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Abstract 
  

The present study is a qualitative study of local culture using discourse tools of selected personal 

letters of Rabindranath Tagore. Twenty-three letters written between 1878 and 1898 are chosen 

for the study. The letters are taken from the first two chapters, ‘Youthful Bravado’ and 

‘Zamindar’ from the “Selected Letters of Rabindranath Tagore” edited by Krishna Dutta and 

Andrew Robinson (1997). Tagore’s letters written to his family members and friends are 

personal narratives with descriptions of the contemporary times and situations and the local 

countryside of Bengal.  

 

Paul Gee's Discourse tools are supposed to be flexible and critical in the analysis of texts. Gee 

has mentioned twenty-eight parameters or tools in the book How to do Discourse Analysis: A 

toolkit (2011) for the study. The vocabulary tool is used for this study because it helps to explore 

certain socio-cultural aspects through the use of different words and how the writer reveals the 

local culture. Vocabulary is an essential aspect of language to construct social meaning, 

expression, emotion, and ideology. Therefore, this qualitative study gives importance to different 

aspects of culture, both visible and not so visible forms in Tagore’s letters.   

 

The study analyses the letters through Paul Gee's discourse analysis ‘vocabulary tool’ and 

presents the local culture of Bengal, Tagore’s homeland. The local culture is represented through 

different cultural themes such as regional identity, religious rituals, rustic household 

representation, local names, and local culture in terms of nature and Bengali vs. English culture 

in the study. For a prominent and clear distinction of the local culture, the researcher uses two 

cultural lenses, such as ‘Big C’ culture and ‘small c’ culture, in the letters. Therefore, for finding 
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the local cultural aspects of letters and answering the research questions, the researcher has 

focused on the local cultural words, expressions, emotions, which are used to reflect the Bengali 

local culture. 

 

The results of the study shows that Tagore’s letters help determine the local features of Bengal 

clearly in the analysis. The study found several vocabulary items used to express the ‘Big C’ and 

‘small c’ cultural elements in the letters. While exploring the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures, it is 

interesting to note that some vocabulary represents both cultural elements that overlap each other 

in the letters. Therefore, the study presents the local culture through the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

cultural elements in Tagore’s personal letters. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

1.0. Introduction 

The letter is a medium of communication to carry out the messages from one person to another. 

It can be formal or informal. As it is a medium of communication, it plays a very significant role 

in communicating messages. Before the invention of any technological device, the letter was the 

only medium of communication. Through the letters, people used to practice their critical 

reading, self-expressive writing, and polemical writing and exchanged their ideas with the people 

in contemporary times. The letter is the sender's narrative that includes various contemporary 

elements like socio-cultural, political, economic, and social development.  

Although the letters are very personal, there are still many elements about the contemporary 

scenario and ambience presented by the letter writer. In terms of cultural representation, 

whatever objects exist are part of culture in the society. The letter writers (or any writer) share 

their personal experience and the ideas of nature, atmosphere, various social events, behaviour, 

social attitude, manner, beliefs, ideas, etc., which are a part of the culture.  

This study analyses Tagore's letters to study his representation of various Bengali culture.  He 

wrote letters to his family members, poets, writers, politicians, scientists, social reformers, 



6 
 

 

teachers, freedom fighters, kings, and various personalities within and outside the country. He 

wrote hundreds of letters for different purposes. He focuses on India and its traditionalism, 

nationalism, humanism, internationalism, interpretational epistemology, freedom of mind, etc., in 

the letters. However, Tagore portrays the idea of the local culture of Bengal very prominently 

and distinctively in his personal letters.   

Tagore's representation and the culmination of the local culture are beautifully reflected in the 

letters. In this study, the researcher would like to focus on the letters written by Tagore from 

1879 to 1898. Culture has an intimate relationship with the way of life and living style of the 

people in a society, including religion, attire, economics, social, political system, manner, 

behaviour, attitude in a specific region. The local culture means the culture of the particular 

group of people in a specific geographical area. In the personal letters or narratives, the writer 

presents the subjective point of view with the description of contemporary social events. 

Moreover, the writer mentions the social situations of the people and includes various aspects of 

the everyday lifestyle of the people in his/her writings in a specific geographical location which 

makes the writing more distinctive and unmistakable. In this study, Tagore's representation of 

local culture is being explored in the letters he has written in his early adulthood. 

  

  

1.1. Rabindranath Tagore  

This section introduces Rabindranath Tagore very briefly to understand his writings and his 

personality. The Renaissance man of modern India, Rabindranath Thakur, popularly known as 
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Rabindranath Tagore, was born in 1861 in the Thakur family, Jorasanko, a hub of cultural and 

intellectual activity of Bengal. Tagore started writing at an early age and lived in Calcutta in 

West Bengal. His pen name is Bhanusinha Thakur (Bhonita). Tagore's childhood and personal 

life are fascinating.  

Tagore is a significant name with fame for his literary contribution to India. Rabindranath 

Tagore is a prolific writer in several genres; his works include poems, novels, plays, short 

stories, essays, and songs. Later in his life, he took up painting as well. He is a polymath, 

philosopher, musician, artist, poet, dramatist, and known as the Bard of Bengal. He revamps and 

lends a new look to Bengali literature, music, and art with coeval modernism in the late 19
th

 

century and early 20
th

 century. Rabindranath Tagore put our country on the literary map of the 

world. He is the first Indian writer and the first Asian to be awarded the Nobel Prize in literature 

in 1913 for his work 'Gitanjali’, a collection of 157 poems. He is also known as Biswakabi, 

Kabiguru, and Gurudev. He was a Fellow of the Royal Asiatic Society and had a serious interest 

in Asian studies. His works are primarily written in the context of modernism in the Bengal 

Renaissance period. He married Mrinalini Devi, and they had three daughters and two sons 

(namely Renuka, Shamindranath, Meera, Rathindranath, and Madhurilata Tagore).  

  

Being a part of the Thakur family, he has been privileged to enjoy a luxurious lifestyle which is 

evident in the letters and also in his works ‘The Home and the World’ and ‘Kabuliwalah’. Some 

of the studies on Tagore's letters discuss the attire, attitude, manner, behaviour, religion, and the 

economic, social, political systems of Bengal etc. Chakravarty (2015) pointed out that “Tagore's 

letters add fresh personal notes about his life, relatives, faith, and the idea of nationalism, anti-
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colonialism attitude, relation with the national and international leaders.” However, Tagore's 

representation of culture and tradition is very remarkable and evident in the letters. 

  

1.1.1. Early Literary works of Tagore  

Rabindranath's first work was published in the Amrita Bazar Patrika on 25
th

 February 1875. His 

brother Satyendra Nath Tagore taught him English. Another brother, Dwijendranath Tagore 

started publishing a monthly magazine, ‘The Bharti’ in Bengali. In 1878, he accompanied his 

elder brother Satyendra Nath Tagore to England. There he studied English literature under the 

guidance of Prof Henry Morley. Besides his studies in literature, he also studied western 

music.        

 

In 1880, he returned to India and wrote two verse plays in Bengali entitled ‘Valmiki Pratibha’ 

and ‘Mriyigapa’. Both of these plays are performed in his family home, and he played the lead 

role. In 1882, he published his historical verse play entitled ‘Rudrachakra’ and a collection of his 

poems entitled ‘Sandhya Sangeet’. Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, a contemporary of Tagore and 

well-known writer was very much impressed by these two plays. In 1883, he married 10-year-old 

Mrinalini Devi. In 1884, they lost Kadambari Devi, the wife of Jyotirandranath Tagore, which 

was very shocking as she was his boyhood companion and of the same age as Tagore. He started 

a monthly magazine, ‘Sadhna’ in 1891. This helps us know his literary family background, and 

Tagore started his literary journey very early and the above-mentioned works prove his passion 

for literature. 
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1.1.2. My Life in My Words  

The work ‘My Life in My Words’ is Rabindranath Tagore's autobiographical sketch which 

describes the contemporary situation of Bengal. Tagore's thoughts are always calming. He seems 

to be very honest in the way he describes natural phenomena, societal events, rituals, attire, 

social conditions, political situations, financial issues, the education system, etc. Some of these 

elements are also seen in his letters. ‘My Life in My Words’ depicts his thoughts and reflections 

of contemporary culture. Tagore describes his life, the two world wars, political currents, and 

people's identity of his times. This book also deals with nationalism, European imperialism, 

structural problems with Indian and Western society, and the relationship between Europe and 

Asia. Alongside, ‘My Life in My Words’, also describes the local events and a large number of 

local people. Since he was such a prolific writer, he has opined on so many contemporary issues 

spanning from the 1880s to the 1930s. The autobiography ‘My Life in My Words’ is evident of 

the contemporary scenario of Bengal and Tagore beautifully expresses his thoughts about the 

social situation which is reflected in the personal letters as well.   

 

1.1.3. Tagore as nationalist 

Rabindranath Tagore is one of the greatest nationalist figures in India for his contribution to the 

Indian freedom movement. Although Tagore did not overtly support the idea of nationalism, his 

views of humanism led people to project him as a nationalist. Nandy A. (as mentioned in Hassan, 

2014, p.13), in his book, The Illegitimacy of Nationalism, discusses the concept of nationalism. 

He gives a comparative analysis of the idea of nationalism between Tagore and Mahatma 
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Gandhi. Nandy argues that they both respected each other. There were similarities in many 

aspects of their views, but many significant differences can also be found. These differences are 

articulated even publicly. He further informs that Tagore was the first to call Gandhi as 

‘Mahatma’ and it was Gandhi who was the first to call Tagore as ‘Gurudev’. Nandi brings the 

statement of Humayun Kabir who opines that Tagore was the first great Indian who defied Euro 

centrism which was introduced by colonialism in India and made efforts to revive India's ancient 

ties with Asia and Africa.  

 

Nandy also discusses the concept of nation that Tagore gives in his book Nationalism. He said 

that “Tagore had deeply influenced Indian nationalism through his poetry, songs, and active 

participation in the movement” (as mentioned in Hassan, 2014, p.14). He was outspoken in his 

views which are reflected in his writings as well. Nandy (1994) writes that “Tagore 

acknowledged the sanctity of the anti-colonial revolution and the futility of the ‘begging’ system 

for ‘scraps’ used at the time of a liberal organization by the early Indian National Congress. 

However, he also opposes extremist ideals focused on Western culture, too.” (p.7). Nandy 

concludes that Tagore's version of patriotism rejected the path of violence or terror that the 

revolutionaries propagated. It also rejected the concept of “single ethnic Hindu Rashtra as anti-

Indian and even anti-Hindu.” 

 

Kundra discussed the life of Tagore and said that “Tagore never joined in the national revolution 

of India, but he was never entirely detached from it. He was exceptional in his approach toward 

nationalism. He opened the meeting of the congress party in Kolkata in 1896 by singing ‘Vande 

Matram’ to his melody. In its narrow sense, though, he does not support nationalism” (Hassan, 
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2014, p.23). After all, it can be said that the idea of nationalism had a significant impact on 

Tagore and helped him to switch to a humanist in Indian history. The way he describes the 

contemporary nationalist scenario and its context prove that it had a significant impact on his 

life, which is also evident in his letters. 

 

1.1.4. Tagore as an internationalist 

Tagore was a humanist, patriot and ultimately transformed into an internationalist. He was 

critical of some of the national leaders in India and commented on the risks of the nationalistic 

approach of the contemporary leaders to mobilize the population during the Indian freedom 

struggle. Tagore is considered an internationalist because of his humanistic attitude and his stand 

for peace.  

  

Collins (2013) pointed out that Tagore becomes “a straw man for postcolonial critique”. Collin 

(2013) also said that “Tagore was a pioneer of the idea that anti-colonialism should take the form 

of social and religious non-instrumental rejuvenation, and therefore his position was contrary to a 

straightforward dialectic between colonialism and nationalism” (p.153). He believed in a world 

(utopian, as some would say) where the concept of nations would not exist. He believed that 

nationalism limited the expanse of one's thinking and wrote about the dangers of nationalist 

ideology, narrow sightedness, and unequal distribution of resources and wealth as a consequence 

of a purely nationalist idea. Tagore said about the idea of internationalism that ‘the world is one 

nest’ which provides an impetus for overall growth, economic progress, the decline in 

exploitation, and a more harmonious and, most importantly, tolerable social system, being a 

utilitarian pacifist and yet attempting to convey the idea of how nationalist impulses can also be 
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constrained. He believed in the idealist approach of no war and promoting mutually beneficial 

peaceful coexistence, something that the current fascist world could make an effort to learn. 

Bhattacharya S. (2015) talks about three different aspects of the internationalism of Tagore. 

Firstly, Tagore denounced the West European model's self-aggrandizing imperialism in his best-

known work, Nationalism (1917). The second is that Tagore's conceptions of nationalism (such 

as the version of President Wilson, the creed of the emerging League of Nations, the British 

Pacifists' internationalism, and even Japan's version of internationalism) have been cast into the 

“internationalism” stereotype. Thirdly, Tagore’s political writing prominently shows the idea of 

internationalism. The wholehearted attitude of Tagore ultimately transformed him into an 

internationalist and a remarkable personality in Indian history. 

 

Education was one of the key instruments through which Tagore used to foster the cause of 

internationalism. The educational institution Tagore sought to establish through his method and 

approach to education was Visva-Bharati in Santiniketan during World War I. In the spiritual 

wisdom of India, the school was partially conceived as an experiment. To achieve the goal of 

‘one world’, Visva-Bharati was set up. It was an effort to recognize and contribute to racial 

conciliation and world peace without the national arrogance of racism. Later on, the focus moved 

from human unification to the fusion of Asian civilizations, as it was thought that first, the East 

needs to be consolidated. Therefore, it is one of the leading centres of Indian studies and then of 

Asian studies. Ultimately, of course, a challenge may be posed as to whether knowledge is 

necessary to create harmony. However, one must agree with Tagore that with knowledge unity 

could be secure. The key aim of Santiniketan was to have realistic education that was connected 

to life. 
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Tagore’s internationalism was not a political creed or institutional system for pursuing particular 

political ends. It is not a mere intellectual type of internationalism. It was not all about 

cosmopolitanism. But there was a moral and spiritual backbone to his internationalism. There 

was no place in it for exclusivity or non-cooperation in any way, whether ethnic or religious, 

territorial or national, social, economic, or cultural. The aggressiveness was viewed as unethical 

or inhuman in some manner, under national necessity or the assertion of ethnic, cultural, and 

economic supremacy. He equally opposed European, Japanese, and Soviet imperialism. His faith 

in humanity was the cornerstone of his internationalism.  

 

Internationalism was thought beneficial, and the surrounding mankind will be improved in 

multiple ways which allow a man to build to his fullest capacity. The distinctiveness of Eastern 

and Western cultures was an essential component of Tagore's vision of internationalism, and the 

need for growing relations between two to solve human problems, and a healthy exchange of 

contributions from these two civilizations for the growth of each other.  

 

Although he is an internationalist, the selected letters for the study also present him as a person 

who intensely loved his identity, especially his local identity. He has presented the Bengali 

identity; he seems acutely conscious and fond of his local identity as seen throughout his letters. 

The way he portrays the Bengali local culture proves his taste, social value, and love for the 

Bengali identity, which would be explored throughout the selected personal letters of Tagore. 
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1.2. Culture 

Culture is a way of lifestyle of a particular group of people in a place with their language, 

manner, behaviour, values, customs, rituals, along with the ethnic, religious, and social groups. It 

is passed on from one generation to the next, succeeding the lifeline of people of a particular 

time. The National Center for Cultural Competence defines culture as an “integrated pattern of 

human activity that involves a racial, ethnic, religious or social group's concepts, 

communications, languages, traditions, ideologies, principles, customs, courtesies, procedures, 

ways of communicating and responsibilities, relationships, and planned behaviours; and the 

capacity to pass on the above to future generations.”  

 

Language is a very important part of the culture. A child born into a particular locality learns the 

culture of the place along with one’s language. In fact, language shapes the culture in a specific 

way. In addition to recognizing the linguistic aspect of language, history is a crucial factor in 

supplying the student with a well-rounded education in the language chosen, which offers a basis 

for understanding one's own culture. Ned Seelye (1976) said that “Learning a language in 

isolation from its cultural origins in its contextual usage stops one from being socialized.” There 

is no special insight into the national, societal, religious, or economic system except through the 

experience of linguistic structure alone.  

 

1.2.1. Types of culture 

Brook (1968) suggests that two domains are significant in culture; the first one is ‘Big C’ and the 

second is ‘small c’ (as cited in Jing Xiao, 2010). The following section endeavours to explain 

what ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ are and their significance.  
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The culture of ‘Big C’ refers to the culture that is more noticeable like the vacations, sculptures, 

popular music, fiction, and food that provide certain visible aspects of culture. The ‘Big C’ 

cultural features will first be identified while learning about a new culture; they are the most 

overt aspects of culture. In comparison, ‘little c’ culture is identified with a place, community of 

people, language, etc., in the more invisible type of culture. Communication types, verbal and 

non-verbal symbols, cultural expectations (what is right and wrong in social interactions), 

behaviour, myths and legends, etc., are examples of ‘little c’ culture. 

 

Hall (1997) also mentioned two elements of culture, i.e., ‘Surface culture’ and ‘Deep culture’. 

Surface culture refers to the most visible culture which can be used, tasted, sensed, noticed, and 

touched. It includes some aspects like food, music, visual arts, language, celebrations, and 

games. The visual elements of culture are essential components of how societies connect and 

retain their sense of unity. However, some aspects of culture such as recipes, games, and arts etc. 

will keep changing with time. In contrast, “‘Deep culture’ is the invisible culture that is 

associated with a region, group of people, language, etc. Some examples of ‘Deep culture’ 

include communication styles (facial expressions, gesture, eye contact, touching, body language 

etc.), verbal and non-verbal language symbols, cultural norms (what is proper and improper in 

social interactions), behaviour, myths and legends.” Deep culture is also part of everyday living 

and is an absolutely essential part of life for the people of a particular region. So, Hall defines the 

surface culture as the most visible and deep culture as the invisible culture. After reading Brook 

and Hall, it is found that the cultures which are easily accessible and visible that come under ‘Big 
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C’ or ‘surface culture’, and in contrast, ‘small c’ or ‘deep culture’ are invisible and inaccessible 

to the people.  

 

Peterson (2004) pointed out the “‘Big C’ culture as the culture which discussed the big or grand 

themes. It includes geography, art, classical music, literature, political problems, and standards of 

society, legal basis, core societal norms, history, and cognitive processes.” On the other hand, 

Peterson (2004) defines “‘little c’ culture as the culture which is focusing on common, minor 

themes and used by a particular group of people in a specific place. It covers vision, perspective, 

performance or preferences, motion, body position, use of space, types of clothes, food, hobbies, 

current music, popular issues, certain knowledge, etc.” (Lee, 2009 & Nisargandha, 2019, p.4). 

 

Chen (2004) has suggested a cultural framework based on the model of Lessard-Clouston (1996). 

Chen includes seven ‘Big C’ themes such as music, social norms, education, economics, politics, 

history, and geography and nine themes such as everyday routine, lifestyle, holiday, food, 

gesture, nature, greeting, customs, and values, etc. that come under ‘small c’ culture (as cited in 

Songmei Liu, 2013 p. 31). After studying Peterson and Chen, ‘Big C’ culture is the culture that is 

big in terms of theme and more noticeable to the people, on the other hand ‘small c’ culture is the 

culture that is small in theme and invisible to the people. 

 

Lee (2009) divided the culture based on the concrete themes and he refers to the “'Big C' culture 

as the culture which is easily accessible and apparent to the people and also a culture that 

represents a set of facts and statistics relating to arts, history, geography, business, education, 

festival, and custom.” On the other hand, the ‘small c’ culture applies to the unseen and broader 
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meaning of a target culture, i.e., the mainstream socio-cultural ideals, norms, and attitudes, 

taking into account such socio-cultural factors as age, gender, and social status.” (as cited in 

Songmei Liu, 2013 p. 31 & Nisargandha, 2019, p.4). After reading Peterson’s and Lee’s 

classification of culture, ‘Big C’ culture is represented as the culture which deals with big, overt 

themes or grand themes that are easily accessible and apparent to all the people. On the other 

hand, ‘small c’ culture focuses on the common, minor themes in a specific place and unseen or 

unnoticed by people as well. After reading all the above studies, ‘Big C’ culture generally refers 

to the visible that is easily accessible to the people and ‘small c’ culture signifies invisible that is 

not easily accessible to the people who are outside of the culture. 

 

 

1.2.2. The Proposed Categorization of Themes under ‘big C’ and ‘small 

c’ culture: 

After having discussed the categorization of culture by Brook (1968), Hall (1976), Chen (2004), 

Peterson (2004) & Lee (2009), it is found that the cultural aspects are different in various parts of 

the world as people belong to different regions, belief systems, values etc. Therefore, the 

elements of ‘Big C’ culture and ‘small c’ culture also differ in subtle ways from culture to 

culture.  Thus the researcher has proposed the categorization of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture by 

categorizing different elements into these two broad categories based on accessibility or 

visibility. The ‘Big C’ culture is the culture that is easily visible, accessible to the people. On the 

other hand, ‘small c’ culture is invisible and inaccessible to the people. 
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The proposed categorization of themes under 'Big C' and 'small c' is as follows.  

No./ 

Section 

Big C small c 

1. Religious Rituals Non-verbal communication 

2. Festivals Manners and Mannerisms 

3. Clothing and appearance Leisure activities 

4. Art, literature, Music Daily routines 

5. Geography/ Role of gender 

6. Sports Values and belief systems 

7. Environment Attitudes and Feelings 

8. Food 
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9. Science and Technology  

10. Socio-economic conditions  

11. Historical monuments  

12. Social customs  

13. Names of people and places  

Table1: The proposed categorization of themes under ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture 

The above-proposed categorization of the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture plays a significant role to 

distinguish each theme in the analysis chapter and helps in understanding the significance of the 

themes.   

 

1. 3. Purpose of the Study 

The study aims to locate local culture (using Paul Gee’s tool of vocabulary) in Tagore's personal 

letters. Tagore’s letters express his insightful view of nature, local ambience, and a portrait of 

societal events very clearly, especially in the personal letters penned down during the first two 

decades of his adulthood (1879-1898).  
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The study analyses the letters through Paul Gee's model of discourse analysis and uses a specific 

tool, ‘vocabulary’. The letters are personal narratives that convey various socio-cultural aspects 

distinctively through words or phrases. The study views culture from the point of view of Brook, 

Hall, Chen, Lee & Peterson classification of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures which play a vital 

role in identifying different local cultural aspects in the letters.  

In the context of the study, there is a need to explore what ‘local’ signifies in general. 

Localization is a term or collection of emotional feelings or expressions associated with physical 

objects in a given geographical area. It includes various social, political, historical, cultural, and 

economic systems. In this context, it was Hannerz who said that “the cosmopolitans and locals 

have a common interest in the survival of cultural diversity, saying that there can be no 

cosmopolitan without the local” (1996, p.16). It may then be said that localities are nothing but 

global raw materials, and globality has no other significance or meaning without a local culture. 

The local and global cultures are interrelated. The expressions of local culture and global culture 

are also mutually interdependent. However, the researcher would try to analyze the local cultural 

influence in Tagore's letters, and the significant questions are put down below  

 

 What are the themes used to represent the local culture in Tagore’s letters? 

  How are the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures expressed in Tagore’s letters? 

            

This is an exploratory study looking at the various themes and elements of local culture as 

represented by Tagore in his letters. It is a qualitative study on how different vocabulary items 
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construct the cultural meaning of Bengali local culture through Paul Gee's tools of discourse 

analysis.  

The letters analyzed are written between 1879 and 1898, and published in the edited book 

“Selected Letters of Rabindranath Tagore” by Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson. 

 

1.4. Scope for the study 

The research attempts to study local culture and its various aspects as represented in Tagore's 

letters. This study looks at the letters of Tagore in pursuit of the theme of local culture through 

the discourse analysis tool of Paul Gee. The study focuses primarily on local culture and will 

track various words and phrases indicating local culture from the text. Therefore, the study traces 

the local culture through the personal letters of Rabindranath Tagore.  

In this study, Tagore's letters written between 1879 and 1898 are selected for analysis. These 

letters were written in his early adulthood to people who were very close to him. There are 

several descriptions of his locale, society, and rituals of that period that are evident in his letters.  

The researcher has chosen to analyse and unfold the theme of the local culture in this particular 

period. 

 

1.5. Objectives 

The primary purpose of this study is to explore local culture through Paul Gee's ‘vocabulary’ 

discourse analysis tool. The culture is significantly expressed through various local descriptions 
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in that specific geographical location. Several writers have presented their own local culture 

through various genres like drama, novels, and poetry. This study explores the local elements in 

the text and understands the role of localization in constructing the culture with the help of two 

cultural lenses: ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture.   

 

1.6. Research Questions 

 What are the themes used to represent the local culture in Tagore’s letters? 

  How are the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures expressed in Tagore’s letters? 

 

1.7. Justification for the study 

Although there has been much work done on Tagore's writings, there has not been much research 

that has been carried out on the aspect of local culture in Tagore's letters. These are some studies 

that have been conducted on the letters of Tagore. Firstly, Edward (1976) said that Tagore can 

present any writing in fair and lyrical expression to the audience, especially in the letters because 

all the letters are written lucidly and entertainingly. Secondly, Radice (1993) did one study on 

Tagore’s letters and focused on various things such as social attitude, political attitude, ideology, 

behaviours and contribution to the literary field. Radice also mentions that Tagore helps the 

people to uplift society by making an umbrella factory in Santiniketan. Sutherland (1998) also 

pointed out that Tagore represents the life of the middle path between modernism and 

traditionalism. Similarly, Aparajita (1998) reflects primarily on the concepts of nationalism, 
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traditionalism, and most notably, equality of mind in the letters. He divided his work into various 

sections like family life, travel, friends, school, Indian freedom movement, social life, and 

Shantiniketan. Adding to the study, Roy and Sen (2012) talked about contemporary issues i. e. 

Nationalism, the problems of people, philosophical ideas, etc., in the letters. Uma Dasgupta 

(2014) also talked about the contribution of Rabindranath Tagore and his versatility in literature. 

Amiya P. Sen (2015) talked about Tagore and religion, especially the concept of God and his 

philanthropist attitude which is reflected in some of his letters. Moreover, Chakraborty (2015) 

mentioned that Tagore's letters include personal notes about his life, relatives, and faiths, anti-

colonialism attitude and relations with the national and international personality. Although these 

studies have talked about traditionalism and various themes in the letters, there is no study that 

exclusively focuses on the representation of local culture. Therefore, this study explores local 

culture as represented in Tagore’s personal letters. 

  

1.8. Organization of the Study 

The dissertation consists of five chapters. The first chapter introduces the study and Tagore’s 

early literary works, autobiographical sketch ‘My life in My Words’, and Tagore as a nationalist 

and an internationalist. The second section describes the culture and its types such as ‘Big C’ and 

‘small c’ (based on all five researchers such as Brook, Hall, Chen, Peterson, & Lee) and the 

proposed categorization of culture for analysing Tagore’s letters. The third section includes the 

purpose, scope, and justification of the study. The fourth section includes the research objectives, 

research questions, and organization of the study. 
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Chapter two reviews the literature on Tagore’s letters, some studies on Tagore’s work related to 

culture and related studies and some studies on Paul Gee’s discourse tools. This chapter also 

includes theoretical section which consists of four main approaches of discourse analysis.  

 

Chapter three is the research methodology which includes discourse analysis, Paul Gee’s 

discourse analysis,  Paul Gee’s theory and method, and descriptions of the parameters of 

analysis: Culture and its types ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture and vocabulary tool,  data collection 

procedure, and the overview of the letters. 

  

Chapter four is the analysis of data of ‘Local culture in Tagore’s letters’ is divided into six sub-

sections such as local cultural identity, local culture in ritual, local culture through rustic 

household representations, local culture in terms of names, local culture in natural beauty, and 

‘Bengali vs. English’ culture. This chapter analyses the letters to answer the research questions. 

  

Chapter five is the conclusion which talks about the summary of the findings, implications of the 

study, limitations of the study, and scope for further study. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of Literature 

 

2.0. Introduction: 

This chapter discusses the literature which forms the background to the study of Rabindranath 

Tagore's personal letters. Several studies have been published on Tagore's works, but we will 

look at a few selected studies which are relevant to the present study. The first section discusses 

some studies which are related to Tagore’s letters and some other works. The second section 

deals with the studies on Paul Gee’s Discourse analysis tools and finally the third section focuses 

on studies related to culture in Tagore’s works. 

  

  

2.1. Review of Research on Tagore's Works: 

In this section, the researcher focuses on some of the previous studies related to Tagore's letters. 

These are some studies that give importance to Tagore’s versatility as one of the greatest literary 

personalities in India who have command in all genres. Therefore, the following studies would 

explore various themes and backgrounds of the letters.  

 

Rabindranath Tagore has been acclaimed as an excellent writer not only in India but the world at 

large. Gupta. U. (2014) says that Rabindranath's contribution to Bengali literature is 

extraordinary in every genre such as poetry, prose, lyrics, drama and short story. Tagore’s fame 

spread all over the world after he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Gitanjali in 1913. Radice 
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(1993) also commented that Gitanjali is one of the best books that he had ever read. Dinesh 

Chandra Sen (1922) observes that “Bengal has not given Rabindranath to Europe. Rather Europe 

has given him to the Bengalis.” (p.591) Therefore, Tagore’s writings have been established as 

excellent literary pieces worldwide.  

 

Just like his other genres, even the letters written by Tagore are praiseworthy and present his 

ideas on culture, humanism, socialism, naturalism, political system, economic system, religion, 

ritual, localization, globalization, attitudes, ideologies and behaviour of the people, etc. 

Biswabharti University collected Tagore’s personal letters and published them as 

‘Chinnapatrabali’ in 1963, but later on, Andrew Robinson and Krishna Dutta have edited the 

collection by simplifying the sentence forms by making the language less rigid, archaic and 

obscure, and divided the letters chronologically into different periods of his life and categorised 

them thematically.  

  

Some studies point out that Tagore’s letters depict his life and his beliefs as well as the Bengali 

culture and lifestyle very distinctively. Amiya P. Sen (2014) rightly tracked the personality and 

idiosyncratic nature of Tagore in the letters. He also said that Tagore’s letters bring newness 

through the fresh notes about his life, beliefs, the idea of humanism, anti-colonialism attitude, 

relations with the national and international leaders, Bengali culture, tradition, natural ambience, 

and the descriptions of the contemporary situations of the local areas etc.  

  

Tagore’s attitude towards the people irrespective of any geographical location has been shown in 

the following study. Sutherland G. (1998) reviewed the “Selected Letters of Rabindranath 
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Tagore” and stated that Tagore represents the life of the middle path between modernism and 

traditionalism. He divided the letters into various themes like family life, travel, friends, school, 

Indian freedom movement, social life, and Shantiniketan. He observed that each aspect of nature 

is reflected through his letters.  

  

Although Tagore is well known for the Gitanjali and other literary writings he is also appreciated 

for his simple language and mature understanding of critical human issues. Edward C. Dimcock 

(1976) in “Imperfect Encounter: Letters of William Rothenstein and Rabindranath Tagore” 

represents Tagore as a brave personality, with no fear or anxiety about anyone, knowledge in 

every field, a thoughtful, proud, and independent man. He also said that Tagore could present 

any writing in fair and lyrical expression to the audience, especially the letters because Tagore 

wrote the letters lucidly and entertainingly. He also said that there is enough mixture of homely 

humour and mature judgment on critical human issues to give us a glimpse of a man different 

from the mysterious author of ‘Gitanjali’. (Dimcock, 1976, p.350) 

  

  

Tagore’s letters discuss various ideas about patriotism, politics, social attitudes and 

internationalism. Aparajita R. (1998), in her article reviewing the letters of Rabindranath Tagore 

focuses on the concepts of nationalism, India and Indianness, and the traditionalism of Tagore.  

His insistence on the need to be more human has influenced his realistic work in education, 

politics, and social development.   
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Another of Tagore’s works, “Songs Offerings” is also a masterpiece which is a collection of 

devotional songs written in simple language and later translated by himself into English. Saha S. 

(2016), in her work, “Stylistic Analysis of Tagore's Song Offerings” mentions that Tagore talks 

about his devotion, feelings, love, and emotions in a very simple way especially after the loss of 

his family members (sister-in-law, daughter, and son). The stylistic analysis is about how the 

writer uses language - words, phrases, and sentences - figurative language in a specific genre to 

express the feelings, emotions, thoughts, and expressions.  

 

From the above studies, it is found that Tagore’s language, emotions, and thoughts have been 

expressed very beautifully in the letters. Tagore’s writings also have been established as 

excellent literary pieces worldwide as he covered various thematic aspects such as culture, 

humanism, socialism, naturalism, nationalism, traditionalism, anti-colonial attitude, political 

system, economic system, religious rituals, localization, globalization, and social issues of the 

people. The letters also present the local Bengali culture and realistic descriptions of social life in 

Bengal. After all, Tagore made use of language - words and phrases- to represent the ethos and 

culture of Bengal, his homeland.  

 

2.2. Review of research on Tagore’s work related to culture: 

In this section, the researcher focuses on some of the previous studies related to the culture 

conducted in Tagore’s work. In the following, there are some cultural elements used by the 

researcher. 
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Tagore has given us the richness of his ideas and the accomplishments in the letters. Sen S. 

(1943), in his works “Rabindranath Tagore on Rural Construction”, focuses on Tagore's local 

descriptions of Shelidah, and Shantiniketan. In terms of culture, Tagore describes different 

household elements, people’s behaviour, attitude, many social issues etc. in the letters very 

distinctively. Adding to the point, that one of Tagore’s national songs, he calls for unity of the 

people and sang one song during the Swadeshi movement: “If nobody answers your call, walk 

alone.”(Tagore, 1905) For years, through essays and addresses, poems, books, songs, he tried to 

get his countrymen to inspire and work for each other. He also explored various socio-cultural 

aspects in his letters. Tagore himself had an exaggerated sense of rural and urban lifestyle as he 

belonged to the Zamindar family. Therefore, Sen depicts different social and cultural aspects in 

Tagore’s letters and songs.  

 

There are some letters that depict the culture through the society, country, and values of unity, 

geographical beauty and descriptions of the local areas. Datta D. (2018), in his work 

“Connecting Cultures: Rethinking Rabindranath Tagore's ‘Ideals of Education’”, pointed out 

Tagore’s views on education that local and global education should not be two sides of the 

continuum. Moreover, education without borders can help to restore balance and unity between 

man and society, country and nation. In the article, Datta discusses Tagore's related writings on 

education, reflecting on his concentrated educational attempts to navigate the nation's borders 

and geography to regain lost rhythm. In contemporary times, Tagore saw that education in India 

was in the middle of a double-layer crisis of colonization and rising nationalism. He is a non-

dogmatic champion of peace and the values of unity. He has sought to do this in his educational 

models by moving beyond the realms of the breakdown of cultural distinctions and without 
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compromising local/individual relations. He is acknowledging that there are no arbitrary borders 

whether it is national, theological, or geographical. Tagore's distinctive conceptualization of 

open-ended education frameworks makes him different, proven by his scholarly and practical 

efforts. Therefore, it implies that the transmission of cultures has created a ‘large base’ for 

education in India and can provide safe conditions and guidance for building 

transnational/international solidarity. (p.412-423) Therefore, the representation of culture and 

education is very beautifully portrayed in Tagore's work.   

  

Tagore's social attitude, political attitude, ideology, and social behaviours are portrayed very 

beautifully throughout his letters. In his letters, he discusses various contemporary issues, i. e., 

nationalism, people's challenges, and philosophical ideas. Tagore presented different social and 

cultural aspects of society through the beautiful use of language. 

 

2.3. Review of Research on Paul Gee’s Discourse analysis: 

This section focuses on some of the previous studies based on Paul Gee’s Discourse analysis. 

The following studies make use of Paul Gee’s discourse analysis tools with a specific focus on 

the vocabulary tool and some other tools as well. 

  

Discourse analysis has explored the relationship between language function and the processes of 

language users, the socio-cultural context and the role of cognition. Xinzhang Yang (2001) 

basing on Paul Gee’s work “An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and method”, states 

that when we produce a document, we create six fields of ‘truth’ simultaneously: the meaning 
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and importance of the material world, activities, identities and relationships, politics, interactions 

and semiotics (p.12).  

 

Mariza Georgalou (2011) critically looks at all the 28 discourse analysis tools and states that 

Gee’s tool kit is more realistic and invites readers to participate in the Discourse Analysis by 

following a suggested series of “how-to” to analyse the text. In terms of the vocabulary tool, he 

said that “the types of words that are being used like content words, function words, informal 

words in everyday texts, and formal words in specialist contexts.”(p.2). More specifically, the 

author extends the Discourse Analysis approach to both speech and writing, considering them as 

two distinct but equivalent modes of communication (cf. Sifianou, 2001: 25). Interestingly, these 

28 tools can be used to analyse static and moving pictures, drawings, video games, 

advertisements, videos, and songs, which are all considered multimodal texts. 

  

It is found that there is an essential relationship between the linguistic/paralinguistic behaviours 

and social environments of participants. Nadir Ali & Nadia Anwar, in their works “Vicissitudes 

of Aphasic Identity: Discourse Analysis under James Paul Gee’s Identity Framework” presented 

a study of aphasic identity through discourse analysis of Paul Gee’s framework. In this work, the 

researcher mainly shows the use of the identity interpretation in the context of James Paul Gee to 

explain the identity vicissitudes of aphasia patients as a basis for discourse analysis. The 

interviews and questionnaires are used as the data collection method. The interviews were 

collected, transcribed and analysed via Paul Gee’s Discourse Analysis toolkit, including four 

identity viewpoints navigated by nature, affinity, institution and discourse. The study found that 

post-stroke identification of rehabilitation is a significant problem for survivors, families and 
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health providers. Nadir Ali & Nadia Anwar (2019) also mentioned that “Discourse Analysis is 

particularly relevant to participants who are impaired in verbal communication, and seek 

assistance from other communications sources, including body language, such as gestures, looks 

or other visual signals, such as written expressions, etc. to construct the identity.” (p. 100) 

   

The researcher qualitatively studied each verbal and non-verbal expression of the 

participants. Therefore, throughout the study, the aphasic identity has been shown with the help 

of Paul Gee’s tools. The researcher analysed verbal and non-verbal expressions like gestures, 

visual signals, and written expressions in the analysis section. 

   

These are some of the studies conducted by the different researchers using Paul Gee’s tools 

including vocabulary tools. The above studies primarily focus on the use of vocabulary. 

Therefore, we see that the vocabulary tool can be used to find the social aspects, cultural aspects, 

and attitudes. 

  

Overall, after studying and reviewing the previous studies related to Tagore’s letters and other 

works, the researcher has not found any research on the local culture as expressed by 

Rabindranath Tagore in his letters. So, this study would explore the local culture extensively in 

Tagore’s personal letters. So far no study has explored Tagore’s work through Paul Gee’s 

discourse tools. The researcher would analyze the letters to view the local culture through two 

cultural lenses such as the 'Big C' and 'small c' cultural aspects in the dissertation. Therefore, the 

researcher would like to explore one of the major themes about the local culture in this study. 
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2.4. Theoretical Framework 

This section deals with the brief introduction of discourse, discourse analysis, different 

theoretical approaches of discourse analysis and chosen Paul Gee’s theoretical approach in 

details.  

 

2.4.1. Discourse 

The term ‘discourse’ is an elastic term that has a complex history. ‘Discourse’ is used with a 

range of meanings by different theorists. Originally the term comes from the Latin word 

‘discursus’ which denotes conversation or ‘speech’. The study of discourse has its origins in the 

role of language in texts and the way we perceive the world. Geoffrey Leech and Michael Short 

(1981) said that “Discourse is linguistic communication that is seen as an interaction between the 

speaker and the listener, as an interpersonal activity defined by its social purpose” (p.209). 

 

                  Harris examined the language to describe how the elements of language distribute in 

texts and how these elements combine across different patterns in the text. This kind of finding 

patterns of language elements in the text is called discourse analysis. Discourse analysis also 

determines how ideas develop and change over time in a different context. This method was first 

introduced by Zellig Harris (in 1952) in research studies to examine the relationship between 

speech and writing. Harris pointed out two significant features of discourse analysis, such as i). 

Analysis of language, ii). The relationship between the linguistic and non-linguistic behaviour. 

 

Discourse is the analysis of writing or speech and seeks to figure out the true meaning of the 

expression which includes different sociological, political, economic, psychological and other 
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aspects. It also explores how language works and includes an ideological, essential context and 

different social influences. It gives importance to the inferred context, content, and form of the 

text. Keith Johnson and Helen Johnson (1998) rightly mention that “Discourse analysis is the 

study of how stretches language used in communication assumes message, purposes, and unity 

for their use: the quality of coherence”-(Johnson and Johnson, p.7).  

 

Discourse Analysis is also a method of social sciences and its allied branches that is used for 

communication and analysing the text. It is reflecting on how multiple world views are produced 

through the discourse of both the spoken and written texts. It is used as a method in a variety of 

disciplines which includes media, communication studies and cultural studies. 

 

              In the discipline of Discourse, Discourse Analysis means studying various 

knowledge sources and deconstructing the language attached to certain phenomena. As Philips 

and Jorgensen (2002) rightly pointed out that “discourse analysis includes an analysis of the 

trends followed by people's utterances as they are part of various aspects of social life” (p.1).  To 

understand the conversation of the character or speaker in the text, context plays an important 

role. The contexts can be the physical, social, psychological or the positions of the individuals 

who are involved in the conversation. 

 

Discourse constructs the object or event itself which allows, facilitates and limits the possibilities 

of understanding the object and enables and constrains what can be said by whom, where and 

when. For instance, in the late 19
th

 century, the idea of homosexuality came into being with a 

particular understanding which constructed the subject (homosexual) via medical, moral and 



35 
 

 

legal discourse. People who are positioned as homosexual are seen as ‘sick’ illegal, and need to 

be punished. 

 

Discourse generally arises from social institutions such as the media and politics. It also 

encompasses different sociological characteristics within the context of cultures, such as cultural 

phenomena, political scenarios, religion, the law and the lifestyle of the people in a society. 

Foucault describes “Discourses as a cluster of the statements which measures language as a 

medium of representing knowledge in a certain topic in a specific moment” (Foucault, 2002, 

p.121) 

 

 

2.5. Review of Different Model of Discourse Analysis 

There are different models that exist in the field of discourse analysis. In this section, four 

discourse models have been described briefly - Van Dijk’s Socio-Cognitive model, Fairclough’s 

Socio-Cultural Method, Wodak’s Discourse Historical Method and Paul Gee’s Discourse model. 

So the different models of discourse model are described below briefly. 

 

2.5.1. Van Dijk’s Socio-Cognitive model 

Van Dijk is a man of social commitment which led him to focus on ethnic groups and minorities 

and their representation in different platforms be it everyday conversations or parliamentary 

discourses. He also focuses on the semantic movement and tries to differentiate between ‘Us’ 

and ‘Them’ which are positive and negative attitudes respectively. He also talked about socio-

cognition which facilitates between society and discourse. As the people are part of society, their 
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behaviour and opinions are conveyed by their ideologies. It can also be said that mental 

representation is articulated in such a way that sets up ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Teun Van Dijk's 

approach to CDA combines cognitive theories with linguistics and social theories. In his 

theories, he gives main importance to cognition. Later on, his approach was criticised for 

focusing more on the reproduction of ideologies rather than the transformation. However, this 

framework allows the discussion and analysis of ideologies involved in a set of discourses. 

 

 

2.5.2. Wodak’s Discourse Historical Method 

Wodak and her colleague came up with a new theory of discourse analysis based on 

sociolinguistics and the ideas of the Frankfurt school that is Discourse sociolinguistics. 

Discourse sociolinguistics is focused on the study of the text in relation to various societal 

aspects. It is an approach that can identify and describe the underlying meanings that are 

embedded in a specific text. (Wodak, 1996, p.8) 

 

Wodak has given much importance to the interdisciplinary approach and eclectic nature of 

critical discourse analysis. On the other hand, Van Dijk said that for doing critical discourse 

analysis, the interdisciplinary approach plays a very significant role. She also keeps track in 

various fields or disciplines like linguistics, poetics, and other social research fields. 

 

Wodak and Ludwig mention that there are three new consequences of Critical Discourse 

analysis. 

 i. The discourse always involves power and ideology,  
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ii. Discourse is always historical. 

iii. In discourse analysis interpretation is much important so the listener and reader 

depend on their background knowledge, information and position etc.  

                                                                                     (Wodak & Ludwig, 1999:12-13, 2006:21) 

 

 Therefore, Wodak gives importance to the interdisciplinary approach of critical discourse 

analysis in relation to the socio-linguistics which includes power, ideology, historical elements, 

poetics, etc.  

 

2.5.3. Norman Fairclough 

Fairclough’s area of study is known as Textually Oriented Discourse Analysis (TODA) which is 

mainly concerned with formal linguistics, textual properties, sociolinguistics, speech, genre and 

formal sociological practices. Critical discourse analysis is an approach to the field of discourse 

that argues the social practice (non-linguistics) and linguistic practices constitute one another and 

focus on investigating how societal power is established and reinforced through language use. 

Fairclough N. (2008) said that Critical discourse analysis of nominalization defined 

nominalization as a syntactic transformation and a syntactic mechanism, which is one way to 

build the meaning of the text. Nominalization is also often represented as a textual process in the 

text. Critical discourse research is not how we see potential instances of reification (or ideology) 

as an activity carried out in isolation from systematic theoretical and analytical contexts but how 

we can contribute to the ability of those frameworks to resolve discourse problems. The 

significant characteristic of reification known in this context is that it is not just a way of 

representing, interpreting and thinking but also it also includes the properties, interactions and 
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acts of man-made things really come to control people’s lives in reality. Therefore, Reification is 

something that happens to the true-life process and reversing or minimizing which means 

altering reality, not just the dimension of debate. (Fairclough, 2008, p.811-819) 

 

 

2.5.3.1. Fairclough’s Socio-Cultural Method 

Fairclough has developed three types of dimensions for the analysis of discourse. The three 

dimensions are i. Text (whether it is written or spoken or visual image), ii. Discourse practice 

and orders of discourse, and iii. Socio-cultural practice (Kress & Hodge, 1979) 

 

Text and Analysis of texture 

Text analysis is all about the analysis of texture, form, organization and commentaries of the 

text. There are various tools which are use to analyse the text and are described below 

 

Vocabulary 

Vocabulary is all about how the words are used throughout the text to develop the ideology, 

connotation, denotation, and formality of the text. Fairclough (2006) rightly mentions, “over 

wording is a sign of intense preoccupation which focuses on the ideological struggle” (p.12). So, 

some questions would be, how are the words used through synonyms, antonyms, hyponyms or 

over wording to construct the ideology? How are the words chosen to develop the relationship 

with the reader in terms of the formality of vocabulary? Is there euphemism or metaphor? What 

connotations do they convey? What aspects of reality are over-worded? What are the ways in 

which things are classified? 
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Transitivity 

Transitivity is the degree of nominalization. The conversion of the process into nominal has the 

effect of back-grounding the process itself by omitting information about agents of power. It is 

important to notice what is depicted as an agent, and therefore powered and affected in the text. 

So, the question would be what pattern of transitivity is found in the text? 

 

Mood and Modality 

The modality of text is a set both with the use of specific words (may, might, can, could, will, 

must, it seems to me, without doubt, or inclusive or exclusive pronoun) and intonation pattern to 

convey the degree of certainty and authority. So, the questions would be how is mood enacted: 

Declarative, Imperative or Interrogative? Which values express choices of modality? 

 

Topicality 

Topicality is the topic or theme position of the text. Which topics are chosen to fill the theme 

position in the clause at the initial or fore grounded in choosing what is given the topic position, 

the writer creates a perspective that influences the reader’s perceptions. 

 

Politeness 

Politeness is the facial expressions or activities which can be changed in a moment. Specific 

politeness conventions embody specific social and power relations. Whether it is the Positive 

face which is generally used for understanding, admiration and on the other hand, the negative 
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face which shows negative impressions to the audience. So, the questions would be what kind of 

human “facial expression” is enacted? (Kress & Hodge, 1979)  

 

Presupposition 

Fairclough (1995, p.14) inveterate of the existence of the author in a text, flowing from absent to 

fore grounded: absent/presupposed/back grounded/fore grounded. So, the questions would be, 

are there presuppositions or assumptions made by a speaker or writers which are not explicitly 

stated and which appear to be taken for granted? 

 

Ambiguity 

Are there any suggestive statements implying double meanings, so that when the statement is 

challenged, the author can deny any culpability? 

 

Interactional control features 

Interactional control features include turn-taking (how talking turns are distributed), exchange 

system (for an instance-question answer), control of topic or change of topic, opening or closing 

interactions, (ways in which earlier parts of a text or interaction are paraphrased) Which are the 

interactional control features of the text? 

After all, Fairclough’s socio-cultural discourse theory includes various aspects likes 

nominalization, reification, interactions, resolve discourse problem and the socio-culture through 

various tools in the text which is mentioned above. 
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2.5.4. Paul Gee’s theory and method 

Paul Gee is one of the central figures in the study of discourses. Gee has developed four units for 

the analysis of discourse in the book How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit (2011). Gee 

illustrates a very critical difference within DA: some DA approaches are closely related to the 

study of grammar, while others rely on concepts, problems and topics articulated in talks and 

writings. In the text How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit, Gee (2011) offers 28 tools for 

discourse study. Gee's approaches allow teachers and scholars to create layers of context-related 

meaning by posing questions about the text and material or concepts ‘hidden’ in discourses. 

 

An Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method and the book How to do Discourse 

Analysis: A Toolkit is a follow-up to Gee's seminal (1st ed. 1999; 2nd ed.2005). He talks about a 

total of 28 discourse analysis tools to unfold the discourse. These tools are categorized into four 

different sections, namely, ‘Language and Context’, ‘Saying, Doing, and Designing’, ‘Building 

Things in the World’, and ‘Theoretical Tools’ in the book.  All these four units are consists of a 

total of 28 tools which are described below (Chen, 2014, p.1-6) 

 

2.5.4.1. Language and Context 

This unit looks at the linguistic meaning and includes many approaches for evaluating pragmatic 

variables (e.g. assumptions, implicatures and intonations). It also pursues with an outline of 

language learning, with a clear emphasis on socio-cultural topics. Then, it shifts into the 

linguistic sense controversy and how it changes the meanings of our messages. As Gee (2014) 

mentions, “the physical environment in which communication takes place and everything in it; 

the fundamentals, gazing, gestures and movements of those present and what has been said and 
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done before; any shared understanding of those involved, including shared cultural knowledge” 

(p.12). There are six tools in the first section which are described briefly below. 

 

The Deixis Tool 

The Deixis tool is based on the fact that deictic phrases (personal pronouns, adverbials of time 

and space) bind expression and writing with meaning in the text. As Gee (2014) pointed out that 

“deictic markers are used to link what is said to context and to make assumptions about what 

listeners know or can find out already” (p. 16). How does the speaker use the terms or words 

whose reference must be decided from context (e.g., I/me, he/he, she/he, we/us, they/them, 

here/there, this/that, now/then, yesterday/today)? Based on what is being said, what can one infer 

about the context? What does the speaker believe one is aware of? 

 

 

The Fill in Tool 

This tool involves the information, conclusions and inferences that must be taken to the 

conversation by listeners/readers. As Gee (2014) mentions, “what knowledge, assumptions and 

inferences do listeners need to bring to bear in order for this communication to be clear and 

understandable to the speaker intended it?” (p. 18). In order to explain or understand what the 

speaker said, what details do you need? From what the speaker said, what can you infer? 

 

The Making strange Tool 

This tool asks that the listeners/readers should attempt to behave as though they are strangers in 

all conversations. As Gee (2014) points out, “try to act as if you were an ‘outsider’ for any 
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communication. Ask yourself, what could anyone (Martian, perhaps) find strange (unclear, 

confusing, worth questioning) if this individual did not share the knowledge and assumptions and 

make such conclusions that communication becomes so natural and accepted by the insiders?” 

(p.19) 

 

The Subject Tool 

The Subject tool focuses on how the themes are picked and what speakers/writers plan to say 

about them. As Gee (2014) points out “ask why participants have chosen the topic/topics they 

have and what they say about the topic” (p. 25). why did the speaker want to talk about these 

issues (e.g., man, location, goods, or idea)? Would the speaker have spoken about these topics in 

some other way? Why would the speaker have arranged his/her speech this way? 

 

The Intonation Tool 

The intonation tool talks about how the pitch of a speaker relates to the sense of an utterance. As 

Gee (2014) mentions that “what sort of unit of idea did the speaker use? What details did the 

speaker make important (in terms of where the intonational emphasis is located)? What 

knowledge was the history of the speaker as supplied or old by making it less relevant? What 

kind of attitudinal and/or emotional (emotional) sense does the intonation contour convey? When 

working with written messages, frequently read them out loud and wonder what kind of 

intonation contour readers need to apply to the sentences to make them completely meaningful” 

(p.34) 
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The Frame Problem Tool 

In this tool, the analysis of the conversation should make allowances for all elements of context 

that they deem important to the data's meaning. As Gee (2014) mention that “always extend your 

understanding of the context as far as you can to see if parts of the context are important that you 

may not have considered relevant at first, or if you might explore completely new aspects of the 

context.” (p.45)  

 

 

2.5.4.2. The Doing and Not Just Saying Tool 

This unit looks at how language can perform various functions and construct structures/meanings 

in the world. Gee provides a ‘building/designing view’ in contrast to the container/conduit view 

of language.  This section includes a total of six tools namely, the Doing and not just Saying tool, 

the Why this Way and not that Way tool, the Integration tool, the Topic and Theme tool, the 

Stanza tool, and the Vocabulary tool. In the following section, all these tools are described in 

detail. 

 

The Doing and Not Just Saying Tool 

The tool asks the question not only about what the speaker means but what he/she is trying to do 

in any interaction. As Gee (2014) rightly pointed out that “ask not just what the speakers say for 

any communication, but what they try to do, remembering they may try to do more than one 

thing, for any communication.” (p.52) 
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The Why This Way and Not That Way  

It asks what kinds of grammatical constructs for any communication and why speakers/writers 

design their messages in this manner, but not in any other way. Gee (2014) rightly points out that 

“always ask how it would say otherwise, what the speaker tried to say, and how he did so, and 

not in another way.” (p.63) 

  

The Integration Tool 

It asks how the clauses integrate into utterances or sentences for some interaction. Gee (2014) 

mentions that “What was left behind and what was included in terms of optional arguments? 

What has been left out and used by translating the clauses into phrases? How were information 

being expressed in the primary, subordinate, and embedded clauses and phrases encompassing a 

clause's value of information? What are the perspectives?” (p.68). Throughout this tool, the 

above-mentioned questions answers could be found. 

  

The Topic and Theme Tool 

For any conversation, inquire what the subject and theme for each clause are. Ask if such a 

choice makes the theme as the subject or not. Gee (2014) mentions some questions such as “Why 
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were these choices made? If the theme is not the subject/theme and therefore deviates from the 

normal (unmarked) preference, what is it and why was it chosen?” (p.74) The tool covers various 

aspects of the theme of the utterances of the speaker and each aspect of the text. 

 

The Stanza Tool  

It looks for clusters of thoughts and how they cluster into more significant blocks of knowledge 

for each conversation (which is long enough).  It is not easily found but very important for 

organizing the interpretation of data and it also shows that how one display that interpretation.  

 

The Vocabulary Tool 

This tool asks what kinds of terms are used and the purposes behind those uses in the text. 

Vocabulary is an essential aspect of language to construct social meaning, expression, emotion, 

and ideology in any language. As Gee (2014) pointed out that “for any communication, ask what 

sorts of words are being used for the communication. How is the word functioning to mark the 

communication in terms of style (register, social language)? How does it contribute to the 

purposes for communicating?”(p.61). Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool looks at two categories of 

vocabulary: formal vocabulary and informal vocabulary. Adding to the point, it can also be 

studied from three different perspectives: the basic everyday words, more formal words and 

technical words in narrow domains.  
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2.5.4.3. Building Things in the World 

This Unit revisits the focus of the meaning from a reflexive perspective and explores how 

language relates to constructing and restoring the meaning. Gee lists seven main building tasks 

accomplished by integrating language-in-use and other non-verbal tools: Meaning, Events, 

Personalities, Partnerships, Politics (Distribution of Social Goods), Interactions, and Sign 

Systems/Knowledge (pp. 95-98). The following tools are described in details. 

 

The Context is Reflexive Tool 

When analyzing the meaning of the conversation, the tool asks how the speakers/writers 

construct or mould the specific context and whether the repetition, transition or alteration of 

content is actively or unconsciously done. As Gee (2014) mentions, “how is what the speaker is 

saying and how he or she is saying it helping to create or shape (possibly even manipulate) what 

listeners will take as the relevant context?” (p.91) 

 

  

The Significance Building Tool 

This tool asks how the vocabulary and grammatical instruments are used to build up or minimize 

the meaning of objects for some conversation. As Gee (2014) mentions, “ask how words and 

grammatical devices are used for any communication to build up or decrease significance 

(importance, relevance) for certain things and not others.”(p.98) 

 

The Activities Building Tool 
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For any contact, the tool inquires what activity/practice this communication constructs or 

executes. As Gee (2014) mentions, “what activity or activities is this communication seeking to 

get others to recognize as being accomplished? Ask also what social groups, institutions, or 

cultures support and norm (set norms for) whatever activities are being built or enacted.” (p.104) 

 

The Identities Building Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks that what historically familiar personalities the speaker is 

attempting to create or get people to remember. As Gee (2014) points out, “question what 

socially identifiable persona or identity the speaker is attempting to create or get people to 

remember. Ask, too, how the speaker is putting others, whose persona the speaker is 'inviting' 

them to pick up” (p. 116). What personalities (e.g., coach, birdwatcher) does the speaker have? 

What is the speaker concerned about other people's identities? Where does the speaker place the 

personalities of others in contrast to his or her own identities? 

 

The Relationships Building Tool 

This tool asks how words and grammatical instruments are used to create, maintain, or alter 

social connections with some conversation. As Gee (2014) points out, “for any communication, 

ask how words and various grammatical devices are being used to build and sustain or change 

relationships of various sorts among the speaker, other people, social groups, cultures, and/or 

institutions. (p.121) 
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The Politics Building Tool 

For all correspondence, this tool asks if words and grammatical instruments are used to create 

what counts as a social good and to convey this good too, or withhold it from others. As Gee 

(2014) points out, “question if vocabulary and grammatical instruments are used to create a 

perspective on how social goods are or should be provided in society.” (p.126) 

 

 

The Connections Building Tool 

It asks how the words and grammatical instruments attach or disconnect items with some 

correspondence. As Gee (2014) points out, “always ask, as well, how the words and grammar 

being used in a communication make things relevant or irrelevant to other things or ignores their 

relevance to each other.” (p.132) 

 

The Cohesion Tool 

For some correspondence, the tool questions how continuity functions in the text to connect 

pieces of information and in what ways in the text. As Gee (2014) points out, “In the text, how 

does harmony work to link pieces of knowledge and in what way? How does the text struggle to 

connect other pieces of information to one another? What does the speaker seek to convey or do 

with the manner he or she does by using coherent devices?”(p.137) 

 

Systems and Knowledge Building Tool 

The tool asks how words and grammatical instruments are used to privilege or de-privilege 

unique sign systems or information with some correspondence. As Gee (2014) points out, “ask 
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how privilege or de-privilege related sign systems (e.g., Spanish vs. English, technical language 

vs. ordinary language, signs vs. images, words vs. equations, etc.) or various ways of 

understanding and believing or pretending to knowledge and belief are used for some 

communication?” (p.142) 

 

 

The Topic Flow or Topic Chaining Tool 

For some correspondence, the tool inquires what the themes of all the main clauses are and how 

they apply to each other. As Gee (2014) points out, “topics are less influential subjects in 

subordinated and embedded clauses than are subordinated to the main chain of subjects in main 

clauses, but it is useful to question why they add to the main chain of subjects. Ask, too, whether 

people have indicated that they are moving subjects and whether they have ‘topically spoken’ by 

first referring back to the old subject. Look, as well, for topic shifted structures and how they are 

being used.” (p.152) 

 

 

2.5.4.4. Theoretical Tools 

In the final section, Gee takes Discourse Analysis out of linguistic barriers and explores it from 

the point of view of cultural/psychological anthropology, culture, literary criticism, 

sociolinguistics, theory and cognitive/cultural psychology. The final six tools are discussed as 

follows: 
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The Situated Meaning Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks the placed meanings of its terms and phrases in the text. 

As Gee (2014) points out, “ask terms and phrases on what positioned meanings they have with 

some conversation. That is, considering the context and how the context is perceived, what 

particular meanings do listeners have to assign to these words and phrases?”(p.159) 

 

 

Social Languages Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks if it uses words and grammatical devices to signal and 

translate a given social language. As Gee (2014) points out, “communication can blend or switch 

between two or more social languages. A social language, in particular, can consist of words or 

phrases from more than one language” (for example, English and Spanish may be mixed) (p.167) 

 

The Intertextuality Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks how words and grammatical devices are used to 

communicate with (quoting, relating to, or alluding to) other messages in the text. As Gee (2014) 

points out, “ask how phrases and grammatical constructs (e.g., direct or indirect quotations) are 

used to quote, refer to or refer to other ‘texts’ for some correspondence. (that is, what others have 

said or written) or other styles of language (social languages).” (p.172) 

 

Figured World Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks what sort of prototypic stories/worlds the communication 

assumes and means. As Gee (2014) points out, “what participants, activities, ways of interacting, 
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forms of language, people, objects, environments, and institutions, as well as values, are in these 

figured worlds?” (p.177) 

 

The Big “D” Discourse Tool 

For any communication, the tool asks if the speaker/listener manipulates language and other 

semiotic instruments to operate on unique social roles and social behaviours. As Gee (2014) 

mentions, “ask how a person uses language, as well as ways of acting, believing, dressing, 

valuing, interacting, and using various items, tools, and technologies in certain types of 

environments to establish a specific socially recognizable identity and engage in one or more 

socially identifiable activities” (p. 181). What ways of using words, behaving, communicating, 

believing, valuing, dressing, and using different objects would the speaker follow to be known as 

a certain sort of person? What behaviour, relationships, principles, attitudes, and artefacts, 

methods, and technology are correlated with this identity?  

 

The Big “C” Conversation Tool 

The tool asks that what historical or social topics and debates are meant to be known to the 

readers/listeners for some contact. As Gee (2014) mentions, “for any interaction, ask what topics, 

sides, debates, and claims the communication means that listeners or readers know or what 

challenges, sides, debates, and claims they need to know in order to understand the 

communication in terms of larger historical and social issues and debates. Can conversation be 

seen as conducting a historical or generally recognized dialogue or debate between or between 

discourses?” (p.191) 
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In this section, there are main four approaches of discourse analysis likes Van Dijk’s Socio-

Cognitive model, Fairclough’s Socio-Cultural Method, Wodak’s Discourse Historical Method 

and Paul Gee’s Discourse model has been shown. After analyzing all the four approaches above, 

the researcher chooses Paul Gee’s discourse model because this is really flexible, simplifies and 

helps to understand the local culture that is represented in Tagore’s letters. Although Paul Gee 

mentions 28 tools in his discourse model, the researcher chooses the vocabulary tool for 

flexibility and focuses on each cultural word (the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultural words) and since 

vocabulary is a good tool to analyse this aspect in the text. Other tools can be used for the study 

but for this study, the researcher would like to use the vocabulary tool due to the limitation of 

time as well. Therefore, the researcher uses Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool for the analysis of 

Tagore’s letters in this study.  
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Chapter Three 

Research Methodology 

  

  

3.0. Introduction 

This chapter introduces and discusses the methodological approach used to analyze Rabindranath 

Tagore's selected letters to explore the significant theme of local culture features and depict the 

culture of Bengal. The researcher has chosen Gee's ‘vocabulary’ tool to explore the local culture 

as represented in the selected personal letters of Tagore.  

For the analysis, the researcher has chosen Tagore’s letters from the book entitled “Selected 

Letters of Rabindranath Tagore”, edited by Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson. The 

researcher has chosen published letters from this book because of the availability. There are 

other publications as well but the researcher was not able to get hold of them despite making 
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several efforts. There are 346 published letters written by Tagore and selected by the authors in 

the “Selected Letters of Rabindranath Tagore”. Since the researcher is interested in analyzing 

local culture, the letters from the early adulthood of Tagore have been selected for analysis. 

These are all personal letters written to close family members and friends and the mention of 

culture becomes part of the narrative. 

This is a qualitative kind of research that tries to examine the selected letters of Tagore. For this 

study, as mentioned earlier, the researcher collected data from the edited book entitled “Selected 

Letters of Rabindranath Tagore” by Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson. Paul Gee's Discourse 

analysis ‘vocabulary’ tool is used for analyzing the textual data in this qualitative study. The 

researcher has made a study of the vocabulary of the selected letters, and the vocabulary that 

represents various aspects of local culture is analyzed through the vocabulary tool and through 

the lens of the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture framework.   

 

3.1. Paul Gee 

For the study, James Paul Gee’s discourse analysis framework has been used for analysing the 

data. James Paul Gee is one of the central figures in the study of discourse. In his book How to 

do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit, Paul Gee addresses the term, ‘Discourses’. He said that 

language should be analyzed as a social practice through the lens of discourse in both spoken and 

written texts.  
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3.1.1 Paul Gee's Discourse tools  

The work How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit is a follow-up to Gee's seminal work, An 

Introduction to Discourse Analysis: Theory and Method (1st ed. 1999, 2nd ed. 2005, 3rd ed. 

2010 & 4th ed. 2014). Gee has formulated a new approach according to which Discourse 

Analysis is the study of language-in-use, based on integrating the concepts of applied linguistics, 

education, anthropology, psychology, and communication. It also says that language is used not 

only to tell things but also to do things in the physical, cultural and political realms. He talks 

about a total of 28 discourse analysis tools to unfold the discourse. These tools are categorized 

into four different sections, namely, ‘Language and Context’, ‘Saying, Doing, and Designing’, 

‘Building Things in the World’, and ‘Theoretical Tools’ in the book.   

For this study, ‘the vocabulary tool’ has been chosen which is the part of the second section, 

‘Saying, Doing, and Designing’ in the book How to do Discourse Analysis: A Toolkit. The 

following section describes more about this section. 

  

3.1.1.2 Saying, Doing, and Designing 

This unit looks at how language can perform various functions and construct structures/meanings 

in the world. Gee provides a ‘building/designing view’ in contrast to the container/conduit view 

of language.  This section includes a total of six tools namely, the Doing and not just Saying tool, 

the Why this Way and not that Way tool, the Integration tool, the Topic and Theme tool, the 

Stanza tool, and the Vocabulary tool. In the following section, all these tools are described in 

detail. 
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The Doing and Not Just Saying Tool 

The tool asks the question not only about what the speaker means but what he/she is trying to do 

in any interaction. As Gee (2014) rightly pointed out that “ask not just what the speakers say for 

any communication, but what they try to do, remembering they may try to do more than one 

thing, for any communication.” (p.52) 

 

The Why This Way and Not That Way  

It asks what kinds of grammatical constructs for any communication and why speakers/writers 

design their messages in this manner, but not in any other way. Gee (2014) rightly points out that 

“always ask how it would say otherwise, what the speaker tried to say, and how he did so, and 

not in another way.” (p.63) 

  

The Integration Tool 

It asks how the clauses integrate into utterances or sentences for some interaction. Gee (2014) 

mentions that “What was left behind and what was included in terms of optional arguments? 

What has been left out and used by translating the clauses into phrases? How were information 

being expressed in the primary, subordinate, and embedded clauses and phrases encompassing a 



58 
 

 

clause's value of information? What are the perspectives?” (p.68). Throughout this tool, the 

above-mentioned questions answers could be found. 

  

The Topic and Theme Tool 

For any conversation, inquire what the subject and theme for each clause are. Ask if such a 

choice makes the theme as the subject or not. Gee (2014) mentions some questions such as “Why 

were these choices made? If the theme is not the subject/theme and therefore deviates from the 

normal (unmarked) preference, what is it and why was it chosen?” (p.74). The tool covers 

various aspects of the theme of the utterances of the speaker and each aspect of the text. 

  

The Stanza Tool  

It looks for clusters of thoughts and how they cluster into more significant blocks of knowledge 

for each conversation (which is long enough).  It is not easily found but very important for 

organizing the interpretation of data and it also shows that how one display that interpretation.  

 

The Vocabulary Tool 

This tool asks what kinds of terms are used and the purposes behind those uses in the text. 

Vocabulary is an essential aspect of language to construct social meaning, expression, emotion, 

and ideology in any language. As Gee (2014) pointed out that “for any communication, ask what 

sorts of words are being used for the communication. How is the word functioning to mark the 
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communication in terms of style (register, social language)? How does it contribute to the 

purposes for communicating?”(p.61). Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool looks at two categories of 

vocabulary: formal vocabulary and informal vocabulary. Adding to the point, it can also be 

studied from three different perspectives: the basic everyday words, more formal words and 

technical words in narrow domains.  

  

 

3.2. Descriptions of the parameters of analysis 

The vocabulary tool is used for analyzing the text. The researcher has chosen this tool because of 

its flexibility and versatility in analyzing different vocabulary items including local words and 

other vocabulary choices made by Tagore in the text. For clear distinction of the local culture, 

the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture has chosen in the study. The vocabulary tool and the ‘Big C’ 

and ‘small c’, which are adapted for the study, are discussed in detail. 

 

3.2.1. The Vocabulary Tool 

For any communication, the vocabulary tool asks what kind of terms is used and the purposes 

behind those uses. Vocabulary is an essential aspect of language in constructing meaning, 

expression, emotion, and ideology in any language. Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool looks at two 

categories of vocabulary: formal vocabulary and informal vocabulary. Additionally, it can also 
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be studied from three different perspectives: the basic everyday words, more formal words and 

technical words in narrow domains.  

After all, there would also be some questions that can be asked about the use of vocabulary. 

What kind of specific vocabulary is used in a specific context and what does it signify? What 

kinds of word clusters are used? What are the collocations used in the text? How do words in the 

text represent the culture? The discourse analysis will answer such questions by considering the 

writer's geographical location, social, cultural, and ideological representation (context) in the 

text. 

By taking the help of the vocabulary tool, this study would attempt to look at how socio-cultural 

aspects of Tagore's homeland are projected and generalized in the letters. By the consideration of 

synonyms, antonyms, hyponyms, and other vocabulary choices, the researcher draws socio-

cultural aspects and the ideology of the writer in the letters. Therefore, the vocabulary tool gives 

us the meaning of the various local aspects and elements of the language, particularly in Tagore’s 

selected letters.  

The vocabulary used in the letters is both formal and informal because all the letters are personal 

and written to the respective family members, especially to his friends, wife and relatives. In the 

letters, there is a lot of information regarding the socio-cultural features of the contemporary 

time. It is also found that Tagore has mentioned the everyday lifestyle of the people, their 

activities, attire, religion, culture, behaviour, attitude, economic, social, political aspects in the 

letters. For representing the local cultural aspects, both formal and informal vocabularies have 

been employed significantly in the letters. Therefore, through formal and informal vocabulary (as 

part of the vocabulary tool), the researcher is going to explore the local culture in this study.  
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3.2.2. Culture and its types ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture  

Culture is the way of lifestyle of a particular group of people in a specific region. Culture 

includes various aspects of life activities such as language, attitude, attire, behaviour, system, 

customs, ritual, values, ethnic, social and religious groups etc. As the term culture is a very broad 

term, so there are two types of culture are being identified from the study of Brook (1968), Hall 

(1976), Chen (2004), Peterson (2004) & Lee (2009)  for a clear and prominent distinction of each 

cultural aspects in the text. The two types of culture are ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture. The ‘Big 

C’ culture refers to the visible, can be touched, easily accessible and noticeable cultural aspects 

to the people for instance any kind of households’ elements or existed elements such as food, 

gaming activities, natural aspects etc. On the other hand, ‘small c’ culture refers to the invisible, 

and inaccessible cultural aspects to the people for example emotion, ideology, feelings etc.  

 

The cultural aspects are different in various parts of the world as people belong to different 

regions, belief systems, values etc. Therefore, the elements of ‘Big C’ culture and ‘small c’ 

culture also differ in subtle ways from culture to culture.  Thus the researcher has proposed the 

categorization of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture by categorizing different elements into these two 

broad categories based on accessibility or visibility and invisibility. The ‘Big C’ culture is the 

culture that is easily visible, accessible to the people. On the other hand, ‘small c’ culture is 

invisible and inaccessible to the people. Although the researcher made the distinction of culture 

and its table in the introduction chapter (p.18-19) of the dissertation, still the researcher would 

like to mention the table of cultural elements in the parameter of analysis section for bringing the 
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clarity in the research methodology chapter. The proposed categorization of themes under ‘Big 

C’ and ‘small c’ is as follows.  

Table1: The proposed categorization of themes under ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture 

No./ 

Section 

Big C Small c 

1. Religious Rituals  Non-verbal communication 

2. Festivals Manners and Mannerisms 

3. Clothing and appearance  Leisure activities 

4. Art, literature, Music Daily routines 

5. Geography Role of gender 

6. Sports Values and belief systems 

7. Environment Attitudes and Feelings 
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8. Food 
 

9. Science and Technology   

10. Socio-economic conditions   

11. Historical monuments   

12. Social customs   

13. Names of people and places   

 

The above-proposed categorization of the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture plays a significant role to 

distinguish each theme in the analysis chapter and helps in understanding the significance of the 

themes.  So, this study will look for the local culture through the two cultural lenses namely ‘Big 

C’ and ‘small c’ culture in the text. 
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3.3. Data collection procedure:  

The researcher collected the data from the book entitled “Selected Letters of Rabindranath 

Tagore”, edited by Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson. The data consist of 23 letters which are 

written in the first 20 years of early adulthood in his literary career. The researcher manually 

analysed the data from each letter using the vocabulary tool. After reading the letters, the 

researcher studied the vocabulary carefully and then analyzed it through the local culture 

perspective (namely: ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture) in the analysis chapter. So, the researcher has 

highlighted the local culture as represented in the letters of Tagore, with the help of the 

vocabulary tool. 

 

3.4. Overview of the letters 

The study looks at twenty-three published letters of Tagore written from the year 1879 to the 

year 1898. The letters are written to his family members namely Kadambari Tagore (sister-in-

law of Rabindranath Tagore), Mrinalini Tagore (wife), Priyanath Sen (friend), and Indira Devi 

Chaudhurani (aunt). Tagore wrote letters to all the above-mentioned people who were close to 

him.  

All these letters are written in different contexts according to the time and situation of the 

particular event. Sometimes Tagore wrote letters appreciating nature and its beauty and he even 

mentions that he was a great admirer of William Wordsworth. Tagore’s love for nature is being 

tracked through the descriptions of the name of birds and flowers (namely ‘Zobedia’, ‘Amina’, 

and ‘Sofia’) in the letters. Tagore shows his love, feelings, and emotion towards the animal world 
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by mentioning different animal names viz. deer and hen. He says that calm and peacefulness is 

the primary concern of life. After all, Tagore’s letters are presenting full of love, emotion and a 

magical way of life in a very prominent and distinctive way.  

It is found in the letters, that Tagore has a disinterest in city life in comparison to rural rustic life. 

That’s why he tries to keep a distance from the grimy and dull things of city life even in one of 

his letters he is talking about Devon city which is grimy. He shows his disinterest in Calcutta city 

and shows his love for rural areas. It is also found that the Calcutta city has no sentiment but 

becomes more extensive and more prolonged in terms of its ages. He compares the life of 

Calcutta, which is congested and social time-bound to the life of Tagore's estate of rural life, 

which is spacious, solitary, peaceful, happy and quiet. Therefore, Tagore’s attitude towards city 

life and village life has been clearly mentioned in the letters and sharpened his life between 

objectivity and subjectivity. 

Tagore describes the Bengali culture, eastern music, and rituals in the letters very beautifully. He 

presented the local culture through local music (piano), different local household elements, 

attires, the role of both gender, marriage events (Swayamvara), etc. in the letters. From the 

description, it is found that he has a soft heart for his rural local culture which is represented in 

the text. Therefore, the letters are evidence of different cultural elements which is very 

beautifully portrayed in the text. 

He said that the situation and position of the Indian people are not good in comparison to the 

English people because they have superiority over Indians in terms of spirituality, politics and 

social life in the letters. The writer talks about the differences between Bengali and English 

people lifestyles. After all, he is representing the Bengali identity very beautifully in the letters.   
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Tagore covers various themes in his letters and focuses on different issues of society. He talks 

about naturalism, socialism, political system, economic system, religion, rituals, cultures, 

localization, globalization, social life, the attitude of the people, etc in the letters. After all, the 

letters show his futuristic vision and his dilemma which becomes more acute. The researcher has 

chosen these selected letters for the study, and attempt to draw the connection to the local culture 

of that particular period. This chapter includes the type of research, the method of analysis, 

discourse tools and an overview of the letters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



67 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

Analysis Chapter 

  

4.0. Introduction 

This chapter analyses Rabindranath Tagore’s selected personal letters which are written from the 

year 1879 to the year 1898. There are twenty-three letters which are selected from the collection 

of Tagore’s early adulthood letters as published in the book entitled “Selected Letters of 

Rabindranath Tagore” edited by Krishna Dutta and Andrew Robinson (1997). The letters deal 

with the themes of local culture and related aspects such as love from home, Indo-British 

connection, naturalism, socialism, political system, economic system, religious, ritual, culture, 

localization, globalization, social life, and attitude of the people in the letters. As staunch as he 

was an internationalist, his love for his countryside and the local people, environment, activities 

and events prove his love for his locality as expressed in his personal letters.  
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The analysis covered broad themes of the local culture which includes all aspects of Local 

culture in Tagore’s letters-local identity, ritual, home, local names, and local culture in terms of 

nature and Bengali vs. English culture in the letters. The reason for analyzing this is because of 

the predominance in his letters and all the different aspects of local culture fit into these sub-

sections. Each cultural theme is explored through two cultural lenses of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

culture as per the proposed categorization in table 1 in the research methodology chapter of this 

dissertation.  

  

 

This chapter analyses the letters through Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool which will explore the local 

culture by two cultural lenses namely the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture for a prominent 

distinction of each cultural theme in the text. The main goal of such analysis is to find out the 

local features in the text and try to understand how Tagore infuses various aspects of local 

culture into his letters. As discussed, this chapter has talked about the Local culture in Tagore’s 

letters. 

  

 

4.1. Local culture in Tagore’s letters 

Localization is an expression that has had some emotional attachment with the people, nature, 

and objects of the world around them in a particular geographical location. It includes various 

social, political, historical, cultural, and economic systems of that place. Local identities and the 

lifestyle of the people determine the position of the local culture. Tagore has expressed his 

feelings, ideas, and attitudes through various local words in his letters. One reason for this could 
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be that these letters were personal, and the author uses several terms which are very familiar and 

carry a specific meaning in the local language. For instance, he used the reduplicative term 

‘ingabanga’, which consists of two words, ‘inga’ and ‘banga’, which have much significance. 

The word ‘ingabanga’ may signify some of the following meanings such as ‘how to use the 

fork’, ‘England worshipping Bengali’, and ‘the relationship between the friends’ from two 

different cultures. 

The local culture would explore various themes like local regional identity, religions and its 

ritual, home, society, family relationships names, the theme of nature and Bengali vs. English 

culture in this chapter. 

  

4.1.1 Local regional Identity 

Local identity is one of the important aspects of culture which covers usual tradition, beliefs, 

value and understanding of the particular place and the population of its area. The culture is 

attributed to constructing a sense of local identity, and here, in the case of Tagore’s letters, it is 

about the regional identity of the Bengali people. Tagore describes, in one of his letters, the 

arrival of Bengali people in England with the line, “By and by the ship arrives and docks at 

Southampton. The Bengali passengers have reached the shores of England. They set off for 

London.” In the first line of the text itself, the local regional Bengali identity has been described. 

A few Bengali people have travelled to England for some work. Bengali identity has been shown 

by the phrase ‘Bengali passenger’, and the word ‘Bengali’ is repeatedly used in the text as 

follows.  
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 “Bengali passengers have reached the shores of England” (Dutta and Robinson, p.8) L. 

No. 1 

 “For the first few days, ‘Bengalis’ find themselves embarrassed to sit on a chair or 

stool…” (Dutta and Robinson, p.8) L. No. 1 

 “Spent a few days making fun of ‘Bengali’ ignorance…” (Dutta and Robinson, p.9) L. 

No. 1            

Tagore is generally trying to portray the Bengalis as ordinary people travelling to London. Those 

passengers were identified as people from Bengal. The writer does not address the passengers by 

their names. The phrase ‘Bengali passenger’ refers to the particular Bengali identity. So, a sense 

of belongingness has been attached to the people of Bengal, and that could happen with any 

other community of people as well. So, the Bengali who arrived in England, feel embarrassed 

and ignorant because of their contemporary situation, position and their lifestyle in comparison 

with English people.  

 

By addressing passengers as ‘they’ and ‘Bengali passengers’ (third person), the writer maintains 

a distance from them and distinctly separates his identity from them. It probably reflects his 

elitist cosmopolitan culture as opposed to the typical ‘Bengali people’. Tagore points out the 

status of the Bengali people and how other people view them. The Bengali people’s identity is 

portrayed very clearly. It can be assumed that the writer gave the Bengalis a commonplace.  

  

The use of the word ‘Bihari babu’ (repeated four times in the letters) indicates the identity of the 

people from Bihar, indicating specific identity of a certain place. In another letter also, he 

constantly used the term ‘Bihari babu’ which talks about his good friendship with some Bihari 
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people at Puri, Orissa. In the letters, Bihari Babu is presented as a very enthusiastic, livid, and 

sometimes embarrassing person. After all, from the following description quotes, it is evident 

how the regional people are treated which has been shown in the letters.   

 

 “When Bihari babu and … magistrate of Puri…their evident keenness” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.34) L. No. 17 

 “Bihari babu and Mrs Gupta were flabbergasted” (Dutta and Robinson, p.34) L. No. 17 

 “Bihari babu and wife were now livid” (Dutta and Robinson, p.34) L. No. 17 

 “… memsahib had not been delivered to her by the bearer” (Dutta and Robinson, p.34) L. 

No. 17 

 “In addition to mortifying Bihari babu” (Dutta and Robinson, p.35) L. No. 17 

  

However, addressing people by their regional affiliations rather than their names shows the 

power and dominant politics over specific geographical locations and their people. They are only 

referred to by their regional identity. This shows Tagore’s identification to regional identities 

despite being a humanist and an internationalist.  

 

In the letters, there is a reiteration of some vocabulary which indicates respectable position. In 

his letters, Tagore refers to the English men in India with respect as ‘sahib’, a term which 

expresses respect.  

    “I … ‘sahib’, to go out pig-sticking in this weather will not work” (Dutta and 

Robinson p.16) L. No. 5 

 “Even though you are a strapping sahiblet” (Dutta and Robinson p.16) L. No. 5 
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 “I shake the sahib’s hand” (Dutta and Robinson p.16) L. No. 5 

The letters of Rabindranath Tagore lead us towards his beliefs and concerns. None of his other 

works presents his range of interest in different local aspects so avowedly with such naturalistic 

wit, humour, and irony. He can poke fun at himself and a young sahib officer who arrives in a 

storm for a visit that neither host nor guest had intended but that neither could be eliminated. 

However, the Bengali identity has been shown through the ‘Big C’ culture and ‘small c’ culture 

in terms of the passion or hobbies of the people.  

  

After studying a section of local regional identity, the ‘Big C’ culture is being identified through 

the visibility and accessibility of the people from a particular region to the other region. Here the 

Bengali and Bihari Babu have been taken as ‘Big C’ culture because of the visibility of people 

and how they are treated in the society that’s reflected in the letters very beautifully. The 

contemporary position and situation of the people is visible through the letters. In this section, 

there is ‘small c’ culture also found in terms of the passion, hobbies and manner of the people. 

There are some people who have a passion for ‘shikar’ (hunting) of animals and manners (people 

give respect to the English people as sahib or sahiblet) as mentioned in the letters. Therefore, the 

‘Big C’ culture is found through the identical position (which is visible) of Bengali and Bihari 

people, and ‘small c’ culture is found through the passion of sahib (shikar) in the letters.  

After distinction of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture in this section, there are some cultural elements 

which comes under both the culture and overlap each other likes the regional identity of 

‘Bengali’ and ‘Bihari babu’ comes under ‘Big C’ culture, but it also comes under ‘small c’ 
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culture because it shares manner and behaviour of the people (which is the part of ‘small c’ 

culture) and we can see the overlap between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture in the letters.  

After all, the identical position of the Bengali and Bihari people has been given focus in context 

of the contemporary situation before independence of India. Through the above mentioned 

vocabulary like Bengali and Bihari, the writer also contextualized the contemporary social 

position of the both cultural identical people. It is also observed that the British people are 

enjoying different social position which can be tracked through the use of the words such as 

sahib, memsahib etc. in the text. The British people, even those who were living in India, were 

also enjoying a different kind of social position. Tagore also implies that indentifying Bengali 

and Bihari people by their regional affiliation rather than a title could be considered inferior to 

the words that represent British by their social position and class distinction. After all, in terms of 

discourse, the individuality of local regional identity of Bengali and Bihari people can be 

tracked. Tagore also presented the Bihari babu as very enthusiastic and livid while at the same 

time in comparison they feel inferior in terms of social position, so there is some kind of identity 

difference in the way of representation of the Bihari people.  

Adding to the point, Tagore simplistically designates and positions the Bengali people and Bihari 

people by using the informal vocabulary of identification that’s part of the local culture and 

words like sahib which are  used usually by Indians overemphasizing and representing the local 

culture, the writer used these words in his letters which make them more local centric. It can also 

be said that Tagore is influenced by the local culture. Therefore, the regional social-affiliation of 

the Bengali and Bihari people and the social positioning of the British is clearly represented 

through the vocabulary choices made by Tagore in the letters. 
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4.1.2. Local culture through Hindu religious rituals 

The local culture is expressed through the Hindu religion and ritual of the people in certain areas; 

rituals are the most essential aspects for the people of a particular religion. This section analyses 

a few cultural features related to religious rituals. The importance of local culture has been 

represented by Tagore in the letters very beautifully. This section looks at Tagore’s references to 

Hindu Gods from the following vocabulary, as mentioned in the letters such as ‘Lord Krishna’, 

‘Kali’, ‘Radhe-Krishna’, ‘Madan’, and ‘Saraswati’.  

  

    “…the Munshif has all of a sudden perceived Lord Krishna …” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.32) L.No.16 

 “On…Lord Shiva, on the next day Kali…Radhe-Krishna-…Shahzadpur banyan 

tree” (Dutta and Robinson, p.32) L.No.16 

 “…, I used to think that if ‘Madan’ (god of love) were to appear...” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.11) L.No.2 

 “…, sounds like dictum personally dictated to him by the lips of the goddess 

‘Saraswati’” (Dutta and Robinson, p.10) L.No.1 

 “The Vaishnava poets have sung ravishingly of Radha going calmly to her tryst 

with Krishna through a stormy night” (Dutta and Robinson, p.30) L.No.16 
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Tagore mentions names of different Hindu gods in the letters such as ‘Lord Shiva’, ‘Kali’, and 

‘Radhe-Krishna’, influenced by the narration of ‘Munship’ (a priest in the temple who makes the 

fictional story) who has deep faith in Hindu religion. The social features expressed by Tagore 

reinforce his religious and moral influence. In the Hindu religion, there is a different kind of 

ritual and system as depicted in the letters. From the Munship saga, Tagore told the tale that 

there were three gods under the banyan tree: ‘Lord Shiva’, ‘Kali’, and ‘Radhe-Krishna’. Munship 

made up various fictional stories and legends on Hindu Gods and deities. Munship seems to 

have influenced the prolific writer Rabindranath Tagore greatly, as Tagore knit stitch different 

pieces of these stories in his literary works. Once, Munship started to perform puja, and he kept 

sundry sorts of snacks and foods like sweet kshir, jackfruit, etc., in front of God to please Him as 

mentioned in the letter as “On days when offerings of sweet kshir and jackfruit are made to the 

goddess…”(Dutta and Robinson, 1997:32). Since then, the local people started to follow this 

system, and they made it a practice. Tagore comments on the local people’s blind faith in 

religious practices through the narration of Munship story. Thus, Rabindranath Tagore brought 

out explicit socio-cultural events and people’s faith in his letters.     

 

      

    

Some other vocabulary concerning Hindu rituals, specifically, post-death rituals such as ‘bone 

ashes’, ‘Holy Ganga’, ‘blessed water’ and ‘offering of betel’ are mentioned in the letters.  
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 “If someone dies... ashes to the Ganges, they powder a piece of bone from the funeral 

pyre and keep…the water of the sacred river” (Dutta and Robinson p.22) L.No.8 

 “To... an offering of betel, …made his pilgrimage to the blessed water” (Dutta and 

Robinson p.22) L.No.8 

  “I read about a bit about the ‘Swayamvara of Indumati’” (Dutta and Robinson, p.33) 

L.No.16 

  

There is a specific ritual, in a narrower sense in Bengal but in a larger sense in India, 

which Hindus follow as the last rites performed after someone’s death. The dead body is burnt 

and the ashes are submerged in the sacred Ganges. The river Ganga is considered a Holy river in 

India. Therefore, people want to leave the funeral ashes in the Holy River. Irrespective of gender 

and economic status, the Hindu people wholeheartedly practice these funeral rituals. There is 

another important socio-cultural event like the ‘Swayamvara’ which is generally used for 

‘marriage related ceremonies’. Tagore has shown how each cultural event plays a vital role in 

constructing the culture by describing the after-death ceremonies using the phrases mentioned 

above. He pinpointed various aspects of the Hindu culture through these rituals in his letters. It is 

also interesting to note that Tagore uses a third-person narrative when representing certain 

cultural aspects. By doing so, Tagore keeps himself detached while representing the prevalent 

social reality in the letters.   

   

Throughout the text, Tagore used some Bengali vocabulary that may reflect the manner, 

behaviour, and attitude of the people of local culture, for example ‘Namashkar’, and ‘Pranam’. 
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 “Then she is introduced by Sunanada to the princes one by one, and to each of 

them Indumati makes a courteous ‘namashkar’, and pass on” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.33) L.No.16 

 “Had she not wiped away the stain of that fact with the humility of ‘pranam’, the 

scene would have lost its grace” (Dutta and Robinson, p.33) L.No.16 

  

The word ‘namashkar’ stands for ‘saluation’ and ‘pranam’ for ‘respect’. The 

words ‘courteous’ and ‘humility’ which describe the greetings bring out the attitude of the local 

people. One thing very evident in Tagore's letters is that he loves all kinds of people and has a 

very deep knowledge of every aspect of society. Therefore, the belief and value system of the 

society inspired the writer to mention these societal cultural events in the letters. Tagore 

highlights the social events by mentioning courtesy (‘Namashkar’ and ‘Pranam’) of the people 

in the culture of Bengal. Therefore, Tagore has beautifully expressed the idea of local culture 

through the attitude and the courtesy of the people in the letters.  

In the section ‘local culture in religion and ritual’, the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture has been 

tracked as per the proposed categorization of the culture in table 1. The ‘Big C’ culture is being 

tracked through the theme of the Hindu religious rituals visible in a society. The vocabularies 

such as ‘Lord Shiva’, ‘Kali’, ‘Radha-Krishna’, ‘Madan’ and ‘Saraswati’ have ‘Big C’ cultural 

significance because of their visibility in the form of idols. There are some Hindu religious 

rituals that also come under ‘Big C’ culture, such as  ‘bone ashes’, ‘Holy Ganga’, ‘blessed 

water’, ‘offering of betel’, and  ‘Swayamvara’ in the letters. On the other hand, throughout the 

text, Tagore mentioned some of the Bengali words that may reflect the manner, behaviour, and 



78 
 

 

attitude of the people of everyday Bengali culture, which can be considered as the ‘small c’ 

culture for example ‘courtesy’ and ‘humility’ (‘Namashkar’ and ‘Pranam’). After all, local 

culture in religious ritual is being identified through the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultural aspects 

very distinctively and prominently in the letters. 

After distinction of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture in this section, there are some cultural elements 

which comes under both the culture and overlap each other through the names of Gods (‘Lord 

Shiva’, ‘Kali’, ‘Radhe Krishna’, ‘Madan’ and ‘Saraswati’) is a part of the ‘Big C’ culture 

because of the visibility of idols of gods but still it also represents the belief or faith (which is 

‘small c’ culture) of the people. Here too we can find an overlap between the ‘Big C’ and the 

‘small c’ culture in the letters. 

The post death rituals of Hindu people have been given focus in some of the letters. The 

vocabulary like ‘bone ashes’, ‘Holy Ganga’, ‘blessed water’ and ‘offering of betel’ is chosen by  

Tagore; this enriches the representation of Bengali culture in particular and  Indian culture in 

general. After all, the scenarios of local rituals have been focused in his letters. The writer also 

makes it more local centric by using the formal marriage related cultural practices of the day in 

the letters through vocabulary such as ‘Swayamvara’. By mentioning the names of different 

Hindu Gods, the writer also contextualized the whole social event in terms of belief or faith of 

the people of the contemporary Bengal before the Independence of India. The discourses of the 

socio-religious aspects are given more priority by Tagore while he represents the locality of 

Bengal by mentioning the names of different Hindu Gods in the letters. The writer also builds the 

connection between the God and the local Bengali rituals of worship through vocabulary like 

‘sweet kshir’ and ‘jackfruit’ which are offered for pleasing the God.  
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It is also found that Tagore has used formal words like ‘pranam’ and ‘namashkar’ which are 

used to respectfully greet people.  So by representing these respectful greetings, Tagore adds to 

the cultural image of India to the world. Such formal vocabulary carries a very significant 

meaning for representing local culture and unity of the Indian people. 

 

 

4.1.3. Local culture through Rustic Household Representations 

Local culture is explored through different rustic household elements in the letters. Home is one 

of the central parts of the local culture and through the household elements we can comprehend 

the nature of the local culture. Tagore has portrayed the household entities through the following 

vocabulary or phrases: ‘wicker mat’, ‘hookah’, ‘board games’, and ‘cows lying in the courtyard’, 

‘cow dung cake’, and ‘Verandah’. 

  

 “Bengalis… damp, …hookahs… their…a cow lies tethered in the courtyard that has 

walls plastered in cow-dung cake and wet washing hangs drying over a verandah” (Dutta 

and Robinson, p.9) L.No.1 

 “The magistrate was sitting in the ‘verandah’ of his tent dispensing justice, flanked by a 

constable” (Dutta and Robinson, p.16) L.No.5 
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The descriptions of the different households could be representing the local features of Bengal in 

general in the letters. The writer reflects the socio-economic situation of Bengal through the use 

of various kinds of contemporary societal household areas and elements such as ‘board games’, 

‘cows lying in the courtyard’, ‘walls plastered with cow dung cake’, ‘Verandah of his tent’, 

‘wicker mat’, and ‘hookah’. All these descriptions evoke the local scene of a typical household in 

Bengal. The board games probably were a common form of recreation. ‘Courtyard’ and 

‘verandah’ depict the common areas of a house in those times. The courtyard in front of the 

home also denotes the economic class of the people. The ‘cow-dung cake’ represents the culture 

prevalent in Bengal households. The cow-dung cakes on the wall were another typical scene of a 

rural household. Adding to the point, the cakes of cow dung molded by bare hands and were 

traditionally used as fuel in India for making food in a domestic hearth. While the elderly men 

smoke hookah in the evening, and this seems to be a borrowed pastime from the Persian culture. 

Overall, the recreational activities (board games), the courtyard, and the cows show a wealthy 

rustic family home. This is how the rustic features of a local village have been reflected in the 

letters. By giving vivid descriptions through using a few Bengali local words, Tagore could be 

seen as a person who had an emotional connection with his homeland. Therefore, the narration 

details of the writer on the household elements show that he has associated with the rural 

households in Bengal. 

 

 

Apart from these, there are some other words or phrases through which Tagore describes the 

household elements and brings out the typical Bengali local culture in the letters. From the 

following excerpts, the simplistic life of the people and the imagery of a very rural local culture 
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can be identified. There are some words through which local culture is identified, such as ‘quilt’, 

‘oil-smeared pillow’, ‘a grimy mat’, ‘a bit of hessian’, ‘a layer of dirt’, ‘old zinc pot’, ‘old 

glasses’, ‘an oil lamp’ and ‘a sooty lamp stand’. 

  

  “Littering…quilt, oil-smeared pillow, a grimy mat, a bit of hessian…a layer of dirt…old 

zinc pot, some bottles and old glasses, bits of glass… an oil lamp, a sooty lamp stand.” 

(Dutta and Robinson, p.16) L.No.5 

  

The vocabulary related to the households like quilt, pillow, mat, and oil lamp are significant here 

and carry the meaning of contemporary rural local culture. Bengali local culture has been 

expressed in another way here. For instance, there are mentions of the socio-economic condition 

in the descriptive words used in the above example to represent the dirty condition of the house 

in the village. In this context, the use of words like ‘littering’, ‘oil-smeared’, ‘grimy’, ‘a layer of 

dirt’ and ‘sooty’ are also significant in expressing the socio-economic condition of the people. 

Tagore's vivid descriptions of the local elements make his letters more endearing to the reader. 

Tagore has depicted the Bengali cultural aspects in a way that is crystal clear to any reader. 

Therefore, Tagore emphasizes socio-cultural elements very beautifully through households 

belonging to various economic statuses in the society. It is also found that Tagore tries to bring 

out  the rustic Bengali local culture through words such as ‘littering’, ‘grimy’, ‘old zinc pot’, ‘old 

glasses’, ‘an oil lamp’ and ‘sooty’. 
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It is significant that the writer's love for home and homeland is expressed in the letters. During 

his travels, Tagore felt nostalgic and wrote letters to his family members. He mentioned two 

words such as, ‘homesick’ and ‘seasick’ which are quoted below.  

  

    “I cannot tell you how ‘seasick’ I have been this time” (Dutta and Robinson, p.19) 

L.No.6 

  “…I distinctly felt myself leave my body and go to ‘Jorasanko’” (Dutta and Robinson 

p.19) L.No.6 

       “Nowadays I felt that there is ‘no place like ‘home’-” (Dutta and Robinson p.19) 

L.No.6 

      “… ‘the sea’ is pretty calm, the ship hardly rolls…” (Dutta and Robinson p.19) L.No.6 

  

There is a kind of contradiction when the writer expresses his emotional attitude through the 

vocabulary ‘homesick’ and ‘seasick’ during his journey to England. The writer's attachment with 

his home (town) is clearly expressed as he feels ‘homesick’; he misses Jorasanko, family 

members, and freshwater as mentioned in the letters. He feels ‘seasick’ on the ship. He also 

praises the beauty of the sea and says that it is ‘pretty calm’. So, a kind of contradiction is found 

in the way he talks about the sea in the letters. He is ‘seasick’ on the one hand, and yet he 

appreciates the calm sea that lets the ship sail effortlessly. After all, he feels nostalgic and lonely 

and longs to return home, which also represents his love and emotional attachment to his 

homeland. Therefore, the many household expressions used in his letters show his love for the 

typical Bengali households in the letters. 
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The feature of the rustic household is being presented through two cultural aspects such as ‘Big 

C’ and ‘small c’ culture. The ‘Big C’ culture includes household cultural aspects such as ‘wicker 

mat’, ‘hookah’, ‘board games’, and ‘cows lying in the courtyard’, ‘cow dung cake’, ‘verandah’, 

‘littering’, ‘oil-smeared’, ‘grimy’, and ‘a layer of dirt’ because of the visibility of all these 

aspects of culture in the letters.  

On the other hand, the theme of love for home comes under ‘small c’ culture because it shares 

feelings, emotions, and passion of the writer throughout the letters. Some vocabulary that is part 

of ‘small c’ culture like ‘homesick’, ‘seasick’, ‘pretty calm’ and ‘hookah’. The vocabulary 

‘hookah’ comes under ‘small c’ culture because it is significant that the hookah in several 

households was a ‘sign of trust’ and withholding it to someone could be taken as an insult. Even 

though the word hookah is considered ‘Big C’ culture, it is also part of ‘small c’ culture because 

of the significance of this leisure activity. Therefore, the ‘Big C’ culture and ‘small c’ culture 

have been pointed out through the rustic household elements in the letters.   

 

After distinction of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture in this section, there are some cultural elements 

which comes under both the culture and overlap each other through the words ‘hookah’ and 

‘board games’ are considered ‘Big C’ culture when we think of them as household articles, but it 

is also part of ‘small c’ culture because they represent leisure activities which may not be easily 

inferred by the non-locals. So in this section, we can find an overlap between the ‘Big C’ and the 

‘small c’ culture in the letters.  

 

There are several instances in the letters where the writer highlights the various household areas 

and different elements of home. It can also be said that the words or phrases such as ‘board 
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games’, ‘cows lying in the courtyard’, ‘walls plastered with cow dung cake’, ‘Verandah of his 

tent’, ‘wicker mat’, and ‘hookah’ which are not only represent the Bengali culture but also make 

a big picture in Indian cultural context of the  contemporary period. The use of the term 

‘verandah’ in the sentence “the magistrate was sitting in the ‘verandah’ of his tent dispensing 

justice, flanked by a constable” (p.16), suggests the contemporary culture and perhaps the writer 

has made the letters more local centric and gave the local color of Bengal. One of the interesting 

points is that Tagore is representing the local culture by combining of different household 

elements with the regular activities and lifestyle of the people through the vocabulary like 

‘hookah’ and ‘board games’. 

 

The overall scenario of local homeland is found by mentioning different formal and informal 

vocabulary in the letters. One significant point is that Tagore could have mentioned his own 

mansion, his residence as he is from an aristocratic family but he chose to represent the culture of 

the people of Bengal. Over all, by using different vocabulary representing local culture in the 

letters, Tagore’s discourse displays his association with the people of his land. Adding to the 

point, Tagore’s use of typical Bengali expressions like ‘Jal Khabo’ or ‘Pani Pan Korbo’ which 

show the influence of the Bengali language and culture in his letters. 

 

 

4.1.4. Local culture in terms of names 

The local culture is represented through the local names of foods, local seasons, places, Bengali 

relationship terms, etc. All the following words have some connection with the social life, such 

as ‘Agrahayen’, ‘Magh’, ‘Shelidah’, ‘Jorasanko’, ‘Meja dada’, ‘didimani’, ‘Beli’, ‘Khoka’, and 
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‘little wife’. The occurrence of the above-mentioned vocabulary is found in the following 

sentences.  

  

   “Next Sunday, on the 24
th

 of ‘Agrahayan’, at the auspicious hour, my closest relative 

Shriman Rabindranath Thakur is engaged to be married” (Dutta and Robinson, p.13) L. 

No. 3 

   “After this comes ‘11 Magh’ …” (Dutta and Robinson, p.14) L. No. 4 

    “Number 6 ‘Jorasanko’, …”(Dutta and Robinson, p.13) L. No. 3 

     “… ‘Meja dada’ has come” (Dutta and Robinson, p.14) L. No. 4 

   “Little wife ...–when I returned from Europe, I shall ask you if you saw me” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.19) L. No. 6 

   “Then kissed Beli and Khoka” (Dutta and Robinson, p.19) L. No. 6 

  “Perhaps she has just lost a darling ‘didimani’ who joined her in playing football” (Dutta 

and Robinson, p.24) L. No. 10 

The words ‘Agrahayan’ and ‘Magh’ are the names of Bengali months; ‘Shelidah’ and 

‘Jorasanko’ are places in Bengal, ‘Meja dada’ is the second brother in the family, and ‘didimani’ 

signifies grandmother or eldest sister who is so much respected by the family members in the 

Bengali culture. Then he also took the names of Beli and Khoka (Tagore's daughter and son, 

respectively). Tagore had a good relationship with his family members, especially with his sister-

in-law and his ‘little wife’, as mentioned in the letters. Tagore very lovingly refers to his wife as 

‘little wife’ and Bela calls her brother ‘toothless’ which represents the loving and affectionate 

feelings for each other for example in the mentioned line “Khoka said that: Bela, I am feeling 

hungry for water. ‘Bela said that: oh toothless, you don’t say hungry for water, it's thirsty for 
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water.” Tagore also loved his daughter very much, which is evident in the sentence ‘last night I 

dreamt of Beli’. By describing Bengali local places and names, Tagore adds authenticity and 

brings emotional feelings which are sincere and affectionate as found in the letters. Therefore, 

through the use of the Bengali words, Tagore expressed the local culture in a very personal and 

sensitive way in the letters.  

 

Tagore lends a local ambience in bringing out the socio-cultural features of Bengal through the 

use of different kinds of local elements and relationship names in typical Bengali. For 

instance, using the Bengali names of the month instead of the English names shows his positive 

attitude and deep-rooted culture. The local consciousness is visible in the way he refers to the 

everyday aspects shows Tagore's love for his culture. Above all, Tagore’s own psychological and 

ideological perspectives have been portrayed while describing the society and the familial 

relationship names.  

He also focuses on Bengali words to represent the culture by encountering English words and 

subverts the Westernization of culture, system, and language in the letters. Therefore, Tagore has 

expressed several aspects of the local culture through the descriptions of Bengali societal 

elements in the letters. 

  

In the letters, we observe some local places and local activities that are typical in Bengal. The 

following vocabulary is used in the letters: ‘ghat’, ‘the crowd of the village women’.  

  “There is a boat moored at our ghat” (Dutta and Robinson, p.24) L. No. 10 

 “And on the bank in front is a crowd of village women” (Dutta and Robinson, p.24) L. 

No. 10 
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 “Girl stands on the ghat following it with her gaze” (Dutta and Robinson, p.24) L. No. 10 

 

The Bengali word ‘ghat’ stands for the bank of a river. The people use ‘ghat’ for transportation and 

as a meeting place, while ‘crowd of the village women’ implies a gathering of the women for 

discussing some issue (the people usually gather to discuss various issues, be it men, women or even 

school students at the ghat). These words and phrases represent the rustic ambience in the letters. For 

describing the localization features of Bengal, Tagore uses several Bengali words and brings out the 

nuances of the local culture of Bengal. Therefore, the social engagement of Tagore is evident in the 

way he paints the society's rustic scene through the letters; it can be said that he is like an artist 

representing the local culture of Bengal.  

 

There are different types of local foods mentioned which gives us the feel of the local culture. The 

foods mentioned are ‘dal’, ‘tea’, ‘fish curry’ and ‘country sweets’ which can be illustrated with the 

help of the following quotes.  

  

 “Now the memsahib likes tea, and I had none to give her; she has an aversion for ‘dal’ 

 formed in childhood ...She has not touched fish, … gave her ‘fish curry’” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.26) L. No. 11 

 “Luckily she likes ‘country sweets’ and consumed an old and dried piece of ‘Sandesh’ 

with great determination by using a fork to break it” (Dutta and Robinson, p.26) L. No. 

11 



88 
 

 

  

It is noted that most of the food items mentioned are traditional. Tagore described Bengal local foods 

such as ‘Sandesh’, ‘country sweets’, and ‘fish curry’ in the letters. Tagore seems to contrast the ‘tea’ 

preferred by the Westerners to the traditional Bengali foods. It also represents the elite class attitude 

of the Western ladies. Tagore humorously made the point that the western people do not like the fish 

curry but they like the old and dried sandesh (take the sweet with great interest with the help of fork) 

which represents the attitude of western people towards the Indian traditional food in the letters. 

Therefore, Tagore’s descriptions of the foods represent his attitude towards the elite Westerners and 

Bengali people and the differences in terms of choice of food in the letters.  

   

The local culture is also tracked through local slang in the letters and makes the letters more local-

centric. It shows the writer’s positive attitude towards his language. Another implication is that it 

shows the influence of the local accent on Tagore. The phrases like ‘hungry for water’ and ‘thirsty 

for water’ are the very quintessential examples in this respect. Here the following lines can be cited 

from the letters. 

  

 “Khoka said that: Bela, I am feeling hungry for water. ‘Bela said that: oh toothless, you 

don’t say hungry for water, it's thirsty for water.” (Dutta and Robinson, p.28) L. No. 13 
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Bengali local slang is being tracked through the conversation of Bela and Khoka in the letters. This 

conversation of Bela and Khoka makes it very clear that language influences people (it could be any 

geographical location of people and, in this case, Bengali language) and they use literal translation of 

‘Jal khabo’ in English. Khoka says that he is ‘hungry for water’ while Bela corrects him that he 

should say ‘thirsty for water’ instead of ‘hungry for water’. Bela suddenly uses the word ‘toothless’. 

This is related to the social construction and influence of Bengali language, especially through the 

child speech in the letters. The slight differences in collocation help to add to the local cultural 

features in the letters. Thus Tagore has portrayed finer details of the local language influence 

through the conversation of Khoka and Bela in the letters.  

The local culture is also identified through the description of a girl, during Tagore’s journey on deck; 

the writer met a girl who was only ten years old. The beauty of child is defined in the letters as 

follows: 

  

 “Half boyish, half-girlish look is singularly appealing” (Dutta and Robinson, p.24) L. No. 

10 

 “Her face is fine-very dark yet pretty and her hair cropped like a boy’s” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.24) L. No. 10 

  

Tagore describes a ten-year-old girl and her physical appearance, eyes and complexion realistically 

in his letters. She possesses a half-boyish and half-girlish look. It is interesting to note that he 

describes the girl’s complexion as ‘very dark yet pretty’. The usual assumption of being fair as a sign 
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of beauty is something he must have been aware of and expresses subtly, but he overcomes it by 

stating that she was pretty. If we read the letters from the feminist point of view, we would notice 

that Tagore does not discriminate anyone based on gender but he has equal respect for all. Thus, 

Tagore beautifully expresses his view about the ten year old girl and her looks in the letters.  

  

After studying the different aspects of local culture in terms of names, the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

culture have been analyzed in this section. The ‘Big C’ culture is represented through different 

names of relationship, months, places, foods, etc. as all these are visible and easily accessible to the 

people. The ‘Big C’ culture is being identified through the name of months (‘Agrahayen’, & 

‘Magh’), places (‘Shelidah’, ‘Jorasanko’  and ‘ghat’), foods (‘dal’, ‘fish curry’, ‘sandesh’, and 

‘tea’), relationship names (‘Meja dada’, ‘didimani’, ‘Beli’ and ‘Khoka’) etc. as all these are visible 

and accessible in a society. On the other hand, the ‘small c’ culture includes the following 

words/phrases like ‘Jal khabo’, ‘hungry for water’, and ‘eating of water’ and ‘very dark yet pretty’, 

‘little wife’ and ‘toothless’ are expressions of language which are not easily understood by people 

who are new to the local culture. Although ‘Sandesh’ as the name of a local sweet and ‘wife’ come 

under the ‘Big C’ culture, the additional description given by Tagore is significant in terms of the 

‘small c’ culture because these aspects are not easy to comprehend by a person unfamiliar to the 

culture. So sometimes, the ‘Big C’ cultural elements overlap the ‘small c’ cultural elements. After 

all, both the ‘Big C’ culture and the ‘small c’ culture are tracked in terms of names used by Tagore 

in the letters.  

By the above mentioned local and cultural vocabulary, the writer is signifying the importance of 

Bengali language and its culture in the society. He chooses Bengali words over English words which 
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signify his attempt to represent the idea of locality in a broader sense. It can also be said that as all 

these letters are personal narratives, the writer mostly used Bengali vocabulary which is common to 

him and his readers. The Bengali vocabulary brings in the element of personalization since the writer 

used local Bengali words instead of English words. The writer used the Bengali words as personal 

expression. It is also found that Tagore has used Bengali relationship vocabulary like ‘Didimani’, 

‘Meja dada’ and ‘Jorasanko’ showing enriching Bengali culture and the personal relationship he 

shared with the recipients of the letters. After all, through the theme ‘Bengali culture in terms of 

names’, the personal social position of relationships in Bengali culture has been reflected. 

 

 4.1.5. Local culture through Natural Beauty 

The local culture of natural beauty has been portrayed very beautifully in Tagore’s personal letters. 

Tagore has deep attachment with nature as he closely observes each of the natural surroundings as he 

explores the local natural beauty realistically in his letters. The writer describes the beautiful scenes 

of the Bengal countryside through the descriptions of flowers, rivers, local birds, and trees in the 

letters. He observes the moon's movement and some other events such as titi bird's call and the 

movement of the trees. The writer also speaks about ‘the palm trees’, ‘the Kopai River’, and ‘the 

Kadamba flowers’ etc in the letters. In this way, Tagore beautifully portrayed the beauty of nature.  

  

 “Though the moon is full, a slight haze gives it the look of a sleepy eye held open” 

(Dutta and Robinson, p.27) L.No.12 
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  “So, intimate does nature become in strange and solitary places that for days I 

have actually been worrying myself with the thought that from now on I shall see 

less and less of the moon” (Dutta and Robinson, p.27) L.No.12 

  “But for the moment the moon is the full-the first full moon of spring” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.27) L.No.12 

 “Just imagine, if my lady love had made her home on the banks of our own river 

Kopai-…” (Dutta and Robinson, p.30) L.No.14 

  “…silent river Gorai in a beautiful corner of Bengal …” (Dutta and Robinson, 

p.36) L.No.18 

  

From the above descriptions in the letters, it is found that Tagore observes and enjoys his time 

spent noticing the beauty of the moon. He enjoys the moon in every form in the sky at night and 

proves his love for natural beauty. The writer is sensitive to the beauty of nature since he 

observes all elements very carefully, the full moon and moon covered with haze etc. The 

observation is personal, and Tagore inscribes the night overview of the sky, moon, star, soft 

breeze, and soft grass from a jolly-boat on the river of Gorai. He also seems to be infatuated by 

nature from the use of personal pronouns 'I' and 'my' in the letter no. 19. Therefore, Tagore 

highlights the Bengali local culture by presenting various natural, social, and cultural words in 

the letters.  

 

Tagore has mentioned some of the elements of natural description in terms of birds and various 

trees in the letters. In the following there are some Bengali words/phrases through the local 

culture that have been tracked in the letters. 



93 
 

 

 

 “One-day something…titi bird... the thread of the river brushed by the umbra trees ...” 

(Dutta and Robinson, p.27) L.No.12 

 “We walked about a mile until we came to a dam with palmyra trees beside it…” (Dutta 

and Robinson, p.29) L.No.14 

 “Instead we conjure a picture of a lovely woman, passing beneath sheltering Kadamba 

blossoms…in the month of Shraban towards the bank of the Yamuna” (Dutta and 

Robinson, p.30) L.No.14 

 

Tagore has enjoyed the beauty of nature and mentioned various aspects of nature and here he 

talked about the bird, rivers, flowers and the Bengali month, ‘Shraban’. Tagore said that the 

sound of the ‘titi bird’ is brushing through the river and by the umbra trees in the letters. He 

mentioned the beauty of ‘the palmyra trees’ and ‘Kadamba blossoms’ in the letters. Tagore also 

contextualized the seasonal event of Bengali month ‘Shraban’ in which the flower ‘Kadamba’ 

blooms. Therefore, Tagore expresses the beauty of nature with the descriptions of the rivers, 

trees and flowers in the letters.  

Tagore reflects a positive attitude to nature and its beauty. He seems to be attached to nature 

which is evident in his letters. Therefore, his descriptions of natural beauty give a clear image of 

the Bengal local culture. After all, Tagore has portrayed the local culture very beautifully 

through the natural beauty and socio-cultural conditions in his personal letters. 

  

In this section, local culture through Natural beauty, the ‘Big C’ culture is being identified 

through the vivid description of the natural countryside beauty or natural environment of Bengal 
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in his letters. The theme of environment comes under ‘Big C’ culture as it is visible or can be 

seen and touched through the cultural elements. These are some vocabularies or phrases used in 

the letters like ‘titi bird's call’, ‘umbra trees’, ‘the palmyra trees’, ‘the Kadamba flowers’, and 

‘the Kopai River’, ‘Gorai’ and ‘Yamuna River’. On the other hand, the ‘small c’ culture includes 

the leisure activities of Tagore enjoying the moon and breeze at night. Although ‘Shraban’ as the 

name of a local month come under the ‘Big C’ culture, the additional description given by 

Tagore is significant in terms of the ‘small c’ culture because this aspect is also significant 

because in the month of ‘Shraban’, the flowers bloom and nature is resplendent with new colour 

which can be felt, seen and enjoyed. So sometimes, the ‘Big C’ cultural elements overlap the 

‘small c’ cultural elements. Therefore, Tagore’s representation of local culture through the 

natural beauty is very beautifully portrayed in the letters. 

 

Tagore presented the natural beauty of Bengal countryside in the letters with the context of local 

color. Tagore’s infatuation and association with nature is pointed out through the use of the 

personal pronoun like ‘I’ and ‘me’. By giving the minute details of different natural elements of 

Bengali countryside, the writer carries different social meaning and showing that how much he 

loves his homeland Bengal. Another important concern is that Tagore’s artistic literary quality 

helps him to keep associated with the nature which he enjoyed thoroughly.  Even through the 

description of the local countryside proves Tagore’s love for national identity in the letters. 

  

4.1.6. Bengali vs. English culture 

In this section, the connection or disconnection between the eastern and western cultures as 

expressed by Tagore in his letters has been shown. Western lifestyle is represented by Tagore 



95 
 

 

through different terms or phrases and many times it also helps us to understand the local culture 

which is different from the West in the letters. He had some connections with England, and 

seems to have travelled there quite often. Therefore, he was well versed with the English and the 

Bengali attitude towards the English.  

 

Tagore several times uses the reduplicative term ‘ingabanga’ in the letters which can be 

interpreted as English-Bengali connection. The term ‘ingabanga’ has been mentioned in many 

instances where Tagore presents the culture of Bengal, and the cultural influence of English on 

Bengalis. The term ‘ingabanga’ is used in different contexts, as seen in the following 

quotations:  

  

 “The weight of courtesy in his words is like a burden making his shoulders droop; 

in debate he is the meekest and mildest of men; and if he is compelled to disagree, 

he will do so with expression of extreme regret and with a thousand apologies. An 

ingabanga sitting with an Englishman, whether he be talking or listening, will 

appear in his every gesture and facial movement to the acme of humility” (Dutta 

and Robinson, p.10) L. No 1 

 “No doubt there are many ingabanga Bengalis” (Dutta and Robinson, p.10) L. No 

1 

From the above quotes, it can be understood that by ‘ingabanga’, Tagore meant Bengalis who 

had some English connection-mostly they seem to live in England and were always in awe of the 

English. Notice the use of the vocabulary used to describe the attitude of the ‘ingabanga’ 

towards the English: ‘the weight of courtesy’, ‘meekest and mildest’, ‘thousand apologies’ and 
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‘the acme of humility’. All these words help us to understand how the English were put on a 

pedestal by most of the Bengalis in England. 

 

Tagore goes on to elaborate on the ‘ingabanga’ in other parts of his letters which helps us 

understand the relationship between them and the English. Describing their interactions with the 

landlady, here’s what Tagore portrays: 

 

 

 “When my Bengali friends first stepped into their rooms, she quickly appeared, an 

Englishwoman waiting to greet them with the politest ‘good morning’. Hurriedly 

they returned the greeting in the most proper manner, and then stood struck dumb. 

And when they saw their various ingabanga friends strike up an easy 

conversation with the lady in question, their awkwardness turned to absolute awe. 

To think of it: they are talking to a real live memsahib, complete in shoes, hat and 

dress! Here was a sight to stir real respect in a Bengali heart. Would they ever 

acquire this courage shown by their ingabanga friends? Surely it was beyond the 

bounds of possibility” (Dutta and Robinson, p.9) L. No 1 

 

As described, the awe for the English continues and they feel awkward in interacting with a ‘real 

live Memsahib’. But Tagore describes other ingabanga friends conversing with ease. This shows 

that the ingabanga gradually get to a place where they become comfortable talking to a 

Memsahib. The ingabanga not only are in awe of the English but also are in awe of the other 

ingabanga people who can converse easily with the English. It also contrasts the politeness of 
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the English in greetings which is not so much a part of the local culture and so the ingabanga 

have to take care even as they return the greeting ‘in the most polite manner’. 

  

  

We notice a realistic presentation by the writer when he represents the Bengali and English 

people in the letters. In the letters, Bengali people are represented as simple and humble, while at 

the same time Tagore presented English people as superior and extremely well mannered, which 

we can see in the following lines. 

  

 “To know the ingabanga-the England worshipping Bengali- truely, one must observe him 

in three situations. One must see how he behaves with Englishmen; how he behaves with 

‘ordinary Bengalis’; and how he behaves with fellow ingabanga... An ingabanga sitting 

with an Englishmen, whether he be talking or listening, will appear in his every gesture 

and facial movement to be ‘the acme of humility’. But catch him with his own 

countrymen in his own sphere, and he will display genuine temper. One who has lived 

three years in England will regard himself as ‘infinitely superior’ to one who has spent 

one year here” (Dutta and Robinson, p.10) L. No. 1 

  

The position of the ingabanga Bengali people is highlighted in the letters. Tagore talks about the 

ingabanga as ‘England worshipping Bengali’ in the letters. The Bengali people position 

themselves in three different ways: the socially inferior position of Bengali people to the English, 

and socially superior position to other Bengalis in India. The more years they live in England the 
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more superior they think of themselves. In the letters, we observe the superiority of white people 

over Bengali people. Therefore, the prevailing attitude of Bengali people towards different 

people has been found in the letters. The context of pre-independent India is reflected here. 

 

Tagore is not only talking about the local culture in Bengal but also describes very vividly the 

culture of the Bengalis living in England. He juxtaposes their attitudes with that of English and 

adds a new dimension to the local culture. The subservient attitude of ‘ingabanga’ to the polite 

behaviour of the English, the humility of ingabanga to the English and the temper they show 

towards their fellow Bengalis in India is brought out clearly. By mentioning all these features, 

Tagore brings out the socio-cultural situation, position and behaviour of the Bengali people of 

both geographical locations. 

 

The ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures are pointed out to distinguish the local cultural aspects in the 

Bengali vs. English section. The ‘Big C’ culture is being identified through geographical place 

(Bengal & England), ‘ordinary Bengalis’, ‘English lady's dress and hat’ whereas the ‘small c’ 

culture includes behaviour or manner (‘ingabanga’, ‘the acme of humility’ and ‘infinitely 

superior’), courtesy (‘landlady’ and ‘memsahib’) of the people in the Tagore’s letters. Therefore, 

the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture is tracked through various aspects of the local culture.  

 

However, there are cultural elements which come under both the cultures (‘Big C’ and ‘small c’) 

and overlap each other through the word ‘ordinary Bengalis’, and ‘real live memsahib, complete 

in shoes, hat and dress’ because it also signifies the lifestyle, tradition and manner of the people 

in the letters. The word ‘memsahib’ comes under ‘Big C’ culture but it also represents the 
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superiority given to the white people because of her being part of the ruling class. Therefore, 

sometimes, the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture overlap each other. 

 

The connection and disconnection of Bengali and English people has been tracked in the letters. 

Tagore represents the idea of national identity which he loves rather than any other thing and 

that’s why the writer gives minute details of Indian local elements in the letters. There is a 

comparison between the lifestyles of Bengali and English people in India and England and also 

represents  the reality of pre-independence days when the Bengali people considered themselves 

as inferior to the English  which shows the social position and socio-economic status of Bengali 

people during those days. It is also found that before independence of India, not all the people 

were educated and Tagore realistically presented the contemporary scenario of Bengal. 

Therefore, by representing the social and economic position of the both geographical location 

and its people, Tagore represented the rustic and downtrodden economic system, national 

identity of Bengal and India in the socio-political discourse. Adding to the point, Tagore also 

reflected upon the conflict of different lifestyles of the Bengalis and the English in the letters.  

 

The ‘local culture in Tagore’s letters’, the researcher has tracked a range of essential cultural 

elements and themes about the local culture and its different aspects from the selected letters of 

Tagore. Some of the essential aspects of culture are local-cultural terms, attachment to the 

homeland, local names (events, months, places, dresses, and foods), Hindu religious rituals, 

household elements, and natural descriptions. Therefore, the ‘Big C’ cultural elements have been 

identified through different aspects like household elements, religious rituals, places, foods, 

months, animals, birds, and natural beauty very beautifully. Whereas the ‘small c’ culture is 
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being identified through passion and ‘shikar’ (hunting of animals) and manners of people 

(‘sahib’ or ‘sahiblet’), the ‘courtesy’ and ‘humility’ (‘namashkar’ and ‘pranam’), nostalgic 

moments (homesick’, ‘seasick’ and ‘pretty calm’), the local expression (‘Jal khabo’, ‘hungry for 

water’, and ‘eating of water’, ‘little wife’, ‘toothless’ and ‘very dark yet pretty’) and the leisure 

activities (of Tagore’s enjoying moon beauty and ‘breeze at night’ and ‘hookah’) of the people in 

the letters.  Therefore, Tagore has portrayed the Bengali local culture very beautifully with the 

description of different cultural elements in the letters. 

 

After all in the analysis chapter, there are some cultural elements which come under both the 

culture such as ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture. There are some cultural aspects which describes in 

the following like the regional identity of Bengali and Bihari babu comes under ‘Big C’ culture, 

but it also comes under ‘small c’ culture because it shares manner and behaviour of the people 

(which is the part of ‘small c’ culture) and we can see the overlap between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small 

c’ culture. There is a mention of names of Gods which is a part of the ‘Big C’ culture because of 

the visibility of idols of gods but still it also represents the belief or faith (which is ‘small c’ 

culture) of the people. There are some words like ‘hookah’ and ‘board games’ that are 

considered ‘Big C’ culture when we think of them as household articles, but it is also part of 

‘small c’ culture because they represent leisure activities which may not be easily inferred by the 

non-locals.  

Tagore also refers to his wife fondly as ‘little wife’; as a nickname, it can be seen as ‘Big C’ 

culture, but the love and affection with which a nickname is used in the local context is 

significant in terms of the ‘small c’ culture. These aspects are not easy to comprehend by a 
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person unfamiliar to the culture. So often, the vocabulary related to ‘Big C’ cultural elements 

overlap with the ‘small c’ cultural elements as well.  

Finally, in the last section ‘Bengali vs. English’ culture, there are some cultural aspects which 

describes in the following, ‘Bengali Babu’ and ‘English’ man comes under ‘Big C’ culture, but it 

also comes under ‘small c’ culture because it shares manner and behaviour of the people (which 

is the part of ‘small c’ culture) and we can see the overlap between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

culture. Therefore, the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture is being presented in the analysis chapter in 

a distinctive and prominent way. Since every word brings several connotations to the mind of the 

reader, it is not always possible to keep the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures as independent silos 

but as loosely framed categories which are intermeshed with each other. Although the researcher 

made the distinction between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture in the analysis section, still in 

several instances found that the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures overlap each other throughout the 

letters. 

 

After analysing the entire chapter, it is found that Tagore uses local culture and local culture 

within the country and also the culture of local people living outside India as a dominant theme 

in his letters. To substantiate it, the writer used several Bengali local cultural words in the letters. 

The local culture is expressed through local-natural ambience with Bengali and English; 

vocabulary. Interestingly, most of the time, Tagore narrates local cultural aspects and depicts the 

visible and not so visible aspects of local culture representing the Bengali traditions in 

contemporary times. Therefore, Tagore highlights the customs, literature, music, attitude and 

food of the place, i.e., Bengal. 
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

5.0. Introduction 

This chapter presents the key findings of the study, followed by considering some of the 

implications for teaching and research. The study's limitations are presented, and the chapter 

concludes with the scope for further research stemming from this study. 

 

5.1. Summary of the findings 

The key aim of this research is to explore the local culture through the study of Tagore’s selected 

personal letters. The local culture is represented in a meaningful way by different local features 

of Bengal which is Tagore’s native land. Therefore, Tagore’s personal letters are chosen to study 

the local culture and its various aspects.  

 

Despite being an internationalist, Tagore is also fond of his native land and represents its local 

culture vividly in his personal letters. Here in this study, the researcher extensively studied the 

vocabulary of Tagore’s personal letters through Gee's ‘vocabulary tool’. The letters look at the 

local culture through two cultural lenses such as ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture. Therefore, 

through the categorization of ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures, each cultural element has been 
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represented very prominently and distinctively in the study. The researcher looks at the 

vocabulary very carefully and tries to understand the local culture through six different themes in 

this study. After all, this qualitative study primarily defines the socio-political situation, 

economic circumstances, religious and cultural elements in Tagore’s personal letters. The 

researcher tries to answer the two research questions in the following: 

 

 What are the themes used to represent the local culture in Tagore’s letters? 

 

In this study, the researcher has identified six major themes through which Tagore represents the 

local culture in the letters. The themes are as follows: local regional identity, local culture in 

Hindu religion and ritual, local culture through rustic household representation, local culture in 

terms of names, local culture in nature and finally Bengali vs. English culture. Each theme 

covers various aspects of the local culture in the letters. 

 

In the theme, ‘local regional identity’, the researcher has presented the local regional identity as 

depicted by Tagore, ‘Bengali’ and ‘Bihari babu’ and how they are visualized in society. 

Addressing people by their regional identities rather than their names shows the power and 

dominant politics over specific geographical locations and their people. This shows Tagore’s 

identification with regional identities despite being known as a humanist and an internationalist. 

Through the theme of the tradition, belief and value of the Bengali and Bihari babu, the local 

regional identity has been shown in detail in the analysis chapter. Tagore also implies that 

indentifying Bengali and Bihari people by their regional affiliation rather than a title could be 

considered inferior to the words that represent British by their social position and class 
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distinction. After all, in terms of discourse, the individuality of local regional identity of Bengali 

and Bihari people can be tracked. Tagore also presented the Bihari babu as very enthusiastic and 

livid while at the same time in comparison they feel inferior in terms of social position, so there 

is some kind of identity difference in the way of representation of the Bihari people in the letters. 

 

 

The researcher also discusses the theme ‘local culture through Hindu religious rituals’ with the 

mention of the names of different Hindu Gods and ritual aspects associated with religion in the 

letters. Tagore represents some Hindu Gods like ‘Lord Shiva’, ‘Kali’, ‘Radha-Krishna’, ‘Madan’ 

and ‘Saraswati’ through which the writer presents the beliefs of the local people. He also 

represents some post-death rituals of the Hindu religion through the words like ‘bone ashes’, 

‘Holy Ganga’, ‘blessed water’, and ‘offering of betel’, in the letters. Tagore also presented the 

marriage related ceremony of the Hindu people called the ‘Swayamvara’, an important socio-

cultural event, typical among the elite class. The discourses of the socio-religious aspects are 

given more priority by Tagore while he represents the locality of Bengal by mentioning the 

names of different Hindu Gods in the letters. The writer also builds the connection between the 

God and the local Bengali rituals of worship through vocabulary like ‘sweet kshir’ and ‘jackfruit’ 

which are offered for pleasing the God. Therefore, Tagore represents the different religious and 

cultural rituals realistically in the letters. 

 

The theme ‘local culture through rustic household representation’ discusses the different rustic 

household elements as narrated by Tagore in his letters. Home is one of the central images in his 

letters. There are different household objects and descriptions such as ‘wicker mat’, ‘hookah’, 
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‘board games’, and ‘cows lying in the courtyard’, ‘cow dung cake’, ‘verandah’, ‘littering’, ‘oil-

smeared’, ‘grimy’, and ‘a layer of dirt’ in his letters. It also includes descriptions of him being 

‘homesick’, ‘seasick’, signifying the writer's love for home and homeland as expressed in the 

letters. Tagore’s discourse displays his association with the people of his land, by using different 

vocabulary representing local culture in the letters. Adding to the point, Tagore’s use of typical 

Bengali expressions like ‘Jal Khabo’ or ‘Pani Pan Korbo’ which show the influence of the 

Bengali language and culture in his letters. Therefore, Tagore represents the local culture through 

different local household aspects in the letters.  

 

The theme ‘local culture in terms of names’ has been identified through different local Bengali 

names in terms of persons, foods, local seasons, places, months, and related terms in the letters. 

The local culture in terms of names includes the following words ‘Agrahayen’, ‘Magh’, 

‘Shelidah’, ‘Jorasanko’, ‘Meja dada’, ‘didimani’, ‘Beli’, ‘Khoka’, and ‘little wife’. Tagore’s 

descriptions acquire authenticity as he describes local places and relationship names of Bengal; 

he evokes emotional feelings which are sincere and affectionate as found in the nicknames in his 

letters. It can also be said that as all these letters are personal narratives, the writer mostly used 

Bengali vocabulary which is common to him and his readers. It is also found that Tagore has 

used Bengali relationship vocabulary like ‘Didimani’, ‘Meja dada’ and ‘Jorasanko’ showing 

enriching Bengali culture and the personal relationship he shared with the recipients of the 

letters. Therefore, through the use of the local vocabulary, Tagore expressed the local culture in a 

very personal and sensitive way in the letters.  
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The theme ‘local culture through natural beauty’ has been represented through the natural 

description of Bengal in the letters. The writer describes the beautiful scenes of the Bengal 

countryside through the descriptions of flowers, rivers, local birds, and trees in the letters. There 

are some cultural elements through which the local culture in nature has been pointed out like 

‘titi bird's call’, ‘umbra trees’, ‘the palmyra trees’, ‘the Kadamba flowers’, and ‘the Kopai 

River’, ‘Gorai’ and ‘Yamuna River’. These descriptions reflect Tagore’s positive attitude to 

nature and the beauty of his homeland. His love for nature is evident in his letters. His 

descriptions of natural beauty paint a clear picture of the local Bengal culture. Tagore’s 

infatuation and association with nature is pointed out through the use of the personal pronoun 

like ‘I’ and ‘me’. Another important concern is that Tagore’s artistic literary quality helps him to 

keep associated with the nature which he enjoyed thoroughly. Therefore, Tagore’s representation 

of local culture through natural beauty is beautifully portrayed in the letters. 

 

Finally, the theme ‘Bengali vs. English’ culture represents culture through the connection or 

disconnection between the eastern and western cultures as expressed by Tagore in his letters. 

Tagore humorously describes the attitude and behaviour of Bengalis who travel to England. 

Bengali people's attitude towards the British and their own fellow Bengalis reflects the 

contemporary social situation through some of the cultural terms as mentioned in the letters. 

Some cultural and behavioural aspects such as ‘ingabanga’, ‘the weight of courtesy’, ‘meekest 

and mildest’, ‘thousand apologies’ and ‘the acme of humility’ through which Tagore represents 

the attitude and the psychological distance between Bengali and English people in the letters. 

Tagore also represents the idea of national identity which he loves rather than any other thing 

and that’s why the writer gives minute details of Indian local elements in the letters. There is a 
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comparison between the lifestyles of Bengali and English people in India and England and also 

represents the reality of pre-independence days when the Bengali people considered themselves 

as inferior to the English which shows the social position and socio-economic status of Bengali 

people during those days. 

 

While the second section would try to answer the second research question in the following part 

 

  How are the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures expressed in Tagore’s letters? 

As we can gather from the discussion of the themes, the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultural aspects 

are evident in the analysis of the local culture. The ‘Big C’ culture is identified through the 

visible and accessible cultural elements in the society. The ‘Big C’ culture has been represented 

in a prominent and distinctive way through different cultural elements. The ‘Big C’ culture is 

found through the following local cultural elements such as regional identity (‘Bengali’ and 

‘Bihari babu’), household elements (‘wicker mat’, ‘hookah’, ‘board games’, and ‘cows lying in 

the courtyard’, ‘cow dung cake’, and ‘Verandah’), religious rituals (‘bone ashes’, ‘Holy Ganga’, 

‘blessed water’ and ‘offering of betel’), places (‘Bengal’, ‘Shelidah’ and ‘Puri’), foods (‘country 

sweets’, ‘tea’, ‘sandesh’ and ‘fish curry’), months (‘Agrahayan’, ‘Magh’, and ‘Shrabon’), birds 

(‘titi bird’), natural beauty (‘the palm trees’, ‘the Kopai River’, and ‘the Kadamba flowers’ ) and 

Bengali vs. English culture (‘ordinary Bengalis’, ‘English lady's ‘dress’ and ‘hat’). Therefore, 

the ‘Big C’ culture has been prominently displayed in each of the themes of the study. 

 

On the other hand, the ‘small c’ culture is also expressed based on the invisible and not so 

readily obvious cultural elements of the society. The ‘small c’ cultural elements are part of each 
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theme of the local culture in the study. The ‘small c’ culture includes some of the following local 

cultural aspects such as manners of people (‘sahib’ or ‘sahiblet’), religious rituals (‘courtesy’, 

‘humility’, ‘Namashkar’ and ‘Pranam’), rustic household representations (nostalgic moments: 

‘homesick’, ‘seasick’ and ‘pretty calm’), the local expression (like ‘Jal khabo’, ‘hungry for 

water’, and ‘eating of water’ and ‘very dark yet pretty’, ‘little wife’ and‘toothless’), natural 

beauty and the leisure activities (of Tagore’s enjoying moon beauty and ‘breeze at night’, 

‘shikar’ and ‘hookah’) of the people and Bengali vs. English (‘ingabanga’ and ‘humility’) in the 

letters. The above aspects exhibit ‘small c’ culture in the letters.  

 

Although there is a clear distinction between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultural aspects in the 

study, there are some cultural elements that come under both cultures. There are some cultural 

aspects, for example, the regional identity of ‘Bengali’ and ‘Bihari babu’ which usually comes 

under ‘Big C’ culture, but it also comes under ‘small c’ culture because it also depicts the 

manner and behaviour of the people (which is the part of ‘small c’ culture) and we can see how 

there is an overlap between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures.  

 

There is also mention of names of Gods which is a part of the ‘Big C’ culture because of the 

visibility of idols of gods but still, it also represents the belief or faith (which is ‘small c’ culture) 

of the people. There are some words like ‘hookah’ and ‘board games’ that are considered ‘Big 

C’ culture when we think of them as household articles, but it is also part of ‘small c’ culture 

because they represent leisure activities that may not be easily inferred by the non-locals. Tagore 

also refers to his wife fondly as ‘little wife’; as a nickname, it can be seen as ‘Big C’ culture, but 

the love and affection with which a nickname is used in the local context are significant in terms 
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of the ‘small c’ culture. These aspects are not easy to comprehend by a person unfamiliar to the 

culture. So often, the vocabulary related to ‘Big C’ cultural elements also displays the ‘small c’ 

cultural elements as well.  

 

There are also some words like ‘Bengali’ and ‘English’ that comes under ‘Big C’ culture as they 

refer to people, but it also comes under ‘small c’ culture because it also represents the manner 

and behaviour of the people (which is the part of ‘small c’ culture) and we can see the overlap 

between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ culture. Therefore, even though the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

cultures are presented in the analysis chapter distinctively, in several instances they come 

together through the vocabulary used in the letters. Since every word brings several connotations 

to the mind of the reader, it is not always possible to keep the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures as 

totally independent silos but as loosely framed categories which are intermeshed with each other. 

Although the researcher made the distinction between the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ cultures 

throughout the analysis section, still in several instances found that the ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

cultures overlap each other throughout the letters. 

 

Moreover, after discussing various aspects of local culture, the study answers the research 

questions and explores the local culture in the letters. The study also analyzed every aspect of the 

local ambience of Bengal. However, with the local culture, there are some other cultural 

elements included for the betterment of the study.  
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5.2. The Implications of the Study 

The present study has enormous pedagogical implications for the field of discourse analysis in 

the Indian cultural context.  This study provides the local cultural scenario in the Indian context 

which is multilingual and multicultural and also gives insights into the view of locality in detail. 

The findings of the study will benefit the research communities to track the cultural attitudes 

through studying various texts with local cultural descriptions. Adding to the point, this study 

will help in teaching socio-cultural aspects in the curriculum. The findings of this study will 

provide a new cultural point of view through two cultural lenses such as ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

culture to the academic community. After all, the study also provides the following implications.  

 

 To bring awareness to the audience about the local cultural ambience of a particular 

geographical location and attitude of the people of contemporary time. 

 It would help readers to understand the differences between ‘Big C’ and ‘small c’ 

cultures and also know the way they overlap each other in certain contexts.  

 As the study provides the descriptions of local culture scenario of Bengal, it will give a 

new dimension to the academic community. 

 The study provides the details of the political and economic situation of Bengal before 

independence as all the letters are written from 1878 to 1898. 

 If any writers are looking for local culture of Bengal (for creative writings) then this 

study would help them tremendously. 

 This study provides the Hindu religious ritual details in some extent. 
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 The study also insights the lifestyle of Bengali, Bihari babu and English people through 

their attire, behaviour and language in contemporary time. It also compares the lifestyle 

of the Bengali and English people. 

 The study provides minute details of Tagore’s contribution for the development of the 

society in every possible way especially when he established Viswa Bharti University in 

Shantiniketan. 

 

5.3. Limitation of the study 

The research focuses primarily on the local features of Bengal. Throughout the analysis, it tries 

to demonstrate how each aspect is interrelated to contemporary society and how cultural 

elements play a role in representing the local culture of the community in a specific geographical 

location. Therefore, the scope of the study is limited and covers only a particular area for the 

analysis. Some of the limitations of the study are discussed below. 

  

 The study limited itself to focus on letters written within a specific time frame, i.e., from 

1879 to 1898, due to time constraints. Analysis of all the letters could have given a more 

comprehensive view of the local culture.  

 The study analyzed the letters through Gee’s vocabulary tool, only focusing on the 

localization features of Bengal.  

 The study made use of Paul Gee’s vocabulary tool alone. Probably adding more tools 

might add to the depth of analysis. 
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5.4. Scope for Further Study 

The following are some of the areas where there is a possibility to carry out the research 

 

 This study covers only the local culture of a few personal letters written by Tagore but 

there is a possibility to research the role of global culture in the letters written to people 

in other countries. In fact, it would be a good idea to compare the local and global 

cultures in his letters. 

 In these letters, there is an opportunity to explore humanism, nationalism and 

internationalism as themes for study. 

 This study only looked at the letters but a comprehensive study of all the genres used by 

Tagore can give us a better understanding of local culture. 
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