
Colonial Governance, Disaster, and the Social in Bhabani Bhattacharya's Novels of the 1943 Bengal Famine
In 2007, development economist and famine historian Stephen Devereux asked an all-too-puzzling question: why does famine persist in an age of globalization? Charting out the several beneficial factors of globalization, “global food surpluses, high-technology early warning systems and a sophisticated international humanitarian relief system,” he wondered, “how is it possible that more than one million people have died in famines since the world declared ‘never again’ after Ethiopia 1984?” (1). He informed us that it is not the classic food shortage problem, but a host of other problems, spawned by the neo-liberal forms of governance, including politics and ethnic conflict, AIDS, the international social safety networks, etc. that are responsible for the haunting repetition of the catastrophe (Devereux 5-7). This directs us to the most influential dimension in famine and related studies in the 80s and 90s led by Amartya Sen and Jean Drèze: the link between colonial administration (and post-colonial legacies) and biological terror or what they term the “political economy of hunger” (1995). Such a link, much before Sen and co. was suggested by Bhabani Bhattacharya in two of his novels of 1943 Bengal famine, So Many Hungers! (1947) and He Who Rides a Tiger (1954). Located at a very significant historical time for India, the transition from the colonial to the post-colonial, the novels excellently capture the links between advanced forms of capitalism, the imminence of disaster, and the horrible social-biological implications. This paper will look at these complex relations in two sections: the first section will explore the interconnections in governance, disaster, and struggle for survival in So Many Hungers!, and the second will set the relations between caste, body, and nationalism in He Who Rides a Tiger, providing in effect a historically-grounded literary inquiry in the horizons of the “social” in famine times. 

Bhabani Bhattacharya completed his doctorate in history at the University of London (1934) on the nineteenth century social and political currents in Bengal and returned to India at a time marked by social reforms, left wing radical politics and the confirmed status of MK Gandhi as the supreme leader of nationalist movements against the colonial rule. After some failed attempts at creative writing, he took to it finally, compelled by the 1943-44 Great Famine in Bengal. He said in an interview, “The emotional stirrings I felt (more than two million men women children died of slow starvation amid a man-made scarcity) were a sheer compulsion to creativity. The result was the novel So Many Hungers!.”1 Situated within a broader movement of social realism launched by the Progressive Writers' Association and the socialist realism of Gorky and the Russian writers, Bhattacharya's writing strategies have been fundamentally realist, albeit uneven and heterogeneous.2 Compelled by the devastations all around in the city of Calcutta and issued from a sense of urgency and affect for the victims, his realism with its impetus on analysis, documentation, and emotional outburst is quite unprecedented in the Indian literary scenario. However, this paper does not deal with his disaster realism.3 It is more concerned how Bhattacharya represents the famine, arranges the domain of analysis and description, and contributes to creating a political economy of the disaster fiction. A doctorate in modern British Indian history, a journalist by profession, sympathetic to Marxism, and an expert in putting the rational arguments into a coherent thesis, Bhattacharya, as he turned into a writer, carried ostensibly deep marks of a social scientist. This paper would like to point out his analytical strategies, indicating at length both the historical significance of such an act and the ethical imperative of a disaster writer. It concludes with the suggestion that the disaster is marked by certain literary-critical requirements and Bhabani’s novelistic style of analysis is seminal among them.
I

So Many Hungers!: War, Market, and Uneven Economy
So Many Hungers! begins with the coincidental events of the birth of a child and that of the Second World War (1939). One of the two protagonists, Rahoul (the other being Kajoli), receives the knowledge of the birth of his girl-child while the radio announces Great Britain's war on Germany (Hungers 1). For his brother Kunal, it is the time to participate in the British army and show them, “we’re as good in battle as our proud rulers. We can play their game quite as well” (40); while for his father Samarendra, a barrister-cum-stock market speculator, it is time for unstoppable profit, “a storm in the share market” (5). Rahoul's interest rather lies in probing the political and economic implications in such war for the nation: “But could a people step out into a war said to be waged for democratic freedom, so long as that freedom was denied them? India in bondage asked to fight for world freedom!” (9) Evidently, Bhattacharya and his central mouthpiece Rahoul's notions are highly influenced by Nehru's astute political commentary on the relations between bondage and democracy, part of which finds entry here in the form of the statement Nehru delivered at his trial in the Gorakhpur Prison (42). At the same time we see Rahoul's grandfather, popularly known as Devata (meaning God) staying in a distant village, Baruni, and actively participating in the Gandhian movement of national liberation through truth and non-violence. These two conflicting positions, bureaucratic capitalism and Gandhian-Nehruvian socialism, shape Bhattacharya's rendering of the catastrophe, mediated by the asymmetric distribution of economy in the country and the city. In what follows, I will trace this uneven economy of the famine times.

In The Great Transformation (1944), Karl Polanyi documents the evolution of the market economy from the organic systems of reciprocal and redistributive economy catered to house-holding to the rise of the guild-safeguarded towns in the sixteenth century to the eventual shift towards the mercantile capitalism conditioned by border expansion and aggressive colonial capitalism. The emergence of industrial capital in the nineteenth century strikes the last chord in the great transformation as markets become increasingly regulated by its own behaviour, ushering in the self-regulating market economy and the transformation of land, labour, and money into “fictitious commodities.” It is the huge changes in market proportions and forms of governance, the rise of stock market, that begin to shape the social and political relations to a large extent both in England and in the colonies. For Polanyi, the distinctive feature of nineteenth century political economy is the absolute isolation and subordination of social relations to economic motives and the production of market as the sphere of the negotiation of values (71-72). In context of India, Ritu Birla in Stages of Capital (2009) traces the gradual conversion of gambling and speculations into laws governing market economy in the late nineteenth century Britain and India. These “fictions of law,” as she calls them, had “conjured new vehicles and instruments for trade, finance and charity, orchestrating new incarnations of capital as they enforced the distinction between the market and bazaar.” (143) However these new forms of “time” and “bargaining” found it difficult to act in the kinship based and unsuspecting colonized form of market in India, accompanied by public critiques of free market economy and forces of nationalism; but by 1920s, she notes, there were debates around the “market profitability and nonmercantile public engagement in speculative capital” in Britain and in India, bolstered by systematic curricular studies on commerce and market in Presidency College, Calcutta which linked civil society with the emerging commerce economy and institutionalized market as the “lived supralocal abstraction,” part of everyday life, private and public (151). It is the “trader class” for Birla that bridged the gap between the rural and the urban in precipitating this form of economy and governance in the colony. 

Bhattacharya's novel quite prophetically situates these astute observations in political economy. Girish, the local trader, is that interception. He is one such trader whose grocery store is a “link between the peasant and the market-place” in the failure of turning up to the Saturday 'haat' (the rural bazaar forms of exchange; Hungers 58). His dream of piling up stocks and selling in the remote urban market remains immaterial until he receives a more profitable contract from a district agent who informs him about a pyramidal scheme of stocking rice from the villagers and earning commissions (62). His next proceedings in making the discourse of fear in the rural psychology about the Japanese invading the place, looting, raping, and vanquishing the population (81-84) succeeds largely as more people yield their produce to the Cheap Rice Ltd. (102-106). Together with the Scorching Earth (or the Boat Denial) Policy by the colonial government, these activities destroy the rural economy in the name of “survival” and “better living,” compelling the population to emigrate to the city and anticipate the formation of the “destitute” class. The author writes, “Presently the rice-hunger that was a thin stream was swelling into a mighty flood. Fisherfolk needed rice. Craftsman needed rice. And all these while uprooted people were passing through the village, victims of the Army order of evacuation” (105). Such emphasis on the forcible extraction of rice, the inept colonial administration, and the monstrous presence of the Second World War are also conspicuously present in the Bengal famine research led by Amartya Sen in the 70s and 80s.4 Though Sen is right in saying that “the famine was largely a rural phenomenon” (Sen 63), he discounts to an extent the fear psychology created by the war. Bhattacharya shows us how through posters, hand-outs, and leaflets, the notion of “evil looking” Japanese, coming to violate the honour of the land and “Bengal's beautiful women,” was disseminated (Hungers 62, 141).5 He further suggests a possible link between national liberation movement and the jail arrest of thousands of male members of the peasant family which might have weakened the work force needed to harvest the good produce. The destruction of the local Post Office by the villagers in reaction to the desecration of the national flag by the police was also mobilized as a source of fear by Girish and other traders to yield rice and force them act within the boundaries of law for recompense (102). Such angles suggest how systematically was the famine created and the rural economy destroyed by a mode of governance materialized by the agents of “interception.”6
This mode of governance builds its form primarily in the city. At a very early stage of the novel, we confront Rahoul's father, Samarendra Basu, a lawyer, who, elated with the breaking out of the War, asks Rahoul to suggest him ‘Steel will rise steeply, so will gold – which to choose?’ (6). He knows that war is “the most enriching industry” (17), “a God-sent opportunity” (31). The share market will be booming with speculation on demand and supply. One needs to liquidate everything and invest it in the right speculation. In an innovative prose-style, reminiscent of Steinbeck, Bhattacharya records the onrush of people in buying and selling war material: 

Gold rush in Clive Street. A motley crowd surging by the Stock Exchange...Pulses pounding. The blood beating in the ears. The crowd with cash in the banks, cash to play with. Buy munitions of war – things that make guns, shells...No rubber shares in the market? A telegram to Singapore does the trick. Send fast telegrams to Singapore. Shape up Singapore...What have you to buy with? Open your pass-books. Empty your accounts. Take a loan from friends. Mortgage your house. Sell, sell the gold on the body of your wife. (15-16)

This is a remarkable picture of the rise of stock markets in the wartimes – the sheer madness in the profit economy, the pounding pulses, the intelligent speculations, and the liquidation of material property. What adds to it is the way stock economy creates its own market, especially in the example of rubber shares where the unnecessary material can also be sold on the basis of rumours or communications. We remember again Polanyi's notion of self-regulating market and the fictitious commodities. Thus, Basu's huge investment which was rising had suddenly catapulted with the British submissions in Europe, making him a pauper within a few days, until a stroke of luck, the British army restoring power, pulled him back. This is like a game with rapid ups and downs and incomprehensible speculations; it is precisely this radical nature of profit-making that attracts capital, setting its own demands and influencing all other forms of economy. If we remember Ritu Birla's arguments, the institutionalization of speculative economy based on the rules of gambling was taking place in Calcutta in the 1920s. It can be surmised that the city businessmen had a knowledge of it by the time the war broke out and tasted the first fruits of random profit-making through hoarding and speculation during the War.7 It was difficult to resist such attractive form of capitalism. Bhattacharya writes, “Samarendra had no other thought that spring and summer save rice: no other interest, no other dream. He and his colleagues worked feverishly building up the business” (39). Both Bhattacharya and Sen indicate that the inflation was “consciously” created to support the fiction of wartime demands.8 The programmatic end of bureaucratic capitalism at first extended the gap between the rural and urban economy, and then shattered an already crisis-ridden rural economy of debts and feudal imbalances, expediting the long march to the city.9 To widen the context here, such an act reminds us of Marx's famous note in Capital I (1976), “capital grows in one place to a huge mass in a single hand because it has in another place been lost by many” (686). Capital flows with this uneven development, and, as Neil Smith (2010) reminds us, its unevenness is the most in the places where capital is more mobile, the urban scale (199). The immigration of the destitute class in the city of Calcutta renders quite acutely such a picture where development and deprivation go together producing, what Smith terms, the “seesaw of capital.” What Bhattacharya presents is the strategic formation of such stark unevenness, the link between capital, governance, geography and disaster, suggesting much before the systematic critical studies on famine the possible interconnection between these. 
Survival and Prostitution: The Spaces of Violence

Bhattacharya’s deep analytical underpinning of the novel quite naturally leads him to the documentation of the spaces of horror and violence. He does it primarily in two ways: projecting the struggle for animalistic survival and situating the rise of prostitution in the city – the apex of bourgeois social and moral crisis. He takes here the role of an ethnographer to document the various moments of horror. In doing so, he also lends the descriptive element a certain photographic quality that has the artistic meaning of a ‘report’. Let me clarify here. Bhattacharya’s involvement with the world of journalism had already provided him with the social data. The various newspapers and magazines were primarily responsible in portraying the different horrible accounts of the situation in the villages and exposing the failures of colonial food policies.10 This crisis received the official attention as the famine conditions started entering the city. The first official study of the famine-stricken city of Calcutta conducted by Tarak Chandra Das and his companions in 1943 was motivated, as the author puts it, by the influx of the destitute to the city: “By the end of July 1943, the streets of Calcutta began to ring with the piteous cry of the people who had come to the Second City of the British Empire for a morsel of food” (2). Das records the horrible conditions of living by these people, defecating in the open streets, suffering from diseases, fighting with the offspring for food, eating from garbage, lying unconscious or facing what he calls ‘death by starvation’ (10). Bhattacharya’s descriptions are so similar to Das’ that hardly does one find a difference in representation. But a significant different with anthropological and ethnographic will lie in his treatment of the word ‘report’. Let us first situate his photographic documentation of violence. 

The first such bizarre documentation comes in the form of a woman digging up a trench and burying a child alive (Hungers 125). For a woman married to a fisherman who is jailed now for participation in the national liberation movement, living with a baby in times of such physical oppression in rural areas is, as she tells Kajoli’s mother, a weight on the body (126). Just after this, during the trek to the city, Kajoli comes across a terrible scene: “As she passed a jackfruit tree she stopped...she drew near; then a groan reached her ears, and she gave a violent start. A terrible sight met her eyes. A woman lay stretched by the tree-trunk, groaning while a jackal crouched and ate her body” (145). This is not very different from what happens in the city; in fact the famine scenes here are even more horrible: the destitutes fighting with city's “scavenger folk” picking up garbage, eating rats, the various diseases (dysentery the common amongst them), the unwashed bodies, the struggles over a bowl of gruel, or the famished pot-bellied skeletal bodies surfing the city like ghosts (164-178). A “friendly destitute” tells Kajoli's mother that the municipality has put them up in the lane-way so that they cannot be seen: “They do not like to see our faces – we are no gay sight” (167). Apart from confirming the uneven development of capital in a city in forming the destitute class as suggested by Smith, it takes us to another question: the sudden degeneration of life into survival forms during the disaster. Human life loses its meaning as there is a fight between the humans and the non-humans for survival. Probably the most acute example of it is set up when Kajoli's family has to spend a night in the open field amidst howls and shrieks of different sorts: “As they drew up their legs and settled down to sleep, they felt eyes glare at them in the darkness – the eyes of vultures on tree-top, the eyes of beasts in the meadow. Are you dying? Are you dead? All seemed to ask. Razor-sharp beaks were poised to peck. Tongues lolled between grinning teeth” (144). This is a world where life has become exposed to death from all quarters, and living a constant watch. These are brilliant representations of the horror scene that not only shows his expertise in ethnographic documentation but also his artistic rage in confronting the sudden futility of life. 

But this artistic rage also allows him to provide another meaning to his reporting or the ethics of documentation. This is about a crucial scene in the novel that shapes the idea of a report in a disaster novel. As the famine takes over various spaces of Calcutta, Rahoul comes across a crowd, gathering about a family in a railways station with a child suckling off the breast of a dead mother (161). Such pitiable situation is disturbed by an artist drawing a picture without reporting it to the railway police. He is beaten up by the angry crowd until saved by Rahoul. For the artist, it is not a singular case to be reported to the police, but representative of the general situation in Bengal and thus “I have to report it to India” (162).11 This angry throwback gives an interesting dimension to the concept of description or reporting: it is both a question of professional duty, like that of ethnographer or a journalist, and of ethical concern, as is suggested in the artist’s rage against the country’s negligence. If Bhattacharya allows a strong photographic dimension for the description of the famine violence, it is also channelized through the filter of art and artistic rage. This dilemma further suggests the tensions that Bhattacharya was going through while transferring from the domain of a social scientist or journalist to that of an artist. In an interview with Sudhakar Joshi, he told us of the usefulness of keen observation and sympathy for the oppressed for writing a novel with social purpose. In an article, he spoke of art’s vivid documentation of life and its equally important requirement of the preaching of social purpose.12 Bhattacharya was born into a writer at a time when the society was going through a terrible degradation: violence was everywhere, and war and famine ravaged the social conditions of being. A writer could hardly be away from this; and a disaster writer has the further imperative of urgency and rage. This is what makes his reporting an interesting strategy for the dialogue between ethnography and art. 

The other prominent area of violence that the novel focuses is the gender oppression and the rise of prostitution in the city. Margaret Kelleher has already excellently covered this issue in her book The Feminization of Famine (1997). I would like to add to it Bhattacharya’s prevarications on the bourgeois moral crisis – the tensions bordering on expectations and reality in anti-colonial nationalisms. During the march to the city, a weak and pregnant Kajoli is raped by a soldier and also taken to a hospital. Bhattacharya could have outrageously spoken about such heinous crime by the soldier; but he gave it a very complex turn: in allowing the soldier take Kajoli to the hospital and ask for her forgiveness innumerable times, he created a complexity in the sharp categorization of victim and victimization (the soldier was also victim of his long biological needs!).13 This complexity rises from Bhattacharya's ethical confusion of biological demand and moral standards in times of need. As Kelleher rightly suggests, the tendency of the soldier is symbolic of a larger case of colonial mode of governing: philanthropy after injustice (Feminization 202). This tendency is captured sharply in the formative scene of bourgeois moral crisis: when Sir Abalabandhu tells his friends including Samaresh of the sadistic oppressions by a friend of his on young girls. He justifies this gruesome and immoral act by saying: “That girl would have starved otherwise. Starved, thinned into a skeleton, and died. My friend treated her with great kindness and consideration. He paid her very generously, I can tell you – much more than she had the right to claim” (Hungers 182). This is the paradigm of gender violence that disaster such as famines turn vehemently into. What is most striking is the class basis of the disaster, especially of the famine. If famine turns life into a bare forms of survival, it also allows another form of life to get more comfortable and thrive on the weak for money and physical pleasure. This is a very useful social critique that Bhattacharya mobilizes. But he does not stop there. He deflects it altogether. For being himself deeply moored in the bourgeois moral values, he had to desperately show signs of restoration. And it was the nationalist fervour that allowed him a significant deflection from such crisis. The recognition of the soldier’s humanity in his demand for apology was one such moment of deflection. Fundamentally so are the events in the end – Rahoul's arrest for participation in nationalist agitation and Kajoli’s escape from the brothel and selling of newspaper in the streets inspired by Devata’s sacrifices for the nation. Through them, Bhattacharya shifts our focus from the prevailing bourgeois moral crisis and the overwhelming degeneration of life into survival to a loftier, more elevated meaning of living and commitment to the nation-state. 
II

He Who Rides a Tiger: Colonial Law, Caste, and Body

Such questions of disaster, violence, and anti-colonial nationalism are given more interesting and compelling turns in his other famine novel, He Who Rides a Tiger (1954). This is not entirely a famine novel. Rather, the famine works here as a force for questioning various forms of caste and social determinations. The novel not only documents the various practices of making money through hoarding and speculation, but also the complex case of social mobility through fraudulence, caste in this case, that the famine conditions generate. But the utopian nationalist in Bhattacharya resists such “immoral” act as the novel ends with an exposition of the forgery. But the end, like the earlier, is riddled with confusing questions on anti-colonial nationalism and subaltern agency.  

Blacksmith by profession and black in colour, the novel’s protagonist, Kalo (which also means black in Bengali) appears to be socially determined by them. Any social uplift for future generations he believes remains in changing the markers of name and skin colour. Priyamvada Gopal (2001), in a paper which appears to be the last scholarly work dedicated solely on Bhattacharya,14 brilliantly engages with the relation between linguistic markers and caste determinations. Locating the various misreadings of the famine by the colonial officials and the rhetoric of blame, citing sources of caste protests and mobilization by the Namasudras in Bengal around the same time, and likening it to the strategies of naming, mimicry and subversion by the lower-caste protagonist Kalo in this novel, Gopal contends, “the text's overriding concern with acts of language — naming, performance, mimicry and so on — enables it to acknowledge the fundamental importance of language in determining social relations and identities, and at the same time, to mark the boundaries between these” (“Curious Ironies” 84). Correct as her observations are, however, language or skin colour is not the only marker in the social production of caste. Sociologist Dipankar Gupta (1989) writes, “Rituals, dress, tonsorial styles, marriage practices, and a host of other such phenomena help in socially separating one caste from another...It is for this reason that when we talk of stratification we do not only mean differentiation but differentiation that is made socially visible” (2).15 The element of social visibility in differentiation is best captured in this novel in the relation between physical composition and caste. Kalo’s look, body, dress represent, as it were, certain “typical” actions or decisions. Thus, after getting caught by a policeman in a train to Calcutta for stealing a banana, he is told, “I know a man by the look in his face” (Tiger 36). Released from jail, Kalo meets Rajani, the pimp supplier for a nearby brothel who assures him work since, “I know a man by the look in his face” (51); and a moment later, standing by the roadside looking at the utterly uneven side of riches and loveliness, misery and horror, he is asked by a policeman, “Looking for pockets to pick?” Upon replying angrily, he receives a similar statement, “The good smell of jailhouse! Don't I know it? And the look in the face!” (53) This is the age-old socially viable links between someone’s physical or sartorial combination and the possibility of breaking laws or violating the social grammar of living. Such laws however become even stricter during the times of social collapse, since the poor or the lower caste are often touted to be the looters or plunderers of the wealthy gentry in the city. These repeated encounters with the policemen in the city and the subsequent “typification” of his caste and social activities also force him question how much true and supportive the colonial legal machineries are. As the rural space is shifted where he had some favourable experiences, or as the social structures are questioned, the class-caste typifications appear manifest and quite deeply ingrained into the legal building of the colonial apparatus.

This aspect of physical composition and caste also appears important for the question of “living” in dire times. We have already noticed in the previous novel how life, all of a sudden, turns into degenerate forms of living and survival. This novel takes it further to a question of the non-value of life and death, as it were. Upon pleading with the magistrate in the city of his guiltlessness in the act of stealing, he is asked a fundamental question in disaster times: “why did you have to live?” (34) Kalo could not believe initially that a magistrate could actually ask this. But the ruthlessness and casual fling with which this question was thrown at him again and again, it appeared clear to Kalo that the rules of living are quite different in the city. Nobody cares for the poor and the lower caste, and in famine times, they become additional, expendable, insignificant bodies. Thus, he could always die. Hunger is everywhere; many people are dying every day. Why did he not? Bhattacharya did set this question in his previous novel; but in this novel he directs our focus entirely on the dire social conditioning based on caste during the famine times. If the famine already kills in numbers, the colonial legal machinery escalates it by actively taking part in deciding on the death of low-caste “pseudo-criminal” subjects. In that context, the magistrate’s question, as the author puts it, can have no “metaphysical implications.” The magistrate can declare death or decide law on his body. When Kalo says that “’I'm a worm, sir, it is nothing that I live or die’,” the age-long relations of caste and social domination become clear. His faith that law is democratic and just for everyone has no evidential basis, possibly established through rumours by the kind of those that Girish and the “Kompany” men stand for in the previous novel. His lower caste physiognomy, labour class social positioning, and rural background had already set him in a relation of lack and discrimination. Allied with those, suggested in that worm metaphor, are the caste-crime colonial measurements at the advent of the famine. Life for such a backward and highly invisible element is never qualified, but an abstract copy, a gathering of bodies that can be profited even in death.16 The horror of confronting the possibility of his future state of being (convicted and then turned into a pimp upon release) and the loathsome act of trafficking on female bodies implant within Kalo a deep seated anger against law, caste, and capitalist aggression, which would need only an ignition. This ignition takes place in the form of finding his lost daughter, Lekha, sold in a brothel. Thus, it is not only language or skin colour that appears to play a “fundamental role” in the social determinations of caste here, but also a host of other phenomena including the spatial-legal basis of the production of the colonized body. What follows this is a native’s attack on the bourgeois forms of value-making. Bhattacharya creates the space of resistance here through the aspect of clothing and mask, those very elements that work as determinants of the caste identity, thereby collapsing the notion of “essence” in value. But as we have noted, the nationalist bourgeois search for moralistic restoration would also restrain him from extending the geography of fraudulence further. 
The Mask of Identity and Anti-colonial Resistance
In Black Skin, White Masks (1967) Franz Fanon identified behind the black man's immense desire for psychological racial transformation the primary question of economic realities (13). Citing the case of Madagascar later in the book, he showed how the advent of the white man had systematically destroyed both the organic growing economy and the communal values and pride of the black man and left him “dependent” forever (Masks 93-4). Skin colour and economic disadvantages in the form of caste system have a long history in India too.17 However, Kalo's masking is different from Fanon's hypothesis in that Kalo's one is strategically worn to contest the “value-laden essence” of caste. Also, it is the clothing more than skin colour that does the transformation for him. He wears a saffron robe and smears some ashes on his body, and that not only changes his economic status but also the popular appreciation of his social position. Kalo has definitely worn the mask, to follow Fanon, but with a further addendum: only to desecrate the ritual machinery and expose the falsities within them. Having said that, Fanon's hypothesis is more complicated and will be brought back to the discussions soon. 

This action of wearing the mask in launching a “revenge” against the upper-caste-upper-class “bhodrolok” society promptly brings up the question of agency here: Kalo as the leader of the minority resistance movements. Both Kelleher and Gopal raise the issue, but in opposing stances: for Kelleher it is as we have noticed the personal vengeance (Feminization, 185), while for Gopal, Kalo's actions have historical contemporaneity in the caste protests by the Namasudras in colonial Bengal (“Curious Ironies” 72). They seem to undervalue the complicated role masking plays here in staging a dialogue between the personal and the political.18 The mask appears through the means of magic which is, as all magic of course is, scientifically executed. Kalo and his daughter show the city people the unearthing of the Shiva image, based on a scientific experiment (Tiger 84). However, Bhattacharya does not illuminate this side of Kalo all of a sudden; he gradually builds it. We are informed right from the beginning of Kalo's self-teaching of elementary science to match up with his daughter's wits, his consciousness of the discrepancy in wealth in Calcutta, and the rational speculations on abject misery in the streets. This singularity of features that mark the birth of the modern political subject or the “bhadrolok” and ushers in colonial modernity is further mobilized by the “magic act” that materializes on scientific knowledge. If we remember S. N. Mukherjee's (1970) influential study of “bhadrolok” as a composite category of not only of Brahmins, Kayasthas and Baidyas, but also of different, even lower, caste people united in political and cultural production of a Europe-derived nationalist thinking in late nineteenth century Bengal,19 it will not be very difficult to implicate Kalo in that. Moreover, Kalo’s entry is marked by inauthentic means and subversive goals. It is magic made from science and self-education and experience put into eloquent talk that have mobilized his position. He says that he's the New Brahmin because he created a Brahmin “out of nothing” (Tiger 128, 162), a reincarnation where the fake god promises true journey (100), twice born out of magic (84) to take revenge on the elite “bhadrolok” group (77, 97). Kalo's rise in riches and power not only support Mukherjee’s thesis that “bhadrolok” was an open, random, inclusive, and composite category, but also that the “subaltern” is such a form of material condition that can have mobilization and social transformation possible in the Hindu society. However there is a formative paradox here: how can the entry into forms of colonial modernity, the bhadrolok as it were, be used as medium for caste-based anti-colonial resistance? 

Before engaging with it, I would like to push this conjecture further on minority leadership and anti-colonial nationalism. It is Biten, Kalo's friend in jail, who advised Kalo to take the temple as the instrument of rebellion: nobody suspects a priest; a temple is a market and priest a dealer: “faith can be squeezed to yield cash”...they hit us where it hurts badly. We've got to hit back” (44-45). This thought or act has wider contemporary nationalist significance. Historian Dilip Menon (1994) writes that the disturbing age-long question of caste and religion in the Southern India was addressed nationally for the first time in Gandhi's Vaikkam Satyagraha in the 1920s which demanded every caste to have unhindered entry to the temple, and adjoined the caste discrimination question to the threat to nationalism (82). Over the next twenty years till the independence, Menon adds, major congress activity would be operated on caste equality and cleanliness (Menon 84), basing rectification of temple rules as symbolic of the unified force against bourgeoisie/colonial imperialism. Another historian Susan B. Bayly (1999) also notes that Gandhi's  Satyagraha movements in Maharashtra and Bihar in the 30s and 40s took a socio-religious turn as he formed the “harijan” community by allying the religious term “hari” with “bhakti” devotion (249). Not only was the element of caste and cleanliness propagated, its association with religion was schematically formulated to launch a unified Indian nationalistic struggle against the atrocities of imperialism and colonial bondage. In the context of Bengal, Bayly notes, the Hindu landlords and leaders of the Bengal Mahashabha regularly forced the tribals and untouchables to declare their allegiance to Hindu community so as to “swell the numbers of those returned as members of Bengal's Hindu ‘community’ in the provincial Census returns” (Bayly 246). 
To come back to the novel, the last scene is very close to the temple nationalism and subaltern/minority resistance here. When the elites and the crowd slowly move to take action against the desecrating charlatan Kalo, Bhattacharya tells of another group, “who had come to see the tamasha, the spectacle,” a group of street sweepers, rickshaw pullers, coolies, who were sitting outside the barricade so that their touch did not defile the sanctity of the place (Tiger 229). They start talking amongst each other, “what a wonder! He has made the mighty ones eat dirt,” “As if God were Brahmin by caste!,” “he who has been master of the temple is our kin, our own brother,” and then chant victory to Kalo and huddle up, making the elites and Brahmins frightened and the hooligans in the crowd astounded (229-31). In their rise and taking up of the temple, Bhattacharya seems to invoke the nation-wide struggle against caste based temple entry and in particular Bengal Hindu Mahashabha's forced impositions on backward caste groups. But again, is Kalo their leader here? Kalo steps down and leaves the temple, holding hands with Biten and Lekha with an implicit intention that Biten, the Brahmin, marry Lekha.20 In such a complex and confusing end, how far can we ascribe this act with consolidated anti-colonial resistance along the line of subaltern agency? Was Kalo's subversive act at all a caste-based anti-colonialism for a wider collective-political cause or rather a symptom of fulfilment of personal desires? To dig a little further, does Kalo's entry into the bhadrolok society prevent him from going down the social ladder or is it Bhattacharya's authorial intention that the leader of the anti-colonial movement be an enlightened bourgeois male, as in the case of Rahoul or Devata in the previous novel?

This is a point of perpetual tension in the text. Also, there is, unlike So Many Hungers!, quite a conspicuous absence of specific historical references. The historical events such as the temple nationalism could be set up as hypotheses drawing from contemporary historical resources. But nothing is concrete here for a substantial analysis of social transformation or caste-based anti-colonial violence. What seems to be of foremost importance to the author is the complexity within strategic forms of resistance more than the stage for a rebellion. And this is where the paradox of Kalo's subaltern representation returns with Fanon's brilliant theorization of the black man appropriating the mask of civilization.21 Kalo's strategic choice in adopting the mask takes him over to the ethico-political appropriation of the mask: we see Kalo gradually following the precision and rigour of the ritual (102), getting angry over touching the lower caste blacksmith, Viswanath (110), to sharply declaring to the businessmen that if they do not ensure milk for the babies, he will strike their names out from pouring milk on the Shiva's image (132). All these precise adaptations and appropriations later force him compel Lekha to marry a Brahmin, so that their role-playing and socio-economic prestige do not have to collapse (177). The more does he master the rhetoric of “bhadrolok” society of profit and loss, the baseless ritualistic performance and capitalist endeavour, the more difficult it becomes for him to remember the reasons behind this choice, suggesting in such a turn why leadership in minority resistance has always been such a complicated and largely failed act. If Kalo smashes up his mask in the end, it is not being convinced by Biten's nationalistic rhetoric, but seeing his daughter promoted as the sacrificial “Mother of Sevenfold Bliss” by the businessmen for greater ritualistic profit. What I argue here is that the author is more interested in positing the forceful dialectic between the personal and political than discussing concrete possibilities of anti-colonial resistance. Kalo never appears as an agent of nationalism in this novel; his revenge is personal. However, unlike Kelleher who thinks that Bhattacharya sacrificed the national in favour of the personal, I think the personal is repeatedly focused precisely through the conflicts and crisis of the imperatives of the political. Bhattacharya sets the dialectic and prefers to end the novel more practically,22 keeping open the possible dilemmas over leadership and agency in anti-colonial nationalism. It would be wrong to read the novel through the lens of social transformation since the social violence based on caste is not historically produced; neither is the possibility of lower caste agency truly thoroughly explored. What he does fundamentally is create a moment of deflection from the bourgeois social and moral crisis. To borrow from Rajender Kaur’s observation, “In So Many Hungers and He Who Rides a Tiger, the representation of the terrible plight of the famine-affected underclass points to a social and moral crisis so severe that it threatens to undo the privileged position of the bourgeoisie in a social revolution. The only way these texts can contain the crisis is by deflecting attention, so that the revolution that takes place is the glorious one of national independence, which promises to be the cure for all ills and injustices.” (“The Vexed Question” 277). This is the deflection that both of his novels end with. What Bhattacharya seems to be doing here is use the famine to break open the deeper historical relations between caste, law, and advanced capitalism, and drive focus on the pivotal question in anti-colonial resistance: abrupt contradictions and personal preferences overpowering the collective-political. This is where I believe his work stands significant.

To come to the conclusion, Bhattacharya’s work compellingly engages with the interconnections between governance, catastrophe, and the social. So Many Hungers! deals with the way the famine was systematically created through a particular complex of governance and urban forms of capitalism that led to a severe production of survival forms; He Who Rides A Tiger tells us how the bitter and bleaker times of survival had to also negotiate with factors like caste, bodily compositions, and law in the urban landscape. Though both the novels rout towards anti-colonial nationalism for a restoration of the bourgeois crisis, the endings appear too confusing on minority leadership or political representation to convincingly posit the case. In both of them, Bhattacharya seems to be interested more in setting the problem or horizons of the social than finding a fitting resolution. Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee (2010) in a book that places environmental disasters with contemporary modes of governance defines the postcolonial as a particular mode of unfolding capital which stages the exploitation of the humans and the nonhumans both by the metropolitan colonial and Euro/American elites (5). Bhattacharya's Bengal famine novels locate the unfolding of capital and forms of governance based on human and nonhuman lives at a watershed time, the historical transition from the colonial to the post-colonial. With the national political crises based on food, malnutrition, and employment surging back in ex-colonized countries such as Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, Libya, Algeria and others, Bhattacharya's novels stand as historically significant and useful literary precedent for research in post-colonial disaster studies.

Notes

1. Bhattacharya, Contemporary Novelists, 1972, 7. His PhD thesis, published in 1980, on the social and political agitations in the nineteenth century Bengal is written largely from a Marxist-nationalist perspective. It is sometimes riddled with authorial intrusions, intimating anxiously the prospects and potential of a creative writer. 

2. For an understanding of realism as the most appropriate literary form in describing the social and economic injustices in a colonized nation, see Premchand’s ‘Sahitya ka Udyseh.’ For a deeper critical engagement with the term realism in the 30s, including Premchand's contributions, see Priyamvada Gopal, 2005; Ulka Anjaria, 2012; For Bhattacharya’s interest in Harold Lasky’s Marxist theory on the Great Depression, see Dorothy B. Shimer, Bhabani Bhattacharya, p. 11. His interest in and emulation of socialist realism made his works highly successful and widely translated in the Soviet Russia. See Shimer, p. 34.  

3. Another paper based on his literary strategies and disaster realism in a historical context with Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay and Amalendu Chakraborty is under consideration with another journal. For readers interested in the general survey of the 1943-44 Bengal famine literature, Margaret Kelleher (1997) or Srimanjari’s work (2000) could be useful. See also, Malini Bhattacharya's study of the IPTA (2009) and Rajender Kaur's work-in-progress (2014).

4. 4. In Poverty and Famines (1981), Sen talks about his “entitlement failure approach” insisting that the food shortage paradigm was erroneous since Bengal had no serious natural calamity or production problem. It was rather generated by wartime demands, “vigorous speculations and panic hoardings...encouraged by administrative chaos,” “the prohibition of export of cereal in general and rice particular” from other provinces, the “uneven expansion in incomes and purchasing powers,” and the decline of demand in crafts, utility or luxury goods, that had created an underclass of artisans, fisherfolk, agricultural labourers, and others who had no way but to emigrate to the city. pp. 70-78.

5. Madhusree Mukherjee’s book, Churchill’s Secret War (2010) can be consulted in this context. For a link of famine with fascism, also see Cormac Ó Gráda (2010) who writes: “the two million or more who perished in Bengal were mainly unwitting, colonial causalities of a struggle not of their making – that against fascism” (191).

6. Also see in this context the character of Haru Dutta in Bijon Bhattacharya’s noted famine play Nabanna (1944) who persuades the villagers to sell their lands and give their young women to him for finding work for them in the city, and makes arrangements with the city stockholders and brothels. 

7. Also see Mukherjee, 2010, 118.

8. Sen, 1981, 56. 
9. A better discussion in this context could be found in David Arnold's historical inquiry into the Bengal famine where he holds the long-term factors such as debts and loans, crisis in subsistence economy, and land distributions responsible for the disaster. His idea of famine as both an “event” and a “structure” also appears very useful. See Arnold, 1988, 44-46.

10. See Kali Charan Ghosh’s Famines in Bengal, especially the chapter, ‘Dire Scenes of Horror’ (1944, 75-84) for an account on this.

11. There is little doubt that Bhattacharya is referring to the Marxist “Calcutta Group” of artists including Chittaprasad Bhattacharya, Somnath Hore, and Zainul Abedin who sketched the horrors of the famine and published it in national dailies with a rage against India’s evident indifference to such tragedy. 

12. See Joshi, 1969; Also see Bhabani’s article, “Literature and Social Reality,” 1955. 

13. This was brought to notice by K. R Chandrasekharan (1974), one of the first critics of Bhattacharya, “a careful reading of the episode (the first incident) makes it abundantly clear that she was raped...At the same time the incident is placed in such a context that neither of the two persons involved deserves unqualified blame” (22).

14. Though there have been work dedicated to Bhattacharya in recent times, they are mostly uncritically written, either paraphrasing the novels and their themes or reiterating concerns in repetitive style. See Monika Gupta (ed.) The Novels of Bhabani Bhattacharya. Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, 2002; Ashutosh Roy. Fictional Works of Bhabani Bhattacharya. Delhi: Satyam Publishing House, 2009.

15. Though Dipankar Gupta’s framework appears useful for understanding the “ideology” of caste, but Gupta deliberately abstains from speaking of the material practices of caste in the everyday world which the disaster times make even worse. It is his ideological commitment to read caste as a product, “discrete” and “differentiated,” that it appears wholly a matter of ideology. Kalo’s reception of legal punishment based on his caste and his material practices afterwards appear seemingly incompatible with and inadequate in Gupta’s theoretical framework. A better and historically more relevant documentation would be Sekhar Bandyopadhyay’s important study (2011) of lower-caste social movements in the late colonial Bengal.

16. I’m tempted to put a menacing example here. Early in the novel, while looking for work, Kalo comes across a band of municipal workers picking up dead bodies of the victims from a city dump area. He comes to know that they are not taken for cremation but profitable business done on the skeleton: “He (the doctor) will strip off the skin and flesh and clean the skeletons which will be shipped off to far countries across the black water” (49).

17. Though for Fanon, the question is race and not caste, the idea of mask can still be effectively used in this context. For a historical understanding of the interconnections in caste, class, and skin colour in India, see André Béteille (1965).

18. It is important to note here that Bhattacharya again went back to the issue of masking identity, material profit, and sainthood in his last novel, A Dream in Hawaii (Delhi: Vision, 1983). Also, one can compare this novel with R. K. Narayan's more complex The Guide (1958. Delhi: Penguin Classics, 2006) where the saintly identity is imposed and regulated by the popular will rather than strategically taken. For a more contextual reading of the saint identity and post-independent Indian writings in English, see Meenakshi Mukherjee. 1971.

19. For S. N. Mukherjee, “bhadrolok” was a category of both caste and class inscriptions: caste since it was built upon the large participation of non-brahminical castes into political organization and scriptural interpretations, bolstered by the rational mode of thinking and multi-caste composition of the New Bengal movement; and class because it was a group of suddenly rising rich educated natives benefiting from their service to Empire and imitative of the colonial lifestyle and economic privileges (55-62). However, Mukherjee locates the category’s cultural political enterprise solely in what Partha Chatterjee would critique as “derivative nationalism”; see Chatterjee, 1986.

20. Gopal points out the “curious irony” in Bhattacharya's political thinking: “in a novel which questions so profoundly the authority of the dominant caste and classes, the overseer of radical action should be a Brahmin himself, albeit a “shorn” one.” (2001, 78).

21. This is where Fanon's conception of black man appropriating the white mask through education and culture becomes so relevant for our discussion. Despite strategic adoption, the self slowly submits to the different economic and social relations the mask gives birth to (36). See mainly the chapters on “language” and “dependency” in Fanon, 17-40 and 83-108.
22. Meenakshi Mukherjee questioned the “practicality” in the ending with indication towards Kalo’s lack of socio-cultural credibility in following such decision. Though undeveloped, the suggestion is well taken. See Mukherjee, 1971, 183.
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