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Abstract
Rabindranath Tagore’s short story, “The Postmaster” is 
often celebrated for its poignant depiction of loneliness and 
failed communication, but its emotional core resides in the 
central female character, Ratan. This paper analyzes Ratan 
not merely as a domestic servant, but as a representation 
of silenced femininity and unacknowledged emotional 
maturity. Through her simple, unarticulated longing for 
familial affection from the postmaster, the narrative explores 
themes of poverty, gender inequality, and the painful reality 
of a young woman’s hopes being mistaken for utility. Her 
ultimate abandonment serves as a devastating, yet quiet, 
critique of casual male privilege and class insensitivity in late 
19th-century Bengal.
1. Introduction: The Unseen Heart of the Story
“The Postmaster” narrates the brief, one-sided bond formed 
between a Calcutta-educated postmaster and Ratan, an 
orphaned village girl who serves as his maid. Ratan’s 
character is crucial because her internal world drives the 
story’s pathos. She is initially defined by her utility—she 
fetches water, cooks, and runs errands—but she evolves into 
a figure defined by unrequited emotional need. This study 
focuses on how Tagore uses Ratan’s silence and simple actions 
to critique the social structures that render her invisible.  
2. Ratan as a Symbol of Social Invisibility
Ratan’s circumstances are shaped by two primary societal 
constraints: poverty and gender.
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2.1. The Economic and Social Vacuum
As a poor, orphaned girl, Ratan exists outside the established 
social order. Her work is a necessity, not a choice, and her 
existence is inherently isolated.  

•	 Absence of Family: The postmaster momentarily fills 
a crucial emotional void. Ratan’s eagerness to learn to read 
and write is not just intellectual; it’s a desperate attempt to 
create a lasting connection and validate her presence in his 
world.

•	 The Power Dynamic: The postmaster, despite his 
mild-mannered nature, holds absolute social and economic 
power. Ratan’s service and affection are conditional upon his 
presence, a vulnerability that he fails to fully comprehend.  

2.2. The Silence of Unarticulated Affection
Ratan’s emotional depth is conveyed almost entirely through 
her actions rather than her speech.

•	 Maternal Tenderness: When the postmaster falls ill, 
Ratan assumes a quasi-maternal role, nursing him back 
to health with relentless care. This devotion is driven by a 
deep-seated desire to belong and be necessary, reflecting an 
emotional maturity far beyond her years.  

•	 The Failed Dialogue: When the postmaster promises 
to “look after her marriage,” he utterly misses the depth of 
her current need for familial love, reducing her future to a 
conventional social duty. Her silence here is not ignorance, 
but the shock of misrecognition.

3. The Climax: Abandonment and the Nature of Loss
The postmaster’s departure is the story’s catastrophic 
emotional event, highlighting the disparity in how each 
character experiences their brief connection.  
3.1. Casual Privilege vs. Profound Loss
The postmaster views the separation with philosophical 
resignation, musing, “Life is full of such partings, such 
happen and will continue to happen.” He generalizes 
his experience. Ratan’s reaction, however, is a singular, 
irreversible devastation.  
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•	 Rejection of Charity: Ratan’s refusal of the postmaster’s 
final, meager charity—the offer of money—is her sole act of 
rebellion and self-respect. By rejecting the token payment, 
she asserts that their relationship, for her, was one of mutual 
human bond, not a paid service that could be monetarily 
settled.  

•	 The Permanent Wound: Unlike the postmaster, who 
takes his philosophy and his privilege back to Calcutta, 
Ratan remains rooted in the same isolated village, her future 
prospects unchanged, but her capacity for trust and hope 
permanently damaged. Her experience underscores the 
social reality that women of her class bear the permanent 
emotional scars of casual interactions.

4. Conclusion: Quiet Resilience and Enduring Critique
Ratan in “The Postmaster” is a masterclass in economy of 
characterization. She embodies the quiet resilience of women 
who exist on the margins, whose affection is deep but unasked 
for, and whose contributions are often perceived only in terms 
of domestic labor. Her story is a poignant critique of how 
male privilege, even when benignly intended, can casually 
shatter the vulnerable emotional life of a subordinate. Her 
fate, rooted to the village and burdened by a memory of 
hope, leaves a far more lasting and critical impression than 
the postmaster’s fleeting loneliness.
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