
349

Vinay Lal

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay and the 
Idea of the Global South

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay is renowned in India as 
a stalwart of the independence movement, an early 
champion of women's rights, and as the country's 
foremost authority on textiles, handicraft s, and theater 
arts. But what is perhaps most striking is how the idea 
of the 'Global South' is incipient in her life's work and 
writings. She was a staunch advocate of South-South 
links and was a keen observer of political developments 
in Asia, Africa, and among the subjugated and repressed 
populations of the Global North. Kamaladevi may be 
viewed as nearly singular with respect to how socialism, 
feminism, anti-colonial solidarity, and advocacy of the 
rights of marginalized people were conjoined in her work 
and worldview.

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay (1903-88) occupies an unusual place in the 
annals of modern Indian history. She has long been recognized in India 
as the person chiefl y responsible, aft er the attainment of independence 

in 1947, for the revival of 
the country’s extraordinarily 
variegated craft s traditions and 
for drawing critical attention 
to ‘tribal art’. Kamaladevi was 
for decades viewed as the 
country’s greatest authority on 
Indian textiles and handicraft s, 
and she traveled far and wide 
collecting specimens from 
around the countr y and 

Fig. 1. Kamaladevi with a framed photograph 
of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in the 
background.
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creating institutions which would nurture the talents of the country’s 
indigenous artists and the almost wholly unrecognized craft smen working 
without any expectation of reward or fame.1 (Fig. 1) She also played a critical 
role in shaping the cultural institutions – among them, the Craft s Museum, 
the National School of Drama, the Sangeet Natak Akademi (National 
Performing Arts Academy), and the Th eatre Craft s Museum, all in Delhi – 
that in independent India would be charged with promoting dance, drama, 
theatre craft s, music, puppetry, pottery, and textiles.

Th ough there are some lettered Indians who do not recognize the name 
of Kamaladevi at all, and many others who know her only as the matron 
– some would say czarina – of Indian arts from the early 1950s to 1970s, 
another Kamaladevi emerges from the pages of her gusty memoir of 1984, 
Inner Recesses Outer Spaces. She was less than 12 years old when in early 
January 1915 Mohandas Gandhi, a one-time barrister who had made 
something of a name for himself as the author of the idea of satyagraha, or 
nonviolent resistance, and spokesperson for the rights of Indians in South 
Africa, returned to India for good. In her memoir, Kamaladevi writes about 
her early exposure to Indian politics at her maternal uncle’s home, to which 
she moved when her father passed away in 1910.2 Visitors to her uncle’s home 
included many political luminaries and eminent social reformers who were 
practically household names in India, among them Gopalkrishna Gokhale 
and Srinivas Sastri, and sometime in her late teens she met Pandita Ramabai, 
an upper caste Indian woman who was unusually learned and was felicitated 
by traditional pandits for her scholarship and erudition. She would arouse 
controversy with her book, Th e High Caste Hindu Woman,3 and eventually 
went on to dazzle audiences in the United States, Britain, and Japan. “In my 
estimation”, Kamaladevi was to write, “she is the greatest Indian woman of 
our time”,4 and doubtless Pandita Ramabai was among those women whose 
impress upon Kamaladevi was such as to move her to embrace vigorously 
the cause of women. (Fig. 2)

Th e fi rst plea on behalf of women emanated from Kamaladevi’s pen 
in 1926 and three years later she had authored a paper on the “Status of 
Women in India”; before too long, she was established as perhaps the 
foremost advocate of women’s equality in India.5 She was always sensitive to 
the condition of Indian women and, while forging solidarity with women’s 
rights advocates in the US and Europe, remained an articulate exponent 
of the view that white women’s feminism could account for neither all of 
the needs of Indian women nor for their histories. It is remarkable that, at 
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a time when women’s movements 
in the West were largely focused 
on seeking a right for women to 
vote, acquire an education, and be 
treated as something more than as 
appendages to men, Kamaladevi 
was arguing for what today would 
be called ‘equal pay for equal work’ 
and for equality for women on the 
factory fl oor, in the workplace, and 
in the political sphere.  She was, it 
may be said, both an advocate and 
a critic of white feminism and was 
prescient in advancing the idea 
that one had to think of multiple 
feminisms. It is no accident that she 
was also the fi rst woman in India to 
stand for a public elected offi  ce: at 
the age of 23 she fought for a seat in 
the Madras Legislative Assembly, 
losing by less than 60 votes.

Th ough the pages of her memoir describe, then, her acquaintance from 
an early age with some of India’s political leaders and her unstinting support 
for the rights of women, Kamaladevi was also quite forthright in stating 
that her political awakening commenced with the ascendancy of Gandhi 
on the national stage in 1920. She likens his arrival in her characteristically 
ornate language to a “new comet” that had “risen in our fi rmament which 
was to become the missile to strike at the ‘invulnerable’ British Empire and 
the world was to view the red sun set on its imperial frontiers.”6 Gandhi’s 
rise to political preeminence was all the more remarkable in that he was 
operating in an arena immensely rich in anti-colonial fi gures of fi ery intellect 
and formidable political skills who had amassed considerable followings. 
However, as Kamaladevi points out, all that went before Gandhi – “bomb 
throwing, political assassinations, attempted violence”, as well as the politics 
of petitioning and gentlemanly dissent – became quite obsolete. “To those 
of my generation”, Kamaladevi states, “the real political history of India 
begins with the Gandhi era.”7 For nearly two decades, from the time when 
Kamaladevi fi rst became personally acquainted with Gandhi, until his 

Fig. 2. Leaflet from Kamaladevi's US 
tour, 1941.  Courtesy:  Mary Van Kleeck 
Papers, Smith College, Northampton, 
Massachusetts, USA.
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assassination on 30 January 1948, he monopolized her imagination just 
as he held sway over the nation. To the end of her own life, Kamaladevi 
acknowledged Gandhi as someone who was a moral exemplar for anyone 
seeking to enter into politics. However, though she maintained enormous 
respect and aff ection for Gandhi she also displayed, whenever the occasion 
demanded, a gusty spirit of defi ance to the Mahatma’s pronouncements.

It is indisputably the case that Kamaladevi was a principal fi gure in the 
nationalist movement and was clearly destined for high offi  ce following 
independence. She would have been deserving of that honor in her capacity 
not merely, as some would like to believe, as a prominent woman in a sea 
of men and as a close associate of Gandhi and Nehru. (Fig 3) She was also a 
member of the Congress Working Committee, the supreme decision-making 
body of the country’s principal organ of nationalist opinion, as an architect of 
the women’s movement in India, and as an activist of the anti-colonial struggle 
with a real appreciation of the idea of political theatre. Th e most widely 
circulated photograph of Kamaladevi shows her at the head of a procession 
in 1930 during what became known as the “Flag Satyagraha”:  as she marches 
with the fl ag of the Congress party, others behind her hold a banner which 
reads, “Up with the National Flag, Down with the Union Jack.” (Fig. 4) In 
a scuffl  e with British troops over the outlawed Congress fl ag, she hung on 

to it tenaciously: she 
became, not just for 
that moment but for 
some time to come, 
the nat ion’s  fe isty 
daughter. Kamaladevi 
nevertheless did not 
achieve high office: 
the partition of India 
pained her, she felt 
disillusioned, and the 
assassination of Gandhi 
less than six months 
after independence 
hastened her decision 
to disavow the political 
life and in particular 
public offi  ce.

Fig. 3. Crown Prince Akihito and Princess Michiko (on 
the left ), on a state visit to India in November 1960, with 
Kamaladevi and, to her left , Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and (extreme left ) Joseph Allen 
Stein, architect of the India International Centre, Delhi.  
Copyright:  India International Centre, New Delhi.
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To these more or less 
familiar trajectories 
of Kamaladevi’s life 
we must add another 
critical dimension. 
Thoug h  t he  te r m 
‘Global South’, which 
of late has become 
s ome w hat  h ip,  i s 
nowhere to be found 
in her writings, it is 
doubtless incipient in 
her work; indeed, I 
would go so far as to 
say that she was among 
the earliest exponents 
of the idea and perhaps had a more expansive conception of it than any 
of her contemporaries or even those who have elaborated upon the idea in 
recent years. In the aft ermath of Japan’s military triumph over Russia in 
1905, an event heralded by nationalists in much of Asia as the awakening 
of great continent, pan-Asianism became an attractive proposition for 
intellectuals in countries such as Japan, India, and Vietnam.8 Th e history of 
black internationalism is oft en traced to fi gures such as Frantz Fanon and 
Patrice Lumumba, or more broadly to decolonization movements in Africa 
that began to acquire urgency in the 1950s aft er the example of successful 
anti-colonial struggles in the Indian subcontinent and Indonesia, but it is 
instructive to recall that W. E. B. DuBois founded Th e Crisis, subtitled a 
“Record of the Darker Races”, in 1910 as the offi  cial organ of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored Peoples and that almost from 
the outset he took it as his charge to advocate for the rights not only of African 
Americans but of colored people around the world and in particular Africa. 
It is in this context that one can begin to see how Kamaladevi, building on 
the ideologies of pan-Asianism and black internationalism, and moved by 
both the women’s movements in Europe and the US as well as the promise of 
freedom from class oppression in the wake of the Great October revolution 
and the rapid advance of Bolshevism around the world, would in time begin 
to articulate the notion of a global South.   

Kamaladevi’s international travels, through which she wove a dense 

Fig. 4. In what is perhaps the most famous photograph of 
Kamaladevi, she is here shown leading a fl ag procession 
(1930) during the height of the nationalist movement.
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network of alliances, commenced from around the late 1920s. She attended 
the “International Alliance of Women in Berlin” in 1929, only to become 
aware of how race and national boundaries might become obstacles to 
the solidarity of women: it was a “misnomer” to call it “International”, 
she says, as the only non-Western representatives were from Egypt and 
India, and the “other colonial countries were represented by their rulers 
and not the country’s nationals.”9 At the Women’s International League 
for Peace and Freedom meeting at Prague, Kamaladevi was brought to an 
awareness of the work of Jane Addams, the American feminist and pioneer 
social worker, and the institution associated with her name, Hull House.10 
Similarly, at the International Session of the League against Imperialism in 
Frankfurt,  Kamaladevi found a congenial platform for discussing problems 
encountered in common by subjugated peoples in West Africa, North Africa, 
Indochina, the American South, and elsewhere.11  

 All of this transpired within the space of less than a year; and yet 
Kamaladevi continued to create such alliances and networks over the 
course of three long decades, forging friendships with socialists, feminists, 
internationalists, social reformers, and political radicals as much in Asia 
and Africa as in Europe and the United States.  One might even say that she 
attempted a ‘reverse anthropology’, and her two books on the United States, 
Uncle Sam’s Empire (1944) and America: Th e Land of Superlatives (1946), 
set their gaze on a country that was emerging as the world’s superpower.12 
Her fi rst lengthy sojourn in the US, from late 1939 to the early fall of 1941, 
off ers a striking account of the country’s history, political institutions, and 
social practices: Kamaladevi was quite a celebrity, a recognized spokesperson 
for Indian national aspirations and an eloquent spokeswoman for women’s 
rights and social justice, and her patrons included Eleanor Roosevelt. 
However, Kamaladevi had political work to do: she visited prisons and 
American Indian reservations, and she met with labor union leaders. It 
is thus that she became aware of what she terms “freaks and anomalies in 
this New World”: she writes with surprise of the resistance to unions and 
“the fi erce battles of labour to unionise”, and says of the American Indians 
of New Mexico that they had “been through the same kind of traumatic 
experience as ours, of being dispossessed, isolated, but a new era had 
dawned for them now, with the advent of the New Deal.”13 Her trip to 
the United States, Kamaladevi recognized, would be woefully incomplete 
without a visit to the American “deep South, where discrimination based 
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on colour was still almost like an article of faith.”14 She writes with empathy 
of communities that were subject to systematic discrimination and racism:  
the global South, she could see for herself, extended to parts of the global 
North. No solidarity of colored peoples, or of the colonized, could leave out 
African Americans or Native Americans.

I have furnished thus far only some hints, rather than a systematic 
and comprehensive account, of Kamaladevi’s travels, her support of anti-
colonial movements not just in her native India but among colonized 
peoples throughout the world, and her ability to move around with ease 
in the various intersecting worlds of feminism, socialism, and third world 
internationalism. She also remained, to the end, fi rmly Indian – and it is to 
India that she rendered the greatest service, in the fi rst phase of her life as 
a critical nationalist, and following partition as a proponent of an idea that 
India, having gained its independence under the leadership of Gandhi, had 
a moral obligation to abide by his principles and fi nd its own path in a world 
where nations were cajoled into choosing between the United States and the 
Soviet Union. She facilitated India’s emergence as one of the leaders of the 
non-aligned movement and the craft ing of the Bandung Declaration of 1956 
which was nothing other than a clarion call for a fundamental reordering 
of the world order.  But if her invisible hand, so to speak, can be discerned 
in India’s attempts to create a third space in the global arena of politics, she 
also brought a new awareness of the possibilities of dialogues within the 
global South that would not be mediated by the West. India and Southeast 
Asia had been linked together by various ties over centuries before their 
respective contacts with Europe. Not only Hinduism and Buddhism but 
even Islam traveled from India to Southeast Asia.15 Buddhism helped India 
forge links with China and Japan just as Islam enabled connections between 
West Asia and India.16 Gujarati traders were to be found for centuries in 
every port over the vast Indian Ocean trading system.17 One of the most 
deleterious consequences of colonialism was that, among colonized peoples, 
even the memories of their cultural, economic, and social exchanges with 
each other were eviscerated over a period of time. Th e West became the 
reference point for all intellectual exchanges; today, nearly fi ve decades aft er 
the de-colonization of Africa was set in place, and almost 70 years aft er the 
independence of India, the situation remains substantially unaltered. Th e 
educated among Asians, Africans, and the Arabs know something of their 
own culture and something of the West but almost nothing of each other.
Kamaladevi’s writings on Asia, Africa, and the global South convey her 
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awareness of the gravity of the problem. “India and the countries of Asia”, 
she was to write in an article entitled “Th e Awakening of Asia”, “have from 
early time been infl uencing one another.”  Th ose ties had, however, “loosened 
and thinned”, and only the “gradual attainment to nationhood of the long-
enslaved peoples” of Asian nations would “revive the embers of old, faded 
friendships and weave afresh the decayed threads of Asian relations.”18  “Th e 
Struggle of Vietnam against French Imperialism”, published in 1947 in the 
Calcutta-based Modern Review, shows her fi rm grasp over the history of 
colonialism in Vietnam.19 Kamaladevi was never seduced by the idea that 
the European left  stood for progressive policies with respect to the question 
of empire, and her piece is unequivocally clear in its critique of the failure 
of the left  in France to ally itself with Vietnamese nationalists agitating for 
independence. She deplored the reinstatement of French rule aft er Vietnam’s 
‘liberation’ from Japanese occupation. Kamaladevi is, remarkably, equally 
unsparing towards the Japanese. She warned in many pieces and lectures of 
Japan’s attempts to position itself as the vanguard of pan-Asianism; in a book 
on the Japanese that is in parts appreciative and in parts critical, she could 
write of their pretensions to leadership with withering scorn:

 “Th e Japanese have a breath-taking way of simplifying things. . . . According 
to them, this vast continent of Asia is to be one family, its people, children 
of the Nipponese Tenno [Emperor], owing complete allegiance to him! . . 
. . Of course, it went without saying that Japan being both the most highly 
industrialised and militarized, would be the industrial spearhead and military 
protector. Th e others would come in the order ascribed to them. Th is is not 
Imperialism, they protest, for here, everyone has a place and nobody is to 
be exploited. If we interpret it otherwise, they solemnly assert, it is because 
of our English education!”20 

Kamaladevi’s work throughout offers a marvelous display of her wit, 
panache, and insurgent spirit. In the three decades following independence, 
Kamaladevi continued not only to represent India as an emissary of the 
country but also off ered something of an articulation of the idea of the 
global South which seems rather prescient. Her book, In War-torn China 
(1942), relays her experience of China as it valiantly struggled against 
Japanese aggression. I suspect that had she been alive today, she would have 
been sensitive to the achievements of Chinese civilization and would have 
assessed Chinese foreign policy partly as inspired by the desire to ensure that 
the Chinese would never again have to undergo the humiliations that were 
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heaped upon them aft er their defeats in the Opium Wars and the creation 
of foreign spheres of infl uence in China. Nevertheless, I am quite certain 
that she would also have been critical of the self-aggrandizement that has 
characterized recent Chinese conduct in Asia and Africa. It is sometimes 
thought that Kamaladevi may have been idealistic, but she was never naïve. 
And even the global South may have been a stepping stone to something 
larger. Th e conception of the world citizen is a disturbingly anodyne one, 
but Kamaladevi seems to be one of those rare persons of whom one can use 
this designation without having to sneer. It is her unshakeable conviction in 
the dignity of all people that impresses the most.

_______________________
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