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Abstract:

He Who Rides a Tiger also presents the blending of the traditional and the modern values. Casteism or castelessness? Faith or no faith? The pendulum remains swinging from one extreme to the other throughout the story, and is finally set at rest with a synthesis of all the contrarieties.

Through the story of Kalo, the hero of the novel, Bhabani Bhattacharya illustrates that neither a rigid adherence to the established social code nor an abrupt break from it is beneficial to man. The true happiness and fulfillment in life can be attained only after a moderation of temperament – with a due regard for the established conventional and an equal awareness of the requirements of the modern age.

Kalo, the blacksmith of Jharna town, is a simple man. He has a firm faith in the traditional values of life. The caste hierarchy is sunk deep in his spirit and his “roots were deep in the age-richened soil of his own caste.” i Though unable to understand the validity or the utility of the established social order, Kalo has never questioned its existence. His is a simple set of values.

Honesty, hard-work and faith in law and justice are the core of his being. He is “a man of accepted convention” after sometime, an unhappy turn of events and odd circumstances shake his faith in the existing social set-up. He wants to know why there is so much injustice and inhumanity in society. And when he is at loss to find an answer, the very “questions spread like some corroding acid over the faith, the values by which he had lived.” ii

The oppressive awareness of his low birth, poverty, hunger, three month’s rigorous imprisonment for a petty offence, his work as a brothel-house agent, and last but not the least, Lekha’s degradation and humiliation in the harlot-house, are the factors which turn Kalo into a social rebel.
Disillusioned about the sense of social justice, Kalo metamorphoses himself. He casts away the old values by which he has lived his past life and wages war against the entire social system:



His battle was with the accuser, the
centuries-old tradition, from which had
come the inner climate of his being …
Kalo had not only to deny but to eradicate
the values by which he had been bred. He
had to cut his social taproot and give up
his inheritance. iii


He renounces his caste and becomes a twice-born by wearing the nine-stranded sacred Brahminic thread across his chest. In this way, the slow-witted and conservative “Kamar” revolt against “tradition.” He feels himself free from his spiritual bondage:


With that gesture he had thrown off the
heavy yoke of his past and flouted the
three thousand years of his yesterday.
Putting on the scared thread he had made
himself rootless. The terror of that act was
followed by a deep sense of release. He
had transcended the station that birth and
blood had assigned him. Exhilaration and
new courage filled him. iv

With his “release” from the oppressive bondage of class and caste, Kalo emerges as a modern man. No more does he think a Brahmin superior and God’s chosen one. He starts believing in the modern man’s faith in equality between man and man, and tells Viswanath: “All men are born equal.” v

But this situation does not continue for long, and soon afterwards, the past starts haunting him. Though Kalo in the Brahminic garb moves on a new plane in society, the “Kamar” within him remains alive and intact. There erupts a battle between his two contradictory faces: Mangal Adhikari and Kalo, representing the new and the old ways of life respectively. Sometimes Kalo feels that “a true god was in the sanctum. The trick by which he had installed a fake was unreal, false, better forgotten. Kalo as Mangal Adhikari had truly attained reincarnation.” vi But at other times, he also identifies himself with Viswanath, and thus has “nothing but irreverence for the temple and all it stood for.” vii

This inner conflict continues in Kalo’s mind until it becomes unbearable to him. The moment comes when Kalo has to make a manly decision “to kill the tiger” viii and thereby descend to solid earth from his lofty seat. His daughter, Chandra Lekha, bent upon destroying herself for his sake, further forces his decision, and finally, he reveals the astounding truth: “I who made this temple was not born a Brahmin.” ix The crisis of his spirit ends and Kalo becomes his real self again.

Although “out of the nine-petalled stone lotus” Kalo walks “down to the soft earth,” x and thus returns from where he had started his journey, he is no more the Kalo of the past now. There is a big change in him. His outlook has been broadened. He is disillusioned and awakened. No more does he feel inferior to any one in caste or social status:


Never again would the smith be despised,
mocked, trampled upon. Never again. For
the fetters of his mind had been cut. The
look in his eyes was clear and undazzled.

Thus Kalo comes to synthesize the old and the new in his personality. The blending between the traditional and the modern values is also evident at the end of the novel when B-10 and Viswanath return and stand united with Kalo in his hour of decision. Both of them are two facets of Kalo’s self, the former representing the unconventional and the latter symbolizing the conventional elements in Kalo.

He has his leanings to and attachment for both of them. B-10 is an ideal man and a hero for him. Though he has not known B-10 for long, yet he sa ys: “I have faith in him.” xii He finds himself identical with B-10 in the sense that both are craftsmen, working with their hands. Besides B-10, Kalo has in him something of Viswanath also.

Bhattacharya expresses that “a curious fellow-feeling rose sometimes in him and cut the distance between them.” xiii It is the spontaneous fellow-feeling between two persons of the same caste and profession out of which Kalo, despite his Brahminic posture, has “identified himself with Viswanath.” xiv

As soon as both Viswanath and B-10 leave him, Kalo is faced with an utter emotional crisis. The moment of their rejoining him is the moment of Kalo’s emerging victorious out of this spiritual crisis. Thus  there is a blending of the unconventional and the conventional elements in Kalo’s person.

The union of Chandra Lekha with B-10 is another instance of the blending between the traditional and the modern elements of life in the sense that it will be a union of the lowest and the highest. While the possibilities of this marriage are being explored, Kalo underlines Bhattacharya’s own philosophy of synthesis when he observes: “In life, sometimes, a big c ompromise has to be made.” Xv
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