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Abstract

Bengali Anglophone literature has evolved through an ongoing dialogue
between Bengali cultural heritage and English as a global language. From
Rabindranath Tagore’s self-translations to the modern works of Amitav

Ghosh and Jhumpa Lahiri, Bengali authors have approached English not just
as a neutral tool, but as a dynamic space where cultural identity can be
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questioned, reshaped, and negotiated. This article outlines several important
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Published online:29/01/2026  with Tagore’s purposeful cultural translation; the mid-century's personal
explorations in Nirad C. Chaudhuri’s autobiographical writings; and the late
twentieth century’s broader forays into historical fiction, domestic realism,
diaspora narratives, and innovative genres. The article argues, first, that
Bengali Anglophone writing complicates diaspora-focused interpretations by
illustrating the coexistence of local roots and global outlooks; and second,
that its formal innovations —from Ghosh’s non-linear narratives to Lahiri’s
subtle, pared-down style —have played a major role in shaping what “world
literature” means today. By examining central texts, the article shows how
these writers convert distinct local experiences into forms that are
understandable to global audiences, all while preserving their unique
cultural identities.

Keywords: Bengali Anglophone literature, Tagore, diaspora, cultural
translation, World Englishes, postcolonial studies, world literature.

Introduction Bengali writers translating themselves into

"Bengali Anglophone literature’ is an English, and Bengali literary worlds being

imperfect label, but that imperfection tells us remade in  English —through  translation,

something. It refers to at least three overlapping migration, and publishing networks. Bengali

practices: Bengali writers composing in English, Anglophone literature isn’t just one set way of
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writing. Instead, it's made up of different ways
writers express their culture as times change.
What always remains the same is that these
writers choose to show Bengali identity —its
history, character, and complexities —through
the English language.

In postcolonial literature, English is often
seen as both a gift and a burden—a language
tied to power, education, dreams, and even
feelings of not belonging. However, Bengali
writers who use English show that the language
can be more than just something handed down
or forced upon them. For these writers, using
English is a creative challenge. They don’t just
write in English—they shape it to fit Bengali
rhythms, memories, and cultural styles. This
isn’t just about mixing two languages for the
sake of it. Instead, it’s about using the tools of
literature —how sentences are built, how stories
are told, and how voices sound —to express
their unique culture.

This article explains how Bengali writers
use English in creative ways to show their own
culture and ideas. It makes two main points.
First, Bengali Anglophone literature proves that
writers can stay connected to their local roots
while also having a global outlook —they don’t
just write about being far from home. Second,
these writers have influenced world literature
not only through their themes but also by
inventing new ways of telling stories, especially
when dealing with history, memory, and mixing
languages. These methods matter because they
demonstrate how "world literature" isn't merely
a global shelf of books but a field structured by
translation, prizes, markets, and the unequal
mobility of texts (Casanova 12; Huggan 28).

Tagore and the Foundational Problem of
Cultural Translation

Rabindranath Tagore’s Gitanjali plays an
important and complicated role in the history of
Bengali writers using English. People often see
it as the starting point—where a Bengali poet
first becomes known worldwide, English acts as
the connecting language, and winning the

Nobel Prize introduces Bengali literature to a
global audience. But what matters most isn’t just
that Tagore translated his poems. Instead, he
carefully chose how to share the feelings and
ideas from Bengali devotional poetry in English,
making sure Western readers would
understand without losing the heart of his

culture.

Tagore’s English version of Gitanjali isn’t
exactly like the Bengali original. The English
poems are simpler and less decorative, focusing
on universal spiritual ideas. Some people say
this makes them too plain or loses their cultural
depth, but it’s also a thoughtful choice. Tagore
wanted his devotional poems to be understood
by readers everywhere, not just seen as exotic or
foreign. He carefully decided what parts should
stay true to Bengali culture and what could
speak to people around the world. Translation
scholars argue that translation is never neutral
transfer but interpretive act shaped by ideology
and market (Venuti 20). Tagore's case makes this
visible early.

Tagore’s nonfiction adds to our
understanding of him. In Nationalism, he talks
about modern life, countries, and political
violence. He is careful not to simply agree with
colonial rule or blindly support all forms of
nationalism. Instead, he questions both with a
thoughtful and critical voice. What's important
in Bengali Anglophone literature is that English
isn’t just accepted as it is—it’s used as a tool to
question and challenge, shaped by Bengali ways
of thinking. Instead of simply fitting in, these
writers use English to argue, to stand out, and to
share their own ideas with the world.

This leads to two main results. First,
Tagore shows that translating your own work
and sharing it with the world is a valuable and
meaningful effort, not a loss. Second, he
highlights a lasting challenge: making your
writing easy for people everywhere to
understand can sometimes mean losing the rich
details of your culture. Bengali writers using
English keep facing this issue—they might
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welcome it, push back against it, or try to do
both at the same time.

Nirad C. Chaudhuri and the Autobiographical
Negotiation of English

If Tagore represents early spiritual and
philosophical mediation of Bengali culture,
Nirad C. Chaudhuri represents mid-century,
intensely argumentative negotiation of colonial
inheritance. The Autobiography of an Unknown
Indian is famous for its provocative tone and
complex relationship to British culture. But its
deeper significance lies in how it performs
identity through style. Chaudhuri's English is
deliberately Victorian-inflected —dense, ornate,
learned. It's not 'native-like" English in the
contemporary sense but cultivated English
announcing education and authority while
staging ambivalence (Chakrabarty 178).

Chaudhuri doesn’t just tell his life story —
he uses his memories to help explain bigger
changes. Nostalgia isn’t just a feeling for him;
it's a way to think about politics, culture, and
how people change over time. His
autobiography turns into something like a
personal study of his own world. As he writes,
he’s living inside Bengali life but also describing
it from a distance, in a language shaped by

colonial history (Mishra 92).

This is where postcolonial questions get
clearer. In postcolonial studies, English is seen
as a mix—not just colonial or local. Homi
Bhabha calls this the “third space”: it’s the
middle ground where copying, negotiating, and
changing things makes something new (Bhabha
37). Chaudhuri’s writing lives in that third
space, but not in a happy way. His writing mixes
praise and criticism, showing that living with

colonial  influences  isn't  simple or
straightforward.
Chaudhuri’'s  influence in  Bengali

Anglophone literature isn’t just about what he
writes about —it’s also about how he writes and
argues. He shows that English can be used
powerfully, to show intelligence and authority,
but it also reveals the struggles of holding onto

cultural roots (Das 234). Newer writers don’t
copy his style, but the challenge he faced
remains: how do you use English, but make sure
it doesn’t take over who you are?

Historical Consciousness and Narrative Form:
Amitav Ghosh

Amitav Ghosh’s writing is a big change
from earlier writers. He doesn’t just talk about
personal feelings or philosophy—he tells
complicated stories about history, where the
way the story is told is part of the message. In
The Shadow Lines, history isn’t just something in
the background —it’s the way people see and
experience the world. The story jumps around
in time and place, connecting Calcutta, Dhaka,
and London through memories and violence.
This isn’t just a writing trick—it’s a political
idea: borders are both real and strange, and they
cause pain that spreads across time and place
(Khair 156).

Ghosh wants readers to feel that history
happens all at once, not just in the past or in
other places. Violence isn’t stuck in “then” or
“there.” The story shows how people’s private
lives are touched by big political events, and
how those events stay alive in family memories
(Boehmer 89). This is Ghosh’s special
contribution to postcolonial fiction: he shows
that we understand history through stories,
pieces, and memories we get from others —not
just from official timelines.

The Ibis Trilogy takes this even further.
Here, Ghosh uses history to bring back lost
languages and ways of speaking. The books are
set in the nineteenth century on ships, where all
kinds of people and languages mix together —
sailors’ talk, government English, and Indian
languages create a rich mix. English in these
books isn’t normal or plain—it’s full of slang
and history (Desai 201). This is important
because it shows a new way to use English —not
as a simple tool everyone shares, but as
something shaped by time and place. The
language itself is part of history.
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In world literature, Ghosh’s books are a
good example of how a story can feel local and
also matter to the world. Ghosh isn’t just adding
India to English books—he’s changing what
English stories can do by making them carry
many languages and histories. This creates a
kind of “counter-cosmopolitanism”: the global
world isn’t just about easy travel or smooth
mixing, but about a system shaped by power,
trade, migration, and struggle (Casanova 45).

Domestic Ethnography and the Aesthetics of
Silence: Jhumpa Lahiri

People often say Jhumpa Lahiri’s work is
the opposite of Ghosh'’s: it’s personal instead of
wide-ranging, about home life instead of big
history, simple instead of full of many
languages. But Lahiri matters because her
simple style isn’t just her ignoring history —it’s
her way of showing how history quietly lives on
in daily life.

In Interpreter of Maladies, Lahiri is great at
leaving things unsaid: the most important parts
are often what characters don’t say to each
other. Changes in culture show up not in big
fights, but in missed connections, awkward
habits, family traditions, and the small sadness
of trying to fit in (Alfonso and Sahoo 112). The
home becomes a place where culture is worked
out—what people eat, what they name their
kids, how they marry, and family get-togethers
all become ways to test and shape who they are.

The Namesake goes even further with the
idea that names matter—they hold family
history, memories of moving to a new country,
and what people miss. Lahiri doesn’t turn the
lives of people who move away from home into
a big show. Her characters aren’t there to teach
readers about their culture; they’re just regular
people living with pressure from both sides,
which makes her stories more real and
respectful (Brada-Williams 67).

This is also how Bengali Anglophone
writing changes for readers around the world.
Lahiri’s writing is easy to read, but she doesn’t
try to make Bengali culture totally familiar.

Instead, she shows difference in a quiet, steady
way: someone does a ritual, cooks a special food,
or passes on a family sadness, and readers feel
the meaning without being told everything. This
matches an idea in translation: sometimes, it’s
good to let things stay partly mysterious (Apter
45). Lahiri doesn’t explain every detail. She
trusts the story to show what matters.

The Calcutta Ordinary: Amit Chaudhuri and
Anti-Epic Form

If Lahiri works with a simple style about
diaspora, Amit Chaudhuri does something
different: he writes in an anti-epic way. In A
Strange and Sublime Address, the drama stays
small on purpose. The story spends time on
everyday things in Calcutta —heat, family talks,
slow afternoons, tiny details—showing that
ordinary life can be important in art. This
matters because it pushes back against the usual
idea that postcolonial stories need to be loud,
political, or dramatic to be taken seriously
(Boehmer 234).

Chaudhuri’s style shows that cultural
identity isn’t just about big events or crises —it’s
also shaped by daily routines. The “Bengali-
ness” of his writing isn’t there to show off; it’s in
the way the story moves, repeats, and focuses on
home life. This is smart cultural writing because
it doesn’t turn culture into something for others
to look at or buy (Chaudhuri, "The
Construction" 18).

On the world stage, Chaudhuri’s books
change ideas about what makes a story
valuable. Big publishers often want stories
about migration, politics, or dramatic history.
Chaudhuri’s choice is both about style and
about fighting the market’s rules, which can
make postcolonial writing seem “exotic”
(Huggan 13). He shows that Bengali
Anglophone literature can matter globally by
making the ordinary seem deep and
meaningful, not just local.

Genre, Myth, and Cultural Synthesis:
Divakaruni and Saad Z. Hossain
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A striking contemporary development is
Bengali Anglophone writing's expansion into
genre and mythic revision. Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni's The Palace of Illusions re-narrates
the Mahabharata through feminist perspective
centered on Draupadi. The achievement isn't
simply 'retelling a myth in English" but
reallocating narrative authority: the epic's
meaning changes when told from a woman's
interiority (Nayar 89). English becomes the
medium through which a canonical South Asian
story gets re-argued for global readership.

Divakaruni’'s work also shows how
stories based on well-known myths are popular
around the world —they use familiar plots but
add fresh political and emotional ideas. There’s
a risk that these myths could get oversimplified
or feel like just “exotic” stories. Divakaruni
avoids this by focusing on the character’s voice
and inner struggles, making her retelling deeper
and more thoughtful.

Saad Z. Hossain's fantasy stories are
another example: he uses “genre” to mix and
experiment with culture. Books like Djinn City
bring together South Asian mythical creatures,
city life, and fantasy elements, breaking away
from strict Western ideas of genre (Lal 156). This
matters because it shows English isn’t just for
realistic stories about identity —it can also carry
mythic and fantasy stories that come from local
traditions (Roy 178).

In both cases, it’s not just about “adding
Bengali culture” to English stories—it’s about
changing how these genres work by bringing in
new ways of thinking, different values, and
special symbols. Bengali Anglophone writing
keeps up Tagore’s old tradition—using
translation on purpose —but now does it in new
ways, mixing styles and reaching wider
audiences.

Thematic and Formal Continuities

Even though these writers use different
styles, there are some clear patterns that make

Bengali Anglophone literature feel like its own
tradition.

Linguistic Texture and the Politics of
Untranslatability

Bengali Anglophone writers often use
Bengali words, special cultural phrases, and
ways of writing that sound like Bengali
thinking. This isn’t just for decoration—it's a
choice. Some ideas only make sense in their own
culture and can’t be fully explained in English.
Instead of seeing this as a problem, many
writers make this “not fully clear” feeling part of
the art (Apter 89; Venuti 20). For example, when
Ghosh leaves words like nautch, gomusta, or
duffadar in their original form in Sea of Poppies, he
is saying something about what should —and
shouldn’t—be translated (Sengupta 123).

Memory as Indirect Transmission

In this tradition, history isn’t always told
directly. Lahiri shows it through family routines
and names. Ghosh shows it with stories that
jump around and by rebuilding the past from
bits and pieces. Chaudhuri does it with
thoughtful memories (Brah 234). The ways are
different, but the idea is the same: culture isn’t
just what's said out loud, but also what’s passed
down, practiced, or sometimes avoided. For
example, a character might not remember their
father’s voice but can remember exactly how
their mother cooked ilish mach. The memory of
food stands in for things that can’t be spoken
(Mannur 67).

The Cosmopolitan-Provincial Synthesis

Maybe the most unique thing is how
these writers create characters who feel at home
in many places at once. The stories don’t just
split “local” and “global” into old and new.
Instead, Bengali ways of seeing the world help
make sense of modern life. Being
“cosmopolitan” doesn’t mean losing your
roots—in fact, it's often built on them (Cheah
89). Ghosh'’s characters are smart, have traveled

a lot, and know how to live in different cultures,

Sujata Bisoi & Aahana Bisoi


http://www.rjelal.com/

Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL)
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) httpy//www.rjelal.com;

Vol.14.Issue 1. 2026

(Jan-March)

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)

but they’re still deeply shaped by Bengali
neighborhoods, families, and habits. They aren’t
stuck between two worlds —they live in many at
the same time.

Conclusion

Bengali Anglophone literature is best
understood not as a minor branch of "Indian
writing in English," but as a dynamic tradition
shaped by translation, migration, narrative
experimentation, and the realities of unequal
global literary systems. Its writers consistently
reimagine English to carry Bengali cultural
consciousness —sometimes through spiritual
mediation (Tagore), sometimes through

(Nirad
Chaudhuri), sometimes through historical form
(Ghosh),

minimalism (Lahiri), and at other times through

argumentative autobiography

sometimes  through  domestic
the anti-epic portrayal of ordinary life or
through genre hybridity (Amit Chaudhuri,

Divakaruni, Hossain).

What makes this tradition significant is
not only the number of celebrated authors it has
produced, but also the aesthetic solutions it
offers to a central modern problem: how to
speak from cultural specificity in a global
literary marketplace without becoming either
assimilated or exotically packaged. Bengali
Anglophone writing demonstrates that identity
negotiation is not merely a theme but a formal
practice. That formal practice, developed across
a century, has helped expand what English
literature can contain—while keeping Bengali
cultural memory stubbornly and creatively
present.

The tradition's lasting significance may lie
in demonstrating that literary innovation often
occurs at linguistic and cultural intersections,
and that the most locally rooted narratives can
achieve the broadest global resonance when
mediated through skilled literary translation—
whether between languages or within the
expanded possibilities of a globalized English
(Damrosch 145). As the tradition continues
evolving — with emerging trajectories in digital

narratives, climate fiction given Bangladesh's
vulnerability, queer narratives within Bengali
contexts, and expanded dialogue with other
world literatures — it offers compelling evidence
for literature's capacity to bridge -cultural
divides while preserving distinctive voices and
perspectives (Trivedi 234).

Whether that bridging fully succeeds,
whether something essential gets lost in
translation, or whether the global circulation of
these texts reinforces or challenges existing
power structures — these questions remain open,
requiring continued critical attention as the
tradition develops. Yet what seems clear is that
Bengali writers have made English speak with a
Bengali accent in the deepest sense. They have
shown that writing in a global language does
not require smoothing away cultural
particularity. In fact, it is often through the
specific —the taste of ilish mach , the rhythm of
Calcutta's afternoons, the weight of a family
name—that the wuniversal becomes most
palpable. Their century of experimentation
offers not only great literature but a masterclass
in how to tell stories that are firmly rooted in one

soil yet able to speak to countless others.
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