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Abstract

This paper presents a multidisciplinary analysis of Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s seminal novel,
Anandamath (1882), examining the intersection between 18th-century historical realities and the
construction of 19th-century nationalist sentiment. By synthesizing English translations of the text with
primary British colonial records—including the correspondence of Warren Hastings and the
historiography of W.W. Hunter—this study explores how the Great Bengal Famine of 1770 and the
Sanyasi-Fakir Rebellion were re-imagined as catalysts for Indian independence.

The research highlights the novel's role in personifying the land through the hymn Vande Mataram,
shifting the resistance from a localized economic struggle to a divine mission. Furthermore, it addresses
the "strategic paradox" of the novel’s conclusion, arguing that Bankim’s apparent concession to British
rule was a necessary survival tactic under the Vernacular Press Act of 1878. Ultimately, the paper
demonstrates how Anandamath successfully transformed marginalized "banditti” into a disciplined
national vanguard, providing a spiritual and historical blueprint for the Indian independence movement.

Historical Foundation: The Famine and the Sanyasi Rebellion

The historical framework of Anandamath is rooted in the dual tragedies of the 1770 Great Bengal Famine
and the subsequent Sanyasi Rebellion. Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay utilizes the English translation's
descriptions of the "Chhiyattorer Monnontor” to establish a landscape of utter desolation. The opening
chapters depict a chilling transition from a prosperous rural society to a skeletal wasteland where human
life loses all value and social structures collapse under the weight of starvation. This historical realism
serves a specific purpose: it justifies the radicalization of the "Santanas,"” or the Children. The rebellion of
the Sanyasis and Fakirs against the British East India Company is reframed not merely as a localized
skirmish over tax collection, but as a foundational act of national liberation. By anchoring the narrative in
these documented events, Bankim provides a sense of historical legitimacy to the revolutionary fervor that
the book sought to inspire in its 19th-century readers.

The Sentimental Transformation: From Family to Nation

The sentimental core of the novel lies in the painful renunciation of the domestic sphere for the sake of
the political one. This is most poignantly explored through the characters of Mahendra and Kalyani. In the
English translation, the domestic intimacy of the couple is systematically dismantled by the encroaching
famine and the call of the "Abbey of Bliss." The sentiment of Anandamath is one of "Atheistic
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Asceticism"—a demand that the love for one’s wife and child be sublimated into an all-consuming love
for the Motherland. This transition is not portrayed as easy; it is marked by intense emotional suffering,
symbolizing the sacrifice required for national rebirth. The novel posits that the personal heart must break
so that the national spirit can be mended, a sentiment that resonated deeply with the youth of the Indian
independence movement who felt a similar tug-of-war between duty to family and duty to country.

The Role of Female Agency: Shanti and the Subversion of Tradition

A deeper analysis of the text reveals that the sentimental weight of the novel is not carried by men alone;
rather, the character of Shanti provides a complex layer of historical and gender-based agency. Unlike
Kalyani, who represents the traditional victim of historical circumstances, Shanti disguises herself as a
man to join the rebellion. In the English translation, her character challenges the sentimental trope of the
"weak" woman needing protection. She represents a historical departure from the domestic "Purda” to the
active "Kurukshetra." Her presence suggests that the struggle for the Motherland requires a blurring of
gender lines, where the "feminine™ sentiment of care is converted into the "masculine™ sentiment of
combat. Shanti’s transformation into a warrior-ascetic highlights a radical strand of Bankim’s thought:
that the historical liberation of the land is impossible without the emotional and physical mobilization of
its women.

The Personification of the Land: Vande Mataram

Central to the sentimental power of the text is the hymn Vande Mataram. Through the translation, we see
the land of Bengal transformed from a geographical entity into a sentient, divine maternal figure. This
personification was a revolutionary sentimental shift. By describing the land as "rich with hurrying
streams, bright with orchard gleams," Bankim uses sensory imagery to evoke a protective, filial instinct
in the reader. The sentiment is not just one of political allegiance but of religious devotion. The Mother is
depicted in three chronological states: the glorious past (Jagaddhatri), the destitute present (Kali), and the
triumphant future (Durga). This tripartite emotional arc provides the reader with a sense of historical pride,
a recognition of current suffering, and a hopeful, militant vision of what the nation can become through
collective sacrifice.

The Paradox of British Rule and Historical Perspective

A deeper reading of the English translation reveals a complex historical sentiment regarding British rule
that often feels at odds with the rebel's fire. The novel concludes with a physician—often interpreted as a
voice of divine or providential wisdom—suggesting that British rule was a necessary historical
intervention to restore "objective knowledge" before India could achieve true self-rule. This conclusion
has been the subject of intense scholarly debate. Sentimentally, it appears to temper the revolutionary fire
of the preceding chapters, perhaps as a strategic move to bypass British censorship. However, historically,
it reflects the 19th-century Bengali intelligentsia’s struggle to reconcile their admiration for Western
education and legal frameworks with their growing desire for political sovereignty. The tension between
the violent rebellion of the Santanas and this final call for temporary submission creates a complex,
multifaceted historical narrative that mirrors the real-world anxieties of the time.
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The British Perspective: ""Gypsies of Hindusthan™ vs. The Santanas

In the colonial records of the late 18th century, particularly the letters of Governor-General Warren
Hastings, the rebels who inspired Anandamath were viewed with profound clinical detachment and
contempt. Hastings famously labelled the Sanyasis and Fakirs as the "Gypsies of Hindusthan" and "lawless
mendicants™ who annually infested the provinces. British intelligence from 1773 describes them as
wandering "bands of banditti" who lived by plunder and were "stout and active™ due to their lifestyle of
constant movement.

In sharp contrast, Anandamath reclaims this colonial narrative. Where the British saw "robber castes™ and
"religious vagrants," Bankim’s novel presents the "Santanas"—a highly organized, ascetic military order
bound by a sacred oath to the Motherland. The English translation highlights this shift by depicting the
Santanas as "Children™ of the soil, effectively turning a British police problem into a foundational
nationalist epic. By adopting the very traits the British feared—their mobility, their "secret language,” and
their refusal to settle—Bankim reimagines these marginalized groups as the only force capable of
challenging the Company's burgeoning power.

The 1770 Famine: Colonial Negligence as Moral Justification

The Great Bengal Famine of 1770, or Chhiyattorer Monnontor, serves as the narrative’s moral engine.
Historical records from the East India Company reveal a chilling economic reality: despite the total failure
of crops in 1769, the Company actually raised land revenue collection by 10% in 1770 to maintain its
dividends. W.W. Hunter’s Annals of Rural Bengal (1868), a source Bankim directly referenced,
documents that one-third of the population perished while the Company’s "private servants" hoarded grain
for profit.

The novel uses these factual accounts of starvation and cannibalism to provide the "Children" with a moral
mandate for violence. In the English translation, the depiction of skeletal remains in the village of
Padachinha is a literal echo of Hunter’s historical reports. By grounding his fiction in the undeniable data
of British negligence, Bankim shifts the sentiment of the rebellion from "lawlessness™ to "righteous
justice.” The rebellion becomes a response to a government that, in the words of the text, had "neither
taken up the work of protecting life nor property."

The Military Reality: Guerrilla Warfare and the Death of Captain Thomas

The tactical battles in Anandamath are based on actual military engagements found in British archives.
One of the most famous incidents in the novel—the defeat and death of a British commander—mirrors
the real-life fate of Captain Thomas in 1772. Historical records state that Thomas was killed near Rangpur
while leading a small detachment of sepoys against a party of 3,000 Sanyasis. Warren Hastings admitted
in his memoirs that the Sanyasis were "more talked of than they deserve" because of such humiliating
British defeats.

Bankim takes this specific historical failure and expands it into a broader sentiment of Indian military
potential. While the British records describe the Sanyasis as "ravagers"” who relied purely on speed and
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forest cover to escape, the novel portrays these skirmishes as sophisticated tactical victories. This
revisionist history served a sentimental purpose: it challenged the 19th-century myth of British military
invincibility, suggesting that a spiritually united force could overcome the superior technology of the East
India Company.

The Syncretic History: Hindu-Muslim Unity vs. Modern Nationalism

A significant discrepancy exists between the historical records and Bankim’s sentimental portrayal
regarding the religious makeup of the rebellion. British official papers consistently refer to "Sannyasi-
Fakir" disturbances, documenting that Hindu Dasnami Sanyasis and Muslim Madari Fakirs (led by figures
like Majnu Shah) fought side-by-side against the British. These groups shared a common grievance: the
Company’s restriction on their traditional pilgrimage routes and the taxation of their rent-free lands.

In Anandamath, however, Bankim chooses to focus almost exclusively on a Hindu-centric nationalist
sentiment. By emphasizing the worship of Durga and Jagaddhatri, the novel creates a unified religious
identity for the nation that historically was much more diverse. This historical narrowing was a deliberate
sentimental choice; it allowed Bankim to create a potent, singular symbol of the "Motherland" that could
mobilize a specific cultural base, even if it meant diverging from the syncretic reality of the actual 18th-
century fighters.

The Strategic Conclusion: The Physician and the Censorship

The novel’s controversial ending—where a Physician tells the protagonist Bhavananda that British rule is
"providential"—must be understood through the historical lens of the 1878 Vernacular Press Act. During
the time of the novel’s publication, the British were actively censoring "seditious" literature. Historical
analysis suggests that Bankim included this "British-friendly" conclusion to protect the book from being
banned. While the sentiment of the novel is clearly one of revolt, the historical framing of the conclusion
allows it to exist within the colonial legal framework. This final paradox reflects the lived reality of the
19th-century Indian intellectual: harboring a secret revolutionary heart while outwardly navigating the
rules of a foreign empire.
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