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Bhabani Bhattacharya is undoubtedly among the four most celebrated writers of 
the Indian English novel the other three are Mulk Raj Anand, R.K Narayan and Raja Rao. 
Indian freedom struggle and famine has been a favorite theme with the number of Indian 
writers in English, and Bhabani Bhattacharya is noteworthy in being such novelist who 
has manifested this theme in such a unique way. Bhattacharya was a socially cognizant 
author who had little belief in aimless art or for ‘art for art's sake’. Bhattacharya is 
certainly unique in the realm of Indian English fiction and his honest delineation of the 
famine, and Indian freedom struggle is worth mentioning. The present study is a portrayal 
of Indian freedom struggle and Bengal famine, in his famous novel He who Rides a Tiger 
(1954).  He who Rides a Tiger (1954) is the story of Kalo's triumph of revenge against 
society and his grasping of the principles through different experiences that the honesty 
and unity is the outstanding accomplishment of man. Hence the current paper, at the 
commencement, acquaint readers  to the origin of Indian English novel placing focus on 
the Indian themes like famine, poverty, exploitation, class consciousness, famine, 
freedom struggle, etc.  
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Introduction: 

                He who Rides a Tiger (1954) is Bhattacharya’s third novel. The novel presents 
a true picture of pre-independence Indian society. It also depicts life in Bengal during 
world war-II. This specific period referred to is the year 1942-43, which was marked by 
severe famine and by the momentum picked up by the Quit India movement. This was 
the year when the people of India suffered unprecedented hunger. The novelist in this 
work is concerned with the exploitation of the lower caste, which takes place at the 
economic and the social level. People grudge to feed the destitute, but fill the bowls of 
the sadhus in saffron loin-cloth; they callously ignore the cries of the children dying of 
hunger. Bhattacharya also views life in rural India and writes about the migration of the 
villagers to urban areas at the time of the famine when insecurity prevails and the city is 
believed to be a solution for all their ills.  In He who Rides a Tiger Bhattacharya portrays 
a freedom of different kind, that is the freedom from the established social order which 
pronounce men as superior by virtue of accident of his birth.  

Analysis: 

The theme of freedom is granted equal credit, although hunger is the central theme of the 
novel He who Rides a Tiger. On Kalo's liberation from the chains that confine the spirit 
that his friend, Biten, felicitates him and tells him: 
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"You have chosen, my friend. You have triumphed over those others- and 
over yourself. What you have done just now will steal the spirit of 
hundreds and thousands of us. Your story will be a legend of freedom, a 
legend to Inspire and awaken" (He who Rides a tiger, p 244-245). 

The novel He who Rides a Tiger has background which is partially political and chiefly 
social and economic. The menace of Japanese intrusion and world-war II recommended 
by the presence of British military in the city also form part of the background. The 
everyday attitude of the British troops to the situation of hunger and suffering and their 
enjoyment of children clashing for food propose the image of India they are creating. The 
Bengal Famine of 1943 which is vividly clearly in So Many Hungers is present in He 
who Rides a Tiger and form the point of departure for the main action of the story. There 
is shortage of food grains and no efforts at price control. The impuissance of the people 
of the nation is shown by their feverish effort to reach Calcutta. They try to journey on 
the food boards of trains and are always beaten up and pushed away by police. kalo's 
personal experience shows the nature of the ordeal tolerated by the thousands. Few travel 
on foot boards fall by the way side like the alien or unknown whom Kalo sees down by 
the beam of a bridge and falling into river. 

In He who Rides a Tiger, the type of freedom is the one which a prisoner struggles for. In 
a desperate state of famishment Kalo is jailed for stealing fruits. Throughout his stay in 
prison, even his movement and time are not his own way, he is asked to sleep at a 
particular time. Thus he craves for the freedom to live according to his choice and finds 
the jail life very torturing. Nevertheless, the novelist points out that still in prison this 
blacksmith has at least the freedom of dreaming and thinking. His being in prison 
suppresses him so much that he becomes forgetful of the awful hunger which has 
destroyed him completely. Kalo can be seen an entirely transformed man soaked with 
energy and pleasure at the time of his discharge from prison. Bhattacharya remarks: 

“A  new warmth, the power of life itself, replaced the chill of dread he had 
been feeling. He was no longer a member in jail. The deadening yoke was 
off his shoulder, he was liberated at least" (He who Rides a Tiger, p 45).  

He who Rides a Tiger talks about a political freedom too. There are certain instances to 
the Indian freedom struggle, particularly the Quit Indian Movement. There is a life like 
description of Indians sent to the prison for taking part in the historical All-India 
movement. Through Viswanath, an interesting minor character in the novel we learn how 
the prison cell are clogged there. With ‘Quit India’ man. Freedom battlers are treated 
there very mean ungenerous and heartlessly by the Britishers and their Indian 
collaborator. But in spite of ridicule and despotism heaped upon them to squash the 
freedom struggle, The Quit India movement develop in strength with the passage of time. 
Trembling of their countries old slumber, the Indians experience the chains of bondage 
and slavery on their legs. Innumerable people are severely tormented and jailed for the 
absolute pursuit for freedom and grand way of living. On this issue Bhattacharya asserts: 

“Imprisoned in the great movement that shocks the country …… 
imprisoned for no crime save the one of loving their country and asking a 
better way of life for it, a life free from hunger and indignity, a life built 
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by hard self-denial which was a joy because each iron today was the 
framework of a secure, happier tomorrow” (He who Rides a Tiger, p 167-
168). 

Through the characters of Kalo, Bhattacharya clearly reveals that freedom is above all 
things. However Kalo becomes Mangal Adhikari mentally but he remains kalo  by heart, 
a blacksmith. He always constantly desires for his individual self.  

The correct estimate of the artistic outcome developed by the ending of the novel is 
attainable only if we seriously examine the course of kalo’s struggle with himself and his 
culmination. Bhattacharya’s main intention in this novel is to draw attention to man’s 
demand for individual freedom. Although Lekha reaches huge popularity and wealth as 
of Mangal Adhikari; the famous priest of the reputed temple of Shiva in Calcutta, still she 
is not free to live in her own way. To attain freedom, she is willing even to get hitched 
with the aged Motichand who was already married to Radha. Commenting on this 
Bhattacharya says: 

“For the remaining hours of the day Lakha’s burden was lifted . Wearing 
the vermilion mark of marriage at the central part of her hair, as a woman 
must she would gain freedom, freedom to live in her own way” (He who 
Rides a Tiger, p 218). 

Lakha is aware that it is really very disappointing to marry the aged, lustful Moti Chand, 
but to serve as his wife guarantees some kind of personal freedom which she gravely 
lacks as daughter of Mangal Adhikari. For the sake of getting the right to be free she 
decides to come out of one pit just to fall into another for the sake of getting the right to 
be free. Commenting on Lekha’s plight Bhattacharya remarks: 

“She would find her place in life. She would not negate herself. By giving 
herself to Motichand, she would pay off her debt of love to her father and 
then at least have the right to be free”  (He who Rides a Tiger, p 219). 

Same is the dilemma with Kalo. He is not able to live without freedom. And that’s why 
he exposes his genuine identity by announcing that he is a chamar namely Kalo, and not a 
Brahmin. However his life of success, prestige and his authority as Mangal Adhikari, The 
Brahmain priest, he feels confined and depressed for the urge of freedom to live his 
individual life according to his own will and ambitions. 

Kalo’s favour to the installation of his daughter lekha as ‘The mother of seven fold bliss’ 
is an instance victimization of a woman on basis of religion . Being a Brahmin priest, 
Kalo allows her to remain single by installing her as ‘The mother of seven fold Bliss’ 
because he fails to get suitable Brahmin husband for her. On the other hand lekha in her 
own way resists against her father by announcing her wish to become the fifth wife of 
seth Motichand. 

On account of the Bengal Famine, poor people are deprived of food. Bhattacharya 
exhibits the picture of poor people during the famine period: 
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“weavers sold their food. Fishermen’s boats were chopped up for firewood 
to sell. The plague washed up in fierce tides. Bengal was dying.  (He who 
Rides a Tiger, p 15). 

Bhattacharya lashes out at selfish people who exploit the poor in the name of god. He 
shows the cleverness of the rich people through the ritual ‘Shiva’s milk bath'. The ritual 
is initiated to pull the customers to the temple business. The rich gain name and fame 
through rituals. The poor also yield to such religious rites out of their blind faith and 
belief. 

Kalo thinks that the main cause of the suffering of the poor is the hierarchy of the caste 
system. Brahmin at the upper side exploits low caste at the bottom. Kalo arrives Calcutta 
to make his livelihood but cannot get a job honestly. He finds poverty and starvation all 
around. On the one hand the rich compile wealth by dishonest means and on the other 
hand poor suffer from starvation due to poverty. The rich are hungry for money and sex; 
poor are hungry for food.  

Dr. R.S. Singh in Indian Novel in English: A critical study, says:  

"Bhattacharya not only records the misery of the poor but of the rich also. 
The irony of the situation very ably presents the ghostly contrast between 
affluence and poverty, power and helplessness, goodness and hypocrisy" 
(Singh 67). 

CONCLUSION: 

 Bhabani Bhattacharya in He who Rides a Tiger portrays a stern and sick image of the 
hungry and rural India; its wretchedness and hardships, doubtfulness and deprivations, 
torments and frustrations. The themes mostly cover the troubles of poverty, hunger, 
infestation, traditionalism, casteism, and India’s battle against these troubles. 
Bhattacharya’s works arouse our sense of pity and fellow feeling to the poor and the 
marginalized. 
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