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BOOK REVIEW

Terence Mukhia (ed), Tea Garden Literature, (New Delhi: Sahitya Academy, 2017), Rs. 
895, pp. xii+106 (ISBN 9789386771483).

Tea garden Literature is a broader framework given by the local intellectuals which aims 
at providing a holistic representation of the society and the factors which influences 
Tea Garden people. It is the outcome of the seminar held on September 22, 2012 at 
Sahitya Academi in New Delhi. Mr. Mukhia says that the uniqueness of Tea Garden 
Literature is its reconciliation and representation of man, mind, land and environment. 
The exclusion of any of this above mentioned element makes a Tea Garden Literature a 
Tea Literature which has completely different meaning. Tea literature is a partial study 
of one element of tea whereas tea garden literature is a holistic approach to unravel 
the reality of the environment one resides in. Tea literature is a dominant discourse 
and voice of the powerful whereas tea garden literature is the voice of dissents and 
centres around humanism. The contextual prism mentioned by Dr. Jiwan Namdung, 
and the primacy to the subjectivity given by Dr. Mukhia regarding the idiosyncrasies 
of each state is remarkable. The entire treatise is the dialogue between individual 
and the society where one lives and his encounter with truth and beauty. It is the 
amalgamation of living and non-living entity.

Mr. Mukhia provides a theoretical framework of tea garden literature in Chapter 
I of the book. Chapter II, “Tea Garden Literature of the Darjeeling Hills”, work of 
Mr. Bijay Bantawa, is basically descriptive in nature. In fact, he makes a genealogical 
attempt to unravel the genesis and evolution of Nepali Language more precisely Indian 
Nepali language. He talks about the journey of how the language got constitutional 
status and at the same time traces the genesis of Nepali language in the writing of 
Bhanubhaktta Acharya. He also talks about the diversity in the writings of Nepali 
authors highlighting socio-economic and human aspects. The work is descriptive in 
nature rather exploratory because it basically conveys the message of many authors 
and their writings rather than highlighting a context which compelled them to write.

Chapter III “Story of a Chhokdi Memsaheb: A Tea Garden Folktale”, is an endeavour 
of Mr. Dhan Hang Subba depicting the perfect blend of embrace and alienation. The 
story narrated by Mr. Subba revolves around Sahili who is the main protagonist. 
Her intimacy with manager results into her alienation at home and society. It reflects 
the orthodox caste based system and the status of women in the society. Mr. Subba 
has successfully portrayed the life prevailing in the tea gardens during 19th century 
Darjeeling.

Chapter IV “Lifestyle of Tea Garden Reflected in Fiction” is a vivid illustration of 
socio-economic nexus in the Darjeeling Hills. To substantiate an argument she refers to 
the fictional work for instance Yantrana (which represents the theme of conflict between 
labour and management), Shiv Kumar Rai’s Georgette ko Sari (1950), Indra Sundas’ 
Juneli Rekha (line of moonlight), and Raj Bahadur Rai’s Rangdu Comanko Parivesh Bhitra. 



Salesian Journal of Humanities & Social Sciences, Vol. IX, No. 2 (December 2018)
ISSN: 0976-1861 | DOI: 10.51818/SJHSS.09.2018.105-108 | Page No: 105-108| Section: Book Reviews 

106 | Pawan Rai 

It unravels the nexus between labour and production, master and servant, subjugation 
of workers and many more such social binaries.

Chapter V “An overview of the Tea Garden Literature” is the treatise that begins 
with its justification for the tea garden literature as the literature related to the tea 
garden similar to Dalit Sahitya, Naribari Sahitya etc. The author laments because of 
the inability to change the status of labours for more than 150 years and points out 
poverty and lack of education as the major factor for such misery. Deprivation of 
rights and freedom and exploitation rendered upon the labours gave birth to writers 
like Agamsingh Giri, Buddha Kumar Moktan, Basant Rai, Indra Sundas, Parijat and 
many more. The author of this chapter reviews some of the works related to tea garden 
literature for instance, Sahara by Indra Sundas which depicts the real life of the labour, 
Agam Singh Giri’s poem on master’s brutality towards the labour in Margaret’s Hope 
in 1955, Nanda Hangkhim’s Chiyabari and Smt. Kaushila Mukhia’s Rangbhang Upatyaka 
Hija ra Aju etc.

Chapter VI “Tea Garden Literature of Darjeeling Hills” tells us about how tea 
plantation was started in Darjeeling and Kurseong. It traces the genesis of elementary 
education in tea garden and the penetration and proliferation of missionaries in the 
region. He talks about the writers from tea garden (whose writing form the indigenous tea 
garden literature according to the author) for instance, Indra Bahadur Rai, D.P Pradhan, 
Badrinarayan Pradhan. The article of Pradhan is descriptive and historical, it basically  
 
summarizes the themes of many renowned works rather than creating a new authentic 
masterpiece.

In chapter VII “Glimpses of Tea Garden Life” Ringee Eden Wangdi has unravelled 
the elements such as poverty, exploitation, suppression, anxiety and insecurity. She 
highlights factors responsible for the cause of destitution  and insecurity such as, 
low wages, no ownership of the land and houses, inadequate incentives, political 
interference and exploitation, negligence of education, health etc. 

Chapter VIII “Political Scenario of Tea Garden Literature” written by Laxman 
Srimal explores the beginning of tea plantation in Darjeeling in the 19th century. It also 
explores the patriotic sentiments and support of the Nepali people in National freedom 
struggle movement of India. Laxman Srimal refers to the works of Indra Bahadur Rai, 
Indra Sundas, and Jas Yonzon ‘Pyasi’, Nanda Hang Khim and Man Bahadur Mukhia 
to unravel the true nature of garden life.

Chapter IX deals with philosophical outlook of tea garden literature and makes 
distinction between tea garden philosophy (philosophy of tea garden ), philosophy 
of tea garden literature and tea garden literature of philosophy. It talks about 
subalteranization of Darjeeling by the British and explores the history of concerned 
places in detail. This chapter also highlights conceptual and contextual philosophy and 
unravels the nexus between labour and their identity which is inextricably based on tea 
garden. It also highlights the problems originated from the closure of tea gardens such 
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as malnutrition, displacement, and so on. In fact this chapter encompasses various 
elements of tea garden life.

Chapter X “Image of Tea Garden in Nepali Poems” by Yogbir Shakya contains 
romantic and realistic interpretation of life in the tea garden in the poems of Beg Basant 
Thapa’s The Siren of Tea Garden, Karma Theeng’s Tea Garden, Agamsingh’s Spring and 
Bindhya Subba’s Parichay. He highlights a few poems followed by an analysis of the 
tea garden society.

It is an endeavour taken to give a designation to the fragmented writings related 
to tea garden. Providing a theoretical framework of the tea garden literature author 
makes an argument that tea garden literature is the literature of the margin/periphery, 
outside the boundary of selfishness and the discourse of ordinary and humble people. 
One cannot deny the distinctiveness of subaltern literature as compared to elite one, 
but literature always reflects power equation. In other words tea garden literature is an 
attempt to create counter hegemonic literature against the existing dominant literature, 
it is a process of writing subaltern knowledge to cater the need and fulfil their interest. 
The statement such as truth and beauty highlighted by the tea garden literature is little 
baffling. According to the author a real tea garden literature is an amalgation of both 
the romantic and realistic aspects. 

Another problem which is there in the tea garden literature is while making 
classification of tea garden literature. In the beginning it talks about giving specific 
designation to the literature but on the process makes division by classification.

The editor beautifully illustrates various aspects of literature for instance, 
philosophical, anthropological, environmental and humanitarian. The essays contain 
historical facts, exploitation, suppression, romanticism and realism but it is kind of 
one important element which the literature should not miss i.e. emancipation. Any art, 
literature, knowledge should contain emancipatory potential, arts look for escapism 
so does the subaltern knowledge but a mere description of misery and exploitation 
does not bring changes in the existing situation. To bring change community or society 
need to produce intellectuals and in this regard indigenous tea garden writers are the 
perfect examples. Tea garden literature can be seen as imposition of knowledge because 
it considers itself as the vanguard and the harbinger of tea garden life encompassing 
everything, making it a discourse of the dissents but at the same time completely 
isolates itself from the responsibility of emancipation and change in the existing order. 
Art for art sake or artistic creativity is an illusion and mendacious, it is simply an act 
of entertainment. Literature can bring change because it is more than art for art sake- it 
is also art for life sake.       




