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Regional Ecologies and Peripheral Aesthetics in Indian Literature: 

Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay’s Hansuli Banker Upakatha 

Abstract: Despite the wide availability of "regional novels" in India, academic scholarship in this area has been 
surprisingly lacking. For environmental literary scholars, this is unfortunate because regional narratives 
compellingly capture the conflicts between local social dynamics and global capitalist cultures, resulting in an 
aesthetic that is ecologically sensitive and stylistically complex. In this essay, I will first situate the Gandhian 
call for ruralism as an important reason behind the rise of regional narratives in late-colonial India. Then 
drawing from Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee's arguments of eco-materialism and recent scholarship on "peripheral 
realism", I will show how the noted Bengali novelist Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay in his classic Hansuli Banker 
Upakatha (1947/51; The Tale of Hansuli Turn) historicises the tragic fates of the Kahar tribe in the face of 
colonial-capitalist developments in the rural interiors of Bengal. Closely engaging with the complex narrative 
structure of the novel, especially his pitting of a social realist narrative of "tradition versus modernity" against 
an experimental style of "upakatha" or tale, I will argue that Tarashankar's literary peripherality is socio-
ecologically aware and self-consciously political, representative of world-literary aesthetics.  

 

In 1970, John Auster lamented in his book, Local Habitations: Regionalism in the Novels of 

George Eliot that “the regional novel in England appeared still to be a relatively obscure and 

neglected topic … (only rarely) have modern critics of any stature concerned themselves, 

even briefly, with the subject of regionalism; when they have done so their attitude has 

generally been one of condescension, if not outright scorn” (14-15, 19). Condescension and 

scorn, or of their lack notwithstanding, in the last fifty years the situation has not changed 

very much. The topic continues to draw scant attention in global literary studies.1 This 

context is particularly strange for India as Indian novels have a rich history of exploring 

regional cultures and narratives. What is fundamentally important for environmentally 

inclined literary scholarship is that these regional narratives have repeatedly demonstrated the 

complex links between social dynamics, tribal cultural and ecological beliefs, and diverse 

negotiations of the traditional-rural and the urban-modern – aspects that I am reading together 

as “regional ecologies” here.2 This essay will, thus, first situate the historical and socio-

ecological “rationale” behind the proliferation of regional novels in interwar, late-colonial 

India. Then drawing from Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee’s theoretical readings of eco-

materialism and recent arguments on “peripheral realism”, it will offer a close textual reading 



 

 

of the noted Bengali author, Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay’s critically acclaimed novel, 

Hansuli Banker Upakatha (The Tale of Hansuli Turn, 1947/51) to show how the deep impact 

of colonial-capitalist modernity on the rural social life of India was registered both in the 

novel’s tragic content and in its experimental realist style. It will be argued that Tarashankar 

uses the local cultural form of “upakatha” or tale to suggest the human-nonhuman dialogic in 

tribal societies and the challenges of writing a narrative of the marginal-rural by an author 

who is “peripherally” located yet belongs to “world” literary cultures.  

MK Gandhi, Ruralism, and the Regional Novel in India 

In the years leading to Indian independence from British colonialism, Mohandas Karamchand 

Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru wrote, often antagonistically, about the role of rural governance 

in nation-building. While Gandhi posited in a letter dated Oct 5, 1945 and published in the 

Collective Works of Gandhi “I am convinced if India is to attain true freedom, and through 

India the world also, then sooner or later, the fact must be recognized that people will have to 

live in villages, not in towns, in huts, not in palaces” (1980, 81: 319), Nehru’s terse reply on 

Oct 9, 1945 was “village, normally speaking, is  backward intellectually and culturally and no 

progress can be made from a backward environment. Narrow-minded people are much more 

likely to be untruthful and violent” (Appendix to Hind Swaraj 1997, 153; also quoted in 

Mohan 2012, 6). Gandhi’s abiding faith in a village-oriented rule in India and a decentralised 

local self-governance system (his “ruralism”) were already anticipated in his early career 

treatise, Hind Swaraj (1909). In a Socratic dialogic format, Gandhi here engages with and 

deconstructs European notions of progress, modernization, and modernity. He writes in the 

Preface: 

What I object to is the craze for machinery, not machinery as such. The craze is for 

what they call labour-saving machinery. Men go on ‘saving labour’ till thousands are 

without work and thrown on the streets to die of starvation. I want to save time and 



 

 

labour, not for a fraction of mankind, but for all. I want the concentration of wealth, 

not in the hands of a few, but in the hands of all. Today machinery helps a few to ride 

on the backs of millions. The impetus behind it is not philanthropy to save labour, but 

greed. (Hind Swaraj 8) 

While these lines could easily be from Marx’s Capital Vol I, what is clear is Gandhi’s 

ascription of European capitalist modernity to greed and fetishism often wrapped under the 

garb of philanthropy and sacrifice. An independent India following this route would never 

have an ideological or cultural independence that would be key to postcolonial nation-

building. Hence Gandhi stressed on an autochthonous localised form of governance, 

encouraged and enterprised by a communal rural multitude, strong trusteeship, responsible 

technology, and viable conditions of sustainability and accountability. For Gandhi, as 

Anupama Mohan notes, rural traditions and cultures were not static but constantly 

“changing” and accommodative, symbolising “a culture’s self-reflexivity, a communal meta-

consciousness by which the individual conceives of herself as part of a larger group” (Mohan, 

2007, 41). 

 With the rise of Gandhi as a prominent anticolonial national leader, his ideas of 

swaraj, nonviolence, ahimsa, and what Mohan calls, “rural utopia” started to gain widespread 

attention. The socio-economic changes in the post-First World War (especially the rising case 

of industrialisation in India), which had forced rural peasants to migrate to the cities for work, 

and the (somewhat conflicting and yet nostalgic) Gandhian call of rural culture-based 

economy and governance had proved pivotal for a Swadeshi (home-grown) anticolonial 

politics and imagination.3 It is, however, to be noted that imagining a liberated and nationalist 

India through the lens of the urban-rural conflict was not a sudden phenomenon. 

Anthropologist Bernard Cohn, who defines historical regions as “one in which there are 

sacred myths and symbols, held by significant groups within the area, regarding the 



 

 

relationship of people to their “past” and the geographical entity” (1971, 35), reminds us of 

the colonial precedents of regions and regionalism in India. Reading the history of the 

Madras presidency in colonial India, he writes that the usual seeds (of language, geography, 

local myths, etc.) were absent in the formation of a presidency-based regionalism which 

would be pivotal to Indian nationalist movements of the 1857 and after. He notes, “This type 

of region exists within an imperial system when the central body creates through war or 

treaty different administrative units that, over time, take on the identity of a region. These 

colonial regions include within them different geographies, different linguistic groups, 

different historical sub-regions, and different economies” fuelled by a sense of “imperial 

pride” (2014, 333). Colonialism, which was politically-administratively centred in the 

metropolitan-urban and mobilised urban based regionalism, could then be seen to have 

perversely provided the much-needed succour to the Gandhian calls for anti-colonial rural 

nationalism. During the early twentieth-century industrial encroachments in the rural-

regional, a more complex understanding of regions and regionalism then is born: both as 

peripheral/relational to the ‘core’/metropolitan urban and yet deeply preservative of local 

cultures and customs.4 This historical-political conception of the region located at the porous 

border of the colonial-capitalist urban and the agricultural-tribal rural appeared 

predominantly in contemporary anticolonial literary writings. Literary critic Sisir Kumar Das 

tells us, “such writings (…) began to appear in the 1930s in those literatures where the urban-

rural tension was quite strong. These writings came as a breakthrough almost identifying, as 

it were, a new space and a new theme” (Das, 2015, 296). For Das, important examples 

included Kalindi Charan Panigrahi’s Oriya Matir Manisha (1930), Kuvenpu’s Kannada 

Kannuru Sabamma Heggaditi (1938), R V Dighe’s Marathi Panakkal (1939), Tarashankar 

Bandyopadhyay’s Bengali Hansuli Banker Upakatha (1947) or Adaitva Mallavarman’s 

Bengali Titas Ekti Nadir Naam (1950), or Phanishwar Renu’s Hindi Maila Anchal (1954). 



 

 

Their innovative aesthetic treatment of the novel would prove vital to the development of the 

genre in India. 

The historical-political nature of modern regions or of the regional novel, however, 

was not peculiar to India. Phyllis Bentley had already observed in 1941 that the English 

regional novel, notably by Maria Edgeworth, Walter Scott, or Thomas Hardy, represented the 

aesthetics of the “local” (detailed realistic descriptions of a place, language and custom 

whether urban or rural) as an imaginative response to the crisis enabled by the advent of 

modern technological forces in an ancient or traditional society (1941, 45-46). Dominic Head 

(2017) added that the regional and rural fiction in interwar Britain rose as a reaction to 

capitalist modernization programmes. As Keith Snell (1998) further informed, the rise of the 

regional novel in the 1840s and 50s had derived from the need to speak about problems of 

poverty, hunger, and social and political welfare in the regional areas. What is particularly 

important for our discussions here is that the regional novel, because of the peculiar premise 

of its birth, was already marked by a heterogeneous case of realist aesthetics in Europe. As 

Knell argued, the novel’s form was deeply impacted as novelists would turn their fiction into 

modes of documentation of the pains and grievances of the rural regional areas (19). For 

Head, the historical and social changes had brought forth in the rural and regional writings a 

number of aesthetic changes including “the ambivalent critique of modernity; the treatment of 

the idea of an idealized place; the structural deployment of historical juxtaposition; the 

reflective use and interrogation of nostalgia; and the relationship between place and 

modernity”, etc. (14). These aesthetic improvisations, broadly within the realist form, were 

what Das had suggested above as stylistic “breakthroughs” in the Indian case. The Indian 

regional novel had to not only broker the urban-rural dynamics but, because of its 

anticolonial and anti-imperialist dimensions, it had to also negotiate complexly the local-



 

 

cultural and the national-political contexts, resulting in an eco-aesthetic which was deeply 

uneven, ambiguous, and fabricated – and which I will read below as “peripheral realism”.  

Eco-aesthetics and Peripheral Realism in the Regional Novel 

Das further added on the Indian regional novels above that they focussed on specific tribes or 

socially marginal communities and explored how the peculiar linguistic-cultural rituals within 

these groups were deeply shaped by both their organic relationship with nature and their 

historical-economic nexus with dominant forces within a broadly feudalistic social order – 

which were now becoming increasingly tenuous and febrile. In these novels, there were now 

themes such as the encroachment of the forces of modernisation, the loss of forests and tribal- 

communal life, the slow rise of national-popular consciousness, the rural-tribal cultural 

tension, the peasant/labour unrest shaping the socio-ecological relations, among others –

uprooting the tribal-marginals from their dwellings for the endless supply of labour or the 

extraction of raw materials (Das, 2015, 297-298).5 The regional novel then is marked by a 

conflict between cultural traditions and capitalist modernity, which, to read tangentially, is 

also a conflict between one socio-cultural order that has encouraged for centuries, albeit 

complexly, veneration of nature, trees, plants, nonhuman animals, lands, and natural 

resources and has evolved worldviews and religions out of them and the other that sees these 

relations as historically and culturally “backward”, as an obstacle to economic progress. A 

representation of these riven yet coeval socio-ecological relationships is thus an aesthetic-

representational challenge – a “breakthrough” – because a writer (who mostly does not 

belong to marginal groups themselves for historical reasons, as argued later) needs to be 

careful to build the peculiarity of the tribal-social ecosystem as well as its complex social-

cultural adaptations to or its tragic disintegrations in the face of the industrial-modern.  

Here Upamanyu Pablo Mukherjee’s (2010) critical formulations of eco-materialism 

offers a useful analytical framework. Mukherjee argues via Raymond Williams, Sebastiano 



 

 

Timpanaro and studies in cultural geography that the material environment is the enabling 

factor for all human labour including cultural labour such as writing a novel or painting a 

picture. However, material environment is not a constant globally. In postcolonial territories 

and the Global South, material environment is deeply uneven and violent on the question of 

access. As Ramachandra Guha and Juan Martinez-Allier observed in their classic study on 

“environmentalism of the poor”, “social conflicts (arise) over access to and control over 

natural resources: conflicts between peasants and industry over forest produce, for example, 

or between rural and urban populations over water and energy’ (1997, xxl). Drawing upon 

Trotsky’s theory of “uneven and combined development” which pointed to the correlation 

between “stylistic moves and the uneven penetration of capitalism into the spatial and 

physical spaces of postcolonial societies”, Mukherjee contends, 

(Eco-materialism) compels us to think of the differentiated conditions of the 

production of cultural forms within the larger trajectory of the historical development 

of capital. Further, instead of attempting to locate aesthetic value in the exotic 

uniqueness of a cultural form, we can look for it in the stylistic and formal moves 

employed there as a result of a relationship with other cultural forms inhabiting 

similar environmental matrices (77-80).  

Such a framework allows us to see how differential cultural forms have developed in close 

conversation with specific material-environmental conditions. Mukherjee’s eco-materialism 

encourages us to implement a historical materialist reading of texts, while being attuned to 

their geopolitical and cultural specificities.  

To come back to the contexts of the Indian regional novel, the unprecedented and 

peculiar socio-ecological changes in late-colonial India, as suggested above, compelled an 

eco-aesthetic (a novelistic form) that had to balance specific rural stylistics and contemporary 

modernising developments. If the Indian novel, following Meenakshi Mukherjee’s arguments 



 

 

in her classic Realism and Reality (1985), had already used a mixed transnational coeval 

aesthetic of European forms and agriculturally developed narratives and styles (52), the 

regional novel demanded further “breakthroughs” to focus on the rooted indigenous 

lifeworlds and the tragic conditions of migration and disintegration. Regional novelists 

adopted and implemented a diverse body of native cultural patterns such as puranas, epics, 

legends, panchali, jatra, nautanki, leela, kathakata etc onto “conventional” realist prose 

narratives. The narrative pattern, thus, is deeply complex in which the rational and the non-

rational elements coexist, and the narrator’s task appears not to supersede or exoticise a 

particular belief or cultural practice but to bring them to the prose form to both remind us 

how a community, rooted in complex socio-historical relations, faced existential challenges 

from the developments of capitalist modernity and to re-activate marginalised cultural forms 

in the mainstream cultural imagination. Following Jed Esty and Colleen Lye, this eco-

aesthetic may be read as “peripheral realism”. Esty and Lye write in a special issue on this 

topic that recent scholarship has only begun to engage Lukács’ long overlooked arguments on 

realism to ask if “a realistic mode of representation is meant not to reproduce reality but to 

interrupt the quasi-natural perception of reality as a mere given” (2012, 277). As 

globalisation has turned ethnic communities into global imagined communities, it becomes 

key, then, to explore a “given” reality from the vantage points of the peripheral – from 

migrant, gender, caste labour perspectives. However, Esty and Lye do not historicise or 

theorise the term peripheral; neither do they suggest this realism beyond the imaginative 

horizons of the “now”. Here, Warwick Research Collective’s (WReC) recent work on world-

literature can be useful. For WReC, world-literature, which is literature of the capitalist 

world-system, is marked by a core-periphery dynamic. Here, peripheral is relational 

(connected to the core-European-capitalist-urban) and yet uneven and heterogeneous (for its 

colonised-local dimensions). Peripheral realism, to them, is then historically marked by the 



 

 

“irreal” (i.e., a realism which constantly questions and subverts itself by infusing elements 

from peripheral cultural forms which may be archaic, antagonistic, and unfitting to its 

“conventions”). As the Collective puts it: 

In the work of writers from peripheral and semi-peripheral formations … there is very 

characteristically a propensity to reactivate archaic and residual forms, to use these to 

challenge, disrupt, compound, supplement and supersede the dominant (often 

imposed) forms, in order to convey the palimpsestic, combinatory and contradictory 

‘order’ of peripheral experience. Even the narratives of (semi-)peripheral authors who 

hew quite closely to the line of the dominant realist traditions display irrealist or 

catachrestic features when registering the temporal and spatial dislocations and the 

abrupt juxtapositions of different modes of life engendered by imperial conquest, or 

the violent reorganisation of social relations engendered by cyclical crisis. (72) 

As I will argue below through a close textual reading of Tarashankar 

Bandyopadhyay’s classic novel, Hansuli Banker Upakatha, that to represent the “real” of the 

Indian regional/peripheral situation, a “reality” that is, in some respects, “irreal” due to the 

disruptive, destabilizing impact of capitalist modernization, an author needs to mediate 

between local, immediately perceptible realities and the distant, abstract yet determining 

forces of the world-system. In these instances, conventional realism may well struggle. 

Tarashankar’s realism is peripheral because it derives from a “peripheral” location, in a 

world-systemic, colonial-capitalist sense; but it is also “peripheral” because it can express the 

historical negotiations of the colonial-capitalist and the rural-regionalist in its self-

consciously eco-aesthetic treatments.  In what follows, I will first briefly situate the colonial-

capitalist dimensions of this “regional” novel (suggesting Tarashankar’s “realist” tendencies), 

and then show through his use of supernaturalism (tale-making) and history how Tarashankar 

both questions realism’s conventions and produces a complexly framed peripheral aesthetic. 



 

 

The essay will conclude with the suggestion if these could be read together as a literary 

example of postcolonial environmental justice. 

Hansuli Banker Upakatha: Regional Ecologies and Capitalist Modernity 

From his very first novel, Chaitali Ghurni (The April Storm 1931/1984) – in which a peasant 

couple, Gostha and Damini suffer tribulations in the severe conditions of drought, flood, and 

debt and eventually migrate to the suburban industrial belts to undergo further troubles – 

Tarashankar’s (1898-1971) works have widely captured the impact that industrialisation and 

capitalist modernity have had on humans, nonhumans and their ecosystems, especially those 

that live on the margins.6 Hansuli Banker Upakatha (translated by Benjamin Baer as The Tale 

of Hansuli Turn in 2011, and henceforth HBU) follows these premises. It is a story of the 

Kahar tribal people whose lives are deeply affected by suburban industrialisation and soaring 

prices during the Second World War. Tarashankar, in a Gandhian logic, first focusses on the 

rootedness and accommodative nature of rural-regional customs and traditions in the 

character of Banwari and the depiction of Bansbadi village, and then faces them off with the 

greed of technological modernity that is brought into the village’s everyday life through the 

young Kahar, Karali.  

At the heart of HBU, then, is the clash between cultural traditions and capitalist 

modernity. Tradition is understood as “pitibidhan” or “conventions from the ancestors” which 

are based on their enduring/protective nature against external hostile forces. Banwari, the 

head of the Kahar tribe, follows them with rigour. He believes in the tales recounted by the 

eldest woman alive of the tribe, Suchand about the tribe’s mythological origin, the main God, 

Kalaruddu, the “proloy” or “apocalypse” that Kalaruddu saved them from, the conventions 

and everyday rules coming down from generations, the wrath of gods, and the various 

ceremonies that they should perform to appease the gods and ward off the fear of the dark. 

Situated at the turn of the river Kopai (which resembles the beautiful tribal necklace Hansuli, 



 

 

hence Hansuli Turn), surrounded by trees and inhabited mainly by peasants who still follow 

the ancient bartering system with landlords, this endogamous world of Bansbadi has 

developed a “tale” of its own. In this tale, nothing is allowed which is not done before: “That 

which is astounding in the world is a matter for fear for the Hansuli Turn” (203). Life is full 

of economic hardship, yet people manage to seek joy by either gathering at an evening 

“majlis,” drinking, playing instruments, singing, and dancing or celebrating various 

ceremonies offered to different deities throughout the year. Most of these ceremonies are 

performed to protect them from the fear of the dark: The Kahars fear the night, the nocturnal 

creatures, and the supernatural ambience that surround them. Life, as the narrator puts it, is 

“primeval here” (85). The novel begins on such a fearful night as people of Hansuli Turn 

huddle together to talk about a recurrent whistle which Suchand frames as a warning of some 

ominous occurrence soon. The whistle turns out to be the hissing of a chandrobora (a python) 

that is later killed by Karali. The story hereafter explores the rivalry between Banwari, who 

secretly admires Karali, and the latter who does not believe in the “pitibidhan,” breaks laws, 

and persuades Kahars to work at the railway factory against the commands of their chief.  

Clearly, the question of capitalist (“Enlightenment”) modernity is raised here in the 

character of Karali. His logic, rationality, and way of life are so different from those of the 

villagers’ that Karali’s character becomes key to understanding the phenomenon of colonial-

capitalist modernity and of ecological reshaping of the peripheries. Killing the python, which 

turns out to be the tribe’s God Kalaruddu’s sacred carrier, Karali does not feel remorseful; he 

rather mentions the case of a Chandanpur factory Sahib who kills snakes because they are 

poisonous (42). For Banwari and his tribe, snakes are sacred creatures, the offspring of Lord 

Shiva and Goddess Manasha and should not be killed (note that the religious cosmos of the 

caste Hindus and the Kahar tribe is interconnected, reminding us of Gandhi’s notion of 

“tradition” that is relational, accommodative, and constantly evolving).7 Karali refuses to 



 

 

believe in this unwritten, “unproven” law, and later says dismissively to Banwari that “that 

was nothing more than a snake” (174). These are the first instances of suggesting Karali’s 

formative difference from the tribe’s: a snake does not appear to him in its symbolic or tribal-

mythological significance but as an animal which can potentially kill a human and thus 

should be quarantined at the earliest. This view coincides with the major colonialist-

imperialist discourses of the “Enlightenment” which, as Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin 

have showed, attempted to grasp the nature of the colonized peripheral geography by 

dismissing/dissociating the allegorical or symbolic meaning from their beings (the process of 

neutralising the unknown by renaming and reinterpreting them within recognised exegetical 

frameworks) or by preaching that the world was centred on humans, and here animals and 

nonhuman resources were either to be “utilised” or eliminated (2010, 141-162). Karali acts as 

a transmitter of this philosophy into the highly canopied peripheral world. The second 

instance appears with Karali’s insistence on building a two-storeyed house in the village 

defying ancestral rule (200). When resisted by Suchand, Banwari, and the senior tribesmen 

(on “religious” grounds) and the declining zamindar Chaudhuri (on tax grounds), Karali 

reports to the court of law and contemptuously dismisses their resistance with “proofs” in his 

support. Just before this occasion, when Nayan, the ex-husband of Pakhi, who Karali marries, 

bites her for revenge, a virulent Karali tells Banwari that “Company law says ya go to jail for 

bitin’ a woman like that” (117) bringing in the question of gender equity that is a corollary of 

colonial modernity. We are also told that he is familiar with the new merchandising system of 

lending and borrowing money in the railway sections. In all of these instances, we see Karali 

comfortably accommodated in and versed with the instruments of modernization – law, court, 

logic, document, usury, etc. This is a world that the Chandanpur people live and operate and 

which the Banwaris fear and hate, a world of monetary loan, documents, and forms of long-

term “mysterious” exploitation. Allied with this is Karali’s newly adopted “babu” culture, as 



 

 

well as wearing urban clothes, combing hair, erecting a double storeyed house or speaking 

Hindi and English. Not surprisingly, Karali is touted as a “foreigner,” a returnee from the 

sinful “bilat,” (239), and a “monster” in the upakatha (tale) that the villagers have always 

heard of but never seen before (271-72, 366).  

While terms such as “outsiders” or “foreigners” are not new to postcolonial studies, 

“monster” has a complex meaning for the Indian context. Partha Mitter argues that monsters 

are liminal beings sitting at a threshold of human epistemology against whom the notion of 

what is or could be included within a culture or tradition is verily espoused: “Each of the 

words like rakshasa, danava, or pishacha relates to the actual context. Perhaps the Sanskrit 

word danava comes close to the threatening aspect of monsters while rakshasa often refers to 

monstrous races as a form of otherness … hover(ing) between the world of the living and the 

dead” (335). Rakshasas in Hindu mythology arouse fear and otherness because they devour 

humans (they are maneaters and thus perform culturally non-permissible, sacrilegious 

practices). These anthropophagic connotations of monsters have a particular historical-social 

purchase in this novel. Karali is an orphan who has grown up wandering from place to place 

in and around the village and has shown tendencies which the villagers, bound to families and 

traditions, have not such as eating offerings to the village God, working with coolies from 

different regions of the country, and so on. Clearly, Karali is an anomaly. But he is also a 

symptom of a particular historical time – i.e., the rapidly modernising late-colonial India. The 

Chandanpur railway factories, we are told, were built during the First World War which 

caused the rise of an industrial-merchant class in the rural world, shifting the centres of power 

from the landlord Chaudhuris to the once subject-peasants, the Ghoshes and Mandols (107). 

Note also the shift in power in caste groups – from caste Brahmins to lower merchant castes 

adding to social anxieties. Despite such major historical-economic shifts, what is remarkable 

is that there is not a radical transformation in socio-cultural relations: the rich caste Hindu 



 

 

peasants are shown to still follow traditional social, religious, and cultural practices with 

equal intensity and an unquestioned devotion. In one instance, the narrator describes how the 

Charak festival, which is primarily a tribal festival and has been traditionally followed by 

caste Hindus, is encouraged and sponsored by the Ghoshes, the Mondols, and even the 

zamindar Chaudhuris (167). Further, we are told that they also attend to other festivals of this 

tribe, often inaugurating or assisting them with money and gifts. These cultural practices 

point to a slowly disappearing feudal socio-ecological world where tribal people as peasants 

work for the manibs or masters and get their share of produce (Roy, 2007, 57-63). The 

economic mode is changing, but the societal, cultural, and religious practices and 

relationships have remained mostly mutual, coeval, and community-oriented, turning regional 

ecologies into a deeply hierarchical and yet mutually dependent ecosystem.  

But Karali does not believe in these festivals and customs. He regards them as 

ridiculous and hedonistic. When, as an essential act of propitiation against Karali’s unmindful 

killing of the sacred snake, his offering of three ducks is not granted, he rips apart the duck-

heads and disdainfully remarks, “Lord, eat if ya will; don’t eat if ya won’t. Do whatever ya 

feel. Our talk o’ duck eating, our sacrifice, it’s all over.” The narrator adds, “he tore the heads 

off and hurled them, then left, taking the duck bodies. The whole hamlet stood motionless” 

(57). Here again Karali appears as an anomaly. Like in the case of the snake-killing, his 

reasons are not part of the generational and religious learnings of the tribe. He distances 

himself from the village because of its “ridiculous” rules, mocks its baseless religiosity, and 

sees the world from the lens of (borrowed) rationality. His logic and statements are so 

incompatible that they make Banwari reflect: “he’s never heard a statement of such unjust yet 

such amazing logic” (323). The narrator reminds us that Karali was an orphan, whose 

widowed mother had left him to elope with a railway factory coolie. He is never given to 

forget this tragic and humiliating abandonment. He was also tortured by Maito Ghosh in his 



 

 

teenage years for a misplaced lie. These unforgettable abuses cause to turn Karali into an 

outsider and an angry young man who revolts with the instruments of borrowed modernity 

against the rural tradition’s “baseless” rules and the native masters’ disdain for him as well as 

against their corruption and domination. He is thus both a symptom of the contemporary 

historical condition of unprecedented industrial and capitalist aggression in the rural frontiers 

and a representative of the attendant socio-ecological transformations. His monstrous 

“devouring” of the village by bringing in the colonial Sahibs for building railway factories is 

an attestation to the complex coeval character of rural modernity.  

Framing the Peripheral Realist Narrative: Tale and History 

We may note from the analysis above that Tarashankar’s is a historically conscious realist 

narrator. Born in a wealthy landowning family in the Rarh region of Bengal’s predominantly 

rural-tribal Birbhum district, Tarashankar in his most famous novels of Kalindi, Ganadevata, 

Dhatridevata, or Kabi highlighted deeply embedded rural-regional topics and themes. But, as 

his memoirs and biographies suggest, he was raised through oral and formal educations, 

worked as a social activist in the Rarh region, imprisoned for participating in Gandhian 

politics, and exposed to a wide array of “world literary” writers such as Scott, Tolstoy, 

Chekhov, Zola, Hardy, George Eliot and others. Clearly, he understood the complex role of 

representation accorded to an “outsider” narrator (a participant ethnographer) who learned 

from and intimately described in Rarhi Bangla (Rarh dialect) the customs of a rural tribe or 

class to construct a narrative – to emplot them – for the metropolitan audience without 

however making the narrative too moralistic or melodramatic. Tarashankar’s peripherality, 

then, is both territorial and political, to follow Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s formulation of 

“political” (to speak for) and “symbolic” representations (to render in art and philosophy) 

(1988, 275-277). He spoke of the local, peripheral socio-ecological condition which was 

integral to core-capitalist concerns in a literary form that drew from as well as enriched 



 

 

world-literary aesthetics. Mike Niblett, building upon world-ecological readings of world-

literature (and intimating WReC’s suggestions above), argues that the ecological revolutions 

in the organization of socio-ecological relations within peripheries result in disruptive world-

literary stylistics: “For literary production from those areas subject to imperialist intrusion 

and forcible integration into the world-system, there will be a structural tendency towards not 

just registering a particular ecological regime, but also marking in explicit fashion … the 

disjunctions and ruptures, the breaks and rifts, engendered by ecological revolutions” (2012, 

20). As a historically and territorially conscious “peripheral” writer, Tarashankar’s realist 

aesthetics abound in these “rifts” and “ruptures”: from his staring a chapter in flash-forward 

to slowly narrating back (part V, chapter 1), to his parallel using of mythological and 

historical narratives (Part II, chapter 7), to a sudden use of a time elongation (the final scene 

which is suddenly shifted to a two-year gap narration), and so on. To establish these 

“representational” arguments here, let me tease out two important narrative strategies in the 

novel – i.e., tale (supernaturalism) and history – which I contend constitute Tarashankar’s 

peripheral realist aesthetics. 

Throughout the narrative, the narrator renders a world which is enveloped by darkness 

and lived by humans and ghosts alike. But his narration never becomes a point of rational 

evaluation or critical judgement from the outside. Consider a passage which is representative 

of the description of nights throughout the novel: 

If the day fades in the tale of Hansuli Turn, the night that comes down is a very 

different night than Jangol and Chandanpur's night. The bamboo groves add to the 

night darkness their secret, ancient darkness beneath. Crickets chirrup in darkness, all 

sorts of insects call, geckos call with a a (sic) tocking sound, owls screech, now in 

depths of night a hummingbird’s call sounds. In bamboo groves, kicking up leaves as 

it dances, goes a “spookshape” that's to say a demigod. Along riverbeds wanders a 



 

 

“glowifyin kittywick,” that's a will-o'-the-wisp, flashing with light. … the Kahars see 

it clearly in their mind's eyes – a tree sylph or some impish spirit bending the bamboo 

shaft tip over to the ground and then releasing it. … The Kahars of Hansuli Turn 

huddle together, light the kerosene lamp, and invoke Babathakur's name. (103) 

Ghosts are not creatures from another world. They are their tribespeople, most probably the 

ones who died accidental deaths. Thus, a permanent point of fear for Banwari is Kaloshashi’s 

ghost. He loved Kaloshashi, the wife of the Atpoure tribe’s chief. Kaloshashi was killed 

because her husband discovered them together and chased her into a lake infested with 

crocodiles. After this tragic incident, Banwari could see Kaloshashi everywhere, yelling at 

and scaring him away. This obsessive vision and guilt later kill him (he dies of (heart attack) 

encountering “apparitions” of two mysterious creatures (probably two owls) which he takes 

for the ghosts of Kaloshashi and Gopalibala, his first wife). The belief in ghosts and their 

sudden and devilish plans are an integral part of the tribe’s everyday life. The narrator says, 

“In the tale of Hansuli Turn, Kalobou’s womanghost is no falsehood. They are in the 

forefathers’ stories, they saw them with their own eyes” (241). He situates this credulous 

world against the “new” rational world of Chandanpur which does not believe in the 

existence of ghosts. They laugh at Suchand’s idiotic tales, the “idiosyncrasies” of Bansbadi 

people, and, as Karali says, “along wi’ rifles ta stand watch, come to investigate” (243). 

Karali brings this rational, non-believing world into the cognitive interior of the tribe through 

the dauntless task of searching for the hissing creature and killing it. Tarashankar’s narrator 

does not judge here which philosophy is more accommodating. “He” seems to present all 

these cultural and epistemological dimensions together to show the registrations of different 

forms of consciousness and practice in the regional-peripheral world as well as their anxious 

intersections. This narrative tendency offers at least two possibilities for him, and by 

extension us: imparting an indigenous (animist) worldview in which different forms of life 



 

 

and their interaction with nature are given cognitive priority; and suggesting a fragility of the 

narratorial subject who holds narratorial authority to impose meaning and knowledge on the 

narrated object (here the marginal tribal community), leading to what Pablo Mukherjee 

following Timpanaro calls “weak anthropocentrism”.  

The supernaturalism in the block quote above is useful in pointing at the uneven and 

framed nature of the realist narrative. The narrator here often uses phrases such as “that’s to 

say,” “that’s,” etc. to render simplified or colloquial meanings of loaded regional terms. There 

is then a narrative tendency of telling a tale which is important for our discussions here. 

There are multiple uses of the term “tale” in the novel. The overall narrative is itself laid out 

like a tale: There is an old archetypal storyteller, Suchand, whose tales and accounts are the 

basis of social and moral conducts of the tribe. Second, the narrator of the novel is also telling 

a tale of this tribe to an audience. This audience is probably urban and may not be familiar 

with the loaded dialect terms and phrases. So, he seems to use colloquial Bangla terms for 

elucidation. That the narrator is telling a tale can be further corroborated by his use of 

sentences such as “Let the old story rest. I tell today’s story” (21), or suddenly in the middle 

of his narrative, “Take heed of the story of Banwari’s family” (88). In addition, whenever he 

describes a social practice in Hansuli Turn, be it their belief in ghosts or the celebration of 

festivals, he situates it within the standard phrase “in the tale of Hansuli Turn” – as if these 

were exclusively practised there. Third, the author also appears to write the “tale” of the tribal 

people of Hansuli Turn. This is suggested by the use of a dedicatory page at the beginning of 

the novel where Tarashankar, the author, writes to his friend, Kalidasa Ray, “Poet, Most 

esteemed” that ‘The Tale of Hansuli Turn’ is not unknown to you. The earth of that place, its 

people and their aberrant language…I don’t know how the subject of these people will go 

down in educated society” (The Tale n.pag.). This signed dedication confirms that the life and 



 

 

customs of Hansuli Turn were known to the external world mostly as a “tale” for its 

geographical and linguistic peculiarities.  

If we now arrange these narrative devices in order, the author appears to tell the tale 

of Hansuli Turn in the form of a novel which requires a narrator. There is then a complex 

negotiation between the author and the narrator, and further between the narrator-storyteller 

and the storyteller of the tribe, Suchand. It seems from the author’s and the narrator’s 

participation that the content of the story requires a tale-like form in the narrative. He imports 

thus the form of “upakatha” to both correspond to the requirements of taletelling and to make 

“realism” respond to the colonial-peripheral specificities. “Upakatha,” it needs to be 

mentioned here, is a more complicated and elaborate form of narrative than a tale. A “tale” 

can seldom represent the intersections of the mythological and the historical. Tarashankar was 

aware of this as he used the word “tale” in another novel based on the mythological stories of 

snake-gods and accounts, Naginikanyar Kahini or The Tale of Serpent Girl. Mahasweta 

Devi’s translation of a “legend” comes closer to upakatha (Devi 1975, 45). Upakatha is a 

form of oral storytelling that adjoins in a fable-like pattern the world of the humans and the 

nonhumans to construct a humorous yet instructive narrative. It uses multiple aesthetic-

cultural aspects from popular customs, rural beliefs, rituals, romance-stories, songs, festivals 

to popular forms of storytelling such as brotokotha, panchali, etc., to conjure up a “practical-

moral” basis (Srikumar Bandyopadhyay 1939, 767). What the upakatha form fundamentally 

allowed for Tarashankar is the possibility of telling a tale in the body of the narrative, and in 

this way reviving the technique of “kathakata,” the ancient Indian tradition of telling a tale to 

an unlearned audience (Bhadra, 1994). We know from Tarashankar’s literary memoir (1962, 

152) that his life as a social worker had allowed him to encounter many cultural practices in 

the marginal world that he wanted to document in the written form. The novel genre offered 

him the possibility of this empathetic realist documentation mixing with oral cultural 



 

 

resources and aesthetic practices (Roy 2007, 87-92). The taletelling, thus, is both historically 

and aesthetically important for the narrative.  

Tale telling in the novel, however, is intimately connected to a complex reading of 

history, further enriching the case for peripheral realism here. History is understood in the 

novel as what is documented, logical, and factual (“realistic”). While describing the Kahar 

tribe’s settlement and history in the current Jangol land, the narrator says, “The real meaning 

can be found in the old papers of the Chaudhuri house” (19). The narrator does not only know 

of these papers, but he also further knows that the document-keeping of history has some 

“real meaning” to it. This history takes place in Chandanpur: “Their world is not the tale’s 

business; year, month, day, signatory’s name, father’s name, occupation, place of residence, 

rights, conditions, every single boundary must be described in writing” (345). The Kahars’ 

world, on the other hand, is a world of trust and witness (“plausible”). They fear the 

Chandanpur world and its way of business-dealings and social life; they are scared that the 

Chandanpur world (of history/real) may invade their safe wilderness (of upakatha/oral). This 

fear comes true as the tribe is finally uprooted and disintegrated by war, industrialization, and 

the great flood of the nineteen forties. Note here the narrator’s use of the words: “the flood’s 

story isn’t a tale, it’s history. The Flood of 1350 – 1943 in the English calendar” (369). The 

narrator produces an accurate historical timescale here and separates it from that of the “tale.” 

But his use of history and social reality is ambiguous as just after a few sentences he re-joins, 

“like Hansuli Turn’s, the tales and settings of numberless other places were also washed 

away, were transformed.” What these statements suggest is that the Hansuli Turn “really” 

existed with its “fantastic” beliefs and practices. But the way the sentence ends, there is 

seemingly a conflict between the socio-religious world of belief and the ruthless 

modernizing, documentary tendencies of history: “History certainly does not obey Lord’s 

word, Kalaruddu’s whim, Hari’s directive” (369). History appears to be a great course of 



 

 

time, teleological, linear, and like a great river. This is highlighted when, after Banwaris death 

and the eventual migration of the villagers to the railway factory in the concluding section of 

the novel, the narrator laments, “The small rivulet of tale has joined the great river of history” 

(370). History in these renditions does not appear to be limited only to the field of 

documentation and factuality (“realism”) but also to the associated features that constitute the 

history of capitalist modernity: timekeeping, industrial labour, imperialism, war, expansion of 

factories, exploitation of tribal land and resources, and the attendant tragic predicament of 

living for the tribesmen in the increasingly modernized world. This duality reminds us of 

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s formulation of the two histories of Capital (2000, 47-71). However, 

unlike Chakraborty, Tarashankar shows an intersection between them and a “possible” case of 

appropriation of the peripheral by the History of modernity. Through the river and rivulet 

metaphors, the tale is kept both in relation to history and autonomous and self-serving. There 

could be then a suggestion of environmental justice in these fabrications, of how the 

“History” of colonial capital and modernity has influentially shaped lifeworlds, communities 

and ecologies in the rural-regional peripheries and yet has not been able to entirely dismantle 

them. One example of this could be Tarashankar’s bringing back Karali in the final edition of 

this popular novel: Nasubala tells an ailing and nostalgic Suchand, now squatted on the 

railway quarters, that she has seen a refurbished Karali vigorously clearing grounds in the 

Hansuli bank and planting seeds and trees for resettlement. This revised and unchanged 

ending of the novel in a recently decolonised India suggests that the registration of capitalist 

modernity’s wounds in the peripheral-regional world cannot be understood without a critical 

cognition of what “history” is or how it has complexly, and in many cases unjustly, 

negotiated with native socio-ecological and oral-cultural practices. In that sense, the stylistic 

juxtapositions of the historical and the fabular, the real and the irreal, the repeated textual 

editions and revisions, the underlying narrative ethics of the just and the non-just, and the 



 

 

manifold examples of structural admixture should only be fundamental to peripheral eco-

aesthetics.  

To conclude, then, the popular Gandhian call of ruralism compelled within the novel 

genre a narrative tendency to capture the complex socio-historical and cultural dynamics of 

“regional ecologies” in late-colonial India. Tarashankar Bandyopadhyay’s Hansuli Banker 

Upakatha is an excellent example in this context which adroitly renders how industrialisation 

and modernization encroached and uprooted tribal lives and rural cultures. Using an eco-

materialist framework, it becomes possible to see how Tarashankar develops the uneven yet 

mutually dependent socio-cultural dynamics between caste groups, tribes and Hindu 

communities as well as their imminent encounter with the technological-modern through the 

conflict between tradition and modernity. The materialist framework further helps us note the 

logic behind using a complex narrative framing, or what I have called here his peripheral 

(realist) aesthetics. In the end, Tarashankar’s social and cultural condition – a peripherally 

located writer writing on peripheral topics in a world-literary style for a primarily 

metropolitan audience of Calcutta – had already allowed him significant mobility between 

boundaries. In that sense, the author resembles the intellectual location of the narrator in this 

novel. But like the narrator, the author rarely judges the social and cultural practices he 

describes. There is love and empathy for these practices as there is an implied sense of loss in 

their possible vanishing in the face of an aggressive capitalist modernity. The use of an 

upakatha form is instrumental in registering these elements which in turn affects the realism 

of the novel. Together, they produce a powerful literary case of social crisis in the wake of 

capitalist development in the ecological interiors of colonial Bengal.   
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Endnotes 

 
1 On this, see Snell 1998; Head 2017. 

2 For this term, I am drawing from Christopher Schliephake (2015) who builds upon Bennet and Teague’s idea 
of ‘urban ecologies’ (1999) to argue we view ‘cities as spatial phenomena that have manifold and complex 
material interrelations with their respective natural environments, and that harbor “minds” in the sense of 
Bateson—of their own: Ideas, imaginations, and interpretations that make up the cultural, symbolic and 
discursive side of our urban lives and that are stored and constantly re-negotiated in their cultural and artistic 
representations.” (9). 
3 For a historical reading of these conditions, see Sarkar, 1989, 254-348. 
4 In defining regions, the question of scale is as important as of history, culture, and colonialism (cf. Talbott, 
Cohn). South Asia may be considered a region in one perspective while the Rarh region in West Bengal, India 
where Tarashankar’s novel is located, may be considered a region in a more local sense, which I am drawing at 
for my reading here. For the question of scale, see Marston 2000 
5 I will not have much to say here about realism for reasons of space. For this, see my recent work on 
Catastrophic Realism, especially pp. 1-39.  
6 Tarashankar was an immensely popular Indian writer whose work was translated into several Indian languages 
and who won multiple national awards including the prestigious Sahitya Akademi and Jnanpith awards. He was 
honoured with the Padma Shri and Padma Bhushan awards (highest citizenship awards in India). For a reading 
of Tarashankar’s biography and literary work, see Mahasweta Devi, 1975; and Ranjitkumar Mukhopadhyay, 
1987.  
7 This however may indicate Tarashankar’s Hindu-Brahminical concerns here. As cultural geographer Ananta 
Gope in a recent article (2020) on the novel notes, historically there is no such caste as Kahar (he calls Kanhar). 
Tarashankar draws from the palanquin bearer castes of Bauris and Bagdis here and locates them in the 
transitional Rarh region between the Chotanagpur plateau and Gangetic deltas which have historically seen a 
mixture of semi-Hinduized/aborigine caste communities (460). 


