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“I will never break my journey there”- A Psychoanalysis of the 
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Ruskin Bond’s The Night Train at Deoli is a poignant story of unrequited love ending 
with sudden disappearance of the heroine that generates a kind of shock in the 
protagonist’s mind as well as in the mind of a reader. Any reader of this story could not 
reconcile to the fact when the narrator abruptly puts an end to his search for the girl with 
whom he had a romantic attachment. It is according to the narrator a typical fear of 
discovering what really happened to the girl. Is this sad acceptance of fate and silent 
resignation is a Prufockean recoiling attitude on the part of the narrator or it is a 
Wordsworthean notion of preserving pleasant memories instead of searching it in the real 
world? Can it be compared to Keatsean notion of ‘negative capability’(Defined by Bion 
as an ability to tolerate the pain and confusion of not knowing, rather than imposing 
readymade or omnipotent certainties upon an ambiguous situation or emotional change)? 
Or is it a defence mechanism of reaction formation used by the narrator’s unconscious? It 
is an attempt to delve deep into the narrator’s mind and find out the actual reason behind 
his resignation. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Ruskin Bond’ The Night Train at Deoli is a tale of love and languishment, hope and 
sudden despair generated out of the abrupt disappearance of the heroine. This article 
attempts to delve deep in the protagonist’s mind to discover his defense mechanism used 
by his subconscious to alleviate excruciating mental agony that would have lead him to 
utter frustration. It is also an attempt to find actual reason behind his resignation and sad 
acceptance of crude reality. 

       Ruskin Bond subtly delineates a gradual development of romantic attachment 
between the protagonist and the basket-seller girl. The youth met the girl on a secluded 
station of the terai named Deoli where she used to sell cane basket. Despite of her 
poverty and pale look she captures the narrator’s attention with her troubled yet graceful 
appearance. Their second meeting was like a joyous reunion of two separated lovers. This 
time the youth felt an impulse and responsibility to take her with him, though he was 
unable to articulate his thought in her presence. Eventually when he determines to 
express his intense desire, the girl disappeared mysteriously .It is quite astounding that 
the narrator never brought himself to solve the mystery of her sudden disappearance. 
Whenever he pass through Deoli, it always reminds him of the girl who silently stole his 
heart. 
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       Initially the narrator desperately ransacks the station in search of the girl ,makes 
enquiries after the girl to the station master and the tea-stall owner. After having these 
baffled efforts to find her out, he decides to break his journey there and spend a day in 
town, make enquiries and find the girl who had silently stolen his heart. With this vague 
assurance though he consoled himself throughout his last term in college but he was 
unable to keep his own commitment. He mentions that if it was all fiction he would have 
got down and cleared up the mystery and reached a suitable ending for the whole thing. 
By confessing the fact he clarifies that he is a man of flesh and blood(no superhero or 
action hero),resident of real world, where reality and imagination never coincide. Harsh 
reality would interfere even if they would have been able to continue their love affair. 
Social constraint would be the first obstacle in their path. Ostensibly a destitute basket 
selling girl and a college going lad without having a stable career cannot make a good 
match. The moving train is emblematic of the narrator’s uncertain future. Each time they 
meet their conversation is interrupted by the whistle of the train urging the narrator to 
move on. Whenever he strived to express his feelings to the girl, he is summoned by the 
train. The girl assumes the role of an impediment in the path of the protagonist’s career. 
Apparently the youth preferred imagination more than reality. His fear of discovering the 
worst unhinged his determination of continuing the search for the girl. Undoubtedly it is a 
kind of recoiling attitude on the part of the narrator after his initial fruitless struggle. His 
condition may be compared to that of J.Alfred Prufrock in T.S.Eliot’s poem A Love Song 
of J.Alfred Prufrock. In this poem a prototypical modern man, overeducated, eloquent, 
neurotic, and emotionally stilted Prufrock, the poem’s  speaker seems to be addressing a 
potential lover, with whom he would like to ‘force the moment to its crisis’ by somehow 
consummating their relationship. But he presumes that emotional interaction could not be 
possible at all. Prufrock ends simultaneously with assigning himself a role in one of 
shakespearian play(Hamlet; The Prince of Denmark) and devaluating its grandeur. It 
suggests otherwise that when the real world intrudes ‘human voices wake up’ the dream 
is shattered we drawn. Thus he dismantles the romantic notion and found himself 
enstranded on the hard shores of reality. The protagonist’s initial search for the girl 
indicates his desperation for the girl and as he mentioned that he felt an impulse and 
responsibility towards the girl it is clear that his love was not superficial at all. 
Withdrawing himself from the useless search of the girl he intends to transcend the limit 
of reality and plunge into the world of imagination only to alleviate his anguish. It 
evinces his conformity to the Wordsworthian notion of preserving romantic memories in 
mind that can provide solace in future (like we find it The Daffodil or The Solitary 
Reaper, where the poet captures the pleasure of the sight or the melody of the song in his 
heart.) The narrator’s condition resembles the state of the pale looking knight loitering 
alone in search of his beloved in Keats’s La Belle Dame Sans Merci. The knight plunged 
in the world of despondency because he was incapable of compromising imagination 
with reality which apparently the protagonist of The Night at Deoli succeeded to do by 
resigning himself. It is a kind of escape from reality when reality is too hard or difficult to 
accept. His attitude may be also compared to Keats’s Ode to the Nightingale where the 
poet took refuge to romantic bower of the nightingale to escape from real world. Such 
imaginery excursions are meant to elude crude reality of unfulfilled mundane desires. 
Keats’s negative capability is a term to define narrator’s behavior. Negative capability 
describes the capacity of human beings to transcend and revise their content. The term 



Lokavishkar International E-Journal, ISSN 2277-727X, Vol-III, Issue-I, Jan-Feb-Mar2014 

 w w w . l i i r j . o r g                                                      ISSN 2277-727X 
 

Page 95 

was further appropriated by philosopher and social theorist Roberto Mangalbera unger to 
comment on human nature to explain how human beings innovate and resist within 
confining social contents. Unger defines negative capability as an ability to,or denial of 
whatever in our content delivers us over to a fixed scheme of division and hierarchy and 
to enforce choice between routine and rebellion (as the narrator chooses routine and 
continues his journey instead of rebellion against his destiny). One can empower himself 
against social and institutional constraint and loosen the bond that entraps in a certain 
social station. Initially the protagonist ries to overcome his social constraint but 
eventually fails because he realizes imaginary world would be a safer refuge to preserve 
his beloved’s memory instead of distorting them by sudden revelation of some kind of 
harsh or unexpected reality. Wilfred Bion,on the other hand explains negative capability 
to resort to tolerate pain and confusion of not knowing (as the narrator does) or 
omnipotent certainties upon an ambiguous situation or emotional change. The narrator 
adopts this mechanism to cope with his own ambiguous situation.  

        Through the analysis of motives Freud’s theory of defense mechanism can justify 
the narrator’s recoiling attitude in The Night Train at Deoli. According to the theory, the 
ego balances Id and the Superego and the reality in order to maintain a healthy state of 
consciousness. It thus reacts to protect the individual from any stressor or any anxiety by 
distorting reality. This prevents threating unconscious thoughts and material from 
entering the consciousness. There are several mechanisms like repression, regression, 
denial, projection, reaction formation, etc. The narrator copes with the situation by using 
repression, regression and reaction formation. He repels his own desires and impulses by 
excluding the desire from consciousness and holding or suppressing it in the unconscious. 
By means of repression the narrator’s hidden feelings are forced to shift from 
consciousness to unconscious as it was seen as socially unacceptable. He was well aware 
of their class difference. Therefore he never firmly articulated his feelings for the girl. 
Eventually it is the technique of reaction formation he acted just in the opposite way that 
the unconscious instructs a person to behave ‘as often exaggerated and obsessive.’ 

    Whatever his reason may be,it is clear that he was well aware of the distinction 
between imagination and reality. Simultaneously he accepts the crude reality of life and 
nurtures the sweet memories of his reticent love in his world of imagination (where harsh 
reality couldnot injure his romantic thoughts concerning that girl who silently his heart 
with nothing but her dark impatient eyes.) 
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