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Abstract: The Road (1961) is the commendable creation of Mulk Raj Anand which 
awarded him immense popularity and prestige. This classic novel presents a realistic 
picture of Indian Hindu society, which is based on age old Vedantist kind of caste system, 
through one day experience of a poor untouchable Bhikhu. This under-caste untouchable 
protagonist is the representative of his caste who highlights the pitiable condition of his 
poor caste in Independent Indian scenario. Constructing the road, in the novel, is a 
subject of hope for poor villagers to connect the rural lives of village with the enriched 
life of big city. The workers, especially untouchables, suffer a lot not because of their 
mistakes but due to the whimsical and in-humanistic notions of high caste Hindus who 
prevent this construction only for their self benefits, and drag the poor villagers to the 
hell of labouring. In search for his identity, Bhikhu, leaves his native place heading 
towards Delhi in the hope of better opportunities which would not be related to his lower 
caste but his Karma Yogi attitude. The present paper is an effort to highlight the suffering 
and pathetic condition of an untouchable protagonist Bhikhu who suffers a lot in Hindu 
society, even after the independence of India, instead of his Kama Yogi outlook. The 
paper also presents the humanistic treatment of Mulk Raj Anand for the aching heart of 
the protagonist. 
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There are numerous eminent authors in the history of world literature who enhanced the 

literature with commendable creations through their keen observation and illuminating 

consciousness. Every creation of these authors varies from another in the point of philosophy, 

imagination, presentation, observation, social consciousness, compassion and sensibility.  Indian 

literature is also having such types of prominent authors who are always indulged in highlighting 
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the scenario of their contemporary society and the plight of its inhabiting human beings. Some 

novelists of them like Bankim Chandra got fame for his romances in the imagination of Scott, 

Rabindranath Tagore wrote about upper- class gentry of Bengal, Sarat Chandra for middle-class 

life, and Munshi Premchand presented the condition of Indian peasants and humble workers. But 

very few novelists of India have established their name and fame in the world of Indo-Anglian 

literature, and Mulk Raj Anand is one of them who achieved worldwide recognition and attracted 

the consciousness of every class reader. He has been regarded as one of the founding fathers of 

the Indo- Anglian literature with Raja Rao and R. K. Narayan. He is known as the champion of 

underdogs and out-castes because he presents a lively image of India through his creation, and 

portrays the different pictures of affliction with his humanistic brush of that class who is the 

margin of social parameters. He always condemns Vedantist kind of caste system that divided 

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. His novels always elucidate human exploitation, gender 

discrimination, humiliation of labourers and sweepers, and pathetic condition of those who are 

ignored by the society. The pains and miseries of the society affected the sensibility of Anand, 

and he confesses himself: 

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) 

Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao are known as the trinity of Indo- Anglian 

fiction and have won the Prestigious Sahitya Academy Award for their commendable literary 
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works. Their writings reflect the various conditions of the contemporary Indian cultures because 

they have deep commiseration with the people and their social issues.    

Raja Rao (November 08, 1908 – July 8, 2006) is the youngest of this pioneer Indo- 

Anglian fiction writers’ group. He was a great Sanskrit scholar, and his writings present the 

realistic and 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, is 

well known and appreciated among the readers of Indian English Fiction. Malgudi is a small 

town in the southern part of India, having its own middle class world. The society of Malgudi 

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

westernisation completely. 

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

novels with the themes of society and its suffering. The Road (1961) is an account of the 

protagonist Bhikhu’s journey who always struggles to find- out his identity in independent 
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Indian society. He gets various caste discriminations and other obstacles in his ways during this 

journey which shows the hardships and adversities of an outcaste for his livelihood in the fresh 

air of independent India. Beside this novel, he wrote his classic novel Untouchable (1935) which 

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 try to eradicate the tribulations and 
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evils of society which were against the humanity and its betterment. For this purpose they 

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.  

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

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

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 act 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’ for 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 he 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 

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.) 
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Mulk Raj Anand shows his fury against the evils of caste and class system in his novel 

The Road that is well appreciated by readers and critics. His humanistic vision and reformist zeal 

presents a lower caste and class boy Bhikhu, who is the victim of age old caste stratification, 

higher than the upper-caste people. Anand always pours his sympathy on underclass people 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 Bhikhu 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) 

The poor social and physical condition of untouchables touched the humanistic 

consciousness of Anand, and compelled him after twenty six years to return one more time, in 

The Road, with the same theme which he had dealt with his first and classic novel Untouchable 

(1935). It is very tough to an author to work proficiently with the same theme which he has 

successfully handled earlier in his career because there is enough pressure on his mind, 

efficiency and pen for not repeating himself as the former one, and he should be careful for any 

resemblance in his style of writings, presentations, depictions as well as themes with the past 

one. But, just like the Shakespeare who depicted himself as a changed Shakespeare when he 

turned- up again for romantic comedy and wrote a new as well as much more complex romantic 

comedy at the closing stages of his career, Anand also faced the music after two decades and six 

years to presented himself a unique novelist with exquisite novel The Road which was more 

notable and literary as comparison to the first one. Thus, the current paper is an attempt to 

uncover the social and mental conditions of the untouchables in the scenario of independent 
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India through the novelist’s The Road, and highlight the humanistic attitude and psyche of the 

novelist for underclass.  

Mulk Raj Anand’s characters are known as real life characters because he has selected 

these from his childhood memories and his experienced life. The suffering of sweeper boy 

Bakha, his childhood friend, helped him to write Untouchable (1935). And just like the same, the 

sufferings of the childhood playmate, Munoo, who was compelled to do labour in a pickle 

factory and suffered a lot by the notion of fatalism in the Indian society, provoked him to write 

Coolie (1936), and presented the evil face of class system which is not fruitful for under class 

and downtrodden people. Premila Paul observes about the novel, ‘‘Munoo represents the 

disinherited and the dispossessed of the earth whose tragic life indicates inhumanity of man to 

man.’’(Paul, p. 5) The pain and suffering of the coolies and labourers in the Skeffington Coffee 

Estate in the British rule forced him to write his third novel Two Leaves and a Bud (1937). This 

novel is different from his preceding novels, Untouchable and Coolie, where tragedy was born 

through an individual, Bakha and Munoo respectively, but Two Leaves and a Bud is the “theme 

of conflict as a group experience” (Lindsays, p. 15- 16). Anand’s personal experience about 

Industrial Revolution in England helped him to write The Big Heart. Even, he presented such 

kind of revolution in his novel through his protagonist Ananta who participated in the Trade 

Union Movement in Bombay which shaped his notions and increased his belief in revolution. 

Village Development Programme after the independence of India, and Nehruji’s approach for 

connecting the remote areas to big cities gave new notion to Anand and he presented the painful 

voice of out-castes untouchables, who were treated by high castes Hindus worst than animal 

during this project, in The Road.   
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The subject of untouchability and caste barrier had been abolished with the dawn of 

independent India in the big cities but it was existed in the villages and unable to lose its strong 

hold on the minds of people. Due to this thing the plight of poor villagers remained untouched 

and the pre- independence existing social evils like casteism, landlordship, religious taboos, 

superstition, and blind- belief exploited and humiliated the human beings for the sake of 

livelihood. New policies of government regarding rapid industrialisation for increasing village 

economy brought new hope to untouchables and opened new horizons for livelihood outside 

agriculture industry because untouchables were not possessing their own agriculture lands and 

were compelled to do work in the fields of landlords in a very low remunerations. Many a times 

high castes castigated untouchables for their caste in lieu of their hard work, and restricted them 

to do work in the agricultural fields because some of them believed that the soil of their land can 

be contaminated by mere presence of untouchables. Anand mentioned the government policies 

and the Block Development Schemes in the novel, which were planned after the independence 

for making economically independent life of poor villagers as well as outcastes, to show the 

actual struggle between high and out caste, and also present the psyche of the society for 

untouchables.  He utters the source of notion for writing The Road by these words: 

Well, it was a kind of shock to me when I went to live in Haryana, twenty miles from 

Delhi, in human empire of Jawaharlal Nehru, to find that the outcaste not only in South 

India, but in the mixed North were still consigned to limbo of oblivion. There was 

something tragic-comic to me in the fact that the caste-Hindus would not touch the stones 

quarried by the untouchables to make the road, because the stones had been touched by 

the untouchables. I mentioned this to great Nehru. He did not believe me. He was quite 
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angry at my mentioning of this awkward fact. I said I would prove it to him by showing it 

in the ‘enchanted mirror’. (Anand, p.124) 

 The humanistic and reformist outlook of novelist presents Bhikhu, an untouchable and 

road worker, as a protagonist in the novel who is not the victim of society through his weakness 

but for taking birth in an out caste family, and the prevailing social malaises increase his 

torments in the independent India which make him unable to survive with dignity and self 

esteem. The innocent protagonist struggles in every episode of the novel in the quest of his 

identity in the rigid and inhuman Indian society and gets the variable life experiences which give 

him pain and distress.  

 The Road is an account of a single day incident in the life of an untouchable boy Bikhu in 

an Indian hamlet. The incident of constructing the road creates a conflict between the upper caste 

Hindus and the low caste untouchables because the purpose of the road construction is not only 

to facilitate transportation of milk from small village Govardhan to big city Gurgaon but to 

connect the rural life of Govardhan with the modern life of Gurgaon. It seems that this 

construction shortens the distance between two places but enlarges the gap between the two 

castes. The first scene of the novel, in which Bhikhu with his widow and kind- hearted mother 

Laxmi is heading towards the temple, depicts the kindness and generosity of Bhikhu and his 

mother. Bhikhu knows that the higher caste people would not allow them to enter the temple. But 

his innocent mother thinks differently and tells her son,   

‘Love them even if they hate you,’ the mother answered, proceeding ahead. ‘Love them 

as Lord Krishna loved the whole world. Love the old and the young. Love the cattle, as 



         Scholar Critic                                                     ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         
            Vol-01, Issue-03, December 2014.                                              ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 

 

10 

 

Shyam, the God of Bindra Ban, loved the cows. Love everyone and everything…. Then 

through our good deeds shall we rise from our low caste and be born into a higher caste.’ 

(The Road, p. 1) 

But unfortunately the protagonist and his mother got humiliated by the upper caste people in 

between the way of temple and both the persons turned back without seeing the God and Deities.  

 Although, constructing the road is the ray of hope for the out caste untouchables but it is 

the subject of distress for the arrogant and selfish upper caste Hindus in the village because they 

realised that the life of poor under-caste untouchables will come directly in contact with the 

government after the completion of the road, and they will be able to get job in government 

machinery, find the profitable grant, avail the free ration and other facility from the government for 

their livelihood. And, as the result, the prevailing dominance of upper caste Hindus over the out-

caste for their own benefits will be vanished by and by with the blow of modernity. This sense of 

insecurity compels the minds of upper caste Hindus to forestall this project. Therefore, a conflict 

arises between the out- caste and upper caste Hindus related to the constructing the road. The 

upper caste Hindus starts exploiting the untouchables for their lower caste whenever they get the 

chance.  In the novel, Thakur Singh, in his fury, shouts on Bhikhu and his mother for defiling 

temple by their presence. But, there are some upper caste people like Dhooli Singh who thinks in 

his own way in this matter and always provides ointment for the injured heart of untouchables. He 

understands the needs of untouchables and abhors the act of Thakur Singh. He scolds him, “I 

should like to talk all this over with you, Thakur Singh, if you will talk”, and clears his outlook, “If 

you go on shouting them there will be no talking. The road will build any how….” (p. 7)  
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 The novelist depicts two categories of the characters in the novel for exploring the human 

psyche. Every character of each class is different from another in the view of attitude, behaviour, 

conduct and outlook. Thakur Singh is the mentor of the first group who opposes to accept the 

social changes for losing his rule over the poor village while Dhooli Singh, the protector of the 

poor under-caste untouchables and villagers, belongs the second group and welcomes the social 

changes for humanity which had been initiated by Nehruji’s government. The cohorts of Dhooli 

Singh, like Bhikhu, always become the victim of high caste’s fury. Anand has blended the theme 

of love with untouchability in this novel for presenting it more complicated than the previous 

novel. The novel seems way more complicated and fascinating when, on one hand, Dhooli Singh’s 

son Lachman gets attracted towards Thakur Singh’s daughter Rukmani for marring her and, on 

other hand, Thakur Singh’s son Sajnu wants to betrothal with Dhooli Singh’s daughter Mala.  

Inhumanity has crossed its edge when Thakur Singh made the intrigue against Dhooli Singh and 

tried to expel Dhooli Singh out from the caste brotherhood in the name of religion. Moreover, 

Sajnu compels Lachman, who has become insane in the love of Rukmani and her hand is more 

important to him than the loyalty to his father, to join his party, and they begin to condemn any 

welfare work for the out- caste untouchables.  Anand has portrayed Dhooli Singh as a morally 

strong character who faced different circumstances and disloyalty from his society as well as his 

son but his faith remained on Bhikhu and his caste. He also believed that one day the whole society 

would be influenced by the social changes for eradicating the pain and miseries from society. He 

foresees and says, “At the cowardly ones, all the physically and morally weak ones will soon be 

left behind, only the physically and mentally strong, like Bhikhu, will remain and go forward.” (p. 

19-20) 
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 Through this novel, Anand also presents the poor condition of female in the Hindu 

society. The strong bond of auspicious betrothal between two families, Dhooli Singh and Thakur 

Singh, has been ruined because Dhooli Singh favours the out castes and his humanistic attitude 

tries to uplift the pathetic condition of them. Thakur Singh could not accept this favour and has the 

enough vehemence for Dhooli Singh. The novelist has highlighted the act of inhumanity through 

this episode that due to the prevailing superstition in Indian society that the birth of a girl in a 

family leads not only pain, ill-luck and miseries but great disaster also, Rukmani becomes the 

victim of her family for breaking the relationship of two families. Her mother furiously shouts on 

her and castigates her for all these matters with these sarcastic words:  

You are only a mite in this house, but you are causing troubles to your father and brother. 

We do not know what sins of our past have prospered against our ruin that we had to 

accept Dhooli Singh’s son for you, and his daughter for your brother!...We never bent our 

heads before the Sarkar, and now we have to demean ourselves before this Dhooli Singh, 

who is almost an untouchable! (p. 36) 

 In the fire episode, Anand exhibits the psyche of morally corrupt high caste Hindus who 

do not hesitate to snatch away the shelter and livelihood from poor untouchables at any cost for 

their self benefits. Humanity seems dying when a priest Pandit Surajmani, whom Dhooli Singh 

calls a crafty Brahmin dog, a shrewd and crooked character, with Thakur Singh, Sajnu and 

Lachman set fire to untouchables’ huts.  Pandit Suraj Mani’s sensual approach to Rukmani recalls 

the desire of Pandit Kalinath for Sohini in Untouchable. He is one of the recurrent characters in 

The Road, “the devout Brahmin, self righteous religious leader of society” but lecher at heart. 

(Mukherjee, p.112)  The humane, noble, and prophetic Dhooli Singh offers his house and a box of 
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clothes to the victim of arson. Sometimes, it seems in the novel that the prophetic and benevolent 

character of Dhooli Sing is overshadowing the protagonist but with the passing episodes Bhikhu 

emerges as a true character who fights well against the opposite circumstances.  And, Anand casts 

Dhooli Singh as a social reformer who fights against society for the benefits of out- caste 

untouchables. 

 The Road is the result of Anand’s faith in Nehruji and his approach towards proper 

planning because he was the ardent disciple of Gandhiji and Nehruji. The protagonist of the novel 

shares Anand’s zeal for Nehruji and believes in his slogan, “Aram Haram Hai.”  He encourages his 

companions, “Take the name of Jawaharlal and carry on” and the workers building the road, “with 

the momentum of the holy phrase.”  (The Road, p. 106) The Community Development Programme 

of Nehruji for uplifting the condition of untouchables in the novel is like Gandhiji’s long speech 

for upgrading the poor condition of the sweeper caste in Untouchable.  Michael Brecher writes 

about this development programme: 

The essence of the programme is self-help, democracy at the grass roots. Field workers 

attempt to persuade the villagers of the material benefits of new methods of cultivation, 

health clinic, a new road, and of pooling their affords in co-operation. (Brecher, p. 209) 

 The water begging episode of the novel is the sensitive observation of Anand in which he 

visibly highlights the discriminations and discrepancies of high caste Hindus for the untouchable 

caste. Bhikhu, after a long hard work, wants to quench his thrust, and reaches Thakur Singh’s 

home for water. He gets water in a tumbler but Sajnu kicks it and water spreads on Bhikhu’s 

face, “like the sweat of hard labour.” (The Road, p. 110) It seems an act of irony for Indian 
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society that an untouchable is not liable to take and drink water in front of high caste Hindus. 

Bhikhu leaves the place in the deep painful thought and moves towards unknown direction which 

leads him toward modern city Delhi. Anand writes about Bhikhu’s departing: 

Instinctively he went in the direction of the road he had helped to build. And in his soul 

he took the direction, out of the village, towards Gurgaon, which was the way to Delhi 

town, capital of Hindustan, where no one knew who he was and where there would be no 

caste or outcaste. (p.102) 

 The Road is a story of a truly Karma- Yogi protagonist who does not believe in fatalism, 

and always struggles for his identity in the society. The novel ends with the departure of Bhikhu 

from his native place to Delhi which looks like an escape but it is the act of an optimistic 

protagonist who did not embarrass from his past experiences and moved towards the big city to 

find out his identity. Although, it appears a dark side of a Bhikhu’s life that he is leaving the 

village but it also proves the caliber of a protagonist who has broken the age old caste taboos for 

the fresh morning of opportunities in the city where he would be known for his hard work and 

Karma- Yogi attitude.     
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