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A Study of Modern Themes in the Short Stories
of Mulk Raj Anand

Abstract : Mulk Raj Anand is one of the pioneering
figures of Indian English literature, widely recognized for
his realistic and humanistic portrayal of Indian society. His
short stories present the lives of the marginalized, the
oppressed, and the economically disadvantaged, exposing
the harsh realities of caste discrimination, poverty, colonial
exploitation, and social injustice. This paper examines the
major modern themes reflected in Anand's selected short
stories, with particular emphasis on social realism,
humanism, class conflict, gender issues, individual dignity,
and the conflict between tradition and modernity.
Employing a qualitative, analytical, and textual research
methodology, the study explores how Anand uses ordinary
characters and everyday situations to convey universal
human values and advocate social reform. His narratives
not only criticize oppressive social structures but also
promote equality, compassion, justice, and democratic
ideals. The analysis reveals that Anand's literary vision is
deeply rooted in progressive thought and remains highly
relevant in the contemporary context, where issues of
inequality and human rights continue to challenge society.
The study concludes that the modern themes in Anand's
short stories have significantly contributed to the evolution
of Indian English fiction by combining artistic excellence
with social commitment, thereby establishing him as one of
the foremost voices of modern Indian English literature.
Keywords: Mulk Raj Anand, Modern Themes, Short
Stories, Social Realism, Humanism, Indian English
Literature.

Introduction : Indian English Literature has emerged as a
significant branch of world literature, reflecting the cultural
diversity, historical experiences, and socio-political
realities of India. Since the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, Indian writers have used the English
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language as a medium to express indigenous experiences while addressing universal human
concerns. The evolution of Indian English fiction is closely associated with writers such as Mulk
Raj Anand, Raja Rao, and R. K. Narayan, who laid the foundation of modern Indian English
literature. Their writings introduced realism, social criticism, and psychological depth into Indian
fiction, making it an important medium for representing the lives of ordinary people.

Among these pioneering writers, Mulk Raj Anand occupies a unique position because of
his strong commitment to social justice and human dignity. Deeply influenced by progressive
ideology and humanistic values, Anand portrayed the harsh realities of Indian society through his
novels and short stories. His literary works focus on the lives of the marginalized sections of
society, including the poor, labourers, untouchables, women, and children, who had long
remained absent from mainstream literature. Instead of glorifying the privileged classes, Anand
gave voice to those who suffered under the burden of caste discrimination, poverty, colonial
exploitation, and social inequality. His writings challenged orthodox social practices and
advocated equality, compassion, and justice, making him one of the foremost representatives of
realism in Indian English literature.

Although Anand is widely known for his novels, his short stories constitute an equally
significant part of his literary achievement. The short story, as a literary genre, provides a
concise yet powerful medium for portraying social realities and human emotions. Anand's short
stories are remarkable for their simplicity, emotional intensity, realistic characterization, and
thematic richness. Through ordinary incidents and common characters, he exposes the
complexities of Indian society while emphasizing universal human values. Stories such as The
Lost Child, The Barber's Trade Union, Lajwanti, and The Gold Watch demonstrate his ability to
combine artistic excellence with social commitment. His short stories not only entertain readers
but also provoke critical reflection on social injustice, moral responsibility, and the need for
reform.

The concept of modern themes in literature refers to those ideas and concerns that reflect
the changing realities of modern society. Such themes include social realism, humanism,
individual identity, equality, gender consciousness, class conflict, caste discrimination,
colonialism, psychological conflict, freedom, and the tension between tradition and modernity.
Unlike traditional literature, which often focused on idealized heroes and romantic imagination,
modern literature emphasizes the experiences of ordinary individuals and critically examines
social institutions and power structures. In Anand's short stories, modern themes are presented
through realistic situations, psychologically convincing characters, and socially relevant
conflicts. His narratives reveal the struggles of individuals against oppressive systems while
affirming the dignity and worth of every human being.

The present paper aims to examine the major modern themes reflected in the short stories
of Mulk Raj Anand and to evaluate their literary and social significance. It seeks to analyze how
Anand incorporates themes such as social realism, humanism, caste discrimination, economic
exploitation, gender inequality, child psychology, individual dignity, and social transformation
into his narratives. The study also attempts to assess Anand's contribution to the development of
modern Indian English fiction and to demonstrate the continuing relevance of his literary vision
in contemporary society. By adopting an analytical and textual approach, this paper argues that
Anand's short stories successfully integrate artistic creativity with social commitment, making
them enduring examples of modern Indian English literature.

2. Objectives of the Study
1. To identify the major modern themes reflected in the short stories of Mulk Raj Anand.
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2. To analyze the social and humanistic concerns portrayed in his short stories.

3. To examine Mulk Raj Anand's contribution to the development of modern Indian English
fiction.

4. To evaluate the contemporary relevance of the modern themes presented in his short stories.

Research Methodology : The present study is qualitative, descriptive, and analytical in nature. It

adopts a textual and interpretative approach to examine the modern themes reflected in the

selected short stories of Mulk Raj Anand. The analysis is based on close reading and critical

interpretation of the texts, with emphasis on themes such as social realism, humanism, caste

discrimination, class conflict, gender issues, individual identity, and the conflict between

tradition and modernity.

Research Design : The study is based on the following research designs:

e Descriptive Research: To describe and interpret the modern themes and literary
characteristics reflected in Anand's short stories.

o Analytical Research: To critically analyze the thematic concerns, narrative techniques, and
social significance of the selected stories.

Sources of Data

Primary Sources : The primary sources consist of selected short stories written by Mulk Raj

Anand, which form the basis of textual analysis in this study.

Secondary Sources : The secondary sources include:

e Books on Indian English Literature and literary criticism

e Peer-reviewed journal articles

o Research papers, dissertations, and theses

o Critical essays and edited volumes

e Online academic databases and scholarly resources

Research Hypothesis

o Null Hypothesis (Ho): There is no significant presence of modern themes in the short stories
of Mulk Raj Anand, and these themes have no significant relevance to contemporary society.

e Research Hypothesis (Hi): The short stories of Mulk Raj Anand significantly reflect
modern themes such as social realism, humanism, caste discrimination, class conflict, and
individual identity, which remain highly relevant to contemporary society.

Review of Literature : A review of the existing literature reveals that Mulk Raj Anand has been

widely recognized as one of the pioneers of Indian English literature, particularly for his realistic

portrayal of the marginalized sections of Indian society. Several scholars have examined his

novels and short stories from different critical perspectives, including realism, humanism,

Marxism, postcolonialism, and social criticism.

K. R. Srinivasa lyengar, in Indian Writing in English, identifies Mulk Raj Anand as a
leading exponent of social realism whose works expose the harsh realities of caste
discrimination, poverty, and colonial exploitation. According to Iyengar, Anand's literary
achievement lies in giving voice to the oppressed and presenting literature as an instrument of
social reform.

Similarly, M. K. Naik, in 4 History of Indian English Literature, emphasizes Anand's
commitment to humanism and his concern for social justice. Naik argues that Anand's fiction
reflects progressive ideals and highlights the dignity of common people through realistic
characterization and powerful thematic expression.

William Walsh, in Indian Literature in English, observes that Anand successfully
combines artistic realism with social commitment. His works are appreciated for their vivid
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depiction of Indian life and their deep concern for human values.

Although a considerable amount of research has been conducted on Anand's novels and
his contribution to Indian English fiction, comparatively fewer studies have focused exclusively
on the modern themes in his short stories. Most existing studies discuss individual aspects
such as social realism, caste, or humanism separately, but a comprehensive analysis of the
modern thematic concerns in his short stories remains limited.

Therefore, the present study attempts to fill this gap by providing a comprehensive
analysis of the major modern themes reflected in the selected short stories of Mulk Raj Anand,
with particular emphasis on social realism, humanism, class conflict, gender issues, individual
identity, and the conflict between tradition and modernity.

Modern Themes in the Short Stories of Mulk Raj Anand : The short stories of Mulk Raj
Anand are remarkable for their realistic representation of Indian society and their commitment to
progressive social ideals. Through ordinary characters and everyday situations, Anand exposes
the injustices and inequalities deeply rooted in society while advocating human dignity, equality,
and social reform. His stories transcend mere narration and become powerful commentaries on
the socio-political realities of twentieth-century India. The following sections discuss the major
modern themes reflected in his short stories.

Social Realism Social realism is one of the most prominent themes in Anand's short stories.
Rather than presenting an idealized or romanticized picture of life, Anand portrays society as it
actually exists. His stories depict the harsh realities of poverty, unemployment, caste
discrimination, exploitation, and social inequality.

Poverty is presented not merely as an economic condition but as a social tragedy that
deprives individuals of dignity and opportunities. Anand vividly describes the miserable
conditions of poor labourers, peasants, and marginalized communities struggling for survival.
His narratives reveal how economic hardship affects every aspect of human life, including
education, health, and social status.

The contrast between rural and urban life also forms an important aspect of Anand's
realism. While villages are often depicted as places burdened by caste prejudice and poverty,
cities represent both opportunities and new forms of exploitation. His stories portray the
migration of poor people in search of better lives and the disappointments they encounter in
urban environments.

Anand's portrayal of everyday struggles makes his stories highly realistic. Hunger,
unemployment, humiliation, and social exclusion become recurring experiences of his
characters. Through these depictions, he exposes the structural inequalities of Indian society and
urges readers to recognize the need for social justice.

Humanism Humanism lies at the heart of Anand's literary philosophy. He firmly believes that
every individual deserves respect, dignity, and equal opportunities regardless of caste, religion,
gender, or economic status.

His stories emphasize compassion, kindness, and empathy towards the oppressed. Rather
than portraying the poor merely as victims, Anand presents them as individuals possessing
courage, honesty, and moral strength. Their humanity remains intact despite social
discrimination and material deprivation.

Equality and brotherhood are recurring values in Anand's fiction. He criticizes all forms
of discrimination and advocates a society based on justice, mutual respect, and universal human
values. His humanistic vision transcends social divisions and reflects his belief in the essential
unity of humanity.
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Caste Discrimination and Untouchability One of the strongest modern themes in Anand's
short stories is the condemnation of caste discrimination and untouchability. He exposes the
inhuman treatment faced by marginalized communities and questions the legitimacy of the caste
system.

Untouchability is portrayed as a serious violation of human dignity. His characters often
experience humiliation, exclusion, and discrimination simply because of their birth. Anand
demonstrates how caste-based prejudice deprives individuals of education, employment, and
social acceptance.

The stories advocate equality and human rights by emphasizing that every human being

deserves respect irrespective of caste. Anand's criticism of social exclusion reflects his
progressive outlook and his commitment to building an egalitarian society.
Economic Exploitation and Class Conflict Economic exploitation is another significant
modern concern in Anand's short stories. He vividly portrays the lives of labourers, workers,
servants, and poor peasants who are exploited by landlords, employers, and the capitalist system.
Class conflict emerges as a consequence of unequal distribution of wealth and power. Anand
illustrates how poverty forces people into degrading working conditions while the privileged
classes enjoy economic advantages.

His stories criticize capitalist exploitation and expose the widening gap between the rich
and the poor. Through realistic characterization, Anand advocates social and economic justice
and highlights the importance of protecting the rights of workers.

Colonialism and National Consciousness The impact of British colonial rule forms an
important backdrop in many of Anand's stories. Colonialism is depicted not only as political
domination but also as economic exploitation and cultural suppression.

Anand portrays how colonial policies intensified poverty, unemployment, and social
inequalities. At the same time, his stories reflect a growing sense of national consciousness and
the desire for freedom and self-respect.

His narratives encourage readers to recognize the importance of national identity,
independence, and resistance against oppression. Thus, colonialism becomes both a historical
reality and a catalyst for social awakening.

Women and Gender Issues Women occupy an important place in Anand's short stories. He
presents female characters with sensitivity and realism, highlighting the challenges they face
within a patriarchal society.

Issues such as gender inequality, domestic oppression, social restrictions, and limited
opportunities are explored through the experiences of women from different social backgrounds.
Anand portrays women not merely as passive victims but as individuals possessing courage,
resilience, and moral strength.

His stories advocate women's dignity, equality, and freedom, making gender justice an
important aspect of his modern literary vision.

Child Psychology Anand demonstrates remarkable insight into the psychology of children. His
child characters are portrayed with innocence, curiosity, emotional sensitivity, and spontaneity.
Stories such as The Lost Child reveal how children's emotions and perceptions differ from those
of adults. Anand carefully depicts their attachment to parents, fascination with the surrounding
world, and emotional vulnerability.

Through child psychology, Anand emphasizes the universal values of love, care, security,
and family relationships while exposing the impact of social circumstances on childhood.
Tradition versus Modernity The conflict between tradition and modernity is another recurring
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theme in Anand's short stories. He critically examines rigid customs, superstitions, caste

practices, and conservative social values that hinder human progress.

At the same time, Anand supports modern education, scientific thinking, rationality, and
social reform. However, he does not reject tradition entirely; instead, he advocates preserving
positive cultural values while discarding outdated practices that promote inequality and injustice.
This balanced perspective reflects the transition of Indian society from traditional structures to
modern democratic ideals.

Individual Identity and Human Dignity The search for individual identity is a central concern

in Anand's fiction. His protagonists strive to preserve their self-respect despite poverty,

discrimination, and social oppression.

Human dignity becomes the foundation of their struggles. Anand emphasizes that true
identity is not determined by caste, occupation, or wealth but by one's humanity and moral
character.

His stories affirm the values of personal freedom, equality, and individual rights, making them

highly relevant to modern democratic societies.

Progressive Vision and Social Change Anand's literary vision is fundamentally progressive.

His stories are not merely descriptive but transformative, encouraging readers to question

injustice and support social reform.

He advocates equality, justice, education, secularism, and democratic values as essential
foundations for a better society. His narratives inspire hope by suggesting that meaningful social
change is possible through compassion, awareness, and collective responsibility.

The progressive ideals reflected in Anand's short stories continue to inspire readers,
scholars, and social reformers, demonstrating the enduring relevance of his literary contribution
to modern Indian English literature.

Findings : The analysis of the selected short stories of Mulk Raj Anand reveals the following

major findings:

1. The short stories of Mulk Raj Anand strongly reflect modern social consciousness by
portraying the realities of poverty, social inequality, caste discrimination, and human
suffering.

2. Humanism emerges as the central philosophical foundation of Anand's literary vision,
emphasizing human dignity, compassion, equality, and universal brotherhood.

3. Anand critically exposes the evils of caste discrimination and untouchability, advocating
social equality, justice, and the protection of human rights.

4. Economic exploitation, class conflict, and the hardships of labourers and the underprivileged
are portrayed as significant social concerns, highlighting the need for economic and social
reforms.

5. The representation of women and children reflects Anand's deep humanitarian concern, as he
portrays their struggles, emotions, dignity, and resilience with remarkable sensitivity.

6. The selected short stories advocate progressive ideals by promoting equality, justice,
freedom, and democratic values while challenging social oppression and traditional
prejudices.

7. The study confirms that modern themes such as social realism, humanism, individual
identity, gender consciousness, and social transformation dominate Anand's narrative vision,
making his short stories enduring contributions to modern Indian English literature.

Conclusion : The present study concludes that the short stories of Mulk Raj Anand are a

significant contribution to modern Indian English literature because they successfully integrate
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literary excellence with social commitment. Through his realistic portrayal of ordinary people
and their everyday struggles, Anand presents a powerful critique of the social, economic, and
cultural inequalities prevalent in Indian society. His narratives move beyond mere storytelling to
become instruments of social awareness and reform.

The analysis reveals that modern themes such as social realism, humanism, caste
discrimination, economic exploitation, colonial oppression, gender inequality, child psychology,
individual identity, and the conflict between tradition and modernity constitute the thematic core
of Anand's short stories. These themes not only reflect the realities of twentieth-century India but
also address universal concerns related to justice, equality, freedom, and human dignity. Anand's
deep sympathy for the marginalized and his unwavering faith in humanitarian values make his
works relevant across different historical and cultural contexts.

Furthermore, the study establishes that Anand's literary vision is profoundly progressive.
His stories advocate democratic ideals, challenge oppressive social structures, and encourage
readers to develop compassion, rationality, and social responsibility. Through realistic
characterization and thematic depth, he transforms ordinary human experiences into powerful
expressions of modern consciousness.

In conclusion, the modern themes explored in the short stories of Mulk Raj Anand
continue to retain their relevance in contemporary society. Issues such as inequality,
discrimination, social exclusion, and the struggle for human rights remain significant even today.
Therefore, Anand's short stories are not only valuable literary works but also enduring
documents of social reality that continue to inspire readers, scholars, and advocates of justice and
equality. His contribution firmly establishes him as one of the foremost pioneers of modern
Indian English literature.
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