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to his family and which excited the envy of the richest men in Calcutta.
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of, not to tell'.
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A Brief Revisit on the Issue of Caste in West Bengal :
Historical Relevance from Antiquity to the Present

Biswajit Haldar

ABSTRACT :
After 2011 assembly elections in West Bengal and ascendancy of Trinamool Congress
in state power, scholars have expected a rise of new identity politics with regard to
caste. They have seen the regime change as a decline of “Political over Social” ideology
practiced by CPI(M) led Left Front for 34 years. They have concluded that caste has
come upfront from under the veil to become a potent category in politics and may
herald identity politics in West Bengal. In this article, firstly, I have tried to place this
debate in perspective and tried to find an alternative explanation on the relevance of
caste while conforming to their conclusions partially. Relevance of caste needs to be
studied in three spaces (social, political and economic) keeping in mind the
interdependency among them. I have taken the domain of politicsonly in this study and
looked for the relevance of caste in its political manifestations at a time point of shift in
ideology under democracy. Secondly, as Caste as a system is rooted in history, I referred
to its origination, growth and maturity under different ideological regimes in the past
to have a comparison with the present. The study asserts that caste exists today not as
a system as it were in the past but as distinct categories devoid of any hierarchy. And
recognition of MotuaMahasangha by competing political parties irrespective of ideology
as a vote bank can only be seen as a sign of identity politics not a proof.

Introduction:
In 21st Century, before embarking on the question of Caste System and socio-economic
transformation of different castes within the system in a particular geographical context, one
must face an objective question as “Does caste as a system exist in that geographical context
today?” If the answer is yes then it must have a basis, one must substantiate the answer with
logic and supporting information. Secondly, one needs to be clear about the terminology
“Caste System”. There are definitions of “Caste System” propounded by the scholars for
analytical purposes. I will come to that later. So,when we accept caste system still exist, there
are associated questions to be answered. The following questions can come immediately to
one’s mind: When was the system come into being? Does the system separate people or unite
people? Is the system hierarchic? Is it natural or cultural ? Did it remain unchanged in form
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and nature over time?  Did the system affect peoples’ social, political and economic lives? Is
it a hindrance to economic progress? Does it compromise with social justice? Is it efficient in
strict economic sense? ……the list of questions will be long. However, we can ask these
questions to any individual belonging to that particular geographical location in a field survey.
Now looking at the questions one can understand that to answer them one needs to have
prior basic understanding on History, Politics, Sociology and Economics.

An imaginary individual having a priori knowledge would response :
“Caste as a system was initiated in later Vedic period (800 BC?). Yes, it separates people in
the categories of Varna (a fourfold system). It first separates people and then arrange them in
a hierarchic order following the sacred Texts. Therefore, it is not natural but cultural. The
system did not remain unchanged. How did the change come about is difficult to answer,
there are so many arguments like abolition of untouchability, modern education, urbanization,
constitutional safeguards, reservation, etc. Whether caste system compromise with social
justice is difficult to comment. In addition, I do not really understand the question of economic
efficiency…how it is related with caste system. However, reservation definitely undermines
efficiency.Reservation must be on the basis of economic status…not on the basis of caste.”
If we have a cursory check of the response given above, we can form hypotheses as under:

(a) Caste is relevant even today.
(b) Caste hierarchy had undergone changes.
(c) Abolition of untouchability,modern education,urbanization, constitutional safeguards,

reservation are effective way of withering caste hierarchy.
(d) Reservation undermines efficiency.
(e) Caste hierarchy undermines efficiency.

Individual perceptions might carry bias. Individual knowledge at a particular point in time is
limited and only continuous thriving make the understanding dynamic.  However, for that we
need workable hypotheses, a defined space and time.
In this particular study, I will treat one hypothesis: Caste is relevant today. My chosen space
is West Bengal.

The ideological shift :
West Bengal with its history of a quarter of a century went through different ideological regimes.
Since independence in 1947 till 1977 West Bengal had been ruled by the Congress Party and
Left Parties were at the opposition. In 1977, the Left Front came in power and after 34 years
of rule gave in to Trinamool Congress in 2011. All these governments are claimed to be
secular and do not believe in any form of discrimination with respect to religion, caste, gender
etc. I must recall a comment made by the first LF Chief Minister of Bengal Mr. Jyoti Basu
(1980),

“Caste as legacy of the feudal System and viewing the social scene from
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casteist angle is no longer relevant for West Bengal”.[1]

This comment at first cursory look may reveal that as a head of the government, Jyoti Basu
was denouncing the relevance of caste but instead, he put through his ideological position
ofviewing the social scene not through the casteist angle but through the class angle. Class
Struggle alone can bring about socio-economic transformation. In west Bengal class politics
apparently subsumed caste politics (Sinharay, 2012)

Now I must recall another Quote ofMamata Banerjee (2009) after the good show in
2008 panchayat election in West Bengal. She is quoted as saying :

“I shall work for the Motuas as long as I am alive.I was moved when
Baro Ma told me how her people being looked down upon as most of
them belonged to lower castes.I do not believe in casteism and have no
problem if people call me low-caste.I have instructed the railways to fill
up all posts for SC-ST immediately”[2]

So there had been two ideological shifts in West Bengal politics, one in 1977 and the other in
2011. In the first one, caste is not regarded as a political instrument required for socio-
economic transformation while in the other an overt recognition of a particular caste
(Namasudra in the sense) and its problems of social status which in turn depending on
citizenship status. See another important point in the quote that posts belonging to SC-ST in
government departments allegedly not filled up in due time is addressed by Mamata Banerjee
and at that same time she used it as an electoral trick over her political rivals.

The Recent Debates on Caste Relevance in Bengal : West Bengal Assembly Election,
2021
Before the Assembly Elections in West Bengal,2021 many political analysts and journalists in
have predicted that lower caste Hindu support this time is going to favour Bharatiya Janata
Party and there are chances of a shift in ideology. Kumar (2021) opines,

“Thespectre of identity Politics is haunting West Bengal. Unlike in the past, the
ongoing identitarian electoral pitch by the two main contenders for power TMC
and BJP has started resembling the political rhetoric of other states undermining
the claim of Bengali exceptionalism.The latest example is the competing promises
to include the Mahishyas, along with three more castes in the OBC list. Mamata
Banerjee accused BJP of Copying from the TMC manifesto the idea of extending
reservation to these backward Hindu castes.”

Kumar (2021) used a phrase called “Subaltern Hidutva” as a process by which BJP has been
successfully mobilizing lower caste support in its favour. I donot have scope to enter into any
greater detail here as I just want to point out that competing ideologies regarding castes were
not part of a hierarchic system of past but as distinct and separate categories.
After the election result was published, Roy (2021) slighted the idea of subaltern-hindutva.
To him, it was not due to the faith in Hindutva on part of the lower castes but due to a strategy

A Brief Revisit on the Issue of Caste in West Bengal
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to bargain for the prime demand of citizenship expressed under the aegis of Motua
Mahasangha.
My take from this is again that castes are not seenany more as a part of hierarchy. In this case
again Roy (2021) took the case of Motuas and Namasudras, as separate and distinct
categories. Motuas or Namasudras are in no way supporters of a Brahmanical society as
they have struggled for their identities in colonial Bengal. The Whole accounts of their struggle
are recorded in Sekhar Bandopadyay (2011).

Debates on Caste Relevance in Bengal : After the election, 2011
A debate on politics in West Bengal after a long ideological regime finally voted out of power
in 2011 started. The debate centered around caste and its hitherto hidden relevance in West
Bengal Politics. Sinharay (2012) argues, “the caste is no longer alien to the politics of West
Bengal”. The previous absence of caste as an argument in West Bengal political equations
since independence, according to Sinharay (2012), is attributable to the secular public image
of Congress in the initial years and then the class politics of left Front Coalitions for a prolonged
period of more than three decades. He cited the particular example of Motua Sect’s reassertion
of its presence, which arose out of the indifference of the Left Front towards the caste question,
the bhadralok dominance over its leadership and its non-cooperation with the Mandal
Commission in the 1980s.
Chandra and Nielsen (2012) on the other hand, put emphasised on rethinking the proposition
that caste did not matter to politics in West Bengal electorally or otherwise. He quoted from
Partha Chatterjee (1997) and Sekhar Bandopadhyay (2011) in Support of his idea that the
“disjuncture between bhadralok and its others is neither new nor irrelevant to understanding
politics and society in West Bengal Today”. Chandra and Nielsen (2012) are of the opinion
that West Bengal is like any other parts of India in terms of socio-economic reality. Rather
West Bengal is worse compared to those parts of India where movements against upper
caste dominance over the lower caste groups and its Brahmanical safeguards posed serious
challenges over the 20th Century. They quoted Aloysius, G (1998) “Upper consciousness is
so dominant among the intelligentsia that little research has been done on the egalitarian
aspirations emanating from the traditionally depressed communities”. It seems that as physical
labor exertion is a taboo among the bhadraloks (this particular consciousness is rooted in
socio religious history) conducting rigorous field research on this is rare. Chandra and Nielsen
cited anthropologists’ account like Dayabati Roy (2012), Mukulika Banerjee (2010) to show
the persistence of caste in local power relations, even under the Left Front. They have cited
Arlid Ruud (1994) and Marvin Davis (1983) to show limited social transformation under Left
Front regime and holds the society as one of “inequality hierarchy and rank, separateness and
distinction”. They have concluded, “If Anthropology is still the science that chases myth it
certainly seems to have its work cut out in West Bengal.
The second response came from Bandopadhyaya (2012). According to the author,”any attempt
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at understanding the presence of caste in West Bengal today calls for a contextualization of
the problem by studying the History of Caste Politics in pre-independence united Bengal”.
She disagreed with Sinharay (2012) on the newness of caste politics in Bengal today but
agreed with Sinharay (2012) and Chandra and Nielsen (2012) on the relevance of caste
politics in West Bengal today. She additionally pointed out that not only in the apparently
uninstitutionalized politics of people caste matters but even in the realm of formal institutionalized
politics it matters. Substantiating her argument she cited the example of Bangiya Jana Sangha
(1922) headed by Manindranath Mandal, a Poundra-kshatriya leader to create a counter
hegemonic position against bhadralok politics.Bangiya Jana Sangha Stood Firmly with
Ambedkar on the issue of a separate electorate. She cited the example of Jogendranath
Mandal and his BPSCF (Bengal Provincial Scheduled Caste Federation) a branch of
Ambedkar’s All India Scheduled Castes Federation and BPSCF’s role in 1946 elections
(Sen,2012). Bandopadhyay echoed the same as Sinharay and Chandra-Nielsen on the role
of Marxists as bhadralok upper castes occupying the leadership of the communist party and
lower castes as its cadres. However, she did not regard Motua Mahasangha as an organized
voice of Namasudras and furthermore she did not think the rise of Motuacould be seen as
one that would bring back caste in Bengal politics where it was banished in 1947 because the
bhadralok politics played its role to split it into parts along the mainstream political divisions.
To quote Bandopadhyay (2012),” it remains to be seen whether the different dalit castes can
form their own platform and create space for an independent dalit politics here or whether
they would continue to play into bhadralok hands”.
The third response in this debate was provided by Partha Chatterjee (2012) in which Chatterjee
holds Uday Chandra and Kenneth Bo Nielsen correct in drawing the attention to the relevance
of caste in West Bengal Politics. In framing his argument, Chatterjee regarded Bengal Partition
as a unique background. The political realities before and after partition needs to be understood
in clear terms. Chatterjee regarded rise of upper caste Hindu dominance in colonial Bengal
because of decline in Muslim nobility,colonial land settlements and adoption of English education
by upper caste Hindus. However, in course of time rich Muslim peasantries came up in
considerable numbers in the 1930s and 1940s in eastern and northern Bengal and after
provincial autonomy of 1935, it was clear that Bengal would be governed by Muslim politicians.
In Chatterjee’s words, rising Muslim middle class posed a threat to the predominance of
upper caste Hindus in the municipalities, universities, in the bar associations and elsewhere.
Eventually majority among Hindus demanded partition of Bengal. Post 1947 had brought
some long-term effects. According to Chatterjee (2012) the changes can be  highlighted as
under:

(i) Traditional rural life in East Bengal based on caste and communal relations gave way
to urban refugee life based on common loss and struggle.

(ii) Refugee colonies tended to be roughly homogeneous by caste and district origin.
Therefore, caste practice in rural society became a distant memory and not transmitted

A Brief Revisit on the Issue of Caste in West Bengal
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to the next generations.

(iii) Question of caste remain relevant in the time of negotiating marriages.
(iv) Refugee movements in and around Kolkata led mainly by the upper castes.

So, whether in the government or in the opposition it was the upper caste Hindus all the way.
During the Left Front decades social institutions became a mere extension of the political
party, there was the complete dominance of the political over the social (Chatterjee,2012).
It is true that despite significant presence of lower caste population in West Bengal
institutionalized caste politics is absent here. Most research articles while referring to caste
politics in West Bengal refer to Matua Mahasangha (MM) as a symbol of caste politics
though MM is a religious sect founded by Harichand Thakur (1812-1878). Later his Son
Guruchand Thakur (1846-1937 formalized the doctrines of the sect to suit the needs of the
emerging lower caste peasant community. Guruchand himself believed that “if the namasudras
did not actively participate in politics, social power would continue to elude them. But their
politics was to be of different nature; its prime objective would be to demand their legitimate
share of the opportunities created by the colonial state, that is education, employment and
political representation.” (Bandopadhyay, 2008). Therefore, it is understandable why MM
does not want to be in the politics we are conceiving of.Ayan Guha (2017) pointed out the
limits of caste politics in west Bengal while referring to Sinharay (2012). MM is unable to
mobilize all its members in favor of a particular political party. The reason behind is their
primary demand of citizenship which resurfaced again following the Citizenship amendment
Bill. So one might argue that they have to align with the party in power both at the centre and
at the state.Secondly, MM or Namasudras are not the only SC categories in Bengal. There
are other significant categories such as Rajbanshi, Pods, Bauri, Bagdi and Chamars.
Obviously, there are demand mismatches between these caste categories. The lower castes
are never dominant over any considerable geographical area of West Bengal in terms of
numbers and landholding unlike the Jats, Rajputs, Ahirs and Yadavs in the North Indian
states. (Ayan Guha, 2017)
The above debate gives us indication that politics in west Bengal had been dominated by
upper caste groups irrespective of ideologies for various reasons. But the most ominous one
being the “Political Over Social” practiced by the Left Front over a long 34 years rule. So, a
shift in ideology in 2011 made the researchers to believe that there will be a new don to caste
identity politics in West Bengal. Despite the limits to Caste identity Politics in West Bengal
unlike the other north Indian states, caste remains relevant for vote bank politics of upper
caste Bengali Bhadralok.
Now we will present a brief historical account of the evolution of the system of castes in
Bengal since its embryo to locate the past relevance and to understand the difference between
the two.
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Bengal’s Distant Past : Past Relevance of Caste
The caste and class base of Bengali Society today (Geographically a much wider area

than Present day West Bengal) is not the same as it were in the past i.e. the base underwent
transformation since the inception of the Bengali Society as Bengali Society. We can have
social, historical accounts and anthropological accounts to trace the path of transformation
under different ideological regimes (from liberal to conservative, from colonial to post-colonial).
In doing that we will draw primarily upon Dr. Nihar Ranjan Roy’s pioneering work “Bangalir
Itihas (History of the Bengali People) published in Bengali in 1949. Roy on the basis of
available historical contents has given an idea of ancient Bengal comprising of Pundra, Gaur,
Rarh, Summha, Bajra, Tamralipti, Samatat, and Banga since earliest historical period till 600-
700 AD (Hood, 1994, P.96 (the English translation of Roy). In the first half of 7th century AD,
Sasanka was enthroned as King of Gaur and Gaur came into being as a unified state unit from
mere an inhabited settlement under reign of King Sasanka. The importance of Gaur rose to
such a height that continued through the Pal era till Sen-Barman Dynasty in 13th Century AD.
However since the 8th Century AD Bengal became synonymous with three settlements
Pundrabardhan (Pundra), Gaur and Banga. All other Settlements finally were subsumed in
these three gradually. Pala and Sena Kings wanted to be identified as Kings of Gaur. Roy
thinks that there was a conscious effort since the period of Sasanka to unite all settlements
and to give it one name as Gaur. This conscious effort finally matured in the Pala and Senaera.
Interestingly, Vanga till then existed as a competitor maintained its autonomy in its essence.
Quoting from the book :

“Vanga, scorned and slighted by the Aryan society and its culture and the
name which lessened the dignity and prestige of the Sena kings.” (Roy Ibid p. 97)

So, the effort to unite the settlements under one Gaur identity did not become fully successful.
Bengal as Bengal did not happen in Hindu era rather “Vanga” became important in Pathan era
and finally in the time of Mughal emperor Akbar the ancient Bengal comprising all mentioned
settlements came to be named and campaigned as “Subeh Bangla” which matured into Bengal
during the Colonial Period (Roy : Ibid 97)

Here one point which is important for my Study is (i) Gaur was centre or controlling point
and it were the upper Castes who were at the Centre (ii) Gaur was the centre for Aryan
culture and civilization whereas Banga was hated and neglected due to its non-Aryan nature.
Dr. Roy (1949) tried to give a picture with necessary details on the basis of available historical
contents spread over ancient texts, inscriptions, hereditary accounts (Kulaji Granthamala)
and land records (Bhumi Pattoli), etc. He sketched the picture on logical grounds through
accepting and rejecting the records objectively and thus created a narrative on society, culture,
people, and occupation under changing circumstances until the end of the Sen-Barman Dynasty.
From his accounts, we can have ample indications about the economic life of its people and
how it revolves around the changing nature of social institutions eventually got so rigid and
conservative putting an unsurmountable bar on socio-economic transformation of the society.

A Brief Revisit on the Issue of Caste in West Bengal
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Caste and class Order in Ancient Bengal
According to Roy Indian Caste, order is a fusion of pre-Arian and arian-bramhanic culture
and traditions. Before the establishment of an Aryan-Brahmanic State in Gupta period, the
Brahminic religion, culture, caste order etc. did not get acceptance in ancient Bengal. Later
on, there were continuous conflict between traditions and cultures at the lowest layer of the
caste order and beyond. Non-Arians accepted a defeat in their political and economic struggle
first but social and cultural defeat were not immediate rather gradual. Notwithstanding the
defeat, in the lowest tier of the Bengali Society, one can find the Brahminic caste order loose
and the prevalence of old pre-Arian order. Nihar Ranjan Roy has identified five stages of the
caste pattern before attaining maturity in Sena period:

(i) Introduction of the Arianisation (Roy Ibid 167),
(ii) Gupta era. (Ibid 171)
(iii) Pala Era, (Ibid176)
(iv) Chandra and Kamboja regime (Ibid 182)
(v) Sen-Barman Era. (Ibid 184)

It is important to note here that in the last stage two dynasties Pala and Chandra declined and
replaced by Sena and Barman dynasty. Pala and Chandra were Buddhists and Bengalis
whereas Senas were Karnat Brahmans (later taken up the profession of Kshatriyas and were
known as Brahmakshatriyas) and Barmans were kshatriyas from kalinga. Roy asserts that “In
the context of Social history of the Bengali people these two facts are extremely important
and their significance is far reaching. (Ibid 184)

Iused Roys account to serve a specific purpose just to show that from the beginning
(Aryanisation) to the Sena-Barman Dynasty that the Brahminic caste order survived all conflicts
with the old social order and became so pervasive that it established itself as a monopoly
institution according to the desire and directives of the state. Brahminic religion, culture, and
caste order had been flooding Bengal for 300 years through the Gupta Era and the flow was
uninterrupted even in the Pala era (though the Pala kings were Buddhists) as the Pala kings
were liberal and secular in their outlook. The Pala kings regarded Brahminic religion and
culture as a larger synthesis of ideals but The Sen-Barman Dynasty denounced all other
traditions and culture but the Brahminic order. “Brahmanism, its society and its caste system
developed unchallenged, there been no recognition of of others ideal and systems” (Roy, Ibid
190)
So it can be in inferred from the accounts given by Roy in his pioneering work that Brahminic
order reached its maturity by the following means :

(i) A win over the Non-aryans by dint of war (political and Economic)
(ii) Aryanisation (social and Cultural),
(iii) Using Caste order (religious)
(iv) Using State Power to safeguard the socio-religious institutions.

The above means created a Caste order, whichis obviously headed by Brahmins. Except the
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Brahmins, all other castes are hybrid castes in Bengal and considered as Sudras. I will avoid
the details of hybridization here. I will consider Dr. Roy’s position that in ancient Bengal there
were no Kshatriyas and Baishyas (Source: Brihaddharmapurana and Brahmabaibartapurana)
(Roy, Ibid 194). The Brahmins have ordered all the hybrid castes in categories as (Uttam
Sankar, Madhyam Sankar and Adham Sankar according to Brihaddharmapurana) and Sat-
Sudra and Asat-Sudra according to Brhmabaibartapurana. We find 41 castes according to
their occupations and they are graded according to the principle of purity and pollution*.
Both the puranas mentioned castes which are absolutely polluting and outside the Brahminic
four-Barna System i.e. they are the untouchables and constitute the fifth caste.

Economic Classes in Ancient Bengal : A brief Account (Roy, 1994)
Now we will turn to the economic classes during this period (from 600 AD to 1300 AD).

The society in ancient Bengal was divided in economic classes too. The origination of these
classes was dependent on social production and its distribution. The society was based on
private property unlike primitive communist societies in the pre-historic phase. The sources of
wealth was agriculture, artistry and trade and commerce. Agriculture and trade were the main
sources of wealth. Right to private land and property were controlled by the state. Wealth
producing classes did not have the distributive powers. Rather it was with the landed gentry
and State. The state had more control over land and its produce and relatively lesser control
over artistry and trade in terms of distribution of the social production. On the basis of three
sectors there had been three classes and within each class there were tiers according to the
production and distribution of the social output. However, there are people in the societies
who do not produce wealth directly but of social importance. At one end the intelligentsia
(educationists, scientists, artists, linguists, writers, priests, etc.) and at the other end the people
in servitude (Rajak, Bauri, Bagdi, Hari, Dom, Chandal, Pod etc). These two classes do not
produce food directly but according to Brahminic hierarchy, intelligentsia did consume more
and people in servitude did consume less. Occupation or livelihood was caste based and
caste was dependent on birth then it is not surprising that distribution had been controlled by
superiority of caste and class. In this period, Caste and Class were synonymous with fewer
exceptions.Not all the classes and sub-classes came into being suddenly rather they evolved
as the societies progressed. With more complex social division of labourers there had been
increase in the number of classes and Sub-classes (Roy Ibid 212, 213).
To have an idea on the class order in ancient Bengal Dr. Roy considered the available land
sale and donation records (bhumi Pattoli)*, Charyapada, Brihaddharmapurana,
Brahmabaibartapuran and the Smritisashtras).
Again, I will avoid details and mention only those classes who are present on land records
(pattoli). Two classes are evident (i) Royal people (ii) Traders and Merchants. Besides them
there are Brahmans, Mahattara, Kutumbin, Byabaharin* (5th Century AD to 7th Century AD).
However, in the Bhumi Pattolis since 8th Century AD to 13th Century AD shows that the land
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donation or sale is being advertised to all contemporary classes of that period. Important to
mention here that During 5-7th century the pattolis did not have mentions of farmer classes but
in 8th-13th century they were being mentioned. Dr. Roy explained the phenomenon as a result
of shift in emphasis on land and agriculture away from trade and Commerce. There are ample
evidences showing donation of land to the Brahmins throughout this period. These can be
summarised as in the following table :

5th – 7th century 8th – 13th Century

Source: Roy, Ibid. pp. 226-229

Trade and commerce were the main activity

Land and agriculture were becoming the main
activity in 6th century.

Spread of Brahminical order in the late 7th

century.

Artisans, Traders and Merchants were the
dominant class

Presence of intellectuals in the field of
education, literature, religion etc.

Bengal as a state was in a formative stage.
So a definite class of government servants
were also in formative stage though elite and
non-elite class of govt. servants were
mentioned in the records.

No mention of the lower classes in the
available records though they definitely
existed at that time.

Bengal became dependent on agriculture
following the decline of earlier trade and
commerce.

Production relations are feudal.

Few feudal lords (Mahamandalik,
Mhasamanta) at one end and innumerable
landless peasants on the other end and several
layers of intermediaries in between them.

Creation of a well-defined and united state
created in turn a definite class of govt.
servants though divided further in hierarchic
layers on the basis of role and relative
importance to the state affairs.

Brahmins are also class divided. At one end
the poor priest and on the other the richer
royal priests and feudal lords in disguise of
an educationist.

Landless labourers belonging to Madhyam
Sankar or asat-Sudra, no mention of the
untouchables, slaves (the lowest laboring
classes in rank).

In Pala period, the state could see the bottom
of the pyramid but the Brahminical outlook
in Sen-Barman period preferred not to look
at the base where Chandals, Dom, Shabar,
Malowere pushed with disdain.
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The above discussion gives us necessary information about adjustments within the caste system
effected by competing ideologies, economic practices and above all the by the state. It is
important to note here that despite differences in ideologies the state was not a democracy.
Therefore, there was no scope for depressed castes and classes to ventilate their grievances.
No compulsion on part of the rulers to effect any change was there. Caste degradation and
ascendancy used to be done at the whims of the rulers.

Let us have a look at the list of untouchables given in “Brahmavaivarta Puran”. This text
divided the hybrid Bengali castes in two groups as ‘Sat’ and ‘Asat’sudras (a total of 36
castes). Untouchables were outside of this list. They were,

“Vyadhas (hunters), Bharas (occupation unknown), Kapalis (workers in
crafts and agriculture), Kols, Kocas (aboriginal community), Haddis
(scavengers), Doms (cremators), Jolas (weavers), Bagdis (Palanquin
bearers, fishing and field labouring) Sarakas (probably Buddhist
Shravakas), Vyalagrahis, Chandals and others.”(Roy, Ibid 197)

For a meaningful comparison, we need to keep the list of untouchables given in
“Vrihaddharmapurana” here as under,

“Mallegrahis (the clowns), Kuravas (occupation unknown), Chandals
(executioners), Bauris (field labourers), Taksas (stone engravers),
Charmakars (tanners), Gattajivis (keepers of ferry stations, may be
patanis), Dolabahis (Palanquin bearers, Duliyas or Dules), Mallas (Malos
the fishermen).” (Roy, Ibid 195).

These two lists gave us the caste names of the untouchables in the 13th century. In 2011
Census government also provided a list of SCs which contains 60 caste names applicable for
West Bengal though their occupations are not specified. It might be the reason that they are
not in the hereditary occupations fixed by caste system on the basis of four-fold Varnashram
or in a single occupation. Nevertheless, one thing is certain that the untouchables listed in the
Puranas in 13th Century are still have their names in the SC list in 2011 Census with fewer
exceptions. There are names, which were not untouchables in 13th century (such as Suri,
Poundra, Dhoba, Tiyaretc). List of Scheduled tribes (Census, 2011) have 40 tribes name
applicable for West Bengal but we do not find them listed in the puranas which suggests that
they could sustain their independence despite state sponsored Aryanisation or they were
never included in the Hindu fold. Butit’s not bad that today’s democratically elected government
recognizes that they exist which the Sena-Barmanas never thought of. They were unable to
see the bottom of the social pyramid. Theses caste categories have existed in the past in scorn
and slight due to a hierarchic system of interdependence. They exist now as well in scorn and
slight but not due to caste hierarchy as it has been replaced by new hierarchies with respect to
power and economics.
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Conclusion:
Caste as a system was relevant in the past. Caste as distinct categories is relevant today. The
fourfold hierarchy has never existed in Bengal. It is true that castes were tagged with hereditary
occupations and as a rule; it was imposed on people in Sena-Barman dynasty who were not
Bengalis. So, it’s not a natural thing rather a cultural imposition by rulers from outside. Caste
struggles during independence despite its limitations for the first time got a chance to enter into
democratic political sphere. The different caste categories need to find their common class
interests and assert in a cohesive manner as once they fought for separate electorate during
independence.

Relevance of caste needs to be studied in three spaces –Social, Political and Economic,
keeping in mind the interdependency between them. I have taken the domain of Politics only
in this study and looked for the relevance of caste in its political manifestations at a time point
of shift in ideology under democracy. As Caste as a system is rooted in history, I referred to
its origination, growth and maturity under different ideological regimes in the past to have a
comparison with the present. The study asserts that caste exists today not as a system as it
were in the past but as distinct categories devoid of any hierarchy. In addition, recognition of
Motua Mahasangha by competing political parties irrespective of ideology as a vote-bank
can only be seenas a sign of identity politics not as a proof. To reinforce the assertion made in
this study, we must extend it in the domain of Sociology and then in Economics in that order.

Notes:
1. Sinharay, Praskanva (2012)
2. Sinharay, Praskanva (2012).
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Service to the Nation: Revisiting the Thoughts of Swami Vivekananda
“Move on, O Lord, in thy resistless path!
Till thy high noon o’er spreads the world.

Till every land reflects thy light,
Till men and women, with uplifted head,

Behold their shackles broken, and
Know, in springing joy, their life renewed!”

 —Swami Vivekananda

Debashis Mazumdar

I. Introduction
The word ‘service’ to any social scientist at present would mean such activities that would
help in changing the socio-economic conditions of human life by creating such output or utility
(not measurable in real quantities) which can be valued in terms of money. Thus, we often
speak of educational service, health service, banking and insurance service, transport service
and so on. Economists also try to measure the economic progress of a nation in terms of the
growth of the service sector, and it is assumed that the contribution of the service sector
towards national output and employment would rise gradually with the economic progress of
any nation. Thus, economically developed nations reveal much higher shares of their service
sector in their national income and employment compared to the less developed and devel-
oping nations. However, despite such significant progress of the service sector in many coun-
tries over the last few decades, socio-economic inequalities within and between countries
have not reduced to a great extent.

In this paper, an attempt would be made to review the economic progress of India in terms
of the growth of her service sector over the last few decades and the nature of development
gap that still exists between the developed and developing nations. The relevance of the
unique concept of ‘service’ as propounded by Swami Vivekananda in mitigating the present
growth maladies and facing the new challenges of millennium development, particularly in a
developing country like India, would be taken into account within the scope of the present study.
II. Importance of Service Sector
Economists like Colin Clark, A.G.B Fisher and Simon Kuznets have shown that economic
progress of any country is marked by a change in the occupational pattern in favour of the
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service sector as well as a change in the sectoral composition of the national income. In their
study, they have indicated that the proportion of a country’s labour force engaged in primary
or agricultural activities declines and the proportions of those engaged in secondary (or indus-
trial) and service activities increase gradually as the country climbs up along the ladder of
growth from the status of a ‘low-income country’ to a ‘middle-income country’ and ultimately
to a ‘high-income country’.

Such changes in occupational structure are also accompanied by a similar change in the
sectoral composition of the national income. It is observed that as any country moves gradu-
ally from the category of ‘low-income country’ to a ‘high-income country’, the contribution of
the agricultural sector towards national income declines, while the contributions of the indus-
trial and service sectors increase gradually. In fact, both primary (viz. agricultural) and sec-
ondary (viz. industrial) activities need adequate support from the service sector for their smooth
operation.

This theory also receives strong empirical support from the development experience of
middle-income and high-income countries of the world. For example, the share of employ-
ment in agriculture had been 37 per cent in UK and 70 per cent in USA in 1820. However, by
1998, this share had decreased to 2 per cent and 3 per cent respectively.  The World Devel-
opment Report (2008), published by the World Bank, shows that between 2002-04, about
35-50 per cent of the workforce of the countries such as India, Pakistan, China, Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, etc. remained engaged in the agricultural sector, while this percentage was only
about 1.5 per cent in UK and USA.  In case of India, the share of the service sector in India’s
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) increased from about 29.8 per cent in 1950-51 to about 58
per cent in 2016-17.  On the other hand, the share of the agricultural sector in GDP declined
from about 59.6 per cent to about 16 per cent during the said period (Rakshit, 2007; Eco-
nomic Survey, 2017-18). One of the most interesting features of the Indian economy over the
last two decades is the emergence of services as the dominant sector and main driver of GDP
growth. It has been observed that about 66 per cent of India’s GDP growth during 1995-
2006 has been contributed by the service sector. World Bank (2004) calls this feature as
“India’s Services Revolution”. However, the occupational structure of India has not changed
much in favour of the service sector since a large portion (about 49 per cent) of the workforce
still remains engaged in primary activities. This is particularly due to the low labour absorption
rate in industrial and service activities in India. It also signifies poor labour productivity in
Indian agriculture.

Service to the Nation: Revisiting the Thoughts of Swami Vivekananda
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III. Extent of development gap
Now the question is whether such ‘service sector revolution’ has reduced the miseries of the
downtrodden and the economically backward classes of India or whether such a triumph of
the service sector in several countries, particularly in developed countries, has helped in re-
ducing the development gap between the less developed and developed countries. One study
shows that even during the post-reform period1 in India, the percentage of under-nourished
households in rural areas has increased from about 57.7 per cent in 1999-2000 to about 66.9
per cent in     2001-02. In urban areas, this percentage has increased from about 41.5 per
cent to 51 per cent during the said period (Sanyal et. al, 2009). The Human Development
Report (HDR, 2011), published by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
indicates that the percentage of population living below the poverty line (less than PPP $1.25
a day)2 in India was about 41.6 per cent in 2009-10. It is apprehended that the incidence of
poverty in developing nations along with India has been intensified during 2019-20. This is
particularly because of a ‘job-loss growth’ experienced in these nations (Kannan & Raveendran,
2019). A recent study shows that unemployment rate in India increased from about 2.3 per
cent in 2011-12 to about 6 per cent in 2017-18, and further to about 7.5 per cent during
2018-19. During the recent pandemic situation this unemployment rate sky-rocketed to 23.5
per cent in April 2020 (CMIE, April 2020). Though this unemployment rate has come down
during the ‘unlock period’ but still it is higher that than the 2017-18 level. This higher unem-
ployment rate would intensify the problem of poverty. It has been observed that several areas
of the service sector (like hotel & tourism service, aviation service, entertainment service etc.)
were hard hit and growing unemployment rate led to both ‘income shock’ and ‘health shock’
among the common people. As per the “Key Indicators: Household Consumer Expenditure
in India” survey conducted by the National Sample Survey Organization (NSSO), the aver-
age monthly consumption expenditure by an individual fell from Rs 1,501 in 2011-12 to Rs
1,446 in 2017-18, showing a 3.7 per cent fall. In rural areas, the average expenditure on food
items by an individual declined by about 10 per cent during that period [It is to be noted that
the government of India quickly withdrew this report from their portal]. We know that the
poverty rate is calculated on the basis of a cut off per capita consumption expenditure per
month. Hence, such fall in average consumption expenditure per month would surely imply an
increase in the incidence of poverty rate in India during that period.

Several studies have also indicated that the development gap between the developed and
less developed countries has also increased over time. According to Easterlin (2000), the
ratio of income between the richest and the poorest countries of the world in 1820 was
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approximately 3:1. However, in 1999-2000, this ratio has increased to about 380:1. The
study made by J. A. Ocampo and R.Vos (2008) shows that between 1820-2001, the per
capita GDP of developed countries has increased by about 19-fold, while the countries of
Latin America, Asia and Africa have experienced, on an average, an increase of 8.3-fold,
7.1-fold and 3.6-fold respectively  in this regard. This study also shows that the ratio of the
per capita GDP of India to that of the developed world (measured at constant prices) was
about 0.44 in 1820 and it declined to only about 0.09 in 2002. The World Development
Report (2011) shows that the average income per capita in High-income Countries was
about PPP $ 36,473 in 2009 and this figure was about PPP$ 1,199 for the Low-income
Countries. Thus, income disparity between countries has not shown any sign of convergence
over time. Some recent studies, however, have indicated the indications of convergence in the
growth rates of per capita income of the less developed and developed nations but there are
unmistakable global divide along several indicator of human development (say, inequality in
the distribution of income, poverty, gender-oriented disparity, health and nutrition etc.)
[Mazumdar, 2016].

The share of the world’s population living in extreme poverty decreased from 44 per cent
in 1980 to less than 8.6 per cent in 2019; but despite significant progress in living standards,
there has also been a severe polarization of income inequalities (WEF, 2020). The Social
Mobility Index (SMI), as determined by the World Economic Forum (WEF), based on fac-
tors such as equity in access to quality health and education, social protection expenditure
etc. shows that India’s ranking (76th) in terms of SMI is far below compared to her neighbouring
countries like Sri Lanka (59th) and China (45th); and our position is slightly better than
Bangladesh (78th) and Pakistan (79th).

The ‘Low-income countries’ contain about 40 per cent of world population and receive
only about 3 per cent of world income, while the ‘High-income countries’ contain about 15
per cent of world population and yet receive about 81 per cent of world income (Thirlwall,
2006). This feature of the world economy has been rightly described by the UNDP as ‘gar-
gantuan in its excess and grotesque in its human and economic inequalities’.

Such large disparities in income are paralleled by huge gaps in other indicators of well
being. The HDR (2018) shows that the life expectancy at birth for the average people re-
mains much higher in developed countries like Norway (82.3 years), Australia (83.1 years)
or USA (79.5 years) compared to the less developed countries such as Democratic Republic
of Congo (60 years) or Niger (60.4 years). Similarly, opportunities in education show huge
disparities across nations. Educational attainment, measured in terms of mean years of schooling,
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amounted to less than 4 years in countries like Niger (2 years) or Mozambique (3.5 years),
but this was equal to or more than 12 years in developed countries like Norway (12.6years)
or Switzerland (13.4 years). The quality of living is often measured in terms of the Infant
Mortality Rate (IMR) per 1000 live birth and Maternal Mortality Ratio (MMR) per 100,000
live births. The IMR was found to be about 5, on an average, in developed countries during
2016, while this figure remained as high as about 72 in Congo, 51 in Niger or 35 in India.
Similarly, the MMR in developed countries was as low as 5 in Norway, 6 in Australia or 7 in
Netherlands in comparison with a very high figure like 553 in Niger, 693 in Congo or 174 in
India in 2015 (HDR, 2018). It also reflects the pattern of gender discrimination in developed
and less developed countries.

From the above analysis, it becomes clear that ‘service sector revolution’ in India and
other countries has not contributed in any significant way towards reducing either the poverty
trap in India or the development gap between the developing and developed countries.
IV. Swami Vivekananda’s  Concept of Service
The concept of service as propounded by Swami Vivekananda is completely different from
what is discussed in the present socio-economic theories. By service, he meant not only
ameliorative service, but also all types of social action for the all-round development and
social welfare. The major point in his doctrine of service is that while rendering our service to
common man, we must treat them as God, i.e., his doctrine of service is based on a simple but
effective equation :
Man (Jiva) = God (Shiva)
Whatever may the advocation of a person, he or she should realize and understand that it is
God alone who has manifested Himself as the world and other creatures. He is both imma-
nent and transcendent. It is He who has become all diverse creatures, objects of our love,
respect or compassion and yet He is beyond all these. Such realization of divinity in humanity
leaves no room for arrogance or hatred. Any man having this realization, cannot have any
jealousy or pity for any other being.

Now, what type of service did Swamiji want his people to render to the society and what
type of training for workers did he visualize to implement that plan? In fact, Swamiji wanted
(i) a selfless service particularly for the poor and backward sections of the people, (ii) provi-
sion of proper education and health facilities for those people through several charitable orga-
nizations, (iii) Expansion of such values and ideals which would help man in realizing his / her
‘true self’ and increase his/her self-confidence, (iv) Expansion of educational opportunities
for the women with a view to empower them in expressing their own views, (v) Creation of a
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group of volunteers, consisting particularly of young people, who would serve the poor and
common people in a selfless manner considering the existence of God in every human being.
Practical Vedanta, as emphasized by Swamiji, was the fulcrum of all the social activities in his
action plan. In the words of Swamiji, “So, do your work, says the Vedanta. It first advises us
how to work – by giving up–giving up the apparent, illusive world. What is meant by that?
Seeing God everywhere. …..If a man plunges headlong into foolish luxuries of the world
without knowing the truth, he has missed his footing, he cannot reach the goal. And if a man
curses the world, goes into a forest, mortifies his flesh, and kills himself little by little by
starvation, makes his heart a barren waste, kills out all feelings, and becomes harsh, stern, and
dried-up, that man also has missed the way. These are the two extremes, the two mistakes at
either end. Both have lost the way, both have missed the goal. So work, says the Vedanta,
putting God in everything, and knowing Him to be in everything.” (CW, Vol.2, p.149-150)

Swamiji believes that most of our miseries arise due to our ignorance regarding our true
self. Philosophically, there are two different ways of looking upon the world. The negative
way is to reject it considering it as an illusion (Maya) in the form in which it presents itself
before us. However, the positive way is to look to its fundamental basis, the ultimate Reality
which alone exists. In this positive approach, which Swamiji emphasized, we have a deifica-
tion of the world as against the traditional negation of it (Swahananda, 2012). Both are true
from different standpoints, but the deification of the world (that God lives in every creature)
has a tremendous social value. On the one hand, such social activities with the worshipful
attitude towards men as God would mean a socialization of the Absolute from philosophical
standpoint. On the other hand, these activities have a tremendous impact on the creation of
social goods which would help the common people to overcome not only their income pov-
erty but also the poverty of their mind (their meanness). However, these selfless and voluntary
activities are not reflected in our national income accounting since these works are not done in
exchange of money. In fact, only those service activities which are provided in exchange for
money (e.g. the banking and insurance service provided by the public and private sectors
banks, the health and education service provided by different profit-making organizations,
etc.) are included in our national income accounting. Thus, the expansion of such service
activities may not ensure greatest benefit for the common people. It has been observed that,
over the past few decades, particularly since early 1990s, the percentage bank branches in
rural India has been declining continuously. This is particularly because of the fact that the
private sector banks are reluctant to open their branch offices in rural areas because return
from agricultural activities is uncertain (the farm output depends too much on the vagaries of
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monsoon) and the poor farmers do not have enough assets that can be kept as mortgage
while taking loan from the banks. Hence, ‘service with a profit motive’ should be progres-
sively replaced by a ‘selfless service’ with utmost love and compassion for the common
people. However, this is not expected from the enterprises which operate purely on profit-
motive (though big corporate houses now emphasize on Corporate Social Responsibility).
Hence, we require whole-hearted cooperation of some voluntary organizations and people
with ‘ignited’ mind to achieve this goal.

Swamiji has indicated some beautiful ways of work process in his scheme of service to the
nation. Firstly, while providing the service, one should not expect anything in return, i.e., one
should remain ‘unattached’ from the fruits of such service. It implies the ‘Karma Yoga’. We
should feel that in whatever field we are working, we should serve people with utmost sincer-
ity and honesty. We should only carry out our responsibility sincerely; the fruits of all such
works belong to the society at large. Swamiji says , “Do you ask anything from your children
in return for what you have given them? It is your duty to work for them, and there the matter
ends. In whatever you do for a particular person, a city, or a state, assume the same attitude
towards it as you have towards your children – expect nothing in return”(CW, Vol. 1, p.59).
Secondly, any such service work should be considered as ‘worshipping of God’. This atti-
tude or spirit may take some time to develop in any common man. It may develop step by
step, say, from ‘work and worship’ to ‘work as worship’ and ultimately to a motivation of
‘work is worship’. It is true that two opposing forces exist in every human being, viz.
‘Aham’(myself) and ‘Nãham’ (not myself); the former reflects our selfish attitude while the
latter signifies the selfless attitude. Such attitudes also exist in animals, e.g. the tigress which
kills other animals would be ready to sacrifice even her own life for the protection of her own
cubs. In his book ‘The Selfish Gene’, the British Biologist, Richard Dawkins has indicated
that the human body is essentially selfish and this gives rise to selfishness in individual behaviour.
Hence, we essentially require the training and learning of generosity and altruism
(Ranganathananda, 2000). Swamiji believed that this selfishness can be reduced to a large
extent through the realization of the spiritual dimension of human personality, and here lies the
relevance of ‘Practical Vedanta’.

In an inspiring poem, Swamiji wrote,
“ … Everywhere is the same God, the All-Love,
Friend, offer mind, soul, body, at their feet.
These are His manifold forms before thee,
Rejecting them, where seekest thou for God ?
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Who loves all beings, without distinction,
He indeed is worshipping best his God.”

Swamiji coined the word ‘Daridranãrãyana’, God in the form of the poor – and told us to
serve these poor people. In his words, “Where should you go to seek God—are not all the
poor, the miserable, the weak, Gods? Why not worship them first”? Thus, the major part of
Swamiji’s plan of action and service works centred around the eradication of mass poverty.
The present day development Economics also emphasizes on these aspects of human devel-
opment. Economist like Denis Goulet has indicated three important components of economic
development. These are:   (1) Life sustenance, (2) Self esteem and (3) Freedom (Thirwall,
2006). Thus, no country can be considered as fully developed if it cannot provide its people
with such basic necessities of life as housing, clothing, food and minimal education. Self es-
teem implies a sense of self-respect. No country can be regarded as fully developed if its
people do not possess the power to conduct relations on equal terms with other countries.
On the other hand, the word ‘Freedom’ here implies freedom from three evils, viz., from
want, ignorance and squalor. No person is free if he/she cannot choose; if he/she is impris-
oned by living on the margin of subsistence with no education and skill. All these components
of development were present in Swamiji’s action plan in a more refined manner.

The Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen also believes that the entitlement to adequate income-
generating assets, food, shelter, basic education, health care and other necessities of life de-
termines the capability of a person. According to him, economic development should be
thought in terms of an expansion in such entitlements and capabilities in any society. Swamiji
also emphasized on capability building though in a different way. He emphasized more on
generating self-respect and self-confidence among the common people through proper incul-
cation of value-based education so that they can themselves solve many of their own prob-
lems. He says, “The miseries of the world cannot be cured by physical help only…. Igno-
rance is the mother of all the evil and all the misery we see. Let men have light, let them be
pure and spiritually strong and educated, then alone will misery cease in the world, not
before”(CW, Vol.1, p.53). There are many instances where the village people have success-
fully completed different community development programmes out of their own initiatives
after being disgusted with the bad services provided by the corrupt government officials. The
Nobel Laureates like Abhijit V. Banerjee and Esther Duflo, in their book ‘Poor Economics’,
have also shown that such initiatives would give better results if we can ensure proper repre-
sentation and active participation of the underprivileged people (women, ethnic minorities,
lower castes, landless poor etc.) in these community development programmes (Banerjee &
Duflo, 2011).

There is no denying of the fact that the knowledge and skill that emerge through such
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selfless service would surely add to the stock of human capital (in the form of educated,
skilled, healthy and enlightened people) in our country over time. This, in turn, is expected to
raise our national output. Since such activities are particularly targeted towards the upliftment
of the backward and poor sections of the people, the earning capability of these people are
also expected to rise. Though our economic planning has emphasized the concept of ‘inclu-
sive growth’ or ‘growth with equity’, very little could be achieved in this direction. In fact,
there are limits to economic analysis regarding inclusive approach. Non-economic factors
like social norms, culture, beliefs etc. can have definite influence upon the level of inclusion or
exclusion (S. Mahendra Dev, 2012). For instance, a simple cultural habit of some men in
occupying the ‘seats meant for ladies’ in public buses in Kolkata would mean excluding fe-
males from sitting on bus seats. It is very difficult to change the mind set of these people
through formal education or even through the imposition strict rules and regulations by the
government. Here, at this crucial juncture, when sexual harassment of women in workplace
or public places have become rampant, we feel the necessity of such education and expan-
sion of moral values as desired by Swami Vivekananda.

Swamiji uttered several times the need for a band of motivated men and women who
would come forward to extend their helping hand for the cause of social reform. He said, “A
hundred thousand men and women, fired with the zeal of holiness, fortified with eternal faith in
the Lord, and nerved to lion’s courage by their sympathy for the poor and the fallen and the
downtrodden, will go over the length and breadth of the land, preaching the gospel of salva-
tion, the gospel of help, the gospel of social raising-up — the gospel of equality” (CW, Vol.5,
p.15). Whenever we review and analyze the social unrest in our country as well as in other
countries, we realize, against the mirror of Swamiji’s thoughts, that most of such misdeeds
occur either due to ignorance or a practice of little chauvinism among particular groups of
people. However, we should not give up our hope and should take into account thousands of
benevolent activities undertaken by hundreds and thousands of kind-hearted people (e.g. by
the monks of Ramakrishna order throughout the world). Let me just cite one example: Raj
Kumar Tiwari, an intellectually disabled young athlete of India, has won a gold medal in the
‘Figure Skating Event’ (a sport hardly known in India) at the Special Winter Olympics in
Seoul (South Korea) the year 2013. His father is a street hawker selling hairclips on the
roadside at Pahargunj area in New Delhi and earns only about Rs. 4,500 per month. So, it
was difficult for Raj Kumar to afford regular practice at Gurgaon’s Ambience Mall. However,
his dream was fulfilled through the financial and moral support of a group of kind-hearted men
in his neighbourhood (Times of India, February 7, 2013). So, we should follow such ex-
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amples of zeal and compassion rather than the misdeeds of another group of people in New
Delhi or in other regions. We can also cite the example of great service provided by Swami
Vivekananda, Swami Sadananda, Sister Nivedita and several other monks of Ramakrishna
Order in nursing the plague affected poor people of Kolkata during 1898-99 when thousands
of people fled from this city to save their lives. Swamiji was even ready to sell the landed
property of Belur Math to finance that service programme.

V. The challenges ahead
In the year 2013 our country has celebrated the 150th Birth Anniversary of Swami Vivekananda
through several functions both at government and private levels. However, if we celebrate this
type of great event just for celebration sake, the whole effort would end up in a fiasco. We
should realize the basic problems faced by our society, viz., the problems of short supply of
man with bold character and broad heart to undertake a selfless service work for the down-
trodden. I personally feel that even our perennial problems of poverty, ignorance, gender
discrimination etc. can be reduced in an effective way (not merely in terms of statistical fig-
ures) if we can first ensure the smooth supply of a ‘complete man’.  If we try to reshape
ourselves keeping the ideals of Swamiji’s teachings, it would surely help us to come out of our
little self and help us to realize our true personality. This will certainly change our attitude
towards work as well as towards our fellow workers (Ghosh, 2006).

Finding solutions to the complex social, economic, infrastructural, political and poverty-
related problems is indeed a great challenge. There is no doubt that facing such challenge
needs enormous energy, a fresh perspective, a grandiose vision and superhuman effort. At
this phase, we must find out ways to motivate our young generation to such service works.
The Population Census Report (2011) of India shows that about 78 per cent of our country’s
population is less than 40 years of age. This is considered as our ‘Demographic Dividend’
and we can well imagine the potential energy in these millions of young Indians. They have the
power to face any future challenge faced by our country. But how do we ensure the involve-
ment of our younger generation in such selfless service works whose role models and icons
today are mostly from the economic, technology, music, cinema and sports arenas? Here lies
the true challenge of motivating these young people towards undertaking selfless social works
for the benefit of common people. The key to the problem in my opinion lies in making our
young generation understand that the real benefits of today’s material advances lies not just in
‘creating wealth’ but ensuring that we should use it to make our society more egalitarian, more
equitable and more socially and economically just. The more I think of this, the more I am
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convinced that the answer lies in the clarion call that Swami Vivekananda gave the young of
this country more than a hundred years ago. So, we must earnestly propagate the great ideas
and ideology of Swami Vivekananda at different levels of our society to fulfil his dreams in
near future.

Note:
1. The government of India initiated economic reform policies, giving special emphasis on decon-

trol and delicensing, and the expansion of the private sector, since 1991.
2. Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) dollar is an estimate of dollar, adjusted for the purchasing power

of currency, to make international comparisons.
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Literary Adaptation in “Salomé (1923)”: Salomé, Medusa,
Différance and Iterability

Afsana Khatoon

Abstract
Charles Bryant’s “Salomé (1923)” enchants the audience with its thrilling re-telling of “Matthew:
14” and stunning visual re-presentation of Salomé. Dressed in a beautiful piece with impeccable
make-up, she appears like a nymph. But what strikes audience most is her hair: pearls studded
on the edges of her gypsy, tiny-bristly-braids, she mirrors Ovid’s Medusa: the once beautiful
but now snake-headed gorgon whose sight turns onlookers into stones. Watching “Salomé
(1923)”, one notices, without failure, the sinuous movement of her tresses, as if, they are
some living creatures. There are numerous traces of the Medusa-myth in the movie. Salomé’s
affinity with Medusa lies in her parents’ incestual marriage as well. Bryant’s film depicts the
‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ as a dejected and vengeful lover. But Salomé escapes such a structural
narrative. She defies any reliable signified and constantly takes on different forms, through
various genres as can be seen when in Bryant she resembles Medusa. A deconstructive reading
highlights the similarities between “Salomé (1923)” and Medusa-myth and shows that these
two narratives are signatures, the authenticity of which depends on the law of iterability and
différance.
Keywords: literature, cinema, deconstruction, Salomé

Of all the biblical characters Salomé is the one who has fascinated academics, artists and
intellectuals through centuries. Hardly there is any other female character from the New
Testament who dominated drawing room reading, theatre, visual arts, burlesque, music hall
and opera all alike. Toni Bentley in the essay “The Salome Craze” terms this obsession for
Salomé “Salomania” (Bentley). Rachel Shteir writes about it in the essay, “Undressing”: ‘In
the first decade of the twentieth century . . . a craze touch(ed) virtually every aspect of American
popular and “high” culture . . .’(Shteir). Amongst those who contributed to the “Salomania”
predominantly and excessively were Gustave Moreau1, Gustave Flaubert2, Karl Joris
Huysmans3 and Oscar Fingal O’Flahertie Wills Wilde. Seen from a Feminist point of view
Wilde in his Salomé (1891) appears to have liberated female sexuality, by making his protagonist
claim her selfhood at a time when women just began to raise their voice against gender inequality.
In fact, in Sister of Salome Bentley celebrates the ‘declarations of sexual independence’
(Bentley) that Salomé (1891) led to. However, in her feminist critique of patriarchy Bentley
overlooks how the so-called ‘liberation’ in terms of sexuality also tries to bind ‘Salomé’,
along with all her sisters, to something on which phallogocentrism rests – the binary of body-
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and-mind or instinct-and-intellect. In my paper I intend to show that it is not the ‘dance of
seven veils’ or the act of stripping off that frees Salomé but the ‘movement’–her movement
from the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ to a woman who can acknowledge her selfhood that liberates
her and makes her re-presentable, different and iterable. For my presentation on ‘Salomé’ I
have chosen the 1923 silent movie made by British filmmaker, Charles Bryant, to show how
the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ (The Holy Bible) – as she has been introduced in New Testament)
acts as an fluid signifier and keeps on evolving through ages and genres, taking various forms
and alluding the structures that try to confine her within the nomenclature, ‘Salomé’.
Charles Bryant’s “Salomé (1923)” is a movie adaptation of Oscar Wilde’s 1891 French
tragedy, Salomé. Wilde represents Salomé as a woman driven by lust for a preacher and
prophet, Jokanaan. Salomé, struggling between her filial affection towards her mother and the
unwanted-unwelcome attention of her stepfather, discovers her desire when she hears Jokanaan
pray. When she first sees him, she is fascinated by the mystical priest. She approaches him to
confess her thoughts. However, the priest insults her and warns her for her impious longings.
But she does not understand. Her impromptu attraction takes on the color of carnal desire
and soon her libido becomes her obsession. She has been talked into sanity, warned and
threatened with life but she refuses to abide by any socio-theological culture or religious
practice. It is her obsession with the prophet that eventually costs Salomé her life. Under
Bryant’s direction Wilde’s drama becomes a tragedy that celebrates the unrequited love of a
woman who eventually meets a catastrophic end for coveting “a holy man”(Wilde). But things
become problematic when her desire is taken as constitutive of her identity:
Oscar Wilde gave Salome what she had heretofore lacked: a personality, a psychology all her
own. Wilde transformed Salome from an object of male desire and fear into the subject of her
own life (Bentley).
Do the above quoted lines suggest that the action of experiencing love or carnal desire for a
male and the act of expressing that desire is what constitutes ‘a real woman?’ as Bentley
seems to argue? Unfortunately, here Bentley seems to support an idea that she has originally
intended to oppose: the idea that women represent sexuality while men represent judgement
as shown in the first book of Old Testament, “Genesis”(The Holy Bible). Wilde’s one-act
tragedy indeed appears to be romantic but putting the play into a specific genre, by bestowing
upon Salomé the attributes of Shakespearean Juliet, does not simplify the complications of
the narrative. First, Bryant designates his movie as a ‘historical fantasy’(Bryant). Something
that is historical was real once – a reality of past. How can history then be fantasy or fiction or
a product of imagination without the substantiality of the temporal and/or the spatial context?
Bryant himself contradicts the credibility of the genre and the context in his subtitle. Secondly,
imitating Wilde, Bryant presents his movie – “Salomé (1923)” – to the audience as a biblical
narrative but the irony lies in the very name of the titular character, after whom he has named
the movie because Salomé is never named in the New Testament but referenced only in
association with her mother, Herodias – ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ (The Holy Bible). Biblical
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narrative on Salomé or rather the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’, depicted in Gospels of Matthew,
Verse: 14, is a brief upon her role in the murder of John the Baptist which can be interpreted
as a sketch, silhouette or an outline – because these words are often used interchangeably for
any literary portrait or depiction (Derrida, The Animal Therefore I Am). The French novelist
and poet Pierre Alféri4 points out the limits of such an ‘outline’,

(T)he outline is visible but the outline although visible, does not literally exist
because it’s only the limit between the object and what is not the object, and
its changing on all the different points of view on the object, it’s a limit, it’s not
a thing . . . it exists only from one point of view, between the visible part of a
volume and the invisible part of the volume . . . between what I see and what
I don’t see, it’s an ideality (“Pierre Alféri. Life Lines. 2016”).

What “Matthew: 14” represents is neither the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ nor Salomé but only
the ‘limits’ of the damsel. Alféri has been careful to add, farther: “an outline is essentially
approximative” that can be corrected and repeated almost indefinitely. The biblical narrative
of the damsel is only an ‘approximation’ of a woman who is the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’. But
that merely represents something between ‘what I see and what I don’t see’ (“Pierre Alferi.
Movement in Cinema. 2010”) of Salomé rather than her character. The daughter who obeys
her queen mother, performs a dance for her stepfather’s princely guests and demands the
head of Jokanaan who tried to defile her mother, is the woman lost between the ‘visible part
of a volume’ (what is described about her) and ‘the invisible part of the volume’ (what is not
described or omitted or erased about her) of a biblical portrait. It is incomplete, ambiguous,
approximate and inexact, hence, subject to correction and repetition or iterability. Both Wilde
and Bryant exploit this ‘approximate-ness’ or ‘inexact-ness’ of the biblical narrative that makes
Salomé iterable and enables writers to (re)present Salomé, again and again, repeatedly and
indefinitely.
The name ‘Salomé’ is a written sign proffered in the absence of the referent of the ‘daughter
of He-ródi-as’. The act of naming plays a significant role in the history of metaphysics for to
name is to designate a signified – to provide a history along with all its cultural, social and
political conventions. Jewish historian Titus Flavius Josephus gives an etymology of the name
‘Salomé’ (Salome). Josephus identifies Salome with the wife of Aristobulus, who reigned Chalcis
of Galilee, 54-72 A.D. Josephus writes in Antiquities of the Jews (c. 94) that ‘Salome’ is a
‘variant’ of ‘Salina’ or ‘Alexandria’ (as she was known amongst the Greeks). The name
varies in accord with continents: Salome, Salina and Alexandria or Alexandra. But can one be
really sure that all these three names refer to a single and identical woman? One can only
assume so or rely on the possibility that Josephus’ record about the Jewish people, the context
and the chronology might be plausible. But such assumption or reliance is subject to
methodological errors because a deconstructive interpretation of Semiotics teaches one that
any name is a linguistic sign that represents the absence of a subject as Derrida points out in
“Différance”:
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The sign is usually said to be put in the place of the thing itself, the present
thing, “thing” here standing equally for meaning or referent. The sign represents
the place of the present. When we cannot grasp or show the thing, state the
present, the being-present, when the present cannot be presented, we signify,
we go through the detour of the sign (Derrida, Margins of Philosophy).

Wilde represents the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ in his protagonist, named Salomé (in French)
or Salome (in English); he puts Salomé in the place of the thing (‘daughter of He-ródi-as’).
The reader is expected to recognize the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ in the protagonist, as
suggested by the epithet ‘SALOMÉ (Daughter of Herodias)’(Wilde). But the addressee for
‘the daughter of He-ródi-as’ is not present in Wilde’s Salomé (1891). Hardly does she exhibit
any thought regarding the whereabouts of Herodias, the woman who lends Salomé her identity
and existence in the New Testament. In fact, throughout the drama she does not have a single
word of exchange with Herodias. Herodias and Salomé rather seem to live in their two different
worlds, separated and set apart from each other. The absence of signified continues because
neither the mystical daughter of Herodiasis present in Wilde’s adamant Salomé nor Salomé
could be found in the Daughter of Herodias. The absence is iterable in both. Bryant projects
Salomé as a lover of Jokanaan,thereby introducing ‘the detour’ and taking a long or roundabout
route to avoid this iterable/repetitive absence of signified or referent of the biblical ‘daughter
of He-ródi-as’ – as if to say that the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ is not present in Salomé because
she has become a lover now. Salomé even refuses what Bryant so earnestly wants her to
portray. She only postpones the referents by being different from the signified, ‘the daughter
of He-ródi-as’ in the New Testament (The Holy Bible)or that of Jokanaan’s lover in Wilde’s
drama, through différance. Derrida writes: “(T)he signified concept is never present in and of
itself, in a sufficient presence that would refer only to itself. Essentially and lawfully, every
concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within which it refers to the other . . .(Derrida,
Margins of Philosophy). Salomé is caught within such a chain of signs where the damsel refers
to themystical ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’, the biblical ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ refers to Wilde’s
new woman Salomé and Bryant’s Salomé refers to the woman who adopts extreme measures
for Jokanaan. In each instant Salomé is meant to gain her selfhood but that remains merely a
probability as each re-presentation adds on a difference to the sign, the ‘daughter of He-ródi-
as’. This process of including a difference is what Derrida terms ‘différance’. Différance
means to put off (an action or event) to a later time or postpone and to be unlike or dissimilar
or different. The difference, between the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’ and Salomé exists in terms
of affection, care and sacrifice, which the former exhibits in “Matthew: 14” while the latter
eludes thesein Bryant. This difference is the play of the two signs – ‘‘daughter of He-ródi-as’
(signifier) and ‘Salomé’ (signified). These signs are themselves the effects of différance and
the iterability of the absence of an addressee. This absence of addressee makes Salomé
vague and in this vagueness Salomé is seen adopting various forms as she does in
“Matthew:14”, or in Jules Massenet’s 1881 opera Hérodiade5, or in Robert E. Howard’s

Literary Adaptation in “Salomé (1923)”: Salomé, Medusa, Différance and Iterability



84

OPEN EYES
1934 novella A Witch Shall Be Born6or in Carol Ann Duffy’s poem “Salome7” collected in
The World’s Wife (1999).
Speaking on ‘cinema’ Pierre Alféri says that the essence of cinema is ‘motion’ (“Pierre Alferi.
Movement in Cinema. 2010”). What the cinema gives to a text or narrative movie is ‘motion’
which cannot otherwise be conveyed through words. Salomé acquires motion in Wilde’s
drama twice over for she takes on the role of the biblical ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’,and performs
the indicated actions. First, her writer endows her with the skills of dance; secondly, he
transforms her from ‘SALOMÉ (Daughter of Herodias)’ of the introductory passage to ‘THE
VOICE OF SALOMÉ’ of the closing lines – from a woman of flesh and blood (shown
through pictorial representation, upon the stage) to the invisible, transient ‘voice’ (perceived
through auditory representation)  heard from beyond the stage.When Bryant adapts Wilde’s
drama he too introduces ‘motion’ or movement to the narrative of ‘Salomé’ – the motion
visible in her act, her face and even her tresses. Wilde could not depict the physical motion
that he invents and bestows upon his femme fatale; the task is left to Bryant who has invested
‘Salomé’ with a movement, literally by proving a visual representation of ‘the dance of seven
veils’ and metaphorically by depicting her journey from an aimless puppet to a woman with a
search. It is because of this motion that Salomé keeps on adopting new characters and absorbing
fresh personalities, through decades and through various genres. She indeed takes another
form when Bentley visualizes Medusa in Aubrey Beardsley’s sketch of Salomé (picture shown
below, Figure 1)(The Climax) :

Figure 1: The Climax, 1893 illustration by Aubrey Beardsley

“Salome and John, both sporting Medusa-like tendrils and horns” (28) of Arthur
O’Shaughnessy8 describes Salomé’s hair as snake, collected in “Salome”, The Daughter of
Herodias (1870) :
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Her long black hair danced round her like a snake
Allured to each charmed movement she did make;
Her voice came strangely sweet . . .
And what her voice did sing her dancing feet
Seemed ever to repeat . . . (Percy).

In Bryant’s movie Salomé reflects yet another character, Medusa. Bryant’s movie, “Salomé
(1923)” shows Salomé in various beautiful costumes but amongst all of her stylish getups the
one in which she spends almost one-third of the movie is a short black dress and tiny bristly
braids with pearls studded on the edges on each tresses (pictures given below, Figure 2) (Alla
Nazimova’s Iconic 1923 ‘Salome’ Wig Discovered in a Trunk in Georgia.)

Figure 2 : Alla Nazimova in “Salomé (1923)” (left), the wig (right)

Every time Salomé (played by Alla Nazimova) presents herself as an independent character
she shows strong emotions and sometimes nods her head. It seems as if her vivacity is transferred
to her eyes and unto her hair for her eyes look brighter, enchanting, and celestial and her
tresses move as if they are some living creatures. The image may remind one of Medusa, the
gorgon with living snakes for hair. Salomé in fact shares a number of traits with the Greek
mythological gorgon. Hesiod in Theogony  informs his readers that Medusa is one of the three
daughters of Ceto, daughter of Sea and Earth, and Ceto bore Medusa to her own brother
Phorcys (Hesiod). Therefore, Medusa was born of incest. Salomé too is a child of incestual
marriage as her father Herod II was the half-uncle of her mother, Herodias (Kokkinos). Ovid
outlines the story of Medusa in Metamorphoses. She was a beautiful mortal once but Neptune
rapes her in the shrine of Minerva. For the violation of her temple, Minerva punishes the maid
by turning her gorgeous hair into snakes and cursing her gaze. After the incident, whoever
looks at Medusa’s face is metamorphosed intostone. In Bryant’s movie Salomé too turns
Herod Antipas, the Tetrarch of Judaea, into stone, although metaphorically. Right from the
beginning of the movie Herod is seen eyeing Salomé as he has been enamored of her charm.
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Herodias is seen taunting the Tetrarch, repeatedly: “You must not look at her ! You are always
looking at her(Wilde) !” Two soldiers in guard observe the same :

FIRST SOLDIER. The Tetrarch has a sombre aspect.
SECOND SOLDIER. Yes; he has a sombre aspect.
FIRST SOLDIER. He is looking at something.
SECOND SOLDIER. He is looking at some one.
FIRST SOLDIER. At whom is he looking? (Wilde)

Even Salomé herself notices this and wonders, “Why does the Tetrarch look at me all the
while with his mole’s eyes under his shaking eyelids? It is strange that the husband of my
mother looks at me like that. I know not what it means. Of a truth I know it too well (Wilde).”
The same Tetrarch abhors her, calls her ‘monstrous’ and grants her death in the end as if her
sight has turned him into stone (for stone as a metaphor stands for coldness, indifference and
cruelty). Like Medusa-gorgon Salomé too undergoes some kind of metamorphosis–a
metamorphosis that is caused by lust and violence. The only difference is that in Ovid’s verse-
narrative Medusa is the victim of lust whereas in Bryant’s “Salomé (1923)” it is Jokanaan
who becomes the victim when he is beheaded. Thus, Salomé resembles Medusa but from a
distance or with some differences. One can even find her affinity with the slayer of Medusa,
Perseus. Perseus kills Medusa to save Andromeda and Salomé demands the head of Jokanaan,
for the sake of her mother as suggested from Herodias’s musings in Wilde’s drama, “My
daughter has done well to ask the head of Jokanaan. He has covered me with insults. He has
said unspeakable things against me. One can see that she loves her mother well .... (Wilde) .”
Salomé continuously evolves and takes various forms as a doting daughter, a courageous
woman, and an independent adult who makes her own choices against the tyranny of her
royal parents who use her as nothing but an object. What the reader/ audience sees in Salomé
is how s/he interprets her: the ‘daughter of He-ródi-as’, a woman looking for a lover, Medusa-
like-monster or even a savior similar to Perseus. An attentive reader may find traces of all
these characters in Salomé at the same time when she refuses to conform to any of them,
solely or undividedly.
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The Notion of Uncanny in Marleen Gorris’ Mrs Dalloway :
A Freudian Reading
Subhashish Sadhukhan

Abstract :
During and after the First World War (1914-1918) shell shock is a recurrent occurrence. The
term shell shock was coined in 1917 by a Medical Officer named Charles Myers in
Lancet(1915) to describe the “psychological effects of warfare which traumatized soldiers”
who “experience severe anxiety, flashbacks, nightmares, insomnia and anger, amongst other
symptoms”. It was also known as war neurosis, combat stress and PTSD (Post Traumatic
Stress Disorder. The paper focuses on the neurosis of Septimus Warren Smithwho is suffering
from delayed shell shock as depicted in Marleen Gorris’ 1997 adaptation of Virginia Woolf
MrsDalloway(1925). By looking at his trauma, this paper aims at exploring the phenomenon
of Uncanny. This paper through a psychoanalytical reading of Septimus with Sigmund Freud’s
theory of Uncanny which he has elaborated in The Uncanny (1919) tries to establish how
Septimus’ PTSD is associated with the Uncanny caused by the return of repressedmemories.
For analyzing Septimus’ complex anxiety prone psyche which forces him to experience uncanny
and eventually to commit suicide, this paper traces the similarities between Septimus and
Nathaniel from The Sand Man (1817) by E.T.A. Hoffman.
Keywords: First World War, Shell Shock, PTSD, Uncanny, Repressed Memories

Sigmund Freud in his 1919 essay The Uncannydiscusses the nature of uncanny and how
it is different from mere fear. To define uncanny, he uses the German terms Heimlich which
means familiar, native, belonging to home; and Un-Heimlich which means un-homely, strange,
unfamiliar. But these two terms are not opposite in meaning but interconnected. He goes
further by saying that all frightening and unfamiliar things should not be categorized as Uncanny.
Although Jentsch asserts that the feeling of Uncanny can only be aroused by intellectual
uncertainty in which one does not know where one is,Freud theorized the concept of Uncanny
in a slightly different manner. As per Freud, following are the conditions in which one can
experience Uncanny:Uncanny is something or somebody familiarly unfamiliar that comes with
a threat. It is something which provokes anxiety, fear and supposed to remain hidden but
comes into the light. It is the encounter with things, situations, persons, events, and impressions
which are ambivalent, frightening and familiarly unfamiliar that creates the feeling of
Uncanny(219-226). This Uncanny experience can be felt by the characters within a fictional
space or by the readers of the fiction or by real-life human subjects.Some of the ways in
which fiction or life makes us experience the ‘Uncanny’ include making us encounter the
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“double”, blending of reality and fancy and reviving animistic belief. Uncanny is experienced
due to the return of the repressed and traumatic psychical materials from the past, predominantly
from one’s childhood. Uncanny evokes the past which is associated with childhood (234-
235).Although there might not be direct objective cause to arouse the feeling of Uncanny,
Uncanny revives the ‘fear of castration’ and triggers ‘repetition compulsion’ for the subject
both in real life and in fiction(231-233).

In the film Mrs Dalloway, Septimus Warren Smith is shown to possess some behavioural
traits which might incite us to focus on his characterthrough the lens of Freudian theory of
Uncanny.  The impact of war should also be taken into consideration whileinterpreting Septimus’
fear.With the beginning of the First World War (1914-18), the word war has become a threat
to European civilians and the impact of it was mostly on the premature minds of young soldiers.
Some were fascinated by the notion of patriotism associated with war, whereas for most of
them, the war was nothing but a nightmarish experience of murdering, suffering, fighting, firing,
bombing, crying, starving, and dying.Warmongers demand the life of the young soldiers just
as Sand Man craves for the eyes of the children. The only difference seems to be the Sand
Man plucks eyes for feeding his children in the moon, whereas warmongers take the lives of
soldiers to feed the nation. Like Sand Man, warmongers become the constructed father
figure to scare the young boys of the Europe. But this concept of Sand Man will be more
explicit when we shall relate Sand Man with Dr. Holmes in Gorris’ Mrs Dalloway.

The soldiers had no options left to avoid war as it had become the question of their
masculinity. The soldiers wanted to express their love for motherland by showing their valour
in the battlefield but when they confronted the reality of the war, they came to know the war
is sheer futile bloodshed and violence in which they did not find any inherent connection with
their masculinity. They also become aware of their role dictated by the warmongers which will
never allow them to become a real hero or the real lover of their motherland, and they start
feeling guilty for their inhuman act of killing. But the resistance to be driven by the father figure
comes with a threat.

A male child starts suppressing his desire to take possession of his mother’s body at the
very moment he realizes there is the father who is going to castrate him if he thinks more of it
and gradually accepts the role dictated by his father. Here the case is much more complex.On
the one hand, the soldiers have not enough courage to confront the father figures (warmongers),
on the other hand, they can’t play the role of the ideal hero dictated by their fathers. They,
thus, start feeling the dilemma which creates in them anxiety, panic, disturbance, and most of
all is the castration complexwhich is caused by not being able to accept the norms of society
dictated by the politicians, leaders, warmongers. There is no denying of the fact that every
aspect of castration is also the experience of trauma.

Septimus Warren Smith in Gorris’Mrs Dalloway is portrayed as war patient whose health
is terribly deteriorated after he started talking to the dead which is caused by the return of the
repressed memories of trauma after few years later of his First World War experience. The
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audience first came to know about the peculiarity of Septimus’ character once they come
across him in the film. The first dialogue of the film is spoken by Septimus,”Evans! Don’t
come!” Septimus is shown in a trench of Italy where he is a veteran soldier who experienced
the death of Evans. Although we have no clue who this Evans was but with the progression of
the plot, we come to know from Rezia, Septimus’ wife, that Evans was Septimus’ friend when
Dr. Bradshawis informed by her, “Septimus keeps talking the dead man, Evans, his friend
was killed in war.”

Although in the beginning when Septimus is shown outside the flower shop, where Mrs.
Dalloway went to buy flower for her party, our curiosity about his character has been just
aroused by his appearance of being afraid when he looks at the flower and Mrs. Dalloway.
But we might have forgotten him if we had not come across him repeatedly in the film. The
next appearance of Septimus with his wife Rezia in a garden cannot be ignored and has a
pivotal role to play in understanding the Uncanny.

In the Garden scene, while both Septimus and Rezia have been sitting down there was a
terrible noise coming from airplane. The sound of airplane evokes in him the traumatic experience
of war and he gets horrified and shameful for his deed in the battleground. Here the sound of
airplane has become the catalyst which helps him to remember his past and he gets disturbed
and eventually that leads him to start talking things which seem nonsense to Rezia. This very
garden scene reminds of Woolf’s another famous short story Kew Gardens(1919) where
Woolf presents four sets of people who visit Kew Gardens. By looking at Gorris’sMrsDalloway
along with Virginia Woolf’sKew Gardens, one can see how the shell-shocked patients reacted
almost in same way towards the natural objects, although few exceptions are there.They find
a severed relationship with nature. They try to go close to natural objects as if they try to
establish a bond again. They find no distinction between animate and inanimate objects like
flowers and, thus, talk to the flowers which create a feeling of uncanny as Freud’s argues in
The Uncanny that it is the blending of reality and fancy and reviving animistic belief that
create the feeling of uncanny. It is very interesting to note here the use of flowers. Both in Mrs
Dalloway and in Kew Gardens the mention of flowers makes the point of animistic belief so
strong that it also reminds us of the poem Death shall have no Dominion by Dylan Thomas
where the sole focus is on the eternity of the soul. After death, the soul will go out of the body
and start roaming through every object of nature and it will also be in the heart of flowers
which will raise their head with the rise of sun till the sunset. This is an example where we see
that the belief that in every object there is a presence of soul is very strong. Here also, Septimus,
like the elder man of Kew Gardens, talks to the fern as if he is talking to the persons who are
dead. Rezia informs Dr. Bradshaw, “He says people are talking behind bedroom walls and he
saw a woman’s head in the middle of the fern”. This inability to identify and differentiate the
living and the dead causes one to experience a feeling of uncanny.

Septimus thinks that nature has condemned his soul and therefore he “cannot feel”. It was
these natural objects which once made their soul peaceful but now they remind the shell
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shock patients of their past horrible memories and their guilt. It is evident in Septimus’ words:
“I did not care, when Evans was killed. That was the worse, but all the other crimes
raised their heads, shaked their fingers and they cheer, and they sneer. And the verdict
of human nature on such a beast is death!”

This sense of guilty breaks the moral of the soldiers and weakens them from the core and it
becomes very difficult for them to get rid of their past. It is the noise of airplane and Peter
Walsh in the garden scene (double of Evans) that help arousing repressed memory of past
war experience of Septimus. They come back with a threat to him because Septimus tries to
hide his experience of War as it was full of crime and cruel deeds.

Dr. Holmes plays a vital role, which is responsible for arousing the castration fear in
Septimus leading him to jump of the window at the approach of the doctor. It is not very clear
whether Septimus knew Dr. Holmes in his childhood or not. But there is no denying of the fact
that Septimus feels a sort of castration fear because of this character which is evident in the
words and action of Septimus in Gorris’1997 adaptation.

In Mrs Dalloway, we see two Doctors- Dr. Bradshaw and Dr. Holmes. Although Dr.
Bradshaw is seen to have a harmless appointment with Septimus, both of Dr. Bradshaw and
Dr. Holmes represent the authority which makes Septimus feel paralysed by unfolding the
hidden repressed memory of Evans’ death by explosion which comes to his mind just as the
memory of his father’s death by explosion in the hand of Coppola comes to Nathaniel’s mind.
It is shocking both for Septimus and the audience when in the garden, Septimus saw his friend
Evans coming towards him and Septimus, being totally baffled, says, “For God’s sake, don’t
come!” This is perhaps because of the traumatic moment of explosion associated with his
past memory which comes back because of his encounter of the ‘double’; reflection of Evans
in Peter Walsh.

When Dr. Bradshaw asked Rezia, “He has impulses, sometimes?”, Septimus says, “That
is my own affair!” which indicates Septimus’ intention of keeping things secret. The conversation
among Dr. Bradshaw, Septimus and Rezia can bring more light into our discussion:

Dr. Bradshaw: Do sit down. I see that you served with great distinction in the war,
Mr. Warren Smith.
Smith: At the war?The European war. A little shindy of Schoolboys with gunpowder.
Did I serve with distinction? I’d forgotten. In the War, itself, I failed.
Rezia:No, he served with the greatest distinction. He was promoted.
Septimus: I… I have committed a crime.
Rezia: He’s done nothing wrong whatever.
Dr. Bradshaw: What did Dr. Holmes advised you to do?
Septimus: Well, my wife, he said,should make me porridge. Headaches, dreams,
fears are just nerves. Health is largely a matter of our own control. I should take up
some hobby.

Till this point we find there is nothing fearful about Dr. Holmes but the next words of Septimus
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give us a new perspective to look at Dr. holmes. Septimus says, “when the damn fool came
again, I refused to see him”. The figure of Dr. Holmes is much like both Lewis Yealland, a
British Clinician, and the Sand Man.Although there is not any evidence to prove Dr. Holmes
is the Sand Man.But a little bit of analysis of Septimus’ speech and attitude might direct us
towards a better verdict. During the meeting with Dr. Bradshaw, Septimus describes Dr.
Holmes in a negative term. Dr. Holmes is described by Septimus as an “impulsive brute”
having “blood red nostrils”.

Septimus tries to escape his treatment and gets afraid with the mentioning of Dr. Holmes’
name. Still, we are in doubt and in a dilemma. Should we characterize Dr. Holmes as the
terrible Sand Man for all these? Perhaps the answer would be, “No”. But if we go little further
and observe the impact of Dr. Holmes on Septimus, then we might find some connection to
establish Dr. Holmes as a nightmarish figure and the impact that he left on Septimus is quite
similarto that of Coppola, representing Sand Man, on Nathaniel. In the case of Nathaniel
there is no Sand man at all but the association of Sandman with Coppelius and later with
Coppola creates a sense of fear in Nathaniel. If we take the word fearto understand this
point, then we can well understand how Dr. Holmes creates fear in Septimus. But this is not
merely fear of Dr. Holmes but also this is the fear that reminds him of the brutality of treatment
which Septimus might have been aware of.

Lewis Yealland, a British clinician, in Hysterical Disorders of Warfare(1918), states
how he treated his shell shock patients using torturous methods which include “electric shocks
to neck, cigarettes put on patient’s tongue and hot plates placed at the back of his
throat”(MacDonald). Moreover, he threatened his patients by telling, ”You will not leave this
room until you are talking as well as you ever did; no, not before… you must behave as the
hero I expect you to be” (MacDonald). Yealland was sometimes more threatening to the
soldiers than that of the war itself. Here in Mrs. Dalloway, Dr. Holmes may be the representation
of the Doctors like Lewis Yealland. His treatment might take Septimus’ life away. In front of
Dr. Holmes, Septimus is no longer the courageous soul who fought in the battle but a man
always in fear of being castrated by authority.

Dr. Holmes in ostensible reality is the person who tries to help Septimus just as Coppelius
does to Nathaniel’s father and later helps him by selling him spyglass. But with the appearance
of Coppola the repressed memory of the death of Nathaniel’s father is brought back which
creates a fear psychosis in him. Later, when Coppola plucks the eyes of Olympia, Nathaniel
cannot control his own self and went into a psychicalfrenzied zone. In the end, when he is on
the tower with Clara, he brings out the spyglass to see Clara and he is again reminded of
Olympia. He then goes mad and when he again sees Coppola amid crowd, he jumps from the
tower to kill himself. Here the fear is of losing eyes and, thus, of losing the most sensitive part
of our body. It is relevant to see the loss of eyes as losing male genital that more often than not
interpreted as the most precious object of desire.

Here in Septimus’ case Dr. Holmes is someone whose attempt is seen to make a
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separationbetween Septimus and his most precious object of love which is Rezia herself
whom he loves the most. But when he realizes that he must rest because Dr. Holmes has told
him to, he feels a sense of being castrated because of the word “must” that restricts his free
will and controls his voluntary actions; rather he is now completely swayed under the power
of Dr. Holmes. He cannot tolerate it and feels a threat of being castrated and experiences the
uncanny because of the familiarly unfamiliar association of Dr. Holmes with all the authority
figures who had been a threat to his idea of masculinity.

The fear of sand man is again associated with sleep. Refusal to go to bed arouses the
memory of the childhood-tale of the Sand man who will throw sand into the eyes and bleed
out the eyes from the sockets. If we look at closely, we shall see how Septimus is trying to
sleep by telling himself “Fear no more” at the time of Dr. Holmes’ coming, suggesting the
implicit connection between the fear of authority and the also that of castration. It might also
be the fear of being treated badly by Dr. Holmes by using his methods. The gesture of Septimus
is like an infant which compels us torethink whether the fear of Septimusis only aroused by Dr.
Holmes or Septimus is reminded of something more.

Throughout this essay, I have been trying to trace the situations which are relevant to point
out how the elements of Uncanny work in Marleen Gorris’ portrayal of WWI veteran soldier
Septimus Warren Smith in Mrs Dallowayby analyzing the conditions of shell shock patients
of the First World War.
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Literature as an Effective Tool for English Language Teaching/
Learning

Shubhaiyu Chakraborty

Abstract
Ever since English has gained prominence as a mode of communication in the international

arena, the craze for learning the language soared higher and higher. The developing nations
like India and other South-East Asian countries felt it necessary to equip themselves with the
pros and cons of language learning. Even though India has a legacy of learning English as a
foreign language owing to years of foreign domination yet the teaching/learning scenario of the
natives lacked first paced improvement owing to infrastructural as well as faulty methodology
adopted by both teachers and learners. Literature is Language well used and charged with
meaning to the utmost degree. It is mirror of the society, expressions of joy, of happiness, of
life-of all basic human emotions.  Hence, Language Teaching/Learning is incomplete if it is not
taught through literature as it is more close to one’s heart than rote learning of mere grammatical
rules, syntax and vocabulary. The teaching/learning of stress, rhythm and intonation- the basics
if one intends to learn a stress-timed language as English- find best expression in literary
pieces. This paper attempts to unfurl how literature can be used as an effective tool for language
teaching and learning.
Key words : ELT, literature, competence, language learning

English is a funny language which explains why we park our car on the driveway and drive
our car on the parkway. It sounds strange but true as per information of the 25th Edition of the
Ethnologue (2022) that this funny language has over 1.5 billion speakers today. It even
crossed Chinese which comprise of over 1.2 billion speaker approximately. In fact millions of
people speak in different dialects of English today; some use one version of this language as
their mother tongue, and others use English as a foreign language. More than a hundred
countries use English as a second language or an official language for business and international
communication. At base, the present status of English can inevitably be compared to that of
the standing of Latin till the decline of Roman Empire. For many other countries English is
widely taught as a second language the world over even if it is not the official language for
them. Thus we cannot deny that English can be proclaimed to be a global language today. At
times it even serves as a medium of communication between speakers having different mother
tongues. Continuous research is thereby conducted on the different ways to make effective
communication in English.

“Reading maketh a full man, conference a ready man, and writing an exact man” (Bacon
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113). But the task is bit difficult if one intends to teach English language in India. Despite
having a heritage of almost three hundred years, the teaching of English in India has not still
attained the efficiency as desired for such a language. The Charter Act of 1813 was the first
step towards the teaching of English in the colonial phase though the hidden agenda for the
imposition of English was its avowed intrinsic merit, its ability to fasten a colonially useful
system. In Macaulay’s view, it would foster a class of persons Indians in blood and colour,
but English in taste, in opinion and in morals and intellect. So the first colonial purpose was to
prepare intermediaries, the second was missionary. The purpose was to bring Christianity
into the land and seek proselytes to shatter the huge fabric of popular Hinduism. Even the
commissions constituted in post-independent India could not force interest in the learners and
even if they forced interest certain basic problems did act as a road block in the effective
teaching/learning process.

Effective communication in English is only possible if the learner can master the four major
skills of communication namely Listening, Reading, Writing and Speaking. The primary
task of the teacher is to teach the students the art of listening and this is the most difficult part
as one tend to speak more and listen less apart from communication selectivity. Naturally a lot
of ready techniques are available in the market like use of gadgets such as mobile phones and
tablets thereby storing as many English songs , English movies and radio talks in them and
trying to listen to them as much as possible. ELT training is incomplete without listening to
BBC became cliché now as the focus shifted to using English for specific purposes rather than
using the correct British form of the pronunciation as propagated by our foreign masters and
hence the popularity of the Indian News Channels using English as a medium of communication
is in vogue. Just imagine if a First Generation Learner from the Sundarbans or as a matter of
fact from  remote corner of Chattisgarh or Jharkhand is asked to follow BBC to learn English
will he / she ever have the interest to attend such lessons as according to them the only person
knowing English is the Masterji (Teacher) and even that person teaches English by translating
the same in his mother tongue though the teacher is fully aware that teaching grammar
prescriptively through study of rules will only incline the student towards the mother tongue.
Next comes speaking ability in English. English tends to be a stress-timed language - this
means that stressed syllables are roughly equidistant in time, no matter how many syllables
come in between. Most of the Indian languages are syllable-timed, with each syllable coming
at an equal time after the previous one. Learners from these languages often have a staccato
rhythm when speaking English that is disconcerting to a native speaker.

Stress in English more strongly determines vowel quality than it does in most other world
languages. For example, in some varieties the syllables an, en, in, on and un are pronounced
as homophones, that is, exactly alike. Native speakers can usually distinguish an able, enable,
and unable because of their position in a sentence, but this is more difficult for inexperienced
English speakers. Moreover, learners tend to over pronounce these unstressed vowels, giving
their speech an unnatural rhythm. The syllable structure too creates a problem along with
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intonation and collocation. For example, nouns and verbs that go together (ride a bike/ drive
a car). Native speakers tend to use chunks of collocations and the Indian learners make
mistakes with collocations in their writing/speaking which sometimes results in awkwardness.
The probable way to develop speaking skills requires instructors who are native speakers or
have native-like fluency in the foreign language so that they can actually correct the pronunciation
as well as the intonation of the foreign language learners. Hence it is largely dependent on the
teacher’s skill, rather than on a textbook and the sorry state is that not all teachers are proficient
enough in the foreign language.

Situation worsens when one starts reading lessons. It is said that this skill can be enhanced
by reading as much as one can, reading aloud, reading for interest and reading for purpose.
Now let me analyse this. India is a democratic country therefore freedom of reading is a
fundamental right so one can read as much as he wants –even read aloud if he wants to
provided he does not disturb anybody but the problem remains as to how he is reading and
focus should be more on that than what he is reading.  An example would illustrate this: A
person is reading aloud the biography of Khushwant Singh. He says, “Khushwant Singh is
sikh” but pronounces sikh as sick. Any passerby who is quite acquainted with the language
will be shocked hearing that. But it is not the readers fault. He simply followed the Golden
Rules he is instructed by his teacher. He is not aware of the fact that pronunciation changes the
entire meaning. If such is the case then will the purpose be solved?

Coming to writing English the basic problem that people face is the common English
errors that are mostly result of lack of knowledge of prepositions and also the spellings. A
learner may spell the word by the sound but may not know to write the correct spelling.

The other problem that they generally face is the use of the phrasal verbs as the dictionary
tells them the meanings of each word in isolation but they are quite at loss when these words
are combined together. For example let us take the words run and over. The meaning of the
word run is  To move, proceed, advance, pass, go, come, etc., swiftly, smoothly, or with
quick action; said of things animate or inanimate and that of over is above, or higher
than, in place or position, with the idea of covering but the meaning of run over is different
when it is used in the following sentence :
               The boy was run over by a speeding car.
In this case the meaning is to injure or kill by running over, as with a vehicle. The learner
is bewildered. Vocabulary is taught through bilingual word lists with reference to dictionaries
and rote learning of words and their meanings and the usage is often avoided by the instructor.

Too much stress on the structures of grammar, phonetics and vocabulary finds the learners
“in irksome confinement …without the hope of release and respite” (Lamb 86). Their only
hope towards salvation is literature and it is the most effective means of language teaching.

An efficient ELT trainer, would always site everyday example during his classes. And
literature being a reflection of society, an ELT trainer can easily refer to literary texts for such
ready references.  For a class comprising of children from the age of 4 to 12, a trainer can
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refer to children’s literature. Again, if the crowd comprises of youth, the trainer can site references
from youth literature which would again be of great help for the trainees. In fact in the modern
times our understanding of literature has become highly advanced with the revolution in
linguistics. Ferdinand de Saussure’s book Course in General Linguistics changed our
understanding of the concept of language. He feels that there is no relation between a signifier
and a signified. This means that there is no reason as to why a four legged animal is known as
a dog in English. According to him the sound or pronunciation is wholly guided by the
conventions of a particular society at a particular time. He also feels that the syntagmatic (i.e.
position of the sign) and paradigmatic relation in signs greatly influences the understanding of
a literary text. As languages are the product of society, literature is highly connected with
socio historic and cultural basis.

Thus language, idea and society are interrelated and cannot be treated independently
while the new critics consider a literary text to be an independent creation of the author. So
with the progress of time despite all innovations in language and literature we have to conclude
that understanding of both language and literature is complementary to each other and both is
intrinsically linked to each other from various slants. Thus to encourage an efficient teaching
and learning process a ELT trainer should always take help from literature even if he / she is
teaching language. This can, however, be better understood if we take up literary pieces
preferably, poems and show how effective English Language Teaching /Learning can be
generated through literature.

Effective English language teaching/learning through literary texts for the users of English
as a second language has been used since the days of British colonialism. Although literary
texts provide ample scope for development in language proficiency, especially comprehension
and writing skill, tools of modern linguistics can be effectively used for developing reading,
listening and speaking skills. Emphasis should be placed on a learner centric mode of teaching
that allows the learners to participate in the learning process and acquire skills more naturally.
The learners should be encouraged to break the linguistic and cultural barrier to absorb the
nuances of the second language through a psychological process. Literary genres like poems
enable a learner to participate in the linguistically superior wordplay, rhythm, intonation and
accentual patterns, along with the semantic, syntactical and stylistic variations.

The learning process can be made quite interesting by transforming the power of the
printed words into effective linguistic signs rich in organic images appealing to the human
senses. Imagery basically is the use of images. They may be the pictorial description or a
simile or metaphor. For example, Shelly has used impressive imagery in his poems that can be
used for language teaching. Shelley’s images are a genuine mixture of abstract and concrete.
His imagery is accurate. Use of imagery in both his poems, Ode to the West Wind (1819) and
To a Skylark (1820) are interrelated according to the use of dominant motifs. Whereas in
Ode to the West Wind (1819) the air animates the water, air and sea and the humanity at large
with a authority, in To The Skylark (1820) the lark is the vital symbol which stand for the

Literature as an Effective Tool for English Language Teaching/Learning
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transcendental perfection that Shelley always looked for in like, beyond human pain and
sorrow. His brilliant use of images would probably be the best example for an ELT trainer
while teaching imagery to the learners to enrich their capability to understand the language
thereby developing their discourse. More and more use of such will in turn increase the
vocabulary of learners and effective wordplay on part of the trainer will help the learners to
grasp the varieties in the language usage.

In dealing with the most sensitive part of language, i.e. selection of words and phrases,
Wordsworth’s concept of Poetic Diction is perhaps indispensable. He believed that poetry
should be composed with words (selective) “really used by men”. He also said that there is
no real difference between the words used in prose and the words used in poetry. In fact it is
the selection of words and one’s mastery over language that can help in creating a good piece
of literature. So an efficient ELT trainer should have a clear understanding that unless one
gains mastery over the language of literature (in different forms prose, poetry, short story,
novel or a drama) he cannot excel in language.

An ELT trainer can refer to different famous and popular poems in his advanced sessions
of rhetoric and prosody. Such references will not only enrich the quality of language classes
but also enhance the trainee’s skill in application of different technical elements in language.
For example, The Tyger (1794) by Blake or Ode to a Nightingale (1819) is two most
immediately impressive poems that an ELT Trainer can consult in this context.

Similarly, English language in the spoken form is patterned in stressed and unstressed
syllables. The isochronous stress rhythm can be taught through a study in English prosody that
we find in the best of the poems. Among the metrical forms Iambic pentameter is the most
familiar metrical pattern in English. It consists of ten syllables. An unaccented syllable is always
followed by an unaccented one in an Iambic pentameter line. The obvious examples of such
a meter would be from Keats‘s Ode to a Nightingale (1819):

“My 'sense, | as 'though | of 'hem|-lock 'I | had 'drunk” (Keats 71)
or,

“Was 'it | a 'vision, | or 'a | waking 'dream?”  (Keats 73)
Keats‘s Ode to a Nightingale (1819) is a poem of eight stanzas. Each stanza comprises of
ten lines and is written in iambic pentameter excepting the eighth line, composed in iambic
hexameter. This means instead of ten syllables the poem has only six syllables per line.  Keats
always maintained a regular meter in his poems but did not make it awkward or distraught.
ABABCDECDE is the rhyming pattern in the poem. This would help the learner to have a
grasp over the accent pattern if he reads the lines aloud.

Again Blake uses short tetrameter lines in his poem The Tyger (1794). The structure of
the rhetorical questions and the rhyming pattern ensure that The Tyger (1794) remain a children’s
poem. Here the simple lyric format and the artless questions suggest the inquiring mind of a
child, but the deeper issues in the poem of the tiger are the issues of a higher philosophy.

In the first stanza, the first three lines are trochaic and the fourth line starts with a spondee,
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producing a kind of incantatory urgency. The powerful rhythm of the opening line itself gives
us a sense of the tiger’s energy and strength. The extreme example of the driving rhythm is the
line “What dread hand, and what dread feet?”(Blake 9) in which every syllable except
“and” can be read with a stress, giving the line a power. The break of the line suggests the
stroke of a hammer. The penultimate stanza on the other reveals adult wisdom with the
artlessness of the child, genuine distinctions between good and evil.  Overall the rhythm of the
poem conveys multiple connotations and the rhythm of the poem rightly goes well with the
context.  All through the poem there is the note of intense admiration and wonder for the
terrified beauty and energy of the tiger. In terms of imagery The Tyger (1794) has a symbol
laden meaning. The Tyger (1794) represents creating a universe in its violent and terrifying
aspects. The symbolism of the tiger is a part of poem’s discourse on some of the fundamental
enigma in human life.

Taking the above two poems in consideration for being effective tool in language teaching
for not only developing reading and speaking skills, but also developing imagination within the
learner. Imagination is a creative, constructive, power. Every aspect of daily life involves
imagination. People imagine as they talk and interact with others, make choice and decisions,
analyze news reports, or assess advertising and entertainment (Kelly 1996). Creative thought
and imagination are intimately related to higher-order thinking skills. Literature is essential to
educating the imagination as it illustrates the unlimited range of the human imagination and
extends readers  personal visions of possibilities. Literature nourishes readers’ creative process
by stirring and stretching the imagination, providing new information ideas, and perspectives so
that readers can imagine the possibilities and elaborate on original ideas. In this way, it expands
readers; ability to express imagination in words and images.

Literature can appeal to the students with various learning styles. Literary texts are reliable
sources of linguistic inputs and can help the students practice the four skills–speaking, listening,
reading and writing. Literature can help the students enhance their perception of other cultures
and societies. Indeed, literature is representational instead of referential. While referential
language tends to communicate at only one level and is informational, representational language
of literature considers the students and involves their feelings and perceptions of the real
world. Literary texts help the students to activate their imagination and develop their emotions
thus facilitating in effective language learning.
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Text to Talkie : Exploring Shades of Women in Indian Film Adaptations
 Pragya Bajpai

Indian cinema is one of the largest centers of film production in the world. It started in
twentieth century in 1930s and went up to producing 200 films every year. In the long journey
of cinema, films and media have played a significant role in transforming the society from
conservative to progressive and modernized and also in influencing the image of women in the
modern context. The portrayal of women in Indian cinema has undergone a substantial paradigm
shift from objectified, stereotyped and victimized to assertive, fearless, independent women
who take charge of their destiny against odds. The reel is a representation of real society and
the influence of culture is quite palpable. The cinema reflects attitudes, beliefs and ideologies
to reach out to a larger audience; its ability to personify the abstract ideas makes it a potential
medium of striking a chord with the target audience. However, drawing inspiration from Indian
novels of antiquity to modernity for adaptation isn’t new in Indian film industry as people find
it more enticing to watch an adaptation. Therefore, this study categorically looks at myriad
hues of representation of women in film adaptations.

The films chosen for the study are: Bimal Roy’s timeless film Devdas (1955)- an adaptation
of Saratchandra’s novel, Sujata (1959)- an adaptation of Subodh Ghosh’s novelette, Guru
Dutt’s Sahib Biwi Aur Ghulam (1962)- adapted from Bimal Mitra’s novel, Guide (1965)-
an adaptation of RK Narayan’s novel The Guide, Mira Nair’s The Namesake (2006)- an
adaption of Jhumpa Lahiri’s novel of same name, 3 Idiots (2009) based on Chetan Bhagat’s
Five Point Someone and Meghna Gulzar’s Raazi (2018)- adapted Haider Sikka’s novel
Calling Sehmat. The analysis holds up for close examination the dynamic contribution of
films in shaping the society by showcasing relevant social issues pertaining to women wrapped
in the articulation of cinematic pleasures. This paper attempts to explore female subjectivity,
consciousness and the need to theorize their inner desires and feelings through remarkably
complex yet transparent roles of women in select film adaptations of Indian literary texts
across time to trace the elements of feminism.

The phenomenal reception of the Indian cinema featuring growth of feminism and women
in diverse roles justifies the national conscious awakening. However, Indian cinema works in
an institutionalized manner yet the exposition of texts through adaptations has gradually set the
stage for ‘the making of the new nation’ by projecting the cultural transformation that India
has undergone. This further motivated the directors and film makers to understand the true
purpose or meaning of media and gradually assumed a responsibility of sensitizing the nation
and evoking a sensibility by critical reading of texts for a cause. A director prudently reads the
implicit sub-text by delving deep into the female psyche besides analyzing the disguised gap
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between the subjectivity of different genders. He internalizes a social issue before its final on-
screen production while unfolding a narrative theme. Thus, cinema entails psychological and
philosophical aspects of life while proving itself to be a potential medium to deliver quantum
knowledge of gender identity and socio-cultural consciousness at large. It silently infuses
strength in women by bringing them from the relegated margins to the center and by illustrating
their suffering and angst.

Cinema became a mouthpiece to voice their long-denied concerns like discrimination,
domestic violence, gender oppression, victimization, objectification, identity crisis and inequality
due to stereotypes. However, several films have imposed the concept of an ideal women in
the dominant patriarchal culture by crafting characters that are traditional role models to suit
their interest where women are damsel in distress, frail, submissive and conformist with little
or no room for their own set of beliefs and arguments. This kind of films raise questions on
equality, gender stereotyping and interpretation of the ideal social construct. Snigdha Deshmukh
rightly observes, ‘Being a far cry from reality, such films create an inaccurate impression of the
capabilities and interests of women and thus indirectly plant the seeds of inequality in the
minds of people.’ The impact of cinema certainly goes a long way in the success of a nation.
Nevertheless, a significant change in content and gradual shift in redefining the female characters
through the use of language, attitude, ideology, value system and beliefs can be identified from
the classical Indian cinema to modern cinema in absolute terms. Jasbir Jain examines the
historical perspective Indian feminism and she points out, ‘Draupadi deconstructed the notions
of chastity and sati; Sita, of power and motherhood; Kali, of violence; Puru’s young wife, of
sexuality; the bhakta women, of marriage and prayer.’ (298)

One of India’s greatest filmmakers and the film maestro, Bimal Roy has gained fame and
recognition for his powerfully inspiring female-centric films in the golden era of 1950s and 60s
in the postmodern context when women were still struggling to gain equal status and identity
in India. He paved way for film adaptations and proved the potential of literature in contributing
to onscreen depiction of social realism. Shoma Chatterji calls him ‘the great magician of
Black-and-White of India cinema’ as points out that ‘the women of his films had an identity of
their own. Their stature was unimpeachable. They were emotionally ‘independent’. They
were not mere foils to the men or the other characters in the films. They created a niche for
themselves.’ He was one of the pioneers of Indian film adaptation and his exemplary films like
Devdas and Parineeta immortalized the eminent novelist Saratchandra Chattopadhyay with
powerful expressions and portrayal of unforgettable women characters who are defiant,
assertive and have resisted exclusion or any infringement on the freedom of thought. Manohar
Bhatia comments on his film that ‘His (Roy) films highlighted progressive thinking, challenged
brutal exploitation and showed the innate strength of women… presenting lifelike characters.’
Bimal Roy’s films dealt with the social conflicts sensitively with unique quality of realism infused
in it leaving an indelible mark on the human psyche. Roy’s representation of women has
always been powerful agents of social change which makes his films a relevant source of
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inspiration even in the modern context.
The poignant narrative of Devdas (1955), an example of his cinematic brilliance, exhibits

rejection of societal norms through the character of Chandramukhi, the courtesan who is
considered to be a fallen woman. She offers comfort and companionship to desolate and
bereft Devdas. The film endows us with the detailed knowledge of the socio-cultural conservative
norms of post-independent India in terms of personified traditional and cultural values; on one
hand, Paro lives a dignified life of a married woman for the honour of her family exhibiting her
limitation and inability to rebel against the norms and Devdas, on the other hand, too conforms
to rules of his family. While on the contrary, Chandramukhi plays a pivotal role of a non-
conformist and a free-willed woman by relinquishing her profession displaying her lifelong
spiritual love and devotion for Devdas even though she is certain that her love would remain
unrequited. Her gradual metamorphoses from being a disgraceful courtesan to a dignified
devotee of Devdas remarkably defines a liberated woman’s desire to live life on her own
terms.

Based on Subodh Ghosh’s novelette, the evocative film Sujata (1959) was a socially
conscious intense film with humanitarian theme that displays a romance between a girl of the
untouchable caste, Sujata played by Nutan and a Brahmin youth, Adhir played by Sunil Dutt,
who encourages her by saying that even Mahatma Gandhi fought against caste discrimination.
The film effectively disseminated a remarkable message about the struggle of a strong and
assertive untouchable girl against the caste hegemony and victimization. The mentally agonizing
fundamental issue of untouchability in India and struggle to fight against the oppression with
powerful female subjectivity. The film is a fusion of realism and idealism that serves the purpose
of bringing awareness and transforming the society. ‘The story is told in a series of deft,
unrestrained episodes, never lapsing into self-pity that could easily have marred it’ says Shoma
Chatterji in her review. The female protagonist, Sujata deals with the evils and prejudices of
society assertively with Gandhian spirit epitomizing a fearless feminist, as Shoma further adds,
‘Sujata is an ideological film as it presents the possibility of the ideal society in the spirit of
Gandhi, who is Sujata’s patron saint, saving her once from suicide and unfailingly offering
comfort, strength and hope in her darkest moments.’

Guru Dutt’s Sahab Bibi Aur Ghulam (1962), a film adaptation of Bimal Mitra’s Bengali
novel of same name, won several awards for its unconventional theme of platonic love between
Meena Kumari, the lonely wife (Bibi) of an aristocrat (Sahib) and the impoverished servant
(Ghulam) called Bhootnaath. The role of female protagonist featured subtle adultery in the
mainstream cinema with a bold deviation from the trend while defying the restrictions and
stereotypes. Chhoti Bahu is an epitome of Hindu values and worships her husband as God.
The servant becomes her confidant and they fall for each other after facing rejection from her
husband. She therefore mirrors a dichotomy between virtues and vices.

Bimal Roy’s film, Bandini (1963) is a film adaptation of a Bengali writer Charu Chandra
Chakrabarti’s novel Tamasi. Having witnessed and experienced the lives of female prisoners
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closely by the virtue of being a jail superintendent, the author created a fictional documentation
of their lives. Narrated from the point of view of a woman, the film presents the life of a female
prisoner, brilliantly played by Nutan in flashback. Bandini which means imprisoned is a titular
metaphor of Kalyani, the protagonist, serving life imprisonment for a murder is represented as
a character who epitomizes strength, suffering and sacrificing woman. It is a reflection of
Kalyani’s conflicting mind that explores genuine human conflicts with regard to love and hate.
A female-centric film with fine depiction of realism ventures into the personal life of a simple
village girl who revels in the world of poetry and explores various aspects of humanity. The
film brings out the aspects of social circumstances in a person’s life that compels someone to
commit a crime.

The classic film, Guide (1965) emerged with an unforgettably pathbreaking and rebellious
role of the protagonist, Rosie. The educated woman, Rosie personifies women liberation and
defies both her husband and the social values for the sake of following her passion for dance.
Her fearless attitude towards celebration of life with an independent thought process took the
notions of the society a step forward. For Waheeda Rehman to play that offbeat role wasn’t
easy considering the not-so-progressive society nevertheless, surprisingly it came easy on the
eyes and was appreciated by the audience. She created her own identity as a fearless actress
in the male dominated world of film industry. The legendary actress, Waheeda Rehman recollects
on how she was dissuaded by the people from accepting such an unconventional role not suitable
for Indian film and she proudly shares in an interview, ‘But luckily, I had an open mind and took
the project because it was a film and not real life. My character was an inspiration for me.
When the film became a hit and everyone found my character interesting, I remember those
same colleagues sent me telegrams appreciating my performance.’ That’s how she victoriously
emerged as one of the most exemplary talents of the bygone era of 60s after the undisputed
success of the film. However, the success is equally attributed to the author RK Narayan for
crafting such a challenging character of a woman synonymous to the free-spirited assertive
woman.

The Namesake (2006) is a film adaption of Jhumpa Lahiri’s novel of same name primarily
presents a narrative dealing with the cross-cultural identity crisis. The author of the novel
being a strong female herself and the director being an exceptionally talented and bold feminist
lady, Mira Nair who specializes in making controversial films and documentaries on female
exploitation, oppression and marginalization in the socio-cultural Indian context adds depth to
Ashima’s character in the film that delineates her feelings, emotions and her sense of alienation.
A versatile and strong actress herself, Tabu, who has refrained from the hegemonic sphere of
marriage in personal life, is rightly chosen to play the role of Ashima justifying the name that
signifies a limitless or borderless person or one who can’t be confined. Though her role
apparently brings out the elements of nostalgia and is shown to be only confined to the role of
a mother and a wife nevertheless she emerges as an embodiment of a woman who takes
charge of her own life and creates her own journey. The film demonstrates female subjectivity
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through Ashima, a personification of dedication, simplicity and serenity; despite her
vulnerabilities, she stands tall against the odds and proves to be an epitome of strength and
courage even in her confinement. Her character transcends her boundaries in terms of evolving
above her identity while accepting her ‘self’ in the end. Jasbir Jain opines, ‘Identity and self
are often treated as synonyms. But they are not. Identities can be dependent on men or on
externals like class, status- both economic and married- caste and culture, while self is an
internal consciousness of strength, awareness and ability.’ (298)

Tabu talks about her uncomplicated yet ‘life-changing experience’ with regard to the
challenging role of Ashima in Namesake, ‘…It needs to move me. And when it does, I’m
game.’ Women find it fulfilling to perform such roles and do justice to it on screen because
they grow with it and also witness the society grow in the process therefore, Tabu adds, ‘The
growth that I have seen in movies, and myself and that I’ve been able to apply to films is
something that I am really happy about. To get the opportunities to grow with your work, and
have your growth reflect in your work is an amazing thing.’

Another film that exemplifies Indian cinema is Rajkumar Hirani’s 3 Idiots (2009), an all-
encompassing film that comes as a rude awakening enveloped in entertainment is based on
Chetan Bhagat’s Five Point Someone. It is a thought-provoking yet entertaining film that
justifies its theme of questioning our education system. The film reminds of a short story The
University Days by James Thurber who recalls his own college days and raises several
questions on the ideology of what defines the purpose of education. The two female characters
of Mona and Pia played as sisters by Mona Singh and Kareena Kapoor are essentially
feminist in nature. Both the sisters represent fearless, assertive and liberated women in their
own respective roles. Pia confronts her father to defend his students from his wrath because
they tried to leak the question paper. She does that by revealing to him that her brother
committed suicide as he succumbed to the pressure of her father’s monumental career
expectations. Being an independent fearless girl, Pia keeps displaying her little acts of courage
by refusing to marry a controlling obsessed man and leaving the site of marriage only to find
her love of life. Such roles never fail to infuse courage in women in general.

Meghna Gulzar’s Raazi (2018) adapted from an ex-navy veteran Haider Sikka’s novel
Calling Sehmat showcases the journey of an extraordinary fearless young college-girl played
by Alia Bhatt, who infiltrates Pakistan by marrying a Pakistani army officer, Iqbal to spy thus
minimizing the scope of any suspicion and furnish information to RAW. Sehmat’s impressive
role as a homely bride and a dedicated trainee are treat to the eyes. Her patriotism and
commitment to duty set new standards for the Indian masses. However, she loses her husband
in bargain nevertheless, it doesn’t deter her from encouraging her son to carry forward the
legacy and join Indian armed forces. This was a much-needed empowering role of a woman
and a refreshing change that was welcomed and applauded by the audience. Meghna Gulzar
has exhibited her immense talent by dealing with the sensitive theme and intricacies of human
relationships in an exemplary way. The colossal success of the film with such overwhelming
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attitude and reception of the audience towards a woman-centric film validates the progressive
thinking. Not just the society but the transition of commercial cinema into awakening form of
entertainment is indeed reassuring. It’s icing on the cake to watch such characters cocooned
in the form of entertainment.

Cinema thus, being the most popular and accessible mode of recreational entertainment
across the globe has made a sufficiently effective ground for showcasing fifty shades of women
who are beyond the extreme binaries of ideal or flawed. The cinematographic representation
of women has been really challenging for various actresses who rejected the taboos, challenged
traditional female role models and found it convincing to perform roles that gave an identity to
women at large. The roles have effectively crafted women as a personification and a magical
blend of tradition and modernity or confused and sorted or non-conformist yet spiritual or
emotional yet rebel. Cinema has widened the horizon of our understanding of what truly
means to be a ‘real woman’ and embracing their desires as Geeta Patel asserts in an interview
with Ankita Maneck, ‘Feminism is about claiming your pleasure and desire.’ Women are
biologically designed to be fluid and accommodating which is why it’s often misconstrued as
their weakness and that subconsciously becomes a potential reason for objectification.

Thus, the Indian film adaptation of select novels have particularly more often than not
served as a social canon of liberated women by unveiling and painting some idiosyncratic and
unexplored shades of women in typical India context. Cinema has also proved that even
women can carry entire film on their shoulders and successfully navigate too. It has greatly
offered women a freedom of expression of their real self which influences the image and
identity of women who are infused with a deeper sense of belonging to the culture and values.
It offers a promising platform for better understanding of gender representation and socio-
cultural expectations. The portrayal of such roles is synonymous with strong women. A palpable
transition of the relatable female roles from every walk of life in films has been instrumental in
shaping the perspective of the consumers towards women in totality and contributed to the
pivotal evolution of egalitarian society.
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