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The post-Mutiny India saw a rapid annexation of native kingdoms succeeded by a gradual 
consolidation of the British rule. With the quick access to India through Suez Canal and the 
dominance over a large part of Africa the British Lion virtually reaches its meridian in the 
final quarter of the nineteenth century. Concomitant with this policy of annexation and 
assimilation the construction of an effective railway-road-water network was undertaken by 
the colonial administration. Naturally the supervision of such jobs were assigned to men 
newly arrived from England and were sufficiently indoctrinated with the much trumpeted 
motto of civilizing the natives. In fulfilling the imperial mission it was inevitable for them to 
come into contact with the natives and accumulate Indian experiences. It is this process of 
ideological and cultural interaction which sometimes denied the White men to retain their 
assumed superiority and hints at a distant future when the two traditionally opposed races― 
the Whites and the non-Whites may treat each other as equals. The modest purpose of this 
article is to re-read Rudyard Kipling’s short story “The Bridge Builders” from this 
perspective. 

As this is not a too well known story of Kipling it would not be improper to 
commence with a sketchy account of the narrative. The story first made its debut in the 
Illustrated London News Christmas Number, 1893 and was subsequently anthologized in The 
Day’s Work (1898). The first part of the story presents a detailed description of the 
construction of Kashi Bridge1 across the Ganges― the kind of work with which Kipling was 
quite familiar and used to appreciate. His personal connection with the whole project is 
unmistakable as the bridge which so fired his imagination, informs Thomas Pinney, is the 
Sutlej Bridge (known as Kaisarin-i-Hind, i.e. Empress of India) between Firozpur and Kasur 
(now in Pakistan).(206) The protagonist Findlayson is moulded in the cult of frontierman 
persona and can be compared with other Kiplingesque heroes such as Morrowbie Jukes, 
Hummil, Dravot and Carnehan. Citing Kipling’s familiarity with bridge building John 
Radcliffe tells the reader that the inspiration behind the creation of Findlayson is the real life 
James Richard Bell, the chief engineer under whose supervision the Sutlej Bridge was built. 
When the bridge is on the verge of completion a flood struck the site and swept away 
Findlayson and his foreman Peroo to a small isle. Marooned and with no means to get 
rescued at night, Peroo offers him opium pills to ward off cold and under the impulse of the 
drug both he and his master had a vision of the convocation of Hindu deities in the form of 
beasts― both terrestrial and aquatic. The gods debate as to whether the Ganges should be 
endowed with the power to collapse the bridge as it poses a challenge to the majesty of them 
and their ways to extort homage from the natives. But Indra, the highest god in the Hindu 
pantheon, persuaded them not to meddle with the affairs of human beings for in the long run 
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of human history the bridge will have little potential to disrupt preordained course of things 
and that everything, the animate and the inanimate world work under the influence of ‘maya’: 

Ye know the Riddle of the Gods. When Brahm ceases to dream the Heavens and the 
Hells and Earth disappear. Be content. Brahm dreams still. The dreams come and go, 
and the nature of the dreams changes, but still Brahm dreams…and till He wakes the 
Gods die not. (Kipling 32) 

Implicit in this assurance is the fact that as long as the people will remain in a trancelike state 
there will be no dearth of homage to the gods. Thus both the bridge and its builders are 
permitted to live upon the earth and in the morning they are rescued by a local landlord. 

A reader familiar with the Bengali literature of pre-independence period and 
especially with the works of Kazi Nazrul Islam would obviously be tempted to make a 
comparative study of Nazrul’s play Setubandho2 (1930) while reading the present story. For 
Nazrul, as for Kipling, the bridge stands for the Occidental notion of technical advancement 
which imperialism seeks to usher in conquered land. But while Nazrul chose to destroy the 
bridge with the help of natural catastrophe and Indian gods Kipling chose to retain it for the 
future citizens of a decolonized world. After the destruction of the bridge in Nazrul’s play, 
Padma, the river goddess and the protagonist exclaims in unbounded joy: “…Glory to the 
gods!...From today Kingdom of Beasts is wiped away from the face of the earth.” (712, 
Trans. mine) Ironically, the ‘Kingdom of Beasts’, a euphemism for the colonial regime, 
serves as a tool to pay homage to the deities in Kipling’s. The setubandho, the annihilation of 
which is sought unanimously by the gods in Nazrul’s work, turns out to be a bone of 
contention among them here. When Mother Gunga, the sacred river in the form of a crocodile 
calls for vengeance for checking her flood she finds a few of her pals to stand by her. Ganesh, 
the elephant god, sees the bridge as propitious to his worshippers because: 

fat money-lenders that worship me at each new year, when they draw my image at the 
head of the account-books. I,…see that the names in the books are those of men in far 
places― for all the towns are drawn together by the fire-carriage, and the money comes 
and goes swiftly, and the account books grow as fat as― myself. (Kipling 24) 

Apart from this financial concern, Ganesh voices Kipling’s cynicism as this project of bridge-
building, is, “the shifting of a little dirt. Let the dirt dig in the dirt if it pleases the dirt,…”(25) 
Implicit in this opinion is the assumption that, notes Philip Mason, “the ways of India would 
not be quickly changed.” (140) Western education and feats of technological achievement 
may change the surface of the country but it would take thousands of years to change the 
psyche which refused to see anything other than God’s design everywhere under the sun. 
Hanuman, the famous ape-god too, feels himself at heart with the builders of the bridge: “…it 
pleases me well to watch these men, remembering that I also builded no small bridge in the 
world’s youth”. (Kipling 24) Hanuman’s boast which reminds the reader of his acting as the 
envoy of Ram in Lanka and later his role as one of the builders of the bridge across which 
Ram led his army, is not without its present relevance. In the past the building of the bridge 
resulting in the conquest of Lanka put the people of non-Aryan creed, the Rakshasas, under 
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Aryan control. In the present when Hanuman says, “I am the builder of bridges indeed― 
bridges between this and that, and each bridge leads surely to Us in the end” (26)― he is 
“claiming responsibility for bringing the people of other faiths to the gods, and he numbers 
amongst his conquests the British themselves, the men who believe their God is toil” (Bhabha 
232) This logic of Bhabha’s hints at Hinduism which can deviate from its pristine form and 
exist by absorbing foreign influences. By doing so the creed reflects the multifarious nature 
of its followers who play allegiance both to Aryan and non-Aryan deities. Thus Kipling’s pen 
presents two gods of lower pantheon, having no place in Vedas but immensely popular in 
social life―Kali the Tigress and Sitala the Ass, harbingers of death and smallpox 
respectively. They have their share of thwarting the project of bridge-building by inflicting 
smallpox and death upon the hapless labourers. If these two gods represent those sections of 
the Indian population wanting to bring down the imperial establishment at any cost the 
labourers who sacrificed their lives in the service of the Empire are manifestations of colonial 
administrative personnel― both civilian and military. They became victims of suspicion and 
hatred both from the White rulers and their compatriots. The gods of the upper echelon 
having no problem with the incursion of the foreign rule in India speak for the prosperous 
rich and middle classes emerging slowly since the Great Mutiny is over. The crucial 
questions which arise are—why it is necessary for this symbol of British authority, viz. the 
bridge, to exist amidst hostile circumstances and how will it serve the Empire in the long run. 

In answering the first question the reader may take recourse to Kipling’s traumatic 
concern with the ‘breakdown of authority’ in colonies which colours his stories of the last 
two decades of nineteenth century. In his introduction to The Portable Kipling (1982) Irving 
Howe analyses the nature of this breakdown of authority thus: 

A specter haunted Kipling’s imagination, the specter of a breakdown of authority: at 
first the authority of public life, but in his later work that of private life as well. His fear 
showed itself in, or hid behind, a persistent brooding over the problem of 
authority,…This brooding,…was frequently inseparable from a readiness to prostrate 
himself before authority or to crouch beside it― a desire to be “in” with the powers of 
this world. The problem of authority is of course another name for the problem of 
civilization: what we make of the structure of relationships and institutions, values and 
traditions, by which we live. Kipling’s idea of civilization was largely a Roman one: 
discipline, command, and upon need, sacrifice. (xiv, Cited also in Sullivan 114) 

It requires but little effort to realise that to let the bridge become a victim of the fury of 
supernatural agencies would mean a total annihilation of the authority and a retreat to the 
medieval period from which state India is slowly moving forward. Along with this 
devastation in colonizer’s public life the collapse of bridge also indicates disastrous 
consequence in the private life of Findlayson who so admirably fulfils Kipling’s idea of 
White man upon whom the burden of civilizing the non-Whites is assigned to. To vindicate 
the credibility of this statement Kipling provides the example of one of Findlayson’s 
predecessors― a fated Lockhart whose wearied body let his soul out as his big water works 
smashed into brick heaps and sludge. True, Kipling’s protagonist is not doomed as the bridge 
survives the flood. But the successive incidents and their outcomes do not present all the 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 4, Issue I January 2015021



heroic attempts of Findlayson in an admirable light. Instead they project him, his peers and 
subordinates as puppets invested with limited power and being subject to higher wills and 
decisions. An analysis of them leads the reader to find answer to the second question namely 
how the colonial administration will be served by the bridge in distant future. 

The first condition of putting this extraordinary feat of engineering (judged by the 
standards of contemporary period) in the service of the Empire is to have authority over its 
very existence. This authority which was so prominent in daytime begins to tumble at night 
engulfed by the fury of the Ganges. The difference between the activities of day and that of 
night alludes to the title of the story. In explaining the significance of the title Elliot L. 
Gilbert refers to Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus and John 9.4 which runs as “I must work the 
works of him that sent me, while it is day: the night cometh, when no man can work”. (The 
Holy Bible 108) Gilbert’s explanation also enriches us with the information that this 
singlemost motto was carved by Kipling’s father, John Lockwood Kipling, over the young 
author’s fireplace in Battleboro, Vermont. (126, Cited also in Sullivan 120) A substitution of 
religious connotations of the scripture with secular and imperial ideals reveals the sincerity of 
Kipling’s attitude to the latter ideal. Almost integral to this sincerity is a desire to be “in” 
with the powers of this world, with the powers of civilization. The discussion held forth only 
a while ago entails the assumption that the perpetuation of civilization requires discipline, 
command and sacrifice. While Findlayson could make sure that there were no dearth of first 
of these two qualities when the need of sacrifice came, apart from his foreman Peroo, he felt 
virtually alone. Moreover this need arises at an hour when any work of him, i.e. the agent of 
Empire, is doomed to meet failure according to his/Kipling’s code of conduct. Thus before 
the wild spouts of foam and strong current of the Ganges both Findlayson and Peroo had to 
let themselves be drifted away. This surrender to the untamed forces of nature on behalf of 
the pre-colonial India is an apt situation to invite C.S. Lewis’s searching question “How if 
this doctrine of work and discipline, which is so clear and earnest and dogmatic at the 
periphery, hides at the centre a terrible vagueness, a frivolity or scepticism?” (qtd. in 
Montefiore 59) 

The seed of this scepticism is woven in the unconscious brooding of Findlayson about 
the bridge: “There stood his bridge before him in the sunlight,…raw and ugly as original sin, 
but pukka― permanent― to endure when all memory of the builder, yea, even of the 
splendid Findlayson truss, had perished. Practically, the thing was done”. (Kipling 2-3) In 
Biblical narrative the punishment for scepticism which precedes the original sin is Fall from 
Grace, and get afflicted with mortality. Here, both the raw and ugly creation and its creator 
are doomed to decay and oblivion. But on the other hand the original sin brought the human 
being from the realm of innocence to that of experience by opening the vista of knowledge 
before him. The bridge, too, is destined to be a mark of the beginning of a new era― a 
journey towards industrialization. It is in this context that Ann Parry writes “the bridge 
becomes an ineradicable part of the nature of India, determining her fate.”(5) A ponder over 
the near future of India easily detects the emergence of an economy based on industry and 
trade. In the essay “The Future Results of the British Rule in India” (1853) Karl Marx 
predicted the inevitability of this situation: 
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...when [the British] have once introduced machinery into the locomotion of a country, 
which possesses iron and coals, [they] are unable to withhold it from its 
fabrication…The railway system will therefore become, in India, truly the forerunner of 
modern industry…Modern industry, resulting from the railway system, will dissolve 
the hereditary divisions of labour, upon which rest the Indian castes, those decisive 
impediments to Indian progress and Indian power. (87-88) 

A sign of the loosening grip of society by unshackling a few men from the hereditary division 
of labour is manifest in Peroo, the foreman or laskar from Bulsar. As he spends most of his 
time on sea and in the constructive works under Findlayson he finds little time at his disposal 
to spend on custom and caste. To the local priest before whom any other man would bow 
down and seek blessing Peroo adopted an authoritative tone and bids the priest to stop the 
ensuing deluge. When the priest expressed his inability to do so Peroo only spared him a 
good thrashing. This irreverence and open challenge to the age old custom and its followers 
shows that a small section of the society is slowly waking from the trancelike state 
threatening the existence of gods. Significantly the diminishing effect of the gods upon the 
Indians is also affirmed by Krishna. In answering Ganesh’s question about the end of the 
reign of gods upon human allegiance, Krishna prophesies: 

The end shall be as it was in the beginning,…The flame shall die upon the altars and 
the prayer upon the tongue till ye become little Gods again― Gods of the jungle― 
names that the hunters of rats and noosers of dogs whisper in the thicket and among the 
caves― rag-Gods, pot Godlings of the tree, and the village mark, as ye were at the 
beginning. That is the end,…(Kipling 30-31) 

With the fading away of the dependence upon gods the Indians will be empowered to settle 
the affairs of their country themselves. A symbolic suggestion of the growing competence of 
the Indians is uttered by Findlayson, albeit patronizingly, to Peroo: “Another year thou wilt 
be able to build a bridge in thine own fashion” (Kipling 7) 

But the process of empowering the Indians or a transference of power from the British 
to the natives is far from smooth. Their present condition is aptly epitomized by Bhairon, a 
god for the common people, who remains perpetually drunk speaking nonsense. His lack of 
control over himself and his future mirrors the colonized natives who are also unable to exert 
control over their destiny. The bridge may serve as a landmark in the history of the 
technological advancement in India. But more than its immediate purpose of meeting the 
need of the colonizers it is destined to serve the free nation when the period of colonization is 
over. Thus on the surface postcolonial India is gifted with the initiation of modern science 
and technology from her colonial past and a link between these two phases is obvious. But 
for Kipling, who proved in his prose and poems alike that he could think beyond racial 
prejudice, this trickling down of knowledge and skill from the Whites to the non-Whites was 
neither humane nor desired. Indeed none of his protagonists is permitted to dwell upon ivory 
towers and condescend to the wretched natives with mercy and allowance. The introduction 
and gradual development of Occidental knowledge on Indian soil is a historical necessity but 
the perpetrators of this job must realise the ground realities of the country, in other words 
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they need to nurture empathy for the people whose burden they are to take up. By making a 
split between Findlayson’s body and soul during the flood Kipling prepares his protagonist to 
realize the Indians’ reaction to the initiation of Western civilization simultaneously from 
native and British points of view. Significantly in this state Findlayson finds himself no better 
than the workers who laid down their lives in making the bridge and whom the officers often 
treat as beasts: 

[Findlayson’s] body― he was really sorry for its gross helplessness― lay in the stern, 
the water rushing about its knees…that― is Findlayson― chief of the Kashi Bridge. 
The poor beast is going to be drowned,…(Kipling 19) 

True, after a while on reaching the shore he finds his consciousness back in his body again. 
But this reunion is not convincing as he remains under the influence of opium and has to 
watch the conclave of the gods without any power to influence their decision. “The survival 
of the bridge”, notes Sullivan, “is not the result of Findlayson’s personal success, but the 
decision of the Indian gods who occupy the river. The underlying political fantasy is that the 
structures of empire are supported by all the rulers and the ruled, the human and the divine”. 
(123) The logic that follows is that empathy exists on both sides leading to a sustenance of 
the Empire supported by the natives. By making the natives stand by their rulers the rulers 
realise how indispensable the natives are. This realisation, Kipling underscores, is the first 
move towards the liquidation of racial barrier. The strategy of Kipling requires the 
colonizer/Findlayson win the faith and confidence of the natives for the smooth 
accomplishment of day to day affairs of the Raj. Perhaps the best way to do so is to posit the 
colonizer, again to resort to Sullivan, as “a double agent”. (126) He should keep a 
humanitarian relation with the colonized and attain their obligation by making an apparent 
distance from the intricate bureaucracy and officialism prone to frighten and repulse the 
natives. 

Such an act, the act of an ideal colonialist, is bound to be rewarded both for setting the 
author’s mind at rest with the existing power structure and perpetuating the myth of the 
Empire. Visibly the first reward is to regain the soul from the terrible abyss where it was 
hitherto merged. The return of consciousness enacts the return of the ‘Atman’, the individual 
self that is finite from the ‘Param-Atman’ or ‘Brahmo’, the infinite consciousness permeated 
in every animate and inanimate object. To let the soul unite with the ‘Brahmo’ would be a 
total loss of the objective reality leading  to an existential crisis for the mission of the Empire. 
For a soul united with the ‘Supreme Being’, (i.e. attaining salvation) the whole tide of 
worldwide human activity bears no significance. It is not necessary for a person to die to 
achieve salvation but for him the real world is an illusion, a transitory phase before the 
beginning of eternal life. On shedding light upon the ignorance of man of this truth J.M.S. 
Tompkins writes: 

It is necessary to man’s health in this world that he should be short-sighted. If he 
watches the great tides of the universe, he will lie,…unable to speak. This is seeing 
unto madness, exposure to conceptions too vast for him, and it unfits him for his work 
in the world. Work is the great educator and consoler of man. (193) 
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Soren Kierkegaard sums up this existentialist position in his oft-quoted aphorism thus: “To 
shorten one’s hours of sleep and buy up the hours of the day and not to spare oneself, and 
then to understand that the whole is a jest; aye, that is earnestness”. (cited in Gilbert 146, 
italics author’s) The only way to ward off the dread of this meaninglessness of life is to 
immerse oneself in the material world, i.e. letting the colonial administration carry out its 
daily affairs with the wholehearted effort of the natives and their British supervisors. But this 
state of making one’s consciousness perpetually alive to the material reality and a stark 
indifference for belief and custom entails both immediate and far-reaching consequences. It 
has already been pointed out that the Indian gods drew their sustenance from the ignorance 
and superstition of the native folk whose ‘Atman’, i.e. ‘Brahmo’ in its confined form, is 
asleep. Once their soul is illumined they will refrain from obeying the gods. But in the long 
run this act of awakening to the realities of life problematizes the relation of the natives to 
their masters who enjoy no less privileges than gods. For the natives like Peroo who today 
question and challenge the long-standing authority of the religious institution will not hesitate 
to confront, with sufficient knowledge and skill of administration, their present superiors 
tomorrow. Elliot L. Gilbert hints at Kipling’s partial awareness of this distant possibility thus: 

…Kipling knew…that the bridges and railroads being built in India were being built to 
make money for men who were not Indians…what interested him far more than its 
questionable motives was the fact that under the noses of the investors, of the tycoons, 
indeed of the British Government itself, the construction work was producing 
something very different from the intended results. This, indeed, is the insight which is 
at the heart of “The Bridge-Builders” : that regardless of the grossly selfish ends which 
a particular bridge may originally have been designed to serve, the job it actually 
performs is to raise the people who build it― through the very difficulty of the labor, 
the difficulty of transforming an idea into material reality― from the condition of 
ignorance in which they can be exploited to a position of strength and self-confidence 
from which they can launch an attack on their exploiters. The irony of colonialism is 
that it produces the conditions for its own defeat, and it is this aspect of colonialism 
which Kipling is in part dealing with in this story. (152-153, italics mine) 

Of course Gilbert’s near anatomical observation of the self-destructive mechanism of 
colonialism which none the less bears the seed of truth, leaves little room for a racial 
compromise. In order to understand this latter perspective it is necessary to have a look upon 
Kipling’s attitude to the imperial enterprise which refuses to be confined within the sphere of 
binary opposition. 

Unlike the White man newly arrived in India Kipling’s idyllic childhood and later his 
career as a journalist for The Civil and Military Gazette (1872-1963) and The Pioneer (1865-) 
prepares a mind that knows India from within. That is why his attitude towards India and her 
people instead of being always authoritative was sympathetic especially when they resist 
tyranny and oppression. The resistance often resorting to counter-violence, was recognized 
and well rewarded in stories like “The Strange Ride of Morrowbie Jukes” (1885), “The Man 
Who Would Be King” (1888), “The Mark of the Beast” (1890) where the return of the 
repressed fury either overthrew the White domination or left the whole enterprise with deep 
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introspection. Ashis Nandy in his reflective analysis on Kipling’s responses to the Empire 
identified such agents of resistance as ‘ideal victim[s]’. (69) Such nomenclature unravels 
Kipling’s hitherto unexpressed reverence for the heroic past of the country for only the 
successors of a great educational, cultural and martial heritage can absorb the bliss of modern 
science and stand face to face with their oppressors. Admittedly the final outcome is the rise 
of an unfettered nation, which state India was to achieve more than five decades after the 
publication of this story. On the eve of planting the seed of Western education on Indian soil 
the bridge between colonial Britain and colonized India was one of obligation and loyalty. 
With the growth of the tree to its maturity these two races were bridged by repression and 
defiance. When the tree reaches its full bloom, i.e. after independence, both of them can shed 
their hegemony and defiance and look at each other as equals. This is the state when the 
British cease to be natural masters and the Indians are relieved of their imposed burden of 
being essentially anti-British and a bridge of mutual understanding and harmony may bind 
them for the betterment of humanity.  

Notes: 

1. Originally the bridge of the story named Dufferin Bridge opened on December 16, 
1887 in Benares. After independence it was rechristened as Malviya Bridge. Notably 
the Sutlej Bridge was also opened on March 2, 1887. In his biography of Kipling, 
Charles Carrington mentions that the father of Sir A. Geddes (author of Founding of a 
Family) is also a possible inspiration for the creation of Findlayson. (208) Kipling was 
familiar with both bridges but the description of Kashi Bridge bears close 
resemblance to the other one. See also Radcliffe. 

 

2. The inspiration for Nazrul’s play Setubandho (1930) is the Sarah Bridge of 
Krishnanagar, of the then undivided Bengal. (as cited in Aman 27) But in reality the 
bridge over Padma was the Hardinge Bridge, opened in 1915. Thus a strange 
similarity is established as both the authors drew inspiration from one bridge and 
describe a different one presumably to depict the scene of flood more devastating.    
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