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Modernity and Life-writing in Ghare Baire 
and The Home and the World 

Dr. Durba Basu 

.There was no gradual slope connecting the past with the present. 

For that reason, I imagine, the new epoch came in like a flood, 
breaking down the dykes and sweeping all our prudence and fear 
before it. We had no time even to think about, or understand, what 
had happened, or what was about to happen. 

-The Home and the World (26) 

..All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man 
is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions of 
life, and his relations wich his kind... 

-The Communist Manifesto (223) 

I take as my point of departure a juxtaposition of epigraphs: the first from 
Rabindranath's Ghare Baire in Bangla (written 1915-16), the second from 

Surendranath Tagore's English translation of it (1919, and the third from 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels's The Communist Manifesto (1848,. 
While Marx and Engels were obviously writing over half a century before 
the time of the events that Rabindranath's novel is set in, and writing in 

Europe, what is common to these passages is a reflection on the sudden 
dissolution of all familiar modes of being, if it may be put that way. In 
other words, these passages capture, for those who articulate them, the 
sudden rupture between past and present that the idea of 'modernity' 
represents. As postcolonial scholarship of the last forty years has revealed, 
understood in terms of post-Enlightenment projects of emancipation, 
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"nnogres, rationalisn, and so on, modernity' has profoundly transfigured 
rhe culture and politics of the Europcan colonies, and its complex leracies 
continue to ntlect postcolonial reality. While The Communist Manifesto 
has become a classic description of the unfolding of modernity in the 
wake of the onward march of capitalism, Ghare Baire has become in its 
own nght a classic text of a particular iteration of colonial modernity. 
The traught legacies of modernity in the colonial context are many, and 
what Ghare Baire becomes a case in point for is the changed modes of 

intimacy in personal relationships that cones hand in hand with the 

breaking down of traditional modes of behaviour. Examining the 
interspersed narratives of Bimala, Nikhilesh and Sandip, I argue that 

Bimala's quest for self- making takes the shape of an autobiographical 
enterprise, and her struggles in comprehending the complexities of the 
cimes she lives in is reflected in her struggles with life-writing. I examine 
the anbivalences that arise out of her writing her narrative chiefly in the 
past tense, which is integral to her struggles in life-writing. 

The novel was originally written in Bangla and titled Ghare Baire and 

was serialised in che Bangla magazine Sabuj Patra from May 1915 to 
February 1916 (Radice vii). Ghare Baire was published in book forn 
with cuts in 1916 and in 1920 again with cuts restored (Tagore 211; 
Radice vii). The English translation by Rabindranath's nephew 
Surendranath Tagore appeared as At Home and Outside in the Modern 
Review during 1918-19 and was published in book form in Great Britain 
by Macmillan in 1919. It is not apparent from the publisher's imprint of 
the Penguin Classics edition of 2005, nor from William Radice's preface 
in the same edition, whether it was the 1919 Macmillan edition that was 
named The Home and the World. This essay will take tor its texts the 

restored Bengali version (and refer to it as Ghare Baire) and the English 
text of the Penguin Clasics edition of 2005 (and refer to it as The Home 
and the World), which is the same as the 1919 Macmillan text. 

Comparing Ghare Baire and The Home and the World at a structural 
level, it immediately becomes apparent that the Bangla vesion has a more 
*d sructure (and so perhaps, one may say, mnore characteristically 

modermist), with the three narratives interspersed with each other sans 
ay grouping into chapters. The three narratives are called 'Bimalar 
atmakatha, 'Nikhilesher atmakatha' and 'Sandiper atmakatha," with 

Katna meaning 'autobiography'. As rightly suggested by Tapobrata 
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Ghosh, the naming of the narratives as "Bimala's Story", "Nikhil's Story" 

and "Sandip's Story", coupled with che grouping of the narratives into 
chapters in the English version, takes away from the autonomy of the 
characters and imposes, however faintly, a narratorial perspective (Ghosh). 
But yet, it must be acknowledged to Rabindranath's credit, and to the 
credit of the translation, that Bimala, Nikhilesh (though the English 
version abbreviates his name to Nikhil, I will be referring to him by the 
longer name, and Sandip do emerge as individual beings by virtue of the 
styles of their respective narratives being equally individuated. Even then, 
it becomnes apparent that Nikhilesh is really the author's surrogate, as it 
were, in the narrative, for Nikhilesh's views on nationalism come very 
close to the author's own. But that is not our main concern here. 

Reading the novel in terms of Bimala's self-making, Supriya 
Chaudhuri argues that The Home and the World belongs to a moment 
in Bengali culture when "a shift in the modes of feeling [became] available 
to the educated Bengali gentry of the early twentieth century 
(Chaudhuri 45). Her reading is based on Theodore Zeldin's argument 
in An Intimate History of Humanity that "there are styles of feeling, as 
of other aspects of civilised behaviour", and that when a change in 
material conditions necessitates a change of style, a decisive departure from 
past forms of expression results, which may be accompanied by "new 
techniques of representation, whether in the usages of daily life or in the 
mimetic structures of literature and art" (Chaudhuri 45). In Chaudhuri's 
reading, the novel is about coming to terms with new ways of negotiating 
intimacy, companionship and desire in personal relationships. 

Nikhilesh's egalitarian outlook is informed by an emancipatory project 
for his wife Bimala, and he wishes to be chosen as a companion by her 
acting as a free agent, rather than his being imposed upon her in a 

conventional marriage. Nikhilesh's liberal, egalitarian views are evident 
in both his and Bimala's narratives, and they impose demands on Bimala 
that she clearly finds difficult to cope with (Chaudhuri 48,. Especially 
towards che beginning of the novel, Bimala keeps regretting time and 
again that her husband never allowed himself to be the object of devotion, 
and she was never able to practice the idiom of married womanhood that 

she was amiliar with: 
My beloved, it was worthy of you that you never expected worship from me, 
But if you had accepted it, you would have done me a real service... (20, 
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It must be noted that Bimala here addreses her husband on equal terms, 

as the bcloved. But at the same time, she is also intensely aware that 

devotion is part of a mode of behaviour whose time has passed 
ireversitbly, for only a few paragraphs before she writes: 

I have been educated, and introduced to the modern age in its own 

language, and therefore these words that I write seem to blush with shame 

in their prose setting. Except for my acquaintance with this modern 

standard of life, I should know, quite naturally, that just as my being born 

a woman was not in my own hands, so the element of devotion in woman's 

love is not like a hackneyed passage quoted from a romantic poem to be 

piously written down in round hand in a schoolgirl's copy-book. (19, 

Here Bimala seems to regret the lessons of love that modernity has taught 

her, and yet at the same time acknowledges that like some prelapsarian 

past, the past mode of behaviour is irecoverable: for all the use she can 
think of devotion, it will nevertheless seem 'hackneyed', for she cannot 
disavow the new ways of feeling. I read this retrospective frame as what 

sets apart Bimala's narrative from the other two, for it enables her to 
constantly think of what might have been. 

Bimala is the only one of the three who writes in the past tense. I 

feel that there is more this than simply that it indicates that Bimala 
survives Nikhilesh who succumbs to his injury (at the end of the novel 

we are only told of the injury being serious, and Sandip is gone away. 
Satyajit Ray chose to end his 1984 film version with a montage of Bimala 

being transformed into a white sari-clad, hair-cropped widow, but I feel 
this does not fully accommodate the ambivalences that arise out of 

Bimala's looking back in her narrative. My intention is not to critique 
Ray's interpretation of the text though, which is at least partially a result 
of the constraints of the narrative medium of film, I read the fact that 

she alone writes in the past tense, and often resorts to the optative mood, 
to indicate that she is much more acted upon than acting, in the present 
of the novel, notwithstanding the agency Nikhilesh thinks she can readily 
assume by stepping outside the andarmahal to meet people of the outside 
world, unlike other women of the household, and most women of her 

class of her time. Nikhilesh and Sandip, with their contrasting ideologies, 
are still acting as free agents, and therefore their narratives can very well 
be written in the present tense. 'Devotion' is part of a language of love 
that Bimala has inherited, which suddenly falls into disuse by virtue of 
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Nikhilesh's distaste for it. Stepping out into the outside world, Bimala is 
suddenly catapulted into being the object of devotion, and his cloquence. 
assertiveness and verbal casuistry all translate into a sexual attraction .t 

she mistakes for romantic attachment. As her frenzied afair with Sandin 
progresses, she is not always comfortable with his unnecessary evocations 
of physical intimacy in their conversations, but also forgets to remove 
the dried-up flowers lying before Nikhilesh's picture. Very poignanty 
it is this neglect of her usual routine that hurts Nikhilesh, even though 
he had not cared much for this act before. Even more poignantly, as 
Bimala becgins to realise the extent of Sandip's rapacious greed, and his 
glorification of ends over means, she resorts to physical postures of 
devotion, wordlessly touching Nikhilesh's feet, and pulling them towards 
her before breaking down in tears. Nikhilesh reciprocates wordlesy. 
perhaps for once understanding Bimala's gestures of asking forgiveness 
and love. The divide between the home and world, which has been 
collapsing gradually, dissolves completely as the final crisis arrives, as 
Nikhilesh goes out unarmed to quell the unrest while Sandip has already 
fled. It is only befiting that it is Bimala's narrative that captures this 
moment as there is no doubt any longer about who the man of action 
is, and her narrative is all about what could have been, 

It is in narrating her past that Bimala recuperates her agency, having 
achieved a clarity of vision only after herself undergoing, as also causing, 
much heartbreak. It is in retrospect that she realises that all that she had 
been struggling against was the changed terms of intimacy that nothing 
in her prior experience had prepared her to negotiate. The Bimala who 
looks back on the Bimala that was, is perhaps better prepared to tackle 

the changed, tangled relationship between the home and the world, 
although her dwelling in the optative mood seems to suggest even the 

moment of right action has irrevocably passed away. Paradoxically though, 
it is this loss of the possibility of right action that has in turn led her to 
successfully to wrest narrative agency for herself, even if only to 
articulate her life-narrative with regret. The retrospective framework of 
Bimala's narrative subsumes the other two narratives, which become 
instrumental to hers in a narrative sense, and what she loses by way of 
agency in the narrative present, she gains as autobiographical or narrative 
agency once the crisis is past. 
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