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Abstract

Mulk Raj Anand stands as one of the foremost pioneers of Indian English fiction who employed
literature as a powerful instrument of social protest. His novels Untouchable and Coolie vividly portray
the lived realities of marginalized communities suffering under caste discrimination and class
exploitation in colonial India. This paper examines Anand’s use of social realism to expose the
inhumanity of rigid social hierarchies that deny dignity and equality to the oppressed. Focusing on
themes of caste oppression, economic deprivation, labour exploitation, and psychological alienation, the
study highlights Anand’s humanistic and reformist vision. By adopting a socio-realist and Marxist
critical framework, the paper argues that Anand’s fiction not only represents social suffering but also
actively challenges social injustice and advocates ethical and structural transformation.
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1. Introduction

Indian English literature during the pre-independence period witnessed a significant shift from romantic
idealism to socially committed realism. Writers increasingly began to address pressing social issues
arising from colonialism, poverty, caste oppression, and economic inequality. Among these writers,
Mulk Raj Anand emerged as a powerful literary voice committed to portraying the harsh realities of
marginalized lives. Strongly influenced by Gandhian humanism, Marxist ideology, and Western realist
traditions, Anand viewed literature as a means of social intervention. His concern lay not with elite
society but with the voiceless masses—untouchables, labourers, and the working poor—who were
excluded from mainstream narratives.

Untouchable (1935) presents a poignant portrayal of Bakha, a young sweeper boy whose life is governed
by caste discrimination and social humiliation. Coolie (1936), on the other hand, narrates the tragic
journey of Munoo, an orphan whose labour is relentlessly exploited across various socio-economic
spaces. Together, these novels function as powerful social documents that critique both the caste system
and capitalist exploitation in colonial India.

e Review of Literature

Several scholars have critically examined the novels of Mulk Raj Anand, particularly Untouchable and
Coolie, from social, Marxist, and humanistic perspectives.

Iyengar, K. R. Srinivasa (1985) in his book Indian Writing in English highlights Mulk Raj Anand as one
of the earliest Indian English novelists to portray the lives of the oppressed classes. Iyengar argues that
Anand’s strength lies in his realistic depiction of social injustice and his deep sympathy for the
downtrodden. He specifically notes that Untouchable exposes the cruelty of the caste system with rare
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emotional intensity.

Naik, M. K. (2002) in A History of Indian English Literature discusses Anand’s Marxist influence and
his concern for economic exploitation. Naik observes that Coolie is a powerful critique of capitalist
society where laborers are treated as commodities. According to him, Munoo represents the collective
suffering of the working class in colonial India.

Mukherjee, Meenakshi (1993) in her work The Twice Born Fiction analyses Untouchable as a
psychological novel that explores the internalization of caste oppression. Mukherjee emphasizes that
Bakha’s acceptance of his degraded social position reveals how deeply caste ideology is embedded in
Indian society.

Williams, Raymond (1977) in Marxism and Literature provides a theoretical framework for
understanding social realism. Williams explains that realist literature exposes social structures and
material conditions shaping human life. His ideas help contextualize Anand’s portrayal of class struggle
and labour exploitation in Coolie.

Narasimhaiah, C. D. (1982) in Essays in Criticism: Indian Writing in English remarks that Anand’s
novels are social documents aimed at reform rather than aesthetic pleasure alone. He states that Anand
deliberately uses simple language and ordinary characters to communicate social realities effectively.
Sharma, R. S. (2010) in his article “Social Realism in the Novels of Mulk Raj Anand” published in
Indian Journal of English Studies examines Anand’s commitment to realism and social protest. Sharma
concludes that both Untouchable and Coolie function as literary tools to challenge caste hierarchy and
economic exploitation.

Despite extensive criticism, most studies analyse Untouchable and Coolie separately. The present study
attempts a comparative analysis of both novels to explore the interconnectedness of caste and class
oppression, thereby filling a critical gap in existing scholarship.

Objectives of the Study

The present study aims to:

e Examine the portrayal of caste oppression in Untouchable.

e Analyse class exploitation and labor oppression in Coolie.

e Study Anand’s use of social realism as a literary technique.

e Explore the humanistic and reformist vision in Anand’s novels.
e Compare the themes of marginalization in both novels.

Methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative, analytical, and interpretative research methodology grounded in
literary criticism. The research is based on close textual reading of Untouchable and Coolie to identify
patterns of social oppression, narrative strategies, and ideological concerns. A socio-realist framework is
employed to examine Anand’s realistic representation of social conditions, everyday suffering, and
institutionalized injustice. Marxist literary criticism is used to analyse class relations, labour
exploitation, and economic inequality, particularly in Coolie. In addition, a humanistic approach helps
interpret Anand’s ethical vision and reformist impulses.

The study relies on both primary texts and secondary sources, including scholarly books, peer-reviewed
journal articles, and critical essays. As a literary study, it does not involve empirical or statistical data
but focuses on interpretative analysis supported by existing criticism.
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Interpretation

Social Realism in Anand’s Fiction

Social realism forms the ideological and aesthetic foundation of Mulk Raj Anand’s fiction. Unlike
romantic or idealistic portrayals of Indian society, Anand’s novels present an unembellished depiction of
social reality, foregrounding poverty, humiliation, and systemic injustice. His realism is not neutral or
detached; rather, it is ethically charged and deeply interventionist. Anand deliberately focuses on the
lived experiences of the oppressed to expose the mechanisms of social exclusion embedded within caste
and class hierarchies. Anand’s protagonists are not heroic figures in the conventional sense but ordinary
individuals trapped within oppressive social structures. Through detailed descriptions of their daily lives,
he reveals how social institutions—religion, tradition, and economic systems—perpetuate inequality.
His narrative technique is marked by emotional restraint, allowing facts and situations to speak for
themselves. This stylistic choice intensifies the impact of suffering without resorting to melodrama.
Social realism in Anand’s fiction thus functions as a powerful mode of social criticism. By representing
reality truthfully, Anand challenges dominant ideologies and compels readers to confront uncomfortable
social truths. His realism seeks not only to represent society but also to reform it by generating moral
awareness and social responsibility.

e Caste Oppression in Untouchable

In Untouchable, Anand presents caste discrimination as a pervasive and brutal social reality that governs
every aspect of Bakha’s existence. Bakha’s identity as a sweeper defines his social position, occupation,
living conditions, and human worth. Anand vividly portrays the everyday humiliations faced by
Bakha—verbal abuse for accidental physical contact, denial of access to public spaces, and forced
segregation in unhygienic surroundings—to reveal the cruelty and irrationality of the caste system.
Religion and tradition, which are often idealized as sources of moral guidance, are exposed as
instruments of oppression. Anand highlights the hypocrisy of upper-caste individuals who exploit
Bakha’s labour while treating him as polluted. The novel critiques ritual purity as a socially constructed
concept used to legitimize inequality and dehumanization.

Anand also explores the psychological consequences of caste oppression. Bakha internalizes feelings of
inferiority and shame, demonstrating how caste ideology penetrates the consciousness of the oppressed.
This internalization makes resistance difficult, as oppression becomes normalized. Through Bakha’s
suffering, Anand questions the moral legitimacy of a society that denies basic human dignity based on
birth, thereby transforming Untouchable into a powerful indictment of caste hierarchy.

e Class Exploitation in Coolie

While Untouchable focuses primarily on caste-based oppression, Coolie offers a broader critique of
economic exploitation under colonial capitalism. Munoo’s life is marked by relentless mobility, moving
from domestic service to factory labor and plantation work. This constant movement reflects the
instability and vulnerability of the working poor in colonial India. Munoo is subjected to harsh working
conditions, long hours, physical abuse, and emotional neglect. Employers treat him as expendable
labour, valuing productivity over humanity. Anand exposes the absence of labour rights and the
normalization of child labour, revealing a system that thrives on exploitation and indifference. Munoo’s
gradual physical and emotional deterioration symbolizes the destructive impact of capitalist exploitation
on the human body. His tragic death serves as a powerful metaphor for the countless unnamed labourers
sacrificed in the pursuit of economic gain. Through Coolie, Anand delivers a scathing critique of class
inequality and highlights the urgent need for economic justice and labour reform.
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e Humanism and Reformist Vision

Despite the grim realities depicted in his novels, Anand’s fiction is deeply rooted in humanism. His
portrayal of suffering is not driven by despair but by a belief in the possibility of social change. Anand’s
humanism is influenced by Gandhian ideals of compassion, dignity, and moral reform, as well as
Marxist concerns for economic justice. In Untouchable, Gandhian thought emerges as a potential means
of social reform, emphasizing moral awakening and the abolition of untouchability. However, Anand
remains cautious of purely symbolic solutions and suggests that genuine change requires structural
transformation. In Coolie, his focus shifts more decisively toward economic reform, underscoring the
need to address systemic exploitation. Anand’s reformist vision advocates the abolition of caste
discrimination, protection of labour rights, and recognition of universal human dignity. His novels
function as ethical appeals that challenge readers to acknowledge their social responsibility and
participate in the struggle for justice and equality.

e Comparative Analysis

A comparative reading of Untouchable and Coolie reveals Anand’s comprehensive critique of Indian
society. While Bakha’s suffering arises primarily from caste-based discrimination, Munoo’s exploitation
is rooted in class inequality and economic deprivation. However, both characters experience
marginalization, dehumanization, and loss of agency. Anand demonstrates that caste and class are
interconnected systems of oppression. Both operate through rigid hierarchies that deny individuality and
reduce human beings to social categories or economic units. Through social realism, Anand unifies these
experiences into a broader critique of structural injustice, revealing how different forms of oppression
reinforce one another. This comparative approach highlights Anand’s commitment to representing
marginalized voices and underscores the universality of human suffering under oppressive systems.

Conclusion

Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable and Coolie stand as enduring examples of socially committed fiction in
Indian English literature. Through social realism and profound humanistic concern, Anand exposes the
lived realities of caste oppression and class exploitation. His novels challenge entrenched social
hierarchies and demand moral accountability from both individuals and institutions. The continued
relevance of these works lies in their ability to address persistent issues of inequality, discrimination, and
economic injustice. Anand’s fiction affirms the power of literature as a tool for social critique and
ethical transformation, reinforcing its significance in contemporary literary and social discourse.
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