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Executive Summary  
 

Indian Culture in Indian English Poetry 
(Spiritual and Philosophical Reflections)  

 

 

The year 1947 draws a line which divides Indian Poetry in English into Pre-Independence Indian 

Poetry in English and Post-Independence Poetry in English. Indian Poetry in English begins with 

Henry Louis Vivian Derozio who got his poetic collection, titled, Poems published from Baptist 

Mission Press, Kolkata in 1827. Since then, Indian English Poetry has been flowing continuously 

though its beginning is derivative and imitative. With the passage of time, it gets its own Indian 

rhythm and develops an idiom which is wholly Indian in spirit. The Nobel Prize for 

Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali gives Indian Poetry in English a world recognition and 

popularity across the globe.    

 

Religio-philosophical ponderings influence an Indian poet because of his spiritual 

nurturing. Indian culture is diverse; so are the regional cultures. But, all the regional cultures 

prepare a way to the composite culture. Though the emerging trend is towards multiculturalism, 

it has yet to travel afar for its recognition. Multiculturalism is diversity in its new form while 

diversity is multiculturalism in the old one. By which term diversity is known is not the question. 

The important thing is how Indians muse over the patterns of life. Indians may change their 



styles of clothing, eating and living under the global influence but they can’t erase their religio-

philosophical leanings which they have got as a part of Indian spiritual heritage. The design of 

the building may be different from what it was earlier but the foundation will remain as it is. The 

spiritual foundation will continue to support Indians with its myths, folk-tales, legends and 

cultural past. What matters to the Indians is soul, not body while, to the Westerners, body 

matters. Spiritual pleasure in any form through any medium becomes the priority in India. This is 

what makes Indian culture long lasting.  

 

Indian culture is spiritual to the core. Aurobindo considers “philosophy and religion” to 

be “the soul of Indian culture, inseparable from each other and interpenetrative.” He sees a 

vision—vision of turning human beings into divine beings and his Savitri reveals this 

transformation of human beings thorough the integral yoga. He scales spirituality with mysticism 

while focusing on the truth vision—a stage of bliss or ananda. He establishes mysticism as an 

institution and gives his integral yoga as a means to achieve the divine transformation which 

requires the binding in motion of the higher cords that include: Existence, Consciousness-force, 

Bliss and Supermind with the lower cords that include: Mind, Psyche (Soul), Life and Matter so 

that things associated with the lower cords may ascend to the higher ones and the things 

associated with the higher cords may descend to the lower ones. What he recommends is sadhna 

which helps in mind-adjustment from mental to supramental. God is within the heart and also in 

the cosmos. What a man has to do is to make his ‘Self’ in tune with ‘Divine Self.’ He emerges as 

a spiritual pundit who recommends concentration and meditation. The other cultural ambassador 

is Rabindranath Tagore, a humanitarian with the touches of spiritualism and romanticism. He 

represents Indian culture when he promotes the idea of cosmopolitanism, peace and love. Quite 

contrary to Aurobindo, he diffuses himself in all and spreads his artistic, aesthetic, philosophic 

and spiritualistic leanings. His God is all pervasive to the extent that he lives even in common 

man. He spreads love and makes all realize its fragrance because he knows that it will lead to 

peace—a panacea of all sufferings.  

 

The holy texts like the Vedas, the Upanishads, the Bhagvad Gita, the Ramayana etc., are 

the sources which have kept the spiritual heritage alive. Saints like Swami Vivekananda, Rama 

Tirtha and Paramahansa Yogananda recommend the essence of the holy texts through their 



writings and speeches. Their poetry also reflects the spiritual spirit. Vivekananda talks of 

assimilation and recommends service to humanity. It is his belief that all are one and possess the 

sparks of divinity. Rama Tirtha gives a practical shape to what Vivekananda preached. He talks 

of reformation of oneself and this reformation will lead to godhead. He sees God in every atom. 

Peace within is his peace venture which he recommends to all in this materialistic age. He talks 

of service to humanity and also of universal brotherhood through love, devotion, compassion and 

co-operation. He believes that spiritual knowledge will remove the darkness of ignorance. He 

makes union with the Divine and attains the stage of bliss. This stage turns him into a poet of 

self-realization leading to God-realization. Sri Paramhansa Yogananda's mission is spiritual 

advancement that will mould the human personality to suit for God-consciousness. Like 

Vivekananda and Rama Tirtha, he also believes that divinity is inherent in every creature and this 

divinity helps man in achieving God through love, truth and universal brotherhood.  He offers 

the two amulets 'Love' and 'Serve' which can make life worth-living and spiritually rich. He sees 

the spiritual fusion in 'Nature' and 'Spirit' and talks of 'Redemption of mankind' through God-

consciousness. Hence, the saint poets reveal the essence of the holy texts that all are one with the 

divine  spark and recommend love, devotion and service of humanity, the ingredients that 

prepare the base for worth and meaningful living.   

 

Women poets have equally presented the basic cultural features through legends, myths 

and mode of living. Toru Dutt is the first significant poet who exploits the legends in order to 

recommend virtues like devotion to duty, feeling of sacrifice and spirit of selflessness that make 

Indian roots deep and life worth-living. She surprises the West when she introduces India's racial 

consciousness through her legends which convey Indian traditions and values with their inner 

strength. Sarojini Naidu is not deep and philosophical because she never makes her voyage 

within. But, she honestly colours the pages of her poems with the various Indian colours that she 

sees. Her poetry strikes the reader with charms and colours. She never stirs the  soul but colours 

the Indian landscape with Indian people and things like the Indian weavers, palanquin bearers, 

corn-grinders, wandering beggars and wandering singers, snake-charmers, bangle-sellers, 

village-folks singing the hymns, the purdah nashin, maidens, widows, old women, priests, 

festivals, Indian customs and traditions, spiritual heritage in meditation and chanting the mantras, 

bonds of Hindu and Muslim Unity, patriots, historical places, historical people, birds, flowers, 



rivers, sky and the like. She is a poet of love, beauty and romantic fervour. In her folk songs, she 

reveals devotion to Krishna through Radha and village maidens. Her songs emit the fragrance of 

Indian soil and her love for her country. The case of Kamala Das is different from that of Toru 

Dutt or Sarojini Naidu. She neither exploits the legends nor simply paints the beauty of her 

surroundings. She pens the lived experiences of her life and stirs the readers within while making 

them think of woman as a person and not merely a possession. A woman is not meant to be 

consumed and, so, she searches for her identity in the male dominated world. She oscillates 

between love and lust and, finally, takes shelter in the love of Ghanshyam. She moves from 

physical to spiritual and becomes a modern Mira or Radha who sees her Krishna everywhere. In 

ancient times woman was respected as a person and allowed to do what she liked. Kamala Das 

fights for woman in order to make the world realize that they are persons and have their own 

space.   

 

Post-Independence poets neither reject spiritualism nor embrace materialism wholly; they 

remain somewhere in between while having a fusion out of some salient features of each. They 

do not glorify the superstitions and outdated traditions but remain objective and present reality as 

it is. They do not hesitate to point out the negative sides if they trace out any while surveying 

cultural ethos because they are the genuine well-wishers who long for cultural healings. This is 

the paradigm shift in the contemporary poets who reflect the modern tendencies with irony and 

satire. Though the poets criticize if they find out deviations from the usual course, they also seem 

to be in identification with the Indian roots.  

 

Nissim Ezekiel, the first forceful voice of the post-Independence era reveals his sense of 

belongingness to Bombay, the microcosm of India and becomes a singer of its longings which he 

articulates through sex-landscape with all the realistic colours. He also shows how the Western 

effect has created a decline in the human values of the Indian people who have forgotten the 

mantras of tolerance, non-violence and cosmopolitanism. His poetry which creates a therapeutic 

effect on the reader is universal in nature. In his very Indian poems, he sketches the realistic 

picture of Indians and their way of life. He also seems to be offering some practical and 

philosophic tips which are certainly valuable pieces for leading a purposeful life.  

 



Ramanujan weaves the fabric of his poetry with myths, history and family and attempts 

to awaken the cultural consciousness. Though he mixes his American impressions with the 

native surge, he traces out his roots in the mythical and literary past. His attitude towards 

Hinduism is rational and, so, he outright rejects what is superstitious and outdated in religion and 

traditions. His articulation is ironical because of his rationalism. He is a poet seer by virtue of his 

power of visualization and seeing into the things.   

 

Keki N. Daruwalla voices his first hand experiences which he had while handling a 

particular situation in his career of a police officer. In his later poems, he does not paint the 

landscape of his poetry with blood, curfew and corruption but becomes mature enough to ponder 

over life and death. The angry lion meditates and, then, awakes to find himself as a poet of 

Indian sensibility. He uses irony and satire which certainly bite but this biting makes Indian 

people conscious of the cultural values so that they may become responsible and peace-loving 

citizens.   

 

Like his contemporary poets, Shiv K. Kumar also imbues Indian culture but criticizes its 

outdated superstitions and orthodox rituals in religion through the device of irony, contrast and 

paradox. He never digests the idea why blood is shed in the name of sacrifice to the Goddess 

Kali. He wonders why people go to the Ganga for their outward purification without taking inner 

purification into consideration. He does not believe in suppressing desires but emphasizes for 

their sublimation. He values intuitions over reasons and speaks against sex merely for 

gratification. He considers sex as the holy flame which illumines the way to the divine within.  

 

Jayanta Mahapatra searches for his roots in myths, legends and history of Orissa and 

makes an inward journey into the rich cultural past through the cultural racial memory. He 

presents the miserable condition of woman, becomes the voice of the people who suffered much 

in Bhopal gas tragedy, feels the burns as a result of terrorism, and cries out of despair because of 

alienation and rootlessness of the modern man. He speaks against the rituals and superstitions; 

and reveals the hypocrisy and the irreligious attitude of the religious people.   

 



Arun Kolatkar is culturally conscious but he, unhesitatingly, reveals the masks of rituals, 

superstitions and irreligiousness worn in the name of being religious in Jejuri at micro level and 

in India at macro level.  He shocks the readers when he brings out the truth behind the curtain. 

But, to tag him that he is against religion is an injustice to him. He shows what one fails to see. 

He becomes a poet of subalterns in Kala Ghoda Poems by painting the way of life they lead. He 

deciphers Sarpa Satra from the point of view of the snake man and makes it contemporary 

relevant by weaving its fabric with allegory, narration and myth though sometimes he comes 

down to the level of profanity or obscenity which generally either shocks the reader or makes 

him wonder at his candidness.  

 

R. Parthasarathy follows the steps of Ramanujan and looks into his past and the Tamil 

culture in order to find out his cultural roots. He finds himself in dilemma when he sees that he 

cannot leave English while Tamil sensibility cannot leave him. In Rough Passage, he makes a 

cultural journey which begins right from ‘Exile’ and ends with ‘Homecoming’ via ‘Trial’. As he 

feels much grieved to see the decline of Tamil culture, he longs for its restoration to its former 

self.   

 

Niranjan Mohanty is a poet of Indian ethos and sensibility. He is also against the outdated 

values and rituals followed in the name of religion. He loves Jagannatha culture and promotes its 

ideals which include harmony, religious tolerance, humbleness, service to humanity, feeling of 

sacrifice and the faith that the true pleasure lies in divine life, not in material pursuits. He is a 

poet who has imbued Ezekiel and Ramanujan on one hand and Kolatkar and Jayanta Mahapatra 

on the other. He identifies himself with his cultural roots, weaves his poetic fabric with myths, 

history, family and legends, speaks against the rituals and follies celebrated in the name of 

religion, and paints his poetic canvas with what is contemporary.   

 

This paradigm shift reveals the boldness and candidness of the post-Independence poets 

in voicing the contemporary feelings. They do not believe in glorification but like to present the 

things as they are. Hence, the modern poets have spoken against the outdated rituals and 

superstitions followed in the name of religion. It does not mean that they are not the protector of 

culture but the truth is that they are sincere and devoted to point out the diseased parts so that 



they may be removed in time. They exploit the techniques of irony and satire to point out follies 

and weaknesses responsible for the decline of culture. Pre-Independence poets have focused the 

spiritual heritage while the post-Independence poets have pointed out the outdated rituals and 

superstitions that caused the cultural downfall. They (the post-Independence poets) have voiced 

the philosophical and spiritual tendencies through their poems. They may have the Western 

impact and interrogate the relevance of life but the cultural racial memory that they have 

inherited cannot be wiped out. Thus, the post-Independence poets, right from Ezekiel seem to be 

philosophizing over the issues related to life and its predicament.   

 

Recently many poets have enriched the domain of Indian Poetry in English with their 

poetic outpourings which reveal the Indian cultural ingredients through myths and cultural past. 

Even, in the scientific age, people have not forgotten the cultural values despite the materialistic 

attacks. Hoshang Merchant, R. C. Shukla and Gopikrishnan Kottoor are some recent poets who 

have attempted to bring out the cultural values into limelight though they have adopted different 

ways. Hoshang Merchant loves strangeness and likes to be in love with something different. 

Hence, he loves boys and becomes the first queer poet or gay poet but, even then, he searches for 

the soul and not the body, the main essence of the holy texts. What matters to him is soul. He is a 

fusion of Buddhism and Sufism. He uses the myths of Radha, Krishna, Sati, Siva, Kali and 

others which give cultural fragrance to his poems. He lives in the dream world though his feet 

are on the ground reality. R. C. Shukla is a genuine poet who is much worried over the decline of 

the cultural values because of the impact of the Western culture. He considers women as the 

carrier of cultural values and, so, respects truly Indian women who celebrate festivals and follow 

traditions and rituals in order to keep the Indian culture alive. He dreams of an ideal cultural 

world where justice, equality, samskar, peace, tolerance, and spiritual virtues will rule. 

Gopikrishnan Kottoor has kept the bhakti tradition alive by creating Vrindavan where Krishna 

performs his rasalila with the gopis. The poet becomes Gopi and is lost in love with Krishna. 

Radha remains constant in her love for Krishna while it is not so with Krishna. But, the constant 

love of Radha attracts him to the extent that he becomes one with her and cannot separate him 

from her. Krishna realizes that he is Almighty because of the love of Radha. In brief, the poet in 

Kottoor keeps the cultural tradition of love alive through Vrindavan. What binds these three 

poets is the ingredient of love. Love makes Merchant long for soul in spite of the fact that he is a 



gay poet. R. C. Shukla makes women the carrier of cultural values and considers sex not as lust 

but as religion. Kottoor becomes the Gopi and sings the songs of love in praise of Krishna, the 

Almighty. Love unites all and becomes responsible for cosmopolitan feelings.  

 

To conclude, the early Indian English poets evoke spiritualism while the modern Indian 

English poets, because of their Western influence, oscillate between materialism and spiritualism 

but, finally, trace out their roots in spiritualism. The Western culture tempts them through 

materialism while they fail to wipe out the cultural memory deep rooted in spiritualism. This 

spiritualism makes them ponder over life so much that they articulate the religious and 

philosophical outpourings in their poems. They talk of dharma (religion), artha (riches), kama 

(sex) and moksha (salvation)—the four paths that form the essence of meaningful life. Synthesis, 

integration, tolerance and dialogue are the watchwords that keep the Indian culture alive. It 

believes in embracing the noble thoughts from other culture and does not hesitate in offering 

what is noble. It has wiped out the outdated rituals while making itself equipped with the new 

visions. No doubt, materialism is in air without having any roots within while spiritualism is a 

deep-rooted reality imprinted within. Love, devotion, compassion, tolerance, non-violence and 

cosmopolitanism are the ingredients which have translated Indian culture into all-embracing 

human culture with the spirit of “Sarve Bhavantu Sukhinah / Sarve Santu Niraamayah.” 

Concisely, Indian English poetry sincerely reflects the spirit of Indian culture and offers spiritual 

and philosophic reflections which illumine the vision of life. And the cultural journey 

continues….  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 



 



 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


