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Abstract — This paper proposes to analyses the primitive view of growing impotence the peripheral tribal culture 
which needs the intervention of a more powerful, alien but sympathetic outsider, to survive in Arun Joshi’s ―The Strange 

case of Billy Biswas‖. Arun Joshi is an Indian English novelist who started writing in the 1960s and dealt with different facets 

of alienation in his works. Only his second novel, The Strange of Billy Biswas (1971), incorporates the tribal. Here, his 

search for alternatives to the urbanized lifestyle drives him to the state of stifling. Unlike Gopinath Mohanty and Mahasweta 

Devi, who have also written about the Indian tribes, Arun Joshi was never intimate with them. His knowledge of 

anthropology was also severely limited though the protagonist of this novel is a teacher of anthropology. The critics 

describe the novel as romantic, for various reasons: it presents a naively Primitivist view of tribal society; it is apolitical, 

meaning that it seems unaware of the economic deprivation and active resistance among the Indian tribes; finally, it fails to 

problematize the relationship between the tribal woman and the non-tribal man. 
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The western concept of primitivism has always contained a spirit of nascent romanticism within itself. Central 

to this concept is their civilization uncorrupts the primitive people who live close to the primeval reality of nature. The 

Bible has exercised a significant influence on such thinking because the Garden of Eden provides a powerful image 

of an idyllic earthly paradise before the Fall of Man. The idea of primitive man's nobility has also been suggested by 

many European writers since the sixteenth century, such as Montaigne, Rousseau, Sir Philip Sidney, Aphra Behn 

etc. These writers developed the Cult of the Noble Savage whose ideal, prototypal character was later used by the 

nineteenth century Romantics as part of their reaction against the debased materialist culture engendered by the 

Industrial Revolution. The Primitivist writer tended to glorify the 'lost innocence' of a mythical, often pre-civilized state 

of well-being; he was anti- civilization, anti-materialism, anti-industrialism, anti-progress and pro-Nature. 

 
The discipline of anthropology which developed in the nineteenth century shows the reverse side of the Primitivist 

doctrine. Yet, both the anthropologist and the Primitivist writer shared a common evolutionary approach to history; they saw 

it as a linear development from primitivism towards Western civilization. But the Primitivist writer glorified the primeval state, 

and by extension primeval societies and the anthropologist generally perceived these as backward, sometimes even 

perverse. The anthropologist's view has been considered as 'realistic' and the Primitivist writer's view as 'romantic'. One 

has to follow on objective research and empirical evidence, while the other to follow an imaginative desire to believe in an 

alternative way of life. This dichotomy between the 'romantic' and the 'realistic' in the civilized world's view of primitive 

societies has persisted in many representations of them. However, to accept this conveniently easy categorization would be 

naive, especially in the present theoretical climate when we are made to realize that 'reality' itself is a constructed entity. 

Hence, the two terms 'romantic' and 'realistic' cannot be mutually exclusive. All that one might say about romanticism is that 

it indicates a mode of representation that shows a preponderance of imagination in the handling of empirical reality. 
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The theme of the novel revolves around Bimal Biwas or Billy, a young and intelligent US-educated anthropologist 

who teaches in Delhi University. During most of his life, Billy has been assailed by an unkraft or primitive force, which finally 

leads him to abandon his family and live among the Bhils of Madhya Pradesh. Several years later, his administrator friend, 

Romesh Sahai or Romi, discovers him by chance during an official tour. By then, Billy is thoroughly tribalized. Soon after, 

Billy's family arrives to claim him back with the full civilizational apparatus. A massive man-hunt ensues. The novel ends 

tragically with Billy being accidentally shot to death by the police after he refuses to return to civilized society. 

 
Arun Joshi in his novel, projects the discipline of anthropology in a way that is worth nothing. Billy Biswas chooses 

to study anthropology in the United States (instead of the more lucrative subject, engineering, which his family urged him to 

pursue) because Billy driven by an unkraft or primitive force. The same unkraft makes him work in a mental hospital where 

he gets glimpses of 'the other side'. Billy's interest in anthropology verges on the bizarre. While writing his Ph.D. thesis, he 

consumed a wide variety of seemingly unrelated literature, which includes the National Geographic magazine, treatises on 

back magic and witchcraft, critiques of the Theory of Relativity, the biography of Vincent Van Gogh, books of archaeological 

expeditions etc. Hence, the novel not only reduces anthropology to a study of primitiveness, it also sees this primitiveness 

as an extension of the bizarre, the abnormal and, paradoxically, also the truly human. 

 
The unkraft within Billy alienates him from mainstream American society and makes him seek out people on the 

fringes. So he lives in Black Harlem because it is the "most human place" he can find; he has friends among drug-peddling 

Black Americans and poor Mexicans; he also shares a platonic intimacy with a Swedish lesbian named Tuula Lindgren, 

who is a psychiatrist in the same mental hospital that he visits. After his return to Delhi, Billy is married to a woman named 

Meena from his own upper-class / caste society but this marriage fails to satisfy him. So a few years later, he disappears 

into the forests of the Maikala Hills and lives among the Bhils. There he finds a Bhil wife and has two sons by her.Before 

Billy disappears into the forests of the Maikala Hills, he writes a letter to his Swedish friend, Tuula Lindgren, telling her 

about his frequent dreams of a strange woman: A strange woman keeps crossing my dreams. I have seen her shadow at a 

tribal dance, and I have seen her, pensive and inviolable, her clothes clinging to her wet body, beside a tank in Benares 

.Yes this woman keeps crossing my dreams causing in me a fearful disturbance, the full meaning of which I have yet to 

understand. (p.93) this vague image is later concretized in the form of Bilasia, the Bhil woman whom he finds an ideal 

combination of Otherness and the Self. Bilasia's exotic Otherness is clearly seen in her "untamed beauty", her promiscuity 

and her obvious difference from the respectable wife, Meena. Yet, how is Bilasia an ideal other for Billy Biswas, the upper-

class Hindu? Perhaps this may be explained by the way tribals have generally been viewed as peripheral communities 

within the dominant Hindu fold. So while recognizing the tribal Otherness, the Hindu view also makes them accessible. 

 
Moreover, Bilasia has beauty albeit an "untamed" one and she belongs to the Bhil community, which has 

traditionally been seen as possessing many Rajput qualities, like valour, nobility etc. Incidentally, one may compare 

the account of Billy's life with that of Verrier Elwin, an Englishman who came to India as a Christian missionary in 

1927. A few years later, varrier Elwin voluntarily gave up his ministry and decided to devote himself to the tribal 

people of India. He started living in the Chhattisgarh area, along with Shamrao Hivale. Though not a trained 

anthropologist, Verrier Elwin later gained fame for his anthropological writings on the Chhattisgarh and other tribes. 

He married twice: first a Gond woman (they separated soon) and then a Pardhan woman named Lila with whom, by 

his own account, he found great marital bliss. Billy Biswas does not emulate Varrier Elwin's excellent example by 

writing anthropological texts about the Bhills. Instead, his "staggering intelligence" is in use with devising magic 

formulas and indigenous medicines. In his autobiography, Verrier Elwin has quoted an anthropologist, whom he does 

not name, as having made the rather flippant observation that,the only way to break the barriers between the 

investigator and his tribe was to speak the latter's language, eat his food and sleep with his women. (Elwin:323) 

 
Despite the obvious limitations of this observation, it contains a grain of truth. It recognizes the fact that an 

investigator rooted in one culture will almost invariably intolerant in his perception of another culture. Whether 

consciously or unconsciously, he will compare his own culture with the other and form opinions on the basis of this 

comparison. A novelist often does the same. As David Rabkin points out, "a writer from the outside will never see, 

however great his sympathetic powers, exactly what the artist who is part of that society will see". (Rabkin: 32) 
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Does this mean for that for an objective approach, an investigator must experience the other culture by fulfilling 

these three pre-conditions? But why stop at only three? Why not include a few more which are just important? For example, 

we might say that an investigator should also dress (or undress) like the tribal’s and worship their gods. Here we are 

assuming that the more an investigator experiences the other culture, the more valid his research will be. To some extent, 

this is true. However, this approach has one serious drawback in that it fails to take into account the role of the people who 

are the subjects of this research. Sometimes, they may lead the investigator by revealing certain facts and concealing 

others; they may even be unconsciously influenced by the investigator in doing so. Hence, the imaginative writer must fill in 

a grey area which always remains with his own discretion. To a novelist writing about an unknown culture, this situation 

poses a challenge which he may handle in various ways; he may either fill in the gaps with incidents complementary to the 

known facts or he may problematize the known facts by highlighting the ambiguities and contradictions inherent in them. 

 
The novel depicts a meeting between two cultures-the one primitive and the other civilized in Billy's 

relationship with Bilasia. This relationship showed the way for another view that is sexual politics. The sexual politics 

is the dominant male deciding the fates of two women who are I an antagonistic relationship with one another. When 

seen in terms of a meeting between two worlds or two cultures, this relationship replays an old cliché prevalent in 

many romantic novels and films. In this relationship, the woman belongs to a society different from the one to which 

the man belongs. This difference is often used to emphasize her exotic Otherness. The woman may be tribal, 

peasant or low-caste. The man, on the other hand, is ostensibly an 'outsider', that is, he belongs to another society 

that is often apparent as of a higher order. He may be "diku" (non-tribal), city-dweller or high-caste. Moreover, this 

perceived outsider is either an aggressor or a benefactor by the novelist. The intrusion of a perceived outsider is a 

threat to the community to which the woman belongs if he is an aggressor. In such cases, the woman's body 

symbolizes the honour of the community and all the men join in resisting the outsider's aggression. 

 
In the other case where the perceived outsider is a benefactor, the community accepts his intervention, probably 

even welcomes it. This outsider generally helps the people of the community in some way: he drives away a cruel and 

oppressive ruler, decides a war in their favour, fights a terrible epidemic or flood, slays on ogre etc. In this case, the 

woman's body becomes property and it becomes a part of the reward that the outsider just deserves for his good service to 

the community. The portrayal of Billy Biswas in the novel is as a benefactor. He gains acceptance in the Bhil community 

after he cures Bilasia of an illness (when she is still a young girl) by giving her some antibiotic tablets. In gratitude, Dhunia, 

who is her uncle and also the tribal chieftain, becomes his "mahaprasad" or great friend. For the tribals, Billy's role as 

benefactor is greatly enhanced by his possession of supposedly magical powers. He first cures Bilasia, then causes the 

Chand Tola to glow again and, thereafter, performs many other seemingly miraculous feats. So when Billy falls in love with 

Bilasia, their relationship is pacifically accepted by the tribal community. 

 
Even when he decides to disappear from civilized society, they help him by keeping his whereabouts a 

secret. In terms of sexual politics, Billy is the dominant male who chooses between two women. Here, Meena is quite 

obviously the respectable woman while Bilasia is the exotic Other woman over whom the rules of respectable society 

do not apply. Billy exercises this power to choose after he agrees to his own metamorphosis into a 'tribal': And so 

Billy Biswas, a refugee from civilization, sat in the shadow of a sal tree, a thousand miles away from home, and 

gradually underwent his final metamorphosis Some time later that night he stood before Bilasia while Bilasia danced. 

And still later she was leaning against the trunk of a tree looking up into his eyes, a smile on her lips Her enormous 

eyes, only a little foggier with drink, poured out a sexuality that was nearly as primeval as the forest that surrounded 

them. Come, come, come, she called, and Billy Biswas, son of a Supreme Court Justice, went. (p. 138-140) 

 

Kumkum Sangari, in her essay "Figures for the 'Unconscious'", says that the romantic writer / artist 

often construct the "tribal as the 'other' from which you may recover your unconscious." (Sangari:79). In 

such romantic representations, " the tribal, especially the women, is dark, inscrutable, a kind of repository 

of unrepressed, orgiastic, magical sexuality, therapeutic powers and the 'unconscious' and as such a 

solution for the urban malaise" (Sangari: 70). In them, the primitive quality which inhabits the tribals 

becomes a pre-civilizational spirit that embodies the dormant 'unconscious' of civilized humanity. 
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However, prominently, Bilasia, for all her sexual assertiveness, has limited power to choose. It is Billy not only 

because he is male but as a civilized man actually dominates their relationship. After Bilasia becomes Billy's wife, her exotic 

wantonness is gradually contained. For instance, she loses her blatant promiscuity and becomes a good wife to him. The 

unsettling element is now provided by Billy. So when he suddenly decides to go back to his own world, Bilasia is unable to 

stop him; it is the invisible spirit of an ancient temple that finally stops him. At this point, there seems very little difference 

between Meena and Bilasia, who are both at the mercy of Billy's whims. Similarly, after Billy's death, it is obscure that 

Bilasia would live her remaining life in strict widowhood, occupied only with her sons. 

 
This contradictory attitude, which first glorifies Bilasia's primitive sexuality and then proceeds to curb it, 

reflects the situation in which the romantic novelist generally works. Since he caters to a largely urban middle-class 

readership, he allows the attitudes of this class to influence his perceptions. As a result, while writing about a 

relationship between the 'civilized' man and the 'primitive' woman, he invariably subsumes the conflicts arising in this 

situation by 'civilizing' the woman. Arun Joshi also uses a similar expedient when he curbs Bilasia's exotic Otherness 

after her marriage to Billy and makes her more identifiable with Meena, the chaste and respectable wife. 

 

In this novel, the author consciously poses the tribal way of life as an alternative to modern 

urbanized life. Descriptions of this tribal world render through Romi Sahai, Romi's role as a benevolent 

administrator seems to gives him a neutral vantage point and credibility that Billy lacks. This is probably 

because Billy's intensely subjective and emotional quality observations. At several points, Billy's viewpoint 

seems to contradict Romi's viewpoint, particularly in the way they perceive famine. 

 
During Romi's tenure as a Collector in one of the tribal districts of Central India, he witnesses a severe drought there. As 

he tours through the district in his efforts to supervise the government's famine-relief operations, he is struck by the utter destitution 

he finds. He sees emaciate and dying people everywhere he goes, and realizes that the administration of which he was a part an 

administration composed of "aging, well-fed people" has been of little use to these suffering masses. Romi's perception of the 

suffering undergone by tribal people is later contradicted by Billy, who reveals that the mask of common suffering that the tribals 

wear actually hides a secret core of self-sufficiency, even of joy and pleasure. When Romi expresses surprise on hearing about 

their dancing during a period of drought, Billy retorts mockingly: You aren't much of a Collector, are you? Nothing except death 

stops our dancing and drinking and our love-making. And death, heaven knows, comes soon enough. (p 116). The image of a 

mysterious primeval paradise has built up gradually. In the beginning, this world is incomprehensible to Romi, and he views it with 

some suspicion and wariness. Sometimes at right, the sounds of music and the laughter of men and women disturb Romi. These 

sounds waft across to him from the forest and conjure up images of strange happenings in his mind. For Romi, the forest becomes 

a screen behind which mysterious things exist. 

 
Billy reveals this primeval world to Romi. Interestingly, this world undergoes an amazing transformation from 

sorrow to joy, from drought-stricken Hell to magical Paradise, in the darkness of night. In Billy's descriptions of this 

world, an erotic image of tribal dancing is projected. Predictably, it is during a moonlight dancing session that Billy 

changes into a 'tribal'. Describing the tribal dance to Romi, he says: Well, these dances are an orgy of sorts, just as 

walking into a rose garden or listening to twenty four hours of jazz is an orgy. A bit of love-making is, of course, there, 

but it is what precedes that is really orgiastic, the frenetic drumming, the constant footwork, the making and breaking 

of formations, the yelling the fondling of the women It is the dancing and the liquor that bring about the explosion. 

Explosion of the senses, as they used to say. (p 138) 

 

It is significant that this tribal world needs Billy's intervention. Here, we could see the process of 

metamorphosis have worked in two ways; it changes Billy and it also changes the tribal world through his 

intervention. This seems to imply the growing impotence of the peripheral tribal culture which needs the 

intervention of a more powerful, alien but sympathetic outsider, to survive. Finally, it is the primitive world 

that needs the sympathetic 'civilized outsider' more, and not the other way round. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In conclusion, by dwelling only on the picturesque aspects of tribal society and failing to articulate its problems, 

Arun Joshi's novel remains romantic in its essence. It titillates the reader without engaging him / her in the larger issues 

underlying tribal and other peripheral societies. Finally, the author's genuine humanistic spirit fails to come through in the 

text and the primeval tribal world reduces to a picturesque backdrop against which enacted the Billy Biswa's tragic destinity. 
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