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ABSTRACT:

Kamala Dasis well-known for her confessional writings; the comprehensive investigation of her
poetic works reveals how she has achieved her goal in presenting the genuine portrait of womenin a
male-dominated society. When other writers challenged to provide an attractive outline of women in
the society, Kamala Das emphasized on the consciousness of women, her imaginations as well as
objectives which would be not pleasant for patriarchal culture. Her poetry seeks a presentation of the
“true women” and the empowered women, able to challenge the societal standards to set-up her self-
identity as a human being. In a male dominated world, Das had tried to assert her individuality, to
maintain her feminine identity, and from this rebel arose all her troubles, psychological traumas and
frustrations. The present research paper intends an investigation in the selected poems of Kamala Das,
respectively An Introduction and Punishmentin Kindergarten.
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A QUEST OF IDENTITY IN KAMALA DAS’S POETRY: AN IDEOLOGICAL OUTLOOK

KEY WORDS: Confessional Poetry, Identity, Self, Love, Feminist, Image, Psychological outlets, Male —
Oriented Society.

OBJECTIVES:

The present paper aims at the following objectives.

1) To study the concept of ‘identity’ in Kamala Das’s selected poetry

2) To analyse critically the psychological and social elementsin the selected poems

3) To understand the way in which language has been integrated by the poetessin order to present the
status of Indian womanin her selected poems

INTRODUCTION:

Kamala Das is one of the most influential and distinguished poetess in Indian English poetry. In
her work which consists of three volumes of renowned poems; Summer in Calcutta (1965), The
Descendant (1967) and The Old Playhouse and Other Poems (1973); she mainly deals with the
existential anxieties produced during the modern Indian woman'’s expedition from ritual to modernity,
but also the Indian woman’s intelligence of promise to authenticity. The chief and worldwide themes of
her poetry are to guide women for self-empowerment along with authentic requests for setting-up of
their entity, individuality as well as self-respect.

In a well-known poem, An Introduction, she formulates community conventionally confidential
understandings, signifying that female’s individual outlook of yearning as well as beating are elements
of the cooperative practice of adulthood. “An Introduction” is perhaps the most famous of the poems
written by Kamala Das in a self-reflective and confessional tone from her maiden publication Summer
in Calcutta (1965). The poem is a strong remark on Patriarchal Society prevalent today and brings to
light the miseries, bondage, pain suffered by the fairer sexin such times.

The theme of Kamala Das’ poetry is the inner feelings of a female as well as how the exposure of
their understandings encompass of suffering and miserable antipathy at the male dominance. ‘Quest
for identity’ is positively the recurrent theme of her poetry. Kamala Das, in her poetry, articulates the
despair and longing of fellow women through her writings. She protests against the oppression of the
female class and wants to emancipate woman from the stereotypes of her colonized status. The poetic
work of Kamala Das has engaged considerable critical attention and sustained rigorous explication. The
subject of Kamala's work comprises of “woman” and the revelation of female experiences, it would be
trauma of an unhappy marriage or humiliation of a desire, disgust at the male domination. Quest for
loveis certainly the perennial theme of Kamala's poetry.

Kamala Das is a popular poetessin India. Her popularity stems from how she presents herself in
her poems or, as Vrinda Nabar expresses it: “whatever her deficiencies, they cease to matter when we
hear her real voice and respond to her autobiographical authenticity. How Das expresses her selfin her
poems seems to have an intuitively appealing quality for most readers or hearers of her poems. Her
poetry is an expression of self-consciousness and especially analysing “An Introduction” seems to be
promising in order to find out how such an expression of self-consciousness could look like in detail. An
Introduction is her masterpiece in the sense; here she celebrates the needs of woman: biological and
psychological in astyle thatis disarmingly frank and candid.

An Introduction voices the longing and complaint of a woman who represents all women and
she complains against man who represents every man. She says:
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....metaman, loved him. Call
Him not by any name, heis every man
Who wants awoman, justaslam every
Woman who seeks love.
(AnIntroduction, lines 43-46)

Thus here is a poem which explores relationship between Man and Woman on the vital issue
like love. Such a poem providesintellectual food to a feminist.

The feminists focus on the subordination of women on two fronts: biological and cultural. Sex is
the biological construct but gender is the cultural one; two cannot be separated. In the poem ‘An
Introduction’ the poetess reflects the biological and psychological need of women which need to be
studied in the cultural framework of the society. The poetess prefers to write in English despite the
objections of her friends, cousins and critics. She categorically writes that languages should be honest
and human, as natural as the sounds of the animals like crow or lion. She has acquired literary
competence to express her longings in English; hence she chooses even if it looks funny to her or her
readers. The poetess distinguishes human speech from the other modes of communication of natural
phenomena or sad human event like funeral. The primary function of human speech is to create
awareness; it is neither blind nor deaf. She echoes the views of the linguists that language conditions
consciousness. Perhaps this function of language impels the poetess to rebel against male domination
and subordination of woman in a patriarchal society.

Dressinsarees, be girl
Be wife, they said. Be embroiderer, be cook,
Be quarreller with servants. Fitin. Oh, Belong, cried the categorisers. Don’t sit
Onwalls or peep through our lace-draped windows.
Be Amy, or be Kamala.
(AnIntroduction, lines 33-38)

In Indian traditional society women are instructed to put on sarees; as wives they are to play
different roles; the roles of an embroiderer, a cook, a quarreller with servants and so on. The basic
principle is that they should adjust themselves to the surroundings. Even their gestures, postrures and
movements are controlled and directed by male members. The picture of the conservative society in
which women are passive and submissive is brought out in the above passage. There are many don’ts
thatIndian married women are to follow.

Thus a feminist reading of An Introduction would bring to light three kinds of women in three
types of society; the dependent women in a conservative society where ‘woman’ feels ‘beaten’; the
independent women in a permissive society where women are ‘beloved and betrayed’ and the
interdependent woman in the progressive society where ‘joys and aches’ are equally shared by men
and women. The poem presents in a frank and bold manner glimpses of the poet’s life, her feelings and
thoughts. The Introduction also triggers off a process of introspection and self-discovery in the mind of
the writer. At the end of the poem, Das realizes her essential identity with womankind. Finally the poem
is an expression of the poet’s craving for love and of the sense of frustration and deprivation that arise
on beingdeniedit. These themes recurin Das’s verse.

The poem Punishment in kindergarten begins by making a distinction between ‘today’ (i.e., the
present) and the past. As an adult, she still doesn’t feel as though the world is her own, but it is a little
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more her own than it was when she was a child. Although she says that there is no need to remember
the pain caused by a careless adult who mocked her for her tendency to keep to herself, the poem itself
is an act of recollecting that event—another paradox to add to the ones we have come across. The
poem reflects the tendency of children to be cruel to others. The cruelty of the other children here
mirrors that of the woman who referred to the speaker as ‘peculiar’. The poet curiously joins together
the words “the flowers and the pain,” two things that are not usually associated with each other. There
is the implication that perhaps she associates flowers with pain because of the painful memory she has
of being laughed at as a child.

The muffled words and blurred images remain in the speaker’s mind as an adult. Unlike
Wordsworth, Das does not indicate that there was anything about her childhood that she cherishes or
sees as sacred. However, she does indicate that even though she probably shouldn’t remember this
particular memory, she cannot help recalling it. The repetition of “no need to remember” reinforces
the paradox that the poemitselfis an act of remembrance. The final image of the poem, the steel-white
sun standing lonely in the sky, connects the speaker with the sun:itis lonely, just as she is, and perhaps
its presence reminds her every day of the day from her childhood that she does not want to remember.
The poet seems to be nostalgic about her childhood days. There are certain expressions in the poem
that are worth remembering. The poet says that the child buried its face in the hedge and "smelt the
flowers and the pain". "Smelt the flowers can be taken as an ordinary expression, but "smelt the pain"
is something very evocative and expressive. In the first stanza of the poem, the poet describes the pain
caused to the child, "throwing words like pots and pans". This again is beautiful. The phrase used by
the poet to describe the child's teacher, namely, "blue-frocked woman" can be justified from the child's
point of view. But to the poet who is an adult the use of the phrase looks a little too awkward. Onthe
whole, the poem can be taken as the poet'sinterestin remembering her childhood days.

The poem is very simple in its construction and even colloquial in diction. Yet in its delivery is
very much like the narrative of a film which goes back and forth in time to bring out a small incident in
the life of the poetess which sets off her introvert nature that gets all the more pronounced as she
grows up. In fact the incident is a reminder of the fact that the talented usually spend a lonely life right
from their beginning. Thus from the psychological perspective too the poem is simple only on the
surface level. The tone of the poem is pensive if not sad. It is a tone of compromise in the face of
inevitability. Kamala believes in letting go and she does exorcise the minor ghost of her past only to
bring out the one she is still haunted with — isolation. Kamala seems to be saying that though
sometimes in times of crisis or loneliness we tend to remember some long forgotten incident of
humiliation and pain it is better to forget and forgive and move on. The poem is also a testimony to the
fact that with time people tend to forget their pain and moves onin life for better things. Thus the poem
is a true modernist poem which at the same time nostalgically remembering an incident of childhood
remembers it not in a moment of glorification but as an insight into an event of pain due to inborn
desire for isolation and of difference. Kindergarten thus transforms from a site of celebration of
innocence to the mourning of the loss of innocence yet with a positive note of the desire or capability of
letting go.

CONCLUSION:

Poetry of Kamala Das’ presents Indian woman in such a way that has challenged the usual sense
of decency and decorum of male. She has commenced a new era for women poets, in which she
constitutes a total rejection of the conventional styles of poetic expression of the dominant culture or
the male-oriented universe. Her poetry is the acknowledgement and celebration of the beauty and
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courage of being a woman, projecting the stereotype of a wronged woman and at once asserting the
need to establish her voice and identity. Finally, she is successful in her venture of searching the
ultimate selfand the identity through the art of confession.
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