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Abstract

The present article examines the
existentialist aspects of Narayan Surve's poetry
attempting to contextualize them in a broader
landscape of European existentialist thoughts.
While Existentialismre-emerged in Europethrough
the philosophies of Sartre, Camus and Heidegger,
demonstration of existentialist themes— absurdity,
meaninglessness of life, and struggle for existence
— in Qurve's poetry emerge organically from his
own lived experiences as an orphan and his
participation in Worker’s Union Movement in
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I ntroduction

Existentialism, asaphilosophical and literary current, |eft adeep impact on twentieth-century world
literature. Emerging fromtheintellectud climate of Europewith Sartre, Camus, and Heidegger at itsforefront,
exigentiaist thought derived from themesof absurdity, freedom, revolt, and theindividual’ squest for meaning
inanindifferent world. It isto note that when rooted into diverse cultural contexts, Existentialism did not
smply reproduced itself asaset of European prototypes. Onthe contrary, it found fresh articulationinlocal
life-worlds, shaped by specific historical, social, and material conditions. Marathi literatureisno exception.
Right fromnovels, smd| narratives, thegtre at someextent to poetry Exigtentialismfounditsterritory inMarathi
literature. In Marathi poetry, from B. S. Mardhekar’ smodernist experimentation to theraw, socially rooted
verseof Narayan Surve, Marathi poets have grappled with existentialist concerns. Neverthel essthese concerns
areoftenrefracted through their lived redlitiesrather than through direct philosophical borrowings.

Within thisbroader framework, the poetry of Narayan Surve presentsaparticularly compelling case.
Surveisan orphanraised by acoupleof |abor family and helater immersed himself inthe strugglesof |aborers.
His poetry with existentialist tone emerged from hisstrugglefor existence. His poetry doesnot theorize
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existentialist concepts abstractly but embodiestheminthelived experiencesof hardship, alienation, and
resilience. Itisthusrelevant to say that Surve slifeand art areinseparable. Where Mardhekar’ sexigtentiaism
arisesfromintellectua contemplation, Surve sexigtentiaist thought emergesfrom hisdirect confrontation with
deprivation, exploitation, and the ceasel ess strugglefor survival. Inflected by Marxist-L eninist thought yet
deeply persond, Surve sverserevea safusion of existentiaist absurdity and Marxist commitment, grounded
inthedignity of everyday life. Inthissense, Surve can be seen asboth apeopl €’ spoet and an existentialist
rebel onewho findsmeaning not intranscendencebut in unre enting engagement with the conditionsof existence.

Thisarticleattemptsto explore the af orementioned aspect in Surve's selected poems. It arguesthat
whileexigentidist tonesareevident inhiswork, they areinseparablefromthe Marxist orientation that anchors
hisworldview.

The poet’sengagement with Existentialism is not theoretical. Onthe contrary it isgrounded inthe
immediacy of hislife-world. Thisde-roots Existentialismfromitsorigina European socio-politica context and
trangplantsit inindustria erain urban region of Mumbai (thethen, Bombay) city. Thisalows Surveto convey
hisexistentialist thoughtsto new audience on new soil. Thusthe*alien’ philosophy isnot adapted but itisre-
vitdized. Thetonesof the poetsstruggleagaingt theexploitation of Iaborsinindugtria context turnsExigentidism
fromamerehistorica construct into adynamic evolving dialogue. Thisalowsusto formulatethefollowing

hypothess
Hypothesis

The poet under discussion derives his poetic imagination through the prism of hisown life-world.
Obliteration of European socio-political context from Existentialism allowsthe poet to reconfigureit through

hisown strugglefor survival. Thisprocessrendersan‘ aien’ philosophy adaptableto new cultura contexti.e.
poetsfight against exploitation of labors.

M ethodology

Toreach at the proposed hypothesisthisarticlewill attempt to do aclosereading of the sel ected poems
from hiscollection Sanad * toidentify recurrent existentidist themes. Thesethemeswill beplaced indialogue
with European exigtentiaist thinkersto examinesimilaritiesand divergences. Particular attention will begiven
to the absence of European socio-political context. Further, thisarticlewill seethethemesinthe poet’slife-
world setting, thereby situating hislived experiencesascongtitutiveof hisexigentialist vison. Thediscussonin
thefollowing part, “Narayan Surve and hissocioeconomic* Self” will alow to arguethat poet’ swork represents
alocalized exigentidism shaped lessby direct philosophica borrowing and moreby lived strugglefor existence.
By andyzing hispoeticidiom, imagery, and recurring themes, wehighlight how Survearticulatesan exigtentiaist
visonthat isnot derivative of European philosophy but grounded intheeveryday reditiesof Marathi lifeand
labor.

Itispertinent to notethat al citationsfrom Marathi sources, whether primary or secondary, have been
presented herein approximate English trandationin order to ensurereadability. Theoriginal sourcesof the
citationsare provided intheform of footnotes, following the Chicago Manud of Style 18" Edition.

Narayan Surve and his socioeconomic ‘ Self’

Literdly ‘thrown-in-the-world' , Narayan Surveisan orphan ashesaysintheintroduction of hiscollection
of poems Sanad (1982). Heisbrought up by acouplebelonging to working class. Hisformativeyearswere
spent amongst [aborsalowing himfirsthand insght into strugglefor their rights. Heequaly witnessed abroader
strugglefor independence. All the aforementioned & ements can be observed in Surve spoetry. Labors lifeis
very much highlighted inhispoetry. Inthisrespect, in Surve' spoetry the centra themesrevolvearound‘ Being
for others', to use Sartre’ sterm, and the notion of * thrown-in-the-world'. It entailsfrom thisthat his poetry
contrastswith Mardhekar’ s poetry who seesthe* Self’ in anisolated way. The ontological and existentialist
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quest derivefrom hishirth, hislifeand hisdeath in Mardhekar’ s poetry. Thus, ‘ Being-for-others isabsent for
Mardhekar. Contrarily, Surve doesnot ignore this aspect of the* Self’. Consequently, we discern social
involvement in his poetry. Existentialist elements emerge through referencesto thelifethat helivedinthe
society rather thaninisolation. Following citation highlightshisapproach towardslife,

Wemust carry on, dthoughlifeisapain

Many sufferingsinlifedtill remain.

(...)

Theday arrives, passesfruitlessly, | know.

Must thejourney be quitted, we stumblethough

Forgiveme, but don’t ask meto do so.2

Theabovecited versesestablish their relevance with Sisyphus’ gpproach towardslife. Thepoet, despite
sufferingsin hislife, demonsirateshispreparednessto suffer moreto embracelifeitsalf. Hepassessteriledays
mechanicaly likeamachinewithout any hopefor hisfuturelife. Thishighlightsabsurd natureof hislifeand yet
he remainsresol ute and refusesthe advice of surrendering life. Isit not then pertinent to say that the poet
vaidatesexigentidig atitudewhether or not inspired by the European existentidist philosophy? Thisintellectud
devel opment of the poet does not seem to be derived from any theoretical or philosophical formation. Onthe
contrary, it seemsto be emerging from the hardshipsthat he encounterswhileleading hislifein deprived
socioeconomic conditions. These hardshipsare blended with hisown desireto struggle with these conditions
to reassurelife. The poet saysin another poem:

Inthisinfernd life, whenthemindisled astray,

Remember, we sought bread, we sought lifealways.

The question remainsthe samewe seek bread, we seek life,
For the condition remainsunchanged even today.®

Asthe poem suggests, we observe aninexhaustible desireto live despitetheinfernal nature of thelife,
Thisapproachisreiterated in several poems. The poet demonstratesnot only hisdesireto livebut dsotofight
with each obstacle to ensure his existence. “1f you don’t find me in the camp, then be assured that | am
fighting at every front of my existence’#, says the poet.

Thepoet’sfight may aludeto acommunist’ sstruggle, but it woul d be pertinent to notethat ‘ transforming
theworld’, asMarx would put it, seemshis secondary objective. Onthe contrary, hisprimary objectiveisto
‘transformthelife . Thepoet, influenced by Marxism-Leninism, isaboveal arebel who sharesacollective
consensusand fightsto change the condition of life. He hasaperspective, digning with Marxism-Leninism,
that therebellious spirit that heaimsto manifest in society must first take shapewithin hisown mind. This
notionisvery well articulated in thecitation given bel ow.

The perspectivethat | gained taught metheimportance of difference between collective consensusand
theindividua. It also taught methe scientific view that you can changethe exterior world only if you change
yoursalf inside out. This philosophy turned out to be objectively showing thedirection than that of canonical
textsof other scholarsand researchers. ItsnameisMarxism-Leninism.®

The poet, thus, constructsarebd lious spirit within himself which fightsnot only for hisown existence
but also for the existence of others. Individua sufferingsdueto life'sabsurdity becomesthusthe point of
departurefor him. Hissufferingsunify with those of othersigniting theflameof revolt. Thisattitude of the poet
alignsmuchwith the one of Camus The Rebd . The philosopher notes:

Meanwhile, we can sumup theinitial progress that the spirit of rebellion provokesin a mind
that is originally imbued with the absurdity and apparent sterility of the world. In absurdist
experience, suffering isindividual. But from the moment when a movement of rebellion begins,
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suffering is seen as a collective experience. Therefore, the first progressive step for a mind
overwhelmed by the strangeness of thingsisto realize that this feeling of strangenessis shared
with all men and that human reality, in its entirety, suffers from the distance which separates it
fromthe rest of the universe. The malady experienced by a single man becomes a mass plague.
Inour dailytrials, rebellion plays the samerole as doesthe “ cogito” in the realm of thought: it
isthefirst piece of evidence. But thisevidence lurestheindividual fromhis solitude. It foundsits
first value on the whole human race. | rebel therefore we exist.

Therebel in Surveiscentral to hisBeing andisnot constructed accidently. On the contrary, hisactive
engagement inthecombat for life, for survival and for existence around him constructstherebel inhim. His
rebellious approach promptshimtowritefor disseminating not only the need of revolt but also for spreading
theawarenessof valueof life. Firstly, hecommenceswith writing and trand ating short storiesand then shines
inthegenreof poetry. A fusion of Existentialism and Marxism can bewitnessed in Surve' spoetry. Absurdity
isengendered in hispoetry by mechanical and repetitivetasksin life. The pathetic condition of workers' life
fueling revolt for ensuring the exi stence can be seen asrecurrent theme. Camus sees Sisyphusas* prol etarian
of Gods’” but Surve can beviewed aspoet of such proletariansas noted by the renowned critique Vidyadhar
Datewhilenoticing VindaKarandikar’sinfluence onthe poet. Thecritiquewrites,

Oneof his(VindaKarandikar’s) most cel ebrated and early work istheanthol ogy of interestingly called
Swed Ganga, a Ganga of workers' sweat. This was to have major influence on Narayan Surve, atrue
proletarian poet, astreet orphan and textileworker, now widely recognized for hiswriting.

Theincessant strugglefor life promptsthe poet comparehislifewith that of hardened stedl. “ Assted is
hardened in furnace, soismy life.”® The poet tellsusthat every day he diesandisreborn for suffering. He
doesnot hesitateto statethat lifeisbeautiful only in appearance, butinredlity, itislike meat showcase at
daughterhouse. Acknowledging thisfacet of life, Surve showshispreparednessto fight with anyonefor his
existence. Thepoet affirms:

Now that | am borninthisworld

And dwell amidst itsbare, naked redlity,
Lifemust belived and mademy own,
Sometimewhilereceiving two blows
Sometimewhilereturning them.

Embracinglife, evenwhenit fed spunishment, dignswith existentialist thoughtsin Surve spoetry. The
poet producesidentical imageto that of Sisyphusrolling therock onthetop of mountain. Asthework of
Sisyphusbecomesitself hislife, so doestheworkers combat for life becomeitself their lives. The poet
depictsthisattitude with the help of following verse:

| cansee

(-
That the children dismissthed owly approaching death

Asthey dismissthe pileof seven stones.*

Poet’ stoneresemblesto that of childrenwho declared revolt againgt the deathitself. Theseareworkers
childrenwho are not ableto meet both endsfor their surviva despiterel entlessefforts. May the poet be or not
consciousof European exigtentidist philosophy but hislifeitsaf isan exigtentidist fight whichisimprinted on
hissemioticthought. Itisthen relevant to say that the poet does not philosophize about conceptsand ideol ogies;
instead he embodiesthe philosophy in hispractical life. The quest for his Being does not occur through
philosophica contemplations, rather it unfoldswithin hisexistenceitsaf amidst theworld whereheisliteradly
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‘thrown’. Strugglefor finding his Being continues despite uncertainty about itssuccess. The poet constructs
his* Saf’ withthe help of reentlessstrugglewhich hedepictsasfollows:

| logt hdf of my lifesearching my true‘ Self’.

Despitethousands of detours, | couldn’t find it.*?

Surve's poetry is thus infused with existentialist and marxist themes, drawn directly from the
socioeconomic conditionsin which helived —the very essence of hislife-world. Considering hisformal
educationtill gradefour, it would be difficult to believe that he might have read existentialist and marxist
works. His poetry isderived from lifeand perhapsthat might bethereason that heiscalled ‘ peopl€’ s poet’.
His poetry isnot only the one of arebel but also of compassion towardsthe expl oited people as noted by
esteemed critique G P. Deshpande.

The pain of the exploited life and expl oitative society was there forever present in hiswriting.
In that sense he was not a poet of revolution as much as he was a poet of Karuna.™®

Deshpande acknowledgesthe presence of sufferingsand compassionin Surve' spoetry, yetitisto
recognizethat his poetry goes beyond the mere depiction of thesethemes. It demonstratesequally effortsto
transcend these challengesand enhanceliving conditions. Thisgpproach distinguisheshim from his predecessor
B. S. Mardhekar. In Mardhekar’s poetry, Existentialism emerges both from hisempathy toward human
Conversdly, in Surve spoetry, it arisesfrom theawareness of life'sabsurdity and yet unwavering enthusiasm
for existence.

Conclusion

Narayan Surve spoetry demonstratesthat Existentialismif de-rooted fromits European socio-palitical
terrain, can berevitalized in adistanced sociocultura setting. Hisversevalidatesthat existentialist motifssuch
as absurdity, alienation, revolt and the quest for meaning need not be mediated through philosophical
contempl ations; rather they may emerge organically from theimmediacy of lived experience. Thisisvery
evidentin Surve spoetry asreconfiguration of Existentialism can benaticedinit through hisown socioeconomic
redlity asan orphan, alaborer and aparticipant in thestrugglesof theworking classinindustrial Mumbai (the
then Bombay).

Hispoems synthesi zes existentialist thought and Marxist commitment, where sufferingisnot merely
individua but collectivized which providesashared ground of rebdlion. Surve slife-world StuatesExigtentialism
within the hardshipsand dignity of labor, allowing aforeign philosophy to become anindigenous mode of
expresson. Thistrangposition of Exigentiadismfrom Europeto Marathi poetry illustratesnot only theadaptability
of philosophical currentsbut also their capacity to evolvewhen refracted through different socio-cultural
conditions,

Thus, Surveemergesasboth apeopl€ spoet and an existentidist rebel . Hispoetry capturesan incessant
strugglefor existence, theassertion of lifeamidst suffering, and the collectiveimpul setowardschange. Inhis

work, Existentialism ceasesto beaborrowed philosophy it becomesalived biography. It isdeeply felt and
authentically and artistically expressed.
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