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ABSTRACT 
 Post-1970 Indian English poetry marks a pivotal shift in focus, mirroring the socio-political 
transformations shaping modern India. Departing from earlier themes of nationalism, cultural identity, 
and personal reflection, poets of this period engage directly with pressing social issues such as political 
turmoil, communal strife, gender inequality, environmental concerns, and urban challenges. Through their 
work, these poets capture the complexities of a society in flux, offering diverse perspectives that intertwine 
personal narratives with larger social struggles. 
 This study examines the thematic evolution of Indian English poetry after 1970, focusing on how 
poets like Arun Kolatkar, Kamala Das, Jayanta Mahapatra, Keki N. Daruwalla, and Meena Alexander 
articulate contemporary social realities. It highlights their innovative use of form and language to explore 
themes of marginalization, identity politics, and socio-economic disparity. By blending the personal with 
the political, these poets create a powerful critique of their times. Positioned within historical and cultural 
contexts, their works reveal how post-1970 Indian English poetry emerges as a vital platform for social 
commentary and cultural reflection, offering a deeper understanding of contemporary India. 
 
KEYWORDS: Indian English Poetry, Post-1970, Social Issues, Thematic Evolution, Gender Inequality, 
Political Unrest, Communalism, Urbanization, Environmental Concerns, Identity Politics, Marginalization, 
Cultural Critique, Contemporary Poetics, Arun Kolatkar, Kamala Das, Jayanta Mahapatra, Keki N. 
Daruwalla, Meena Alexander. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 Indian English poetry has undergone a profound transformation since the 1970s, mirroring the 
shifting social, political, and cultural realities of modern India. While early Indian English poetry 
primarily centered around national identity, independence, and personal reflection, the post-1970 era 
ushered in a broader thematic focus, encompassing socially 
conscious and politically charged topics. This period saw the rise of 
a new generation of poets eager to engage with the complexities of a 
rapidly evolving society through their works. 
 The socio-political climate of post-1970 India was shaped by 
key events such as political upheaval, the Emergency (1975–77), 
rising communal tensions, the feminist movement, urban migration, 
and environmental degradation. These issues were poignantly 
addressed by poets like Arun Kolatkar, Kamala Das, Jayanta 



 
 

THEMATIC EVOLUTION OF SOCIAL ISSUES IN POST-1970 INDIAN ENGLISH POETRY                     VOLUME - 9 | Issue - 7 | April- 2020 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world 

2 
 

 

Mahapatra, Keki N. Daruwalla, and Meena Alexander, who used their poetry to critique social injustices 
and explore themes of marginalization, gender inequality, identity, and displacement. 
 Post-1970 Indian English poetry is marked by both thematic diversity and stylistic innovation. 
Poets moved away from idealized depictions of the past, opting instead for a more grounded and often 
unflinching portrayal of contemporary life. They experimented with form, language, and imagery to 
capture the multifaceted experiences of modern India, weaving personal stories with larger social and 
political concerns. As the lines between the personal and the political blurred, poetry became a potent 
space for dialogue, dissent, and social commentary. 
 This study aims to trace the thematic evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English 
poetry, highlighting the shift from traditional themes to more engaged, socially aware poetry. Through 
an analysis of key poets and their works, this paper seeks to understand how poetry from this era not 
only reflects the issues of its time but also contributes to the ongoing discourse on social change and 
cultural identity in India. 
 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES: 
Aim: 
 To examine the thematic evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English poetry, focusing 
on how poets engage with socio-political concerns and reflect the changing realities of contemporary 
India. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
1. To explore the shift in thematic focus from personal introspection and nationalist discourse to 

poetry that is more socially aware and politically engaged in post-1970 Indian English literature. 
2. To identify key social issues, such as political unrest, communal tensions, gender inequality, 

environmental degradation, and urbanization, as explored in the works of Indian English poets. 
3. To analyze the contributions of major poets, including Arun Kolatkar, Kamala Das, Jayanta 

Mahapatra, Keki N. Daruwalla, and Meena Alexander, in addressing these social themes through 
innovative forms and language. 

4. To investigate the intersection of personal and political themes in post-1970 poetry and understand 
how it serves as a platform for social critique and cultural commentary. 

5. To contextualize the poetry within its historical and cultural framework, examining how it responds 
to the socio-political transformations in India after 1970. 

6. To highlight the role of poetry as a means of amplifying marginalized voices and bringing attention 
to underrepresented social narratives. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW: 
 The thematic progression of Indian English poetry since the 1970s reflects a growing 
engagement with social realities, marked by a shift from personal introspection to a more critical 
examination of contemporary issues. This section highlights significant scholarly contributions that 
analyze how poets have responded to evolving concerns such as gender inequality, communalism, 
urbanization, and environmental crises. 
 
Indian English Poetry: A Historical Perspective 
 Indian English poetry has experienced multiple transformations since its colonial origins. Early 
poets like Henry Derozio and Toru Dutt addressed themes of cultural identity and nationalism. 
However, after India’s independence, the focus shifted toward personal narratives, exploring individual 
alienation and inner experiences. Bruce King (2001) identifies the 1970s as a pivotal decade when 
poets began addressing urgent socio-political issues, reflecting the unrest and transformations of the 
time. 
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Socially Conscious Poetry and New Directions 
 According to scholars like Makarand Paranjape (1993) and R. Parthasarathy, post-1970 Indian 
English poetry moved beyond romanticism and nationalist ideals, adopting a more critical stance 
toward contemporary social realities. This transition was shaped by socio-political events such as the 
Emergency (1975–77), increasing communal tensions, and the rise of feminist movements. Arun 
Kolatkar’s Jejuri (1976) satirizes religious orthodoxy and rural life, while Kamala Das’s confessional 
poetry challenges patriarchal norms, offering an unflinching portrayal of women’s struggles. 
 
Gender and Identity 
 The exploration of gender and identity is one of the most transformative aspects of post-1970 
Indian English poetry. Kamala Das, a trailblazing feminist poet, addresses themes of love, desire, and 
female autonomy with rare honesty. Meena Alexander’s poetry navigates the complexities of diasporic 
identity, reflecting on memory, displacement, and belonging. Anisur Rahman (2012) highlights how 
women poets redefined Indian English poetry by introducing fresh perspectives that dismantle 
traditional narratives and broaden the literary discourse. 
 
Political Engagement and Communalism 
 The socio-political turbulence of post-1970 India found a powerful voice in poetry. Keki N. 
Daruwalla’s works engage with political and historical themes, shedding light on communal violence 
and human suffering. Jayanta Mahapatra blends personal reflection with historical consciousness, 
exploring rural life, spirituality, and socio-political realities in a deeply introspective style. 
 
Urbanization and Environmental Concerns 
 Urbanization and environmental issues became central themes for many poets during this 
period. Dilip Chitre and Adil Jussawalla depict the alienation and fragmentation of urban life, portraying 
the city as a chaotic and conflicted space. Arun Kolatkar’s Jejuri juxtaposes rural decay with the tension 
between tradition and modernity. More recently, poets have begun to address ecological concerns, 
drawing attention to the environmental crises shaping contemporary India. 
 
Innovation in Form and Language 
 Post-1970 Indian English poetry is marked by experimentation in form and language. Poets 
broke away from rigid structures, embracing conversational styles and blending Indian vernaculars 
with English to create a unique linguistic texture. Bruce King (1987) notes that this blending reflects 
India’s multicultural reality, allowing poets to engage with social issues more authentically and 
powerfully. 
 
Contemporary Perspectives: Media and Globalization 
 In recent years, globalization and digital media have further expanded the scope of Indian 
English poetry. Ranjit Hoskote (2004) observes how contemporary poets address themes of global 
identity, cultural hybridity, and the impact of technology on relationships. This newer wave of poetry 
continues the tradition of social engagement, exploring modern dilemmas while broadening the 
thematic and stylistic horizons of Indian English poetry. 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY: 
 This section presents the research design, methods, and tools used to examine the thematic 
evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English poetry. The study employs a qualitative approach, 
incorporating textual analysis, contextual interpretation, and literary criticism to investigate how poets 
have responded to shifting social realities over the decades. 
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Research Design 
 The study adopts an exploratory and analytical framework to trace recurring themes and 
evolving concerns in Indian English poetry after 1970. Selected poems are examined for their treatment 
of social issues such as gender, communalism, urbanization, environmental degradation, and identity. 
Both primary and secondary sources are utilized to ensure a comprehensive understanding of these 
thematic developments. 
 
Data Collection 
1. Primary Data 
o A selection of poems by prominent post-1970 Indian English poets, including Kamala 

Das, Arun Kolatkar, Keki N. Daruwalla, Jayanta Mahapatra, Meena Alexander, and Dilip Chitre. 
o Texts from poetry collections, anthologies, and individual publications were analyzed to 

trace thematic evolution. 
2. Secondary Data 
o Scholarly articles, books, and critical essays on Indian English poetry provided context 

for the analysis. 
o Historical and cultural studies were consulted to understand the socio-political 

backdrop influencing the poetry. 
 
Sampling Method 
 A purposive sampling technique was applied to select poets and poems that best represent the 
thematic evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English poetry. The selection criteria were based 
on the poets’ prominence in Indian English literature and the relevance of their works to the themes 
under investigation. 
 
Data Analysis 
The primary method of analysis was thematic interpretation, employing several techniques: 
 Textual Analysis: Close reading of selected poems to identify recurring themes and motifs. 
 Contextual Analysis: Situating poems within their socio-political and cultural contexts to 

understand how external events influenced the poets’ themes. 
 Comparative Analysis: Comparing thematic patterns across different poets and periods to trace 

shifts in focus and narrative style. 
 Interdisciplinary Approach: Integrating insights from history, sociology, and gender studies to 

provide a deeper understanding of the literary works. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 The study adhered to ethical research standards, ensuring the accurate representation and fair 
interpretation of poets’ works. All sources were properly credited, and the content was not altered  or 
misrepresented to fit the research objectives. 
 
Limitations of the Study 
 Scope of Selected Works: The study focuses on a limited number of poets and poems, which may 

not fully capture the entire range of social issues addressed in post-1970 Indian English poetry. 
 Subjectivity in Interpretation: As with any literary analysis, interpretations are inherently 

subjective and influenced by the researcher’s perspective. 
 Evolving Nature of Social Issues: The constantly changing nature of social issues makes it 

challenging to cover the most recent developments comprehensively. 
 
DISCUSSION: 
 The thematic evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English poetry mirrors the changing 
socio-political landscape of India, reflecting the poets' engagement with diverse transformations. This 
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section critically examines key themes such as identity, gender, communalism, globalization, 
environmental degradation, urban alienation, and social justice, linking these concerns to broader 
cultural and historical contexts. 
 
1. Identity and Self-Exploration 
 The quest for identity and self-definition is a recurring theme in post-1970 Indian English 
poetry. Poets like Kamala Das and Jayanta Mahapatra delve into personal experiences, exploring 
alienation, rootlessness, and the struggle for individuality in a rapidly transforming society. 
 Kamala Das gives voice to female experiences through her confessional poetry, confronting issues 

of desire, autonomy, and social constraints. Her unflinching honesty challenges patriarchal norms 
and redefines women’s identities. 

 Jayanta Mahapatra blends personal memory with cultural heritage, addressing the complexity of 
Indian identity in a postcolonial context and weaving the historical with the intimate. 

 
2. Gender and Feminism 
 Gender issues occupy a central place in the works of several post-1970 poets. Poets such as 
Meena Alexander, Eunice de Souza, and Imtiaz Dharker critique patriarchy, explore female subjectivity, 
and present nuanced perspectives on women’s roles in Indian society. 
 Meena Alexander focuses on themes of migration, exile, and fractured identities, often reflecting 

the female experience within a diasporic framework. 
 Eunice de Souza uses sharp wit and irony to critique middle-class morality and gender norms, 

offering a powerful feminist perspective on Indian society. 
 
3. Communalism and Social Unrest 
 The rise of communal tensions and political instability in post-1970 India finds expression in 
the poetry of Keki N. Daruwalla, Dilip Chitre, and others. These poets respond to communal violence, 
political upheavals, and the fragmentation of social harmony. 
 Keki N. Daruwalla provides a stark commentary on communalism and political corruption, using 

vivid imagery and a somber tone to portray the fragility of social harmony. 
 Dilip Chitre, known for his urban sensibility, addresses disillusionment and alienation in modern 

life, blending personal reflection with political commentary. 
 
4. Globalization and Consumer Culture 
 Globalization’s impact on Indian society in the late 20th century is reflected in the works of 
several poets. Themes of cultural dislocation, consumerism, and the erosion of traditional values 
emerge prominently. 
 Arun Kolatkar captures the changing face of India through minimalist depictions of urban 

landscapes, particularly Bombay (Mumbai). His poetry highlights the tension between tradition and 
modernity, critiquing materialism and the chaotic nature of urban life. 

 
5. Environmental Concerns 
 Environmental degradation and the loss of human connection with nature are significant 
themes in the poetry of Jayanta Mahapatra and Arundhathi Subramaniam. These poets respond to 
ecological crises, using nature both as a metaphor and as a central concern. 
 Jayanta Mahapatra frequently incorporates nature imagery to reflect ecological fragility, blending 

personal contemplation with broader environmental issues. 
 Arundhathi Subramaniam explores the connection between nature and spirituality, drawing 

attention to the human relationship with the natural world amid growing environmental 
degradation. 
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6. Urban Alienation and Fragmentation 
 Urban alienation is a dominant theme, reflecting the disorientation and anxieties of life in 
expanding cities. Poets like Dilip Chitre and Arun Kolatkar vividly portray the fragmentation of urban 
existence and the psychological impact of modern urban life. 
 Dilip Chitre presents stark images of urban alienation and loneliness, critiquing the dehumanizing 

aspects of city life. 
 Arun Kolatkar focuses on everyday urban scenes and ordinary people, offering a realistic yet 

cynical portrayal of urban India. 
 
7. Social Justice and Marginalized Voices 
 In recent decades, post-1970 Indian English poetry has increasingly amplified marginalized 
voices, addressing issues of caste, labor struggles, and social justice with urgency and empathy. 
 Meena Kandasamy, a contemporary poet and activist, confronts caste-based discrimination and 

violence, blending poetry with advocacy to highlight the struggles of Dalit communities. 
 Ranjit Hoskote reflects on human rights and global justice, merging personal narratives with 

political concerns to address pressing social issues in his work. 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 The thematic evolution of social issues in post-1970 Indian English poetry reveals a rich and 
multifaceted engagement with the shifting realities of Indian society. Moving beyond traditional themes 
of nationalism and romanticism, poets of this era addressed urgent social concerns such as identity, 
gender, communalism, globalization, and environmental degradation. Through their works, they 
became chroniclers of a nation in flux, offering deep insights into the complexities of contemporary life. 
 The search for identity and selfhood emerged as a dominant theme, with poets drawing on 
personal narratives to reflect broader cultural anxieties. Kamala Das, Jayanta Mahapatra, and Arun 
Kolatkar explored the fragmented self, often caught between the conflicting pulls of tradition and 
modernity. The feminist discourse in this period challenged entrenched patriarchal structures and 
redefined women’s roles in society. Poets such as Eunice de Souza, Meena Alexander, and Imtiaz 
Dharker led this movement with bold, uncompromising works that gave voice to women’s experiences 
and struggles for autonomy. 
 Themes of communalism and social unrest gained prominence as poets like Keki N. Daruwalla 
and Dilip Chitre grappled with the fragility of communal harmony and the trauma of socio-political 
upheavals. Their poetry reflects a society scarred by sectarian violence, disillusionment, and political 
corruption. At the same time, the growing impact of globalization and consumer culture finds 
expression in Arun Kolatkar’s works, which critique urban materialism and the alienation of modern 
life. 
 In more recent decades, environmental concerns and the voices of marginalized communities 
have taken center stage. Poets like Meena Kandasamy and Ranjit Hoskote focus on issues of social 
justice, caste discrimination, and human rights, transforming their poetry into powerful tools of 
resistance and advocacy. Meanwhile, the works of Jayanta Mahapatra and Arundhathi Subramaniam 
reflect an increasing awareness of environmental degradation and a search for spiritual and natural 
connections in an increasingly fragmented world. 
 In sum, the evolution of social themes in post-1970 Indian English poetry mirrors the broader 
shifts in India’s socio-political and cultural landscape. These poets not only document the changes 
around them but also actively contribute to shaping the discourse on contemporary social issues. Their 
poetry continues to provoke thought, inspire, and challenge, ensuring that Indian English poetry 
remains a vital and relevant space for exploring the complexities of modern India. As the nation evolves, 
so too will its poetry, reflecting and responding to the emerging social challenges and transformations 
of the future. 
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