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This paper looks at Rabindranath Tagore’s seminal text Home and the World as a 

document that narrates the politics of nationalism. The personal is conflated with the political as 

the question of nation merges into the issue of emancipation of women and the need to 

interrogate the institution of marriage. Both the home and the world are presented as turbulent 

spaces where boundaries and their fluidity become paramount. The novel was first written in 

Bengali and serialized in the periodical Sabuj Patra i.e. Green Leaves. Its first English translation 

appeared in 1919. The narrative action is set in Bengal in the beginning of the 20
th

 century. Set in 

the backdrop of India’s freedom struggle, it captures the gradual awakening in the masses to 

fight for liberty. The wave of swadeshi movement inspired people to boycott foreign goods and 

display a public burning of imported stuff. Tagore’s text presents the human side of history by 

foregrounding how the swadeshi movement impacted those on the margins. Thus, it becomes a 

counter-discourse that de-essentializes the dominant ideology. The last part of the paper 

compares the novel with its cinematic adaptation to analyze Satyajit Ray’s divergence from the 

original and its significance. 

 The narrative is structured through the consciousness of three protagonists: Bimala, 

Nikhilesh and Sandip. The narrative begins and ends with Bimala’s account of events; making 

her the fulcrum of the novel. Nikhilesh and Sandip are diametrically opposite characters. The 

conflict in their personalities is symptomatic of the chasm in nationalism. Sandip represents 

aggressive nationalism. Tagore never appreciated this kind of nationalist ideology. It was 

employed by many colonized nations in creating a coherent national identity. It thrived on the 

use of concrete symbols like the national flag, the national song and a deity (mother figure) who 

represents the nation. For instance, in Home and the World, when Sandip arrives at a gathering; 
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it is amid the sky-rending cries of vande matram. As Bimala takes a first look at Sandip, she is 

mesmerized by his charismatic voice and manner: “Every word of his speech, from beginning to 

end, seemed to carry the gust of a storm” (19). The use of metaphors like an overflowing river 

and divine fire indicates his power over the masses. Sandip’s attitude represents the masculinist 

nationalist discourse that appropriated woman as goddess. Bimala internalizes this ideology 

when she thinks that the men need to behold the Earth-Mother (Jagatdhatri) in its women: 

“Would Sandip babu be able to glimpse in me the life force of the nation?” (21). She considers 

herself as “the image of the nation’s shakti” (25). Bimala’s first meeting with Sandip finds a 

spell cast on her: she is attracted to his vigour and recklessness. She begins to worship what she 

perceives as his audacity and bold strategies.  

 Nikhilesh embodies the alternative to nationalist ideology. He is a humanist and a seeker 

of Truth. He does not believe in a country’s use of violence against other countries. For him, 

coercion is a form of weakness but his wife fails to appreciate this: “She’d rather see in men the 

dynamic, the wrathful and even the unjust. In her mind, respect and fear are closely connected” 

(32).  He does not like the burning of foreign clothes because he has no sympathy for people who 

derive excitement from destruction. He embodies the cosmopolitan vision as he believes in the 

interdependence of all countries: “Just as a mother decks each of her daughters with her own 

jewels, the day has come when the earth is adorning each of its countries with her own 

jewellery” (17). Nikhilesh loves his country but he is also open to the best that the world has to 

offer. His broadmindedness is a contrast to the parochialism of people around him. He hires a 

British tutor, Miss Gilby, for his wife. He finds it ridiculous that his people should hate the tutor 

just because she happens to be British.  

 Tagore had no sympathy for a histrionic display of nationalistic fervour. Leela Gandhi 

informs that Tagore retained a life-long opposition to the conformity producing rhetoric of 

nationalism: “For Tagore, nationalism was a system of illusions, designed progressively to 

homogenise and normalise small, individual sentiments of insurgency” (121). In the novel, 

Nikhilesh realizes that “when you need to scream and shout out mantras and call her [the 

country] a goddess and go into a trance, then you love the craze more than you love your 

motherland” (33). Nikhil detects covetousness in Sandip’s nature that cloaks what he says or 
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does in the name of the country. Sandip believes in snatching and grabbing what he wants. He is 

the personification of Freudian id, the pleasure principle: “Nature will surrender, but only to the 

brigand, because she values the power to desire, to snatch and to receive” (37). “When I want 

something, I want it with all my heart. I’d like to mash it with my hands, crush it under my feet, 

wear it all over my body and devour it” (38). He doesn’t feel any shame or hesitation in asking or 

in stealing or robbing. Like a true-blooded Machiavellian character, he abhors all sense of 

propriety or morality: “…we are the carnivores of this earth. We have teeth and nails, we can 

run, catch and rip things apart- we cannot spend the entire day romanticizing about the grass we 

chewed in the morning” (39). He considers crime as the ultimate moksha: “to have is to seize” 

(138). But Sandip is a complex character.  In spite of his greed and lust, he encounters a 

hesitation and restraint in himself that enervates him and he is not able to carry out his seduction 

of Bimala. This complexity is also seen at the end of the novel when he returns Bimala her 

money and jewellery.    

 Tagore ironizes the patriotism of people who claim to have pride in their country and 

indigenous products. Bimala exhorts her husband to get rid of the foreign stuff from the market 

but she discreetly replaces the bronze vase on her husband’s table with a foreign, ceramic one. 

She does not respect Nikhilesh for using home grown ink, indigenous quill and knife. She scoffs 

at what she terms “this colourless brand of swadeshi” (100).  In the same vein, though Sandip 

swears by ayurvedic medicines, he has a stack of allopathic medicines in his home.  The east and 

the west fuse into each other imperceptibly. The cloth for Bimala’s gorgeous sarees comes from 

Manchester and the grandmother can’t go to bed without listening to the western fairy tales. At 

the same time, Nikhilesh’s people ridicule his projects that aim to make his countrymen self-

sufficient. For Tagore, the east-west encounter is more of a transaction “an interactive, dialogic, 

two-way process rather than a simple active-passive one; as a process involving complex 

negotiation and exchange” (Trivedi, 15).  

 Tagore’s focus in the novel is to underscore the flip side of the swadeshi movement, the 

manner in which the subaltern class was affected.  The Nigerian writer and critic Wole Soyinka 

too, criticises the “leadership dementia” that harms the nation (153).  For Nikhilesh, Panchu 

seems to personify all the poor farmers of Bengal. Sandip advocates violence to his men to ruin 
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the poor people of affordable, warm clothes and urges Bimala to bring fifty thousand rupees for 

the nation’s cause. He considers greed the ultimate virtue and ruining the poor a sign of bravery. 

He observes that most of the Muslims would not give way to swadeshi and they will have to be 

curbed and smothered so that they don’t hamper the movement. Sandip represents the 

fundamentalist tendency of Indian nationalism. Nikhilesh, on the contrary, is a liberal who 

cannot sympathize with those who wish to plant the victory flag through oppression.   

  Home and the World is an avant-garde text. It questions the lack of freedom and 

constraints that women face in marriage. Nikhilesh is a liberal-minded and educated zamindar 

who believes that men and women have equal rights. He adores his wife Bimala but wishes to 

expose her to the world outside. He wants that she should choose him over others voluntarily and 

not because of a society sanctioned relationship: “Neither you nor I were made to play the game 

of life within this domestic chicanery” (11). Nikhilesh observes painfully Bimala’s infatuation 

for Sandip but he decides to wait for her to make up her mind. He wants her to explore the world 

outside and then decide on her choice. For him, the misery of having a rival is better than 

keeping his wife confined in the boundaries of his home, decked up like a doll. He is tortured by 

the sense that he has power over his wife: “If Bimal says she is not my wife, then whether 

society considers her my wife or not, I must abdicate” (61).  Nikhilesh respects women and is a 

sort of feminist in his outlook. Often Bimala tries to argue with him about her widowed sisters-

in-law’s jibes and their taking undue advantage of his resources. But Nikhilesh remains 

unmoved. Rather, he sympathizes with their deprivation: “The entire society has squashed our 

women’s minds from all sides and made them narrow and crooked” (7).  

 Crossing the boundary is an important metaphor in the novel. The perspective of the 

familiar changes when one goes beyond the narrow confines. When Nikhilesh finds Bimala 

agreeing with Sandip on a number of issues, he realizes the incompatibility in their personalities. 

He realizes with pain that these differences that lead to marital discord are never felt in the 

domestic sphere but come to the surface only in the wider world. Sandip thinks that he has power 

over women because they can sense his fullness of desire, the life force that growls like a 

juggernaut. Bimala compares herself with a river in flood that yearns to merge in the ocean. She 

becomes indifferent to the jibes of her sister-in –law as she gets obsessed with dressing up to 
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please Sandip.  Bimla is possessed by lust for Sandip and is tormented by a desire that can’t be 

domesticated: “Yet, this vina of mine made of flesh and blood, thoughts and ideas, began to play 

in Sandip’s hands alone” (66). She compares herself to a drug addict and realizes she doesn’t 

wish to free herself from his spell. Tagore uses the metaphors of dark clouds and fire to describe 

the intensity of her passion. At the same time, Bimala is torn between her desire and fear of 

social repercussions. Her misery grows day by day. Sandip realizes that Bimala is like a trapped 

dear, full of fear and pathos in her eyes. He feels joy as well as pain at her condition.  

 The legend of Ramayana runs like an intertext in the novel. This is especially seen in the 

way Bimala is transformed. Sandip’s spell over Bimala weakens when he makes her steal her 

own money. He gloats over the gold coins and his eyes sparkle with lust for money. Bimala’s 

disillusionment progresses during the time she tries to conceal and cover up for the lost money. 

Her profuse repentance and tears bring a sort of reconciliation with her husband. Nikhilesh 

realizes that he shouldn’t have tried to mould and perfect Bimala. He should have accepted her 

womanly devotion and her innate nature. Towards the end of the novel, Bimala realizes that she 

has walked through fire and is now purified. Right from the beginning of the novel, Bimala has 

been compared to Sita. Her pride in her chastity, the transgression by crossing the boundary of 

propriety, her repentance and purification make her a Sita trapped in the struggle between 

tradition and modernity. In fact, the novel evokes the legend of Ramayana with its emphasis on 

the transgression of boundaries and the theme of redemption. Though Nikhilesh is hardly a 

Rama, Sandip proudly compares himself to Ravana.  

Satyajit Ray’s cinematic adaptation preserves the essence of Tagore’s text in a number of 

ways. The plot is obviously thinner with a few minor characters removed from the film but all 

important details have been incorporated. There is one major deviation from the storyline where 

Nikhilesh dies but in the novel he is shown as fatally injured. Whereas Tagore’s ending is 

ambiguous, Ray’s ending emphatically points to the madness of times where Nikhilesh’s death 

points to the death of non-violence, sympathy, charity and benevolence. At another level, Ray’s 

film gives more representation to the aristocratic set up with very few scenes outside the elitist 

setting. Whereas for Tagore, a significant theme is the impact of nationalist uprising on the 

subaltern class. As Geoffrey Wagner points out, film adaptation could be of three types: the 
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transposition, in which there is minimum interference with the primary text; the commentary, 

where an original story is deliberately or inadvertently altered; and the analogy which presents a 

radical departure from the primary text for the sake of making another work of art (Mandal 146).  

Ray’s film falls in the second category because he presents his own take on the events that stirred 

Bengal in the early 20
th

 century.   

 The concepts of home and the world acquire multiple connotations in the novel. Home 

refers to the marital home, the state of Bengal and India caught in freedom struggle amid the 

throes of the First World War (the world). It documents swadeshi movement not as a grand 

narrative but a series of little narratives. It brings out the dangers of anti-colonial nationalism that 

whip up frenzy by placing the country above its people. Tagore also points out the role of 

rhetoric in indoctrinating the masses. Though written almost a century ago, the novel is relevant 

to the contemporary debates on fanaticism, nationalism and globalization. Tagore deserves credit 

for raising complex questions regarding the politics of nationalism and for shifting the focus on 

the subaltern.  

Works Cited 

Gandhi, Leela. Postcolonial Theory: A Critical Introduction. New Delhi: Oxford University 

Press, 2010. 

Mandal, Somdatta. “Re-Presenting the Partition of India: From Bapsi Sidhwa to Deepa Mehta.” 

Films, Literature and Culture: Deepa Mehta’s Elements Trilogy. Ed. Jasbir Jain. Jaipur: 

Rawat, 2007: 128-41. 

Ray, Satyajit. Dir. Ghare-Baire: The Home and the World (1984). Perf. Soumitra Chatterjee, 

Victor Banerjee, Swatilekha Chatterjee, Jennifer Kendal. 

Soyinka, Wole. The Open Sore of A Continent: A Personal Narrative of the Nigerian Crisis, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996. 

Tagore, Rabindranath. Home and the World. Trans. Sreejata Guha. New Delhi: Penguin, 2005. 

Trivedi, Harish. Colonial Transactions: English Literature and India. Calcutta: Papyrus, 1993. 

http://www.skirec.org/

