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Abstract

This article seeks to address a thematic thread that remains relatively unexplored in historical
disaster research—victimhood—through an analysis of publications by disaster relief funds
and their supporters in the aftermath of the 1934 earthquake in Bihar in northern India.
By examining the representations of victimhood, I aim to explore the historical significance
of perceptions and constructions of victimhood in the late colonial period. Based on pho-
tographs, illustrations, and descriptions of suffering in images and texts, the article suggests
that constructions of victimhood effectively relied on imagery that contained, on the one
hand, an absence of bodies and, on the other, a feminized anthropomorphization of suffering.
The narratives underlying such depictions of earthquake victims are based on a constitution
of victimhood that relied on contemporary historical and culturally founded imageries. The
analysis of images and texts focuses on how representations of disaster victims were effective
in communicating suffering to audiences. I tentatively argue that historically and culturally
founded tropes of what constituted a victim formed along two narratives of victimhood that
appealed to a colonial and a nationalist readership respectively. These conceptualizations of
victimhood formed the basis for collecting aid for relief and reconstruction, rather than the
loss of life, dispossession, social marginalization, and displacement suffered by victims of the
earthquake.
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Introduction

The 15th of January 1934 was a sunny winter’s day, with strong and piercing winds.
The bazars were unusually busy with villagers who had descended on Darbhanga,
Muzaffarpur, Monghyr, and smaller towns across North Bihar for the impending
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celebrations of Eid and Somavari Amavasya.1 Others had just finished lunch and were
resting in the winter sunlight when the earthquake threw them off their charpoys
at 2.13 pm.2 Approximately five minutes later, the built environment of entire towns
lay in ruins. The earthquake that became known as the 1934 Bihar-Nepal earth-
quake3 was felt across northern India, with the worst affected areas in Tirhut in
North Bihar, the town of Monghyr south of the Ganges, and in the Kathmandu Valley.4

Contemporary publications called it by different names, partially depending on the
earthquake-affected area covered and its impact, and partially framed according to
the intended audience: ‘The Great Indian Earthquake’,5 ‘The Indian Earthquake’,6

‘The Bihar Earthquake’,7 and, in Nepal, ‘The Great Earthquake’.8 The local govern-
ment’s master narrative of the aftermath’s first year, A report on the Bihar Earthquake
and on the measures taken in consequence thereof up to the 31st December 1934, was pub-
lished by William Bailie Brett in his capacity as relief commissioner in charge of
the Reconstruction Department and its Earthquake Branch, set up to coordinate
relief and reconstruction work.9 In the aftermath, another administrative authority,
the Darbhanga Raj, ran its own relief and reconstruction programme, subsequently

1Kumar Ganganand Sinha, The Bihar earthquake and the Darbhanga Raj (Calcutta: Thacker’s Press and
Directories, Ltd., and published by the Darbhanga Raj, 1936), p. 1.

2John Alexander Dunn, John Bicknell Auden, A. M. N. Ghosh and D. N. Wadia (Officers of the Geological
Survey of India), ‘The Bihar-Nepal earthquake of 1934’, Memoirs of the Geological Survey of India, vol. 73
(Calcutta: Geological Survey of India, 1939) (ix, 391 pp., xviii, 36 plates), pp. 1–2.

3The contemporary scientific name commonly used for the event; see, for instance, ibid.
4Ibid., pp. 17–19.
5William Arthur Moore (ed.), ‘Record of the Great Indian Earthquake’, special issue of The Statesman

(Calcutta: Printed and published for The Statesman, 1934). W. J. Turnbull and H. E. and Ormerod (eds), ‘The
Great Indian Earthquake’, special issue of The Indian Concrete Journal, vol. 8, no. 10, 15 October 1934. Nobuji
Nasu, ‘No. 30, The Great Indian Earthquake of January 15, 1934’, Department Bulletin Paper, vol. 13, no. 2,
Earthquake Research Institute, Tokyo Imperial University, 30 June 1935, pp. 417–432, plates XVII–XXIII.

6Charles Freer Andrews, The Indian earthquake (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1935).
7W. B. Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake and on the measures taken in consequence thereof up to the 31st

December 1934 (Patna: Superintendent, Government Printing, 1935).
8Major General Brahma Shumsher Jung Bahadur Rana, Nepālko Mahābh ̄ukamp (BS 1990 [1934]), (Nepali,

‘The Great Earthquake of Nepal’) (Kathmandu: Babaramahal, 1936 [first printed 1935] [249 pages]). English
translation: Major General Brahma Shumsher Jung Bahadur Rana, The Great Earthquake in Nepal (1934 A. D.),
(trans.) Kesar Lall (Kathmandu: Ratna Pustak Bandar, 2013 [136 pages]) For an overview of archival sources
on the earthquake in Nepal, see Yogesh Raj, ‘Management of the relief and reconstruction after the Great
Earthquake of 1934’, Studies in Nepali History and Society, vol. 20, no. 2, December 2015, pp. 375–422. See
also JohanWhelpton, ‘Juddha Shamsher and the 1934 earthquake’, Studies in Nepali History and Society, vol.
26, no. 1, June 2021, pp. 3–33.

9Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake. The official report is a collated version of an unpublished report
by the Chief Secretary to the Government of Bihar and Orissa: ‘No. 2628-P.R.’, untitled report (printed),
15 pages, P. C. Tallents to the Secretary to the GOI (Home Dept., Simla), Political Department, Ranchi, 17
August 1934, National Archives of India (NAI), Home Department, Public Branch (HP), 34/1/1934. The
same report appears in ‘Report of the B&O Government on the Earthquake which occurred in Bihar
in January 1934’, NAI, Dept. of Education, Health and Lands, Agricultural Section, 17/28/1934-A. Also
from ‘Communiqué’, R.D. [Reconstruction Department], Patna, 8 February 1934, forwarded to GOI, Home
Dept., by the Governor of Bihar and Orissa, NAI, HP, 34/1(B)/1934. Brett’s report was summarized in the
yearly report of the province, J. S. Wilcock, Bihar and Orissa in 1933–34 (Patna: Superintendent, Government
Printing, 1935).
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reported in The Bihar Earthquake and the Darbhanga Raj.10 Among the many contem-
porary publications on the earthquake, the government’s official account and the
scientific surveys by the Geological Survey of India (GSI) provide the most detailed
accounts of the damage.11 Sand deposits and standing water had ruined land, roads,
and bridges. Houses and infrastructure in Patna and Jamalpur cracked, tilted, and
slumped, as well as in themore remote Darjeeling, where significant damage to houses
was recorded,while residents felt the tremors far away in Calcutta andVaranasi, where
monuments suffered minor damage. Scientific surveys found the often-wholesale
destruction of houses in towns across North Bihar, fromMotihari in Champaran in the
west to Purnea in the east, due to the specific alluvial land conditions that caused either
slumping or tilting of the ground, if not the expected shaking. Buildings considered of
best possible quality, for instance the Pusa Institute, relocated to Delhi after the earth-
quake. Government offices, palaces, temples, hospitals, and offices of the Darbhanga
Raj all experienced severe damage. The majority of damaged houses in North Bihar
were of the type defined by the GSI as kuccha-pucca;12 constructed with ‘mud mortar’,
and with little to bind the bricks together, they had collapsed in the central area of
the earthquake.13 Adding to their fragile structure, numerous additions had been built
over time, and to considerable height in the bazars. These most common brick houses,
sometimes fixed with mud and sometimes with lime or mortar in the towns, and the
kuccha-pucca houses in villages, were the most severely affected, according to Relief
Commissioner Brett and the GSI.14

While official administrative and GSI publications described the damage and over-
arching frameworks for the relief and reconstruction programmes, the victims of the
earthquake took centre stage in publications by, or in support of, relief funds for
them. Many had died in the bazars and survivors were displaced. The official gov-
ernment figure of 7,253 deaths was far less than the approximate number of 20,000
deaths stated by the Bihar Central Relief Committee (BCRC), a civil society organiza-
tion started by prominent members of the Indian National Congress (INC) in order
to collect funds for relief.15 The BCRC not only raised funds, but, equally impor-
tantly, was a civil society-based committee whose purpose was to organize relief

10Sinha, The Bihar earthquake.
11The first scientific reports and data collections by the GSI were published by the local government

to provide reconstruction guidelines to the public. J. A. Dunn, J. B. Auden and A. M. N. Ghosh, Preliminary

Report* on the North Bihar Earthquake of the 15th January 1934 (Patna: Superintendent, Government Printing,
1934). (*Certain portions of the report have been omitted.)

12A combination of the kuccha constructions, using mud, bamboo, or straw, and the pucca material
bricks became a kuccha-pucca construction as long as it was built without a fixating substance such as
lime or mortar. A pucca house in general was made of bricks or stones, fixed with cement or lime, or if
of a better standard, with a concrete structure. ‘Pucca’ (lit. ‘solid’, anglicized from Hindi pakkā) houses
generally referred to buildings made of bricks or stone with mortar, or constructed of concrete. Village
houses made of mud and grass are referred to as ‘kuccha’ houses (lit. ‘raw’, anglicized from Hindi kaccā).

13Dunn et al., ‘The Bihar–Nepal Earthquake of 1934’, p. 30.
14Brett, A report on the Bihar Earthquake, p. 56. Dunn et al., ‘The Bihar–Nepal earthquake of 1934’, p. 167.
15Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake, p. 7. Bihar Central Relief Committee (BCRC), Devastated Bihar: an

account of havoc caused by the earthquake of 15th January, 1934 and relief operation conducted by the committee

(Patna: Bihar Central Relief Committee, 1934; 67 pp., map), p. 2.
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work and distribute aid. As its founders emphasized, although it was not a political
organization, several members of the INC had prominent roles on the committee.16

The other major fund-raiser to collect aid was the Viceroy’s Earthquake Relief Fund
(VERF), under the leadership of the viceroy and locally managed by the governor
of Bihar and Orissa. The BCRC and the VERF functioned as the two main bodies
for public charity through fund-raising, with the support of collections raised by
numerous smaller organizations, associations, and independent bodies or individual
donations.

Relief funds framed and depicted the victims they sought to aid in starkly differ-
ent terms and imagery. Taking the example of the 1934 earthquake, this article calls
for a reflection on the complex perspectives to be considered in the analysis of rep-
resentations of disaster victims. In historical disaster research, the narratives of the
victims are often less heard than, for instance, accounts of relief work, aid collections,
reconstruction plans, blame games, or new scientific innovations and engineering.17

Victimhood is a prominent theme in accounts of contemporary social scientists work-
ing in disaster zones, and often central to their stories about recovery, largely because
survivors are present and can be surveyed, interviewed, observed, and photographed.
One recurrent question in contemporary research is the egalitarian effect of disaster,
or if it disproportionally affects the marginalized, poor, or socially vulnerable. In his-
torical documents, however, victims are often generalized as a group, or individualized
in narratives that become tropes or representations of the essential disaster victim.18

This may be explained by the sources and the actors in aftermaths: outsiders and able
survivors produce records as rescuers, administrators, relief workers, planners, secu-
rity forces, builders, exploiters, and/or as those who victimize and locate blame. In the
context of Japan’s modern earthquake history, Gregory Clancey suggests that disaster
victims ‘may be the ultimate historical subalterns’.19 In the case of the dead, victims’
voices are difficult to recover as a group. Thedead, the injured, the traumatized, impov-
erished, displaced, and devastated offer different forms of physical evidence in the
form of bodies, corporal remains, or an absence (missing persons), expressions in art,
memorialization of the disaster, and its repercussions in literature and the built envi-
ronment. Victims still alive, like the survivors in the Bible story of Noah’s ark, are

16BCRC, Devastated Bihar, p. 27.
17Discussion on typical historical sources used in historical disaster research, in Bas van Bavel et al.,

Disasters and history: the vulnerability and resilience of past societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020), pp. 44–53.

18Gender would be one such category: see Esther Möller, Johannes Paulmann and Katharina Storning,
‘Gendering twentieth-century humanitarianism: an introduction’, in Gendering global humanitarianism

in the twentieth century, (eds) E. Möller, J. Paulmann and K. Storning (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan 2020;
Palgrave Macmillan Transnational History Series), pp. 1–32. Narratives about children in the 1923 Kanto
earthquakewere instrumentalized to represent national resilience. Janet Borland, ‘Voices of vulnerability
and resilience: children and their recollections in post-earthquake Tokyo’, Japanese Studies, vol. 36, no. 3,
2016, pp. 299–317.

19Gregory Clancey, ‘The changing character of disaster victimhood: evidence from Japan’s “Great
Earthquakes”’, Critical Asian Studies, vol. 48, no. 3, 2016, pp. 356–379, see p. 357. For his full-length study
on the cultural history of earthquakes in Japan, see Gregory Clancey, Earthquake nation: the cultural politics
of Japanese seismicity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006).
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introduced to an audience, while the human and animal bodies of those who drowned
in the Flood remain conspicuously absent.20 The two categories of victim bear witness
to disaster, yet the ability to offer representations of the experience remainswith those
who survive. This article argues that depictions of victims in texts and images after
the 1934 earthquake can be understood as articulations of suffering according to dis-
courses related to contemporary colonial and Indian nationalist politics. By situating
the depictions of victims in their historical context and drawing upon literature about
the socio-political constructions of victimhood, the article shows how victims were
constructed around social or socio-economic belonging, political agendas, and a cul-
turally produced image of victimhood. The images and descriptions of victims who
served as cultural representations of suffering were appropriated by relief funds for
the humanitarian purpose of collecting aid for earthquake victims.21 Although a wide
variety of victim narratives exists, this article focuses on the framing of victims in con-
nectionwith publications in support of aid and relief organizations’ collection of funds.
Within this category, publications can be divided into two broad groups of sourceswith
visualizations of the victims, photographs, or drawings and illustrations, some accom-
panied by explanatory text in semi-poetic prose, others invoking a language that draws
upon a political register of victimhood that states the need for relief and donations.22

Victim narratives would sometimes be retold by survivors, as in a compilation of sur-
vivor narratives in Hindi, describing the terror and suffering they experienced in the
earthquake.23 Victim narratives appeared in legal assembly sessions, in the images of
special newspaper issues on the earthquake, or as sensational photographs of material
destruction and death in the newspapers.24 In this way relief organizations, govern-
ment administrators, and newspapers made a narrative of victimhood available to
different types of audiences and for different purposes. From a close reading of the
images and texts produced for the purpose of fund-raising, this article analyses how
the representation of victims provides historical insights into the role of governance
and civil society in the colonial period, and within this nexus, the potential making of
citizens.

20RobNixon, Slow violence and the environmentalism of the poor (Cambridge,MA: HarvardUniversity Press,
2011), pp. 199–200.

21For a discussion on the uses of social suffering, see Arthur Kleinman, Veena Das and Margaret
Lock, ‘Introduction’, in Social suffering, (eds) Arthur Kleinman, Veena Das and Margaret Lock (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997), pp. ix–xvii.

22The selection of sources is based on archival research in theNational Archives of India, British Library,
Bihar State Archives, and Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Public Library, Patna. It is based on the available printed
material on the earthquake in the mentioned repositories as well as unpublished official records and
private papers on earthquake relief in 1934.

23Ramchandra Varma (ed.), Bh ̄ukamp pīḍitoṃ kī karuna-kahāniyāṃ: Bihār ke bh ̄ukamp-pīḍitoṃ kī param

ā ́scarya-janak aur karunāp ̄urṇ saccī ātma-kathāeṃ [Hindi, Stories of the victims of the earthquake: Bihar’s earth-

quake victims’ most astonishing and pitiful true own narrations] (comp. Radhanath Mishra) (Kashi (Varanasi),
Rajmandir: Chunnilal Malviya, May 1934).

24British newspapers reporting on the earthquake have first and foremost been sourced from the
British Library’s Daily News Reels, IOR L/I/3/3 for the year 1934. In addition, The Times has also been
used.
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‘And there are political earthquakes’25

At the time of the earthquake, Bihar andOrissa still formed a state; theywere separated
into two administrative areas in 1936.26 Orissa had its own share of disasters during
the colonial period: cyclones along its coastline, floods, and famines.27 Riparian Bihar,
the troublesome rivers in the north, and the Ganges, running like a highway through
the state, provided much of the texture of socio-economic life in trade and agrarian
initiatives.28 In the vast state, the towns of Patna and Jamalpur served as administra-
tive and commercial nodes,29 while outlying towns were considered backwaters, and a
punishment posting for colonial officers.30 The Bihar famines, the partly overlapping
Bengal famines, and a riverine landscape offering regular boons and catastrophes con-
tributed to an image of the region as unfortunate in terms of visitations by ‘natural’
disasters.31 Historians have analysed these events as processes embedded within the
larger environmental and social history of the region, where governance has played
a major role in turning potential natural hazards into disasters.32 Major earthquakes,

25Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘The humiliation of India’, The Nation, vol. 138, no. 3588, 11 April 1934, pp. 410–411,
p. 410.

26Bihar and Orissa formed a province from 1912 to 1936 when it was split into two separate provinces.
Starting with the tax year 1936–1937, they were governed as separate provinces. S. M. Wasi (Information
Officer), Bihar and Orissa in 1936–37 (Bihar, Patna: Superintendent, Government Printing, 1938), pp. 23–24.

27Rohan D’Souza, Drowned and dammed: colonial capitalism and flood control in eastern India (New Delhi:
Oxford University Press, 2006). Braja Bandhu Bhatta, The natural calamities in Orissa in the 19th century

(New Delhi: Commonwealth Publishers, 1997). Nibedita S. Ray-Bennett, ‘Multiple disasters and policy
responses in pre- and post-independence Orissa, India’, Disasters, vol. 33, no. 2, 2009, pp. 274–290.

28Peter Robb, Ancient rights and future comfort: Bihar, the Bengal Tenancy Act of 1885, and British rule in India

(Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013 [Curzon Press, 1997]), pp. 89–90.
29Nitin Sinha, Communication and colonialism in eastern India: Bihar, 1760s–1880s (London: Anthem Press,

2012). N. Sinha, ‘Entering the black hole: between “mini-England” and “smell-like rotten potato”, the
railway workshop town of Jamalpur, 1860s–1940s’, South Asian History and Culture, vol. 3, no. 3, 2012,
pp. 317–347. N. Sinha, ‘Fluvial landscapes and the state: property and the Gangetic diaras in colonial India,
1790s–1890s’, Environment and History, vol. 2, no. 20, May 2014, pp. 209–237.

30Christopher V. Hill, River of sorrow: environment and social control in riparian North India, 1770–1994.
Monograph and Occasional Paper Series, No. 5 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Association for Asian Studies, 1997),
pp. 51–54.

31British colonial policy and socio-economic theories presented climatic or demographic ‘natural’
causes of famine, as summarized in Peter Robb, Empire, identity, and India: peasants, political economy, and law

(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 49–57. Floods are still a ‘normal’ and recurrent disaster in
northern Bihar, one of the most flood-prone areas of the region where the Ganges and the large rivers
Kosi and Gandak with their tributaries criss-cross the landscape and cause regular inundations as well
as major floods of varying intensity on a yearly basis. See Praveen Singh, ‘The colonial state, zamindars
and the politics of flood control in North Bihar (1850–1945)’, Indian Economic Social History Review, vol. 45,
no. 2 (2008), pp. 239–259, esp. pp. 239–240. Praveen Singh, ‘“Colonising the rivers”: colonial technology,
irrigation and flood control in North Bihar, 1850–1950’, PhD thesis, Centre for Historical Studies, School
of Social Sciences, Jawaharlal Nehru University, India, 2003. Hill, River of sorrow. Dinesh Kumar Mishra,
‘Bihar floods: the inevitable has happened’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 43, no. 26, September 2008,
pp. 8–12. On rivers and riparian economy, see Sinha, ‘Fluvial landscapes and the state’, pp. 209–237. On
the socio-economic role of rivers in Bihar, see Murari Kumar Jha, ‘The political economy of the Ganga
River: highway of state formation in Mughal India, c.1600–1800’, PhD thesis, Institute for History, Leiden
University, 2013; available at http://hdl.handle.net/1887/20931, [accessed 12 September 2022].

32In contemporary research ‘natural’ disasters are viewed as socially constructed events embed-
ded in everyday life and social processes. See Lewis Aptekar, Environmental disasters in global perspective
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on the other hand, have occurred at longer intervals in the Himalayas, with the 1897
and the 1950 Assam earthquakes featuring in political histories of Northeast India,33

but they remain largely outside of social histories. Before 1934, the last major earth-
quake affecting Bihar had occurred in 1833.34 Eighty years after the 1934 earthquake,
the recent 2015 Gorkha earthquake disrupted life in large parts of Nepal, while India
was relatively spared.35

Historians of South Asia locate the significance of the 1934 earthquake in the con-
text of M. K. Gandhi’s interpretation of the event as divine intervention, followed
by Rabindranath Tagore’s retort and their exchange of opinions.36 The discussion on
whether the earthquake was caused by the treatment of Harijans, as Gandhi referred
to the Dalits, or a ‘natural’ phenomenon detached from human actions, has come to be
interpreted as representing, on the one hand, so-called traditional beliefs and, on the
other, ‘scientific’ views in India at that time. Notably, the attention that Gandhi’s state-
ment and Tagore’s rejoinder attracted in the press, as well as later in academia, can be
partly ascribed to the considerable publicity their exchange received, and partly to the
historical importance of these two individuals. Their respective views on divine inter-
vention in physical phenomena arguably represented ‘two kinds of rationality, two
ideas of science, and two approaches to modernity’.37 If Gandhi’s ‘strange use of earth-
quakes’ was recognized in contemporary media as a form of political pragmatism to
address the question of Untouchability,38 a less noted incorporation of the earthquake
into political rhetoric was made by Jawaharlal Nehru, who used ‘political earthquakes’
as allegories for a government incapable of governance and the consequential revolt
by ‘human masses’.39 As a barely disguised criticism of British colonial rule, the text
was published threemonths after the earthquake, whenNehru had already served two
months in jail.40

(New York: G. K. Hall and Co.; Macmillan Publishing Co., 1994), pp. 29–30. For example, Greg Bankoff,
Cultures of disaster: society and natural hazard in the Philipines (London: Curzon Routledge, 2003), and Gerrit
Jasper Schenk, ‘Historical disaster experiences: first steps toward a comparative and transcultural his-
tory of disasters across Asia and Europe in the preindustrial era’, in Historical disasters in context. Science,

religion and politics, (eds) Andrea Janku, Gerrit Jasper Schenk and Franz Mauelshagen (New York; London:
Routledge, 2012), pp. 3–44, p. 39.

33Bérénice Guyot-Réchard, ‘Reordering a border space: relief, rehabilitation, and nation-building in
northeastern India after the 1950 Assam earthquake’, Modern Asian Studies, vol. 49, no. 4, July 2015,
pp. 931–962. Arupjyoti Saikia, The Unquiet River: A Biography of the Brahmaputra (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2019), Chapter 10 ‘In the time of earthquakes’, pp. 368–395.

34Roger Bilham, ‘Location andmagnitude of the 1833Nepal earthquake and its relation to rupture zones
of contiguous great Himalayan earthquakes’, Current Science, vol. 69, no. 2, 25 July 1995, pp. 101–128. The
1833 earthquake is also accounted for in Dunn et al., ‘The Bihar–Nepal earthquake of 1934’, pp. 116–117.

35Soma Nath Sapkota, Laurent Bollinger and Frédéric Perrier, ‘Fatality rates of the M w ∼8.2, 1934,
Bihar Nepal earthquake and comparison with the April 2015 Gorkha earthquake’, Earth, Planets and Space,
vol. 68, no. 40, 2016, pp. 1–9.

36Sabyasachi Bhattacharya (ed.), The Mahatma and the poet: letters and debates between Gandhi and Tagore

1915–1941 (New Delhi: National Book Trust, 1997), p. 31.
37Makarand R. Paranjape, ‘“Natural supernaturalism?” The Tagore–Gandhi debate on the Bihar earth-

quake’, The Journal of Hindu Studies, vol. 4, no. 2, 2011, pp. 176–204, pp. 177, 197.
38J. P. [signature], ‘Mr. Gandhi and the earthquake’,Manchester Guardian, 20 March 1934.
39Nehru, ‘The humiliation of India’, p. 410.
40Mohanlal Saksena, Devastated Bihar through Jawaharlal’s lenses/Bihār-bh ̄ukamp javāhar lāl ke citro ̇m dvārā

[written in English andHindi] (Lucknow:Mohanlal Saksena; Allahabad:MahendraNath Pandey, Allahabad
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During the firstmonth of the aftermath, Nehru, together with Rajendra Prasad, had
played a central role in the mobilization of relief funds and workers from civil society
organizations. While Nehru spent the following three years in jail, the newly released
Prasad, later to become the first president of India, became a figurehead for relief work
during the first year of the aftermath. Hailing from one of the worst affected areas and
active in the INC on local and national levels, he had, like most political prisoners at
that time, been sentenced for his participation in the Civil Disobedience Movement.41

The movement had successfully spread in 1930–1931, as demonstrations, volunteers
going to prison en masse, non-payment of chaukidari tax, and boycott of foreign cloth
and liquor stores took place throughout the state.42 However, the imprisonment of INC
leaders and the counter-actions of the governmentmademany small landholders start
to pay chaukidari tax again, and the campaign was brought to an end in March 1931. In
January 1932, following the Round Table Conference in London, the Civil Disobedience
campaign was again taken up. This time it lasted, in effect, for only three months, as
6,000 Biharis and all of the prominent INC leaders were in jail by March 1932.43 At
the same time, the 1930s was a period when the INC established itself as a national
movement dominated by the bourgeois and better-off peasant groups.44 By mid-1933
the Civil Disobedience Movement was winding down and by April 1934, it was called
off; but in Bihar, a stronghold for INC action, the government cautiouslymonitored any
possible flare-up of sympathy.45 Hence, the collection and distribution of aid began in
a politically tense climate.

Three days after the earthquake, Prasad had launched appeals for ‘non-official
agencies’ and ‘all Congressmen andwomen’ to join in the reliefwork.46 Thenon-official
committee he set up was endorsed by ‘prominent Congressmen of Bihar’ to ‘assist and
cooperatewith other organisations, official or non-official, working for relief ’,47 on the
understanding that ‘in humanitarianworkof relief ’, Prasad intended to cooperatewith
any other organizations engaged in relief.48 The committee was formally welcomed by

Law Journal Press, 1934), pp. 18–19, 32–34. ‘Seditious speeches’made in Calcutta on 17 and 18 January 1934
resulted in his arrest at Allahabad on 12 February 1934. Anonymous, ‘Trial and imprisonment of Pandit
Jawaharlal Nehru’, The Modern Review (A Monthly Review and Miscellany) (Calcutta), (ed.) Ramananda
Chatterjee, vol. 55, no. 3, March 1934, pp. 351–353. Jawaharlal Nehru, An autobiography: with musings on

recent events in India (London: The Bodley Head, 1949 [1936]), pp. 487–492.
41Papiya Ghosh, The civil disobediencemovement in Bihar, 1930–1934 (NewDelhi: Manak Publications, 2008).

Prasadwas sentenced to 15months in January 1933. ‘Fortnightly report for the first half of January’, Bihar
and Orissa Local Government’s Reports, 1934, British Library, IOR/L/P.J/12/59.

42G. McDonald, ‘Unity on trial: Congress in Bihar, 1929–39’, in Congress and the Raj: facets of the Indian

struggle 1917–47, (ed.) Donald A. Low (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2004 [1977]), pp. 289–314, see
pp. 295–296. Ghosh, The civil disobedience movement in Bihar.

43McDonald, ‘Unity on trial’, p. 297. Stephen Henningham, Peasant movements in colonial India: North
Bihar, 1917–1942 (Canberra: Australian National University, 1982), p. 134.

44Sumit Sarkar,Modern India, 1885–1947 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989 [1983]), p. 254.
45Ghosh, The civil disobedience movement in Bihar, pp. 58, 257–258. Henningham, Peasant movements in

colonial India, p. 134.
46‘Behar’s hour of need; Organise relief; Babu Rajendra’s appeal’, Amrita Bazar Patrika, 19 January 1934.

‘Babu Rajendra’s statement’, The Leader (Allahabad), 19 January 1934.
47‘Copy of letter dated the 22nd January 1934, from Babu Rajendra Prasad, Patna, to the Chief Sec. to

the Govt. of B&O’, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934. Letter and reply by Chief Sec. P. C. Tallents enclosed in Appendix C
in BCRC, Devastated Bihar, pp. 63–64.

48BCRC, Devastated Bihar, p. 27.
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the chief secretary to the Government of Bihar and Orissa, ‘provided it works in con-
sultation and cooperation’.49 The BCRC was referred to as ‘the Congress fund’, ‘Babu
Rajendra Prasad’s fund’,50 or ‘The People’s Fund’, which hinted at its popular support.51

The committee formed under Prasad consisted of representatives from a range of
minor and major relief organizations. The humanitarian initiative was a form of polit-
ical humanitarianism in the sense that the political aim of its organization and actors
was sovereignty from British colonial governance.52 Although it was outspokenly not
taking a political stance in its relief work, its political affiliation was overtly national-
ist in that it was closely associated with the Indian National Congress, whose regional
bases it relied on for collecting aid and for the setting up of its relief programmewhich
ran parallel with the local government’s administration.

Nationalist tropes and imagery of the disaster victim

BCRC’s Devastated Bihar: an account of havoc caused by the earthquake of the 15th January,
1934 and relief operation conducted by the Committee was published in March 1934 as a
report showcasing for the public the committee’s work programme in the formof data,
photographs, and text.53 The publication sold for Rs 1, the proceeds of which went
towards the BCRC’s fund to ‘help’ ‘the sufferers’.54 In the centre of its cover, a crying
woman inprofile sheds tears overBihar’s ruinedurban landscape (Figure 1). On top and
at the bottom, two rows of smaller images depict society before and after the earth-
quake, showing how it destroyed ‘ordinary’ life in the towns and rural areas. Central to
this narrative are not bodies or categories of victims, but the rupture of social life and
the consequential suffering that the physical devastation of Biharmeant for residents.
The crying woman in profile is central in terms of size and position. She appears dev-
astated, just as Bihar was ‘devastated’ in the title of the publication. Notably, a single
woman is suffering, while the public spaces of normality before the earthquake are all
populated by men. In the post-earthquake scenarios characterized by desolate ruined
spaces, the few human beings in a dejected condition also appear to be men.

The cover of BCRC’s Devastated Bihar used imagery that this article suggests merged
loss and suffering in the earthquake with nationalist symbols. The underlying con-
ceptions of such imagery were derived from a broader cultural understanding of
the ‘nation’ and its people. The cover and other publications discussed in this sec-
tion turned Bihar into a feminine object of rescue using rhetoric borrowed from
nationalist depictions of the ‘nation’ and the ‘Motherland’ popular in nationalist dis-
course of the late nineteenth century. ‘Gendered nations’ became an integral feature
in the nineteenth-century history of the state, nationalism, and the formation of the

49‘Copy of letter dated the 23rd January 1934, from the Chief Sec. to the Government of B&O, to Babu
Rajendra Prasad, Patna’, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

50‘Ullekhanīya phaṇḍ’ (Hindi, ‘Significant fund’), Yugantara (Hindi newspaper), 12 February 1934.
51C. F. Andrews, ‘News about India’, The Friend, vol. XCII, no. 44, 2 November 1934, pp. 1019–1020.
52For a discussion on ‘political humanitarianism’, see Maria Framke, “‘We must send a gift worthy of

India and the Congress!” War and political humanitarianism in late colonial South Asia’, Modern Asian

Studies, vol. 51, no. 5, 2017, pp. 1970–1971.
53Preface in BCRC, Devastated Bihar.
54According to an advertisement in Amrita Bazar Patrika, 22 March 1934.
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Figure 1. Cover of Devastated Bihar: an account of havoc caused by the earthquake of 15th January, 1934 and relief
operation conducted by the Committee, published by the BCRC in 1934. Source:Author’s collection.

nation-states of Europe, as well as the identities of nation-states emerging from col-
onized territories.55 In the South Asian context, Manu Goswami discusses in depth
the iconography of the goddess Bhārat Mātā (Mother India) as religious symbolism
and imagery were infused in the nation through literature and political writings dur-
ing the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.56 In a similar vein, Sumathi
Ramaswamy analyses patriotism and nationalism in visual representations of maps

55Ida Blom, Karen Hagemann and Catherine Hall (eds), Gendered nations: nationalisms and gender order in

the long nineteenth century (Oxford: Berg, 2000). Nira Yuval-Davis, Gender and nation (NewDelhi: Sage, 1997).
56See Manu Goswami, Producing India: from colonial economy to national space (Chicago; London: The

University of Chicago Press, 2004), Chapter 6, and the sub-section ‘The gendering of national space-
time: envisioning Bharat Mata’, pp. 199–206. A different way of connecting aid with religious authority
was noted after the 2001 Gujarat earthquake when Shakti Maa, principal goddess of the region and clan
mother of the local Rajputs, served to make aid acceptable. Jayasinhji Jhala, ‘In time of fear and terror:
seeing, assessing, assisting—understanding and living the reality and consequence of disaster’, Visual
Anthropology Review, vol. 20, no. 1, 2004, pp. 59–69, see p. 64.
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and languages.57 The idea of the modern nation of India was imagined as an ancient
goddess, Bhārat Mātā, who embodied ideas and values and served to arouse reverence
‘among her citizen-devotees’.58 In so-called ‘barefoot’ cartographic practice, which
supplemented the scientific map in the late colonial period and after Independence,
Ramaswamy analyses the female personification of the Indian nation and its territory
in maps-as-images taking the shape of Mother India or Bhārat Mātā.59 In the language
movement favouring Tamil as a part of the regional identity, the Tamil language was
depicted as the goddess of learning, reading, and literature.60 Ramaswamy argues that
‘visual patriotism tries to solve the problem of getting Indians to die for an abstract
geo-body named “India” by inserting the image of Bharat Mata into the empty social
space of the map of India’.61

Contrary to the feminization of suffering on the cover of Devastated Bihar, the con-
tent of the publication described the work and leadership of the BCRC as almost
exclusively run by men. BCRC’s work in towns and districts across the affected area
was documented in text and photographs, accompanied by lists of ‘distinguished lead-
ers co-opted as members’, of other members and office bearers, and the participating
organizations, as well as a breakdown of census data from rural and urban areas. The
central role of men and masculine qualities were further accentuated by Rajendra
Prasad who called on ‘[our] manliness, courage, foresight and determination’ in the
relief work.62 Notably, BCRC’s Devastated Bihar was one of three publications published
in the aftermath that used ‘Devastated Bihar’ in its main title: the other two were a
report by Rajendra Prasad and an eyewitness account of Jawaharlal Nehru published
by Mohan Lal Saksena (1869–1965), respectively.63

As the title of Saksena’s booklet promised,DevastatedBihar through Jawaharlal’s Lenses
contained mainly photographs taken by Jawaharlal Nehru, alongside his statements

57Sumathi Ramaswamy, The goddess and the nation:mappingMother India (Durham: DukeUniversity Press,
2010). S. Ramaswamy, ‘Maps, mother/ goddess,and martyrdom in modern India’, The Journal of Asian

Studies, vol. 67, no. 3, August 2008, pp. 819–853. S. Ramaswamy, ‘When a language becomes amother/god-
dess: an image essay on Tamil’, South Asian Visual Culture Series, no. 1, (ed.) Christiane Brosius (Heidelberg,
30 September 2008). S. Ramaswamy, ‘The goddess and the nation: subterfuges of antiquity, the cunning
of modernity’, in The Blackwell Companion to Hinduism, (ed.) Gavin Flood (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing,
2005), pp. 551–568. S. Ramaswamy, ‘Maps and mother goddesses in modern India’, Indigo Mundi, vol. 53,
2001, pp. 97–114. S. Ramaswamy, Passion of the tongue: language devotion in Tamil India, 1891–1970 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997).

58Ramaswamy, The goddess and the nation, pp. 551, 558.
59Ramaswamy, ‘Maps, mother/goddess, and martyrdom’, p. 819.
60See Ramaswamy, The goddess and the nation; Ramaswamy, ‘When a language becomes a mother/god-

dess’; and Ramaswamy, Passion of the tongue.
61Sumathi Ramaswamy, ‘Visualising India’s geo-body: globes, maps, bodyscapes’, Contributions to Indian

Sociology, vol. 36, nos. 1 and 2, 2002, pp. 151–189, see p. 181.
62Out of the 55 ‘leaders co-opted as members’, three were women: Sarojini Naidu, Kamala Nehru, and

Nellie Sengupta. The committee’s 46 members and office bearers were all men. BCRC, Devastated Bihar,
pp. 61–62. Möller, Paulmann and Storning, ‘Gendering twentieth-century humanitarianism’.

63Rajendra Prasad, Devastated Behar: the problem of reconstruction (Patna: Published by Publicity Officer,
Bihar Central Relief Committee and printed byMurli Manohar Pd. at the Searchlight Press, [end February
to 10 March], 1934), 23 pp. Saksena, Devastated Bihar. The name was more commonly written ‘Mohanlal
Saksena’.
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to the press during a tour of the area in the earthquake’s immediate aftermath.64

Compared to the BCRC’s report, neither Saksena’s nor Prasad’s publications appear
to have been widely distributed.65 Saksena’s publication, with numerous photographs
and printed on high quality paper in Allahabad, most likely came at a higher price
than the BCRC’s report.66 Publishing Nehru’s eye-witness account in the form of public
statements and photographs was explained in the preface by Saksena as a compro-
mise, since Nehru had not been permitted to send his notes to be published as a report
after being imprisoned four weeks after the earthquake. By donating the ‘entire sales
proceeds’ of the publication to the BCRC, Nehruwas described as continuing his contri-
bution towards relief work.67 His photographs of civil society members committed to
relief work among the ruins, coupled with his press statements calling on relief work-
ers and for aid, were in support of the relief and reconstruction programme outlined in
Devastated Behar: The Problem of Reconstruction by Rajendra Prasad who had contributed
a foreword to the booklet by Saksena.68 Nehru’s documentation in the form of press
statements and photographs was produced in the same period as Prasad had writ-
ten the slim booklet, which was published first out of the three publications with the
samemain title.69 Contrary to Devastated Bihar through Jawaharlal’s Lenses and Devastated
Bihar by the BCRC, it did not include any images and was printed locally on low qual-
ity paper by the Searchlight Press. The booklet’s programmatic approach reflected
the organizational role Prasad had taken in the BCRC during this initial phase of the
earthquake’s aftermath as he listed the tasks to be undertaken, ranging from clear-
ing debris, restoring wells, reconstructing houses, reclaiming land covered by sand or
water, to providing food or grains where crops and agricultural fields had been ruined,
and aiding professional groups who had temporarily lost their livelihoods. Under the
heading ‘Principles of Reconstruction’, Prasad emphasized the resourcefulness of the
earthquake victims who wished to participate actively in reconstruction and warned
against ‘lulling them to sleep with opiate doses of indiscriminate charity’.70 Another
sectionmade it clear how ‘no quarter should be given to sloth and slipshod, easy-going
habits’.71 The cautionary stance towards charitable relief was in line with contempo-
rary attitudes among nationalist Indian philanthropic and social service associations’
view of ‘traditional’ Hindu charity as being wasteful, inefficient, and indiscriminate:
Indian charity needed to be ‘disciplined’ and channelled through organized societies.72

64The photographs documented relief workers and ruins, and the publication also features a full-body
portrait of Nehru with Prasad. Photograph by Rai Chaudhry [sic Chaudhury?], Saksena, Devastated Bihar,
p. 75.

65In the course of research, Saksena’s publication has only been found at the British Library, and the
slim booklet by Prasad in the Private Papers of Pierre Cérésole, Bibliothèque Cantonale et Universitaire
(BCU) Lausanne (Lausanne Cantonal and University Library).

66It contains 47 photographs and one map. Saksena, Devastated Bihar.
67Ibid., p. 8.
68Foreword by Rajendra Prasad, dated 13 March 1934, ibid., pp. 13–14
69The photographs, press statements, and Prasad’s publication were all from the three first weeks of

the aftermath. Prasad, Devastated Behar.
70Ibid., p. 14, pp. 16–17.
71Ibid., pp. 18–19.
72Carey A. Watt, ‘Philanthropy and civilizing missions in India c. 1820–1960: states, NGOs and devel-

opment’, in Civilizing missions in colonial and postcolonial South Asia: from improvement to development, (eds)
Carey A. Watt and Michael Mann (London: Anthem Press, 2011), pp. 271–316, p. 282.
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While all three publications focused on the need for relief and reconstruction,
Prasad’s booklet was devoid of the nationalist rhetoric that ran through the BCRC’s
and Saksena’s respective publications. Only a cursory mention of ‘our people’ and
‘countrymen’ appeared in connection with the need for skills and resources in the
reconstruction programme.73 Saksena’s and BCRC’s respective publications, in con-
trast to Prasad’s booklet, made extensive use of visuals and a nationalist patriotic
rhetoric. Both Saksena and Nehru framed the need for aid in a language invoking ‘the
nation’. Rather than dwelling on the suffering of those affected, Nehru acknowledged
the ability of ‘numerous groups of workers from all over India’ to participate in the
relief work, stressing a national unity ‘in the real spirit of service that our people have
shown’: ‘The Hindus, the Muslims, the Sikhs, the Christians and others have pulled
together and tried towork as Indians face to face with a common disaster.’ His praise of
‘Indians’ contributing to the relief work was further accentuated by his simultaneous
criticism of the colonial government’s alleged slow-moving and lackadaisical efforts in
clearing debris in order to save lives. According to him, this state of affairs was com-
pounded by not declaring a state of emergency, which could have enabled speedier
action.74 The emphasis on the central role of ‘the nation’ in carrying out relief work
reflected a nationalism that increasingly permeated social service organizations and
philanthropic institutionalization in the first half of the twentieth century.75 Social
services and, in this case, aid in the aftermath of a disaster served to give ‘moral legit-
imacy’ to Indian leaders, further accentuated by an oppositional discourse where the
colonial government appeared less capable, if not incapable, of governance.76

The visual and patriotic rhetoric appeared in another major publication, issued in
support of the BCRC. The Chronicle-Sentinel, a collaboration between two newspapers,
the Bombay Chronicle and the Bombay Sentinel, published a special earthquake issuewith
the title ‘Earthquake Number:Which hand is yours’ (Figure 2) inMarch 1934.77 The two
nationalist newspapers supported the work of the BCRC and the editors contributed
financially to its fund.78Not unlike the cover of BCRC’sDevastated Bihar, the issue’s front
page juxtaposed images of women in distress with images and text depicting a ruined
Bihar in their call on ‘the nation’. One of the editors appealed especially to ‘people
of Western India’ and the metropole in language openly criticizing the ‘scandalous
inertia’ of the government.79

73Prasad, Devastated Behar, p. 23.
74Statements made by Nehru, 4 and 5 February 1934, in Saksena, Devastated Bihar, pp. 26–29, 32–35.
75Carey A.Watt, Serving the nation: cultures of service, association and citizenship in colonial India (NewDelhi:

Oxford University Press, 2005).
76Watt, ‘Philanthropy and civilizing missions’, pp. 271–272.
77‘Earthquake number: which hand is yours’, special issue by the Chronicle-Sentinel, (eds) Syed Abdullah

Brelvi and Benjamin Guy Horniman (Bombay, March 1934), 51 pages.
78B. G. Hornimanwas awell-known British citizenwho supported the Indian National Congress. Hewas

editor of the BombayChronicle, beforehe started the BombaySentinel in 1933. Biographical notes in Prashant
Kidambi, The making of an Indian metropolis: colonial governance and public culture in Bombay, 1890–1920.
Historical Urban Studies (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2007), pp. 198–199; and in D. N. Panigrahi, India’s
partition: the story of imperialism in retreat (London; New York: Routledge 2004), p. 346. BCRC, Devastated
Bihar, p. 62.

79B. G. Horniman, ‘The living grave of Bihar’, in ‘Earthquake number: which hand is yours’, p. 4.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000130


626 Eleonor Marcussen

Figure 2. Cover of ‘Earthquake Number: Which hand is yours’, special issue by the Chronicle-Sentinel.The editors
were Syed Abdullah Brelvi and Benjamin Guy Horniman. Source: Courtesy of Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Library, Patna.

While the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar, like the other BCRC publications, was published
by the Searchlight Press in Patna, the Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’ was a
product of two Bombay newspapers and aimed at the metropole’s readership.80 The
advertisement for the forthcoming special earthquake issue in the Bombay Chronicle
in the first week of March promised texts on the earthquake by M. K. Gandhi,
Sarojini Naidu, and Rajendra Prasad, among the 34 politicians, administrative officials,
and scientists listed as contributors. Further, it promised disaster viewing in the form
of ‘descriptive accounts of harrowing scenes’ and being ‘profusely illustrated with

80The hope of eliciting further contributions from Bombay was also expressed in the same issue by
Nagindas T. Master, ‘The rich and the high have not responded adequately’ (no page number); M. C. Joshi,
‘Bombay must make still greater effort: Mayor suggests new ways of raising funds for relief ’, p. 6; N. S.
Hardikar, ‘Thousands are hungry and homeless: Bombay must continue good work of relieving Bihar’s
suffering’ [no page number as the issue only partially carries pagination), ibid.
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photographs of the scene of the disaster’.81 On the day of its publication, an advertise-
ment highlighted its pictorial content, emphasizing in bold and enlarged letters that
the issue was ‘profusely illustrated’. Coinciding with reports in the same issue urging
readers to contribute in order to collect Rs 200,000 to the BCRC, and M. K. Gandhi’s
tour of the earthquake area, the advertisement stated that ‘Every member of your
Family ought to purchase a copy and thus contribute towards the Fund’, as half of the
price of four annas would go to the BCRC.82 Both the imagery on the cover as well
as the advertisement stressed that donations towards the BCRC was the publication’s
principal purpose.

Like Devastated Bihar, the cover of the ‘Earthquake Number’ used imagery of suf-
fering women. In torn saris, kneeling or sitting in the ruins of what was once a brick
town, the women were flanked by a human body, dead livestock, a naked youngster,
city ruins, destroyed wells, and a river. In contrast to Devastated Bihar, the cover explic-
itly focused on soliciting donations with the sub-title ‘which hand is yours’ and the
image of a collection pot, into which hands are depicted giving coins and notes that
are simultaneously being distributed over the landscape and ruins. In texts, giftingwas
invoked by calling for funds from ‘the nation’. As one of the editors remarked, since the
‘cold-blooded slaughter of the innocents in Jallianwala Bagh no incident has so greatly
stirred the minds and so deeply moved the hearts of the people of India’.83 In this way,
the rhetoric of nationalism connected the suffering of the earthquake victims with
one of the most violent repressions of peaceful protests in twentieth-century British
India. The statement made the suffering in the earthquake a nationalist cause and
the subject of pan-Indian patriotism by juxtaposing it to the massacre at Jallianwala
Bagh in 1919. ‘Earthquake Number’ specifically called on Congressmen to act, and its
content was, to a large extent, written by leading Congress members who repeatedly
invoked the nation as the rescuer. The funds collected, in turn, went towards the BCRC,
an entity united and embodied by the largely male leadership as the representative
organ of relief associations working in Bihar in the earthquake’s aftermath. Similar
to the cover of Devastated Bihar, the cover of ‘Earthquake Number’ foregrounded suf-
fering women and the ruins of the built environment made up the central parts of
the image. Bihar, in effect, became the woman in need of rescue by the nation, repre-
sented by the BCRCwhosemalemembership bodywasmade up of Congressmen taking
on the role of relief workers and fund contributors. The photographs accompanying
the texts showed ruins of residential houses and official buildings, cracks in the roads,
relief workers in action carrying the injured, and portrait photos of the contributing
authors. The only depiction of the dead, apart from the bodies on the cover, is a pho-
tograph of wrapped corpses laid out along a road after being excavated from the ruins
of Monghyr bazar.84 The photograph is identical to one published in the Statesman’s
earthquake issue on 19 January 1934,85 reproduced in a less narrowly cropped format.86

81‘Don’t miss it! “Chronicle-Sentinel” Earthquake number’, The Bombay Chronicle, 5 March 1934, p. 9,
and 6 March 1934, p. 9. The publication date of ‘Earthquake number’ was projected to be 17 March 1934,
The Bombay Chronicle, 10 March 1934, p. 1.

82‘“Chronicle-Sentinel” Earthquake number’, The Bombay Chronicle, 17 March 1934, p. 8.
83Syed Abdullah Brelvi, ‘Bihar calling’, in Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’, p. 3.
84Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’.
85The Statesman (Calcutta), 19 January 1934.
86Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman, p. 29.
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Figure 3. ‘Where lies dead under the debris the family of Prof. S. Bose of G. B. B. College, Muzaffarpur.’
Source: Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake Number.’ Courtesy of Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Library, Patna.

Bodies werementioned elsewhere, for instance in the text under a photograph of non-
descriptive rubble and of the remains of a house with a goat in the foreground: ‘Where
lies dead under the debris the family of Prof. S. Bose of G. B. B. College, Muzaffarpur’
(Figure 3).87 By mentioning the tragic deaths, the affective work of a photograph was
activated to communicate suffering.

Even though photography was an available medium to communicate the disaster,
both the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar and the Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’ used
artistic drawings on their respective covers. Photographs of displaced, destitute, and
homeless people appeared inside the issue and depicted the hardships of people liv-
ing in the ruins. In much the same way, photographs of merchants selling their goods
on the rubble remains of their shops communicated a sense of loss. The spectacle of
wholesale devastation formed a backdrop against which the ordinary tasks being car-
ried out by the vendorswere striking. Only a handful images showed victims in distress

87Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’, no page number.
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or as the recipients of aid, for instance by the Ramakrishna Mission. A small photo-
graph placed in the corner of a page in ‘Earthquake Number’ portrayed a small group
of women carrying bundles on their heads, accompanied by the text ‘Panic-stricken
people leaving their villages for fear of life’. A slightly larger photograph of a group of
people in the rubble were described as ‘Homeless people wandering in themidst of the
bazar at Monghyr’. Previous research on atrocities and famine relief funds show how
photography coupled with text has been an important medium to stir humanitarian
action since the late nineteenth century.88 One plausible explanation for the lack of
suffering humans shown in the aftermath of the earthquake could be that the mobi-
lization of relief workers and funds necessitated the visualization of the disaster and
its victims in line with the nationalist rhetoric invoked in the publications. The imag-
inary victim, a version of the nation in need of rescue, could not be depicted through
the medium of photography. In the politics of disaster relief, Congress members and
supporters of the BCRC relied on a feminine anthropomorphized construction of the
nation for the collection of funds.

The portrayal of Bihar as femalewas further reinforced by the use of nationalist lan-
guage in the Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’. The feminization of Bihar was
not necessarily limited to men’s constructions of the nation, but a trope adopted to
produce affect in order tomobilize support amongnationalists. SarojiniNaidu, thefirst
female president of the INC in 1925 and a prominent politician of the 1930s, in a short
introductory note titled ‘Our Supreme Duty’ depicted Bihar as a physically and emo-
tionally hurt female in need of the nation’s help, the language alluding to the devotion
towards ‘her’ by offering ‘service’:

It is not enough that on the first poignancy of Bihar’s anguish and affliction the
whole country was moved to render her instant succour and solace. Every hour
brings fresh revelation of the magnitude of her disaster and the magnitude of
her need. Does it not, therefore, behove us all to make Bihar the central burden
of our daily thought and duty and offer her our love and consolation transmuted
into unstinted and unceasing service for her redemption from the sorrows and
perils that beset her.89

The devotional (‘offer her our love and consolation transmuted into unstinted
and unceasing service for her redemption’) and at the same time patriotic language
(‘central burden of our daily thought and duty’) coupled with ascribing human emo-
tions to Bihar (‘Bihar’s anguish and affliction’) and a physical state (‘her need’) that
could be remedied (‘redemption from the sorrows and perils’) served to encourage
contributions to the fund based on a nationalist language similar to that commu-
nicated by the cover. Naidu’s introductory note was followed by a string of short
notes and articles calling on the nation to support the relief work. The rescue of
Bihar necessitated a ‘national’ response according to headings such as ‘Rajen Babu

88Christina Twomey, ‘Framing atrocity: photography and humanitarianism’, History and Photography,
vol. 36, no. 3, 2012, pp. 255–264. Christina Twomey and Andrew J. May, ‘Australian responses to the Indian
famine, 1876–78: sympathy, photography and the British empire’,AustralianHistorical Studies, vol. 43, no. 2,
2012, pp. 233–252.

89Sarojini Naidu, ‘Our supreme duty’, in Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’, p. 3.
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[Rajendra Prasad] Appeals for Funds: Task Ahead of Bihar is of TremendousMagnitude,
but God Willing we Shall Face it with Backing of Our Nation’, ‘A National Disaster’,
‘A Calamity Code: All Natural Disasters of a Major Kind in Whatever Province Should
be Viewed by the State as National Burdens’, and ‘Country’s Response Still Inadequate:
Bihar Minister Urges Further Nation-Wide Effort to Aid Stricken Province’.90

Another anthropomorphic and feminized image of the earthquake-victim Bihar
appeared inside the issue. The image of a woman carrying a baby juxtaposed with
the ruins of a town was made by the artist Pulin Bihari Dutt (Figure 4).91 Bihar is
described as being in a state of suffering (‘agony’) and the woman appears alone with
a baby, while the nation is called upon for rescue under the heading: ‘The Agony of
Bihar: The Nation’s Call’. The relief providers in this way became an embodiment of
‘the nation’ with legitimate grounds to act. The text below the image equates Bihar’s
suffering to the nation’s suffering: ‘the agony of Bihar is a nation’s agony’, thereby
reinforcing the idea that aiding Bihar was a national cause. Relief providers as the
embodiment of ‘the nation’ were called on to rescue the ‘woman’, the embodiment
of Bihar. However, although the image relied on the same components that appeared
on the cover—namely mother, child, and destruction—the arrangement, the physical
appearance, and mental state of the woman in this image appear different from the
dejected poses of the women on the cover. The imagery here may have communicated
a vision of the resurrected mother as a young nation with a bright future. The renewal
and rebirth of society’s physical but also moral orders feature frequently as a phoenix
rising in disaster literature.92 In Bihar, images of victims did not locate blame for the
earthquake; however, the suffering woman, the suffering Bihar, needed rescue and a
protector.

The time of the earthquake—1934—is when Ramaswamy notes the spreading of
Bhārat Mātā as an object of patriotism and ‘visual piety’, ‘especially in the context of
the Civil Disobedience mobilisation’ and as nationalist politics gained momentum.93

Ramaswamy shows how during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
the vision of Bhārat Mātā was accepted by ‘secularists’ as an embodiment of the geo-
political space India. ‘She’ was often depicted as a mother situated in a globe, with
the Indian tricolour or a map delineating the borders of India, thereby turning her
devotee-citizens into ‘geopiety’.94 The image of Bhārat as a goddess or national space
was not infrequently depicted as invaded, raped, and assaulted by foreign rulers, in
need of rescue by specifically masculine and upper-caste Hindu political agency.95 Yet
her secular anthropomorphic state of being was also possible in the later part of the
Bengal famine (1943–1944) when ‘she’ would be compared to a mother:

90In Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’, throughout.
91Alternatively spelled ‘Palin’, Pulin Behari Dutta was regarded as a gifted artist of the Bengal School

and the founder of the now-forgotten ‘Child Art Society’ in Bombay where he lived and worked. Mohan
Lal Vidyarthi, India’s culture through the ages (Meerut: Minakshi Prakashan, 1970), pp. 331, 393.

92Christopher L. Dyer, ‘The phoenix effect in post-disaster recovery: an analysis of the Economic
Development Administration’s culture of response after Hurricane Andrew’, in The angry earth: disaster

in anthropological perspective, (eds) Anthony Oliver-Smith and Susanna M. Hoffman (London: Routledge,
1999), pp. 278–300.

93See David Morgan, Visual piety: a history and theory of popular religious images (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997), in Ramaswamy, ‘Visualising India’s geo-body’, pp. 164, 175.

94Ramaswamy, The goddess and the nation, p. 556, and elsewhere.
95Goswami, Producing India, pp. 200–203, and Chapter 6.
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Figure 4. ‘TheAgony of Bihar:The Nation’s Call’, image by Pulin Bihari Dutt, Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake Number’,
p. 2. Source: Courtesy of Khuda Bakhsh Oriental Library, Patna
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With the promise of a bountiful harvest, was Bengal to turn the corner and did
she see ahead of her the prospect of safety? Or, was there any, as yet unknown,
danger lurking in the dark future, hatching in the womb of time and ready to
descend on a hapless people and smite them again? Would there be a repetition
in 1944 of the holocaust of 1943? Would Bengal’s countryside be once again laid
waste and strewn with the wrecks of her children?96

The gendered discourse of geo-political space in 1944, depicting the land of Bengal
as the embodiment of the nourishing mother and the citizens as ‘her children’, fea-
tured also in the disaster imagery of 1934. Articles and texts in the two outspokenly
nationalist publications after the earthquake—the Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake
Number’ and the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar—described a woman in need of rescue whom
the nation and national relief workers would care for.97 As Gregory Clancey notes,
directly related to the perception of victimhood is the idea of protection, or a protec-
tor. A disaster represents a failure of protection: ‘…disaster victimhood can therefore
incorporate a very wide range of attitudes toward the idea of protection—how and
why it failed, whether it was possible in the first place (inevitability vs. incredulity),
and whether authorities are properly exercising it in the aftermath’.98 In this way, the
representation of victimhood can be crafted to create a protector or rescuer, or to
emphasize the failure of protection. Following this line of argument, the imagery of
women as victims in 1934 could potentially form a critique of governance or of social
structures. The ability to prevent disaster, or restore the victim to a semblance of life
before the fall from ‘normal’, tells us more about the non-victims than the victims,
those who come for rescue and pose as the upholders of normalcy, such as, in the case
of Bihar in 1934, the relief organizations and the government. A similar, yet differently
framed, form of nationalist paternalism appeared after the 1950 Assam earthquake,
whendepictions of the region in its aftermath served to reinforce a stereotypical image
of it as subject to the whims of nature, and therefore in need of care by the central gov-
ernment.99 In consequence, by including Assam as a part of India, the aftermath of the
earthquake became a site for both nation-building and state-making practices.100

Images communicated culturally specific values in the examples above, but it is at
the same time important to exercise caution in reading allegorical meaning into liter-
ary depictions of female bodies in moments of crisis and social breakdown. Margaret
Kelleher observes how in famine depictions, ‘women frequently appear as the sole
adult survivor, having outlived theirmale relatives and now lacking their support, sug-
gest at once a greater resilience and a particular vulnerability’.101 This observation

96T. G. Narayan, Famine over Bengal (Calcutta: The Book Company, 1944), p. 225. Also cited in Janam
Mukherjee, Hungry Bengal: war, famine, riots and the end of empire (Oxford; New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015), p. 172.

97See BCRC, Devastated Bihar, Figure 1 and cover and Chronicle-Sentinel, ‘Earthquake number’, Figure 2
and cover.

98Gregory Clancey, ‘The changing character of disaster victimhood: evidence from Japan’s “Great
Earthquakes”’, Critical Asian Studies, vol. 48, no. 3, 2016, pp. 356–379, see p. 357.

99Guyot-Réchard, ‘Reordering a border space’, p. 936.
100Ibid., pp. 962–963.
101Margaret Kelleher, The feminization of famine: expressions of the inexpressable? (Durham and London:

Duke University Press, 1997), p. 10.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000130


Modern Asian Studies 633

pins down two important aspects with regard to the depiction of a female victim,
namely the simultaneous representation of resilience and ‘a particular vulnerability’.
The adult female survivor as a symbol of resilience is interesting to note in light of
Paul Greenough’s book that charts a number of victimization processes in the famine
related to subsistence, health, and economic and social status.102 Data,mainly collected
from relief organizations, show a gender bias in famine victimization: to a great extent
women and children were abandoned by the male head of the household as a coping
strategy. However, statistics on famine mortality do not show higher death rates of
women and children.103 The absence ofmale victims in famine depictionsmaybe inter-
preted as men having succumbed to hunger, migrated in search of food, or not being a
victim of the famine. But if data show that men survived to almost the same extent as
women, why did men do not figure in the portrayals of victims and survivors? In the
feminine iconography of the famine, Parama Roy notes ‘the juxtaposition of female
helplessness/victimization and female resilience’ and relates it to an ideological blend
of ‘paternalist compassion and misogyny’.104 According to her, the feminization of
famine was a representation of social breakdown rather than a crisis of subsistence,
as women’s social roles as mothers, daughters, and wives were shed for survival. In
analysing depictions of suffering in famines published in Shanghai in the second half
of the nineteenth century, Kathryn Edgerton-Tarpley builds upon Kelleher’s work on
the ‘feminization of famine’.105 By showing how images of women for sale not only
portrayed the tragic state of affairs but also served as a representation of the crisis to
motivate action on behalf of famine victims, she argues that ‘the feminized icons of
starvation’ resulted in a feminization of nationalism.106 Reforming women’s position
in society—and not only saving them from prostitution and physical abuse in crises—
became an ethos espoused in the name of the Chinese nation at the beginning of the
twentieth century and for decades after the famines had passed.

The feminization of the earthquake in Bihar in 1934 also appears to emerge as a
representation of an experience, yet a very different one compared to Kelleher’s and
Roy’s respective analyses. The lone and downcast women displayed resilience as the
embodiment of Bihar, or of the nation’s endurance and strength amid chaos and break-
down of normalcy (Figure 1, Figure 2). At the same time, the particular vulnerability
of a woman, or earthquake devastated Bihar, or the nation governed by colonizers sig-
nalled a need for protection. In this way gendered depictions of victims can be traced
to a nationalist imagery with patriarchal elements, as well as to a more general use
of female bodies that invoked paternalism. As research on the gendered dimension of
disaster aftermaths shows, themedia to a greater extent depicts and describes women

102See Paul Robert Greenough, Prosperity and misery in modern Bengal: the famine of 1943–1944 (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1982), Chapter 5 Famine victimization, pp. 183–236.

103Ibid., p. 235.
104Parama Roy, ‘Women, hunger, and famine: Bengal, 1350/1943’, in Women of India: colonial and post-

colonial periods, Vol. IX, part 3, (ed.) Bharati Roy, (Series general ed. D. P. Chattopadhyaya, History of
Science, Philosophy and Culture in Indian Civilization) (New Delhi: Centre for Studies in Civilizations,
2005), pp. 392–423, see pp. 399–400.

105Kathryn Edgerton-Tarpley, ‘The “feminization of famine”, the feminization of nationalism: famine
and social activism in treaty-port Shanghai, 1876–79’, Social History, vol. 30, no. 4, November 2005,
pp. 421–443, p. 442.

106Ibid., p. 443.
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or girls as victims.107 Assigned the role of the hapless victim, women are presented
as passive receivers of aid, in need of rescue by vigilant men. This dualistic notion of
female subordinate status and male power prevalent in media coverage after a disas-
ter is partially reflecting an often gendered reconstruction and relief process. Women
are increasingly ascribed caregiving roles within the home, while men are ascribed
the role as head of the household and therefore the receiver of financial aid, or they
perform in professional roles as rescue workers, emergency staff, and engineers.108 On
a structural level, socially ascribed roles, for instance gender, appear to be reinforced
during and after disasters, as the disaster acts as a ‘magnifying glass’ on society.109 The
gendered social relations of disasters appear to be strengthened in the aid process, as
female bodies in distress and children in need feature as well-known universal themes
for aid agencies to evoke generous gifting or ‘paternal funding’.110 In the historical
context of famine, Kelleher has pointed out, the feminization of famine often took the
shape of a lonewoman, which she interprets as an individualization of the victim that,
similar to the ‘Mitmensch’ effect in research on the Holocaust, would be a human-to-
human interaction used to invoke a sense of humanity.111 Similarly, media reports on
war massacres are noted for not publishing images of the anonymous lifeless or muti-
lated bodies of the victims in order to communicate suffering, but of the mothers who
have lost their children.112 After the earthquake of 1934, both the Chronicle-Sentinel’s
‘Earthquake Number’ and the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar adopted the imagery of the suf-
fering female as a trope for invoking affect. Images of women suffering to portray
victimhood drew upon culturally specific repertoires of women and land that can be
traced to images and descriptions used also in famines, on the one hand, and nation-
alist depictions of a gendered geography, on the other. The cultural representation
of suffering after the earthquake merged these two tropes—the female represent-
ing the nation in nationalist discourse, and a suffering woman representing social
upheaval and distress—in order to invoke an affective response. Both Devastated Bihar
by the BCRC and ‘Earthquake Number’ by the Chronicle-Sentinel invoked nationalist and
paternalistic language to elicit donations from the general public, specifically from
its nationalist-oriented readership. The mobilization of relief rested on contemporary
nationalist perceptions of India’s geo-body as a female, most distinctly portrayed in

107Elaine Enarson and Betty Hearn Morrow, ‘Why gender? Why women? An introduction to women
and disaster’, in The gendered terrain of disaster: through women’s eyes, (eds) Elaine Enarson and Betty Hearn
Morrow (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1998), pp. 1–10, p. 3.

108Enarson and Morrow, ‘Why gender?’, pp. 4–6.
109Susanna Hoffmann, ‘Eve and Adam among the embers: gender patterns after the Oakland Berkeley

Firestorm’, in The gendered terrain of disaster, (eds) Enarson and Morrow, pp. 55–61.
110Jonathan Benthall, Disasters, relief and the media (Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing [1993] 2010),

pp. 176–177.
111Kelleher, The feminization of famine, p. 6. Similarly, specifically ‘natural’ disasters are sometimes indi-

vidualized or anthropomorphized; this has been interpreted asmediatingfigureswithwhompeople could
communicate, attribute responsibility, will, or agency. Monica Juneja and Gerrit Jasper Schenk, ‘Viewing
disasters: myth, history, iconography and media across Europe and Asia’, in Disaster as image: iconogra-

phies andmedia strategies across Europe and Asia, (eds) Monica Juneja and Gerrit Jasper Schenk (Regensburg:
Schnell and Steiner, 2014), pp. 7–40, p. 10.

112Didier Fassin,Humanitarian reason: amoral history of the present times, (trans.) Rachel Gomme (Berkeley,
Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 2012 [Fr. 2010]), p. 25.
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‘popular’ cartography and in texts with an overtly political agenda. By comparing or
juxtaposing the disaster landscape and Bihar, with the imagery of a female in agony,
these narratives succeeded in nationalizing the disaster.

Urban destruction: invisible victims, implied victims

In contrast to the use of sketches and prints in the publications discussed above,
photographs andmoving images of urban destruction and ruined land featured in pub-
lications appealing for funds towards the VERF. The affect invested in depictions of
Bihar’s devastation in the nationalist press stood in stark contrast to the documenta-
tion of ruined buildings used in special issues by an outspokenly government-friendly
press, which supported the VERF. Most of the images in the latter were of physical
damage, and bereft of people. The spectacle of disaster and the damaged built environ-
ment comprise the major themes, rather than suffering human beings. Photography
was used by all types of print media in the aftermath, but dominated publications of
both the international press and the government-supported VERF discussed below.

Photographic documentation of the earthquake’s destruction shared many simi-
larities with the aftermath of the 1891 Nobi earthquake in Japan, when the use of
photographywasmotivated by scientific questions in order to show a foreign audience
the destructiveness of an earthquake from the perspective of budding seismologists.
Although the images of devastation from 1891 were not instrumentalized in a call for
aid in Japan, physical destruction would be used as a theme in subsequent portrayals
of earthquakes.113 Still fresh in memory in 1934, was the 1923 Kanto earthquake, when
just two weeks after the event thousands of images captured the calamity and were
circulated in the national and international media.114 Gennifer Weisenfeld argues that
by codifying tropes and motifs, images of the 1923 Kanto earthquake contributed to
the enduring visual lexicon of disaster and in this way, ‘photographs both produced
and became the historical record of the event’.115 The extensive photodocumentary
coverage of the 1923 Kanto earthquake in mass media, as Weisenfeld shows, asserted
a visual authority not only through the diverse perspectives of photography, but also
other scientific and technologizedmodes of visualization, including seismography and
cartography.116

In 1934, photography served to produce the earthquake as a distinctly urban disas-
ter. Photographs of ruined bazar areas and piles of bricks, and cracks running through
the thick walls of sturdy, well-built houses, became some of the most common images
to communicate the disastrous impact of the earthquake.117 Portrayals of the disaster
in the media gave examples of before-and-after images of grand houses, palaces, and,

113Gregory Clancey, Earthquake nation: the cultural politics of Japanese seismicity (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2006), p. 362, and Chapter 5, pp. 113–150.

114Gennifer Weisenfeld, Imaging disaster: Tokyo and the visual culture of Japan’s great earthquake of 1923

(Berkeley; Los Angeles; London: University of California Press, 2012).
115Ibid., pp. 36, 81.
116Ibid., p. 36.
117Front page titled ‘Terrible earthquake havoc: scenes in Monghyr and Jamalpur’, The Statesman

(Calcutta), 19 January 1934. Full page with photographs titled ‘Earthquake’s trail of desolation: scenes
in stricken towns’, The Statesman (Calcutta), 20 January 1934. ‘Devastated Muzaffarpur: earthquake’s toll
in Bihar’, The Statesman (Calcutta), 21 January 1934.
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not to forget, Monghyr’s clocktower-cum-gateway, whichmarked the sudden physical
power of the event.118 Where the earthquake had caused large fissures in the ground,
images of them communicated the destruction of infrastructure and livelihoods as
they cut across roads, agricultural land, and polo fields. Sometimes the immense depth
and length of the fissures were accentuated by a human posing inside them.119 With a
head or upper body showing just above the ground, these images seemed not only to
illustrate the immensity of the damage, but also how the earthquake-induced transfor-
mation of the natural environment changed the conditions for humanly engineered
structures. In the official publication on the earthquake by the local government,
images of ruined infrastructure and land served tomake visual the textual descriptions
of how the earthquake had disrupted communication and socio-economic life in the
region.120 Compared to the aftermath of the 1950 Assam earthquake, when representa-
tions of Assam in photographs and newspaper reports depicted the state as a physical
space, as a realm of nature rather than of men,121 photography in 1934 focused on the
destruction of thematerial and built environment. Photographs documented the dam-
age, alongside pictorial evidence in the formof seismographic records, scientificmaps,
and aerial photography that circulated internationally.122 The visual narrative of urban
destruction was accompanied by the local government’s reports, Legislative Assembly
debates, and publications by nationalist relief organizations that portrayed the mid-
dle class, mostly urban residents, as the principal victims of the earthquake.123 The
local government’s report by Brett stated that ‘The greatest hardshipwas undoubtedly
suffered by families of the middle class who were unable to do their own re-building
or repairs and were not accustomed to a life in the open.’124 In Bihar, one of the
strongest advocates for relief to the middle classes was the Speaker, Chandreshvar
Prashad Narayan Sinha, who belonged to the local elite of landowners in Muzaffarpur
and argued for relief to the broad middle classes and opined that the greatest group
of potential takers of house loans was the large body of the middle classes inhabiting
urban, suburban, and rural areas.125 According to the VERF’s chart of disbursements,
‘gratuitous relief ’was, foremost, house reconstruction of various kinds: the largest sec-
tionwas ‘House-building grants’, of about Rs 2.7million, and grants for housematerials

118Sinha, The Bihar earthquake, pp. 12, 14, 15, 27, 37, 56, 61. Photograph section in Brett, A report on the

Bihar earthquake. Photograph by Kedarnath Goenka of Monghyr bazar in ruins, in Varma, Bh ̄ukamp pīḍitoṃ

kī karuna-kahāniyāṃ, p. 112. Monghyr’s clocktower-cum-gateway in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman,
p. 35; and Turnbull and Ormerod (eds) ‘The Great Indian Earthquake’, The Indian Concrete Journal, p. 268.

119A woman is standing with a parasol in the fissure to illustrate its depth depicted in ‘A fissure,
Sitamarhi, looking N. W.’, in Dunn et al., ‘The Bihar-Nepal earthquake of 1934’, Plate 31, Figure 1.

120Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake, pp. 5–7.
121Guyot-Réchard, ‘Reordering a border space’, pp. 954–956.
122‘The Indian Earthquake: an aerial view—taken by the Air Survey Co., Ltd.—of the city ofMuzaffarpur,

Bihar State, showingmany of the buildings in ruins’, Flight, 8 February 1934, p. 119. See also ‘Ruined towns
in Bihar photographed from the air’, The Statesman (Calcutta), 9 February 1934.

123BCRC, Devastated Bihar, p. 57.
124Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake, pp. 56–57.
125Speaker Chandreshvar Prashad Narayan Sinha, Muzaffarpur District, 15 February 1934, Bihar and

Orissa Legislative Council Proceedings, vol. 30, no. 2, Official Report, Fourth Council–Eighth Session, 14th
February to 23rd March, 1934 (Patna: Superintendent, Government Printing, 1934), pp. 138–139.
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and semi-permanent shelters of almost Rs 1 million.126 Photography’s documentary
function in capturing spectacular images of destroyed houses and ravaged landscape
could be used to represent ‘victims’ in publications to raise funds. For relief funds,
these photographs were representations of a group of people: ruined houses conflated
with the economic, physical, and bodily ruin of urban residents, to be grouped into the
relief category of the middle classes.

Unlike the BCRC, which was not only a fund-raising committee but also a relief
provider that coordinated numerous civil society organizations participating in relief
work, the VERF turned over its collection to the relief programme of local govern-
ment, and its officials distributed grants from the fund. The first appeals on behalf
of the VERF framed its purpose as ‘earthquake relief ’ for the ‘Indian earthquake’,
importantly, under the patronage of the viceroy.127 At Howrah station, the vice regal
couple’s first-hand experience of the earthquake resulted in ‘A Shocking Farewell’,
according to the Calcutta edition of the Statesman, as the jolt made Lady Willingdon
remark, ‘Well, we left Madras in a cyclone, and nowwe leave Calcutta during an earth-
quake.’128 She intended to start a fund for the earthquake victims; instead the viceroy
became the fund’s front figure.129 A fund like the VERF was a standard form of insti-
tutionalized fund-raising for charitable relief in the colonial period. Viceroys had
previously headed similar funds during famines.130 In 1905, the viceroy had opened
a relief fund after the Kangra earthquake131 and again, after the Quetta earthquake
in 1935.132 Previous research suggests that the history of ‘state-aided’ charity in the
Indian subcontinent goes back to the time when the East India Company administra-
tion was socially close to prominent commercial classes of Calcutta, for example, relief
organized by the governor-general after a tidal wave in southeastern Bengal in 1822.133

In 1934, local government employees could choose to have an amount deducted
from their salaries towards the fund, and donations by companies and private indi-
viduals were publicly acknowledged in the newspapers. In the international sphere,
primarily in Great Britain, ‘Mayor funds’ raised collections that were pooled into the
VERF. A week after the 1934 earthquake, the viceroy suggested starting a Mansion

126Exact amount: Rs 930,255. House-building grants of Rs 2,720,635 were divided into ‘Urban’: Rs
1,072,737; ‘Rural’: Rs 1,420,859; ‘Middle-class’: Rs 227,088. Brett,A report on the Bihar earthquake, Appendix 3.

127‘Viceroy’s Earthquake Fund; Lord Willingdon’s appeal for subscriptions’ (New Delhi, 19 January
1934), The Leader, 20 January 1934. ‘Speech delivered by H. E. the Governor of Bihar and Orissa on 22
January 1934’ [in Patna], NAI, HP, 34/1/1934. Speech ‘An appeal to our readers throughout the world by
His Excellency the Governor of Bihar and Orissa’ (Sir James Sifton), and ‘An appeal by the Viceroy’ (Lord
Willingdon), in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman, pp. 3, 5, 7 and p. 21 respectively.

128‘A shocking farewell’, The Statesman, 17 January 1934.
129‘The Viceroy’s Fund’, Amrita Bazar Patrika, 19 January 1934.
130Georgina Brewis, ‘“Fill full the mouth of famine”: voluntary action in famine relief in India

1896–1901’,Modern Asian Studies, vol. 44, no. 4, 2010, pp. 887–918, see pp. 917–918.
131Tirthankar Roy, ‘State, society and market in the aftermath of natural disasters in colonial India: a

preliminary exploration’, Indian Economic and Social History Review, vol. 45, no. 2, 2008, pp. 261–294. Kangra
earthquake, 4 April 1905, The Imperial Gazetteer of India. The Indian Empire, Vol. 1, Descriptive (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1909), pp. 98–99.

132Louis Alexander Gordon Pinhey. Report on the Quetta earthquake on the 31st of May 1935 (Delhi: Manager
of Publications, 1938), Chapter XIV ‘The Viceroy’s Quetta Earthquake Relief Fund’, pp. 46–50.

133Roy, ‘State, society and market’, p. 268.
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House fund in order to increase international subscriptions.134 According to John F.
Hutchinson, the British government’s preferredmeans for collecting emergency relief
from the public in the 1920s and 1930s135 was fund-raising under the patronage of
the lord mayor of London, the resident of Mansion House, which had been associated
since the 1870s with charitable appeals concerning aid in disasters or times of socio-
economic distress.136 In 1861 the mayor announced the first international appeal for
Indian famine relief.137 A number of relief funds from Mansion House had supported
miners’ families in Great Britain during the second half of the nineteenth century.138

The Titanic Relief Fund (1912–1959) served to provide funds for victims (especially
thosewhowere British) and provided long-termfinancial relief in support of survivors
and relatives of the deceased.139 Beyonddisaster victims in theBritish empire,Mansion
House collected substantial funds for disaster relief in foreign countries, including
6,600,000 gold francs for Japan after the 1923 Kanto earthquake.140

In preparation for the inaugural meeting of the Mansion House fund, the
Department of Public Information launched a propaganda strategy to stimulate contri-
butions at the end of January. In an attempt at increasing public charity, the director of
the department recommended that the VERF issue a fresh appeal, emphasizing, with
the support of the findings by the GSI, ‘that the earthquake had been one of the biggest
known in history’.141 The publicity department’s efforts to revive interest in the earth-
quake by focusing on the scope of the destruction and magnitude of the earthquake
was intended to prompt donations from the British public. In support of the VERF, the
India Office organized publicity work for the Lord Mayor Fund to stimulate, in par-
ticular, international contributions.142 The inaugural meeting on 8 February 1934 was
presided over by the secretary of state for India and the high commissioner for India.143

The India Office kept a close watch on contributions, and the initial £10,000 pledged
at the meeting increased to £40,000 after the meeting. It was anticipated as a pop-
ular event for the financial urban elite; the India Office thought that wealthy City
people, including bankers, would prefer to give to their Mayor’s Fund, rather than to

134Correspondence, ‘Private and Personal’, Lord Willingdon to Samuel Hoare, New Delhi, 22 January
1934, Papers of Sir Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State for India 1931–35, British Library, Mss Eur E240/7,
p. 447.

135John F. Hutchinson, ‘Disasters and the international order. II: The International Relief Union’, The
International History Review, vol. 23, no. 2, 2001, pp. 253–298, p. 255.

136Twomey and May, ‘Australian responses to the Indian famine’, p. 236.
137Brewis, ‘“Fill full the mouth of famine”’, p. 894.
138John Benson, ‘Colliery disaster funds, 1860–1897’, International Review of Social History, vol. 19, no. 1,

1974, pp. 73–85.
139Sarah Gregson, ‘“Women and children first?” The administration of Titanic relief in Southampton,

1912–59’, English Historical Review, vol. 127, no. 524, February, 2012, pp. 83–109.
140Hutchinson, ‘Disasters and the international order. II’, pp. 254–255.
141Correspondence of I. M. Stephens, DPI, to E.C. Mieville, P.S.V. (New Delhi), New Delhi, 30 January

1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.
142Copy of letter No. 68/34, A. H. Joyce, Information Officer, India Office, to I. M. Stephens, DPI, 4

February 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.
143‘Appeal for help at Mansion House’, News Chronicle, 31 January 1934; ‘Letter to the editor’, Morning

Post, 1 February 1934; ‘Lord Mayor and Indian earthquake’, The Morning Post, 7 February 1934; ‘The Indian
earthquake’, Near East and India, 8 February 1934.
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the VERF, partly because the meeting at Mansion House provided an opportunity to
show their contributions.144 The public display of giving in the company of powerful
patrons was an essential part of the fund’s ability to attract contributions; at the same
time, lists of contributors published in newspapers made public gifting available to a
wider audience.145 The fund continued collecting through appeals to churches, uni-
versities, schools, provincial authorities, and various organizations and institutions
throughout the country—all institutions expected to amass large funds with the help
of their considerable organizational capacities and established networks.146 The may-
ors of Sheffield and Manchester147 pooled their fund collections into the VERF,148 and
like donors, private individuals, and corporations, they were ‘rewarded’ by having
their donated amounts and names announced in the newspapers.149 Whether con-
tributing a smaller sum in the box outside Mansion House, or by cheque made out to
‘Indian Earthquake Fund’,150 subscriptions from the public were performed in public,
where subscribers received recognition for the act.

As the earthquake began to fade from newspaper coverage by the end of January
1934, film screenings as charity events served to bolster the VERF and the Lord Mayor
Fund. Similar to the newspapers, these films avoided identifying human beings as vic-
tims, yet the absence of humans from the desolate and destroyed urban landscapes
was felt in them. In cinemas in India and in London, the screening of a short news reel
of the devastation offered spectacular views from the air and walk-through perspec-
tives of the ruined towns. Buildings in ruin, material losses, and sensational damage
painted scenes of destruction. One of the first screenings took place in Calcutta,151

and two weeks after the earthquake, a film was included in the newsreel on view in
England.152 It coincided with the opening of the fund by the lord mayor of London,
who starred as himself in the so-called ‘earthquake film’ that was to be used as an

144Copy of letter No. 68/34, from A. H. Joyce, Information Officer, India Office, to I. M. Stephens, DPI,
London, 4 February 1934. Copy of letter No. 129/34 from A. H. Joyce, Information Office, India Office,
to I. M. Stephens, DPI, London, 8 February 1934. Copy, Infn. Offr. No. 160/34, Air Mail by A. H. Joyce,
Information Officer, India Office, to I. M. Stephens, DPI, Home Dept. (New Delhi), London 22 February
1934. Air Mail, Infn. Offr. 185/34, Joyce to Stephens, London, 1 March 1934. All NAI, HP, 34/1/1934. The
fund had reached £46,000 by 1 March 1934.

145‘Lord Mayor’s Fund’, ‘The Horners’ company; Lord Mayor and Indian earthquakes’, The Times, 31
January 1934.

146Copy, Infn. Offr. No. 160/34, Airmail byA. H. Joyce, InformationOfficer, India Office, to I.M. Stephens,
DPI, Home Dept. (New Delhi), London, 22 February 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

147‘Indian earthquake funds’, The Times, 2 March 1934.
148A similar organizational pattern in collecting andmanaging funds seems to have been applied in the

case of another Mansion House fund, The Titanic Relief Fund. Gregson, ‘“Women and Children First?”’,
pp. 95–96.

149‘The Indian earthquake. Further donations to the Lord Mayor’s Fund’, The Times, 16 February 1934;
‘Charities and appeals. Lord Mayor’s Indian Earthquake Fund. Second list of donations’, The Times, 22
February 1934. ‘Confidential’, Neville Dixey, Chairman Lloyd’s, to Arthur W. Hersee, The Mansion House,
Committee Room, Lloyds, 26 February 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

150‘Indian Earthquake Fund’, Daily Telegraph, 15 February 1934. ‘Ever open doors’, Daily Telegraph, 7
February 1934. ‘Lord Mayor’s India Earthquake Fund. Appeal broadcast’, Daily Telegraph, 7 February 1934.

151‘The devastations by the earthquake’, an in-house production according to the advertisement by the
New Cinema, 171 Dharamtala Street, Calcutta, Amrita Bazar Patrika, 27 January 1934.

152‘Lord Mayor sees earthquake film’, Daily Telegraph, 2 February 1934.
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appeal shown all over Great Britain.153 A matinee screening attended by the queen,154

and other publicity events organized by the nobility, attracted funds from wealthier
sections of society.155 For the Indian audience, the viceroy issued a film with an appeal
for funds by mid-March, two months after the earthquake.156

Like the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar and the Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’,
the Statesman’s special issue ‘Record of the Great Indian Earthquake’ intended to raise
funds for earthquake relief, in this case for the VERF, which in effect meant funds
for reconstruction. When ‘Record of the Great Indian Earthquake’ was published in
April 1934, subscriptions to the colonial relief funds were low, and it was believed
that they would attract less than initially expected, a fact explained by waning news
interest in the earthquake, in spite of official pressure on newspapers to publish on
the topic.157 The use of images paired with text was thereby partly founded on the
commercial interests of the popular press, on what would sell, as the earthquake
had little news value except as a spectacular and destructive event. When six weeks
had passed, senior government officials concluded that the news value of the earth-
quake had declined so that it was no longer ‘live news’. The remains of the spectacular
event—numbers of deaths, material losses, and general stories of suffering—were not
considered newsworthy by this point in time.158

The cover of the Statesman’s special issue on the earthquake, ‘Record of the Great
Indian Earthquake’, depicted a typical scene of urban destruction that could have
been taken in Muzaffarpur, Monghyr, Darbhanga, or any of the ruined towns in North
Bihar (Figure 5). The issue contained appeals by the governor and the viceroy for the
VERF, and part of the sales proceeds of the issue went to the fund over which the
two officials presided.159 It was published after the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar and the
Chronicle-Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’, and as an afterthought rather than part of
a strategy to raise funds.

The issue was first published by the Statesman in Calcutta in April 1934,160 and,
printed on art paper, it was sold in England for one shilling to an intended audience

153‘Earthquake film: Lord Mayor of London impressed’, The Statesman, 3 February 1934.
154‘Indian Earthquake Fund: the Queen to attend special matinee’, The Times, 5 April 1934. Copy of letter

No. 68/34, from A. H. Joyce, Information Officer, India Office, to I. M. Stephens, DPI (New Delhi), London,
4 February 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

155‘Indian Earthquake Fund: Drury Lane Matinee’, Daily Telegraph, 26 April 1934.
156‘A special Behar earthquake film with a personal appeal by His Excellency Lord Willingdon’,

Pathe—The Finest Cinema in Bombay, The Englishman, 17 March 1934. One version of the ‘earthquake
film’ issued by Universal newsreel footage is available at http://www.harappa.com/mom/dec98.html,
[last accessed 12 May 2021]. The film for the viceroy’s appeal was made by the Imperial Film Company
of Bombay, with commentary by A. G. A. Norman, member of the editorial staff of the Illustrated

Weekly of India. ‘Viceroy’s “Quake Film”’, Illustrated Weekly of India, 18 March 1934. Also mentioned in
Correspondence ‘Private and Personal’, Lord Willingdon to Samuel Hoare, New Delhi, 30 January 1934,
Papers of Sir Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State for India 1931–35, British Library, Mss Eur E240/7.

157‘Some political and other aspects of earthquake relief in Bihar’ (17 pages), M. G. Hallett, 31 March
1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

158Confidential letter, M. G. Hallett to P. C. Tallents, Chief Sec. to the Govt. of Bihar and Orissa, New
Delhi, 24 February 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

159The cover page and ‘An appeal by the Viceroy’ (Lord Willingdon), in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The
Statesman, p. 21.

160Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake, p. 88.
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Figure 5. Cover of ‘Record of the Great Indian Earthquake’, a special issue on the earthquake by the Statesman.
Source: Author’s collection.

of ‘people who had lived in India or who have relatives or business interests there’.161

The Statesman’s London manager, in marketing the publication in England, promised
‘amazing pictures of the earthquake’ as ‘a pictorial record of one of the greatest disas-
ters in Indian history’.162 The earthquake as an event and the spectacular destruction
that resulted, rather than the suffering of those affected, served to sell magazines and
thereby collect funds on behalf of the VERF.

161C. R. C. Nixon (London Manager), ‘The Indian Earthquake’ (correspondence), Journal of the Royal

Society of Arts, vol. 82, no. 4142, 9 March 1934, p. 486.
162Ibid.
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Private British business interests in the concrete industry, represented by
H. E. Ormerod, also urged the government to use images of material destruction to
increase relief funds in March 1934. The proposition involved a budget, a set of pho-
tographs, and a committee for propaganda work, consisting of, among others, the
editors of the Statesman and the Times of India. Local government declined to be part of
such a committee, partly because it would not be directly connected to them,163 and
partly because the initiative was seen as coming too late.164 The images of near-total
destruction in Monghyr suggested for propaganda work in March 1934 were conse-
quently published by the Indian Concrete Journal in its special issue titled ‘The Great
Indian Earthquake’ in October 1934,165 and some also featured in the local govern-
ment’s report on the earthquake.166 Before that, some of the images appeared in a
special earthquake issue of the Illustrated Weekly of India in Bombay, which published
eight pages of photographs from the same series in conjunction with an appeal for the
VERF (Figure 6).167 Like the other issues dedicated to the earthquake and the collection
of relief funds, it was published in March 1934. The eight pages of photographs were
arranged according to themes, ingeniously linked by headings that formed a poem,
and can be seen as an attempt at an emotive as well as descriptive portrayal of peo-
ple’s suffering through photographs of material and urban destruction. On the first
page ‘An appeal to world humanity’ asked for contributions to the VERF, and on the
last page, readers were asked to contribute directly to the VERF in New Delhi.

The World has not yet Realised the Terrific Havoc,
The Destruction of Uninsured Homes of the People, and
The Suffering Through Damaged Road and Rail Arteries,
Nor the Human Stories of Fear, Courage, Loyalty
And the Queer Tricks of Fate the Earthquake Played,
The Terrifying Phenomenon when Cities Rocked and Fields Gaped:
Now See the Courage of Victims who still Carry on,
And Realise the Pressing Need for Reconstruction and Relief.168

The Illustrated Weekly of India used imagery and photographs of urban material
destruction to communicate suffering (Figure 6), a disembodied approach compared to
the anthropomorphic images of Bihar in the BCRC’s Devastated Bihar and the Chronicle-
Sentinel’s ‘Earthquake Number’. Human beings did feature in the images, but their
physical presence did not appear central for communicating human suffering. Under
the image heading ‘When the earth yawned’, the depth of a fissure is illustrated by

163J. D. Sifton to the Earl of Willingdon, Viceroy and Governor–General of India, Govt. House, Patna 11
March 1934, NAI, HP, 34/1/1934. Undated letter extract from Pearson, Managing Director of the Times of

India, to J. D. Sifton, in ibid.
164D.O. 2090, personal letter with a copy of a ‘rough note’ prepared for Jafri in connection with his

deputation to the Govt. of Bihar and Orissa, I. M. Stephens, DPI, to M. G. Hallett, New Delhi 31 March 1934,
NAI, HP, 34/1/1934.

165A monthly publication published on behalf of the Cement Marketing Company of India, Limited, of
which Ormerod appears to have been owner or chairman. Office at Forbes Building, Home Street, Bombay.
Turnbull and Ormerod (eds) ‘The Great Indian Earthquake’, The Indian Concrete Journal, p. xix.

166Preface in Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake.
167‘An appeal to world humanity’, Illustrated Weekly of India (Bombay), 18 March 1934.
168Ibid., pp. 14–21.
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Figure 6. ‘The Destruction of Uninsured Homes of the People, and (…)’. Source: IllustratedWeekly of India, 18 March
1934, p. 15.

‘a youth’ posing inside it; under the heading ‘Still smiling’, the text accompanying an
image of two men reconstructing what appears to be a smaller residential building
describes how, although ‘poor and hard hit’, the ‘brave reactions to a terrible calamity
has to be seen to be believed’.169 Only on the last page, under the heading ‘Destitute’,

169Ibid., pp. 14, 18.
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does an image of ‘sufferers’ appear in the form of a large group being administered
relief from ‘the earthquake fund’, presumably the VERF’s. Notably, the text does not
dwell on their suffering. Instead it warns of the abuse of charity, a statement in line
with the official colonial stance against ‘indiscriminate relief ’, which was thought to
encourage indolence:170 ‘One of the problems is to prevent such charity from being
abused, and those in charge make very close investigations into circumstances.’171

Images of what had been ‘property’, the ruins of grand residential houses destroyed
in ten minutes, illustrated the loss of Mr S. M. Naimtullah. As the text accompanying
the images alluded to, ‘Fifteen Acres of One Man’s Property Gone’; the lost buildings,
such as a zenana and a mosque pictured, were allegedly uninsured, except for a club
house, as were the ‘magnificent residences’ of the maharaja of Darbhanga, ‘a cosy
home’, and ‘a comfortable Monghyr home’, all reduced to piles of bricks (Figure 6).172

These descriptive texts accompanying images of ruins emphasized not just the loss of
‘homes’, which implied intermittent displacement and a loss of security, but also the
loss of ‘property’ and thereby the property owners suffering financial losses.

How then can we understand the widespread omission of bodies and people in
these publications? Calls for imperial and British contributions to famine relief funds,
on the contrary, frequently made use of bodily suffering in their appeals. In the
context of British humanitarian political economy in famines, Andrea Major draws
attention to Catherine Hall’s seminal book Civilising Subjects in a discussion on how
gendered depictions of starvation emphasized the trauma of mothers unable to nour-
ish their children.173 In Hall’s words, the female body appealed as a ‘personal body’ to
invoke sympathy fromaudiences beyond racialized distinctions and social divisions.174

Arguably the imagery of suffering used in the media until then differed significantly
between the two types of disasters. According to Gennifer Weisenfeld, since the 1923
Kanto earthquake, earthquakes had been inscribed as an urban and ‘modern’ disaster
in printed sources.175 Visuals of emaciated bodies or bones strewn along the road-
side during famines could be viewed as protracted suffering where the humanitarian
could provide succour directly to the human body.176 The sudden and often crush-
ing force which killed in an earthquake could not display the same and known type
of prolonged bodily suffering, nor could it be prevented with aid. In an earthquake’s
aftermath, suffering the loss of property could, however, be ameliorated by financial
or material aid.

Photographs of earthquake damage in the Statesman’s special earthquake issue
were primarily used in attempts to raise affect by comparing the physical destruc-
tion and the resultant human suffering to European experiences of war. In the issue,
appeals relied upon themes and groups of victims with whom a British audience could

170Watt, ‘Philanthropy and civilizing missions’, p. 277.
171Illustrated Weekly of India (Bombay), 18 March 1934, p. 21.
172Ibid., pp. 14–15.
173Andrea Major, ‘British humanitarian political economy and famine in India, 1838–1842’, Journal of

British Studies, vol. 59, April 2020, pp. 221–244, pp. 235–36.
174Catherine Hall, Civilising subjects: metropole and colony in the English imagination 1830–1867 (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2002), p. 314.
175Weisenfeld, Imaging disaster, p. 36.
176Twomey and May, ‘Framing atrocity’, p. 259.
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identify. The extraordinary earthquake destruction became an effective means of cre-
ating a ‘spectacle of suffering’ when the particular local cause was communicated to a
wider, even global, audience.177 These publications, with depictions of urban destruc-
tion, appear to have targeted an audience in cities outside the earthquake area, the
urban elites in Indian metropoles, and readers in Great Britain who formed part of
their readership. The appeal by the viceroy in the Statesman’s ‘Record of the Great
Indian Earthquake’ spoke directly to an intended British audience by comparing the
destruction in Bihar with that of towns on theWestern Front of the First WorldWar.178

Such comparisons of destruction and analogies of suffering went beyond the primary
importance of material losses. It aimed at empathetic identification with the victims.
The spectacle of suffering in this case not only called for pity, it also generalized
and compared the suffering of earthquake victims with that of war victims. In effect,
such depictions of victimhood translated suffering in order to raise affect for the vic-
tims among distant audiences. Charles Schenking has pointed out the comparison of
earthquake destruction with the imagery of war in the aftermath of the 1923 Kanto
earthquake as ameans to elicit a commitment to help.179 As in Japan, material destruc-
tion,whether causedbywar or earthquake,was known to the audience inGreat Britain,
and created a visualization of suffering sharedwith the earthquake victims. In order to
invite a commitment to help, the effect of disasterwas communicated in amanner that
made the suffering familiar to the intended audience.180 Anotherway of directly invok-
ing help from Great Britain in the Statesman’s ‘Record of the Great Indian Earthquake’
was to emphasize the financial troubles of the sugar-cane growers, a large European
community in North Bihar whose factories had suffered damage in the earthquake.181

Planters formed a well-known community of Europeans in India, and their financial
hardships became a distinct object for sympathy for readers in Great Britain.182

Compared to the press in India, the geographical and social distance between vic-
tims and newspaper readers in Great Britain played a role in invoking a form of
paternalistic imagery of victims. As opposed to the local disaster,where thepresence of
victims is felt in order to invoke sympathy, victims of distant disasters are often framed
as a general groupof unfortunates. Themedia reports of victimization as collective suf-
fering from the earthquake’s material destruction, rather than individual suffering,
reflect a ‘politics of pity’.183 Instead of invoking compassion where the local presence
of the sufferer is felt, the politics of pity becomes a way of framing the disaster as an
event where the suffering victims cannot be questioned, and the urgency of action
prompts gifting.184 The geographical distance of foreign audiences became apparent
in the publicity work surrounding the VERF. With regard to the less-than expected

177Luc Boltanski, Distant suffering: morality, media and politics, (trans.) Graham Burchell (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999 [Fr. 1993]).

178‘An appeal by the Viceroy’ (Lord Willingdon), in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman, p. 21.
179Charles J. Schenking, ‘1923 Tokyo as a devastated war and occupation zone: the catastrophe one

confronted in post earthquake Japan’, Japanese Studies, vol. 29, no. 1, May, 2009, pp. 111–129, see p. 111.
180Boltanski, Distant suffering, pp. 11, 14.
181‘An appeal by the Viceroy’ (Lord Willingdon), in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman, p. 21.
182Wilcock, Bihar and Orissa in 1933–34, p. 17.
183Boltanski, Distant suffering, pp. 4–5.
184Ibid, pp. 5–6.
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contributions to VERF, the Government of India noted that the British public was fre-
quently accused of giving more liberally to a foreign country, for example, to Japan,
than to ‘their own dependency’.185 The government initially expressed high hopes
that the earthquake would attract donations comparable to the 1923 Kanto earth-
quake, when Japan had received Rs 25 million (or two million pounds sterling) from
the international community.186 After the 1905 Kangra earthquake, which was far less
devastating compared to the scenario in Bihar, the VERF received about Rs 20,000 from
Japan, and Rs 1.5 million from London, as well as donations from Ceylon.187 Donations
from the British public—‘in aid of the fellow citizens of the Empire’—as the Statesman
put it,188 disappointed those who may have expected more sympathy or solidarity
from the British public than the disappointing fund contributions reflected. By men-
tioning the ‘dependency’ as the receiver, the government had implied a hierarchical
relationship between the British public and the colonial subjects that was expected to
stimulate donations. The pronounced expectations for imperial contributions reflect
what has been argued in previous research on famine relief for India by British citizens
and imperial subjects. As Christina Twomey and Andrew J. May show, disaster relief
defined colonial relationships. It both underscored loyalties within the British empire
and clarified relationships among colonial people.189 Contrary to expectations, the
imperial relationship of India as a dependency had not elicited ‘pity’ transformed into
charity. Or, according to Luc Boltanski’s line of argument, charity based on a commu-
nitarian bond, or sense of commitment among the British public towards the depen-
dency, did not manifest, despite the publicity campaigns targeting foreign and British
audiences.190

The depictions of ruined houses and infrastructure can thereby be interpreted
in two not mutually exclusive ways. One interpretation sees the images as part of a
politics of invisibility, depicting material destruction and thereby silencing the dead,
wounded, and displaced residents. A large part of earthquake relief focused on prop-
erty owners, who were considered financial victims of the earthquake, by extending
so-called house loans at low rates and grants for reconstruction.191 However, in the
bazar areas of Monghyr and Muzaffarpur in particular, which experienced very high
death tolls, a large number of the surviving residents were sub-tenants ineligible for

185‘Some political and other aspects of earthquake relief in Bihar’, M. G. Hallett, 31 March 1934, NAI,
HP, 34/1/1934.

186Sir James Sifton, ‘An appeal to our readers throughout the world by His Excellency the Governor of
Bihar and Orissa’, Government House, Patna, 18 February 1934, in Moore (ed.), ‘Record’, The Statesman,
p. 3.

187Notes by M. G. Hallett, 12 March 1934, NAI, Home Department, Political Branch, 3/2/1934. The
Viceroy’s fund after the 1905 Kangra earthquake collected Rs 1.35 million according to the statement
in The Council of State Debates, Vol. 1, 7 March 1934, p. 412. At the time Kangra had a population of 400,000.
The two funds for North Bihar, which had a population of 13 million, raised Rs 4.7 million according to
his sources. See ibid. and Roy, ‘State, society and market’, p. 282, fn. 265.

188‘Earthquake relief; London assistance for Viceroy’s Fund’ (Reuters, London, 25 January 1934), The
Statesman, 27 January 1934.

189Twomey and May, ‘Australian responses to the Indian famine’, p. 238.
190Boltanski, Distant suffering, p. 11.
191‘Extract from the speech by the Hon’ble Finance Member of the Government of India [George

Schuster] in introducing the budget proposals for 1934–35’, in Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake,
Appendix I, p. 93.
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financial compensation.192 Leaving out the bodies or narratives of those who had died
or survived effectively erased them from being victims of the earthquake, as they
were not the intended recipients of aid. Another way of interpreting the imagery of
destroyed buildings reads themas symbolic representations of victimhood of the prop-
ertied middle-class victims who suffered financially by losing valuable property and
rental incomes. In this way, urban destruction primarily became a symbol of middle-
class suffering. Not only the middle-classes’ financial loss in the form of destroyed
properties, but also the loss of lives was implied by the images of ruined houses. The
use of photographs and its documentary imagery of urban destruction communicated
victimhood to an imperial and international metropolitan audience.

Conclusion

As discussed in this article, to a great extent the depiction of victims after the 1934
earthquake relied upon established notions of victimhood, rescuers, and protectors.
By portraying the earthquake victim as a suffering woman, depictions played upon
notions of a feminized nation that had been established in nationalist discourse. In
addition, urban devastation, in particular ruined brick houses and damaged infras-
tructure, rested on a universal urban imagery of destruction, easily recognizable in
an international context. Decontextualized and depersonalized, it appeared as if it
could have happened anywhere, to anyone. This article concludes that in 1934, depic-
tions of victimhood and victims did not relate to a specific group of relief recipients.
Multiple constructions of victims emerged in parallel discourses that helped to argue
for political and social agendas, transgressing the disaster experience. Contrary to
being perceived as equalitarian in its havoc, the earthquake’s material destruction in
towns made the urban middle classes into ‘true’ victims, depicted as losing material
assets, as well as their urban livelihoods, which essentially defined their identity as a
socio-economic group.

In the aftermath of the 1934 earthquake, at least three scenarios emerged for
how historical and social processes contribute to depictions of victims. First, previ-
ous conceptualizations and depictions of victims, regardless of disaster type, may be
drawn upon in the construction of a victim identity. The framing of victims in the
aftermath seems to have been created based on tropes of victimhood, rather than
derived from experiences and memories of suffering in the earthquake, past earth-
quakes, or ‘natural’ disasters. The feminized disaster victim in publications in support
of nationalist relief fund collections relied on previous portrayals of victims in this
way. Pre-existing tropes recognized in contemporary social conceptions and political
discourse—feminized land and feminized victims—merged with the characteristics of
the disaster, that is, damaged land, to mediate the earthquake victim.

Second, the type and nature of a disaster matter in the sense that a sudden or
a slow-moving disaster, or a disaster exerting great destructive force on nature and
built environments, allow for different types of victim imagery. Rather than seeing

192Memo: ‘Monghyr: reconstruction proposals’, F. C. Temple, 14 April 1934;Memo: ‘Monghyr townplan-
ning scheme’, W. B. Brett, 15 April 1934, both in Bihar State Archives, Reconstruction Dept., Earthquake
Branch 45/1934. ‘Monghyr town planning; Government’s statement on subject; Full text of Mr. Brett’s
speech in Council’, The Searchlight, 12 September 1934; Brett, A report on the Bihar earthquake, p. 73.
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the emergence of social and political categories of relief recipients as the direct result
of the disaster’s effects, the specific experience of the destruction of land, property,
and social disorganization played a large role in shaping projections of victimhood.
For instance, in the colonial narratives of victimhood, suffering in Bihar would not
be represented foremost by dead bodies or people dying, but with photographs and
films of destroyed urban landscapes. In this context, photography had the power to
humanize suffering without putting human beings in the frame, as compared to, for
instance, famine photography when the suffering bodies were in focus to communi-
cate and humanize suffering.193 Research in the humanities on victims may therefore
carefully consider the cultural construction of disaster according to contemporary and
historical contexts. Third, social and political interests may construct victimhood as
a suitable mirror for the construction of a protector identity. The victim portrayed is
not necessarily the de facto victim of the disaster, but reflects the identity of the relief
organization or, as Didier Fassin puts it, humanitarianism produces the victim.194

A question derived from this article is why victimhood may rely on tropes from
previous disasters in one specific type of disaster, but less so in the case of another kind
of disaster. Can the categorization of a disaster victim lean upon other, broader socio-
cultural configurations of suffering, conflating the emotional span that, for instance,
martyrs or war victims occupy, along with victims of ‘natural’ disasters?195 It should
be underlined that the unpredictable nature of how these factors combine is itself a
point to take into consideration.
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