has therefore been continually associated with European romanticism.   
177 Sāket was written over a period of years and finally finished in 1931. 



   128

to embody the romantic idea of “poetry of the self.”178  His positive assessment of Tagore 

suggests that, in principle, Dvivedī was not opposed to poetry with a personal or mystical 

orientation.  Therefore, the question arises:  what in particular motivated Dvivedī to 

denounce Chāyāvād?  Obviously he was driven to promote his own concept of good 

poetic style.  But, beyond that, I propose that Dvivedī feared the effects that Chāyāvād’s 

version of the personal voice might impose on Hindi poetry (in its role as a didactic form 

pressed into service for the good of the nationalist quest) and on Indian national identity.  

I argue that his criticism relates to the type of individual—an individual no longer in 

alignment with the social reform model which had been India’s identity response to 

colonialism for over a century—that he believed the Chāyāvād idiom promoted.179   

The present chapter’s effort to disentangle the two voices of the romantic 

individual—the social and the personal—is intended as a general precursor to chapters 

five, six, and seven, which focus on the four Chāyāvād poets and their corresponding 

transmissional modes.  In particular, this chapter’s initial discussion of Tagore’s poetry in 

                                                 
178 La Cassagnere, p. 237. 
179 In the twentieth century, literary critics scrutinized the construct of the romantic “self” and more or less 
unanimously saw it as an attempt to heal the psychological breach between subject and object.  I will give 
only one of many possible examples that typify critiques of the romantic self:  “…we observe the presence 
of the self on all levels of the text:  as speaking subject or ‘I’ who generates the message; as object or theme 
of the message (whether the poem deals with a moment of emotion or with the total history of the self); and 
most of all as ‘mirrored’ in the very form of the message, for the poem works itself out as a self-bounded 
verbal space to contain or reflect the self, thus establishing a basically narcissistic relationship between the 
text and the ‘I’.”  (La Cassagnere, p. 237.)  In other words, self has been viewed as psyche and the poetic 
text has been interpreted as a representation of the self.  In such discussions, the term “individual” is 
frequently associated or even elided with the term “self.”  However, “individual” differs somewhat from 
“self” in that it evokes concepts of the genius personality and of the independent, revolutionary individual.  
The term “individual” carries overtones of the social because of its relationship with the democratic ideal of 
the inalienable rights of the individual within society.  In this chapter, I use the term “individual” as an 
analytical tool to describe related but divergent modes of communicating identity models in the Dvivedī 
Era and Chāyāvād poetic idioms.  Broadly, it means a locus for the self, or a place where the self is 
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comparison to the Chāyāvād idiom is further developed in Chapter Five in which I 

address comparative issues through the discussion and analyses of specific poems of Pant 

and Tagore.     

 

Dvivedī’s Precepts for Poetry and His Arguments Against Chāyāvād   

My discussion of Dvivedī’s precepts for Hindi poetry and his criticisms of 

Chāyāvād is based on two of his essays:  an early one, “Kavi Kartavya” (“The Duty of 

Poets,” 1911) and a later one, “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā” (“Today’s Hindi Poets 

and Poetry,” 1927).  “Kavi Kartavya” is primarily taken up with Dvivedī’s ideas 

regarding poetic innovation in the four areas of meter, language, meaning, and subject.  

In it he summarizes the duty of the poet and provides a list of good poetry’s five essential 

qualities.  It was written at a time when Dvivedī was the voice of innovation, nine years 

before Chāyāvād grasped critical attention.  His comprehensive criticism of Chāyāvād 

appears in the later of the two essays, “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā,” in which he set 

out both positive and negative criteria for Khari Boli poetry and attempted to show how 

Chāyāvād transgressed the good qualities and fulfilled the bad ones.  Dvivedī’s critique 

of Chāyāvād in “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā” shows that he judged Chāyāvād style 

and content to be the antithesis of good poetry.  But before taking up Dvivedī’s 

assessment of Chāyāvād’s vices, I will draw from both essays to discuss his defining 

criteria for good poetry. 

                                                                                                                                                 
contained; however, I eschew the term “self” in favor of “individual,” with the intention that “individual” 
signifies the outward manifestation of the self, that is, the voice, or personality mode, of the speaker. 
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In “Kavi Kartavya” Dvivedī summarizes the duty of the poet; regarding the poet’s 

primary responsibility, he writes: 

िहन्दी-किव का कत्तर् य यह है िक वह लोगों की रुिच का िवचार रख कर अपनी किवता ए ेसी 

सहज अ ौर मनोहर रच ेिक साधारण पढ़-ेिलख ेलोगों में भी पुरानी किवता के साथ-साथ नई 

किवता पढ़ने का अनुराग उत्पन्न हो जाय।180 
 
The duty of the Hindi poet is that, keeping in mind the taste of the people, 
he should make his poetry so natural and delightful that affection for 
reading new poetry in addition to the old will arise among ordinary, 
educated people. 
 

Dvivedī’s list of desirable qualities also emphasizes the importance of poetry’s 

accessibility and popular appeal: 

सारांश यह ह ैिक यिद अ ाजकल की किवता मे ंशा तर्ोक्त गुणों को छोड़कर नीचे िलख ेहुए 

गुण हों तो सम्भव ह ैिक वह लोकिपर्य होगी—— 

(1) किवता में साधारण लोगों की अव था, िवचार अ ौर मनोिवकारों का वणर्न हो । 

(2) उसमे ंधीरज, साहस, पेर्म अ ौर दया अ ािद गुणों के उदाहरण रहे ं। 

(3) क पना सू म अ ौर उपमािदक अलंकार गूढ़ न हों । 

(4) भाषा सहज, वाभािवक अ ौर मनोहर हो । 

(5) छन्द सीधा, पिरिचत सुहावना अ ौर वणर्न के अनुकूल हो।181 
 
In summary, if in contemporary poetry we have the positive qualities 
listed below instead of the qualities expressed in the śāstras, then it is 
possible for it [Khari Boli poetry] to become popular: 
1. Poetry should describe the condition, thoughts, and emotions of the 
common people. 
2. Examples of the qualities of patience, courage, love, and compassion 
should be used in [poetry]. 
3. The imagination should not be hidden in subtleties and metaphorical 
decoration. 
4.  The language should be simple, natural, and attractive.  

                                                 
180 Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī, “Kavi Kartavya,” Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī Rachnāvalī, ed. Bharat Yayavar, 
vol. 2 (New Delhi:  Kitābghar, 1995), p. 53.  
181 Ibid., p. 54. 
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5. The meter should be direct, familiar, pleasant, and suitable to the 
description. 
 
Although these criteria appear to be influenced by the romantic idealization of the 

common man, they also suggest a strain of Victorian sentimentality coupled with a kind 

of Ārya Samāj reformist simplification of the virtuous life.  They show that Dvivedī’s 

highest qualification for poetry was that it should be able to touch the heart of the 

common person.  Dvivedī prioritized poetry’s communicative quality because he wanted 

to effect transformative social change.  He believed that if access to a person’s faculty of 

sentiment (the heart) is gained, an opening for external influence is also created.  As I 

will discuss later in this section, Dvivedī returned to the importance of poetry’s 

communicative quality in “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā” and used this issue to deliver 

critical blows against the Chāyāvād idiom. 

What may be surprising in the immediately preceding quote is Dvivedī’s 

recommendation that the qualities expressed in the śāstras should be abandoned.  Earlier 

in the same essay, he had recommended the judicious use of Sanskrit meter in Hindi 

poetry, saying, “several of the very best syllabic meters used in Sanskrit poetry should be 

promoted in Hindi.”182  But his real intent was to encourage the abandoment of 

complicated forms and over-ornamentation used at the expense of popular accessibility 

and naturalness.  He promoted a poetic idiom intended to be suggestive of Sanskrit 

tradition instead of slavish to Sanskrit forms.  

                                                 
182 Ibid., p. 45. 
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I would like to characterize Dvivedī’s efforts towards Sanskritization—in fact, his 

entire project to create a new poetic idiom—as ‘controlled innovation’ because he was an 

innovator creating something fresh out of a measured blend of old and new elements. The 

construction of tradition is quintessentially social; its existence relies on the mutual 

historical memory of a social group.  Dvivedī understood that the construction and 

evocation of tradition would support his attempts to define and reinforce the nation-

society.  He wanted to use ‘tradition’ creatively, to shape it and make it serve as a basis 

for the poetic innovations that he judged to be essential to his project.  His intention in the 

application of tradition was to weave its use into the process of standardizing Khari Boli 

Hindi poetry.  The incorporation of elements which could be interpreted as ‘traditional’ 

had the effect of making the new poetic idiom attractive to the greatest number of 

average, literate Hindi (primarily Hindu) speakers and enabled Dvivedī to “sell” a 

medium of nationalist social reform instruction to the masses. 

In “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā,” Dvivedī presented a deeper analysis of the 

positive qualities and effects of poetry than he had offered in “Kavi Kartavya.”  These 

observations are woven throughout the essay alongside his critique of Chāyāvād.  He 

does not provide a simple list as in “Kavi Kartavya.”  However, towards the end of 

“Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā,” he emphasizes two positive qualities of poetry:  

understandability and emotional accessibility.  He writes, 

अ ाप िसफ़र् यह देिखये िक कोई पतर् िलखता, बोलता या याख्यान देता ह ैतो दूसरे पर अपने 

मन का भाव पर्कट करने ही के िलये वह ए ेसा करता ह ैया नहीं । यिद वह इसिलये यह कुछ 

नहीं करता तो न उसे िलखने की ज़रूरत अ ौर न बोलने की । उसे मूक बनकर या मौन 

धारण करके ही रहना चािहए । सो बोलने या िलखने का एक मातर् उदे्द य दूसरों को अपने 
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मन की बात बताने के िसवा अ ौर कुछ हो ही नहीं सकता । जो अँगरेज़ी या बँगला भाषा नहीं 

जानता उसे इन भाषाअ ो ं की बिढ़या किवता या कहानी सुनाना बेकार ह ै। जो बात या जो 

भाषा मनु य सबसे अिधक सरलता से समझ सकता है उसी बात या उसी भाषा की पु तक 

पढ़ने या सुनने से उसके हृदय पर कुछ असर पड़ सकता ह ै। क्योंिक जब तक दूसरे का यक्त 

िकया हुअ ा मतलब समझ में न अ ावेगा तब तक मनु य के हृदय मे ंकोई भी िवकार जागृत न 

होगा । पशुअ ो ं के सामने अ ाप उत्तमोत्तम किवता का पाठ कीिजए । उन पर कुछ भी असर न 

होगा । 

 
अतएव गद्य हो या पद्य, उसमे ंजो कुछ कहा गया हो वह ोता या पाठक की समझ में अ ाना 

चािहए।  वह िजतना ही अिधक अ ौर िजतना ही ज द समझ मे ंअ ावेगा, गद्य या पद्य के 

लेखक का म उतना ही अिधक अ ौर उतना ही शीघर् सफल हो जायगा . . . . जो कुछ कहना 

हो उसे इस तरह कहना चािहए िक वह पढने या सुननेवाल ेकी समझ में तुरन्त ही आ जाय।  

इसे तो आप किवता का पहला गुण समिझए।  दूसरा गुण किवता मे ंयह होना चािहए िक 

किव के ढंग मे ंकुछ िनरालापन या अनूठापन हो—वह अपने मन के भाव को इस तरह पर्कट 

करे िजससे पढने या सुननेवाले के हृदय में कोइ न कोइ िवकार जागृत, उते्तिजत या 

िवकिसत हो उठे।183 

 
Consider only this—if someone writes a letter, speaks, or gives a lecture, 
does he do it to express his mental convictions to another person or not?  
If he does not do it for this reason, then it is not necessary to write or 
speak it.  He ought to become dumb or take a vow of silence.  Thus apart 
from the one goal in speaking or writing of expressing his mind to others, 
there cannot be anything else.  To someone who does not know either 
English or Bengali it is useless to recite good poetry or stories in these 
languages.  For one who does not know English or Bengali, it is useless to 
listen to stories or good poetry in these languages. [But] from hearing or 
reading a book in the language which a man is able to understand most 
easily, his heart can be touched.  Because as long as the intention 
expressed by another is not understood, no change will be awakened in the 
heart of the person.  Recite the loftiest poetry in front of animals. There 
will be no effect on them.   
 
Therefore, whether it be prose or poetry, whatever is said ought to be 
understood by the hearer or reader.  However much or however quickly it 
is understood, that much greater and that much sooner the toil of the 

                                                 
183 Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī, “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā,” Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī Rachnāvalī, ed. 
Bharat Yayavar, vol. 2 (New Delhi:  Kitābghar, 1995), p. 122-123. 
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author will bear fruit . . . Poets should always keep this in mind:  they 
should say whatever needs to be said in a way that is understood quickly 
by the reader or listener.  Please think of this as poetry’s primary quality.  
[And] this should be said about the second quality of poetry:  there should 
be something unusual or wonderful in the poet's style.  It should express 
the emotions of his heart in a manner which will awaken, excite, or 
develop some change or other in the heart of the reader or hearer. 
 
He then reemphasizes that “true poetry’s greatest characteristic of all, its most 

important quality of all, is . . . that it should influence the hearts [of the listeners].”  

Sixteen years after the original list of five qualities in “Kavi Kartavya,” Dvivedī remained 

fundamentally concerned with the communicative nature of poetry and its ability to exert 

social influence. 

Dvivedī’s interest in poetry’s potential to exert influence was rooted in his desire 

to effect social change in the minds and emotions of hearers and readers.  He writes, 

सत्किवयों की वाणी में अपूवर् शिक्त होती ह।ै  वह ोताअ ो ं अ ौर पाठकों को अिभलिषत 

िदशा की अ ोर िखचंती अ ौर उिद्द  िवकारों को उन्मिज्जत करती है।  असर पैदा करना—

पर्भाव जमाना—उसी का काम ह।ै  सत्किव अपनी किवता के पर्भाव से रोते हुअ ो ं को हँसा 

सकता ह,ै हू ँूसते हुअ ो ं को रुला सकता ह,ै भीरुअ ो ं को युद्ध-वीर बना सकता ह,ै वीरों को 

भयाकुल अ ौर तर् त कर सकता ह,ै पाषाण-हृदयों के भी मानस मे ंदया का संचार कर सकता 

है।  वह सांसािरक घटनाअ ो ं का इतना सजीव िचतर् खड़ा कर देता है िक देखने वाले चे ा 

करने पर भी उनके ऊपर से आँख नहीं उठा सकते।  जब वह ोताअ ो ं को िकसी िवशेष 

िवकार मे ंमग्न करना अथवा िकसी िवशेष दशा में लाना चाहता है तब वह कुछ ए ेसे भावों 

का उन्मेष करता ह ैिक ोता मगु्ध हो जाते हैं अ ौर िववश से होकर किव के पर्यत्न को िबना 

िवलम्ब सफल करने लगते है।ं  यिद वह उनसे कुछ कराना चाहता ह ैतो करा कर ही छोड़ता 

है।  सत्किव के िलए ये बातंे सवर्था सम्भव है।ं184   

 
There is unprecedented power in the voice of true poets. It pulls the 
hearers and readers in the desired direction and the the intended change 
emerges.  To create an effect—to have influence—is its work. Through 

                                                 
184 Dvivedī, “Ājkal,” p. 124. 
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the influence of his poetry a true poet is able to make the crying laugh, the 
laughing cry, cowards war heroes, the fearful and distressed courageous, 
[and] is able to incite compassion even in the hearts of the stony-hearted.  
He sets up such a lively picture of worldly incidents that the viewers, in 
spite of trying, cannot avert their eyes from it.  When he wants to immerse 
listeners in some distinctive transformed state of mind or wants to bring 
them into some special condition, he causes such an upsurge of emotions 
that the hearer becomes charmed and, because the hearer is rendered 
powerless, he immediately begins to make the poet’s efforts successful.  If 
he wants to have them do something, then he will only leave them alone 
after they have done it.  For a true poet, these things are entirely possible. 

 

From this statement alone it is possible to infer Dvivedī’s most pressing agendas 

for the use and development of Hindi poetry.  Poetry is meant to serve a purpose; its work 

is to transform the hearer.  For Dvivedī all of the other positive qualities of poetry are 

clustered around its transformative function.  Although in “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur  

Kavitā” he does not directly discuss the creation of a cohesive national consciousness or 

social reform, these were indeed his predominant concerns.  In “Kavi Kartavya,” Dvivedī 

recommends that “by means of true speech, pleasing instruction of social, moral, and 

religious subjects should be given.”185  He believed that poetry’s preeminent purpose was 

to promote national and social goals.  This agenda is also evident in the topics chosen by 

his protégé, Maithilīśara Gupta.  For Dvivedī, poetry had a social function:  it must have 

an effect on the listener’s heart that would “cause him to do something.” 

In “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi aur Kavitā” Dvivedī frequently uses examples from 

literary tradition or refers to its importance as he delineates the qualities of true poets and 

poetry.  Through the use of Sanskrit verses from poets such as Kemendra and 

                                                 
185 Dvivedī, “Kavi Kartavya,” p. 53. 
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Rudra Bhaa, he both illustrates good poetic form and discusses the positive and negative 

characteristics of poets and poetry.  For example, the Sanskrit verse quoted from 

Rudra Bhaa compares the mediocre poet to the young daughter of a family who, by 

doing charming things, will certainly get praise in her own courtyard while the true poet 

with excellent skills of rasik description is like a mistress perfected in art:  she is not 

easily found.  Dvivedī also promotes knowledge of traditional literature as a means to 

develop poetic skills.  Such skills should be cultivated through the patient, applied study 

of established forms and the reading of true poets of the past.  He saw the power of poetic 

insight (that is, talent) as the greatest necessity for becoming a good poet.  But, he writes, 

“even if they have the power of poetic insight, they ought to study the works of previous 

poets and great poets and ought to practice writing poetry for a period of time.”186  His 

central criticism of young writers is their willingness to call themselves poets without 

laying a foundation of traditional skill or knowledge.  For Dvivedī, finely honed language 

and resonance of meaning are essential characteristics of true poetry because they create 

a magical, scintillating effect; but this scintillation, which he claims is “the body of good 

poetry,” will never happen without the poet’s gift of talent and his assiduous pursuit of 

poetic skills.  In the end he states that the poetry of great poets is characterized by its 

ease, its beneficient quality, its innate beauty, and its magical sparkle. 

If Dvivedī determined the qualities of good poetry to be its ability to be easily 

understood, its rousing, transformative effect on the emotions of the hearer, its grounding 

in the poet’s cultivation of traditional knowledge, and the poem’s scintillating quality  

                                                 
186 Dvivedī, “Ājkal,” p. 121.  
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proceeding from the poet’s innate insight and practiced skill, then he judged Chāyāvād to 

be the antithesis of good poetry.  In his critique of Chāyāvād in “Ājkal ke Hindī-Kavi  

aur Kavitā,” Dvivedī expounds these positive criteria for poetry while at the same time 

delivering blows specifically tailored to the Chāyāvād movement so that his critique 

functions to define good poetry even as it enumerates the faults of Chāyāvād.  The 

outcome of this process is the presentation of Chāyāvād as non-poetry or as a negative 

representation of true poetry.187   

Near the beginning of the essay, Dvivedī addresses the issue of Chāyāvād’s origin 

in the work of Rabindranath Tagore.  He respects Tagore and his work, but admits that he 

does not know how to categorize his mystical poetry. 

वह अ ाती िकसके भीतर ह,ै यह बात किवयों का यह िकंकर नहीं बता सकता । बताने की 

सामथ्यर् उसमे ंनहीं । िजसे इस किवता का रह य जानना हो वह बँगला पढ़े, कुछ समय तक 

उस भाषा में िलख ेगये का यों का अध्ययन करे . . . . 188 

 

This servant of poets [Dvivedī] cannot say in which [class] it fits.  He does 
not have the ability to say it.  Anyone who wants to understand the 
mystery of this poetry should read Bengali, and should for some time do a 
study of what poets have written in this language . . . 

 

Even in his adulation of Tagore, Dvivedī brings up the importance of traditional 

preparation.  He writes, “[Tagore’s] creation is the fruit of his continuous study, reading, 

and interior commitment.”189  This statement is significant because it represents one of 

                                                 
187 This method of showing Chāyāvād in the negative could be interpreted as a clever play on the 
movement’s name, “Shadowism.” 
188 Dvivedī, “Ājkal,” p. 117. 
189 Ibid., p. 117. 
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the major premises on which Dvivedī attacks Chāyāvād poets; he judges that their work 

is callow and that the poets themselves are conceited.  Dvivedī quotes Rāy Sāhab Babū  

Śyāmsundardās. 

पूज्य रवीन्दर्नाथ का अनुकरण करके ही ये अत्याचार िहन्दी में हो रहा है ।  उस किव े  की 

ि वद्या-बुि द्ध की समता करने मे ंअसमथर् होते हुए भी कुछ ए ेसी बातंे कह जाना िजनका कोई 

अथर् ही न समझ सके, ये किव अपने किवत्व की पराका ा समझने लगे है।ं190 

 
Following the honorable Rabindranath is becoming a transgression in 
Hindi.  In being unable to copy that excellent poet’s skill, and saying 
things from which it is not possible to derive any meaning, these poets 
begin to think that they are at the highest level of poetic ability. 
 
Using Tagore, Dvivedī is cleverly able to undermine Chāyāvād at its source by 

drawing a contrast between the real thing (Tagore) and the counterfeit Chāyāvād poets.  

Nor could Dvivedī justify the existence of Chāyāvād poetry on the basis that the poets 

might be bhaktas (religious devotees).  Addressing the issue of why poets write poetry, 

he admits that some may be able to write poetry for devotional reasons. 

परमे वर का सम्बोधन करके कोई-कोई किव अ ात्म-िनवेदन भी, किवता द्वारा ही करते हैं।  

पर ये बातंे केवल भक्त किवयों का अध्ययन करंे।191   

 
Some poets addressed God and expressed their devotion through poetry. 
But these things are only done successfully in the case of devotional poets.   
 

In this statement, Dvivedī once again dismisses Chāyāvād as counterfeit—this time as 

counterfeit bhakti. 

Having insinuated that Chāyāvād is counterfeit Tagore and counterfeit bhakti 

poetry at the outset of his essay, Dvivedī proceeds to uncover a great many additional 

                                                 
190 Ibid., p. 125. 
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Chāyāvād misdeeds.  First, he accuses Chāyāvād poets of not writing for the purpose of 

pleasing others but only for their “own satisfaction.”  For Dvivedī this is a very serious 

accusation because it indicates that their writing is devoid of social motivation.  He writes 

sarcastically, “Please consider that these people are very good poets, but if they create 

their poetry for pleasing themselves, then what does the world profit from it?”192  He also 

implies the presence of narcissistic self-immersion: “To whom does his own thing not 

seem good?”193  Beyond this, he questions the sincerity of the Chāyāvād poets’ 

motivation:  If they write to please only themselves, then, he asks, “why do they desire 

the critical recognition of their poetry by others?”194  (This charge adds egotism to 

narcissism.)  And, “If these people create poetry for themselves, then why do they 

publish their poetry?”195  Perhaps worst of all, if they write only for themselves, then why 

do they ornament their publications with “charming type, on expensive paper, decorated 

with novel pictures, in curly-cues and high and low lines, decorated with colorful 

flowered borders?”196  For Dvivedī, “this much splendor, this much ostentation, is for 

pleasing others; it is not for the satisfaction of [the poet].”197  Here he takes the 

opportunity to compare Chāyāvād poets to satkavis (true poets), saying that even though 

the great poets of the past wrote on destructible palm or banyan leaf, their poetry has 

remained in the hearts of discerning critics and ideal audiences through its magic spell 

                                                                                                                                                 
191 Ibid., p. 118 
192 Ibid., p. 118. 
193 Ibid., p. 118. 
194 Ibid., p. 118. 
195 Ibid., p. 119. 
196 Ibid., p. 119. 
197 Ibid., p. 119. 
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and its surprising power.  “For the great poets,” he says, “ornamentation is not 

necessary.”198  This implies that only inferior poetry requires ornamentation; therefore, 

Chāyāvād poetry is inferior. 

Another serious complaint against Chāyāvād poetry is its unintelligibility.  As 

previously noted, Dvivedī highly valued poetry that is easy to understand because this 

quality facilitates the poem’s influence on the reader.  The violation of this ideal may 

have been the most flagrant of Chāyāvād’s transgressions in Dvivedī’s estimation.  After 

discussing the transformative emotion that arises in the listener upon hearing good 

poetry, Dvivedī explained the effects of complex, unintelligible poetry: 

अ ौर यिद उसकी िक्ल  क पनाअ ो ं अ ौर शु क शब्दाडम्बर के भीतर िछपे हुए  उसके मोभाव 

ोताअ ो ं की समझ ही में न आये कोढ़ म ेखाज ही उत्पन्न हो गई समिझए।  ए ेसी किवता से 

पर्भावािन्वत होना तो दूर, उसे पढ़ने तक का भी क  आ ायद ही कोई उठाने का साहस कर 

सके।  बात यदी समझ ही में न अ ाई तो पढ़ने या सुनने वाले पर असर पड़ कैसे सकता ह?ै199     

 
And if [the poet's] emotions hidden inside his complicated imaginings and 
dry, high-flown language are not understood by the listener, then it should 
be viewed as one trouble arising on top of the other [literally, the itch on 
top of leprosy].  Far from being influenced by such poetry, perhaps 
someone will even have trouble getting up the courage to read it.  If 
something is not understood, then how can it influence the reader or 
listener? 
 

He continued, comparing the sure ability of straightforward nationalist poetry to 

influence the reader with Chāyāvād's inconsistent ability: 

आजकल जो लोग रह यमयी या छायामूलक किवता िलखते हैं उनकी किवता से तो उन 

लोगों की पद्य-रचना अच्छी होती है जो देश-पेर्म पर अपनी लेखनी चलाते या ‘चलो वीर 

                                                 
198 Ibid., p. 120. 
199 Ibid., p. 124. 
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पटुअ ाखाली’ की तरह की पंिक्तयों की सृि  करते है।ं  उनमें किवता के अ ौर गुण भले ही न 

हों, पर उनका मतलब तो समझ मे ंआ जाता है।  पर छायावािदयों की रचना तो कभी-कभी 

समझ में भी नहीं अ ाती।200 

 
In comparison with the poetry of those who today write mystical or 
shadow-based poetry, the verses of people who write about love of 
country or create lines like “Let's go to Pauākhālī, heroes” are good.  
There might not be any good poetic qualities in them, but their meanings 
are understood. But the work of the Chāyāvād poets sometimes cannot 
even be understood. 
 

But something even worse than this happens when Chāyāvād poets cannot even 

understand or explain their own poetry!  Dvivedī quoted Rāy Sāhab Babū  

Śyāmsundardās, who wrote about young Chāyāvād poets: 

इनकी किवताअ ो ं का अथर् समझना कुछ सहज नहीं ह।ै  किवता िलखने के अनन्तर बेचारा 

किव भी उसके अथर् को भूल जाता है अ ौर उसके भाव तक को समझाने मे ंअसमथर् हो जाता 

है।201 

 
It is not easy to understand the meaning of their poems.  Soon after writing 
the poem, the poor poet also forgets its meaning and becomes incapable of 
explaining his emotion. 
 
Dvivedī also inveighed against parok varan (indirect description).202  This is the 

use of a metaphor to describe something without directly mentioning the thing being 

described.  Commenting that even the poet himself will not be able to tell what he was 

trying to describe, Dvivedī wrote,  “When these people sometimes do and sometimes 

don’t understand the meaning of their own work, then how will others understand?”203 
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Yet another charge that Dvivedī made against Chāyāvād poets was their lack of 

skill:  “The creation of the poet who is not able to display skill in the cutting and chipping 

of word selection, sentence arrangement, and sentence grouping certainly vanishes in 

oblivion.”204  According to Dvivedī, Chāyāvād poets also engaged in inappropriate use of 

metrical and other stylistic norms.  This characteristic obstructed the reader’s ability to 

understand the poem clearly.  He writes, 

ये लोग बहुधा बड़े ही िवलक्षण छन्दों या वतृ्तों का भी पर्योग करते है।ं  कोई चौपदे िलखते है,ं 

कोई छःपद,े कोई ग्यारह पदे!  कोई तेरहपदे!  िकसी की चार सतरंे गज गज भर लम्बी तो दो 

सतरंे ही दो अगंुल की!  िफ़र ये लोग बेतुकी पद्यावली भी िलखने की बहुधा कृपा करते हैं।  

इस दशा में इनकी रचना एक अजीब गोरखधनधा  हो जाती ह।ै  न ये शा तर् की अ ाज्ञा के 

कायल, न ये पूवर्वतीर् किवयों की पर्णाली के अनुवतीर्, न ये सत्समालोचकों के परामशर् की 

परवा करनेवाले!205     

 
These people often use very strange meters or syllabic meters.  Some write 
four padas, some six padas, some eleven padas!  Some thirteen padas!  
Someone's four lines are yards long, then two lines are only finger length.  
Then these people often kindly write unrhyming verse.  In this situation 
their work becomes an astonishing puzzle.  They do not agree with śāstric 
precepts, nor with the systems of previous poets, nor do they care about 
the advice of true critics! 
 
As noted previously, skill is a quality that Dvivedī understood to be closely 

connected to a knowledge of tradition; and tradition is itself a socially supportive 

function.  Thus, Dvivedī interpreted the Chāyāvād poets’ perceived lack of skill as 

socially unsupportive.  First, as a result of their paucity of skill, the poets could not be 

understood by others.  Second, lack of concern with tradition was intrinsically socially 

unsupportive, particularly of the Vedic revivalist society that Dvivedī intended to 

                                                 
204 Ibid., p. 124. 
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promote.  He also cast a slur on the Chāyāvād poets’ abilities.  When discussing the 

indispensability of talent to poetic production, he urged poets to read Kemendra’s work, 

Kavi-kahabharan.  He writes, 

वतर्मान किवमन्यों को चािहए िक वे उसे पढ़ें।  वयं न पढ़ सकंे तो िकसी सं कृतज्ञ से उसे 

पढ़वाकर, उसका आशय समझ ले।ं  ए ेसा करने से, आशा ह,ै उन्हें अपनी तर्ुिटयों अ ौर 

कमज़ोिरयों का पता लग जायगा।206 
 
Present-day poets ought to read it.  If they are not able to read it 
themselves, then they should get the meaning of it [by] having some 
Sanskrit scholar read it.  From doing such, there is hope that they will find 
out their mistakes and weaknesses. 
 

This is an insult; because the cachet of Sanskrit was being used to strengthen the project 

of constructing the nation along Vedic revivalist lines, Dvivedī’s statement implies lack 

of concern on the part of Chāyāvād poets for the national project and for social reform.  

In reality, the four major Chāyāvād poets knew Sanskrit well and their employment of a 

highly sophisticated Sanskritized poetic vocabulary reveals their close familiarity with 

the language.  The new models of Indian identity that are embedded in the Chāyāvād 

idiom do, however, extend beyond and work to challenge the social reform models of the 

nineteenth century which Dvivedī Era poetry continued to promote.    
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Stylistic Comparison of the Dvivedī and Chāyāvād Eras  

 It will be appropriate and useful here to explain some fundamental stylistic 

differences between the Dvivedī Era and Chāyāvād idioms by comparing excerpts of two 

poems from the respective eras.  This comparison is intended to show how the two poetic 

idioms treated a social reformist topic—heroism—differently at the stylistic level, 

particularly in the relation of the uses of Sanskrit and tradtional literary themes.  For this 

purpose I have chosen a book-length poem by Gupta, Jayadrath-vadh (1910), and one of 

Nirālā’s long poems, “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” (“Rām’s Worship of the Goddess”), which is a 

late Chāyāvād poem written in 1936 and included in Nirālā’s collection, Anāmikā (1939).  

I have chosen these particular poems for stylistic consideration because both treat battles 

within larger epic contexts.  Jayadrath-vadh is Gupta’s early heroic poem containing 

strong nationalist overtones.  It describes an episode in the Mahābhārata—Arjuna’s 

slaying of the Kaurava Jayadrath for the purpose of avenging the unethical killing of his 

warrior son, Abhimanyu.  Nirālā’s poem depicts a moment from the Rāmāyaa—Rām’s 

battle with the evil demon Rāva.  The poem focuses, in particular, on Rām’s dejection in 

the midst of battle. 

 First, I will discuss Jayadrath-vadh, which is a quintessential Dvivedī Era poem.  

Jayadrath-vadh is representative of the Dvivedī Era idiom due to several characteristic 

features evident in the poem:  an emphasis on heroism and corresponding qualities of 

human character linked to social responsibility; use of Sanskrit vocabulary and other 

Sanskrit-related features; nationalist overtones; didacticism, which is linked to the 

nationalist and social reform ideology that the period’s poetry was aimed to proliferate; a 



   145

meter and rhyme scheme associated with the Dvivedī Era; and its direct diction.  Direct 

diction refers to the lack of ‘poetic unity,’ which is a literary feature linked to semiotic 

complexity.  I will not address the concept of poetic unity here; it will be discussed in 

Chapter Six in connection with the semiotic complexity of Nirālā’s poem, “Dān.”207  Let 

us first look at three stanzas of the poem’s final canto, Saptam Sarg (Canto Seven).   

इस िवध जयदर्थ-वध हुअ ा, पूरा हुआ पर्ण पाथ का; 

अब धमर्राजाजुर्न िमलन ह,ै िमलन ज्यों धमार्थर् का। 

वणर्न अथः उसका यहाँ पर है उिचत ही सवर्था, 

सवर्तर् ही कथनीय है सुख-सिम्मलन की शुभ-कथा।। 

 

सूयार् त होना जानकर िफर जब लड़ाई रुक गई, 

िन पर्भ परािजत कौरवों की रण-पताका झुक गई, 

तब नृप युिधि र के िनकट आनन्द से जाते हुए, 

बोले वचन हिर पाथर् से रण-भूिम िदखलात ेहुए— 

 

हे वीर! देखो, आज तुम संगर्ाम में कैसे लड़े, 

मरकर तुम्हारे हाथ से ये शतर् ुिकतने हैं पड़े! 

ज्यों कंज-वन की दुदर्शा कर डालता गजराज ह,ै 

शोिभत तुम्हारे शौय्यर् से त्यों यह रण थल आज ह।ै।208 

 

Thus happened the killing of Jayadrath, the vow to Viu was fulfilled; 
Now Yudhihira and Arjuna met, like a meeting of dharma and artha 

The description of this is wholly fitting here, 
[for] auspicious accounts of joyful meetings are worthy of being told 
everywhere. 

 
 
 
When the fighting ceased, knowing sunset to be nigh, 

the battle standard of the lifeless, defeated Kauravas sank. 
                                                 
207 Michael Riffaterre, Semiotics of Poetry (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978). 
208 Maithilīśaraa Gupta, Jayadrath-vadh, (Chirgaon, Jhansi:  Śāket Prakāśan, 1995), p. 92. 
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 Then approaching King Yudhihira with joy, 
Hari, displaying the battlefield, spoke thus to Pārtha—  

 
O Hero! See, today in the battle how you fought, 

How many enemies fell, slain by your hand! 
Just as a great elephant tramples a lotus grove, 

this battlefield was made splendid by your valor today.209 
 
 
 Jayadrath-vadh is a khanakāvya which is a genre of narrative poetry.  R. S. 

McGregor’s Oxford Hindi-English dictionary defines a khan-kāvya as “a narrative poem 

not dealing with a heroic or sacred subject.”  But this definition falls short of the scope of 

the twenty khanakāvyas composed in Khari Boli or translated from Bengali by Gupta.  

Prabhakara Machawe writes,  

In Sanskrit poetics, in Dhvanyāloka, there is an earlier reference to this 
genre as Khanda-kathā (partial story).  In Vishvanāth's Sāhityadarpaa 
there is the clear reference to this word for the first time.  Here a 
Khana-Kāvya is defined as one based on a ‘part’ of an epic and the 
illustration given is that of Kalidāsa’s Meghadūta (Cloud Messenger).210   

 

Machawe also links the development of the term to Rudraa’s division of epics into 

mahā-kāvya and laghu-kāvya (long and short epics) and further notes that the shorter 

narrative genre developed the characteristics of focus on a well-known historical hero and 

a gripping plot.  Thus the khanakāvyas composed by Gupta generally are concerned 

with heroism, but not with heroism in an epic context.  Instead, they focus on a story 

                                                 
209 I am grateful to Rupert Snell for his assistance with translation issues in this passage. 
210 Machawe, Prabhakara, “Poetic art of Maithilīśaraa Gupta (with special reference to narrative poetry),” 
in Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, ed., Dr. Nagendra (Delhi:  Bansal & Co., 1981), p. 142.  
(Inconsistency of italics in certain portions of the quote reflect the published text of the quote.) 
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extracted from a larger epic which offers the opportunity to develop a plot of smaller 

scope and which generally revolves around the action of one person—the hero or heroine.   

 Prior to Gupta’s use, Śrīdhar Pāhak (1859-1928) had initiated the use of the 

formal narrative poem in Khari Boli and Ayodhyāsih Upādhyāy (“Hariaudh”) 

published Priyapravās (The Exile of Ka) in 1918.  Priyapravās is a long narrative 

poem that takes up the traditional Vaiava theme from Sanskrit Purāic literature that 

appeared in the Bramargīt (Song of the Bee), a composition linked to the Braj region.  

Gupta’s first narrative poem, Rag me bhag (“Valor and Adversity,” 1909) and 

Jayadrath-vadh “present anew the themes of Rajput courage and honor” which had been 

developed since Hariścandra’s time primarily in the drama and novel genres.211  

Therefore, broadly, the long narrative poem was not only a characteristic form of the 

Dvivedī period, but became a vehicle (especially in the hands of Gupta) to resurrect plots 

and epic themes from ancient Sanskrit texts and imbue them with contemporary meaning.   

 The plot of Jayadratha-vadh, developed in seven cantos, is driven by the ideal of 

heroism.  Abimanyu is the heroic warrior son of Arjuna and Subhadrā.  In the Pratam 

Sarg (first canto), he is drawn by trickery into battle with the Kauravas in the absence of 

Arjuna and Ka.  In the course of the battle he is forced to fight seven warriors at once, 

a circumstance which breaks all the established rules of warfare, and he is killed.  His 

wife Uttarā and parents are left to grieve his untimely death at the age of sixteen and their 

misery is depicted in the Dvitīya Sarg.  In the Ttīya Sarg, Arjuna takes a vow:  unless he 

avenges the death of his son by killing Jayadratha before sunset of the next day, he will 
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immolate himself.  Ka appears and, in the Caturth Sarg, Vaikunha (heaven) is 

described.  Fighting occurs in the Pa–cam and the ah Sargs.  In the midst of continued 

fighting, Ka sends an eclipse of the sun so that the Kauravas think that the sun has set.  

Jayadrath, who has remained hidden during the course of the battle, believes he is 

victorious and emerges only to be slain by Arjuna.  The Saptam Sarg describes the post-

battle meeting of Yudhihira and Arjuna and offers praises to Ka. 

 Several heroic elements stand out in this poem.  Here physical militancy and 

familial dharmic behavior are tied together to effect a nationalist, social reformist 

definition of heroism.  The protagonist of the poem, Arjuna, is a warrior hero.  The 

unethical killing of his son, who is also a remarkable warrior having been trained by his 

father, is the cause of the vow that is the central motivating act of the plot.  The Pāndava 

family is shown as a dharmic family:  “Uttarā’s devotion to Abhimanyu, Arjun’s love for 

Śri Ka and the familial ties of the Pādavas are all underlined here.”212  The link 

between militant heroic behavior and dharma is clarified in the excerpt given.  After the 

vow is fulfilled, Yudhihira (who is known by the term dharmarāj, or dharmic ruler) and 

Arjuna engage in a meeting that is a like a meeting of dharma and artha (“ab 

dharmarājārjun milan hai, milan jyo dharmārth kā” (“now Yudhihira and Arjuna met, 

like a meeting of dharma and artha”).213  The use of the term dharma to describe a 

meeting between the dharmic king and the warrior who has just heroically on the 

                                                                                                                                                 
211 McGregor, Hindi Literature, p. 109. 
212 Pasana, p. 173. 
213 Artha, defined as profit and worldly success, is one of the brahmanical householder’s three primary 
goals (the other two are dharma and kāma, which is the pursuit of aesthetic and erotic pleasure).  Dharm-
arth may also indicate a charitable or religious purpose.   
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battlefield fulfilled the dharma of his pledge to avenge the death of a family member 

emphasizes the poem’s central message of the significance of dharma and links militant 

heroism to dharmic behavior.  

 However, the dharmic heroism in this poem is interpreted primarily as militant 

heroism.  The influence on Gupta of the “militant” language of Satyārtha Prakāśa, the 

testament written in Hindi by Ārya Samāj leader, Dayānand Sarasvatī, was strong.214  

Ananta Kumara Pasana writes, “In Jayadratha-vadha this aggressive quality [seen in 

Ārya Samāj rhetoric and attitude] becomes obvious at times.”215  For example, one of the 

stanzas above is an encomium to a heroic warrior.  I have highlighted the words or 

phrases in this stanza which refer to battle or victory; four lines contain eight instances.   

हे वीर! देखो, आज तुम सगंर्ाम में कैसे लड़,े 

मरकर तुम्हारे हाथ से ये शतर् ुिकतने हैं पड़े! 

ज्यों कंज-वन की दुदर्शा कर डालता गजराज ह,ै 

शोिभत तुम्हारे शौय्यर् से त्यों यह रण थल आज ह।ै। 
 
O Hero! See, today in the battle how you fought, 

How many enemies fell, slain by your hand! 
Just as a great elephant tramples a lotus grove, 

this battlefield was made splendid by your valor today. 
 

The Ārya Samāj also actively led social reform efforts of the period; Sarasvatī had 

established homes for widows and orphans.  Thus the emphasis on physical militancy and 

                                                 
214 Pasana, p. 166.  Pasana notes that Sarasvatī’s writings and thought also influenced the Chāyāvād poets, 
which is certainly true.  The Chāyāvād poets, however, assimilated and expressed the influence differently 
from Gupta’s interpretation of it. 
215 Pasana, p. 166. 
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social reform themes apparent in works of the Dvivedī Era stemmed directly from 

concepts developed within the Ārya Samāj organization. 

 Heroism is linked to the poem’s use of Sanskritic vocabulary and form.  First, as 

discussed above, the khanakāvya genre developed out of much older epic forms familiar 

from Sanskrit literature.  The Sanskrit mahākāvya was not the only genre to influence 

Jayadrath-vadh, but the linkage of the poem to the older genre was definitely part of the 

poem’s message to the reading public.  Although there is some use in the poem of Urdu 

and regional vocabulary,216 words of Sanskrit origin predominate.  I have highlighted 

words or cultural references (such as names) from Sanskrit in the second stanza of the 

example given above: 

सयूार् त होना जानकर िफर जब लड़ाई रुक गई, 

िन पर्भ परािजत कौरवों की रण-पताका झुक गई, 

तब नृप यिुधि र के िनकट आनन्द से जाते हुए, 

बोले वचन हिर पाथर् से रण-भिूम िदखलात ेहुए— 

When the fighting ceased, knowing sunset to be nigh, 
the battle standard of the lifeless, defeated Kauravas sank. 

 Then approaching King Yudhisthira with joy, 
Hari, displaying the battlefield, spoke thus to Partha— 

 

Here we see a conflation of the heroic mode with references to Sanskrit.  In general 

conflations of this type enabled nationalist constructions of identity linking heroic 

defense of one’s own clan with references, via Sanskrit usage, to the ancient nation (the 

Pāndavas became metaphorically linked to the Indian nation).  The intense interest 

                                                 
216 Srivastava and Gargesa, p. 201. 
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developed during the Dvivedī Era in using Sanskritized vocabulary and establishing other 

kinds of links to Sanskrit did not abate with the advent of Chāyāvād.  In fact, the 

Chāyāvād poets, particularly Prasād and Mahādevī, worked to legitimate the new idiom 

by claiming its links to Sanskrit; and all of the Chāyāvād poets used Sanskrit vocabulary 

in their poetry.   

 Jayadrath-vadh was published in 1910 in the period following the 1905 partition 

of Bengal and ensuing svadeśī agitations.  This was prior to Gandhi’s return from South 

Africa (1915) and his subsequent entrance into Indian public life.  Gupta’s initial 

association with nationalist activity came through his friendship with Gaeśa Śankara  

Vidyārthī, a nationalist extremist and editor of the journal, Pratāpa.  The final portion of 

Gupta’s Bhārat-Bhārtī, “Vinaya” (“Petition”), was banned by the British government for 

a period.217  Although initially associated with extremism, Gupta was never an extremist 

and his nationalist sentiments ran closer to Gandhi’s nonviolent beliefs as time went on.  

Gandhi visited him a couple of times in Chirgaon and as a result of this contact, Gupta 

was arrested in 1941 under the Defence of India Rules.  This arrest, however, took place 

over thirty years after the publication of Jayadrath-vadh.     

 Prior to and around the time of Jayadrath-vadh’s publication, numerous prose and 

poetic texts related to the growing nationalist struggle were also being written and 

published.  In the arena of poetry, for example, Śrīdhar Pāhak published Hind Vandanā 

                                                 
217 Sarma, K. D., “Maithilīśaraa Gupta: A Literary Biography,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, 
ed., Dr. Nagendra (Delhi:  Bansal & Co., 1981), p. 25.  Sarma does not give the date of the ban on 
Bhārat-Bhārtī’s “Vinaya” and I have not been able to locate the information elsewhere.  However, it 
probably occurred in the mid-teens of the century as Bhārat-Bhārtī was published in sections from 1912 
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(1885) and Bhārat Gīt (Songs of India, 1918).218  Hind Vandanā is a Utopic vision of 

India and Bhārat Gīt is Pāhak’s collection of patriotic songs which envisioned India 

explicitly as a nation.  Thus the nationalist sentiment implicit in Jayadrath-vadh was not 

unusual for the period.  The work achieved immediate popular acclaim.  One critic has 

suggested that Abhimanyu’s bravery served as a model for Indian youth contemplating 

involvement in the nationalist struggle.219  The moment in the Mahābhārata depicted in 

Jayadrath-vadh offered an opportunity for the Hindi reading public to reflect upon the 

glory of militant heroism as the fulfillment of dharmic responsibility.  Even if Jayadrath-

vadh did not convince a reader to take up arms, the idea of India as a cohesive national 

unit whose honor needed defending was planted in the imagination.  The Pādava clan, 

analogous to India as an extended family in the form of a nation, gave India a heroic, 

human face through the characters of the epic’s family.   

 Didacticism is the most commonly cited characteristic of Dvivedī Era poetry.  

While Bhārat-Bhārtī (which will be discussed in relation to Prasad’s Kāmāyanī in 

Chapter Six) is explicitly didactic, Jayadrath-vadh is not.  Didacticism in Jayadrath-vadh 

is achieved indirectly through narrative impact and a sustained emphasis on particular 

elements of the story, such as dharmic responsibility and heroism, which have been 

discussed.  The poem’s direct, accessible use of language (grammar, vocabulary, and 

syntax) also contributes to its didactic capacity. 

                                                                                                                                                 
and completed in 1914.  The information in this paragraph about Gupta’s early associations with nationalist 
activity are also drawn from Sarma, p. 25. 
218 McGregor, Hindi Literature, p. 110-11l. 
219 I. N. Choudhuri, “National Trends in Maithilīśaraa’s Poetry,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta:  
An Anthology, ed., Dr. Nagendra (Delhi:  Bansal & Co., 1981), p. 117. 
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 Considerable metrical experimentation was carried out during the Dvivedī Era 

due to the newness of Khari Boli verse and the challenge of finding metrical forms which 

did not distort the natural rhythms of the language.  Initially Dvivedī Era poets continued 

to use traditional Braj syllabic verse forms, primarily the kavitta and the savaiyā.220   

Dvivedī encouraged the use of Sanskrit meters, of which Hariaudh’s Priyapravās is a 

virtuosic example.221  He also recommended the use of Urdu forms as models, and so 

poets of the era employed a variety of Urdu meters and forms, most notably the ghazal.  

Dvivedī Era poets (Śrīdhar Pāhak, in particular) also used folk forms, but Dvivedī 

disapproved of the popular meters of folk songs.222  The meter in which Jayadrath-vadh 

is written—harigītikā—is particularly associated with Dvivedī Era poetry as Gupta was 

the first to develop its modern use in Khari Boli narrative poetry.223  Nineteenth-century 

changes to the Bengali payār form served as the basis for Harigītikā’s modern 

development.  The payār, a rhyming couplet with fixed caesura used for narrative forms, 

had been transformed by the nineteenth-century Bengali poet Michael Madhusudan Dutt 

(1824-73).  Dutt eliminated both the rhyme and caesura, rendering the payār similar to 

blank verse.224  This reconstruction became an example for Gupta’s experimentation with 

the harigītikā meter in Khari Boli.  Gupta used the meter in several of his longer narrative 

                                                 
220 Schomer, p. 14. 
221 For a detailed discussion of Sanskrit elements in Priyapravās see:  Valerie Ritter, “The Language of 
Hariaudh’s Priyapravās: Notes toward an Archeology of Modern Standard Hindi,” Journal of the 
American Oriental Society, vol. 124, no. 3, July-September 2004.   
222 Pasana, p. 176. 
223 Dr. Ramsakal Ray Sharma, Dvivedī-Yug kā Hindī-kāvya (Kanpur: Anusandhān Prakāśan, 1966), p. 217. 
224 Schomer, p. 15.  For an outline of metrical usage in the Dvivedī Era, see Schomer, pp. 13-17. 
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poems.  Harigītikā is a mātrik meter; that is, it is based on the number of mātrās (long or 

short) per pada (line).225   

 The poem that I have chosen to compare with Gupta’s Jayadrath-vadh, Nirālā’s 

“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” (1936), was written very late in the Chāyāvād period whereas 

Jayadrath-vadh was written in 1910 during the mid-Dvivedī Era.  Thus more than 

twenty-five years separate the composition of the two poems.  However, 

“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is a fitting Chāyāvād subject for stylistic comparison with 

Jayadrath-vadh.  Like Jayadrath-vadh, it is a long narrative poem about a battle.  

However, in comparison to the Dvivedī Era poem it displays a set of stylistic 

characteristics that are typically associated with the Chāyāvād period.  First, the subject 

(in this case heroism) is treated from the individual rather than the social perspective.  

Beyond the treatment of its subject material, “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” exhibits other stylistic 

features linked to the Chāyāvād idiom:  a copious use of Sanskrit vocabulary in 

compound words (a usage that is quite different from the use of Sanskrit observed in 

Jayadrath-vadh); an internal rhyme scheme and idiosyncratic meter; and extreme 

grammatical complexity.   

 First, I will briefly summarize the narrative progression of “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā.”  

As in Jayadrath-vadh, the narrative is an extraction from a larger epic.  Although the 

Rāmāyaa forms the larger frame for the plot of “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā,” the specific tale of 

Rām’s worship of the goddess is drawn from the Purāas.  The poem’s narrative focuses 

                                                 
225 In the mātrik system, vowels are counted as long or short according to the following:  the short 
vowels—a, i, u—each count as one mātrā; the long vowels and clusters—ā, ī, ū, e, ai, o, au, and ‘vowel + 
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on Rām’s battle with the demon Rāva to win Lakā and release Sītā from captivity.  

Nirālā’s poem begins at the end of a day of battle with a retrospective description of the 

fighting.  The demon army led by Rāva, who unknown to Rām had called on Śakti for 

assistance, fought with evil passion to win the universe and Rām’s faithful troop of 

monkeys led by Hanumān had defended with vigor but were losing ground.  Neither side 

won that day and Rām, whose arrows were easily deflected by Rāva, had begun to grow 

weak, weary, and doubtful of his ability to prevail.  At this point, he retires and while 

sitting on a rock reflects thoughtfully and sadly on various aspects of the situation while 

the troops of monkeys and bears gaze devotedly on his countenance.  In the dark silence 

of the night, Rām is almost overwhelmed with doubt.  Then Hanumān obtains ecstasy 

through the sight of Rām’s perfect sādhanā (devotional practice) and his tears.  Rām 

realizes that Rāva has secured the help of Śakti and that a battle against Śakti cannot be 

won.  Jambavan, the great bear, suggests that he (Rām) worship Śakti himself, thereby 

gaining her power in victory.  Rām begins a ritual meditation prescribed to last five days 

in which he offers a lotus each day to the goddess.  However, Durgā secretly comes and 

steals the last lotus, and when he cannot find it, Rām realizes that he is unable to 

complete the ritual.  In a flash of inspiration, he determines that, as the blue lotus-eyed 

one (Rājīvnayan), he can offer one of his own eyes.  As he prepares to gouge out his eye, 

the goddess suddenly appears and rewards him with the announcement that he will be 

victorious in the battle.      

                                                                                                                                                 
nasal + consonant’—each count as two mātrās. 
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 I have chosen four separate passages from “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” which indicate the 

plot’s development towards Rām’s final heroic act, which is not really an action, but an 

intention. 

 
रिव हुआ अ त   ः  ज्योित के पतर् पर िलखा अमर 

रह गया राम-रावण का अपराजेय समर 

आज का,  ती ण–शर–िवधृत–िक्षपर्–कर ,  वेग–पर्खर , 

शतशेलसम्वरणशील, नीलनभ  –  गिज्जर्त  –  वर 

पर्ितपल – पिरवितर्त – यूह-भेद – कौशल – समहू ,  -- 

राक्षस-िवरुद्ध  पर्त्यूह ,--कर्ुद्ध–किप–िवषम–हूह , 

िवच्छिुरतवि  – राजीवनयन – हत – ल य – बाण 

लोिहतलोचन – रावण - मदमोचन – महीयान , . . .226  

 

ि थर राघवेन्दर् को िहला रहा िफर-िफर संशय 

रह-रह उठता जग जीवन मे ंरावण–जय–भय ; 

जो नहीं हुआ आज तक हृदय िरपु - दम्य- ान्त , -- 

एक भी , अयुत-लक्ष में रहा जो दुराकर्ान्त , 

कल लड़ने को हो रहा िवकल वह बार-बार, 

असमथर् मानता मन उद्यत हो हार  –  हार; . . .227  
 

िफर सुना—हँस रहा अट् टहास रावण खलखल, 

भािवत नयनों से सजल िगरे दो मुक्ता-दल। 

बैठे मारुित देखते राम   -   चरणारिवन्द — 

युग ‘अि त-नाि त’ के एक-रूप, गुण-गण-अिनन्द्य ; 

साधना-मध्य भी साम्य-वाम-कर दिक्षण-पद, 

दिक्षण–कर- तल पर वाम चरण , िकपवर गद्गद 

पा सत्य , सिच्चदानन्दरूप , िव ाम  -  धाम , 

जपते सभिक्त अजपा िवभक्त हो राम  -  नाम । . . .228  

                                                 
226 Nirālā,  Nīrālā Racanāvalī,  Vol. 1, ed. Nandkishor Naval.  (New Delhi:  Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1998), p. 
329. 
227 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 330. 
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“ यह है उपाय ” कह उठे राम ज्यों मिन्दर्त घन — 

“कहती थीं माता मुझे सदा राजीवनयन !  

दो नील कमल हैं शेष अभी , यह पुर चरण 

पूरा करता हूँ देकर मातः  एक नयन ।”229 

 
The sun had set.  Forever written on the page of light 
was Rām and Rāva’s battle today, both unconquerable, 
sharp arrows held by swift hands, piercing with speed, 
the skill of repelling the hundreds of arrows, the sound of the blue sky 
thundering, 
the armies every instant splitting and regrouping with great skill, 
the demons’ hostile barrier, the infuriated monkeys harsh hoots, 
the scattered fire in Rām’s blue-lotus eyes when the aim of his arrow is 
thwarted, 
the blood-red eyes of Rāva as he attacks the earth in a release of frenzy. 
 
Doubt again and again shakes staunch Rāghavendra (Lord Rām), 
apprehension of Rāva’s victory over the universe keeps arising, 
the heart which until today had never been wearied or repressed by an 
enemy, 
which, even alone, overcame enemies numbering in the thousands and 
hundreds of thousands, 
is repeatedly becoming weak with the thought of tomorrow’s battle, 
and acknowledging that it is weak, prepares for defeat.   
 
Then he (Rām) heard Rāva laughing a deep laugh, a rumbling sound, 
from thoughtful, tear-filled eyes two of a multitude of pearls fell. 
Seated nearby, Māruti (Hanumān) saw Rām’s lotus feet— 
the one form of the age’s ‘being and non-being,’ a flawless collection of 
virtues; 
perfect equipose even in the midst of devotional practice, left hand on the 
right foot, right palm on the left foot— 
[seeing this] the ecstatic monkey obtained truth, in the form of being, 
thought, and bliss, the dwelling of perfect repose, 
and at once devoted and detached, he repeated the name of Rām.   
 

                                                                                                                                                 
228 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 331.  
229 Ibid., Vol. 1, p. 337. 
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“This is the answer” Rām shouted like the deep rumble of thundering 
clouds— 
“Mother had always called me Rājīvnayan (blue lotus-eyed one)!” 
There are now two blue lotuses remaining, I [can] complete this 
petitionary sacrifice by offering one eye to the mother goddess.” 

 

 First, in terms of approach to subject material, whereas Jayadrath-vadh views the 

individual as a component within a tightly knit social system that is held together through 

the individual’s commitment to a set of established virtues, “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” explores 

the self’s emotional and spiritual terrain and interiorizes virtue, turning its execution into 

a complex individual decision.  In a nutshell, “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is about the individual 

as an independent actor whereas Jayadrath-vadh concerns the individual acting within 

the social system.  Heroism thus receives a very different treatment in “Rām kī Śakti  

Pūjā.”  If not quite existential (given the salvific presence of the mother goddess), it is a 

heroism that is tempered, in fact, defined by the individual’s interior exploration of his 

doubt and fear. 

 In addition, whereas virtue in Jayadrath-vadh is prescriptive, the exercise of 

virtue in “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is linked with a process of complex, interiorized, individual 

questioning.  The principal question in the poem is:  how can Rām complete the sacrifice 

after the goddess herself has sabotaged his worship by secretly stealing the last lotus?  I 

have noticed that Chāyāvād poems frequently present a puzzle, ask a question, or state an 

irony.  Here the puzzle is to find a means of completing the sacrifice in the absence of the 

last blue lotus.  A solution suddenly breaks upon Rām and he shouts, “yah hai upāy” 

(“this is the solution”).  Rām’s heroic intention is to sacrifice his own eye.  The answer is 
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that he himself will be the substance of the sacrifice.  That is, the individual must 

construct the answer.  At the last minute, however, the goddess appears to save him and 

also reward his worship of her by conferring victory in the battle.   

 Arjuna also exhibits individual valor, so how does Rām’s heroism differ from 

Arjuna’s fight in Jayadrath-vadh?  The battlefield is not the site of “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā’s” 

central heroic act; the fight has been resituated to the interior of the individual.  Rām’s 

heroism occurs in the psychological and spiritual realm instead of manifesting as an act 

of bravery on the battlefield:  he intends to sacrifice his eye and the intention is 

adequately heroic.  Arjuna’s valor (at least Gupta’s representation of it in Jayadrath-

vadh) is accomplished on the battlefield and without the full resonance of individual 

agony and autonomy in making a choice to be heroic.  By comparison, Rām’s heroism is 

flawed by his weakness and tears and marked by reflexivity; but his tears reveal him to 

Hanumān as the godhead.  In the end, his individual reflexivity and weakness lead to the 

noble decision to sacrifice part of himself in order to complete the petitionary sacrifice to 

the goddess; that is, he wills to become the sacrifice himself.  The process of becoming a 

hero is thus relocated in “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” away from the simplistic, social reformist 

formula presented in Jayadrath-vadh into the realm of individual responsibility, carried 

out even in the face of personal weakness and doubt.    

 Nirālā’s corpus and style will be discussed at length in Chapter Six, “Prasad and 

Nirala:  Restructuring Coherence Through the Transmissional Modes of Dharma and the 

Individual.”  However, it will be useful to note here that Nirālā was a rebellious, 

individualistic Brahman whose poems frequently reflect Upaniadic and Vedāntic 
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themes.  There is a sense in which the comparison of Jayadrath-vadh to 

“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is evidence of how far social reformist themes, as an Indian identity 

response to the forces of colonization, had gone to erase more deeply ingrained 

indigenous notions.  This is shown by elements that are present in “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” 

but absent in Jayadrath-vadh.  Nirālā’s depiction of Rām’s interior agony is not merely a 

gloss of an indigenous epic.  Instead, it works to pull Upaniadic and Vedāntic themes, 

which are quite basic to Indian concepts of identity, back into the early twentieth-century 

discourse about the meaning of being Indian.  At the hands of Nirālā, these themes 

function to reinsert complexity into the prescriptive idea of the individual that had been 

proffered by social reformist models.   

 I will use one of the excerpts above as an example: 

Seated nearby, Māruti (Hanumān) saw Rām’s lotus feet— 
the one form of the age’s ‘being and non-being,’ a flawless collection of 
virtues; 
perfect equipose even in the midst of devotional practice, left hand on the 
right foot, right palm on the left foot— 
[seeing this] the ecstatic monkey obtained truth, in the form of being, 
thought, and bliss, the dwelling of perfect repose, 
and at once devoted and detached, he repeated the name of Rām.   

This passage is situated in the midst of descriptions of Rām’s doubt and misery; but even 

in the throes of self-doubt, Rām is referred to as the ultimate form of ‘being and non-

being.’  Asti-nāsti (being and non-being) indicates complete identification with Brahman.  

Thus the imperfection of humanity is here woven into the notion of the the perfection of 

the godhead.  The story of Jayadrath-vadh is drawn from the Mahābhārata and Arjuna’s 

doubt in the context of its Bhagavad Gītā section is well known.  Even so, this weakness 
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is not realistically represented by the social reformist identity applied to him in 

Jayadrath-vadh.  Another example of the insertion of human complexity in 

“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” through a return to the use of indigenous concepts is the 

unpredictability and dark playfulness of the goddess as she steals the single remaining 

lotus.  Such usages introduce cultural and semiotic resonances and assist Nirālā’s text to 

move beyond the tidy one-dimensionality of Jayadrath-vadh.   

 “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” also displays stylistic features characteristic of the Chāyāvād 

idiom.  Most notable among these (and notably absent from Jayadrath-vadh) is Nirālā’s 

extraordinary use of compound words.  This feature is also prominent in Mahādevī’s 

poetry; but the use of these in “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is truly astounding.  This is not only 

due to the frequency of their use in the text but also relates to the flexibility they 

contribute to Nirālā’s diction.  That is, the use of such compounds expands the language’s 

expressive capacity to construct resonant, impressionistic networks of signfication which 

are at the core of poetic expression.  However, their impressionistic ungrammaticality 

also turns translation into an exceedingly difficult task.   

 Let us take the last two lines in the first section of the poem given above as an 

example: 

िवच्छिुरतवि  – राजीवनयन – हत – ल य – बाण 

लोिहतलोचन – रावण - मदमोचन – महीयान 

 

I have translated these as:  

the scattered fire in Rām’s blue-lotus eyes when the aim of his arrow is 
thwarted, 
the blood-red eyes of Rāva as he attacks the earth in a release of frenzy. 
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The two lines are parallel formations that comparatively describe the eyes of the two 

antagonists; they are intended to provide an impressionistic picture of the day of battle.  

(In fact, the previous two rhyming couplets also perform the function of describing the 

day.)  First, it should be noted that the vocabulary is entirely derived from Sanskrit.  

Next, note that the two lines are devoid of explicit postpositions and full verbal forms.  

Thus the translator is forced to make decisions about these missing elements.     

 I will discuss the words and grammatical elements in the first line 

(“vicchurit-vahni - rājīv-nayan - hat- lakya- bā”) in order to give an example of the 

difficulties in the process of translation.  “Vicchurit-vahni” is a compound meaning 

‘scattered fire’ or ‘covered with fire’; “rājīv-nayan” is a noun indicating Rām’s blue-lotus 

eyes; “hat” is an adjective meaning struck down (which I translated as “thwarted”); 

“lakya” works as a noun meaning ‘aim’; and “bā” is a masculine noun meaning 

“arrow.”  In the absence of verbs and postpositions, the line can only function 

impressionistically.  The words primarily connect through the reader’s process of 

supplying them with meanings and letting the semantic associations among the words 

construct their grammatical relationships.  These relationships are also able to be inferred 

through the positions of the words and compounds; that is, through their mutual 

proxmity.   

 The first two compounds, “vicchurit-vahni” and “rājīv-nayan,” cohere both due to 

their immediate proximity and their semantic connection; it can be imagined that in the 

course of battle, Rām’s eyes will display fire.  In addition the translation is assisted by the 

presence in the following line of a comparable reference to Rāva’s eyes “lohitlocan -  
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Rāva - madmocan”; “lohitlocan” describes Rāva’s eyes (“the blood-red eyes of 

Rāva”) in a manner that corresponds to the way in which “vicchurit-vahni” describes 

Rām’s eyes in the previous line.  But to return to the first line, the last three words of the 

line (hat - lakya - bā) also seem to form a cohesive unit of meaning, literally “struck 

down – aim/mark – arrow.”  As noted before, “lakya” and “bā” are both nouns and 

“hat” is an adjective.  If this set of words is presumed to be the cause of the fire in Rām’s 

eyes and the words are reordered and a postposition supplied, then the meaning can be 

inferred, “when the air of his arrow is thwarted” (or “when his arrows miss their mark”).  

Thus an impressionistic line that literally states:  “covered with fire – eyes of Rām - 

struck down – aim – arrow” can be rendered as:  “the scattered fire in Rām’s blue-lotus 

eyes when the aim of his arrow is thwarted.”  This description demonstrates the 

difficulties inherent in translating Nirālā’s compounds, especially their grammatical 

complexity. 

 In order to complete this stylistic comparison of “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” and 

Jayadrath-vadh, I will briefly discuss two additional points:  the composite topic of meter 

and rhyme, and didacticism.  First, just as Gupta is associated with the development of 

the harigītikā meter, Nirālā is known for his frequent use of mukt chand (free verse).  He 

and Pant disputed over which one of them had been the first to introduce mukt chand into 

into Khari Boli.  However, “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is not composed in mukt chand.  It is 

written in rhyming couplets with each line consisting of twenty-four mātrās.  David 
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Rubin notes that this meter was probably created by the poet.230  With regard to the 

matter of didacticism, it is quite obvious that, unlike Jayadrath-vadh, 

“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” is not overtly didactic.  However, the poem depicts a battle with the 

forces of universal evil and so could certainly be interpreted as a nationalist allegory.  If it 

is a nationalist allegory, Nirālā’s message is that the interior strength of the weakened 

individual will win independence and build the nation.  But I think that it would be 

extremely reductionist to consider the poem only as a nationalist allegory.  Nirālā’s focus 

on the individual’s internal triumph seems to be a generally applicable message based in 

Nirālā’s personal experience. 

 
The Dvivedī Era Heroine: A Comparison of Maithilīśara Gupta’s Ūrmilā and 
Mahādevī Varma’s Female Voice  
 

Now I return to the issue initially raised in this chapter:  the clash between two 

styles of the romantic individual voice, the social voice versus the personal voice.  I use 

two poets as examples:  Gupta, the preeminent nationalist poet of the Dvivedī Era, and 

Mahādevī Varmā. 

Although Sāket is considered to be one of Gupta’s masterpieces and was written 

in a later, mature phase, and although it has been argued that Sarg (canto) IX of Sāket is 

comparable to Chāyāvād style in tone,231 the poem remains representative of Gupta’s 

                                                 
230 David Rubin, Tr., Of Love and War: A Chayavad Anthology (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
2005), p. xxxii. 
231 Ram Dhari Singh (“Dinkara”), “Maithilīśaraa Gupta as a Poet of the Renaissance,” in 
Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, ed., Dr. Nagendra (Delhi:  Bansal & Co., 1981), pp. 113-114. 
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attitude, dating from his earliest publications, towards the use of the individual voice.232  

Sāket romanticizes India’s mythic past and at the same time calls on tradition to 

legitimize its central social reform plea:  the plight of the Indian woman.  The poem 

begins with a traditional invocation to Sarasvatī: 

अिय दयामिय देिव, सुखदे, सारदे, 

इधर भी िनज वरद-पािण पसारदे। 

दास की यह देह-तन्तर्ी सार दे, 

रोम-तारों में नई झंकार दे। 

बैठ, आ, मानस-मराल सनाथ हो, 

भार-वाही कण्ठ-केकी साथ हो। 

चल अयोध्या के िलए, सज साज तू , 

माँ, मुझे कृतकृत्य कर दे आज तू।233 
 
Come O Merciful goddess, give me bliss, give me knowledge,  
stretch out your blessed hand in this direction.  
Give life to the sinew of your servant's body, 
give new resonance in every pore and vein. 
Come, mount, so that the mind-swan might be your helper,  
might be your bearer together with the peacock.  
Laden with ornaments, go to Ayodhyā.   
Mother, today give me success.  
 

 Maithilīśara continues with a Utopic depiction of Ayodhyā that calls to mind India’s 

golden past, a gesture that is intended to suggest the possibility of a golden future. 

देख लो, साकेत नगरी है यही, 

वगर् से िमलने गगन में जा रही। 

केतु-पट अचंल-सदृश हैं उड़ रह,े 

कनक-कलशों पर अमर-दृग जुड़ रह!े 

                                                 
232 For example, in his very first publication, “Ranga mein bhanga,” Maithilīśara also engages in the use 
of individual voice and character delineation.  Dr. N. C. Sehgal, “ Maithilīśara’s Works:  A Chronological 
Survey,” in Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, p. 44. 
233  Maithilīśara Gupta, Sāket (Delhi:  Sāket Prakāśan, 1995), p. 1. 
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साहती हैं िविवध-शालाएँ बड़ी, 

छत उठाये िभित्तयाँ िचितर्त खड़ी। 

गोिहयों के चारु-चािरतों की लड़ी, 

छोड़ती है छाप, जो उन पर पड़ी। 

वच्छ, सुन्दर अ ौर िव तृत घर बने, 

इन्दर्धनुषाकार तोरण है ंतने। 

देव-दम्पित अट्ट देख सराहते, 

उतरकर िव ाम करना चाहते।234 
 
Look, this is the city of Sāket [Ayodhyā]  
It is coming to meet with heaven in the sky.  
Flags are flying like the ends of saris,  
Eternal eyes are fixed on golden domes.  
Various large buildings shine,  
Decorated walls bear up the roofs.  
The continuous lovely deeds of the householders  
Leave an impression of what happened. 
Clean, beautiful, and spacious houses are being built,  
Rainbow arched gateways are standing.  
On seeing the tall buildings,  
Divine couples praise them. 
Desiring to rest, they descend.  
 
First, note the simplicity and directness of the poem’s grammatical and syntactical 

constructions:    

देख लो, साकते नगरी ह ैयही, 

वगर् से िमलने गगन में जा रही। 

Look, this is the city of Sāket,  
It is coming to meet with heaven in the sky. 

In this example, the subject (Sāket) ties neatly and directly in short, prose-like 

lines to the verbs (hai; jā rāhī).  The diction is compact and the meaning, as prescribed in 

                                                 
234 Gupta, Sāket, p. 2. 
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Dvivedī’s criteria for good poetry, is clear and easily accessible.  This lack of 

grammatical and syntactical complexity created a space wherein an unambiguous social 

message could emerge according to Dvivedī’s prescription.  As exemplified by Sāket, all 

elements of Dvivedī Era poems are simple and accessible:  the uses of language, 

including grammar and syntax; the idealistic, uncomplicated message; and the 

homogenized delineation of character constructed and offered for public consumption.  

Further, these elements blend within the poem to create a high degree of emotional 

resonance instead of poetic depth.   

The principal voice in Sāket belongs to Ūrmilā, Lakma’s abandoned wife in the 

Rāmāyaa.  Gupta uses her character to construct a popular, romantic heroine fit to serve 

as a noble Everywoman with the ability to disseminate an inspiring social message.  Sarg 

IX of Sāket is devoted specifically to her voice.  Rama Dhari Singh discusses Ūrmilā’s 

character. 

[Ūrmilā’s] real personality emerges in those few verses that contain the 
suggestion of how this great woman was enduring the agonies of 
separation with rare fortitude. All the poignancy of her sense of separation 
is contained in the line:  “I could not become a woodland bird.”235  

 

In Sarg XII, Ūrmilā urges on the Ayodhyan army saying:  “Let even our enemies learn 

today this lesson, Punishment be the beginning, and the end compassion.”236  Ūrmilā’s 

voice is clear and direct.  Her personal feelings are expressed but without tortured 

                                                 
235 Ram Dhari Singh (Dinkara). “Maithilīśaraa Gupta as a Poet of the Renaissance,” 
Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, p. 107. 
236 Translation by Ram Dhari Singh (Dinkara), " Maithilīśaraa Gupta as a Poet of the Renaissance," 
Maithilīśaraa Gupta: An Anthology, p. 104. 
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complexity and she, as well as the other characters in the poem, make explicitly didactic 

statements.  Even though there is a strong individual voice and the intimate feelings of an 

individual woman are featured, Sāket fulfills Dvivedī’s ideal of poetic quality.  The poem 

evokes Hindu traditions; it is clear and easy to understand; its purpose is social; and it 

stirs the average audience to high ideals of behavior.  Thus Ūrmilā’s voice exemplifies 

the social voice of the individual. 

Highly romantic in tone, this epic narrative springs from several traditions, both 

indigenous and English.  Although it is reminiscent of the romances of Sir Walter Scott, 

it also has precedents in the Indian courtly panegyric of premodern poets such as 

Bhūa Tripāhī and in traditional bardic folk poetry composed in Rajasthani and Marathi 

that emphasized heros and heroic deeds.  (I have discussed the precedents for late-

nineteeth-century patriotic poetry in Chapter One.)  In short, Gupta’s Sāket represents a 

reformulation of a multi-faceted Indian and romantic tradition:  the glorified heroic voice.  

His reformulation was influenced both by English romantic literature and earlier Indian 

nationalist poetry and filtered through Dvivedī’s particular vision for Khari Boli poetry 

and the Indian nation-society.  The poem also incorporates a social reformist model of the 

uplifted, national woman that is linked to Ārya Samāj ideals.   

Mahādevī’s poetry is radically different in tone and content from Gupta’s.  Her 

voice is characterized by a painful sense of separation from the beloved, frequent 

personifications of nature which contain the suggestion of an underlying, pervasive, 

ultimately unknowable presence, and abbreviated, symbolic language that hints at rather 

than delineates concepts.  I have chosen to use an excerpt from her famous poem, 
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“Bīn bhī hū tumhārī rāginī bhī hū” (“I am your vīā and your melody too”), from 

Nīrajā. 

 

बीन भी हूँ तुम्हारी रािगनी भी हू ँ! 

नींद थी म ेेरी अचल िन पन्द कण कण में, 

पर्थम जागृित थी जगत के पर्थम पन्दन मे;ं 

पर्लय में मेरा पता पदिच  जीवन मे,ं 

शाप हूँ जो बन गया वरदान बन्धन मे;ं 

 कूल भी हू ँकूलहीन पर्वािहनी भी हू ँ! 

 

नयन मे ंिजसके जलद वह तृिषत चातक हू,ँ 

शलभ िजसके पर्ाण मे ंवह िनठुर दीपक हूँ, 

फूल को उर मे ंिछपाये िवकल बुलबुल हू,ँ 

एक हो कर दूर तन से छाँह वह चल हूँ; 

 दूर तुमसे हू ँअखण्ड सुहािगनी भी हू।ँ237 

 
I am your vīā and your melody too.238  
My sleep was changeless and motionless in every atom, 
I first awoke in the primal trembling of the universe, 
My presence is in dissolution [while] my footprint is in life, 
I am the curse which in bondage was made a blessing, 
 [for] I am the shore and also the boundless flowing current! 
 
I am the thirsting cuckoo in whose eye there is a cloud,  
I am that relentless lamp in whose heart there is a moth,  
I am the restless nightingale who has a flower hidden in its heart,  
I am also that restless shadow that is far from the body even while being one,  
 I am far distant from you and I am also your joyful bride. 
 

This particular poem does not present as great a grammatical challenge to the reader as 

many of Mahādevī’s poems do (or as does Nirālā’s poem, “Rām kī śakti pūjā,” which I 

discussed in the previous section).  However, far greater grammatical and syntactical 

                                                 
237 Mahādevī Varmā, Mahādevī Rachnā Sa–chayan (New Delhi:  Sāhitya Akademi, 1998), p. 55. 
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complexity and sophistication are apparent here than in the excerpt from Gupta’s Sāket.  

Consider these lines:     

नयन मे ंिजसके जलद वह तृिषत चातक हू,ँ 

शलभ िजसके पर्ाण मे ंवह िनठुर दीपक हूँ 

 

I am the thirsting cuckoo in whose eye there is a cloud,  
I am that relentless lamp in whose heart there is a moth  
 

In this example, the place of “jiske” in the order of the sentence shifts in the second line.  

That is, in the first of the two lines above, “jiske” comes after the postpositional phrase 

ending in “me,” but in the second line it precedes the postpositional phrase.  Mahādevī 

could have chosen to construct these two lines to be syntactically identical; had she done 

so, the lines would have been symmetrical and so less syntactically uneven.  They might 

have read: 

जलद िजसके नयन मे ंवह तृिषत चातक हू,ँ 

शलभ िजसके पर्ाण मे ंवह िनठुर दीपक हूँ 

 

 Such rearrangements of word order are characteristic of the loosened usages of 

grammar and syntax evident in Chāyāvād poetry.  In general, Mahādevī’s poems elide or 

suggest the presence of grammatical elements; and the word order is often altered in ways 

that render the meaning almost inaccessible.  Such features are the targets of Dvivedī’s 

complaints.  In constrast to the direct diction of Gupta’s poetry, which is representative of 

the Dvivedī Era, Chāyāvād’s characteristically opaque or puzzling syntactical and 

grammatical features often work to support and reflect the poem’s semiotic complexity.   

                                                                                                                                                 
238 The bīn is another name for a vīā, which is an Indian stringed instrument. 
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 Thematically “Bīn bhī hū” reflects the Upaniadic notion of the microcosm of 

the soul (ātman) in relation to the macrocosm of the universal being (brahman).239  The 

relationship of Upaniadic thought to the Chāyāvād idiom will be addressed more fully in 

connection with Pant’s ‘nature’ poetry in Chapter Five.  It will be adequate here to note 

that Upaniadic constructs are fundamental to Indian discourses about the self in general 

and that they appear prominently in Mahādevī’s poetry.  “Bīn bhī hū” and Mahādevī’s 

poetry in general also reflect Advaita Vedāntist philosophical speculations about the self, 

specifically the non-differentiation of the self from the absolute.  In sum, the Advaita 

Vedāntist philosophy of Śakara teaches, 

The removal of superimposition [of the self on objects that are the non-self] is the 
removal of ignorance and the realization of the self (ātman) as the witnessing 
subject identical with brahman.  Such knowledge is liberation (moka).240    

 

 Let us now take a closer look at these lines:  

नयन मे ंिजसके जलद वह तृिषत चातक हू,ँ 

शलभ िजसके पर्ाण मे ंवह िनठुर दीपक हूँ, 

फूल को उर मे ंिछपाये िवकल बुलबुल हू,ँ 

एक हो कर दूर तन से छाँह वह चल हूँ 
 
I am the thirsting cuckoo in whose eye there is a cloud,  
I am that relentless lamp in whose heart there is a moth,  
I am the restless nightingale who has a flower hidden in its heart,  
I am also that restless shadow that is far from the body even while being one,  

 I am far distant from you and I am also your joyful bride.  

                                                 
239 Also see Gavin Flood, An Introduction to Hinduism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 
pp. 84-85. 
240 Flood, p. 241.  Advaita Vedānta is the most famous school of Vedāntic thought and Śakara (dated by 
some scholars as having lived between 788 and 820 CE) is the most famous among the Advaita 
philosophers, and indeed of all Indian philosophers.  (Flood, p. 239.)   
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Three main ideas are evoked here:  the relationship between external and internal (for 

example, a cuckoo within whose eye is a cloud); superimposition and union of two 

spiritual beings (for example, someone who is far distant yet conjoined as bride); and the 

illusion or imagination of existence (the cloud in the eye of the cuckoo is not the real 

cloud, but a reflection).  

 If, as I argue throughout this dissertation, Chāyāvād poetry represents a 

repositioning of Indian identity in the modern-nationalist context; what identity is under 

discussion in these lines and who is speaking in the poem?  It is certainly unclear here 

who is the subject and who is the object, who is “I” and who is “you.”  Ūrmilā in Sāket is 

a convincing representation of a human person and her voice (at least in the poem) comes 

from an unambiguous location.241  In comparison to Ūrmilā’s uncomplicated voice, the 

“I” in Mahādevī’s “Bīn bhī hū” appears to be the voice of brahman who resides within 

the microcosm of the human soul (ātman) as well as in the macrocosm of the universe.  

This is a likely interpretation, but is not the only interpretation, especially given that in 

other poems Mahādevī obfuscates the subject-object locations of the lover (the soul) and 

the divine beloved.  Also, the voice in this poem emanates from two positions:  internal 

and external.  Thus the speaker’s identity and location are uncertain.  For example, in the 

lines “ek ho kar dūr tan se chāh vah cal hū, dūr tumse hū akha suhāginī bhī  

                                                 
241 Gupta frequently spoke through female heroines in his poetry, which renders identification of the 
speaker’s location more complex.   
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hū,” “I” and “you” are thematically equated.  The voice of the poet is also a silent 

residual presence standing behind the structure of the poem.  The real voice here is 

Mahādevī’s.   

 Her poetry is the product of a blending of several idioms including English 

romanticism’s emphasis on nature and the self, the tradition of bhakti poetry addressed to 

the divine beloved, and the mystical poetry of Tagore, who was himself a result of 

education in both western and Sanskrit literatures and a Brahmo Samāj upbringing.  The 

poem thus represents a conflation of romantic imagery (the lamp, the moth, etcetera) 

drawn from various poetic precedents, such as bhakti, Urdu poetry, and European 

romantic poetry, with Upaniadic concepts and Advaita Vedāntist philosophy about the 

nature of the self.  The Vedāntist and reflexive strains heard in this poem are obviously 

quite different from the Ārya Samājist and social reformist overtones in Gupta’s Sāket.  

Mahādevī’s poetry typically presents the voice of an insular, female self couched in a 

mixture of romantic and quasi-religious imagery.  The voice can be identified as 

personal:  there is no overtly expressed concern with social or national issues in 

Mahādevī’s poetry and her mode of expression is highly self-reflexive.  The individual 

voice in “Bīn bhī hū” and Mahādevī’s poetic voice in general exemplify an interiorized 

voice of the Indian individual under the influence of European romanticism.  As I will 

address in Chapters Seven and Eight, Mahādevī’s interpretations of such cultural 

referents in the modern-nationalist context worked to redefine the female concept of 

identity.     
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Modern Subjectivities and Social Responsibility 

Given that both Gupta and Mahādevī offered reformulations of themes connected 

with romanticism, I would like to assess Dvivedī’s estimation of the social versus the 

personal voice of the individual.  I proposed that Dvivedī feared the effects that the 

Chāyāvād version of the personal voice might have on his agenda to construct a viable 

concept of the nation-society.  Almost all of Dvivedī’s complaints against the Chāyāvād 

poetic idiom involve its lack of social viability and responsibility and most of his precepts 

for good poetry involve the presence of these elements.  If one considers Dvivedī’s 

assessment of the qualities of good poetry and his critique of Chāyāvād alone, it would be 

possible to say that he was opposed to the personal voice of the individual.  But his 

previously noted positive assessment of Tagore then becomes problematic.  If Dvivedī 

opposed the individual personal voice, why did he pay homage to Tagore?  I posit that it 

is because Dvivedī perceived the Chāyāvād voice as overtly narcissistic.  Unlike, for 

example, Mahādevī’s, Tagore’s language is clear and direct, even when he speaks in a 

personal, reflexive tone; and, most important, his mystical writings are not overtly self-

involved.242  In addition, Tagore was writing in Bengali.  Thus it is likely that Dvivedī 

would not have perceived him to be a threat to the proper development of Hindi as were 

the Chāyāvād poets who wrote in Hindi and were beginning to influence the development 

of the language.   

Dvivedī, then, was threatened, first, by the formal influence that Chāyāvād might 

have on Hindi.  His primary concern for Hindi was to standardize it as an accessible 
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vehicle for the nationalist agenda.  The Chāyāvād poets, whose language he judged to be 

complicated and unintelligible, had the potential to derail his objective of standardization.  

Second, Dvivedī was threatened not by the personal voice of the individual, but by what 

he determined to be the uniquely narcissistic voice of Chāyāvād.  His suspicion that 

Chāyāvād poets desired only to please themselves demonstrates this concern.  He 

intended for Khari Boli poetry to be developed as a vehicle of inspiration for the common 

individual by emphasizing heroism and social reformist topics, such as the upliftment of 

women (as seen in Gupta’s characterization of Ūrmilā as the ideal heroic female).   

From his vantage point at that precise moment in history, Dvivedī could not 

discern that the Chāyāvād impulse emerged as a complex and valid expression of Indian 

identity under the dual pressures of modernity and nationalism.  In comparison with the 

didactic, social reformist mode of the Dvivedī idiom, Chāyāvād poetry internalized the 

concept of Indian identity.  By circumscribing the poetic discussion within the bounds of 

the self instead of the boundaries of society and by developing the insular individual 

voice, the Chāyāvād idiom could initiate a discussion about the modern-nationalist notion 

of the radical freedom of the individual.  Thus Chāyāvād pushed beyond the limitations 

of the Dvivedī idiom, stretching to find ways in which traditional concepts of the Indian 

individual could be reconstructed to fit into the modern-nationalist reality of early 

twentieth-century India.  It is also interesting to note that Dvivedī would not have 

imagined that Chāyāvād could eventually be adopted into the Hindi canon and exert a 

lasting influence on the course of Khari Boli poetry. 

                                                                                                                                                 
242 Gītā–jali, for example.  
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 My discussion of the general impact of European romanticism on Indian 

discourses and the link between modern and romantic notions of the self will be 

continued in Chapter Four, “Nature and the Nation.”  As the influence of European 

romanticism on Tagore and Chāyāvād is well accepted, I have chosen not to compare 

specific Chāyāvād poems with counterparts from English romantic poetry here.243  In 

Chapter Five, however, I compare the different forms of expression of the self apparent in 

Pant’s poetry and Tagore’s Gītā–jali, which was under the influence of the European 

romantic voice.  These comparisons will show the precise differences of personal 

inflection in the poetry of Tagore and Pant.  I also assess the poetic processes relating to 

the development of the more radically free, insular individual that appears with the 

advent of the Chāyāvād idiom. 

 
 
 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
243 Schomer, p. 61-62, for example. 
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Chapter Four:  Nature and the Nation:  Connecting Chāyāvād’s Use of 
Nature to the Gandhi-Tagore Nationalist Controversy244 

 

Nature: More Than a Transmissional Mode 

This chapter begins my discussion of Chāyāvād’s four transmissional modes:  

nature; dharma or conscience; the individual in relation to society; and desire and its 

corollary, suffering.  The first transmissional mode under discussion, nature, receives 

treatment in two chapters (the present chapter and Chapter Five) due to its special status.  

In the context of Chāyāvād, nature is more than a transmissional mode associated with 

one of the four major poets.  Like the other three transmissional modes under discussion 

in this dissertation, nature figures prominently in the work of all four poets; however, 

unlike the other three modes, it is Chāyāvād’s foundational metaphor.  The poets’ urge to 

connect with nature runs consistently throughout Chāyāvād poetry and is the primary 

impulse that motivates the idiom.  Quotes from Mahādevī serve as examples of nature’s 

centrality to the idiom.  In the preface to Sāndhya-gīt, Mahādevī equates the divine 

beloved which is the pervasive ‘Other’ of her poems to nature;245 and in her essay, 

“Chāyāvād,” she writes: 

छायावाद मनु य के हृदय अ ौर पर्कृित के उस सम्बन्ध में पर्ाण डाल िदये, जो पर्चीन काल से 

िबम्ब-पर्ितिबम्ब के रूप में चला आ रहा था अ ौर िजसके कारण मनु य को अपने दुःख में 

पर्कृित उदास अ ौर सुख में पुलिकत जान पड़ती थी।246 

 

                                                 
244 Much of the material in Chapter Four was first published as an article in SAGAR, A South Asia Graduate 
Research Journal (Austin: University of Texas Center for Asian Studies, Spring 2003), Vol. 10. 
245 Mahādevī Varmā, Sāndhya-gīt (Allahabad: Bhārati Bhaār, 1959), p. 19.  Cited in Schomer, p. 55.  
246 Mahādevī Varmā, “Chāyāvād.” In Sāhityakār kī āsthā tathā anya nibandh (Allahabad: Lokbhāratī   
Prakāśan, 1962), p. 66.  (Italics are mine.) 
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Chāyāvād revived the relationship between the heart of man and nature 
that had been ongoing in the form of images and symbols since ancient 
times and for this reason nature appeared to man as indifferent in his 
sadness and ecstatic in his happiness.”   
 

Thus Mahādevī claims for nature a position that is central to the idiom and validates 

Chāyāvād’s emphasis on it by linking its use to ancient India.  Although Pant is identified 

in particular as the ‘nature poet’ and Mahādevī articulates the importance of nature to the 

idiom, the many poems of Prasād and Nirālā that depict nature also reflect the idiom’s 

preoccupation with nature.  Critics such as Namvar Singh (whose comments on nature in 

Chāyāvād will be discussed later in this chapter) have also noticed and discussed the 

primacy of nature in Chāyāvād.   

 Because of the significance of nature to the idiom and also because of nature’s 

centrality in describing and constructing the idea of India as a nation, I devote the present 

chapter to examining nature’s use as a metaphor in constructing the nation.  The purpose 

of this chapter is to show how Chāyāvād’s obsessive use of nature to represent the self 

fits into contemporary debates about the form and meaning of the nation.  Specifically, I 

consider Gandhi and Tagore’s representations of nature as the nation which, I propose, 

served as a stepping stone for the further development in Chāyāvād of nature as a 

representation of the insular self.  By insular self, I mean the self depicted outside of or in 

isolation from society, whose absence is a great silence in Chāyāvād poetry.   

 The focus of this chapter is a publicly engaged dispute between Gandhi and 

Tagore.  I propose that the concept of nature as a metaphor for the nation can be used as a 

new frame for assessing and understanding their dispute which, I argue, was ostensibly 
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concerned with the issue of the viability of nationalism but at root was a debate about 

modernity and its fragmenting influence.  As discussed in the dissertation’s introduction, 

I view nationalism as inseparable from the overarching project of modernity.  Thus, in 

addition to using Gandhi and Tagore’s dispute as a basis for illuminating Chāyāvād’s use 

of nature, I treat their discussion more broadly as a forum for examining issues integral to 

modernity and its rise, because these issues also underlie Chāyāvād’s efforts to construct 

a modern-nationalist identity. 

 Theoretical areas related to modernity examined in this chapter include:  

European romanticism’s significant participation in the construction of modernity, 

primarily its promotion of nature as an alternative viewpoint to science’s instrumentalist 

world view (which is a continuation of Chapter Three’s discussion of the romantic voice 

in the Dvivedī and Chāyāvād eras); and the translation of nature as a discursive arena in 

the colonized, nationalist Indian context.  Gyan Prakash has argued that science was the 

primary discursive basis for the construction of the Indian nation.247  I propose that 

nature, as science’s field of operation, was as much in the discursive foreground as 

science in the construction of the nation.  European romanticism, which constitutes a 

major discursive arena in modernity, appeared in dialogue with science and the related 

instrumentalist views of the world that instigated and validated the colonial venture.  It 

played an important role in the preeminent place accorded nature within modernity’s 

discourses and thus its influence on modernist discourses in India should be traced.  I 

                                                 
247 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason:  Science and the Imagination of Modern India (New Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2000).  Prakash has delineated science’s use as a metaphor for the nation.  
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focus on the uniquely modern tension between instrumentalist and participatory views of 

the world as being the larger impulse at work behind Gandhi and Tagore’s dispute about 

nationalism.  The present chapter locates Chāyāvād’s roots in modern discourse and, 

through this, serves as a explanatory prelude to the following three chapters which 

analyze Chāyāvād poems in relation to the four transmissional modes. 

 

Nature as a Modern Discourse and Its Significance to Chāyāvād 

Nature is a central discursive theme within modernity.  It is useful to compare the 

functioning of discourse to poetic metaphor; like a poetic metaphor, a discursive theme 

constructs meaning through branching networks of association.  Thus a theme such as 

nature both relies on older cultural associations and creates new associations which are 

available to help make sense of the period’s large questions and serve as a ground upon 

which these questions can be publicly explored.  I take the position that such a theme 

gains discursive weight in a society because it metaphorically represents or encompasses 

the ‘burning questions’ that a society or era is constrained to face through the 

circumstances of its geneaology.  Thus, under the instrumentalist forces of colonization, 

nature came to be in India one of modernity’s primary discursive areas, representing the 

site of tension between instrumentalist and participatory views of the universe.  I propose 

that this tension underlay debates about the ways and means of being a nation and, 

concurrently, of being a person in the new nation.  The instrumentalist and participatory 

models (apparent in the notorious divide between science and the arts) are widely 

understood to have been constructed as opposing world views at modernity’s inception 
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during the Enlightenment period in Europe at the precise point of the Cartesian divorce of 

the knowing self from the known object.  

The intense focus on nature was for the Chāyāvād poets an import through 

European romanticism and Tagore; that it was a mere imitiation of a foreign form was, in 

fact, one of the earliest criticisms leveled against it, particularly by the influential critic, 

Rām Chandra Śukla.248  Although the immediate impulse for the movement’s appearance 

was indeed connected with European romanticism and Tagore, Chāyāvād did not have to 

rely solely on imported sources for its inspiration about nature because, as Mahādevī 

observes, various uses and depictions of nature had long been available as part of the 

Indian cultural framework.  However, cultural networks of assumptions about nature and 

literary uses of nature, although related, constitute different registers of indigenous 

resource for the Chāyāvād poets.  I discuss Indian philosophical and cultural concepts 

about nature in the following chapter, “Sumitrānandan Pant: The Self in the Bosom of 

Nature,” and claim for some of these concepts a significant influence on Chāyāvād 

poetry.   

There are several antecedent Indian literary forms which employ nature but whose 

treatment differs from Chāyāvād’s distinctive use of nature.  Bhakti poetry focuses on 

devotion to the deity and often uses nature metaphorically or as simile.  Rīti poetry 

frequently catalogues the seasons or other aspects of nature and employs nature as a 

                                                 
248Rāmchandra Śukla, Hindī sāhitya kā itihās (Kāshī: Nāgarīprachārinā Sabhā, Samvat 2022/1965  
Western), p. 623. 
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descriptive backdrop.  (Pant forcefully denounced rīti in his “Preface” to Pallav.)249  The 

poetry of the Dvivedī Era uses nature to enhance the realism or accessibility of the poem.  

Sanskrit kāvya is rich in its variety of literary and conceptual uses of nature, particularly 

in relation to the rasa theory of aesthetics;250 however, it is not characterized by a 

focused, purposeful use of nature to explore the meaning of individual selfhood.  While 

fully engaging Indian philosophical and cultural concepts relating to nature, Chāyāvād 

poetry thus typically differs from the characteristic, idiomatic uses of nature found in 

earlier North Indian forms of poetry.  In Chāyāvād the use of nature shifts course and 

becomes a “manifestation of the self”:  “Chāyāvāda regards the beauty that is there in 

human life and in physical nature as the manifestation of the self. . . .”251  All of the 

Chāyāvād poets were not only fixated on the use of nature but in varying degrees and 

ways expressed profound identification with it.  This pervasive feature of Chāyāvād 

poetry—the use of nature to describe the self, the identification of the self with nature—

links it conceptually to European romanticism and differentiates it from previous Indian 

literary forms.  

In his 1955 book, Chāyāvād, Namwar Singh discusses the reasons why Chāyāvād 

poets turned to nature and gave it a unique expression in the context of nationalism.  He 

argues that the idiom’s emphasis on nature is linked to a general movement towards 

                                                 
249 Pant, “Praveś" in Pallav in Sumitrānandan Pant Granthāvalī, Kha ek, p. 154. 
250 Although it possibly had earlier roots, the rasa theory of aesthetics was originally developed in the 
context of drama and expounded in the Nātyaśāstra probably around 200 C.E.  There are nine principal 
rasas which are states of mind (such as hāsya, the comic) that can be aroused in the properly disposed 
individual through the performance techniques. 
251 Nandadulare Vajapeyi, Hindī Ālocanā ke Ādhāra Stambha, p. 149, quoted in Ram Chandra Prasad, 
Literary Criticism in Hindi (Meerut: Saritā Prakāśan, 1976), p. 159.    
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individualism that came as a result of the need to break with rigid social regulations of 

the past and the appearance of science and modern technologies (such as railroads, 

etcetera) which imposed modern social changes on India.  He writes that Chāyāvād’s link 

to nationalism is through nature, but not because love of country inspired an interest in 

nature:  the youth of the country came to desire national freedom as a consequence of 

their attempt to escape outworn social molds and search for individual freedom in nature.   

His argument is developed in this manner: 

पर्कृित-पेर्म से सामािजक वाधीनता अ ौर वैयिक्तक िवकास का क्या संबंध ह,ै यह सहसा 

समझ मे ंनहीं आता।  लेिकन जब हम वच्छंदतावादी किवयों के मखु से यह सुनते हैं िक 

किवता करने की पेर्रणा उन्हे ंपर्कृित से िमली तो सोचना चािहए िक पर्कृित मे ंआिखर वह 

कौन-सी शिक्त थी, िजसने मुिक्तकामी वच्छंदतावादी किव को सबसे अिधक आकृ  

िकया?252   

 
It is not easy to understand what connection social independence and 
individual development have with love of nature.  But when we hear from 
the mouth of romantic poets that they got the inspiration for writing poetry 
from nature, then we ought to consider which power in nature most 
attracted the freedom-loving romantic poet after all.   
 
पुरानी समाज- यव था के घटुते हुए वातावरण की सपेक्षा आधिुनक युवक को पर्कृित के 

बीच खुला वातावरण िमला; पर्कृित के राज्य मे ंउसे पश,ु पिक्षयों, नदी, नालों, हिव-बादल 

सबमें उन्मुक्त अ ौर िनरंकुश वच्छंदता के दशर्न हुए।  इसी वाधीनता की टोह मे ंआधिुनक 

किव पर्कृित के क्षेतर् में आया।  पुरानी समाज- यव था में उसकी वैयिक्तकता खो गई थी . . . . 

253   
 
In comparison with the constricting environment of the old social order, 
modern youth met with an open environment in the midst of nature; within 
everything in the realm of nature—animals, birds, rivers, streams, wind 
and clouds—they saw free and unrestrained spontaneity.  In the search for 

                                                 
252 Namwar Singh, Chāyāvād, p. 35. 
253 Ibid., p. 36. 
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independence the modern poet came into the sphere of nature.  In the old 
social order his individuality had been lost…..   
 
. . . . सामूिहकता तथा सामािजकता से उबरने के िलए आधुिनक युवक ने पर्कृित में पर्वशे 

िकया अ ौर यहाँ उसे अपने यिक्तत्व के िवकास का वातावरण िदखाई पड़ा।  अ ौर यहीं उसे 

अपनी जन्मभूिम के पर्ित पेर्म तथा कतर् य का अनुभव हुआ।254    

 
. . . . modern youth entered into nature in order to be delivered from the 
social collectivism and conformance to social values and here [in nature] 
they saw an environment for the development of their individuality.  And 
here they felt love and duty towards their native land (janambhumī).   

 

He continues, naming science as the initial cause for the Chāyāvād poets’ inclination 

towards nature: 

. . . . छायावादी किवयों ं का पर्कृित की अ ोर झुकना, पर्कृित को इतना मह≠व देना, पर्कृित 

की वततंर् सत्ता को का य मे ंपर्िति त करना अ ौर पर्कृित के सौंदयर् को उद्घािटत करना—यह 

सब आधुिनक िवज्ञान का पिरणाम ह।ै255 

 

. . . . the Chāyāvādi poets’ inclination towards nature—giving prominence 
to nature, inaugurating the unrestrained sway of nature in poetry, and 
revealing the beauty of nature—all this is the effect of modern science. 
 

Thus Singh proposes that the poets turned to nature as a metaphor for escape from an 

antiquated, restrictive social mold and that as soon as steps were taken toward individual 

freedom, national freedom could be sought.  He links both the new individualism and 

nationalism to an attraction to nature and its expression in poetry.  At the root of this 

process is the onslaught of modernity, particularly in relation to the effects of science and 

the technology which it brought.   

                                                 
254 Ibid., p. 36. 
255 Ibid., pp. 37-38. 
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Although I am not convinced by Singh’s argument that individualism preceded 

nationalism, I do concur with his linkage of individualism to nationalism through a 

general engagement with nature.  I propose that nature as a prominent component in the 

discourse about the nation influenced the development of concepts of identity and the 

individual.  Gandhi and Tagore’s debates about nationalism focused on nature as a 

metaphor for the nation and these discussions were incorporated and transmuted in 

Chāyāvād poetry.  While discussing the form of the nation and the viability of 

nationalism, Gandhi and Tagore also expanded contemporary discourses about the 

individual, giving the Chāyāvād poets greater latitude for discussing the meaning of 

individual identity.   

Thus, beyond Singh’s interpretation of Chāyāvād’s connection to nature as the 

precursor to nationalism, I propose additional ways in which individualism was 

connected to nationalism through nature.  I suggest that in an atmosphere of Gandhi’s 

political svarāj, Chāyāvād poets transmuted the concept of svarāj into a wider discourse 

about the individual.  As a means of approaching the issue of Chāyāvād’s intense 

involvement with nature I situate Chāyāvād within the lineages of Gandhi’s concept of 

svarāj and Tagore’s romanticism and humanism.  This will serve as a basis for discussing 

the conflation of concepts of the self with nature in the nationalist discourse through 

Chāyāvād literature, particularly in relation to Pant’s poetry which uses nature to describe 

the self and which I discuss in the next chapter.   
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Bases of the Gandhi-Tagore Nationalist Dispute 

In 1924 Mahatma Gandhi implemented a National Congress directive that was 

intended to propel India towards the goal of nationhood.  This charkā (spinning-wheel) 

directive became a major flashpoint in a growing controversy between Gandhi and 

Tagore.256  Gandhi and Tagore had a cordial relationship from their first meeting in 

March, 1915, but public evidence of cracks in their agreement over national matters 

began to appear as early as 1919.257   They disagreed about passive resistance, the 

burning of foreign cloth, Gandhi’s pronouncement that the Bihar Earthquake of 1933 was 

a divine chastisement for the sin of caste, and other matters of national importance.  

These debates were joined in the public arena, carried out through journal and newspaper 

articles and occasionally interlaced with sarcasm.  As India progressed towards 

nationhood and their lives proceeded, the friendship and controversy between them ebbed 

and flowed.  Tagore was, to an extent, a thorn in Gandhi’s side, continually questioning 

any act or policy that in his view delimited or suppressed the human spirit.  At the time of 

Tagore’s death in 1941, however, the mutual trust extant between them was expressed by 

Tagore’s plea that Gandhi watch over Viśvabhārati, the university established by Tagore 

to embody his highest ideals of humanism. 

                                                 
256 Krishna Datta and Andrew Robinson, Rabindranath Tagore:  The Myriad-minded Man (New Delhi:  
Rupa & Co., 2000), pp. 260-261.  The directive stated that Congress members should wear only khādī cloth 
and contribute 2,000 yards per month of spun cloth regardless of unwillingness or any other reason. 
257  In 1919 Tagore objected to Gandhi’s use of hartals (labor strikes) as a response to the Rowlatt Act.  
The hartals turned into violence in the streets of Delhi.  R. K. Das Gupta, “Gandhi and Tagore,” in Gandhi, 
Theory and Practice: Social Impact and Contemporary Relevance, vol. II, ed. S.C. Biswas (Simla: Indian 
Institute of Advanced Study, 1969), pp. 461-462.   
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Scholars have analyzed the controversy between Gandhi and Tagore from a 

number of vantage points.  Some scholars, for example, sum it up as a disagreement 

between personality types, that is, the politician versus the poet.258  Dennis Dalton more 

incisively assesses the basic cause of the dispute to be Tagore’s aversion to 

nationalism.259  Still others accentuate the common ground between them.  Ashis Nandy, 

for example, emphasizes their mutual concern about a “new violence” that blew in with 

ideas of nationalism and progress.260  The dispute is problematic, significant, and 

deserves further analysis if for no other reason than that its history traces the major issues 

raised on the road to independence:  the model of the nation; the means by which 

nationhood was to be achieved; the interaction between social and individual freedoms; 

the issue of rural reconstruction; India’s relationship to the west; the place of science and 

technology; etcetera.  Their debates also deserve attention because Gandhi’s unabashed 

nationalism was tempered over time through interaction with Tagore.   

Several problems, however, arise in uncovering and assessing the sources of their 

disputes.  First, many of the ideas they express seem to be in perfect accord.  Their 

                                                 
258 For example:  B.K. Ahluwalia and Shashi Ahluwalia, Tagore and Gandhi (The Tagore-Gandhi 
Controversy), (New Delhi:  Pankaj Publications, 1981), p. 10:  “The clash between Tagore and Gandhi was 
striking but almost inevitable.  Tagore was the poet and Gandhi the political crusader; Tagore believed in 
art, Gandhi in action; Tagore believed in fullness of life, Gandhi in renunciation; for Tagore the ultimate 
quest was beauty; for Gandhi the ultimate quest was truth.”  This assertion is perhaps not too much of an 
over-generalization if discussed within a psychological paradigm.   
259 Dennis Gilmore Dalton, Indian Idea of Freedom:  Political Thought of Swami Vivekananda, Aurobindo 
Ghose, Mahatma Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore (Gurgaon, Haryana: The Academic Press, 1982), p. 
198:  “Tagore’s unique contribution rests with his early and emphatic assertion that though India’s adoption 
of nationalism might further struggle for Independence, it could only thwart the essential quest for moral 
and spiritual freedom.  This point of view inevitably sparked off a controversy with India’s arch-nationalist, 
Mahatma Gandhi.” 
260 Ashis Nandy, Time Warps: Silent and Evasive Pasts in Indian Politics and Religion (London: Hurst and 
Company, 2002), p. 222. 
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perspectives, for example, on the principles of individual and social freedom are nearly 

identical.261  Second, their viewpoints, especially Gandhi’s, alter over time and according 

to context and political circumstance:  Gandhi scathingly denounces modernity in his 

seminal tract, Hind Swarāj (1909), but later backtracks to accommodate science 

reservedly within his worldview.262  Thus the temporality and fluidity of their positions 

also complicate the project of assessment.  Third, their viewpoints are intrinsically 

complex because they arise from both western and indigenous sources. 

The concept of nature offers an alternative framework for assessing the Gandhi-

Tagore controversy, both in its metaphorical uses and ideological implications.  Prakash 

argues that science served as a metaphor for the Indian nation.  I propose, however, that 

nature, the ideological and material field from which science emerges, served in early 

twentieth-century India as an alternate metaphor for the nation.  This proposal is built on 

two scholarly precedents:  first, that science as a metaphor for cultural and political 

power was a keystone of the nationalist construct of the ancient Hindu nation; second, 

that resisting the dominant discourse of science was a fundamental project of European 

romanticism.263  Stating that a preoccupation with nature is a defining characteristic of 

European romantic poetry, I propose that nature, in particular, was used by European 

romantic poets as a symbolic arena where the Cartesian worldview was questioned.  

                                                 
261 Dalton, Indian Idea, p. 197-198. 
262 Ronald J. Tercheck, Gandhi: Struggling for Autonomy (Lanham, Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 1998), p. 91 and fn., p. 66:  citing Harijan, June 22, 1935, in Raghavan N. Iyer, The Moral 
and Political Writings of Mahatma Gandhi (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 3:525.  
263 Joel Black, “Introduction” to the section “Newtonian Mechanics and the Romantic Rebellion.” Beyond 
the Two Cultures (Ames:  Iowa State University Press, 1990), p. 133-134.  Find here a discussion of the 
place of the Cartesian/Kantian divide in romanticism.  
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Nature achieved this distinction by symbolizing a participatory, relational model of being 

in the world against the model of domination that was set up by the discourse of western 

science and appropriated into the nationalist construction of Hindu science.  Along with 

western science, romantic concepts were imported and appropriated into nationalist 

discourses and thus came to influence both Tagore and Gandhi.   

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer’s critique of the Enlightenment and 

empiricism forms a useful framework within which to consider the ideological split 

between Gandhi and Tagore.  Their work disrupts the Enlightenment paradigm and 

questions the primacy of the empirical method and its application to society.264  They 

argue that the subject-object divide characteristic of Enlightenment thought was present 

in the animism of ancient myth-based systems; but whereas in magic specificity is 

represented through mimesis, science obliterates the multiplicity inherent in nature by 

objectifying it as its domain of operation.265  As a result of the dominance in the west of 

Enlightenment instrumental rationality, an awkward import of empiricism into the 

domain of society and social science occurred.  Human beings and their communities, 

                                                 
264 Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “The Concept of Enlightenment,” in Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
trans. John Cumming (London: Verso, 1979).  Theodor Adorno, “The Essay as Form” in The Adorno 
Reader, ed. Brian O’Connor (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), pp. 91-111.  “The Essay as Form” 
discusses Cartesian principles. 
265 “Myth turns into enlightenment, and nature into mere objectivity.  Men pay for the increase of their 
power with alienation from that over which they exercise their power.  Enlightenment behaves toward 
things as a dictator toward men.  He knows them in so far as he can manipulate them.  The man of science 
knows things in so far as he can make them.  In this way their potentiality is turned to his own ends.  In the 
metamorphosis the nature of things, as a substratum of domination, is revealed as always the same.  This 
identity constitutes the unity of nature. . . It is the identity of the spirit and its correlate, the unity of nature, 
to which the multiplicity of qualities falls victim.  Disqualified nature becomes the chaotic matter of mere 
classification, and the all-powerful self becomes mere possession—abstract identity. . . In science there is 
no specific representation. . . Like science, magic pursues aims, but seeks to achieve them by mimesis—not 
by progressively distancing itself from the object.”  Adorno and Horkheimer, “The Concept,” pp. 9-11.   
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however, do not function as categories; they express “multiplicities of qualities” and 

identities.  Thus Adorno and Horkheimer would judge nationalism to be an inappropriate 

ideological function and an extension of empiricism which works to reduce multiplicity 

to unity.266   

The disagreement between Gandhi and Tagore can be misleading.  Whereas 

Gandhi was in the main opposed to the use of science and technology to build the nation, 

Tagore was not.  Thus it could appear that Tagore was more the empiricist thinker than 

Gandhi.  Further, there are aspects of the Adorno-Horkheimer critique with which Gandhi 

could agree, for example, the problematic nature of mechanization and industrialization 

and the principle of self.  But Gandhi unwittingly falls into the Enlightenment paradigm 

which Adorno and Horkheimer work to disrupt (and hence into the subject-object divide) 

while Tagore’s thought is kin to the romantic critique of the Enlightenment.  Although 

the ideas of Gandhi and Tagore cannot be fitted into pure categories, in the end it is 

Gandhi’s deep commitment to nationalism that reveals his (at least partial) ensnarement 

in empiricist thinking and Tagore’s equally passionate commitment against nationalism 

that reveals his mindset to be outside of the rationalist paradigm.267  Both men use nature 

conceptually to construct an idea of the nation.  The difference between them lies not 

only in their different approaches to nature, but also in the epistemological frameworks 

referring to nature within which they position themselves.  

                                                 
266 I thank Alan Wells, medical ethicist and South Asianist, for discussing Adorno and Horkheimer’s work 
with me, particularly for pointing out the potential application of their theories to the Gandhi-Tagore debate 
about nationalism and the uses of nature to represent the nation. 
267 Tagore took issue not only with nationalism, but also with the ideological divisions created by mass 
movements used as a means to promote nationalism.   
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Science as the Dominant Discourse and Romantics as Radicals 

Numerous scholars have discussed the appropriation of a Hindu Vedic past as the 

foundation on which the concept of the Indian nation was constructed in the late 

nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries.268  Prakash extends this model of appropriation 

arguing that “the Indian nation-state that came into being in 1947 was deeply connected 

to science’s work as a metaphor.”269  Initially western science was used as a conceptual 

tool to establish dominance by colonizers who “possessed an instrumentalist knowledge 

of nature.”270  But in the late nineteenth century, western-educated Indians and various 

religious and social reform movements, such as Dayānand Sarasvatī’s Ārya Samāj, began 

to appropriate science as a form of cultural authority and to rewrite the hegemony of 

western science in Hindu terms.  In sum, Prakash asserts, 

Nationalism arose by laying its claim on revived traditions, by 
appropriating classical texts and traditions of science as the heritage of the 

                                                 
268 In her seminal article, “Imagined Religious Communities?  Ancient History and the Modern Search for a 
Hindu Identity,” Romila Thapar points out that the emergent national consciousness appropriated a 
definition of Hinduism and a heritage of Hindu culture that, derived from western Orientalist constructions, 
overrode the multiple nature of pre-existing religious communities to postulate an ancient, monolithic 
Hindu nation.  She critiques the “constituents of Hindu communal ideology which claim legitimacy from 
the past, namely, that there has always been a well-defined and historically evolved religion which we now 
call Hinduism and an equally clearly defined Hindu community.”  “Imagined Religious Communities,” p. 
210.  Another scholar, Sumit Sarkar, writes on the nationalist construction of the Hindu Vedic past from the 
perspective of caste and social issues.  Stating that Nehru’s history, Discovery of India, promoted an 
exclusively Hindu and North Indian concept of the nation, Sarkar records the “harsh words of a 
contemporary Dalit writer” speaking as a member of a group barred from the benefits of a nation 
constructed on the basis of India’s golden past:  ‘The national movement was turned into a form of 
historical mythological movement and ancestor worship. . . Those who did not want society to be 
democratic, started eulogizing history, mythology and ages gone by, because in those mythological and 
historical ages, they were the supreme victors and leaders. . .’”  Sumit Sarkar, Writing Social History (New 
Delhi:  Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 363.   
269 Prakash, p. 7. 
270 Ibid., p. 5.  
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nation.  To be a nation was to be endowed with science, which had 
become the touchstone of rationality.271 

 
 

 However, while Prakash effectively argues the appropriation of science as a 

metaphor for the nation, he says scarcely anything on a topic irrevocably linked to 

science as a cultural metaphor:  nature.  He mentions nature only in passing as the field 

out of which science emerges.  One of his rare comments on the subject is a quote by 

Adorno and Horkheimer, whose critical theory informs Prakash’s book:  “What men 

want to learn from nature is how to use it in order wholly to dominate it and other 

men.”272  I propose, however, that nature meant much more in the Indian nationalist 

context than simply the background out of which the dominant metaphor of science 

emerged.  Nature was, in its own right, a metaphor for the nation that, linked in a 

complex alliance with the metaphor of science, became an alternate symbol and was used 

as both a resistance and a support to the project of making Hindu science a “symbol of 

the modern nation.”  The Chāyāvād poets’ use of nature to represent and reformulate 

Indian concepts of identity emerged from within these contemporary discourses related to 

nature and the nation. 

The deeper issue behind the use of science and nature as metaphors is a 

philosophical and cultural rupture in the west:  the estrangement of science from the arts 

                                                 
271 Ibid., p. 6-7.  He continues:  “The representation of a people meant claiming that the nation possessed a 
body of universal thought for the rational organization of society.  The idea of India as a nation, then, 
meant not a negation of the colonial configuration of the territory and its people but their reinscription 
under the authority of science.” 
272  Prakash, p. 5.  Prakash quotes from:  Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of 
Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming (New York:  Herder and Herder, 1972), p, 4. 
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and humanities.273  Where traditional western science has been perceived culturally as 

anchored in rationality, the arts and humanities are seen as driven by irrational, subjective 

forces.274  Joel Black writes that, even though the European romantic poets stand accused 

of creating the disjuncture between art and science, the split should be located in the 

seventeenth century at the inception of the modern scientific discourse.275  Here the roots 

of modernity and of the power conferred upon western science as a modern hegemonic 

tool are also found.  Science’s power as a hegemonic tool was established by claiming 

rationality for the scientific discourse and irrationality for the by-products of subjectivity, 

such as art, poetry, and mystical experience.  However, in the late eighteenth century a 

conceptual shift occurred away from the representation of the mind through Cartesian 

duality (where the mind as the site of knowing is segregated from the object of knowing) 

to Kant’s transcendental philosophy (where the mind is conceived as an active, 

interpretive receptor and both subject and object in the process of knowing).276  It is well 

known that romantic poets embraced the Kantian model and that this conceptual shift 

spurred the development of the literary/cultural set of characteristics termed 

“romanticism.”277   

                                                 
273 A discussion on the place of the Cartesian/Kantian divide in romanticism may be found in:  Joel Black, 
“Introduction” to the section “Newtonian Mechanics and the Romantic Rebellion.” Beyond the Two 
Cultures (Ames:  Iowa State University Press, 1990), pp. 133-134. 
274 Attention on the so-called “two cultures” was originally focused by C.P. Snow in a now-famous essay 
from 1959.  C.P. Snow, The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 1959). 
275 Black, p. 133.   
276 Ibid., p. 134.  Black cites Jeremy Campbell for his reference to a “pervasive shift in the philosophical 
concept of the mind during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—a shift that runs parallel to the rise of 
modern scientific discourse and method.” 
277 Romanticism’s cohesive existence as a movement has been questioned by numerous literary critics.  
Rather than manifesting as a monolith, romanticism was a range of cultural attitudes and literary styles 
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Many leaders of the romantic movement voiced their rebellion against science as 

not only rationalist, but materialist.278  Some, however, attempted to collaborate with the 

discourse of science.  For example, the effort of Friedrich Schlegel (1772-1829, an 

originator of the German concept of the romantic) to humanize classical physics was part 

of a larger attempt to replace, using Michel Foucault’s words, the “science of living 

beings” with the “science of life.”279  Contemporary research in physics, notably the work 

of Ilya Prigogine on irreversibility in complex systems, stresses a humanistic agenda for 

physics over the deterministic and time-reversible Newtonian model:   

The conflict between living systems and the physical world often is 
expressed in terms of whether living systems can be thought of as 
machines.  The underlying assumption here is that in the physical world 
only machine-like or clockwork activities occur since the laws of nature 
are deterministic and time reversible…. [However] life is no longer seen 
as just contingent on the laws of nature but is consistent with new laws of 
nature that include irreversibility and uncertainty on the fundamental 
level.280   

 

The romantic poets thus may have anticipated questions asked in the twentieth century by 

scientists such as Prigogine, foreshadowing a conceptual model of the world that is 

dynamic, participatory and oriented towards a humanistic “science of life.”  Later in this 

chapter I return to this tension in the context of Tagore’s debate with Albert Einstein; 

                                                                                                                                                 
spread over an extensive historical period.  I keep the term here not only because Black uses it but because 
it provides a reasonable starting point from which to discuss the cultural and literary history of that period.    
278 Black, p. 136. 
279 Ibid., 137-38.  Black quotes from:   Michel Foucault, The Order of Things:  An Archaeology of the 
Human Sciences (New York:  Vintage, 1973), p. 160. 
280 Dean Driebe, “The Wisdom of Uncertainty,” Conceptos series, published by Centro de Investigaciones 
Interdisciplinarias en Ciencias y Humanidades, Unversidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, 2001. 
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Tagore’s arguments reflect the interest of an Indian romantic and humanist poet in a 

science of living beings over empiricist models of human life. 

Instead of being the guilty perpetrators of the divorce between science and art, 

Black proposes that the European romantic poets were the first to “diagnose and treat this 

condition.”  His argument is that, although romanticism has been viewed generally as 

antithetical to science, it contributed to science through its “implicit and explicit 

philosophical critique of the concept and practice of science itself.”281  While some poets 

(Coleridge, for example) took issue with scientific premises such as the abstract nature of 

time, others (Wordsworth and Schlegel, for example) dreamed of a utopian union of the 

divergent paradigms of science and poetry.  Black claims for these poets an awareness of 

the extent to which science had become the official discourse and the potentially wide 

effects on human values of its power to change both the way the world was perceived and 

conceived.  Romantic poets, particularly English and German, thus served as “radicals 

against the dominant discourse of science.”282   

Black’s analysis is provocative and I would like to extend it by pointing out that 

nature is the primary site where the romantic poets’ complex, rebellious relationship to 

science was engaged.  Romantic poetry is preoccupied with nature, displaying in 

particular expressions of intimacy and identification with it.  Thus nature was the object 

of the scientific edifice but it also was under manipulation by the romantic enterprise.  

Whereas science objectified nature in order to explain and control it, romantic 

                                                 
281 Black, p. 132. 
282 Ibid., p. 136. 



   196

representations of nature offered a less compartmentalized, more dynamic paradigm of 

the world, clashing with the Cartesian model to embody the notion of the participation of 

and involvement with nature.  Nature was, in a sense, the symbolic battleground where a 

model of relationship to the Other (that is, the object) was hammered out.   

The complexity of nature as a site of nationalist construction in India results in 

part from its interdependence with science.  In a way, nature is obscured by science 

because, as the background of science (science’s field of operation), it functions as a kind 

of shadow concept.  Nature is the arena described and controlled by science in its 

positivist mode.283  Nature, cast in a subject role by the style of western science that was 

practiced until more participatory models appeared in the late 20th century, functions as a 

dominated partner in a correlative relationship to science.  Perhaps because of its subject 

role, nature could become an alternative metaphor for the Indian nation.  Even though the 

metaphor of nature is apt to be linked in a complex, symbiotic relationship with the 

metaphor of science, I argue a unique function for nature in the nationalist context:  that it 

advocated for a style of nationalism counter to the mindset of dominance set up by 

western science.  The use of nature as a metaphor in India is complex because, like Hindu 

science, it was constructed from a tangle of western and indigenous sources.  Indian 

antecedents to Chāyāvād’s use of nature as a metaphor are discussed in the next chapter, 

“Sumitrānandan Pant:  The Self in the Bosom of Nature.”  

 

 



   197

Tagore’s Nation 

The work and thought of Tagore comprise the single most compelling and 

comprehensive representation of nature as a metaphor in the Indian nationalist context.  

Tagore became a national figure with his 1913 reception of a Nobel prize in literature for 

Gītā–jali, a collection of poems oriented towards mystical experience.  Tagore’s literary 

work fell under enormous English influence, while being revolutionary in its originality.  

The overarching tendency of his life and work was to effect the syntheses of divergent 

cultures—east and west, science and nature, etc.—by imagining the universal ground into 

which these apparently opposing categories fit.  However his thought was anything but 

reductionist.  His universalist imagination was not inclined towards a colorless 

homogenization of opposites, but rather towards the acceptance of subtlety and difference 

in the Kantian/romantic vein of participation in, involvement with and respect for the 

object.  It is in the spirit of intimate participation in nature that his “faith in the unity of 

man and nature informed everything he did.”284 

Partially due to the influence of English romantic poetry, Tagore’s poetic corpus 

discloses his intense and continuous personal engagement with nature.  In his poetry 

nature overlaps to an extent with the concept of deity and at least one scholar has noticed 

an evolution in his relationship to nature connected with his spiritual life.285  Similar to 

the Teresian model in western mysticism, a purificatory path that moves through stages 

of devotion, questioning, acquiescence, transcendence, and finally an understanding of 

                                                                                                                                                 
283 Prakash, p. 5.  
284 Datta and Robinson, p. 14. 
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life from within its pain and imperfection is evident.  But scientific thought also emerges 

in Tagore’s poetry.  In Morning Songs there is a clear influence from western science: 

images of evolution merge with the grand Hindu cosmology of the rise and fall of the 

ages at Śiva’s hand.286 

While his poetry reveals a personal relationship with nature, Tagore’s prose 

displays his public engagement with it.  In “The Religion of the Forest” he discusses the 

results of differing apprehensions of nature in the east and west.287  In western drama 

“nature occasionally peeps out but she is almost always a trespasser” whereas in the great 

Sanskrit dramas “nature stands on her own right, proving that she has her great function, 

to impart the peace of the eternal to human emotions.”288  The western view of nature as a 

force to struggle against comes in part, he asserts, from the hard demands of its sea-faring 

history.  In contrast, India’s soul was born in the benevolent forest; but, unfortunately, 

she lost her soul when her ancient kings turned towards luxury and pleasure.   

Analyzing Śankuntalā, Tagore says, 

The drama opens with a hunting scene, where the king is in pursuit of an 
antelope.  The cruelty of the chase appears like a menace symbolizing the 
spirit of the king’s life clashing against the spirit of the forest retreat. . . the 

                                                                                                                                                 
285 For an account of his evolving relationship with nature in his poetry see:  Baldev Singh, Tagore and the 
Romantic Ideology (Calcutta:  Orient Longmans, 1963), Chapter Nine, “The Concept of Nature.”   
286 “Prabhaat sangiit” (1883).  Rabindranath Tagore, Selected Poems, trans. William Radice (New Delhi:  
Penguin, 1994), p. 128.  Tagore translator, Radice, says in reference to Prabhāt sangīt:  “Tagore did not 
believe that science described Reality as he understood it. . . . but he was always keenly interested in it and 
felt that India had to learn from the science of the west.  Four years before his death he published bishva-
paricay, an introduction to modern science for Bengali readers.”  
287 Rabindranath Tagore, “The Religion of the Forest,” Creative Unity (Delhi:  Macmillan India, 1995), 1st 
edition, 1922. 
288 Tagore, Creative Unity, p. 51.  His opinion is that Shakespeare depicts the gulf that exists in the west 
between nature and human nature while Kālidāsa expresses the innately Indian experience of nature 
standing in harmonious relationship with humankind.   
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pleading of the forest dwellers. . . to spare the life of the deer. . . is the 
pleading that rises from the heart of the whole drama.289   
 

Tagore casts the deer as a metaphor for the soul of India which is in need of salvation 

from the “destructive force of uncontrolled desire” and the “life of unscrupulous 

ambition” that gripped India historically through indigenous but morally weak rulers.290  

Because the scene of conflict is mentioned in proximity to his discussion of the west’s 

relationship to nature, it should also be interpreted as representing the encroachment of 

western hegemony in India.  Tagore’s attitude toward the west, however, is 

fundamentally positive.  He thinks India should accept the good that comes from contact 

with Europe:   

Let me state clearly that I have no distrust of any culture because of its 
foreign character.  On the contrary, I believe that the shock of outside 
forces is necessary for maintaining the vitality of our intellect.291   
 
To Tagore the enemy was not the west or even western science, per se, but the 

spirit of greed and lack of harmony with nature brought about by a style of relating to the 

world that places the object (for example, the deer in Śakuntalā) in a position of 

subjection and utility.  This suggests that it is this specific aspect of western science, the 

subject/object split and its implications, to which Tagore objects.  Thus while he 

acknowledges fundamental differences between the east and west he does not condemn 

                                                 
289 Tagore, Creative Unity, p. 57. 
290 Ibid., p. 56. 
291 Rabindranath Tagore, “The Centre of Indian Culture (1919),” in Towards Universal Man (Bombay:  
Asia Publishing House, 1967), p. 222.  It is interesting to note that this statement appeared in an essay in 
1919, the same year as the horrific and historically monumental Jallianwalla Bagh massacre in Amritsar.  
See Stanley Wolpert, A New History of India (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1989), pp. 298-300.  This 
event incited Rabindranath to repudiate the knighthood conferred on him in 1913 when he received the 
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the west except in specific contexts, chiefly those of the western nation-state and machine 

culture.  In keeping with the historical trend to claim spiritual superiority for the east, 

however, he believes that, compared to the west, India is intrinsically closer to nature.  

Nature is his arch-metaphor for the real India.292   

His working model for the reclamation of the soul of India was the ancient forest 

āśram which served as a prototype of a revived and purified Indian community.  

Believing in the exigency of a uniquely Indian approach to education, he made great 

personal sacrifices in order to start a school and university at Shantiniketan based on the 

perceived principles of the ancient forest āśrams in which asceticism and high learning 

supposedly had been practiced in harmony with nature.  The grand synthetic concept of 

his university, Viśvabhārati, is “the world in a nest.”  It was to be an open home for all 

the world’s valuable ideas, but “the nest” would be appropriately Indian—based on a 

philosophy of self-discipline, creativity and mutual respect carried out in the lap of 

nature. 

By contrast, Tagore scathingly denounces nationalism: 

The peoples are living beings.  They have their distinct personalities.  But 
nations are organizations of power, and therefore their inner aspects and 
outward expressions are everywhere monotonously the same. . . . In the 
modern world the fight is going on between the living spirit of the people 
and the methods of nation-organizing.293   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Nobel prize for Gītā–jali.  The conjunction between text and event demonstrates the complexity and varied 
nature over time of his relationship to England and the West. 
292 It is noteworthy that his metaphors for deity and nation overlap.  This is not because he confuses nation 
with deity but that nature stands in for a complex set of meanings, applicable to both deity and nation, 
involving relationship and transcendence.  Tagore wrote the words to India’s national anthem, “Jana, gana, 
mana.”  
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Nationalism, he says, produces systems and institutions that deny the moral responsibility 

and the innate significance of the individual: 

. . . I do not put my faith in any new institution, but in the individuals all 
over the world who think clearly, feel nobly, and act rightly, thus 
becoming the channels of moral truth.  Our moral ideals do not work with 
chisels and hammers.  Like trees, they spread their roots in the soil and 
their branches in the sky, without consulting any architect for their 
plans.294  

 

Once again, Tagore’s concern appears to be related to the issues of participation versus 

the empiricist divorce between subject and object.  He wants the nation to be an organic 

entity in which individuals are not objects for governance but participants in a living 

culture.   

 In 1930 Tagore met with Albert Einstein at least four times in Berlin and New 

York.295  One of their conversations, published as an appendix to The Religion of Man, is 

of special interest because it reveals Tagore’s humanist attitude towards the scientific 

enterprise and religion.  As he grew older, Einstein’s thought had become more grounded 

in empiricism.296  He began to dispute with quantum physicists such as Niels Bohr who 

believed it is “wrong to think that the task of physics is to find out how nature is. . . 

Physics concerns what we can say about nature.”297  The discussion between Einstein and 

Tagore revolved around the question of objective truth.  Whereas Einstein was forced to 

admit that he believed with near religious conviction in objective truth outside of human 

                                                                                                                                                 
293 Rabindranath Tagore, “The Nation,” in Creative Unity, p. 143.  
294 Tagore, Creative Unity, p. 153.  The problem inherent in the expressed social ideal is one of utility:  
How is a nation to be constructed without the deadening weight of nationalism?   
295 Dutta and Robinson, p. 293.  
296 Ibid., p. 294. 
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participation, Tagore would not budge on his profound belief that “Truth is realized 

through men.”298  Tagore argued: 

This world is a human world—the scientific view of it is also that of the 
scientific man.  Therefore, the world apart from us does not exist; it is a 
relative world, depending for its reality upon our consciousness.299  

 
It is interesting that, played out over time, Tagore’s viewpoint has been vindicated by the 

work of quantum physicists.  Prigogine said in 1984:  “Curiously enough, the present 

evolution of science is running in the direction stated by the great Indian poet.”300  It is 

perhaps Tagore’s participatory model of being in the world that enabled his enthusiasm 

for science, even as his mindset was counter to empiricism.  His interest in science was so 

great that towards the end of his life he wrote an introductory volume on science in 

Bengali.  

 

Gandhi’s Nation 

Like Tagore, Gandhi also imagined the nation in terms of nature and ancient 

India.  He used a figure called the “oceanic circle” to represent sarvodaya or the ideal 

social system that would provide the “welfare of all”: 

In this structure composed of innumerable villages, there will be ever 
widening, never ascending circles.  Life will not be a pyramid with the 
apex sustained by the bottom.  But it will be the individual always ready to 
perish for the circle of villages, till at last the whole becomes one life 
composed of individuals, never aggressive in their arrogance but ever 

                                                                                                                                                 
297 Niels Bohr quoted in Dutta and Robinson, p. 294. 
298 Tagore, Rabindranath, The Religion of Man, being The Hibbert Lectures for 1930 (London: George 
Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1953), p. 223. 
299 Ibid., p. 222. 
300 Datta and Robinson, p. 14. 
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humble, sharing the majesty of the oceanic circle of which they are 
integral units.301   

 
B.N. Ganguly notes that that Gandhi’s oceanic circle suggests an ancient Hindu, 

Buddhist, and Tantric symbol, the maala diagram.  While the maala exists in myriad 

forms, one of its primary expressions in Hinduism displays the great god, Indra, seated at 

the center with smaller Indras placed around the circumference.302  This configuration 

communicates through its cultural weight a strong sense of participation and identity with 

the center which Gandhi was able to translate into his social ideal.  Prakash points out, 

however, that the ideal of society as an independent political order (as represented by the 

oceanic circle) does not fit easily with Gandhi’s view of India as a nation-state.303   

Beyond the oceanic circle, Gandhi used his own body to symbolize the nation.  

Joseph Alter’s insightful discussion of Gandhi’s reinvention of his body demonstrates 

both how concepts of nature were reformulated to represent the nation and how Gandhi 

used his body as a field of scientific operation.  Gandhi, he argues, “conceived of himself 

as a scientist, albeit a scientist working in a laboratory of his own making. . .” He carried 

out this conceptual, “scientific” operation on his body as a proponent of the “Nature 

Cure” movement.304  In early twentieth-century India yoga had been reinvented in the 

image of western science and this new scientized yoga merged with the so-called Nature 

                                                 
301 Gandhi, Harijan, 28 July 1946 in Sarvodaya (Ahmedabad: Navajivan, 1958), pp. 70-71.  Quoted in 
Dalton, p. 143.   
302 B. N. Ganguli, Gandhi’s Social Philosophy:  Perspective and Relevance (Delhi: Vikas Publishing 
House, 1973), p. 158 and pp. 160-161. 
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Cure, an imported natural medicine practice born in mid-nineteenth-century Germany.305  

As a proponent of the Nature Cure Gandhi emphasized the purity of nature and exalted it 

to the realm of spirituality, writing, “spiritual laws like Nature’s laws, need no enacting; 

they are self-acting.”306  Relying on both science and nature as metaphors within which to 

frame his body discipline practices, Gandhi “ingeniously blurred the lines between 

rational empiricism and subjective experience. .”307   

Alter thus analyzes Gandhi’s body as a site where the metaphors of science and 

nature were integrated, or blurred, for the nationalist purpose and where Gandhi’s body, 

representing nature, was used as the operating field for a reclaimed Hindu science.  I 

suggest that the practical effect of Gandhi’s ideology was to exalt nature while at the 

same time subsuming, or incorporating, it into a scientific model that worked to validate 

the nation.  Like Dayānand Sarasvatī, Gandhi worked to reconceive western science in 

Indian terms but, going several steps beyond Sarasvatī’s program, he politicized science 

through his body.   

Gandhi has often been cited for his unswerving opposition to science and 

technology.  Although such accounts fail to notice that he tempered his critique of 

science and technology over time, they stem from his own strident declarations.  The 

most notorious example of Gandhi’s negativity towards modernity and its trappings of 

science and technology, is found in Hind Swarāj.  The work itself is an indictment 

against the west in which Gandhi pits his moral ideal of the Indian nation against the evil 
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of western modernism.   “Machinery is the chief symbol of modern civilization, it 

represents a great sin,” he said.308   However, it is important to see Gandhi’s aversion to 

machinery in the greater political, moral and human contexts of his thought.  He saw 

machines as part of a larger system of western modernity which not only supported 

political dominance but also contained numerous potentially dehumanizing and enslaving 

traps.  He correlated political svarāj (independence) with individual svarāj (interior 

freedom), calling for personal purification and self-discipline—an evocation of the 

ancient Hindu ideals of spiritual liberation and self-mastery—for the sake of the nation.  

Machines and other aspects of modern, western, technological society (doctors, hospitals, 

etcetera) are couched in opposition to moral ideals and blamed in Hind Swarāj for the 

theft of the soul and the breakdown of individual and social integrity.  In 1924, however, 

Gandhi adjusted his stance on machinery: 

What I object to is the craze for machinery, not machinery as such. . . . 
Today machinery helps to ride on the backs of millions.  The impetus 
behind it is not the philanthropy to save labour, but greed.  It is against this 
constitution of things that I am fighting with all my might. . . I am aiming 
not at eradication of all machinery, but limitation.309   

 
Likewise, in 1925 Gandhi tempered his views on science, following the same theme that 

it is essential for technology to serve the greater human good: 

. . . it is perfectly true. . . that I am not an admirer of science unmixed with 
something I am about to say to you.  I think that we cannot live without 
science, if we keep it in the right place.  But I have learnt so much during 
my wandering in the world about the misuse of science that I have often 
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remarked. . . as would lead people to consider that I really was a foe of 
science.  In my humble opinion, there are limitations even to scientific 
search and the limitations are the limitations that humanity imposes on 
us.310  

 
However, Gandhi never repudiated the basic view of civilization presented in 

Hind Swarāj, indicating that, although he tempered his concept of the use of machines 

and technology over time, he never was able to detach western technology ideologically 

from the great evil of the west.  

 

Gandhi and Tagore:  Comparative Views of Nationalism 

In comparison, consider Tagore’s objections to the anti-humanist aspects of 

western science in “Nationalism”:  “The genius of Europe has given her people the power 

of organization, which has specially made itself manifest in politics and commerce and in 

coordinating scientific knowledge.”311  While graciously looking towards a reconciliation 

of the “two great worlds” at a future time when India can “assimilate. . . what is 

permanent in western civilization,” he denounces the western concept of the nation-state 

as an “abstract being” and compares it to an impersonal, therefore efficient, hydraulic 

press.  

When this engine of organization begins to attain a vast size, and those 
who are mechanics are made into parts of the machine, then the personal 
man is eliminated to a phantom, everything becomes a revolution of policy 
carried out by the human parts of the machine, with no twinge of pity or 
moral responsibility.”312    
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While, with Gandhi, he could express negativity towards the misuse of technology, 

Tagore was far less rigid in that negativity and laced it with commendations of the west’s 

positive qualities.    

 There have been several interesting critiques of Gandhi’s negotiation with science 

and modernity.  Ashis Nandy argues that Gandhi believed in multiple concepts of science 

and technology and that his opposition was, in particular, to the “technism” of western 

modernity, a mode of technology bent on global domination.313  Alter claims that Gandhi, 

“while working to ‘escape’ both tradition and modernity,” could not entirely avoid 

“entanglement” with western science, a discourse that is irrevocably implicated in 

systems of knowledge and power because of its genealogy in Enlightenment thought.314  

Ronald Tercheck finds that Gandhi’s concerns with science are rooted in ethics.  Gandhi 

did not separate science from ethics and attempted to critique science from outside its 

self-referential paradigm.  He was willing to allow science and technology into Indian 

society on the basis that “human beings control the process rather than are controlled by 

it,” indicating that he was concerned with the ethical application of science rather than 

with western science as a demon in itself.315   

Prakash relates Gandhi’s critique of science to nationalism:  “Yet Gandhi was a 

nationalist, and the nation was the secure foundation for his critique of modernity.”316  

While Gandhi’s ideal for the nation was based on an updated version of the principles of 

                                                 
313 Ashis Nandy, “From Outside the Imperium: Gandhi’s Cultural Critique of the West” in Traditions, 
Tyranny and Utopias:  Essays in the Politics of Awareness (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1987).  
314 Alter, p. xii.   
315 Tercheck, p. 91. 
316 Prakash, p. 214. 



   208

dharma and intended to define India on its own terms in opposition to the modern west, 

“the perspective of the nation also left Gandhi’s ideology vulnerable to the idea of the 

modern nation-state.”317  Prakash thus sees Gandhi’s conceptualization of India as a 

cohesive dharmic community to be the unfortunate source of nationalism.  This, of 

course, is a great irony.  If true, the very ideology which led India to independence is also 

the root of its nationalist problem.  Prakash’s analysis, however, presumes that Gandhi 

was a victim in the sense that his ideology caved in on itself to produce an outcome that 

he would not have chosen; but in the course of his disputes with Tagore, Gandhi 

defended his stance as a nationalist.  Thus Gandhi, mahātmā though he was, bears a 

certain culpability for the nationalist outcomes about which Tagore attempted to warn 

him.   

It is apropos to position Gandhi’s negativity towards science and technology 

within a larger discourse and to justify it as Tercheck does when he cites ethics to be the 

greater issue for Gandhi than machinery.  However, I agree with Alter that Gandhi 

became ensnared in the genealogy of the Enlightenment mindset and with Prakash who, 

concurring with Adorno and Horkheimer’s criticism of the Enlightenment, sees the 

concept of the nation-state as an ideology that reduces multiplicity to an uneasy unity:  

“The formula of unity in diversity, shared by both Gandhi and Nehru, acknowledged 

multiplicity only in order to extract from it an essential singularity.”318  Thus, although 
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Gandhi’s “concept of swaraj empowered the struggle for the nation-state” it was “ill-

suited to achieve the non-modern state.”319   

This disjuncture is the crux of the Gandhi-Tagore controversy; and it is also the 

flashpoint that identifies Gandhi’s prescription for the nation as potent and Tagore’s as 

unviable.  Tagore’s opposition to nationalism, particularly nationalism versus individual 

freedom, was a central theme of his social and political thought.320  He was utterly 

opposed to nationalism (after the Bengal Partition of 1905) and feared the implantation of 

the evils of western nationalism into the Indian project, while Gandhi defined Indian 

nationalism as something entirely different from western nationalism and saw the making 

of a uniquely dharmic Indian nation as the only means to relieve colonial oppression.  He 

replied to Tagore’s criticisms in 1921 saying, “Indian nationalism is not exclusive, nor 

aggressive, nor destructive. . . It is health-giving, religious and therefore 

humanitarian.”321   

From a conceptual standpoint, Gandhi fought fire with fire while Tagore entered 

into the meaning of fire in order to know its truths, both positive and negative.  That is to 

say that Gandhi was ensnared in the empiricist mindset by the necessity of answering 

colonialism in its own language (and perhaps also because of personal predispositions) 

while Tagore’s mindset followed more closely the paradigm of “romantics against the 

dominant discourse of science” in an attitude towards nature that was participatory and 

allowed for the untidiness of diversity:   
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[Gandhi] does not take the carefree delight in nature’s infinite variety 
which we see in Tagore’s poems.  Tagore finds nature temperamental and 
unpredictable, and loves her the more for it; but Gandhi looks at the 
universe as a simple, well-ordered arrangement.322 

 
Prakash, however, believes that “Tagore’s bitter critique can also be situated in this 

history of modernity” because whereas Tagore denounced the western concept of the 

nation-state, he favored the idea of nation as community.323  This is undoubtedly true.  

Tagore, being embedded in the historical moment, could not be entirely free of its 

discourses.  However, as with his opposition to Einstein’s worldview in which truth is 

enshrined as objective and defined outside of human participation, Tagore’s opposition to 

nationalism was prophetic.  Likewise, Gandhi’s ideology was not purely empiricist.  

Prakash correctly notes that “Gandhi invoked and drew upon the romantic critique of 

modern science and technology” but continues saying, “we should not be too quick to 

absorb him wholly within it . . . [because] his opposition to modern technology was not 

based on the belief that it objectified human beings, depriving them of their essence.”324   

The various uses of nature by both Gandhi and Tagore demonstrate that science 

was not the only appropriated and assimilated metaphor at work in the imagining of the 

Indian nation.  However the metaphors Gandhi used for the nation—the maala and the 

body system—are structured, based on the notions of orderly arrangements and 

categories while Tagore’s image of the primal Indian community is an organic one—

nature as a whole, nature as the life of the forest.   
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 In the preceding review of the communications between Gandhi and Tagore 

concerning nationalism and their nature-based models for the nation I argued that 1) 

European romanticism tempered positivist discourses through a focus on nature; 2) 

romanticism’s particular style of focus on nature was imported into India through 

processes of colonization and, in tandem with indigenous notions about nature, became 

available for discursive use during the early twentieth-century nationalist period; 3) in 

dialogue with science nature became a complex metaphor for the nation in India and was 

particularly publicized by Gandhi and Tagore; and 4) Gandhi and Tagore’s debate about 

nationalism reflected romanticism’s engagement with empiricist thought and thus 

entailed a larger discussion, situated in modernity and related to instrumentalist versus 

participatory world views.  Further, I have proposed that Gandhi and Tagore’s 

representations of nature as the nation served as a predicate for the further development 

in Chāyāvād of nature as the insular self.  Gandhi and Tagore’s great influence on 

Chāyāvād is recorded by the Chāyāvād poets themselves.  The next section addresses the 

influence of Gandhi and Tagore on Chāyāvād’s use of nature to represent the self. 

 

Nature as the New Context for National Identity 

Tagore’s part in instigating Chāyāvād is well known.  Gītā–jali was readily 

available in English in India even before his poetry was translated into Hindi in the early 

1920s.325  Pant, for example, wrote several essays on Tagore and emphasized the 
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dependence of Chāyāvād on Tagore’s influence.  In “Rabindranath and Chāyāvād” he 

writes, 

रवीन्दर्नाथ अपने ही में एक सम्पूणर् िव व है-ं--एक एसा अन्तर-िव व, जो इस बा  िव व से 

कहीं पूणर्तर, सुन्दरतर तथा मगंलमय है। . . . . रवीन्दर्नाथ की वाणी से, भारतीय मनोभूिम 

पर ज्ञान-िवज्ञान के उस पर्थम समागम की झंकारंे िनःसृत होकर नवीन आशा तथा जीवन-

पर्म का सम्मोहन लोक-मानस में भरने लगीं, उनके पर्भाव के युग मे ं िहन्दी में िजस 

का यधारा का िवकास हुआ उसे छायावाद कहते है।ं326   

 
Rabindranath is in himself a complete  universe—a singular interior 
universe, which is perhaps more complete, more beautiful and auspicious 
than this exterior universe. . . . The sounds of that first meeting of different 
kinds of knowledge went forth onto the Indian mental landscape from the 
voice of Rabindranath and the fascination of a new hope and new life 
began to fill the popular mind, under whose influence a movement 
developed in Hindi poetry that we call Chāyāvād.   

 

 Much has been written about the influence of European romanticism on Tagore.  

There is no need to recount those influences here.  However, it is important to emphasize 

that, while there were other sources that influenced the Chāyāvād poets to take up the 

romantic voice of the individual (Śrīdhar Pāhak, for example, had already translated 

Oliver Goldsmith’s The Hermit), Tagore was probably the strongest and most immediate 

influence on the appearance of Chāyāvād.  An interesting aspect of the passage quoted 

above (in which Pant clearly attributes the appearance of Chāyāvād to Tagore’s 

influence) is the importance Pant places on Tagore’s “interior universe.”  In Chapter 

Three, I discussed Dvivedī’s positive reaction to Tagore’s poetry in comparison to his 

acutely negative reaction to the new poetry of Chāyāvād.  Both Tagore and the Chāyāvād 
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idiom can be characterized as concerned with “interior” matters.  However, it is 

appropriate to point out that Tagore’s articulation of interiority differs from Chāyāvād’s 

emphasis on the insular individual.  In the next chapter, I give specific comparisons 

between the poetry of Tagore and Pant in order to demonstrate that Pant’s poems about 

nature and the self continued the emphasis on nature initiated by Tagore but shifted the 

descriptions of the self away from the humanist, theist model developed by Tagore 

towards a decription of a self that is untethered by social constraints. 

Gandhi’s influence on Chāyāvād is also considerable.  Obviously, Gandhi did not 

directly affect its poetic style but instead influenced Chāyāvād conceptually.  Pant 

discusses the influence of Gandhi’s nationalism in his retrospective essay, 

“Kavitā me rāra bhāvanā” (“National Consciousness in Poetry”):  

इसमें सन्देह नहीं िक इसी िवराट् रा वाद—क्या, मानवतावाद की भावना—ने हमारे 

पर्चीनतम सां कृितक ोतों को युग के अनुरूप नवीन रूप देकर भारतीय सािहत्य अ ौर 

िवशेषतः किवता में वाणी पायी ह।ै327 

 

There is no doubt that this splendid nationalism [Gandhi’s]—the 
consciousness of humanism—gave a new form similar to our most ancient 
cultural streams and took voice in Indian literature and specialized poetry. 
 

He is not here speaking specifically of Chāyāvād but of Hindi poetry generally.  In “The 

Remembrance of Gandhiji" ("Gandhiji ke sasmara") Pant recalls his first encounter 

with Gandhi in 1921 in highly devotional terms.328 
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 In a retrospective essay, "Mahātmājī aur merā sjan" (“Mahātmājī and my creative 

work”) written around 1960 and published in Sāh Varh: Ek Rekhākan (Sixty Years: a 

Sketch) in 1969, Pant cites Gandhi as a positive role model for a more introspective 

(“internalized”) approach to life: 

आज के जड़वाद से अिभभूत जगत में गांधीजी का आिवभार्व अपना िवशषे अथर् रखता है।  

आज के बिहभर्ार्न्त, व तिु थितयों के अधीन मनु य को अन्तमुर्खी जीवन का मह≠व 

िसखलाकर उसे आत्मि थत, अन्ति थत करने के िलए गांधीजी मनु यत्व के एक अगर्दूत-से 

आये थ।े  आज के बिहःसम्पन्न जग में अन्तजर्गत से जूझना मनु य के िलए िनतान्त आव यक  

हो गया ह,ै िजससे भौितक िवज्ञान की शिक्त मानवता के िवनाश का साधन न बनकर—

िजसके . . .  लक्षण िदखायी दे रहे है—ंउसके ेयस तथा िवकास का साधन बन सके।  मनु य 

को सभ्य के साथ ही सं कृत भी बनना ह।ै  वजै्ञािनक कर-कौशल से सँवारे गये इस िव व में 

एक उन्नत सुन्दर-मनु य को भी जन्म लेना ह—ैजो मानव-पेर्म, जीवन-सौन्दयर्, िव व-शािन्त 

तथा अपने अन्तःपर्काश या ज्ञान के आलोक का पर्ितिनिध बन सके।  गांधीजी आज के 

भौितक वैभव-सम्पन्न युग की इसी महान् कमी की पूितर् करने के िलए आये थे।329 

 

In a world overwhelmed by the materialism of the day, Gandhiji’s 
appearance holds special meaning.  Gandhiji came as a forerunner of 
humanity teaching the importance of the introspective life to man who is 
subject to today’s superficial delusions and realities and to make him self-
realized and internalized.  In today’s prosperous world it has become 
critical for man to do battle with the inner world so that the power of 
physics does not become the means of humanity’s annihilation--of which 
the signs are showing--but will become a means of merit and 
development.  Along with becoming civilized, man should also become 
cultured.  In this world which has been ordered by scientific technology, 
an evolved human of beauty has to emerge, who can become a 
representative of love of humanity, beauty of life, world peace, and the 
splendor of his inner light or knowledge.  Gandhiji came in order to fill 
this great void in today’s materialistic, wealthy era. 
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It is significant—particularly in relation to Gandhi’s adoption of the concept of svarāj—

that Pant cites Gandhi for his interiorized approach to social and moral issues. 

The concept of svarāj (self rule) denoting ‘independence’ was already in the 

public consciousness before Gandhi proposed it in Hind Swarāj and subsequently 

continued to develop it conceptually.  Bāl Gagādhar Tilak’s famous quote which swept 

the country, “Freedom [svarāj] is my birthright and I shall have it,”330 dated from his 

involvement in the Bengal agitation of 1905.  But Tilak’s conception of the term referred 

to political independence alone.331  Gandhi used svarāj as a pivotal idea in the 

construction of the nation and developed it so that it carried both exterior and interior 

connotations.  Exteriorly, it meant freedom from British rule.  Interiorly, Gandhi defined 

it as fearlessness and the ability of the individual to rule over his or her own passions in 

order to discipline the self towards the practices of ahisā (non-violence) and satyāgraha 

(or the ‘power of truth,’ exemplified in events such as the salt march).   

It should be emphasized that Gandhi constructed the concept of svarāj as a 

duality—self svarāj and national svarāj—and the two were seen as interdependent and 

inseparable.  He thus conflated the categories of self and nation into one by 

superimposing the self onto the nation so that the self-identity and national identity 

became equated in the minds of those who adopted the ideal of svarāj.  This was a 

semiotic act that assisted in the construction of national identity and reveals Gandhi’s 

intuitive genius as a psychological strategist.  Further, I would like to propose that, once 
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Gandhi liberated the concept of svarāj for use in its individual connotation, it could then 

be applied ideologically in divergent ways; and that Chāyāvād took up Gandhi’s concept 

of svarāj, but in an altered version, expanding Gandhi’s usage into a meaning that 

emphasized—as Singh has noted and in keeping with modernity’s underlying discourse 

of radical freedom—the radically free individual.  Pant’s passage above links the internal 

life of the individual to the good of humanity, but emphasizes the individual’s 

responsibility to become internalized and connects the process of becoming internalized 

to Gandhi’s appearance as a forerunner of the perfected human being.  Thus, in Pant’s 

view, the good of humanity has become contingent on individualization and individual 

effort and he (Pant) could use Gandhi as an example to justify this view. 

The Chāyāvād poets, Pant in particular, juxtaposed the concept of the self onto the 

image and function of nature and represented the self through descriptions of nature.  

Their use of nature extended the discursive arena with which Gandhi and Tagore 

represented India as a nation.  As I will discuss in the next chapter, Pant’s repetitive 

descriptions of nature (which seem irritatingly banal to some critics) picked up the 

nationally visible conversation about nature and the nation and carved out a unique 

definition of the meaning and role of the individual in the nation.   

Like Gandhi, Pant conflated nation, nature, and the self, using nature to devise a 

model of modern Indian identity.  Gandhi’s model of the self (and the nationalist 

enterprise altogether—for example, the participation of women in the nationalist 
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movement) unwittingly set loose a larger, less socially constrained model of the 

individual’s function in society.  The Chāyāvād depictions of the self through nature 

moved forward the discourse about individual independence.  However, whereas Gandhi 

would always have wanted the individual to be contained within the social model, 

Chāyāvād depicted an individual that was freer from social constraints, more secularized, 

more interiorized, more insular than Gandhi’s use of the body/self as the natural object of 

science’s operation.  Gandhi’s linkage of the individual self to nature was intended to be 

purposeful within the socially constituted structures of the nation; the Chāyāvād 

comparison of the individual to nature, however, served to unlink the individual 

conceptually from social structures.   

Like Tagore’s poetry, Pant’s constitutes a discussion of the existential nature of 

the individual self.  Tagore’s model of self and nature disrupted the subject-object divide 

and suggested a participatory model of being in the world.  However, just as it 

reformulated Gandhi’s notion of the self-disciplined, nationalist self, Chāyāvād poetry 

also pushed beyond Tagore’s style of expression of the self in relation to nature.  In 

particular, Chāyāvād poetry moved away from the idea of an objectified deity—a 

movement which advanced the concept of the secular nation.   

Thus the Chāyāvād notion of the self as represented by nature developed the 

concept of the modern individual beyond either Gandhi or Tagore’s depictions of the self.  

Nationalism as a modern institution required modern identitites.  Chāyāvād used nature 

as the discursive arena (already under use to describe the nation) for describing the 

modern Indian individual.  The individual identity delineated by Chāyāvād exhibits 
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modernity’s characteristic fragmentation of the individual from social structures.  

Chāyāvād represents the self as outside of and separate from the social collective and 

deconstructs the traditional meaning of the self in the social context.  The construction of 

the nation demands the creation of a mega-social body.  In order to create the extensive 

social body of the nation, the individual’s identity had to be untethered from multiple, 

traditionally constituted societies so that it (the individual identity) could be realigned 

with the larger social body of the nation.  The individual was thus unleashed from 

traditional social structures through Chāyāvād’s depiction in order to be prepared to 

affiliate with the nation.  The individual identity devised by the Chāyāvād idiom 

represents an identity caught in a moment of void without clear social affiliations in a 

period before independence is achieved and the nation has been officially constructed.   

 In concluding this chapter and in preparation for the next chapter’s analysis of 

Pant’s poetry, I want to reiterate two points:  that the Chāyāvād idiom worked to identify 

the Indian self with nature; and that nature necessarily stands in a complex relationship to 

science as science’s field of operation, and hence also in relationship with modernity.  

The identification of the Indian individual with nature through the Chāyāvād idiom is 

both correlative and directly connected to Gandhi and Tagore’s uses of nature to 

represent the nation.  Nature’s high degree of resonance as a transmissional mode was 

also dependent on semiotic structures already in place that supported the deeply rooted 

cultural notions and formalized systems surrounding prakiti (nature), which will be 

discussed in the next chapter.      
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Chapter Five:  Nature and the Self:  Sumitrānandan Pant’s Use of 
Nature to Represent Modern-Nationalist Identity 

 
 
Pant, the “Nature Poet” 
 

मेरा जन्म पर्कृि त की गोद में ।  उसी के अ ा ँगन में मैं खला-कूदा अ ौर बड़ा हुअ ा ।332 

 
“I was born in the bosom of nature.  In her courtyard I played and grew up.” 
--Sumitrānandan Pant, "Prakti me merā bachpan" (“My Childhood in Nature”)    

 
 
 I have linked the transmissional mode of nature to Sumitrānandan Pant (1900-

1977).  Pant is frequently identified as the “nature poet” not only because of the love for 

nature which he freely expressed but also because his verse, particularly the early poetry 

of the Chāyāvād period, is consumed with the expression of nature and its beauty.  Pant 

was born into a financially comfortable family in the village of Kasauni in the Himalayan 

foothills.  His mother died the day he was born, but in spite of that tragedy he writes that 

his life was continuously filled with love and privilege.  He wrote poetry from his early 

years, with the natural beauty of his native surroundings providing the impetus to write.  

His publication of Pallav in 1926 accorded him a place as one of the instigators of the 

new Chāyāvād voice.  Even before the Chāyāvād idiom began to fade from the forefront 

of the North Indian literary scene in the mid-1930s, Pant, who was ever an innovator, 

turned to socialist thought and began to produce poetry that fell within the category of the 

new Pragativād (Progressivism) movement which privileged socialist topics during the 

1940s.  Eventually Pant went through a period of spiritual renewal and visited 

                                                 
332 Sumitrānandan Pant, "Prakti me merā bachpan" in Sumitrānandan Pant Granthāvalī, Kha Chah  
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Aurobindo’s āśram in Pondicherry.  After returning from Pondicherry in 1946, he lived 

the remainder of his life in Allahabad where his literary outpouring was truly prodigious; 

he won many major awards for his literary accomplishments and continued to write until 

the time of his death in 1977.333   

 Chapter Four, “Nature and the Nation,” began my discussion of the four 

transmissional modes with a study of nature, the mode which I have linked to Pant.  

There I argued that, as the alter-ego of science, nature was a major discursive arena 

during India’s early twentieth-century independence movement and was critically 

important both in formulating the meaning of India as a nation and in the attempt to 

identify an acceptable means of implementing independence.  Gandhi and Tagore’s 

publicly engaged argument about the viability of nationalism reveals the discursive 

significance of nature.  Nature became in India a principle means of representing the 

nation and, correspondingly, of the Indian self and identity.   

 I have argued that the basic disagreement between Gandhi and Tagore was not, at 

root, about nationalism but about the tension between instrumentalist and participatory 

world views that underlay modernity.  European romanticism, as the discourse which 

responded to and resisted science and its instrumentalism, was a major vehicle for the 

importation of nature into India.  One of the most notable characteristics of European 

romanticism was its use of nature as a representation of the participatory model as a way 

of being in the world.  The thread of romantic resistence to instrumentalist world views 

                                                                                                                                                 
(New Delhi: Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1993), p. 181. 
333 Pant’s biographical information was taken from the following sources:  Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati: 
Four Hindi Poets, pp. 194-117, and Dr. Krishnakumar Sinha, “Pant par bāhya prabhāv,” in Sumitrānandan  
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was picked up by Tagore and, subsequently, by Chāyāvād which is also known as ‘Hindi 

romanticism.’  Following on its importation as a central theme of romanticism and its use 

by Gandhi and Tagore to imagine the nation, nature was taken up by the Chāyāvād poets 

as the underlying motif of their movement.  Nature became the primary arena wherein 

Chāyāvād poets articulated a modern identity.   

 The present chapter thus links Gandhi and Tagore’s uses of nature to Pant’s 

transmission of a new, modern-nationalist Indian identity.  The identity articulated by 

Pant, which is a highly individualized, insular representation of the self, shows signs of 

society’s modern fragmentation; it also depicts a participatory, non-instrumentalist world 

view and complete identification of the self with nature.  Most important, it shifts the 

context of identity construction into the realm of nature where the self participates in an 

imagined, sensory world instead of within social or theistic networks.  In Pant’s 

Chāyāvād poetry there is little or no concept of an objective deity (which is an obvious 

feature of Tagore’s poetry); and there is almost no sense of social boundaries or 

responsibilities.  This suggests that further fracturing of the individual away from 

traditional society has taken place with the advent of Chāyāvād.  Pant’s later Progressivist 

poetry corrects this lack and evidence of social reponsibility begins to appear; but at the 

moment of Chāyāvād, social concerns are not apparent.   

 Chāyāvād, as Hindi romanticism, therefore served the purpose of conceptually 

shifting the context of identity construction away from traditional, social, theistic frames 

into nature.  In contrast to society, nature offered an arena counter to science’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
Pant, ed. Dr. Anandprakash Dikshit (Jhansi: Setu Prakāśan, 1975), p. 299.   
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instrumentalism, where the individual could be depicted as free and unshackled, 

participating in the harmony of a greater organic whole.  This shift in contexts of identity-

formation enabled the further conceptual liberation of the individual from traditional 

social contraints.  It is ironic, of course, that science, too, used nature as its ground of 

operation for instrumentalist projects. 

In this chapter, I compare Pant’s nature poetry with poems in Tagore’s Gītā–jali 

to show the ways in which Pant used nature to construct a concept of the individual that 

differed from theistic and social models. The modern-nationalist identity which I argue 

was transmitted by Chāyāvād is exemplified by Pant’s poetic explorations of the 

individual self and nature.  His uses of nature rely on accretions of cultural knowledge 

about nature for their popular appeal (which is why nature could be readily employed as a 

transmissional mode) even as they reflect and transmit a modern model of the self which 

is achieved primarily by conflating nature with the self or collapsing the self into 

discussions of nature.  His poetic discussions of nature and the self moved the discourse 

about Indian identity towards greater individualism in keeping with modern notions of 

radical freedom. 

 
A Depiction of Nature:  Criticism and Cultural Antecedents in “Jha–jhā me nīm” 
(“Nīm in a Storm”) 
 

Pant’s late Chāyāvād-period poem, “Jha–jhā me nīm” (“Nīm in a Storm”), 

written sometime in 1937 or 1938 and published in Yugvānī (The Voice of the Age) in 

1939, exemplifies Pant’s preoccupation with depictions of nature which brought upon 
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him both praise for innovative uses of Hindi and criticism for flat description without 

depth of meaning. 

सर् सर् मर् मर् 

रेशम के – से वर भर, 

घने नीम दल 

लंबे, पतल,े चचंल, 

वसन – पशर् से 

रोम हषर् से 

िहल–िहल उठते पर्ितपल! 

वृक्ष िशखर से भू पर 

शत-शत िम त ध्विन कर 

फूट पड़ा, लो िनझर्र---, 

मरुत,-—कम्पर्, अर . . .  

झूम–झूम, झुक–झुक कर, 

भीम नीम तरु िनभर्र 

िसहर-िसहर थर् थर् थर् 

करता सर् मर् 

चर् मर् ! 

िलप-पुत गये िनिखल दल 

हिरत गुंज में अ ोझल, -- 

वायु वगे से अिवरल 

धातु-पतर्-से बज कल! 

िखसक, िखसक, साँसंे भर, 

भीत, पीत, कृश, िनबर्ल, 

नीम दल सकल 

झर-झर पड़ते पल पल!334 

Sar, sar, mar, mar 
full of sounds like silk, 
thick nīm leaves 
long, thin, shaking, 

                                                 
334 Pant, “Jha–jhā me nīm” in Yugvānī in Sumitrānandan Pant Granthāvalī, Kha ek, p. 113-114. 
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from a touch of breath 
from thrilling 
trembling every moment! 

 
From the treetop onto earth 
making hundreds of mingled sounds 
bursting out, look at the torrent---, 
wind,--- trembling, rumbling. . .  
swaying, swaying, bending, bending, 
awesome nīm tree overpowered 
shivering-shivering thar thar thar 
making sar, mar 
car, mar! 

 
All the leaves smeared 
in a humming green screen, --- 
dense from the movement of wind 
from metal leaves a low sound! 
shifting, shifting, full of sighs, 
a wall, yellow, wasted, weak, 
all the nīm leaves 
falling in torrents every instant! 

 This poem is an example of the pragīt form.335  In relation to Chāyāvād, the 

English term “lyric” applies to two distinct forms:  gīt and pragīt, both of which are used 

in Chāyāvād poetry.336  Modern forms of Hindi lyric poetry have roots in folk song and 

sometimes use related meters; the Chāyāvād poets interpreted folk meters to suit their 

own stylistic goals and also developed the use of free verse.  Gīt, which is related to both 

bhakti devotional and folk songs of the Hindi area and is characterized by the presence of 

a refrain, was developed by the Chāyāvād poets into a form in which the meaning of the 

                                                 
335 Gīt (song) is a much older Sanskrit word than pragīt which served as the basis for freshly coined words 
(gītkāvya, gītikāvya, and pragīt or pragīt muktak) used to describe modern forms of lyric poetry.  
(Schomer, p. 81-89)  The term gītikāvya, which refers generally to all forms of modern lyric poetry, was 
first used in 1909.  Dhirendra Varma, ed. Hindi Sāhitya kosh, Bhāg 1 [Nāmvāchī Shabdāvalī] (Vārāasī: 
J–ānmadal Limited, 1986), p. 223.    
336 Schomer, pp. 81-89. 
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poem was less tethered to the refrain and completely independent of tāl (the fixed 

rhythmic cycle of Hindustani musical composition).  The term pragīt, however, refers to 

a non-musical lyric which has no refrain and which elaborates a single idea or thought 

carried through the poem’s stanzas.337  Pant’s Yugvānī (the volume in which the poem 

above, “Jha–jhā me nīm,” was published) serves as an exemplar of gītikāvya.338  As 

noted previously, “Jha–jhā me nīm” is more specifically a pragīt.  Thus it has no refrain 

and achieves its lyrical quality through alliteration, repetition, end rhyme, and its focus on 

a single theme—the Nīm tree, which is portrayed as a living entity through the poem’s 

use of sound and by delineation of an image. 

 Organized into three stanzas, the poem does not follow a metrical pattern.  Even 

so, it achieves a strongly rhythmic, percussive effect due primarily to the repetition of 

rhyming monosyllables, many of which are onomatopoeic and have no meaning beyond 

the representation of the sound of the tree’s leaves.  For example, the last five lines of the 

second stanza contain a string of monosyllables featuring frequent use of both end and 

internal rhyme: 

jhūm-jhūm, jhuk, jhuk kar 
bhīm nīm taru nirbhar 
sihar-sihar thar thar thar 
kartā sar mar 
car mar!  
 
swaying, swaying, bending, bending, 
awesome nīm tree overpowered 
shivering-shivering thar thar thar 
making sar, mar 

                                                 
337 Ibid., pp. 81-89. 
338 Varma, ed. Hindi Sāhitya kosh, Bhāg 1, p. 227. 
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car, mar! 

 This poem is an example of the type of poem which incited Rubin’s criticism that 

Pant’s poetry, particularly his nature poetry, is “delineated with a flat objectivity in which 

a sense of genuinely felt personal involvement cannot be discovered.”339  Even though 

Pant’s later poems move towards realism and frequently address social topics, Rubin 

judges a poetic failure in both his Chāyāvād and post-Chāyāvād work:  “The grace or 

poetic charm, when there is any, especially in the earlier work, is a matter of verbal music 

that cannot survive translation, and in the later work more often than not the music fails 

as well.”340  Citing Dr. Nagendra’s criticism of Pant’s poetry as the “gulf between his 

feelings and theories” which results in lack of emotional engagement in his poetry, Rubin 

writes that “the real gulf lies, I believe, between will (or intention) and technique.”341  

Pant’s prodigy as an innovator of the language is widely accepted by critics.  Rubin’s 

opinion is thus that Pant’s technical ability obstructed his capacity to write poetry 

consistently that could “succeed in moving the reader.”342 

 Pant’s descriptive nature poems do lack the tension that is readily apparent in 

Mahādevī’s poetry of desire or the combined qualitites of direct diction and conceptual 

complexity found in Nirala’s.  Rubin’s criticisms are not unreasonable.  It is, however, 

possible to look at the aesthetic lacuna he describes from a different perspective.  Pant 

apparently struck a responsive chord with the poetry-loving public and with the world of 

                                                 
339 Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 111. 
340 Ibid., p. 116. 
341 Dr. Nagendra.  Sumitrānandan Pant, (New Delhi: National Publishing House, 1978), p. 14.  Cited in 
Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 117. 
342 Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 117. 
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Hindi promoters at large; by the mid-1940s he was a famous and sought-after poet, was 

associated with All India Radio between 1950 and 1957, and received numerous awards 

over the years including the Sāhitya Akademi Award in 1961 and the Bhāratīya  

J–yānpīh Puraskār in 1969 for his anthology, Chidambarā (which incorporates earlier 

poems, including “Jha–jhā me nīm”).  One reason he received such awards is the 

contribution his innovations made to the cause of the spread and development of the 

Hindi language; another is that his poems were accessible and so became widely popular.  

It may, therefore, be appropriate—beyond criticizing the lack of depth and range of 

emotion in Pant’s poetry and presuming their flatness—to inquire why such descriptions 

of nature dominate Pant’s corpus and were also lauded in the popular consciousness and 

Hindi public sphere.  I believe that the answer to this question lies not only in the 

innovative quality of Pant’s use of Hindi, but also in the importance of nature as a 

discursive area at the time of the struggle for independence as shown by Gandhi and 

Tagore’s uses of nature as models for imagining the nation.   

 Before discussing the relationship of Pant’s nature poetry to the modern-

nationalist identity, I will briefly delineate the antecedents of Indian notions about nature 

and the self.  Beneath the expressive traditions of bhakti, rīti, Dvivedī Era poetry, and 

Sanskrit kāvya—none of which are directly comparable to Chāyāvād in terms of the use 

of nature—lie a range of Indian cultural associations and assumptions about prakti 

(nature) and the self.  The grand schema behind Indian notions about nature and the self 

can be succinctly described as a systematic correspondence between the inner or unseen 

world and the outer or materially perceivable world including the idea that this system of 
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correspondences carries the potential for an action taken on one level or realm to create 

an effect in another level of the system.  Ideas of this type appeared very early in the 

subcontinent; in the g Veda the creation of the world is effected through the sacrifice of 

the cosmic man (purua).343   

Around the 5th century BCE, renunciate traditions grew up in opposition toVedic 

ritualism and worked together with processes of urbanization to redefine concepts of the 

individual’s relationship to society.344  These changes are reflected in the 

Upaniads which—situated within Vedic tradition, but called the Vedānta, or ‘end of the 

Veda’—relocate the arena of ritual practice from external, social, public acts (śrauta 

rituals, as prescribed in the Veda) to the interior of the individual.  That is, ritual sacrifice 

became internalized and esoteric models of union with the divine (such as yogic 

practices) were developed and disseminated over time in complex processes of 

interaction between renunciate ideologies and brahmanical practice.  Specifically, the 

Upaniads developed a cosmology of correspondence between the external and internal 

cosmos and promoted a view the individual self as a container of the universe within.  

Thus the individual self became identified with brahman, which is the unseeable, cosmic 

self:  “truth (satya) is the absolute (brahman) which is also the self (ātman).”345  

                                                 
343 Generally held assumptions about the nature of the self in India can be traced to before the Common 
Era, particularly to social changes surrounding the reconceptualization of ritual in the Upaniads.  Gavin 
Flood writes that the “heyday of vedic ritual performance” probably fell between 1000 and 500 BCE and 
that by the fifth century BCE “an urban culture is developing along the Ganges plain and major kingdoms 
have arisen associated with the growth of urban centres.”  Flood, p. 75 and p. 80.  (I have generally relied 
on Flood’s descriptions of the processes which underlie the appearance of the Upaniadic concepts of ritual 
and self.) 
344 At this time the movement of populations to urban centers created an emphasis on the individual and his 
capacity for innovation in areas such as trade and government.  
345 Flood, pp. 84-85. 
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346The Sākhya philosophical system acknowledges two experiential categories: 

purua (knowing subject) and prakti (known object):   

Prakti (usually translated “Nature”) is the basis of all objective existence, 
physical and psychical.  As the changing object, prakti is the source of the world 
of becoming.  In it all determinate existence is implicitly contained….It is not 
being, but force.347   

 

Āyurveda uses the language of Sākhya to describe the human body as a microcosm 

possessing original materiality (prakti), displayed in the human body as a hierarchical 

ordering of natural characteristics.  A disordering of these natural characteristics causes 

illness in the body.  Sākhyan concepts of prakti's hierarchical categories were also 

adopted into Tantric belief systems (where they became associated with various deities) 

and with yogic practice.348  Prakti is, in particular, associated with the feminine element 

of existence (primoridal matter) and also with various goddesses.349  It is also important 

to emphasize that nature is the arena in which ritual power is enacted.350  351    

                                                 
346 Concepts of prakiti (nature) are fundamental to numerous Indian traditions, particularly Sākhya 
philosophy, Āyurveda, and the goddess traditions.   
347 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan and Charles A. Moore, Eds., A Sourcebook in Indian Philosophy (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1957), p. 424.  The Sākhya philosophical tradition developed the idea of an 
empirical self enmeshed in the realm of prakiti and prescribed a system of knowledge enabling the ego-
bound self to distinguish between the self of pure consciousness (purua) and matter (prakiti) as path to 
ultimate liberation.  In contrast to Sākhya, which is atheistic, the various paths of yoga work within 
theistic frameworks offering ways for the individual self to raise consciousness and thereby move closer to 
liberation from entanglement within prakiti.   
348 David Gordon White, The Alchemical Body: Siddha Traditions in Medieval India (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), pp. 20-21 and pp. 34-35. 
349 David R. Kinsley, Hindu Goddesses (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), p. 135. 
350 External ritual was first equated with aspects of nature.  Flood writes, “The opening verses of the 
Bhadārayaka Upaniad, for example begin by identifying the horse sacrifice (aśvamedha) with the 
natural world; the horse’s head is the dawn, its eye the sun, its breath the wind and so on.”  (Flood, p. 83.) 
351 Subsequently, the internalized rituals of the Upaniads use the body as the natural field of operation and 
transformation; for example, the Chādogya Upaniad identifies the sound aum with various parts of the 
body.  (Flood, p. 84.) 



   230

 Ideas about nature and the self in Indian culture, Hindu religious traditions, 

science, and literature are thus rich and form part of the network of assumptions that 

underpin activities carried out in everyday life—from personal worship and the practice 

of family rituals to the the use of prescriptions handed out by an Ayurvedic practitioner.  

Thus ideas about nature imported through English romanticism (including those 

emanating from Enlightenment and Jacobin thought about operations on nature as the 

subject of scientific investigation and the radical freedom of the individual) would 

necessarily be underlayered in the Chāyāvād world-view by Indian concepts and literary 

uses of nature, particularly by ideas relating to nature’s pervasiveness, its potent effect on 

the body and mind, and its personification as deity.  The Upaniadic view of the body as 

the natural field of interiorized ritual activity—which is based on the correspondence 

between the micro- and macrocosms and intended to culminate in the complete 

indentification of the individual with the divine—is particularly significant to a 

consideration of Pant’s poetry.  His continual theme of identification of the self with 

nature follows the Upaniadic model of the cosmic self hidden behind and within the 

phenomenal world.   

 “Jha–jhā me nīm” shows tendencies of European romantic poetry (which 

prominently features the personfication of nature).  But considered within the extensive 

set of Pant’s nature poems, it also indicates an engagement with nature that is uniquely 

Indian.  First, the tree of the poem is a Nīm tree.  The Nīm (known by several other 

names, including Holy Tree and Margosa) is singularly important in India because of its 

many medicinal uses; it is widely used in Āyurvedic formulations as a multi-purpose 
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medicine (anti-bacterial, anti-fungal, digestive aid, etc.).  Probably due to its wide range 

of palliative applications, it is revered and considered to be magic and holy.  For 

example, I was once informed that a large Nīm tree in the courtyard of a house in 

Vārāasī was holy and the courtyard was thus a blessed spot.  Beyond the respect 

accorded Nīm trees specifically, references to trees appearing in Hindu sacred texts and 

popularly held beliefs about the magical powers of trees indicate their availability as a 

cultural metaphor.  Ka's fifteenth discourse in the Bhagavad Gītā discusses the tree of 

life as a metaphor for entanglement in the world of sense and action: 

Roots in the air, branches below, 
the tree of life is unchanging,  
they say; its leaves are hymns, 
and he who knows it knows sacred lore…. 
 
cut down this tree 
that has such deep roots with the sharp ax 
of detachment.352 
 

Further, the Kalpa Vkha or Kalpa taru (Kalpa tree), which grants wishes, is mentioned 

in the Devībhāgavata Purāa as one of the five trees in Indra’s celestial paradise.  Trees 

sometimes become the object of special rituals in folk practice, such as the marriage of 

two proximate trees or the use of a tree (seen in a number of locations in Vārāasī) to 

entrap the spirits of the unsettled dead.  Finally, some Tantric models imagine the body’s 

                                                 
352 Barbara Stoler Miller, Tr., The Bhagavad-Gita: Krishna’s Counsel in Time of War (New York: Bantam, 
1986), p. 127. 
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energy system as a branched, hierarchically arranged tree.353  Thus the tree is linked 

closely to the human body and consciousness in popular imagination and practice. 

 The Nīm tree of Pant’s poem is not merely personified, it is energized.  It speaks 

(sar, sar, mar, mar) and thrills (rom har se); that is, its body hairs (presumably leaves) 

are being raised in thrill or ecstasy.   

Sar, sar, mar, mar 
full of sounds like silk, 
thick nīm leaves 
long, thin, shaking, 
from a touch of breath 
from thrilling 
trembling every moment! 
 

The poem’s three stanzas show the pragīt form’s typical development of an idea.  In the 

first stanza (above), phrases such as “like silk” (reśam ke se) and “touch of breath” 

(śvasan-sparś se) express sensual thrill that is exciting but not destructive.  In the second 

stanza, however, the awesome Nīm tree becomes overpowered (nirbhar) and is shivering 

(sihar-sihar):  

From the treetop onto earth 
making hundreds of mingled sounds 
bursting out, look at the torrent---, 
wind,--- trembling, rumbling. . .  
swaying, swaying, bending, bending, 
awesome Nīm tree overpowered 
shivering-shivering thar thar thar 
making sar, mar 
car, mar! 

 

                                                 
353 One example is found in a Vainava Sahajiyā text.  Glen A. Hayes, “The Necklace of Immortality:  A 
Seventeenth-Century Vainava Sahajiyā Text,” in Tantra in Practice, ed. David Gordon White (Princeton 
and Oxford:  Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 321.  
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Finally, the sounds of the leaves have changed from silk-like rustles in the first stanza to 

the harsher sound of metal (ghātū-patr-se baj kal), and leaves are falling in torrents 

(jhar-jhar pate) like a yellow, wasted, weak wall (bhīt, pīt, kś, nirbal) as the tree shifts 

and sighs:   

All the leaves smeared 
in a humming green screen, --- 
dense from the movement of wind 
from metal leaves a low sound! 
shifting, shifting, full of sighs, 
a wall, yellow, wasted, weak, 
all the nīm leaves 
falling in torrents every instant! 

Thus the tree’s experience in the storm is observed by the poet in three stages linked to 

the stanzas.  The tree is alive and capable of feeling.  It is a natural entity that is acted 

upon by a force of nature—the violent storm.  Although the poem focuses on the 

sensations experienced by the nīm tree, the storm is also an actor and, thus, the entire 

poem works to animate nature.  The percussive, repetitive use of sounds and syllables 

gives a vibratory quality both to the poem’s language and to the mental image of the tree.  

This visual energizing of the tree may be linked conceptually to Tantrism’s description of 

the human nervous system as a tree.  Like much of Chāyāvād poetry the poem contains 

strong erotic undertones and, as in Nirālā’s famous poem, “Juhi kī kalī” (“The Jasmine 

Bud”), in which the wind slaps the tender face of the flower, suggests sexual violence.   

 In response to Rubin’s charge of the “flatness” of Pant’s nature poetry, I will 

discuss the importance of nature as a discursive area in the modern-nationalist context 

later in this chapter.  Here, however, I would like to point out that even a brief analysis of 
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“Jha–jhā me nīm,” reveals a substantial depth of cultural allusion and indicates that 

behind Pant’s linguistic craft and the apparently flat face of description lies an intense 

engagement with the concept of nature that contradicts accusations of triviality.  The 

following sections analyze and discuss four additional poems by Pant:  “Maun 

Nimantra” (“Silent Invitation”); “Chāyā Kāl” (“Reflection Time”); “Khadyot” 

(“Firefly”); and “Āj Śiśu ke kavi” (“Today the Child’s Poet”).  Discussions of these 

poems are intended to illuminate the development of the concept of the self through 

nature in Pant’s poetry.   

 
“Maun Nimantra” (“Silent Invitation”) 
 

Pant’s collections of poetry from 1926 (Pallav, “New Leaves”) and 1932 

(Gu–jan, “Humming”) exemplify the intensity of identification with nature that defines 

Pant as a Chāyāvād poet.  “Maun Nimantra” (“Silent Invitation”), written in 1923 and 

published in Pallav, positions the individual without any reference to human society and 

depicts numerous forces and creatures—all imbued with consciousness—crowded 

together in a natural world that overflows with life and energy.  The individual human 

consciousness emerges highlighted from this tapestry of living things and variegated 

consciousnesses but is nonetheless only another element in the greater whole of nature.  

The poem queries, who impels life?  That is, what is the hidden personality or force that 

constitutes consciousness?  The Upaniadic concept of the microcosm of the self which 

echoes the macrocosm of brahman, the unperceivable cosmic self, is also evident. 
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“मौन िनमन्तर्ण” 

 
तब्ध ज्योत्सना में जब संसार 

चिकत रहता िशश-ुसा नादान, 

िव व के पलकों पर सुकुमार 

िवचरते हैं जब वप्न अजान; 

न जाने, नक्षतर्ों से कौन 

िनमन्तर्ण देता मुझको मौन! 

सघन मघेों का भीमाकाश  

गरजता ह ैजब तमसाकार, 

दीघर् भरता समीर िनः वास, 

पर्खर झरती जब पावस धार; 

न जाने, तपक तिड़त में कौन 

मुझे इिंगत करता तब मौन! 

देख वसुधा का यौवन भार 

गँ ूज उठता ह ैजब मधुमास, 

िवधुर उर के-से मृदु उद् ्गार 

कुसुम जब खुल पड़ते सोच्छ्वास; 

न जाने, सौरभ के िमस कौन 

सँदेशा मुझे भेजता मौन! 

क्षुब्ध जल िशखरों को जब वात 

िसन्ध ुमे ंमथकर फेनाकार, 

बुलबुलों का याकुल संसार 

बना िबथुरा देती अज्ञात; 

उठा तब लहरों से कर कौन 

न जाने, मुझे बुलाता मौन! 

वणर्, सुख, ी, सौरभ में भार 

िव व को देती है जब बोर, 

िवहग कुल की कल कण्ठ िहलोर 

िमला देती भू नभ के छोर; 

न जाने, अलस पलक दल कौन 

खोल देता तब मेरे मौन! 
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तुमुल तम मे ंजब एकाकार 

ऊँघता एक साथ संसार, 

भीरु झींगुर कुल की झनकार 

कँपा देती तन्दर्ा के तार; 

न जाने, खद्योतों से कौन 

मुझे पथ िदखलाता तब मौन! 

कनक छाया मे,ं जब िक सकाल 

खोलती किलका उर के द्वार, 

सुरिभ पीिड़त मधुपों के बाल 

तड़प, बन जाते हैं गुंजार, 

न जाने, ढुलक अ ोस में कौन 

खींच लेता मेरे दृग मौन! 

िबछा कायों का गुरुतर भार 

िदवस को दे सुवणर् अवसान, 

शून्य शय्या मे,ं िमत अपार, 

जुड़ाती जब मै ंआकुल पर्ाण; 

न जाने मुझे वप्न में कौन 

िफ़राता छाया जग मे ंमौन! 

न जाने कौन, आये द्यिुतमान! 

जान मुझको अबोध, अज्ञान, 

सुझाते हो तुम पथ अनजान, 

फ़ूँक देते िछदर्ों में गान; 

अहे सुख-दुख के सहचर मौन! 

नहीं कह सकती तुम हो कौन! 

(नवम्बर, १९२३) 
 
 
“Silent Invitation” 
 
In the still moonlight when the world 
is astonished like an innocent baby, 
when, within the world’s closed eyes,  
unknown dreams wander in their fragility; 

who, unknown, from the stars 
invites me silently!   



   237

 
When the threatening sky, dense with clouds 
thunders and darkness takes form, 
when the wind breathes long sighs 
and the rain falls in sharp torrents, 

who then, unknown in the pulsating lightning,  
beckons me silently! 

 
Look, when in springtime the earth’s youthfulness 
raises up a humming sound, 
when sighing flowers open like a bereft heart  
in a gentle expression of passion, 

who, silently, in the guise of fragrance  
sends a message to me!  
 

When the wind churns the ocean’s  
agitated waves into froth, 
and the restless call of the nightingale 
is made then scattered into oblivion. 

who, unknown, raises a hand from the waves  
then beckons me without a word! 

 
When you drench the world in the 
opulence of gold, joy, brilliance, and beauty 
and the joyous cacophany of flocks of birds 
unites the ends of sky and earth; 

who, unknown, opens many sleep-heavy eyelids 
then, silently, mine! 

 
In the rising fervour of the darkness  
when the entire world is drowsy 
and the chirping of the timid cricket tribe 
disturbs the stream of sleepiness; 

who, unrecognized among the fireflies 
shows me the path, then falls silent!  

 
In the golden shadow of the early morning 
when the bud opens the door of its heart, 
and the young bees begin to lust after fragrance and 
flash from place to place making a humming sound, 

who in the dripping dew 
silently attracts my eyes! 
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When people lay down the heaviest burden of their bodies 
and a golden end comes to the day,  
when, on a bed of emptiness, incredibly tired, 
I am made to reflect on my restless life; 

who undetected in my dreams 
silently makes me revolve in the world of shadows! 

 
Who, unknown, came resplendent! 
Knowing that I am without wisdom, without knowledge, 
you might point out the unknown path, 
and whisper a song into my ear; 

 
 
O! silent companion of happiness and sadness! 
I cannot say who you might be!354 

(November, 1923) 

 The first seven stanzas describe natural scenes:  a moonlight night; a storm; buds 

opening in springtime; the ocean and a nightingale’s call; flocks of birds in golden light; 

crickets chirping on a dark night; and bees beginning to buzz in early morning.  The 

penultimate stanza shifts to the description of a scene from human life:  bedtime at the 

end of a tiring day.  The final stanza reflects upon the meaning of the previous stanzas, 

particularly in its reprise of the refrain, “na jāne . . . kaun” (“who, unknown”).  The 

refrain itself is not the repetition of the same line but is a variant of the question 

“na jāne kaun” (“who, unknown”):  “na jāne, nakatro se kaun nimantra detā mujhko  

maun!” ("Who unknown from the stars invites me silently!); “na jāne, tapak tait me  

mujhe igit kartā tab maun!” (Who then, unknown in the pulsating lightning beckons me 

silently!), etc. 

                                                 
354 Pant, “Maun Nimantra” in Pallav in Sumitrānandan Pant Granthāvalī, Kha ek, p. 195.   
I am grateful to Jishnu Shankar for his advice on the translation of problematic passages in this poem.   
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 Nature dominates the poem.  It is the matrix from which every entity in the poem 

emerges.  The placement of the penultimate stanza—which depicts a human scene—

following a litany of seven stanzas which describe natural scenes serves to equate the 

human person with the other creatures and entities described in the previous stanzas.  The 

human is thereby unequivocally located as a participant in the field of nature and, further, 

placed within an encompassing consciousness that pervades all.  Although nature 

dominates the poem, consciousness is the poem’s primary theme; almost every creature 

or entity that is described behaves in a manner which attributes consciousness to it:  

dreams wander; the world has eyes that can close; the wind breathes long sighs; young 

bees lust after fragrance, etc.  The extent and repetition of these attributions of sensibility 

is beyond mere precious personification and reveals that the point of the poem concerns 

the consciousness of creatures and even of inanimate things.  The poem asks for a 

definition of consciousness.   

 Three layers or states of consciousness are represented in the poem:  the active 

world of the consciousness of natural life, including buzzing bees, the storm, the poet’s 

restless life; a shadow (interior) life of dreams, which seems to be equivalent to the 

concept of the subconscious; and the silent life of the unseen mover (kaun) underneath it 

all.  The unknown kaun (“who”) is the poem’s central focus.  All of the refrains pivot 

around the phrase “na jāne. . . kaun” but differ otherwise in their content.  These 

variations woven around the stable phrase heighten the refrain’s impact in the poem.  

Each refrain also establishes a relationship and sets up a comparison between the 

unknown “who” and the “I” of the poem, which presumably represents the voice of the 
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poet.  The “who” is utterly silent and only leaves traces in the natural world through 

which the poet can infer its presence.  This unknown presence is the motivating factor 

behind all manifestations in nature.  It is also unknowable:  the final refrain deviates from 

the pattern of “na jāne. . . kaun” to “nahī kah saktī tum ho kaun” (I cannot say who you 

might be!”).  Even though the unknown presence is unknowable, it operates from within 

nature; it is part of nature and the operative force behind all natural manifestations:  “who 

then, unknown in the pulsating lightning beckons me silently!”; “who, unknown, raises a 

hand from the waves then beckons me without a word!”  Thus like the human poet, the 

forces of nature, and the creatures, the unknown “who” is identified as residing within 

nature.  It operates to motivate consciousness:  “who undetected in my dreams silently 

makes me revolve in the world of shadows!”  The poem could be dismissed as lauding 

the beauties of nature and engaging in gentle musings about the deity.  But it is a poem 

that positions the human self as an element within the context of nature, which is the 

ground of creation and created beings; and it asks to know the source of consciousness 

that animates nature—in fact, is nature.  It seems that Pant is saying that nature is 

consciousness because nature would not exist without the factor (the “who”) that gives it 

its existence.   

 The emphasis given to the shadow world is also worth noting because shadows, 

night, twilight, sleep, and dreams are all characteristic images in Chāyāvād poetry, 

particularly in the poetry of Pant and Mahādevī.  Three of the stanzas refer to sleep and 

dreams:  stanza one in which dreams wander in the world’s closed eyes; stanza six in 

which the crickets disturb the stream of sleepiness; and finally stanza eight in which “on 
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a bed of emptiness, incredibly tired, I am made to reflect on my restless life; who 

undetected in my dreams silently makes me revolve in the world of shadows.”  It is first 

interesting because the refrain in stanza eight refers to the shadow world:  “na jāne  

mujhe svapan me kaun phirātā chāyā jag me maun!”  Both Pant and Mahādevī’s 

poems contain many uses of the word chāyā and references to the realm of shadows, and 

these uses relate broadly to the name of the idiom.  The idiom specialized in exploring 

liminal or obscure states of mind which seem to refer to both the darkness of the 

subconscious and death.  Stanza eight, while obviously alluding to the end of a tired day 

also suggests death.  Śūnya (emptiness) is a significant word because of its Buddhist 

connotation (śūnyavād is the Buddhist doctrine of non-existence).  In stanza eight (both 

verse and refrain), the interior life of reflection (“I am made to reflect on my restless life” 

and “makes me revolve in the world of shadows”) is equated with death, sleep, and 

dreaming by proximate mention.  These—death, sleep, dreams, and the interior life of 

reflection—are raised by the poem as valid forms of consciousness.  In constrast, waking 

is also an important theme of the poem (in stanzas five, six, and seven) and refers to the 

different consciousness of the daylight world. 

 The poem appears to lean towards the concept of deity.  But if it were to be 

categorized as bhakti poetry (which it should not be), it would fall into the class of 

nirgua bhakti, which is devotion to deity as principle, as opposed to sagua bhakti, 

which is devotion to deity with physical form such as a mūrti, or idol.355  A comparison 

                                                 
355 Defined by its emphasis on intense emotional and personal devotion, North Indian bhakti has 
traditionally been divided by scholars into two strands, sagua (with form) and nirgua (without form), 
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of “Maun Nimantra” with poems from Tagore’s Gītā–jali will assist in assessing the 

poem’s devotional content.  While there are marked similarities between Pant’s 

Chāyāvād poetry and Tagore’s prose poems in Gītā–jali (which influenced the 

appearance of the Chāyāvād idiom), the emphases and colorings diverge.  Gītā–jali’s 

number “19” describes the deity in terms of an absent lover; the poem also compares the 

poet’s devotional responses to natural phenomena: 

If thou speakest not I will fill my heart with thy silence and endure it.  I will keep 
still and wait like the night with starry vigil and its head bent low with patience. 
 
The morning will surely come, the darkness will vanish, and thy voice pour down 
in golden streams breaking through the sky. 
 
Then thy words will take wing in songs from every one of my birds’ nests, and 
thy melodies will break forth in flowers in all my forest groves.356 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
which correspond to styles of devotion and concepts of deity.  More broadly, these two categories are 
applied to bhakti expressions in all of India, both northern and southern, and discussed to the present day as 
metaphysical predilections and broad tendencies in literature.  In sagua bhakti, devotion is said to be 
directed towards a deity with physical form whose image generally is installed in a temple.  Āā, the one 
woman devotee among the twelve Āvārs of the Tamil region, is an exemplar of sagua bhakti; legend tells 
that she was absorbed into the image of Viu in the temple at Srirangam.  The devotion of the North 
Indian sant Mīrābāī is also generally considered to be a form of sagua bhakti.  By contrast, nirgua bhakti 
emphasizes a transcendent Lord without form. In its North Indian expressions, it originated north of the 
home of the Maharastrian Sant traditions, particularly in the Panjab, and was strongly influenced by Sūfī 
and Nāth Yoga elements.  Kabīr (1398-1448), weaver-poet of Varāasī, is probably the most widely 
appreciated practitioner designated as a nirgua bhakta.  Under critical consideration, however, the two 
streams of nirgua and sagua are not so neatly divisible:  “the idea of nirgua-sagua which is 
increasingly coming to define bhakti in contemporary scholarship…actually comes from a very localized 
tradition: sectarian anthologies of bhakti poetry in Hindi produced in North India in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.”  Karen Pechilis Prentiss, The Embodiment of Bhakti (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1999), pp. 21-22.  (She bases this statement on research carried out by John Stratton Hawley.) 
One of the critical discussions swirling around Chāyāvād poetry is:  was Mahādevī a nirgua devotee?  In 
Chapter Seven, I argue that Mahādevī’s poetry utilized the trappings of bhakti but, as with Pant, detached 
the individual further from networks of traditional devotional patterns.   
356 Rabindranath Tagore with an introduction by W.B. Yeats, Gītā–jali (Song Offerings) A Collection of 
Prose Translations Made by the Author from the Original Bengali, (New York: Collier Books, Macmillan 
Publishing Company, 1971), First edition, 1913, p. 37. 
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 The position of the poet with respect to nature in this poem differs substantially 

from the self’s relation to nature in “Maun Nimantra.”  In Tagore’s “19” the poet uses 

nature to describe himself:  “I will…wait like the night…” and “thy words will take wing 

in songs from every one of my bird’s nests and thy melodies will break forth in all of my 

forest groves.”  “Birds’ nests” and “forest groves” represent the self’s poetic faculties; 

thus, the poet identifies with nature.  But these phrases work as descriptive devices, 

ultimately comparing the poet to nature whereas in “Maun Nimantra” the individual is 

not objectively described as part of nature; instead, the concept of the individual as being 

embedded in nature is built into the poem’s stanzaic structure and into the poem’s 

discussion of consciousness.  In “Maun Nimantra” the individual participates in nature 

as an element of an encompassing consciousness.  But in Tagore’s poem there is a sense 

of distance between the poet and nature.  Nature is used to describe the poet, but the poet 

is not described as nature.   

 The Other, or deity, is depicted in both poems; however, here there is also a 

difference.  The individual in Tagore’s poem stands in a different relationship to the 

Other.  First the deity is clearly objectified (situated outside of the self) and 

anthropomorphized:  “If thou speakest not…”  In “Maun Nimantra,” however, the Other 

called “who” (kaun) is mysteriously hidden within and is the energizing force behind all 

natural phenomena; and indeed kaun communicates through the existence of the 

phenomena rather than through their instrumentality:  “who, unrecognized among the 

fireflies shows me the path, then falls silent!”; “who in the dripping dew silently attracts 

my eyes!”   
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 Tagore’s Gītā–jali describes the deity in a range of ways.  Number “36” is a 

definitive example of the objectification of the deity.  It shows traces of Christian 

petitionary prayer and Tagore’s Brahmo Samāj Hindu reformist background: 

This is my prayer to thee, my lord— 
strike, strike at the root of penury in my heart. 
Give me the strength lightly to bear my joys and sorrows. 
Give me the strength to make my love fruitful in service. 
Give me the strength never to disown the poor or bend my knees before insolent 
might. 
Give me the strength to raise my mind high above daily trifles. 
And give me the strength to surrender my strength to thy will with love. 

 

 Number “69,” however, shows the same Upaniadic motif of microcosm and 

macrocosm that appears in “Maun Nimantra.”: 

The same stream of life that runs through my veins night and day runs through the 
world and dances in rhythmic measures. 
It is the same life that shoots in joy through the dust of the earth in numberless 
blades of grass and breaks into tumultuous waves of leaves and flowers. 
It is the same life that is rocked in the ocean-cradle of birth and of death, in ebb 
and in flow. 
I feel my limbs are made glorious by the touch of this world of life.  And my 
pride is from the life-throb of ages dancing in my blood this moment. 

 

This poem shows a greater similarity to Chāyāvād’s poems than the previous two poems 

of Tagore’s which I have discussed.  Like “Maun Nimantra” and Nirālā’s “Dān”(which 

will be discussed in Chapter Six), Tagore’s number “69” describes nature as a lavish 

spectacle of life’s varied manifestations.  However, this poem also differs from 

“Maun Nimantra”—particularly in its voice.  In number “69” the poet steps back and 

describes objectively how he feels about the life-energy which he shares with the rest of 

nature, glossing thoughts that might otherwise be presented as a statement.  For example, 
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he writes, “The same stream of life that runs through my veins night and day runs 

through the world and dances in rhythmic measures.”  The poet states that it is the same 

stream that runs in himself (the microcosm) and the larger world.  A statement without 

the presence of the interpretative voice might have been, “Streams of life run through my 

veins and dance through the world.”   

 In contrast, “Maun Nimantra’s” imaginative descriptions are stated without the 

presence of the interpretative voice.  This style permits the reader to enter the poem more 

directly and to gain agency in the activity of interpretation.  The interpretive activity in 

number “69” works to diminish the immediacy of the experience because the poetic “I” is 

in the way.  It could be argued that this is only a stylistic difference and that the poems in 

Gītā–jali simply reflect a journalistic style.  Even if so, it is a stylistic difference that 

suggests an evolutionary process has taken place in the movement from Gītā–jali to the 

Chāyāvād idiom.  In Chāyāvād the poetic “I” is less often standing outside the experience 

in the role of the editor and interpreter.  The idiom’s vivid descriptions of the 

participation of the self in nature are therefore more immediate and accessible.  The 

important point is that, overall, the style and effect of Chāyāvād poetry, particularly of 

Pant’s poetry, was to foreground nature in ways that conflated nature and the self and 

privileged the self as an independent actor.    

 
“Chāyā Kāl” (“Reflection Time”) 
 
 In order to further examine the differences between Tagore and Pant’s depictions 

of the self, I have chosen another poem from Pallav:  “Chāyā Kāl” (“Reflection Time”).  
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Compared to the characteristically obedient voice of the self in Gītā–jali which is 

constructed in relation to the divine Other, the self in “Chāyā Kāl” is insular and free of 

both social and theistic constraints.  I will compare Tagore’s description of total self-

giving as a flute to God to the free self depicted in “Chāyā Kāl.”  Both poems discuss 

poetic inspiration.   

वि त, जीवन के छाया काल! 

सुप्त वप्नों के सजग सकाल! 

मूक मानस के मुखर मराल! 

वि त, मेरे किव बाल! 

तुम्हारा मानस था सोच्छ्वास, 

अलस पलकों वप्न िवलास; 

आँसुअ ो ं की आखँों मे ंप्यास, 

िगरा में था मधमुास! 

बदलता बादल – सा िनत वशे 

तुम्हारा जग था छाया शेष; 

िनशा, अपलक नक्षतर्ोन्मेष, 

िदवस, छिव का पिरवशे! 

िद य हो भोला बालापन, 

न य जीवन, पर, पिरवतर्न, 

वि त, मेरे अनंग नूतन! 

पुरातन मदन दहन! 

(िदसम्बर, १९२५) 
 
 

“Reflection Time” 
 

May you be well, life’s reflection-times! 
waking morn of sleeping dreams! 
swan’s trumpet call to the mute soul! 

May you be well, my young poet! 
Your mind was heaving sighs, 
dream pleasure of drowsy eyelids; 
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a thirst in the eyes for tears, 
the intoxication of spring was in the voice!357 

Like clouds ever changing their apparel 
all that remained of your world was reflection; 
by night, the motionless manifestation of stars, 

by day, surroundings of beauty! 
Innocent childhood, you are divine, 
new life, wings, transformations, 
May you be well, my new Kāmdev!358 

Ancient passion burning! 
(December, 1925) 

 
 
 Although the poem discusses poetic inspiration, its primary focus is the 

experience of the self perceiving the self and reflecting upon its feelings and their 

meaning.  The reference to Kāmdev may indicate that the poem is about erotic love, but if 

it is a poem about being in love, it is focused on feelings within the self rather than 

outward manifestations such as descriptions or the expression of concerns about the 

beloved.  The two primary actors in the poem that work together to represent the self are 

the kavi bāl (the young poet) and Kāmdev (the god of love).  These two actors form 

contrasting definitions of poetic inspiration but are also equated.  The poet’s source or 

voice of inspiration goes through the following process.  First, it is awakened out of 

childhood innocence in the initial stanza (indicated by the phrases:  “young poet” and 

“swan’s trumpet call to the mute soul”).  Next, an awakening process is described in the 

following two stanzas.  Finally, its transformation into Kāmdev (Eros) is effected in the 

final stanza.  The final verse creates a resolution between divine, innocent childhood and 

                                                 
357 Pant’s uses madhumās to refer to Cait, which is the first month of the Hindu lunar calendar (March-
April).   
358 Kāmdev is the god of love known as an-ag (bodiless) due to being immolated by Śiva’s glance. 
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the young god of love.  This resolution is also reflected in the parallel lines in the first 

and last stanzas:  “May you be well, my young poet!” (first stanza) and “May you be 

well, my young Kāmdev!” (last stanza).  The final stanza blesses sexual passion as 

innocent and gives it a job, so to speak, of being the inner poet.  Thus passion is rendered 

purposeful; the real object of the poet’s desire is not a person who is the beloved, but is 

instead the experience of poetic inspiration.  If there was an actual beloved person who 

motivated the creation of the poem, that person appears primarily to have served as a 

catalyst to the awakening of a new level of poetic inspiration. 

 Depictions of liminality and mutability run through the poem.  “Chāyā kāl” 

(“reflection time”) could also be translated as “shadow time”; however, I have chosen 

‘reflection’ as the appropriate translation due to the comparison of night and day that 

immediately follows the poem’s use of the word chāyā.  This usage suggests to me that 

the two mirror each other:  “tumhārā jag thā chāyā śe; niśā, apalak nakśatronme, divas, 

chāvi kā parivesh!” (“all that remained of your world was reflection; by night, the 

motionless manifestation of stars, by day, surroundings of beauty!”).  The first stanza 

depicts the liminal state of waking:  (“waking morn of sleeping dreams”).  The second 

stanza depicts the liminal state of drowsiness:  (“dream pleasure of drowsy eyelids”).  

The third stanza focuses on clouds whose apparel is “ever changing” and the previously 

mentioned reflection between night and day.   

 A number of oppositions are also created:  waking and sleeping; calling and 

muteness; night and day; the young and the ancient.  The primary polarity is set up 

between innocence and passion.  Transformation (parivartan) is the poem’s key concept 



   249

(or hypogram) and transformation occurs due to the resolution of opposites.  Thus 

innocent childhood is transformed into Kāmdev (sexual passion) and Kāmdev is 

transformed into poetic inspiration.  Kāmdev then becomes the generator of poetic 

inspiration or the poet’s voice.  Nature is the means used to describe the self’s 

experiences in the liminal state of being under the spell of Eros.  Because nature is 

mutable; the self described in relation to nature is also mutable.  The self is depicted as 

being free to change and be transformed. 

 By comparison, Tagore’s poem number “1” from Gītā–jali shows a radically 

different concept of the self, of the source of poetic inspiration, and of the poet’s 

relationship to the muse (in this case, God).   

Thou hast made me endless, such is thy pleasure.  This frail vessel thou emptiest 
again and again, and fillest it ever with fresh life. 
This little flute of a reed thou hast carried over hills and dales, and hast breathed 
through it melodies eternally new. 
At the immortal touch of thy hands my little heart loses its limits in joy and gives 
birth to utterance ineffable. 
Thy infinite gifts come to me only on these very small hands of mine.  Ages pass, 
and still thou pourest, and still there is room to fill. 

 

Here the poet conceives of the self as an empty vessel (a flute) and believes that poetic 

inspiration is poured into the vessel only through the beneficence of the deity (“at the 

immortal touch of thy hands my little heart loses its limits in joy and gives birth to 

utterance ineffable”).  The self is compared to a reed, which is a natural figure.  Nature is 

not depicted as changeable; instead, stability over vast stretches of time is suggested 

(“Ages pass, and still thou pourest, and still there is room to fill.”)  Thus Tagore’s poem 

moves expansively outward in the imagination to describe a self who empties the self 



   250

completely for the Other and receives poetic inspiration through generosity of the Other 

rather than through the self’s volition.  In contrast, Pant’s poem focuses on the 

transformation entirely within the self of an immature poetic voice into one that is 

enlivened by the introduction of passion into the emotional structures within the self.  In 

both poems the self acts as a container (in Tagore’s poem this equation is made directly) 

in which the poetic inspiration is made to happen.  The difference is the “size” and nature 

of the container of the self.  Pant’s container is like the container of a chemical reaction 

which happens entirely within the confines of the self.  Tagore’s container (the flute) 

breathes outwardly and is always empty so that the inspiration is renewed.  Tagore’s 

poem is intended as a theistic piece; Pant’s is not.  But the point is that the Chāyāvād 

universe was an internal one; thus Pant’s source of poetic inspiration is shown as part of 

an interior process instead of coming from a source outside of himself.   

 
Two Poems About Fireflies:  “Āj Śiśu ke kavi” (“Today the Child’s Poet”) and 
“Khadyot” (“Firefly”) 
  

 “Āj Śiśu ke kavi” (“Today the Child’s Poet”) was written in 1932 and first 

published in Gu–jan (The Hum) in the same year.  Like “Chāyā Kāl” it locates and 

discusses the source of poetic inspiration.  Here, however, Pant uses nature as a metaphor 

for the source.   
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“अ ाज िशशु के किव” 

अ ाज िशशु के किव को अनजान 

िमल गया अपना गान! 

खोल किलयों ने उर के द्वार 

दे िदया उसको छिव का देश; 

बजा भौंरों ने मधु के तार 

कह िदये भेद भरे सन्देश; 

आज सोये खग को अज्ञात 

वप्न मे ंचौंका गयी पर्भात; 

गूढ़ संकेतों में िहल पात 

कह रहे अ फुट बात; 

आज किव के िचर चंचल-पर्ाण 

पा गये अपना गान! 

दूर, उन खतेों के उस पार; 

जहाँ तक गयी नील झंकार, 

िछपा छाया-वन में सुकुमार 

वगर् की पिरयों का संसार! 

वहीं, उन पेड़ों में अज्ञात 

चाँद का ह ैचाँदी का वास, 

वहीं से खद्योतों के साथ 

वप्न आते उड़-उड़ कर पास; 

इन्हीं में िछपा कहीं अनजान 

िमला किव को िनज गान! 

आज िशशु के किव को अम्लान 

िमल गया अपना गान! 

(जनवरी, १९३२) 
 

“Today the child’s poet” 
 
 
Today the child’s poet, unperceived, 
got his song! 
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The buds opened the door of the heart 
and gave to him the land of beauty; 
the large black bees played the strings of sweetness 
their modulations told the full message; 
 

Today the sleeping birds, unexpected, 
were startled in their dreams by the dawn  
trembling leaves in secret signs 
revealed unclear things; 
 

Today the poet’s long restless soul 
got its song! 

 
Far away, over those fields; 
the ringing sounded as far as the dark green, 
hidden in the shadow-forest, childlike,  
is the otherworld of fairies! 

 
In that very place, unknown, 
is the moon’s silver dwelling, 
from there together with the fireflies 
dreams come flying near 
hidden somewhere within them, undetected, 
the poet received his own song! 

 
Today the child’s poet, pure, 
got his song.  

(January, 1932) 

 

 I will not engage in a detailed analysis of this poem, but will make some general 

observations relating to the uses of nature and the self.  In this poem a figure appears who 

is almost identical to the kavi bāl (young poet) in “Chāyā Kāl”:  the śiśu ke kavi (poet of 

the child).  In both poems a youth is connected with poetic inspiration and in both poems 

an awakening occurs.  In “Āj Śiśu ke kavi,” however, poetic inspiration is located 

metaphorically in nature and connected with mystery, the unknown, secrecy (“trembling 
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leaves in secret signs revealed unclear things”) and the hidden (“dreams come flying near 

hidden somewhere within them, undetected”).  The poem positions the poet’s core of 

inspiration within nature’s mystery:  “inhī me chipā kahī anjān milā kavi ko gān!”  

("hidden somewhere within them, undetected, the poet received his own song!”).   

 Thus, from a place of fantasy hidden amongst the fireflies come both the poet’s 

song and the dreams of sleep.  The source of inspiration, although depicted by the poet as 

emanating from nature, is located within the poet himself because the poem uses nature 

as an extended metaphor for the self.  Nature is also used to represent the poet’s interior 

core of inspiration (the subconscious, liminal zone).  Primarily, the self is entirely aligned 

with nature in this poem and the core of the self is connected with inspiration rather than 

with deity. 

 Finally, let us take a brief look at “Khadyot” (“Firefly”), which shows signs of 

development in Pant’s personal concept of the self. 

“खद्योत” 

 

अँिधयाली घाटी में सहसा 

हिरत फिुलंग सदृश फूटा वह! 

वह उड़ता दीपक िनशीथ का,-- 

तारा-सा आकर टूटा वह! 

जीवन के घन अन्धकार मे ं

मानव आत्मा का पर्काश कण 

जग सहसा, ज्योितत कर देता 

मानस के िचर गु  कंुज वन! 

(मई, १९३५) 
 
 



   254

“Firefly” 
 

Suddenly in the dark mountain valley 
it flickers like an emerald spark! 
this flying lamp of night, —  
like a star it shoots and explodes! 

 
In life’s impenetrable darkness 
a light-particle of man’s soul 
suddenly awakens, and illuminates 
the ancient secret forest of the mind.    

 
(May, 1935) 

 

“Khadyot” (“Firefly”) is a late Chāyāvād poem.  It treats a similar topic to “Āj Śiśu ke 

kavi’s.”  However here the subject of poetic inspiration has evolved into a concern with 

illumination.  Here also the firefly is used to represent a gift of awakening; but the term 

ātmā is used here for ‘soul,’ and the firefly is equated with the soul in the two stanzas.  

An image from the natural world is again used to describe the human essence.  But the 

use of the word ātmā indicates Pant’s movement out of the insular depictions of the 

individual that are characteristic of his Chāyāvād poems and into a period of personal 

spiritual questing, which culminated in his attachment to Śrī Aurobindo during the 1940s.   

 

Nature and Indian Identity 

 Pant’s “nature poetry” represents a reconsideration created in the modern-

nationalist context of nature in relation to concepts of the self.  My primary area of 

interest in discussing Pant’s poetry in this chapter has been the intersection of nature and 

the self, which created a poetic style that has appeared “flat” and merely descriptive to 
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other critics, but whose “flatness” represents an extended exploration of the meaning of 

the Indian self in modernity. 

 After his Chāyāvād and Progressivism periods, Pant was attracted to the teachings 

of Śri Aurobindo359 which are a reformulation of Advaita Vedānta and feature a non-

dualist conception of brahman as the Absolute, a rejection of Śakara’s idea of māyā, the 

innovation of The Supermind which unites the absolute and the phenomenal worlds, and 

a notion of the evolution of spirit.360  The substantial influences of Aurobindo’s 

interpretation of Advaita Vedānta and the Upaniads on Pant’s poetry appeared after his 

Chāyāvād period and are, therefore, not of primary significance to the present 

consideration of Pant’s Chāyāvād-era poetry.  However, Pant’s poems of the Chāyāvād 

Era display an underlying semiotic structure in which the Upaniadic notions of the 

micro- and macro- cosms are fixtures and, further, these poems display a process of 

questioning the nature of the individual’s existence that led up to his time in Aurobindo’s 

āśram.361 

                                                 
359 Aurobindo, a Bengali educated in England, was closely associated with Bāl Gagādhar Tilak; prior to 
his conversion to a spiritual vocation, he was a well known nationalist linked to “extremist” groups.  He 
endured imprisonment and a highly visible trial (and acquittal) as a result of his activities.   
360 In contrast to Sākhya philosophy, which holds a strictly dualist view that matter and spirit have 
separate existence, Śakara's Advaita Vedānta (non-dualist Vedānta) holds that brahman and ātman are 
really one and that the external world will be understood by the individual as illusion (māyā) when the self 
achieves the ultimate consciousness of brahman.  Although other Vedāntist schools exist, Advaita Vedānta 
is the form of Vedānta which became the “central ideology of the Hindu Renaissance in the nineteenth 
century”and was the representative view of Hinduism in the west together with the transmission of various 
forms of bhakti.  (Flood, p. 238.) 
361 Pant’s poetry clarifies an important parameter of the task of studying Chāyāvād critically:  it is not 
possible to understand the Indian nationalist movement outside of the period’s metaphysical quest.  The 
activity of metaphysical questing (as seen in “Khadyot”) and the search for a national identity are 
juxtaposed in both Gandhi and Aurobindo.  Aurobindo’s post-activist conceptualization of the world 
envisioned an evolution towards perfected divine life on earth through integral yoga.  The brand of 
nationalism which Gandhi developed and promoted was broadly modeled after the concept of yogic 
discipline which aims to harness the senses through practices that purify the body and promote devotion to 
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 Gandhi’s concept of svarāj gained an enhanced avenue of expression in the 

“nature” poems of Chāyāvād, especially in Pant’s corpus of Chāyāvād poetry where the 

concept appears to have morphed into an expression of a more insular individual.  Even 

though Pant’s nature poems are the object of criticism, his apparently flat descriptions of 

nature invariably point to the self and thus assume the purpose of describing an interior, 

more individualized identity.  One of the most innovative aspects of Pant’s corpus of 

Chāyāvād poetry—an aspect which has not been adequately recognized by the period’s 

critics—lies in the extreme emphasis he placed on nature as a model for the self and a 

means to describe a more insular identity.  During the Chāyāvād Era, Indian identity 

moved towards greater individualism in keeping with notions of radical freedom, a 

modern concept that spans both the idea of the nation and the idea of the person within 

the nation; and the Chāyāvād idiom itself thus became a means of delineating and 

proliferating new identity concepts through its novel uses of nature as a model for a more 

independent version of Indian identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
the idea of the nation.  In essence, Gandhi reconstructed the Upaniadic concept of inner and outer 
correspondences, replacing the Upaniad’s micro- and macro- cosms with notions of the “individual” and 
the “nation”:  self-discipline and devotion to the cause of nationalism were linked in the notion of svarāj. 
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Chapter Six:  Prasad and Nirala:  Restructuring Coherence Through 
the Transmissional Modes of Dharma and the Individual 

 
 
 
Introduction:  The Modern Self, Poetic Unity, and Restructured Coherence 
 
 This chapter investigates two transmissional modes:  ‘dharma,’ which I link to the 

work of Jayśakar Prasād; and ‘the individual in relation to society,’ which I connect to 

the poetry of Sūryakānt Tripāhī (Nirālā).  My investigation of these modes works within 

the frame of two extant theoretical positions and goes on to propose a third.  The 

theoretical concept of modernity’s cultural model of ‘the self,’ which is one of three 

primary cultural models attributed to modernity (the other two are knowledge and 

power), informs this discussion; and I also apply Riffaterre’s theory of poetic unity in 

order to explain the operation of the two transmissional modes in the poetry discussed in 

this chapter.  I propose that the poetic unity inherent within poems worked to restructure 

the meanings of the transmissional modes (which are deeply embedded cultural 

concepts).  Through this process, the idiom could put forward new modern-nationalist 

identities.  I have called this work “restructured coherence.”  I chose to consider the sets 

of Prasād/dharma and Nirālā/the individual within the frame of a single chapter because 

the poetic and cultural work achieved by both Prasād and Nirālā’s corpuses of Chāyāvād 

poetry aptly represents modernity’s cultural model of ‘the self.’ 

 In relation to ‘the self’ as a fundamental model of modernity, Delanty and 

O’Mahony write, “In the most general sense, modernity is a prolonged discourse about 

the self that originated in earlier movements, such as the Renaissance and developments 
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in religion such as the Reformation where there was also a gradual turn to the subject as 

the measure of all things.”362  The modern self, however, is differentiated from 

antecedent concepts of the western self by its emphasis on self-determination and self-

emancipation which link to pervasive discourses concerned with radical freedom.  It is 

here where the Chāyāvād idiom burrows into the heart of the modern and ultimately the 

nationalist project:  the poetry of all of the Chāyāvād poets worked to redefine the idea of 

the individual in early twentieth-century India in relation to the modern notion of radical 

freedom.   

 In my discussion of Gandhi and Tagore in relation to Pant, I claimed that nature is 

the preeminent Chāyāvād mode and that Pant’s use of it to describe the self is correlative 

to its use to construct the idea of the nation within nationalist discourses (Chapters Four 

and Five).  In that discussion, however, I did not, clarify the senses in which I use the 

concept of the self.  Here, however, it is important to note the distinction between the self 

as a discursive arena and ‘the individual’ as the specific transmissional mode connected 

with Nirālā.  These two theoretical frames overlap; but whereas the Chāyāvād idiom as a 

whole worked to redefine the discursive arena of self-concept and identity in India, the 

transmissional modes function at a more specific level.  The transmissional mode of the 

individual in society operates within Chāyāvād poetry to represent the self and identity 

concepts.  Nirālā’s poetry, in particular, depicts the self in ways which are in dialogue 

with traditional (particularly Brahmanical) social and cultural models; and his 

representations of the self using the transmissional mode of the individual had an impact 

                                                 
362 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. 8. 



   259

upon wider discourses surrounding the individual self in relation to society.  Prasād’s 

focus on the transmissional mode of dharma is closely connected to the transmissional 

mode of the individual in society because dharma relates to both society and to the 

individual’s relationship to society.  The pairing of Nirālā and Prasād in this chapter 

serves to illustrate the shift from the Dvivedī Era’s social reformist ideal of the 

individual’s dharmic role in society to the new dharma of the modern-nationalist identity.   

 It also may be useful here to clarify my usage of the terms and concepts linked to 

“self” and “identity” and the relationship between the two.  In general, the term “self” 

ranges closer to metaphysical inquiry than does “identity.”  Self may be codefined with 

ego in the psychoanalytic sense or understood as consciousness—the definition of which 

represents both a metaphysical and legal conundrum.  In constrast, the “identity” of the 

individual is constituted through the network of social affiliations which a human adopts 

and which work collectively to determine where she or he stands on questions that will 

influence behavior.  Thus identities, both individual and collective, can be and frequently 

are influenced by cultural and religious concepts relating to existential being and sources 

of consciousness.  Further, an individual’s identity “usually involves not only his stand 

on moral and spiritual matters but also some reference to a defining community.”363  

Detailed theories and viewpoints on the terms “self” and “identity” abound, but two 

discussions that I have found to be particularly useful and recommend for further 

reference on this topic are Partha Chatterjee’s (A Princely Imposter? The Strange and 

                                                 
363 Talyor, p. 36. 
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Universal History of the Kumar of Bhawal) and Charles Taylor’s (Sources of the Self:  

The Making of the Modern Identity).364 

 My analysis of poems in this chapter relies on Riffaterre’s semiotic theory 

concerning how poems work.365  His theory states that poems are unified by a single 

theme that knits its various, apparently divergent elements into a unified whole.  A brief 

explanation of his theory will serve as an introduction to my analyses of the poems of 

Prasād and Nirālā that follow.  I want to add at the outset of this explanation that 

Riffaterre’s theory clarifies the reasons why Dvivedī Era poetry is not, at least in present-

day circles, generally appreciated as intrinsically literary and concurrently reveals why 

Chāyāvād poetry advanced the literary standard of the newly constructed genre of Khari 

Boli Hindi poetry.   

 Riffaterre’s idea about how a poem works is a further development of Saussure’s 

structuralist concept that texts pivot around a theme-word (paragram).  The paragram 

serves as the key element in a text’s structure and is proliferated in variant forms 

throughout the text, the significance of which resides entirely within its self-contained, 

self-referential structure.  According to Riffaterre, a poem is similarly centered on its 

hypogram, which is an invariant semantic nucleus, a pre-existent word group, that 

becomes replicated in varying ways throughout the text.  Riffaterre writes, “The text’s 

true significance lies in its consistent formal reference to and repetition of what it is 

                                                 
364 Chatterjee, pp. 115-137.  Talyor, pp. 25-52. 
365 Michael Riffaterre, Text Production (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983) and Riffaterre, 
Semiotics of Poetry. 
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about, despite continuous variations in the way it goes about saying it.”366  The hypogram 

(which may be any kind of word structure—for example a cliché, a quotation, a sentence, 

etcetera) governs the structure of the text even though it is not located in the text.  

Jonathan Culler explains that the hypogram is “the result of past semiotic or literary 

practice, and it is in perceiving a sign’s reference to this pre-existing phrase or complex 

that the reader identifies the sign as poetic.”367   

 Thus the existence of internal structural cohesion centered on a hypogram and its 

variants is the factor that determines if a text may called poetry.  Riffaterre differentiates 

poetic language from the language of prose:  in commonplace prose, meaning has 

multiple referents and “the truth of a text is established through its contacts with reality” 

along an axis of selection which uses methods that engage meaning outside the text.368  

Poetic language, however, gains meaning exclusively through relationships within and 

among the text’s internal elements along an axis of combination which engages lexical 

structures.  These lexical structures include accumulation and descriptive systems.  It is 

only necessary to describe accumulation here.369 

 Accumulation is a process that relates to the reader’s apprehension of meaning 

within the text.  A seme is a unit of meaning residing in a word.  The word “mermaid,” 

for example, contains the semes “fishy,” “human-like,” and “ocean-swimmer.”  Words 

may share semes; “dolphin” shares semes with “mermaid,” for example.  Accumulation 

                                                 
366 Riffaterre, Text Production, p. 76. 
367 Jonathan Culler, “The Semiotics of Poetry: Two Approaches,” in Semiotic Themes, ed. Richard T. 
DeGeorge (Lawrence: University of Kansas Publications, 1981), p. 78. 
368 Riffaterre, Text Production, p. 6. 
369 For further information on Riffaterre’s use of descriptive systems, see Semiotics of Poetry. 
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occurs when a reader apprehends a recurrent seme (such as human-like) that gains 

momentum through its recurrence in the text and thus becomes “overdetermined.”  For 

example, if words like “communicating,” “thinking,” and “considering” are also present 

in the poem with “mermaid” and “dolphin,” then the overdetermined seme may be 

“human intelligence.”  Words involved in such an accumulation “become synonyms of 

one another irrespective of their original meaning in ordinary language.”370  Thus the 

process of accumulation leads to overdetermination in which an independent signfying 

system is set up within the poem.  Awareness of semic accumulation guides the reader to 

the poem’s significance and points to the hypogram.  The hypogram is frequently hidden 

within an ungrammaticality (or odd disjuncture) within the poem and sometimes does not 

even appear overtly in the poem at all.   

 Riffaterre’s concept of the difference between poetic and prose languages reveals 

why the Dvivedī Era’s grammatical, prose-like poetry is not as “literary” as the poetry of 

the Chāyāvād Era:  In connection with Riffaterre’s concept of what makes a text poetic, it 

may be said that Dvivedī Era poems do not, in general, function structurally as poems 

should.  Dvivedī Era poems display thematic coherence but (in varying degrees, of 

course) they do not function in a rich way at the semic level.  Meaning is obtained in 

prose-like poetry through the same interpretive system at work in prose—that is, through 

externally referential means (such as metaphor and metonym or the application of an 

interpretation) on the axis of selection. 

                                                 
370 Riffaterre, Text Production, p. 39. 
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 In the next sections, I use Riffaterre’s theory to unravel the significance of 

Prasād’s Kāmāyanī and Nirālā’s Dān.  Locating the hypograms in these poems enhances 

understanding of how the transmissional modes worked within the structures of 

Chāyāvād poetry to delineate and transmit a new concept of identity.   

 
 
A New Dharma: Prasād and the Redefinition of the Indian Social Conscience 
 

Although McGregor states that Pant was Chāyāvād’s “real inaugurator,”371 

Jayśakar Prasād (1889-1937) is widely accepted as the initiator of Chāyāvād.  This is 

based on his publication in 1918 of a collection of poems, Jharanā (The Waterfall), 

which is a forerunner of the Chāyāvād style.  The history of Prasād’s early publications--

from Prem-Pathik (The Pilgrim of Love, 1913) to Āsū (Tears, 1925)--is described by 

Rubin as “tangled.”372  What can be said with certainty about Prem-Pathik and 

Citrādhār (Album, 1918?) is that they did not exclusively employ Khari Boli.  Prem-

Pathik appeared in both Braj Bhasa and Khari Boli versions and the poems of 

Kānan-Kusum (Forest Flowers), an earlier publication which was republished in 

Citrādhār, contained poems written in both dialects.373  These publications reflect the 

contemporary controversy (presided over by Dvivedī) concerning the proper medium for 

poetry that dethroned Braj Bhasa as the reigning medium for Hindi poetry on the basis of 

its inappropriateness to serve as the national language, marginalized Urdu, and promoted 

                                                 
371 McGregor, “A Last Look Back,” p. 73. 
372 David Rubin, trans., The Return of Sarasvati: Four Hindi Poets (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998), 
p. 29. 
373 Ibid., pp. 28-29. 



   264

Khari Boli as the sole poetic medium.  A story is told of Dvivedī’s rejection of Prasād’s 

first and only submission of poetry to Sarasvatī:   

In 1906, when he was 17, he sent a poem to “Saraswati”….The editor 
[Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī] not only found the poem unpublishable but also 
mocked at the poem’s new traits.  He ridiculed its diction, style and treatment and 
said that it was not a poem.  To the young poet it was more than a disappointment 
who [sic] resolved never to make any contribution to “Saraswati” and stood by 
the vow all his life.  This was by no means a small pledge since those days every 
writer in Hindi aspired to be published in “Saraswati”, especially the budding 
ones.374 

 

Prasād’s reaction to Dvivedī’s rejection stands in contrast to Maithilīśara Gupta’s; on 

the rejection of his initial Braj Bhasa submission, Gupta’s reaction was obedience to 

Dvivedī’s directives and acceptance of his editorial involvement over the years.   

As previously noted, the appearance of Jharanā marks, according to most critics, 

not only the beginning of a new phase for Prasād but also the inauguration of Chāyāvād.  

Originally published in 1918, the collection now known as Jharanā actually dates from 

1927 and includes additional works.375  Āsū (Tears) appeared first in 1925.  Together 

these two volumes represent the emergence of a fruitful new period in which Prasād’s use 

of Khari Boli as his preferred form for poetic expression matured and a highly personal 

voice, representative of the Chāyāvād style, appeared.  Here are two representative 

quatrains from Āsū, which is a deep outpouring of sorrow over lost love contained in 

190 quatrains. 

 

                                                 
374 Manohar Bandopadhyay, Lives and Works of Great Hindi Poets (Delhi: B. R. Publishing Corporation, 
1994), p. 94. 
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Quatrain 1:   

इस करुणा किलत हृदय मे ं

अब िवकल रािगनी बजती 

क्यों हाहाकार वरों मे ं

वेदना असीम गरजती?376  

 

In this heart formed of compassion 
now plays a restless rāginī; 
Why within the tumultuous notes 
does infinite pain thunder?  
 
 
 
 
Quatrain 110: 
 
धरणी दुख माँग रही ह ै

आकाश छीनता सुख को 

अपने को देकर उनको 

हूँ देख रहा उस मखु को।377 
 
The earth demands suffering 
the sky seizes happiness 
having surrendered myself to them 
I am gazing on that face.   
 

These examples show one of the preoccupations of the Chāyāvād idiom that is also 

acutely apparent in Mahādevī’s poetry:  pain interpreted in a universal frame.  Āsū, 

which moves from anguish over lost love to a universalistic compassion for the world, 

shows Prasād’s evolutionary style of poetic resolution that later appears in Kāmāyanī.    

                                                                                                                                                 
375 Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 29. 
376 Jayśakar Prasād, Āsū, in Prasād kā sampūrn kāvya (Allahabad: Lokbhārtī Prakāshan, 1999), p. 303. 
377 Prasād, Āsū, p. 320. 
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In his mature period, Prasād produced the poetic works which are considered his 

finest:  Lahar (The Wave, 1933) and Kāmāyanī (Kāma’s Daughter, 1935).  Rubin notes 

that the language of Lahar is not only “more original” than that of Prasād’s earlier poetry, 

but the “situations and emotions are far more specific than in Āsū…where the 

inclination towards lofty abstraction occasionally dilutes the intensity of expression.”378  

Over his years of productivity Prasād produced not only poetry but also numerous 

dramas, fictional works, and essays. 

Prasād’s personal life was, like Gupta’s, so remarkably sad and troubled that one 

wonders how he achieved anything at all, let alone the great poetic works in Khari Boli 

that were his accomplishment.  Born into a wealthy family of traditional snuff merchants 

in Banaras, Prasād enjoyed the privileges of education and exposure to literature until the 

untimely death of his father when Prasād was only ten.  His mother also died soon 

afterwards.  His eldest brother then took over the family business, but due to internal 

disputes in the family over inheritance and indebtedness incurred during the father’s 

lifetime, the business began to fail.  Then the brother died and Prasād himself was, at the 

age of sixteen, left to manage the failing business.  His first two wives died, the second in 

childbirth.  Through all of these personal trials, he quietly managed the business by day 

while pursuing his vocation as a writer at night.  Eventually he contracted tuberculosis.  

In her reminiscence of Prasād in Pāth ke Sāthī (Companions on the Road, 1956) titled 

“Sunghanī sāhu” (“Snuff merchant”), Mahādevī describes her only meeting with Prasād, 

which took place in 1936 not long before his death in 1937.  He was working on the 

                                                 
378 Rubin, p. 33. 
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second canto of Kāmāyanī at the time and she was unaware of his physical condition.  In 

her later reflection she asks,   

पर िजवन अ ौर मृत्यु के संघषर् . . . . क्या इतने  बड़े कलाकार का कोई ए ेसा अन्तरंग ि मतर् नहीं था जो 

इस असम द्वन्द्व के बीच में खड़ा हो सकता ?379 

    

But in his struggle of life and death…did not such a great artist have a very close 
friend who could stand up in the midst of this uneven battle? 
   

His poverty and personal ethics were such that either none of his friends and literary 

associates knew the situation concerning his health or were able or inclined to assist 

financially with the cost of treatment.   

 

Dharma as a Transmissional Mode in Kāmāyanī 

It is generally agreed upon that dharma is a central concept of Indian culture.380  It 

is a semantically complex term and carries many overlays of meaning applied by various 

groups at different junctures in its long history.  In this section I will discuss Prasād’s 

restructuring of the meaning of the term in his epic poem, Kāmāyanī, for use as a new 

index of identity within the framework of the Chāyāvād idiom.  A comparison of 

Kāmāyanī with Gupta's Bhārat-Bhārtī shows that, although both poems refer to 

premodern uses of the term, and although both poems were addressing modern pressures 

by constructing and proposing new modern identities, Kāmāyanī substantially shifted the 

sense of dharma away from Gupta’s extroverted, nationalist use of it.  Observing its use 

                                                 
379 Mahādevī Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, Vol. 2 (Jhānsī: Setu Prakāśan, 1970), p. 297. 
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in both poems will assist in uncovering the semiotic activity that supports the formation 

of identity.  The discussion of dharma in the present chapter correlates with the stylistic 

comparison of a Dvivedī Era poem by Gupta with a Chāyāvād poem by Nirālā in Chapter 

Three and the linkage of dharma to militant heroism in the nationalist period. 

 Patrick Olivelle offers insights on the history of the word dharma that will be 

useful here.  Crediting Paul Horsch’s study (1967), he writes that the earliest uses of 

dharma in the gveda were associated with the term “‘institute’ in the sense of 

constitution or foundation in ritual, legal, and moral sense. . .”381  But its use is 

remarkably sparse in later Vedic works (including the Upaniads) where it becomes 

centered around concepts of kingship and power as the essence of kingship.  There also is 

a special linking of the king’s dharma or duty with the maintenance of social and moral 

order, the proper discharge of his kingly duties, and the execution of justice.   

Olivelle proposes that the surprising emergence of a body of dharmic literature 

within the Brahmanical tradition (the Dharmasūtras) may indicate a repositioning of the 

term towards a more central position in the lexicon.  It may also show its semantic 

evolution brought about by its use in ascetic sects and its re-appropriation and re-

definition by Aśoka as a primary means through which he defined his reign.  Aśoka’s use 

of the term is interesting in the context of Gupta and Prasād’s poems.  Olivelle writes, 

Aśoka makes dharma almost entirely an ethical concept.  Dharma is the ethical 
principle that must guide the lives of all people—Brahman and ascetic, king and 

                                                                                                                                                 
380 Patrick Olivelle, “Power of Words:  The Ascetic Appropriation and the Semantic Evolution of dharma,” 
to be published in Asceticism and Power in the Asian Context, ed., Peter Fluegel and Gustaaf Houtman 
(London: Curzon, forthcoming).   
381 Olivelle, p. 4. 
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subject.  Dharma in Aśoka is the central concept of a common public ethic; 
dharma is the right way of living.382          

 

Because Aśoka’s repositioning of the term amended the special relationship between king 

and Brahman, and because ascetical sects may have appropriated the term (dhamma) in 

relationship to specific sectarian teachings and leaders, it is probable that Brahmanical 

communities perceived a need to restore power to themselves:  “The Brahmanical 

response in the form of the Dharma-sūtras is a direct response to the events beyond their 

control…”383  Thus the term underwent several shifts in its semantic function:  gvedic 

ritual, legal, and moral usage; association with the essence of kingship; sectarian 

appropriation; Aśoka’s reappropriation of the term as an indicator of public ethics; and, 

finally, the Brahmanical communities’ response in the form of the Dharma-sūtras.  This 

history shows the extensive range of connotations absorbed by the term, its appropriation 

by authorities as a means to consolidate power, and the beginnings of its use to insist 

upon the ethical responsibilities of members within society.  It also reveals that the term 

has very old, complex semantic networks, that it is an apt term for appropriation and 

reformulation, that it is a term useful for claiming authority, and that its dimension as a 

social concept had already reached into the structures of individual lives through both 

Aśoka’s refashioning of it and its use by Brahmanical groups to regain authority.   

 The Dvivedī Era and Chāyāvād idioms followed a similar pattern of appropriating 

the semantically rich term for idiological purposes.  Both idioms used the concept of 

                                                 
382 Ibid., p. 13.  
383 Ibid., p. 18. 
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dharma in its sense of commonly practiced ethical structure; however, the Dvivedī Era 

poets emphasized dharma as social responsibility in the social reformist vein whereas the 

Chāyāvād poets constructed a new interior dimension, thus expanding the term’s 

semantic range and fitting into the parameters of a new modern-nationalist identity.384   

 Also of interest in relation to the Chāyāvād and the Dvivedī Era idioms, is a 

further development linking the term dharma to Āryāvarta (“the land of the 

Āryas”).  Pata–jali and others speak of a cultured group of people (the śitas) who live in 

north-central India and “set the standard for good dharma as much as for good 

Sanskrit.”385  This is significant because of the linkage of India as an imagined 

geographical space to the use of the term dharma.  Dvivedī utilized the Āryan ideal as a 

means to argue for the supremacy of Khari Boli.  Both poems whose uses of the term 

dharma I will discuss in this section, Bhārat-Bhārtī and Kāmāyanī, depict an ideal India 

and situate their discussions of dharma in relation to the ideal geographical space. 

 In Chapter One, I discussed Gupta’s Bhārat-Bhārtī as a construction of a 

collective Indian identity that was nationalist and specifically Hindu.  In the poem, 

dharma is the object of special attention.  The Atit kha describes the inhabitants of 

ancient India as consistently dharmic in their behavior.  For example,   

 

 

                                                 
384 I have left a gap in the semantic history of the term where Olivelle’s study leaves off and the Dvivedī 
Era begins.  But this gap does not negate the significance of the early history of the term to the present 
analysis of the use of dharma because the word carried its historical connotations, particularly its sense of 
social responsibility, into the Dvivedī Era.  Even so, it would be an interesting project to trace the semantic 
use of dharma through its uses in the premodern forms of Hindi and Hindustani and thence into Khari Boli. 
385 Olivelle, p. 20. 
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वे धमर् को रखते सदा थ,े धमर् रखता था उन्हे ं!386    
 
They always were acting in accordance with dharma, dharma maintained them!  

 

But eventually Vedic or Hindu dharma declined.  In the Vartamān kha, Gupta 

expresses concern that dharma is no longer kept and that ancient dharma ought to be 

preserved in education.  In the Bhaviyat kha, he exhorts:   

अ ाअ ो बनंे शुभ साधना के अ ाज से साधक सभी 

िनज धमर् की रक्षा करंे, जीवान सफल होगा तभी । 

 
Come, starting today, let us all practice good deeds 
Let us defend our own dharma, then indeed life will be successful.387 

 

 In connection with dharma, Gupta also emphasizes social order.  In the 

Bhaviyat kha, he calls first on the four varas and then on groups such as 

sādhu-sants, kavis (poets), and netā (leaders) to follow the dharma of their group.  Orsini 

writes, “It will be enough for each group to ‘progress’ along the dharma of its forefathers 

for the whole society to progress harmoniously.”388  If dharma is honored and practiced 

so that society becomes a recreation of ancient order inscribed in modernity then 

Bhārat-var will again become harmonious and prosperous like the ancient Āryāvarta. 

  So what does Gupta accomplish through his use of the concept of dharma in 

Bhārat-Bhārtī?  He samples a broad range of the term’s historically layered meanings:  

its earliest moral sense from the Vedic period; its connection with social order and 

                                                 
386 Gupta, Bhārat-Bhārtī, p. 13. 
387 Ibid., p. 153. 
388 Orsini, p. 202. 
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harmony; its construction as an ethical term connoting the “right” way to live during the 

time of Aśoka.  Although Gupta sees the vara system as an important underpinning of 

society, his emphasis on the Brahmanical community (in the sense of the rules and 

proscriptions seen in the Dharma-sūtras) is not as great as his emphasis on a kind of 

Aśokan inclusivity.  At root he sees India as a Hindu nation, but he attempts to bring 

everyone into the fold called “Hindu.”  This position was not unusual at the time, but 

Gupta’s poem became extremely popular and thus was in the forefront of defining 

collective concepts about identity for at least a decade after its original publication.   

Thus Gupta created a homogenized version of the concept of dharma that referred 

loosely to many of its previous meanings and applied it to a concept of the nation 

modeled after the ‘land of the Āryans' as described by Pata–jali and other much earlier 

writers.  The conflation of historical uses of dharma by Gupta is one of the features of his 

poem that I believe enabled a collective attachment to his concept of Indian identity.  The 

term’s historical resonances and imprecise outlines could appeal broadly while 

delineating the responsibilities of a model individual whose greatest concern in spite of 

differences of caste, economic class, age, or profession was for the good of society and 

the building of the nation rather than for himself or herself as an individual. 

When compared to Gupta's use of dharma in Bhārat-Bhārtī, Prasād’s use of the 

term in Kāmāyanī is quite different both conceptually and in terms of the frequency of its 

appearance.  Because the term dharma is so sparsely used in Kāmāyanī, one might be 

tempted to dismiss it as insignificant to the text.  The significance of its use is indeed 

difficult to see or to assess without applying Riffaterre’s semiotic theory relating to the 
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unity of the poem; dharma’s very embeddedness in relation to the poem’s hypogram 

renders it an elusive element.  The centrality of dharma’s significance becomes apparent, 

however, through its connection to the poem’s hypogram, which I have identified as 

“Vedic sacrifice.”   

Before discussing the semiotic structure of the poem, however, it will be useful to 

give a synopsis of its plot.  Kāmāyanī is a long allegorical poem written in fifteen cantos 

titled:  “Chintā” (“Anxiety”), “Āśā” (“Hope”), “Śrāddhā” (“Faith”), “Kāma” (“Desire”), 

“Vāsanā” (“Passion”), “Lajjā” (“Shame”), “Karma” (“Action”), “Īryā” (“Envy”), 

“Iā” (“Intelligence”), “Svapan” (“Dream”), “Sagar” (“Struggle”), 

“Nirved” (“Renunciation”), “Darśan” (“Vision”), “Rahasya” (“Mystical Experience”), 

and “Ānand” (“Bliss”).  The allegory begins with Manu (the first man) sitting on a ledge 

in the Himalayas, having survived the Great Flood which (Prasad points out in the 

Preface) is recorded in the eighth chapter of the Śhatapatha Brāhmaa.  Manu’s anxiety, 

sadness, and loneliness are overwhelming, but eventually Śrāddhā (who Prasad notes is 

named in the g Veda as the daughter of Kāma known as Kāmāyanī) appears.  After a 

period of acquaintance, Manu and Śrāddhā fall in love and decide to marry.  Two demon 

priests concurrently appear and convince Manu to sacrifice Śrāddhā’s pet deer as part of 

the ritual proceedings.  Upon discovering this cruelty, Śrāddhā is extremely distraught but 

Manu convinces her to consummate the marriage anyway.  During Śrāddhā’s pregnancy 

Manu becomes jealous of the coming child and is bored by Śrāddhā’s pregnant state.  He 

runs away and eventually arrives at the kingdom of  Iā, the queen of Sarasvati (who 

Prasād notes is described in the Śhatapatha Brāhmaa as the daughter of Manu).  Iā’s 
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kingdom on the banks of the river Sarasvatī is in a terrible state of disrepair due to the 

recent flood.  She convinces Manu to remain as prajāpati (king) and assist in the work of 

rebuilding the kingdom.  He stays, and instigated by Iā’s intelligence and concern for 

knowledge and scientific and material advancement, raises the kingdom to a height of 

what may be called “modernity.”  Prasād says, “Manu became excessively attracted to 

Iā and was drawn away from Śrāddhā.”389  For a while the relationship of Manu and Iā 

is chaste, but eventually Manu is overcome by his passion and tries to rape Iā.  The gods 

and heavens are thrown into a tumult by this sight and earthly catastrophes and war ensue 

due to the breach in the social order.  Meanwhile Śrāddhā has a dream foretelling these 

events and goes out with her son in search of Manu.  She eventually locates him lying in 

a pool of blood.  She also meets Iā who admits to her own guilt in the outcome of events 

due to her desire for greater knowledge and material success.  Śrāddhā leaves her son, 

Manav, with Iā and takes Manu up into the Himālayas where she teaches him the 

importance of the integration of desire, knowledge, and action and, as the goddess 

Kāmāyanī, induces ecstasy through her smile, which integrates the three states.  Hearing 

of this, Iā, Manav, and the citizens of Sarasvatī--leading a white bull (v dhaval) who is 

stated in the poem to be a pratinidhi (representative, substitute, or image) of  dharma for 

the purposes of a non-violent sacrifice--make a pilgrimage up the mountain to find and 

gaze upon the beatific vision.  When the pilgrims behold the divine couple, all becomes 

as one.   

                                                 
389 Jayśakar Prasād, Kāmāyanī in Prasād kā sampūrn kāvya  (Allahabad: Lokbhārtī Prakāshan, 1999),  
p. 408. 
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There are many indications within and in relation to the text that indicate that 

‘Vedic sacrifice’ is the text’s hypogram, or central unifying theme:  Prasād notes in his 

Preface that Manu is the first sacrificer in the Vedas so that the name of the poem’s hero 

is directly connected to sacrifice; he also states that the the gods and their culture are 

destroyed due to their excessively evil deeds in the great deluge (which is connected to 

the concept of sacrifice as a means to restore cosmic order); Manu sacrifices (yaj–a) 

Śrāddhā’s pet deer upon the urging of two evil demon priests (“Karma” canto); Manu 

tells Iā that he has filled the altars with blood following her instructions (rudhir bharī 

vediya; “Sagar,” quatrain 67); and in the final scene the bull (named dharma) with 

soma vines twined around it is being led to a nonviolent sacrifice.  The bull, an apparent 

afterthought or seemingly unimportant detail, works as the key to the meaning of the 

entire poem by connecting the poem’s central theme of sacrifice to the concept of 

dharma.   

Although other terms which are related conceptually to dharma (such as niyam 

and kriyā) appear earlier in the text, dharma only appears in the text three times.  It 

appears for the first time near the end of the “Rahasya” section (the penultimate canto) in 

quatrain 64 as part of a description of the world of knowledge.  Its next appearance is in 

the second quatrain of the poem’s final canto, “Ānand,” where it refers to the white bull 

which is being led up the mountain with the pilgrim group: 

था सोम लता से अ ावृत 

वृष धवल धमर् का पर्ितिनिध; 

घंटा बजता तालों म ंे 
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उसकी थी मथंर गित िविध । 

 
Covered with a soma vine, 
was a white bull, representing dharma; 
bells jingled in rhythm 
the manner of his gait was slow.390  
 

The last use of dharma in the text is again in relation to the bull’s purpose.  When asked 

by a child why she doesn’t ride on the bull, Iā replies: 

इस वृषभ धमर् पर्ितिनिध को 

उत्सगर् करंेग ेजाकर । 

िचर मकु्त रहे यह िनभर्य 

वच्छन्द सदा सुख पाकर । 

Upon arrival there, we will set free  
this bull which represents dharma; 
long should he remain free, without fear, 
unrestrained, having obtained happiness forever.391  

  

She thus sets aside the bull as a sacred animal; it is not intended for self-serving human 

use towards personal gain or material improvement.  It is interesting to note that the word 

used to indicate the intention to set the bull free (utsarg) means ‘sacrifice’ in the sense of 

‘oblation’ (a sacrifice without killing) in addition to its meaning of ‘setting free.’    

Kāmāyanī contains references to the nation and to society.  These occur mostly in 

connection with Iā as queen of Sarasvat-desh.  Iā’s goal is to gain what is beneficial to 

the nation; happiness will then ensue, she claims.  Manu, however, says that he has 

                                                 
390 Prasād, Kāmāyanī, p. 687. 
391 Ibid., p. 693. 
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ordered the four varas in Sarasvatī, organized labor, ruled according to law, and 

performed the requisite blood sacrifices as prajāpati; all of these activities represent his 

dharmic responsibility as king to maintain social order, uphold the law, and perform 

sacrifices on behalf of the kingdom.  Even though Prasād does not use dharma as the 

term for law in this passage, Manu’s catalogue of activities is a strong cultural reference 

to the link between concepts of kingly essence and dharma and, particularly, to the term’s 

usage in later Vedic works connecting the king’s duty (dharma) to the maintenance of 

social order.  Citing these accomplishments, Manu says that he believes he has been used 

by Iā and that he deserves to possess her.  It is ironic that Manu ennumerates his 

dharmic accomplishments as king and then immediately proceeds to commit an act that 

breaks the order he has established as king.  When the kingdom’s subjects become aware 

that Manu has assaulted Iā they rush upon him, accusingly: 

पर्कृत शिक्त तुमने यंतर्ों से सब की छीनी! 

शोषण कर जीवनी बना दी जजर्र झीनी! 

 

By your machines you wrenched away the natural power of all, 
having exploited [us] you made life weak and worn.392 

 

Here Prasād is taking a Gandhian approach to the idea of India as a nation:  he sees the 

possibility of an overabundance of technological progress (modern, western, scientific 

progress) as a threat to the integrity of the nation and believes that the nation must 

balance intellect with faith; ultimately faith is superior over intellect.  Human greed, as 

manifested in the kingdom of Sarasvatī, is thus seen as the biggest threat to the integrity 
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of the nation or social group; in the Karma Canto, human greed is also connected to 

animal sacrifice.   

Although the idea of the nation is a major topic in Kāmāyanī, the poem is not 

primarily about the nation.  The poem is about its individual hero, Manu.  In this regard 

the poem is obviously very different  from Bhārat-Bhārtī in which the thematic 

orientation is overtly and consistently towards the construction of the nation and society.  

I would like to posit that the hypogram—Vedic sacrifice—which emerges through the 

unity of Kāmāyanī works to reposition the concept of dharma towards a more interior 

sense of the word.  As a semantic marker, dharma certainly carried connotations of 

individual dharma prior to Prasād’s poem.  But in comparison to Gupta’s employment of 

it, Prasād gave the term a different meaning which, although still related to the idea of the 

nation, positioned the dharmic responsibility of the individual within the individual.    

In the complex configuration of semiotic activity in Kāmāyanī (as previously 

indicated) a number of words, phrases, and concepts connect to the concept of sacrifice.  

But Manu, the deer, and the bull are uniquely connected through the idea of sacrifice.  

Manu has stood in for sacrifice; the deer and the bull (who is dharma) both represent 

Manu; and Manu’s acts of sacrificial violence are shown in the poem to be against 

himself because the whole universe is one consciousness, united in knowledge, action, 

and desire.  Thus Prasād connects dharma to sacrifice.  This is not a new connection 

because the link is apparent in Vedic texts where ritual sacrifices of various kinds involve 

the use of the term dharma.  The use of the bull named dharma to represent primal man 

                                                                                                                                                 
392 Ibid., p. 609. 
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(Manu) resituates dharmic responsibility first in the individual as a matter of self-

sacrifice; dharmic responsibility to society is first a responsibility of the individual’s 

conscience; the individual must know himself and his place in the cosmos.  (Self-) 

sacrifice becomes the means for eternal joy and social order.  Gavin Flood writes,   

There are three sources of dharma according to the Dharma Sūtras:  revelation  
(i.e. the Veda), tradition (smti), the customs or ‘good custom’ of the virtuous or 
those learned in the Veda.  The Manu Smti or Mānava Dharma Śāstra adds to 
these three ‘what is pleasing to oneself’ which might be rendered as 
‘conscience’.393  
 

It is in the sense of dharma as conscience that I think Kāmāyanī effects the largest shift in 

dharma as a transmissional mode.  Although conscience can be externally influenced or 

driven by social expectations, it is fundamentally an internal, individual function.  As 

Flood notes, the concept of dharma as ‘conscience’ had been around for a long time; but 

Prasād resituated the idea of dharma as conscience (in opposition to the notion of 

external duty to caste or state in life), reconnected it to the concept of sacrifice as an 

articulation of dharma, and located it within current debates surrounding modernity, 

science, and rationality (through his use of Iā and the kingdom of Sarasvatī).    

 The shift in identity discourse away from the social realm (linked to dharma in 

Gupta’s poem) concerns a movement from the external social realm to the personal 

conscience.  In comparison to Gupta’s overt nationalist exhortation in Bhārat-Bhārtī, the 

use of the term dharma is more implicit; the meaning is more precisely located within 

ritual contexts than broadly referential to a sampling of all of dharma’s semantic range in 

history; is more interiorized within the individual (the poem is about the self-sacrifice of 
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Manu); is connected to the right ordering of society but places the burden first upon the 

individual’s disposition in the areas of action (desire, icchā; knowledge, j–ān; and action, 

kriyā.  Thus Prasād took an ancient theme, dharma, and through it restructured the 

Dvivedī Era’s construction of individual identity, moving the accepted social model of 

identity towards a more self-referential version of the modern-nationalist man or woman 

of India.  The idea behind Kāmāyanī is not just Prasād’s personal concept of salvation but 

is also his statement of the nation’s responsibility in the sense of becoming a nation of 

individuals who, grounded in guidelines of ancient Indian philosophy, are thus able to act 

with moral conviction from within and as strongly autonomous individuals. 

 To return to modernity’s underlying construct of radical freedom and the three 

cultural models of modernity (knowledge, power, self):  how does this poem fit into 

modernity and nationalism as a modern identity construct?  Prasād’s Kāmāyanī (which, 

of course, falls into the category of autonomous knowledge production by its very 

existence as the product of a dying Banārsī snuff merchant), addresses the modern 

question of the location of power in relation to society and the individual’s responsibility 

towards society.  Prasād is as concerned for the benefit of the nation and society as Gupta 

is, but his solution for the creation of social order in the face of modernity’s onslaught is 

quite different.  He thinks that social stability lies within the individual’s self-referential 

dharmic power.  Dharma is presented as the individual’s ability to sacrifice himself or 

herself for a greater good, but the power to do so is not gained by rote adherence to laws 

of social order but by interior transformation.  In this sense, Kāmāyanī is a continuation 

                                                                                                                                                 
393 Flood, p. 53. 
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of modernity’s discussions about the the nature of the self.  It uses a theme (dharma) with 

a vast semiotic network in order to construct an argument for a more autonomous ideal of 

the individual.  Its hidden theme of sacrifice becomes associated with dharma in an 

allegory of modernity (with Iā having been made to represent the urge to objectify 

things and to rely only on scientific and technological prowess instead of interior 

personal strength connected to faith or Śrāddhā).  Kāmāyanī is one the great icons of 

modern Hindi literature; with its initial publication in 1936, its statement about modern-

nationalist Indian identity permeated discourses about the nation and the individual in the 

Hindi public sphere well before independence was attained in 1947.   

 
Questioning Brahmanism: Nirālā and the Idea of the Individual 
 
 Nirālā (which means strange, unusual, extraordinary, unique, solitary) was the pen 

name of Sūryakānt Tripāhī who was born in 1899 into a family of Kanyākubja Brahmans 

in Bengal.394  His father, Rāmasahāya Tevārī, had relocated from Gaākolā in the 

Kanauj/Avadh region of what is now eastern Uttar Pradesh to Mahiādal in the 

Midnāpur administrative district of Bengal and was in the employment of the mahārājā 

there.  The name given Nirālā at birth was Surajkumār Tevārī.  Ramvilas Sharma writes, 

“Āth kanaujiyā nau cūlhe kī kahāvat maśhūr hai” (the saying ‘eight Kanaujis, nine 

hearths’ is famous”).395  Thus the Kanyākubja Brahman community is recognized for a 

tendency to break relations with close family members—by setting up different family 

                                                 
394 This date has been debated, but most scholars now accept the date of 1899 (and the reasoning behind it) 
given in Ramvilas Sharma's definitive biography.  Ramvilas Sharma, Nīrālā kī Sāhitya Sādhanā, vol. 1 
(New Delhi: Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1969), pp. 13-14. 
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hearths and thus different households—over matters of Brahmanical purity and perceived 

breaches of caste boundaries.  As we will see in “Dān,” Nirālā perceived brahmanical 

caste-ism and empty ritual to be reprehensible.  Negativity towards his own caste 

influenced his ideas and writings relating to the modern-nationalist Indian identity.   

 Nirālā’s mother died when he was two.  Perhaps his father’s severity negatively 

affected his attitude toward matters of caste.  He returned with his father to Kanauj in 

1907 for investiture with the sacred thread and the same year began taking classes at 

Mahiādal School.  A few years later, in 1911 when he was “bārah ke ās-pās” (near 

twelve years of age), he was married to a young girl also of the Kanauj area, 

Manohrādevī, of almaū village, who was “karīb gyārah sāl” (nearly eleven).396  He 

continued his studies at Mahiādal but, like Tagore, “showed scant interest in the school 

curriculum and developed an innate hatred for examinations.”397  However, unlike 

Tagore, he did not have a means to escape the unimaginative grind of school.398  After 

gaunā (ceremonial bringing home of the bride), he failed his high school entrance 

exam.399  His father threw the young Surajkumār and his bride out of the house and 

confiscated her dowry.  Their only recourse was to return to Manohrādevī’s family home 

in almaū.  Their two children were born in almaū—Rāmaka (1914) and Saroj 

(1917).  Manohrādevī is credited with awakening Surajkumār’s love for the poetry of 

                                                                                                                                                 
395 Ibid., p. 11. 
396 Ibid., vol. 1, p. 21. 
397 Bandopadhyay, p. 102. 
398 Tagore also hated school but, backed by a wealthy, expansive, and creatively minded family, was 
removed from school.  His education was overseen by one of his brothers at home with specialists brought 
in to teach him subjects as diverse as Sanskrit and wrestling.   
399 Sharma, vol. 1, p. 25. 
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Tulsīdās through her sublime singing.400  It is told that she also, while still in Bengal, 

spurred him on to improve his Khari Boli; and it was there that he began to read the Khari 

Boli periodicals, Sarasvatī and Maryādā.401  Nirālā’s bilingual ability in Bengali and 

Hindi was to have a profound effect upon the course of his literary development.   

 Tragedy ensued; his father died in 1917 and Manohrādevī, his brother, and sister-

in-law all died in the flu epidemic of 1918, leaving Surajkumār responsible at the age of 

nineteen—and without the advantage of higher education—for the support not only of his 

own two children, but also of his deceased brother’s four children.  He returned briefly to 

Mahiādal and stepped into his father’s position, but did not like the administrative work 

or collecting taxes from impoverished farmers.   

 It was at this point that he turned to literature, which had been keenly important to 

him heretofore, but not as his profession.  His famous poem, “Juhī kī Kalī” (“The 

Jasmine Bud”), which was a herald of the Chāyāvād movement, was probably written 

around 1918 or 1920 (although Nirālā himself, in Kullībhā, claims that it was written in 

1916).402  Around the same time (1919-20) he became influenced by Gandhi’s non-

cooperation movement and the Vedāntist thought of Śrī Rāmaka.  Also in 1920, he 

changed his name to Sūryakānt Tripāhī due to the new life as a poet that he was 

embarking upon and his sense that Surajkumār Tevārī was insufficiently kavitvapūr 

(seriously poetical) for him.403  His first literary job was in Calcutta working as editor for 

                                                 
400 Ibid., p. 25. 
401 Ibid., p. 490. 
402 Ibid., p. 491-493.  Kullībhā is Nirālā’s autobiographical novel first published in 1939. 
403 Ibid., p. 39. 
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the Rāmaka Mission’s periodical, Samānvāya.  Rubin rightly notes that “His two-year 

association with the Mission was no doubt of importance in directing him to a study of 

Vedānta, reflections of which are found throughout his work.”404  This association was 

also an important period of initiation into the literary world.  In 1923 he began editing the 

new journal, Mātvālā, and some of his first poems were published there.  “Juhī kī Kalī” 

came out in its first version in Ādarś in 1922.405  Also during this period in Calcutta 

(1922), he became acquainted with Girīśchandra Ghosh’s Bengali plays written in free 

verse (mukt-chand); this contact initiated his own interest in using free verse, which 

brought him both notoriety and praise.406   

 One of the more confusing features of Nirālā’s publication history is the existence 

of two separate volumes titled Anāmikā (Nameless) which were published fifteen years 

apart.  The first Anāmikā was published in 1923 at which time Sūryakānt assumed his pen 

name, Nirālā.  This volume contained Nirālā’s early poems and its entire contents were 

included in 1930 in a larger collection, Parimal (Fragrance), which is thoroughly 

representative of the Chāyāvād idiom in its romantic themes and treatment.  However, 

Parimal is a far more varied collection than Chāyāvād volumes produced by the other 

Chāyāvād poets; it contains nationalist references and poems of social protest.  The 

presence of these elements does not diminish the volume’s qualification as a solid 

representation of the Chāyāvād idiom.  Instead it reveals Nirālā’s personal complexity 

                                                 
404 Sūryakānt Tripāhī, A Season on the Earth, trans.  David Rubin (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1976), p. 128. 
405 Sharma, vol. 1, p. 491. 
406 Ibid. 
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and the great range and flexibility of his intellectual engagement, which outstrips the 

other Chāyāvād poets whose corpuses represent narrower creative arenas.  The presence 

of these also uncovers Nirālā’s continuing concern with delineations of the self and both 

personal and social identities, including nationalist identity.  It should also be noted that, 

during the early period, Nirālā was attempting publication in Sarasvatī which, as 

discussed earlier, had a middle-class ethic and privileged nationalist and social reform 

poetry.  Even Nirālā’s early socially oriented poetry, however, tended towards social 

protest rather than social reform. 

 Around the time of Parimal’s publication, Nirālā relocated to Lucknow where he 

published Gītikā (Lyric Poem) in 1936, Tulsīdās in 1938, and the second Anāmikā in 

early 1939.407  The second Anāmikā contains a completely different set of poems from 

those appearing in the first Anāmikā.  In 1936 his daughter Saroj died at the age of 

nineteen.  Her death prompted Nirālā to write the famous “Saroj-smti” (“In Memory of 

Saroj”), which is a complex, autobiographical testament to his sense of grief and regret.  

“Saroj-smti” is included in the second Anāmikā.  The volume also contains two poems 

which I discuss in this dissertation:  his important long poem “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” 

(“Rām’s Worship of the Goddess”), which is an intimate, psychological look into Rām’s 

despair and supplication to the goddess in the moment of battle with Rāvaa; and “Dān,” 

the poem which I discuss later in this chapter.  Anāmikā was the last of Nirālā’s 

                                                 
407 Nandkishor Naval, Introduction to Pahalā Kha in Nīrālā Racanāvalī, vol. 1, ed, Nandkishor Naval 
(New Delhi: Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1998), p. 20.  Nandkishor Naval gives a convincing explanation taken 
from Nirālā’s own comments for why the date of 1938, which was previously accepted by scholars for the 
publication of the second Anāmikā, is in error and the date of its publication was, instead, early 1939. 
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Chāyāvād volumes.  It is, in fact, a transitional volume containing poems written both in 

the romantic idiom and poems which look toward Nirālā’s next phases.  All during this 

period in Lucknow, Nirālā attempted to earn a living through a series of editorial and 

translation jobs and by publishing his own writing, both poetry and prose essays.   

 In 1941 Nirālā moved to Allahabad where he lived until his death in 1961.  He 

had always been haunted by financial want.  In Allahabad he was impoverished and 

incapable of managing his own finances to such an extent that his friend, Mahādevī, took 

over the mangagement of his income.  His poverty was due not only to the fact that the 

funds he earned as a poet, prose writer, and editor were always meager but also to his 

habit of generous giving to others in need to his own detriment.  After the Chāyāvād 

period came to an close, his literary creativity continued to flourish.  His post-Chāyāvād 

Era volumes of poetry include:  Kukurmuttā (Mushroom, 1948), a famous satirical poem 

that first appeared in Has (a Banaras monthly) in 1941, and which contrasts the 

indigenous mushroom to the imported rose;408 Animā (Infinitesimal Form, 1943), which 

takes up mystical themes; Belā and Naye Patte (Jasmine and New Leaves, both published 

in 1946); Arcanā (Adoration, 1950); Ārādhnā (Worship, 1953); Gīt Guj (Hum of Songs, 

1954); and Sāndhya Kāklī (Evening Sound, published posthumously in 1969).  These 

poems were varied in nature, including themes of social criticism along Progressivist 

lines, mysticism, Vedāntic philosophy, and eventually a devotional style that appears in 

the four final volumes (Arcanā, Ārādhnā, Gīt Guj, and Sāndhya Kāklī).  Rubin 

                                                 
408 Nandkishor Naval, Introduction to Dūsrā Kha in Nīrālā Racanāvalī, vol. 2, ed, Nandkishor Naval 
(New Delhi: Rājkamal Prakāśan, 1998), pp. 13 and 62. 
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compares poems in these volumes to the bhakti tradition and notes that such bhakti-like 

supplications are seen in Nirālā’s poetry as eary as Parimal (1930) and also show up in 

Animā (1943).409   

 Thus from the beginning of his literary career, Nirālā obfuscated categories.   

In his personal behavior, he was always a prankster and a fighter, had an incisive, playful 

sense of humor, was frequently judged to be insane or at least mentally unstable, and 

constantly carried out heated polemics, which did not increase his popularity in the 

literary community.  One such dispute was with Pant; he and Pant fought over which one 

of them had initiated mukt-chand in Hindi and accused each other of plagiarizing 

Tagore.410  It seemed a great irony and was a source of considerable pique to Nirālā that 

the already wealthy—and in his opinion, less talented—Pant received financial rewards 

along with his many literary prizes whereas he subsisted in poverty and with scant 

recognition for his literary accomplishments.  It is ironic that Nirālā now seems to many 

critics to be the greatest poet of Khari Boli to have emerged thus far.  His compact, 

elegant use of Hindi as a lyrical language, the breadth of themes he was able to tie 

together in a single poetic unit, his development of the poetry of social criticism, his 

introduction and frequent use of everyday figures in lieu of the grandiose, his tendency to 

use irony and humor even in spiritually oriented and otherwise serious poetry—all of 

these features and inventions established a foundation for subsequent poetic movements 

in Hindi. 

                                                 
409 Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 66. 
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 I have identified several themes or foci that are prominent in Nirālā’s Chāyāvād 

corpus:  nature and its personification; the Brahmanical self; the feminine, particularly, as 

Goddess or lover; eroticism; devotion to forms of God; Vedāntist philosophical ideas; 

death; the production of poetry and creative processes; and human misery relating to 

hunger, oppression, and caste distinction.  References have been made above to Nirālā’s 

tendency to define himself against the structures of his Brahman caste and also more 

generally against social networks.  He consistently did odd things certain to convince 

people that he was crazy and he frequently stepped outside the boundaries of 

commonsensical practice.  There was constant discussion in the literary world of his day 

concernity the state of his sanity.411  His actual mental condition cannot be ascertained 

retrospectively, but he does appear to have become more eccentric in later years.  

Considering his personal reputation, the extremely innovative nature of his poetry, and 

his production of poems that chafe against society’s mores and Brahmanical boundaries, 

Nirālā’s stereotyping as the rebellious voice of the individual is not surprising.  Thus, 

even though a number of themes stand out as important within his Chāyāvād corpus, the 

corpus in its entirety emphasizes the redefinition of individual identity against social 

boundaries.   

 Nirālā’s poetry shows evidence of a continuous effort to redefine the concept of 

the Brahmanical self specifically.  The Brahman vara (class) does not define what it is 

                                                                                                                                                 
410 Ibid., p. 65.  The accusations about plagerizing Tagore were carried out in Pant’s Preface to Pallav and 
Nirālā’s “Pant aur Pallav” in Prabandh-Padma. 
411 More about Nirālā’s anti-social and otherwise odd activities may be found in Rubin, The Return of 
Sarasvati, p. 72 and p. 107.  Rubin also cites Bachchan, Nī kā Nirmā Phir (Delhi: Rajpal & Sons, 1973), 
p. 338.  
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to be Indian; however Indian nationalist identity was generally constructed in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as high class and Hindu.  Nirālā’s effort to 

redefine the Brahmanical self should, therefore, be seen as a vehicle for discussing Indian 

identity more broadly.  His reconsideration of the meaning of being Brahman followed on 

the foundation of premodern bhakti social protest and Vedic reformist organizations 

founded in the nineteenth century, such as the Brahmo Samāj, which promoted (although 

not always whole-heartedly) widow remarriage and other such practices that were 

threatening to the purity of traditional Brahmanical boundaries.  However, Nirālā’s 

reformulation went well beyond these to delineate a truly iconoclastic individual, a 

natural man guided by his heart and a personally constructed definition of morality.  The 

Brahman represents for Nirālā both the individual self (because he was a Brahman) and 

restriction, primarily restriction relating to caste and society’s expectations of the 

individual.  Nirālā’s poetic discussions of caste and the Brahman are closely related.  The 

denigration of caste boundaries and definitions is by default a discussion about redefining 

Brahmanical identity.  Because of his discussions of Brahman identity, caste, and the 

breaking of social boundaries, Nirālā most completely exemplifies the Chāyāvād effort to 

redefine Indian identity.  His attempts to assault social boundaries and his sincere 

spiritual seeking (apparent in his mystical and bhakti poetry) point to the possibility that 

he was aware that identity is a social construction; his personal goal seems to have been 

to probe beneath constructed identities, to shed them, and to apprehend the self in a 

metaphysical sense. 
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 As I discussed in Chapter One, Mines argues against Dumont who claims that the 

weight of the social collective in India negates individuality.  Mines discusses the means 

whereby an Indian individual may acquire a sense of individuality even within the matrix 

of a strong social network.  He writes that in South India strong individuality can find 

expression within social and organizational settings when a person differentiates himself 

as a well respected member of the group through assuming roles of leadership.  The 

individual thus gains greater levels of authority, recognition, and latitude of individual 

expression.  It should be noted that the style of individuality that Mines discusses is 

generally achieved within the context of householder life; other paths of individuality—

both within and outside of the life of the householder—have traditionally existed in 

Indian society.  Although the two are related concepts, individuality and differentiation 

from society are not necessarily codefinitive.  Differentiation from society has 

traditionally been expressed through various sectarian paths, including sects with 

ascetical orientations; bhakti, which probably originated as a form of social protest 

against Brahmanical ritualism and functioned to set up a direct devotional relationship 

with God; and “left-handed” paths that existed outside of the respectable 

Smārta Brahman householder context.412  However, in sectarian situations, there is 

generally a community that exerts its influence over the individual; and this influence 

may be strong and even rigidly defined.  Individuality or differentiation from a social 

group is thus relative to the group and is defined in relation to the social context.   

                                                 
412 To read more about the processes of the development of Brahmanical renunciate traditions, ascetical 
paths, left-handed paths, and bhakti traditions, see Flood, pp. 80-93, 164-171, 128-147. 
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 Nirālā’s antinomian activities are more connected to traditions of bhakti protest 

and worship than to ascetical, left-handed, or sectarian practices.  As mentioned above, 

the poetry of his final four volumes, written years after the Chāyāvād period, shows a 

strong relationship to bhakti sensibility.  The poetry of his Chāyāvād years (particularly 

the poems of Gītikā) also suggests bhakti tendencies.  Rubin aptly notes that Nirālā’s 

work sometimes shares characteristics with Kabīr’s poetry.  Referring to the poems in 

Nirālā’s last four volume, he writes, 

Though they are prevailingly lyric in style, superficially suggesting folk songs and 
hymns (and many of them are also supplications and prayers to a dvine power), 
they differ radically from the devotional songs of the medieval poets by their 
intensely personal tone:  the poet emerges as an individual, his faith shaken, his 
anguish often inconsolable.  It is nevertheless possible to establish some kinship 
with Kabīr in some of these poems because of their wit and their enigmatic 
style.413   

 

In addition to kinship through wit and enigmatic style, Nirālā’s poetry frequently displays 

the sharp social criticism characteristic of Kabīr’s songs.  Rubin’s statement “the poet 

emerges as an individual” is significant because it points to a further consideration.  Even 

though Nirālā’s poems are similar to bhakti as devotional pieces generally and in some 

aspects of Kabīr’s poetic style and nirgua devotion, other influences which place the 

individual at center stage are also at work in them.  I propose that these influences are 

related to the fundamental work of Chāyāvād, which was to delineate a new modern-

nationalist Indian identity.   

                                                 
413 Rubin, The Return of Sarasvati, p. 66. 
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 A tension between restriction and freedom appears repeatedly in Nirālā’s poetry.  

The Brahmanical self represents restriction to Nirālā:  caste restriction affecting the 

valuation of other individuals in relation to oneself; ritual restriction; restrictions related 

to social custom, such as those surrounding marriage; and restrictions affecting one’s 

personal behavior in relation to moral and ethical choices.  Nirālā’s poetry constitutes an 

extended observation that humans have (or should understand themselves to have) 

freedom outside of social and caste restrictions to make ethical choices originating at the 

individual level.  Nirālā seems to interpret social restriction as the single most damaging 

factor affecting the quality of human life.  His attitude reflects modernity’s underlying 

notion of the radically free individual, which entered India stepwise through various 

discourses—colonial, nationalist, romantic, etcetera—and was reinterpreted on Indian 

cultural terms and disseminated into the North Indian Hindi public sphere.  Following is a 

semiotic analysis of “Dān” that will serve as an example of Nirālā’s extended critique and 

reformulation of Brahmanical identity and concepts of the Indian self. 

 
The Idea of the Individual as a Transmissional Mode in “Dān” 
 
 “Dān” (“Giving”) is a late Chāyāvād poem (1935), but it exhibits a concern for 

the poor which was already apparent in Nirālā’s earliest collection, Parimal.  It also 

exhibits Chāyāvād’s characteristic emphasis on nature.  The ascription of human abilities 

and sensations to natural entities strengthens the poem’s central comparison of the 

function of nature to human behavior.  The poem, which employs rhymed couplets 

written in an adapted folk meter with four stresses per line (and an uneven number of 
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mātras), is organized into two long, thematically contrasting ‘statements’ (they cannot be 

called stanzas).  The first ‘statement’ is focused on nature, particularly depicting nature’s 

abundant generosity.  In it the poet simply describes what he observes in a way that 

endows natural entities with human characteristics.   

 The second ‘statement’ is longer than the first and consists of several thematic 

sections.  While standing on a bridge, the poet reflects upon the attributes of nature that 

he has just observed, relocating the meaning of nature’s gifts into the human context.  

Next, a drama unfolds.  It involves an interaction between a beggar, a Brahman, and a 

troop of monkeys.  The poet describes the scene, which poses a commonplace, but 

philosopically and practically problematic situation.  His description is punctuated by a 

further reflection that offers a possible means to address the problem.  Suspense builds 

because a resolution is at hand.  The outcome is described.  Finally, the poem ends with 

an utterance from the Brahman and the poet’s statement of blessing. 

“दान”  
1.   
वासन्ती की गोद में तरुण, 

सोहता व थ-मुख बालारुण; 

चुिम्बत, सि मत, कुिञ्चत, कोमल 

तरुिणयों सदृश िकरणों चचंल; 

िकसलयों के अधर यौवन-मद 

रक्ताभ; मञु्ज उड़ते षट्पद 

खुलती किलयों से किलयों पर 

नव आशा-नवल पनद भर-भर; 

यिञ्जत सुख का जो मध-ुगुञ्जन 

वह पुञ्जीकृत वन-वन उपवन; 

हेम-हार पहने अमलतास, 
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हँसता रक्ताम्बर वर पलास;  

कुन्द के शेष पूजाघ्यर्दान, 

मि लका पर्थम-यौवन-शयान;  

खुलते तबकों की लज्जाकुल 

नतवदना मधमुाधवी अतुल; 

िनकला पहला अरिवन्द आज, 

देखता अिनन्द्य रह य-साज;  

सौरभ-वसना समीर बहती, 

कानों में पर्ाणों की कहती;  

गोमती क्षीण-किट नटी नवल, 

नृत्यपर मधुर-आवशे-चपल। 

2. 
मैं पर्ातः पयर्टनाथर् चला 

लौटा, आ पुल पर खड़ा हुआ; 

सोचा—“िव व का िनयम िन चल, 

जो जैसा, उसको वैसा फल 

देती यह पर्कृित वयं सदया, 

सोचने को न कुछ रहा नया;  

सौन्दयर्, गीत, बहु वणर्, गन्ध, 

भाषा, भावों के छन्द-बन्द, 

अ ौर भी उच्चतर जो िवलास, 

पर्कृितक दान व,े सपर्यास 

या अनायास आते हैं सब, 

सबमें है े , धन्य मानव।” 

िफर देखा, उस पुल के ऊपर 

बहुसंख्यक बैठे हैं वानर। 

एक अ ोर पथ के, कृ णकाय 

कंकालशेष नर मृत्यु-पर्ाय 

बैठा सशरीर दैन्य दुबर्ल, 

िभक्षा को उठी दृि  िन चल; 

अित क्षीण कण्ठ, है ती  वास, 

जीता ज्यों जीवन से उदास। 
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ढोता जो वह, कौन-सा शाप? 

भोगता किठन, कौन-सा पाप? 

यह पर् न सदा ही है पथ पर, 

पर सदा मौन इसका उत्तर! 

जो बड़ी दया का उदाहरण, 

वह पैसा एक, उपायकरण! 

मैंने झुक नीचे को देखा, 

तो झलकी आशा की रेखाः— 

िवपर्वर नान कर चढ़ा सिलल 

िशव पर दूवार्दल, तण्डुल, ितल, 

लेकर झोली आये ऊपर, 

देखकर चले तत्पर वानर। 

िद्वज राम-भक्त, भिक्त की आश 

भजते िशव को बारहों मास; 

कर रामायण का पारायण 

जपते है ं ीमन्नारायण; 

दुख पाते जब होते अनाथ, 

कहते किपयों से जोड़ हाथ, 

मेरे पड़ोस के व ेसज्जन, 

करते पर्ितिदन सिरता-मज्जन; 

झोली से पुए िनकाल िलये, 

बढ़ते किपयों के हाथ िदये; 

देखा भी नहीं उधर िफरकर 

िजस अ ोर रहा वह िभक्ष ुइतर; 

िच लाया िकया दूर दानव, 

बोला मै—ं“धन्य, े  मानव!”414 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
414 Nirālā, Nīrālā Racanāvalī, vol. 1, p. 307.  “Dān” was originally written in 1935, published in the 
monthly Sūdhā (Lucknow, 1935), and was included in the second Anāmikā (1938). 
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“Giving” 
 
1. 
In the fresh bosom of the spring, 
the full-faced young sun shines in splendor; 
its trembling rays  
like kissed, smiling, yielding, supple young women; 
the lips of the new leaves 
colored red with the passion of youth; 
melodious bees fly from bud to opened bud 
full of new hope, new sensation; 
the swarms in forest and garden 
sweetly buzzing their expression of bliss. 
Cassias—wearing garlands of gold, 
Flame-of-the-forest—laughing, red robed, beautiful; 
Remnants of jasmine like an offering, 
Mallikā like the first bed of youth; 
Incomparable madhumādhavī’s bunches of flowers loosened, 
heads bowed as though moved by shame; 
The flawless lotus, first opened today  
views the mystical spectacle; 
the breeze floats its perceptible fragrance, 
like the words of lovers in ears; 
The Gomtī like a young, thin-waisted dancer 
dancing nimbly with sweet, intense emotion. 
2. 
After going out to wander at dawn 
I returned and coming to a bridge stood upon it; 
I thought—“It is an unchanging rule of the universe 
that nature in its own compasssion 
gives back to a person the same sort of fruit which he gives, 
this thought is nothing new; 
beauty, song, many colors, scent, 
speech, the rhythms of emotion, 
and also the higher sensuous pleasures, 
come as gifts of nature, to everyone with or without effort,  
preeminent in all is the virtuous human being.” 
Then I saw on top of the bridge 
countless monkeys sitting. 
Across the way a black bodied 
skeletal half-dead man 
sat, the embodiment of wretchedness and powerlessness, 
gaze fixed upwards for alms, 
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rasping breaths from a deeply wasted throat,  
he lives as if indifferent to life. 
From what curse does he suffer? 
For which sin must he bear this hard penance? 
Surely this question arises on the road all of the time,  
but its answer is always silent! 
An example of great compassion, and the only way to help, 
would be to give a single paisā! 
I leaned over and saw  
a figure of hope shining below; 
this epitome of Brahmanhood took his bath  
and poured out a ritual water offering to Śiva, 
taking grass, rice, sesame in his bag he came up above, 
the monkeys saw him and immediately raced to his side. 
The twice-born devotee of Rām, with expectations from his devotion, 
also worships Śiva for the twelve months of the year; 
reading through the Rāmāyana 
repeating the name of Lord Nārāyana; 
When some distress occurs or he becomes helpless, 
he tells it to the monkeys with his hands folded in supplication, 
he is a virtuous man of my neighborhood, 
every day he performs his ritual bath in the river; 
From his bag he took out sweet cakes, 
and gave them into the extended hands of the monkeys; 
Turning around, he did not even glance in the direction 
of the other beggar; 
But screamed out, “Keep far away, demon,” 
I said—“May you be blessed, most virtuous man!” 

 
 
 I will argue that this poem works to replace the concept of ‘ritual offering’ with a 

notion of ‘natural reciprocity’ through the semantic accumulation of terms connected to 

‘giving’; and that, in this process, the concept of the virtuous self also undergoes 

redefinition.  Virtue as a marker of selfhood becomes detached from Brahmanical 

prescriptions related to purity and pollution and reattached to the capacity of the radically 

free individual to decide what is virtuous based on an ideal of the good and pure 

constructed according to natural law. 
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 In order to uncover “Dān’s” hypogram, I located the poem’s shared semes (as in 

Riffaterre’s description of the process of accumulation) through a close reading.  I first 

noticed many words, starting with the poem’s title, that contain semes related to giving, 

generosity, plentitude, and ripeness.  For example, in the first ‘statement’ I found the 

following words or phrases with a semantic relationship to concepts of giving and 

generosity:  ku–chit (literally, “bent” but better translated here as “yielding”); 

yauvan-mad (passion of youth); khultī kalī (opened bud); pūjārghyadān (like an 

offering); and others.  I also found a number of words in the second ‘statement’ with the 

shared seme of giving:  sadayā (compassion); denā and dān (“to give” in various verbal 

forms, and “giving” or “gift”); cahnā (to raise up in offering); dhanya (blessings on 

you); etcetera. 

 There are also words in the poem with shared semes that relate to “human” or 

“human-like.”  These include:  mānav (man, human); nar mtyu-prāya (half-dead man); 

vipravar (best of Brahmans); sajjan (good or virtuous man); vānar and kapi (monkey).  

There is also the human voice of the poet:  bolā mai (I said).  Interesting relationships 

are set up among the words containing semes of “human” or “human-like.”  For example, 

the beggar and the monkeys are equated; as beggars, both are placed in a subordinate 

position to the Brahman (bhiku itar, the “other beggar” refers to the half-dead man on 

the bridge in relation to the monkeys).  The beggar is also equated with Śiva because the 

possibility of offering or giving to both the beggar and the god exist simultaneously.  The 

Brahman and the poet are equated through physical proximity, as indicated in the line, 

“mere paos ke ve sajjan” (“he is a virtuous man of my neighborhood”).   
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 In particular, there are a number of words or phrases containing semes that refer 

to the quality of the human’s moral life.  Some refer to the virtuous or good man: 

dhanya mānav (blessed or virtuous man); vipravar (best of Brahmans); sajjan (good 

man); śreh mānav (excellent man).  In comparison, there are words containing semes 

that judge the quality of the person to be subhuman, impure, or evil.  These all refer to the 

human beggar on the bridge:  kakālaśe (skeletal); kakāya (black-bodied); 

mtyu-prāya (half-dead); dānav (demon). 

 Several words and phrases contain semes with the notion of reciprocity.  The 

concept of dān (giving) and all related words such as denā (to give) implicitly contain the 

seme of reciprocity because a gift usually requires a response or return of some kind.  

The phrase, “jo jaisā, usko vaisā phal detī yah prakti svayam sandayā” (“that nature in 

its own compasssion gives back to a person the same sort of fruit which he gives”), 

directly expresses a universal concept of reciprocity; and the questions, “hotā jo vah,  

kaun-sa śāp?  Bhogtā kahin, kaun-sa pāp?” (From what curse does he suffer?  For which 

sin must he bear this hard penance?) imply that the beggar’s suffering is retribution for 

some former wrongdoing.  Bhognā’s relevant meaning here is “to suffer for, as for a sin,” 

but I have chosen to translate it in the sense of “bear a penance.”  Either translation 

implies the reciprocal nature of wrongdoing.  Suffering for sin is, however, in opposition 

to the pleasurable reciprocity implied in receiving or giving a gift.   

 Other words and phrases contain shared semes linking reciprocity to ritual and 

supplication:  “vipravar snān kar carhā salil Śiva par” (“the epitome of Brahmanhood, 

took his [ritual] bath and poured out a ritual water offering to Śiva”) and 
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“kahate kapiyo se jo hāth” (“tells the monkeys with hands folded in supplication”).  

The concept of ritual implies a form of giving and of reciprocity.  However, the 

reciprocity inherent in the ritual act is linked to the concept of transaction as ritual is 

performed with the specific intention of bringing about a desired result (“bhakti kī āś”; 

“expectation, or hope, from the devotional act”).   

 Thus, the following semes were identified:  giving; generosity; plentitude; 

ripeness; the quality of the human person; the virtuous or good man; the impure or evil 

subhuman; wrongdoing and sin; ritual and supplication; ritual as transaction; and various 

semes relating to reciprocity.  Following the processes of accumulation, I ascertained that 

the common, and thus overdetermined, seme in the poem is reciprocity:  gifts are 

generally reciprocal; the quality of a human is judged according the virtue of generosity; 

which implies virtue in reciprocal action; the evil man is repaid for his sins and the good 

one is rewarded; ritual and supplication anticipate a reciprocal response; ritual transaction 

is reciprocal.   

 The poem tests the Brahman’s virtue by offering him an opportunity (that even 

the most miserly could afford) to alleviate the hard condition of the black-bodied, skeletal 

beggar.  The poet suggests “jo baī dayā kā udāhara, vah paisā ek upāyakara” (“just 

giving a single paisā would be an example of great compassion and the only way to 

help”); and he calls the Brahman a “jhalakī āśā kī rekhā” (“figure of shining hope”).  

However, by the poet’s standards the Brahman fails the test of virtue miserably.  All of 

his virtue is wrapped up in the transactional world of ritual purity and related caste 

boundaries.  While failing to see that the black-bodied, skeletal beggar is human, he 
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makes offerings to god (Śiva) and to animals (the monkey troop) with the expectation of 

reciprocal benefits.  All the while, he is careful to keep his own purity intact. 

 The poet also reports that the beggar may be implicated in a reciprocal 

relationship orchestrated by universal law.  People ask if the beggar sinned in a past life 

“hotā jo vah, kaun-sa śāp?  Bhogtā kahin, kaun-sa pāp?” (“from what curse does he 

suffer?  For which sin must he bear this hard penance?”).  It is probably because of the 

presumption of his sin, that is, of the beggar’s responsibility in bringing his present 

condition on himself through wrongdoing in a past life, that passersby do not feel a 

responsibility to help him.  They wonder about his guilt:  “yah praśan sadā hī hai path 

par, par sadā maun iskā uttar” (“surely this question arises on the road all of the time, but 

its answer is always silent!”).  The answer may be silent because the beggar’s guilt is 

constructed.  Even if the beggar’s condition should be the result of reciprocity for his sin, 

people who pass by him on the bridge are responsible for enacting nature’s law of 

reciprocity, which is that nature “gives back to a person the same sort of fruit which he 

gives.”   

 In looking further for the poem’s hypogram, which is frequently located in the 

poem’s “ungrammaticalities” (a site in the poem which is anomalous), I located the only 

two places in the poem where quotations marks are used and these three words are found 

together:  śreh; dhanya; mānav.  The first instance of their use comes at the end of the 

poet’s reflection that reciprocity is nature’s compassion.    
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सोचा—“िव व का िनयम िन चल, 

जो जैसा, उसको वैसा फल 

देती यह पर्कृित वयं सदया, 

सोचने को न कुछ रहा नया;  

सौन्दयर्, गीत, बहु वणर्, गन्ध, 

भाषा, भावों के छन्द-बन्द, 

अ ौर भी उच्चतर जो िवलास, 

पर्कृितक दान व,े सपर्यास 

या अनायास आते हैं सब, 

सबमें है े , धन्य मानव।” 
 
I thought—“It is an unchanging rule of the universe 
that nature in its own compasssion 
gives back to a person the same sort of fruit which he gives, 
this thought is nothing new; 
beauty, song, many colors, scent, 
speech, the rhythms of emotion, 
and also the higher sensuous pleasures, 
come as gifts of nature, to everyone with or without effort,  
most eminent in all is the virtuous human being.” 

The virtuous man is described in this line as the recipient and lord of nature’s abundant 

gifts.  The second instance appears at the end of the poem after the Brahman gives food 

to the monkeys but screams at the beggar to keep away. 

झोली से पुए िनकाल िलये, 

बढ़ते किपयों के हाथ िदये; 

देखा भी नहीं उधर िफरकर 

िजस अ ोर रहा वह िभक्ष ुइतर; 

िच लाया िकया दूर दानव, 

बोला मै—ं“धन्य, े  मानव!” 

From his bag he took out sweet cakes, 
and gave them into the extended hands of the monkeys; 
Turning around, he did not even glance in the direction 
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of the other beggar; 
But screamed out, “Keep far away, demon,” 
I said—“May you be blessed, most virtuous man!” 

In the first instance, the poet links the quality of virtue to the receipt of nature’s gifts.  

The second instance comes after the poet has, in preceding lines, linked the Brahman’s 

virtue to ritual observance.  For example, the Brahman performs his ritual bath daily; 

pours out a water offering to Śiva; is one of the twice-born, is devoted to Rām; reads the 

Rāmāyaa; and repeats the name of Lord Nārāyaa.  After setting up the certainty of the 

Brahman’s virtue in ritual, the poet twists the concept of natural reciprocity (mentioned in 

the first instance) into an ironic blessing (in reality, a curse) for the ritually “virtuous” 

Brahman.  “May you be blessed, most virtuous man!” functionally means “you will be 

reciprocated for your miserly, transactional concept of virtue as ritual purity instead of 

virtue as natural generosity.”  Thus the hypogram may be identified as:  the redefinition 

of the virtuous man in relation to the law of reciprocity  

 The proximity of the poet to the Brahman (“mere paos ke ve sajjan”; “he is a 

virtuous man of my neighborhood”) is also central to the poem’s significance.  Nirālā 

remained in a contentious stance to his caste and its members throughout his life.  This 

position is apparent in other poems also.  For example, a lengthy passage in “Saroj-

smti,” discusses his extremely negative attitude towards arranging a marriage for his 

daughter within the Kanyākubja Brahman community and his ultimate choice to proceed 

with the arrangements anyway.  The Brahmanical definition of virtue as ritual practice 

was very familiar to him and close to his own sense of identity.  Brahmanical identity, 
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hence Indian identity more broadly, is linked to ritual practice and placed at the center of 

“Dān's” significance.   

 The contrast constructed in the poem between the first statement’s depiction of 

the plentitude and generosity of nature and the second statement’s tale of human behavior 

and narrative reflection is also centrally significant.  Human constructions (ritual and 

metaphysical notions about purity and sin) are sharply constrasted with the apparently 

uncomplicated and lavish generosity of nature.  However, the ironic implication of the 

poem is that nature is equally generous in meteing out punishment.  Nirālā’s use of nature 

as an imaginative field of operation is in contrast to its use in Brahmanical ritual.  Ritual, 

Nirālā indicates, acts on nature and uses it in an instrumental way without requiring real 

moral engagement or personal empathy on the part of the practitioner.  The virtuous man, 

however, aligns himself with the universal law inscribed in nature because nature is 

admirable in its multiplicity, freedom, and compassionate justice (reciprocity) that 

rewards both good and evil.  Thus the concept of the virtuous individual has been shifted.   

 

Transmissional Modes and Restructured Coherence 

 I have chosen to discuss Prasād’s Kāmāyanī and Nirālā’s “Dān” because they are 

representative of the foci of the two poets’ respective Chāyāvād corpuses.  They 

encapsulate the poets’ uses of the transmissional modes of dharma and the individual in 

relation to society.  I have given examples of how the transmissional modes work within 

the structures of the poems.  The embedding of a transmissional mode within the poem’s 

structure enables a recalibration of deeply ingrained cultural and social notions.  The 
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poem, in Riffaterre’s terms, establishes a coherent system of signfication with the 

hypogram popping up “as if it were a suppressed neurotic symptom.”415  That the poem’s 

unity operates at a subconscious or preconscious level enhances the possibility of its 

influence upon individual readers and also within the larger social context.  The 

Chāyāvād idiom worked through the unity of individual poems as I have described above 

to suggest changes to social identity constructs.  The unity of individual poems gathered 

into the weight of an entire idiom worked to restructure the coherence of the 

transmissional modes (as cultural concepts linked to identity) at the broader level of the 

Hindi public sphere, whose clientele were the elite and middle elite of the North Indian 

world.  The Chāyāvād idiom’s significance in early twentieth-century nationalist India 

thus relates to its capacity to delineate new notions about identity through the unity of 

individual poems.  When taken together as an idiom, the poems worked widely to present 

and reconfigure ideas about identity, restructuring the previously held coherence of 

concepts which were already deeply rooted in the cultural imagination.   

 It is certainly true that nineteenth-century and Dvivedī Era texts concerning 

dharma and the individual in society represent an articulation of earlier ideas about those 

concepts.  In other words, the Chāyāvād idiom did not initiate changes to ancient 

concepts that had not already under been undergoing continual reconstruction.  However, 

the Dvivedī Era’s work on reconfiguring identity through poetry was not carried out in 

the same manner as happened in the Chāyāvād idiom in that, using Riffaterre’s standards, 

Dvivedī Era poetry does not represent a truly literary poetic medium.  Chāyāvād 

                                                 
415 Riffaterre, Text Production, 76. 
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represents the first successful effort within the newly constructed medium of Khari Boli 

to produce truly literary poems (like Nirālā’s “Dān”) in which semantic richness and 

thematic complexity cohere within poetic unity.  The other way in which Chāyāvād goes 

beyond Dvivedī Era is that the modern identity it constructed was more fully developed 

away from traditional configurations.   

 The transmissional modes of dharma and the individual in relation to society 

which are at work in Prasād’s Kāmāyanī and Nirālā’s “Dān” are closely interrelated.  For 

example, it would be possible to discuss the scenario in “Dān” in terms of individual 

dharma.  Nirālā would argue that dharmic responsibility inheres primarily in the 

individual, and thus is a matter of conscience rather than of socially constructed, empty 

forms.  In Nirālā’s view, the responsible individual will eschew formal structures that 

have been put in place to circumscribe his or her moral behavior.  Nirālā would also 

relocate the construct of purity away from the dharmic enactment of ritual and into 

nature’s wider boundaries; that is, purity is viewed as an inherent quality of nature.  This 

association of the individual with nature relates to the figure of the free individual 

depicted in European romantic poetry.  Both Nirālā and Prasād presented the individual 

and dharmic responsibility in ways that picked up and interpreted the modern concept of 

the radically free individual; however, of the two poets, Nirālā’s statement about 

individual identity was far more iconoclastic, stepping well beyond the range of the 

Dvivedī Era’s social reformist model of individual identity.  
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Chapter Seven:   Mahādevī Varmā:  The Transmissional Mode of 
Desire and the Grammar of Power 

 
 

Introduction to Chapter Seven:   
Mahādevī,  Desire, Grammar of Power 

 
Desire and the Grammar of Power 

 The broad issue of the relationship between gender and power, with specific 

reference to female agency, is easily one of the most consequential areas of discourse 

apparent in the nationalist and Indian women’s movements of Mahādevī’s time.  The 

reassessment of rights and freedom accorded to females in both legal and social arenas 

was an ongoing, centrally positioned cultural project and topic of discourse in colonial 

India from the time of Rammohan Roy in the late eighteenth century.416  In many ways, 

issues relating to the attainment of rights and the social status of women were parallel to 

the quest for national independence.  Mahādevī’s work on the topic was both influenced 

by and influential in discussions during the early twentieth century.  At present, however, 

there is no convincing critique of her significant role in the construction of Indian 

identities, particularly the “woman of India,” and her broad influence on the 

reformulation of cultural and social concepts in late colonial India as the country 

attempted to negotiate with modernity in the approach to nationhood.  The present 

chapter and the next chapter (Chapter Eight, “Female Nature at the Juncture of 

Modernity, Nationalism, and the Indian Women’s Movement: Mahādevī’s “Ādhunik  

                                                 
416 Rammohan Roy (1772-1833), Bengali founder of the Brahmo Samāj, which was one of the first Hindu 
socio-religious reform groups. 
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nārī:  uskī sthiti par ek di”) are intended to fill this lacuna.  Together they formulate a 

picture of Mahādevī’s influence on the processes of the construction of modern female 

identities at a pivotal moment when middle-class and elite Indian women—due to the 

encroachment of modern processes primarily vectored through the nationalist 

movement—were being called in increasing numbers to interact with the world outside 

the home.  

 In the introduction, “The Work of Chāyāvād,” I discussed knowledge, power, and 

the self as the key models through which modernity’s central impulse, radical freedom, 

operates.  Mahādevī’s literary corpus incorporates all three of these models.  However, 

power, particularly in its relation to the female self and identity, is the most prominent 

model of modernity apparent in her writings, both poetry and prose.  In order to elucidate 

Mahādevī’s influence on the formation of women’s identities, this chapter identifies and 

discusses the two primary avenues through which she entered into contemporary 

discourses concerned with female power and agency:  1) the use of the transmissional 

mode of desire in her poetry; and 2) the use of grammar both in her poetry (to suggest 

altered lines of power) and in her prose essays (to obtain an authoritative voice in the 

public sphere).       

 Corresponding to the dual topics of desire and grammar, this chapter is organized 

into two parts.  Part One (“Mahādevī,  Mīrābāī, and the Transmissional Mode of Desire”) 

addresses the composite mode of desire and suffering which constitutes the final 

transmissional mode under discussion in this dissertation.  Part Two (“Mahādevī, 

Grammar, and Power”) picks up the thread of the discussion begun in Chapter Two 
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concerning the uses of grammar to gain power.  A brief introduction to Mahādevī’s life 

and literary corpus precedes the chapter’s two main parts.   

 

A Brief Overview of Mahādevī’s Life and Work 

Mahādevī Varmā was born in 1902 on the festival of Holi and, after living her 

adult life as an educator and literary figure in Allahabad, died at the age of eighty-five in 

1987.417  She is the only woman counted among the group of the four major Chāyāvād 

poets.  Although her poetry is frequently criticized for its romantic over-emphasis on pain 

and suffering, the significance of her work and her position as a cultural icon are 

unquestionable.  She received many honors during her lifetime.  The Bhāratīya J–anpīh, 

awarded in 1982 for two collections of poetry, Yāmā and Dīpshikhā (which she not only 

wrote but also illustrated) is the most prestigious among them.  She was also a Fellow of 

the Sāhitya Akademi.  Based largely on her comparison with the bhakti saint, Mīrābāī, 

she attained the status of a popular icon early in her career.  Even today her iconization as 

a popular figure continues.  A recent volume, titled India’s 50 Most Illustrious Women 

(2003), fits her into an amazingly diverse group including Indira Gandhi, Mother Teresa, 

and Shabana Azmi.418  If nothing more, her inclusion in such a post-millennial list of 

influential Indian women illustrates the country’s enduring fascination with Mahādevī.   

                                                 
417 Schomer, p. 157, fn 19.  Schomer justifies setting 1902 as Mahādevī’s year of birth instead of the 
usually accepted 1907 because family members were sure that she had been born on Holi and on March 
24th, but Holi did not occur on March 24th in 1907.  Mahādevī was born in Farukhabad, Uttar Pradesh. 
418 Indra Gupta, India’s 50 Most Illustrious Women (New Delhi: Icon Publications, 2003). 
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It also indicates a heightened, retrospective concern to foreground the work of Indian 

women, an intention which is being played out especially from feminist perspectives.     

Mahādevī was born into a comfortable, middleclass Kāyasth family.  She grew up 

in the atmosphere of India’s princely states, spending her early life in Darbhanga (Bihar), 

Bhopal, and Indore, where her father taught English, and in Narsinghgarh (a small state 

south of Indore) where he was the prince’s dīvān (chief minister).  Her father, Govind 

Prasād, was educated at the University of Allahabad.  He styled himself as a progressive 

gentleman and, luckily for Mahādevī and significantly for her own later career as an 

educator, he strongly favored women’s education.  By contrast, Mahādevī’s mother, 

Hemranī Devī, was a traditional, religiously inclined Vaiava housewife who observed 

pardā, served her husband with great loyalty and unknowingly influenced Mahādevī’s 

later work as a poet by singing the bhajans of Mīrābāī, Kabīr, and Sūrdās to her young 

children.419   

Around 1914, and due to the wishes of her paternal grandfather, Mahādevī was 

married without her prior knowledge or consent.  This was an arrangement to which she 

strenuously objected, and which influenced her later thought on women’s positions in 

society.  After an interruption, her educational process was continued and in 1918 she and 

her sister were sent to Crossthwaite College in Allahabad.  There Mahādevī first 

encountered Gandhi and Nehru and was exposed to nationalist activism, such as the non-

cooperation movement initiated in 1921, through the involvement of teachers and 

                                                 
419 I have generally referred to Schomer for biographical information about Mahadevi.  Schomer, pp. 150-
239. 
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administrators.  After she received her B.A. in 1929, her family expected that she would 

finally go live with her husband.  Against the wishes of all family members except her 

father, she adamantly refused and stated her intention to remain single permanently, 

which she succeeded in doing.  She continued with her studies, receiving an M.A. in 

Sanskrit from the University of Allahabad in 1932.420  In 1933 Mahādevī became resident 

principal of Mahilā Vidyāpīh College (Allahabad), a residential teaching wing of 

Mahilā Vidyāpīh, which had been established in 1922.421   

By the time Mahādevī began her work as an educator at Mahilā Vidyāpīh, she 

was already a well known Hindi poet.  She had been writing poetry since childhood, but 

her public career as a poet began in 1922 with publication in a new women’s 

social/literary journal, Chād.  Her first volume of poems, Nīhār (“Mist”), came out in 

1930, quickly followed by Raśmi (Ray of Light, 1932), Nīrajā (Water Lily, 1934), and 

Sāndhya-gīt (Twilight Song, 1936).  In 1935 she took over as editor of Chād, a position 

which she held until 1938.422  Her final volume of newly produced poetry, Dīp-Shikhā 

(The Lamp-flame), was published in 1942 but contains only poems written before 

                                                 
420 Jagdish Gupta, “Mahādevī Varmā kī jīvan-kram” in Mahādevī Varmā (New Delhi: Sāhitya Akademi, 
1999); Schomer, pp. 150-239.  The dates given in Gupta and Schomer differ.  Gupta states that in 1932 
Mahādevī took her M.A., began work at Prayāg Mahilā Vidyāpīh, and began to edit Chād as well.  
Schomer says that Mahādevī graduated in 1932, started work at Mahilā Vidyāpīh in 1933, and began 
editing Chād in 1935.  I have followed Schomer’s datings. 
421 Schomer, pp. 211-217. Mahilā Vidyāpīh was originally set up as an examining institution that served 
the unique educational needs of Indian women through a scheme of home study by use of a syllabus and 
outside examinations.  The organization also set up a residential wing in 1930, the Mahilā Sevā Sadan, and, 
in 1932, established the Mahilā Vidyāpīh College specifically to teach the school’s syllabus.  
422  Karine Schomer, pp. 181-182.  Chād was founded in 1922 by Ramrakha Saigal, the husband of 
Mahādevī’s teacher Vidyavati Saigal.  In its early years Chād published many of Mahādevī’s poems.   



   312

1938.423  She continued writing and publishing her essays for many years after she ceased 

to write poetry.   

Because of her prose publications, her status as an educator, and her increasing 

popularity, even iconicity, as a poet and literary figure, Mahādevī gained a highly 

influential public voice on contemporary social issues.  The problems of women, in 

particular, constitute a major theme in her prose corpus and were an enduring personal 

concern.  Mahādevī’s principle discussion of the pre-Independence circumstances and 

status of Indian women is located in Śkhalā kī kaiyā: Bhāratīya nārī kī samasyāo  

kā vivecan (The Links of the Chain: An Inquiry into the the Problems of the Indian 

Woman).424  Published as a collection in 1942, it is composed of editorials she wrote for 

Chād between 1935 and 1938.  Atīt ke chal-chitra (Moving Pictures of the Past, 1941), 

which is a collection of sketches from village life, should also be taken as a discussion of 

the situation of Indian women as it describes the lives of downtrodden women and other 

disenfranchised people in the village where Mahādevī engaged in volunteer work and 

established a school.425  In apparent contrast to the analyses in Śkhalā kī kaiyā, 

which show great concern for the problems of Indian women, Mahādevī did not enter 

                                                 
423  Schomer, p. 22. 
424 Mahādevī Varmā, Śkhalā kī kaiyā: Bhāratīya nārī kī samasyāo kā vivecan (Links of the Chains: 
an evaluation of the problems of Indian Women).  6th edition.  Prayāg/Allahabad, Sadhanā-sadan: 1951.  
Some essays included in Links of the Chain: An Inquiry into the the Problems of the Indian Woman are: 
“War and Women”; “The Curse of Womanhood”; “Contemporary Women”; “Home and the Outside”; 
“The Wifeliness of the Hindu Woman”; and “Our Problems.”   
425 Mahādevī Varmā, Atīt ke chal-chitra (Moving Pictures of the Past), (Allahabad: Leader Press, 1963) 9th 
edition. (First edition, 1941). 
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into the women’s activist or nationalist arenas accorded women such as Sarojinī Naidu.426  

She never engaged in public political activity for sustained periods, but lived out her life 

in Allahabad deeply dedicated to women’s education and the simultaneous exercise of 

her literary profession.427  A Gandhian to the core, during the nationalist period she styled 

her life according to the ethic of his “constructive work” program, throwing herself into 

the administration of Mahilā Vidyāpīh College instead of becoming an active freedom 

fighter.  After independence was achieved, Mahādevī continued her dual careers as writer 

and educator and died in 1987 having earned not only fame but the enduring respect of 

the nation.      

Chapter Seven, Part One:   
Mahādevī, Mīrābāī, and the Transmissional Mode of Desire 

 
Introduction to the Issues and Theories 

Mahādevī is known for poetry that is at once lyrical and strikingly ungrammatical, 

centering obsessively on the pain of separation from an absent, beloved Other.  In this 

section, taking the bhakti precedent into account, I discuss Mahādevī’s poetry as a 

reformulation of the traditional female poetic voice, whose principle register is desire.  I 

am centrally concerned with the power structures implicit in expressions of desire and 

how such structures reflect larger social processes.  Specifically, I query the means within 

which the traditional female voice was available to assert power, that is, be used as a 

                                                 
426 Sarojinī Naidu (1879-1949) was the poet and freedom fighter from Hyderabad who was known as 
Bhāratiya kokilā (“the Indian cuckoo/songbird”).  She was the first Indian woman to become President of 
the Indian National Congress (1925), a close associate of Gandhi’s (particularly known for her involvement 
in the non-cooperation movement and her part in the Salt March, 1930), and the first woman to become 
governor of an Indian state, Uttar Pradesh (1947).  Educated at Madras University and in England at King’s 
College and Cambridge, her poems were written in English, whereas Mahādevī’s were in Hindi.   
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forum in which social structures concerned with power were encoded and thus brought 

into public discourse at the level of metaphor.   

A puzzling disjuncture exists in relation to Mahādevī’s life and work:  her popular 

iconization as the “modern Mīrā.”  Based on the similarity of their poetic positions as 

virahiī, the culturally familiar poetic figure of a woman suffering the pain of separation 

from her beloved, Mahādevī was equated and compared with Mīrābāī by Hindi critics 

and iconized as a second Mīrā.  This equation is, however, contradictory:  their uses of 

poetic language, although ostensibly similar, differ radically; their social contexts were at 

variance; and their personal and devotional goals relating to female identity also 

diverged.  Mahādevī’s poetry only masquerades as bhakti and the similarities in their 

lives and poetry are merely superficial.  Even though Mahādevī “alternatively resisted 

and cultivated” the equation,428 her popular casting as the modern Mīrā served to 

appropriate the familiar bhakti voice of the desiring female for a different use.  

Mahādevī’s association with an icon of bhakti tradition and her reworking of the bhakti 

idiom enabled the use of a culturally ingrained modality to effect a statement about 

female identity that is quite divergent from Mīrābāī’s original purpose.  Intentionally or 

not, Mahādevī leveraged an accepted mode into a statement about configurations of 

power between males and females in modern contexts that radically differed from Mīrā’s 

devotional statement about her relationship to her lord (Ka).   

                                                                                                                                                 
427 Schomer, pp. 204-206; pp. 282-286.  
428 Ibid., p. 241. 
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 As a transmissional mode, desire incorporates a related theme—suffering.  

Together, desire and suffering form a composite transmissional mode that functions as 

the central motif of Mahādevī’s poetic corpus.  This first part of the present chapter thus 

considers a theme (female desire and suffering) that underwent continuous change and 

structural development over time within the society’s cultural expressions.  At the time of 

Mahādevī’s popular comparison to Mīrā, the theme was reformulated once again to fulfill 

the exigencies of a new social context and to fit with contemporary demands for a fresh 

modern-nationalist female identity.  Mahādevī develops the theme in the context of a 

prolonged poetic discussion—appearing with consistency in her poetic corpus—of the 

separation of the female self from the beloved Other.  A sexually and spiritually charged 

(but imaginary) relationship becomes, under Mahādevī’s direction, the arena for 

reworking female identity.  Because of Mahādevī’s iconicity and the popularity of her 

poetry, and due to the explicating function of her later prose works, her reformulated 

female self became available in the Hindi public sphere for common consumption as an 

identity model. 

 Starting with the work of Lacan, and gaining momentum through the writings of 

Helene Cixous, Luce Irigaray, and Julia Kristeva, female desire became a centrally 

positioned topic in post-structuralist theory.  These theories, particularly as they concern 

the Other, subjectivity, and female desire, offer a frame for approaching the questions 

raised by Mahādevī’s focus on the figure of the desiring female and her equation with 

Mīrābāī.  Lacan’s psychoanalytically based theory of the mirror stage posits a moment in 

infancy when the ‘I’ or ego becomes objectified.  The infant, who is still dependent, sees 
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a whole, coherent, perfect image of itself in a mirror and, as a consequence, its 

undifferentiated concept of self becomes fractured.  The infant begins to sense alienation 

from its own body and also from the Other (the adult) so that splits are created within the 

self and between the self and others.  Thus subjectification and desire for an eternally 

unobtainable object are generated and the infant enters into the world of the Symbolic, 

which is the world of language, culture and society.  Desire, which Lacan links with 

subjectivity, is an ongoing process in which “the subject desires to possess the signifer 

from which he or she is always alienated.”429  Language, as a signifying system, is part of 

the Symbolic realm and a reflection of the eternal desire of the subject to possess the 

unobtainable signifier.  Thus, Lacan rejects the certainty of Descartes’ bounded, 

essentialized subject and object; instead, the self and language are endlessly slippery.  

“Desire cannot be satisfied because it constantly extends itself by transferring or 

displacing itself on to different objects of desire.”430  Lacan held that power and its 

institutionalization oppose the enactment of desire and it is only through transgression 

that such power structures can be subverted.431 

 For Cixous, feminine desire (in its expression as jouissance) is always antithetical 

to patriarchal structures that have tried to contain it.432  With Lacan, Cixous asserts that 

feminine desire is unknowable because its existence has been denied by society.  The 

hysteric woman (Freud’s Dora) comes to represent the overlooked social classes because 

                                                 
429 Patrick Fuery, Theories of Desire, (Melbourne:  Melbourne University Press, 1995), p. 16.   
430 Fuery, p. 26. 
431 Ibid., p. 29 and p. 31.   
432 Jouissance is an untranslatable term carrying some of the sense of  ‘bliss,’ but the meaning of which is 
“beyond pleasure and even desire.”  Fuery, p. 6. 
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her desires, which are formulated against the masculine system, have found a voice.  

Cixous is also concerned with the unique value of feminine writing (écriture feminine) 

which opposes phallogocentrism (Derrida’s terminology for a phallic and logocentric 

ordering principle).  Irigaray opposes Lacan’s psychoanalytic structuring of the discourse 

of femininity, saying that it is phallogocentric and defines women in terms of their lack.  

She and Cixous both argue that “the suppression of woman’s desires has been effected in 

part by the denial of speech.”433  Female desire needs its own language because it cannot 

“be known or spoken until it has a language with which to speak.”434  Kristeva, whose 

theory of poetic language I apply in Part Two of this chapter, connects social disruption 

to the transgressive function of desire.435  These post-structuralist theorists thus 

emphasize the origin of feminine desire in the self, its silence in the face of 

institutionalized power and masculine economies, its connections to language in general 

(and specifically to feminine writing and speech), and its inextricability from social and 

cultural contexts.  They position desire centrally to the work of securing female agency.        

 Thus taking into account the relationship of desire to female agency, Part One of 

this chapter queries, “why was the title of ‘modern Mīrā’ conferred upon Mahādevī and 

what may have been the social uses and outcomes of the popular equation of the two 

women poets?”  Gandhi and Mahādevī (as the modern Mīrā) are linked through Gandhi’s 

widely influential and imaginative reconstruction of Mīrābāī as a nationalist figure, and 

this link is pivotal to understanding Mahādevī’s location in nationalist India.  Other issues 

                                                 
433 Ibid., p. 87. 
434 Ibid., p. 90. 
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raised in the comparison of Mīrābāī with Mahādevī are:  the location of the female self 

within communities (religious and other) and the movement towards secularization seen 

in Mahādevī’s work. 

 
The Cultural Precedents of Desire as a Transmissional Mode 
 
 The form of devotional poetry known as bhakti stems from a vast and complex 

stream of interrelated religious and social beliefs and practices which span north and 

South India.436  Although bhakti as a whole is viewed by historians and critics generally 

as a means of social protest against institutionalized religious practices (particularly in the 

areas of ritual, caste, and gender), Kumkum Sangari and others have shown that the 

relationship of bhakti to Brahmanical and patriarchal authority is complex and 

negotiated.437  Bhakti emerged from the contexts of Vedic and Purāic literature and 

related social norms; and even as it pushed and blurred boundaries such as those of caste, 

it continued to operate within and upon the foundation of traditional high-Hindu 

constructs of dharma.  At the level of the construction of knowledge, it is arguable that 

the challenge of devotional poetry by the “oppressed classes to the brahmanical 

monopoly of cultural and scriptural knowledge….did not make a dent in the formal 

system of knowledge transmission.”438  At the level of practice, the continued influence 

of Brahmanical social constraints in bhakti communities, particularly in the area of 

                                                                                                                                                 
435 Ibid., p. 95. 
436 For a history of the bhakti movement, see Flood, pp. 131-142. 
437 Kumkum Sangari,  Mirabai and the Spiritual Economy of Bhakti, Occasional Papers on  
History and Society, Second Series, Number XXVIII.  (New Delhi:  Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, 
1990). 
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gender, is apparent in the types of authority available to Mīrābāī.  Unlike Kabīr, it would 

not have been permissible for her to serve as the head of a community.439 

A primary indicator of bhakti’s complicated relationship with patriarchal systems 

is its typical foregrounding of the feminine:  the use of the female devotional voice by 

male as well as female bhaktās, and the socially prescriptive positioning of the bhakta as 

a female self in relation to a god who is conceived of as masculine.  Although the 

conception of deity as a masculine person in the North Indian bhakti traditions is not 

without exception,440 it remains useful as well as valid to discuss Mīrābāī’s tradition from 

the standpoint of the female devotional voice.  In fact the issue of the male use of the 

female devotional voice has itself been problematized by Sangari.441  Mīrā’s bhakti style 

is largely informed by Gauīya Vaiavism’s metaphorically erotic devotion to the 

irresistible young cowherd, Ka gopāla.  Likewise, it is valid to assert the overall 

predominance of the female voice in relation to a masculine deity in the northern bhakti 

traditions, including in the highly influential works of Kabīr and Sūrdās.  Sangari notes 

that the female voice, whether adopted by a male or a female, carries the connotation of 

lowliness. 

The female devotional voice and the ‘feminine’ relation to god has a remarkable 
history.  It spreads across saguna and nirguna bhakti, monistic and dualistic or 
advaita and dvaita theology, Shaivism and Vaishnavism, and seems to be as old as 

                                                                                                                                                 
438 G. N. Devy, After Amnesia: Tradition and Change in Indian Literary Criticism (Bombay: Orient 
Longman, 1992), p. 90. 
439 Refer to Sangari for a comparison of Mīrābāī’s social context with Kabīr’s and other male devotional 
poets.  
440 For example, the verses of Janabai, the maidservant of Nāmdev of the Maharashtrian Vārkarī tradition, 
sometimes address Vihobā as a woman, Vihabai, which points out the “ambiguity of the god.”  Flood, p. 
144. 
441 Sangari, p. 68-76.  
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bhakti itself.  Despite the differential history of this voice, the abstract notions of 
femaleness and womanhood gradually acquire a semantic content and crystallise 
into symbologies which have both a direct and an inverse relation to the 
‘lowliness’ of women…..divine union is described in terms of conjugal love: the 
bhakta is a love-sick woman and god the thief who steals her heart.442 
   

It is here where we see the female devotional voices of Mahādevī and Mīrābāī begin to 

diverge as Mahādevī does not adopt an attitude of subservience to the beloved. 

 Historically, the female voice in bhakti emerged from multiple, overlapping social 

and literary contexts.  Precedents include the Hindu concept of strīdharma; the heroine 

and states of love in Sanskrit literature; and the feminine element in Sūfī 

devotionalism.443  Deeply embedded in the Indian psyche, strīdharma is a social model, 

bearing the force of a precept, which states that, among other related religious 

obligations, a wife’s primary duty and reason for existence is selfless devotion to her 

husband as if to a god.  The concept of strīdharma may be traced at least back to the 

Rāmāyaa (composed as early as the fifth century B.C.E.) and to smti literature, 

particularly the Mānava Dharma Śāstra (Manu-smti), composed between the second 

century B.C.E and third century C.E.).  Strīdharma attained its fullest and most enduring 

literary expression in Sītā, the wife of Rām in the Rāmāyaa, who serves as the central 

cultural figure and social role model in India for obedient, high caste, devoted wifehood.  

Behaviors for women were codified in the Manu-smti, with particular anxiety shown 

towards circumscribing states of pollution.  With reference to wifely duty, the Manu-

smti states, “A virtuous wife should constantly serve her husband like a god, even if he 

                                                 
442 Ibid., pp. 62-63.  The text underlines Indic terms that would normally be italicized and shown with 
diacritical markings, and I have followed that here. 
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behaves badly, freely indulges his lust, and is devoid of any good qualities.”444  The 

strīdharmic model survived for centuries as an integral component of the high-Hindu 

social order.445       

It is not difficult to see a correspondence between bhakti devotion and the 

presumably more ancient concept of strīdharma in the following definition of bhakti:  

“Bhakti, literally ‘participation’ (of the soul in the divine), is devout and emotional 

worship, intimate adoration, of a personal deity in a spirit of love and deep affection for 

Him, involving selfless devotion, amounting to self-surrender and the resignation of the 

individual to God.”446  The strīdharmic wife’s desire is to surrender her will to her 

husband and thereby fulfill her dharma, which is her God-given place in the social order.   

Strīdharma is thus a central location from which the bhakti feminine voice speaks.  An 

interesting analogy with a larger valence has been posited:  Sangari equates religious 

devotion to the husband (strīdharma) in Mīrā’s Rājpūt political and historical setting to 

the position of women in relation to the state:  

Within the Rājpūt polity, as in the Smtis, women are conceived primarily as 
subjects.  The wife too takes on a relation of generalized subalternity to her lord-

                                                                                                                                                 
443 I do not discuss the feminine element in Sūfī devotionalism here because it is not immediately relevant.   
444 The Laws of Manu, trans. Wendy Doniger (London: Penguin, 1991) 5.154, p. 115.  
445 The strīdharmic model was eventually carried into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries where it 
became available as a model for use by reform societies, women’s uplift movements, proto-feminists (such 
as Paitā Rāmabai, who wrote Strī Dharma Nīti in 1882), and nationalist historians and writers (for 
example, Maithilīśara Gupta as expressed in his depiction of Ūrmilā in Sāket).  Influenced by social 
reform concepts of western womanhood as well as strīdharma, the reformulated Indian woman was a 
composite ideal imagined to have inhabited the Vedic era.  She was described as unoppressed by the weight 
of priestly detritus accumulated in post-Vedic times yet dharmic: pure, morally strong, long-suffering, and 
eager to fulfill her role as wife for the greater good of husband and society. 
446 Jan Gonda, Medieval Religious Literature in Sanskrit (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz,  
1977), p. 11. 
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husband-master.  She is subordinated via men to the state and domestic service of 
the husband becomes analogous to religious service.447   
 

In addition to its precedents in the moral and social positioning of women, the 

female devotional voice(s) heard in bhakti poetry are rooted in a lengthy and continuous 

history of expressions of the feminine in literary and religious texts, primarily in nāya 

(drama) and kāvya (classical poetry) composed in Sanskrit.  Nāya, kāvya, and bhakti 

textual traditions had bases in performance or religious practice also.  Whereas nāya and 

kāvya arose in contexts of elite patronage, bhakti is associated with more common 

milieus where caste and other social barriers were consciously blurred.  Although bhakti 

theological texts were written in Sanskrit, the verses themselves were originally 

composed in the bhāās, or regional languages such as Braj Bhasa, Awadhi, and pre-

modern Rajasthani.  As demonstrated by the existence of critical texts written in Sanskrit 

for the purpose of explaining and justifying bhakti the two traditions are, however, not 

discrete.  In particular, the feminine voices of the heroine found in nāya and kāvya 

seeped into the bhakti mindset.   

 Sanskrit literary expressions of the feminine are frequently concerned with 

śgāra rasa, the aesthetic characterization of erotic sensibility, which is part of a larger 

system of aesthetic categorization, rasa theory.  The female voice spoke and achieved 

influence from several positions throughout the long history of śgāra rasa and the 

development of bhakti rasa.  These positions are not chronologically discrete in all cases, 

but manifest as overlapping cultural, philosophical, and religious expressions.  They 

                                                 
447 Sangari, p. 16. 
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include:  the heroine of nāya and kāvya, who is inextricable from the category of erotic 

love; the gopī in her love-play with Ka, a position taken up by both male and female 

Vaiava bhakti practitioners (the primary gopī is Rādhā, who came to be seen as Ka’s 

śakti) ; Śakti, who has a diverse history in Śaivism, Tantric religion, widespread popular 

practice, and Vaiava bhakti (as Rādhā); and the heroine of rīti poetry, which is the 

courtly poetry of the sixteenth through nineteenth centuries that privileged detailed 

descriptions of various states and kinds of women in love.  The bhakti female devotional 

voice was thus influenced by precedents of erotic description and also exercised an 

influence on subsequent styles.  In particular, Gauīya Vaiavism’s Goswāmīs, who 

were the theological interpreters of the sect, transformed and prioritized śgāra rasa in 

the devotional life:  “Rup Goswami draws on the secular definition of sringara rasa, 

elevates bhakti into a rasa and gives madhura bhakti supreme status.”448   

 Virah (separation or the anguish of separation) is a position from which the 

female voice frequently speaks; for example, Rādhā may speak in a mode of virah and 

thus be a virahiī.  In the next section I will discuss the figure of the virahiī, the female 

appearing in devotional and erotic poetry who, separated from her beloved, painfully 

longs for his return; and I will compare the poetry of Mahādevī and Mīrā on the basis of 

their uses of the virahiī’s voice. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
448 Ibid., p. 36. 
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Comparing the Poetry of Mīrā and Mahādevī:  Objects of Desire and Women’s 
Social Roles 
 
 The first hagiography of Mīrābāī was written by Priyadās (1712 CE) in his 

commentary on Nābhādās’ Bhaktamāl which was composed circa 1600 CE.  This 

account has served as the basis upon which all other conjectures about her life were built.  

Mīrā is said to have been born as a Rājpūt princess in the royal family of Merta in 

Rajasthan.  Her birth date is set variously as sometime between the mid-1400s and 1500 

CE.  Very early in life she became completely devoted to Ka as Giridhar (the 

mountain holder).  When she was married to a prince of the royal family of Mewar, she 

did not perform her wifely duties or pay proper obeisance to her mother-in-law but 

instead continued her devotional pursuits, which included ecstatic dancing in temples and 

seeking out the company of sādhus and other devotees.449  As this behavior was 

unacceptable and brought shame on the household, the rāā (and it is unknown whether 

this was her father-in-law or her husband)450 tried to poison her, but she survived.  She 

escaped and wandered around eventually coming to live for a while with the Gauīya 

Vaiava community in Vndāvan.  She is said finally to have merged, body and soul,  

with a temple icon of Ka in Dwarka.  The devotional songs Mīrā composed focus on 

her intense longing for Ka and also frequently mention the abuse she suffered at the 

hands of her husband’s family.  It is, of course, unknown how many of these songs were 

authentically composed by Mīrā. 

                                                 
449 A sādhu is a holy man or ascetic.  
450 A rāā is a king. 
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 I will compare one poem by Mahādevī “Kaun tum mere hday me” (“Who are 

you in my heart?) from Nīrajā (1934) with several padas by Mīrā.451  I have chosen these 

poems because they are typical of the poetic corpuses of each poet respectively and they 

serve as good representatives of the parameters I will discuss here, which are:  1) the two 

poets’ differing representations of the subject and object pair (that is, the virahiī and the 

beloved Other); 2) other relationships (or their absence), including representations of 

society; and 3) the environment that is established in the poems.  The most compelling 

common feature in the two bodies of verse is the poets’ use of the female devotional 

voice, particularly in the figure of the virahiī, who is a pivotal representative of the 

female self in pre-modern poetry.  I propose that their common employment of the 

female devotional voice, with its characteristic features, is the principle, mediating link 

between them.452  The virahiī is the voice of the desiring female which is available, due 

to the latency of desire as a transmissional mode, to make subversive statements.  Thus 

                                                 
451 A pada is couplet, a foot, line, or a verse of devotional poetry intended for singing. 
452 The voice of the virahiī forms a basis for comparing the two poets.  From a superficial viewpoint, their 
mutual reliance on virahiī-related themes of desire and separation would seem simply to represent the two 
well-recognized variations of the bhakti devotional path:  the sagu, or devotion to God in a form such as 
Ka, as opposed to the nirgu, or worship of God as formless (see f.n. 353).  However, I think that the 
Hindi critics’ discussions concerning whether or not Mīrā’s devotional and poetic style was one-hundred 
percent sagu and Mahādevī’s was nirgu arose from not probing beneath the obvious devotional 
intentions (or lack thereof, in Mahādevī’s case) of their works.  It could be argued that the difference 
between Mīrā’s and Mahādevī’s perceptions of the location of their divine lovers (outside of self and inside 
of self) simply reflects a much older theological position discussed in the Upaniads:  that the macrocosm 
is reflected in the microcosm (I addressed this connection in Chapter Five).  On that basis both poets could 
be discussed simply in relation to their different views of the divine lover.  While Mīrā’s poems concern a 
beloved mainly characterizable as an external deity, Mahādevī’s lover would be the interior, microcosmic 
version.  Such a line of query, using parameters of external and internal, might show their variant heritages 
within the realm of Indian theological speculation but would reduce their differences in approaching the 
divine lover to personal or sectarian preference.  Instead of addressing connections in their poetry to 
theological speculation or sectarian preferences relating to devotional style, I analyze the use and structure 
of the virahiī motif more generally through Mīrā’s and Mahādevī’s differing approaches to the Other 
within their social contexts.  
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their different representations of the virahiī are constitutive of their statements about 

power and female agency.  Their expressions of power in their larger social contexts will 

be discussed in the following section; first, we will compare the the poems and their 

language.   

 Whereas Mahādevī’s poems are the product of an individual author writing in 

Khari Boli for a literate audience of journal readers, Mīrā’s padas stem from an oral 

tradition with no certainty of original authorship or sources of later accretions, they 

always appealed to lower castes, and they exist in several premodern dialects of Hindi.  

Rupert Snell writes, 

Mīrā’s songs have have been handed down largely through oral tradition, and 
there is no definitive text.  Gujarati, Rajasthani and Braj Bhāā versions of her 
padas exist, but even these traditions do not cohere as discret recensions, and they 
no doubt include much material from later centuries.453 

    
The texts I use of Mīrā’s padas are Braj Bhāā versions.  Snell writes of Mīrā’s padas:  

“In language and content, the poems included here [meaning in his collection] are close 

to those poems of Sūr most likely to represent an early stratum of the Sūr-sāgar; their 

rhetorical structure is simple, making only very limited use of extended metaphor or 

linear narrative, the imagery being typically compounded rather than developed in any 

systematic way.”454  They are, after all, songs.  Further, they were composed and their 

popularity extended as part of an oral tradition.  By comparison, Mahādevī’s poems, in 

general, fit into the newly constructed tradition of Modern Standard Hindi (Khari Boli) as 

                                                 
453 Rupert Snell, The Hindi Classical Tradition:  A Braj Bhāā Reader (London:  The School of Oriental 
and African Studies, 1991), p. 39. 
454 Ibid., p. 39. 



   327

grammatically compact ‘protests’ to the prosaic structures of Dvivedī Era poems.  Simply 

due to the fact that Khari Boli is a modern form of Hindi and Braj Bhasa is a premodern 

form, substantial differences inhere; whereas Mīrā’s padas are songs, Mahādevī’s poem 

is a romantic lyric.  Specifically, “Kaun tum mere hday me” uses the Gīt form which 

(appropriately for this comparison) is related to bhakti and folk songs of the Hindi area 

and is distinguished by the presence of a refrain.  Mahādevī’s poem develops a single 

theme of union in separation through the means of various descriptions; Mīrā’s padas are 

focused on devotional longing and praise for Ka.    

 Here is Mahādevī’s “Kaun tum mere hday me”: 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

कौन मेरी कसक में िनत 

मधुरता भरता अलिक्षत? 

कौन प्यासे लोचनों मे ं

घुमड़ िघर झरता अपिरिचत? 

 

वणर् वप्नों का िचतेरा 

नींद के सूने िनलय मे!ं 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

अनुसरण न वास मेरे 

कर रहे िकसका िनरन्तर? 

चूमने पदिच  िकसके 

लौटते यह वास िफर िफर! 

 

कौन बन्दी कर मुझे अब 

बँध गया अपनी िवजय मे ं
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कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

एक करुण अभाव मे ंिचर— 

तृिप्त का संसार संिचत; 

एक लघु क्षण दे रहा 

िनवार्ण के वरदान शत शत, 

 

पा िलया मैंने िकसे इस 

वेदना के मधुर तर्य मे?ं 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

गूंजता उर मे ंन जाने 

दूर के संगीत सा क्या! 

आज खो िनज को मुझे 

खोया िमला, िवपरीत क्या! 

 

क्या नहा आई िवरह-िनिश 

िमलन-मध-ुिदन के उदय मे?ं 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

ितिमर-पारावार मे ं

आलोक-पर्ितमा है अिकम्पत; 

आज ज्वाला से बरसता 

क्यों मधुर घनसार सुरिभत? 

 

सुन रही हूँ एक ही 

झकार जीवन मे,ं पर्लय मे?ं 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं 

 

मूक सुक दुख कर रह े

मेरा नया शृगंार सा क्या? 

झूम गिवर्त वगर् देता— 
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नत धरा को प्यार सा क्या? 

 

आज पुलिकत सृि  क्या 

करने चली अिभसार लय मे?ं 

कौन तुम मेरे हृदय मे?ं455 

 

Who are you in my heart? 
 

Who, imperceptible, always 
fills my anguish with sweetness? 
Who, unknown, overflows 
like storm clouds in my thirsty eyes? 

 
Painter of golden dreams 
in the empty house of sleep! 
Who are you in my heart? 

 
Whom do my breaths eternally pursue?   
To kiss whose footprints  
does this breath return again and again? 

 
Who, having made me a prisoner, 
is now imprisoned in his victory? 
Who are you in my heart? 

 
The world of gratification 
is long gathered in this sad absence; 
A brief moment is bestowing  
eternal bliss countless times. 

 
Whom did I obtain 
in this sweet barter of pain? 
Who are you in my heart? 

 
Who knows what sounds in my heart 
like far-distant music? 
Today, having lost myself, 
I found what I lost—isn’t that the opposite! 

 
                                                 
455 Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, Vol. 2, pp. 208-209. (From Nīrajā, First ed. 1934). 
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Has the night of separation bathed  
in the dawn of the sweet meeting-day? 
Who are you in my heart? 

 
In the ocean of darkness, 
the image of light is unwavering. 
Today, why does the sweet, fragrant camphor 
rain down in flames? 

 
Am I hearing the same ringing note in life, in dissolution? 
Who are you in my heart? 

 
Is silent joy aching like my new passion? 
Does the swaggering, proud heaven bestow 
something like love to the bowed earth? 

 
Today, has ecstatic creation gone 
to unite with the lover even in destruction?  
Who are you in my heart? 

 

 As noted previously, Mahādevī’s poem, “Kaun tum mere hday me,” focuses on 

the ironic situation of union in separation.  The “I” of the poem is a female voice who 

expresses some of the characteristic longings of a virahiī.456  For example, the female 

voice states, “The world of gratification is long gathered in this sad absence.”  However 

the beloved is not really absent, but is “imperceptible” and “unknown.”  The beloved is 

also described as being in the heart of the virahiī:  “Who are you in my heart?”  That 

phrase not only questions the identity of the beloved but suggests his physical and 

                                                 
456 Orsini offers a different interpretation of Mahādevī’s use of the virahiī--the means to obtain distance 
from personal exposure.  She writes, “By creating a clearly demarcated poetic persona, that of the virahini, 
shich gradually subsumed all subjective poems; by only partly expressing, and immediately containing, 
emotions and projecting them on to the fictional figure of the virahini; and finally by going along, to some 
extent, with a mystical, certainly metaphorical, reading of her poems, Mahadevi managed to neutralize the 
potential exposure that poetic subjectivity entailed while exploiting its expressive possibilities.”  Francesca 
Orsini, “The Reticent Autobiographer: Mahadevi Varma’s Writings,” in Telling Lives in India: Biography, 
Autobiography, and Life History, eds. David Arnold and Stuart Blackburn (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 2004), p. 59-60.  
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emotional containment within the virahiī’s body and psyche.  The virahiī herself and 

the beloved other are thus confused, even conflated, in Mahādevī’s paradigm.  Closeness, 

permeability, and inseparability of the “I” and the “you” are emphasized so that the 

division between the two is unclear.  Also, the poem is set up so that oppositions are 

continually in play:  “Who having made me a prisoner, is now imprisoned in his 

victory?”; “A brief moment is bestowing eternal bliss countless times”; “How did I 

obtain this sweet barter of pain?”; and “In the ocean of darkness, the image of light is 

unwavering.”  The continual oppositions work to heighten the central irony of the poem:  

that the beloved is both present and absent at the same time.   

 Thus the virahiī’s position Mahādevī’s poem (and her corpus generally) is not 

that of a true virahiī:  the beloved is not strongly objectified, identified, or differentiated 

from the female “I.”  It is perhaps due to of this lack of specificity that the level of desire 

of Mahādevī’s virahiī seems dispassionate when compared with the statements of virah 

observable in Mīrā’s verses.  Kumkum Sangari writes, “The figure of the virahini is in a 

social sense, predicated on the inability or the lack of agency vested in a woman to 

overcome or end her separation from the lover or husband.”457  In “Kaun tum mere hday  

me” there is no sense of “inability or lack of agency to end her separation from the 

lover.”  Instead, union and separation coexist simultaneously and the poem implies that 

union with a nirgu deity was achieved, even if fleetingly (“Today has ecstatic creation 

gone to unite with the lover even in destruction?”).  It is also significant that there is no 

social context in Mahādevī’s poem—no family, no friends, no enemies, no advice given 
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to other devotees.  The entire context of the poem’s activity is the mental life of the 

individual female writer; and this lack of tangibility, that is, absence of direct reference to 

real circumstances, persons, or events is characteristic of Mahādevī’s poetry.         

Now let us look at some of Mīrābāī’s compositions.458 
 
देखो सिहयाँ हिर मन काठो िकयो । 

आवन कह गयो अजँू न आयो, किर किर बचन गयो । 

खान पान सुध बुध सब िबसरी, कैसे किर मैं िजयो । 

मीराँ कह ेपर्भु िगरधर नागर, तुम िबिन फटत िहयो ।। 

 

See, friends, Hari has hardened his heart; 
he spoke of returning, but still he has not come: he left, promising time and again. 
Eating, drinking, sense, mind—all are forgotten; how have I stayed alive? 
You it was who forgot your own words, mine was the mind you stole; 
says Mīrā, O lord, courtly Giridhar, without you my heart is breaking. 
 
 
दरस िबन दूखण लागै नैण । 

जब के तुम िबछुरे पर्भु मोरे, कबहँु न पायो चैन । 

सबद सुणत मेरी छितयाँ काँपै, मीठे मीठे बैन । 

िबरह कथा कासँू सजनी, बह गई करवत अ ैन । 

कल न परत तल हिर मग जोवत, भई छमासी रैण । 

मीराँ के पर्भु कब रे िमलोग,े दुख मेटण सुख दैण ।। 

 
Without a vision of you my eyes have begun suffering;  
since you left, my lord, I  have found no comfort. 
Hearing his voice my heart trembles at those sweet, sweet words; 
to whom can I tell the tale of my lovesickness, it has sliced me with a saw’s 
 motion. 
I have no rest, watching from the roof for Hari, and the night has become a six-
 month; 
Mīrā’s lord, when will you meet me, to remove sorrow and to bring joy? 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
457 Sangari, p. 109.   
458 All translations of Mīrā’s verses are by Rupert Snell and used with his permission.  The Braj Bhasa texts 
and translations are taken from Snell’s Braj Bhāā Reader, pp. 104-109.     
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री मेरे पार िनकस गया, सतगरु मारच्या तीर । 

िबरह भाल लगी उर अंतिर ब्याकुल भया सरीर । 

इत उत िचत चलै निहं कबहूँ , डारी पेर्म जँजीर । 

कै जाणंै मेरो पर्ीतम प्यारो, अ ौर न जाणै पीर । 

कहा करँू मेरो बस निह ंसजनी, नैन झरत दोउ नीर । 

मीराँ कह ैपर्भु तुम िमिलयाँ िबिन पर्ाण धरत निह ंधीर ।। 

 
O, the arrow shot by the satguru has passed right through me;459 
the spear of separation has struck within my heart, my body is in torment. 
My mind can never move here or there, the fetters of love are cast about it; 
none but my dear beloved knows my pain, no-one else. 
What should I do?  I have no control, friend, tears pour from my two eyes; 
says Mīrā, without meeting you, lord, my soul holds no composure. 

 
 These verses of Mīrā’s describe the agony of a true virahiī:  “without you my 

heart is breaking”; “to whom can I tell the tale of my lovesickness, it has sliced me with a 

saw’s motion; I have no rest, watching from the roof for Hari, and the night has become a 

six-month”; and “the spear of separation has struck within my heart, my body is in 

torment.”  Also, the beloved has a name and a clear identity:  Hari, Giridhar, the satguru, 

etcetera.  He is seen by Mīrā as an objective person who is differentiated from herself.  It 

is also worth noting that Mīrā’s language is experientially concrete and her body is 

described as being physically affected by the separation:  “Without a vision of you my 

                                                 
459 A satguru is a true spiritual guide; a true teacher; Mīrā frequently used the figure of guru to describe 
Ka. 
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eyes have begun suffering; since you left, my lord, I  have found no comfort”; “I have no 

control, friend, tears pour from my two eyes.”   

 Next, consider another verse of Mīrā’s which discusses her social context.   

 

पग घुँघरू बाँध मीराँ नाची रे । 

मैं तो मेरे नारायण की आपिह हो गइ दासी रे । 

लोग कहै ंमीराँ भई बावरी, न्यात कहैं कुल नासी रे । 

िवष का प्याला राणाजी भेज्या, पीवत मीराँ हाँसी रे । 

मीराँ के पर्भु िगरधर नागर सफ़ज िमले अिबनासी रे ।। 

 
Mīrā tied bells to her feet and danced; 
I have myself become the slavegirl of my Nārāya. 
People say Mīrā has gone mad, kinsmen call her a destroyer of family; 
Rāājī sent a poisoned cup, Mīrā laughed as she drank it. 
Mīrā has readily found her lord, the courtly Giridhar, the eternal one. 

Here she mentions her family members, one of them by name (Rāājī).  It is not unusual 

to see such references; her external or social circumstances receive frequent reference and 

much of her biography is presumed from statements made in her verse.  Some of her 

socially oriented comments come as admonishments; hearers should turn to the lord and 

begin to treat others well, she recommends.  In constrast, and as previously noted, 

Mahādevī’s poem does not discuss her social setting.  Occasionally a girlfriend will be 

addressed in her poems but this stands as part of poetic convention instead of indicating a 

real relationship.  Thus there are no direct references to Mahādevī’s social environment 

or real people in her life.  Whereas Mīrā’s language is specific (“Mīrā tied bells to her 

feet and danced”), Mahādevī’s is universalized (“Whom do my breaths eternally 

pursue?).     
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Such inherent differences in their poetry reveal the difficulties of Mahādevī’s 

popular equation with Mīrābāī.  Her  poetic language, although thematically related to 

Mīrā’s through the virahiī form, differs radically in its inferences (as shown by these 

comparisons) and form.  Their respective historical and social settings were also 

disparate.  Thus I will repeat the question raised at the outset:  why was Mahādevī cast as 

the modern Mīrā?  What social conditions were implicated and ideological purposes 

served by equating their work and superimposing popular notions of Mīrā onto 

Mahādevī?  First, I will discuss the functional appropriations of Mīrā by Gandhi and 

Mahādevī.  

 

The Uses of Mīrā:  Gandhi’s Use of Mīrā in the Nationalist Context and Mahādevī 
as the Modern Mīrā 
 

An intriguing correspondence that occurred in relation to Mahādevī’s iconization 

as the modern Mīrā was Gandhi’s appropriation of Mīrā to represent the Indian nation.  

Whereas the popular association of Mahādevī with Mīrā began around 1931 (with the 

publication of an anthology of women poets that featured both poets) and gained 

momentum with the appearance of Raśmi the next year,460 Gandhi had begun to use Mīrā 

from 1915 onwards to represent the model satyāgrahī.461  Gandhi’s appropriation of Mīrā 

took root and she remained as a well known national symbol of purity and devotion, 

becoming the subject of films and other forms of popular iconization.  

                                                 
460 Schomer, p. 240. 
461 Parita Mukta, Upholding the Common Life: The Community of Mirabai (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1994), p. 12.   
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Given Gandhi’s successful project of popularizing and exalting Mīrā as a national 

icon of service, self-sacrifice, and purity, it may come as a surprise to hear Parita Mukta’s 

argument that Mīrā has been the continuing object of approbation, even hostility, at all 

levels of Rājpūt society.  This, Mukta writes, is due to the amazingly stubborn memory of 

Mīrā’s rejection of the authority of the princely Sisodiya family (Chittor, Mewar) into 

which she married.  It is not the Rājpūts, but the artisan and peasant communities 

(weavers, in particular; low caste and Dalit, in general) of Surasthra and Rajasthan who 

have adopted Mīrā as their spiritual and cultural icon.  Her cult gained expression and her 

bhajans were kept alive and developed within the contexts of these subordinated groups.  

Mukta also reports, however, a recent, gradual “Rājpūtization” of Mīrā.”  The changing 

political culture within the Rājpūt communities has transformed her earlier “profound 

rejection” and brought about a contradictory linkage of Mīrā to Rājpūt identity and 

valour.462   

Colonel James Tod, who was the British political agent of Mewar from 1818-

1822, produced a three-volume set, Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan, which included 

the story of Mīrā.  Tod’s hagiography projected an exalted, romanticized image of Mīrā, 

unacceptable to Rājpūts themselves, to a wider audience.  It was upon such externally 

produced histories of Mīrā, as well as his recognition of the primacy of the issue of 

untouchability, that Gandhi constructed his own eccentric portrayal of Mīrā, which 

became central to nationalist processes.  He described Mīrā primarily as the model of 

non-cooperation and as a perfectly pure satyāgrahī.  In her new Gandhian role she was 

                                                 
462 Ibid., p. 14. 
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depicted as a woman who loved her earthly husband but left him for his own good and, 

by dint of her devotion to God, was able to love the relatives who persecuted her even as 

she refused to cooperate with them; the same qualities of long-suffering and love of 

enemy enabled her mission to be shifted ideologically by Gandhi into the realm of 

political action.  Gandhi’s exaltation of Mīrā was intended to appeal to women especially 

and to awaken their sense of a higher calling in the nationalist project.  His intentions 

were no doubt sincere; but Mukta, concurring with the observation of numerous other 

scholars, questions the ordering principles behind his appropriation of Mīrā and writes 

that his reinvention of the saint worked to uphold patriarchal structures which were to be 

the “bulwark of Gandhi’s future society.”463  For example, he expunged the refutation of 

widowhood in one of Mīrā’s most popular bhajans, sung in his āśram and made such 

statements as: 

Mirabai never felt the pains inflicted upon her at the instance of her husband.  Her 
love of God and conscious repetition of that precious name kept her cheerful 
forever.464 
 

 Mukta’s research indicates that Gandhi divorced Mīrā from the context of the 

struggle which is apparent in her songs and which affiliates her with subordinated groups 

and castes.  His selective utilization worked to rewrite her history and to homogenize her 

image for nationalist consumption and emulation:  “In his eagerness to enjoin Mira into 

an evolution of a pure, ethical practice, Gandhi wiped out both the tensions and strengths 

which existed in the life of Mira, eradicated the deep subversion inherent in her message, 

                                                 
463 Ibid., p. 186. 
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and made her into a very different being.”465  Mukta writes, “This Mira, instead of 

breaking the boundaries of established hegemonic relationships, in effect props up these 

relationships by refusing to over-turn them.”466    

 For the purposes of the present chapter, the centrally interesting factor is Mīrā’s 

availability for appropriation, first, on behalf of the nation by Gandhi and, next, on behalf 

of Mahādevī by critics.  Certainly in both cases the appropriation of Mīrā was carried out 

to validate and support an ideological agenda.  I would like to argue that the two 

appropriations are linked.  When the critics appropriated Mīrā to represent Mahādevī they 

also appropriated Mahādevī herself for a purpose.  In the mid-1930s Mahādevī began not 

only to take lead roles in significant kavi-sammelans, but she also received important 

prizes from Hindi language societies.  In 1934 she was awarded the Hindī Sāhitya  

Sammelan’s Sekseriya Puraskār for Nīrajā; and in 1935 at an extremely significant 

session of the association presided over by Gandhi himself, she both received that prize 

and successfully presided over the session’s kavi-sammelan.  In 1938 she was chosen to 

write the first volume of the Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan’s new series on living Hindi poets, 

Ādhunik Kavi, which was commissioned that year in lieu of the award of the prestigious 

Dev Puraskār.467   

The receipt of these prizes and honors indicates the new public significance that 

was being accorded women in Hindi literary circles.  This development occurred in 

                                                                                                                                                 
464 Gandhi, M. K., The Collected Works of Mahatma Gandhi, Vol. XXI, 1921—1922:  ‘Jail Treatment’ in 
“Young India,’ 5.1.1922, (New Delhi, Publications Division, 1958-1983), p.128.  Quoted in Mukta, p. 186.    
465 Mukta, p. 185. 
466 Ibid., p. 186. 
467 Schomer, pp. 243-251. 
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tandem with the mass entrance of women into the nationalist civil disobedience 

campaigns of 1930-32.  I propose that in the two uses of Mīrā—Gandhi’s use of her to 

imagine the nation, and the Hindi critics and literary public’s use of her to gild 

Mahādevī’s reputation—there is a felicitous overlap of interests.  As a woman poet of 

Khari Boli, Mahādevī could be used to strengthen the case of Hindi as a national 

language, to bring a cachet of dignity and purity to Hindi; and her designation as the 

modern Mīrā was a good discursive fit with Gandhi’s model of Mīrā as the pure, 

sacrificial representative of the nation.  Thus, as the modern Mīrā, Mahādevī could serve 

as a female link between Hindi as the national language and Gandhi’s vision of the 

nation.  

 
Assessing Mahādevī and Mīrā in Practice 
 

As I have discussed, in comparison, Mahādevī’s poetry is neither formally 

comparable to Mīrā’s padas or to bhakti in its strict sense as a devotional genre.  Further, 

as I have argued, her designation as the modern Mīrā served discursive and political 

purposes that, while useful to contemporary agendas relating to nationalism and the 

promotion of Hindi, were superficially conceived.  I will now discuss what I ascertain to 

be the actual resemblances between the work of Mīrā and Mahādevī.  Bhakti is 

recognized as a mode of dissent that transgresses accepted boundaries and brings 

potential for change to existing power structures.  I locate the real similarity between 

Mīrā and Mahādevī in that space of dissent (primarily through the use of the female 

devotional voice, the virahiī).  Whereas Mahādevī cannot be called a modern Mīrā on 
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the basis of lyrical or devotional similarity, she can be equated with Mīrā on the basis of 

the ideological work that her poetry achieves.  The similarity of their work derives from 

several bases.  First, both come from within complex patriarchal structures and attain 

voices of criticism that register as dissent; next, both were concerned with salvation, 

albeit broadly conceived in Mahādevī’s case; and, finally, both drew upon established 

forms.    

First, both bodies of work constitute critiques of patriarchal structures; and 

whereas both evaluate the positions of women in relation to masculine economies they 

nonetheless are tempered and ambivalently situated in relation to their social contexts.  

Both Mīrā and Mahādevī sought and attained unusual positions which accorded them the 

attention (negative or positive) of society at large.  These positions enabled them to 

speak.  Noting Mīrā’s disruption of the marriage and widowhood paradigms within the 

Rājpūt patriarchy,468 Sangari writes, “Like many other renouncers she breaks with 

‘outer’, ‘ephemeral’ social systems of kinship and political power only to rejoin the 

community in another capacity—as critic and commmentator.”  Further, both Mīrā and 

Mahādevī were positioned ambivalently within their social systems; that is, both were in 

positions of simultaneous support and dissent.  For example, Sangari has described the 

multiple, contradictory forces at work in Mīrā’s expression of bhakti, particularly with 

reference to the primarly Rājpūt patriarchical systems within which her verses appeared.  

Finally, each was able to achieve a critique of her society “without disarticulating its 

order of reality”:      
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Her bhakti is at once a principle of consonance and of discord.  Mira disengages 
herself from a social order she has understood, some of whose oppressions she 
has grapsed, without disarticulating its order of reality.469 
 

For a full discussion of these factors in the bhakti verse of Mīrā, I refer the reader to 

Sangari’s work.  I will continue my discussion of Mahādevī’s critique of women’s 

positions within patriarchal social structures in Part Two of this chapter, “Mahādevī, 

Grammar, and Power.”  There I discuss power configurations between male and female, 

which I argue are reflected in the subject/object dynamic of Mahādevī’s poetry.  

Mahādevī’s critique of patriarchal structures is also the focus of Chapter Eight, “Female 

Nature at the Juncture of Modernity, Nationalism, and the Indian Women’s Movement,” 

in which I argue that Mahādevī shifts the locus of enforcement of women’s virtue to 

women themselves via a positive view of female nature. 

 The next resemblance between Mīrā and Mahādevī’ is that both are concerned 

with the issue of salvation.  Both disrupt the Manu-smti’s model of “monogamous 

devotion as the. . . path to salvation”470; but they do so in radically different ways.  In 

general, the casting of the relationship with God in a marital mold gives salvation a 

meaning of the “erasure of ‘you and I.’”471  The female devotional voice intrinsically 

contains within it the goal of “an undivided self”; and union with the beloved (or suhāg, 

the state of marital bliss) is equated with “freedom from rebirth.”472  Mīrā uses the marital 

model, and for her salvation is seen as a strictly theistic matter.  Union with Ka is 

                                                                                                                                                 
468 Sangari, p. 19. 
469 Ibid., p. 27. 
470 Ibid., p. 19.   
471 Ibid., p. 92. 
472 Ibid., p. 92.   



   342

Mīrā’s one goal and only desire.  Her reported union with the temple mūrti as her final 

earthly end is evidence of her salvation through union with God—at least at the level of 

popular imagination.  Mīrā presented an extreme and unacceptable challenge to Rājpūt 

patriarchal authority and so disrupted the suhāginī model as the path to salvation by 

displacing it from devotion to an earthly husband to devotion to God.  But, even so, the 

model of marital union with God preserved the lowliness of the female devotional voice 

and upheld the principle at work behind the patriarchal system.      

 The difference between Mahādevī and Mīrā is not merely that Mahādevī’s poetry 

represents a nirgua form of devotion and Mīrā’s a sagua form; instead, the absence of 

an objectively cast physical beloved in Mahādevī’s poetry indicates a shift of salvation 

models.  In Mahādevī’s poetry and thought, salvation is recast in a secular rather than a 

theistic mold; and although (as I discuss in Chapter Eight) Mahādevī’s view of female 

agency is tempered by her intention not to destroy the fabric of society, the burden of 

salvation is shown both in her poetry and prose to be situated within the female self rather 

than outside of it through the practice of pativrata (loyalty to a huband).  Mahādevī’s 

poetry does not uphold the lowliness of the female devotional voice; instead, it challenges 

that model.  Mahādevī represents the “erasure of I and you,” or the goal of salvation, as 

the internal resolution of opposites within the individual.  

 Finally, Mahādevī and Mīrā are similar in that both drew upon established forms.  

Primarily, both used the culturally familiar, multivalent female devotional voice, whose 

primary register is desire, as a means through which issues connected with female agency 

could be raised.   



   343

 

 
The Language of Desire as a Transmissional Mode 
 
 It will be appropriate to return now to the uses of desire as a language available 

for constructing new social configurations related to power.  As I noted previously, post-

structuralist theories have positioned desire centrally to the work of securing female 

agency.  The centrality of desire to female agency is due to its presence at the intial site 

of differentiation of the self from the unobtainable Other (Lacan) and also because the 

denial of female desire is part of the structure of masculine economies (according to 

certain feminist theorists).  Cixous holds that feminine desire is always antithetical to the 

patriarchal structures that have tried to contain it.  In particular, female desire has been 

denied speech and so needs to speak in its own language; the figure of the desiring female 

takes on a special significance when viewed in this light.  It contains the potential to 

serve as a framework for speaking the previously inexpressible and, particularly, for 

challenging patriarchal modes of authority.   

 North Indian bhakti poetry characteristically speaks through the voice of the 

desiring female, the virahiī.  Bhakti traditionally represented dissent and, by virtue of its 

characteristic use of the voice of the desiring female, is suited to challenge patriarchal 

structures.  Thus, as expressions of the bhakti voice of the desiring female, the poems of 

both Mīrā and Mahādevī were aptly positioned to reconstruct power dynamics in relation 

to the genders.  Their different representations of the virahiī were constitutive of their 

statements about power and female agency.   Both Mīrā and Mahādevī were situated in 
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complex relationship to Brahmanical authority.  However Mīrā was the more openly 

revolutionary; she was in ongoing rebellion against society.  Mahādevī’s poetry was not 

overtly social.  But, nonetheless, it worked to redefine authority structures, taking the 

bhakti virahiī figure and re-positioning it with the virahiī as a narcissist.  Mahādevī’s 

virahiī was focused on finding herself; the absent, lost lover equals the virahiī’s true 

self.  Thus Mahādevī’s use of the virahiī is radical and subversive. 

Both poets arose in worlds where social and cultural structures were undergoing 

broad recalibrations.  In the case of Mīrā, comparatively more egalitarian and popularly 

accessible bhakti forms were replacing Brahmanical priestly traditions in a protracted, 

geographically widespread shift while, in the case of Mahādevī, social configurations 

supporting the idea of the nation were emerging out of pre-modern constructs which had 

already been undergoing alteration in the atmosphere of colonial dominance.  Further, 

each historical moment saw a reformulation of notions of the feminine self in relation to 

society:  the rise of the bhakti female voice out of the context of Brahmanically 

prescribed norms for women and its contestatory social use in North India during Mīrā’s 

time; and, in Mahādevī’s, the reformulation of Indian womanhood from that of the high 

Hindu ideal tempered in the colonial milieu towards the nationalist figure of the Indian 

woman which, in turn, was being confronted in the early twentieth century by modernity 

and western concepts of women’s rights.    

 We see how the culturally preconditioned language of desire is redefined across 

time periods (by being anchored in a culturally acceptable precedent—bhakti) and 

pressed into service for a different social agenda in the nationalist period.  The shift is 
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from theistic to secular/consciously psychological and, in part, indicates a tendency 

towards a more secularized solution to the issues of female agency raised by the women’s 

movement.  Bhakti’s voice of desire is thus moved by Mahādevī into the realm of the 

secular nation.  

 
Chapter Seven, Part Two:  Mahādevī, Grammar, and Power 

 
 
Mahādevī, Grammar, and Power  

 Next, I discuss the use of grammar as an indicator of power in Mahādevī’s 

writing.  The shift from writing poetry to prose which she undertook abruptly in her early 

literary career reveals a continuing concern with the modern model of power.  Both her 

non-feminist poetry and purportedly feminist prose, although stylistically and 

grammatically divergent, take up the dynamics of power between the genders in India’s 

contemporary nationalist and social reformist milieus.  The distinctive representational 

capacities of the two literary forms allowed Mahādevī to speak effectively on the topic of 

female agency in differing registers in the public sphere. 

 I propose that textual anomalies in Mahādevī’s poetry worked subversively to 

redefine culturally constructed concepts of the female self.  Mahādevī achieved this by 

repositioning the female self more powerfully within a culturally resonant romantic dyad.  

The ‘woman’ of Mahādevī’s poems is portrayed in the culturally familiar role of virahiī 

using traditional metaphors.  Mahādevī, however, subverts the familiar motif through 

revolutionary grammatical constructions and subtle twisting of the senses of culturally 

familiar metaphors.  All of this is couched in the context of a relationship with an 
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unavailable lover.  Thus a sexually and spiritually charged (but imaginary) relationship 

becomes the arena for reworking the female self through the culturally pre-set mode of 

desire and its inevitable corollary, suffering.  Because of Mahādevī’s iconicity and the 

popularity of her poetry, and due to the explicating function of her later prose works, her 

reformulated female self was made available for common consumption as an identity 

model. 

 
Sources of Subversion:  Introduction to Mahādevī’s Shift From Poetry to Prose  
 
 “ū gayā vah durpa,” from Nīrajā (1934)473 illustrates a recurring theme in 

Mahādevī’s poetry:  a suffering feminine self, absorbed in interior dialogue about her 

exile from the beloved:   

 
“टूट गया वह दपर्ण” 

 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िवमर्म ! 

उसमे ंहँस दी मरेी छाया ! 

मुझमे ंरो दी ममता माया, 

अ -ुहास ने िव व सजाया, 

रह ेखेलते अ ा ँखिमचौनी 

िपर्य ! िजसके परदे मे ं‘मै’ं–‘तुम’ ! 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िनमर्म ! 

 

अपने दो अ ाकार बनाने; 

दोनों का अिभसार िदखाने, 

भूलों का संसार बसाने, 

जो िझलिमल िझलिमल सा तुमने 

                                                 
473  Mahādevī Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, Vol. 2 (Jhānsī: Setu Prakāśan, 1970), p. 247. 
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हँस हँस दे डाला था िनरुपम ! 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िनमर्म ! 

 

कैसा पतझर कैसा सावन, 

कैसी िमलन िवरह की उलझन, 

कैसा पल घिड़योंमय जीवन, 

कैसे िनिश-िदन कैसे सुख-दुख 

अ ाज िव व मे ंतुम हो या तम ! 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िनमर्म ! 

 

िकसमे ंदेख सँवारँू कुन्तल, 

अंगराग पुलकों का मल मल, 

वप्नों से अ ा ँजँू पलकंे चल, 

िकस पर रीझँू िकस से रूठँू, 

भर लू ँिकस छिव से अन्तरतम ! 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िनमर्म ! 

 

अ ाज कहाँ मेरा अपनापन; 

तेरे िछपन ेका अवगुण्ठन; 

मरेा बन्धन तेरा साधन, 

तुम मुझ मे ंअपना-सुख देखो 

मै ंतुम मे ंअपना दुख िपर्यतम ! 

टूट गया वह दपर्ण िनमर्म !474 
 
That cruel mirror broke!  

In it, my reflection laughed!  
In me, affection and illusion wept.  
Laughing and crying decorated that world. 
That screen on which “I” and “You,” Dear, 
keep on playing hide-and-seek, 

 
That cruel mirror broke!   

                                                 
474 Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, Vol. 2, pp. 247-248. (From Nīrajā, First ed. 1934). 
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That shimmering, shimmering incomparable mirror  
which laughingly you gave   
to shape our two images,  
to reflect a rendezvous of two, 
to set up a world of wrongs— 

 
That cruel mirror broke! 

Why is there autumn?  Why the rainy season? 
Why the anxiety of union and separation? 
Why the fleeting minutes of life? 
Why night and day?   
Why is there happiness and sadness in the world today?   
Where you should be, darkness is!  

 
That cruel mirror broke! 

In what should I look to arrange my hair, 
rub in the ecstasies of sweet-smelling ointments,  
apply kājal from dreams to fluttering eyelids?475 
With what should I be pleased,  
with whom should I quarrel, 
with which image should I fill my innermost soul? 

 
That cruel mirror broke! 

Today where is my sense of self, 
your veil of hiding? 
My bondage is your desire.  
You look in me for your happiness, 
I in you for my sadness, Dearest! 

 
That cruel mirror broke! 

 
In “ū gayā vah durpa,” the lover is both absent and unknowable, but his 

presence seems ironically to inhere in her body and his identity is conflated with her own.  

Such poems have distinguished Mahādevī as the only woman deemed by critics to be a 

major Chāyāvād poet.  Focus on the individual—her/his interior life and perceptions—is 

a defining characteristic of Chāyāvād poetry.  Among the four major Chāyāvād poets 

                                                 
475 Kājal is soot applied to the eyes as a cosmetic. 
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Mahādevī is, however, especially recognized for poetry written in a highly introverted 

style on the theme of the suffering self in relation to an absent, unknowable Other.  

When Mahādevī took over as editor of Chād in 1935 (a position which she held 

until 1938), her writing efforts turned to prose genres and she began to produce complex, 

elegantly crafted social commentaries, literary critical essays, characters sketches and 

translations.  Her final volume of newly produced poetry, Dīp-Shikhā (The Lamp-flame), 

although published in 1942, contains only poems written before 1938.476  Thus, after a 

relatively brief poetic career, Mahādevī virtually ceased writing poetry around 1937 but 

continued writing prose and editing through the 1960s and beyond.  Metaphorical 

language and universalizing tendencies are evident in both her poetry and prose; 

however, her prose essays and character sketches are distinguished by an extroverted, 

intentional engagement with social topics on which her poetry is utterly silent.  

Schomer interprets Mahādevī’s poetic corpus as a teleological journey that flows 

through stages of personal transformation and ascribes the cessation of her poetic output 

to the completion of a psychological integration process.477  Given her influence as a 

literary and educational figure, the abrupt ending of Mahādevī’s poetic career 

accompanied by her shift to writing socially oriented prose indeed raises a question:  did 

anything beyond personal preference or psychological development inform this 

transition?  In the end, Schomer’s analysis, although interesting, fails to acknowledge the 

potential links between Mahādevī’s genre shift and the activist contexts of her time, in 

                                                 
476  Schomer, p. 22. 
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particular, to the development of the nationalist and Indian women’s movements between 

the turn of the century and Independence.    

Mahādevī herself has given a reason for the shift:  

 
मेरे सम्पूणर् मानिसक िवकास मे ंउस बुिद्ध-पर्सूत िचन्तत का भी िवशेष मह≠व ह,ै जो जीवन 

की बा  यव थाअ ो ं के अध्ययन मे ंगित पाता रहा ह ै। अनेक सामािजक रूिढ़यों मे ंदबे हुए, 

िनजीर्व सं कारों का भार ढोते हुए अ ौर िविवध िवषमताअ ो ं मे ंसांस लेने का भी अवकाश न 

पाते हुए जीवन के ज्ञान ने मेरे भाव-जगत् की वेदना को गहराई अ ौर जीवन को िकर्या दी है । 

उसके बौिद्धक िवरूपण के िलए मैंने गद्य को वीकार िकया था, परन्तु उसका अिधकांश 

अभी अपर्कािशत ही है।478 
 
In my complete mental evolution, there is also a special emphasis on 
intellectual reflection which has become primary in the study of external 
circumstances.  Oppressed by various social conventions, weighed down 
by the burden of lifeless rites, and without getting the chance to take a 
breath in various inequitable circumstances, knowledge of life has 
activated [me] and deepened the pain of my emotional world.  To 
represent this intellectually, I accepted prose, but most of it still remains 
unpublished.  
 

In this passage, Mahādevī clearly links her transition from poetry to prose with her 

exposure to life’s external trials and circumstances.  She polarizes the “emotional” 

(bhāv-jagat) and “intellectual” (bauddhik) worlds and aligns the intellectual (which refers 

to the realm of rational thought and direct forms of communication such as logical 

proofs) with the external and with prose communication.  She states clearly that she took 

up prose for its capacity of representation in the world of the intellect.  This intention 

towards a direct style of communication is indeed evident in her prose writings where she 

                                                                                                                                                 
477  Ibid., p. 286:  Schomer writes, “….her artistic ends were not primarily ideological, expressive or 
formal, but transformative, i.e., that her poetry was designed above all to effect some kind of emotional 
transformation in herself.” 
478 Mahādevī Varmā, Ādhunik Kavi, Vol. 1 (Prayāg/Allahabad, Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan: 1967), p. 36. 
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frequently employs logical arguments in order to support her assertions.  Interestingly, 

such arguments often appear in the form of analogies to nature rendered in an oddly 

poetic tone.  Her statement works conceptually not only to set up an opposition between 

the worlds of emotion and intellect, but also to imply a tension between poetry and prose:  

poetry is implicitly presented as the form best suited for the private, interior life whereas 

prose, she seems to claim, is the more appropriate medium for portraying the external 

world, particularly the depiction of suffering and the injustices extant in contemporary 

society.  

However, the boundaries and differences between poetry and prose, internal and 

external, are not so clear.  The “pain of her emotional world,” which apparently drove her 

to writing prose so that she might express suffering and social injustice in a medium 

suited to reason, is also the hallmark of her poetry.  The act of shifting from poetry to 

prose, and her comments about the shift which effectively polarize the two mediums and 

their expressive capacities, thus raise questions not only about the differences between 

the two, but also about connections and similarities that may exist between them in 

Mahādevī’s work.  These questions are relevant particularly in the nationalist, feminist 

and literary contexts of her day:  where are the boundaries or, alternatively, connections 

between Mahādevī’s perceptions of “interior” and “external” and between poetry and 

prose as forms of communication?  Why did she judge prose to be a more effective 

medium for expressing external social exigencies than poetry, especially considering that 

the didactic poetry of the immediately preceding Dvivedī Era succeeded in addressing 
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social and nationalist topics overtly?  Is there any cultural work that is being done by both 

her poetry and prose?  

Starting from Julia Kristeva’s theory of poetry as revolutionary language, I argue 

that it is precisely at the point of disjuncture between Mahādevī’s poetry and prose (her 

abrupt shift from one to the other, the blurred boundaries between the two forms, and the 

similarity of concepts expressed across forms) that an opening appears into the 

significance and range of her thought within contemporary social discourses related to 

nationalism and the status of women.  The shift is important solely on the basis of 

Mahādevī’s status as a literary and educational figure; however, it can also be discussed 

as a pivotal moment for the following reasons:  it was an act of choosing a form of 

language aligned with authority structures, and thereby it worked to enhance the visibility 

and seriousness of her claims about women in contemporary Indian society; both literary 

forms, her poetry and gender-related prose writings, can be shown to engage in the broad 

cultural work of redefining the of lines of power between the genders; and, even as her 

poetry and prose discuss female agency, the shift can in itself be interpreted as a 

performative act by a female to obtain greater agency for Indian women.  

 
Kristeva’s Theory of Poetry as Revolutionary Language  
 

In her book, Revolution in Poetic Language, and a later collection of essays, 

Desire in Language, Kristeva presents the beginnings of her theory of poetic language.479  

                                                 
479  Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, Ed. Leon S. Roudiez, 
Tr. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine, and Leon S. Roudiez  (New York: 1980, Columbia University Press).  It 
should be noted that Kristeva’s feminist analyses have come in for criticism.  For example, Santosh Gupta 
attacks Kristeva’s “About Chinese Women” as a facile attempt by a western feminist.  Santosh Gupta, 
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She characterizes texts according to their incorporation of two features: “genotext” and 

“phenotext.”  “Genotext” refers to the non-linguistic, psychological arena composed of 

the preconscious drives and energies of the “semiotic” realm; it has the potential to 

emerge as poetic language.  Phenotext, by contrast, is fully linguistic; it is grammatical, 

communicative language that relates to the paternal order and the “symbolic” realm.  

Genotext and phenotext are not impermeable domains.  Both involve signifying 

processes.  The semiotic, as precursor to language, makes incursions into the symbolic so 

that a text will exhibit varying degrees of genotextual features.  Kristeva, however, 

privileges poetic language as a social tool that can disrupt the paternal structure and 

symbolic order.  She says that cultural revolutions are always preceded by a rupture of 

the dominant code.480   

My analysis of the significance of Mahādevī’s shift is predicated on the 

assumption that Mahādevī’s poetry is, by-and-large, an expression of genotext (that is, 

the “underlying foundation” of language that is involved with semiotic processes), while 

her prose is heavily weighted in the direction of phenotext (or structures of symbolic 

language that manifest the grammatical and paternal).481  The relationship between the 

semiotic and symbolic realms is manifested as a tension, or a conflict, in which the 

semiotic both generates and challenges the symbolic.  A comparison of Mahādevī’s 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Feminist Interventions in Postcolonial Theory” in Indian Feminisms, ed. Jasbir Jain and Avadhesh Kumar 
Singh (New Delhi: 2001, Creative Books), p. 73. 
480 Kristeva’s concept of textual analysis is that it is never done.  A text and its meanings change according 
to the historical context, so the whole text and the dispositions of the writing subject must be taken into 
account.  As such, textual analysis cannot be perfect or complete.  However, one of the main concerns of 
analysis should be “the dialectical interplay between semiotic and symbolic dispositions.” (Leon S. 
Roudiez, “Introduction” to Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, p. 5.)    
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poetry with her prose should, therefore, reveal that her poetry—which ostensibly depicts 

a languishing female self entrapped in her longing for the beloved—is, in reality, a 

subversive and generative precursor to the overtly activist language of her prose; and, 

further, that her prose enters into the fully grammatical, symbolic realm for the purpose 

of challenging the paternalistic structures that forge what she calls the “links of our 

chains.” 

 

Comparing Mahādevī’s Poetry and Prose 

In order to shed light on the relationship between Mahādevī’s poetry and prose 

and to suggest a reason why she abandoned writing poetry, I will compare three of 

Mahādevī’s poems from Nīrajā and Sāndhyā-gīt with excerpts from her prose collection, 

Śkhalā kī kaiyā: Bhāratīya nārī kī samasyāo kā vivecan, which is Mahādevī’s 

major treatise on the circumstances of Indian women.  Published as a collection in 1942, 

it is composed primarily of editorial pieces she wrote between 1935 and 1938 while 

editor of Chād.  Thus the essays from Śkhalā kī kaiyā and the poems I will discuss 

are roughly contemporaneous.  Śkhalā kī kaiyā presents Mahādevī’s viewpoints on 

gender issues and offers a concept of the place of women in Indian society that is at once 

radical for its time and tempered by the nationalist reform agenda.   

 

  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
481 Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, pp. 86-87. 
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 “Mai kisī kī mūkh chāyā hū” (“I Am Someone’s Mute Shadow”) 

First, consider “Mai kisī kī mūkh chāyā hū” (“I am someone’s mute 

shadow”), from Sāndhyā-gīt, originally published in 1936:482  

मै ंिकसी की मकू छाया हूँ 

 

मै ंिकसी की मकू छाया हूँ न क्यों पहचान पाता ! 

 

उमड़ता मेरे दृगों मे ंबरसता घन याम में जो, 

अधर मे ंमेरे िखला नव इन्दर्धनु अिभराम मे ंजो, 

 

बोलता मुझ मे ंवही जग मौन मे ंिजसको बलाता ! 

 

जो न होकर भी बना सीमा िक्षितज वह िरक्त हू ँमै,ं 

िवरित मे ंभी िचरवरित की बन गई अनुरिक्त हू ँमै,ं 

 

शून्यता मे ंशून्य का अिभमान ही मुझको बनाता ! 

 

वास है ंपद-चाप िपर्य की पर्ाण मे ंजब डोलती है, 

मृत्य ह ैजब मकूता उसकी हृदय मे ंबोलती ह;ै 

 

िवरह क्या पद चूमने मेरे सदा संयोग अ ाता ! 

 

नींद-सागर से सजिन ! जो ढूँढ़ लाई वप्न मोती, 

गूँथती हू ँहार उनका क्यों कहा मै ंपर्ात रोती ! 

 

पहन कर उनको वजन मेरा कली को जा हँसाता ? 

 

पर्ाण मे ंजो जल उठा वह अ ौर ह ैदीपक िचरन्तन, 

कर गया तम चाँदनी वह दूसरा िवद्युत-भरा घन; 

                                                 
482 Mahādevī Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, p. 323. 
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दीप को तज कर तुझे कैसे शलभ पर प्यार अ ाता ? 

 

तोड़ देता खीझकर जब तक न िपर्य यह मृदुल दपर्ण, 

देखल ेउसके अधर सि मत, सजल दृग, अलख अ ानन, 

 

अ ारसी पर्ितिबम्ब का कब िचर हुअ ा जग नेह-नाता ! 
 
I am someone’s mute shadow, why doesn’t he recognize me? 
 
That rain which falls from the dark clouds wells up in my eyes, 
that beauty in the fresh rainbow shines on my lips. 
 
The same one called silently by the world speaks in me! 
 
Empty, I am that which has no being yet forms the horizon-limit. 
Even though detached, I am devotion engendered by long renunciation. 
 
In emptiness, the conceit of the void alone creates me! 
 
When the footsteps of the beloved stir in my soul, I breathe,  
but when his heart speaks silence, I die. 
 
Must my union always come kissing the feet of separation! 

 
Friend, those dream pearls I found in the sea of sleep— 
I’m stringing them into a necklace!  Why did you say I cry tears at dawn? 
 
Does my soul-mate go to the flower bud and make her laugh when he wears 
them? 

 
That which burned in my innermost being is one thing—an eternal lamp. 
That which turned darkness into moonlight is yet another—a lightning-filled 
cloud. 
 
If you renounce the lamp, how can you love the moth? 

 
As long as the beloved does not become vexed and break this fragile mirror, 
let me gaze on his smiling lips, tearful eyes, invisible face. 
 
Having been aroused, was the love-affair of the mirror and its reflection ever 
unending? 
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The poem’s most obvious structural feature in Hindi is grammatical disjuncture.  

As discussed in Chapter Three, Dvivedī complained bitterly about the unintelligibility of 

Chāyāvād poetry and, among Chāyāvād poets, Mahādevī is the boldest in her use of 

word-scrambling and other grammatical liberties that affect the reader’s ability to make 

sense of the poem.  For example, look more closely at these lines:   

नींद-सागर से सजिन!  जो ढूँढ़ लाई वप्न मोती, 

गूँथती हू ँहार उनका क्यों कहा मै ंपर्ात रोती! 

 
Friend, those dream pearls I found in the sea of sleep— 
I’m stringing them into a necklace!  Why did you say I cry tears at dawn?   

 

In Hindi, one instance among a field of grammatically compromised elements 

stands out.  The addressee, the sajani (“female friend”) is embedded in the middle of the 

first line, and thereafter floats without mooring to any other word until the last half of the 

second line when it attaches to the phrase, “kyo kahā mai prāt rotī” (Why say I cry 

tears at dawn?), and the reader finally finds out what the sajani is doing.  Disjunctures of 

this kind force the reader to suspend logical, symbolic modes of thought.  Mahādevī 

creates an impressionistic painting or, in Kristevan terms, a “topology” where the poem’s 

word elements are tenuous and mobile, seeming to drift in and out of relationship.  It is 

thus frequently very difficult to pin down exactly what Mahādevī means to say in her 

lines, primarily because links between nouns and verbs are difficult to establish in the 

midst of the inverted or otherwise highly atypical word sequences.  It would have been 

much easier to understand the verbal intentions of the poem had Mahādevī either placed 
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the verbs in grammatically typical sequences or even relied on nouns and adjectives alone 

to paint a less-complicated visual impression.  The structure of the poem might be 

characterized as quasi-grammatical, almost a mockery of the rules of grammar.  

However, the grammatically atypical placement of verbs serves, or at least does not 

obstruct, the rhythmic aims of the piece.  

 

 Śkhalā kī kaiyā (The Links of the Chain) 

In comparison with “Mai kisī kī mūkh chāyā hū,” the opening sentence of 

Mahādevī’s foreword to Śkhalā kī kaiyā is starkly grammatical:   

 
िवचार के क्षणों में मुझे गद्य िलखना ही अच्छा लगता ह,ै क्योंिक उसमें अपनी अनुभूित ही नहीं बा  

पिरि थितयों के िव लेषण के िलए भी पयार्प्त अवकाश रहता ह।ै483  
 
In moments of reflection, prose writing seems good to me because not only is my 
emotional experience in it, but also ample opportunity for analyzing exterior 
circumstances.” 

 

When this was written in 1942, Mahādevī was already a well known poet.  

Apparently she felt compelled to explain her attitude towards prose.  Thus her statement 

appears as an attempt to position herself publicly on the continuum between the semiotic 

and symbolic:  it sets up a dichotomy between the world of emotion and the world of 

exterior circumstances and is a declaration that she values both.  However, the 

                                                 
483 Mahādevī Varmā, Śkhalā kī kaiyā, “Apanī bāt,” p. 5. 
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implication is also that she has chosen formal, highly grammatical prose, the language of 

the symbolic and paternal, for purposes of “analyzing exterior circumstances.”484   

I suggest that the primary motivation behind Mahādevī’s use of prose for her 

feminist/activist statement is to formulate a more effective challenge to Hindu beliefs 

about the traditional roles of women.  This is an aggressive act:  she counters grammar 

with grammar, so to speak, by using grammatical language to unsettle traditional rules 

about women’s roles.  This is not to say that Mahādevī’s comments about women are 

completely unprecedented.  Discussions of women’s uplift had been going on for many 

years and the subject was under particular scrutiny in the context of the nationalist 

enterprise.485  I intend, rather, to point out that she shifted to prose when she wanted to 

say something new, to incite to action, to take an authoritative stance—that is, when she 

needed a structure that (in Kristeva’s words) “obeys the rules of communication and 

presupposes a subject of enunciation and an addressee.”486  

In keeping with missionary-inspired and nationalist intentions towards the 

upliftment and reform of Hindu women, Mahādevī uses examples of Vedic heroines to 

                                                 
484 Poetry occupies a special place in Indian society, and traditionally has been influential in public and 
other social fora: street recitations, muśāyrā, kavi-sammelans, etc.  Poetic language can wield direct social 
and political influence and, further, there are many kinds of poetry containing shifting levels of genotext 
and phenotext.  In other words, genotext and poetry are not codefined and direct social commentary and 
poetry are not mutually exclusive.  However, it is not surprising that Mahādevī chooses prose for her 
statement on the oppression of Indian women even though she is writing in an environment that 
traditionally values poetry’s social uses.  First, it quite simply reflects her involvement in the flourishing 
Hindi journal movement of the time:  to edit a Hindi journal, she would be obliged to write prose editorials.  
At a deeper level, however, it indicates the long-established connection of such journals to British 
parameters of public communication; that is, in a complex historical engagement with the dominant 
symbolic voice, and particularly at a time of high nationalist aspiration, Hindi journals sought justification 
and relevance through grammatically standard language.   
485 See Uma Chakravarty, “Whatever Happened to the Vedi Dasi?,” in eds. Kumkum Sangari and Sudesh 
Vaid, Recasting Women (New Delhi: Kali for Women Press, 1989), p. 27-87. 
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portray the ideal woman in Śkhalā kī kaiyā.  This use, however, constitutes a 

subversive act in which she wields the structure as a weapon against itself.  For example, 

she discusses how women in Vedic times were decidedly not the shadows of men.  After 

giving accounts of such ancient heroines as Sītā about whom she says, “Sītā who was 

following Rām like a shadow. . . . was in reality not a shadow,” she asserts, 

महाभारत के समय की िकतनी ही तर्याँ अपने वतन्तर् यिक्तत्व तथा कतर् यबुिद्ध के िलए मरणीय 

रहेंगी।  उनमें से पर्त्येक संसार-पथ मे ंपुरुष की संिगनी ह,ै छाया मातर् नहीं।. . . . तर्ी को अपने अि तत्व 

को पुरुष की छाया बना देना चािहए, अपने यिक्तत्व को उसमें समािहत कर देना चािहए, इस 

िवचार का पहले कब आरम्भ हुआ, यह िन चयपूवर्क कहना किठन ह,ै परन्तु इसमे ंसन्देह नहीं िक यह 

िकसी आपित्तमलूक िवषवकृ्ष का ही िवषमय फल रहा होगा।487 

 
Indeed many women at the time of the Mahābhārata will be remembered for their 
free individuality and comprehension of duty.  Each one of them was the 
companion of the man, not merely his shadow. . . . It is difficult to say with 
certainty when the idea was initiated that a woman ought to make her existence 
the shadow of the man, ought to merge her individuality in him; but there can be 
no doubt that it must indeed have been the poisonous fruit of some wretched 
poison-tree.   

 

Mahādevī thus interprets scripture and tradition to argue that women should be seen as 

free, strong, and independent individuals—not merely extensions of men.       

In the foreword the Śkhalā kī kaiyā Mahādevī states openly that Indian 

women are in difficult and unjust circumstances: 

पर् तुत संगर्ह मे ंकुछ ए ेसे िनबन्ध जा रहे हैं िजनमें मैंने भारतीय नारी की िवषम पिरि थितयों को 

अनेक दृि िबन्दु से देखने का पर्यास िकया ह।ै अन्याय के पर्ित मै ं वभाव से असिह णु हू ँ. . . .488   

 

                                                                                                                                                 
486 Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, p. 87 
487 Mahādevī Varmā, Śkhalā kī kaiyā, p. 11.    
488 Ibid., p. 5. 
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In this collection some essays are being brought out in which I have made an 
effort to see the difficult circumstances of Indian women from a different 
viewpoint.  I am by nature intolerant towards injustice. . . .  

 
Injustice is a strong word; but her sentence ends,  

. . . . अतः इन िनबन्धों मे ंउगर्ता की गन्ध वाभािवक ह,ै परन्तु ध्वंस के िलए ध्वंस के िसद्धान्त मे ंमेरा 

कभी िव वास नहीं रहा।489  
 
. . . . the trace of over-intensity in these essays is natural, but I never had faith in 
the principle of harm for harm.   
 

This is a declaration that, although she is radical in her desire to see women released from 

oppressive situations and intends to challenge vigorously the many injustices she sees, 

she will not wage open war against the traditional system in which women are embedded.  

She is concerned that the fabric of Indian society as a harmonious whole not be 

destroyed:  she says, “We must understand that if a prisoner cuts off his feet along with 

his chains, his freedom is a false hope.” 

Her conclusions, however, are far-reaching.  She wants rights for women.  For 

example, in her essay “Strī ke arth-svātantrya” (“The Question of the Economic 

Independence of Women”) she analyzes the economic constraints on contemporary 

women.  Here she argues that ancient inheritance laws were more favorable towards 

women and recalls a practice known as svayavara in which, under certain 

circumstances, a bride could choose her own groom.490  She does not, however, glorify 

the situation of women in the Vedic golden past to validate her call for justice.  The next 

                                                 
489 Ibid., p. 5. 
490 Ibid., pp. 121-136. 
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chapter, “Female Nature at the Juncture of Modernity, Nationalism, and the Indian 

Women’s Movement,” addresses these issues further.  

 

 The Shadow, the Mirror and the Riddle 

In order to show connections between Mahādevī’s prose and poetry and to expose 

the feminist urges in her poetry, I will refer to three metaphors:  the shadow, the mirror 

and the puzzle.  This is to demonstrate how Mahādevī uses metaphors in her poetry as 

vectors of opposition and comparison (with the purpose of subverting the dominant 

image) whereas in her prose she uses the same metaphors but in direct grammatical 

statements (in order to take an analytical stance that confers power).  First, I will compare 

the uses of “shadow” and “mirror” in “I am someone’s mute shadow” with excerpts from 

“Śkhalā kī kaiyā,” and finally will consider a related image, the “riddle” or “puzzle,” 

in Mahādevī’s poem, “Ek Pahelī” (“A Puzzle”).   

The initial lines of the poem, “I am someone’s mute shadow, why doesn’t he 

recognize me,” establish the shadow metaphor as the dominant conceptual framework of 

the poem.  Mahādevī expands on the concept of the real counterposed with the shadow 

through a series of comparative, or dialogically opposed, images:  He rains from the dark 

clouds, but that same rain, pours from her eyes.  He is the beauty in the rainbow, but that 

same beauty inheres in her lips.  He is the unknowable One the world calls in silence, yet 

that same One speaks in her, and so on.  The implication is:  if the shadow is as potent as 

the real thing, why is it not recognized?    
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In “Srnkhalaa kii kariyaam,” the title essay of the prose collection, Mahādevī also 

uses the shadow concept.  Please return to the quote relating to the Mahābhārata just 

given above for the purpose of considering Mahādevī’s thoughts on gender.  Here she 

theorizes about gender relationships. 

महाभारत के समय की िकतनी ही तर्याँ अपने वतन्तर् यिक्तत्व तथा कतर् यबुिद्ध के िलए मरणीय 

रहेंगी।  उनमें से पर्त्येक संसार-पथ मे ंपुरुष की संिगनी ह,ै छाया मातर् नहीं।. . . . तर्ी को अपने अि तत्व 

को पुरुष की छाया बना देना चािहए, अपने यिक्तत्व को उसमें समािहत कर देना चािहए, इस 

िवचार का पहले कब आरम्भ हुआ, यह िन चयपूवर्क कहना किठन ह,ै परन्तु इसमे ंसन्देह नहीं िक यह 

िकसी आपित्तमलूक िवषवकृ्ष का ही िवषमय फल रहा होगा।491 
 
Indeed many women at the time of the Mahābhārata will be remembered for their 
free individuality and comprehension of duty.  Each one of them was the 
companion of the man, not merely his shadow. . . . It is difficult to say with 
certainty when the idea was initiated that a woman ought to make her existence 
the shadow of the man, ought to merge her individuality in him; but there can be 
no doubt that it must indeed have been the poisonous fruit of some wretched 
poison-tree.   

 

This passage reveals a sense of disenfranchisement similar to that apparent in the lines 

from the poem “I am someone’s mute shadow, why doesn’t he recognize me.”492   

                                                 
491 Ibid., p. 11.    
492 Mahādevī’s poetry and Mahādevī herself have been endlessly compared to the famous Rajasthani 
bhaktā, Mīrābāī.  However, although Mahādevī’s poetry can be interpreted on one level as mystical love 
poetry, it is quite different from Mīrābāī’s bhakti style as defined by sometimes fretful but always 
untempered devotion to her Lord.  Bhakti poetry also records a struggle with the beloved, but Mahādevī’s 
poetry re-channels the bhakti theme of separation so as to include the possibility of independence from the 
beloved.  Mahādevī was not strictly speaking a theist—nature was her god.  It is tempting, nonetheless, to 
ascribe a theist intent to her poetry.  Here, however, I wish only to note briefly her poetry’s similarities as 
well as its differences from bhakti poetry and to argue that, no matter if the content of her poetry was 
personally or spiritually significant, there was an additional underlying meaning—concern regarding issues 
of women’s social justice.  I argue that her poetry was a code language (functioning from the level of 
genotext) for that which was expressed in symbolic language in her prose.  Both of her modes of expression 
however, show a tempering, or even an ambiguity, towards the necessary alterations in the circumstances 
of Indian women.   
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Mahādevī also uses the mirror as a device to represent duality, a dialogic 

relationship and confusion over the real and the counterfeit.  In “Mai kisī kī mūkh  

chāyā hū,” the shadow and the mirror carry meanings that are almost interchangeable.  

The mirror is used to express ambiguity towards the relationship with the beloved:   

तोड़ देता खीझकर जब तक न िपर्य यह मृदुल दपर्ण, 

देखल ेउसके अधर सि मत, सजल दृग, अलख अ ानन 
 
As long as the beloved does not become vexed and break this fragile mirror, 
Let me gaze on his smiling lips, tearful eyes, invisible face, 
 
When was the love-relationship of the mirror and the reflection ever unending? 
 

In the first two lines she states her fear that the beloved may become vexed with her and 

shatter the relationship.  She wants to hang on as long as possible, gazing on his beautiful 

yet invisible face.  But next she says,  “When was the love-relationship of the mirror and 

the reflection ever unending?” indicating superficial resignation to an inevitable loss.   

In the prose context of Śkhalā kī kaiyā she uses the mirror to represent 

women and the psychological role of women in Indian society:   

दपर्ण का उपयोग तभी तक ह ैजब तक वह िकसी दूसरे की अ ाकृित को अपने हृदय मे ंपर्ितिबिम्बत 

करता रहता ह,ै अन्यथा लोग उसे िनरथर्क जानकर फेंक देते है।ं  पुरुष के अन्धानुसरण ने तर्ी के 

यिक्तत्व को अपना दपर्ण बनाकर उसकी उपयीिगता तो सीिमत कर ही दी, साथ ही समाज को भी 

अपूणर् बना िदया।   
 
As long as the mirror is used, it keeps on reflecting some other form in its heart; 
otherwise, knowing it to be meaningless, people throw it out.  The blind 
conformity of men in having made the selfhood of women their own mirror, 
limited its [the mirror’s] usefulness; at the same time they made society 
incomplete.493   
 

                                                 
493 Mahādevī Varmā, Śkhalā kī kaiyā, p.13. 
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Here she suggests that women are natural mirrors but warns that if they are used blindly 

by men for purposes of projection, there are dangerous consequences to women 

themselves and society.  The implication is that women should be their own mirrors and 

that when they serve to mirror men, they must reflect their intrinsic individuality rather 

than the projections that men have wrongly, and to the detriment of society, foisted on 

them.494   

 As with the shadow and mirror, Mahādevī uses the riddle as both a metaphor for 

the feminine and a reflection of dialogue and ambiguity between feminine and masculine 

elements.  The riddle is the subject of Mahādevī’s poem “Ek Pahelī” originally published 

in Nīrajā (1934).495   

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
494 To emphasize the point that Mahādevī uses the mirror as a symbol of woman’s identity in both her 
poetry and prose I refer back to the poem, “That cruel mirror was broken.”  

Today where is my sense of self— 
your veil of hiding? 
my bondage is your devotion.   
 
You look in me for your happiness, 
I in you for my sadness, dearest! 
That cruel mirror was broken! 

The poem is a statement to a beloved who is absent and does not respond, but who is nonetheless very 
powerfully present in his absence.  There is thus confusion regarding who is the self and a concurrent sense 
of loss of identity:  “Today where is my sense of self—your veil of hiding?”  The mirror may be taken as a 
symbol of “māyā,” the “veil of hiding.”  Jacque Lacan, with whom Kristeva worked, formulated the 
concept of the “mirror-stage” of psychological development which can be related to māyā:  at the moment 
the infant first sees his image in a mirror, his personality is split into subject and object and he is cast into 
an endless quest to become an ideal object.  If the mirror symbolism in this poem is analyzed as an 
expression of Lacan’s mirror-stage, we see a shattering of the insatiable desire of the self in its quest to 
identify with the ideal object and a struggle going on within the feminine self to break out of the 
entrapment of desire for the Other.    
495 Mahādevī Varmā, Mahādevī Sāhitya, p. 261. 
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“एक पहेली” 

 

िपर्य!  मैं हूँ एक पहेली भी! 

 

िजतना मध ुिजतना मधुर हास 

िजतना मद तेरी िचतवन में, 

िजतना कर्न्दन िजतना िवषाद 

िजतना िवष जग के पन्दन मे;ं 

 

पी पी मैं िचर दुख-प्यास बनी 

सुख-सिरता की रँगरेली भी! 

 

मेरे पर्ितरोमों से अिवरत, 

झरते हैं िनझर्र अ ौर अ ाग; 

करती िवरिक्त अ ासिक्त प्यार, 

मेरे वासों मे ंजाग जाग; 

 

िपर्य मै ंसीमा की गोदपली 

पर हू ँअसीम से खेली भी! 
 
Dear One!  I too am a riddle! 
 
However much nectar, however much sweet laughter, 
however much intoxication in your glance, 
however much weeping, however much sadness 
however much poison in the trembling of the universe; 
 
Drinking it in, I became an ancient thirst for sadness, 
but also the merriment of the river of joy.   
 
From all pores of my being 
torrents of water and fire ceaselessly flow; 
I am in love with both detachment and desire, 
Continually awakening in all my breaths. 
 
Dear One, I was reared in the lap of limitation, 
but I have also played with the limitless. 
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 Using the puzzle as primary metaphor for a universalized self, this poem narrates 

a lavish struggle between the self and the ‘other,’ an omnipotent, shadowy lover whose 

effect is intoxicating but excruciating.  Presumably the self is Mahādevī, but the precise 

nature of the relationship she describes is unclear:  is the lover a real person spoken of in 

metaphorical terms, the divine beloved, or both?  Or is the lover an element abstracted 

from Mahādevī’s own personality?   

 Strong, broadly evocative verbal polarities—nectar/poison, laughter/weeping, 

water/fire—relate the poem’s themes of self and relationship to existential query and 

philosophical debate.  As in the unanswerable Zen question or the unification of 

apparently irreconcilable opposites in the “Tat tvam asi” (“You are that”) argument of the 

Chāndogya Upaniad, the poem’s oppositions work to confound conventional 

understanding.  Fire and water logically cannot coexist; two entities cannot be one.  By 

obfuscating such categories, the poem cuts to a new truth:  Even as the self dares to 

identify with the lover’s omnipotence and to proclaim it as her own, she is able to 

separate from him because of the discovery of her power.  While the poem’s initial line, 

“Dear one, I too am a riddle,” is thrown down with the force of a challenge, the poem’s 

final lines, “I was reared in the lap of limitation but I have also played with the limitless,” 

evoke a soaring sense of emancipation and complex self-assertion against the beloved 
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‘other.’496  Shown thus as abstractions within an interior universe, the poem’s primary 

themes are power, emancipation and identity. 

 
Conclusion to Chapter Seven:   

Mahādevī,  Desire, Grammar of Power  

 This chapter has discussed two ways through which Mahādevī engaged with 

contemporary discourses related to female power and agency:  the use of desire as a 

transmissional mode in her poetry and the differing uses of grammar in both her poetry 

and prose essays.  Both of these means worked, albeit in ways that were negotiated with 

traditional models, to stretch the limits of freedom within which contemporary female 

identity could be imagined.  The writings of Mahādevī that are concerned with female 

identity were a response to the pressures of modernizing processes occurring within 

society.  The effects of her poems and essays on the female reading public would have 

occurred first at the level of the individual’s imagination through an encounter with a 

constructed, imaginary ‘woman of India’ who could serve as a semiotic nexus, bringing 

together in one site both individual and national visions of an ideal Indian woman in the 

modern world.  Although relevant to the present chapter’s discussions, the topic of the 

“woman of India” as a semiotic site will be addressed more fully in Chapter Eight. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
496 The italics in “Dear one, I too am a riddle” are mine. 
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Chapter Eight:  Female Nature at the Juncture of Modernity, 
Nationalism, and the Indian Women’s Movement:  

Mahādevī’s “Ādhunik nārī” 
 
 
Introduction: Questioning Mahādevī’s Representations of the Female Self in the 
Activist Milieu 
 
 The final chapter of this dissertation shifts away from poetry to a consideration of 

Chāyāvād prose in order to provide a detailed example of the dissertation’s central topic:  

the construction of modern-nationalist identities through the Chāyāvād movement.  Here, 

in keeping with Chapter Seven’s consideration of Mahādevī’s purposeful transition from 

poetry to prose writing, I shift into a discussion of her prose essay on the condition of 

modern Indian women, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di.”  “Ādhunik nārī” is 

centrally positioned to serve as a key for understanding the construction of modern-

nationalist identities.  In particular, it delineates the negotiations with traditional roles 

required to construct an essentialized model of identity for the modern Indian women 

during the nationalist period.  Here I identify and discuss Mahādevī’s concept of female 

nature as a framework for delineating a modern identity for the ‘woman of India’ within a 

process of negotiation with tradition.   

 I begin with the passage that opens “Ādhunik nārī”:  

 

मध्य अ ौर नवीन युग के सिन्ध थल में नारी ने जब पहल-ेपहले अपनी ि थित पर असन्तोष 

पर्कट िकया, उस समय उसकी अव था उस पीिड़त के समान थी, िजसकी पर्कट वेदना के 

अपर्कट कारण का िनदान न हो सका हो । उसे अस  यथा थी, परन्तु इस िनषय मे ं‘कहाँ’ 

अ ौर ‘क्या’ का कोई उत्तर न िमलता था । अिधक गूढ़ कारणों की छान-बीन करने का उसे 
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अवकाश भी न था, अतः उसने पुरुष से अपनी तुलना करके जो अन्तर पाया उसी को अपनी 

दयनीय ि थित का प  कारण समझ िलया।497 
 

At the juncture of the pre-modern and modern ages when woman at first 
expressed dissatisfaction with her circumstances, her condition was like that of an 
afflicted person whose obvious pain’s hidden cause could not be diagnosed.  She 
had unbearable pain, but she got no answer concerning the ‘where’ and ‘what’ of 
this pain.  She also did not have the leisure to investigate the more hidden causes; 
therefore she mistook the difference she found in comparing herself to man to be 
the clear cause of her piteous condition.  
–Mahādevī Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti.” (“Modern woman:  a look at her 
situation,” 1934). 

    

Mahādevī identifies the precise moment—the point of transition from premodern 

society to the modern world—when the Indian woman became aware of her difficult 

circumstances in society and began to try to discover their source.  Mahādevī articulates 

here at the outset of the essay her conviction that relief for women’s social ills will not be 

found if women try to imitate men:  the modern woman “mistook the difference she 

found in comparing herself to man to be the clear cause of her piteous condition.”  

Behind this statement lies a set of assumptions connected with contemporary notions of 

‘female nature.’  The central word in the excerpt is “difference.”  Mahādevī is 

admonishing women not to override the inherent, but complementary differences 

between male and female.  Complementary difference (‘complementarity’) between the 

sexes was, in fact, a key construct in the contemporary discourses related to female 

nature.  “Ādhunik nārī” extended the discourse about female nature by using it (female 

                                                 
497 Mahādevī Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di” (“Modern woman: a look at her situation”) in 
Śkhalā kī kaiyā: Bhāratīya nārī kī samasyāo kā vivecan (Links of the Chains: An Evaluation of the 
Problems of Indian Women) (Prayāg/Allahabad, Sadhanā-sadan: 1951), pp. 52-66. 
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nature) as a conceptual framework for considering traditional (Brahmanical) views on 

women’s morality and virtue in relation to the demands of modernity.   

 The essay is an attempt to influence the construction a modern-nationalist identity 

for women through the negotiation of deeply ingrained roles for females with modern 

exigencies.  Mahādevī subtly shifts the Indian model of an ideal female identity away 

from the social reformist roles of the Dvivedī Era, achieving this shift through an almost 

imperceptible repositioning of the locus of enforcement for female virtue.  In an apparent 

attempt to resolve the conflict between traditional notions about women and the new 

demands being made upon women in the modern nationalist context, Mahādevī uses 

female nature to argue that enforcement of virtue should be located within the woman 

herself rather than under male control.  Her argument is two-pronged.  On one hand, she 

argues not only that the set of behavioral inclinations which are part of a woman’s nature 

should not be altered by the forces of modernity but also that, due to their immutability, 

they cannot be.  On the other hand, she argues that the very strength of female nature and 

its attributes equip the Indian woman to maintain this virtuous model on her own instead 

of through the oversight of patriarchal structures.  This conceptual shift questioned the 

necessity of constant male observation thus offering a vision of an Indian woman who 

would be able to function freely outside the private sphere.  The shift was a necessary 

calibration as women transited from the private to the public sphere in the midst of the 

demands upon them to participate openly in the nationalist movement.  It serves as an 

example of a uniquely Indian shift in modern identity models.     
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Mahādevī interacts with and uses tradition in both her poetry and prose.  As I 

discussed in Chapter Seven, her poetry cleverly twists the familiar, traditional form of 

bhakti to redefine the female self and traditional lines of power between the sexes.  

Moreover, her shift to prose is accompanied by a recontextualizing of the self that was 

proposed in her poetry; her prose essays shift the self out of the sheltered psychic 

landscape of the poetry into the real world of contemporary society.  This repositioning 

allowed Mahādevī to describe the concrete problems and opportunities of women in India 

in the 1930s, which she did with an eye to social continuity and her beliefs about 

women’s nature.  As a whole, Mahādevī’s essays on women’s and gender issues, which 

constitute the textual subject of the present chapter, show an ambivalence towards 

traditional roles for women.  While being strongly opposed to Brahmanical customs that 

favor males, Mahādevī simultaneously proposes that female nature confers certain 

immutable characteristics (such as self sacrifice, a quality linked to wifely devotion, 

which inspired pity in the nineteenth century but came to represent a source of women’s 

strength in the nationalist movement of the early twentieth century).498  The idea that 

female nature is immutable appears not to undermine traditionalist beliefs about 

women’s roles.  A negotiation that was very important to Mahādevī was thus effected:  

she redefined female selfhood and power while advocating that society’s complex, 

traditional fabric not be obliterated.  Essentially, she took obedience to nature as being 

the means to achieve a well ordered, integrated society over blind adherence to traditional 

                                                 
498 Radha Kumar, The History of Doing: An Illustrated Account of Movements for Women’s Rights and 
Feminism in India 1800-1990 (New Delhi: 1993, Kali for Women), p. 55 and p. 57. 
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roles.  However nature was thereby pressed into service as a surrogate for tradition in that 

it worked conceptually to perpetuate some limiting attitudes towards women.       

In accordance with the complexity of Mahādevī’s approach to tradition across two 

genres, the present chapter looks at her prose essays (primarily “Ādhunik nārī”) in an 

effort to disentangle the threads in her thought surrounding traditional and modern female 

identities.  I show that, while her purported position as a ‘feminist’ is in question for 

various reasons, she worked in subtle but powerful ways under the dual stresses of 

modernity’s incursions and the nationalist movement to change female identity towards a 

traditionally complex, but nonetheless modern model.  The present chapter focuses on the 

concept of female nature that Mahādevī developed in her activist prose essays and 

contextualizes her ideas about female nature within contemporary discourses, particularly 

those surrounding modernity, the nationalist movement, and the Indian women’s 

movement.  This discussion is intended to shed light on the construction of female 

identity—and Mahādevī’s significant contribution to its development—within the 

modern-nationalist context.   

 The first section of this chapter offers an overview of female nature in 

“Ādhunik nārī.”  Following an introduction of the contested issue of Mahādevī’s status as 

a feminist I discuss the “woman of India” as a semiotic site and outline Mahādevī’s use 

of female nature to construct her vision of the modern Indian woman.  A comparison of 

three simultaneously occurring histories in the first half of the twentieth century—the 

nationalist movement, the Indian women’s movement, and Mahādevī’s life and work—

enables a view of the events and social trends that influenced Mahādevī as she wrote, 
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worked, and shifted her focus to various issues and from poetry to prose.  After 

considering social reform and women’s education, I devote several sections to a 

discussion of ‘female nature:’  the articulation of female nature through the concept of 

complementarity; and a comparision of Mahādevī’s writings on female nature in relation 

to similar statements by Gandhi, Tagore, and Dayānand Sarasvatī.  A number of topics 

connected with contemporary definitions of female nature emerge in contemporary 

writings, including:  the difference between the genders; vocations, aptitudes, and spheres 

of activity proper to women; female sexuality; the essentialized “woman of India” and 

the “modern woman”; concepts of modernity and the ancient in relation to female nature; 

and women’s rights and economic autonomy.  After a consideration of these topics, the 

chapter’s concluding section, “Inside the Construction of a Modern-nationalist Identity,” 

addresses Mahādevī’s models of the ideal Indian society and woman in the joint contexts 

of modernity and nationalism and returns to the question which I raise initially in the next 

section:  based on Mahādevī’s view of female nature, is it appropriate that she be called a 

feminist? 

 
A Brief Overview of the Idea of Female Nature in “Ādhunik nārī:  uskī sthiti par   
ek di”  
 

Mahādevī’s “Ādhunik nārī” was originally published in 1934 in the journal, 

Chād.  Although she intended for the essay to have an influence on all classes and 

categories of modern Indian women, it is in particular a critique of women activists in the 

nationalist movement.  She divides the broad category of modern women into three types:  

women active in the nationalist movement; educated women in service professions such 
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as education (Mahādevī herself falls into this category); and wealthy women with limited 

education who have avidly adopted western modernity.  The final part of the essay, 

however, focuses on the first category:  those who became activists in the national 

movement.  Here Mahādevī indicates that their inability to shift from soldiery back to a 

normal state of life (with an emphasis on compassion and gentleness) has created 

problems for society.   

She does not directly refer to the approximately 20,000 women satyāgrahīs who 

were jailed during the mass civil disobedience movement of 1930-32; however, the date 

of the writing (1934) makes it is clear that she is referring to that momentous agitation led 

by Gandhi and the Indian National Congress following the declaration of purna svarāj in 

1930.  This movement was characterized by the first, large-scale participation of women 

in India in a highly visible public effort.499  It brought many women out of their homes 

and released them temporarily from the authority of traditional family structures, that had 

designated “home” as the only proper sphere for women and seated husbands and fathers 

as the arbiters of a woman’s entrance into arenas outside the home.  Because the 

nationalist cause was extremely compelling across genders, the rules of women’s 

activities in the public sphere (in this case, politics and public protest, which were 

traditionally defined as male spheres) were temporarily stretched and the boundaries 

between home and the world became permeable.   

Traditional structures of authority were thus fundamentally disrupted after the 

mass entrance of women into public life in the emotionally charged climate of the 
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movement of 1930-32.  The presence of women in public life and the elision of authority 

structures must have appeared to many observers of the time to be a precipitous loss of 

social balance.  “Ādhunik nārī” represents an attempt by Mahādevī to put things right, to 

assist women to reclaim their place in the order of society according to preordained 

female nature.  She does not, however, want to return to the social order as it existed 

before.  She asserts that the ancient, natural balance between the sexes was lost due to 

oppressive Indian customs, excessive western modernization and the inability of women 

entering into the nationalist arena to return to natural modes of being in the world.  She 

wants balance to be reestablished, but within the contemporary social context which 

carries with it various demands for women to be active in the public sphere and have full 

rights of citizenship.   

“Ādhunik nārī” was written in the same year in which Mahādevī’s third volume 

of poems, Nīrajā was published (1934).  Picking up a discussion about gender relations 

begun in her poetry (which was discussed in Chapter Seven), this essay and the entire 

series of her essays in Śkhalā kī kaiyā work to reconfigure the lines of power 

between the sexes in light of the conflicting demands manifested in the contemporary 

society.   It is important to note that Mahādevī co-defines balance in society with gender 

balance; but because female nature is self-sacrificing and compassionate, she holds only 

women responsible for creating an integrated society.  In advocating a renewed balance 

                                                                                                                                                 
499 Kumar, p. 78. 
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between the sexes, Mahādevī herself was demonstrating what she asserted to be a task 

peculiar to the female nature—the creation of “life’s beautiful and integrated picture.”500 

“Ādhunik nārī” moves through a discussion of several topics.  Mahādevī starts by 

laying out the perceived problem:  as members of society, women are in pain, but they 

have misdiagnosed the reason for their affliction.  They mistakenly think that their innate 

gentleness is the cause of their pain and misfortune and that they must change to become 

more like men.501  In reality, she says, the cause of their affliction relates to a disruption 

of female nature brought about by modernity.  Modernity was conveyed by the West.  

The “ancient woman,” who understood the proper relation between the sexes is, however, 

universal and cannot be changed.  Mahādevī continues to discuss issues related to 

women’s rights and power and rivalry between the sexes:  after centuries of being 

deprived of her rights, the Indian woman is justified in expressing her dissatisfaction.  It 

would have been good if the modern Indian woman could have “put forward a demand 

for personal rights on the strength of her usefulness [to society].”502  She then describes 

the three classes of modern Indian women mentioned above.  Of the three kinds, she lays 

primary responsibility for disrupting female nature at the door of women involved in 

nationalist activism in the civil disobedience period of 1930-1932.  She concludes with an 

                                                 
500 Mahādevī Varmā, Śkhalā kī kaiyā, “Ādhunik nārī,” p. 63. 
501 Mahādevī’s position may be compared to the concept of three historical stages in the feminist struggle 
expressed in Jain’s “Positioning the ‘Post’ in Post-Feminism” (2001) .  Mahādevī appears to be arguing 
against the “no man” stage and trying to delineate the differences between the genders (see f.n. 504).  Since 
her argument is based on female nature, however, she plays into the traditionalist discourse. It may also be 
said of Mahādevī in relation to the three stages that she attempted maneuvers at the post-feminist level--to 
question binary oppositions and redefine power and freedom (in her poetry) and to explore the point that 
“the self does not exist in isolation”  (Jain, p. 83 and p. 81). 
502 “Ādhunik nārī,” p. 59 
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admonition that today’s awakened and educated woman must compromise with man 

instead of rebelling against him in order to fulfill the dream of a future society. 

 

Mahādevī:  A Feminist? 

Mahādevī’s discussions of topics such as the situation of the modern woman have 

in recent years drawn increasing attention to her as a representative of early Indian 

feminism.  For example, Karine Schomer characterized her as a feminist and, more 

recently, Neera Kuckreja Sohoni published an article in the Hindustan Times titled 

“Mahādevī Varmā:  Forging a Feminist Path.”503  In the introduction to her translation of 

Mahādevī’s Atīt ke Chal Chitra (Sketches From My Past), Sohoni says, “My choice of 

this particular work for translation is conditioned very much by my interest in presenting 

Mahādevī as a feminist and an activist.”504  She italicizes both “feminist” and “activist.”   

On the basis of her advocacy for women through social criticism and work in education, 

Mahādevī retrospectively seems to fulfill a global (or western) definition of “feminist”—

itself a shifting category.505   

Labeling Mahādevī as a feminist is, however, problematic.  In the first place, it is 

misleading to impose the same generalized, developmental model on both Indian and 

western efforts towards establishing equality for women.  The women’s movement in 

                                                 
503 Schomer, p. 220, pp. 226-227.  Neera Kuckreja Sohoni, “Mahādevī Varmā: Forging a Feminist Path,” 
<Hindustantimes.com> (“Persona” section), March 28, 2002. 
504 Neera Kuckreja Sohoni, Sketches From My Past:  Encounters With India’s Oppressed (Boston:  
Northwestern University Press, 1994), p. xiv. 
505 R. S. Tiwari, “Feminism and Globalisation versus Indian Women Empowerment,” Modernity, Feminism 
and Women Empowerment, Ed. Abha Avasthi and A. K. Srivastava (Jaipur and New Delhi: Rawat 
Publications, 2001), p. 33.   
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India has its own history based in the complex efforts and experiences of various classes 

of Indian women working over a long span of time within Indian social milieus.  Very 

real problems exist in comparing Indian feminism and western feminism and these issues 

continue to be debated within contemporary feminist discourses by writers such as 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Jasbir Jain, and Gayatri Spivak .506  There is also the issue of 

how, or even if “feminism,” a western term, came to be accepted as a self-designation by 

Indian women.  As the behaviors of the westernized woman became the object of 

disapproval by nationalists during the 1920s and early 1930s, the terms “feminist” and 

“western” were conceptually linked.  “Feminism” attained negative associations related 

to sexual looseness, stridency, and colonial hegemony.  In the context of the Indian 

                                                 
506 During the 1990s an increasing number of South Asian women writers began to criticize feminism as a 
western construct that is constrictive and even pejorative when applied in the “Third World” context.  For 
example, Chandra T. Mohanty in her 1991 article, “Under Western Eyes:  Feminist Scholarship and 
Colonial Discourses,” posits several unsound analytical bases extant in western feminist writing. These 
bases, she says, work to categorize and de-individualize Third World women.  Such analyses rely on an 
implicit comparison of Third World women to their privileged and independent western counterparts and 
that this comparison casts them in a homogenous, faceless category of weak and underprivileged victims.  
Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses” in Third 
World Women and the Politics of Feminism, ed. Chandra T. Mohanty (Bloomington: 1991, Indiana 
University Press), pp. 333-358.  Gayatri Spivak, with particular reference to Julia Kristeva’s “About 
Chinese Women” (1977), questions western feminists’ ability to speak truthfully and effectively from the 
heterogeneous locations of Asian women in “French Feminism in an International Frame.” 
Gayatri Spivak, “French Feminism in an International Frame” in Feminist Literary Criticism, ed. Mary 
Eagleton (London: 1991, Longman), pp. 83-109.  More recently, Jasbir Jain in her 2001 article, 
“Positioning the ‘Post’ in Post-Feminism,” identifies three historical stages in the “feminist struggle,” and 
notes what has become an increasingly accepted and analyzed position, that “Feminisms are several and 
they are culture specific.  The first was a concern with the right to equality and political rights and the 
second with emphasis on alternative perspective and epistemological structures.  Both of these failed to 
destroy the binary oppositions.  The first still held ‘man’ as central, with woman being a ‘no-man’ with 
aspirations to become one, the second privileged differences, motherhood and the self.  The third stage, the 
post-feminist one, is at one level an attempt to demolish these binary oppositions and at another an effort to 
redefine power and freedom. It is an attempt to extend the of area women’s roles and of their questioning of 
relationships to drive home the point that the self does not exist in isolation.”  Jasbir Jain, “Positioning the 
‘Post’ in Post-Feminist: Reworking of Strategies” in Indian Feminisms, eds. Jasbir Jain and Avadhesh 
Kumar Singh (New Delhi: 2001, Creative Books), pp. 83 and 81.  In Engendering India, Sangeeta Ray, 
notes problems in previous feminist accounts of self-reflexivity, of overlooking the relationship between 
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women’s movement, “feminism” was related to the contested issue of collaborations with 

western feminists:  “Sarojini Naidu and Begum Shah Nawaz both declared that the Indian 

women’s movement was not a ‘feminist’ one like the Western movement.”507      

 Therefore if Mahādevī is to be called a feminist, her work must be located within 

contemporary discourses, including views of tradition, discourses of modernity, and the 

nationalist movement.  Locating her within these diverse forces reveals that she produced 

a complex, negotiated model of the modern female self that was affected not only by 

strands of feminist thought of the period, but inevitably also by traditionally defined roles 

as well as modern attitudes towards women that were developing in tandem with the 

nationalist movement.  She was bold in some of her proposals relating to female agency 

but, like Sarojini Naidu, she appeared to uphold tradition; more accurately, she chipped 

away at tradition in subversive, negotiated ways.  She was not a revolutionary activist for 

the nationalist cause like some women who became involved in various revolutionary 

groups centered in Chittagong starting from the early 1930s;508 she inveighed against 

women who were overly influenced by western modernist ideas; and she agreed with 

contemporary discussions which affirmed that female nature defines women’s capacities.   

                                                                                                                                                 
patriarchies and feminisms, and of failing to take into account the effects of communalism and “its 
manipulations of gender ideology.”  Sangeeta Ray, p. 6.  
507 Kumar, p. 88.  Original reference: Gail Pearson, “Reserved Seats—women and the vote in Bombay”, 
IESHR, vol. XX, No. 1, pp. 62-63.  Sarojinī Naidu (1879-1949):  from Hyderabad, Sarojinī Naidu 
(nationalist, poet, orator) became the first woman to become president of the Indian National Congress 
(1925).  She was elected president of the All India Women’s Conference in 1931.  Begum Shah Nawaz 
(1896-1979) was an influential member of the All India Muslim Women’s Conference and founder of the 
Panjab Provincial Women’s Muslim League (1935).  Appointed as a member of the Indian National 
Defense Council in 1942, she refused to resign when asked to by the Muslim League and left the League.  
Having rejoined the League, she was elected to the Panjab Assembly in 1946, and was involved in the Civil 
Disobedience Movement in Panjab in 1947. 
508 Kumar, pp. 85-87. 
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Even so, she widely influenced women towards a new, more independent model of the 

Indian woman during the decade preceding Independence and she worked to eradicate 

certain implicit principles which diminished female agency—such as the male locus of 

enforcement for female virtue that is under discussion in this chapter.  The difficulties in 

categorizing her work, however, challenge the very categories themselves and point to 

the inherently problematic nature of determining what a “feminist” was during that 

period. 

 

The Indian Woman as “Semiotic Site” 
 

Sangeeta Ray has argued that “after 1857 the figure of the Hindu woman begins 

to function as a crucial semiotic site in and around which the discourses of imperialism, 

nationalism, and Indian postcolonialism and feminism are complexly inscribed.”509  She 

proposes that “the idea of protecting the image of the English nation threatened by 

rebellious indigenous mutineers could be upheld…by extending the boundaries of the 

imagined English nation to include the oppressed Indian woman.”510  Even before the 

first war of independence in 1857, however, attempts to uplift and reform Indian women 

were going on more generally as a joint project of colonialists and Indian educated elites.  

Thus, the English nation as well as Indian cultural nationalists were already using the 

Indian woman as a “semiotic site” to represent constructed political and social agendas.  

Ray uses the phrase “woman of India,” citing the “spatial congruence between the two 

                                                 
509 Sangeeta Ray, p. 8.  
510 Ibid., p. 8.  



   382

terms that becomes the obsessive focus of national conjecture in the colonial and 

postcolonial texts” which she discusses.511  Significantly, I found that this term had 

already been adopted by Tagore in his essay of 1922, “Woman and Home,” where he 

uses phrases such as “women of India” and “our women.”512  This is significant in that, 

without question and particularly given Tagore’s influence during the period, the concept 

of the “woman of India,” an essentialized identity of the ideal Indian woman, was being 

incorporated into public discourses.     

The woman whom Ray says was imagined to be the semiotic site of description 

for both nationalist and colonialist discourses was specifically upper-caste and Hindu.513  

This close association between the “woman of India” and “Hindu” as a qualifier was 

carried into the nationalist discourse of the early twentieth century.  If women remained 

(or could be kept) in balance, even a society being stretched and pummeled by the radical 

change entailed in the nationalist movement could survive intact.  The hope that society 

could survive presumes the existence of a society which, however, also had to be 

invented as part of the quest to become a nation.  The invented society (or “imagined 

community” of the nation) was primarily Hindu; hence, the Indian woman who served as 

the semiotic site was envisioned as Hindu.  Even though the Gandhian model of the 

nation was ostensibly anti-communalist and the Nehruvian model was secular, the 

undercurrent of nationalist discourse continually privileged the Hindu nation.  Probably 

due in part to Mahādevī’s own position as highly literate, economically privileged, and 

                                                 
511 Ibid. Ray, p. 10. 
512 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” p. 163. 
513 Sangeeta Ray, p. 9. 
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Hindu (by birth), her voice preserves the primarily Hindu and high-caste location of the 

national Indian woman.514  Even though as an adult she adopted Buddhism as her 

metaphysical framework and showed great empathy and sensitivity towards lower caste 

individuals in her character sketches and volunteer work, she nonetheless addressed the 

topic of female nature as it relates to the problems of the modern, upper caste Indian 

woman using a definition of “Indian” linked back to the Hindu roots of the nation and 

with the implicit meaning of “Indian” being primarily Hindu.  Mahādevī’s concept of 

female nature was thus generated in a primarily Hindu context.    

In considering Mahādevī’s work on constructing the identity of the Indian 

woman, it will be useful to merge the concept of the semiotic site discussed by Ray with 

anthropologist Mary Douglas’s theory of purity and pollution.  This dual perspective will 

explicate the (specifically Hindu) Indian woman as a semiotic site where society’s 

boundaries were discussed and formulated for the purposes of defining the nation over 

and against other possible models for the nation, bringing it into being and maintaining it 

as a conceptual unit.  Douglas proposes that a society’s pollution practices express the 

                                                 
514 Mahādevī was a Kāyasth, a mixed caste which appears to have been “the product of intercaste marriage 
among the officialdom of Hindu kingdoms” and is regarded as śūdra (the lowest of the twice-born Indo-
Aryan classes) by Brahmans.  (Schomer, p. 150.)  Schomer notes, “For the debate over whether Kayasthas 
were considered Shudra, or twice-born, see William L. Rowe, “Mobility in the Nineteenth-Century Caste 
System,” in Milton s. Singer and Bernard S. Cohn, eds., Structure and Change in Indian Society.”  
(Schomer, fn., p. 150.)  Kāyasthas are traditionally writers, scribes, and educators. (Schomer, pp. 150-153).  
Although not Brahman or Katriya, Mahādevī was well acquainted with upper-class life due to her father’s 
official association as dīvān of Narsinghgarh, a court of princely India.  Mahādevī considered becoming a 
Buddhist nun.  Even though she did not, she resolved to “lead the life of bhikkhunī (nun) without taking on 
the ochre robe or withdrawing from the world.”  (Schomer, p. 199.)  Also, she worked with the 
economically disenfranchised in the village from a Gandhian perspective and described the people she 
encountered with great sympathy.  She always returned to her own privileged life in the world of education.  
Relocating oneself in a different worldview may present insurmountable obstacles.    
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need to set up boundaries that define and protect the social body.515  Such practices are 

based on the concept of dirt as “matter out of place” in an ordered system.  Further, 

Douglas sees the human body as the symbol of order for any society with its concomitant 

needs of protection and boundary maintenance.  Rituals that transgress the society’s 

normal boundaries and rules of pollution serve as sites of ambiguity.  Douglas interprets 

such rituals as forays into society’s dangerous margins where power is obtained through 

contact with pollution.   

In the case of Indian nationalism, the Hindu woman is used as a semiotic site for 

the elucidation and illustration of concepts at work in the nationalist discourse; she was a 

particularly appropriate body to employ as an arena of discourse about national identity 

because of the perceived liminality of femaleness which disposed her to serve as a 

location where power and danger coexist.516  Thus the maintenance and control of the 

purity of the female body was analogous to the protection and maintenance of Hindu 

society.  In the case of Indian nationalism, attempts were made to describe a nation 

whose actual constituency was very diverse.  As the Indian woman came to the fore as 

the principal representative of the new nation’s boundaries and purity, she became a 

contested semiotic site, with different versions of the nation being described through the 

female body and person.  The Hindu version of the Indian woman gained precedence as 

                                                 
515 Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (New York:  
Frederick A. Praeger, 1966). 
516 The importance of menses as an intensely powerful yet polluting substance and the concurrent intention 
to delimit female activities through Brahamanical ritual and prescriptions for female behavior have been 
discussed by a number of scholars.  For example:  Julia Leslie, “Menstruation Myths,” in Myth and 
Mythmaking, Collected Papers on South Asia No. 12, ed. Julia Leslie (Richmond Surrey:  Curzon Press, 
1996), pp. 87-104. 
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the primary representation of national purity.  She was defined by multiple forces:  

Gandhi and other nationalists, feminists and nationalist women of the day, Hindu 

revivalist and reformist organizations, and various social reform programs begun in the 

nineteenth century which attempted to reconstruct Indian women homogeneously in the 

likeness of the national ideal of the pure Hindu woman.    

The polluted female, however, was also admitted into the discourse of the nation 

to serve as a semiotic site.  Douglas’s model discusses the use of ritual for the purpose of 

obtaining power in liminal regions.  The “Indian woman,” abstracted from reality and 

used to represent broad social concepts, is comparable to ritual in that both serve as 

complex semiotic sites.  In the case of Hindu nationalism, impure female figures were 

utilized beginning in the first decade of the twentieth century to energize the nationalist 

project.  After the 1905 partition of Bengal, revolutionary terrorists began to carry out 

Kālī pūjās.  Kālī, a Tantric goddess, who at times had been viewed as the protector of 

conservative Hindu traditions, took on a new role as the liberator of Mother India.517  

Kumar discusses the use of two kinds of female figures to represent nationalist 

aspirations:  a nexus of fierce but sometimes protective goddesses (Kālī, Durgā and 

Caī); and the figure of the mother, who was evoked by early twentieth nationalist-

feminists for her power over the nation’s sons and by Gandhi, who emphasized a pure, 

de-sensualized type of the mother whose sacrificial energies were reserved for the good 

of the nation.518  

                                                 
517 Kumar, pp. 44-49. 
518 Ibid., p. 44-45. 
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 The Indian woman may thus be viewed as a semiotic site operating within the 

nationalist and feminist discourses in the form of a bounded, but permeable and violable 

female body.  I extend that view to include Mahādevī’s construction of the Indian woman 

imagined in the context of female nature as a semiotic site.  For Mahādevī, female nature 

is co-extensive with female sexuality.  In her thought, women are inclined towards 

sensuality, superficiality, and seductiveness but female nature is not a priori 

uncontrollable or wild.  If given expression through its appropriate channels of 

motherhood and suffering, female nature becomes the primary boundary-creating and 

tempering element in the lives of “dignified” women.  Following on previous and 

contemporary assertions about the nature of women, Mahādevī’s presentation of female 

nature is a reformulation of Brahmanical concepts which traditionally defined female 

nature as highly sensual, dangerous, and in need of control.  In a later section of this 

chapter, I discuss the beliefs about female nature held by Dayānand Sarasvatī, Gandhi, 

and Tagore as representative of the context out of which Mahādevī’s ideas on female 

nature emerged.   

 

Parallel Histories: The Nationalist Movement, the Indian Women’s Movement, and 
Mahādevī’s Life and Work 
 

Mahādevī’s conceptual development of female nature occurred in the midst of a 

unique confluence of histories.  Even as Mahādevī refused to live with the husband to 

whom she had been given as a child bride, the Indian nationalist and women’s 

movements were mutually influencing each other and notions about the woman’s place 
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and autonomy within home and society were being reformulated due to historical 

exigency.  Thus an overview of the period’s history, particularly the intertwining of the 

strands of the nationalist and Indian women’s movements with Mahādevī’s life and work, 

serves as a basis from which to understand Mahādevī’s conceptual approach to female 

nature.     

The term ‘Indian women’s movement’ signifies a complex collectivity of 

organizations that have been set up to address women’s issues or advocated on behalf of 

feminist concerns in India.  Scholars generally cite the beginning of the Indian women’s 

movement from the mid-nineteenth century, a reckoning that includes the appearance of 

early social reform organizations geared towards women’s uplift and education.519  By 

some accounts, however, the Indian women’s movement began in the early twentieth 

century with Gandhi:  “Because of his self-feminization and his feminization of politics, 

Gandhi was hailed as the parent of the ‘Indian women’s movement’….”520  The 

declaration of Gandhi as the parent of the Indian women’s movement521 locates the 

inception of feminism in India in several interesting sites:  in a single (male) person; in 

the intense period of nationalist activism leading directly to Independence; and within an 

embattled discourse about modernity, a debate which was also involved in the 

                                                 
519 Catherine A. Robinson, Tradition and Liberation: The Hindu Tradition in the Indian Women’s 
Movement (Surrey: Curzon, 1999), pp. 9-10.  Nandita Gandhi and Nandita Shah, The Issues at Stake: 
Theory and Practice in the Contemporary Women’s Movement in India (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 
1992), p. 16.  
520 Kumar, p. 2.   
521 Various views on the quality and nature of Gandhi’s participation in the Indian women’s movement are 
extant.  For a summary of these and a discussion of the Indian Women’s Movement in connection with the 
nationalist movement, see: Geraldine Forbes, “The Indian Women’s Movement: A Struggle for Women’s 
Rights or National Liberation” in The Extended Family: Women and Political Participation in India and 
Pakistan, ed. Gail Minault (Columbia, Missouri: South Asia Books, 1981), pp. 50-82. 
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construction of the nation as a community.  If seen as a Gandhian product, the early 

Indian women’s movement is ironically both modernist and anti-modernist, due to 

Gandhi’s own identification of western modernity with India’s ills.522  Even if the 

inception of the Indian women’s movement is extended back to the social reform period 

of the mid-1800s, one still notices the emergence of modernist and traditionalist 

amalgamations in and around the concept of the Indian woman.  Both Gandhi’s and 

Mahādevī’s “feminisms” were built on social reform ideals and the discourse surrounding 

the maintenance of women’s traditional roles in the context of the modern nation.  For the 

purposes of this chapter, I therefore include the social reform phase as part of the Indian 

women’s movement.  

In order to observe the significant developmental connections between 

nationalism, the Indian women’s movement, and Mahādevī’s life, this section delineates 

the century-long period extending roughly from the mid-1800s to the mid-1900s.  The 

nationalist and Indian women’s movements emerged and grew in parallel.  Mahādevī’s 

birth in 1902 positions her entrance into the world both at the midpoint in the first century 

of the Indian women’s movement and halfway between the first war of independence and 

the actual achievement of Independence.  The two movements constituted fundamental 

political and social contexts for the first forty-five years of her life.  In particular, she 

grew up, attained maturity and passed into middle age in the half century immediately 

preceding Independence.  While efforts on behalf of both women and nationalism had 

been ongoing in the nineteenth century, the first half of the twentieth century achieved 

                                                 
522 In Hind Swarāj. 
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not only the establishment of the nation but also the parallel mass entrance of women into 

the public sphere.  During that period, even though the Indian women’s movement is 

perceived as the lesser and the nationalist the greater of the two movements, the pair were 

defined through their mutual interactions and drew upon each other for their continued 

existences.  The appearance in the 1930s of Mahādevī’s poetry and prose works related to 

the two discourses represents a significant public commentary on the relationship 

between women’s issues and nation-making in the high nationalist period.    

Both the nationalist and Indian women’s movements of Mahādevī’s day had long 

roots in the history of the British presence in India.  The period between the mid-1700s 

and mid-1800s was characterized by the rise of western-influenced Indian elites who 

admired and negotiated with British intellectual, economic, and social standards—  

although not without some ambivalence.  Indians such as Rammohan Roy (1772-1833), 

founder of the Brahmo Samāj, initiated social and religious reform movements based on 

interaction with the colonizers.523  In the 1850s the first women’s organizations were 

established by men under the auspices of reformist organizations; they served as the first 

fora in India for women’s socializing and education.  Widespread mistreatment of 

Indians, insensitivity to local cultural practices and various unfair legal and social 

prescriptions fired sentiment against British rule over time.  Although several regional 

movements had flared up previously, the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857-58 is widely regarded as 

the first war of independence.  The failure of this rebellion resulted in the shift to direct 

                                                 
523 The Brahmo Samāj was a Hindu reformist organization founded by Rammohan Roy and consolidated in 
1850 by Debendranath Tagore. 
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rule under the British crown.  The period after 1857 saw a growing ambivalence among 

Indian intelligentsia towards a British presence that was not only a system of political and 

economic governance, but also a cultural hegemony.524  This spirit of ambivalence 

became increasingly defined as an outright antipathy and gradually strengthened into a 

national will towards svarāj.525   

This was the political climate into which Mahādevī was born.  Three years after 

her birth, the first partition of Bengal was implemented (1905).  Perceived as an attempt 

to consolidate power in the area through the tactic of ‘divide and conquer,’ the partition 

resulted in a groundswell of nationalist fervor which produced a lasting impact on the 

course of  Indian nationalism.  The ensuing boycott of British goods and the 1905-8 

svadeśī movement reflect “the beginning of women’s participation in nationalist activities 

on a larger scale.”526  Little more than a decade later, the Rowlatt Acts (1919) which 

outlawed “seditious meetings” and the possession of suspicious tracts were passed by the 

government of India.  Gandhi’s broad-based efforts to organize  hatāls against the Acts 

positioned him as a national leader;527 however, these nationwide agitations culminated in 

the infamous Jallianwala Bagh massacre on April 13, 1919.  The Rowlatt Acts and the 

Jallianwala Bagh massacre further excited nationalist sentiment throughout India and 

                                                 
524 This ambivalence is seen in the writings of literary figures such as Bhāratendu Hariścandra (1850-1885) 
who is known as the “father of modern Hindi literature” and the Bengali novelist, Bankimchandra 
Chattopadhyay (1838-1894). 
525 Svarāj:  (literally, self-rule) home-rule or independence. 
526 Kumar, p. 41.  Svadeśī (literally, “own country”) was the practice of relying only on products of Indian 
production and the related boycotting of British products.   
527 A hatāl was a mass strike used as an act of non-cooperation against the British. 
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instigated the first large-scale involvement of women in the nationalist movement.528  

That same year Mahādevī entered Crossthwaite College in Allahabad where she was 

influenced by nationalist teachers and administrators and met both Gandhi and Nehru 

during the course of her studies.529  It was also during this period, the late 1910s and 

1920s, that women’s participation in the nationalist movement began to be linked to 

issues of women’s rights and equality.  The concept of svarāj began to be interpreted by 

nationalist women in individual terms as svadhinatā (dependence on oneself).530   

By 1920, with the reorganization of the Indian National Congress under Gandhi, 

svarāj, previously an elite project, had become a popular movement.  The first mass 

satyāgraha campaigns were carried out in 1920-21.531  The civil disobedience movement 

of 1920-21 “seems to mark the time when nationalists began to consciously organize 

women.”532  This first civil disobedience movement saw the involvement of nationalist-

activist women organizers in Lahore, Bombay, and Calcutta, and the period was marked 

by a great “intensity of nationalist-feminist feelings.”533  The 1920s also saw the first 

meetings of the All India Women’s Conference (AIWC).  In 1926 Margaret Cousins 

organized the first AIWC, held in Pune, around the topic of educational reform.534 

Subsequent focal topics of the AIWC in the lead-up to Independence included labor, 

                                                 
528 Kumar, p. 62. 
529 Schomer, p. 171. 
530 Kumar, p. 66.  For example, “Urmila Debi, one of the militants of the 1921-22 movement, declared that 
swaraj meants self rule and swadinata the ‘strength and power to fulfill ourselves’….” 
531 Satyāgraha (lit., “holding onto the truth”): Satyāgraha was the term used by Gandhi to denote the force 
of truth, which is interpreted as love and nonviolence.  Satyāgraha referred to a variety of nonviolent 
political and social actions, such as civil disobedience and fasting. 
532 Kumar, p. 64. 
533 Ibid., p. 65. 
534 Ibid., p. 69 
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inheritance laws, women’s franchise and women’s legal disabilities.  Mahādevī’s public 

career as a poet began in the midst of these events with the publication in 1922 of her 

poems in a women’s social and literary journal, Chād.535      

While the satyāgraha movement of 1920-21 precipitated the first extensive 

participation of women in the nationalist effort, the 1930-31 satyāgraha campaign 

introduced women’s nationalist activism on a truly mass scale.  In 1929, when Mahādevī 

was twenty-seven years old, the Lahore session of the Indian National Congress adopted 

a resolution for pūra svarāj (complete independence).  January 26, 1930 was celebrated 

as Pūra Svarāj Day (Independence Day).  Following that, the second mass satyāgraha 

campaign was organized around the issue of the salt tax.  Gandhi planned a march from 

Sabarmati to the sea at Dandi for the purpose of making salt in order to challenge the law.  

Initially women were excluded from the march by the Congress Committee, whose 

decision was upheld by Gandhi; but under protest from nationalist women, he relented 

and wrote an appeal for women to join the march.  The Congress Committee agreed and 

Sarojinī Naidu joined the march on its last day, April 6, 1930.  The march instigated mass 

civil disobedience which took the form nationwide of illegally manufacturing salt.  Some 

twenty thousand female satyāgrahis were arrested and imprisoned during 1930-31.536  

1930 was also a significant year for Mahādevī.  Her first volume of poems, Nīhār 

(“Mist”) came out; she entered an M.A. program in Sanskrit at the University of 

Allahabad; and she began volunteer educational work in a local village, a direct 

                                                 
535 Mahādevī’s work with Chād is discussed in Chapter Seven. 
536 Kumar, p. 80. 
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fulfillment of Gandhi’s exhortation to “constructive work” on behalf of the nationalist 

enterprise. 

During the late 1930s negotiations between the Indian National Congress and the 

British foundered.  The Second World War exacerbated a difficult situation even further 

with repeated British refusals to consider options for setting up a free India after the war.  

Communal tensions rose in the wake of increasing hostilities between the Congress and 

the Muslim League and in 1939 the League’s Lahore Resolution adopted the Two Nation 

theory.  These tensions began to take their toll within a formerly united women’s 

movement: “by 1944 the AIWC had split and most Muslim women left.”537  In August 

1942, in the face of an intolerable situation, the Bombay Congress adopted the ‘Quit 

India’ resolution which instigated a final massive civil disobedience campaign against the 

government.  In the same year (1942) Mahādevī published Śkhalā kī kaiyā:  

Bhāratīya nārī kī samasyāo kā vivecan (Links of the chains: an evaluation of the 

problems of Indian women).  Nineteen hundred and forty-three brought the Bengal 

famine, a result of profiteering through the wartime inflation of rice prices.  The famine 

precipitated a large scale mobilization of women in the area through women’s self-

defense organizations.538  Between 1942 and 1944 Gandhi was once again imprisoned.  

During that same period, Mahādevī published Smti kī rekhāen (Lines of Memory, 1943) 

and received her first literary prize, the Allahabad–based Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan’s 

prestigious Mangalāprasād Puraskār (1944). 

                                                 
537 Ibid., p. 92. 
538 Ibid., p. 93. 
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Thus the essays in Śkhalā kī kaiyā (including “Ādhunik nārī”) were 

published as a collection during a time of great national and international distress when 

the energies of the Indian women’s movement had been diverted away from women’s 

issues to the broad nationalist effort and problems generated by India’s involvement in 

the war.  The essays themselves, however, were written in the previous decade while 

Mahādevī was editor of Chād.  They outline the major, ongoing issues facing Indian 

women in the early twentieth century and their publication in 1942 indicates that, 

although the Quit India movement, communal issues, and the war were distracting the 

feminist efforts of the Indian women’s movement, the problems of women in Indian 

society had not been blotted out of public consciousness.  Mahādevī’s reception of the 

Mangalāprasād Puraskār in 1944 is evidence that she had been accepted by a culturally 

established organization dedicated to supporting nationalism through promotion of the 

Hindi language.539  This acceptance came prior to Indian Independence, which indicates 

that her poetry was no longer seen as a threat to the integrity of Khari Boli as the national 

language.  By comparison, in the early 1920s, Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī, arch-

representative of the Hindi-language establishment at that time, had ridiculed the work of 

the Chāyāvād poets on the basis, as I have argued in Chapter Three, of Chāyāvād’s threat 

to the integrity of Khari Boli as a vector of a social reformist style of nationalist 

identity.540  Mahādevī’s recognition by the world of Hindi language promotion indicates 

not only that her work had come to be seen as an important contribution to the 

                                                 
539 Mahādevī began to receive prizes and honors from the Hindī Sāhitya Sammelan as early as 1934. 
540 Also see Chapter Three for an account of Dvivedī’s criticisms of the Chāyāvād movement. 
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development of Khari Boli, but that her status as an iconic, unmarried female figure and 

her efforts to articulate Indian female identity through her poetry and prose had at least 

been admitted into contemporary discourses about women and their rights to 

independence within the society.      

 
Social Reform and Women’s Education  
 

Because both women’s social reform and the rise of women’s education were so 

closely connected with concepts of female nature, it will be appropriate to review these 

two social trends here.  The Indian women’s movement can be divided, somewhat 

artificially, into two phases:  an early social reform period (from the 1850s) and a period 

increasingly concerned with the implementation of legal rights and personhood status, 

which started from around 1910 and gained momentum during the 1930s when Mahādevī 

first began publishing her poetry.541  The shift in direction from the social reform to the 

emphasis on legal rights was predicated on women themselves having begun to direct and 

control the organizations which constituted the women’s movement and was related to 

the growing intensity of the nationalist movement.  These two phases should not be seen 

as utterly discrete.  Social reform and concern for women’s uplift persisted into the 1930s 

(as reflected by Mahādevī’s own prose writings), while legal issues had been a perpetual 

issue from the earliest discussions surrounding satī in the 1820s.542  The two phases, 

                                                 
541 Kumar, p. 53. 
542 Satī is the practice of widow immolation, which was originally banned in 1929 in the Bengal 
Presidency, largely due to the efforts of Rammohan Roy.  In the twentieth century, it has been the subject 
of debate between feminists and fundamentalist elements in Hinduism who think that satī is noble and 
should not be subject to interference.  Indian feminists agitated against satī in 1987-88 after the Roop 
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however, conceptually framed women and their needs differently.  The early, or social 

reform, phase was focused on alleviating women’s suffering.  The second, or legal rights 

phase, was connected to the growth of nationalist activity and the correlated rights of 

nationhood and female personhood; it claimed the usefulness of women, framing them as 

mothers of the Indian nation and applauding their power as the shapers of the minds of 

the nation’s young men.543  

Both Mahādevī and the Indian woman she self-reflexively imagined could not 

escape from also being embedded in the varied agendas of women’s social reform which, 

by the time her essay on the modern woman, “Ādhunik nārī,” was first published in 1934, 

had been ongoing in India for well over a century.  In the West, efforts had been 

underway to accomplish women’s betterment primarily through education and the 

eradication of debilitating social practices, both of which were intended to enlighten 

women so that they might take up what was viewed as their exalted, but prescribed role 

in the social order.  In India, similar ideas of the uplift of women were initially expressed 

by social reformers and cultural nationalists starting in the early 1800s as a response to 

British colonialist assessments of the condition of indigenous women.  Catherine A. 

Robinson writes: 

Ideas about the moral and spiritual excellence of true womanhood were accepted 
by many British people in India, both official and unofficial, while the feminist 
reworking of these ideas was accepted by many western women who lent their 
support to the Indian women’s movement.  Hence such ideas were accessible to 
the indigenous westernised population and in their feminist form available to the 
Indian women’s movement.  As the Indian women’s movement had to address 

                                                                                                                                                 
Kanwar case in Rajasthan in which a young widow was burned to death, with the evidence pointing to a 
murder.  (Kumar, pp. 172-181.) 
543 Kumar, p. 3. 
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itself to a British as well as an Indian audience and as western women played an 
important part in its emergence and development, the pre-eminence of the 
ideology of ‘women’s uplift’ was perhaps easily explicable.544   
 

Thus, women’s uplift in India was a reciprocal process carried out by both colonialists 

and Indian reformers and was geared towards the fulfillment of their interrelated political 

and social agendas.  From the mid-nineteenth century efforts towards women’s reform 

were linked to nationalism—first to the tentative explorations of cultural nationalists and 

later to nationalist activities leading directly to Independence.    

A number of women’s issues were addressed under the aegis of social reform in 

India.  Among them were satī, widow remarriage, women’s education, prostitution and 

pardā.545  All of these issues continued as part of the public discourse in some fashion or 

other into the twentieth century.  In the early 1900s the activities of many women “show 

a mixture of orthodox social reform and nationalism, even occasional radicalism…”546  

Mahādevī’s work itself shows an amalgamation of orthodox social reform and 

nationalism.  She became concerned with a variety of social reform issues which 

appeared in her prose and her professional and volunteer endeavors.  For example, the 

problems of child widows are explored in her story of Bitto in Atīt ke Chal Chitra 

(Moving Pictures of the Past), which was written in 1935; 547 she directly confronts 

issues surrounding prostitution in her essay, “Jīvan kā vyavasāy” (“The profession of 

                                                 
544 Robinson, p. 14. 
545 Pardā (literally, “curtain”) is the state of enclosure of women in the home.  The Brahmo Samāj ran a 
campaign against pardā in Bengal during the 1890s. 
546 Kumar, p. 49. 
547 Mahādevī Varmā, Atīt ke Chal Chitra (Allahabad, Leader Press: 1963), p. 49-55. 
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life”);548 and her own life’s work in education grew out of the nineteenth-century social 

reformist concern with women’s education resituated in the nationalist context.     

 In connection with Mahādevī’s dedication to women’s education in the nationalist 

period, it is important to note that, at least fifty years prior to her birth, a women’s 

education movement had already taken root and grown, gaining strength as part of the 

social reform agenda.  The earliest schools for girls were started by missionaries in the 

1810s and the first organizations for the implementation of women’s uplift in general 

were established during the mid-1900s.  These were the mahilā mandals, or women’s 

circles, set up by reformist organizations such as the Brahmo Samāj and the Ārya Samāj, 

which were initiated and conceived by men functioning widely in the public sphere.549  

These organizations offered both educational and social opportunities for women.  In 

addition to the  mahilā mandals, Indian-based organizations began to establish 

educational institutions for women from the mid-1800s.  Some of these educational 

institutions addressed dual women’s causes.  For example, Paitā Rāmabāī’s schools not 

only educated females, but also focused specifically on the rescue and uplift of 

widows.550  Early education for females was generally contested because it upset 

                                                 
548 Mahādevī Varmā, “Jīvan kā vyavasāy” (“The Profession of Life”) in Śkhalā kī kaiyā, pp. 112-128. 
549 N. Gandhi and N. Shah, p. 16.  The Ārya Samāj was a Hindu reformist organization founded 1875 by 
Dayānand Sarasvatī.  Brahmo Samaj:   
550 N. Gandhi and N. Shah, p. 16.  Sharada Sadan was founded as a home for widows in Pune in 1889 by 
Pandita Ramabai.  Pandita Ramabai’s efforts were especially liable to criticism in the Hindu revivalist 
atmosphere of the day, due not only to her efforts to save and educate widows, but also because she had 
converted to Christianity.  (Kumar, p. 26)  The Arya Samaj serves as another example.  It founded schools 
for girls and educated them according to prescribed women’s roles interpreted within their Hindu reformist 
program.   
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traditional concepts about the proper roles of Indian women as wife, mother and 

daughter.   

In the early 1900s the reasons behind women’s education shifted away from 

uplift, the alleviation of suffering, and the intention to assist women to fulfill roles as 

wives and mothers.  At that time it became directly linked with the nationalist cause due 

to the involvement of nationalist women.551  In 1904 Annie Besant said, “the national 

movement for girl’s education must be on national lines; it must accept the general Hindu 

conceptions of women’s place in the national life…”552  Two years later, Sarojinī Naidu 

spoke at the Indian Social Conference in Calcutta (1906): “Educate your women and the 

nation will take care of itself, for it is as true today as it was yesterday and will be to the 

end of human life that the hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.”553  After these 

words, motherhood cast in a nationalist mold began to be the primary rationale behind 

women’s education.     

Following over two decades of increasing popular acceptance of female education 

as an important component of the nationalist cause, and the consequent growth of 

women’s educational institutions, Mahādevī became resident principal of Allahabad’s  

Mahilā Vidyāpīh College in 1933.554  This choice of professions was a direct result of 

her intention to become involved as a Gandhian in the nationalist cause through 

“constructive work” as opposed to “political work.”555  The institution itself was closely 

                                                 
551 Kumar, p. 49. 
552 Ibid., p. 50. 
553 Ibid., p. 50. 
554 For a history of Mahilā Vidyāpīh College, see Schomer, p. 211-223. 
555 Schomer, p. 201. 
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associated with Congress’ and Gandhian ideals.  Jawaharlal Nehru laid the foundation 

stone for Mahilā Vidyāpīh Hall and Sarojinī Naidu gave a speech for the opening of 

Mahilā Sevā Sadan, which was the institution’s “teaching and residential adult education 

wing.”556   

 The exaltation of motherhood and women’s education geared to the nationalist 

movement were one piece of a single fabric.  Behind the common statements about 

motherhood, such as were made by Sarojinī Naidu, and the trends towards women and 

girl’s education in a nationalist mold lay the contemporary notions about female nature.  

The biological capacity for women to give birth and nurture children was generally taken 

as proof of the existence of a female nature that inevitably carried traits such as strength, 

ability to suffer for a cause, compassion, etcetera.  Mahādevī accepted the contemporary 

idea of female nature as given; however, she extended the idea conceptually so that it 

could serve as a philosophical justification for the release of women from male oversight.  

The women’s educational system within which Mahādevī was embedded and upon which 

she exerted a significant influence served as a means through which such ideas about 

women could be instilled in the women and girls themselves.  Further, Mahādevī—poised 

as she was between the traditional social reformist and new women’s rights models of 

feminist activity—owned a voice and a platform which could articulate a rapprochement 

between the two positions.   

 

 

                                                 
556 Ibid., p. 218. 
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The Articulation of Female Nature Through the Concept of Complementarity 
 

In the Mānava Dharma Śāstra (Manu-smti) female nature was discussed 

according to the poles of strīsvabhāv (the essentially wicked, errant, lascivious nature of 

females) and strīdharma (the means of containing that errant nature and creating an 

obedient, faithful, virtuous wife through dharmic behavior).  Western concepts of female 

nature were first picked up in India in the nineteenth century as part of the early social 

reform agendas.  By that period female nature had already been under consideration in 

the west for quite some time with the outcome that western scientific discourses worked 

to prove the inferiority of females starting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.557  

Early attempts at women’s reform in the West were thus entangled in notions of female 

inferiority.  By the nineteenth century, women’s reform was under discussion by British 

social reformers such as John Ruskin, who published ‘Man and Woman’ in the 1860s.  

Such social philosophers in Britain rejected notions of the superiority of men over 

women while emphasizing innate differences between the sexes and promoting the 

concept that female values (such as self-sacrifice) and female roles (such as wife and 

mother) were essential to the development of a moral, harmonious, just and good 

society.558  True womanhood was idealized as the essence of “moral and spiritual 

excellence” played out in the space of the home.559   

‘Complementarity’ refers to the concept, reflected in the writings of Ruskin and 

others, that the different biological constitutions of the sexes confer variant dispositions, 

                                                 
557 Rosi Brandotti, “Feminist Critiques of Science.”   
558 J. M. Everett reference cited in Robinson, p. 11-12. 
559 I have generally relied on Robinson’s explication of the history of complementarity in the west.  
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abilities and vocational proclivities.  Although neither sex is superior to the other, women 

are destined by their biological makeup not only to be mothers, but to possess motherly 

qualities; that is, they are, by nature, nurturing, long-suffering and loving.  The ideal 

vocations for women are homemaking and child-rearing.  Such ideas of complementarity 

were adopted into the nineteenth-century Indian discourse about women, becoming 

variously colored by indigenous Brahmanical concepts of women’s roles and complicated 

by economic and caste divisions.  Robinson notes the complicity of traditional Hindu 

culture in the idea of complementarity: 

…aspects of elite Hindu culture were very similar to the [western] cult of true 
womanhood in that men and women were thought to be different in their natures 
and capacities with the sexes having complementary vocations in life.  This 
culture also associated with distinct feminine roles distinct feminine virtues.560 

 
The idea of female complementarity bolstered women’s uplift and its related educational 

agendas.  Courses offered in women’s educational institutions, for example, were 

primarily focused on what women needed to know to manage homes, raise children and 

serve husbands.  

Discussions about female nature were closely related to debates over the issue of 

‘complementarity versus equality.’  In contrast to complementarity, the concept of 

‘equality’ opposes the notion that female nature excludes women from activity in certain 

spheres.  It refers to the intrinsic sameness of the sexes, states that differences are socially 

constructed, implies an equity of abilities between the genders and encourages the 

establishment of legal rights in the diverse spheres of economy, politics and family in 

                                                 
560 Robinson, p. 14. 
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order to enable women to develop their capacities fully.561  Robinson has argued that the 

discourse of women’s equality was infused into India via western feminists who were 

referring to sources such as the philosopher, John Stuart Mill.  Mill had argued in 1869 

that women were discriminated against due to their gender and that equality, particularly 

in relation to their legal status, should be implemented on the grounds that the equality of 

women is natural.562  It is indisputable, however, that the discourse about women’s 

equality was uniquely interpreted in the particular Indian circumstances, primarily as part 

of the ongoing nationalist-feminist discourse.  Due to the activity of Indian women in the 

nationalist campaigns, “a discourse of equality began to develop in the late 1910s and 

1920s.”563  Indicating that a tension between the concepts of complementarity and 

equality developed around that time, Kumar writes: 

…by the 1920s, two quite different rationales for women’s rights were being 
expressed:  the one that women’s rights should be recognized because of women’s 
socially useful role as mothers; the other that women, having the same needs, 
desires and capacities as men, were entitled to the same rights.  The former held 
that the biological difference between men and women affected the sexes 
qualitatively; the latter that biological differences did not determine the ‘nature’ 
of each sex.564 

 
Discussions about female nature and the ‘complementarity versus equality’ debate were 

thus engaged by nationalists, feminists, Hindu revivalists and reformists, writers, 

journalists and others whose ideas about female nature influenced national attitudes not 

                                                 
561 Everett reference cited in Robinson, pp. 15-16. 
562 Robinson, pp. 16-17  Reference is to: “The Subjection of Women.” 
563 Kumar, p. 65. 
564 Ibid., p. 66.  However, Kumar notes that it was well past mid-twentieth century before the notions of 
complementarity and equality were to be fully articulated by Indian feminism. (Kumar, p. 94)   
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only in relation to the social roles of women, but also with respect to their legal rights and 

personhood status. 

 The early twentieth-century conceptualization of female nature in India was the 

product of interrelated scientific and religious discourses.  It was particularly intertwined 

with India’s nineteenth-century attempts to assimilate modern western science and the 

resultant construction of an indigenous Hindu version of the history of science.  

Articulated with reference to irrefutable scientific or religious authority, the concept of 

female nature carried a broad range of potential interpretations and political applications.  

In particular, it was pressed into service in politically significant debates concerning 

complementarity versus equality, and was most frequently employed to justify the 

position of complementarity which was a stronger position from which to argue that basic 

legal rights should be withheld from women.  Proponents of complementarity saw female 

nature as a universal truth known through proofs obtained in science or religion.  

 Complementarity was thus a central tenet of the popular contemporary concept of 

Indian female nature.  Starting with the notion of complementarity, the next section 

compares Mahādevī’s points of view on various significant topics related to female 

nature and under contemporary discussion in India with other voices:  Dayānand  

Sarasvatī, Gandhi, and Tagore.  I have chosen these three male discussants of female 

nature as points of comparison because they prominently shaped the discourse 

surrounding female nature both before and during the intense nationalist period into 

which Mahādevī entered and constructed her own version of the concept.  Mahādevī 

entered the discussion about female nature with certain conceptual parameters already set 
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in place.  Her prose writings indicate that she acceded to popularly held beliefs about 

female nature, including complementarity, even as she pushed the concept forward to 

incorporate a more positive stance on legal rights for women.  The topics I address here 

are:  complementarity; women’s aptitudes linked to acceptable spheres of activity; female 

sexuality; and the rights of women, including economic autonomy.  Throughout this 

discussion various concepts of the essentialized Indian woman emerge:  the woman of the 

Vedas, the ancient woman, the woman of India, and the modern or western woman.   

 

Complementarity and Female Nature:  The Viewpoints of Dayānand Sarasvatī, 
Gandhi, Tagore, and Mahādevī 
     

Nineteenth-century reformist and revivalist organizations emphasized the 

immutability of female nature and its quality of complementarity.  Among these the 

Ārya Samāj, a Hindu reformist organization that was strongly nationalist in its 

orientation, became highly influential in shaping the notion of female nature in India.   

Founded in 1875 by Dayānand Sarasvatī (1824-1883), it was based on Dayānand’s belief 

that Indian society had deteriorated because it turned away from the pure dharma (“law”) 

of the Vedas.  Dayānand’s goal was to rehabilitate India through a return to Vedic ideals 

and the recreation of the āryāvarta (the land of the Āryans).  The Ārya Samājist view of 

female nature, based on Dayānand’s interpretation of the status and dharma of women in 

the Vedas, was that it is dictated by her procreative and relational functions, particularly 

marriage and child-bearing.  The nature of women is not able to be changed; it is eternal 

just as the law of the Vedas is eternal.  Other sectarian groups (for example, the Brahmo 
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Samāj) held various views pertaining to women, but they did not differ significantly from 

the Ārya Samāj on the basic concepts of female nature and complementarity.  Thus 

Dayānand’s idealized definition of female nature, which linked women’s innate self-

sacrificial tendencies to the nationalist effort, became one of the central, ongoing 

assumptions in the popular discourse about female nature.      

Gandhi’s views on female nature were informed by previous delineations of 

female nature that had been promoted by Dayānand and others.  His view of female 

nature presumed its biological and divine predetermination and was also strongly colored 

by Brahmanical precepts about women and sexual function.  Like Dayānand, he held that 

the genders have different, complementary roles to play.  With reference to a question 

about how women can turn their natures to advantage, he explained: 

My own opinion is that, just as fundamentally man and woman are one, their 
problem must be one in essence.  The soul in both is the same.  The two live the 
same life, have the same feelings.  Each is a complement of the other.  The one 
cannot live with out the other’s active help.565 

 
 Gandhi also admonishes women never to wish that they had been born men.  

There are many heroines among womankind and so men may as well wish they were 

born women:  “Let us be happy in the state to which we are born and do the duty for 

which nature has destined us.”566  

Although Tagore also believed that female nature is immutable, his viewpoint on 

the topic appears in retrospect to be far more nuanced and subtlely framed than Gandhi’s.  

                                                 
565 M. K. Gandhi, “What is Woman’s Role? [12 Feburary 1944] in The Penguin Gandhi Reader, ed. 
Rudrangshu Mukherjee (New York: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 195.   
566 Ibid., p. 197. 
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Tagore discussed the status and difficulties of women in a number of short stories and in 

the novels, Nashtanir (The Broken Nest, 1901) and Ghare Bhaire (The Home and the 

World, 1915).  In 1922 he summed up his view of female nature in an essay, “Woman 

and Home.”  Similarly to Dayānand and Gandhi, Tagore espouses the idea of 

complementarity: 

…if woman begins to believe that, though biologically her function is different 
from that of man, psychologically she is identical with him; if the human world in 
its mentality becomes exclusively male, then before long it will be reduced to 
utter inanity…However, it is evident that an increasing number of women in the 
West are ready to assert that their difference from men is unimportant.567 
 
If woman’s nature were identical with man’s, if Eve were a mere tautology of 
Adam, it would only give rise to a monotonous superfluity.568 
 

Like Dayānand, Gandhi, and Tagore, Mahādevī concurs with the widely held 

contemporary understanding that the sexes are different but complementary.  I will return 

to “Ādhunik nārī’s” opening passage which was quoted in part at the beginning of this 

chapter.  Here Mahādevī claims that the primary cause for the affliction of contemporary 

Indian women is that they mistakenly took their difference from men to be the source of 

their suffering: 

अतः उसने पुरुष से अपनी तुलना करके जो अन्तर पाया उसी को अपनी दयनीय ि थित का प  

कारण समझ िलया।  इस िकर्या से उसे अपनी यािध के कुछ कारण भी िमले सही, परन्तु ये धारणा 

िनतान्त िनमूर्ल नहीं िक इस खोज मे ंकुछ भूलें भी सम्भव हो सकीं।  दो व तुअ ो ं का अन्तर सदैव ही 

उनकी े ता आ ैर हीनता का द्योतक नहीं होता, यह मनु य पर्ायः भूल जाता है।  नारी ने भी यही 

िचरपिरिचत भर्ािन्त अपनाई।  मनोवजै्ञिनक  दृि  से, शारीिरक िवकास के िवचार से आ ैर 

सामािजक जीवन की यव या से तर्ी आ ैर पुरुष में िवशेष अन्तर रहा है आ ैर भिव य में भी रहेगा, 

                                                 
567 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” p. 157. 
568 Ibid., pp. 157-158. 
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परन्तु यह मानिसक या शारीिरक भेद न िकसी की े ता का पर्ातपादन करता है आ ैर न िकसी की 

हीनता का िवज्ञापन करता है।  तर्ी ने प  कारणों के अभाव में इस अन्तर को िवशेष तर्ुिट समझा 

केवल यही  सत्य नहीं ह,ै वरन यह भी मानना होगा  िक उसने सामाहिजक अन्तर का कारण ढूँढ़ने के 

िलए तर्ीत्व को क्षत-िवक्षन कर डाला। 569      
 
 
… therefore she [woman] mistook the difference she found in comparing herself 
to man to be the clear cause of her piteous condition.  It is true that she did find 
some reasons for her affliction in the act of comparison, but the notion that some 
errors could be possible in this search is not entirely without foundation.  People 
generally forget that the difference between two things is not always an indicator 
of their superiority or inferiority; woman, too, adopted this long-standing fallacy.  
From the psychological viewpoint, from a consideration of physical development, 
and according to the order of social life, a distinctive difference between men and 
women has remained and will remain in the future also; but this psychological or 
physical difference does not prove the superiority or proclaim the inferiority of 
anyone.  Not only is it true that, in the absence of clear causes, woman has taken 
this difference to be a special defect, but it also has to be considered that she has 
extensively wounded her womanhood in order to look for this social difference.   

 

Thus as do both Gandhi and Tagore, Mahādevī holds to the strict complementary 

view that the sexes are not only biologically different, but have different psychological 

natures; however, neither is superior to the other.  She clearly states that women are 

“extensively wounded” through a belief that their collectcive lot can be improved by 

identifying and correcting the difference between men and women.  Mahādevī says that 

even though difference is immutable, both sexes are equally valuable and neither is 

superior.  Thus Gandhi, Tagore, and Mahādevī all endorse the concept of 

complementarity; and their common acceptance of it as a basic truth reflects a significant 

level of public appreciation of this position which was carried over from the social reform 

stage of the women’s movement.      

                                                 
569 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” pp. 52-53.  
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Women’s Natural Aptitudes Linked to Acceptable Spheres of Activity   

The position of complementarity dictated that women have innate psychological 

dispositions which are directly linked with their biological capacity to give birth and be 

mothers.  The nuturing qualities of motherhood in turn defined the kinds of work women 

should engage in and the spheres in which they might operate.  As I mentioned in relation 

to the particiption of women in nationalist activities, one of the primary contemporary 

debates in the late nineteenth and early decades of the twentieth centuries related to the 

release of women from the confinement of the home and their potential for participation 

in public life.  Dayānand believed that in Vedic times women were not kept in pardā.  

Thus, he advocated their relative freedom and initiated women’s educational programs, 

including study of the Vedas, an activity which was traditionally prohibited to women.  

His intent, however, was not to enable women to function independently outside the 

contexts of the home and family, but to enhance through education their natural 

biological abilities to bear and raise children and to teach them how to inculcate proper 

habits in their children while they are very young.570  Based on research into period tracts 

and other related journalistic materials, Anshu Malhotra describes the nineteenth-century 

Ārya Samājist near-militant insistence on pativrata (selfless service to the husband as to a 

god).571  In the view of the Ārya Samāj, the woman’s vocation could not be conceived 

separately from the sphere of home and devotion to husband and children.  

                                                 
570 J. T. F. Jordens, Dayānanda Sarasvatīi: His Life and Ideas (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1978) 
571 Anshu Malhotra, Gender, Caste and Religious Identities: Restructuring Class in Colonial Punjab 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001) 
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Gandhi also delimited women’s potential spheres of work.  He believed that 

female nature ideally suits women to take up work that is either related to home and 

family (such as carkhā spinning) or, if carried out in the public sphere, linked to issues of 

purity and morality (such as picketing liquor shops and showing leadership in the 

expression of non-violence).  Speaking of life in the village, he wrote: 

…the natural division of spheres of work has forced itself on my attention.  There 
are no women blacksmiths and carpenters.  But men and women work on the 
fields, the heaviest work being done by the males.  The women keep and manage 
the homes.  They supplement the meager resources of the family, but man 
remains the main bread-winner. The division of the spheres of work being 
recognized, the general qualities and culture required are practically the same.572 

 
Gandhi’s ideas about women were closely tied to the development and 

implementation of nationalist programs, particularly to the concepts of satyāgraha and 

ahisā (non-violence).  He first noticed the capacity of women for self-sacrifice and 

suffering by observing his wife, Kasturba, and by seeing the determination of Black 

women who participated in the South African satyāgraha campaigns.  He later broadened 

these observations into a general theory about female nature:  that it is “essentially self-

sacrificing and thus ideally suited to non-violent war, based on moral principles.”573  As 

mentioned in relation to Dayānand’s views on female nature, revivalists and reformists 

coming before Gandhi had already noticed the self-sacrificing qualities of Indian women.  

Gandhi, however, went further to detach the concept of self-sacrifice from the viewpoints 

of reformers and revivalists who had linked it with Hindu ritualism.  Instead, he 

prominently linked the capacity for self-sacrifice with the idea of motherhood and said 
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that this natural instinct gave women a special ability to be conveyors of peace and non-

violence.  Gandhi further developed the concept of mother to include the role of spiritual 

preceptor.  Kumar writes, 

The revivalists and extremists had used the images of the mother as victim 
(mother India, ravaged and depleted by rampaging foreign hordes), and the 
mother as warrior-protector (mother Kali); reformists and nationalist feminists 
had used the image of the mother as nurturer, socializer and supporter of men; 
Gandhi created the image of the mother as repository of spiritual and moral 
values, as a preceptor for men.574 
 
Tagore also discusses the capacity of women for self-sacrifice and suffering, but 

his approach is more thoughtfully reasoned than Gandhi’s.  He does not simply claim that 

because women are innately good at suffering due to their biological predisposition as 

mothers they ought to be ready and willing to suffer for the good of the rest of society.  

Going beyond the link of women’s nature with motherhood, he tries to identify a 

functional source for the suffering of womankind stating that women’s collective 

suffering has been caused by their inability to relate freely to men; essentially, women are 

forced into being concerned about their attractiveness due to the intrinsic lack of security 

within relationships.  First, he links suffering to the failure of women to accept the 

difference between the sexes: 

…when woman refuses to acknowledge the distinction between her life and that 
of man, she does not convince us of its truth, but only proves to us that she is 
suffering.  All great sufferings indicate some wrong somewhere.  In the present 
case, the wrong is in woman’s lack of freedom in her relationship with man, 
which compels her to turn her disabilities into attractions, and to use untruth as 

                                                                                                                                                 
572 M.K. Gandhi, “Women and Sex,” in The Penguin Gandhi Reader, ed. Rudrangshu Mukherjee (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 106. 
573 Kumar, p. 82.  I have drawn several points in this paragraph from Kumar, pp. 82-83.   
574 Ibid., p. 82. 
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her allies in the battle of life, while she is suffering from the precariousness of her 
position.575   

 
This discursive position is restated by Mahādevī, who writes (drawn from the statement 

noted above) that women have done a grave disservice to themselves by trying to identify 

the difference between the sexes as the source of their misery:  “she mistook the 

difference she found in comparing herself to man to be the clear cause of her piteous 

condition.”  Also Mahādevī states that women are natural sacrificers because they are 

mothers:  “No such renunciation or sacrifice exists whose origin is not womanhood.”576     

 Tagore’s statement cited above continues, however, to indicate that suffering is 

woman’s vocation and he exhorts women to accept suffering because their higher calling 

is to express an ideal of life to society: 

Woman has to be ready to suffer.  She cannot allow her emotions to be dulled or 
polluted, for these are to create her life’s atmosphere, apart from which her world 
would be dark and dead.  This leaves her heart without any protection of 
insensibility, at the mercy of the hurts and insults of life.  Women of India, like 
women everywhere, have their share of suffering, but it radiates through the ideal, 
and becomes, like sunlight, a creative force in their world.  Our women…know by 
heart the legends of the great women of the epic age…They know that it is their 
duty to make this life an image of the life eternal and that love’s mission truly 
performed has a spiritual meaning.577 
 

Mahādevī also acknowledges sacrifice and self-renunciation as a natural feature 

of womanhood.  However, she does not see it so much as the glorified crown of 

womanhood, but as a practical outcome of biological predisposition.    

                                                 
575 Tagore, pp. 160-161. 
576 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 64. 
577 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” p. 163 
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तर्ी ने सामिूहक रूप से िजतना पुरुष जाित को िदया उतना उससे पाया नहीं, यह िनिवर्वाद िसद्ध ह,ै 

पर इस अ ादान-पर्दान की िवषमता के मूल में तर्ी आ ैर पुरुष की पर्कृित भी कायर् करती ह,ै यह न 

भूलना चािहए।  तर्ी अत्यिधक त्याग इसिलए नहीं करती, अत्यिधक सहनशील इसिलए नहीं होती 

िक पुरुष उसे हीन समझ कर इसके िलए बाध्य करता ह।ै  यिद हम ध्यान से दे दंेगे तो ज्ञात होगा िक 

उसे ये गुण मातृत्व की पूितर् के िलए पर्कृित से िमले है।ं  यह अच्छे है ंया बुरे, इसकी िववचेना से िवशेष 

अथर् न िनकलेगा, जानना इतना ही है िक ये पर्ाकृितक है ंया नहीं।  इस िवषय में तर्ी वयं भी 

अन्धकार में नहीं है।  वह अपनी पर्कृितजिनत कोमलता को तर्ुिट चाहे मानती हो, परन्तु उसे 

वाभािवक अव य समझती ह,ै अन्यथा उसके इतने पर्यास का कोई अथर् न होता। 578 
 
It is an indisputable principle that woman has collectively not received as much as 
it has given to the male species; but it should not be forgotten that, at the root of 
the inequality of this interchange, the nature of women and men is at work.  
Woman does not sacrifice so much nor is she so tolerant because man forces her 
to do it thinking she is inferior.  If we think about it carefully, then we will 
understand that these qualities have been granted by nature for fulfilling the 
responsibilities of motherhood.  Evaluating whether this is good or bad will not be 
especially meaningful; it is enough to know if these qualities are natural or not.  
Woman herself is also not in the dark on this topic.  Though she might consider 
her innate tenderness to be a defect, she certainly understands it to be natural; 
otherwise, there would not be any point to so much of her effort.     
 

Like Tagore, Mahādevī also links women’s attitudes to the quality of society’s life: 

भिव य में भारतीय समाज की क्या रूपरेखा हो, उसमे ंनारी की कैसी ि थित हो, उसके अिधकारों की 

क्या सीमा हो, आिद सम याअ ो ं का समाधान आज की जागर्त आ ैर िशिक्षत नारी पर िनभर्र है।  यिद 

वह अपनी दुरव था के कारणों को मरण रख सके अ ा ैर पुरुष की वाथर्परता को िव मरण कर सके 

तो भावी समाज का वप्न सुन्दर आ ैर सत्य हो सकता है परन्तु यिद वह अपने िवरोध को ही चरम 

ल य मान ले आ ैर पुरुष से समझौते के पर् न को ही पराजय का पयार्य समझ ले तो जीवन की यव था 

अिनि चत आ ैर िवकास का कर्म िशिथल होता जायगा।579   
 
The solution to problems such as what the outline of Indian society should be in 
the future, what kind of situation Indian women should have in it, what should be 
the limit of her rights, etc., is dependent on today’s awakened and educated 
woman.  If she can bear in mind the causes of her wretchedness and can forget 
man’s egotistical selfishness, then the dream of future society can become 
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beautiful and true; but should she accept her rebellion as the ultimate goal and see 
the issue of compromise with man as only synonymous with defeat, then life’s 
order will become uncertain and the pace of development slack. 

   

In Tagores’s opinion, females have a specific sphere of activity which he does not 

link to an enclosed space (the home) but to a broader ideal of life.  He attributes 

aggressive organizational and intellectual abilities to males while saying that women 

have the talent and specific calling to mold relationships of high and lasting moral 

caliber: 

For their activity is not for money-making, or organizing power, or intellectually 
probing the mystery of existence, but for establishing and maintaining human 
relationships requiring the highest moral qualities.  It is the consciousness of the 
spiritual character of their life’s work, which lifts them above the utilitarian 
standard of the immediate and the passing, surrounds them with the dignity of the 
eternal, and transmutes their suffering and sorrow into a crown of light.580 

 

Tagore’s treatment of pardā also contrasts with Gandhi’s.  Gandhi’s approach to the topic 

amounted to a gradual, frequently reluctant loosening of the woman into the public 

sphere as the requirements for nationalist women to be broadly present in the public 

sphere increased during the course of the civil disobedience movements.  Tagores’s 

discussion of pardā engages the concept of free will, which is another major theme of the 

essay (“Woman and Home”) and one that figured significantly in the activities of women 

in the nationalist enterprise.  Tagore is decisively opposed to the seclusion of women, 

writing, “at last the present age has sent its cry to women, asking her to come out from 

                                                 
580 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” p. 164. 
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her segregation”;581 and he treats “home” as a concept rather than a place:  “the 

permanent significance of home is not in the narrowness of its enclosure, but in an eternal 

moral idea.”582  He also blames men for bringing materialism into the home which has 

had the result that “home is in danger of losing its centre of gravity for him…”583  

Like Tagore, Mahādevī does not suggest that women should remove themselves 

from public life and stay at home.  Linking centuries of oppression at home to women’s 

natural proclivities to be self-renouncing, she advises that women should avoid allowing 

the aggressive attitudes, which they recently adopted in the course of carrying out their 

nationalist activities, to spill over into the private space of the home or affect the quality 

of social life.  Women should permit the expression of innate gentleness and honor their 

natural capacity to bring balance and beauty into relationships. 

िजन िशिक्षताआ े ं ने गहृ के बन्धनों की अवहलेना कर सावर्जिनक क्षतेर् में अपना मागर् पर्श त िकया 

उनकी कहानी भी बहुत कुछ ए ेसी हा है। उनके सामने नवीन युग का आ ान आ ैर पीछे अनेक रूिढ़यों 

का भार था।  िकसी िवशेष त्याग या बिलदान की भावना लेकर व ेनये जीवन-संगर्ाम मे ंअगर्सर हुई 

थीं, यह कहना सत्य न होगा।  वा तव में गहृ की सीमा में उनसे इतना अिधक त्याग आ ैर बिलदान 

मांगा गया िक वे उसके पर्ित िवदर्ोह कर उठीं।584 

 
The story of these educated women who neglected household ties and privileged 
their path in the public arena is largely the same.  Before them was the call of the 
new era and behind the weight of many customs.  It would not be true to say that 
they had become leaders in the life-struggle having taken on some special 
consciousness of renunciation or sacrifice.  In reality, such excessive renunciation 
and sacrifice was demanded of them in the confines of the home that they rebelled 
against it.585     
 

                                                 
581 Ibid., p. 166. 
582 Ibid., p. 164. 
583 Ibid., p. 160. 
584 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 65. 
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उस करुण युग के अनु ान में भाग लेने वाली ि तर्यों ने जीवन की सारी सुकोमल कला न  करके 

संसार-संगर्ाम में िवदर्ोह को सपना समोघ अ तर् बनाया।  समाज उनके त्याग पर द्धा रखता ह,ै 

परन्तु उनकी िवदर्ोहमयी रुक्षता से सभीत ह।ै  जीवन का पहले से सुन्दर आ ैर पूण िचतर् उनमे ंनहीं 

िमलता, अतः अनेक आधुिनकता के पोषक भी उन्हे ंसंिदग्ध दृि  से देखते है।ं586 

 
Women participating in the undertaking of that wrenching era [the civil 
disobedience period of 1930-32] completely destroyed the gentle art of life in the 
all-encompassing struggle and made rebellion their unfailing weapon.  Society 
respects their sacrifice but fears their rebellious harshness.  Life’s previously 
beautiful and integrated picture is not evident in them; therefore even many 
supporters of modernity view them suspiciously.   
 
Thus, to summarize the several conceptual positions concerning women’s natural 

aptitudes and acceptable spheres of activity discussed in this section, like Gandhi 

Mahādevī links women’s innate qualities, such as the ability to suffer and be tender, with 

the biologically conferred role of motherhood.  However, her description of female nature 

and the causes of women’s suffering seem to be directly linked to Tagore’s more nuanced 

understanding of the social and relational problems of females in Indian society.     

Female Sexuality 

Gandhi’s theory of women included an apparent conviction that women are 

obsessed by thoughts of sex.587  This attitude appears to be based in traditional 

Brahmanical thinking related to the preceived need to keep women’s sexuality under 

control as well as own Gandhi’s intention to master his sexuality and channel the 

resultant energy into the work of the nationalist movement.  Having stated his hope that 

                                                                                                                                                 
585 Ibid., p. 65. 
586 Ibid., p. 63. 
587 For discussions about Gandhi and sexuality, refer to:  Joseph Alter, Asis Nandy, Sudhir Kakar.  
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women would be the unquestioned leaders in representing truth and non-violence, he 

admonished: 

If she is able to do this successfully, she must resolutely refuse to believe in the 
modern teaching that everything is determined and regulated by the sex 
impulse…I do not know that the millions of men who are taking an active part in 
the war are obsessed by the sex spectre.  Nor are the peasants working together in 
their fields worried or dominated by it.  This is not to say or suggest that they are 
free from the instinct implanted in man and woman.  But it most certainly does 
not dominate their lives as its seems to dominate the lives of those who are 
saturated with the modern sex literature.588 
     

Concerning the dangers of female sexuality, Tagore notes women’s use of 

allurements to ensnare the opposite sex, as does Mahādevī in the quote above (“the 

seductive nature of the woman could not be destroyed even though the qualities that gave 

her dignity might have been destroyed”).  But his interpretation is considerably more 

insightful than Gandhi’s.  Whereas he acknowledges the excess sensuality of women, he 

does not blame women themselves.  He links it instead to ancient, outmoded social 

customs that place them in the position of chattel: 

…when necessity drives women to fashion their lives to the taste of the 
insensitive or the sensual, then the whole thing becomes a tragedy of desecration.  
Society is full of such tragedies.  Many of the laws and social regulations guiding 
the relationships of man and woman are relics of a barbaric age, when the brutal 
pride of an exclusive possession had its dominance in human relations…589 

 

In addition, he acknowledges the weakness of men in this area and warns of the dangers 

to oneself inherent in repressing others.  The following statement may have been intended 

                                                 
588 M. K. Gandhi, p. 196. 
589 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” pp. 161-162. 
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as a comment on Gandhi’s attempt to control his own and others’ sexual energies for the 

sake of the nationalist enterprise: 

The constant and conscious exercise of allurements, which gave women their 
power, attacked the weak spots in man’s nature, and by doing so added to its 
weakness.  For all relationships tainted with repression of freedom must become 
sources of degeneracy to the strong who impose such repression.590 
 

 Mahādevī problematizes female desire to attract the opposite sex.  She identifies 

this desire as part of female nature; but, she writes, women abuse this part of their female 

natures by going to “laughable” lengths to make themselves attractive to the same men 

with whom they will struggle fiercely in order to gain power in public life: 

शृंगार के इतने संख्यातीत उपकरण रूप को ि थर रखने के इतने कृितर्म साधन , अ ाकिषर्त करने के 

उपहास-योग्य पर्यास आिद क्या इस िवषय में कोई सन्देह का थान रहने देते है ं?  नारी का रमणीत्व 

न  नहीं हो सका , चाहे उसे गिरमा देनेवाल ेगुणों का नाश हो गया हो ।  यिद पुरुष को उन्मत्त कर 

देनेवाले रूप की इच्छा  नहीं िमटी , उसे बाँध रखनेवाल ेआकषर्ण की खोज नहीं की गई तो िफर 

नारीत्व की ही उपेक्षा क्यों की गई , यह कहना किठन है ।591   

 
Do countless devices of makeup, so many artificial means of maintaining her 
shape, and the laughable efforts at making herself alluring and so on, leave room 
for any doubt in this matter?  The seductive nature of the woman could not be 
destroyed even though the qualities that gave her dignity might have been 
destroyed.  If the desire for beauty which drives a man crazy has not been 
eliminated and the search for the attraction which binds him is not over, then it is 
difficult to say why female nature has been treated with indifference.   
 
 
बाहर के संघषर्मय जीवन में िजस पुरुष को नीचा िदखाने के िलए वह सभी क्षेतर्ों में किठन से किठन 

पिर म करेगी,  जीवन-यापन के िलए अ ाव यक पर्त्येक  व तु को अपने वदेकणों से ता ैल कर 

वीकार करेगी, उसी पुरुष में नारी के पर्ित िजज्ञासा जागर्त रखने के िलए वह अपने सा ैन्दयर् आ ैर अंग-

                                                 
590 Ibid., pp. 159-160. 
591 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 54. 
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सौ व के रक्षाथर् से असाध्य कायर् करने के िलए पर् तुत ह।ै  अ ाज उसे अपने अपेने शरीर आ ैर अपने 

आकषर्ण का िजतना ध्यान है उस देखते हुए कोई भी िवचारशील , सतर्ी को वतन्तर् न कह सकेगा।592 

 
In the bitter life of the outside world she will do the very hardest work in all areas 
and will accept each thing necessary for her way of life only after weighing it 
with her drops of sweat in order to humiliate the very same man for whom she is 
prepared to do impossible work to protect her beauty and physical perfection in 
order to awaken his desire towards woman.  Today, any thoughtful person seeing 
how much careful attention she pays to her appearance, her body and her appeal, 
cannot call the woman free.  
 

 In comparison to Gandhi’s purist attitudes, Mahādevī does not denigrate the sex 

urge itself (Gandhi shamed young people near to him in the nationalist movement who 

fell in love and wanted to marry).  In Mahādevī’s estimation, the motivation to attract the 

opposite sex is an immutable feature of female nature.  However, she advises women not 

to allow the natural desire to attract men to distract them from a sensible, well-balanced 

life or commandeer their attention towards ridiculous efforts to be alluring.  She states 

that both competing with a man and engaging in undue efforts to attract him are 

humiliating courses of action for a woman.  Neither course will result in gaining the 

man’s respect.  As a warning to Indian women, she speaks unfavorably of the position of 

the western woman who is trapped in a dead end of simultaneously seeking sexual 

attention and competing with men in the public sphere: 

पि चम मे ंि तर्यों ने बहुत कुछ पर्ाप्त कर िलया , परन्तु सब कुछ पाकर भी उनके भीतर की िचरन्तन 

नारी नहीं बदल सकी । पुरुष उसके नारीत्व की उपेक्षा करे , यह उसे भी वीकार न हुआ , अतः वह 

अथक मनोयोग से अपने बा  आकषर्ण को बढ़ाने अ ा ैर थायी रखने का पर्यत्न करने लगी ।  पि चम 

की तर्ी की ि थित में जो िवशषेता है उसके मलू मे ंपुरुष के पर्ित उनकी पधर् के साथ ही उसे आकिषर्त 

करने की पर्विृ त्त भी कायर् करती ह।ै  पुरुष भी उसकी पर्वृित्त से अपिर ाचत नहीं रहा इसीसे उसके 

                                                 
592 Ibid., p. 55. 
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यहार में मोह आ ैर अवज्ञा ही पर्धान है ं।  तर्ी यिद रंिगन िखला ैने के समान अ ाकषर्क है तो वह 

िव मयिवमगुघहो उठेगा , यिद नहीं तो वह उसे उपेक्षा के व तुमातर् समझेगा।  यह कहने की 

आव यकता नहीं िक दोनों ही ि थितयाँ तर्ी के िलए अपमानजनक हैं ।  पि चमी तर्ी की ि थित का 

अध्ययन कर यिद हम अपने देश की आधुिनकता से पर्भािवत मिहलाअ ो ं का अध्ययन करंे तो दोनों ही 

अ ोर असन्तोष अ ा ैर उनके िनराकरण में िवि चतर् साम्य िमलेगा ।593   

 
Women in the West achieved quite a lot but, even after achieving everything, the 
ancient woman inside of them could not change.  It was unacceptable to her that 
the man should ignore her female nature; therefore, with dogged concentration, 
she began to make the effort to increase and maintain her outward attractiveness.  
The particular characteristic in the situation of the western woman is that, 
fundamentally, together with her competition with men the inclination to attract 
him also operates.  The man is not unfamiliar with her tendency; due to this, 
attraction and contempt are [simultaneously] predominant in his behavior.  If a 
woman is attractive like a colorful toy, then he will be delighted; if not, then he 
will perceive her only as an object of contempt.  There is no need to say that both 
situations are humiliating for women.  If after having studied the situation of the 
western woman, we should study the women influenced by modernity in our own 
country, then we might find in both a surprising similarity in their discontent and 
its means of correction. 
 

 The Rights of Women, Including Economic Autonomy 

 Tagore states that the sense of ownership of another person which sullies 

relationships between the sexes is a direct result of women’s economic 

disenfranchisement.  Therefore, while he holds the opinion that males should be the 

money-makers, and thereby restricts the vocational domain of females, he sees that it is 

essential for women to obtain a degree of economic autonomy. 

Although Mahādevī writes that the Vedic woman’s role as sahadharminī (co-

ritualist with her husband) conferred elevated status, she refutes the notion that women 

were any more economically independent or secure in Vedic times than at present.  She 

asserts that economic disparity and related grievances of women in contemporary society 
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   421

should be corrected and relates this to the overall well-being of society.  Thus, in 

Mahādevī’s view, even though contemporary women should not cease to be devoted 

wives and self-sacrificing mothers, they should have the economic autonomy and security 

that ought to be accorded any member of society, regardless of gender.   

Versions of the Woman of India 

I will now return to this chapter’s earlier discussion of the Indian woman as a 

semiotic site.  In the context of the prominent voices on female nature currently under 

discussion—Dayānand, Gandhi, Tagore, and Mahādevī’s—different versions of the 

“Woman of India” are raised.   

Dayānand’s Ārya Samājist ideas were integral to the broadly based cultural 

construction of India’s golden age.  Part of the concept of the golden age was the 

idealization of a pure type of Vedic female.  Dayānand’s tenets included an emphasis on 

carrying out one’s individual dharma (“duty”), the renunciation of all superstition 

(including the Brahmanical priesthood and temple rituals), and the resituating of the caste 

system onto qualifications gained through personal characteristics, merit and education.  

Thus the woman of the Vedas imagined by Dayānand was liberated from the accretion of 

Brahmanical prescriptions but nonetheless (as mentioned previously in relation to the 

issue of pardā) subject to the demands of wifehood and motherhood that were placed 

upon her by her female nature.  Indian women were to model themselves after the pure 

Vedic type of female who was envisioned as strong but oriented towards serving others, 

educated so that she might raise worthy children, and entirely devoted to her husband.  
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Although she was not confined in pardā, she was nonetheless restricted by the nobility of 

her natural female vocation.   

Although in agreement with the widely accepted position that female nature is 

biologically conferred and extends to the woman’s psychological nature and natural 

proclivities, Mahādevī did not endorse the Vedas as definitor of the proper roles for 

women in marriage and society.  For example, her essay, “Strī ke arth-svātantrya  

kā praśn” (“The question of the economic independence of women”) undermines the idea 

that a return to Vedic principles will help women to advance.  A return to Vedic times 

will not, according to Mahādevī, solve the problems of the modern women.  She sees the 

modern Indian woman as inevitably thrust into the public arena due to the demands of 

nationalism, modernity, and the contribution which women can make to Indian cultural 

and civil life.  Mahādevī herself participated in kavi-sammelans and, at times, in various 

political activities.  Further, she refused to live with her husband and vowed to remain 

single.  Her substantial contribution to Indian public life came primarily through her 

widely published poetry and essays, her other literary activities, and her work as a 

women’s educator.  Therefore, Mahādevī’s own life is a testament to her belief that the 

contribution of women should not be limited to the arena of the home or service to a 

husband as to a god and that women can and should have a strong voice in contemporary 

discourses.  
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While Gandhi’s depiction of the ideal Indian woman revolves around her roles as 

mother and spiritual preceptor,594 Tagore’s description of the “woman of India” is deeply 

informed by the śakti tradition.  He writes:  “…in India, woman has been described as the 

symbol of Shakti, the creative power” because she has guided man into an “immense 

variety” of creative activities.595  Interestingly, he relates women’s restraining function to 

śakti, which in the representation of Kālī and other goddesses is often depicted as wild 

and uncontrollable.  He distinguishes the “Eastern woman” who is “deeply aware in her 

heart of the sacredness of her mission” and essentially deifies the Woman of India:   

True womanliness is regarded in our country as the saintliness of love.  It is not 
merely praised there, but literally worshipped; and she who is gifted with it is 
called Devi, as one revealing in herself Woman, the Divine.596 

 
 The impact of the deification on the personal life and psyche of an individual 

woman was explored in Satyajit Ray’s film, Devī (The Goddess, 1960).  The film was 

based on a short story published in 1899 by Prabhat Kumar Mukherjee; however, the 

theme of the story was originally Tagore’s.  In the film a young woman’s life is destroyed 

by her father-in-law’s revelation that she is an incarnation of the goddess, Kālī.  The 

film’s theme of the destruction of a woman who is believed to be a goddess appears to 

contradict Tagore’s statement above, which supports the viewpoint that mortal women 

should be viewed as goddesses.  The film and the statement Tagore makes in the essay, 

however, should not necessarily be dismissed as contradictory.  In the film, the woman is 

deified by the projections of others whereas in his essay, Tagore encourages women to 

                                                 
594 Kumar, p. 82. 
595 Tagore, “Woman and Home,” p. 157. 
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divinize themselves through attachment to elevated ideals.  The comments in the essay 

work to create and promote an essentialized identity into which “the woman of India” is 

supposed to fit.  However, to a limited degree they also deconstruct patriarchal authority 

by acknowledging the woman’s agency to choose an elevated path for herself.  He is not 

deconstructing the equation between woman and deity in either the film’s theme or in the 

essay, but instead is trying to relocate the concept of woman’s deity at the site of her 

humanity and to say that no one has the right to enslave another person either in subtle 

psychological ways or through tangible economic or social oppression.  Nonetheless, the 

“woman of India” created by Tagore is an ideal type whose female nature dictates 

particular noble behaviors linked to perceptions of femininity.   

 Mahādevī’s ‘Woman of India’ 
 
 In “Ādhunik nārī” Mahādevī depicts three broad models of female identity:   the 

the modern Indian woman (ādhunik nārī); the “ancient woman” (prāchīn nārī)597; and the 

modern western woman.  The modern Indian woman is the essay’s title subject.  The 

phrase represents both Indian women who are already engaged with modernity at the 

time the essay was written and an ideal modern Indian woman who is outlined through 

the essay’s arguments.  Mahādevī uses the other two models—the ancient woman and the 

modern western woman—as points of comparison in her development of the ideal 

ādhunik nārī.  The essay is addressed specifically to Indian women (it was published in a 

women’s journal) and is conceived as an editorial piece that is both persuasive and 

                                                                                                                                                 
596 Ibid., p. 162. 
597 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 55. 
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motivational.  Thus it is clear that Mahādevī’s purpose in publishing it was to present 

alternatives to women’s behavioral patterns, primarily in the area of gender relations, that 

she considered to be problematic; however, in the process of analyzing women’s 

behaviors and offering alternatives she also constructed a viable identity model for 

modern Indian women and made an appeal for its adoption.  That Mahādevī would 

delineate and offer an ideal modern model reveals that a new, integrated behavioral 

model for women was a perceived need at the level of public discourse and also that the 

traditional identities of Indian women were in significant flux at the time the essay was 

written.  In the 1930s North Indian middle-class and elite women were living within the 

warring stresses of western modernity, the demands of the nationalist movement, and the 

expectations of traditional, Brahmanical authority that continued to operate in the lives of 

many even as modern forms encroached upon older patterns.  In “Ādhunik nārī” 

Mahādevī attempts to resolve these tensions by suggesting a model for behavior that 

balances modern and traditional demands placed upon women.  Mahādevī recognized, 

however, that each woman is in an individual situation and therefore will have to make 

unique adjustments.  She does not appear to have conceived of her model as an airtight 

essentialization of female identity.    

ऐसी कोई नवीनता नहीं है , जो पर्त्येक यिक्त को िभन्न रूप में नवीन नहीं िदखाई देती, क्योंिक देखने 

वाले का िभन्न दृि कोण ही उसका आधार होता है।  पर्त्येक तर्ी ने अपनी असुिवधा, अपने सुख-दुःख 

आ ैर अपने यिक्तगत जीवन के भीतर से उस नवीता पर दृि पात िकया अतः पर्त्येक  को उसमें अपनी 

िवशेष तर्िटयों के समाधान के िच  िदखाई पड़े ।598 

 

                                                 
598 Ibid., p. 60. 
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Because the viewer’s different viewpoint is her basis, there is no such novelty 
which does not seem new in various forms to each individual.  Each woman looks 
on this novelty from inside her own trouble, joy, sorrow, and personal life; 
therefore, to each woman an indication of a resolution for her specific flaws will 
appear in it. 
 

Let us look at Mahādevī’s statements about the ancient woman, the modern western 

woman, and the modern Indian woman. 

 The “ancient woman” (prāchīn nārī) is not the Vedic woman imagined by 

Dayānand, but is coterminous both with Mahādevī’s concept of female nature (which she 

believes resides within all women) and also indicates an imagined primal woman 

(ādim nārī)599 who is seen as the representative of true womanhood.  Mahādevī 

constructs a parallel between the notions of female nature and the ancient woman: 

पि चम मे ंि तर्यों ने बहुत कुछ पर्ाप्त कर िलया , परन्तु सब कुट पाकर भी उनके भीतर की िचरन्तन 

नारी नहीं बदल सकी ।  पुरुष उसके नारीत्व की उपेक्षा करे , यह उसे भी वीकार न हुआ , अतः वह 

अथक मनोयोग से अपने बा  आकषर्ण को बढाने आ ैर थायी रखने का पर्यत्न करने लगी ।600  
 
Women in the West achieved quite a lot but, even after achieving everything, the 
ancient woman inside of them could not change.  It was unacceptable to her that 
the man should ignore her female nature [here meaning innate attraction to the 
opposite sex]; therefore, with dogged concentration, she began to make the effort 
to increase and maintain her outward attractiveness.601  

 

Mahādevī also discusses the ancient woman as a primal type who followed her natural 

instincts:  

                                                 
599 Ibid., p. 54. 
600 Ibid., p. 56. 
601 Italics appearing in this and all of the other translations from Mahādevī’s original Hindi are mine. 
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परन्तु उसकी ि थित क्या पर्मािणत कर सकेगी वह आिदम नारी की दुबर्लता से रिहत ह?ै शम्भवतः 

नहीं ।602 

 

But will her situation be able to prove that she is devoid of the weakness [desire to 
be sexually attractive] of the original woman?  Perhaps not. 
 
पर्ाचीन नारी ने इस ‘अथ’ से आरम्भ करके पुरुष से अपने सम्बन्ध को ऐसी ि थित में पहूचँा िदया जहाँ 

उन दोनों के वाथर् एक आ ैर यिक्तत्व सापेक्ष हो गये ।  यही नारी की िवशषेता थी , िजसने उसे 

मनोिवनोद के सुन्दर साधनों की ेणी से उठाकर गिरमामयी िवधातर्ी के ऊँच ेआसन पर पर्िति त 

कर िदया ।603   

 
Ancient woman started at this beginning [the man’s innate curiosity] and 
developed her relationship with man to a point where the self interest and 
individuality of them both became correlated.  This very thing was the defining 
characteristic of woman which raised her up from the class of a pretty means of 
amusement and elevated her upon the high seat of dignified goddess. 

 

पहले की नारीजाित केवल रूप आ ैर वय का पाथेय ले कर संसार-यातर्ा के िलए नहीं िनकली थी ।  

उसने संसार को वह िदया जो पुरुष नहीं दे सकता था , अतः उसके अक्षय वरदान का वह आज तक 

कृतज्ञ है।604 

 

Womankind of ancient times did not set out on life’s journey taking only the 
provisions of beauty and youth.  She gave to the world that which man was not 
able to give; therefore, the world is grateful even until today for her imperishable 
benefaction. 

 

Thus the ancient woman (who is both female nature at work within modern woman and 

the imagined primal woman) is constructed as the touchstone of reasonable behavior.  

She (female nature) is also contrasted with modernity and the West; this attitude 

                                                 
602 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 54; The word “weakness” (durbalatā) is used here in 
an ironic vein.  Mahādevī is not actually saying that the desire to be sexually attractive is a weakness, but 
that it is innate and that modern western woman cannot erase it and thereby gain power over males. 
603 Varmā, “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti par ek di,” p. 55. 
604 Ibid., p. 56. 
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corresponds with Gandhi’s critique of modernity and the West in Hind Swarāj.  

Mahādevī’s assessment of the ancient (or natural) woman is that she did not try to be the 

same as man, but achieved an equal stature by developing her relationship with him and 

allowing her innate qualities to be expressed.  She (the ancient woman) lived 

harmoniously with the opposite sex because she did not fight the expression of her female 

nature.  Mahādevī sees the ideal woman in terms of her social value.  She thus reifies the 

ancient woman and views her as a universal model; this is comparable to Tagore’s use of 

śakti as a prototype for the woman of India.  Mahādevī shares two of Tagore’s views:  the 

woman of India should be like a “dignified goddess” and the issues between the genders 

can be resolved through emphasizing relationship.     

  In comparison to the ancient woman, the modern western woman is depicted by 

Mahādevī as a negative role model for Indian women who are trying to function 

successfully in the modern world.  First, she equates the western woman with the larger 

condition of modernity and views her as completely ensnared in its traps.     

आधुिनकता की वायु में पली सतर्ी का यिद वाथर् में केिन्दर्त िवकिसत रूप देखना हो तो हम उसे 

पि चम मे ंदेख सकंेगे।605   

 
Should we want to see the developed form of a self-centered woman reared in the 
atmosphere of modernity, then we will be able to see her in the West. 
 

According to Mahādevī, the modern western woman is disconnected from her female 

nature; natural female characteristics, such as sensitivity, are still irrevocably present in 

her but have been distorted. 

                                                 
605 Ibid., p. 54. 
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यिद भावुकता ही लज्जा का कारण थी तो उसे समूल न  कर देना था, परन्तु आधुिनक नारी ऐसा 

करने में भी असमथर् रही ।  िजस कायर् को वह बहुत सफलतापूवर्क कर सकी है वह पर्कृित से िवकृित 

की अ ोर जाना मातर् था ।  वह अपनी पर्कृित को व तर्ों के समान जीवन का बा  आच्छादनमातर् 

बनाना चाहती है , िजसे इच्छा आ ैर आव यकता के अनुसार जब चाह ेपहना या उतारा जा सके ।606   

 
If the reason for shame is sensitivity, then it should have been destroyed at the 
root; but modern woman has continued to be incapable of doing this.  The work 
which she has been able to do very successfully was merely to go from nature 
towards distortion.  She wants to make her nature a mere outer covering of life 
like clothes which she can put on or take off according to her own desire and 
need.     

 
The modern western woman stands particularly accused of obsession with sexual 

attractiveness and a corollary urge to compete with men in public life and obtain power 

over them.  Thus the modern western model of female identity serves in Mahādevī’s 

essay as a negative point of comparison for the modern Indian woman and an example of 

the antithesis of female nature.    

 Mahādevī does not, however, think that Indian women will be able to ignore 

modernity’s encroachment.   

यह समझना िक . . . . िशक्षा आिद क्षतेर्ों मे ंकायर् करने वाली पा चात्य आधुिनकता से दूर रह सकी है,ं 

भर्ािन्तपूणर् धारणा के अितिरक्त आ ैर कुछ नहीं है ।607 

 
Thinking that women. . . .working in education and other fields are able to remain 
distant from western modernity, is nothing more than a fallacious concept.   
 

For purposes of discussion, Mahādevī describes three extant types of Indian women who 

are already fully interacting with modernity:     

कुछ ऐसी हैं , िजन्होंने अपने युगान्तरदीघर् बन्धनों की अवज्ञा कर िपछले कुछ वषोर्ं मे ंराजनीितक 

आन्दोलन को गितशील बनाने के िलए पुरुषों को अभूतपूवर् सहायता दी , कुछ ऐसी िशिक्षतायँ हैं 

                                                 
606 Ibid., p. 55. 
607 Ibid., p. 60. 
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िजन्होंने अपनी अनुकूल पिरि थितयों में भी सामािहक जीवन की तर्िुटयों का कोई उिचत समाधान 

न पाकर अपनी िशक्षा आ ैर जागृित को अजीिवका आ ैर सावर्जिनक उपयोग का साधन बनाया आ ैर 

कुछ ऐसी सम्पन्न मिहलाएँ हैं , िजन्होंने थोड़ी सी िशक्षा के साथ बहुत सी पा चात्य आधुिनकता का 

संयोग कर अपने गृहजीवन को एक साँचे में ढाला है ।608 

 
First, they are of the sort which, having disregarded their ancient bonds, gave 
unprecedented assistance to men in setting in motion the political movement in 
the last few years.  Second, they are of the sort of educated women who, not 
settling for any proper resolution of the errors of social life, made their education 
and awareness both a livelihood and a means of public service. Third, they are of 
the sort of wealthy women who have molded their domestic sphere, by combining 
a little education with a lot of western modernity. 
 

For each category and each individual woman, the solution will be unique.  The future of 

Indian women and society “is dependent on today’s awakened and educated woman.”609  

A good outcome will be realized only if women put aside the rebelliousness that was 

given expression in their nationalist activities and learn to compromise with men.  

Rebelliousness runs counter to female nature. 

     The new model of the modern Indian woman that Mahādevī outlined in 

“Ādhunik nārī” is thus guided by a positive and a negative example:  the concept of the 

ancient woman who represents female nature is a positive signpost and the looming 

spectre of the modern western woman serves as a negative example.  Both examples are 

essentializations.  The two primary characteristics of female nature (the ancient woman) 

which Mahādevī focuses on are:  natural, undistorted attraction to the opposite sex and 

motherly tendencies (including sensitivity, gentleness, relational abilities, non-aggressive 

behavior, self-sacrifice, and renunciation).  All of these traits are are seen as innate 

                                                 
608 Ibid., p. 59. 
609 Ibid., p. 65. 
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female traits that spill over into areas of a woman’s life beyond motherhood and 

wifehood.  It is apparent from this list that, even though Mahādevī neither concurs with 

the Ārya Samājist idea of an elevated status for Vedic women nor believes that women 

should be secluded or kept out of public life, she nonetheless links her ideal of femininity 

to the biological functions of motherhood and wifehood.  Correspondingly, the modern 

western woman is used as a negative exemplar who has distorted all of the positive traits 

of female nature.   

 As discussed in the earlier brief overview of  “Ādhunik nārī,” Mahādevī observes 

that the women who participated in the nationalist civil disobedience movements of 

1930-1932, took on the trait of rebelliousness which she judges to be counter to female 

nature.  She also observes that excessive sacrifice and renunciation in the confines of the 

home cannot be forced upon women with good results either for the woman or for 

society.610  Thus Mahādevī offers the following delineation of the future work of the true 

modern woman of India: 

भिव य में भारतीय समाज की क्या रूपरेखा हो , उसमें नारी की कैसी ि थित हो , उसके अिधकारों 

की क्या सीमा हो , आिद सम याआ े ं का समाधान आज की जागर्त आ ैर िशिक्षत नारी पर िनभर्र है ।  

यिद वह अपनी दुरव था के कारणों को मरण रख सके आ ैर पुरुष की वाथर्परता को िव मरण कर 

सके तो िभवी समाज का वप्न सुन्दर आ ैर सत्य हो सकता है परन्तु यिद वह अपने िवरोध को ही चरम 

ल य मान ले आ ैर पुरुष से समझौते के पर् न को ही पराजय का पयार्य समझ ले तो जीवन की यव था 

अिनि चत आ ैर िवकास का कर्म िशिथल होता जायगा ।611  

 

The solution to problems such as what the outline of Indian society should be in 
the future, what kind of situation Indian women should have in it, what should be 
the limit of her rights, etcetera, is dependent on today’s awakened and educated 

                                                 
610 Ibid. 
611 Ibid., p. 66. 
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woman.  If she can bear in mind the causes of her wretchedness and can forget 
man’s egotistical selfishness, then the dream of future society can become 
beautiful and true; but should she accept her rebellion as the ultimate goal and see 
the issue of compromise with man as only synonymous with defeat, then life’s 
order will become uncertain and the pace of development slack.  The work of 
woman as the forerunner of revolution and the flag-bearer of freedom will be 
concluded in the healthy construction of life, not only in its destruction.              

 

Thus the ideal modern Indian woman that Mahādevī delineates in “Ādhunik nārī” is 

engaged in the modern world while at the same time retaining the qualities which are 

traditionally believed to be innate in women.                    

 

Combining the Sword and Metal Bracelet:  Female Nature as a Negotiated 
Behavioral Framework for Women 

 

अनेक पिरवारों में जीवन की कटुता का पर्त्यक्ष कारण ि तर्यों की कठोरता का सीनातीत हो जाना ही 

ह,ै यह सत्य ह,ै परन्तु इसके िलए केवल ि तर्याँ ही दोषी नहीं ठहराई जा सकतीं।  पिरि थित इतनी 

कठोर थी िक उन्हे ंउस पर िवजय पाने के िलए कठोरतम अ तर् गर्हण करना पड़ा।  उनमे ंजो 

िवचारशील थीं, उन्होंने पर्ाचीन नािरयों के समान कृपाण आ ैर कंकण का संयोग कर िदया, जो नहीं 

उन्होंने अपने तर्ीत्व से अिधक िवदर्ोह पर िव वास िकया।612   

 
It is true that in many families the apparent cause of life’s bitterness is that 
women’s hardness has become excessive, but not only women can be blamed for 
this.  Circumstance was so difficult that, in order for them to prevail, they had to 
acquire the harshest weapons.  Those who were wise among them combined, like 
ancient women, the sword and metal bracelet; those who were not put more faith 
in rebellion than their womanhood. 
 

Although discussions about female nature had been ongoing since the mid-1800s, 

I see in Mahādevī’s “Ādhunik nārī” an attempt to use the concept of female nature as a 

substitute for Brahmanical proscriptions and the “fetters” that she says traditional society 
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imposed on Indian women.  In this essay Mahādevī attempts to order society through 

establishing boundaries for female activity based on the idea of female nature.  This 

maneuver does not represent an attempt to revitalize traditional Brahmanical 

delimitations of femaleness.  As discussed previously, Mahādevī was not a Hindu 

revivalist or reactionary.  It was, instead, a means of negotiating between the various 

concepts of a pure Hindu society that emerged in the nationalist discourse and behavioral 

tendencies, primarily “hardness,” that Mahādevī observed in nationalist-feminists of the 

period.  Mahādevī perceived western feminist tendencies not only as extreme and brought 

about by anomalous circumstances, but also as a threat to society.   

 Let us take a closer look at Mahādevī’s use of female nature as a behavioral 

model to replace the “fetters,” or patriarchal rules, of conventional society.  First, 

Mahādevī strongly states her objection in several places in this essay to the bad treatment 

women have been subjected to through customs and tradition.  For example, she writes of 

the sacrifice at home of educated women, like herself, who “neglected household ties and 

privileged their path in the public arena.” 

 
वा तव में गहृ की सीमा में उनसे इतना अिधक त्याग आ ैर बिलदान मांगा गया िक वे उसके पर्ित 

िवदर्ोह कर उठीं।  वेच्छा से दी हुई छोटी से छोटी व तु मनु य का दान कहलाती ह,ै परन्तु अिनच्छा 

से िदया हुअ ा अिधक से अिधक दर् य भी मनु य का अधीनता-सूचक कर ही समझा जायगा।613 
 

In reality, such excessive renunciation and sacrifice was demanded of them in the 
confines of the home that they rebelled against it.  The smallest thing given 
willingly is said to be a human’s gift, but the greatest thing given unwillingly 
must be understood as an indication of a human’s subjection.   

                                                                                                                                                 
612 Ibid., p. 63-64. 
613 Ibid., p. 65. 
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Again, she writes that “because of numerous social conventions and traditional concepts 

[the Indian woman] got neither conveniences nor opportunities like the western 

woman…”614  She also writes of the injustice of male restraint of female activity.  Her 

statement is made in relation to women involved in the nationalist movement, but carries 

a broader implication for the situation of Indian women prior to the independence 

movement: 

पुरुष ने अपनी अ ाव यकतावश ही उसे साथ अ ाने की अ ाज्ञा दी, परन्तु तर्ी ने उससे पग िमलाकर चल 

कर पर्मािणत कर िदया िक पुरुष ने उसकी गित-पर बन्धन लगाकर अन्याय ही नहीं, अत्याचअर भी 

िकया ह।ै  जो पंगु ह ैउसी के साथ गितहीन होने का अिभशाप लगा ह,ै गितवान को पंगु बनाकर 

रखना सबसे बड़ी कर्ूरता ह।ै615 
 
Man, only out of necessity, allowed her to accompany him, but woman walked in 
step with him and proved that the man in restraining her movement not only 
committed injustice, he also committed atrocity.  One who is lame has been 
cursed with being immobile; the greatest cruelty of all is to make a mobile person 
lame.  

 

Former male oppression was intolerable.  In comparison to the ancient fetters, which are 

proscriptions enforced by male society, female nature is discussed as natural, good, and 

positive.  It can be distorted or overridden, but it cannot be changed.  As discussed, 

Mahādevī equates female nature to the internal ancient woman who is not, however, the 

Ārya Samājist style Vedic woman.  

 Even though customs devised by male society have been the greatest cause of  

                                                 
614 Ibid., p. 57. 
615 Ibid., p. 61. 
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female oppression, Mahādevī implies that women become their own (and society’s) 

oppressors when they act against the grain of female nature.  Because female nature 

carries the qualities of innate attraction to males, self-sacrificing attitude, motherliness, 

and gentleness, a distortion of female nature occurs when the opposite qualities are 

displayed.  Mahādevī focuses particularly on two distortions of female nature:  

competition with the man and a corollary desire to attract him at any cost; and a 

rebellious, warlike, harsh attitude that has remained with women after their participation 

in the recent civil disobedience campaigns.  Males have oppressed women; but women 

can and have also oppressed themselves primarily through behaviors that go against who 

they are really, nobly called to be according to their female nature, the ancient woman. 

 Likewise, Mahādevī’s argument implies that women must be their own liberators.  

She does not expect that Indian women will be able to turn away from interaction with 

the demands of modernity.  Modern western woman provides only a model for the 

distortion of female nature.  Healthy female nature, however, provides a natural, reliable, 

unchangable pattern for the behavior of liberated women.  Thus female nature is the 

behavioral framework that, through implication, replaces the oppression of patriarchal 

customs.  Women are in charge of whether or not they act in accordance with their 

female natures or oppress themselves through competition with men and rebelliousness.  

Even though the essay works to value women’s behaviors linked to motherhood and 

wifehood, an implicit repositioning of the locus of enforcement of women’s behavior has 

occurred.  Whereas Mahādevī leaves the behaviors linked with female nature intact, she 

denigrates the customary structures which served as enforcement for the behaviors.  The 
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modern Indian woman is left with a noble female nature that is to serve as the parameters 

of behavior for the liberated, modern woman. 

 Thus the female self that Mahādevī proposed in the nationalist context was 

dictated by nature.  Her statement that the dream of a beautiful future society is 

dependent upon women’s behaviors indicates that she envisioned the nation in relation to 

the caretaking of the female body.   She held women responsible for maintaining their 

behaviors within the boundaries of female nature.  That she holds women themselves 

responsible for maintaining their boundaries for the good of society indicates a significant 

change from the Laws of Manu (an obvious example of Brahmanical patriarchy) where 

women’s behaviors are held in check by traditional Brahmanical prescriptions for female 

purity.  In Mahādevī’s model, nature stands in for Brahmanical rules as the delimiter for 

female behavior and the individual stands in for the patriarchal group as the enforcer.  

The displacement of social responsibility to the individual is a typical maneuver 

appearing in Chāyāvād work overall; and Mahādevī’s recommendation to women that 

they take responsibility for the maintenance of their own boundaries stands as a 

significant, but negotiated, feminist move.  It is significant because she calls upon women 

to maintain their own boundaries.  It is negotiated because “female nature” semiotically 

steps in to the place previously filled by Brahmanical regulations to keep women’s 

behaviors in check within traditional social norms. 
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Female Nature at the Juncture of Modernity, Nationalism, and the Indian Women’s 
Movement  
 

In the interaction of nationalism and modernity the boundaries of the nation were 

being re-described through various discourses—such as those surrounding feminism and 

communalism—about how women were to be contained and thus represent society.  

Claiming female nature as the true creator and maintainer of female boundaries and 

behaviors in the nationalist context enabled Mahādevī to advocate traditional gender 

relationships while simultaneously setting women in place as the arbiters of their own 

boundaries—an act which radically redefined gendered configurations of power in the 

midst of the contestatory nationalist and feminist discourses.  This was a serviceable, if 

somewhat contradictory, position to take in the ongoing project of using the Indian 

woman as the primary semiotic site for the idea of the nation. 

 Mahādevī thus should not be called a feminist unless both the limitations of the 

term itself and the complex configurations of society, politics, gender, and class in early 

twentieth-century, nationalist India are taken into close consideration.  Her work and 

thought on the subject of Indian women was a multi-layered amalgamation of the 

personal and political.  Even though she explored radical territory relating to female 

agency and socially accepted power structures between the sexes, her model of the new 

Indian woman was largely influenced by Gandhian ideology, by nineteenth-century 

social reform ideals, and by traditionalist elements within the Indian women’s movement.  

Finally, she did not espouse the idea of a Vedic golden past imagined by Hindu 

nationalist reformers but envisioned a re-creation of Indian society along progressive 
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lines.616  The success of this new society was, however, based on women choosing to live 

within the anciently described lines of female nature. 

   

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
616 A new vision for society was also a primary impulse behind the Chayavad movement as a whole. 
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Conclusion:  Idiom as Identity 
 

 
Whereas critics of the period have commonly recognized that the transition from 

Dvivedī Era poetry to the Chāyāvād idiom was a movement from a didactic, prosaic 

model to a lyrical, interiorized model, the two idioms had not been previously analyzed 

as vectors of identity nor had their relationship to modern and nationalist discourses been 

considered in detail.  I have explained the shift from one idiom to the other in terms of 

poetry’s unique capacity to construct identities both as a cultural form and as a language 

form.  In order to disclose the ways in which the idioms worked to construct identity, I 

observed them from two vantage points:  the historical, cultural, and social matrices that 

comprise the idioms’ contemporary setting in early twentieth-century nationalism and 

modernity, and the internal semiotic and grammatical functioning of the language.   

The diverse pressures of modernity upon a society are inevitably met by 

reformulations of identity.  Originally I observed that Chāyāvād, even though introverted 

and individualistic, was related to the nationalist movement on the basis of its very 

existence during the nationalist period.  There is no doubt that, as in European 

romanticism, the rise of concepts of individual freedom was a reflective discourse on 

national freedom and that Chāyāvād articulated the flavor of an individual freedom that 

mirrored Indian nationalism of the period.  As I looked into Chāyāvād’s relationship to 

nationalism, however, its place in a larger context emerged:  the formation of the modern 

individual.  The research question then shifted from asking ‘how does an apparently non-

nationalistic idiom such as Chāyāvād fit into the nationalist context?’ to ‘how did 
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Chāyāvād fit into the modern context and what is the relationship between nationalism 

and modernity?’  Nationalism is a subset of modernity rather than the other way around.  

This thesis therefore articulates not only Chāyāvād’s place in the project of modernity as 

it was uniquely carried out in India, but explicates an area of the relationship between 

modernity and nationalism, specifically how a modern literary movement cum poetic 

idiom can function to create an identity that resolves tensions inherent in the co-existence 

of nationalism and modernity.   

How were concepts of the modern individual used to construct the idea of the 

nation?  A principle finding of this project is to have identified a specific site (poetic 

idiom) and method (transmissional modes) whereby modern concepts were being 

absorbed into Indian society as modern-nationalist identities.  We can observe, therefore, 

in Chāyāvād a different idea and means of implementing ‘the modern’ as it emerged in 

India:  the use of traditional themes to entice, as it were, the reading public into accepting 

a movement from traditional concepts of Indian identities towards increasingly modern 

ones that would stand in the service of the new independent nation.   

Chāyāvād’s four transmissional modes articulate precisely the most acutely felt 

sites of public anxiety concerning the acceptance of modern identities:  the individual’s 

social responsibility within a rapidly changing social system (dharma); the articulation of 

personal freedom beyond society’s restraining structures (nature); the individual’s 

significance in relation to the hierarchical social system (the individual in society); and 

the power accorded women to act independently (desire).  Each of these sites is 

concerned with ‘radical freedom’ which is both modernity’s primary underlying 
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discourse and its link to nationalism.  That is, radical freedom was the discourse which 

propelled the processes of constructing modern-nationalist identities.  The Chāyāvād 

idiom transcended the Dvivedi Era’s socially responsible, reform-oriented identities and 

supported the construct of a independent, modern nation through its proposal of a more 

independent ‘man of India’ and ‘woman of India.’  Even though the concepts of Indian 

identity put forward by Chāyāvād moved towards more independent models, they were 

not, however, proposals of radical independence.  Rather, in varying degrees, they were 

negotiations that would have seemed bold at the time to conservative critics like Dvivedī.  

For example, the ‘woman of India’ proposed by Mahādevī in “Ādhunik nārī: uskī sthiti  

par ek di” is clearly a negotiation with traditional identity; however it is subversive in 

its intent to delineate a new level of independence for Indian women.  The presence of 

such negotiated identities in Chāyāvād points to a conflict that inheres in the space 

between the pressures to construct a modern identity and the references to tradition 

necessary to validate the construction of the nation (nations are always “old”).  The 

construction of new national identities apparently relies on negotiating the old with the 

new. 

In modernity, knowldege “…is no longer a unified system of doctrines…”617  

Recognizing modernity’s fragmenting impulse helps to describe Chāyāvād’s work, which 

was the recreation of a unified field or view of knowledge by taking the older axiomatic 

Hindu and Indian cultural forms and infusing into them modern concepts related to 

‘radical freedom.’  In other words, the primary work of Chāyāvād was to provide a 
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gestalt for a fragmented set of cognitive concepts relating to the modern self and to 

perform this task by situating the new ideas within previously accepted cultural and 

social themes.  In fact, it may be a psychological and social truism that where modern 

processes enter into a “traditional” culture, literary and cultural forms which attempt to 

reconstruct a gestalt (by integrating modern and traditional components) will appear.  

Beyond the concept of “hybridity,” I am characterizing this function as balance, 

reciprocal ordering, retrieval of cultural meaning, and ‘restructured coherence.’  The urge 

towards the recreation of coherence in the face of modernity’s fragmenting forces is not 

only to assimilate, or even to create what Homi Bhabha has called the “third space,” but 

to reconstruct a social ecosystem in order to face the assault of modernity’s characteristic 

fragmentation of traditional forms, to recover a diminished sense of security in society by 

processing the new through the lens of the old and, beyond that, to construct a 

meaningful picture of how society should and could work. 

For observing the inner processes of the language in the construction of new 

identities, I relied on two concepts:  the semiotic construction of the transmissional 

modes (Chāyāvād’s primary themes through which the idiom works to propose 

identities); and the uses of grammar in the construction of lines of social and individual 

power.  Riffaterre’s theories concerning the inherent unity of the poem and the difference 

between the languages of poetry and prose have proven extremely useful in assisting with 

access into the idiom’s processes.  I had hoped to be able to show clear connections 

between a poem’s unity and its ability to influence social discourses related to identity.  

                                                                                                                                                 
617 Delanty and O’Mahony, p. 7. 
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The white bull “named” dharma in Prasad’s Kāmāyanī and Nirālā’s redefinition of the 

virtuous man in relation to the law of reciprocity in “Dān” have served as productive 

examples of hypograms within Chāyāvād Era poems.  However, these examples were 

only able to touch the surface of possibility with regard to uncovering the potential 

effects of semiotic construction on identity formation.  In future research I will pursue the 

apparently rich possibilities for uncovering connections between Riffaterre’s concept of 

poetic unity and the ways in which poetic unity may be connected to and work to 

illuminate social processes such as identity construction.  

 One of the goals of the disseration was to draw a correlation between identity and 

grammar with reference to the theories of Julia Kristeva and Mary Douglas.  Specifically, 

Kristeva’s idea of poetry as a language of social revolution, and her linking of grammar 

and the realm of the symbolic to patriarchy and the status quo, is correlative to Douglas’s 

ideas of a society’s boundaries being constructed by its proscriptions.  Douglas wrote that 

the liminal areas of ritual where the society’s rules are loosened are the sites where 

energy is obtained.  The kind of loosening of grammar that appears in Chayavad in 

opposition to the Dvivedī Era’s strictly delineated and contained grammaticality not only 

heralds a kind of social redefinition but also constitutes a liminal space (contested by 

accepted social and grammatical rules) where the nationalist project was energized 

through a redefinition of the identity of the individual in Indian society.    

 In relation to grammar I observed several shifts across the period the transition 

from the Dvivedī Era to Chāyāvād.  The specific grammatical shifts at work were the 

standardization of grammatical forms in Khari Boli prose and the corresponding 
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promotion of Khari Boli as the national language; Dvivedī’s shift to a homogenized, 

prosaic Khari Boli diction from Braj Bhasa as the standard medium for Hindi 

poetry; the shift away from the Dvivedī Era’s prosaic poetry to the fluid, highly 

ungrammatical constructions of Chāyāvād poetry; and Mahādevī’s personal shift from 

writing poetry to prose.  The Chāyāvād poets loosened the grammatical constraints on 

poetry, but not on prose.  In one sense they simply corrected Dvivedī’s tendency to 

demand that poetry essentially be prose.  But in another sense, the loosening of poetic 

sytax represents a transition in identity and suggests a that a Chāyāvād ethos was at work 

which reached towards the construction of a literary and cultural space wherein the 

Indian individual could imagine himself or herself as being free (at least, more free) from 

traditional, socially defined constraints on identity in the modern-national context.  An 

example of this is Nirālā’s hitching of stunningly complex descriptive compounds to his 

presentation of an apparently weak hero whose heroic act was not an action, but a 

decision (“Rām kī Śakti Pūjā,” which I discussed in Chapter Three).  Both the use of 

grammar (really, its absence) and the identity constructed in “Rām kī Śakti Pūjā” are free 

in comparison to the Dvivedī Era’s coupling of social reformist style heros and perfectly 

grammatical poetic diction. 

 In the Introduction, I made the bold claim that the ‘work of Chāyāvād,’ carried 

out in relation to the processes of modernity and nationalism by means of the 

transmissional modes and grammatical shifts, was to transform the terms of discourse 

that served as the basis for modern national identities in India.  Although the length of 

time in which Chāyāvād’s work was being actively produced was very short, the idiom’s 
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impact on Hindi literature and North Indian society has had lasting effects.  In the guise 

of Hindi romanticism, it opened a discourse about the potential for an individual to be 

radically free in the imagined freedom of the nation.              

 The Chāyāvād idiom will continue to yield possibilities for research.  Future paths 

of research could include: a greatly expanded look at the uses of nature as a metaphor for 

the nation and the self, particularly involving a comprehensive translation project of 

Pant’s Chāyāvād poetry and its contextualization within the critical essays of the period; 

a translation project of the Chāyāvād poets’ collected essays on aesthetics and literature 

for the purpose of constructing a truly comprehensive picture of the period’s critical 

motivations; focused attention on the concept of restructured coherence through poetic 

unity in the period’s poems; and a comprehensive translation of the poems and essays of 

Nirālā. 
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Note on the Use of Diacritics and Devanāgarī 
 
Standard diacritical markings are used for all Hindi words and phrases appearing in the 
body of the text.  Devanāgarī script is used for longer quotes in Hindi that are indented 
into the text.  I have made editorial decisions about the use of diacritics in some groups of 
words, as noted:   
 
Persons:  Diacritical markings are used for historical names that are not in common 
English parlance (such as Mahāvīr Prasād Dvivedī).  However, diacritics are not used for 
contemporary names (such as Namwar Singh).   
 
Places:  In the body of the text, diacritical markings have not been used for names of 
cities and places in common English parlance (such as Banaras); but in some cases the 
city or place’s corresponding Hindi name has been noted with diacritics where necessary 
for clarification or in order to preserve the integrity of the source text (for example, 
Vārāasī).  Diacritical markings are used for cities and place names that are not well 
known in English.   
 
Languages:  Diacritics are not used for names of languages (for example, Braj Bhasha). 
 
Organizations:  Diacritics are used for the names of organizations (such as Nāgarī  
Prachāriī Sabhā and Ārya Samāj).  
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