
CHAPTER FOUR 

Self and Society 

As a socially conscious being, Kamala Das has been feeling keenly 

from her very childhood the injustice and deprivation in the society around 

her. In the European school at Calcutta, her brother and she had to tolerate 

severe tortures by the white students. The white boys persecuted her brother 

by pushing a pointed pencil through his nostril. When she protested, she 

was overpowered by the tough Anglo-Indians. She has known what apartheid 

means at first hand in the most impressionable period of her life. Much to 

her chagrin, the Principal of her school passed the poem she had written off 

as the composition of a Scottish student to a visitor to the school. And to cap 

it all, the nature coloured students had to keep out of sight of the European 

visitors to the School. 

This clash between the white and the black children left an indelible 

mark upon the sensitive child Kamala. "The Sea at Galle Face 

Green",(CoUected Poems, Vol. 1, p.12), "Smoke in Colombo" (Ibid, p. 14) 

"After July" (Ibid, p. 15), "Shopper at the Cornells. Colombo" (Ibid, p. 16), "A 

Certain Defect in the Blood" (Ibid, p.17j etc.— are the poems in which she 

opposes humanitarianism to racial discrimination. 

In "A Certain Defect in the Blood", she regrets the injustice stemming 

from the colour of the skin in India itself. The Dravidian's blackness is an 

index of his inferiority in contrast to the Aryan's fairness : 

It was a defect 

In our blood that made us the land's inferior 

A certain muddiness in the usual red 

Revealing our non Aryan descent." 

(ibid, "A Certain Defect in the Blood", p.17.) 

She, however, envisages the prospect that In a more enlightened' 

country than her motherland, colour of the skin and merit would not be 
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equated. Children would perhaps grow up there ignorant of this curse of 

colour: 

Perhaps in a kinder country their stigma 

Might stay unrecognised and the children might 

Play again under the benign skies of 

Summer months. 

f/A Certain Defect in the Blood", Collected Poems, Vol.1, p.17). 

"Shopper at the Cornells, Colombo" focuses on apartheid. The lyric 

persons's attempt to conceal her colour falls through, and she is exposed to 

the ironical humiliation of our politeness : 

my Indianness 

Concealed, 1 merge well with the expatriates, 

Despite my nut brown skin, but when at last 

I reach the cashier's counter, the salesgirls 

See through my guise, and their cruel 

mouths bleed 

When they make attempts to stab me with a smile. 

(ibid, "Shopper at the Cornells, Colombo", p. 16). 

The ambience of the Roman Catholic boarding school revolted Das no 

less. The nuns always tried to find out the sins of the boarders. In My Story 

Cp.43) Das says that if there was a dearth of sin, sin at any cost had to be 

manufactured, because forgiving the sinners was a therapeutic exercise, 

popular with the rabidly virtuous. Moreover, the nuns compelled the boarders 

to write that they were very happy at the boarding house and that everyday 

they prayed to God for the well-being of their relatives. The nun's practice of 
...' . . . 

checking letters before they were sent for mailing annoyed Das. Besides 

she realised that the obsession with sin destroyed several girls who were at 

the beginning of their adolescence, nonnal and easy going. 

Kamala Das's sympathy forthe down-trodden is one of the unmistakable 

marks of her social awareness. She dislikes the discrimination between the 

rich and the poor. "In The House Builders" she extols the withered, dust-

covered builders who work themselves to the bone to provide shelter to other: 
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...these toymen of dust, fathers of light 

Dust children but their hands-like the withered boughs 

Of some mythic hoodoo tree cast only 

Cool shadows and with native grace bestow 

Even on unbelievers, vast shelters 

C "The House Builders", Collected Poems, Vol.1, p.1) 

It is a kind of affinity born of empathy that she feels with the toilers. In My 

Story (My Story, Ch. 49, p. 191) she says that one day her soul might migrate 

into the womb of a housebuilder's woman, and she might be one of the 

happy children squatting to see the pink Ganapati. 

In the Roman Catholic Boarding School, meals were supplied to the 

boarders according to their grades based on birth and status. The first class 

boarders were given at breakfast cereals, eggs, and toast; meat at lunch 

time, snacks at tea arid pudding after supper. The second class giris were 

given only cereals at breakfast, rice and fish curry at lunch and no pudding at 

supper. The third class boarders got gruel of maize both in the morning and 

at night and vice at lunch..Next, the orphans got only two meals of gruel a 

day. (My Story, Ch. 12, p.42) Das could hardly bear such iniquity. 

She criticises the British treatmenttowards beggars. The British influence 

has changed the urban people's attitude towards beggars. They shout at 

those who arrive near the gate with outstretched arms. This cruelty hurts her 

feelings. In Bombay on her way from the Taj Mahal Hotel after dinner, she 

used to come upon many pavement dwellers asleep on the doorsteps. She 

is so much touched by this spectacle that she invokes the famous Indian 

tradition of charity to support her quixotic proposal to remove the sufferings 

of the vagrants: 

I have often wondered why the Government cannot 

pass an order that all huge buildings must let out their 

basement haW for the homeless during the harsh 

monsoons and during the winter. Every hotel can be 

made to spend one tenth of its daily earning in feeding 
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the poor. Charity is India's ancient tradition. There is 

no harm in reviving it when the times are hard.(T\/Iy 

Story, p. 169) 

Das maintains an impartial attitude towards the rich and the poor. The poor 

emerge out of invisible holes in the morning and wander around lool^ing for 

edible garbage. She watches them when she is well enough to stand on her 

verandah. The poor boys cannot buy bhelpuri. They only get vicarious 

pleasure watching the richer ones eating it. So they crowd round the 

bhelpuriwala. This scene pains Das much, 

Since she lil<es to study people, the unfortunate mad do not escape 

her attention. She feels for them. On some days she watches a young mad 

naked woman being tormented by the riff-raff. She gives her a housecoat or 

a saree to cover her body. Her feeling for the lunatics give rise to the poems 

like "The Lunatic Asylum" ^Collected Poems,Vol.1, p.2) , "Peripeurperal 

Insanity", (IbidVol. 1, p.10) etc. In "The Lunatic Asylum", she plays on words 

like 'light' and 'Lamps' in their skulls' uses the transferred epithet "insomniac 

lanterns" and the metaphor "sepulchral ballrooms of their minds" all in her 

bid to capture the plight of those unfortunates who are life's victims, society's 

liabilities, the asylum's prisoners: 

There is a light... 

At the lunatic asylum, 

....burns 

The lamps in their skulls, those lights that 

The bromides or the electric whiplash 

Of every week cannot put out, 

Those large and hot 

Insomniac lanterns 

Under which grey spectres dance in 

The sepulchral 

Ballrooms of their minds. 

("The Lunatic Asylum", Collected Poems, Vol. 1, p.2). 

Das is too much worried about the children's future In India. For sometime 
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she was the President of The Kerala Children's Film Society. At that time, 

she had started Children's Film Movement. The purpose of this movement, 

in her own words, Is "to make the children laugh....not in derison, but in 

happiness. (Souvenir, The Kerala Children's Film Society, Poojappura, 

Trivanrum, 1982): 

Uhhappiness in married life is a thing to be kept hidden iri our society. 

Kamala Das has realised this in her early teens. She found her parents 

mismatched. But her mother always tried to hide her unhapplriess under a 

mask. In spite of all her mental conflict, she maintained a peaceful atmosphere 

in their house. Das mocks at such pretence of domestic peace in her 

autobiography.(TWy Story, Ch. 2, p.4). 

Ironically when-herowh turn'comes,'she behaves exactly liK© her mother 

in similar circumstanefesi'She of course gives vent to her outraged feelings in 

"The St//c/c/e"-where she projects the lyric persona as a self-conscious, astute 

roleplayer always maintaining the'fixed' hiatus between her authentic and 

her assumed self, between the privat reality and the public appearance. 

Another name for this kind of;behaviour,is,of course hypocrisy: 

. 'imuslppse,. „ 

.1 must pretend, .j;-j,/: 
1 must act the role 

Of happy woman, 

Happy wife. 

I must keep the right distance 

BetWeeh rhe'and the" high;'- •'" 

I mdst keeiD the right distance'' 

Between me^and the low. . ' 

("The Lunatic Asylum", Collected Poems, Vol.1, p.2). 

Das has a dig at the civilized couples who conceal their hideous reality behind 

a' deceptively pleasant facacl'e \n "Composition'': 

Husbands.and wives, 

here is my advice to you, 

Obey each other's crazy commands, 

ignore the sane. 
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Turn your home into a merry 

dog-house, 

Marriage is meant to be all this 

anyway, 

being arranged in 

most humorous heaven. 

( "Composition", The Descendants, p.33-34) 

Repelled though she is by this middle class hypocrisy, she also 

envisages it as her own inescapable end. She jumps from the superficial 

social to the deeper existential plane to demonstrate that dissimulation is 

innate in the human condition in-as-much as it is one of the inevitabilities of 

human life at any rate: 

I shall be the fat-kneed hag in the long bus queue 

The one from whose shopping bag the mean potato must 

Roll across the road. I shall be the patient 

On the hospital bed, lying in drugged.slumber 

And dreaming of home 

("Gino", The Old Playhouse and other Poems,p.14). 

In My Story Das says that she was to be the victim of a young man's 

carnal desire and perhaps, out of their union, a few children would be born. 

She would be a middle-class housewife, and walk along the vegetable shops 

carrying a string bag and wearing faded chappals. She would beat her thin 

children when they asked for expensive toys, and make them scream out for 

mercy. She would wash her husband's cheap undenwear and hang that out 

to dry in the balcony like some kind of a national flag, with wifely pride. (TVIy 

Story,p.75) All these things she paints almost dipping her brush into her 

bleeding heart and smarting sores. Her social consciousness turns into her 

creative inspiration. 

But I shall end differently, I know our bloods 

Tributaries never once merging. It is 

A dream-river, keep it so, the children are 

Dream children. Real ones never bear such splendent eyes. 

("Gino", The Old Playhouse, and Other Poems, p,14). 
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What starts as the perception of conjugal hypocrisy changes into the 

realization of existential dissimiluation and culminates into the conviction of 

the ontological incongruity between reality and imagination. 

Every society advocates its own norms and steriotypes and opposes 

others. Das gives poetic expression to the tremendous social pressure to 

conform. She vividly presents the coercive process in action in Indian society 

reducing a girl to a doll: 

Dress in sarees, be girl, 

Be wife, they said, Be embroiderer, be cook, 

Be a quareller with servants. Fit In. Oh. 

Belong, cried the categorizers. Don't sit 

On walls or peep in through our lace drapped windows. 

- Be Amy, or be Kamala. Or better 

Still, be Madhavikutty. It'is time to 

Choose a name, a role. 

{"An Introduction", The Old Playhouse and Other 

Poems, p.27). 

How spiritedly she herself must have resisted the prescribed role model to 

emerge as a poet 1 

Being an oversensitive girl, she finds no male partner to love her without 

any purpose. She criticises this selfish nature of the male folk. Males are 

always hankering after physical pleasure. As soon as their desire is satisfied, 

they depart. She expresses her disgust against such behaviour in "The 

Looking Glass". 

Getting a man to love you is easy 

Only be honest about your wants as 

Woman... . 

Oh yes, getting 

A man to love is easy, but living 

Without him afterwards may have to be 

Faced. ("The Looking Glass", The Descendants, p.25). 
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In the context of society, Kamala Das does not hesitate to highlight 

another aspect of male nature. Many husbands get bored with their wives' 

talk of love when they are enamoured with youth and power. As youth slides 

by, they come back to their wives. At this stage, they are already physically 

unfit for love-making. What can be a wife's feeling at such a moment who 

had been waiting so long for her husband's love ? This long-suffering wife's 

selfless love and the once disdainful but now impotent husband's very 

incapacity for love and the consequent pathos are well captured in "The 

Last Act": 

I was waiting for you, she said, 

I thought you would need me today, He clung 

To her, he buried his arrogant face — 

Between her breasts, but a little later, sobbing 

Like a hurt child, he said, i am old, 

I am finished 

I cannot even make love. 

("The Last Acf'.CoWected Poems, Vol. 1, p.67). 

This my be one of life's inevitabilities, but this certainly does not make for 

conjugal felicity. 

Kamala Das turned the focus of her attention to another important 

aspect of our society. Women are helpless physically. They cannot live alone. 

They need male company to.protect them. If they are alone, they are 

sometimes annoyed and oppressed by some lascivious fellows who bribe 

their way into fulfilling their design. Here is a concrete instance. 

One midnight, while Das's husband was away, she was lying asleep. 

A thickset man entered the room with her ayah. The ayah left them closing 

the door. The man forced himself on her to commit rape, she tried her best 

to resist him but in vain. Her heart thumped wildly. In the morning the old 

ayah came and when she told her about that intruder, the conniving woman 

pretended absolute indifference. The incident drove home to Das the sheer 

helplessness of women as such. The insecure position of women is very 

truthfully reflected in her autobiography.('IWy Story, Ch. 26, p.96) 
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Again Das criticises our nature to shun people in adversity. When her 

husband was ordered by his new superior, to vacate his chair and his room 

within three hours, none came forward to sympathize with him. So she regrets 

in Wly Story (p. 173-174) that although they had as family friends, ministers, 

politicians and members of parliament, none actually helped them, although 

they were aware that an honest, hardworking man was being gratuitously 

victimized. She adds that people like them who believe in the essential dignity 

of human beings are always left to fend for themselves. Kamala Das believes 

in socialism; she believes in personal honesty. Dishonesty of any kind simply 

revolts her. 

In "Summer in Calcutta", she point her accusing finger at drink, sex, 

etc. as the main features of parties in Calcutta. Drunken flirtation reduces 

love to an amusing game, brutalizing in the process what is arguably the 

finest of human feelings: 

Dear, forgive 

This moment's lull in 

Wanting you, the blur 

In memory. How 

Brief the term of my 

Devotion, how brief 

Your reign when I with 

Glass in hand, drink, drink, 

And drink again this 

Juiceof April suns. 

("The Old Playhouse", The Old Playhouse and Other 

Poems, p.24) 

Kamala Das is bitterly against all clashes among different religions, 

particularly amongst their dogmatist champions. From a humanist and truly 

spiritual outlook, she emphasizes the oneness of the divine spirit. She mocks 

at the fanatics who destroy this concept of oneness through their bigotry. 

Her characterization of religious intolerance as the inherited virus 

encapsulates Indian history and unmasks contemporary Indian reality : 
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This then was our only inheritance, this ancient 

Virus that we nurtured in the soul so 

That when at sundown, the muezzin's high wail sounded from 

The mosques, the chapel bells announced the angeius, and 

From the temple rose the brahmin's assonant chant, we 

Walked with hearts grown scabrous with a hate, illogical . 

("The Inheritance", Collected Poems, Vol.1, p.37). 

On 23rd December '90 at Trivandrum, Kamala Das talked to me on religion 

at my request. 1 am quoting some lines from that talk to present her idea of 

religion as a socially conscious woman. 

"It is time for us now to discover not only new tools and new technologies 

but also new religions and new political systems and perhaps new gods to 

suit the requirement of the times. 

We must have a religion that can encompass the world, that can 

envelope all the living things and teach its followers to be gentle, to be tolerant, 

and to be generous. This religion will not depend for its survival on rituals, 

and conventions. 

....If there is a religion, that will show the human beings that despite the 

colouring nationality they are of one large lost tribe and that they will help us 

all to survive the cateclysms of the new century." 

Das criticises our marriage system. Indian marriage system is totally 

ludicrous. It is based on the dowry. In it the couple's happiness counts for 

nothing. Prestige depends on the extravagance of both sides. She can hardly 

tolerate this system. Her cynical attitude towards the extravagance of her 

own marriage is found in Wly Story, (p.77) There she says that all this glut 

made her feel cheap and uncomfortable. Marriage meant nothing more than 

a show of wealth to families like theirs. The bride was unimportant and her 

happiness a minor issue. There was nothing remotely Gandhian about her 

wedding. 

Das hates this dowry system. She realises the insecure position of 

women in society. So she opines that instead of giving dowry, parents should 
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give the bride a house for her own security. She wanted "the Government to 

build a house for every girl when she reaches adulthood, in India Today 

Dec. 31,1984 Kamala Das says "By being provided a house a woman would 

get a sense of security, which I believe is every woman's birthright." ^ndia 

Today, Dec. 31,1984, Vol. iX, No. 24, Edited by Aroon Purie). It is out of her 

own bitter experience that she recommends that every girl should b financially 

independent. "Otherwise, she will have to submit to an assault on her body. 

In return she will get bread, but she will even have to make that herself in the 

kitchen." (Time, December 27, 1976). 

Kamala Das is particularly provoked by some of our social customs, 

She mocks at those customs. When a woman dies, our society paints her 

feet with alta just to show that she has cleverly avoided the pangs of 

widowhood. And Das says that our society never bothyers about the sufferings 

a wife gets from her husband and family. In our man-dominated world a 

woman's feelings do not count for much. Das pours out seething scorn on 

the hollow rite associated with the death of a Hindu wife treated as a privileged 

being : 

And each dead wife's feet are painted red before 

they carry her to the pyre so that we see while 

Passing by; tiny alta-tinted feet wagging 

Red flags of triumph, bragging of a widowhood 

Cleverly avoided. 

("Of Calcutta", Collected Poems,Vol. 1, p. 59-60.) 

Reacting very sharply against the narrowness of the Indian values, 

customs and institutions, Kamala Das opts for the sea of life, wide and 

limitless, stretching to the sublime. The in-built narrowness of the society 

stifles our minds and spihts. A person able to swim must prefer the sea to 

pond. No narrowness binds him then, no slime will stick to his soul. Das 

celebrates this spirit of defiance and daring in "Advice to Fellow Swimmers": 

When you learn to swim 

do not enter a river 
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but go swim in the sea. 

go swim in the great blue sea 

Where the first tide you meet is your body 

that familiar pest, 

but if you learn to cross it 

you are safe, yes, beyond it you are safe 

For, even sinking would make no difference then. 

("Advice to Fellow Swimmers", Collected Poems, Vol.1, p. 100.) 

In "The Conflagration" Das challenges the Indian woman's grotesque 

idea of happiness: 

Women, is this happiness, this lying buried 

Beneath a man ? It's time again to come alive. 

The world extends a lot beyond his six-feet frame. 

("The Conflagration", The Descendants, p. 20.) 

It is a rousing call for rebellion uttered by a revolutionary spirit to the humiliated 

Indian woman reduced to a more sex object. Das is now actively involved in 

social work. She is going about her task by visiting slums and other areas in 

Kerala. She hears the sad stories of the distressed women and does her 

best to help them. 

Kamala Das, being gifted with an astoundingly keen observation of 

life, has ably and meaningfully portrayed the minutiae of our disjointed and 

tumbling society in a satiric vein. She dreams of a worid free from apartheid. 

She dreams of a world where the old, the children, and the helpless will be 

treated sympathetically.She dreams of a worid where husbands and wives 

can live happily. She dreams of a world free from all sins and obsessions. 

Her worid of wish fulfilment resembles that of Tagore's : 

Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, 

let my country awake 

(Rabindranath Tagore,"Where the mind is Without 

Fear". Gitanjali,p.20). 
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Kamala Das wants good deeds to be reported in the newspaper. She 

feels proud when she watches an old man distributing oranges or mangoes to 

the poor children. She hopes-such kind of benevolence to be reported in the 

newspaper instead of the crime and empty statements of the ministers. (My 

Story, p. 170). 

Her encounter with the problems and injustices In our social life always 

rouses a sort of wide-eyed wonder and mellow pity of an innocent soul. Her 

shrieks of protest are often mingled with tears. Her attempt to satirise is often 

mellowed by sympathy into a sort of tearjerklng statements about some pathetic 

state of affairs. Her own sufferings in life add the element of sincerity and 

urgency to her social awareness. Her social awarness gets manifested in 

various ways : poetic, rebellious, journalistic etc. Nowhere, she, however, 

tries to poeticise her awareness in a forced manner. Her social awareness 

provides a broad background to her poetic creations. Only in a few poems 

this awareness provides poetic material or becomes poetry. 
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