
ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-05, Issue-02, August 2018.                                                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 

www.scholarcritic.com                                                                                                                                            
12 

 

Towards a Restricted Emancipation: Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable 
 

     Dr. Raj Kumar Mishra 

Lecturer in G.I.C. Sultanpur, U.P. Pin- 228001 

             Abstract: 

Mulk Raj Anand, one of the founding trios of Indian fiction writing in English was 

deeply concerned with people of lower strata of Indian society. He faithfully displays 

life and condition of down-trodden people of 30s. He castigates brahminic 

paraphernalia and exposes its hollowness. He castigated very badly the brahminic 

paraphernalia. Class-caste distinction brought all types of trouble into human 

relations. It widened the hiatus into social-run-of-life. Mulk Raj Anand gave all 

talents and abilities to his hero Bakha, a man of outcaste community. He had ardent 

desires to rise above brahminic shallow restrictions laid on him and his community. 

Whenever he met injustice, he tried to stand against but every time his social, cultural, 

and economic helplessness cowed down him. Even within lower community, Anand 

peeped into and found it sickly. In the present paper, it is sought to examine to what 

extent Bakha got success in getting over caste taboos.  

Keywords:  Bakha, caste-taboos, caste-politics, class-politics.   

To Mulk Raj Anand, art has catalytic potential for bringing about fundamental 

changes in social and cultural patterns. In this regard he is a blend of Charles Dickens and 

Oscar Wilde. Like Dickens, he is a novelist of social ills. Like Wilde, he thinks art as a 

medium for prophesy. To Wilde art is the fulfillment of prophesy and prophesy is revelation. 

Mulk Raj Anand and Bhabani Bhattacharya both denounce purposeless art. They look for 

some social amelioration through art. Bhabani Bhattacharya in an interview with Sudhakar 

Joshi remarked: 

I hold that a novel must have a social purpose. It must place before the reader 

something from the society‟s point of view. Art is not necessarily for art‟s sake. 

Purposeless art and literature which is much in vogue does not appear to me as a 

sound Judgment (Joshi 8). 
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Mulk Raj Anand usually in his novels contests various shapes and forms of injustice, 

cruelty, and exploitation individuals of lower rung face in their day to day life. In fact he is 

veritable representative of oppressed section of the society. The present paper centrally 

concerns the question of emancipation. Who is emancipated? Answer one who is free from 

social and political inhibitions. The novelist of course endowed Bakha all energies worth 

dismantling the social taboos. Why is Bakha left at the end of the novel without any 

substantial change in his status?  

 

Bakha, an eighteen years old able-bodied, having fine physique is condemned to filthy 

works and sub-human status by the codes of class-caste superiority. Otherwise, Bakha is 

Shakespeare‟s Hamlet, or Eliot‟s Tiresias.  He is Janus-faced. He is as much personal as 

impersonal. Havildar Charat Singh, the renowned hockey player of the 38
th

 Dogras regiment 

to see his graceful physique, dress, and workmanship lapses for a second into thinking that 

his work is undoubtedly filthy but he is clean. He blurts out, “You are becoming a gentreman, 

ohe bakhya!”(8). In this way, Bakha appears as a man of all trades and can be expected risen 

above socio-cultural ills of the period. Notwithstanding his talents and keen desires to 

eradicate touch stigma, Bakha is only made to bear heavy heart with occasional outburst of 

suppressed fury till the end. Why Bakha is made so powerful without power to break the 

barriers of socio-cultural ills?  

 

Anand‟s Untouchable (1935) is a tragedy of touch whose hero is Bakha and heroine 

Sohini. During 30s and 40s of twentieth century of Indian history, upper-caste-class myths of 

superiority were near and far. The low-caste-class people were understood outcaste. Upper-

caste-class people entitle baselessly themselves to oppress and exploit outcastes. It was as if 

their privilege. The people of low caste were treated untouchable and supposed not to touch 

things touched by upper class people. And therefore untouchables were compelled to do 

menial works. By the touch stigma, hatred towards low class people was being validated. The 

way Bakha undergoes the stigma of touch can wring any sensitive heart. The novel is in fact a 

collage of exploitation. Rajan in his Studies in Mulk Raj Anand says: 

It is the individual‟s quest for freedom in a social system of ruthless exploitation. 

Bakha as an untouchable seeks his freedom in the feudal society with its 

unquestionable faith in the infallibility of caste discrimination, with its hypocrisy, 

cruelty, deceit and inhumanity. We see him stand passive and bewildered at the 

immensity of horror, hoping for a change (Rajan 15). 
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In the novel Untouchable, Anand mostly does his business with Bakha. His character 

is in itself a problem. Definitely nothing can be said about him. By nature he is kind, gentle, 

humble, dutiful, obedient, aggressive, sensitive, jovial, sagacious, considerate, and forward-

looking. Nonetheless, social, educational, economic, cultural, and religious chains turned him 

partly timid, naïve, and introvert. He is rebellious without revolution. The main problem is 

his feeling inferior. His day begins with father‟s abusive remarks which he does not like to 

listen. Lakha is abusive so that he could maintain his authority over him. The novelist 

appreciates his workmanship, dutifulness, and handsome body construction. Havildar Charat 

Singh, the famous Hindu hockey player of the 38
th

 Dogras regiment to see his dexterity at 

work obliged to remark: “Here was a low-caste man who seemed clean!” (8) and promised 

him a hockey stick. Ever since he got to work with his remote uncle in the barracks of a 

British regiment for some years, he felt drawn to the glamour of the „white man‟s‟ life. 

Actually he is altogether fed up with abuses in and out home. He earnestly wishes to do away 

with the identity assigned by Hindu society. He finds some peace of mind in the company of 

tommies. He even asks them for some left-over and worn out articles. He wants to look like 

tommies. He ignores penetrative cold for the sake of fashion. He mostly wears overcoat, 

breeches, puttees, and boots of the military uniform. But, he has not sold his soul altogether 

to the Europeanism: 

The clear-cut European dress had impressed his naive mind. The stark simplicity had 

furrowed his old Indian consciousness and cut deep new lines where all the considerations 

which made India evolve a skirty costume at best fitted for the human body, lay dormant. 

Bakha had looked at the Tommies, stared at them with wonder and amazement when he first 

went to live at the British regimental barracks…and he had soon become possessed with an 

overwhelming desire to live their life. He had been told they were sahibs, superior people. 

He had felt that to put their clothes on made one a sahib too. So he tried to copy them in 

everything, to copy them as well as he could in the exigencies of his peculiarly Indian 

circumstances (2-3). 
 

After his very first visit to the barracks with his remote uncle, Bakha wished ardently 

to get rid of the identity as a sweeper and latrine cleaner and his naive imaginations 

immediately get drawn to the English ways of life: 

The vagaries of Bakha‟s naive tastes can be both explained and excused. He didn‟t like his 

home, his street, his town, because he had been to work at the Tommies barracks, and 

obtained glimpses of another world, strange and beautiful; he had grown out of his native 

shoes into the ammunition boots that he had secured as a gift. And with this strange and 

exotic items of dress he had built up a new world, which was commendable, if for nothing 

else, because it represented a change from the old ossified order and the stagnating 

conventions of the life to which he was born (69). 
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Chota and Ram Charan cut joke to see Bakha‟s new rig-out and call him „Pilpali sahib‟. 

Bakha wants some change. The novelist dismisses soon his likings for European cuts: 

And he knew, of course, that except for his English clothes there was nothing English in his 

life. But he kept up his new form, rigidly adhering to his clothes day and night and guarding 

them from all base taint of Indianness, not even risking the formlessness of an Indian quilt, 

though he shivered with cold at night (4).  
 

He often evaluates Hindu, Christian, and Muslim ways of life: 
 

Ever since he had worked in the British barracks Bakha had been ashamed of the Indian way 

of performing ablutions, all that gargling and spitting, because he knew the Tommies 

disliked it. He remembered so well the Tommies‟ familiar abuse of the natives: „Kala admi 

zamin par hagne wala‟ (black man, you who relieve yourself on the ground). But he himself 

had been ashamed at the sight of Tommies running naked to their tub baths. „Disgraceful,‟ 

he had said to himself. They were, however, sahibs. Whatever they did was „fashun.‟ But 

his own countrymen- they were natus (natives). He felt amused as an Englishman might be 

amused, to see a Hindu loosen his dhoti to pour some water first over his navel and then 

down his back in a flurry of ecstatic hymn-singing. And he watched with contemptuous 

displeasure the indecent behavior of a Mohammadan walking about with his hands buried 

deep in his trousers, purifying himself in the ritual manner, preparatory to his visit to the 

mosque…. And he recalled the familiar sight of all those naked Hindu men and women who 

could be seen squatting in the open, outside the city, every morning.  „So shameless… they 

don‟t seem to care who looks at them, sitting there like that (10-11). 
 

On one occasion, he saw a Hindu touching with his forefingers a lousy brahminee bull but 

could not get the implication why he touched. He then recalled a loitering bull in the market 

deceiving shop-owners. He expressed his surprise over all the Hindu fuss: 

 

„How queer, the Hindus don‟t feed their cows although they call the cow 

“mother!‟… „Their cattle which go to graze at the brookside are so skinny and 

feeble. Their cows can‟t yield more than two seers of milk a day‟ (45).  

 

Having been broken and ostracized by social, cultural, and economic restrictions, 

Bakha was in a terrible fix. Colonel Hutchinson, the chief of Salvation Army approached him 

argued him to change his religion. Colonel Hutchinson is a caricature as Anand portrayed 

him. He tried his best for Bakha‟s proselytization into Christianity. Bakha repeatedly asked 

him who Christ was. Finding no reliable answer from Hutchison, the wine padre, Bakha 

thought that his father‟s religion is no baser than Christianity. There is no need of conversion. 

Nevertheless conversion cannot promise the solution and emancipation at all. 

 

Sohini‟s molestation by Pt. Kali Nath at the temple premise flurried and frowned at 

Bakha. Bakha gets revengeful right away. He wanted to tell all his abominable behavior with 
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his sister Sohini. Here Sohini withdrew him. Sohini with her down face returned home. 

Bakha actually could not bear Sohini‟s deflowering and decided to have revenge on Pundit. 

In the street of silversmiths, women‟s misdemeanor was too much for him to endure. But his 

father Lakha persuaded by quoting an instance and asked him to be never offensive and 

revengeful because they are our superiors. Their one action might disturb our lives.  The 

Hindu merchant‟s abuses and crying that he bumped onto me polluted me. He called Bakha 

swine, pig, ill-begotten etc. and within no time many people gathered to know what is up. 

Bakha stood there simply confused. He tried to make out the mob but all of no use. An 

unknown man went past slapping Bakha‟s head. His turban fell down and jalebies fell into 

dust. His eyes became naturally tearful. None supported him. This incurred his displeasure 

and got a little revengeful. If the passer-by had not gone away, he might have fought with 

him. The tanga-wallah, a Muslim persuades him. So far it cannot be flatly subscribed to the 

notion that Bakha was altogether naïve. He has sense of duty, self-respect, and an insight into 

righteousness.  He has sufficient practical knowledge of social mores for rising above the 

taboos. Everywhere he is helpless due to some ideological restrictions. The novelist 

altogether denied him any opportunity to get emancipated. He is left on simply others. His 

autonomy is restricted rather denied by the novelist. Here I subscribe to Cowsjee who wrote 

in her book So Many Freedoms: 

 

But he is a tiger in a cage, securely imprisoned by the conventions his superiors have 

built up to protect themselves against the fury of those whom they exploit (Cowasjee 

52). 
 

 

Mulk Raj Anand as per his cult of writing forwarded three ways to solve the problem 

of Bakha. These are: proselytization, Gandhism, and introduction of flush system. Bakha 

easily rejects any possibility for the adoption of Christianity. Colonel Hutchinson argues that 

Christianity does not differentiate the rich from the poor. He took Bakha to his house. 

Colonel‟s wife Mary Hutchinson strongly condemns his conversion affair. She even abuses 

lowly Indian people. Mary married him for grand manly outfit. But he turned out an almost 

sexually impotent. He could impregnate her only by the power of wine. Bakha even thought 

that the English lady‟s frown is worse than an Indian lady. 

 

Bakha turned and walked up few minutes soon he saw people in large number near 

the railway station heading towards Golbagh shouting Mahatma Gandhi ki-jai, The Mahatma 
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has come! The Mahatma has come! (126) Bakha impulsively joined the mob and arrived to 

the site. To avoid the touch of anyone he climbed up a tree. A person stood up and delivered 

his warm up speech. He told the mob that Gandhi stood for Swaraj (home-rule), Swadeshi 

(home-spun), Swadharma (sense-control), and unity- Hindu-Muslim, the rich-the poor. Even 

the man quoted Mr. Radha Kumud Muker ji whose study declared the existence of canal 

system four thousand years before Christ. In fact, the man was inspiring the mob to cast aside 

inferiority. Bakha was more interested in Gandhi. He was waiting. In some time, the caravan 

of Gandhi ji turned up. He saw Gandhi flanked by two women. Within no time after prayer, 

Gandhi ji addressed the conference and told that the English government had denied him any 

talk about either Swadeshi or civil disobedience. Hence he is bound today to speak about 

Untouchable-affair only. Gandhi ji said: 

 

The British Government sought to pursue a policy of divide and rule in giving to our 

brethren of the depressed classes separate electorates in the Councils that will be 

created under the new constitution. I do not believe that the bureaucracy is sincere in 

its efforts to elaborate the new condition….I shall only speak about the so-called 

“Untouchables,” whom the government tried to alienate from Hinduism by giving 

them a separate legal and political status (136). 
 

Gandhi ji continued, to me untouchability is the greatest stain on Hinduism. Hinduism 

is sound. The fault lies among those who profess. He even took up the issue of Muslims 

whom Hindus thought untouchable. He falsifies by quoting an instance that helps binding 

Hindu and Muslim. Gandhi ji even wished to be borne as untouchable if he got alternatives. 

Finally Gandhi ji came to the point much awaited by Bakha: 

„If there are any untouchables here…they should realize that they are cleaning 

Hindu society.‟ (He felt like shouting to say that he, an Untouchable, was there, but 

he did not know what the Mahatma meant by „cleaning Hindu society.‟)… „They 

have, therefore, to purify their lives. They should cultivate the habits of cleanliness, 

so that no one shall point his finger at them. Some of them are addicted to habits of 

drinking and gambling of which they must get rid…. They claim to be Hindus. They 

read the scriptures. If, therefore, the Hindus oppress them, they should understand 

that the fault does not lie in the Hindu religion, but in those who profess it. In order 

to emancipate themselves they have to purify themselves. They have to rid 

themselves of evil habits, like drinking liquor and eating carrion‟(138-39).  
 

Bakha took Gandhism partially and major portion otherwise. The shouting Mahatma 

ji ki-jai, Hindu-Mussulman ki-jai, Harijan ki-jai shot through the audience. The Congress 

volunteers called out, „Let‟s discard foreign cloth. Let‟s burn it!‟  The people started putting 

their silk shirts, aprons, and caps on a blazing bonfire (140).  Some sort of criticism also arose 



ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

Vol-05, Issue-02, August 2018.                                                                                 ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print) 
 

www.scholarcritic.com                                                                                                                                            
18 

 

but soon Iqbal Nath Sarashar, the young poet and the editor of the Nawan Jug came forward 

and took the mike and suggested and argued for the use of machinery and proper flush 

system. He argued that in India caste-formation is profession bound. If the sweepers change 

their profession, they will remain no longer untouchables. Bakha took his advice more 

genuinely. At heart Bakha decided to ask about that machine, if he ever came across him. The 

day was about to over. The crowd began to disperse. Bakha also started moving with heavy 

heart. His problem was however not satisfactorily worked out. Actually “he was torn between 

his enthusiasm for Gandhi and the difficulties in his own awkward, naïve self”(147).  He 

returned home with conviction and feeling some relief to tell all these about his father, he 

might stop abusing and sidelining his opinion. In fact Bakha felt some sort of hope for 

change. Anand did not emancipate Bakha as an individual. He is altogether left on the change 

of upper-class-caste mentality as the light spark was seen in the heart of Havildar Charat 

Singh.  In a sense Anand prophesied as per his belief but it appears to yield the result in 

longer time whereas Bakha needed immediate solution. Gandhian ideals appear to me more 

effective and reliable provided it was brought into the practice. Proselytisation, and the 

application of machinery and change of profession are undoubtedly solutions but altogether 

for the time being. The Gandhian ideals and the poet‟s vision of flush system are yet to see 

full moon even to-day. 

 

To deny education, Mulk Raj Anand terribly restricted the emancipation of Bakha. 

Conversely, he might have not only emancipated himself but never have allowed inhering 

inferiority and ignorance. Even he would not have ever felt broken and alienated. Bakha even 

once hired a boy of junior class as his teacher but in the end did not happen so. Among all the 

three prophesies, change of religion proved least satisfactory. Even Mary Hutchinson once 

alleged that in Colonel Hutchinson‟s hand proselytizing programme was a complete fiasco. 

The number of conversions was not more than five in the last twenty years. His claims were 

only black dirty untouchables. Cumulatively, experiences verify and cannot be overlooked 

the last two solutions which brought major changes in the society with the change of time. At 

the juncture like many more critics and explicators I agree with E. M. Forster who wrote in 

his Preface to the novel Untouchable, “His (Bakha) Indian day is over and the next day will 

be like it, but on the surface of the earth if not in the depths of the sky, a change is at hand” 

(viii). At the personal level, Bakha successfully emancipated himself as whatever 
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opportunities he got he turned them into success but failed to make out the upper class-caste 

his equal human status. Anand in the novel tried to change the larger number of people 

belonging to upper-class-caste section. The untouchables are in number few. In this regard he 

did directly injustice to Bakha as an individual by denying him any slot for emancipation but 

indirectly did full justice by prophesying that the change is imminent Bakha must not feel 

disheartened. Bakha is finally left to wait and look for change in attitudes and behaviours of 

upper-class-caste section. Thus emancipation restricted. 
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