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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the postcolonial dimensions of resistance in the works of Mulk Raj
Anand and Anita Desai. Both authors offer rich literary landscapes that reflect the
socio-political transitions of India during and after colonial rule. Through the lens of
postcolonial theory, the study analyzes how these writers articulate marginalized
voices, confront colonial legacies, and negotiate cultural identity. Anand’s
Untouchable and Coolie, and Desai’s Clear Light of Day and In Custody, serve as
primary texts to investigate their portrayal of resistance—against colonial oppression,
societal hierarchies, and internalized subjugation.
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I.  INTRODUCTION

Postcolonial literature plays a crucial role in understanding the cultural, social, and
political landscapes that evolve in the aftermath of colonization. It gives voice to the
historically marginalized, reclaims indigenous identity, and challenges imperial
narratives. In the Indian context, writers like Mulk Raj Anand and Anita Desai have
significantly contributed to this tradition by highlighting the nuanced dimensions of
colonial impact and the diverse forms of resistance it engenders. This paper aims to
examine how Anand and Desai portray resistance through their select novels, focusing
on both external socio-political rebellion and internal psychological defiance within
postcolonial India.

Mulk Raj Anand, a pioneering figure in Indian English literature, uses his fiction to
critique colonial rule, caste discrimination, and the dehumanization of the lower classes.
His novels such as Untouchable and Coolie depict the lives of the oppressed and
explore how colonialism intensified existing social hierarchies. Anand’s protagonists,
although seemingly powerless, represent voices of resistance through their personal
suffering, moral consciousness, and the author’s explicit critique of unjust systems.
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Through his realist style and political engagement, Anand's work becomes a form of
literary activism, resisting both colonial dominance and indigenous orthodoxy.

In contrast, Anita Desai represents a later generation of Indian writers whose
engagement with postcolonial themes is more introspective and psychological. Her
novels such as Clear Light of Day and In Custody explore memory, identity, gender,
and the gradual disintegration of cultural values in a newly independent India. Desai’s
resistance is subtle and inward—manifested in her characters’ refusal to conform, their
existential dilemmas, and their struggles to maintain linguistic or familial heritage. Her
narratives reflect the lingering effects of colonialism on the psyche and interpersonal
relationships, especially within the educated urban middle class.

While Anand’s resistance is directed at systemic exploitation and class-based
oppression, Desai’s is more nuanced, focusing on the erosion of individual identity and
the silent suffering of postcolonial subjects. This duality reflects the evolving nature of
resistance across generations and genders. Together, these authors provide a
comprehensive view of postcolonial Indian society—Anand from the streets and fields
of the oppressed masses, and Desai from the drawing rooms and inner minds of the
middle class.

The postcolonial framework used in this paper draws on theorists such as Edward Said,
Homi K. Bhabha, and Gayatri Spivak, who have examined how literature becomes a
battleground for reclaiming agency, negotiating identity, and subverting colonial
narratives. By analyzing select novels of Anand and Desai through this lens, this study
uncovers how literature acts not only as a mirror of reality but also as a form of
resistance and recovery. Their characters, settings, and themes offer rich material for
examining the interplay of power, culture, and identity in the shadow of colonialism
and its aftermath.

Il.  POSTCOLONIALISM AND LITERARY RESISTANCE

I1l.  Postcolonialism is a critical framework that examines the cultural, political, and
historical impacts of colonial domination and the subsequent struggle for
identity and autonomy in formerly colonized societies. Emerging in the mid-
20th century, postcolonial theory investigates how literature, language, and
narrative are used to reclaim indigenous voices and subvert imperial ideologies.
Central to this discourse is the concept of resistance—both overt and subtle—
through which colonized peoples assert their agency, reject imposed
hierarchies, and reconstruct national and personal identities. Literary resistance
takes many forms, from the explicit denunciation of colonial power structures
to the reimagining of history and culture from native perspectives. Scholars such
as Edward Said, in Orientalism, revealed how Western representations of the
East served to justify imperial control, while Homi Bhabha’s notions of
hybridity and mimicry explored the ambivalence within colonial encounters.
Gayatri Spivak’s question, “Can the subaltern speak?” underscored the
silencing of marginalized voices, especially women, in both colonial and
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nationalist discourses. In this context, literature becomes a tool not just for
storytelling but for political and psychological liberation. Indian English
literature, in particular, has been a powerful site of postcolonial expression,
where authors like Mulk Raj Anand and Anita Desai engage with the legacy of
colonialism, caste oppression, linguistic alienation, and cultural fragmentation.
Their works exemplify how literary texts can both document and resist the
enduring inequalities rooted in colonial history, offering counter-narratives that
challenge dominant power structures and elevate voices traditionally excluded
from mainstream discourse.
IV. MULK RAJ ANAND: THE VOICE OF THE OPPRESSED

Mulk Raj Anand stands as a seminal figure in Indian English literature whose writings
powerfully articulate the struggles of the marginalized under both colonial and
indigenous systems of oppression. A committed humanist and social realist, Anand
used fiction as a platform to expose the deep-rooted injustices faced by the
underprivileged, particularly the lower castes and the working class. His
groundbreaking novel Untouchable (1935) centers on Bakha, a young sweeper boy,
whose daily experiences of humiliation and exclusion lay bare the cruelty of the caste
system. Anand's vivid depiction of Bakha’s inner world serves as a form of resistance
against centuries of social ostracization, challenging both colonial apathy and native
orthodoxy. Similarly, in Coolie (1936), the protagonist Munoo becomes a symbol of
the exploited colonial labor force, whose suffering is compounded by poverty,
industrial capitalism, and systemic neglect. Through Munoo's tragic journey, Anand
critiques not only British colonial economic structures but also the indifference of
Indian society. His narratives do not merely evoke sympathy; they demand recognition
of human dignity and social reform. By giving voice to those historically silenced—
sweepers, laborers, coolies—Anand reclaims narrative space for the oppressed and uses
the English language, ironically the colonizer’s tongue, to confront and dismantle
oppressive systems. His work exemplifies postcolonial literary resistance that is
grounded in realism, empathy, and a moral vision for justice.

V. ANITA DESAI: INNER WORLDS, SUBTLE DEFIANCE

Anita Desai, a prominent voice in post-independence Indian English literature, shifts
the lens of resistance inward, exploring the psychological and emotional landscapes of
her characters to reveal the quiet struggles of postcolonial identity. Unlike Mulk Raj
Anand’s externalized portrayal of social injustice, Desai delves into the private worlds
of individuals—particularly women—grappling with memory, alienation, and cultural
disintegration. In Clear Light of Day (1980), Desai portrays Bimla (Bim), a single
woman who resists traditional expectations of marriage and caretaking roles in a society
still governed by patriarchal and colonial legacies. Bim's resistance lies not in open
rebellion, but in her choice to remain rooted in the decaying family home, embodying
emotional strength, autonomy, and resilience. Similarly, in In Custody (1984), Desai
captures the erosion of linguistic and cultural heritage through the decline of Urdu,
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symbolizing the fading intellectual traditions of pre-independence India. The
protagonist Deven’s failed attempt to preserve this literary legacy reflects the subtle but
poignant cultural losses in a postcolonial nation increasingly shaped by modernity and
homogenization. Desai's narratives highlight the internal conflicts and subdued acts of
defiance that often go unnoticed in grand historical narratives. Her work resists not
through loud proclamations, but through the delicate articulation of interiority, giving
voice to those caught in the emotional aftermath of colonial dislocation. Through this
nuanced exploration, Desai contributes significantly to postcolonial discourse by
revealing how resistance can exist in silence, introspection, and personal choice.

VI. COMPARATIVE INSIGHTS: ANAND AND DESAI

While both Mulk Raj Anand and Anita Desai are central figures in Indian English
literature, their approaches to postcolonial resistance are distinct yet complementary.
Anand’s work is marked by overt socio-political engagement, foregrounding the
systemic oppression of marginalized communities through realistic depictions of
poverty, caste discrimination, and colonial exploitation. His characters resist by simply
existing within narratives that challenge their historical invisibility, making his fiction
a form of direct social critique. In contrast, Desai’s resistance is introspective and
psychological, focusing on the inner turmoil of individuals struggling with identity,
memory, and cultural erosion in a rapidly modernizing postcolonial India. Her
characters often resist societal norms not through confrontation but through quiet
endurance, emotional complexity, and subtle acts of autonomy. While Anand gives
voice to the physically oppressed, Desai amplifies the emotional and intellectual
struggles of those navigating the residues of colonialism in personal and domestic
spaces. Together, they broaden the postcolonial literary landscape—Anand
representing the collective struggle for justice and social reform, and Desai exploring
the fragmented self and the silent battles within. Their differing yet intersecting modes
of resistance underscore the multifaceted nature of postcolonial experience and
highlight how literature can confront both external oppression and internal
displacement.

I.  CONCLUSION

The selected works of Mulk Raj Anand and Anita Desai reveal the multifaceted nature
of postcolonial resistance in Indian literature. While Anand presents a direct and
politically charged critique of colonial and caste-based oppression, Desai examines the
quieter, internal struggles faced by individuals navigating a postcolonial cultural
landscape. Together, their novels encompass a wide spectrum of resistance—from the
physical and economic to the emotional and cultural. Through their characters’ voices
and the worlds they inhabit, both writers challenge dominant narratives, give space to
marginalized experiences, and contribute to the ongoing discourse of decolonization.
Their work underscores the power of literature not only to reflect but also to resist,
offering new ways of seeing and understanding postcolonial India.
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