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Abstract: Mulk Raj Anand, a pioneering figure in Indian English literature, is celebrated for his 

relentless portrayal of social inequalities, particularly caste-based discrimination. Through his major 

works such as Untouchable, Coolie, and The Road, Anand exposes the oppressive structures of the caste 

system and its dehumanizing impact on marginalized communities. This research paper critically 

analyzes Anand’s fictional narratives as instruments of social protest against the rigid caste hierarchy 

entrenched in Indian society. By focusing on the lived experiences of characters like Bakha and Munoo, 

the study explores how Anand employs realism, empathy, and political consciousness to depict the 

psychological, emotional, and physical trauma inflicted upon lower-caste individuals. The paper also 

examines how his writings echo the voices of resistance, asserting the right to dignity, identity, and 

justice. Anand’s blend of fiction and activism offers a powerful literary critique of caste oppression and 

continues to be relevant in contemporary discourses on social justice and human rights. This paper 

attempts to break down the narrative strategies, thematic structures, and philosophical underpinnings 

that make Anand’s fiction a lasting testament to the struggle against caste-based marginalization. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Caste-based discrimination has long been a deep-rooted social evil in Indian society, governing the lives and destinies 

of millions. In this stratified system, the so-called lower castes particularly Dalits have been subjected to systemic 

exclusion, untouchability, and inhuman treatment. Literature, as a mirror to society, has often been used to reflect these 

harsh realities. Among the early Indian English writers who took up the pen against caste-based injustice was Mulk 

Raj Anand, whose works have come to represent some of the earliest voices of protest against this form of social 

subjugation. Anand's novels, grounded in realism and infused with political sensitivity, seek to give voice to the 

voiceless. 

The literature of any society is often a mirror reflecting its complex social realities, values, and struggles. In the context 

of Indian English literature, the issue of caste-based discrimination occupies a central position in the narratives that 

engage with themes of oppression, resistance, and the quest for dignity. Among the pioneers who sought to break the 

silence around the age-old oppression of marginalized communities through literature was Mulk Raj Anand a towering 

figure of early 20th-century Indian English fiction. Anand’s writing not only marks a literary milestone in portraying 

social inequality, but it also serves as an ethical commitment to the downtrodden. His fiction courageously brings to the 

forefront the plight of the lower castes, particularly the so-called "untouchables", and the inhumane structures of caste 

hierarchy that governed Indian society for centuries. 

Born in 1905 in Peshawar (then part of British India), Anand was not merely a writer but a thinker and reformist who 

absorbed diverse intellectual influences from Marxism to Gandhian philosophy during his time in England and India. 
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These ideological currents shaped his writing, imbuing his narratives with a sense of social realism and political 

consciousness. At a time when Indian English literature was largely preoccupied with romantic nationalism or elite 

narratives, Anand introduced a radical shift by focusing on the marginalized those whose voices had long been silenced 

by caste, poverty, and colonial rule. His literary world—especially in novels like Untouchable (1935), Coolie (1936), 

and The Road (1961) became a terrain where the invisible became visible, and the oppressed were finally heard. 

This research paper explores the depiction of caste-based discrimination in Anand’s fictional world and the extent to 

which his characters embody the experiences of the socially marginalized. It examines how Anand not only represents 

the social evil of untouchability but also gives shape to a counter-narrative a humanist vision that questions the very 

foundations of caste and power. The title “Breaking the Chains” symbolically refers to Anand’s literary attempt to 

challenge and deconstruct the oppressive structures of the caste system, and to liberate the minds of both the victims 

and the readers through awareness and empathy. 

The institution of caste in India is one of the oldest forms of social stratification, which predates written history and 

continues to influence social relations, access to resources, and mobility. Traditionally based on notions of purity and 

pollution, the caste system divides society into rigid hierarchical groups where Dalits (formerly known as 

“untouchables”) are relegated to the bottom and subjected to systemic exclusion. Denied basic human rights such as 

access to water, education, worship, or even the right to touch, the untouchables were forced into humiliating and 

degrading occupations. Despite constitutional safeguards and legal measures post-Independence, caste continues to 

shape socio-economic and political realities in India. 

In such a deeply caste-stratified context, Anand’s novels were revolutionary. Untouchable, for instance, is centered on a 

single day in the life of Bakha, a young sweeper boy who belongs to a caste considered “polluted” by society. The 

narrative follows Bakha as he tries to navigate a world that constantly reminds him of his inferiority and untouchability. 

Anand exposes the harshness of this lived reality through a stream of humiliating experiences, including being beaten 

for accidentally touching an upper-caste man and being denied access to public water. However, Anand’s genius lies in 

not merely cataloging these sufferings; he humanizes Bakha, gives him depth, agency, and interiority, thereby 

challenging the dehumanizing stereotypes that society has imposed on him. Through Bakha’s silent questions and 

emotional turmoil, the novel becomes a powerful indictment of the caste system. 

Similarly, in Coolie, Anand introduces the character of Munoo, a poor orphan boy who moves through various social 

and economic contexts—working as a servant, a mill worker, and a rickshaw puller. While caste is not the explicit 

focus in Coolie, it underlies Munoo’s constant marginalization and exploitation. The novel draws attention to the 

intersection of caste, class, and colonialism, and how these systems combine to crush the individual. Munoo’s tragic 

end, after suffering years of poverty, illness, and displacement, is a commentary on the systemic violence that the poor 

and lower castes experience in a deeply unequal society. 

In The Road, Anand returns to the theme of untouchability, this time with a slightly more optimistic lens. The 

protagonist Bhikhu represents a younger generation of Dalits who are beginning to assert their rights and challenge 

their oppression. The act of building a road becomes symbolic of constructing a new path not just physically, but also 

socially and ideologically. Anand uses this metaphor to suggest the possibility of progress, unity, and collective 

struggle. Unlike Bakha, who remains conflicted and voiceless, Bhikhu is more articulate and politically aware. This 

transition in Anand’s characters indicates a shift from mere representation of suffering to an active envisioning of social 

change. 

Anand’s fictional world is characterized by a unique blend of realism, empathy, and political engagement. His 

characters are not passive recipients of pity; they are complex individuals who think, feel, and question. Anand’s 

narrative strategy involves the use of stream-of-consciousness, colloquial expressions, Indian idioms, and vivid 

descriptions to immerse the reader in the psychological and physical world of the oppressed. This not only enhances the 

emotional impact but also breaks the alienation between the subject and the reader. In doing so, Anand attempts to 

forge a human connection across caste lines, encouraging readers to introspect and empathize. 

Another significant feature of Anand’s writing is his integration of Gandhian and Marxist thought. He believed that 

literature must serve a social purpose, and this conviction is evident in his commitment to depicting the plight of the 
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underprivileged. While he admired Gandhi’s moral stance against untouchability, he often leaned towards a more 

structural critique of caste, influenced by Marxist ideology. He did not merely seek moral reform; he demanded social 

and political transformation. His novels are not sermons but confrontational narratives that expose the brutality of caste 

while also offering the hope of resistance. 

In the larger landscape of Indian English literature, Anand’s works occupy a foundational place in what may now be 

broadly categorized as Dalit discourse, even though he himself was not a Dalit. He opened the literary space for voices 

from the margins and legitimized their experiences in mainstream literature. His legacy has inspired generations of 

writers Dalit and non-Dalit to use literature as a tool for social justice. 

This research paper, therefore, aims to undertake a comprehensive analysis of Mulk Raj Anand’s fictional 

representation of caste-based discrimination and the tools he employs to deconstruct the social order. By exploring the 

thematic, narrative, and ideological dimensions of his major novels, the study seeks to understand how Anand’s fiction 

continues to resonate in a society still grappling with the ghosts of caste. His literary world not only documents 

oppression but also becomes a site of resistance, reimagination, and transformation—a world where the chains of caste 

are not only shown but are challenged, questioned, and ultimately, broken. 

 

Mulk Raj Anand’s Ideological Standpoint 

Anand was not merely a novelist but a humanist and political thinker. His exposure to progressive ideas during his 

education in England and his association with socialist and Marxist ideologies significantly shaped his literary voice. 

He was deeply influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s views on untouchability and often adopted a reformist tone, though 

many critics see him as more radical than Gandhi in his literary representation of caste. 

 

Caste Oppression in Untouchable 

Published in 1935, Untouchable is perhaps Anand’s most celebrated work and a landmark in Indian English literature. 

The novel traces a single day in the life of Bakha, a young sweeper boy, who represents the Dalit identity. Through 

Bakha’s experiences, Anand lays bare the indignities suffered by untouchables—being denied access to water, temples, 

education, and even touch. 

The incident where Bakha is slapped by an upper-caste Hindu merely for accidentally brushing against him becomes 

symbolic of the deep psychological scars left by casteism. Anand’s narrative does not portray Bakha as a passive 

victim; rather, he is a thinking, feeling individual who questions the logic of his social subordination. Anand’s style is 

stark and evocative, using minimal embellishment to highlight the rawness of Bakha’s pain. 

 

Economic and Social Alienation in Coolie 

In Coolie (1936), Anand shifts his focus from untouchability to economic exploitation, though the shadow of caste is 

never far behind. The protagonist Munoo is a poor boy whose life is marked by a series of exploitative encounters 

across different social spaces—rural households, city mills, and colonial institutions. Although Munoo is not explicitly 

identified as Dalit, he occupies a similar socio-economic position of marginality and voicelessness. 

The novel critiques not only the caste system but also the exploitative structures of capitalism and colonialism. Through 

Munoo’s tragic journey, Anand conveys how class and caste intersect to perpetuate cycles of poverty and 

dehumanization. Here, casteism becomes part of a broader system of oppression that is both economic and cultural. 

 

Resistance and Hope in The Road 

The Road (1961) revisits the issue of untouchability, with Bhikhu, another Dalit protagonist modeled after Bakha. This 

time, Anand presents a slightly more hopeful picture. The novel explores the possibility of transformation through 

unity, labor dignity, and resistance. Bhikhu joins hands with others in the construction of a road, symbolizing both 

physical and social mobility. 
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While upper-caste resistance is still present, Anand suggests that through collective struggle and modern education, 

change is possible. Bhikhu is no longer a mere observer or victim but a participant in shaping his destiny. The metaphor 

of the road signifies Anand’s belief in progress and the breaking of social barriers. 

 

Narrative Strategies and Realism 

Anand’s fiction is deeply rooted in social realism. He uses simple language, often influenced by Indian idioms, to 

make his stories accessible and authentic. His narratives do not rely on melodrama but on emotional depth, internal 

monologues, and stark visuals of everyday discrimination. He humanizes the Dalit characters without romanticizing 

their plight, offering a dignified portrayal of their struggle. 

Dialogues in regional inflections, references to local customs, and detailed descriptions of social rituals add to the 

realism. His use of stream-of-consciousness, especially in Untouchable, allows readers to inhabit the inner world of 

the oppressed, fostering empathy and awareness. 

 

Anand and Dalit Literary Discourse 

Though Anand was not Dalit himself, he is often considered a forerunner of Dalit literature in English, alongside 

contemporary Dalit writers like Bama, Omprakash Valmiki, and Daya Pawar. His contribution lies in bringing caste 

issues into the mainstream literary imagination at a time when such topics were largely ignored or suppressed. 

However, some Dalit critics argue that Anand, being an upper-caste writer, can only be seen as an "outsider" to the 

lived Dalit experience. Yet his commitment to justice, empathy, and representation is widely acknowledged and 

respected. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

Mulk Raj Anand’s fictional world is not merely a literary space but a site of resistance, awakening, and social 

commentary. His novels Untouchable, Coolie, and The Road stand as seminal texts in Indian English literature that 

expose the cruel realities of caste discrimination. Through characters like Bakha, Munoo, and Bhikhu, Anand not only 

depicts the suffering caused by casteism but also lights the spark of questioning, resistance, and hope. 

By "breaking the chains" through his pen, Anand contributed to dismantling centuries-old hierarchies and urging 

readers toward introspection and reform. His works continue to resonate in modern India, where caste-based 

discrimination still lingers. Thus, Anand remains a crucial literary figure in the ongoing struggle for social equality, 

human dignity, and justice. 
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