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Abstract: 

The aim of this paper is to explore the thoughts and actions of Bakha, the protagonist in Mulk Raj  

Anand’s Untouchable, to understand how the novelist has conceived his identity. The novelist 

imagines the sufferings of the untouchables and the members of the lowest strata of the caste bound 

Hindu Society. The caste based exploitation made the life of the outcastes’ unbearable. The novelist  

presents the happenings of a single day in the life of the Bakha. Bakha’s character has been 

interpreted in many ways. Mostly he is seen as Anand’s idealised hero. This paper will attempt to 

understand to what extent Anand has idealised Bakha. This paper will try to respond to the question 

of authentic articulation of dalit experiences and dalit consciousness by non-Dalit writers and 

whether there is any trace of Dalit consciousnees in Anand’s Bakha. The paper will critically study  

Bakha’s imitation of the Englishmen and his eventual rejection of Colonel Hutchinson’s effort of  

religious conversion. Bakha’s attempt to catch a glimpse of the gods in the Hindu temple will also be 

analysed to understand how Anand has tried to project him. 

 

 

Credited as Mulk Raj Anand’s the finest work by many critics, the novel Untouchable 

explores the happenings of a single day in the life of the protagonist, Bakha, an untouchable 

boy of eighteen, living in a town called Bulashah. Anand, an upper caste writer, imagines a 

colony inhabited by untouchables and people from the lowest castes of the Hindu society.  

The members of this outcastes’ colony are trapped in a lifelong slavery because of the caste  

based social hierarchy of the Hindu society. He has emphatically pointed out the 
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disrespectful exclusion of the untouchables from the mainstream of the society. His 

sympathy with the untouchables of the society is evident in his writing. Besides his 

sympathetic delineation of the untouchables, the presence of Mahatma Gandhi towards the 

end of the novel draws more critical attention. 

 
The paper primarily aims to focus on the character of Bakha to understand how Anand has 

conceived the identity of his untouchable protagonist in the novel. The colony of the 

outcastes’ was situated outside the boundaries of the town and there “lived the scavengers,  

the leather-workers, the washermen, the barbers, the water-carriers, the grass-cutters and 

other outcastes”(1). The colony where they lived was unhygienic and unsuitable for living.  

Anand's depiction of the colony is quite appropriate. He has minutely delineated the 

segregation of the poor outcastes. Bakha lived in this squalor with his father, brother and  

sister. Critics have pointed out that Anand has idealised a scavenger and his dexterity. He  

has been praised for making an untouchable a hero of his novel. Although, it may be noted 

that by the time the novel was published, the Dalits had started to raise their voices against 

the Hindu caste-system based on Hindu religious scriptures. The movement aimed at 

spreading ‘Dalit consciousness’ for their liberation. This paper will attempt to assess 

whether there is any trace of this consciousness in Bakha’s thoughts and actions or Anand 

has kept his ‘Dalit’ protagonist unaware of this movement and denied him the 

consciousness. 

 
The paper will first analyse Bakha’s thoughts and actions to understand his identity. The  

most conspicuous thing that can be discerned from Bakha’s thoughts and actions is his 

discontent with his imposed identity of a dirty untouchable which is a result of the 

profession he is forced to take up because of the hereditary nature of the caste system.  

Hindu society divides its members into different castes and individuals are placed 

according to their castes in the social hierarchy. The lowest strata of this hierarchy are forced 

to serve the members from the upper castes. Untouchables were placed even outside this  

hierarchy and were made to perform menial services. Their position was critical because, on 

the one hand they were excluded from the hierarchical system of the Hindu society and on 

the other they were kept attached to the society for performing the tasks that upper castes  

would not like to perform. As the caste-system is hereditary in nature, he had no way to get 

out of his caste identity. He was born in an untouchable family so he is supposed to perform 

menial jobs throughout his life. The caste system essentialises the identity of an individual. 

Only one way to get out of this caste identity was to change his Hindu religion and convert  

to another religion. Bakha’s profession of a scavenger was associated with stigma. Bakha  

laments: “They think we are mere dirt because we clean their dirt” (70). 

 
Bakha is dissatisfied mainly because of the humiliation he encounters everyday because of  

the stigma associated with his profession. In the novel, Bakha doesn't express his grudge 
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against forced imposition of this profession. He does not blame either the caste system or his 

religion even after his father submissively informs him: “We must realise that it is religion  

which prevents them from touching us” (74). Raj Kumar quotes Gangadhar Pantawane in  

his book Dalit Literature and Criticism to highlight one of the characteristics of Dalit identity.  

For him a Dalit “rejects the existence of God, rebirth, soul, sacred books that teach 

discrimination, fate and heaven because these have made him a slave” (Kumar 8). But in  

Bakha there is no such act of rejection. His anger comes only when he is humiliated. He 

never questions his religion which has sanctioned his slavery. This charateristic feature of  

Bakha provokes to think as to why Anand did not confer Bakha to have the ‘Dalit 

consciousness’ emerging from the ideology of Ambedkar. 

 
The life of an untouchable is suffocating to Bakha. He struggles to adapt to his imposed 

identity. Both social and economic marginalisation confines him in his imposed identity and 

obstructs him to achieve his desired respectful identity. So he attempts to try a sort of 

defence mechanism to relieve himself from his anxiety. He was attracted by the “glamour of 

the ‘white man’s life” (2) and started to imitate their customs and clothings. He appears to  

be intelligent enough to understand the superiority of the Englishmen. He realises that they 

can be sartorially imitated to challenge the superiority of the natives. He realised that all  

natives were equal to the colonisers and that to the superior Englishmen all natives were 

inferior and uncivilised. So he attempts to imitate the customs of the superior colonisers. He 

was amazed by their ‘otherness’ and by imitating them he tried to ‘other’ himself from the  

natives who on the other hand considered him as unhygienic and untouchable. The 

Englishmen were the symbol of superiority to him. He thought that to put on their 

fashionable clothes makes him superior too to his fellow Indian citizens. He even attempts to 

design his house with European furniture although he could acquire only a broken cane 

chair. 

 
But for Katherine Baildon it was only a form of escape. This mechanism enabled him to 

“imagine a life much different than his and by wearing the clothes he is that much closer to  

his fantasy” (Balidon 105). But if it were only a form of escape, how would one interpret his 

attempt at self-educating himself? Rather, it can be argued that his attempt of becoming a 

colonial hybrid was his effort to take up a respectable status in the society. “He knew, of  

course, that except for his English clothes there was nothing English in his life” yet he  

guarded his form “from all base taint of Indianness” (4). It was his act of resistance against  

his fellow Indians who humiliated him. The untouchables did not have access to education. 

Bakha started “to work at the latrines at the age of six and resigned himself to the hereditary 

life of the craft, but he dreamed of becoming a Sahib”(31). He was so desperate that when  

self-education did not give him success, he asked the babu’s sons to give him an anna per  

lesson. Bakha attempts to assert his new Sahib identity through his imitation of the Sahibs.  

This is his attempt to detach himself from his imposed essentialized identity. In spite of all 



Consortium: An International Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies; Volume 1, Issue 1, June, 2021 88  

his intelligent attempts, Anand makes his Bakha unable to understand the meaning of  

Colonel Hutchinson’s speech towards the end of the narrative. Anand can be accused of  

making Hutchinson unintelligible to Bakha as it involved conversion from Hindu religion to 

Christianity. 

 
Bakha’s imitation of the colonial masters may have helped him psychologically but to the 

natives, his attempt was insignificant. He is taken as an object of ridicule and is called  

‘pilpali sahib’ (4). Even Lakha, Bakha’s father chides him for his fondness towards English 

‘fashun’. Lakha was content with his own identity. As a jemader, his father was proud of his 

position in the inner society of the outcastes’ people. He feels that the social forces 

responsible for his conditions are beyond his control. Even he goes on to say “they are really 

kind” (74). His thought expresses the hegemonic power of the caste system. He, willingly or 

out of fear, has accepted that the upper-castes are his superiors. But Bakha knew he could 

neither enjoy nor imitate the superiority of the upper-caste although he could imitate the 

Englishmen. Bakha’s brother Rakha was also “a true child of the outcaste colony.” Rakha,  

like his father, was happy with his life. He “wallowed in its mire, bathed in its marshes,  

played among its rubbish-heaps”(75). He has made himself accustomed to the 

uncongeniality which was abhorrent to Bakha. He didn't have the sense of cleanliness as  

Bakha had. At one point of the narrative, Bakha tells his brother to wash his hands before  

eating. Havildar Charat Singh was surprised to see Bakha’s sense of cleanliness. “Here was a 

low-caste man who seemed clean” (80)! Bakha developed this sense of cleanliness from the  

Englishmen. His sense of cleanliness is also one way of ‘othering’ himself from the natives. 

 
The incident of the market highlights the humiliations the untouchables had to undergo.  

Bakha accidentally touched an upper caste and was subsequently slapped and humiliated.  

The upper-caste pedestrians “formed a circle round Bakha, keeping at a distance of several 

yards from him” (39). He could not break this barrier as the barrier was a moral one. “He  

knew that contact with him, if he pushed through, would defile a great many more of these  

men. And he could already hear in his ears the abuse that he would draw on himself.” (39) 

Similarly, he “looked ruthless, a deadly pale and livid with anger and rage” (54) when he  

came to know of Sohini’s molestation by the priest but Sohini calmed him as she could also  

imagine the consequence of Bakha’s outrage. Sengupta points out that Bakha’s “standing 

against a priest suggests his revolt against the Brahmanic oppression. His overpowering 

anger was benumbed as he faced the temple” (Sengupta 127). 

 
Anand can be appreciated for imagining such an incident as the incident highlights the 

hypocrisy of the system. The untouchables were not touched by the upper caste Hindus 

because of their fear of getting polluted. But the hypocrisy of the concept becomes 

prominent when the Pundit attempts to molest Sohini. The hypocrisy lies in the fact that the 

upper caste man forgoes his fear of pollution by touching an untouchable girl. But Bakha 
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can not break the physical barrier of the market because of his sense of morality developing 

out of his fear of abuse. It can be assumed that men like Pundit Kali Nath perpetuates the 

lies associated with caste system and untouchability with the help of scriptures so that the  

upper castes can continue to enjoy their privileges. Anand has expressed his objection to  

untouchability but maintains a silence on the corruption embedded in the hierarchical caste 

system. 

 
Bakha wanted to free himself from this confinement of humiliation. Anand has conceived 

him sympathetically but has denied him agency to break the shackle of the social hierarchy. 

His apparent intellect, which could be discerned in his attempt at sartorial resistance, 

disappears when he is provided with three solutions. Bakha’s body has been glorified as the 

epitome of masculinity. But his powerful muscles are without any agency. Bakha is not 

capable of rebelling against his oppressor because of the lack of agency. The inherent fear of 

his character repressed his anger. He was afraid of the outcome. The untouchables were kept 

uneducated as their oppressors knew that knowledge could develop self-esteem in them and 

provide them social agency which in turn make the upper castes vulnerable to retaliation.  

They would never be able to organise resistance with mere physical strength. Moreover, the 

caste system is graded in nature. Even the lowest rung was also divided into different sub- 

castes which perpetuated divisiveness among the lowest castes. So they could never 

organise resistance and were left to remain in the perpetual darkness. 

 
Bakha’s identity lacks Dalit consciuoness as defined by Limbale. Dalit consciouness is “the 

revolutionary mentalty connnected with struggle. It is a belief in rebellion against the caste  

system, recognising the human beings as its focus. Amdedkarite thought is the inspiration  

for this consciousness. Dalit consciousness makes slaves conscious of their slavery” (Limbale 

32). There is no rejection and revolt in Bakha’s character. Anand allows his protagonist to be 

intelligent enough to grasp the significance of the English clothes and custom but his 

protagonist fails to question the religion that sanctions the caste hierarchy. Rather, Anand 

has represented Bakha stereotypically seeking sympathy and protection. There are times 

when Anand makes Bakha accept servitude if he is treated sympathetically. Anand’s 

depiction of Bakha in the temple scene shows his desire to be included inside the fold of  

Hinduism. There is no instance where it appears that he wants to get out of the hindu circle. 

Rather, Anand presents Bakha turning into a devotee in the temple scene “his hands joined 

unconsciously, and his head hung in the worship of the unknown god” (52). Ironically,  

Bakha seems to lose awareness of the moral barrier that inhibited him from breaking the 

physical barrier in the scene. It can be argued that Anand’s conceiving of Bakha desiring to  

be included in the fold of Hinduism makes the novel antithetical to the discourse of Dalit  

literature. It can be discerned that Anand has deliberately kept his hero from the purview of 

the Dalit consciousness of Dalit literature. 
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Towards the end of the novel, Bakha is offered three alternative solutions to his problem.  

Among these three solutions, one was the option to convert to Christianity by Colonel  

Hutchinson. The conversion to Christianity could have given him the opportunity to get out 

of this social hierarchical system. This could have been a real resistance for Bakha. He could 

have exited from the folds of Hindu religion. The religious conversion played a significant  

role in the ‘Dalit Buddhist Movement’ initiated by Ambedkar. Ambedkar launched this  

religious and socio-political movement to resist the oppression from higher castes. “The  

mass conversion to Buddhism brought about a revolutionary change in the consciousness of 

Dalit society” (Limbale 40) But Anand’s Bakha decided to remain confined in the Hindu  

society. He rejects the offer of Hutchinson. Colonel Hutchinson remained only a sight of  

attraction to Bakha because of his status of a ‘Sahib’. 

 
It can be discerned that Anand kept his hero away from developing the sense of ‘rejection’  

and ‘revolt’ of ‘Dalit consciousness’. But to completely ignore the contribution of the novel  

Untouchable would be inappropriate. Balidon points out that Anand expressed his objections 

to the heinous practice of untouchability. He points out “Rather it is a different approach to  

social awareness that gives theoretical information and makes use of literary devices that are 

less seen in autobiography” (Balidon 104). Anand’s imagined voice is significant because 

being a writer from an upper caste community, his writing reached out to his intended 

sophisticated readers. Ambedkar also in his Annihilation of Caste (1936) appealed to the 

conscience of the educated upper-caste Hindus to focus on social reforms although 

Ambedkar’s approach was completely different. It challenged the scriptures. But Anand’s  

sympathetic imagined account completely fails to provide a counter discourse to caste- 

system of Manusmriti. Rather, Purnendu Sengupta rightly remarks: “Bakha’s behaviour and 

actions are strongly controlled by dominant discourse of Hinduism” (Sengupta 129). 

 
Anand presents Bakha as an untouchable in search of sympathy and protection from his  

status of untouchability. Anand also makes him seek enlightenment to cure his “English- 

apeing mind” (46). Gandhi’s inclusion in the narrative functions as a solution to both issues. 

Gandhi was against untouchability. Bakha heard Gandhi saying : “All public wells, temples, 

roads, schools, sanatoriums, must be declared open to the Untouchables” (139). Gandhi’s  

speech moved him and provides him “rationale to live lovingly the life of a scavenger”  

(Sengupta 128). Gandhi’s presence made the English officer insignificant. Anand’s stance is  

not very difficult to understand. His objective, as evident from the narrative, is to extend his 

support to Gandhi’s political ideology. It was quite natural that Anand could not have given 

weightage to both Gandhi and Ambedkar. Ambedkar challenged the Hindu scriptures and 

tried to generate ‘Dalit consciousness’. Gandhi, on the other hand, discredited Ambedkar’s  

logical argument, started to undertake fast against Ambedkar’s idea of safeguarding socio- 

political rights by giving untouchables separate electorates for ‘depressed classes’. Gandhi 
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wanted to include the untouchables within the Hindu fold. He was against untouchability 

but he supported the caste-system which Ambedkar wanted to annihilate. 

 
The social exclusion and sufferings of the untouchables usually give birth to a sense of revolt 

and rejection against the mainstream society. But Anand has imagined Bakha desiring  

inclusion in the society and lacking the ‘Dalit conssciouness’ of ‘rejection’ and ‘revolt’. By  

rejecting the idea of Hutchinson’s offer of conversion, Anand made Bakha a follower of  

Gandhi’s ideology. Anand’s Bakha develops his new identity as a proud scavenger like his 

father. His rejection of conversion is a rejection of a new cultural dimension. The ending  

solidifies Bakha’s identity following the hegemonic discousre of caste-based Hindu social 

hierarchical system. Anand’s Bakha solidifies his Hindu identity propagating the counter 

discourse to ideology of Ambedkar. 

 

 

 

 
Notes: 

(All quotations from Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable are taken from Pearson Longman edition, edited 

by Nandini Bhattacharya.) 
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