Shruthi Rajasekar writes about Sarojini Naidu
Indian freedom fighter Sarojini Naidu is one of history’s most
inspiring people; hers is a story the entire world should know.
Born in 1879 to an artistic Bengali family living in the South
Indian city of Hyderabad, she pursued her education
rigorously and with fierce independence. At age 12, she
completed her examinations from the University of Madras
before traveling on her own to England to study at King’s
College, London and Girton College, Cambridge University.
While there, she took up the cause of women’s suffrage and
began questioning Britain’s imperial rule of India. When she
returned home, Sarojini Naidu joined the vanguard of the
Indian independence movement, becoming a strong advocate
for social welfare and women’s emancipation. In addition to
her activism, Sarojini Naidu was a prolific poet, publishing
several collections of her rich and powerful writing.
A Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, Sarojini Naidu wrote on themes of love,
religion, wonder, nature, politics, loss, and remembrance. In her personal life, she was a
wife and mother, and married outside of her social caste for love.
When I first read Sarojini Naidu’s biography, I noticed echoes of her background and spirit
in my own life. I, too, come from an artistic Indian family; I, also, have pursued my dreams
in earnest, never permitting the world to persuade me that a woman of colour could not be
ambitious. I traveled to England for graduate education, living a stone’s throw from where
Sarojini Naidu studied in London. Picturing her on those familiar streets, I find myself
wanting to ask her questions: how did it feel to have that incredible independence? And
how did it feel to know that this freedom was sweet but short-lived? The country that was
liberating her mind was also crushing the spirit of her home under its controlling rule. The
classmates with whom she passionately discussed moral ideals in theory could not accept
that in practice, they were profiting from the disenfranchisement of her people.
I recently came across a video of Sarojini Naidu speaking in the United States in 1928. It is
a privilege to witness her strength and conviction. In the footage, she corrects the
American perception that all women in India are repressed. This part elicited a wry smile
from me, for every South Asian has had the all-too-familiar experience of challenging
Western stereotypes of us and calling out this racism. There were many important reforms
that Sarojini Naidu fought for in India, but she was not driven by outsider views of her
culture. Rather, she sought to realise India’s best version of itself. I love my home country
of the USA, and I love my native home of India, but even today, I find that the West still
misunderstands some of South Asia’s complexities. Projects like this collaboration with
Hertfordshire Chorus allow all of us to explore nuances, refine our perceptions, and be
more open in our hearts.
As the Independence movement grew, Sarojini Naidu stayed committed to a free and
united India. Her love for her people remained radical and all-encompassing, even as
other politicians made plans that would separate South Asia further. Sarojini Naidu, who
was friends with so many disparate leaders, lamented this. In one of her final addresses to
the Constituent Assembly (the forerunner of India’s parliament), she poignantly said, “I see
gaps in this House and my heart is sore,” addressing the absence of certain delegates

who, by then, had decided on different paths for themselves. In her vision of a free India,
she was not simply an idealist. Sarojini Naidu put the task of equitable inclusion on the
“more privileged people”; it was their duty to ensure that the “Constitution for India” be “a
constitution for the freedom and emancipation of every human being in India.” (Rajya
Sabha, Selected Speeches). Today, many would say that South Asia, like many parts of
the world, is at a politically crucial juncture. Perhaps for a way forward, our current leaders
should seek to carry out her vision.
One of Sarojini Naidu’s most beloved poems is Palanquin Bearers, which describes a
bride being carried in a palanquin (a yoked vehicle) by her attendants. As others have
noted, Sarojini Naidu and her colleagues have been the palanquin bearers for us; we ride
on the shoulders of giants. These strong leaders have given us the gift of liberty: the power
to lead thoughtful, inquisitive lives in a democratic society. Let us further their mission by
seeking a more equitable world. Let us safeguard our existing measures of democracy. Let
us defend against those who sow division. And let us remember that it is our responsibility
to not simply glide along in our palanquins but, rather, to continue the march to freedom.
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