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ABSTRACT  

While Rabindranath Tagore's literary oeuvre is frequently canonized through 

the lens of romantic eco-mysticism, viewing his depiction of the natural world as an 

idealistic, transcendental sanctuary, contemporary critical evaluations rightly 

acknowledge a dual tension in his short fiction. Traditional analyses emphasize a 

pantheistic paradigm where nature operates as the "greatest of all teachers" and an 

ancestral, maternal refuge akin to a spiritual "Paganism." This paper enters into a 

critical engagement with this pastoral consensus by re-evaluating Tagore's 

Galpaguchchha (Bunch of Stories) as a pioneering site of vernacular social realism. 

Moving beyond the conceptualization of nature as an "uncomplicated," soothing 

companion or an escapist sanctuary from human society, this study argues that Tagore 

systematically weaponizes environmental landscapes to mirror and compound the 

harsh socio-economic traps faced by his subaltern characters. Through a close textual 

dissection of seminal short stories, including Subha, The Postmaster, and Shasti (The 

Punishment), we demonstrate how environmental materiality directly intersects with 

institutional patriarchy, disability marginalization, and colonial precarity to establish 

an uncompromising critique of late nineteenth-century Bengal.  

Keywords: Vernacular Realism, Materiality, Institutional Patriarchy, Subaltern 

Agency, Galpaguchchha, Disability Studies, Colonial Modernity.  

INTRODUCTION: DECONSTRUCTING THE ROMANTIC PARADIGM  

In mainstream literary criticism, Rabindranath Tagore is primarily celebrated 

as a romantic luminary whose creative genius bridges human consciousness and 

cosmic nature. Tagore's philosophy is frequently understood as one where nature 

harbors an "uncommon power which can transform this earth," standing as a symbolic 

mother and home. This established critical lineage posits that a symbiotic "intimate 

relationship" exists between man and the natural world, reinforcing the idea that the 

young artist was often happier with nature than in the company of his fellow human 

beings.  
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When we subject Galpaguchchha to a rigorous sociological reading, however, this 

harmonious pastoral myth collapses. This paper argues that Tagore's prose genius 

does not lie in letting nature run merely as a romantic escape from human society. 

Instead, his vernacular social realism is achieved precisely because the natural 

environment is explicitly tethered to material, legal, domestic, and physical 

marginalization. Nature in Bengal is in close proximity with humanity. In his short 

fiction, this proximity means that the natural world is stripped of transcendental 

immunity; it becomes a raw, physical register where the structural inequalities of 

caste, class, gender, and physical disability are amplified.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THE MATERIALITY OF VERNACULAR 

REALISM  

        To articulate the exact nature of Tagore's realism, it must be differentiated from 

European bourgeois realism. Nineteenth-century European realists reacted to 

industrial urbanization within a sovereign capitalist economy. Conversely, Tagore's 

social realism emerged from a fractured colonial landscape governed by the 

Permanent Settlement, a rigid zamindari system, and alien judicial institutions.  

Therefore, we must define his aesthetic as vernacular realism, which operates on two 

distinct analytical levels:  

1. Socio-Environmental Materiality: Rather than treating nature as an idyllic 

sanctuary, Tagore reveals how ecological conditions (the monsoons, riverbank 

erosion, spatial isolation) directly intersect with poverty and social alienation.  

2. The Micro-Politics of the Mundane: The structural backbone of his 

short fiction centers on everyday institutional violence-such as property 

controversies, domestic subjugation, the commodification of women through 

dowry, and legal exploitation.  

SILENCE, DISABILITY, AND SPATIAL COMPANIONSHIP: A RE-

READING OF SUBHA  

           The limits of the traditional "romantic harmony" thesis become glaringly 

evident when analyzing the short story Subha. Traditional critical readings view 

Subha's profound intimacy with nature as a poetic triumph, suggesting an 

unproblematic, intimate relationship. However, a realist deconstruction reveals that 

this alliance is born out of intense social pathology and linguistic exclusion. Subha is 

stigmatized by her village and her own parents because her speech impairment makes 

her a financial liability in the colonial-feudal marriage market. Her retreat to the banks 

of the river is not a celebratory return to a maternal "Paganism"; it is a desperate 

spatial survival strategy forced upon her because she cannot find comfort in the 

company of fellow human beings.  



ISSN 0973-8541, HUMANITIES AND DEVELOPMENT, VOL.21, No2, April – June, 2026/146 

 

 

 

 

          Tagore uses nature here as a material substitute for human language. When the 

text describes Subha listening to the gurgling water and the rustling leaves, it is a 

devastating critique of the bourgeois bhadralok society that lacks the empathy to 

comprehend non-verbal human existence. The realism reaches its tragic zenith when 

she is eventually forced into a fraudulent marriage in Calcutta, where her silence is 

treated as a defective commodity, proving that the comforting embrace of nature 

cannot shield the subaltern from structural societal violence.  

PROPERTY, FEUDAL PRESSURES, AND GENDERED COMMODITIES: 

SHASTI (THE PUNISHMENT)  

       Nowhere is Tagore's vernacular realism more devastating than in Shasti. The 

narrative thoroughly de-romanticizes rural peasant life, introducing the reader to the 

daily, exhausting material struggle of agrarian laborers. The Rui brothers, Dukhiram 

and Chhidam, return to their hut after a day of uncompensated, forced labor, 

physically broken and starved. The domestic dispute that follows-culminating in the 

impulsive murder of Radha by her husband Dukhiram-is a direct symptom of 

socioeconomic precarity.  

           This structural dynamic perfectly mirrors how property controversies and 

individual survival dictate rural Bengal's interpersonal realities. The realism reaches 

its peak when Chhidam decides to protect his brother by framing his young wife, 

Chandara, for the crime. His cold, calculating rationale-"If I lose my wife I can get 

another, but if my brother is hanged, I cannot get another"-unmasks the absolute 

commodification of women within the rural economy. However, Tagore avoids 

reducing Chandara to a passive victim. Her subsequent actions demonstrate a radical 

subaltern agency. When placed within the colonial courtroom, she systematically 

subverts the patriarchal script by confessing to the murder herself. By choosing the 

gallows over returning to the husband who traded her life, her final, unyielding refusal 

("No, never") exposes the failure of the colonial judicial apparatus to comprehend 

indigenous subaltern interiority.  

COLONIAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND SPATIAL ALIENATION: THE 

POSTMASTER  

         In The Postmaster, Tagore directs his realist critique toward the psychological 

alienation generated by colonial administrative machinery. The protagonist, an 

educated youth from metropolitan Calcutta, finds himself completely uprooted and 

stationed in the remote, disease-prone village of Ulapur.  

        Here, nature is stripped of its romantic, Keatsian "celestial light." Instead, the 

environment is oppressive, muddy, and plagued by malaria. It does not act as a 

comforting "soul mate" to ease the postmaster's loneliness; rather, the raw, rural 

isolation exacerbates his cultural displacement. The postmaster's attempt to engage 
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with nature is not a spiritual meditation, but a symptom of intellectual paralysis and 

profound boredom.  

        The core of the narrative lies in the unbridgeable gulf between urban contractual 

labor and rural human connection, represented by the orphan girl, Ratan. When the 

postmaster abruptly resigns and offers Ratan a monetary tip before leaving, Tagore 

exposes the cold, transactional nature of colonial modernity. Ratan's fierce rejection of 

the money and her silent collapse in the dirt represent a stark realist critique: modern 

administrative systems treat human emotions as disposable collateral.  

CONCLUSION: THE REALIST LEGACY OF GALPAGUCHCHHA  

          A critical re-reading of Galpaguchchha, informed by but moving beyond the 

romantic parameters highlighted in traditional reviews, demonstrates that 

Rabindranath Tagore's literary vision was profoundly materialist. While his poetry 

may indeed find solace in the spiritual depths of nature, his short fiction functions as a 

sharp, uncompromising mirror to social injustice. His stories explicitly reject utopian 

or sentimental resolutions. By leaving his readers with Subha abandoned in an 

indifferent city, Ratan weeping outside the post office, and Chandara walking toward 

the gallows, Tagore solidifies his status as a master of vernacular social realism. 

Galpaguchchha remains an invaluable academic text because it proves that Tagore 

was not merely a mystic looking toward the heavens, but a sharp chronicler of human 

suffering, domestic conflict, and structural truth.  
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