JHSR Journal of Historical Studies and ResearchISSN:2583-0198
Volume 5, Number 2 (May - August,2025),PP.313-332.

Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Website:www.jhsr.in

Email:jhsr.editor@gmail.com

The Growth and Development of Caricature in Print Media
of Bengal(1872-1947)

Nimai Mandal’

'Research Scholar
Department of History
University of North Bengal
Contact No. 8617460899
Email:nimaimandal.ind@gmail.com

Abstract:The growth of print media in the nineteenth century fostered national consciousness and social
awareness among India’s educated middle class. In colonial Bengal (1872—1947), caricature emerged as
a significant cultural expression reflecting the political, social, and economic shifts under British rule.
Initially influenced by Western artistic styles introduced through colonialism, early Bengali caricatures
often mocked local elites and colonial authorities. As nationalistic movements gained momentum,
caricature evolved into a potent form of resistance, using satire to critique British policies and highlight
the exploitation of Indian society. The expansion of the vernacular press further popularized caricature,
reaching broader audiences and amplifying the voice of the masses. During the early twentieth century,
as the independence movement intensified, caricatures grew increasingly bold, exposing the absurdities of
British rule while celebrating Indian resilience and cultural identity. By 1947, caricature had become a
crucial medium of political and cultural expression. This study examines the growth of caricature in
colonial Bengal, tracing its transformation from a tool of colonial mimicry to a powerful form of protest
and cultural assertion. It explores how caricature, through visual satire, provided an alternative narrative
to the official colonial discourse, contributing to the broader nationalist struggle in Bengal and India.
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Introduction

Visual history started with the advent of print relating it to the rise of European expansion in

India and early global interaction, noting that these key developments were part of what gave a
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greater epistemological force to the relation between pictures and knowledge. In the second half
of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century the political situation and the
social condition in India leading to the rise of social consensus and development of printed
culture in forms of newspapers, periodicals, magazines in English, Hindi, Bengali and the other
vernacular languages. It was in these print medias that there was representation of visual
thoughts and cartoons too captured a place in it. The cartoons or caricatures particularly was a
medium of satirical presentation of the contemporary situation of the country. The political,
social and economic events, personalities, cultural issues with a touch of wit humor and satire!.
Parody was prevalent in India in ancient India. The culture of parody and caricatures as a weapon
of social criticism began with the popularity of the art of Kalighat in Calcutta in the nineteenth
century”. Modern Caricature was introduced in India by the British colonizers in the second half
of the nineteenth century. But it underwent changes and adopted many Indian aspects in its
characteristics. Cartoons were definitely a gift of British colonial culture but in India it
developed its own style and characteristics. The British Punch magazines, a weekly that began
publication in 1841 in London, routinely derided the colonial subject and caricatured it in several
ways. Soon, as ban attempt to respond to this illustration, vernacular Punch magazines and
political cartoons in various newspaper began to be published.’

The evolution of caricature in colonial Bengal reflects a vibrant confluence of satire,
social critique, and political dissent, particularly during the transformative years from 1872 to
1947. Emerging prominently in print media, caricature became a powerful visual language that
captured the shifting dynamics of colonial rule and nationalist resistance. Newspapers and
periodicals such as Amrita Bazar Patrika played a crucial role in disseminating satirical
illustrations that critiqued British policies and societal contradictions. Simultaneously, Bengali
journals like Basantak and Harbola Bhand nurtured a distinct indigenous tradition of humorous
and critical illustration. Among the pioneering figures, Gaganendranath Tagore stands out for
elevating caricature to a sophisticated form of social commentary. His works combined
modernist aesthetics with sharp political insight, marking a significant shift from mere humor to
profound critique. This period witnessed caricature moving beyond mere entertainment to

become an instrument of political engagement and cultural assertion. Through a historical

Journal of Historical Studies and Research,Volume 5, Number 2 (May- August,2025) 314 |Page



The Growth and Development of Caricature in Print Media
of Bengal(1872-1947)

analysis of these publications and artists, this study aims to trace the complex trajectory of
caricature in colonial Bengal, exploring how it reflected, resisted, and reimagined the socio-

political realities of its time.

Newspaper and Periodicals Cartoons

Political cartoons were introduced to India by the British. One of the most significant influences
was Punch, or The London Charivari, a satirical weekly magazine first published in London in
1841. The cartoons in Punch often reflected British pride and promoted ideas of racial

superiority.
Delhi Sketch Book (1850)

The Delhi Sketch Book was the first satirical journal in India to publish cartoons. It was issued
from Delhi under the editorship of John O'Brian Saunders, the managing proprietor of the Delhi
Gazette Press. Following its publication, cartoons became a regular feature in Indian print media.
The Delhi Sketch Book holds historical significance for its depiction of political events during
the administrations of Governor-General Lord Dalhousie and Lord Canning, as well as its
coverage of the Burmese War and the outbreak of the 1857 Mutiny. The journal reflected the
artist's admiration for Lord Dalhousie’s administration, often highlighting his key achievements,
such as the establishment of the telegraph system, the expansion of railways, and the
modernization of India’s postal services.* One notable cartoon, The New General Postman for
India, portrayed Dalhousie as a postman delivering mail and was widely praised for its sharp
commentary. This cartoon titled "The New General Postman for India" from the Delhi Sketch
Book (1853) depicts Lord Dalhousie announcing reforms (See Figure. 1). Dalhousie introduced
the modern postal system in India, offering services for just one anna (a small coin). The cartoon
humorously portrays him with a bell and letters, symbolizing how widespread and affordable
communication had become under his administration. It reflects British efforts to modernize

infrastructure, yet also hints at how colonial rule impacted daily Indian life.
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Figure No. 1

The New General Postman for India
A Cartoon on Lord Dalhousie from Delhi Sketch Book
Source: Delhi Sketch Book, 1853

Indian Charivari (1872)

Caricature and parody—both in text and image—have existed across all societies, and traces of
the grotesque can be found in Indian art from ancient times, notably in the Buddhist reliefs at
Sanchi. However, the use of caricature, parody, satire, and travesty as modern tools of social
critique gained momentum during the colonial period in Calcutta, particularly within the popular
‘low art’ of Kalighat. The British introduced journalistic caricature focused on current affairs,
which soon took root in Indian media. Among these, no publication proved more influential than
the British magazine Punch. It inspired a host of Indian imitations, including The Indian
Charivari, Delhi Sketch Book, Momus, Basantak, The Avadh Punch, The Delhi Punch, The
Punjab Punch, The Indian Punch, Urdu Punch, Gujarati Punch, Hindu Punch, and Parsi
Punch—the latter eventually renamed The Hindi Punch in 1878.° Among the English comic
magazines published in colonial India, The Indian Charivari (also known as The Indian Punch),
founded in 1872, stood out for its sophistication. Modeled after Punch in Britain, it offered an

illustrated review of contemporary political and social issues in a humorous tone. The
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magazine’s cover paid tribute to Richard Doyle’s iconic Punch design. While The Indian
Charivari was not uniformly critical of Indians—often portraying the landed elite favorably—it
viewed social reformers with suspicion and voiced strong opinions on colonial policies.
Representing Anglo-Indian conservative interests, it resisted liberal reforms.® A notable example,
the cartoon titled The Modern Krishna, satirized women’s education by referencing the myth of
Krishna seducing the Gopis, suggesting that education would lead women astray (Figure: 2). In
the post-1857 climate of rising racial prejudice, the magazine capitalized on Orientalist
stereotypes. Its humor thrived on caricaturing the Bengali as a comical, westernized imitator of
the British—an image that reflected deep colonial anxieties about the emerging, educated Hindu

elite, particularly Bengalis, a sentiment echoed in Rudyard Kipling’s fiction.’

Figure: 2

The Modem Krishna, The Indian Charivari, 5 March, 1875
Source: Partha Mitter, Art and Nationalism in Colonial India 1850-1922, New York, Cambridge
University Press, 1994, p. 168.

The Beginning of the Newspaper Cartoon in Colonial Bengal

The emergence of cartooning in the subcontinent, particularly in Bengal, was not a singular event
nor merely a direct imitation of the art brought by the British colonizers. Bengal had a rich

history of caricature through the folk-art form of patachitra. In the 19th century, the development
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of woodcut paintings in Kalighat prominently featured sociopolitical themes, using caricature as
a vehicle for commentary. Initially, these paintings depicted vibrant scenes of gods, goddesses,
and mythological stories, but they quickly adapted to reflect contemporary life, capturing
everything from “henpecked husbands” to crime scenes. The advent of lithography in the 1860s
further boosted the accessibility of cheap printing, paving the way for the Battala press in North
Calcutta. The Battala press, which was a collection of low-cost printing establishments under
banyan trees, became known for publishing controversial works of literature.® These publications
were primarily consumed by women and the lower classes, who had limited exposure to the
perceived sophistication of Western education and political ideals. The texts often represented a
form of political resistance from the marginalized, challenging the dominance of the Bengali
bhadralok (the middle-class elite) in more formal print and political spheres. Despite caricature’s
subversive nature, it continued to be dominated by the bhadralok, maintaining its place within

their cultural sphere.’
Amrita Bazar Patrika (1872)

The introduction and wide circulation of the British Punch magazine caricaturing the colonial
subject was the final straw that necessitated an answer to the colonial discourse. Amrita Bazar
Patrika, one of the oldest newspapers in India, is considered a pioneer of Bengal in publishing
political cartoons by indigenous cartoonists. The first cartoon appeared on 28th February 1872,
titled ‘Municipal Meeting’'®. It was when the government took the initiative to set up a
municipal commission and started educating Bengali bureaucrats about self- governance''. It was
a bi- lingual cartoon in Bengali and English ridiculing George Campbell's (the then Lieutenant
Governor of Bengal) policies if imposing additional taxes on the common people'? (Fig. 3). This
image is a political cartoon from the colonial era, likely published in Amrita Bazar Patrika,
criticizing British rule in India. It depicts a "Municipal Meeting" where British officials appear to
be instructing or guiding Indian representatives in self-government, symbolizing the colonial
government's claim of "teaching" Indians democracy. The seated posture of Indians and the
didactic stance of the British reflect a power imbalance. This cartoon satirizes the 19th-century

efforts of the British to introduce municipal governance in places like Calcutta, portraying it as a
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patronizing exercise rather than genuine empowerment. It highlights the skepticism and criticism
from Indian nationalists who viewed such reforms as superficial. The Bengali caption reinforces
this, stating that the government is merely “teaching” Indians self-rule, hinting at the lack of true

autonomy under British colonialism.

Figure No. 3

Municipal Meeting!

Municipal Meeting, First Cartoon Published in Amrita Bazar Patrika on 28" February, 1872.
Source: Bibek Sengupta, Bangla Cartoon 150: A Collection from Bengal and Beyond, South 24 Parganas.
Uttoram Publishers, 2023, p.18.

While the British humour magazine Punch sought to highlight cultural differences and the rise of
nationalism and discontent against the British Raj, Bengali satirical magazines began to push
back with their own brand of ridicule. Many humour magazines of the time engaged in
indiscriminate mud-slinging, scandal-mongering, and relied heavily on gossip, personal attacks,
and sensationalized reporting on controversial issues. These periodicals lacked cartoons or
illustrations. It was Harbola Bhand, and Basantak that pioneered the inclusion of satirical
cartoons. Beginning their publications in 1874, they featured caricatures that addressed socio-
political issues, particularly in an era when there was growing demand for the right to participate

. .. . 13
in municipal elections ~.

Basantak (1874)

Basantak, first published in Calcutta in 1874, was the earliest Bengali comic magazine inspired

by the Punch model (Figure- 4). Vitriolic and sharp, it used an innovative illustrated format to
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revive a well-established tradition of Bengali satire—essentially, old wine in a new bottle.
Calcutta, by then, had inherited a vibrant literary culture steeped in irony, innuendo, and biting
wit. In this self-aware, individualistic milieu, caricature emerged as a potent weapon for mocking
contemporary manners and exposing hypocrisy.'* Notably, critiques of modernity came not from
conservative rural voices, but from within the urban bhadralok class itself—a westernized elite
navigating a fractured identity where caste and tradition no longer held uncontested authority.
Basantak's satire drew from a longer tradition of literary parody, exemplified by Hutom
Pyanchar Naksha (1862), a seminal work by Kali Prasanna Sinha. This anonymous and richly
colloquial text used earthy, even bawdy, language to paint a vivid picture of colonial Calcutta’s
urban life. Before reformist efforts—especially by the Brahmo Samaj—*cleansed’ Bengali
literature, such raw and irreverent styles were common. Sinha’s Hutom, grounded in vulgar slang
and satirical sketches, captured a Rabelaisian Calcutta in transition.'> Basantak followed in this
vein. Its very title played on layered meanings: springtime, a jester, and smallpox. Though it may
have drawn visual inspiration from The Indian Charivari or even Punch directly, Basantak’s
voice was distinctly local. Edited by Prananath Datta of an aristocratic North Calcutta family, the
magazine launched unflinching critiques of both British officials and their Bengali allies. Datta’s
nephew, who illustrated the cartoons, localized the Punch masthead by creating a grotesque
Bengali version: an obese, leering Brahmin court jester surrounded by scenes of urban depravity.
His wiry, raw illustrations vividly brought to life the text’s social criticism.'® Basantak Targets
included corrupt officials, famine mismanagement, the decline of Indian handlooms under
Manchester imports, and the growing westernized elite. In one cartoon, English officials force-
feed already obese elites while the poor starve—a stark visual metaphor for colonial apathy.
Basantak’s fiercest satire, echoing the spirit of Kalighat art, often turned inward. Reformers like
Ishvarchandra Vidyasagar and his “Society for the Prevention of Obscenity” became subjects of
ruthless ridicule. In combining the literary irreverence of Hutom with biting visual caricature,
Basantak established itself as a unique Bengali voice of political and social satire in the late 19th
century.'” Basantak boldly criticized high-ranking British officials. One notable illustration
depicted Calcutta Mayor Stewart Hogg as the Varaha (Pig) avatar of the Hindu god Vishnu, with

the surname "Hogg" prominently displayed. This satire mocked British racial superiority,
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depicting Bengali Babus in a posture of prayer, hands folded, while the Varaha avatar carried the
Victoria Memorial on its horns'®. (Figure-5). In this image, Stewart Hogg has four hands holding
a conch shell, a discus, a rose, and a sword, while bottles are placed on his head. Beneath his feet
lies an Indian man, and on either side stand two Bengali gentlemen with folded hands."” This
image sharply criticizing colonial administrators’ elevated self-image and the superficiality of
British reforms in India. By using Hindu religious symbolism, the cartoon both satirizes British
arrogance and engages Indian cultural sentiment to ridicule colonial governance. It is an example
of how Indian media of the period used humour, sarcasm, and powerful symbolism to fuel

nationalist sentiment and challenge colonial authority through popular imagery.

Figure. 4

Cover page of Basantak, first year, issue 2, 1872
Source: Chandi Lahiri ed., Basantak: Im barsa - 2ya barsa, Niu Ej Publishers, Kolkata, 2008. p.2

Figure: 5
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A caricature of Sir Stewart Hoog, the Mayor of Calcutta as Voraha (Hog) incarnation of Lord Vishnu,
Published in Basantak, 1874.
Sources: Basantak Illustration 1874-1875, Vol.2
Archives, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta.

The educated middle-class Bengali population took a keen interest in the journal. The publication
both anglicized Bengalis and criticized senior British officials. Basantak raised concerns about
the deindustrialization of India's handloom sector caused by textile imports from Manchester, the
British government's failure to address hunger, and the dishonesty of British officers and their
supporters. Many cartoons focused on Kolkata's municipality and its inability to effectively
manage the city (Figure-6). The satirical cartoon depicts British officials overseeing Indian
workers depicted as dogs, symbolizing subjugation and loss of dignity under colonial authority.
One British figure gestures commandingly while another observes smugly, indicating control and
detachment. The dogs, possibly symbolizing native officials or citizens, are submissive,
emphasizing the humiliation experienced under British governance. Basantak, a Bengali
periodical, used satire to expose the exploitative practices of British rule, particularly the
manipulation of municipal structures in Kolkata for colonial benefit. This image reflects local
resentment and the rising voice of protest in vernacular media, making it a powerful example of
resistance through art and print. Additionally, Basantak was critical of social reformers. In the
late 19™ and early 20" century, it made fun of Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar and implemented
policies to empower women in India®’.

Figure: 6

Sources: Basantak Illustration 1874-1875, Vol.2
Archives, Centre for Studies in Social Sciences, Calcutta.
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Harbola Bhand (1874)

Harbola Bhand was a humour monthly modelled on British Punch, wherein every satirical had
the presence of ‘Bhand’, a mimicking jester, silently observing the situation. The Bhand on the
cover appeared in Indian attire and closely resembled Mr. Punch. Started in January 1874, only
three issues were published (Fig. 7). From the second issue, the magazine became bi-lingual and
flaunted as The Indian Punch®'. Harbola Bhand was printed by certain Durgadas Dhar, but the
name of the editor and contributors remained undisclosed. The articles and cartoons were mainly
on political, social religious issues and household chatter. The most noticeable were the cartoons
where human characters were presented in animal forms like boar, monkey, jackal and tiger and

the jester pointing at the contributors in their societal views** (Fig.8)
Figure: 7
THE INDIAN P

Alurch 1874,

o

The Cover page of Harbola Bhand (The Indian Punch), 1874.
Source: Bibek Sengupta, Bangla Cartoon 150: A Collection from Bengal and Beyond, South 24 Parganas.
Uttoram Publishers, 2023, p.19
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Figure.8

A Satirical Cartoons from Harbola Bhand.
Source: Bibek Sengupta, Bangla Cartoon 150: A Collection from Bengal and Beyond, South 24 Parganas.
Uttoram Publishers, 2023, p.22.

Pancananda

On 26 October 1878, Indranath Bandyopadhyay (1850-1911) launched the satirical periodical
Pancananda (Figure. 9) in Chunchura (Chinsura), Hugli, encouraged by his friends and
especially his mentor, Akshaychandra Sarkar (1846-1917), editor of the semi-conservative
Bengali weekly Sadharani (est. 1873). The periodical’s objectives were articulated through early
editorial notes, advertisements, and Indranath’s own commentary. After its inaugural issue,
Pancananda shifted its publication base to Bhabanipur, Kolkata on 29 January, and later to
Burdwan (Bardhaman), where it was published from January to June 1881. An early
advertisement in Sadharani announcing Pancananda described it as “a periodical with humour
and critique,” edited by “the very humorous writer of Bengal” and enriched with contributions
from the renowned satirist ‘Panca’. The publication presented itself as a source of “precious
advice, witty satire, harsh sarcasm, and pure fun.” In a characteristically ironic twist, the first
issue included a declaration that, since most Bengali periodicals failed to maintain regularity,

Pancananda would, by design, be published irregularly.”
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Figure: 9
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First Page of Pancananda, vol. 1, issue 10, 1880.
Source: Chaiti Basu, ‘The Punch Tradition in late Nineteenth Century Bengal: From Pulcinella to
Basantak and Pacu’, in Hans Harder and Barbara Mittler (ed.), Asian Punches: A Transcultural Affair,
New York, Springer, 2013, p.118.

Pancananda was initially printed at the Sadharani Printing Press, with the first issue priced at
four paisa. By the second issue, the annual subscription was fixed at five rupees, to be paid in
advance to guarantee continued publication. However, Indranath discontinued the periodical after
completing the first volume, as he frequently relocated across Bengal. In early 1880,
Pancananda resumed publication from Kolkata as a fortnightly, but its schedule remained
irregular, particularly after Indranath moved from Kolkata to Bardhaman to pursue a legal career.
In 1880, it was published from Bhabanipur, Kolkata; in 1881, from Burdwan; and in 1883, it
finally merged with Bangabasi. Indranath's satirical writings, under the pseudonym Pacu Thakur
or Pancananda, found a wider readership through Bangabasi, significantly boosting the
periodical's popularity. While one scholar notes that Pancananda’s circulation never exceeded
500 copies, its merger with Bangabasi changed the landscape. Bangabasi enjoyed far greater
circulation compared to other contemporary mainstream journals.** Indranath’s association with
the popular Bangabasi extended the reach of both his pseudonym Pacu Thakur and his satirical

columns. Moreover, Bangabasi’s regular publication schedule allowed for more frequent
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appearance of his writings. His first contribution under the name Pancananda was the article
“Surendrayan.” The proprietor of Bangabasi, Jogendra Chandra Basu, compiled Indranath’s
earlier Pancananda essays into two volumes titled Pacu Thakur. Subsequently, three more
volumes featuring Indranath’s later satirical writings from Bangabasi were published under the
same title.”

By the early twentieth century, pictorial journalism gained significant popularity and
became an essential part of literature. Illustrated magazines primarily catered to the middle-class
Bengali audience. Ramananda Chatterjee launched Prabashi, which featured a remarkable
section of illustrated cartoons, followed by several monthly publications such as Bharat Barsha,
Manasi O Marinabani, and Masik Basumati’®. These magazines provided a platform for
cartoonists to address various issues, including absentee zamindars, hypocritical academics,
corrupt British officials, loyal Indian officers, the national movement, Anglicized Indians, and
other political topics. This was followed by several other monthly magazines and periodicals
such as  Avatar, Panchananda, Janmabhumi,’’ Panchananda, Bangabashi, Sulav Samachar,
Sachita Sishir, Matvala, Mahila Mahal’®. These publications offered cartoonists a platform to
create illustrations addressing various topics, including absentee landlords, hypocritical
academics, corrupt British officials, loyal Indian officers, the national movement, Anglicized
Indians, against dowry system, child marriage, women emancipation and numerous other

political issue®.
Gaganendranath Tagore

One prominent figure in political cartooning was Gaganendranath Tagore. Known for his
lithographic illustrations, he critiqued British colonizers and Anglicized Bengalis. Modernist
painter Gaganendranath Tagore, who lived in Calcutta in the early 20th century, has a limited but
extensive body of work that combines the histories of colonial caricatures and contemporary art
in India. Caricature offered polemical means of depicting colonial resistance by capturing the
conflicts between involvement and denial, desire and mockery™ . Gaganendranath was publishing
cartoons that brutally attacked both the British colonizer and the anglicized Bengali. He assailed

the several social problems that afflicted Bengali society with equal zeal: brahmanism,
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patriarchy, dowry and child marriage, women empowerment and anglicization of the Bengali
Baboos. Beginning in 1917, Gaganendranath published three books®': Birup Bajra (Play of
Opposites, 1917), and Advut Lok (The Realm of the Absurd, 1917), Naba Hullor (Reform
Screams, 1921). Adbhut Lok underlines Gaganendranath’s satirical attack on religious
debaucheries and upper-class Baboo culture. Birup Bajra captured his play with stereotypes and
the education system and Nava Hullor lays a critical eye on political situations and India’s
struggle movements. Gaganendranath also published in several periodicals such as Probashi and
Modern Review.** Gaganendranath added a modern touch to Bengali art, despite the fact that his
topic was vehemently anti-colonial. In the early 1900s, Indian political discourse started to use
western political modernity's terminology and ideas—such as liberty, equality, and citizen
rights—as a weapon against colonial power. The knowledge gained from western civilization
essentially started to influence anti-colonial discourse. Gaganendranath's cartoons, which are
more British in style than the regional Kalighat Patachitra, follow a similar pattern, however
they appear to challenge the anglicization of Indian material. The anglicized Indians, who
abandoned their traditions and customs in favor of the masters' language, are, however, strongly
despised in the content. The lithographic collection of caricatures by Gaganendranath is a parody
on the dishonest Brahmins who take advantage of the lower members of society in order to feed
their avarice and greed. The shallow standards of some of the Bhadralok who mindlessly copy
western conventions are another element of Gaganendranath's critique. The caricatures depict
many situations, exposing the societal constructions and stereotypes that are displayed. The title
Adbhut Lok highlights Gaganendranath's satirical critique of the materialistic and dishonest
standards of the wealthy brahmins and middle-class babus, who stand in for the crazy social
structure founded on arbitrary hierarchy. Birth, not merit, is the basis for this system. The

different aspects of life that are shown in his caricatures serve to illustrate these pieces™.
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Figure: 10

)
ﬁrmmmm

GOGOMENDRO MATH TAGORE.

Advut Lok (The Realm of the Absurd)
Source: Sanjukta Sunderason, Arts of Contradiction: Gaganendranath Tagore and the Caricatural
Aesthetic of Colonial Bengal, South Asian Studies, 2016, p.3.

Gaganendranath's Virup Vajra (Strange Thunderbolts) and Rabindranath Tagore's Ghore Baire
(Home and the World) were published in 1917 and 1916, respectively. Gaganendranath Tagore
utilized his humorous caricatures to draw attention to the gender hierarchy in society because the
Tagore family members shared their literary works with one another. The public and private
spaces for women become a significant subject in Ghore Baire in relation to women's
empowerment. In A Wayside Diversion, Gaganendranath depicts a typical street scene with a
babu's little attentional diversion. The digression does, however, have a profound significance. It
makes a significant statement on how men and women were viewed in nineteenth-century
society. While women have the vital responsibility of caring for their homes, men have the free
time to stroll the streets and stare at ladies. Their private space is defined by the tedium of
domesticity. Any contact with the outside world is viewed as inappropriate and drawing
unwelcome attention, as in the instance of the passing babu, as demonstrated by the woman on
the balcony conversing with a group of hermits. For women, there were clear boundaries

between the public and private spheres™*.
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In the nineteenth century, women’s lives began to change due to British rule and male reformers
who sought to align societal practices with national law and reason. Western-educated men,
influenced by these reforms, introduced new ideas and actions regarding women’s roles,
challenging the traditional ideal of the wife and mother. Urbanization and colonial professions
led to boys being educated and working outside traditional homes. Educational, social, and
religious changes started to erode traditional norms™. In 1927, Binoy Basu’s Meye Maha and
Jatindrakumar Sen’s Nari Bidroho highlighted the backlash against women’s empowerment in
conservative Bengali society. Through cartoons, Basu mocked women in male-dominated
professions, reflecting societal anxiety about women entering spaces once reserved for men.
While reformers worked to abolish practices like infanticide and child marriage, women
remained passive subjects in these changes, as men led the efforts to reshape their lives through

education and legal reforms>®,

Figure. 11

Nari Bidroho (Women’s Rebellion)
Source: Manasi O Mrinabani, Vadra 1326 Bengali Year, (1919), p.63

During Gaganendranath Tagore, another important cartoonist in Bengal was Jatindra Kunar Sen.
Sen created a lot of sarcastic cartoons at the same time, and these were published in Prabashi,
Bharatbarsha, Masik Basumati, Sachita Sisir, and other publications. However, this was also

when Bengali women began valuing education and becoming more independent. The
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conservative middle class somewhat supported women's awakening, and progressive writers and
cartoonists began to write about it. The paradox of the woman, who oppressed and embodied
Bengali society's corruption, was a significant driving force behind this emancipation endeavour.
However, the woman could not always enter the public eye after her independence. Consider the
1919 book Nari Bidroho (Women's Rebellion) by Jyotindra Kumar Sen and the 1927 book
Ekobingsho Shotabdite Nari-choritam (Character of Women in the Twenty-First Century) by
Benoy Kumar Bose: Subhendu Dasgupta describes these drawings as provocative, but what
stands out about them is how the cartoonists ridiculed a woman by depicting her as "acting like a
man"’. These women were employed professionals who strutted the man's domain, dressed
practically, and brought their husband’s home.”® Caricatures by Jyotindra Kumar Sen and Binoy
Basu depicted the advancement of educated women in society. Sen's notable and revolutionary
series, 'Nari Bidroho', (See Figure.11) from the 1919 Women's Revolts, featured images of a
modern woman smoking a cigar and a woman judge.”

In the early 20" century, visual literature in newspapers gained prominence, especially
during key political events like the rise of Gandhi and the Gandhian movements. Key themes
included satyagraha, Quit India, the Bengal Famine, and the Partition of India. Newspapers such
as Amrita Bazar Patrika, Hindustan Standard, and The Statesman published cartoons that
reflected nationalist perspectives, focusing on the Indian National Congress’s political
successes.*’ The Bengali newspaper Yugantor, part of Amrita Bazar Patrika, became a platform
for renowned cartoonists like Revati Bhushan and Amal Chakraborty. These cartoonists
introduced a new approach to nation-building, blending critiques of British rule with a focus on
nationalism. While some supported the two-nation theory, others took a more secular stance.
Unlike English cartoonists, Bengali cartoons often included economic critiques, marking a shift

in how cartoons were used to mobilize and organize political opinions during colonial India*'.
Conclusion

Caricatures and cartoons played a significant role in the literature of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Visual art became a powerful tool for the oppressed to express resistance against their

oppressors, using a language distinct from the Sanskritized Bengali and the cheap publications of
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Battala. British-edited periodicals often displayed a racist perspective in their content and tone,
while Indian periodicals leaned heavily toward nationalism, with a strong anti-British stance.
However, it is important to note that cartoons and caricatures primarily catered to the western-
educated middle class, who were the main readers and politically conscious participants in
India’s rising nationalism. These artistic forms blended politics with humor and wit, fueling
racial conflicts with the British and fostering animosity toward the colonizers. It is also crucial to
acknowledge that cartoons and caricatures were not accessible to the masses or marginalized
groups, who remained largely disconnected from literacy. Despite this, cartoons became an
influential medium for sparking political and national awareness in India during the nineteenth

and twentieth centuries.
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