Trends (IJARMT)
An International Open Access, Peer-Reviewed Refereed Journal

v"/@ International Journal of Advanced Research and Multidisciplinary
F.:;ARMF Impact Factor: 7.2 Website: https://ijarmt.com  ISSN No.: 3048-9458

Social Consciousness in Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry: A Critical Study

Prince
Sunrise University Alwar
princmalikk@agmail.com

Abstract

Post-1970 Indo-English poetry represents a significant phase in the development of Indian
English literature, characterized by an increasing engagement with contemporary social realities.
Unlike the earlier phases of Indo-English poetry that largely emphasized nationalism,
romanticism, and individual experience, poets writing after 1970 turned their attention to issues
such as poverty, caste discrimination, gender inequality, political corruption, communal tensions,
urban alienation, and the struggles of marginalized communities. Through their poetic expression,
these writers transformed poetry into a powerful medium of social critique and cultural reflection.
This paper examines the manifestation of social consciousness in the works of major post-1970
Indo-English poets including Jayanta Mahapatra, Keki N. Daruwalla, Arun Kolatkar, Kamala
Das, Imtiaz Dharker, Meena Alexander, and Meena Kandasamy. It explores how these poets
employ realism, irony, symbolism, and personal narratives to represent social concerns and
challenge oppressive structures. The study argues that social consciousness emerges as one of the
defining features of contemporary Indo-English poetry and contributes significantly to its literary
and socio-cultural relevance. Through critical analysis, the paper highlights the role of poetry in
fostering awareness, resistance, and social transformation in modern Indian society.

Keywords: Social Consciousness, Indo-English Poetry, Contemporary Indian Literature, Social
Critique, Gender, Caste, Marginalization, Political Awareness.
Introduction

Literature has always shared a close relationship with society, reflecting human
experiences, cultural values, and historical realities. As a creative expression of collective
consciousness, literature not only mirrors social conditions but also critiques and questions them.
Among various literary genres, poetry possesses a unigque capacity to capture the complexities of
human life through concise yet powerful language. Throughout history, poets have acted as
sensitive observers of social change, exposing injustice, challenging oppressive structures, and
voicing the concerns of ordinary people. Consequently, social consciousness has emerged as an
important aspect of literary discourse.

Indian English poetry has undergone significant transformation since its inception in the
nineteenth century. While the early phase was influenced by Romanticism, Victorian ideals, and
nationalist sentiments, the post-Independence period witnessed a gradual shift towards realism
and social engagement. M. K. Naik observes that modern Indian English literature moved from
idealistic representations of India to a more realistic exploration of social and cultural
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complexities (Naik 212). This transition became particularly evident after 1970, when poets
increasingly responded to the rapidly changing socio-political conditions of the country.

The post-1970 period in India was marked by urbanization, industrial growth, political
instability, economic disparities, communal tensions, and changing gender relations. These
developments significantly altered the social landscape and influenced literary expression.
Contemporary poets moved beyond personal concerns to engage with broader social realities and
collective experiences. Bruce King notes that Indian English poets of this period became
increasingly concerned with “the actual conditions of Indian life” and sought to represent the
contradictions of modern society (King 187).

Social consciousness refers to an awareness of social structures, inequalities, and
collective human experiences. In literature, it signifies a writer’s sensitivity towards social issues
and a commitment to representing them critically. Socially conscious literature often addresses
themes such as poverty, caste discrimination, gender inequality, political corruption, exploitation,
and marginalization. Raymond Williams argues that literary works are deeply connected to the
social experiences of their age and contribute to the formation of cultural consciousness (Williams
128). Thus, literature serves not merely as an artistic activity but also as a means of understanding
and interrogating social realities.

Post-1970 Indo-English poetry demonstrates a heightened awareness of such concerns.
Poets like Jayanta Mahapatra portray poverty and human suffering, while Keki N. Daruwalla
exposes political violence and corruption. Arun Kolatkar highlights the realities of urban life, and
Kamala Das foregrounds issues of female identity and gender oppression. Similarly, Imtiaz
Dharker, Meena Alexander, and Meena Kandasamy address themes of migration, patriarchy,
caste discrimination, and cultural displacement. Through their works, poetry becomes a medium
of social critique and resistance (Dwivedi 56).

This paper examines the various dimensions of social consciousness in post-1970 Indo-
English poetry and argues that contemporary poets have significantly expanded the scope of
Indian English poetry by engaging with issues of social justice, inequality, and human dignity.
Their works demonstrate that poetry remains a powerful medium for social reflection, ethical
inquiry, and cultural transformation.

Concept of Social Consciousness in Literature

Social consciousness is an important concept in literary studies that refers to an
individual's awareness of social realities, collective experiences, and the conditions that shape
human life. In literature, it is reflected through a writer’s sensitivity towards social issues and a
commitment to representing them critically. Socially conscious literature goes beyond personal
emotions and individual experiences to address broader concerns such as justice, equality, human
dignity, and social welfare. It seeks to explore the relationship between individuals and society
while exposing inequalities and injustices that affect collective life.
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The connection between literature and society has long been recognized by literary critics.
Since literature emerges from a specific social and cultural environment, it inevitably reflects the
values, conflicts, and aspirations of that society. René Wellek and Austin Warren describe
literature as a social institution because it is created within a social context and deals with human
experiences shaped by social realities (Wellek and Warren 94). Literary texts, therefore, not only
provide aesthetic pleasure but also serve as valuable records of historical and cultural conditions.

Social consciousness in literature involves more than merely depicting social life. A
socially conscious writer critically examines social structures and questions the forces responsible
for inequality, exploitation, and oppression. Such literature often challenges dominant ideologies
and encourages readers to reflect upon social realities. Raymond Williams argues that literary
works embody the “structure of feeling” of a particular age and offer insights into lived
experiences that may not be fully captured by political or historical narratives (Williams 132).
Literature thus becomes a powerful means of understanding the complexities of human existence.

The growth of social consciousness is closely associated with the development of realism
in literature. Realist writers attempted to portray life as it is actually lived, focusing on everyday
experiences and social conditions. Through representations of poverty, injustice, and human
suffering, literature began to function as an instrument of social criticism. The influence of
Marxism, feminism, postcolonialism, and cultural studies further strengthened the idea that
literature should engage with issues of power and social inequality. Terry Eagleton observes that
literature has the capacity to expose contradictions within society and reveal hidden structures of
domination and exploitation (Eagleton 6).

In the Indian context, social consciousness has been a significant feature of literary
expression. Indian literature has historically addressed issues related to morality, social reform,
justice, and human dignity. During the colonial period, literature became a vehicle for nationalist
awareness and resistance against colonial rule. After Independence, however, writers increasingly
focused on internal social issues such as poverty, caste discrimination, corruption, communalism,
and gender inequality. M. K. Naik notes that post-independence Indian literature became more
concerned with the realities of everyday life and the challenges of a rapidly changing society
(Naik 218).

The concept of social consciousness gained particular importance in post-1970 Indo-
English poetry. The decades after 1970 witnessed rapid urbanization, industrialization, migration,
and political change, which brought new social challenges and inequalities. Contemporary poets
responded to these developments by addressing the experiences of marginalized communities,
including women, Dalits, workers, and migrants. Through their works, they highlighted issues of
exclusion, injustice, and identity while advocating greater social awareness and human
compassion.

Thus, social consciousness may be understood as the critical awareness and representation
of social realities in literature. It reflects a writer’s commitment to understanding human
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experiences within broader social frameworks and addressing issues that affect collective life. In
post-1970 Indo-English poetry, social consciousness emerges as a central thematic concern,
enabling poets to transform poetry into a powerful medium of social critique, cultural reflection,
and ethical engagement.

Historical Background of Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry

The period after 1970 marks a significant phase in the development of Indo-English
poetry. While earlier generations of Indian English poets focused largely on nationalism,
spirituality, cultural identity, and personal experiences, contemporary poets increasingly engaged
with the social and political realities of modern India. This shift was influenced by the profound
transformations that reshaped Indian society during the latter half of the twentieth century. As a
result, post-1970 Indo-English poetry became more socially conscious, addressing issues such as
political corruption, poverty, urbanization, gender inequality, caste discrimination, communal
tensions, and the struggles of marginalized communities.

The decades following Independence were initially characterized by optimism and hopes
for national development. However, by the 1970s, many of these expectations remained
unfulfilled. Persistent poverty, unemployment, corruption, and widening social inequalities
created a sense of disillusionment among citizens. Literature responded to these realities by
moving away from idealized portrayals of the nation toward a more critical examination of
contemporary life. Bruce King observes that Indian English poets increasingly focused on the
contradictions and tensions of modern society rather than celebrating national achievements
(King 189).

Political developments also played an important role in shaping literary consciousness.
The Emergency (1975-1977), marked by the suspension of democratic rights and restrictions on
civil liberties, generated widespread concern among writers and intellectuals. Although not all
poets addressed the Emergency directly, the political climate encouraged greater awareness of
issues such as freedom, justice, power, and human rights. Poets like Keki N. Daruwalla explored
themes of violence, corruption, and political hypocrisy, exposing the darker aspects of
contemporary governance and social life (Dwivedi 88).

Rapid urbanization and industrialization further transformed the thematic concerns of
Indo-English poetry. The growth of cities attracted large-scale migration from rural areas,
creating new opportunities as well as social challenges. Overcrowding, unemployment, poverty,
and alienation became common features of urban existence. The modern city emerged as an
important poetic subject, symbolizing both progress and fragmentation. Arun Kolatkar’s poetry
vividly portrays urban landscapes and the lives of ordinary people, highlighting the inequalities
that often accompany modernization (Parthasarathy 143).

The rise of feminist movements during the 1970s and 1980s also contributed significantly
to the evolution of contemporary poetry. Women poets began questioning patriarchal structures
and asserting their experiences as legitimate subjects of literary expression. Kamala Das played
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a pioneering role by exploring issues of female identity, sexuality, and gender discrimination.
Later poets such as Imtiaz Dharker and Meena Alexander expanded feminist discourse by
addressing questions of migration, cultural identity, and women’s autonomy (Iyengar 651).

Another important development was the increasing visibility of marginalized
communities. Social justice movements and growing awareness of caste-based discrimination
encouraged poets to focus on the experiences of the oppressed and excluded. Issues related to
caste inequality, poverty, and social marginalization became central concerns in contemporary
poetry. This shift reflected a broader commitment to democratic values and social inclusion.

The economic liberalization of 1991 and the subsequent process of globalization
introduced new dimensions to Indo-English poetry. Themes such as migration, diaspora, cultural
hybridity, consumerism, and displacement gained prominence. Poets examined both the
opportunities and challenges created by globalization, particularly its impact on identity and
social inequality. Simultaneously, postcolonial theory encouraged writers to question inherited
colonial narratives and explore issues of power, representation, and cultural agency. Ashcroft,
Griffiths, and Tiffin argue that postcolonial literature often functions as a form of resistance
against dominant systems of power and representation (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin 7).

Thus, the historical background of post-1970 Indo-English poetry is closely linked to the
socio-political and cultural transformations of modern India. Political unrest, urbanization,
feminism, caste consciousness, globalization, and postcolonial thought collectively shaped a
socially engaged poetic tradition. Contemporary poets responded to these developments by
expanding the thematic scope of Indian English poetry and transforming it into a powerful
medium of social critique and cultural reflection.

Political Consciousness in Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry

Political consciousness forms a vital aspect of social consciousness in post-1970 Indo-
English poetry. The socio-political changes that shaped India after Independence, including
corruption, political instability, communal violence, and widening social inequalities,
significantly influenced contemporary poets. Unlike earlier poets who emphasized nationalism
and cultural identity, post-1970 poets adopted a critical approach towards political institutions
and governance. Their works reveal an awareness of the relationship between political structures
and the everyday lives of ordinary citizens.

The emergence of political consciousness was closely linked to the disillusionment that
followed Independence. Despite promises of equality and development, poverty, unemployment,
and corruption continued to affect large sections of society. Consequently, poets began
questioning political leadership and democratic institutions. Bruce King notes that contemporary
Indian English poets increasingly focused on the realities of political and social life rather than
celebrating national achievements (King 193).

Keki N. Daruwalla stands out as a major political voice in Indo-English poetry. His poems
expose corruption, violence, and the misuse of power, portraying a society marked by fear and
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injustice. According to A. N. Dwivedi, Daruwalla's poetry offers a penetrating insight into the
violence and corruption underlying contemporary Indian society (Dwivedi 91). Similarly, Jayanta
Mahapatra highlights the consequences of political and economic neglect through his portrayal
of poverty and human suffering. Poems such as Hunger reveal the harsh realities faced by
marginalized communities and implicitly question the effectiveness of governance (Naik 236).

Arun Kolatkar contributes to political consciousness by depicting the lives of ordinary
people and exposing inequalities embedded within urban society. Through works such as Jejuri,
he subtly critiques social exclusion and institutional neglect (Parthasarathy 147). Thus, political
consciousness in post-1970 Indo-English poetry extends beyond formal politics to encompass
issues of justice, inequality, and human dignity, establishing poetry as a powerful medium of
social critique.

Caste, Poverty, and Marginalized Voices in Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry

The representation of caste oppression, poverty, and marginalized voices is a major aspect
of social consciousness in post-1970 Indo-English poetry. Contemporary poets increasingly
focused on communities that had long remained excluded from mainstream literary discourse,
including the poor, Dalits, women, laborers, and migrants. Through their works, poets sought to
expose social inequalities and challenge structures of oppression. G. N. Devy observes that
contemporary Indian literature demonstrates a growing commitment to recovering suppressed
voices and highlighting marginalized experiences (Devy 214).

Poverty emerges as a recurring theme in socially conscious poetry. Despite economic
development, deprivation and social exclusion continue to affect large sections of Indian society.
Jayanta Mahapatra is particularly noted for his sensitive portrayal of poverty and human suffering.
In poems such as Hunger and Dawn at Puri, he presents deprivation that expose the failures of
society and governance. Bruce King remarks that Mahapatra’s poetry reveals a profound concern
for victims of social and economic injustice (King 205).

Caste discrimination also occupies a central place in contemporary poetic discourse. The
rise of Dalit movements encouraged poets to address issues of social exclusion and inequality
more directly. Meena Kandasamy’s poetry strongly challenges caste hierarchies and exposes the
violence and humiliation experienced by marginalized communities. Her collections Touch and
Ms. Militancy advocate resistance and social justice while foregrounding Dalit experiences
(Satyanarayana and Tharu xxiii).

Similarly, poets such as Arun Kolatkar, Meena Alexander, and Imtiaz Dharker broaden
the scope of marginalized representation by focusing on migrants, laborers, displaced individuals,
and culturally excluded groups. Their poetry highlights issues of identity, displacement, and
social exclusion. Thus, post-1970 Indo-English poetry transforms literature into a powerful
medium of social awareness by giving voice to marginalized communities and challenging
entrenched systems of inequality.

Gender and Feminist Consciousness in Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry
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Gender and feminist consciousness constitute a significant dimension of social
consciousness in post-1970 Indo-English poetry. Influenced by the rise of feminist movements,
contemporary women poets challenged patriarchal structures, questioned traditional gender roles,
and asserted female identity and autonomy. Their poetry addresses issues such as gender
discrimination, sexuality, domestic oppression, social expectations, and women's resistance to
patriarchal authority. Elaine Showalter argues that women’s writing often emerges as a response
to exclusion and seeks alternative modes of representation and identity (Showalter 13).

Among the pioneers of feminist expression in Indian English poetry, Kamala Das
occupies a central position. Her poems present an honest exploration of female subjectivity and
challenge conventional notions of womanhood. In works such as An Introduction and The Old
Playhouse, Das critiques patriarchal control and highlights women’s struggle for self-definition
and independence. lyengar regards her as pioneer poets to portray female experiences with
remarkable candour and emotional intensity (lyengar 658).

Imtiaz Dharker further expands feminist discourse through her exploration of gender,
religion, and identity. In poems such as Purdah | and Purdah II, she examines the restrictions
imposed upon women and questions social practices that limit female freedom. Jasbir Jain
observes that Dharker’s poetry effectively interrogates the intersections of gender, religion, and
power (Jain 187). Similarly, Meena Alexander and Meena Kandasamy broaden feminist concerns
by addressing issues of migration, identity, caste, and social injustice. Kandasamy’s MSs.
Militancy combines feminist and anti-caste perspectives, advocating resistance against multiple
forms of oppression (Tharu 94). Through such interventions, contemporary poets reject
stereotypical representations of women and emphasize agency, empowerment, and equality.

Thus, feminist consciousness in post-1970 Indo-English poetry transforms personal
experiences into powerful social critique. By challenging patriarchal norms and affirming
women’s voices, poets contribute significantly to the discourse of social justice and human
dignity.

Urbanization, Alienation, and Modern Life in Post-1970 Indo-English Poetry

Urbanization and modernization have significantly shaped contemporary Indian society
since the 1970s. Rapid industrial growth, migration to cities, technological advancement, and
changing social relationships transformed everyday life. While these developments contributed
to economic progress, they also generated feelings of alienation, loneliness, displacement, and
social fragmentation. Post-1970 Indo-English poets responded to these changes by exploring the
complexities of urban existence and its impact on human identity.

The modern city emerged as an important subject in contemporary poetry. Unlike earlier
traditions that often celebrated nature and rural life, post-1970 poets focused on urban spaces
marked by congestion, anonymity, and inequality. Bruce King notes that Indian English poets
developed a heightened awareness of urban realities and sought to portray the psychological
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consequences of modern life (King 198). Their works reflect the experiences of individuals
struggling to adapt to rapidly changing social environments.

Arun Kolatkar is one of the most prominent poets associated with the depiction of urban
life. His poetry captures the contradictions of modernization by focusing on street vendors,
laborers, beggars, and other marginalized figures. Through these portrayals, he exposes the
inequalities hidden beneath narratives of urban development. R. Parthasarathy observes that
Kolatkar presents a realistic picture of contemporary India through ordinary experiences rather
than idealized visions of progress (Parthasarathy 152).

Alienation and displacement also emerge as important themes. Jayanta Mahapatra’s
poetry explores loneliness, loss, and emotional isolation, linking personal experiences with
broader social realities (Naik 238). Similarly, Meena Alexander examines migration and
fragmented identity, highlighting the challenges of belonging in a globalized world (Jain 204).
Imtiaz Dharker further explores issues of identity, cultural negotiation, and personal freedom in
modern societies.

Thus, post-1970 Indo-English poetry presents urbanization and modernization as both
opportunities and challenges. By examining alienation, displacement, and social inequality,
contemporary poets offer a critical understanding of modern life and its impact on human
relationships and identity.

Conclusion

Post-1970 Indo-English poetry marks a significant phase in the development of Indian
English literature due to its strong engagement with contemporary social realities. Moving
beyond nationalism and personal lyricism, poets of this period addressed the political, social,
economic, and cultural challenges shaping modern India. As a result, social consciousness
emerged as a defining feature of contemporary Indo-English poetry, transforming it into a
powerful medium of social critique and ethical reflection.

The study demonstrates that political consciousness occupies a central place in the poetry
of this period. Poets such as Keki N. Daruwalla, Jayanta Mahapatra, and Arun Kolatkar expose
corruption, violence, inequality, and institutional failures, revealing the gap between democratic
ideals and social realities. Similarly, the representation of caste oppression, poverty, and
marginalized communities reflects a growing commitment to social justice. Through the works
of Mahapatra and Meena Kandasamy, poetry becomes a voice for the oppressed and socially
excluded.

Gender and feminist consciousness also emerge as important dimensions of social
awareness. Poets such as Kamala Das, Imtiaz Dharker, Meena Alexander, and Meena Kandasamy
challenge patriarchal norms and foreground women’s experiences, identity, and agency. Their
works contribute significantly to feminist discourse in Indian English literature.

Furthermore, contemporary poets examine the effects of urbanization, modernization, and
globalization, highlighting issues of alienation, displacement, and identity crisis. Through their
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portrayals of urban life and social transformation, they question simplistic notions of progress
and emphasize the human consequences of development.

In conclusion, social consciousness remains one of the most enduring characteristics of
post-1970 Indo-English poetry. By addressing political corruption, caste discrimination, poverty,
gender inequality, and urban alienation, contemporary poets have expanded the thematic scope
of Indian English literature. Their works demonstrate that poetry can function as a powerful
instrument of social awareness, resistance, and cultural transformation, making it highly relevant
to contemporary society.
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