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Abstract

The present article examines Bijon Bhattacharya's acclaimed play Nabanna
(1944) as a historical chronicle of Bengal during the crisis of 1940s, situating
the text in the conjuncture of the Second World War (1939-45), the Quit India
Movement of 1942, and the Bengal Famine of '50 [1350 B.S.]. Unlike the First
World War, the Second World War directly affected India. As a British colony,
India lived under the threat of a Japanese advance on its northeastern frontier.
With Calcutta as the headquarters of the Allied eastern front, massive
procurement of foodgrains for European and American troops, coupled with
wartime inflation, inordinate hoarding, and rampant black-marketeering, led
to a severe man-made crisis. So, besides such natural factors as flood and crop
failure, the principal cause of the famine was man-made: an unwanted war
thrust upon Indians, compounded by an anti-people colonial administration
and its native collaborators like the jotedars, hoarders, and profiteers. The
result was the devastation of the peasantry, the depopulation of villages like
the play's fictional Aminpur, and the mass migration of destitute peasants to
the city in quest of just few drops of rice gruel. While the first three acts of the
play powerfully portray rapid disintegration and acute starvation, the final
act's sudden turn to a joyous harvest festival seems to be a forced resolution.
Drawing on Brechtian concepts of political theatre and Amartya Sen's analysis
of famine as a failure of entitlement and distribution, the article questions how
a landless peasantry could celebrate, locating this aesthetic weakness in its
historical-political context — the Communist Party of India's adoption of the
'"People's War Line' after the Soviet Union joined the Allies. As a Party whole-
timer and leading playwright of the Indian People's Theatre Association,
Bhattacharya was constrained from directly indicting British imperialism as
the root cause. Endorsing Hiran Kumar Sanyal's observation (published in the
Jjournal Parichay) that the last scene is the weakest part of Nabanna, the article
concludes that despite its ideological limitations and lack of a clear
revolutionary formula, the play's return to human resilience continues to move
the audiences. Its continued relevance, evidenced by recent translations such
as Arjun Ghosh's (2018), secures its status as a historically significant
document of colonial exploitations and peasant miseries.
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