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Abstract: 

Realism has been used as an effective tool by the writers of the Anglo-Indian era in their 
short stories to highlight the woes of the society. Indian writers have effectively centred their 
stories on the social milieu of India. The current article is an attempt to highlight Realism in 
the short stories of Khushwant Singh. Khushwant Singh, with his keen observation and deep 
understanding of the society, used the medium of his stories, to reflect upon societal evils like 
superstition, corruption, religious fundamentalism, etc., With his vast experience and deep 
understanding of human beings, he has, in an intrinsic manner, weaved the web of complex 
human relationships in a realistic manner, all in an effort to reform the society. His 
contribution to the world of literature and society is certainly commendable. 

Keywords:Realism, superstition, religious fundamentalism, idealism, human 
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According to Dictionary of Literary terms by Coles; 

Realism, in literature, is a manner and method of picturing life as it really is, 
untouched by idealism or romanticism. As a manner of writing, realism relies 
on the use of specific details to interpret life faithfully and objectively. In 
contrast to romance, this concerned with the bizarre and psychological in its 
approach to character, presenting the individual rather than the type. Often, 
fate plays a major role in the action.  

 
Realism forms the foundation of short story writing. Indian authors have generally 
utilisedthe bustling social milieu of India as a pivot for their writings. Stories of 
great writers like R.K.Narayan, are mirrors of modern Indian life and the deep 
rooted ancient tradition of India. Raja Rao’s writings reflect the philosophical 
aspect of the society including astrology which has a great influence on the 
society.Many accomplished writers like Mulk Raj Anand, Kamala 
Markandeyahave reflected on the biased society, which propagates inequality and 
coexists with poverty and injustice. Even modern writers like JhumpaLahiri, Anita 
Desai, Salman Rushdie have used their stories as mouthpieces to highlight the 
realities permeating the society.  The writers cannot sever themselves from the 
realities of the society and hence their fictions are realistic portrayal of the issues 
that rock the society. This in simple terms, is referred to as ‘Realism.’ Realism is 
defined as, “a theory of writing in which the ordinary, familiar, or mundane aspects 
of life are represented in a straightforward and matter-of-fact manner that is 
presumed to reflect life as it actually is.” (Dictionary.com)  

Khushwant Singh,a stalwart of the Indian Literary circle has been in the limelight due 
to the realistic portrayal of characters in his short stories. Being a reformer of the society he 
strived for socio-cultural diversity and it’s acceptance in the society. Singh as a writer was 
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keen in promoting an open-minded vision amidst fellow beings.  The tool he depended on to 
bring the revolutionary change in the society through his stories was Realism. The 
remarkable feature that binds the readers in his short stories is the true and vivid portrayal of 
his characters that are real life reflections. For a story to be successful with the reader, it 
should have the inherent capability to associate with the feelings of the common man. The 
depiction of common man’s woes and troubles, the travails and tribulations presented with 
their nuances, enables Khushwant Singh’s great volume of stories as a reflective journey for 
the common man where he finds many similarities with his life. Such realism in one’s writing 
is possible only when the writer possess a humanistic vision for the society.  Short stories 
cannot be constrained to any restricted format or rules/regulations.  

Khushwant Singh has, through the medium of his stories gave a platform for the 
socio-cultural traits of the society, which highlights the concerns as well as the ethnic culture 
of the society. His story ‘The Mark of the Vishnu,’ is a reflection of this trait of the author, as 
he subtly exposes the ills of the society through the character of Gungaram. 
Gungaram’scharacter is defined by his various traits such as superstitious beliefs and other 
habits like  feeding the King Cobra, smearing his forehead with the sandalwood paste to 
honour the deity etc.He invites death to befall him while pleading with the injured and furious 
King Cobra for pardon as the hurt reptile vents his anger on the innocent Gungaram. This 
particular story depicts the division of the society into powerful and not so powerful who 
succumb to the pressure and tactics of the unscrupulous lot.  The boys are the masterminds 
behind the reptile’s agony, but their deceitful acts victimises innocent Gungaram, for which 
he pays a heavy price. The author ironically concludes, “With hands folded in prayer, he 
bowed his head to the ground craving forgiveness. In desperate fury, the cobra hissed and 
spat and bit Gunga Ram all over the head.----- Underneath was the V mark where the kala 
nag had dug his fangs.” (16) 

 The story is the parallel reflection of the society which is enslaved by superstition. 
The character of Gungaram is true reflection of many such people in the Indian society who, 
under spell of superstition, disbelieve the proven concepts of Science and put many lives at 
risk. Through the medium of his stories Khushwant Singh has entwined his fictional world of 
short stories, created not with the ultimate motive of wooing the readers, but with the 
intention of forming a mirror image through his short stories.For a fiction to become reality 
and in order to connect with the readers, it needs to be a mirror image of the society. The 
fiction should reflect the traumas of the society in its naturalistic form. Stories like ‘The 
Voice of God’, ‘Karma’, ‘A Punjab Pastoral’, etc. are mirror images of the issues concerning 
the society. These stories were penned with a vision to make the society economically and 
socially cognizant, in order to break the shackles of injustice. These are stories built on the 
pivot of realism. In this context T.Anjaneyalu’s quote in his book A Critical Study of the 
Selected Novels of Mulk Raj Anand, ManoharMalgonkar and KhushwantSinghis best suited 
to interpret the in-depth meaning of Realism. He says,  

Realism is the term but social realism refers to the events incontemporary society. The 
novel of social realism presents a mirror reflection of the actual life. Social realism 
means the accurate depiction of social reality in literature as it is; there should be 
apoint to point resemblance of society depicted in literature and ofthe actual society. 
Social realism differs from socialist realismwhich means the depiction of social 
reality, not as it is but as it should be idealized. This socialist realism is the typical 
Marxist approach to literature. The main difference between social realism is - 
unusually contemporary events or problems are presented andsometimes solutions to 
those problems are offered.(p.5) 
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 Khushwant Singh’s short story, ‘Karma’ is a true reflection of the social injustice that 
was prevalent in the society. He has, in an intrinsic manner portrayed the disparities prevalent 
in the society through ‘Karma.’ Sir Mohan’s character is a depiction of the patriarchal society 
which pushes the role of women as near doormats. Though, Sir Mohan is under the spell of 
the iconoclastic trance, the trance is used as an effective eye-opener for the society. People 
like Sir Mohan, was the norm of the society during British rule in India, where the evil 
babudom cast the spell of looking down upon their own class as infidels. Khushwant Singh’s 
wide experience as a Diplomat rendered him with the maturity so as not to fall prey to this 
evil magic. Khushwant Singh’s keen observation and experience is reflected in the story, as 
he narrates the various events like Sir Mohan’s behaviour of a Wog in the first class waiting 
room of the railway station, his attire highlighting the true characteristic of a wog with a 
Balliol tie, his accentuated utterances, etc., render Realism to the story. Like many of his 
Indian counterparts, Sir Mohan had high esteem for themannerisms of the Western culture 
like sipping on Scotch to impress Englishmen or extracting a English cigarette from a gold 
cigarette box and using anglicized Hindi to order his wife. Sir Mohan’s character has been 
woven from reality of the time, from many other similar wogs who give more value to being 
seen in Englishmen’s company and look down upon their own countrymen as dirty and 
vulgar. Sir Mohan befalls his destiny when he his thrown out of the first class coupe by two 
English soldiers who insult him referring to him as a nigger. Thus, Khushwant Singh’s 
‘Karma’ reflects not only the evil persistent in the society but also the repercussions of such 
evils in order to reform the society. 

 Realism is a blend of the life of human beings both inside and outside their habitat, 
laced with the psychological turbulence that rocks their life. Portrayal of characters in their 
natural form not only requires keen observation on the part of the writer, but also to be a 
humanist who is concerned with the life and sufferings of the masses, the downtrodden. A 
fiction gains reality factor when it revolves around the struggle of the common man and his 
laborious efforts to survive among all odds. Khushwant Singh’s stories adhere to such norms 
of Realism. His stories, ‘The Man with a Clear Conscience’, ‘The Voice of God’, A Punjab 
Pastorale’, ‘Kusum’. ‘The Rape’ and many other such stories are a reflection of the human 
effort for survival in the society that was radicalized by power, politics and religion. The 
pathos of the society which was going through the woes of partition and radicalization, found 
form in Khushwant Singh’s short stories. The story “The Voice of God’, vividly captures the 
culture, the innocence, the ignorance of the village folks of Punjab in its natural form. The 
author highlights the serene atmosphere prevalent in the villages of India. The depiction of 
the village atmosphere with the landlords - mostly Sikhs, the women folk's penchant for 
applying clarified butter or making offering in the tomb to fill their barren wombs or the 
policemen dropping in the village though there would be no criminal activities - only to drink 
illicit liquor or to eat the chicken and eggs and other such scenarios enhance the realism in 
the story. The author renders a realistic portrayal which makes the reader empathize with the 
villagers when the peace in the village is shattered by corrupt politicians and the village heads 
who connive with them, in order to influence the innocent villagers with their false promises. 
Khushwant Singh skilfully used the tool of reality in his stories to highlight the fact that the 
ripple of politics and hypocrisy leads to collapsing of peace in a calm village. These facts are 
the mirror images of the Indian society then and now. An example of Realism in the story is 
as follows: 

In spite of the slanders against each other, both the candidates agreed that the Kisan 
should be kept out. But no Kisan had yet come to Bhamba and the villagers awaited 
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with anxiety the arrival of the representative of the godless, immoral traitors.  ------- 
One day before the polling was to take place, he was arrested on a charge of making a 
seditious speech. ------ The people had spoken. The voice of the people is the voice of 
God.(38-39) 

Reflecting such true images in their natural form is a difficult endeavour for any 
writer. Idealism is far easy to depict in stories as, idealism is unrealistic belief in pursuit of 
perfection. Great writers of the Indian literary community like Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao, 
etc., have adhered to realism rather than adapting to idealism in their stories.  

Portraying the sufferings of the common man becomes a herculean task for a writer to 
weave the facts without infusing idealismThis; Khushwant Singh has done in a remarkable 
manner through the medium of his short stories. Khushwant Singh has mastered the art of 
narration with the visualisation of the events in his stories. In the story ‘Kusum’, the writer 
portrays the plight of a woman in this patriarchal society. He portrays the plight of a woman 
who is a victim of humiliation due to parochial attitude of men. Example of an incident in the 
story gives proof of this fact, “He shut one of his eyes in a long, lecherous wink and made the 
sound of a loud kiss.” (47) 

 Through the story ‘Kusum’, the writer exposes the frame of mind of the men folk in 
India who view women as mere modes of entertainment. Women are belittled in this 
patriarchal society, where men are given due importance and have their final say in all 
matters, and consider women as inferior to men. The author, through the story, has tried to 
revolutionize the thought process of the Indian society where women would be treated at par 
and not used as door mats. The author in a realistic manner reveals the sordid and painful 
truth of the place of women in Indian society, which is a true characteristic of realism. 

 Another feature of realism is the realistic portrayal of human relationship, their 
behavioural pattern, their attitude, etc. Khushwant Singh has created a niche for himself in 
this area, through his stories like ‘Posthumus’, ‘The Portrait of a Lady’, ‘The Fawn’, etc. 
With his keen sense of observation, immense knowledge and deep understanding of the 
complex web of human relationship, he has with empathy reflected upon human relationship 
in his short stories. ‘Portrait of a Lady’ is a true reflection of the author’s deep understanding 
of the human nature. The story is a reflection of the author himself with his grandmother, 
who he valued most in his life. The story is used as an effective tool to emphasize on the 
importance of human relationship and bonding and emotional quotient of such relationships 
in one’s life. 

My grandmother and me were good friends. ------ when I decided to go abroad 
for further studies, I was sure was my grandmother would be upset. -------- her 
lips moved in prayer. Her fingers were busy telling the beads of her rosary. 
Silently she kissed my forehead, and when I left I cherished the moist imprint 
as perhaps the last sign of physical contact between us. (29-31) 

Such miniscule details of the relationship of the writer with his grandmother enhance the 
realism quotient in the story. The writer was very close to his grandmother who had nurtured 
him and had taught him the importance of human relationship. Khushwant Singh has 
mastered the art of analysing the complexities that existed in human relationships. 
Khushwant Singh has often reflected through his stories like ‘Karma’, ‘The Memsahib of 
Mandla’, ‘A Bride for the sahib’ etc. the complexities of marriage. His stories very often end 
on a sour note about the marital relationship, akin to his own marriage. His disbelief in the 
institution of marriage has been highlighted through many of his stories. 
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 Another prejudice that has been tormenting the society is religion. Religion has been 
used as an effective tool by the conniving elements of the society to influence the masses, 
especially the downtrodden. Realistic examples of Khushwant Singh himself breaking the 
shackles of religion are present in his writings as an effective tool by the author to restrain the 
masses from getting influenced by religion. The spell of religion and its after effects has been 
portrayed by the author in a realistic manner in his short stories. The story ‘The Great 
Differences’, reflects the writer’s views about practising and adhering to one’s religious faith, 
which the author fails to do. He opines that religion should not be building barriers of caste 
and culture but the religion one should practise should be religion of humanity, empathy 
towards fellow human beings.  

 Khushwant Singh, as a vociferous writer of the Indian-English literary world, has 
strongly expressed his loathe for religious fundamentalism. His acclaimed novel “Train to 
Pakistan” has been woven on the repercussions of religious fundamentalism which the 
Britishers used to inflict barbaric atrocities on the innocent people. The story ‘The Riot’, is an 
eye-opener for the masses to realise that the innocent liaison of two dogs belonging to two 
different communities could result in communal clashes. He has expressed his displeasure in 
this regard in his book Need For A New Religion & Other Essays. He writes, 

In every religion, the founder is more revered than God. This can be ascribed to the 
simple reason that we know more about the founders of our faiths, be they described 
as Prophets, Messiahs, Messengers, Avataars or Gurus, than we know about God.-----
- We have made them incomparably good and beyond human striving. In my 
personalised religion, I would give Prophets, Avtaars and the like, their due respect as 
important historical personages who did good to humanity. But nothing more. (pg.7) 

His acerbic writings brought forth the flaws, the corruptions of the mighty and the 
powerful to the limelight without any apprehension or inhibitions. The author has through 
Realism tried to reform the society and make it a better place to live in. His insightful 
contribution has not only been for the literary world but also for the society as a whole. 
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