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Abstract  
Tagore’s novel  The Home and the World  deals  with  two themes,  the Swadesh i  Movement in  

Bengal (1903-08)  and the ex tra  mari tal  love af fair.  The former theme forms the backdrop  

for the story where in Tagore dep ic ts how unscrupulous pol i t ic ians ,  by  their gl ib  ta lk  on  

patr iot ism,  mislead the people to  sat i sfy  their greed and lus t .  Whi le  the f i rst  theme has 

poli t ica l  overtones,  the second  exposes  the murky morali ty  of  h igh soc iety .  Through  th is  

“Rabindranath threw a  ver i tab le  bombshell  on the conserva tive  socie ty”(  Majumdar,1968 ,  

246) and  i t  crea ted such a shat ter ing impact  tha t  for “th ree long years a f ter i t s  pub licat ion  

the cr i t ics cont inued to  tear the novel  to  pieces.”( Kripa lani ,  Krishna,  1962,252.)  On the  

basis o f  the f i rs t  theme the nove l  may be viewed in  the  nat ional is t  perspective.  

 

I.  Introduction 
Depict ing the Swadeshi  Movement in  Bengal  along wi th the por traya l  o f an 

impressionable,  young housewifes’  t raumat ic  passage into  the  wor ld outside the home and 

back,  the  novel  carr ies the  spir i t  o f  nat ionali sm and  humanism.  Set  aga inst  the s tormy days  

of the revo lutionary background of 19 05 Bengal  chocked wi th the war  cr ies o f “Swadeshi”  

and “Bandemataram,” the novel  dep icts the autobiographical  sketches  of three pr incipa l  

charac ters -Nikhil ,  his  wife Bimala  and Sandip,  his  fr iend.  B imala,  who  has  l ived she ltered  

l i fe  o f a  Hindu wife,  sudde nly hears the cal l  of the  outside world and thus she i s  to m 

between the pul l  o f the “home” and the pun of “world,”  Here Tagore po ints out  how “love 

could come in confl ic t  more narro wly,  more f iercely wi th po li t ics  also.”(  Sr inivasa  Iyengar ,  

1965,  84.)  He narrates the po ignant story of  a  woman undergo ing a terr ible  menta l  tension 

and  turmoil  by t i l ing par t  in the Swadeshi  Movement and  be ing tom asunder  by the  

confl ict ing loyal t ies to  the house and the outside world .  In this s imple s tory of a  love 

tr iangle,  he makes Nikhi l  and  San dip  represent  the  confl ic t  between idea li sm and real ism, 

or  truth and  i l lus ion.  In  fact ,  th is  novel  i s  st rongly ideologica l  because  of  the  impl ica t ions 

of the cr i t ical  debate be tween Gandhism and terror is t  pol i t ics.  

In this novel  Tagore portrays  the confl ict  between na tionali sm and universal  

manhood vividly and gives the most  profound  expression to  his fai th in the per fec t  

independence  and  freedom for  an individual  i r respect ive  o f any par t icular  nat ionali ty.  He  

makes Sandip represent  the pugnacious nat ionali sm and  narro w -minded  patr iot ism of the 

poli t ical ly consc ious Indians during the Swadeshi  Movement.  Sandip i s  as typical  

Machiavell ian patr iot  who exhorts the people  recklessly to  burn Bri t i sh goods and  resort  to  

vio lence when opposed.  

In fact ,  the novel  unfolds the tr ia ls  and tr ibula t ions o f a  home,  caught  up in the  

convulsions o f a  po li t ical  struggle,  wi th profound impl ica t ions for  the ind ividual  and the 

na tion a l ike.  The act ion of the novel  i s  pred icated on two movements —one,  an in ward  

movement  to wards  the  projection of the  home as  a  world  in  minia ture  and the  other ,  an 

outward  movement towards  the  perspect ivisa t ion of the  world  as a  larger  home,  a  grea ter  

home as  i t  were.  The novel  seeks  to  def ine  the inter -re la tedness between the  home and  the  

world,  between fami ly l i fe  and l i fe  outside wi th  a  view to  emphasising the dangers o f the 

outs ide  wor ld to  immature and  impetuous minds.  In a  review of  the  novel  E.M.  Fors ter  has 

commented tha t  “He (Tagore)  meant  the wife to  be seduced by the world,  which i s ,  wi th  al l  

i t s  s ins,  a  t remendous lover ;  she i s  ac tual ly seduced by a West  Kesington Babu”  and a lso  

under rated the novel  as “a board ing -house f l i r tat ion tha t  masks i t se l f  in  myst ic  or  patr iot ic  

ta lk.”(  Fors ter ,  E.M.,  1953,366.)  This f lawed  percep tion of the Ind ian soc ie ty in the 
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turbulent  Swadeshi  Movement days  makes Forster  inte rpret  Tagore on the super l lcia l  plane  

and  lose s ight  o f  the dialec t ica l  in terp lay of  the essent ia l  va lues symbolised in the novel  

under  the  s tress o f the upheaval .  

The novel  ra ises problems of p rofound signi ficance:  the meaning of true  patr iot ism, 

the correlat ion of ends and means in any s truggle for  human emancipa tion,  the pull s  and 

counterpulls  o f  home and the world  in women’s  consciousness and  the  per i l s  inherent  i n 

their  at tempts a t  apprehending the truth  o f thei r  very be ing.  In  his examinat ion of  these  

issues Tagore persuasively argues in favour  o f the essent ial  human va lues o f love,  loya lty,  

and truth in bo th the p r ivate and the public  spheres o f contemporary Ind ian l i fe .  I t  i s  

through a reconcil ia t ion of ho me wi th the world  with their  symbol ic  connotat ions tha t  one  

could hope for  sel f - fu l fi lment.  Love and loyalt : ,  which sus tain the ho me are not  

incompatib le  wi th love and loyalty to  the country.  There  i s  no need t o  break the one  in  

order  to  build  the o ther .  The novel ’s dis t inc tion l ies in ident i fying the outer  wor ld o f  

poli t ical  st r i fe  and the internal  world o f  domest ic  tension wi th the quest  for  a  crea tive 

equil ibr ium between the  two.  

The novel ’s dominant theme is  the tr iangular  relat ionship involving Nikhi l ,  Bimala 

and  Sandip.  The Swadeshi  Movement ac t ivates and  complicates  this rela t ionship  

highlighting the tension and confl ic t  be tween the  home and  the world.  Star t ing as  a  

broadbased and united  protest  aga inst  th e  par t i t ion of  Bengal  (1905) ,  the  Movement was  

conceived,  as the expression “Swadeshi” ac t ive ly suppor ted the Movement by sta r t ing a 

Swadeshi  Bhandar  in Calcut ta  for  the promotion of  ind igenous goods as  ear ly as 1897 and 

by composing a number of na tional  s ong,  lead ing process ions and ra is ing funds for  funding 

Nat ional  Schools.  But  he wi thdrew from it  when the  Swadeshi  Movement  assumed the form 

of a  mere pol i t ical  agita t ion producing extreme react ions.  From the serene surroundings o f  

Santiniketan,  he watched  wi th anguish the  havoc  being wrought  by intemperate na tional ism: 

the burning of much -needed clo th in  the Harne  of  boycot t  o f foreign goods and the  

al ienat ing of Musl ims by introducing Hindu rel igious mot i fs  in the st ruggle.  

Tagore exp la ined the reasons f or  his wi thdrawal from the Swadeshi  agita t ion which 

appeared to  him to  have degenera ted into  a  negat ive campaign of hat red and exc lusiveness,  

in one of his le t ter s to  C.F.  Andrews,  as :  “ the anarchy of emptiness never  tempts me,  even 

when i t  i s  resor ted to  as temporary measure.”(  Rathindranath Tagore,1958,  72.)  So,  in  a  

sense,  The Home and the World may be regarded as Tagore’s assessment of the Movement  

in  fict ional  form. As Samit  Sarkar ,  one  of the histor ians o f the Movement wr ites :  

. . . the  complexi t ies  o f t he Swadeshi  Age -i t s  grandeur  and i t s  pet t iness,  i t s  t r iumphs 

and prob lems and traged ies —have indeed been immor ta l i sed in the wri t ings o f the grea test  

l i terary f igure  o f the t imes.”(  Sarkar .  Samit ,  1973,  91.  )  

Though the novel  records fai thful ly cer ta in asp ects  o f the  pol i t ica l  s truggle in  Bengal ,  i t  

t ranscends the purely histor ica l  s i tuat ion and acqui res a  larger  s igni f icance,  as Niharranjan 

Ray observes in  the  fol lowing words:  

. . .because of i t s  vivid and  ironic indictment o f unscrupulous po li t ic ians,  o f  i t s  

denuncia t ion of violence,  aggressive intents and methods,  and chauvinis t ic  nat ional i sm, 

and  of  the  humanist  logic o f  good  ends being the  product  o f good  means ,  and equal ly  

humanist  ideals o f love and  truth and any given si tua tion.(  Ray,  Nihar ranjan,  1967 ,  233.)  

Though the novel  evolved much interes t  abroad because of the re levance of i t s  

perspect ives to  s i tuat ions in o ther  countr ies as wel l ,  i t  i s  no t  an invest iga tion of  the  

Swadeshi  Movement in toto  but  only a  dramatisa t ion of i t s  impl icat ions  for  indivi duals  and  

their  re lat ions wi th  one ano ther  in the hect ic  days o f the s truggle.  As Bhabani Bhattacharya  

wr i tes:  

. . . i t  i s  the human interes t  in The Home and the Wor ld that  mainly counts.  The  

charac ters  are  no  pawns in  the  hands  of  history,  even i f  they are good  symbols.(  

Bhattacharya ,  Bhabani,  1961,  99.)  

Nikhil  and Sandip,  the two male pro tagonis ts ,  exempli fy the  parameters o f approach 

to  the prob lem of Ind ian emancipat ion;  the former’s a  rat iona li st ic ,  construct ive approach 

with emphasis on se l f -rel iance  and  r ighteous means,  and the  la t ter ’s  tha t  o f  emot ional  

extremism,  quest ionable  means,  crude nat ional i sm,  and  brute fo rce.  Tagore’s  own vis ion of  

the s truggle for  independence seems to  be re flected in Nikhil ’s  concept  of freedom, sel f -

government ,  and  const ruc tive leadership.  Like  Nikhil  in  the novel ,  Tagore had to  face 

unpopular i ty,  i so lat ion and even hosti l i ty due to  his apposit ion to  coercive and frenzied  

patr io t i sm.  As Krishna Kripa lani  observes:  
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Not even in his f iercest  outburs t  of pa tr io t i sm would Tagore  be j ingo ist ic  which 

may par t ly exp la in why among his  own people  he was  never  popular  whatever  the p raises  

sung af ter  his death.(  Kr ipalani ,  Kr ishna,  178.)  

Long before the advent of the Swadeshi  Movement,  Nikhil ,  a  pa tr io t  to  the core had  

done  his bes t  to  encourage ind igenous manufac ture in his es ta tes,  though wi thout much 

success.  A r ich Zamindar ,  he could afford the luxury of impor ted goods but  preferred native  

ones.  When the boycott  of fore ign goods had become a fashionable slogan,  his wife Bimala 

recounts:  

. . . . . . . .And ye t ,  some t ime ago,  when my husband  began to  import  country -made  

ar t icles into  our  vi l lage,  he had been secret ly and openly twi t ted for  his fo l ly,  by o ld and  

young a l ike.  When Swadeshi  had not  ye t  beco me a boast ,  we had desp ised i t  wi th al l  our  

hear ts . (  The Home and the World, 1976,  122.)  

Contrary to  Nikhi l ’s  genuine patr iot i sm, Sandip’s i s  oppor tunis t ic  and  a  means  for  

achieving personal  power.  He i s ,  in fac t  the prototype of a  “popul ist”  demagogue -

hypocr i t ical  and unscrupulous,  capab le o f s weeping along everyone  wi th  his magnet ism, 

sophis try,  and  rhe tor ic .  His braggadocio i s  i l lustrated  by the passage  from his  dia ry as 

given be low:  

Am I  no t  born to  rule?  to  bes tr ide my proper  steed,  the cro wd and  dr ive  i t  as  I  wi l l ,  

the re ins in my hand,  the  des t inat ion known only to  me,  and for  i t  the thorns,  the mire,  on 

the road?  This  steed now awaits  me a t  the  door ,  pawing and champing i t s  b i t ,  i t s  neighing 

f i l l ing the skies.  

Sandip is  no t  only inculca ting the Swadeshi  spir i t  among the people but  also 

inf laming them wi th the cul t  o f Bande Mataram and the  concept o f f reedom by force.  

Through this  game of  Sandip Nikhil  sees the kind  of man “. . .who needs must  shout  and  

dei fy the ir  country in order  to  keep  up their  exc itement,  these love exci tement more than 

their  country” ,  but  also real ises tha t  his res tra int  and mora l  stance would have no appeal  

to  the mass mind.  He,  nevertheless,  does not  f l inch fro m his s tand ho wever  unpopular  i t  i s  

and  so he remarks:  

I  am wi ll ing to  serve my country;  but  my worship  I  reser ve  for  Right  which i s  far  

greater  than my country.  To worship  my country as a  god i s  to  br ing a curse upon i t .  

He fur ther  declares:  

So long as we are impervious to  truth and  have  to  be moved by some hypnot ic  

st imulus,  we  must  kno w that  we  lack the capac ity  for  sel f -government.  

Thus the main confl ic t  o f the novel is t  based on the  ant i thet ica l  postures  of the two 

fr iends-Nikhi l  and  Sandip.  

Anchored  in the  love  of  her  husband,  the  modern -minded Nikhil ,  who  arranges for  

her  English educat ion and  introduces  her  t o  modern ways  of  l i fe  Bimala has  led  a  happy 

marr ied  l i fe  for  nine  years.  Nikhi l  longs  to  find her  b losso m fully in the kno wledge of  

hersel f in the wide world outs ide.  So he urges her  to  step into  i t  by saying:  

What I  want i s ,  tha t  I  should have you and yo u should have me more ful ly in the  

outs ide  wor ld, . . . . . . . . . . I  would  have  you come into  the hear t  o f  the  outer  world  and meet  

real i ty. . . . . . . . . . I f  we meet and recognise each other ,  in the rea l  wor ld,  then only win our  love  

be true .  

But she dec lines to  come ou t  o f the Zenana as she keeps regard for  the convent ions  

of the  Rajah’s  house where she i s  per fec tly content  wi th her  l i fe .  Recall ing this l i fe  she 

remarks:  

I  have read in books that  we are ca l led  “caged b i rds.”  I  cannot speak for  others,  but  

I  had so much in this cage of mine tha t  then was not  room for  i t  in the universe,  a t  least  

that  i s  what  I  then fe l t .  

The impact  o f the  erup tion of  the Swadeshi  Movement  i s  fel t  even in  the  innermost  

recesses o f  every home in  Bengal .  I t  a l so  breaks do wn the barr ier s be tw een the  home and  

the world for  Bimala.  She recounts  the  s i tuat ion as :  

One day there  came the new era o f  Swadeshi  in Bengal :  but  as to  ho w it  happened  

we have  no d ist inct  vis ion.  There was  no gradual  slope connecting the pas t  wi th the  present .  

For  that  reason,  I  imagine,  the new epoch came l ike  a  f lood,  breaking down the dykes  and  

sweeping al l  our  prudence and fear  before i t .  We had no t ime even to  think about,  or  

unders tand,  what had happened,  or  what was  about  to  happen.  

My sight  and my mind ,  my hopes and my desi res,  became red wi th the  passion of  this  news 

age.  Though,  up to  this t ime,  the wal ls  o f the horne -which was the ul t imate  wor ld to  my 
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mind-remained  unbroken,  ye t  I  stood  looking over  into  the d is tance,  and I  heard  a  vo ice 

from the  far  hor izon,  whose  meaning was  not  perfec tly clear  to  me,  but  whose  ca ll  went  

straight  to  my hear t .  

 

 

***** 
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