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Abstract:  

Mulk Raj Anand is in the list of those writers of Indo-Anglian literature who portray the 

society with its different shades and contours in pre and post Independence of India. His 

legendary novel The Old Woman and the Cow, well appreciated by readers and critics, 

brought to him immense popularity and prestige. The novel not only highlights the 

deplorable condition of its protagonist, Gauri, in the male chauvinistic Indian society but 

suggests the appropriate paths to eradicate this age-old tradition which is neither suitable 

for the humans nor the humanity. Gauri’s optimistic steps towards modernity for making 

her identity in the discriminated society lead her from the gloomy atmosphere of society 

to self-esteemed environs. Consequently, she gets a rebellion attitude through modernity 

to break the fetters of male domination and overcomes from it with self-reliance. Present 

paper is an effort to trace out the causes of the sufferings of an Indian woman in any 

society and, subsequently, explores the suggested ways by the novelist to uplift the 

pathetic condition of woman through the novel. The paper also highlights the humanistic 

treatment of Mulk Raj Anand for the sufferings of Indian woman and tries to soothe her 

aching heart with the spirit of modernity.            

Key Words: Age-old Tradition, Deplorable Condition, Humanity, Identity, Male 

Chauvinism, Modernity, Self-reliance. 

Mulk Raj Anand (December 12, 1905 - September 28, 2004) is the eminent author of 

Indo-Anglian literature who has not only highlighted the social issues of pre and post 

Independent Indian society but also has given the appropriate suggestion to correct them. He is 

considered the champion of underdogs because he presents a lively image of India through his 



Scholar Critic                                                       ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
 Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

53 
 

creation, and portrays the different pictures of affliction with his humanistic brush of that class 

who is the margin of social parameters. He refuses Vedantist kind of Caste system which divides 

the Hindu society into four sub-categories- Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra, and, also, 

strongly shows his fury against the Vedantic inhuman tradition in which the upper-castes exploit 

underclass and treat them like animals. He always opts the suppressed voice of exploited 

humans, sensation of gender discriminated women, humiliated heart of labourers, wounded self 

reliance of peasants and torments of marginalised section of Indian society as a theme of his 

novel. Anand writes about his creations,  

There has always been an emergent connection between my life and my writings, 

throughout my creative career. Most of the critics, who have written about my novels, 

have not motivated that my fiction arouse from the compulsion of life. (Anand, p.2) 

He equally shares the crown of founding fathers of Indo- Anglian literature with Raja 

Rao and R.K. Narayan. The legendary creations of this triumvirate exhibit various shades of the 

contemporary Indian cultures and replicate their deep commiserations for people as well as their 

social issues.  They have won individually so many renowned honours including the Prestigious 

Sahitya Academy Award for their masterpieces.   

Raja Rao (November 08, 1908 – July 8, 2006) is the youngest and great Sanskrit scholar 

of this pioneer Indo- Anglian fiction writers’ group. His writings present the realistic as well as 

multihued picture of the Indian villages during the Gandhian Age. In his second and 

philosophical novel Serpent and the Rope (1960), for which he won Sahitya Academy Award in 

1964, is based on the journey of a young man who travelled abroad in search of his dreams but 

his journey ultimately changed and proceeded towards search of the Guru for understanding the 

secret of life. M.K. Naik comments on this philosophical novel “the philosophy is not in the 

story- the philosophy is the story”. (Naik, p. 155) Raja Rao always made an effort to highlight 

the spiritualism and mysticism of our eternal and age- long Indian legacy in his novels. 

R. K. Narayan (October 10, 1906 - May 13, 2001) is a delightful comic writer who had 

studied about middle class small town in the view of South Indian customs, and had won the 

Sahitya Academy Award in 1960 for his novel The Guide (1958). His fictional town, Malgudi, 
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that is a small town in the southern part of India; having its own middle class world which has 

been affected by modernity but the cultures and customs of there do not accept the 

westernisation completely, is well known and appreciated among the readers of Indian English 

Fiction. 

Mulk Raj Anand (December 12, 1905 - September 28, 2004) has also woven several 

novels with the themes of society and its suffering. The Old Woman and the Cow (1960) is an 

account of the protagonist Gauri’s journey who always struggles to find- out her identity in the 

male subjugated Indian society, and gets various gender discriminations as an obstacles for her 

livelihood. Beside this novel, his magnum opus Untouchable (1935) is the result of his keen 

sympathy with a sweeper boy and downtrodden people. Coolie (1936) is the story of Munno an 

orphan boy who struggles for his livelihood and suffers the communal frame of the Indian 

society. The novel is an attack on imperialism, capitalism and exploitation of human beings. His 

third novel Two Leaves and a Bud (1937) reflects the evil of poverty and cruelty which ‘Gangu’ 

faced in a tea state. The Village (1939) is a pitiable story of a subaltern sepoy Lal Singh who 

joins the Army and, therefore, the conflict continues between the theory of Karma and theory of 

God. The Sword and the Sickle (1942) show the lack of unity and leadership. The next novel, The 

Big Heart (1945) is a story of the struggle between man and machine. It is focused on the evils of 

industrialization where the people had to suffer. The autobiographical projection of Mulk Raj 

Anand can be seen in his Seven Summers (1951). The monarchy comes under the sharp criticism 

in The Private Life of an Indian Prince (1953). Morning Face (1968), for which he won Sahitya 

Academy Award in 1971, is a reflection of Indian belief on the traditional practices. The 

youthful sentimental feelings of nostalgia are expressed in Confession of a Lover (1976), and 

some other short stories which were the result of Anand’s consciousness about downtrodden 

classes.  

The basic objectives of these three novelists were; the first for the sake of the society and 

the second one for themselves. The overwhelming outlook for nationalism affected their 

sentiments and inspired them, time and again, even after the independence, to write for the social 

equality and, through highlighting the problems of society, to try to eradicate the tribulations as 

well as evils of society which were against the humanity and its betterment. For this purpose they 
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selected such type of human beings who suffered a lot not because of their mistakes and 

weaknesses but from the rigid rule and regulations of society as a central character of their 

novels and the whole story went around them.  

The deplorable plight of women in the male dominated Indian society magnetise the 

reformist attitude of Anand, and he depicts the pains and torments of a woman in his famous 

novel The Old Woman and the Cow. The novelist believes that a woman should neither to be 

considered as a child breeding machine nor as an item which mends for to be inside the four 

walls of house. Nevertheless, woman should be recognised as important as man in the great task 

of social development, and deserves to be treated on an equal footing with man. With his belief, 

he presents a woman named Gauri, a compliant and submissive woman, as a protagonist of the 

novel who tries to search out her identity in the Indian society. She not only suffers hardships 

and injustices in the society but in her home also and silently bears all the discriminations and 

adversities imposed her by her mother, mother-in-law and her husband.  

Mulk Raj Anand was a member of ‘Indian Progressive Writers’ Association’ which was 

initially formed as a revolution to castigate the social discrimination through writings, and to 

aware human beings against the pathetic condition and suffering of their siblings. Very soon the 

aim of this association turned as a movement and rejected the vogue aesthetic theory of ‘Art for 

Art’s Sake.’ Anand strongly believed that the purpose of the literature should be based on the 

rectification of the mankind as well as the society and eradication of the disasters from society as 

these acts are like a curse on humanity. He also condemned the formalities of the literature that 

hold the art as its inner logic instead of outside focus. For this purpose he refused the old 

aesthetic theory and created a new theory ‘Art for the Sake of Humanity’ in his writings through 

which he presented his socially ignored and poor characters as more powerful than high caste 

and class people. He also believed that the perfection in the society as well as in human being 

can be possible through the art and always tried to get perfection in his writings for the same. 

The Times of India published his article entitled Art and Essence after his death and explained 

about him: 

Perhaps it is an instinctive love for perfection, for coherence, for making things really 

well when he is doing a job or work, for relating himself to the indefinable source of 
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creation, for getting to the centre of gravity inside himself and for discovering the 

unknown, outside him, in the light of his own awareness. (The Times of India, p.5.) 

The novelist portrays the condition of every Indian woman through the life of Gauri 

which has become a tale of torture and trauma due to the male chauvinism. In the novel, Gauri 

does not find even a single room for spending some moments with her husband because the 

crowded and rigid atmosphere of joint family does not allow it. She gets the shower of 

exploitation from her mother- in- law, Kesari, as reward of her hard services which she 

performed from dawn to late at night without any rest. Anand highlights the inhuman ideas and 

exercises of Indian societies in respect to the woman that is looking like an irony. In the novel 

the family members of Gauri treat her as an inauspicious creature and consistently blame her for 

all the adversities of family and make her liable for the drought in the village. Panchi, husband of 

Gauri, does not care her wife’s degrading health and treats her mere a resource of deployment. It 

is again an irony which is presented by the novelist to highlight the double standard of corrupted 

Hindu society where women are respectable only in the scriptures but in the society they are 

mere an object of ignominy. Moreover, they have occasionally been considered as a Goddess, 

but usually she is mollycoddled just like a toy and crushed down after sometimes by males 

dominated society. Indian woman is not like: 

the European woman, who began to react against the low status that came to be assigned 

to her after Luther by the formulation of an ideal of woman as the equal of man, complete 

by herself, mistress of her own sex and free to use it as the likes, to accept or refuse 

motherhood, the Indian woman merely drifted along and became bound to man, more and 

more as a slave, less and less as an individual apart. (Anand and Hutheesingh, p. 30) 

And Panchi’s occasional love and concern for her wife in the novel is easily perceived by these 

line, “……..these was the prospect of the prize of a girl- a girl whom he could fold in his arms at 

night and kick during the day…… ” (The Old Woman and the Cow, p. 05)  

 Mulk Raj Anand shows his fury against the evils of male chauvinistic system in his novel 

The Old Woman and the Cow that is well appreciated by readers and critics. His humanistic 

vision and reformist zeal presents an oppressed and exploited woman Gauri, who is an object of 
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humiliation in the male dominated society, higher than any society and its taboos. Anand always 

pours his sympathy on meek and gentle class of the society, and bitterness on the ruthless 

oppressors in his writings. For this social reformist attitude Anand has been called “the Veritable 

Dickens of the East” (Iyenger, p. 130). By presenting Gauri as a central character of the novel 

“Anand champions the cause of the downtrodden and the under privileged, and highlights his 

liberal sympathies and commitment to humanistic outlook.’ (Gupta, P. 37-38) He was the first 

author in the history of Indo- Anglian fiction who found himself with the weak, vulnerable, 

hatred and insulted poor people. And his quite a lot of novels highlight the condition of those 

people who are ignored by the society and its rigid ethnicity.  He writes about the principle of art 

and fiction, 

Certainly, literature, music and better able to fulfill the needs of our time than religion, 

and beauty is better worth worshipping than God or a Deity for whom the sanctions lie in 

the intuitions of a few mystics. For in art the creative imagination of man transformations 

the abstractions, justice, love, hatred, evil, etc. by passing them through the experience of 

the individual. (Anand, p. 5-6) 

  Mulk Raj Anand’s deep knowledge, sensitive and humanistic attitude for the living 

condition of the Indian women provoked him to write The old Woman and the Cow in the more 

expressive way than other writers. H. C. Harrex comments, “Anand’s characterisations within 

the proletarian campus are strong varied and challenging.”(Harrex, p.144) The only aim of life of 

the novelist is to uplift the life of downtrodden and underclass people from their squalor through 

the humanitarian outlook which believes in modernity, and makes these people strong dissenter 

against the old traditions. 

Kesari and artful Mola Ram take the benefits of Panchi’s weakness and make him victim 

of their machinations. It is observed in every episode of the novel that Panchi does not help his 

wife due to these ill tactics. But, instead of all these things, it is the kindness of innocent Gauri 

who consistently gives her love and affection to her husband as well as his family without any 

animosity.  Anand presents the limit of inhumanity of society in the novel when the protagonist’s 

uncle Amru and her mother Lakshmi exchanges Gauri for the sake of money to the old and rude 

widower Seth Jai Ram Das in Hoshiarpur. The new episode of suffering and torture has begun 



Scholar Critic                                                       ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
 Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                                      ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

58 
 

from here to Gauri. She wants to get rid of this hell and wishes to return to her husband at any 

cost.  She feels free when she is admitted in the hospital of Dr. Mahindra due to fever and 

sickness. Dr. Mahindra’s reformist ideas, sympathetic and tender behaviour leads a new ray of 

hope for the protagonist. She recognises her individuality and transformed herself from a gentle 

cow to self- willed woman who is having the new aspirations for the life. The novelist portrays 

the male psyche through the episode in which Gauri returned to her husband Panchi, but he does 

not show his faith on her and her chastity because she passed some days with the Seth Jai Ram 

Das and Dr. Mahindra. Through this episode Anand condemns that psyche which is woven with 

the sick outlook which is not fruitful for humanity as well as for forming a healthy society. He 

believes that the corrupted psyche of man for woman cannot be modified until woman does not 

represent herself as a self reliance identity. Panchi in the episode, instead of welcoming his wife, 

scolds and strikes her wife without asking anything and compels her to leave his house.  But 

Gauri does not tolerate such kind of humiliation again and roar in her fury, “If I am a curse on 

you, I will go away…… And if you strike me again, I will hit you back” (p. 282-283). This is the 

pace of time that Panchi now and then used to exploit Gauri before in various ways and now 

Gauri has broken her cow like gentleness and acts like a tigress. Through this incident the 

novelist highlights the symbolic aspect of the modern woman who is conscious for her rights and 

individuality. The protagonist leaves her husband’s house for the sake of her self esteem and 

starts a new life with the hope of bright future. She raises the reasonable facts about her husband 

which exposes the self- reliance of her,  

He is not foolish. He is a weak, spoilt creature….. He presented to be a lion among the 

men of the village. But really he is coward. They are telling him that Ram turned out Sita 

because everyone doubted her chastity during her stay with Ravana.... I am not Sita that 

the earth will open up and swallow me. I shall just go and be forgotten of him…. (p. 283) 

Anand wrote this novel with his distinctive style of writings which not only portrays the 

evil issues of society but suggests the possible ways to eradicate these issues from the 

perspective of society so that a healthy environment may occur for the upliftment of the human 

beings. Sometimes it is observed that his humanistic way of presentation, tries to overpower the 

gloomy atmosphere of the novel that is full of pain, suffering, rudeness, barbarity and 
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inhumanity, and provide calmness to the mind, body and heart of the readers. The protagonist of 

the novel Gauri encounters with cruel face of mankind at every place where she could have taken 

shelter. It is an act of meanness of society that in her worst time Gauri does not find any shelter 

in her kith and kin after dedicating her whole life for them. Even her husband, Panchi, refuses to 

give her shelter to whom she truly loves, but Dr. Mahindra is the one who not only provides her 

shelter and solace but changes his behaviour from timidity to revolutionary. M.K. Naik illustrates 

about Gauri, 

It is, however, in Gauri that we find the ancient Indian tradition at its best. She represents 

some of the finest Clements in Indian womanhood. Though the transformation which she 

undergoes through the impact of modernity is the chief theme of the novel, paradoxically 

enough, Gauri graduates into modernity because she is basically so firmly rooted in 

tradition. During all her trails, two traditional props sustain her-her faith in the Goddess 

and her certitude of her own role as a Hindu wife. She is firmly convinced that her 

namesake; the goddess Gauri protests her. (Naik, p. 91) 

 Anand was influenced by the philosophy of Gandhiji. So, he selected his protagonist 

from the lower strata of the society and painted real India through his humanistic brush because, 

just like Gandhiji, he also believed that the people of real India neither reside in big bungalows, 

palaces nor they spend their lives luxuriously, but dwell up in villages, poor huts and slums. Real 

India can be found amidst untouchables, coolies, landless peasants, exploited wives and 

homeless princes. He never pursued the oriental philosophy, mysticism and magic as many of his 

predecessors had done and these things make him different from the other writers. He made these 

victims of society more powerful with every preceding novel, and through every character he 

tried to represent the miseries of their gender, caste and class in which they suffered. Walter 

Allen comments on it, 

It is only, through his characters that the novelist can succeed in what is his main social- 

as opposed to aesthetic-function, which is to awaken…. ‘sympathetic comprehension’ in 

our readers. (Allen. p.17) 
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 The novelist binds up the novel with an optimistic note that Gauri joins Dr. Mahindra’s 

hospital in Hoshiarpur as a nurse and renders her services to patients. Anand strongly believes that 

to restrict a woman inside the four walls of the home can not improve the pathetic condition of her. 

It is necessary for a woman to come out from the home and make herself economically 

independent for upgrading her condition. This belief of the novelist provides new strengths to 

Gauri to face new challenges and enhance her personality. Therefore, after joining the hospital 

Gauri gets her self esteem and lives her life independently. The journey of Gauri form a remote 

place Daula Dhar to modern hospital in a city seems like a journey from tradition to modernity. 

This journey signifies an upliftment from oppression to sovereignty, from timidity to self- 

assertion, from weakness to vigour, and it looks like the transformation of a cow into a tigress 

which is now ready to accept all the challenges of the life and posses the strength to triumph over 

them.    

The Old Woman and the Cow is known as a sincere effort of Anand’s portrayal of the 

condition of an Indian woman in fictional tone. This novel is not only a struggle between 

tradition and modernity but also depicts man’s inhumanity to woman. It clearly reveals in the 

novel that the protagonist never surrenders herself in front of those difficulties which are 

originated from the old traditions. Like every Indian woman she devotes herself for the welfare 

of family and does not care for her health. Although she sacrifices her benefits more often but the 

family and the society do not recognise it and try to exploit her basic privileges. It can be the 

story of several Indian women but the efforts of Gauri for her identity make it unique. Her 

rebellion attitude for age-old traditions makes her different to other protagonists of Anand. She 

realises that the modernity is the only medium through which these evil traditions can be 

abolished and the spirit of equality would prevail in society. She takes a strong step against 

inequality and establishes her identity.     
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