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Abstract 

This paper investigates India’s Social Milieu in Bhabani Bhattacharya’s novel, A Goddess Named Gold (1960). The paper 
aims to explore the speciϔic social environment in which the characters of the novel live, interact and are inϔluenced. The 
social milieu has created a lot of complications in society where the novel has been portrayed. The upper caste has an 
extreme sense of superiority and contempt for the lower caste. This kind of attitude determines the castes and their 
relationships with each other. This study highlights Bhattacharya’s notion of societal conditions in India after gaining 
independence, as illustrated in his famous novels and his sincere attempts to investigate required change in the society. 
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A Goddess Named Gold is Bhattacharya’s post-independence novel. It was published after thirteen years of 
Independence, which was achieved in 1947. This novel also offers a vivid account of the tension between 
the rich and the poor. The author tends to expose the greed, cunningness, and hypocrisy of the village’s 
Seths and their callous exploitations of the peasants, taking advantage of their poverty, ignorance, and 
helplessness. Seth Samsundarji has inherited the tendency of hoarding and exploitation from his 
predecessors – the British rulers and Indian businessmen who exploited the miserable situation caused by 
famine in 1943, and became millionaires overnight: 

This trick of cornering the market was not his invention. He had learned it by watching his 
 betters during the rice famine in Bengal four years before. At that time three million men and 
 women had to die so that there could be thirty new millionaires, and none condemned the 
 proϔiteers. His present role, set beside them, was a child’s prank. (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 32)  

Bhabani Bhattacharya is conscious of his responsibility to the society in which he lives. He condemns social 
evils such as superstition, blind beliefs, and man’s misguided faith in religion. He emphasizes mass literary 
advocates for a widow’s second marriage, opposes child marriage, and raises his voice against 
untouchability and the constraints of caste. The caste is such an ancient and powerful phenomenon of 
Indian society that it has taken unfathomable roots and has become a matter of instinct among the Indian 
people. In modern times it has found manifestation in the most absurd and ugly forms and acute communal 
tensions have become a recurring feature of the society.  

Like his predecessor, Swami Vivekanand, Bhabani Bhattacharya, too, plunges into a broader task of 
awakening the people from their centuries of stupor and offers them new ideals and values. Having a sharp 
social awareness, Bhattacharya feels deeply distressed to survey the sickness of Indian society. The social 
ills and anomalies have had a pernicious effect on the spiritual health of our society. Superstitions, hollow 
rituals, and man-made signs of omen and ill omen are some of the formidable enemies of mankind. If we 
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want to give a concrete shape to India of Gandhi’s dream, we must remove these man-made obstacles from 
the path of social progress. 

Bhattacharya, in his role as a novelist, strives to promote a transformation in societal perspectives. The 
social issues, he addresses provide ample opportunity to highlight the oppression of individuals by others, 
resulting in immense pain and suffering. The writer aspires to awaken the conscience of those who exploit 
the vulnerable. He also encourages those who are oppressed to assert their constitutional rights. While he 
understands that such changes will require time, he remains optimistic that they will eventually occur. He 
believes that individuals must undergo personal change before they can effect societal change. He also 
believes that only a person with strong moral values can contribute to creating this kind of society.  

Some core values, including kindness, selϐlessness, friendship, freedom, goodness, purity, dignity, and 
advocating for the oppressed against the wealthy, have been illustrated throughout the story. The narrative 
revolves around a touchstone given to Meera by her kind-hearted grandfather, Atmaram, who is a 
wandering minstrel. After discovering Meera’s ability to turn copper on her skin into gold, Seth invests 
heavily in her to obtain an increasing amount of gold. It places signiϐicant emphasis on the essential human 
value of selϐlessness and spontaneous kindness ϐlowing out from the very soul, “wearing it on your person, 
you will do an act of kindness. Real kindness. Then all copper on your body will turn to gold…. parted from 
your arm, the touchstone will be dead, a worthless pebble” (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 85). The protagonist, 
Meera satirically takes a dig at persons like Seth when she states, “this is Copper, Grandpapa with a gold 
wash it looks good enough. Hard to understand why people hanker for pure gold or at least silver” 
(Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 75). 

Bhattacharya expresses his conϐidence that man’s hunger for gold is not an end in itself, and therefore 
should not be understood as signiϐicant. It is but a means to achieve other things. It does not enable men to 
free themselves from the clutches of hunger, but helps them in their old age to satiate their desire to go to 
the places of pilgrimage. While delineating the touchstone and its future to Sohanlal, Meera remarks, “gold 
in itself has no value. Gold is a strip of ϐield released from ponds. Gold is a new straw thatch on the walls of 
a mud hut. It is the rag woman’s escape from hunger and old father’s wish for a pilgrimage to Holy Benaras” 
(Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 176). 

In the works of Bhabani Bhattacharya, political freedom is intricately linked to social, economic, and 
religious concerns. Bhattacharya suggests that true political freedom holds signiϐicance only when the 
ordinary person experiences economic, social, and cultural freedom. Bhattacharya felt a strong connection 
to Gandhi. He was impressed by Gandhi’s practical approaches to the challenges faced by the lowest social 
classes because of his endeavour to wipe, “every tear from every eye” (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 75) and to 
eradicate untouchability and outlaw the system of dowry. He exposes the true condition of society to its 
members so that they can confront their errors and deϐiciencies. His storytelling provides a glimpse into 
the Indian way of life; similar to Mulk Raj Anand, he maintains that, “an artist should delineate 
contemporary reality rather than recreate the historical or legendry theme” (Srivastava, 1982, p. 5). 

Bhabani Bhattacharya presents a distinctive view of freedom, applying it in a more pragmatic manner. 
Unlike other authors who focus solely on political freedom, Bhattacharya encompasses several issues of 
society. The subsequent lines from Gitanjali reϐlect Bhattacharya’s more pragmatic perspective on India. He 
admires Tagore and envisions his country embodying these ideals, “where the mind is without fear and the 
head is held high, where knowledge is free, where the world has not been broken up into fragments by 
narrow domestic walls” (Tagore, 1913, p. 35). 

The novel is a political satire written to make people aware of the real touchstone, freedom. It is gained after 
a long struggle and the supreme sacriϐices of selϐless patriots. Gandhiji had sought equal freedom for all. 
The author, being an eyewitness to all the political upheaval, seems restless with the consequences of newly 
gained independence. He has observed the changing political principles of free India. The election turned 
into another proϐitable business for wealthy groups of society; freedom became only a privilege for a 
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handful of wealthy men. He has a fear that long economic hypocrisy will turn into political dominance. 
Credulous people are found to be unaware of their importance. The wheels of life run under the power of 
people’s votes.  

Unlike the ϐirst novel, So Many Hungers! the present novel does not portray details of the causes and 
consequences of the Quit India Movement of 1942. The movement is labelled as the ϐinal steps towards 
India’s freedom. The novelist brings some golden glimpses from the proud history. He intends to relive the 
forgotten era of the freedom struggle. The young old and women rose to the cause and displayed maximum 
vigour and enthusiasm. Women of Sonamitti refresh their proud memories. Gandhiji has become a true 
inspiration for them strengthening their spirit and providing equal responsibility. He knew that women 
were half the strength of the nation and that without their contribution, the war could not be won. Sohagi 
and Laksmi, two of the prominent women of Sonamitti, remember how, under the puissant inϐluence of 
Gandhi, women came out of the thresholds of their homes and raised voices against British rule. They fought 
against aliens with equal zeal as men. Sohagi reminds: 

Those days…Gandhiji touched our spirit as it slept. Wakened, we became the equals of  our menfolk. 
Proud, chins up, we marched in a column of our own, across the meadow to  Pipli, onward to Kanhan. 
“Quit India!” We shouted to the Engrez aliens in one big voice.  (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 8) 

Superstition leads the villagers to believe in the miraculous power of the amulet. Villagers make some 
rumour stories about the wandering Minstrel and his supernatural power. Atmaram is observed as the 
mouthpiece of the author, shown as an enlightened man, aware of the existing social conditions and the 
malpractices of Seth, who exploits the common masses for his vested interests. He exploits rumours and 
superstitious beliefs of gullible villagers to deliver his valuable message. He plays a game with two hidden 
intentions: ϐirst, to prepare people for political freedom and second, to teach a good lesson to the greedy 
Seth. Unfortunately, all the villagers start running after the mirage of an amulet.  

Minstrels arouse their faith in touchstone (amulet changes copper into gold) with the mythical tale of Lord 
Krishna and the Jabuban bear. He recalls the story of Jabuban, the cruel and greedy bear, king of all bears, 
who had acquired a touchstone after killing its owner and hung it on its neck. A crystal was a symbol of 
power and pride. The god is incarnated in the form of Krishna and after, furious combat, wins the 
touchstone. The monster falls panting and lies on its back and whines for mercy. Krishna spares his life and 
takes away a touchstone with him just after delivering the above story. Minstrel hands over a Taveez (trans. 
Amulet) to Meera, the Taveez with a magical stone. He tells her that the stone has a power like a touchstone, 
to turn copper into gold. To work the magic, she needs to do an act of kindness, the real act of kindness. He 
ties the amulet to Meera’s arm and goes away from the village. 

The touchstone becomes the favourite topic in idle hours. People become restless for magic. The trap for 
Seth gets ready as Lakshmi, Seth’s wife, replaces the copper ring on Meera’s ϐinger with a gold one when 
she is sleeping. Meera knows nothing about it. Lakshmi seems happy that she rewards her best friend with 
a gold ring that she refused earlier, as a gratitude to Meera for saving her child from death. Seth is a 
superstitious man who believes in supernatural power. We witness his stupid business deal in Chamundi 
Bridge, believing in the magic of an amulet without question. He deals with Meera on a ϐifty-ϐifty basis. He 
overloads her body with various copper ornaments. Readers observe his various disgusting plans in the 
name of kindness. He seems busy calculating in his new business deal. Towards the end of the novel, 
everyone loses their hope in a miracle, but Seth remains struck with hope. 

The most surprising aspect of the novel is Meera’s obsession with miracles (an amulet changes copper into 
gold). The character of Meera is portrayed in two shades. First half of the novel, we ϐind her an appealing 
girl, who is enlightened with higher ideals of life, whereas in the second half, she appears as a common 
rural, illiterate girl who believes in superstition. Meera’s good sense and judgment are blinded by her 
superstitious belief and the power of the touchstone. She wraps her body with copper ornaments, even at 
night; she sleeps with the heavy weight of copper on her body. She gives up her social ϐight against Seth and 
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becomes an unfortunate puppet in his hands. After the failure of various acts of kindness, she obsessively 
asks Lakshmi about “‘an act of real kindness’” (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 86).  

The author tags the universal phenomenon. Even a rational person like Meera is free from the trap of blind 
faith. The novel artistically brings out superstition as an integral part of human life. It stresses that even a 
simple girl with simple needs could not remain detached from the dark shadow of superstitions. It is 
obvious that old beliefs and practices are still longer in rural societies. Villagers believe in various gods and 
goddesses. Seth is one of them. His greedy nature makes the situation worse. People try to satisfy the god 
with offerings, prayers, and sacriϐices. By offerings, they try to ward off evil and win their benediction. We 
ϐind that Seth bribes the god for his vested interest for the sake of superstitions. The amount of the offering 
depends upon the expected proϐit from the business deal. Seth is a combination of avaricious and 
superstitious in nature. He believes in the stars. Here we ϐind that his blind faith overpowers his greed and 
he gets to marry a poor girl, Lakshmi, only because of a rare star conjunction in her horoscope. He admits, 
“...mainly it was the stars. Your horoscope agreed so well with mine, it was plain that you were made for me. 
Jupiter crossed the ellipsis of Saturn at the moment you were born and the deep shadow of Mars…” 
(Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 12). 

Bhattacharya artistically touches on the evils of dowry and social hypocrisy. Dowry is the ϐinancial bond in 
the deal of Hindu arranged marriages. It is considered a social evil that turns into a curse for poor families. 
We ϐind poverty-stricken people in the novel that cannot fulϐil their primary need. They cannot afford 
a heavy load of dowry for their girl. The need for dowry for a girl’s marriage causes a lot of misery and 
ϐinancial hardship to Indian families. Money helps the parents to get a suitable husband for their daughter. 
Some physical drawbacks can also be overlooked with a handsome amount of dowry. There is a reference 
to an unfortunate old woman who has to suffer excessively because she cannot manage a dowry for her 
plain-looking daughter. Having an unwed daughter living at home with her parents is also considered taboo 
for Indian families. Old woman broods, “spectacle for misty eyes going blind…a dowry for a maid, well past 
her marriage age; she had no good looks, but a match could be arranged for eighty rupees” (Bhattacharya, 
2019, p. 182). 

Along with various social evils, the social hypocrisy of wealthy groups attracts our attention through the 
dialogue of the Halwai, “money has heat! Money will buy even the milk of a tigress” (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 
53) shows proud of the wealthy. The Halwai, a middle-aged man of the village Sonamitti, casts his evil eye 
on young Meera and longs to marry her. He is a man of ϐifty with two married daughters and dreams of 
marrying with girl of sixteen. On the proud possession of wealth, he sends a marriage proposal to Meera. 
Though he knows that their castes differ and so the villager will not sanction their marriage, he believes 
that his wealth can enable him to overcome the caste barrier. He has full conϐidence that Meera, a poor girl, 
will certainly accept his marriage proposal. Therefore, he tells Meera that there is a way to get married 
themselves. He can make the ϐive elder overlook their caste difference by paying them money. 

The prostitute of Pipli village is one of the victims of social hypocrisy. She is known as a “Bad Woman” 
(Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 232). Though prostitution is considered ‘shameful’ and tagged with social morality, 
but is often observed as a favourite topic among idle men. The hypocrisy of caste-ridden people comes up 
as a topic of the author’s hatred and disgust. He draws aside a curtain of high caste status and reveals 
hollowness in the caste hierarchy. Bulaki Rao, Seth’s assistant, narrates the incident of embarrassment of a 
Brahmin man, the story symbolically indicates to him only. The Brahmin visits her home in the darkness of 
night. He protects Brahmanism by taking out the sacred thread and cloth outside the house. He reminds 
her, his high caste status and his limited ideal, “if I am seen without the sacred thread- I who have a wife 
and ϐive children-” (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 232). Prostitution is pointed out as moral degradation, whereas 
adultery is acceptable in our sophisticated society.  

Bhattacharya mentions the oldest system of Panchayat, the local government in rural India. The Assembly 
of Five Elders, who have the right to look into matters and make necessary decisions in the social and 
political affairs of the village, are used to balance the right move towards justice. Though we do not ϐind any 
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strong role of the Five Elders in the novel, their presence and importance are unfailingly marked by the 
author. The village Halwai makes various plans to convince the Five Elders of the village of his marriage to 
Meera. Five Elders support Meera, and their discussion on the amulet gives weight to the touchstone story. 
Along with the assembly of the Five Elders, one of the oldest practices of matchmaking by village barbers 
brings real colour to portray Sonamitti. Halwai sends the village barber to Grandma to negotiate Meera’s 
marriage with him. The barber and marriage proposal are casual topics in villagers’ talk: 

The old barber will earn good fees, bringing proposals for the rich girl - from the seven villages and 
even from the city. He has a rival though. The Kanhan matchmaker wags a more oily tongue. To 
engage that sly fellow is as good as a marriage ceremony performed. (Bhattacharya, 2019, p. 207)                                   

Bhattacharya expresses a sense of comfort with the world around him. This reality acts as his constant 
reference point, which he seeks to transform. As a result, his novel goes beyond just a simple love story 
between a young man and woman; it offers a realistic and imaginative exploration of the social, economic, 
cultural, and political environments. His artistic creations are not merely ends in themselves but serve as a 
means to enlighten his fellow citizens, motivating them with a more positive outlook on life. Through art 
and literature, people gain awareness of their own destinies and the elevated values of their spirits. It is the 
duty of the writer to assist the ordinary person to comprehend both themselves and the circumstances of 
their lives, which is precisely what Bhattacharya endeavours to achieve. The author brings forth, the dark 
reality of free India. He sarcastically reveals the secret of corruption; a blind eye to the election process. 
They do not vote for the right person; thus, Seth-like people monopolise the system of democracy for self-
interest. The Halwai also wants to participate in the election of the District Board to gain absolute proϐit by 
ignoring contractors’ dishonesty. Bhattacharya satirises the entire election system and pseudo-politicians. 
Through his mouthpiece of Atmaram, the author reveals the true touchstone in the form of freedom. The 
act of faith in democracy will certainly create miracles. 
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