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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University is committed to providing you with a stimulating learning 
experience. All the UG programmes are designed to align with similar 
programmes of other state universities in Kerala. The curriculum adheres 
to the UGC guidelines, emphasizing interdisciplinary learning and offering 
opportunities for learners to explore diverse areas of interest. The course 
Appreciating Literature is offered as a Generic Elective in English during 
the fifth semester of all UG programmes. It is thoughtfully designed to in-
troduce learners to the art of literary appreciation, focusing on key genres 
such as poetry and fiction. The present material caters to the syllabus with 
a balanced approach, ensuring both foundational knowledge and critical 
engagement with texts. The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously 
crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate better comprehen-
sion.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr.  Jagathy Raj V. P.						      01-01-2025
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 The Last Leaf
                                - O. Henry

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Keywords

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f understand the short story “The Last Leaf” by O. Henry in the American 

Context.
	f analyse the themes and structure of O. Henry’s style of writing.
	f learn the literary terms employed in the story.

To fully appreciate O. Henry’s “The Last Leaf”, it’s helpful to understand a few important 
aspects. O. Henry’s works are often grounded in realism, reflecting the lives of everyday 
people in urban settings during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. In “The Last Leaf”, 
this realism is intertwined with themes of hope, sacrifice, and the transformative power 
of art, particularly in a society struggling with poverty and illness. The story is set in 
Greenwich Village, New York City, during a time when tuberculosis was widespread and 
often fatal, which gives the narrative a sense of urgency and highlights the significance of 
small acts of kindness. The symbolism in the story, such as the ivy vine representing life 
and death, plays a key role in deepening the emotional and thematic impact of the story. 
Finally, O. Henry’s signature style of character development and unexpected plot twists 
are central to the story, making the conclusion all the more powerful. Understanding 
these elements helps to appreciate better the themes of hope, selflessness, and sacrifice 
woven throughout the narrative.

Friendship, Hope, Sacrifise, Art, Illness
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1.1.1 Discussion 
William Sydney Porter (1862-1910), known 
famously by the pen name O. Henry, was an 
American Short Story Writer, a local colourist 
and a licensed pharmacist all combined into 
a prolific creator of tales which romanticised 
and chiefly focused on the life of ordinary 
people in New York City. Though some of his 
stories are set in South or Central America, he 
was fascinated with the commonplace culture 
of the blue-collared people living in New York 
City. His sympathies mainly lay with the lives 
of the struggling, underpaid men and women. 
O. Henry’s stories deal with the themes of de-
ception, mistaken identity, the unchangeable 
nature of fate, and the resolution of unsolv-
able difficulties separating two lovers, and he 
always tricks the reader with his surprise end-
ings. We feel we have it all figured out until, 
in the end, there lies a surprise in the turn of 
events.

O. Henry believed that every house in New 
York had a drama in it and captured the es-
sence of the common man and characters 
drawn from different walks of life, such as 

a bank clerk, a waitress, a poor couple who 
wants to share gifts, a homeless vagrant, a safe 
cracker and many more memorable characters 
from over 381 different stories he has writ-
ten. Porter was born in North Carolina, taught 
by his aunt until the age of 15, clerked in a 
drug store, wrote for newspapers, and worked 
at a bank, which subsequently led to his in-
volvement in a charge of embezzlement. He 
served a three-year prison term and, while in 
prison, began writing short stories under the 
pen name O. Henry. Following his release, he 
spent most of his time writing stories for the 
Sunday edition of the New York World mag-
azine.
O. Henry’s ''The Last Leaf ''is a masterpiece of 
American short fiction, celebrated for its ex-
ploration of human resilience, selflessness and 
the transformative power of art. Published in 
1907, the story is set in Greenwich Village, a 
hub for struggling artists, and reflects O. Hen-
ry’s characteristic blend of realism and senti-
mentality. The narrative highlights the themes 
of hope and despair, using vivid imagery and 
symbolism to create an emotionally compel-
ling tale. Known for his signature twist end-
ings, O. Henry crafts a story that highlights 
the profound impact of small, selfless acts on 
the lives of others.

1.1.2 Summary
The story discusses the life of two artist girls, 
Johnsy and Sue, who live in a small flat in 
Greenwich Village. Johnsy falls critically ill 
from pneumonia and remains in her bed with 
a pessimistic thought that she will no longer 
live to achieve her dreams. She continuously 
gazes outside the window, and in her view, she 
sees an ivy creeper shedding leaves as autumn 
slowly nears winter. She becomes fixated on 
the idea that she will die when the last leaf 
falls from the ivy vine outside her window. 
Meanwhile, Sue, her friend, worries deeply 
and calls the doctor. Although the doctor visits 

Fig. 1.1.1 Portrait of O. Henry by W. M. 
Vanderweyde, 1909
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every day, Johnsy shows no sign of improve-
ment. It is quite clear that Johnsy has given up 
her will to live, thereby making the medicines 
ineffective in curing her. Sue tries to cheer her 
up by talking about clothes and fashion and by 
trying to feed her healthy food, all to no effect.
Sue suddenly hears Johnsy whispering and 
hastily rushes to her bed and finds her count-
ing backwards. Looking out the window, 
Johnsy says, “Twelve!” However, after a 
while, she whispers “eleven”, then “ten”, and 
so on. The old ivy creeper outside the window 
was shedding its leaves in the strong wind, 
and with the last leaf down, Johnsy believed it 
was her last sleep. Helpless, Sue rushes down 
to her neighbour, a 60-year-old painter named 
Behrman, whose lifelong dream was to paint a 
masterpiece, but unfortunately, he hasn’t been 
able to fulfil it and has been living a drunken 
life of misery. Upon learning about Johnsy’s 
condition, Mr. Behrman condemns her for be-
ing silly.
That night was a stormy night, and all the 
remaining leaves of the ivy creeper were ex-
pected to fall by the next morning. To Johnsy's 
surprise, she finds the last leaf intact on the 
creeper the next day morning. Filled with sud-
den hope, she apologises to her friend for be-
ing irresponsive to her concerns and realises 
that it is a sin to want to die. Rising from her 
bed, Johnsy takes her soup and develops a new 
desire to live on as the last leaf has withstood 
the test of the storm. Her health improves with 
this new will to live. However, when Sue vis-
its Mr. Behrman, she learns that he has been ill 
for two days and now has passed away due to 
Pneumonia contracted while out in the storm 
painting the last leaf for Johnsy. The last leaf 
clinging on to the creeper was the masterpiece 
of Behrman, painted with much care and love 
to reignite the desire to live the life of a de-
pressed soul.

1.1.3 Analysis 
O. Henry, as a writer, held on to a philosophy 
which became a guide to all his writings."“My 
purpose is to show that in every human heart, 
there is an innate tendency towards a respect-
able life: that even those who have fallen to 
the lowest depths in the social scale would, 
if they could, get back to a higher life; that 
the innate propensity of human nature is to 
choose the good instead of the bad”.

We find that in the short story “The Last Leaf”, 
he carefully created the artists Sue, Johnsy 
and Behrman as having an innate tendency to-
wards a respectable life. They arrive in Green-
wich to make themselves great artists and have 
hopes to improve their economic and social 
conditions. The old artist Behrman, known 
to be bad-tempered and irritable, has had no 
commercial success despite his four decades 
of being in Greenwich, but he still hopes to 
paint his masterpiece. His innate goodness 
can be measured in his choice to paint the last 
leaf and give hope for a younger artist to live 
on in this world without succumbing to death 
and, in turn, sacrificing himself in the process. 
We also find that Johnsy has fallen into the 
lowest depths due to sickness, and her lack of 
will to survive in this world has beaten down 
her friend Sue. Nevertheless, it is that tenden-
cy of O. Henry’s characters towards wanting 
to choose the good instead of the bad that 
Johnsy decides to move on positively in her 
life. Henry's philosophy applies rightly to the 
characters Johnsy, Sue and Behrman. 
His characters, whether thieves, burglars, vag-
abonds, or gunmen, all have a sense of honour 
and an innate goodness within them.
Behrman stepping out to paint his masterpiece 
and sacrificing his life to give hope to John-
sy was an unexpected turn of events. Not just 
Johnsy, but by extension, we, the readers, too, 
felt that hope of not giving up in life despite 
the hardships life could throw upon us. This 
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taught us the values of life unintentionally and 
always motivated us to look forward in life.
Setting: The setting of a story is the main 
backdrop of a narrative. It includes the geo-
graphical location and the time expressed in 
a story. The events of “The Last Leaf” take 
place in Greenwich Village, in a small apart-
ment, throughout autumn leading to the win-
ter season. Greenwich is not an urban area; it 
has small lanes that bend and meet once again. 
Bending lanes ending at the same place repre-
sent the stuck future or the lack of movement 
forward for the characters. The Struggling art-
ists rent apartments at low rates in Greenwich 
and hope for a better life. Difficult lives and 
poor economic conditions of the people are 
clear from the setting itself. Artists in Green-
wich are trying to make ends meet. A subtle 
tone of struggle and suffering is set from the 
beginning of the story.

Characters: All stories revolve around char-
acters and their actions. In “The Last Leaf”, 
O. Henry employs only four characters: John-
sy, Sue, Mr. Behrman, and the doctor who 
checks on Johnsy. O. Henry’s characters are 
common men and women realistically por-
trayed. People who belong to the lower strata 
of society, whose dreams aren’t fulfilled, are 
in a constant external and internal struggle to 
move their lives forward. Johnsy, being affect-
ed with pneumonia, has a continual wish to 
die, reflecting on the lack of will amongst the 
poor sections. On the contrary, we find the old 
artist, Behrman, despite his struggles, has held 
on to be a blessing in the life of another young 
artist. Sue seems to be playing a supporting 
role in keeping the protagonist alive. All at-
tention here goes to Johnsy, the protagonist or 
the main character in the story. Her pessimism 
and depressive outlook can be a reflection of 
the gloomy condition of the times. Johnsy can 
be considered a round character as she has un-
dergone personal development throughout the 

story. A regaining of lost will to live has taken 
place, and the character has undergone a posi-
tive change in her life.

1.1.4 Themes
Hope and Faith: The doctor, despite trying 
hard to revive the health of Johnsy, fails in his 
attempt, as the will and hope to live on is lost 
in her. If hope is lost, science can fail. During 
the industrial age, people had tremendously 
lost hope in the future, mainly due to the mea-
gre income and the chaos in humanity. Once 
Johnsy sees the last leaf on the ivy vine, her 
hope renews, and she starts recuperating in-
stantly. Johnson's sickness was more of an ill-
ness of the mind than a physical one.
Sacrifice/ The Goodness of Humanity: Once 
the old artist Behrman learns of Johnsy's silly 
belief, he takes it upon himself to be the last 
leaf to help the young artist heal quickly. Beh-
rman’s goodness in going the extra mile and 
sacrificing himself in the process reveals the 
goodness of humans in society.
Friendship: The friendship between Sue and 
Johnsy is very evident in the story. As a room-
mate and as a caregiver, Sue has supported 
Johnsy through thick and thin. Her comfort-
ing words and cheerful nature have kept John-
sy alive despite her superstition about the last 
leaf. Another striking friendship is between 
Berham and Sue. Berham, without a second 
thought, risks his life to save another life 
only because he values Sue’s words as a good 
friend. It is these friendships that save the life 
of Johnsy at the end of the story.

Art: The significance of art and the role art 
plays as a life-sustaining source is one topic of 
discussion in “The Last Leaf”. Greenwich is 
a village where artists come to improve their 
lives, and all the characters in the story val-
ue artistic works and give away the immense 
value of art as an encouraging entity to look 
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forward to a brighter future. Behrman’s art is 
what ultimately saves Johnsy from despair. 

Art, therefore, plays the role of a hope-giving 
entity in “The Last Leaf"

Recap

	f The story “The Last Leaf” is set in Greenwich Village, where two young 
women, Sue and Johnsy, live and work as artists.

	f Johnsy falls seriously ill with pneumonia, and her condition worsens as she 
becomes despondent.

	f Johnsy becomes fixated on the idea that she will die when the last leaf falls 
from the ivy vine outside her window.

	f Sue tries to comfort her friend, but Johnsy insists that her life is tied to the 
falling leaves.

	f An elderly artist named Behrman, who lives in the building, hears about John-
sy’s condition and decides to help.

	f Behrman sacrifices his health by painting a realistic leaf on the wall, hoping it 
will encourage Johnsy to fight for her life.

	f The next morning, Johnsy sees the “last leaf” still on the vine, which inspires 
her to recover and regain hope.

	f It is revealed that Behrman caught pneumonia after painting the leaf in a 
storm, and he dies, having given his life for Johnsy’s survival.

	f Sue later learns of Behrman’s sacrifice and is deeply moved by his selflessness 
and love for the two women.

	f Johnsy fully recovers, and the story ends with the realisation that the “last 
leaf” was not just a symbol of hope but also a testament to Behrman’s unrec-
ognised act of heroism.

Objective Questions

1.	 Where is the story “The Last Leaf” set?
2.	 What disease does Johnsy suffer from in the story?
3.	 What does Johnsy believe will happen when the last leaf falls from the vine?
4.	 Who is Behrman in “The Last Leaf”?
5.	 What does Behrman do to help Johnsy?
6.	 How does Behrman die in the story?
7.	 What is the significance of the ivy vine in “The Last Leaf”?
8.	 Who is the narrator of “The Last Leaf”?
9.	 What does Johnsy see the morning after the storm?
10.	How does Sue react to Behrman’s death?
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Answers

1.	 The story is set in Greenwich Village, New York City.
2.	 Johnsy suffers from pneumonia.
3.	 Johnsy believes that she will die when the last leaf falls from the vine.
4.	 Behrman is an elderly artist who lives in the same building as Sue and John-

sy.
5.	 Behrman paints a realistic leaf on the wall to give Johnsy hope.
6.	 Behrman dies from pneumonia after painting the leaf in the storm.
7.	 The ivy vine represents life and death, symbolising Johnsy’s condition and 

her hope for survival.
8.	 The story is narrated by an unnamed third-person narrator.
9.	 Johnsy sees the “last leaf” still on the vine, which gives her renewed hope.
10.	Sue is deeply moved and sorrowful upon learning of Behrman’s sacrifice.

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the role of symbolism in The Last Leaf. How does the ivy vine con-
tribute to the story’s themes of life and death?

2.	 Analyse Behrman’s character in The Last Leaf. What does his sacrifice re-
veal about his personality and his relationship with Sue and Johnsy?

3.	 How does the setting of Greenwich Village contribute to the overall tone and 
themes of the story?

4.	 What does The Last Leaf suggest about the power of hope and art in over-
coming despair?

5.	 In what ways does the ending of The Last Leaf challenge the reader’s under-
standing of selflessness and heroism?

Suggested Reading

	f David Stuart. Biography of William Sydney Porter. 1990.
	f Harold Bloom. O. Henry. 1999.
	f George MacAdam. O. Henry Papers Containing Some Sketches of His Life 

Together with an Alphabetical Index to His Complete Works. Country Life 
Press, 2018.
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The Tyger
                               - William Blake

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f analyse the themes of creation, divine power, and duality in the poem "The 

Tyger."
	f interpret William Blake's use of symbolism and imagery in the poem.
	f evaluate Blake's rhetorical techniques and their impact on the poem’s mean-

ing.
	f connect "The Tyger" to broader Romantic themes of religion, morality, and 

human nature.

Prerequisites

Before we analyse the poem “The Tyger,” consider for a moment the overwhelming power 
and beauty embodied by the creature itself. What force could create something so terrify-
ing yet awe-inspiring? What kind of mind would dare to craft such a magnificent and fear-
some being whose “burning bright” eyes glow in the darkness of the night? As we confront 
this question, we must ask ourselves: what does it mean to create? And what does it say 
about the creator who dares to bring into existence such a creature whose very symmetry 
seems both perfect and dangerous? “The Tyger” challenges us to think beyond the surface, 
pushing us to consider the paradoxes of existence- the delicate balance between creation 
and destruction, innocence and experience. How can the same hand that forms a lamb, a 
symbol of peace, also form a tiger, a symbol of power and terror? Through these potent 
rhetorical questions, Blake compels us to reflect on the mysteries of life, divine creation, 
and the very nature of good and evil. What is the significance of such a creation? What 
does it reveal about the forces that shape our world? Before reading the poem, prepare to 
confront these enigmas and the profound implications they carry. Blake does not seek easy 
answers but invites us to question the very foundation of existence itself.SG
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Keywords

Creation, Divinity, Power, Symmetry

1.2.1 Discussion
William Blake (1757–1827) was an English 
poet, painter, and printmaker widely regarded 
as one of the most influential figures of the 
Romantic Age. His works often blend vision-
ary mysticism with social critique, and he is 
known for challenging conventional views of 
religion, morality, and human nature. Blake's 
poetry is characterised by its imaginative and 
symbolic depth, using vivid imagery and spir-
itual themes to explore the complexities of the 
human experience. His major works, includ-
ing Songs of Innocence and Songs of Expe-
rience, reveal his concern with the contrasts 
between innocence and corruption, good and 
evil, and the tension between the spiritual and 
the material. One of Blake’s most famous po-
ems, “The Tyger,” from his Songs of Experi-
ence, exemplifies his ability to confront pro-
found existential and theological questions. 
The poem explores the creation of a fearsome, 
beautiful tiger, which symbolises both pow-
er and danger. Through a series of rhetorical 
questions, Blake delves into the nature of the 
divine creator who would design such a ter-
rifying yet magnificent creature. “The Tyger” 
reflects Blake's fascination with the complexi-
ties of creation, the sacred, and the dualities of 
existence, marking it as one of his most cele-
brated and enigmatic works.
Lines 1-4

Tyger Tyger, burning bright, 
In the forests of the night; 

What immortal hand or eye, 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

In this opening stanza of “The Tyger”, Wil-
liam Blake introduces the central image of the 

poem: the tiger. The speaker describes the ti-
ger as “burning bright,” a phrase that conveys 
the animal’s vivid, intense, and almost super-
natural presence. The image of the tiger is set 
against the backdrop of “the forests of the 
night,” evoking a sense of mystery, darkness, 
and danger. The speaker then poses the ques-
tion of who could have created such a crea-
ture, referring to the creator as an “immortal 
hand or eye,” suggesting that this is a divine or 
supernatural force beyond human understand-
ing. The phrase “fearful symmetry” highlights 
the tiger's perfect yet terrifying form, imply-
ing that its beauty and power are inseparable 
from its fearsome nature. The stanza conveys 
both awe and fear as the speaker contemplates 
the incredible power, precision, and mystery 
behind the tiger’s creation. Blake uses vivid 
imagery and rhetorical questioning to set the 
tone of the poem, immediately introducing 
the complex themes of creation, divine power, 
and the balance of beauty and terror that are 
explored throughout the rest of the work.
Line 5-8

In what distant deeps or skies. 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand, dare seize the fire?

In this stanza of “The Tyger”, William Blake 
continues to ponder the origins of the tiger's 
power and fiery gaze. The speaker asks where 
the fire in the tiger’s eyes came from, wonder-
ing if it was ignited in distant “deeps or skies,” 
suggesting both the depths of the earth and the 
vastness of the heavens as possible sources of 
its intense energy. The question implies that 
the tiger’s fiery eyes have an almost other-
worldly, supernatural origin. The speaker then 
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questions what kind of creator would have 
the audacity to reach such great heights or de-
scend to such great depths to bring this crea-
ture to life, asking, “On what wings dare he 
aspire?” This refers to the creator's potential 
transcendence, suggesting that the act of cre-
ating such a powerful being requires immense 
courage or defiance. Finally, the speaker won-
ders what kind of hand would be bold enough 
to “seize the fire” of the tiger, symbolising 
the dangerous power the creator would need 
to harness to control and shape such a formi-
dable being. The stanza builds on the themes 
of awe and fear, exploring the enormity and 
mystery of the tiger’s creation and the divine 
forces involved.
Lines 9-12

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat.

What dread hand? & what dread feet?
In this stanza of “The Tyger”, William Blake 
continues to explore the creation of the tiger 
by focusing on its inner power and the cre-
ator's ability to animate it. The speaker asks, 
“And what shoulder, & what art / Could twist 
the sinews of thy heart?” Here, the “shoulder” 
represents strength, while “art” refers to the 
skill and precision required to craft the tiger’s 
heart, its emotional and life-force centre. The 
“sinews” refer to the tendons that hold the 
heart together, symbolising the deep connec-
tion between the tiger’s physical power and its 
inner emotional force.
The next question, “And when thy heart be-
gan to beat, / What dread hand? & what dread 
feet?” shifts focus to the moment of the tiger’s 
animation, when its heart starts beating, and 
it comes to life. The phrase “dread hand” em-
phasizes the fear and awe the speaker feels at 
the creator’s power to give life to such a terri-
fying creature. The “dread feet” represent the 

tiger’s ability to move, its power and grace, 
as well as the creator’s control over the force 
that allows the tiger to function. This stanza 
highlights the immense and almost incompre-
hensible power needed to give life to the tiger, 
further building on the themes of awe, fear, 
and divine creation.
Lines 13 - 16 

What the hammer? what the chain,
In what furnace was thy brain?

What the anvil? what dread grasp.
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

In this stanza of “The Tyger,” Blake uses pow-
erful industrial and metallurgical imagery to 
question the creation of the tiger further. The 
speaker asks what tools-specifically, “the 
hammer” and “the chain”- were used in forg-
ing the tiger, implying that its creation was 
not only a delicate artistic process but also 
one that required immense strength and force. 
The hammer symbolises the creator’s power 
to shape, while the chain suggests that even a 
force as wild as the tiger must be controlled in 
some way.
Blake continues by asking in which “furnace” 
the tiger's “brain” was formed, suggesting 
that the tiger's intense, fiery nature is not just 
external but also reflected in its intellect and 
inner power. The furnace represents a place 
of intense heat and transformation, where raw 
materials are forged into something powerful. 
The anvil, a tool used to shape metal, reinforc-
es the idea that the tiger was created through 
immense force and effort.
Finally, the phrase “what dread grasp” asks 
who would dare hold the tiger’s “deadly ter-
rors,” emphasising the danger inherent in cre-
ating such a fierce and powerful being. This 
stanza underscores the tiger's terrifying and 
awe-inspiring nature and the overwhelming 
power required to shape it.
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Lines 17-20
When the stars threw down their spears 

And water'd heaven with their tears:
Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

In this stanza from The Tyger, William Blake 
shifts to a more cosmic and celestial perspec-
tive, contemplating the creation of the tiger 
in relation to the divine. The speaker imag-
ines a dramatic scene where “the stars threw 
down their spears / And watered heaven with 
their tears,” suggesting a moment of cosmic 
upheaval or rebellion. The stars, typically 
symbols of celestial order and harmony, are 
portrayed as being in turmoil, casting down 
their spears and shedding tears. This evokes 
an image of sorrow or conflict in the heavens, 
perhaps indicating the moral or existential 
struggle surrounding the creation of such a 
fearsome creature.
Blake then asks, “Did he smile his work to 
see?” This question reflects on whether the 
creator was pleased with the tiger, suggest-
ing the possibility of a divine being taking 
satisfaction in its creation, even though it is 
dangerous and terrifying. The following line, 
“Did he who made the Lamb make thee?” 
juxtaposes the innocence of the lamb, often a 
symbol of purity and peace, with the ferocity 
of the tiger. This comparison raises profound 
questions about the nature of the creator: can 
the same divine being who created something 
as innocent as a lamb also be responsible for 
the creation of the fearsome tiger? This ten-
sion between innocence and power deepens 
the poem’s exploration of good and evil, cre-
ation and destruction.
Lines 21-24

Tyger Tyger burning bright,
In the forests of the night:

What immortal hand or eye,
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

The final stanza of The Tyger repeats the 
opening stanza, reinforcing the awe and won-
der the speaker feels toward the tiger. The im-
agery of the tiger “burning bright” in the “for-
ests of the night” is reiterated, emphasising its 
striking, almost supernatural presence against 
the darkness. The speaker once again asks, 
“What immortal hand or eye / Dare frame 
thy fearful symmetry?” The repetition of this 
question underscores the mystery and com-
plexity of the tiger's creation, and the speaker 
continues to wonder about the divine or su-
pernatural force capable of designing such a 
fearsome yet beautiful creature. This closing 
refrain ties together the poem’s central themes 
of creation, holy power, and the paradox of 
beauty and terror. By echoing the first stanza, 
Blake leaves the question of the tiger’s cre-
ator unanswered, emphasising the enigma and 
awe surrounding both the tiger and the forces 
that brought it into being. The repetition also 
suggests that the mystery of creation- of both 
innocence and experience, beauty and danger- 
remains unresolved, leaving the reader to pon-
der the nature of creation and the creator.

1.2.2 Analysis 
William Blake's “The Tyger” from his Songs 
of Experience (1794) is a powerful meditation 
on creation, divine power, and the paradoxes 
inherent in existence. The poem opens with a 
striking image of the tiger, described as “burn-
ing bright” in the “forests of the night.” This 
juxtaposition of light and darkness evokes a 
sense of awe and mystery, presenting the tiger 
as a creature that embodies both beauty and 
danger. The phrase “burning bright” suggests 
a fiery, supernatural quality, while the setting 
of the night amplifies the fear and fascination 
surrounding the animal. Blake’s use of the 
forest as a backdrop reinforces the sense of 
the unknown, as it symbolizes an untamed, 
primal world in which the tiger reigns.
The speaker, overcome with wonder and fear, 
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repeatedly asks a series of rhetorical questions 
about the tiger’s creator. Phrases like “What 
immortal hand or eye / Could frame thy fear-
ful symmetry?” suggest that the tiger’s form 
is so perfect, yet terrifying, that its creator 
must be an immortal or divine being beyond 
human comprehension. These questions re-
flect the speaker’s awe at the tiger’s power 
and beauty, as well as his uncertainty about 
the nature of the creator who could conceive 
such a creature. The “fearful symmetry” of the 
tiger points to the perfect yet dangerous bal-
ance between elegance and violence, further 
emphasising the duality of creation.
Blake’s imagery continues with referenc-
es to industrial tools, such as the “hammer,” 
“chain,” and “furnace,” which evoke the pro-
cess of forging or crafting. These terms sug-
gest that the creation of the tiger involved in-
tense power and precision as if it were forged 
in the heat of a divine workshop. This meta-
phor extends the idea of the creator as a force 
of nature, wielding tools of immense power to 
shape a being capable of both awe and terror.
The final question, “Did he who made the 
Lamb make thee?” underscores the paradox 
at the heart of the poem: how can the same 
creator who made the innocent lamb also cre-
ate the fearsome tiger? This juxtaposition of 
innocence and power invites readers to reflect 
on the complexity of creation and the dual 
nature of the divine. Blake leaves these ques-
tions unresolved, encouraging contemplation 
of the mysteries of existence and the nature 
of creation itself. Through vivid imagery and 
probing questions, The Tyger challenges the 
reader to confront the complexities of life, the 
divine, and the force behind creation.

1.2.3 Major Themes 
Creation and the Creator: The poem delves 
into the mystery of creation, questioning the 
nature of the divine being responsible for cre-
ating such a powerful and fearsome creature. 

Through a series of rhetorical questions, Blake 
asks what kind of “immortal hand or eye” 
could design the tiger’s “fearful symmetry.” 
This theme explores the awe and mystery sur-
rounding creation, suggesting that the tiger’s 
perfection and terror challenge the very nature 
of the creator, prompting readers to consider 
the forces behind the act of creation.
Duality and Contradiction: A central theme 
in The Tyger is the duality of existence. The 
tiger represents a combination of beauty and 
terror, innocence and danger. Its “fearful sym-
metry” signifies both perfection and violence, 
revealing that creation can contain opposing 
qualities. The question “Did he who made 
the Lamb make thee?” contrasts the innocent 
lamb with the dangerous tiger, highlighting 
the tension between good and evil, innocence 
and experience. This theme reflects Blake’s 
belief in the coexistence of opposites in the 
world and the divine.
The Nature of the Divine: Blake raises pro-
found questions about the nature of the divine 
being who could create such a creature. The 
imagery of industrial tools, such as the “ham-
mer,” “chain,” and “furnace,” suggests that the 
creator is not only powerful but also capable 
of great force and precision. This challenges 
conventional religious notions, suggesting 
that the divine may not be simply benevolent 
or nurturing but also capable of creating both 
beauty and terror.
Innocence vs. Experience: Blake explores the 
contrast between innocence and experience, a 
recurring theme in his Songs of Innocence and 
Experience. While the lamb symbolises inno-
cence, the tiger embodies experience, power, 
and corruption. The poem questions how the 
same divine force can create both innocence 
and terror, suggesting that both aspects of ex-
istence are necessary parts of life and creation.
Fear and Awe: Throughout the poem, the 
speaker expresses both fear and awe in the 
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presence of the tiger. The powerful imagery of 
a creature “burning bright” in the “forests of 
the night” evokes a sense of the sublime, terri-
fying, and magnificent. This theme reflects the 
emotional complexity of confronting some-
thing so awe-inspiring, suggesting that fear 
and wonder are intertwined when encounter-
ing the mysteries of life and creation.
In William Blake’s The Tyger, several literary 
devices deepen the meaning of the poem and 
enhance its emotional impact. These devices 
help convey the central themes of creation, di-
vine power, and the dualities of existence.

1.2.4 Literary Devices 
Imagery: Blake uses vivid and striking im-
agery throughout the poem to create power-
ful visual impressions. Phrases like “burning 
bright” and “in the forests of the night” evoke 
a visual image of the tiger as a radiant and al-
most supernatural being in the darkness. The 
tiger’s eyes are described as fiery, and the ref-
erence to “fearful symmetry” creates an im-
age of a perfect yet terrifying form. The use 
of these vivid images helps reinforce the awe 
and mystery the speaker feels toward the tiger.
Alliteration: Blake uses alliteration, the repe-
tition of consonant sounds at the beginning of 
words, to create rhythm and emphasise certain 
ideas. For example, in “Tyger Tyger, burning 
bright,” the repetition of the “T” sound draws 
attention to the tiger's power and intensity. 
This technique adds to the poem's musicality 
and helps to reinforce the striking imagery of 
the tiger.
Symbolism: The tiger is a central symbol in 
the poem, representing both power and terror. 
It symbolizes the complex and dual nature of 
creation—beauty and violence, innocence and 
experience. The “Lamb” in the final question 
is another important symbol, representing in-
nocence, purity, and peace. Blake contrasts 
the lamb with the tiger to explore the tension 
between opposing forces in the world, such as 

good and evil or innocence and corruption.
Metaphor: The tiger is also a metaphor for 
the mysteries of creation and divine power. 
By asking what kind of "hand" or "eye" could 
create the tiger, Blake uses the metaphor of the 
craftsman or creator to suggest that the divine 
must possess immense power and mastery. 
The tools of creation- “hammer,” “chain,” 
“furnace,” and “anvil”- metaphorically repre-
sent the force and precision required to create 
such a complex being. These metaphors imply 
that creation is not a gentle or nurturing act but 
one that involves strength and even violence.
Personification: Blake uses personification, 
attributing human qualities to the tiger’s cre-
ator, to suggest that the act of creation is delib-
erate and conscious. For example, the rhetor-
ical question “Did he smile his work to see?” 
personifies the creator by imagining that they 
might have a human-like emotional reaction 
to their creation. This device helps to human-
ise the divine, making the abstract concept of 
creation more relatable and tangible.
Juxtaposition: The poem juxtaposes the con-
cepts of innocence and experience, primarily 
through the contrast between the tiger and 
the lamb. The lamb represents innocence and 
purity, while the tiger represents experience, 
power, and danger. This juxtaposition raises 
important questions about the nature of the 
creator and the coexistence of opposing qual-
ities in the world. By placing these two sym-
bols side by side, Blake encourages the reader 
to contemplate the complexities and contra-
dictions inherent in creation.
Anaphora: The poem makes use of anapho-
ra, which is the repetition of a word or phrase 
at the beginning of successive clauses. In the 
first stanza, for example, “Tyger Tyger” is 
repeated to emphasise the tiger’s power and 
presence. This repetition also contributes to 
the poem’s rhythm and reinforces the sense 
of awe and reverence the speaker feels toward 
the creature.
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Recap

	f William Blake (1757–1827) was a prominent English poet, painter, and print-
maker known for his visionary mysticism and social critique during the Ro-
mantic era.

	f Blake's poetry often blends symbolic depth with spiritual themes, challenging 
conventional ideas of religion, morality, and human nature.

	f One of Blake's major works, Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience, 
explores the contrast between innocence and corruption, good and evil, and 
spiritual versus material tensions.

	f The Tyger, from Songs of Experience, is a famous poem that grapples with 
existential and theological questions about creation.

	f The poem begins with an awe-inspiring description of the tiger, portraying it 
as a powerful, almost supernatural creature “burning bright” in the “forests of 
the night.”

	f Blake uses rhetorical questions to explore who could have created such a terri-
fying yet beautiful creature, pondering the divine or supernatural force behind 
it.

	f The speaker contemplates where the tiger’s fiery eyes came from and what 
kind of creator would dare to harness such power, emphasising the enormity 
of the tiger's creation.

	f Blake uses industrial imagery like “hammer,” “chain,” and “furnace” to sug-
gest the creator’s force and precision in forging the tiger, likening it to a pow-
erful, almost violent crafting process.

	f In the question, “Did he who made the Lamb make thee?” Blake introduces a 
duality between innocence (symbolised by the lamb) and experience (symbol-
ised by the tiger), challenging the creator's nature.

	f The poem explores the paradox of creation: how can the same divine being 
create both the innocent lamb and the fearsome tiger, which represents power, 
violence, and danger?

	f Themes in “The Tyger” include creation and the creator, the duality of exis-
tence, the nature of the divine, innocence versus experience, and the tension 
between fear and awe.

	f The speaker's repeated rhetorical questions throughout the poem reflect both 
wonder and fear at the tiger's power and confusion regarding its divine creator.

	f Blake’s use of imagery creates vivid visuals of the tiger and its surroundings, 
reinforcing the themes of beauty, terror, and divine mystery.

	f Literary devices like alliteration, symbolism, metaphor, and personification 
deepen the poem's meaning and enhance its emotional impact.

	f Through its use of juxtaposition (e.g., the tiger vs. the lamb) and anaphora 
(repetition of phrases), the poem emphasises the contradictions inherent in 
creation and the divine's mysterious nature.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Who was William Blake?
2.	 Which major theme is explored in Blake's poem “The Tyger”?
3.	 In “The Tyger”, what symbolic animal represents innocence and purity?
4.	 What type of imagery does Blake use to describe the tiger's creation in “The 

Tyger”?
5.	 Which of the following is NOT a theme explored in “The Tyger”?
6.	 What does the phrase "burning bright" in the poem symbolise?
7.	 What literary device does Blake use by repeating the phrase "Tyger Tyger" at 

the beginning of the poem?
8.	 What does the question "Did he who made the Lamb make thee?" imply?
9.	 The use of "hammer," "chain," and "furnace" in “The Tyger” is an example of 

which literary device?
10.	What is the central question the speaker repeatedly asks in “The Tyger”?

Answers

1.	 William Blake was an English poet, painter, and printmaker.
2.	 The major theme explored in “The Tyger” is the mystery of creation and the 

creator.
3.	 In “The Tyger”, the lamb symbolizes innocence and purity.
4.	 Blake uses industrial and metallurgical imagery to describe the tiger’s cre-

ation.
5.	 The journey of self-discovery is not a theme explored in “The Tyger”.
6.	 The phrase "burning bright" symbolises the tiger’s fiery eyes and power.
7.	 Blake uses anaphora by repeating the phrase "Tyger Tyger" at the beginning 

of the poem.
8.	 The question "Did he who made the Lamb make thee?" implies that the cre-

ator is capable of creating both innocence and danger.
9.	 The use of "hammer," "chain," and "furnace" in “The Tyger” is an example 

of symbolism.
10.	The central question the speaker repeatedly asks in “The Tyger” is, "What 

immortal hand or eye could create the tiger?"
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Assignments

1.	 Discuss the central theme of “The Tyger” by William Blake. How does the 
poem explore the paradox of creation, and what does it suggest about the 
nature of the divine creator?

2.	 In “The Tyger”, William Blake frequently uses vivid and powerful imagery 
to depict the tiger. Analyse how Blake's use of imagery contributes to the 
themes of fear, awe, and the mystery of creation.

3.	 Examine the role of duality in “The Tyger”. How does Blake contrast inno-
cence and experience, and what message does this contrast convey about the 
nature of existence?

4.	 How does the speaker in “The Tyger” question the nature of creation and the 
creator? Explore the rhetorical questions posed in the poem and analyse their 
significance in the broader context of Blake’s philosophy.

5.	 In “The Tyger”, Blake uses metaphors and industrial imagery to describe the 
process of creation. Discuss how this industrial imagery affects the reader's 
understanding of the divine power involved in creation and its implications 
for Blake's view of the creator.

Suggested Reading

	f Bloom, Harold, ed. William Blake's Poetry and Designs. Dover Publications, 
2006.

	f Blake, William. Songs of Innocence and of Experience. Edited by W. H. Ste-
venson, Penguin Classics, 1973.

	f Goodridge, John, ed. The Poetry of William Blake: A Reader's Guide to Es-
sential Criticism. Macmillan, 2001.

	f Kermode, Frank, ed. The Oxford Book of English Verse: 1250–1900. Oxford 
UP,1973.

	f Erdman, David V., ed. The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake. An-
chor Press, 1988.SG
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The Oak
                         - Alfred Lord Tennyson

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
3

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f analyse the symbolism of the oak tree in relation to strength and resilience.
	f examine the use of imagery and personification in the poem.
	f explore the theme of time and change in the natural world.
	f understand Tennyson’s moral and philosophical message regarding life and 

endurance.

Prerequisites

Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “The Oak” uses the oak tree as a powerful symbol of 
strength, resilience, and the passage of time. The oak, enduring harsh weather and storms, 
represents nature’s fortitude and serves as a metaphor for human perseverance. Tennyson 
personifies the tree, depicting it as steadfast and unyielding, encouraging readers to reflect 
on their own ability to face challenges without breaking. The poem begins by showcasing 
the oak in its prime, standing firm against fierce conditions. As it ages, the tree's decline 
mirrors the inevitable passage of time. Despite its eventual deterioration, the oak remains a 
symbol of enduring life and resilience, contrasting its strength with the fragility of human 
life. Tennyson’s vivid imagery emphasises the contrast between the oak’s endurance and 
the vulnerability of human existence.
Tennyson also explores the cyclical nature of life. The oak’s growth, weathering of storms, 
and eventual decline reflect the human experience of youth, struggle, and ageing. Yet, like 
the oak, humanity continues to endure, finding dignity in overcoming adversity. Ultimately, 
“The Oak” is a reflection of the strength found in resilience and the inevitability of change. 
Tennyson highlights how both nature and human life possess the power to withstand the 
trials of time through endurance.

Keywords

Life, Seasons, Growth , Srength, Resiliene
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1.3.1 Discussion

Alfred Lord Tennyson (1809–1892) was a 
celebrated English poet and the Poet Laure-
ate of the United Kingdom for much of the 
Victorian era. Known for his lyrical verse and 
deep explorations of human emotions, Ten-
nyson’s works often engage with themes of 
nature, morality, and the passage of time. His 
poetry is marked by vivid imagery, musicality, 
and philosophical depth, earning him a prom-
inent place in English literary history. In his 
poem The Oak, Tennyson uses the oak tree as 
a central symbol of strength, resilience, and 
the inevitable process of ageing. The poem 
reflects on the oak’s ability to endure fierce 
storms and harsh conditions, serving as a met-
aphor for human perseverance in the face of 
life's challenges. As the oak ages and faces 
decline, it symbolizes the passage of time and 
the cyclical nature of life. Despite its strug-
gles, the tree remains steadfast, embodying 
enduring strength and resilience. Through 
vivid imagery and personification, Tennyson 
explores the relationship between nature and 
human existence. The oak’s growth, weath-
ering of storms, and eventual decline mirror 
the human experience of struggle, ageing, 
and endurance. The Oak ultimately serves as 
a meditation on resilience, showing how both 

nature and humanity can endure the trials of 
time with grace and strength.

1.3.2 Summary
Lines 1-5

Live thy Life, 
Young and old, 
Like yon oak, 

Bright in spring, 
Living gold;

In this stanza, Tennyson presents a powerful 
message about living life with vitality and 
purpose. The speaker encourages the reader to 
“Live thy Life” with the same vigor and re-
silience as the oak tree, symbolizing strength 
and longevity. The phrase “Young and old” 
suggests that this advice applies to people 
at all stages of life, whether in the prime of 
youth or the later years of age. Tennyson then 
compares this ideal way of living to the oak 
tree, which is “Bright in spring,” representing 
youth and the full bloom of life. The “Living 
gold” refers to the oak's vibrant, life-filled 
presence, capturing the idea of living life with 
energy, richness, and beauty, much like the 
golden hues of the tree during its most pros-
perous period. This stanza emphasizes the im-
portance of living fully, embracing each phase 
of life with strength and vitality. Tennyson 
suggests that, like the oak, one should endure 
through the seasons of life, standing resilient 
and bright, regardless of age. The imagery of 
spring and gold evokes a sense of renewal and 
vitality, encouraging readers to live their lives 
with the same enduring brilliance.
Lines 6-10

Summer-rich 
Then; and then

Autumn-changed 
Soberer-hued 
Gold again.

Fig 1.3.1 Alfred Lord Tennyson
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In this stanza, Tennyson further reflects on the 
passage of time and the cyclical nature of life, 
using the oak tree as a metaphor. The phrase 
“Summer-rich” suggests a time of fullness 
and vitality, symbolizing the peak of life or 
youth, when everything is abundant and flour-
ishing. The repetition of “Then; and then” em-
phasizes the progression of time, suggesting 
the inevitable transitions that everyone faces. 
“Autumn-changed” marks the shift from the 
bright vigour of summer to the more mature, 
reflective period of autumn. This change is as-
sociated with “Soberer-hued,” indicating the 
mellowing, more subdued colours of autumn, 
which symbolize ageing or the later stages of 
life. Despite this change, Tennyson highlights 
that the oak, though altered by time, remains 
“Gold again,” suggesting that even in ageing 
or decline, there is beauty and value. The idea 
of “Gold again” portrays the oak’s enduring 
strength and timeless worth, much like the 
dignity that comes with growing older. This 
stanza underscores the natural cycles of life-
youth, maturity, and old age and the beauty 
that can be found in each phase, encouraging 
the reader to embrace the changes that time 
brings while retaining the essence of strength 
and resilience.

Lines 11-15
All his leaves

 Fall'n at length, 
Look, he stands, 
Trunk and bough 
  Naked strength.

In this stanza, Tennyson reflects on the in-
evitable process of ageing and the eventual 
stripping away of life's vitality, using the oak 
tree as a powerful symbol. “All his leaves / 
Fall'n at length” signifies the end of the tree’s 
life cycle, where the leaves, once full of life 
and energy, have fallen away, symbolizing the 
passing of time and the onset of old age. The 
image of the oak “Naked strength” portrays 
the tree standing bare, without the adornment 

of leaves, yet still standing tall and strong. De-
spite its apparent vulnerability, the oak remains 
a symbol of enduring power and resilience. 
This transition from the lushness of spring 
and summer to the starkness of winter reflects 
the human experience of ageing, where exter-
nal beauty or vitality may diminish, but inner 
strength and character endure. Tennyson’s use 
of “Trunk and bough” emphasises that, even 
without the leaves, the oak retains its solid 
and unyielding structure. The phrase “Naked 
strength” conveys the idea that true strength 
lies not in outward appearance but in the core, 
unshakeable foundation. Through this imag-
ery, Tennyson reminds us that, even in old age 
or adversity, there is dignity and strength to be 
found, symbolising the resilience that comes 
with enduring life's challenges.

1.3.3 Analysis
Alfred Lord Tennyson’s poem “The Oak” uses 
the image of the oak tree as a central symbol 
to explore themes of strength, resilience, and 
the passage of time. The poem meditates on 
the life cycle of the oak, which mirrors the 
human experience, emphasizing the cyclical 
nature of life, growth, ageing, and endurance.
The poem opens with a call to live life fully. 
The speaker encourages individuals to “Live 
thy Life, / Young and old” like the oak tree, 
which is “Bright in spring” and “Living gold.” 
This initial imagery evokes youth, vitality, 
and the richness of life. The oak, standing tall 
and vibrant in its prime, represents the ideal of 
living with strength and vigour, unburdened 
by the challenges that will come with age.
As the poem progresses, Tennyson introduc-
es the inevitable passage of time. The oak, 
while initially bright and full of life, enters the 
summer and autumn of its life. “Summer-rich 
/ Then; and then / Autumn-changed” marks 
the transition from youthful energy to a more 
reflective, mature stage of life. The phrase 
“Soberer-hued / Gold again” symbolises the 
oak's ageing process, where the once bright, 
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golden hue of youth becomes more subdued 
but still retains a dignified, valuable presence. 
Through these lines, Tennyson shows that 
ageing does not diminish the worth of the oak 
but instead transforms it into something more 
enduring and beautiful in its maturity.
The final part of the poem describes the oak 
in its old age, with all its leaves fallen, leav-
ing the trunk and bough exposed. “Look, he 
stands, / Trunk and bough / Naked strength.” 
Despite the absence of leaves, the oak remains 
strong and intact, a symbol of resilience even 
in the face of decay. This stark image empha-
sises that, like the oak, human strength is not 
merely dependent on external beauty or vi-
tality but on an internal, unyielding core. The 
oak’s “naked strength” represents the endur-
ing power that remains even when external 
signs of life have diminished.

Ultimately, “The Oak” reflects on the cyclical 
nature of life, illustrating the stages of growth, 
maturity, and ageing. Through the oak, Tenny-
son suggests that resilience and inner strength 
persist throughout life, even as we encounter 
change and eventual decline. The poem un-
derscores the dignity that comes with endur-
ing life’s trials and reminds readers that like 
the oak, strength lies in persistence and the 
ability to stand firm through all seasons of life.

1.3.4 Major themes of the poem
Alfred Lord Tennyson’s “The Oak” explores 
several key themes, each interwoven with the 
symbolic imagery of the oak tree. The major 
themes in the poem include resilience, the 
passage of time, growth and decay, the cycli-
cal nature of life, and the dignity of ageing.

Resilience is the central theme of the poem, 
embodied in the oak tree’s ability to withstand 
harsh weather, seasonal changes, and the test 
of time. Throughout the poem, the oak is de-
picted as an unyielding symbol of strength, its 
ability to endure various stages of life high-

lighted in both its youthful vibrancy and lat-
er age. The oak's steadfastness in the face of 
challenges serves as a metaphor for human 
resilience, suggesting that despite life's inev-
itable hardships, one can persist with dignity 
and fortitude.
The passage of time is intricately explored in 
the poem. Tennyson tracks the oak’s journey 
from its prime in spring, when it is “bright” 
and “living gold,” to its mature stages in sum-
mer and autumn, where it transforms. The 
imagery of the oak shifting from vibrant to 
“soberer-hued” symbolizes the inevitable age-
ing process that all living things must endure. 
Tennyson reflects on how time shapes all, in-
cluding the natural world, emphasising that 
growth, change, and decay are inescapable 
parts of existence.
Growth and decay form another central 
theme, explored through the stages of the 
oak’s life. The oak’s youthful, bright spring 
represents potential and vitality, while its 
autumnal transformation reflects the maturi-
ty and eventual decline that comes with age. 
However, Tennyson’s portrayal of the tree’s 
“naked strength” in its old age challenges 
the negative view of decline. Instead, he em-
phasizes that the oak retains its strength even 
when stripped of its leaves and external beau-
ty, suggesting that true power lies in endur-
ance and the core of being.
The cyclical nature of life is another theme 
Tennyson emphasizes. The poem mirrors the 
natural cycle of seasons-spring, summer, au-
tumn, and winter-as a metaphor for the human 
life cycle. Just as the oak experiences change, 
so do humans moving through different stages 
of life. However, Tennyson points to the fact 
that, like the oak, humanity can find dignity in 
each stage, even in old age or decline.

 The dignity of ageing is celebrated in the 
poem. As the oak ages, it does not lose its in-
herent value or strength. Tennyson suggests 
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that while external beauty fades with time, in-
ternal strength, resilience, and dignity persist, 
offering a powerful message that one’s worth 
is not solely determined by youth or appear-
ance but by the ability to endure life’s chal-
lenges.
1.3.5 Literary devices
Alfred Lord Tennyson’s The Oak is rich with 
literary devices that enhance its thematic 
depth and emotional impact. Through the use 
of symbolism, personification, imagery, al-
literation, and rhyme, Tennyson conveys the 
ideas of strength, resilience, and the passage 
of time. Below is an exploration of the key 
literary devices used in the poem:
Symbolism
The oak tree is the central symbol in the 
poem. It represents strength, endurance, and 
the natural cycle of life. The oak’s growth, 
transformation, and ageing mirror the stages 
of human life, from youth to maturity to old 
age. The tree's seasonal changes - its vibrant 
spring, rich summer, and sober autumn- sym-
bolise the various phases of life, with each 
season representing different attributes of ex-
istence, such as vitality, maturity, and decline. 
The oak's enduring nature throughout its life 
also symbolises resilience, showing how in-
ner strength persists even as external forms 
change.

Personification
Tennyson personifies the oak tree, giving it 
human-like qualities to enhance its symbolic 
representation. The tree is not just a passive 
object but a living, active entity that “lives” 
and “stands” through time. The oak is de-
scribed as being “bright in spring” and “living 
gold,” and later “naked strength” as it ages. 
These personifications suggest that the oak is 
not only an enduring force in nature but also a 
metaphor for human perseverance, conveying 
that the strength of the tree, like the human 

spirit, can persist through life's challenges.
 
Imagery
Imagery plays a key role in evoking the po-
em’s themes. Tennyson uses vivid and senso-
ry-rich descriptions to bring the oak to life and 
symbolise the passage of time. Phrases like 
“Bright in spring,” Living gold,” and “Au-
tumn-changed / Soberer-hued” create a vivid 
picture of the oak at different stages of life. 
The imagery of “naked strength” at the end of 
the poem emphasizes the oak’s bare but en-
during power, even after its leaves have fall-
en, suggesting that true strength lies beneath 
the surface. Through these images, Tennyson 
encourages the reader to consider the natural 
beauty of ageing and the dignity that comes 
with endurance.
Alliteration
Alliteration, the repetition of consonant 
sounds, is used strategically in the poem to 
add musicality and rhythm. For example, in 
the line “Summer-rich,” the repetition of the 
“r” sound emphasises the richness of the oak 
during its prime. Similarly, “Autumn-changed 
/ Soberer-hued” uses the soft “s” sound to sug-
gest the mellowing of the oak as it ages. These 
subtle uses of alliteration contribute to the po-
em’s reflective, almost meditative tone, rein-
forcing the natural flow of time and change.

Rhyme and Meter
Tennyson employs a regular rhyme scheme 
and meter to create a musical, rhythmic qual-
ity that mirrors the cycle of the oak’s life. 
The poem follows a structured rhyme scheme 
(ABAB) that enhances its flow and gives it a 
harmonious, song-like feel. This use of rhyme 
serves to unify the poem’s themes, linking the 
natural rhythm of life with the regularity of 
the oak’s growth and decline. The meter, of-
ten iambic, mirrors the natural ebb and flow 
of time, reinforcing the cyclical nature of ex-
istence.
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Contrast
Tennyson uses contrast to highlight the tran-
sitions in the oak’s life, particularly between 
youth and old age. The oak is initially de-
scribed as “bright in spring” and “living gold,” 
full of energy and life. As the poem progress-
es, however, the oak changes, becoming “au-
tumn-changed” and “soberer-hued,” which re-
flects the inevitability of ageing. The contrast 
between the bright vitality of the oak’s youth 
and the more subdued strength of its old age 
emphasises the poem’s theme of endurance 
and the beauty that can emerge from ageing.

Repetition
Repetition is another significant device that 
enhances the meaning of the poem. Phrases 
like “Then; and then” and the recurrence of 
“gold” throughout the poem emphasise the 
cyclical nature of time. The repetition of these 
words reinforces the idea that time is an un-
broken flow, continuously moving through 
phases of growth, change, and decline. This 
repetition mirrors the continuous life cycle of 
the oak, which is echoed in the human expe-
rience.

Recap

	f The oak tree symbolises strength, endurance, and resilience, reflecting the 
ability to withstand life's challenges.

	f The oak represents the natural cycle of life, growth, ageing, and death, paral-
leling human experiences.

	f  The oak is personified as a living entity, embodying human-like qualities of 
strength, endurance, and ageing.

	f The poem tracks the stages of the oak’s life, from youth to maturity and even-
tual decline.

	f Tennyson uses rich imagery such as "Living gold," "Bright in spring," and 
"Naked strength" to evoke the oak’s changing phases.

	f The poem contrasts the oak’s bright, youthful appearance with its sober, aged 
state, reflecting the passage of time.

	f The poem emphasises that life follows a cyclical pattern—growth, maturity, 
and decline—as seen in oak and human existence.

	f The oak's ageing symbolises human ageing, showing that inner strength per-
sists even as external beauty fades.

	f Despite its ageing process, the oak remains strong, symbolising that true 
power lies in endurance and resilience, not in outward appearances.

	f  The poem urges readers to live fully in all stages of life, with strength and 
dignity, just as the oak stands firm in every season.

	f Time is personified through the oak’s transformation, marking the passage of 
seasons and life stages.

	f The oak’s ageing process is portrayed with dignity, encouraging readers to 
accept ageing with grace and inner strength.
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	f The repetition of the word "gold" highlights the value of both youth and 
age, suggesting that life retains beauty in every phase.

	f Tennyson uses alliteration ("Summer-rich," "Soberer-hued") to enhance the 
poem’s musicality and rhythm, reflecting the flow of time.

	f The oak serves as a metaphor for human life, encouraging readers to stand 
resilient, face life’s challenges, and find strength in all phases of existence.

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the central symbol used in “The Oak”?
2.	 How does Tennyson describe the oak at the beginning of the poem?
3.	 What does the oak represent in the poem?
4.	 In the poem, how is the oak described in its later stages of life?
5.	 What natural event marks the transition from youth to maturity in the poem?
6.	 How does the oak’s ageing process mirror the human experience?
7.	 What does the phrase "Naked strength" symbolise in the poem?
8.	 How does Tennyson use the concept of seasons in the poem?
9.	 What is the significance of the repeated word "gold" in the poem?
10.	What message does the poem convey about the passage of time and resil-

ience?

Answers

1.	 The central symbol in “The Oak” is the oak tree itself.
2.	 At the beginning of the poem, the oak is described as "bright in spring" and 

"living gold," symbolizing youth and vitality.
3.	 The oak represents strength, resilience, and the passage of time in the poem.
4.	 In its later stages, the oak is described as "Autumn-changed" and "Sober-

er-hued," symbolizing ageing and maturity.
5.	 The transition from youth to maturity is marked by the changing of the oak’s 

leaves from bright and golden to more subdued, autumn-like hues.
6.	 The oak’s ageing process mirrors the human experience of growing older, 

with vitality fading but strength and endurance remaining.
7.	 The phrase "Naked strength" symbolises the enduring power and resilience of 

the oak, even after it has lost its leaves.
8.	 Tennyson uses the seasons to represent the different stages of life, with spring 

symbolising youth, summer representing maturity, and autumn indicating 
ageing.
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9.	 The repeated word "gold" emphasises the vitality and richness of life, both in 
youth and in old age, suggesting that both phases hold value.

10.	The poem conveys that while time inevitably changes everything, resilience 
and inner strength remain constant and valuable throughout life’s stages.

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the symbolism of the oak tree in Tennyson's poem. How does the oak 
represent the themes of strength, resilience, and the passage of time?

2.	 Analyze how Tennyson uses the changing seasons in “The Oak” to symbolize 
the different stages of human life. How does this cyclical progression reflect 
the inevitability of ageing and the beauty in each phase of life?

3.	 Examine the role of personification in “The Oak”. How does Tennyson per-
sonify the oak tree, and what effect does this have on the poem's meaning and 
emotional impact?

4.	 Explore the theme of aging in “The Oak”. How does Tennyson convey the 
dignity and strength that can come with growing old, and how does this chal-
lenge typical views of ageing?

5.	 Tennyson’s “The Oak” reflects on the idea of enduring through life's trials. 
How does the poem suggest that true strength lies in perseverance and resil-
ience rather than external appearances or fleeting vitality?

Suggested Reading

	f Tennyson, Alfred Lord. The Oak. The Poetical Works of Alfred Lord Tenny-
son, edited by H. W. Garrod, Macmillan, 1908, pp. 201-202.

	f Tennyson, Alfred Lord. "The Oak." The Poems of Alfred Lord Tennyson, ed-
ited by Christopher Ricks, 2nd ed., Houghton Mifflin, 1987, pp. 91-92.

	f Tennyson, Alfred Lord. "The Oak." The Complete Works of Alfred Lord Ten-
nyson, edited by Frederick James Furnivall, Cambridge University Press, 
1900, pp. 154-155.

	f Tennyson, Alfred Lord. The Oak. The Oxford Book of Victorian Verse, edited 
by Christopher Hart, Oxford UP, 1995, p. 104.

	f Tennyson, Alfred Lord. "The Oak." Tennyson: Selected Poems, edited by 
John D. Rosenberg, Norton, 1994, pp. 58-59.
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Anecdote of the Jar
                                    - Wallace Stevens

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
4

By the end of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f understand the thematic and symbolic depth of the poem “Anecdote of the 

Jar”.
	f analyse the poem’s structure, imagery and language.
	f explore the philosophical implications of the human-nature relationship in 

the poem.
	f appreciate Stevens’ contribution to modernist poetry.

Prerequisites

Wallace Stevens (1879–1955) was an influential American modernist poet known for his 
philosophical depth and intricate use of language. A lawyer by profession, Stevens bal-
anced his practical career with a profound literary vision, crafting poetry that explored 
the intersection of imagination, reality, and art. His works are often celebrated for their 
intellectual rigour, symbolism, and ambiguity, which invite multiple interpretations. Ste-
vens’ poetry frequently grapples with the human need to impose meaning and order on 
an often chaotic and indifferent natural world. Writing in the early-to-mid 20th century, 
Stevens was part of the modernist movement, a period defined by experimentation in art 
and literature as a response to rapid industrialisation, urbanisation, and the aftermath of 
World War I. Modernist poets like Stevens sought to redefine traditional literary forms, 
emphasising individual perception and the fragmented nature of modern existence. Ste-
vens’ work reflects these concerns, particularly through his exploration of humanity’s role 
in shaping, interpreting, and often controlling the natural and external world. His poetry, 
including “Anecdote of the Jar,” reflects a world where art and human constructs attempt 
to dominate nature, questioning the implications of this dominance and the disconnection 
it often creates. Understanding Stevens’ philosophical approach and the modernist context 
enriches one’s reading of his work.
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Keywords

Order, Nature, Transformation, Artifice

1.4.1 Discussion

Wallace Stevens’ “Anecdote of the Jar” is a 
modernist poem that explores the dynam-
ic between human creations and the natural 
world. The poem recounts the simple act of 
placing a jar on a hill in Tennessee, which 
transforms the wilderness around it, imposing 
a sense of order and focus. Through this sym-
bolic interaction, Stevens examines themes of 
dominance, artifice, and the tension between 
chaos and control. The jar represents human 
intervention, highlighting both its power to re-
shape the environment and its inherent steril-
ity compared to the vitality of nature. With its 
minimalist language and rich symbolism, the 
poem invites readers to reflect on humanity’s 
relationship with nature and the impact of art 
and perception.

1.4.2 Summary of the Poem
 Lines 1 - 4

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill.

It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.

The speaker recounts placing a jar on a hill 
in Tennessee, an intentional act that immedi-
ately alters the wilderness. This act of placing 
the jar is simple yet profound, initiating the 
transformation of the wilderness. By choosing 
Tennessee, a region synonymous with vibrant 
and untamed nature, Stevens sets up a stark 
contrast between the jar and its surroundings. 
The jar’s placement imposes a sense of struc-
ture on the untamed landscape, transforming 
the “slovenly” wilderness into something 
more focused and defined. The word “sloven-
ly” portrays the wilderness as chaotic and dis-
organised before the jar’s arrival, emphasis-
ing how the human-made object influences its 
surroundings. The jar becomes the centre of 
attention, drawing the wilderness to “surround 
that hill,” This metaphorical “order” imposed 
by the jar reflects humanity’s tendency to re-
shape and redefine the natural world, whether 
through physical intervention or conceptual 
frameworks.
The act of placing the jar may seem trivial, but 
It has far-reaching consequences. This reflects 
the broader idea that human actions, no matter 
how small, can profoundly impact the natural 
world.
Lines 5 - 8

The wilderness rose up to it,
And sprawled around, no longer wild.

The jar was round upon the ground
And tall and of a port in air.

Fig. 1.4.1 Wallace Stevens
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The wilderness is personified as “rising” to 
the jar, as if it acknowledges or reacts to its 
presence. This action suggests that the wil-
derness loses its untamed essence, becoming 
less “wild” and more subdued under the jar’s 
silent dominion. The description of the jar as 
“round upon the ground” contrasts with the 
unpredictable shapes and forms of the natural 
world, symbolising the imposition of human 
order and rationality. The phrase jar’s “of a 
port in air” implies dignity and importance, 
elevating the jar to a symbolic pedestal. This 
dynamic interplay suggests that human cre-
ations, even inanimate ones, can exert a pro-
found influence on the natural world as the 
wilderness, which previously sprawled freely, 
is now described as “no longer wild,” repre-
senting the clash between nature and human 
artifice.
Nature’s response to the jar illustrates the du-
ality of human influence: it can bring order 
to chaos but often at the cost of nature’s au-
thenticity. The jar’s elevated status suggests 
humanity’s tendency to prioritise its creations 
over the natural world.

Lines 9 - 12
It took dominion everywhere.
The jar was gray and bare.

It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.

The jar’s dominance over the landscape is es-
tablished as total, yet its presence is starkly 
lifeless. The phrase “gray and bare” under-
scores its sterility and lack of vitality, suggest-
ing that while human creations can dominate 
nature, they lack its vitality and richness. The 
jar, as an artificial object, does not contribute 
to the ecosystem—it does not produce birds, 
bushes, or anything organic. This lack of life 
emphasises the disconnect between human 
creations and the natural world. In Tennessee, 

a state known for its lush and diverse land-
scapes, the jar’s unnatural and static quality 
makes it “like nothing else,” signifying the 
alien nature of human intervention in the wil-
derness. While it stands apart, its dominance 
highlights humanity’s broader relationship 
with nature: one marked by intervention and 
imposition, often at the expense of harmony 
and integration. The jar’s sterility highlights 
the limitations of human creations. While 
they can dominate and reshape, they lack the 
life-sustaining qualities of nature. This raises 
questions about the sustainability and ethical 
implications of humanity’s interventions in 
the environment.

1.4.3 Analysis 
Title and Symbolism
The title, “Anecdote of the Jar”, suggests a 
simple, seemingly mundane tale, yet it holds 
layers of symbolic depth. The word “anec-
dote” hints at a brief but meaningful story, 
while the jar serves as a central metaphor 
for human artifice and intervention in nature. 
Placing the jar in Tennessee introduces the 
tension between human-made objects and the 
wilderness, suggesting how even small ac-
tions or creations can disrupt and reshape the 
natural world. The jar’s simplicity and life-
lessness make it a stark symbol of humanity’s 
desire to impose order on chaos.
Structure and Form
The poem is composed of three quatrains 
written in free verse, which balances the jar’s 
ordered symbolism and the wilderness’s un-
ruliness. The absence of rhyme or rigid meter 
mirrors the wilderness's organic and untamed 
quality, while the tight, concise stanzas reflect 
the order imposed by the jar. The poem’s sim-
plicity in structure and diction aligns with its 
thematic exploration of perception and domi-
nance, allowing readers to focus on the philo-
sophical underpinnings.
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Tone and Perspective
 The tone of the poem is neutral and contem-
plative, inviting readers to reflect on the dy-
namic between the jar and its environment. 
The speaker’s detached voice emphasises 
observation over judgment, allowing the jar’s 
symbolism to unfold naturally. This objectiv-
ity creates space for multiple interpretations, 
reinforcing the modernist style of the poem. 
The perspective remains external, focused on 
the interaction between the jar and the wil-
derness rather than delving into emotional or 
moral commentary.

Language and Voice
 Stevens employs simple, unadorned language 
to emphasise the jar’s starkness and its trans-
formative impact on the wilderness. Words like 
“slovenly,” “bare,” and “gray” create a vivid 
contrast between the jar’s lifelessness and the 
wilderness’s vitality. The use of declarative 
statements, such as “It took dominion every-
where,” highlights the jar’s symbolic power 
without elaboration. This straightforwardness 
mirrors the jar’s simplicity, reinforcing its 
role as an imposing yet sterile force within the 
landscape.

1.4.4 Major Themes
Power and Dominion: The jar symbolizes 
humanity’s power to impose order on nature. 
Its placement on the hill transforms the wil-
derness, making it “no longer wild.” This act 
of dominance reflects humanity’s desire to 
control and reshape the natural world. How-
ever, the jar’s sterility suggests that this pow-
er is superficial, altering appearances without 
contributing to nature's vibrancy.

The Anthropocentric Worldview: The poem 
critiques humanity’s anthropocentric per-
spective, where human creations are seen as 
central and superior to the natural world. By 
imposing the jar on the hill, the speaker mir-

rors humanity’s broader tendency to prioritise 
its own constructs over the intrinsic value of 
nature.

Nature Versus Artifice: The poem explores 
the tension between the organic, sprawling 
wilderness and the lifeless, geometric jar. The 
wilderness embodies vitality, unpredictabil-
ity, and growth, while the jar represents hu-
man intervention, rationality, and order. This 
juxtaposition raises questions about the con-
sequences of human influence on the natural 
world and whether such interventions enhance 
or diminish its intrinsic value.

The Nature of Creation: The jar, as a human 
creation, symbolizes art and its capacity to re-
define how we perceive the world. By plac-
ing the jar, the speaker reframes the wilder-
ness, imposing a sense of focus and structure. 
However, the jar’s inability to “give of bird 
or bush” highlights the limitations of human 
creations, which often lack the life-sustaining 
qualities of nature.

Isolation and Alienation: The jar’s stark 
contrast with its surroundings symbolizes the 
alienation of human creations from the natural 
world. While it dominates the wilderness, it 
remains separate and lifeless, unable to inte-
grate or contribute to the ecosystem. This iso-
lation reflects humanity’s broader disconnec-
tion from nature, raising questions about the 
sustainability of such a dynamic.

1.4.5 Modernist Perspective
Typical of modernist poetry, “Anecdote of the 
Jar” embraces ambiguity, offering multiple 
interpretations. The jar can symbolize human 
artifice, art, or even civilization itself, depend-
ing on the reader’s perspective. This openness 
reflects modernism’s focus on subjective ex-
perience and interpretation. The poem em-
phasizes how human perception shapes real-
ity. The placement of the jar changes how the 
wilderness is seen, reflecting the modernist 

SG
O
U



29SGOU - SLM - Appreciating Literature -  UG Generic Elective

concern with the interplay between external 
reality and internal perception.
The poem also subtly critiques the idea of 
progress and civilization. While the jar brings 
order to the wilderness, it does so at the cost of 
vitality and authenticity, questioning whether 
human intervention truly improves the natural 
world.

1.4.6 Literary Devices
Symbolism: The jar is the central symbol of 
the poem, representing human intervention, 
artifice, and the imposition of order. Its gray, 
lifeless nature contrasts with the vibrant wil-
derness, symbolizing the tension between hu-
man creations and the natural world.

Personification: The wilderness is person-
ified as “rising up” and “sprawling around” 
the jar, emphasizing its dynamic and living 
nature. This personification highlights the im-

pact of the jar’s presence, as the wilderness 
adjusts to its dominance.

Imagery: Stevens uses vivid imagery to illus-
trate the jar’s influence. The wilderness is de-
scribed as “slovenly” and sprawling, evoking 
a sense of chaos, while the jar is depicted as 
round, gray, and tall, symbolizing sterility and 
control.
Juxtaposition: The poem juxtaposes the jar’s 
lifeless geometry with the wilderness’s or-
ganic vitality. This contrast underscores the 
tension between artifice and nature, inviting 
readers to reflect on the implications of human 
intervention.

Free Verse: The use of free verse mirrors the 
wilderness’s untamed quality, while the struc-
tured quatrains reflect the order imposed by 
the jar. This interplay between form and con-
tent reinforces the poem’s central themes.

Recap

	f The poem describes a jar placed by the speaker on a hill in Tennessee, sym-
bolizing human intervention in the natural world.

	f The jar’s roundness and artificiality contrast with the chaotic, sprawling wil-
derness surrounding it.

	f Its placement transforms the wilderness, which begins to “surround the hill,” 
losing some of its wild essence.

	f The jar dominates the landscape, exerting an unnatural order on the untamed 
environment.

	f Described as “gray and bare,” the jar lacks the vitality and life-giving quali-
ties inherent in nature.

	f The jar is sterile and lifeless, incapable of producing birds or bushes, unlike 
the natural world.

	f The wilderness responds to the jar but remains distinct, emphasizing the dis-
connection between human creations and nature.

	f Through the jar, Stevens explores the tension between order and chaos, arti-
ficiality and organic life.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Where is the jar placed in the poem “Anecdote of the Jar”?
2.	 What word does the speaker use to describe the wilderness before the jar is 

placed?
3.	 What does the jar symbolize in the poem?
4.	 How does the jar affect the wilderness?
5.	 What does the poem suggest about human creations in nature?
6.	 Which quality of the jar emphasizes its artificiality?
7.	 Why is the jar unable to “give of bird or bush”?
8.	 Which poetic device is used in the phrase “The wilderness rose up to it”?
9.	 What central theme does the jar represent in the poem?
10.	 What is the main theme of the poem?

Answers

1.	 On a hill in Tennessee
2.	 “Slovenly”
3.	 Human artifice and intervention
4.	 It tames and reorganizes the wilderness.
5.	 They impose order but lack vitality.
6.	 Its round shape
7.	  It is a lifeless object incapable of producing life.
8.	 Personification
9.	 The alienation of human creations from nature.
10.	The relationship between humans and nature

	f The poem highlights humanity’s power to impose structure on nature but 
questions the value of this control.

	f Ultimately, the jar symbolizes the alienation and sterility of human creations 
when compared to the vitality of the natural world.
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Assignments

1.	 Analyse the role of the jar as a symbol in “Anecdote of the Jar”. How does 
it reflect humanity’s relationship with nature?

2.	 Discuss the theme of order versus chaos in the poem. How does Stevens 
portray this tension?

3.	 Compare “Anecdote of the Jar” with other modernist poems that explore 
the relationship between art and nature.

4.	 How does the poem reflect the philosophical concerns of modernism? Pro-
vide examples from the text.

5.	 Explore the tone and mood of the poem. How do they contribute to its over-
all impact?

Suggested Reading

	f Stevens, Wallace. The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens.Alfred A 
Knopt,1454

	f Vendler, Helen. On Extended Wings: Wallace Stevens’ Longer Poems. 
HUP ,1969

	f Perloff, Marjorie. The Poetics of Indeterminacy: Rimbaud to Cage.North 
western University Press
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Because I Could Not Stop for Death
                                - Emily Dickinson

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
5

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f understand the poem “Because I Could Not Stop for Death” by Emily Dick-

inson
	f learn the unique structure of the poem
	f interpret literary devices from the text

Prerequisites

Before reading Emily Dickinson’s “Because I Could Not Stop for Death”, consider the 
concept of death and immortality from a philosophical perspective. Reflect on how death is 
often personified in literature and culture as a gentle guide, a fearsome force, or an inevita-
ble companion. What emotions does the idea of death evoke: fear, acceptance, or curiosity? 
This poem invites readers to reimagine death not as an end but as a transition, a journey to 
eternity. Think about how time slows or becomes irrelevant when contemplating mortal-
ity. Also, reflect on Dickinson’s characteristic style, her use of paradox, slant rhyme, and 
unique punctuation—elements that create a meditative, introspective tone.

Keywords

Journey, Death , Mortality, ImmortalitySG
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1.5.1 Discussion
Emily Dickinson (1830-1886) was born in a 
prominent family in Amherst, Massachusetts, 
and was widely read and given a proper ed-
ucation at the Amherst Academy, which was 
founded by her ancestors, where she also 
taught for a few years. A brief part of her life 
was also spent at Mount Holyoke Female 
Seminary. Dickinson was a prolific writer, 
and during her lifetime, only 10 of her nearly 
1800 poems were published, and most of her 
writings were discovered and published after 
her death. During her early years, the death of 
many people close to her affected her deeply 
physically and mentally, and she spoke of the 
deepening menace of death. Her poetry mani-
fests that, at some point, she welcomed death 
as sweet and gentle, only to be moved from 
this life to the next life.

Dickinson’s period was shaped by certain 
political, sociological, Religious and literary 
movements. At the backdrop of Emily Dick-
inson’s literary scene was a major political 
event. The American Civil War was fought 

during 1861-1865 between the Northern 
States and the Southern States of America. 
The practice of slavery was a major political 
issue during the 19th Century in America. The 
Main cause of the war was over whether the 
enslavement of black people in the Southern 
States should continue. The Northern States 
of America wanted to put an end to slavery. 
Still, the Southern states, which had sugar and 
cotton plantations, wanted enslaved people to 
work in their fields and saw slavery as an in-
tegral part of their system. In the 1860 pres-
idential election, Abraham Lincoln, who led 
the Republicans, wanted to put an end to slav-
ery, which appeared to the Southern States as 
a violation of their constitutional rights. This 
political clash regarding slavery sparked the 
Civil War in America, which led to a large 
number of casualties. This war was also one 
of the industrial wars where technological 
might was used to achieve military suprem-
acy. In Emily Dickinson’s writings, the war 
imagery is touched upon, and she is well-in-
formed about the events of the war around her 
through extensive reading of periodicals. An-
other important event during this period was 
the social and religious movement called the 
Great Revival. This religious conviction man-
dated a recommitment to Jesus Christ and the 
tenets of Christianity. Dickinson viewed this 
with a lot of scepticism, though many among 
her circles took it up with a lot of enthusiasm. 
Alongside this, a philosophical and literary 
movement called Transcendentalism took root 
in America, the central precept of which fo-
cused on the divinity of man and his relation-
ship to Nature.
1.5.2 Summary
“Because I Could Not Stop for Death” is a 
poem of six stanzas divided into sets of four 
lines called quatrains.
Stanza 1

“Because I Could Not Stop for Death”
He kindly stopped for me 

Fig. 1.5.1 Emily DickinsonSG
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The Carriage held but just Ourselves And 
Immortality

In the opening stanza, the speaker, who is as-
sumed to be a woman, is too busy for death 
that death stops for her. Death here is seen as 
a gentlemanly figure who kindly takes her into 
his carriage and courteously guides the speak-
er to eternity. There is no fear in this woman, 
as she sees it as an act of kindness for death 
to stop for her. The pleasant tone of the poem 
suggests that the speaker is quite comfortable 
with death. She climbs the carriage of death, 
and we see that the speaker is communicating 
from beyond the grave.
Stanza 2

We slowly drove 
He knew no haste And I had put away

My labor and my leisure too.
For His Civility-

In the second stanza, we see that the speak-
er is carried by death. It is quite symbolic of 
the author’s departure from life. Death slowly 
carries her without any hurry, and the speaker 
has come to terms with her mortality. She has 
entered into the carriage with death willingly 
by putting aside her work and every aspect of 
her life. Death is patient and treats her with 
kindness, gently driving her without taking 
her captive. Once again, personification has 
been employed in the lines, ‘He knew no 
haste… For His civility’. Death is compared 
to a gentle and kind person without any hurry.

Stanza 3
We passed the School

Where Children strove At Recess in the Ring
We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain

We passed the Setting Sun
The speaker is given a few moments to re-
member her childhood at school as the car-
riage passes by the school, where children are 
playing during their recess. After that, they 
pass by the fields of grazing grain, allowing 
the speaker to reminisce about the prime of 

her life. Driving past the setting sun symboliz-
es the speaker's death. This journey of passing 
from life to eternity is portrayed beautifully.
Stanza 4

Or rather He passed Us-
The Dews drew quivering and Chill – For 
only Gossamer, my Gown- My Tippet-only 

Tulle –

Once the sun has set, the speaker realises that 
she is cold and shivering. She suddenly be-
comes aware of her delicate clothes. Initially, 
when the journey starts, she feels comfortable 
with death and immortality. Still, as the poem 
progresses, we feel the speaker experiencing a 
sinister mode as she feels uncomfortable and 
underdressed in her light clothing, which can-
not fend off the cold.

1.5.3 Analysis
In “Because I Could Not Stop for Death”, Em-
ily Dickinson personifies Death as a gentle-
man caller who arrives to escort the speaker 
on a final journey. The speaker reflects on how 
Death’s arrival was not a sudden, fearful event 
but a calm, inevitable encounter. The opening 
lines describe how the speaker was “too busy” 
with life to pause for Death, yet Death patient-
ly waits and initiates the journey. The carriage 
ride itself becomes a metaphor for the transi-
tion from life to death, moving through various 
symbolic stages: a school, a grain field, and a 
setting sun. Each of these images represents 
stages of human life—childhood, adulthood, 
and the decline of life—indicating the pas-
sage of time. The speaker’s calm acceptance 
of the journey contrasts with the common fear 
of death, suggesting a different perspective on 
mortality. As the poem progresses, Dickinson 
introduces the idea of eternity through the 
“House” that the speaker reaches at the end, 
which symbolizes the grave. However, the 
speaker also hints that death is not an end, as 
the final line suggests a timeless continuation 
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of existence, implying that death leads not to 
oblivion but to an eternal afterlife. Dickin-
son’s exploration of death is not morbid but 
meditative, offering a nuanced understand-
ing of death as a natural, though inexorable, 
aspect of human existence. The poem uses a 
restrained, almost tranquil tone, underlining 
that death, while inevitable, is not something 
to be feared but instead accepted as part of the 
broader cycle of life.

1.5.4 Themes
Mortality and Death: The central theme of 
the poem is mortality, as Dickinson explores 
the inevitable arrival of death. Death is not 
portrayed as a terrifying or violent force but 
as a quiet, patient figure who comes for the 
speaker when she is “too busy” with life to 
stop for him. This approach to death challeng-
es traditional depictions of death as something 
to fear. Instead, Dickinson emphasises death’s 
inescapability and the idea that it comes when 
it is time, not before or after. The speaker’s ac-
ceptance of death’s inevitability is conveyed 
throughout the poem, highlighting the inevi-
tability and naturalness of this aspect of life.

Time and Life’s Stages: The poem also 
touches on the theme of time and how it 
progresses inexorably toward death. As the 
speaker travels with Death, they pass through 
different stages of life represented by vivid 
images: the “School” (childhood), the “Grain” 
(adulthood, fertility), and the “Setting Sun” 
(old age, decline). These images suggest the 
passage of time and the cyclical nature of life. 
The mention of these stages in a detached, al-
most neutral manner reflects how time contin-
ues to move forward, with death simply being 
the final stage of the journey. The speaker does 
not resist time’s passage, which emphasises 
the idea that life, like death, moves steadily 
forward without interruption.
Eternity and Immortality: At the end of the 
poem, the speaker reflects on the eternal nature 

of death. The “House” the speaker arrives at 
symbolises the grave but also signifies a con-
tinued existence beyond death. This suggests 
the idea of immortality, or at least an eternal 
afterlife. The idea that the journey with Death 
leads to a home that is “still” and “eternal” re-
flects Dickinson’s contemplation of death as a 
transition into another, more permanent state. 
The speaker suggests that the experience of 
death is not an end but a passage to something 
that transcends the physical world, implying 
that death is part of an ongoing, eternal pro-
cess.

The Inescapability of Death: The poem Il-
lustrates that death is not something that can 
be avoided or postponed indefinitely. The 
speaker, who was once too busy for death, is 
now journeying with it. This conveys the idea 
that death will come to everyone, regardless 
of whether or not they are ready. The inevita-
bility of death is reinforced by the description 
of the carriage ride as an unstoppable journey. 
Dickinson’s portrayal of death is not one of 
violence but of an inevitable, predestined en-
counter, emphasising the inevitability of this 
transition.

1.5.5 Literary Devices
Personification: One of the most striking lit-
erary devices in the poem is the personifica-
tion of Death. Rather than being a formless, 
terrifying abstraction, Death is depicted as a 
polite, almost gallant figure who comes to es-
cort the speaker. This reimagining of Death as 
a respectful suitor transforms it from a fear-
some event into an inevitable, almost kind-
ly experience. By giving human qualities to 
Death, Dickinson challenges traditional per-
ceptions of it as a grim, aggressive force.
Imagery: Dickinson uses rich imagery to 
convey the passage of time and the stages of 
life. The “School” represents childhood and 
innocence, while the “Grain” symbolizes ma-
turity, work, and the harvest of life. The “Set-
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ting Sun” evokes old age and the waning of 
life, reinforcing the natural cycle of birth, life, 
and death. These vivid images draw the reader 
into the speaker’s journey and emphasise the 
theme of life’s inevitable progression toward 
death.

Symbolism: Several elements in the poem 
serve as symbols for larger concepts. The 
carriage itself symbolizes the journey toward 
death, as the speaker is carried along by this 
means of transport toward her final destina-
tion. The “House” at the end of the journey is 
a symbol of the grave. Yet, it also represents 
eternal rest or the afterlife, suggesting that 
death is not merely a conclusion but a transi-
tion to a different kind of existence. The pass-
ing scenes of the “School,” “Grain,” and “Set-
ting Sun” symbolize the different stages of 
life, illustrating the inevitable march of time 
and how death intersects with every stage.

Metaphor: The central metaphor of the poem 
is the journey with Death. The carriage ride 
symbolizes the passage from life to death, and 
the events and scenes along the way reflect 
the stages of human existence. The “Setting 
Sun” metaphorically represents the approach 
of death, marking the end of the day and sug-
gesting the gradual approach to life’s end. 
The “House” is also a metaphor for the grave, 

serving as a final destination in the speaker’s 
journey.

Alliteration: Dickinson uses alliteration to 
create a rhythmic flow, enhancing the poem’s 
tone and structure. Phrases like “We passed 
the School, where Children strove” provide a 
smooth, almost melodic quality to the poem, 
reinforcing the measured, calm journey the 
speaker is on with Death.
Tone: The tone of the poem is paradoxical—
on the one hand, it is calm, serene, and accept-
ing, but on the other, it also conveys an under-
lying sense of inevitability and finality. The 
speaker does not fear death but recognizes it 
as a part of life, an event to be accepted rath-
er than resisted. This tone of quiet acceptance 
contrasts with the typical cultural portrayal of 
death as a frightening or traumatic event, of-
fering a more meditative and reflective view 
of mortality.
Rhyme Scheme and Meter: The poem fol-
lows a regular quatrain structure with alter-
nating lines of iambic tetrameter and trimeter. 
This regular meter reflects the steady, unhur-
ried pace of the speaker’s journey with Death. 
The rhyme scheme is ABAB, which further 
contributes to the rhythmic, almost ritualis-
tic tone of the poem, reinforcing the idea that 
death is part of a natural, inevitable order.

Recap

	f Emily Dickinson’s “Because I Could Not Stop for Death” personifies Death 
as a polite suitor who comes to escort the speaker on a journey toward the 
afterlife.

	f The speaker reflects that she was “too busy” with life to stop for Death, but 
Death patiently waits for her when the time comes.

	f The journey takes place in a carriage, symbolising the transition from life to 
death, and the scenes along the way represent stages of life.

	f The “School” symbolises childhood, the “Grain” represents adulthood, and 
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the “Setting Sun” indicates old age and the approach of death.
	f As they travel, the speaker realizes that Death is a natural part of life, not 

something to be feared but accepted.
	f The destination, referred to as a “House,” represents the grave, but it also 

implies an eternal existence beyond death.
	f The poem suggests that death is not an end but a transition to an afterlife or 

eternity.
	f Dickinson’s use of calm, patient imagery and personification of Death con-

veys the inevitability and peaceful acceptance of mortality.

Objective Questions

1.	 What literary device does Emily Dickinson use to describe Death in “Be-
cause I Could Not Stop for Death”?

2.	 What does the “School” represent in the poem?
3.	 What is the significance of the “Grain” in the journey with Death?
4.	 How does the poem portray the passage of time?
5.	 What does the “Setting Sun” symbolize in the poem?
6.	 What does the “House” at the end of the poem symbolize?
7.	 What is the central theme of the poem “Because I Could Not Stop for Death”?
8.	 How does the tone of the poem change as the speaker progresses through 

the journey?
9.	 How is death personified in the poem, and what effect does this have on its 

portrayal?
10.	What message does Dickinson convey about the relationship between life 

and death?

Answers

1.	 Emily Dickinson personifies Death as a courteous suitor in the poem.
2.	 The “School” symbolizes childhood or innocence in the speaker’s journey.
3.	 The “Grain” represents adulthood, productivity, and maturity.
4.	 The poem portrays the passage of time through imagery of the stages of life 

(childhood, adulthood, old age) and the journey toward death.

SG
O
U



38 SGOU - SLM - Appreciating Literature -  UG Generic Elective

5.	 The “Setting Sun” symbolizes the decline of life, old age, and the approach 
to death.

6.	 The “House” symbolizes the grave or the final resting place but also suggests 
eternity or the afterlife.

7.	 The central theme is the inevitability of death and the peaceful acceptance of 
it as a natural part of life.

8.	 The tone starts calm and contemplative, then becomes more reflective and 
resigned as the journey progresses, ultimately accepting death.

9.	 Death is personified as a polite, patient suitor, which makes it appear as a 
natural and inevitable part of life, not something to fear.

10.	Dickinson suggests that death is not an end but a continuation of existence, 
part of the natural cycle of life.

Assignments

1.	 How does Dickinson’s portrayal of Death in “Because I Could Not Stop for 
Death” differ from traditional depictions of death in literature?

2.	 Explain the significance of the poem’s conclusion. What is the final mes-
sage Dickinson conveys about life and death?

3.	 Discuss the theme of immortality in “Because I Could Not Stop for Death”.” 
How does the poem suggest a life beyond death?

4.	 How does Emily Dickinson’s “Because I Could Not Stop for Death” chal-
lenge the conventional understanding of death as a fearful or tragic event?

5.	 In what ways does the poem suggest that the speaker’s journey with Death 
is not just physical but also a metaphor for the broader human experience 
of mortality?

Suggested Reading

	f Miller, Cristanne. Reading in Time: Emily Dickinson in the 19th Century, 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2012.

	f Franklin, R.W. The Poems of Emily Dickinson. Harvard University Press, 
2005.

	f Bloom, Harold. The Daemon Knows: Literary Greatness and The Ameri-
can Sublime. Oxford University Press, 2015.

SG
O
U



39SGOU - SLM - Appreciating Literature -  UG Generic Elective

When I Hid My Caste
                                - Baburao Bagul

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
6

By the end of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f gain a nuanced understanding of the caste system and its socio-political 

implications
	f appreciate Baburao Bagul’s literary style and his contributions to Dalit lit-

erature
	f analyse the themes of identity, dignity, and resistance in the essay “When I 

Hid My Caste”
	f examine the intersection of personal narratives and systemic oppression
	f reflect on the relevance of Bagul’s essay in contemporary discussions on 

caste, privilege, and social justice

Prerequisites

The caste system is a traditional social hierarchy that divides people into rigid catego-
ries based on birth and often dictates their social, economic, and political roles. At the 
bottom of this system are the Dalits, previously referred to as "untouchables," who have 
historically faced severe discrimination, marginalisation, and exclusion. This deeply en-
trenched system persists in many parts of India despite legal frameworks that outlaw 
caste-based discrimination. Dalits have been subjected to social and economic exclusion 
for centuries. They were denied access to education, basic rights, and even public spaces, 
such as wells or temples. Caste-based violence and prejudice are still widespread in rural 
and urban India, affecting Dalits in all spheres of life. The protagonist in Bagul's story 
embodies the trauma and survival mechanisms of a Dalit navigating a world where caste 
determines one's worth and opportunities.
This unit explores Baburao Bagul's essay “When I Hid My Caste,” one of the pioneering 
voices of Dalit literature. This autobiographical essay examines the psychological and 
social dimensions of caste oppression in India. Bagul’s narrative is both intensely per-
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sonal and profoundly political, offering a scathing critique of the entrenched caste system 
while reflecting on the internal struggles of individuals who navigate its harsh realities.
Through this essay, Bagul provides a compelling account of how caste-based discrimi-
nation shapes identity, social relationships, and opportunities. By recounting a moment 
where he chose to hide his caste to escape humiliation, Bagul lays bare the cost of survival 
in a deeply stratified society. At the same time, he highlights the importance of reclaiming 
one’s identity as an act of resistance and empowerment.

Keywords

Discrimination, Caste, Social Inequality, Untouchability

Discussion
1.6.1 Introduction
Baburao Bagul was one of the pioneering 
Dalit writers in Marathi literature. He used 
his writing to critique the systemic oppression 
faced by Dalits and bring attention to their 
struggles. Bagul was part of the Dalit Panther 
Movement in the 1970s, which sought to ad-
dress caste-based discrimination through liter-
ature and activism. His works often depict the 
harsh realities of Dalit life and challenge the 
cultural narratives that sustain caste inequal-
ity.

"When I Hid My Caste” is one of the most 
evocative and impactful essays in Indian Dalit 
literature. Written by Baburao Bagul, a prom-
inent Dalit writer and social activist, it nar-
rates a moment of deep internal conflict and 
societal critique. Bagul recounts an incident 
in which he concealed his caste identity to 
avoid discrimination, a decision that left him 
grappling with feelings of guilt, shame, and 
self-betrayal.
Set against the backdrop of a caste-dominated 
society, the essay is both a personal confes-
sion and a political statement. Bagul uses his 
lived experience to expose the dehumanizing 
effects of caste discrimination, critiquing the 
systemic inequalities that deny marginalized 
communities their dignity and humanity.

The essay is emblematic of Dalit literature’s 
mission to challenge oppressive structures 
and amplify the voices of the oppressed. It is 
not merely a recounting of an event but a call 
to action, urging readers to confront the harsh 
realities of caste and work toward a more just 
and egalitarian society. It is a deeply personal 
yet profoundly political essay that lays bare 
the realities of caste-based discrimination in 
India. Through his narrative, Bagul not only 
critiques the caste system but also emphasiz-

Fig. 1.6.1 Baburao Bagul
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es the importance of reclaiming one’s identity 
and dignity as a form of resistance. The es-
say is a powerful reminder of the resilience 
of marginalized communities and a call to 
action for a more just and equitable society. 
The Dalit community has been grappling with 
the dilemma of caste identity for centuries. 
On the one hand, Dalits have been forced to 
hide or downplay their caste to avoid discrim-
ination, while on the other, a growing move-
ment among Dalits advocates for embracing 
and celebrating their identity. Kashinath, the 
character in the story who proudly acknowl-
edges his caste, symbolizes this new form 
of resistance against caste shame. The story 
explores the internal conflict that Dalits often 
face: whether to hide their identity for person-
al security or to challenge the system and risk 
retaliation. The story critiques the illusion of 
social mobility within a caste-divided society. 
The protagonist, who is trying to build a ca-
reer in the railways, is initially allowed to live 
and work without the constraints of his caste. 
However, as soon as his caste is revealed, he is 
reminded that caste, rather than merit or abil-
ity, defines his place in society. This reflects 
a broader critique of caste-based barriers that 
continue to exist, even in modern, ostensibly 
neutral environments like workplaces. The 
protagonist’s decision to conceal his caste re-
flects a survival mechanism, a way to avoid 
the psychological and social trauma of caste-
based violence. However, the eventual dis-
covery of his caste exposes the deep scars left 
by such discrimination. The story explores the 
internal conflict that Dalits often face: wheth-
er to hide their identity for personal security 
or to challenge the system and risk retaliation.

1.6.2 Summary
“When I Hid My Caste” explores the experi-
ences of an unnamed Dalit protagonist nav-
igating the pervasive caste system in India. 
The protagonist secures employment with the 
railways in Gujarat, where, in an attempt to 

evade caste-based discrimination, he decides 
to hide his Dalit identity. At first, his decision 
seems to pay off, as his colleagues treat him 
with respect and camaraderie, unaware of his 
caste background. This temporary escape from 
prejudice gives him a glimpse of a life unbur-
dened by social hierarchies, a privilege he has 
rarely experienced. However, the veneer of 
acceptance is shattered when his caste is inad-
vertently revealed. The revelation sparks out-
rage among his upper-caste colleagues, who 
immediately ostracize him, refusing to share 
food or even interact with him. The hostility 
escalates into physical violence, illustrating 
the ingrained hatred and fear of caste equality 
in the minds of the privileged castes.

Amid this hostility, Kashinath, another Dalit 
worker, emerges as a pivotal character. Un-
like the protagonist, Kashinath does not hide 
his caste. Instead, he confronts discrimina-
tion with defiance and pride, embodying the 
resilience and dignity of the Dalit struggle 
for equality. Kashinath intervenes during the 
protagonist’s assault, risking his own safety to 
protect him. This act of solidarity underscores 
the importance of collective resistance against 
systemic oppression and highlights the inter-
nal strength required to combat entrenched 
social injustices. Through Kashinath, the sto-
ry critiques the notion of concealing one’s 
identity as a means of survival, suggesting 
that such strategies often perpetuate the very 
systems of oppression they seek to escape.

The narrative poignantly mirrors historical 
and personal experiences, notably those of 
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who faced similar caste-
based discrimination while working in Baro-
da. By invoking such parallels, Bagul empha-
sizes the enduring nature of caste oppression 
and the persistent challenges faced by Dalits 
in asserting their humanity and dignity. The 
story also sheds light on the psychological 
toll of hiding one’s identity. The protagonist’s 
initial relief transforms into guilt and shame 
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as he grapples with the moral implications 
of his decision. His internal conflict reflects 
the broader struggle of Dalits in a society that 
forces them to choose between survival and 
self-respect. This duality is further complicat-
ed by the betrayal of trust and camaraderie he 
initially experienced with his colleagues, who 
quickly turn against him once his caste is ex-
posed.

Bagul’s unflinching portrayal of caste vio-
lence is matched by his nuanced exploration 
of Dalit resilience. The protagonist’s eventual 
realization that hiding his caste only perpet-
uates systemic inequalities serves as a call to 
action for Dalits to assert their identity and 
demand their rightful place in society. The 
story’s raw and visceral prose captures the ev-
eryday realities of caste oppression, challeng-
ing readers to confront their own biases and 
assumptions. It also critiques the complicity 
of the privileged castes in maintaining oppres-
sive structures, urging them to acknowledge 
and dismantle their own prejudices.

“When I Hid My Caste” is more than a tale 
of personal struggle; it is a searing indictment 
of a society built on exclusion and inequality. 
Bagul uses the protagonist’s experience to ex-
pose the moral and ethical bankruptcy of the 
caste system, emphasizing the urgent need for 
social transformation. Through its vivid char-
acters, stark realism, and profound empathy, 
the story resonates as a timeless critique of 
systemic injustice and a powerful call for hu-
man dignity and equality.

1.6.3 Analysis
1.Themes of Identity and Stigma

At the heart of Bagul’s essay is the theme of 
identity and the stigma associated with caste. 
Concealing his caste identity reveals the psy-
chological toll of living in a society that de-
values individuals based on their birth. Ba-
gul’s narrative captures the internal conflict 

between the need for survival and the desire 
for self-respect.

The essay also highlights the concept of in-
ternalized oppression, where individuals from 
marginalized communities internalize societal 
prejudices, leading to feelings of inferiority 
and shame. Bagul’s decision to hide his caste 
is a manifestation of this internalized oppres-
sion, reflecting the profound impact of sys-
temic discrimination on personal identity.

2.  Critique of the Caste System
Bagul’s essay is a scathing critique of the 
caste system and its dehumanizing effects on 
individuals and communities. He exposes the 
ways in which caste hierarchies shape every 
aspect of life, from social interactions to ac-
cess to education and employment. The essay 
highlights how caste discrimination perpetu-
ates inequality, depriving marginalized groups 
of their dignity and basic rights. Through his 
narrative, Bagul challenges the notion of caste 
as a natural or immutable social order. He por-
trays it as a man-made system of oppression 
that must be dismantled to achieve social jus-
tice.

3. Intersection of Personal and Political

One of Bagul’s essay's strengths is its ability 
to seamlessly blend the personal and the polit-
ical. While the narrative is rooted in Bagul’s 
personal experience, it also serves as a broad-
er critique of the caste system and its impact 
on Indian society. By centring his lived expe-
rience, Bagul underscores the systemic nature 
of caste oppression and its far-reaching con-
sequences.

4. Reclamation of Identity
The essay concludes with a powerful affir-
mation of Dalit identity. Bagul’s decision to 
embrace his caste, despite the stigma attached 
to it, is an act of defiance against the oppres-
sive social order. This reclamation of identity 
is not just a personal act but a political state-
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ment, reflecting the broader Dalit movement’s 
emphasis on dignity, pride, and resistance.
Bagul’s narrative resonates beyond its imme-
diate context, addressing universal themes 
of dignity, justice, and resistance. The essay 

challenges readers to confront their own bi-
ases and reflect on the structural inequalities 
that shape society. It is a call to action, urging 
individuals and communities to work toward 
a more just and equitable world.

Recap

	f Baburao Bagul's story “When I Hid My Caste” highlights the struggles of a 
Dalit protagonist who conceals his caste identity to avoid discrimination in 
his workplace in Gujarat.  

	f Initially, the protagonist enjoys camaraderie and respect from his upper-caste 
colleagues, as they are unaware of his Dalit background.  

	f The revelation of his caste, however, leads to immediate ostracisation and 
violent backlash from his coworkers.  

	f The protagonist’s experience reflects the deeply ingrained caste prejudices 
that persist even in professional settings. 

	f Kashinath, a fellow Dalit worker who openly acknowledges his caste, inter-
venes to protect the protagonist from a violent attack.  

	f Kashinath’s defiance and pride in his identity contrast sharply with the pro-
tagonist’s attempt to conceal his caste, showcasing two different approaches 
to confronting systemic oppression.  

	f The story draws parallels to historical incidents, such as Dr. B.R. Ambed-
kar’s struggles with caste discrimination, to emphasize the broader societal 
implications.  

	f The protagonist’s internal conflict, guilt, and eventual realisation underscore 
the psychological toll of hiding one’s identity. 

	f Bagul critiques the caste system and suggests that concealing identity only 
perpetuates the inequalities it seeks to escape.  

	f Through its raw and unflinching narrative, the story powerfully reflects on 
caste-based oppression and the need for dignity, pride, and resistance among 
marginalized communities. 

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the central theme of the story “When I Hid My Caste”?
2.	 Where does the protagonist work in the story?
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3.	 Why does the protagonist hide his caste identity?
4.	 Who helps the protagonist during the violent attack by his colleagues?
5.	 What emotion does the protagonist feel after hiding his caste?
6.	 What does Kashinath represent in the story?
7.	 What happens after the protagonist’s caste is revealed?
8.	 What literary device is predominantly used in the story?
9.	 What aspect of Dalit life does the story emphasize?
10.	What ultimate realization does the protagonist come to?

Answers

1.	 Caste discrimination
2.	 Railways in Gujarat
3.	 To escape from caste discrimination
4.	 Kashinath, a fellow Dalit worker
5.	 Guilt and shame
6.	 Rebellion and Dalit pride
7.	 He is ostracized and attacked
8.	 Symbolism
9.	 The psychological toll of caste oppression
10.	That concealing identity perpetuates the caste system

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the psychological conflict Bagul experiences in concealing his caste. 
How does it reflect the larger societal issue of caste discrimination?

2.	 Analyze Bagul’s critique of the caste system in “When I Hid My Caste”. 
How does his narrative expose systemic inequalities?

3.	 Compare Bagul’s narrative with other works of Dalit literature in terms of 
themes and style.

4.	 How does “When I Hid My Caste” challenge dominant narratives about 
caste in Indian society?

5.	 Explore the role of identity and self-respect in Bagul’s essay. How does his 
narrative align with the broader Dalit movement?
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Suggested Reading

	f Bāgula,  Bāburāva,  and  Pinto,  Jerry.  When I Hid My Caste: Stories.  In-
dia, Speaking Tiger, 2018.

	f Mangubhai, Jayshree P. & Joel G. Lee (editors). Dalit Women Speak Out: 
Caste, Class and Gender Violence in India. N.p., Zubaan, 2012.

	f Gurawa, Anju & Ashish Gautam. “How caste hides in a caste-ridden so-
ciety: Dalit aesthetics and politics in Baburao Bagul’s When I Hid My 
Caste.” International Journal of Multidisciplinary Trends, 2023; 5(2), 38-
44. https://www.multisubjectjournal.com/archives/2023.v5.i2.A.261
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The Adventure of the 
Dancing Men

- Arthur Conan Doyle
Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Unit 
1

Keywords

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f appreciate Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” as part 

of mystery fiction
	f understand the characteristics and style of detective fiction
	f analyse the use of cryptography to produce literary meaning in the mystery 

genre

“The Adventure of the Dancing Men” by Arthur Conan Doyle is one of the short stories 
in The Return of Sherlock Holmes series, featuring the iconic detective Sherlock Holmes 
and his companion Dr. Watson. To fully appreciate the story, it is helpful to understand the 
Victorian era’s fascination with cryptography, mystery, and logic, as well as the character 
of Holmes himself—a master of deduction and observation. The story revolves around a 
seemingly innocent series of coded messages in the form of dancing stick figures, which 
leads to a tale of intrigue, danger, and hidden connections. Understanding Holmes’s me-
thodical approach to problem-solving and the importance of seemingly trivial clues is es-
sential to following the plot and appreciating the clever resolution. Additionally, the story 
reflects themes of love, jealousy, and the consequences of past secrets, making it both a 
gripping mystery and a character-driven narrative.

Sherlock Holmes, Mystery, Murder, Cipher
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2.1.1 Discussion
When language is altered in some way or an-
other, it can become a code that hides meaning. 
It, thus, becomes a code or a cipher. Though 
used synonymously, codes and ciphers are not 
the same. Codes and ciphers are part of a prac-
tice known as cryptography. It is the method 
by which an ordinary text is made incompre-
hensible and vice-versa. Or, in simpler terms, 
it is the altering of ordinary language to hide 
meaning that can be retrieved later only by the 
intended persons.

What has literature in common with cryptog-
raphy? Both use alterations in language to 
produce meaning. In literature, the authors 
use literary language (with imagery, symbols, 
literary devices, and techniques) that can con-
tain the meaning that the readers would under-
stand, meanwhile making the process of read-
ing an enjoyable exercise. As in cryptography, 
the author encrypts the meaning in literary 

language which the reader can decipher. Apart 
from this similarity, literature makes explicit 
use of cryptography in some of its forms- es-
pecially in the genre of mystery fiction. Mys-
tery fiction has several subgenres, and we 
need to concentrate on detective fiction. The 
story we are about to discuss is a part of detec-
tive fiction and features Sherlock Holmes, the 
most famous detective character ever created. 
Before we move any further, it is important 
to discuss the person who created Sherlock 
Holmes. Arthur Conan Doyle was a 19th-cen-
tury British author and physician who is 
known for the character he created- Sherlock 
Holmes. Apart from detective fiction, science 
fiction, and fantasy, he also penned plays, po-
etry, humour, non-fiction and historical fic-
tion. He wrote when detective fiction was still 
in its infancy. Sherlock Holmes first appeared 
in 1887 and was featured in a total of four 
novels and 56 short stories. He is known for 
his skills in observation, deduction, reasoning 
and forensics. A private detective who lives at 
221B Baker Street with Dr Watson, he is por-
trayed as having an affinity towards addictive 
drugs and indifference towards womankind. 
Watson, who mostly functions as the narrator 
of the stories, assists him in his cases and is 
the detective’s best friend and biographer.

2.1.2 Summary
The story begins with Sherlock Holmes be-
ing visited by Mr. Hilton Cubitt, a gentleman 
from the English countryside, who is deep-
ly troubled by mysterious occurrences at his 
home. Cubitt’s wife, Elsie, who is American, 
has been receiving strange drawings—figures 
of dancing men—on scraps of paper that are 
left around the house. These drawings are of 
stick figures in different poses, and Cubitt has 
no idea what they mean. The drawings seem 
to be connected to his wife’s past, and he fears 
that someone is trying to intimidate her.
Cubitt, believing that the drawings are some 

Fig. 2.1.1 Arthur Conan Doyle 
(Portrait BEF 1904)SG
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secret code, turns to Holmes for help. Holmes, 
along with his faithful companion Dr. Watson, 
agrees to investigate. Upon reviewing the 
drawings, Holmes quickly realises that they 
are a form of cypher, a cryptic code used for 
communication. However, the meaning of the 
code remains unclear at this point, so Holmes 
sets out to decipher it. Holmes and Watson 
travel to the Cubitts’ home in the countryside 
to investigate further. They find that Elsie is 
acting unusually nervous and uneasy, and her 
behaviour becomes more suspicious as the 
investigation progresses. She tries to explain 
away the drawings, but it becomes evident that 
they are more than random scribbles. Holmes 
surmises that the dancing men are part of a 
message from someone connected to Elsie’s 
past. As Holmes works to crack the code, he 
uncovers that Elsie was once involved with 
a man named Jacobs, an American who had 
been a part of a criminal gang. The drawings 
are part of a warning system that Jacobs and 
his associates used to communicate. This in-
formation causes Holmes to realise that Elsie 
is in danger, as Jacobs is trying to reconnect 
with her. The tension builds as the story nears 
its climax. Cubitt, unaware of the full scope 
of the situation, is increasingly distressed by 
his wife’s odd behaviour and the drawings. 
One day, he confronts her about the drawings, 
and she becomes panicked. In a tragic turn of 
events, Elsie, fearing for her safety and that 
of her husband, accidentally shoots and kills 
him. Holmes uncovers the truth behind the 
dancing men's drawings, realising they are 
not just a cryptic message but a warning from 
Elsie’s past. He reveals that Jacobs, who had 
been using the drawings to communicate with 
her, had intended to harm her. Elsie’s desper-
ate attempt to protect her husband and herself 
led to her tragic actions.
The story concludes with Elsie’s arrest, 
though it is clear that she acted out of fear and 
desperation, not malice. Holmes’s investiga-

tion solves the mystery, but it highlights the 
destructive impact of unresolved pasts and the 
ways in which fear can drive people to make 
tragic decisions.

2.1.3 Characters
Sherlock Holmes: As always, Holmes is a 
brilliant detective who relies on his powers of 
observation, logic, and deduction. In this case, 
he quickly deduces that the dancing men's 
drawings are a code and sets out to break it. 
His calm and methodical nature allows him to 
uncover the truth behind the mystery.
Dr. Watson: Watson acts as a narrator and 
foil to Holmes, offering a more grounded and 
empathetic perspective. He is loyal to Holmes 
and often admires his friend’s ability to solve 
complex problems. In this story, Watson’s 
perspective provides an emotional lens to the 
case, particularly in his sympathy for the vic-
tim.
Hilton Cubitt: The central character's hus-
band is a well-meaning, though somewhat 
gullible, man. His sense of loyalty and love 
for his wife leads to his tragic death. He is 
deeply concerned about the strange drawings 
and his wife’s actions but is ultimately power-
less to prevent the outcome.
Elsie Cubitt: The wife of Hilton Cubitt, Elsie 
is a tragic figure who is haunted by her past. 
She is initially seen as a mysterious figure 
whose behaviour triggers Holmes’s investiga-
tion. Her past involvement with a man named 
Jacobs and the dangers he poses lead her to 
make fateful decisions that result in her hus-
band’s death.

2.1.4 Themes
The Power of the Past: The story explores 
how the past, particularly unresolved issues 
and relationships, can haunt and influence 
individuals in the present. Elsie’s past with 
Jacobs and the subsequent fear of exposure 
affect her actions and lead to tragic conse-
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quences.
Code and Communication: The mystery 
revolves around a cryptic code — the danc-
ing stick figures. This emphasises the theme 
of hidden messages and the complex ways in 
which people communicate. It also reflects the 
detective genre’s fascination with puzzles and 
deciphering mysteries.
Jealousy and Obsession: The destructive 
force of jealousy and obsession is evident in 
Hilton and Elsie's actions. Hilton’s obsessive 

concern for his wife and her past leads to his 
downfall, and Elsie’s obsession with keeping 
her past secret drives her to kill.
Tragic Fate: The story has an underly-
ing theme of fate and inevitability. Despite 
Holmes’s intervention and logical deductions, 
the sad events unfold due to the characters’ 
pasts and the decisions they make, suggesting 
that some outcomes are unavoidable.

Recap

	f Mr. Hilton Cubitt seeks Sherlock Holmes’s help after finding mysterious 
drawings of dancing stick figures around his home.

	f The drawings seem to be a code, and Cubitt fears they are connected to his 
wife Elsie’s past.

	f Holmes and Watson investigate, and Holmes quickly realises that the dancing 
men are part of a cipher.

	f Elsie, an American woman, becomes increasingly nervous and evasive, sug-
gesting a deeper connection to the drawings.

	f Holmes deduces that the dancing men are a warning system used by Elsie’s 
former lover, Jacobs, a criminal from her past.

	f The drawings appear in various locations, suggesting that someone is at-
tempting to communicate with Elsie, possibly threatening her.

	f Cubitt, unaware of the full context, becomes distressed by his wife’s be-
haviour and confronts her about the drawings.

	f In a moment of panic, Elsie accidentally shoots and kills her husband, fearing 
for her safety.

	f Holmes uncovers the truth that Jacobs used the drawings to communicate, 
and Elsie’s past with him was the cause of the conflict.

	f The story ends with Elsie’s tragic actions being revealed as a desperate at-
tempt to protect herself, and she is arrested.

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the main reason Mr. Hilton Cubitt seeks Sherlock Holmes’s help in 
“The Adventure of the Dancing Men”?

2.	 What type of code is central to the mystery in the story?
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3.	 Who is Elsie Cubitt, and what is her role in the story?
4.	 What does Holmes immediately recognise about the drawings of the danc-

ing men?
5.	 Who is Jacobs, and what is his connection to Elsie?
6.	 How does Holmes crack the code of the dancing men's drawings?
7.	 What is Elsie's emotional state throughout the story?
8.	 How does Mr. Hilton Cubitt react when he learns about the drawings?
9.	 What tragic event occurs as a result of the tension surrounding the draw-

ings?
10.	How does Holmes reveal the truth behind the dancing men's drawings in 

the end?

Answers

1.	 Mr. Hilton Cubitt seeks Sherlock Holmes’s help because he is concerned 
about strange drawings of dancing men found around his home, which seem 
to be linked to his wife’s past.

2.	 The mystery revolves around a cipher made up of dancing stick figures.
3.	 Elsie Cubitt is Hilton Cubitt’s wife, whose past with a criminal named Jacobs 

becomes central to the mystery.
4.	 Holmes recognises that the drawings are not random but part of a code or 

cipher.
5.	 Jacobs is a man from Elsie’s past who is involved in criminal activities and 

uses the drawings to communicate with her.
6.	 Holmes cracks the code by carefully analysing the dancing men's figures, 

which turn out to represent letters and words.
7.	 Elsie is nervous, fearful, and evasive throughout the story, clearly troubled by 

the drawings and the threat from her past.
8.	 Mr. Hilton Cubitt becomes increasingly distressed and confused, suspecting 

his wife’s involvement in the mystery, but he remains unaware of the full 
context.

9.	 In a moment of panic, Elsie shoots and kills her husband, fearing for both her 
life and his due to the threat from Jacobs.

10.	Holmes reveals that the dancing men's drawings were a warning from Elsie’s 
past, used by Jacobs, and that Elsie killed her husband in a desperate attempt 
to protect them both
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Assignments

1.	 Discuss the role of past relationships in shaping the events in “The Adven-
ture of the Dancing Men.” How does Elsie Cubitt’s past impact the story’s 
outcome?

2.	 Analyze the significance of the dancing men cipher. What does it represent 
in the context of communication, secrecy, and danger?

3.	 How does Sherlock Holmes’s method of investigation reflect the themes of 
logic and reason in the story? Compare this with the emotional responses of 
other characters like Elsie and Hilton Cubitt.

4.	 Examine the tragic elements of “The Adventure of the Dancing Men.” How 
does the story explore the consequences of fear, obsession, and misunder-
standing?

5.	 The story portrays a complex relationship between Elsie Cubitt and her past. 
How do her actions and motivations reflect the broader theme of personal 
guilt and its repercussions in the narrative?

Suggested Reading

	f Doyle, Arthur Conan. The Adventure of the Dancing Men. The Case-Book 
of Sherlock Holmes, George Newnes Ltd, 1927.

	f Sutherland, John. The Sherlock Holmes Companion: An Encyclopedia. 
Oxford University Press, 1993.

	f Innes, Brian. The Detective’s World: The Evolution of Detective Fiction. 
Oxford University Press, 2017.
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The Looking Glass
                         - Kamala Das

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
2

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f analyse the themes of gender, desire and loneliness in “The Looking Glass.”
	f interpret Kamala Das's poetic style, including her use of vivid imagery and 

confessional tone.
	f evaluate the feminist perspective reflected in the poem and its impact on soci-

etal norms regarding relationships and sexuality.

Prerequisites

Before engaging with “The Looking Glass”, reflect on societal expectations surrounding 
relationships and the gender roles often assigned to women. Imagine a woman standing 
before a mirror with her partner, observing the physical contrasts between them. How do 
these differences shape the dynamics of their relationship? How does the act of “giving 
oneself” emotionally and physically to another affect one’s sense of identity? Kamala Das 
challenges conventional notions of love, desire and emotional dependence, compelling 
us to explore the complexities of intimacy, the fragility of the male ego and the enduring 
loneliness that often accompanies emotional vulnerability. As you read the poem, consider 
the ways in which societal norms shape the experiences of women and their relationships 
with men.

Keywords

Gender, Desire, Sexuality, Loneliness, Relationship, Feminism
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2.2.1 Discussion

Kamala Das, familiar to Keralites as Mad-
havikutty, was renowned for her exceptional 
writing in both English and Malayalam lan-
guages. She shocked the Indian literary milieu 
of the 60s with an unprecedented frankness 
in writing. She wrote in English and Mala-
yalam and was fluent in Hindi. In her poem 
“An Introduction”, Kamala Das  said, “I am 
Indian, very brown, born in Malabar, I speak 
three languages, write in two, dream in one.” 
Even though Kamala Das’ poetic contribu-
tions are comparatively limited in the English 
language, whatever she has written is out-
standing literature that has impacted modern 
Indian poetry in English. She had the legacy 
of Literature as she was the daughter of the 
famous Malayalam poet Nalapat Balamani 
Amma and the grandniece of Nalapat Naraya-
na Menon. The influence of these renowned 
writers, combined with access to a great num-
ber of literary works early in her childhood, 
helped her to hone her skills and develop an 
inclination towards writing. Controversies 
haunted Kamala Das throughout her career. 
Her conversion to Islam and subsequent name 
change into Kamala Surayya in 1999 created 
an uproar in Kerala. Despite all that, she was 

a natural at her craft, and her exceptional tal-
ent landed her a place on the shortlist of the 
Nobel Prize for Literature in 1984. Her poetry 
was so intensely personal, intimate and sear-
ing with emotions that it earned her compar-
isons with American confessional poets like 
Sylvia Plath and Ann Sexton. We can observe 
a strong female perspective and a clear sense 
of self in all her poems. This form of writing 
was revolutionary and unheard of before her 
time. It won’t be an exaggeration if we say 
that she introduced Indian readers to the con-
cept of female sexuality. However, the unre-
strained way in which she talks about desire 
often leads people to think that her writing is 
all about ‘sex.’ But her writing is about the 
volatility of human emotions, love, loneliness, 
complexity of the self, yearning for security, 
guilt and much more. 

“The Looking Glass”, taken from her collec-
tion The Descendants, offers a candid explo-
ration of gender dynamics and women's emo-
tional and physical vulnerabilities. Through 
its unapologetic tone and raw imagery, the 
poem challenges traditional notions of fem-
ininity, masculinity, and love, presenting a 
poignant commentary on the complexities of 
human relationships.

2.2.2 Summary 
Lines 1-6
“Getting a man to love you is easy
Only be honest about your wants as
Woman. Stand nude before the glass with him
So that he sees himself as the stronger one
And believes it so, and you so much more
Softer, younger, lovelier.”

In the opening lines, Kamala Das introduces 
the theme of gender dynamics by address-
ing women directly. She presents the act of 
seduction as simple, requiring only honesty 
about one’s desires. The image of standing 
naked before the mirror symbolises vulnera-

Fig. 2.2.1 Kamala Das
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bility and the societal expectations placed on 
women to emphasise their softness, youth and 
beauty. The suggestion that a man “believes 
himself the stronger one” reflects the poet’s 
subtle critique of the male ego, which thrives 
on comparison and validation.

Lines 7-14
“Admit your admiration. Notice the perfection
Of his limbs, his eyes reddening under
The shower, the shy walk across the bathroom 
floor,
Dropping towels and the jerky way he
Urinates. All the fond details that make
Him male and your only man.”

Here, the poet advises women to admire and 
affirm their partner's physical attributes. By 
focusing on the man’s body and habits, Ka-
mala Das highlights the male need for affir-
mation and uniqueness. The details, ranging 
from his “reddening eyes” to his “jerky way” 
of urinating, paint an unembellished and in-
timate portrait of masculinity, unmasking its 
inherent fragility.

Lines 15-20
“Gift him all,
Gift him what makes you woman, the scent of
Long hair, the musk of sweat between the 
breasts,
The warm shock of menstrual blood, and all 
your
Endless female hungers.”

In this stanza, the poet emphasises the act of 
giving as central to a woman’s identity. She 
lists the physical and sensual aspects of fem-
ininity, the fragrance of hair, the warmth of 
menstrual blood, and unending desires as gifts 
that define a woman’s role in a relationship. 
The imagery is raw and unfiltered, reflecting 
Kamala Das’ bold approach to exploring fe-
male sexuality.

Lines 21-28
“Oh yes, getting
A man to love is easy, but living
Without him afterwards may have to be
Faced. A living without life when you move
Around, meeting strangers, with your eyes 
that
Gave up their search, with ears that hear 
only
His last voice calling out your name.”

Das shifts from the initial act of seduction to 
the aftermath of emotional dependence. She 
explores the desolation a woman feels when 
the man she built her world around is no lon-
ger present. The recurring motif of “living 
without life” captures the hollowness of such 
an existence, where memories of the man 
overshadow all else.

Lines 29-33
“…and your
Body which once under his touch had gleamed
Like burnished brass, now drab and destitute.”

The concluding lines reinforce the theme of 
loss and loneliness. The woman’s body, once 
radiant under the man’s touch, now feels dull 
and abandoned. The metaphor of “burnished 
brass” conveys the fleeting nature of passion 
and the deep emotional scars left behind by 
unfulfilled love.

2.2.3 Analysis
“The Looking Glass” is a poem taken from Ka-
mala Das’ poetry compilation titled The De-
scendants. In this poem, Kamala Das is giving 
sexual advice to fellow women. She doesn’t 
shy away from explicitly talking about how 
to make a man feel good. This poem boldly 
explores the raw truth about male and female 
bodies, desires, women’s emotional and phys-
ical dependence on men and lastly, the loneli-
ness which we will suffer in the absence of a 
man. Quite obviously addressing the women, 
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the poet says that making a man fall in love 
with you is easy because all you have to do 
is to be forthright about your womanly sexual 
desires. She goes on and advises the woman to 
stand nude in front of the mirror with the man 
so that he can see the contrast between the 
male and female bodies. The woman would 
seem soft, young and lovely, while the man 
would look strong.  A woman has to admire 
his body openly, and the poet paints an erotic 
picture of how it should be done. She tells us 
to start with his limbs and appreciate their per-
fection. Then, notice the way his eyes redden 
while he is in the shower. You have to observe 
his shy walk and the way he strips his towel, 
and you have to admire the peculiar way in 
which he urinates. A woman has to appreci-
ate all those aspects that make a man feel as 
masculine as possible, and that too in a mo-
nogamous way. The man has to feel that he 
is the only man for the woman. She is subtly 
poking fun at the male ego. She is insinuating 
that a woman should do all those things which 
keep a man’s fragile ego secure. She tells the 
women that another way to entice a man and 
captivate his love is to gift him all those femi-
nine qualities that make you a woman, like the 
fragrance of your hair and the musky scent of 
your sweaty breasts. The warmth of the wom-
an’s menstrual blood will shock him, and last-
ly, the woman should gift him with ceaseless 
female sexual desires. That’s how easy it is 
to make a man fall in love with you, but the 
hard part is to live a life without him. Here, 
the poet is shedding light on how a woman 
whose world revolves around a single man 
can face challenges once he is gone from her 
life. It is hard for a woman to move on from 
a man if she has experienced these intimate 
and pleasure-filled moments with him. Her 
eyes will search for him in every stranger that 
she meets. Her ears will yearn for his voice 
calling her name, and without his touch, her 
body will feel unalluring and drab. The irony 
of the women’s situation is quite clear. They 

seek love and end up receiving lust along with 
an exhausted body and a broken spirit.  The 
poem ends on a lonely note and reminds us of 
the plight of an ordinary woman in our society 
without companionship. 

2.2.4 Major Themes 
Gender and Power Dynamics: The poem cri-
tiques the imbalance in relationships where 
women are expected to validate male strength 
and dominance. By standing “nude before the 
glass” with their partner, women are advised 
to highlight their softness, beauty, and vulner-
ability while reinforcing the man’s sense of 
power and masculinity. Kamala Das exposes 
how societal norms place the burden on wom-
en to nurture the male ego, catering to his 
need to feel superior and irreplaceable. The 
phrase “so that he sees himself the stronger 
one” reveals the societal expectation of male 
dominance and female submissiveness in re-
lationships.
Female Desire and Sexuality: Das openly cel-
ebrates female sexuality, acknowledging the 
natural desires of women and their physical 
allure as integral to their identity. However, 
the poet also critiques how these aspects of 
femininity are often commodified or used to 
feed the male ego. Through vivid imagery, 
“the musk of sweat between the breasts” and 
“the warm shock of menstrual blood”, Das re-
claims the physicality of women, making their 
bodies not a site of shame but one of power 
and vitality.
Loneliness and Loss: The poem addresses 
the emotional devastation women face when 
relationships, which they have invested in 
emotionally and physically, come to an end. 
Kamala Das describes a woman’s “living 
without life,” emphasising how a partner’s ab-
sence leaves her hollow, searching for echoes 
of the past in strangers and yearning for the 
intimacy and validation she once received. 
The metaphor of the body “drab and destitute” 
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contrasts the earlier vibrancy of the woman 
under her partner’s touch, reflecting the pro-
found emotional and physical void created by 
his departure.
Feminism and Critique of Patriarchy: Das 
critiques the patriarchal notion that women 
must shape their identities around male de-
sires. The poem’s candid tone challenges tra-
ditional gender roles and presents the strug-
gles of women navigating a world where their 
worth is often defined by their relationships 
with men. By subtly mocking the fragility of 
the male ego, the poet encourages women to 
see beyond societal expectations and confront 
the realities of emotional and physical depen-
dence.
Love as a Paradox: The poem explores the 
contradictory nature of love. While it is por-
trayed as something fulfilling and passionate, 
it also becomes a source of pain and disillu-
sionment. The poem exposes how women, in 
seeking love and intimacy, often find them-
selves consumed by the emotional cost of 
these relationships, leaving them “destitute” 
and broken when love fades or is unrecipro-
cated.

2.2.5 Key Literary Devices 
Imagery: Das uses explicit, sensory imagery 
to vividly depict intimacy and its aftermath. 
These images evoke raw emotions, creating a 
stark contrast between physical closeness and 
emotional desolation.
Example: “The musk of sweat between the 
breasts” evokes sensuality, while “body… 
now drab and destitute” conveys emptiness 
and loss.
The vivid depiction of male vulnerability, “the 
jerky way he urinates,”—humanises men, re-
vealing their ordinariness despite their per-
ceived dominance.
Juxtaposition: The poem juxtaposes mo-
ments of passion and vibrancy with later de-
spair, emphasising the transient nature of love 
and physical intimacy.

Example: The body “gleamed like burnished 
brass” under his touch but becomes “drab and 
destitute” after his absence.
Alliteration: The repetition of consonant 
sounds adds musicality to the poem and un-
derscores its key ideas.
Example: “Burnished brass” highlights the 
physical vibrancy of a woman under love.
Metaphor: The transformation of the wom-
an’s body from “burnished brass” to “drab and 
destitute” symbolises the emotional and phys-
ical toll of unbalanced relationships, where 
love fades, but its scars remain. The mirror 
serves as a metaphor for societal expectations 
and self-reflection, forcing women to confront 
their roles in relationships.
Symbolism: The Mirror symbolises societal 
standards and the woman’s act of conforming 
to expectations of beauty and submission. It 
also represents self-awareness, as the woman 
metaphorically examines her role in sustain-
ing relationships. Elements like “long hair,” 
“menstrual blood”, and “endless hungers” 
symbolise the natural and sensual essence of 
femininity that women are expected to offer as 
a “gift” in relationships.
Irony: The poet highlights the irony in re-
lationships; while love may seem easy to 
achieve (through physicality and admiration), 
the emotional cost of such love is enormous, 
especially for women.
The mockery of the male ego “so that he sees 
himself as the stronger one”—exposes the fra-
gility behind societal constructions of mascu-
linity.
Confessional Tone: The deeply personal tone 
mirrors the style of confessional poetry, mak-
ing the reader feel as though they are privy 
to intimate truths. This approach not only hu-
manises the speaker but also universalises her 
experiences, reflecting the struggles of wom-
en at large.
Repetition: The repeated idea of “getting a 
man to love you is easy”, juxtaposed with the 
challenges of “living without him”, reinforces 
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the paradoxical nature of relationships.
Raw and Explicit Language: Kamala Das 
does not shroud her exploration of love, de-
sire, and loss in euphemisms. Instead, she 

uses direct and unfiltered language to empha-
sise the rawness of human emotion and phys-
icality.

Recap

	f The poem begins with advice to women, suggesting that making a man fall 
in love is easy by openly expressing their desires and embracing their femi-
ninity.

	f Kamala Das emphasises the physical contrasts between men and women, en-
couraging women to highlight their softness and beauty while admiring the 
man’s masculinity.

	f The poet uses vivid imagery to describe the male body and its vulnerabilities, 
subtly mocking the fragility of the male ego.

	f Women are advised to offer their femininity, symbolised by their scent, men-
strual blood, and desires, as gifts to satisfy men and affirm their dominance.

	f The poem highlights the paradox of love; while it may appear easy to achieve, 
it often leaves women emotionally dependent and vulnerable.

	f After the man’s absence, the woman is depicted as hollow and desolate, 
searching for him in strangers and yearning for his touch and voice.

	f The poet critiques societal norms that condition women to define themselves 
through their relationships, leaving them broken when love fades.

	f The poem ends on a sombre note, portraying the woman as emotionally and 
physically drained, a victim of unbalanced love and societal expectations.

Objective Questions

1.	 Where is the poem “The Looking Glass” taken from?
2.	 What are three qualities that a man sees in a woman when she stands nude 

before the mirror with him?
3.	 What does the mirror symbolise in the poem?
4.	 Name two key themes of “The Looking Glass”.
5.	 How does the poet describe the male ego in the poem?
6.	 What does Kamala Das mean by “gift him what makes you woman”?
7.	 What happens to a woman’s body in the absence of the man?
8.	 What does the metaphor “burnished brass” signify?
9.	 Which poetic device is used in the line “burnished brass”?
10.	Why is the title “The Looking Glass” significant?
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Answers

1.	 The poem “The Looking Glass” is taken from Kamala Das’ poetry collection 
The Descendants.

2.	 Softer, younger, lovelier.
3.	 The mirror symbolises societal expectations, self-reflection, and the roles 

women are expected to play in relationships.
4.	 Key themes include gender dynamics, female desire, loneliness, and emotion-

al dependence.
5.	 The poet subtly critiques the male ego as fragile and reliant on constant vali-

dation from women.
6.	 Kamala Das refers to offering elements of femininity, such as physical beauty, 

scent, and sexual desire, to satisfy and captivate the man.
7.	 The woman’s body becomes “drab and destitute,” reflecting emotional and 

physical emptiness.
8.	 “Burnished brass” signifies the woman’s vitality and radiance under the man’s 

touch.
9.	 The poetic device used is a metaphor.
10.	The title "The Looking Glass" represents both a literal mirror and a metaphor-

ical reflection of societal norms and women’s roles in relationships.

Assignments

1.	 Critically analyse the role of gender and power dynamics in “The Looking 
Glass.”

2.	 Discuss how Kamala Das portrays female desire and its complexities in the 
poem.

3.	 How does the poet use imagery to contrast intimacy and loneliness? Provide 
examples from the text.

4.	 Evaluate “The Looking Glass” as a feminist poem. How does it challenge 
traditional gender roles?

5.	 Explore the significance of the mirror as both a literal and metaphorical ele-
ment in the poem.SG
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Suggested Reading

	f King, Bruce. Modern Indian Poetry in English. Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1987. Print.

	f Rao, Vimala. “The Poetry of Kamala Das: Limits of Overexposure.” Func-
tional Criticism: Essays in British, American, and Commonwealth Litera-
ture. New Delhi: Anmol Publications, 2004. Print.

	f Sarangi, Jayadeep, ed. Kamala Das: The Great Indian Trend-setter. New 
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 I Know Why The Caged 
Bird Sings

                        - Maya Angelou

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
3

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f appreciate Maya Angelou’s “I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings” as a polit-

ical poem featuring the voice of the marginalised.
	f understand the characteristics and style of Black American Literature.
	f critically analyse themes of freedom, rights, privilege, racism, slavery, iden-

tity and transgenerational trauma in a multi-ethnic society.

Prerequisites

To fully understand and appreciate Maya Angelou’s “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings”, 
it is important to consider its historical and social context. The memoir is set in the racially 
segregated American South during the 1930s and 1940s, a time when systemic racism and 
the Jim Crow laws profoundly affected the lives of African Americans. The book explores 
themes of identity, resilience and overcoming trauma, particularly as they intersect with 
issues of race, gender and class. Angelou’s narrative style, which blends poetic language, 
vivid imagery and autobiographical storytelling, adds a unique depth to her portrayal of 
personal struggles and triumphs. Central to the memoir is the metaphor of the caged bird, 
symbolising oppression and the longing for freedom. Understanding this metaphor, along 
with the broader struggles faced by Angelou as a Black woman in a deeply divided society, 
enriches the reading experience. Additionally, the memoir speaks not only to Angelou’s 
journey but also to universal struggles for dignity and self-worth, making it a powerful and 
timeless work.

Keywords

Freedom, Black American Literature, Racism, Discrimination, Privilege, Trauma
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2.3.1 Discussion
Maya Angelou, born Marguerite Annie John-
son, is an African-American poet and civ-
il rights activist who is considered to be a 
spokesperson of the Blacks. She is hailed as 
‘Black Woman’s Poet Laureate. Her works 
feature the experience of living as a black 
in the American South post-Reconstruction. 
She has written seven autobiographies, many 
poems, plays and screenplays. She is also a 
public speaker and actor. Her works have 
given visibility and agency (capacity to act 
independently and make choices) to Black 
American women. She wrote about themes of 
identity, racism and the essential experience 
of being a Black American. “I Know Why 
The Caged Bird Sings” is a symbolic poem 
which features the contrasting experiences of 
two birds, one free and the other caged. It de-
notes the differences in experiences between 
the two races, the whites and the blacks.

“I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings” is 
a poem of six stanzas in free verse, which 
uses iambs (unstressed syllables followed by 
stressed syllables) and half-rhymes (stressed 
syllables of consonants in the end match, but 
not the preceding vowels) in between for musi-

cal effect. It employs devices like alliteration, 
enjambment and repetition to enhance the po-
etic effect (see Glossary). The poem blends 
different tones to suit the moods created by 
contrasting the lives of the two birds. As we 
said, the poem features the contrast between 
two birds, one free and the other caged. The 
free bird flies, enjoying the aspects of nature, 
claiming its freedom in the sky. The caged 
bird cannot do anything but sing of freedom. 
The free bird is a metaphor for the dominant 
whites, and the caged bird represents the op-
pressed blacks. The whites, with their privi-
lege, know that freedom is their right and have 
the cultural capital to assert it. The blacks, 
with the history of oppression in their veins 
and the trauma of past generations in their 
psyches, cannot claim their freedom. Though 
slavery ended, discrimination has not. The 
blacks are not considered equal by the whites, 
and somewhere deep inside, the blacks know 
it. It is the cage that Angelou speaks about. It 
is the chains within that restrict their dreams. 
When their voices are unheard, their slavery 
gets aggravated.

2.3.2 Summary
Stanza 1
The free bird leaps
On the back of the wind
And floats downstream
Till the current ends
And dips his wings
In the orange sun rays
And dares to claim the sky.

The poem begins with the mention of a free 
bird which floats in the wind and claims the 
sky as his own. Here, the bird is personified, 
evident in the use of the personal pronoun 
“he”. The tone of the stanza is peaceful and 
happy. The bird enjoys freedom in its natural 
state. In other words, the bird is so used to 
freedom that he realises it to be his right. The 

Fig. 2.3.1 Maya AngelouSG
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poet mentions the beauty of nature when she 
describes the orange rays of the sun. Orange 
colour is symbolic of warmth, energy and hap-
piness. The whites, the privileged race, and 
the free individuals could enjoy their lives, 
and they could appreciate the beauty around 
them and claim it to be theirs. Enjambment 
is used in the lines to enhance the flow. The 
description of how the bird dips his wings in 
the orange rays of the sun is strikingly poetic.

Stanza 2
But a bird that stalks
Down his narrow cage
Can seldom see through
His bars of rage
His wings are clipped and
His feet are tied
So he opens his throat to sing.

The poet presents a stark contrast in this stan-
za. The tone of the poem changes from bright-
ness to darkness. She begins the stanza with 
the word ‘but which brings out the contrast. 
A caged bird is portrayed in the stanza whose 
movement is restricted by the cage. Note how 
the poet uses the image of the bars of the cage 
in a symbolic manner. She transfers the frus-
tration of the bird into the bars. The bird is 
not just physically confined in the cage. He is 
frustrated to the core. His feet are tied, and his 
wings are clipped as well. He cannot fly across 
the sky, like the bird mentioned in the previ-
ous stanza, and hence, he sings. It is the only 
natural expression that the bird can make. The 
blacks led a life of oppression and slavery that 
restricted even their psyches.

Stanza 3
The caged bird sings
With fearful trill
Of the things unknown
But longed for still
And his tune is heard
On the distant hill for the caged bird
Sings of freedom.

 The caged bird does not know what freedom 
is, but he sings about it. His voice is described 
as fearful. The restricted existence of the bird 
is portrayed in this stanza. Note the use of 
rhyming: The caged bird does not know what 
freedom is, but he sings about it. His voice is 
described as words which add to the musical 
quality of the poem. The blacks, who had been 
suffering for centuries, produced works of art 
from their suffering. It was the only mode of 
self-expression they could make use of.

Stanza 4
The free bird thinks of another breeze
and the trade winds soft through the sighing 
treesand the fat worms waiting on a dawn-
bright lawnand he names the sky his own.

The free bird has the freedom to make choic-
es. He can think of the breeze and winds and 
also of the worms that he can prey on. He is so 
confident of his right that he calls the sky his 
own. The whites, due to the racial privilege 
they had enjoyed for centuries, could assert 
their rights and also explore many possibili-
ties. Note how the poet personifies the trees 
when she compares the sound of wind passing 
through them as ‘sighs’. It is an instance of 
personification. The mention of worms sym-
bolises the territorial expansion of the Amer-
ican settlers into lands owned by others. The 
blacks, on the other hand, who suffered op-
pression and segregation for centuries, have 
the yoke of slavery on their backs, which re-
stricts them. They cannot assert or claim what 
they deserve as they are not used to it.
Stanza 5
But a caged bird stands on the grave of 
dreams
His shadow shouts on a nightmare scream
His wings are clipped, and his feet are tied
So he opens his throat to sing

The caged bird’s pathetic existence is por-
trayed in the stanza using powerful images like 

SG
O
U



64 SGOU - SLM - Appreciating Literature -  UG Generic Elective

‘grave of dreams’, ‘shadow shouts’, etc. No-
tice the use of alliteration, too. The bird lives 
a frustrated existence without freedom. It is 
poetically portrayed as ‘the grave of dreams”. 
The last couplet is a repetition of lines from 
the second stanza, which helps to enhance the 
emotion of frustration and reflect the monoto-
ny of the bird’s servile existence. The pathetic 
existence of the blacks who cannot attain their 
dreams is portrayed effectively in the stanza.
Stanza 6
The caged bird sings of things unknown
 but longed for still 
and his tune is heard 
on the distant hill
For the caged bird
sings of freedom.

The last stanza is a repetition of the third. The 
poem presents the voice of the marginalised 
using a metaphor. It effectively uses the me-
dium of poetry to convey the pathetic situa-
tion of subalternity. It also touches upon how 
privilege works in a dominant group. Maya 
Angelou lived at a time when institutional 
slavery was illegal, but there were elements 
of discrimination and segregation in all walks 
of life. When we speak of racism or any dis-
crimination, there are different perspectives 
that crop up. Some, mostly the privileged, do 
not acknowledge the subtle nuances of dis-
crimination that exist today. For them, slavery 
was a thing of the past. The privilege of being 
part of the dominant group can result in such 
perspectives. They do not realise why a sec-
tion of people. Those who were oppressed in 
the past cannot claim their rights now, even if 
they are available to them. They cannot under-
stand what the trauma of oppression does to 
the minds of people and how it can get trans-
mitted through generations to become part of 
their sense of identity. They will not know 
why some people do not consider themselves 
free. The chains that bind them are invisible to 
the privileged eyes.

2.3.3 Analysis
Maya Angelou’s “I Know Why the Caged Bird 
Sings” is a poignant metaphorical poem that 
contrasts the lives of two birds—one free and 
one caged—to explore themes of systemic op-
pression and the longing for freedom. The free 
bird, representing the privileged class (histori-
cally the white population in America), enjoys 
unrestrained liberty, claiming the sky and em-
bracing life’s opportunities. The caged bird, 
symbolising the oppressed Black community, 
is confined within the physical and psycho-
logical “bars of rage,” reflecting generational 
trauma and systemic racism.
Angelou’s use of vivid imagery emphasises 
the disparity between the two birds. The free 
bird floats effortlessly, a symbol of entitlement 
and privilege, while the caged bird struggles, 
its wings clipped and feet tied, expressing its 
anguish and hope through song. The caged 
bird’s song, despite being “fearful,” represents 
resilience and the indomitable human spirit. 
This duality—freedom versus captivity and 
despair versus hope—underscores the ongo-
ing struggles against racial inequality and dis-
crimination. Through the repetition of stanzas 
and recurring metaphors, Angelou captures 
the monotony of oppression while reinforcing 
the unwavering desire for liberation, making 
the poem a powerful voice for the marginal-
ised.

2.3.4 Themes
Freedom and Oppression: The central theme 
contrasts the unrestrained freedom of the priv-
ileged (symbolised by the free bird) with the 
physical and emotional captivity of the op-
pressed (symbolised by the caged bird). The 
caged bird’s song reflects the universal long-
ing for freedom.
Racism and Privilege: The poem critiques 
systemic racism and the generational privi-
lege of dominant groups. The free bird’s dom-
inance and the caged bird’s entrapment high-
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light these inequalities.
Resilience and Hope: Despite being con-
fined, the caged bird continues to sing, sym-
bolising the resilience of oppressed individu-
als and their hope for a better future.
Generational Trauma: The “bars of rage” 
and the caged bird’s clipped wings symbolise 
not only physical restrictions but also the psy-
chological impact of generational oppression, 
which continues to restrict dreams and aspi-
rations.
Voice of the Marginalized: Angelou empha-
sises the importance of the oppressed speak-
ing out, as the caged bird’s song represents the 
power of expression to challenge injustice.

2.3.5 Literary Devices
Metaphor: The free bird and the caged bird 
serve as extended metaphors for the privi-
leged and the oppressed, respectively.
Imagery: Vivid imagery, such as “bars of 
rage,” “grave of dreams,” and “sighing trees,” 
contrasts freedom and confinement, evoking 
strong visual and emotional reactions.
Symbolism: The cage symbolises systemic 

oppression, while the bird’s song symbolises 
hope and resistance. The sky and orange sun 
rays represent freedom and opportunity.
Alliteration: Phrases like “shadow shouts” 
and “grave of dreams” create a musical 
rhythm while emphasising the bird’s frustra-
tion and despair.
Enjambment: The continuation of lines with-
out punctuation mirrors the flow of the free 
bird’s movement and contrasts with the con-
fined rhythm of the caged bird.
Repetition: The repeated stanzas about the 
caged bird’s song emphasise the monotony 
of its existence and its persistent longing for 
freedom.
Personification: Nature is personified, such 
as when the “sighing trees” reflect the harmo-
ny of the free bird’s surroundings, contrasting 
with the caged bird’s turmoil.
Tone: The tone shifts between celebratory (for 
the free bird) and melancholic (for the caged 
bird), enhancing the emotional impact of the 
poem.
Juxtaposition: The poem juxtaposes the lives 
of the free bird and the caged bird to highlight 
privilege versus oppression.

Recap

	f The poem contrasts two birds: a free bird that enjoys freedom and a caged 
bird that yearns for it.

	f The free bird represents the privileged white community enjoying life with-
out restrictions.

	f The caged bird, symbolising the Black community, is confined by systemic 
oppression.

	f Despite its clipped wings and tied feet, the caged bird sings of freedom.
	f The free bird claims the sky and explores nature, highlighting the arrogance 

of privilege.
	f The caged bird’s song, though fearful, resonates far and wide, symbolising 

resilience.
	f Angelou uses powerful imagery like “grave of dreams” to portray the frus-

tration of oppression.
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	f The repetition of lines underscores the monotony and unchanging nature of 
the caged bird’s plight.

	f The poem serves as a critique of privilege and systemic discrimination in 
society.

	f Through the caged bird’s song, Angelou emphasises hope, resilience, and the 
fight for freedom.

Objective Questions

1.	 What does the free bird symbolise in the poem?
2.	 What does the caged bird sing about?
3.	 What literary device is used in the phrase “bars of rage”?
4.	 How many stanzas are there in the poem?
5.	 What does the cage represent in the poem?
6.	 What historical system of oppression is indirectly referenced in the poem?
7.	 What is the primary tone of the caged bird’s song?
8.	 How does the free bird assert its dominance?
9.	 What does the repetition of stanzas symbolise in the poem?
10.	How does Maya Angelou portray the trauma of the caged bird?

Answers

1.	 The free bird symbolises the privileged white population.
2.	 The caged bird sings about freedom.
3.	 The literary device is metaphor.
4.	 There are six stanzas in the poem.
5.	 The cage represents systemic oppression and discrimination.
6.	 The poem indirectly references slavery and segregation.
7.	 The tone of the caged bird’s song is both fearful and hopeful.
8.	 The free bird asserts its dominance by claiming the sky and enjoying nature.
9.	 The repetition symbolises the monotony of oppression and the resilience of 

hope.
10.	Angelou portrays the trauma through vivid imagery and metaphors of con-

finement.

SG
O
U



67SGOU - SLM - Appreciating Literature -  UG Generic Elective

Assignments

1.	 Discuss the symbolic significance of the caged bird and the free bird in Maya 
Angelou’s poem.

2.	 How does Maya Angelou use literary devices to highlight themes of freedom 
and oppression?

3.	 Analyse the impact of repetition and imagery in conveying the plight of the 
caged bird.

4.	 Explore the connection between generational trauma and the identity of the 
caged bird.

5.	 How does “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” critique systemic privilege 
and societal inequalities?

Suggested Reading

	f Walker, Alice. In Search of Our Mother’s Gardens. Harcourt Brace Jova-
novich, 1983.

	f Du Bois, W. E. B. Black Reconstruction in America. Harcourt, Brace and 
Company, 1935.

	f Glaude, Eddie S., Jr. Exodus: Religion, Race, and Nation in Early Nine-
teenth-Century Black America. University of Chicago Press, 2000.

	f Painter, Nell Irvin. Creating Black Americans: African-American History and 
Its Meanings, 1619 to the Present. Oxford University Press, 2006.
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The Unknown Citizen
                            - WH Auden

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
4

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f appreciate W H Auden’s “The Unknown Citizen” as a Modernist poem.
	f understand the characteristics and style of the Modern Age in literature.
	f critically analyse themes of conformity, institutional authority, and individ-

ualism in the modern era and compare them with those of the contemporary 
scene.

	f analyse the poem as the narrative of a dominant voice that dictates the 
meaning of the subject’s life.

Prerequisites

The poem “The Unknown Citizen” by W.H. Auden explores the concept of individuality 
versus conformity in a bureaucratic, modern society. It satirises the dehumanising effects 
of state control and excessive reliance on statistics, reducing people to mere data points. 
Through the depiction of a seemingly “ideal” citizen, Auden critiques a society that values 
obedience and compliance over personal freedom, individuality, and genuine happiness. To 
fully appreciate the poem, it is helpful to understand the historical context of the early 20th 
century, particularly the rise of totalitarian regimes, the influence of bureaucracy, and the 
growing reliance on surveillance and social metrics in governance.

Keywords

Identify, Satire, Bureaucracy, Confirmity Society
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2.4.1 Discussion
The poem “The Unknown Citizen” was 
penned by W H Auden, one of the promi-
nent poets who belonged to the Modern Era.  
Wystan Hugh Auden was a 20th-century An-
glo-American writer who is associated with 
modernist literature. Much of the recognition 
and popularity he garnered were posthumous 
(i.e. after death). He has written over 400 po-
ems and about the same number of prose, too. 
He has written essays, reviews, plays, docu-
mentary film scripts, and opera libretti, as well 
as experimented with traditional and modern 
forms. He had romantic and literary collabo-
rations with important figures like Isherwood 

and Kallmann. Though he began writing in a 
style similar to that of the Romantics, he later 
developed his own. He wrote a lot about the 
psychological effects that the ancestors had on 
individuals (he called them ‘family ghosts’) 
during the initial stage. He later became po-
litical, expressing leftist views. He used a suc-
cinct style, using common language, and had 
a keen interest in Marxism and Psychoanaly-
sis. His immigration to the United States, as 
well as his religious conversion to Christian-
ity, was a turning point in his literary career. 
He won many awards, including the Pulitzer 
Prize (1947).

Fig. 2.4.1 W.H. Auden

The poem "The Unknown Citizen” was com-
posed in 1939 and published in 1940. This sa-
tirical elegy of 32 lines features a government 
erecting a monument for an ordinary citizen. 
The poem is a parody of the concept of the 
tomb of the unknown soldier, which appeared 

in many countries after the World Wars to 
mourn the death of anonymous soldiers. Why 
does a government honour a commoner, that 
too for being ‘normal’? The oddity increases 
as we proceed through the lines.
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The individual is celebrated for his conformi-
ty to authority and being ‘normal’. An intense 
subject is portrayed lightly, that too witty 
and ironic at times. Lack of individuality in a 
dystopian realm of total conformity and fas-
cist surveillance are the central themes of the 
poem. The poem is reminiscent of George Or-
well’s novel 1984, with a government ‘watch-
ing’ its citizens all the time. The poem features 
a monument erected by the state to commem-
orate the life of a citizen who lived an ‘ideal’ 
life. The citizen is not named in the poem. He 
is identified using a number. The citizen is no 
longer alive, and his life is tracked through the 
records kept by different departments of the 
government. Every aspect of his life is strict-
ly monitored by the government. We can see 
how different departments monitored the life 
of the citizen in its entirety.

2.4.2 Summary
Stanza 1

(To JS/07/M/378/ This Marble Monument
Is Erected by the State)
He was found by the Bureau of Statistics to be 
One against whom there was no official com-
plaint, 
And all the reports on his conduct agree 
That, in the modern sense of an old-fashioned 
word, 
he was a saint.
For in everything he did, he served the  
Greater Community.

The poem begins with an epitaph (inscription 
written in memory of a dead person), and in 
the place where the name of the person is ex-
pected, we see a number. It is a unique iden-
tification number, like the Social Security 
Number in the US and Aadhaar in India. The 
state is not interested in the citizen as an in-
dividual. It doesn’t even bother to name him. 
Assigning only a number to one’s identity is 
dehumanising. The monument, in marble, is 

erected by the state (or government) in memo-
ry of a citizen who is identified by the number. 
The citizen is a male, as we can infer from the 
pronouns used, but no other personal detail is 
provided. The government provides its per-
spective on the life of the individual, and it is 
based on the reports it receives from the many 
bureaucratic departments. The individual is 
said to be someone against whom there were 
no formal complaints. There were reports on 
his conduct that the government collected 
from the various departments, and all of them 
were positive. There is not a black mark in the 
individual that the state uses the word ‘saint’ 
to describe him. A saint is someone who does 
only good deeds and serves the community. 
Here, the word ‘saint’ from religion is used 
symbolically to denote the calm and helpful 
nature of the individual. We know that a saint 
is someone who renounces his desires and 
serves the community. In a society where in-
dividualism is scorned, selflessness is consid-
ered to be a quality. At this juncture, it would 
be interesting to know about two kinds of cul-
tures prevalent in societies- individualistic and 
collectivistic. Individualistic societies value 
the choices and well-being of the individual, 
while collectivistic societies place importance 
on groups. Indian society is collectivistic, and 
hence, we tend to value institutions like fami-
ly above individuals. Sacrificing one’s wishes 
for the common good is a virtue in such cul-
tures.

Stanza 2
Except for the War till the day he retired
He worked in a factory and never got fired 
But satisfied his employers, Fudge Motors Inc.
Yet he wasn’t a scab or odd in his views, 
For his Union reports that he paid his dues, 
(Our report on his Union shows it was sound)
And our Social Psychology workers found 
That he was popular with his mates and liked 
a drink.
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We understand that the individual worked in 
a factory named Fudge Motors Inc., and his 
employers were satisfied with his work. He 
paid his dues to the workers’ union on time 
and never entertained any ‘odd’ views on 
any subject. The state relies on his union re-
ports and is also convinced that he belongs to 
a union, which is not problematic. The state 
also knows about the social life of the individ-
ual from the reports it received from workers 
of social psychology. He was popular among 
his friends and liked to have a drink, too. 
When we come to know that his social life, 
too, is under surveillance, we realise the in-
tensity of a dire situation that is hidden behind 
these monotonous lines. There is an irony in 
the mention of Unions. A Union is formed to 
ensure the well-being of the workers. It works 
against the exploitative practices of a firm. 
Here, the Union is under surveillance, too.

Stanza 3
The Press are convinced that he bought a 
paper every day
And that his reactions to advertisements 
were normal in every way.
Policies taken out in his name prove that he 
was fully insured,
And his Health-card shows he was once in 
hospital but left it cured.

The individual’s choice of newspaper and his 
reaction to advertisements are also monitored. 
The state considers his reactions to be ‘nor-
mal’. His health status and insurance policies 
are also mentioned. He enjoyed good health 
and was admitted to the hospital once but 
came out cured. The similarity to the Orwel-
lian world of Oceania is striking, though the 
situation is not as bad here. The unknown citi-
zen’s state might be a nation on the way to be-
coming yet another Oceania. The word ‘nor-
mal’ is subjective. In an authoritarian society, 
being submissive is normal. It is the society 
that decides the norms of normalcy.

Stanza 4
Both Producers Research and High-Grade 
Living declare
He was fully sensible to the advantages of the 
Instalment Plan
And had everything necessary to the Modern 
Man,
A phonograph, a radio, a car and a frigid-
aire.
Our researchers into Public Opinion are 
content
That he held the proper opinions for the time 
of year;
When there was peace, he was for peace: 
when there was war, he went

He lived comfortably and had all the necessary 
equipment needed for a modern lifestyle. He 
bought everything using the instalment plan 
of payment and owned a phonograph, radio, 
car and refrigerator. The state also monitors 
his opinions on public matters and is happy 
that he has ‘proper’ opinions. When there was 
a war, he went for it, and during peacetime, 
he lived suitably. Here, we can see how the 
state decides yardsticks for measuring the 
quality of the life of its citizens. Through the’ 
instalment plan’, the citizen is always bonded 
to authority and is in a subservient position. 
The necessities of modern man are defined by 
the state, and individualistic concerns are con-
spicuous in their absence.

Stanza 5
He was married and added five children to 
the population,
Which our Eugenist says was the right num-
ber for a parent of his generation.
And our teachers report that he never inter-
fered with their education.

His married life and the number of children 
are also ideal, and the state considers repro-
duction an exercise that adds to the gene pool. 
The individual did not interfere with what 
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the teachers taught either. The reference to 
Eugenics adds another layer to the dystopian 
horror presented in the poem. It is reminiscent 
of Adolf Hitler’s obsession with Aryan iden-
tity. Education is the best way to disseminate 
ideologies, and we understand that it is not 
questioned by the ideal citizen.

Stanza 6
Was he free? Was he happy? The question is 
absurd:
Had anything been wrong, we should cer-
tainly have heard.

The poem ends with two important philosoph-
ical questions. Whether the individual lived a 
free and happy life was, according to the state, 
an absurd query. The state is sure that it would 
have known if anything had gone wrong. The 
concepts of freedom and happiness do not suit 
the overall ambience of the poem. The author-
itarian state considers such concepts to be a 
novelty, and it may mean that the institution 
pretends to be liberal, which is worse. There 
would be no rebellion when the citizens are 
conditioned to believe that they live in a lib-
eral environment. Notice how the questions 
on happiness and freedom become rhetorical. 
The authorities do not require answers to these 
questions as they are too sure of themselves.

2.4.3 Analysis
W.H. Auden’s “The Unknown Citizen” is a 
sharp critique of modern bureaucratic societ-
ies that reduce individuals to mere data points, 
stripping away their humanity and individu-
ality. The poem takes the form of a mock 
epitaph, resembling an official report written 
by government authorities to commemorate 
a citizen whose life was exemplary by soci-
etal standards. It highlights the absurdity of 
a world where institutions, such as the state, 
corporations, and social organisations, use 
statistics and bureaucratic measures to assess 
a person’s worth. The citizen in the poem is 

described as someone who lived an unremark-
able yet “perfect” life by conforming to soci-
etal norms, fulfilling expectations, and avoid-
ing rebellion or deviation. However, Auden 
leaves a haunting ambiguity by asking wheth-
er the citizen was truly happy or free—ques-
tions left unanswered because such personal 
aspects are deemed irrelevant by institutional 
systems. The poem’s irony lies in its ability 
to celebrate the citizen while simultaneously 
criticising the cold, impersonal lens through 
which his life is viewed.

2.4.4 Themes
Conformity vs. Individuality: The citizen is 
portrayed as a model of societal conformity, 
obeying all rules and expectations. However, 
this conformity comes at the expense of indi-
viduality and self-expression. Auden critiques 
a society that values obedience over personal 
uniqueness, suggesting that the citizen’s true 
self remains unknown, even in death.
Dehumanisation by Bureaucracy: The cit-
izen’s life is described entirely through sta-
tistics and institutional records, reducing his 
identity to quantifiable achievements. This de-
humanisation reflects the dangers of bureau-
cratic systems that strip away individuality 
and treat people as faceless entities within the 
machinery of governance.
Irony of Modern Progress: While the poem 
celebrates modern systems of organisation, 
consumerism, and social control, it also ex-
poses their emptiness. Auden critiques the 
idea that progress in technology, economics, 
and social structure automatically leads to hu-
man well-being, as these advancements often 
fail to address deeper questions of purpose 
and happiness.
Surveillance and Control: The poem reflects 
a world where every aspect of life is moni-
tored, recorded, and judged by institutions. 
The citizen’s compliance with societal norms 
is tracked through his job, consumer habits, 
and even his participation in social organisa-
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tions. This theme critiques the invasive nature 
of state and corporate oversight.
Hollow Metrics of Success: The citizen’s life 
is deemed a success because he “served the 
Greater Community,” “paid his dues,” and 
“had everything necessary.” However, these 
metrics overlook the immeasurable aspects of 
life, such as love, creativity, and personal ful-
filment, raising questions about the true mean-
ing of success.

2.4.5 Literary Devices 
Irony: The poem is deeply ironic, as the tone 
of praise contrasts with the underlying cri-
tique of the citizen’s meaningless existence. 
The institutions laud him for his conformity, 
but the reader is left questioning whether such 
a life is truly admirable.
Satire: Auden satirises the bureaucratic ob-
session with control and documentation. 
By using the format of an official report, he 
mocks the detachment of such systems from 
the human experience.
Symbolism: The “Unknown Citizen” sym-
bolises the average person in a modern, bu-
reaucratic society—anonymous, obedient, 
and indistinguishable. He represents the loss 
of individuality in a world dominated by insti-
tutional power.
Repetition: The repetition of phrases like “he 
was found” and “had everything necessary” 

emphasises the monotony and mechanical na-
ture of the citizen’s life as seen through insti-
tutional records.
Juxtaposition: Auden juxtaposes the citizen’s 
supposed perfection with the unanswered 
questions of his freedom and happiness. This 
contrast highlights the superficiality of institu-
tional measures of success.
Imagery: The poem's imagery, such as “ev-
erything necessary to the Modern Man” and 
“proper opinions for the time of year,” evokes 
a world where individual desires and beliefs 
are dictated by external authorities.
Ambiguity: The closing lines of the poem 
deliberately leave the citizen’s happiness and 
freedom uncertain. This ambiguity forces the 
reader to reflect on whether societal approval 
truly equates to a fulfilling life.
Paradox: The citizen is praised for being 
“normal” and adhering to societal norms, yet 
the title “unknown” suggests that his identi-
ty and personal essence remain unrecognised, 
creating a paradox between societal accep-
tance and personal erasure.
Personification: Institutions like the State, 
Social Psychology, and Public Opinion are 
personified, giving them an active role in con-
trolling and evaluating citizens' lives. This 
device highlights their dominance over indi-
vidual lives.

Recap

1.	 The poem “The Unknown Citizen” is written as a satirical epitaph for a man 
celebrated for his conformity to societal norms.

2.	 The citizen is praised for being a “model” individual who never caused trou-
ble and followed all rules.

3.	 His life is described entirely through data collected by institutions, such as his 
employment record, consumer habits, and social activities.

4.	 He was considered a loyal worker, dutiful taxpayer, and responsible citizen, 
fulfilling all societal expectations.
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5.	 The citizen’s opinions were deemed “proper” and aligned with public senti-
ment, ensuring he never challenged the status quo.

6.	 He participated in social organisations and consumed products as expected 
of a modern man.

7.	 The poem questions whether the citizen was truly happy or free, but these 
concerns are dismissed as irrelevant by institutional standards.

8.	 The tone of the poem is formal and detached, mimicking bureaucratic lan-
guage, which enhances the satire.

9.	 Auden critiques the dehumanising effects of a society that reduces individu-
als to statistics and measures success through conformity.

10.	The poem ultimately reflects on the loss of individuality and personal mean-
ing in modern bureaucratic systems.

Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the author of “The Unknown Citizen”?
2.	 What literary form does the poem resemble?
3.	 How is the citizen’s life assessed in the poem?
4.	 What does the citizen symbolise in the context of modern society?
5.	 Which institutions are mentioned as having records of the citizen’s life?
6.	 What key questions about the citizen’s life remain unanswered at the end of 

the poem?
7.	 What does the phrase “everything necessary to the Modern Man” imply in 

the poem?
8.	 How does the poem reflect the role of bureaucracy in modern life?
9.	 What is the tone of the poem, and how does it contribute to its meaning?
10.	What aspect of individuality does the poem critique?

Answers

1.	 The author of “The Unknown Citizen” is W.H. Auden.
2.	 The poem resembles an epitaph or an official bureaucratic report.
3.	 The citizen’s life is assessed entirely through institutional records and statis-

tics.
4.	 The citizen symbolises the average person in a bureaucratic society who con-

forms to societal norms but loses individuality.
5.	 Institutions mentioned include the State, Social Psychology, Producers Re-
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search, and Public Opinion.
6.	 The question of whether the citizen was happy or free remains unanswered.
7.	 The phrase implies that the citizen fulfilled all material and societal expecta-

tions but neglected his emotional and personal needs.
8.	 The poem highlights how bureaucracy reduces human life to data, ignoring 

individuality and personal essence.
9.	 The tone is ironic, detached, and formal, mimicking the language of official 

documents to satirise bureaucracy.
10.	The poem critiques the loss of individuality in favour of societal conformity.

Assignments

1.	 Discuss how “The Unknown Citizen” critiques the role of bureaucracy and 
statistics in modern society.

2.	 Analyse the use of irony in “The Unknown Citizen” and how it enhances the 
poem’s central themes.

3.	 How does W.H. Auden portray the conflict between individuality and societal 
conformity in the poem?

4.	 Explore the significance of the unanswered questions about freedom and hap-
piness in the poem.

5.	 Compare the portrayal of modern life in “The Unknown Citizen” with another 
poem or text that critiques bureaucracy or conformity.

Suggested Reading

	f Auden, W.H. The Dyer’s Hand and Other Essays. Random House, 1962.
	f Huxley, Aldous. Brave New World. Harper Perennial, 2006.
	f Orwell, George. 1984. Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1949.SG
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              Hunger
                 - Jayanta Mahapatra

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
5

Upon the completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:
	f appreciate Jayanta Mahapatra’s poem “Hunger” as a part of Indian English 

Literature.
	f Understand the characteristics and style of Indian Writing in English.
	f Critically analyse the theme of poverty and marginalisation against the back-

drop of Indian society.

Prerequisites

To fully appreciate Jayanta Mahapatra’s poem Hunger, it is essential to understand its so-
cio-cultural and psychological context. The poem, written by one of India’s most prominent 
English-language poets, reflects the harsh realities of poverty, human desire, and moral 
conflict. Set against the backdrop of rural India, it captures the interplay between physical 
hunger and emotional or sexual hunger, presenting them as interconnected yet conflicting 
forces. Mahapatra’s use of stark imagery and minimalistic language intensifies the poem’s 
raw, visceral impact. Familiarity with the themes of economic disparity, exploitation, and 
the human condition enriches the reader’s understanding of the poem’s layered critique of 
society. The poem is also deeply introspective, questioning the ethical compromises people 
make when faced with desperate circumstances. Recognising Mahapatra’s unique poetic 
style, which blends modernist techniques with Indian themes, helps in grasping the poem’s 
profound and unsettling commentary on human vulnerability.

Keywords

Poverty, Desperation, Exploitation, Fishermen, Humanity
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2.5.1 Discussion
The poem “Hunger” was first published in 
Jayanta Mahapatra’s 1976 anthology titled A 
Rain of Rites. Thematically, it features two 
kinds of hunger, one sexual and the other in 
the literal sense of the term, both basic animal 
desires. The flesh-related and poverty-related 
hunger converge at a point of realisation, and 
one ends in the other. In the beginning of the 
poem, hunger is shown as the sexual desire 
of the narrator, which is later transformed into 
physical hunger or a craving for the stomach.

“Hunger” is a poem of 21 lines, divided into 
four stanzas of five lines each, with an extra 
line in the last. The poem does not follow any 
rhyme scheme. The title can mean the two 
kinds of hunger- physical or sexual. The im-
agery used in the poem conveys the emotions 
with all its depth. The poet uses similes and 
metaphors. When the narrator says that the hut 
opened like a wound, it clearly signifies the 
pain of poverty within. The narrator compares 
himself to the wind, the physical sensation in 
the stomach due to hunger to a slithering fish, 
darkness to hopelessness, the body to a house, 

and many more. The poem opens with the nar-
rator meeting a poor fisherman who unscru-
pulously offers his teenage daughter to gratify 
his lust. The man followed the fisherman to 
his hut, the door of which was ugly and re-
minded of a wound. The young daughter of 
the fisherman was to be the sexual partner of 
the stranger. The shack was dark, and a lamp 
flickering with a sooty flame was fastened to 
the wall, and there was darkness inside the 
small, roughly made hut. The narrator finds a 
young, malnourished girl inside the hut who 
mechanically gets ready to have sex with him. 
He realises how the hunger from poverty is 
well above his lust.

2.5.2 Summary

Stanza 1
It was hard to believe the flesh was heavy on 
my back.
The fisherman said: Will you have her, care-
lessly,
Trailing his nets and his nerves as though his 
words
Sanctified the purpose with which he faced 
himself.
I saw his white bone thrash his eyes.

The first stanza opens with the narrator, who 
can hardly believe he is feeling lustful. The 
flesh in the sling denotes his sexual desire. A 
fisherman offers his daughter to the narrator, 
but he seems to be careless and is trailing his 
net. He tries to justify himself, and his words 
seem to sanctify his purpose. A father pimp-
ing his daughter is something very rare, but 
the careless way in which he asks cannot hide 
his real situation. They are so impoverished 
and may not have anything to eat. The use of 
the word ‘flesh’ in the first line to denote lust 
is poetic. The fisherman trailing his nerves is 
also a symbolic representation of his pathetic 
condition.
Stanza 2

Fig. 2.5.1 Jayanta Mahapatra
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I followed him across the sprawling sands,
my mind thumping in the flesh’s sling.
Hope lay perhaps in burning the house I lived 
in.
Silence gripped my sleeves; his body clawed 
at the froth
his old nets had only dragged up from the 
seas.

The narrator follows the fisherman walking 
through the sandy beach. His mind is throb-
bing, and he has a guilty feeling of sin. He 
wishes his body to support his mind. He thinks 
that the sin he was going to commit would be 
forgiven if he had burnt his own house where 
he lived (that is, his carnal desire). There was 
complete silence, and he felt it gripping his 
sleeves. The fisherman is looking at his old 
net, which has nothing but some foam from 
the sea. The metaphorical use of the word 
‘house’ to denote body intensifies the poetic 
effect. Silence is personified as it is said to 
grip the narrator’s sleeve.

Stanza 3

In the flickering dark, his hut opened like a 
wound.
The wind was I, and the days and nights be-
fore.
Palm fronds scratched my skin. Inside the 
shack
an oil lamp splayed the hours bunched to 
those walls.
over and over the sticky soot crossed the space 
of my mind.
They reach the hut, and its condition is de-
plorable. The door opens like a wound. The 
hut is sordid and filthy, like a wound. It is 
dark inside, and there is wind outside. The 
wind symbolises the storm in the mind of the 
protagonist and his incessant feeling of guilt. 
When he enters the hut, the leaves of the palm 
tree used to make the hut scrape his body as 
if preventing him from doing the sin. There is 

an oil lamp fastened to the wall. It seems that 
the lamp has confined time. It may also refer 
to a clock on the wall, with its hands splayed. 
The sooty flame seems to fill his mind, mak-
ing him helpless. The dirty interiors of the hut 
increase his uneasiness. The poet uses vivid 
images to bring out the narrator’s mental state. 
The hut opening like a wound denotes the pain 
in the lives of the fisherman and his daughter. 
He compares the narrator’s mind to the wind.

Stanza 4
I heard him say: My daughter, she’s just turned 
fifteen…
Feel her. I’ll be back soon, your bus leaves at 
nine.
The sky fell on me, and a father’s exhausted 
wile.
Long and lean, her years were cold as rubber.
She opened her wormy legs wide. I felt the 
hunger there,
the other one, the fish slithering, turning in-
side.
The narrator hears the fisherman say that the 
girl is only fifteen. He asks the narrator to 
feel her and leaves the hut, saying that he will 
come back soon. Before leaving the hut, the 
fisherman reminds the narrator that his bus 
will leave at nine. The father tried to make 
a living in vain, and poverty has made him 
pimp his daughter. The narrator feels as if the 
sky has fallen over his head. He poetically 
describes his feelings, using vivid imagery. 
The girl was lean, and she was cold as rub-
ber, without any expression. When her father 
walked away from the spot, the girl kept her 
long, lean, wormy legs wide apart. The narra-
tor also feels the other hunger, the slithering 
fish-like movements in the stomach due to 
starvation, which forces her to sell her body.

2.5.3 Analysis
The poem is based on a unique theme. The 
background of the poem is the poverty and 
starvation of the deprived fisherfolks who de-
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pend on the sea for their living. This predica-
ment has driven many fisherwomen towards 
prostitution. The poem is influenced by the 
truth that hunger can result in any compro-
mise on morality and human relationships. 
The poet presents it as a great lesson that hu-
mankind should learn.
It is because of hunger that the fisherman 
offers his teenage daughter to a stranger to 
satisfy his lust. The visitor, who is burdened 
by lust and guilt at the same time, needs her 
to fulfil his carnal desire but cannot face the 
pricking of his conscience. The narrator is a 
symbol of the moral hypocrisy found in Indi-
an society, which considers sex to be a sin. His 
sense of guilt is accentuated when he enters 
the hut. The soot from the oil lamp in the hut 
also conquers his mind. Here, the consent of 
the poor girl is never sought, and she is only 
an instrument. A woman’s body is objectified 
in patriarchal societies, and here, the father 
makes it into a means to make money. His sit-
uation does not sanctify his purpose, for why 
should a fisherman not go to any other job 
and earn money? Why should he try to stick 
to fishing when all he can get from the sea is 
froth? It is not easy to judge lives.

The poem can also be read as the narrative of a 
privileged voice. The narrator longs to quench 
his lust when the other two characters in the 
poem, the father and the daughter, do not have 
anything to eat. It portrays how the emotion 
of hunger is different for people who belong 
to different strata of society. 

2.5.4 Themes
Physical and Emotional Hunger: The cen-
tral theme of the poem is the experience of 
hunger, both literal and metaphorical. The 
poem vividly describes the physical suffering 
of hunger but also extends this to symbolise 
deeper emotional and spiritual deprivation. 

The hunger experienced by the speaker is not 

just a bodily need but also a craving for con-
nection, meaning, and fulfilment.
Isolation and Desperation: The poem touch-
es on the loneliness and despair that accompa-
ny hunger. The speaker is isolated in their suf-
fering, and this loneliness is amplified by the 
bleak surroundings and sense of hopelessness. 
The experience of hunger is not only physi-
cal but also social, as it can lead to feelings of 
abandonment and alienation.
Societal Indifference: Mahapatra also cri-
tiques social structures that allow such hunger 
and deprivation to exist. The poem may be 
seen as a commentary on poverty, inequality, 
and society's apathy toward those who suffer. 
The focus is not only on the personal agony of 
hunger but also on the larger social forces that 
contribute to such states.
Existential Struggle: The poem has a phil-
osophical undertone that links hunger to the 
human condition. Hunger, as portrayed in 
the poem, represents an existential crisis, an 
endless quest for meaning in a world where 
survival often overshadows deeper spiritual or 
emotional fulfilment.

2.5.5 Literary Devices
Imagery: Mahapatra uses vivid imagery to 
evoke the intense physical sensations of hun-
ger. Descriptions like “the gnawing hunger,” 
“aching bones,” and “empty stomachs” paint 
a clear picture of deprivation, making the 
reader almost feel the emptiness the speaker 
experiences.
Metaphor: The metaphor of hunger extends 
beyond the physical act of needing food. It 
symbolizes a yearning for something more 
profound—whether it be love, purpose, or ful-
filment. Hunger in the poem becomes a meta-
phor for all the things humans are deprived of, 
both materially and spiritually.
Juxtaposition: Mahapatra often juxtaposes 
physical hunger with emotional or existential 
hunger, emphasising how the two are inter-
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twined. This device highlights the complexity 
of the human experience, where material suf-
fering is connected with deeper, unseen emo-
tional suffering.
Personification: Hunger is personified in the 
poem, giving it an almost living quality. The 
speaker’s hunger is not just an abstract idea 
but an active force that gnaws at them, sug-
gesting its relentless nature and its power to 
control the individual.
Symbolism: Hunger itself powerfully sym-
bolizes the broader issues the poem addresses. 
It symbolises the struggle for survival, the in-
equalities in society, and the deeper, universal 
human need for connection and meaning.

Alliteration and Repetition: The poem's 
use of alliteration and repetition enhances its 
rhythmic quality and reflects the continuous, 
cyclical nature of hunger. These devices also 
emphasize the relentless, unending nature of 
the speaker’s physical and emotional suffer-
ing.
Contrast: Mahapatra contrasts physical hun-
ger with the idea of spiritual fulfilment. Where 
the body is empty, the soul yearns for some-
thing more significant. This contrast deepens 
the poem’s exploration of existential and so-
cial issues.

Recap

	f Jayanta Mahapatra’s “Hunger” critiques poverty, marginalisation, and hu-
man vulnerability in Indian society.

	f The poem explores two kinds of hunger: physical (starvation) and sexual, 
showing their interconnection.

	f The narrator is offered a poor fisherman’s teenage daughter, which symbol-
izes the impact of poverty on morality.

	f The stark imagery, such as the “hut opening like a wound,” conveys the 
harshness of poverty and emotional despair.

	f Themes of guilt, human exploitation, and ethical compromises emerge as 
central to the narrative.

	f The poem uses minimalistic language, similes, and metaphors to deepen its 
emotional impact.

	f The girl’s consent is ignored, reflecting the objectification of women in pa-
triarchal, poverty-stricken societies.

	f The narrator experiences moral conflict, symbolised by vivid descriptions 
like “sooty flames” and “slithering fish.”

	f The fisherman’s desperation highlights systemic economic failures and so-
cial inequalities.

	f “Hunger” critiques the privileged indifference to the struggles of the impov-
erished, making it a profound social commentary.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Who is the author of the poem “Hunger”?
2.	 In which anthology was the poem “Hunger” first published?
3.	 What are the two types of hunger depicted in the poem?
4.	 How does the narrator describe the hut in the poem?
5.	 What role does the fisherman play in the poem?
6.	 What is the age of the fisherman’s daughter mentioned in the poem?
7.	 What does the “sooty flame” symbolize in the poem?
8.	 What imagery is used to describe the girl in the poem?
9.	 How does the poem reflect on the theme of poverty?
10.	What does the metaphor of “flesh in the sling” signify?

Answers

1.	 Jayanta Mahapatra.
2.	 A Rain of Rites (1976).
3.	 Physical hunger (starvation) and sexual hunger.
4.	 The hut is described as “opening like a wound.”
5.	 The fisherman offers his daughter to the narrator for money.
6.	 Fifteen years old.
7.	 It symbolises guilt, hopelessness, and moral burden.
8.	 The girl is described as “long and lean” with “wormy legs.”
9.	 It portrays poverty as forcing people into unethical compromises like  

prostitution.
10.	It signifies sexual desire and the weight of guilt.

Assignments

1.	 Critically analyse how “Hunger” portrays the relationship between poverty 
and morality.

2.	 Discuss the role of imagery in Jayanta Mahapatra’s poem “Hunger”.
3.	 Explore the feminist critique present in Hunger, particularly regarding the 

objectification of women.
4.	 How does the poem depict the narrator’s moral conflict? Use textual evi-

dence to support your answer.
5.	 Compare and contrast the different forms of hunger portrayed in the poem.
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Suggested Reading

	f Mahapatra, Jayanta. A Rain of Rites, University of Georgia Press, 1976.
	f The Poetry of Jayanta Mahapatra: Themes and Imagery by Vivekanand Jha 

(2013).
	f Mahapatra, Jayanta, 'Hunger'. The Oxford Authority of Modern India Poetry, 

Edited by Vinay Dharwadker and A.K. Ramanujan, Oxford University Press, 
1994, pp. 37-38.
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Hawk Roosting 
                       - Ted Hughes

Learning Outcomes

Unit 
6

Upon the completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:
	f recognise how literature can explore themes of authority, dominance, and 

the effects of power.
	f become aware of how Hughes uses the hawk’s perspective to explore the 

themes in the poem.
	f examine how the free verse form and cold, confident tone contribute to the 

poem’s portrayal of the main themes.
	f identify how the poet uses symbols to represent complex ideas in the poem.

Prerequisites

Imagine a creature perched high above the world, with the sun behind it, calmly surveying 
its domain. In Ted Hughes’ “Hawk Roosting,” this hawk speaks not just as a predator but as 
a figure of absolute power and control. It claims dominion over its surroundings, stating that 
nothing has changed since it began and intends to maintain this unchallenged position for-
ever. The hawk’s confident declaration that the world exists to serve its needs raises essen-
tial questions: What does it mean to wield such complete authority? What does it feel like 
to be so isolated in your supremacy that nothing and no one can challenge you? Through 
the hawk’s voice, Hughes explores the essence of power, dominance, and the alienation that 
often accompanies unchecked control. As we analyse the poem, we’ll see how the hawk’s 
unflinching belief in its superiority mirrors the dangers of absolute power and the cold, 
isolating nature of dominance.

Keywords

Dominance, Power, Control, Permanence, Perspective, Predatory Voice
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2.6.1 Discussion

Ted Hughes is one of the most powerful and 
provocative voices in twentieth-century poet-
ry. Known for his intense imagery and fasci-
nation with the natural world, Hughes often 
explored the raw, untamed forces of nature 
and the complexities of human life within it. 
Born in Yorkshire, England, in 1930, Hughes 
grew up surrounded by the rugged country-
side, which profoundly influenced his writing 
and gave his poetry a visceral, earthy quality. 
He was not just a poet but also a storyteller 
of nature’s brutality and beauty, often writ-
ing about animals with striking intensity, as 
if inviting readers to experience their primal 
instincts firsthand. His works, like “Hawk 
Roosting” and “The Thought-Fox,” draw us 
into a world where animals and landscapes 
come alive with fierce autonomy. Hughes’ 
ability to fuse myth, nature, and psychology 
made him a unique and sometimes controver-
sial figure, and his legacy continues to impact 
poetry and literature even today.

2.6.2 Summary 
Lines 1 - 4
I sit in the top of the wood, my eyes closed.
Inaction, no falsifying dream
Between my hooked head and hooked feet:
Or in sleep rehearse perfect kills and eat.

The opening lines of “Hawk Roosting” by Ted 
Hughes depict a hawk resting at the top of a 
tree, entirely at ease and in control. The hawk 
describes its state of “inaction” as it perches, 
with its “eyes closed,” indicating a sense of 
calm and confidence in its environment. The 
hawk is so assured of its power and securi-
ty that it does not need to be vigilant or con-
stantly alert. It has no illusions or “falsifying 
dream” between its “hooked head and hooked 
feet,” showing its straightforward, unembel-
lished view of its purpose as a predator.
Even in sleep, the hawk’s instincts remain 
sharp. It describes itself as being able to “re-
hearse perfect kills and eat.” This line displays 
the hawk’s singular focus on its role in nature. 
Its thoughts are filled with visions of hunting, 
which, for the hawk, is both natural and nec-
essary. These opening lines set the tone for 
the hawk’s perspective as a creature entirely 
comfortable in its predatory role, conveying a 
sense of self-assurance, power, and instinctual 
purpose.
Lines 5 - 8
The convenience of the high trees!
The air’s buoyancy and the sun’s ray
Are of advantage to me;
And the earth’s face upward for my inspec-
tion.

The hawk speaks about how its surroundings 
are ideally suited to its needs. The hawk ap-
preciates the “convenience of the high trees,” 
which provide a vantage point to observe its 
territory. The air’s buoyancy helps it fly effort-

Fig. 2.6.1 Ted Hughes
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lessly, and the sunlight offers clarity and vis-
ibility for hunting. Each element of nature—
trees, air, and sunlight—seems designed to 
serve the hawk’s purpose, enhancing its sense 
of power and control.
The hawk also notes that “the earth’s face 
(is) upward for my inspection,” suggesting 
that it views the entire world as being at its 
disposal, positioned solely for observation. 
This conveys the hawk’s perception of itself 
as dominant, central, and in command, as if 
all of nature is oriented around it. These lines 
showcase the hawk’s strong sense of self-im-
portance, with its environment catering to its 
every need and reinforcing its position at the 
top of the natural hierarchy.
Lines 9 - 12
My feet are locked upon the rough bark.
It took the whole of Creation
To produce my foot, my each feather:
Now I hold Creation in my foot

The hawk describes its sense of power and 
control over the natural world, reflecting on 
its role as a supreme predator. The lines “My 
feet are locked upon the rough bark” show 
the hawk perched firmly, suggesting strength 
and stability. The hawk believes it is a pinna-
cle of nature’s design, declaring, “It took the 
whole of Creation / To produce my foot, my 
each feather.” Here, the hawk implies that ev-
ery part of it was carefully crafted, as if all of 
nature exists to create and support its being.
As the hawk continues, it states, “Now I hold 
Creation in my foot,” displaying its domi-
nance. By clutching the bark with its feet, the 
hawk feels it has control over life itself, sym-
bolising its position at the top of the natural or-
der. The hawk’s sense of self-importance and 
power is unchallenged, reflecting a worldview 
in which it is the ultimate authority, and all as-
pects of creation exist to serve or enhance its 
existence. The hawk’s belief in its supremacy 

and purpose is evident through these lines.
Lines 13 - 16
Or fly up, and revolve it all slowly -
I kill where I please because it is all mine.
There is no sophistry in my body:
My manners are tearing off heads -

The hawk confidently describes its dominion 
over its environment. When it says, “Or fly up, 
and revolve it all slowly,” it indicates how it 
views the world from above, surveying it with 
a sense of ownership and control. The line, 
“I kill where I please because it is all mine,” 
further emphasises its belief that everything 
around it belongs to it, granting it the freedom 
to act without restriction or consequence. 
The hawk then states, “There is no sophist-
ry in my body,” meaning there is no pretence 
or subtlety in its existence. It is straightfor-
ward and unapologetic about its nature, living 
purely by instinct and power. The phrase “My 
manners are tearing off heads” bluntly ex-
presses the hawk’s unfiltered approach to life. 
It kills directly and without remorse, adhering 
to its primal nature. 
Lines 17 - 20
The allotment of death.
For the one path of my flight is direct
Through the bones of the living.
No arguments assert my right:

These lines reflect the hawk’s perspective on 
power and control over life and death. “The 
allotment of death” suggests the hawk’s au-
thority in deciding who lives and dies, show-
ing nature’s raw, instinctual hierarchy. The 
line “For the one path of my flight is direct 
/ Through the bones of the living” illustrates 
the hawk’s unyielding and predatory pur-
pose, moving straight toward its prey without 
hesitation. The final line emphasises that the 
hawk’s dominance is unquestioned and intrin-
sic, not requiring justification or debate; its 
might alone is its authority.
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Lines 21 - 24

The sun is behind me.
Nothing has changed since I began.
My eye has permitted no change.
I am going to keep things like this.

These lines present the hawk as an assertive, 
dominant figure. The hawk speaks of the sun 
being behind it, portraying its power and po-
sition of control. It asserts that nothing has 
changed since it began, emphasising a time-
less, unwavering existence. It claims control 
over its environment, suggesting that its vi-
sion will dictate reality. Finally, the hawk in-
tends to maintain the status quo, presenting its 
sense of authority and permanence in nature.

2.6.3 Analysis

The title “Hawk Roosting” suggests a literal 
image of a hawk perched and a symbolic rep-
resentation of the bird in a state of stillness 
and self-assurance. The word “roosting” im-
plies rest but also a sense of control and dom-
inance, as the hawk is in its element, oversee-
ing its surroundings. The speaker of the poem 
is the hawk itself, and its perspective is central 
to the meaning of the work. Hughes imbues 
the poem with an inherently predatory and au-
thoritative voice by choosing a bird of prey.
The poem is composed of eleven brief, un-
rhymed lines written in free verse. This lack 
of a rigid structure mirrors the hawk’s dom-
inance and unchallenged existence. The 
straightforwardness of the language, coupled 
with the concise form, reflects the hawk’s 
simplicity in thought. There is no unneces-
sary elaboration, just the clear expression of 
its control. The free verse structure also sug-
gests the idea of freedom from external con-
straints, reinforcing the hawk’s independence 
and self-reliance.

The tone of the poem is one of cold confidence 
and detached authority. The hawk’s voice is 
self-assured, almost arrogant, and completely 

uninterested in anything outside of its domain. 
Its speech is declarative and imperious, sug-
gesting a being who views itself as superior 
and unconcerned with any moral implications. 
This tone creates a sense of isolation, as the 
hawk is so enmeshed in its worldview that it 
does not even acknowledge the possibility of 
change or opposition.

Hughes’ use of language in the poem reinforces 
the hawk’s domineering personality. Phrases 
such as “Nothing has changed since I began” 
and “My eye has permitted no change” sug-
gest an unyielding force that dictates the flow 
of time and nature. The hawk’s perception is 
presented as an absolute reality, with no room 
for modification or challenge. The language 
also conveys a sense of detachment from the 
human experience. There are no emotions or 
moral reflections in the hawk’s statements. It 
simply exists to assert its superiority.
The imagery in the poem is stark and viv-
id, with the hawk’s power symbolised by its 
physical presence and ability to control its 
environment. The mention of the sun being 
“behind me” can be interpreted as a symbol of 
light and life, with the hawk standing in a po-
sition shielded from the chaos or turmoil that 
might come from the outside world.

2.6.4 Major Themes
Power and Domination: The hawk’s voice 
reflects a world of absolute control, where it 
exerts power over its surroundings without 
question or remorse. The idea that the hawk 
“kills where I please” emphasises the stark re-
ality of predation and the hawk’s belief in its 
inherent right to dominate life and death. This 
can be read as a commentary on the nature of 
power and how it is maintained and justified 
through absolute authority.
  
Nature and Survival: The hawk embodies 
the primal instincts of survival. Its detached 
view of nature as something to be controlled 
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and conquered presents the reality of the an-
imal kingdom, where the law of the strong 
prevails. The hawk’s unbothered attitude to 
its violent actions, expressed in “I kill where I 
please because it is all mine,” reflects the ani-
malistic nature of life, which is driven by the 
need to dominate for survival.
Isolation and Alienation: The hawk’s per-
spective is solitary and self-centred. It distanc-
es itself from human notions of morality or 
empathy. The hawk’s control over its environ-
ment is so complete that it does not recognise 
the possibility of change or interaction with 
others. The idea of “permitting no change” 
reflects an inherent alienation, suggesting that 
once power is achieved, it creates an isolated 
worldview where nothing else matters.
The Nature of Power: Through the hawk’s 
reflections, Hughes explores the nature of 
power itself. The hawk’s view of power is 
absolute and devoid of compassion or consid-
eration for others. This sense of power is not 
earned or justified but assumed, as the hawk 
simply exists to dominate. Its perception of 

itself as the ultimate being can be seen as a 
metaphor for the dangerous and isolating ef-
fects of unchecked authority.

2.6.5 Literary Devices 
Alliteration: The repetition of consonant 
sounds in phrases like “I kill where I please 
because it is all mine” creates a harsh, aggres-
sive rhythm that mirrors the hawk’s assertive 
nature.
Metaphor: The hawk itself is a metaphor for 
absolute, unquestioned power. Its physical 
presence, especially its eyes, symbolises con-
trol, vision, and dominance, suggesting that 
those who hold power only see the world as a 
means to maintain their authority.
Imagery: Hughes uses vivid and stark im-
agery to convey the hawk’s ruthless power, 
particularly through the bird’s view of the 
world. The hawk’s “eye” serves as a tool of 
dominance, controlling not only its immediate 
environment but also the perception of reality 
itself.

Recap

	f The hawk rests at the top of a tree, confident and in control, not needing vig-
ilance

	f It instinctively rehearses hunting even at rest, displaying its predatory focus
	f The hawk sees its surroundings as perfectly designed for its needs, enhancing 

its sense of power
	f It views the world as its domain, with all elements serving its purpose
	f The hawk feels superior and created for this role, as every part of it is crafted 

for dominance
	f It believes it holds control over life and death, exercising freedom and author-

ity without remorse
	f The hawk’s self-assurance is evident in its belief that nothing will change
	f It is the supreme ruler of its world
	f The title suggests both stillness and dominance
	f The free verse structure reflects the hawk’s autonomy and straightforward 

mindset
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	f The tone is confident, cold, and detached
	f The language reinforces the hawk’s dominance
	f The imagery conveys the hawk’s power, particularly in its view of the world
	f The major themes are power and domination, nature and survival, isolation 

and alienation, the nature of power
	f The main literary devices used are alliteration, metaphor and imagery

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the central theme of the poem “Hawk Roosting”?
2.	 What does the hawk claim about its position in the world?
3.	 What is the tone of the poem?
4.	 What does the phrase “Nothing has changed since I began” reflect?
5.	 What does the hawk’s declaration of “Nothing has changed” emphasise?
6.	 In the poem, what does the hawk see as its “will” in the world?
7.	 What is the significance of the hawk saying, “The sun is behind me”?
8.	 What does the hawk’s declaration that “I kill where I please because it is all 

mine” demonstrate?
9.	 What is implied by the phrase, “My feet are locked upon the rough bark”?
10.	Which literary device is most prominent in the line “I kill where I please be-

cause it is all mine”?
11.	What does the free verse structure of the poem symbolise?
12.	What does the hawk mean when it says, “There is no sophistry in my body”?
13.	What does the hawk mean by “I hold Creation in my foot”?
14.	What does the imagery of the hawk’s “eye” symbolise?
15.	What does the hawk’s view of the world suggest about its personality?

Answers

1.	 Power and Domination
2.	 It controls everything around it
3.	 Cold and detached
4.	 Timeless existence
5.	 A permanent, unchallenged position
6.	 The force that dictates reality
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7.	 It is in control and shielded from chaos
8.	 Ruthlessness and domination
9.	  The hawk is firmly grounded in power
10.	 Alliteration
11.	The hawk’s independence and self-reliance
12.	The hawk is direct and unapologetic
13.	It has control over all of nature
14.	Vision and dominance
15.	 It is isolated and unapproachable

Assignments

1.	 How does Ted Hughes use the hawk as a metaphor for absolute power and 
dominance in “Hawk Roosting”? Discuss with reference to specific language 
and imagery.

2.	 How does the hawk’s perspective on control and permanence reflect Hughes’ 
views on power and authority?

3.	 Analyse how Hughes uses structure and free verse to reflect the hawk’s inde-
pendence and unchallenged dominance.

4.	 Examine the hawk’s perception of itself in “Hawk Roosting” and discuss 
what this reveals about Hughes’ views on the nature of power and self-assur-
ance.

Suggested Reading

	f Gifford, Terry. Ted Hughes. Routledge, 2009.
	f Roberts, Neil. Ted Hughes: A Literary Life. Palgrave Macmillan, 2006.
	f Sagar, Keith. The Art of Ted Hughes. Cambridge University Press, 1975.
	f Faas, Ekbert. Ted Hughes: The Unaccommodated Universe. Black Sparrow 

Press, 1980.SG
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Section A

Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.               (10×1=10)

1.	 Who is the author of Because I Could Not Stop for Death?
2.	 What does the “House” symbolise in Because I Could Not Stop for Death?
3.	 Name the illness Johnsy suffers from in The Last Leaf.
4.	 What does the ivy vine represent in O. Henry’s The Last Leaf?
5.	 What is the free bird a metaphor for in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged 

Bird Sings?
6.	 Who are the three main characters in The Last Leaf?
7.	 Who is the protagonist in The Last Leaf?
8.	 What does Kamala Das mean by “gift him what makes you woman”?
9.	 What is the significance of the mirror in Kamala Das’ The Looking Glass?
10.	What literary device is used in the phrase “bars of rage” in Angelou’s poem?
11.	How does Emily Dickinson personify Death in her poem?
12.	What does Behrman sacrifice in The Last Leaf?
13.	Who painted the last leaf in O. Henry’s story?
14.	What does Emily Dickinson compare death to in Because I Could Not Stop for 

Death?
15.	How does Kamala Das describe a woman’s body after love fades in The Looking 

Glass?
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Section B

Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences.                   (5×2=10)

16.	How does Because I Could Not Stop for Death challenge the conventional view 
of mortality?

17.	Discuss the symbolism of the “Setting Sun” in Dickinson’s poem.
18.	What role does Sue play in saving Johnsy in The Last Leaf?
19.	Explain the significance of the caged bird’s song in Angelou’s poem.
20.	How does The Last Leaf convey the theme of sacrifice?
21.	What is the tone of The Looking Glass, and how does it reflect gender dynamics?
22.	How does The Caged Bird critique systemic racism and privilege?
23.	What is the role of friendship in O. Henry’s The Last Leaf?
24.	How does Emily Dickinson depict eternity in Because I Could Not Stop for Death?
25.	Explain the significance of the caged bird’s “fearful trill” in Angelou’s poem.
26.	What is the role of imagery in Because I Could Not Stop for Death?

Section C

Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph.                              (6×5=30)

27.	Analyse the metaphor of the carriage ride in Emily Dickinson’s Because I Could 
Not Stop for Death.

28.	Discuss the theme of hope and despair in The Last Leaf.
29.	How does Angelou use vivid imagery to contrast the free bird and the caged bird?
30.	Evaluate the emotional dependence of women portrayed in Kamala Das’ The 

Looking Glass.
31.	How does O. Henry use realism to depict the struggles of artists in The Last Leaf?
32.	Explore the theme of generational trauma in Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings.
33.	Discuss the representation of death as a journey in Dickinson’s poem.
34.	How does Kamala Das highlight the fragility of the male ego in The Looking 

Glass?
35.	How does the title The Looking Glass reflect the central theme of the poem?
36.	How does The Last Leaf explore the theme of resilience through art?
37.	How does I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings highlight the contrast between free-

dom and captivity?
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Section D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.                                   (2×10=20)

38.	Compare and contrast the portrayal of mortality in Emily Dickinson’s Because I 
Could Not Stop for Death and O. Henry’s The Last Leaf.

39.	Examine the feminist critique of relationships and societal norms in Kamala Das’s 
The Looking Glass.

40.	Discuss how Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings symbolises the 
struggles of the marginalized.

41.	Evaluate the themes of sacrifice and hope in O. Henry’s The Last Leaf with tex-
tual references.
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Section A
Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.                    (10×1=10)

1.	 Which war serves as a historical backdrop for some of Dickinson’s themes?
2.	 How does Kamala Das describe the “male ego” in The Looking Glass?
3.	 How does Johnsy’s belief about the falling ivy leaves affect her recovery in The 

Last Leaf?
4.	 What artistic aspiration does Behrman achieve in The Last Leaf?
5.	 How does Angelou portray the psychological impact of oppression on the caged 

bird?
6.	 Name the primary literary movement influencing Dickinson’s time.
7.	 What emotion does the caged bird’s song primarily convey in I Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings?
8.	 What does Kamala Das highlight as central to a woman’s identity in The Looking 

Glass?
9.	 How does Dickinson use paradox in Because I Could Not Stop for Death?
10.	What does the phrase “grave of dreams” symbolise in I Know Why the Caged 

Bird Sings?
11.	How does the free bird view the sky in Angelou’s poem?
12.	What is the tone of Kamala Das’s poem The Looking Glass?
13.	Why is Greenwich Village significant in The Last Leaf?
14.	What societal norm does Kamala Das critique in The Looking Glass?
15.	How does Dickinson depict immortality in her poem?
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Section B
Answer any five of the following questions in one or two sentences.                   (5×2=10)

16.	How does Kamala Das’s The Looking Glass portray female vulnerability and 
empowerment simultaneously?

17.	How does Maya Angelou contrast the caged bird’s struggles with the free bird’s 
freedom?

18.	How does Sue contribute to Johnsy’s recovery in The Last Leaf?
19.	What role does memory play in The Looking Glass?
20.	How does Angelou critique systemic privilege in I Know Why the Caged Bird 

Sings?
21.	What is the significance of the final resting place in Because I Could Not Stop for 

Death?
22.	How does Behrman’s sacrifice affect the story’s message in The Last Leaf?
23.	Explain how the journey in Because I Could Not Stop for Death reflects the pas-

sage of life.
24.	What major historical event influenced Emily Dickinson’s writings during the 

19th century?
25.	What rhyme scheme is used in Because I Could Not Stop for Death?
26.	How does Kamala Das describe the “male ego” in The Looking Glass?

Section C
Answer any six of the following questions in one paragraph.                              (6×5=30)

27.	Discuss the cyclical stages of life as depicted in Dickinson’s Because I Could Not 
Stop for Death.

28.	Explore the role of resilience in I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.
29.	How does Kamala Das critique societal expectations about love and desire in The 

Looking Glass?
30.	Examine the theme of selflessness in O. Henry’s The Last Leaf.
31.	What does the metaphor of the "cage" in Angelou’s poem reveal about systemic 

oppression?
32.	How does Dickinson use personification to redefine the concept of death?
33.	Analyse the use of art as a transformative force in The Last Leaf.
34.	How does Angelou use repetition to emphasise the caged bird’s plight in I Know 

Why the Caged Bird Sings?
35.	Discuss the emotional and physical toll of unbalanced relationships as portrayed 

in The Looking Glass.
36.	Evaluate the imagery used by Dickinson to depict eternity in her poem.
37.	Discuss the role of art and its impact on life and hope as portrayed in O. Henry’s 

The Last Leaf.
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Section D
Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.                                   (2×10=20)

38.	Compare and contrast the depiction of mortality in Because I Could Not Stop for 
Death and The Last Leaf.

39.	How does Kamala Das explore the paradox of love and loneliness in The Looking 
Glass?

40.	Discuss the role of friendship in O. Henry’s The Last Leaf.
41.	Analyse the interplay of freedom, privilege, and resistance in Angelou’s I Know 

Why the Caged Bird Sings.
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