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Indian poets share the burden of writing in English which is not their first 

language. The question, whether the dominant language, literature, culture and 
philosophy can be turned around and used for subversive purposes, has been central 
concern for many of the Indian poets writing in English. The present paper tries to focus 
on crisis of writing in English which is the language of intellectual makeup and not of 
emotional make up with reference to the poetry of Meena Alexander who considers 
English as “nowhere language” in India. For Alexander  English  is but, “the dead script, 
the dying letters of an oppressive bureaucracy and its concomitant educational machine, 
which through the manifold structures of repetition, seek to control the very pith of 
utterance”(Alexander WPviii). Her poetry reflects the violence involved in adopting the 
English, The acquisition of foreign tongue and loss of mother tongue makes it difficult to 
express her personal self and cultural identity. Alexander considers her writing in 
English, as kind of shame imposed on her. English is the symbol of colonial burden. 
Therefore, though she has acquired fluency in English, she was more interested in 
subverting its colonial trappings through breaking rules of writing English. 
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Indian poets share the burden of writing in English which is not their first 

language. The question, whether the dominant language, literature, culture and 
philosophy can be turned around and used for subversive purposes, has been central 
concern for many of the Indian poets writing in English. Meena Alexander’s both 
families; family in Kerala and USA, speak English. Besides, Alexander knows French, 
Arabic, Hindi, and Malayalam. Malayalam was only oral language. She uses English as 
the medium of expression. Alexander is conscious of her writing in English. In her 
prose essay entitled ‘Exiled by a Dead Script’ (WP), the poet speaks of two distinct but 
interrelated terrors for the poet writing in English. Alexander identifies related terrors as 
“the terror of babble” and “the terror of non-sense” (AlexanderWP viii). These terrors 
arise from the sheer burden of English which is but, “the dead script, the dying letters of 
an oppressive bureaucracy and its concomitant educational machine, which through the 
manifold structures of repetition, seek to control the very pith of 
utterance”(Alexanderviii). For Alexander, “English in India is a nowhere language; 
spatially, it does not belong anywhere” (Alexander ix). Hence the poet who writes in this 
‘nowhere language’ in India, feels herself exiled.  
 Her poetry reflects the violence involved in adopting the English, “She is trained 
in English elocution by a Scottish teacher, Mrs. McDermott, and the exercises imposed 
on her to strip the Indian accent from her tongue produce in her a sense of a physical and 
psychic violence” (Basu and Leenerts 4). Therefore, it is linked to kind of shame and is 
not the language of her dreams, “As for myself I am aware that the language I use most 
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fluently, that I can shape and work with best, is rarely a language I dream in” 
(AlexanderThe Shock 39). 
 The knowledge of English language hinders the free expression of her most 
intimate feelings. The acquisition of foreign tongue and loss of mother tongue makes it 
difficult to express her personal self and cultural identity because, “For a diasporicwriter, 
the habitations that language can offer are nothing but imaginary and transient – shelters” 
(Herrero 29). Therefore, the poet has to pierce through the burden of language to express 
her truer self. Years later, while talking about the burden of English as expressed in 
‘Exiled by Dead Script’she presents the new approach in an interview with Ayisha 
Abraham, “I weighed it against the bureaucratic burden of English in India. But now I 
realize that in so many ways English has been Indianized, it is an Indian language” 
(Alexander25). 
 The poet explains her threat of exile involved in making poetry in English in 
India. Yet she appropriates it to refuse exile and to subvert the hidden ideology of 
contemporary Indian English. The poet is aware of the colonial cultural oppression 
through language. She subverts this burden by rupturing the syntax and reduces the alien 
tongue to serve her purpose of rebellion and resistance. The poet does not follow any 
grammatical rules and structures in the poem Birds Bright Ring. The lines of only one or 
two words seem incongruous but emphasize poet’s subversion of English linguistic 
patterns.  

Loiseau 
chante 
avee 

savoix 
Kala 

blind musician 
cactus 

man gouge 
out your eyes 

to sing 
Durga 

purple plum 
with 

many heads 
smile at flowers 

Leela 
eyes strike 

love” (BBR 10) 
 Alexander’s poetry is critical of the consequences of colonial rule. Language is 
the strongest factor that has contributed towards it. A language is not just a medium for 
self-expression; it affirms one’s identity, it relates to one’s culture. It is an agency of 
growth. But with the appropriation of language, a poet’s self gets distanced from native 
traditions, culture and thought process. The poet speaks the “speech which is not hers” 
and tries to articulate her poetic self in a language which “through its syllables / cut her 
dusty foot soles”(‘prologue’WP 13). 
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 The anonymities and loss of identity make the poet restless and create darkness in 
a migrated life. The sorrow is intensified by alienation caused by loss of language and 
now she wants to barter the lost joy with the syllables, “Soon she’ll gather all her leaves 
to her / and barter them for syllables, patiently / counting out the properties of joy” 
(‘From a Blue House’SR 12) 
 The poem ‘Homeward’ focuses on the sense of shame attached to the use of 
English. The poet finds herself alienated through language, culture, and societal change. 
It is out of a feeling of alienation and rejection, of disappointment and a sense of loss of 
one’s identity that she returns to her homeland to close wounds of migration. The sense 
of loss of mother tongue makes her unable to sustain her selfhood, 

My tongue unstops its shame, 
my speech halting, 
homeward turned in torment 
I tell you both my tale (HoaTD 92) 

 The poem ‘After the First House’ expresses the sorrow of being distanced from 
the house as well as mother tongue and the culture. The language itself is a medium, 
which keeps poet connected to her native land and keeps her aware of her Indianness. 
However, at the second moment poet realizes the sorrow involved in losing the syllables 
on grandmother’s tongue. The poet remembers the alphabets of lost mother tongue “I Ai / 
Ai AiAi / not I, not I” (TS 4). In spite of remembering the mother tongue, poet is aware 
of the fact that “ For a writer of the South Asian Diaspora, the habitations that language 
might provide whatever the language, Hindi, Marathi, Gujarati, English are always 
conjured up, imaginary shelters that can only be piecemeal”(Alexander The Shock 6) 
 The poet after spending the shaping years of life abroad feels to be exiled by dead 
script of English. It results in forced social, cultural alienation making the relationship 
between the past and present more complicated. The consideration of cultural roots, 
matrilineal ancient tradition, and articulation of her Indian sensibility in the colonial 
language is a challenge, which needs courage and strength, and poet finds it in the 
‘ferocious alphabets of her flesh’. The poem ‘No Man’s Land’ speaks of the really 
difficult and traumatic task of writing in English as it involves psychological violence 
(NStG 29). 
 The poem ‘Lost Language’ expresses sorrow on the lost language. The poet has 
lost Malayalam under the influence of English. However, Lakshmi Kannan expresses 
opposite view in a review ‘Weight of Civilization’, “She (Meena Alexander) writes in a 
poem strangely titled ‘Lost Language’. Strange because she has not really ‘lost’ it, for 
how can she? Nor is she lost to Malayalam. It is in her skin, her blood, her eyes, her 
system. It is all hers” (Kannan88). 

English is the language of elites and language of empowerment. However, for the 
poet, writing in English was rather struggle to gain an authority to write because it was 
not the language of her dreams. Through use of English give her sense of authority and 
accomplishment by subverting its colonial trappings still “she has felt a definite tension 
between her writing and linguistic roots” (Rengachari, Manickam103) as poet writes, 

 and poems with chill 
 syllables cluster 
 like migrant storks 
 all tender and tense.(RaB5).   
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 Though the poet knows many languages, she has realized that English is 
inevitable and essential for expression. The  Poet turns to it out of compulsion of 
expression. Poet is not able to express her sensibility in native tongue that has become 
mere ‘babbling’, “In Malayalam, Hindi, Arabic, French, / he cried out, turning to English 
last, / babbling as the continental coast broke free” (‘San Andreas Fault’ RaB 93).   

   
 Alexander calls English as “part-time English”, the secondary, other than mother 
tongue, the language in which she is compelled to express her feelings honestly. She 
explains in The Shock of Arrival, “I have never learnt to read or write in Malayalam and 
turned into a truly postcolonial creature, who had to live in English, though a special sort 
of English, I must say, for the version of the language I am comfortable with bends and 
sways to the shores of other territories, other tongues” (Alexannder11). However, such 
fluency in other languages does not come without the loss of the sheer intimacy that one 
has with his own culture, language and homeland as the poet writes in ‘An Honest 
Sentence’. 

A child’s up right hand 
stony syntax, slow work 
 
in part-time English  
trying to forge an honest sentence 
 
such as  
someone has cut her cords 
 
or : someone will swim farther  
and farther from what she feels is the shore (IH 53) 

 The poem ‘Illiterate Heart’(IH 64) emphasizes the psychic violence involved in 
learning English language. A harsh introduction to English and pedagogy engenders in 
her sense of loss of self. The sense of dislocation, alienation, and fracture is intensified 
further during the course of her education career in England.The poem expresses the 
poet’s ambiguous relationship with mother tongue Malayalam, refusal to learn its formal 
script, still carrying the rhythms of that language which came to poet through oral 
tradition. The sense of racial and cultural alienation involved in learning the English 
characters Tom and Bess are introduced at very early childhood, which continues through 
her life in England and the America. She is able to transforms the lived reality of 
alienation and conflict, the uneasy relationship between the colonial pedagogy and the 
tradition of formal classical Malayalam that she rejects, into an innovative poetry. Thus, 
while expressing her personal autobiographical experience she speaks for the whole 
range of immigrant   caught   in linguistic cultural alienation. 
 However, Alexander has acquired good English, but the case of Malayalam is 
different and the Malayalam sounds to her “Slashes of sense, a floating trail” making her 
to declare firmly amidst of babble of tongues, “I will never enter that house I swear /  I 
will never be locked in cage of script” (IH 67). Though it is easy to teach English, is 
it possible to educate the barbarians? “Can this make music in your head / can you 
whistle a hot tunes / to educate the barbarians? (IH61). Moreover, the result of this 
learning is negative for the poet and so she calls the heart as ‘Illiterate Heart’. 
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  As Raja Rao says in Foreword to Kanthapura, English being a foreign 
language “was not language of our emotional make up”, so it is necessary for the 
colonized writer to make the English language able to carry the weight of native 
sensibility. This happens very successfully in the poems of Meena Alexander. It is the 
success of colonized writer to use coloniser’s language to express colonized sensibility. 
However, Alexander considers her writing in English, as kind of shame imposed on her. 
English is the symbol of colonial burden. Therefore, though she has acquired fluency in 
English, she was more interested in subverting its colonial trappings because “Sometimes 
I think of the English language as a pale skin that has covered up my flesh, the broken 
parts of my world. In order to free my face, in order to appear, I have had to use my teeth 
and nails, I have had to tear that fine skin, to speak out my discrepant otherness” 
(Alexander FL73).  
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