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Abstract: 

             Literature grows directly out of life. It is a vital record of what men see in life, what they 
experience of it, what they think and feel about it with its various aspects. It is fundamentally an 
expression of life and society out of which it originates. Indian English Literature, in general, and 
Indian English Fiction, in particular, mirrors Indian life in its totality. It is deeply rooted in 
Indian soil, context, society and culture. It is a realistic projection of Indianness in one way or the 
other. The concept of ‘Indianness’ is really a very complex phenomenon. It has always been a 
great challenge to define Indianness in the context of India with its astonishingly unique diversity 
in different fields of life, with its huge number of languages and dialects, many religions, 
thousands of castes and ethnic groups As India is a multi- lingual, multi- religious and multi-
cultural country, it is almost impossible to construct a coherent Indian identity in the true sense 
of the term. It is difficult to conceive the notion of India that embraces everything which is 
Indian. However, attempts have been made to define it. Indianness implies unique Indian 
features and characteristics, irrespective of age, class, caste, creed, religion, region and language. 
It implies India’s traditional, spiritual and cultural heritage, customs, conventions, traditions, 
beliefs, superstitions, values, ideals, principles, philosophy, culture, civilization, dreams, 
aspirations, strengths, weaknesses and many more such things. Indian English Fiction is no more 
than a reflection of India and Indianness. The present article attempts a brief review of pre-
independence Indian English Fiction deeply rooted in India and Indianness. 

Keywords: chutnification contemporary, exploitation, Indianness, patriarchy, 
revolutionary, 

   Indian English literature lives by the virtue of Indian life; it grows directly out of Indian 
life; and it is a reflection of Indianness and Indian sensibility. It is true that a creative writer is 
bound to be under the influence of society to which he or she belongs. Indian writers in English 
are very much influenced by Indian customs, conventions, traditions, beliefs, values, principles, 
philosophy, culture, and civilization. Indian writings in English have an Indian appeal as they 
depict real India as seen and experienced by Indian writers through an Indian perspective. An 
Indian writer cannot escape being an Indian in his writings because he is an Indian.  Prof. V. K. 
Gokak writes: “An Indian, then, is a person who owns up the entire Indian heritage and not 
merely a portion of it. This cultural awareness is an indispensable feature of Indianness”. (Gokak 
24). An Indian writer, being an Indian, is naturally influenced and inspired by a contemporary 
Indian context and milieu.  

It is quite difficult to define Indianness and Indian sensibility in clear and precise words. 
Defining Indianness has become very important today as India experiences separatist movements 
in almost every linguistic region of our country. There seems to be a chaos and disorder in 
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different parts of India. The states of Maharashtra and Karnataka, for example, are fighting for 
the city of Belgaum. Whether we admit or not, there are groups within India who feel that they 
don’t belong to India. In the past, for example, Punjabis wanted a separate nation called 
‘Khalistan’ for themselves. Let us not speak of the burning issue of Kashmir. This tendency to 
ask for a separate country is increasing today, thus threatening and challenging the idea of a 
united India. However, though, Indians are divided by region, caste, religion, language, these 
divisions certainly vanish when they are faced with a national crisis. The five Pandavas and one 
hundred Kauravas, bitter enemies of each other, used to be one hundred and five together, one 
and united, facing a common enemy. During the British rule over India, a vast majority of 
Indians were united in one purpose, irrespective of their age, gender, caste, religion, region and 
language. This is what we call Indianness. It is something where all differences naturally melt 
and vanish. A sense of Indianness can help us to overcome regional, social, religious and even 
linguistic issues prevalent in a contemporary India. It is an innate and inherent force that binds 
and unites all Indians together. It is something internal and abstract.  

Indianness is an umbrella term that comprises everything deeply rooted in Indian soil and 
context. It is something which projects India through its language, imagery, beliefs, superstitions, 
mythology, philosophy, culture, civilization and sensibility - almost everything which makes an 
Indian the Indian. It can be defined in terms of what and how Indians are and what makes them 
what they are. Prof. David McCutchion defines ‘Indianness’ as life-attitudes and modes of 
perception. According to V. K. Gokak, it is a composite awareness in the matter of race, milieu, 
language and religion. It is the sum-total of cultural patterns in India which are deeply rooted in 
ideas, values and ideals ultimately forming the minds of Indians. It signifies beliefs, attitudes, 
thought processes, images, illusions, dreams, aspirations, myths, legends, rites and rituals, ways 
of life, norms, conventions, traditions, values, heritage, society, culture, civilization and 
philosophy - almost everything. It is a notion that covers and includes everything that is Indian.  
  According to Paul Verges, Indianness is nothing but depiction of Indian culture. 
Indianness and Indian sensibility are the two sides of the same coin. Indian sensibility has a very 
deep and strong foundation which is based on a true Indian tradition of the ancient Indian 
philosophy and culture. H. H. Shri Swami Vishveshwarnandaji, the Guest of Honour at the 
inaugural function of the 53rd All India English Teachers’ Conference on Indian Sensibility in 
Indian English Literature organized at Gurukul Kangri University, Haridwar, on 18th December, 
2008, said: “I confess that when the subject came to me, I was searching left and right for a good 
answer, via computer and so on, but I was not satisfied. I consulted writers and highly learned 
people to get their opinion regarding this Indian sensibility in Indian English Literature. Though 
a lot of different, quite interesting answers I got, I was still not convinced to catch the right 
point”. (Vishveshwarnandaji 2008). Indian sensibility, which is deeply rooted in Indian 
philosophy, culture and civilization, can lead men towards realization of infinite, supreme, 
omniscient and omnipotent reality of pure but invisible divine life and great ideals. It, according 
to Shri Swami Vishveshwarnandaji, is “a treasure in the heart of the Indian people, to be more 
precise, it is God’s gift”. (Vishveshwarnandaji 2008). It is a product of enormous purity, spiritual 
advancement, great thinking, a well-disciplined living and a divine vision. Shri Swami 
Vishveshwaranandaji, in his speech, further, appeals: “Dear friends, we have to preserve this 
great culture, and we should improve this wonderful sensibility more and more in favour of 
others, in favour of the entire mankind and, of course, in favour of ourselves”. 
(Vishveshwarnandaji 2008).  
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              Today, the world is too much with us. We have been blinded by money and power. We 
have sold our spirit to the god of materialism. Our materialistic attitude is leading us towards our 
spiritual decay and destruction. Films, radio, television, mobile, internet etc. have been 
intellectually and spiritually corrupting our life to a large extent. The very course of a modern 
human life has been adversely affected. A lot of damage has been done to human life in general. 
The much needed purity in the human heart has been destroyed. Human beings have been 
demoralized. They have been pushed into a deep dark world. Our realization of the very 
significance of Indian culture, civilization and philosophy in human life and our belief in their 
strength can save us from decay and destruction. Indian culture, the very source of Indian 
sensibility, is a treasure house of divine virtues such as love, affection, co-operation, respect, 
hospitality, truth, non-violence, loyalty, integrity, unity, tolerance, sacrifice, peace, sympathy, 
compassion, nobility, generosity, values, ideals, philosophical thoughts, and moral and spiritual 
life. It is something that motivates us to think like a genius, work like a giant and to live like a 
saint. The present article is an attempt to review earlier Indian English fiction as an authentic 
record of Indianness and Indian sensibility.  
 No literature develops in a vacuum. Characters, images, themes, forms, beliefs, norms, 
assumptions, attitudes and everything are determined by the socio-cultural forces that shape the 
world in which the writer lives.  Literature breathes in a social context. Literature and society are 
the two sides of the same coin. As Robert Weimann observes: “. . . Rather, literature and society 
seem to be interrelated in the sense that literary values are social values, if they are to be values”. 
(Weimann 237). Literature reflects the changing regional, political, social, religious, 
philosophical and cultural contexts as it derives its themes, settings and characters from society 
and its framework. Fiction is concerned with the projection of social conditions, customs, 
conventions, traditions, beliefs, norms, morals and values. The question of Indianness is not 
merely a question of the raw materials of novels - characters and stories, content and style, form 
and sensibility, theme and philosophy; it is tied up with the factor called the readers who attempt 
to consume, digest and share Indian life projected in Indian novels.  

             Indian English Literature has a relatively recent history. It refers to the literary writings 
of Indian writers in English whose native language is one of the Indian languages. It also refers 
to the literary works written by the members of the Indian Diaspora, namely V. S. Naipaul, Kiran 
Desai, Jhumpa Lahiri and Salman Rushdie who are of Indian origin. Diaspora writing in English 
generally includes the works written by Indian writers who are settled abroad. Indian English 
Literature is frequently referred to as Indo-Anglican Literature. Indian Fiction written in English 
is a natural and spontaneous reaction to the colonial literature. It is a story of changing traditions, 
attitudes, ways of life and most importantly, changing India which has always been a land of 
legends, folklores and myths. It is a reflection of issues, problems and urgencies prevalent in a 
contemporary India. There are two beginnings for Indian Literature in English: one, a 
chronological one which dates back to the first works written by Indians in English; the other, a 
critical and political one which dates back to the late 1950s and early 1960s when Indian writing 
in English was set up as a literary discipline on its own. 
 The first book written by an Indian writer in English was Travels of Dean Mahomet. It 
was written by Sake Dean Mahomet, and published in 1793 in England. It was influenced by the 
novel, the western form of a fine art. There has been a remarkable growth in the field of Indian 
novels written in English since the publication of the first Indian English novel entitled Raj 
Mohan’s Wife written by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee in 1864. Indian writers in English have 

www.the-criterion.com The Criterion: An International Journal In English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 7, Issue V October 2016156



been contributing significantly to the novel form since then. Indian English fiction has made 
significant progress in the direction of occupying a commendable place in the post-colonial 
literature. It has gained considerable range and depth in thematic as well as technical 
explorations.  
             A true story of Indian English novel and its journey began with the writings of ‘The Trio 
of Indian English Fiction’ - R. K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand and Raj Rao, who used ‘novel’ as a 
medium to portray India and Indian life with its strengths and weaknesses, issues and problems, 
ills and evils. They were the founders of Indian English novel in the true sense of the term. The 
emergence of these three novelists totally changed the scenario of Indian English literature. They 
used ‘novel form’ as an instrument to portray India and Indian life through their perspectives 
using English as a tool of expression. They intended to unveil the grotesque mythical realities, 
daily Indian lives and social ills and evils in the form of caste-system, class-disparity, inequality, 
untouchability, poverty and other issues prevalent in a contemporary Indian society They have 
realistically projected the rural Indian life with its issues and problems, ills and evils, strengths 
and weaknesses, dreams and aspirations, beliefs and values.  

Indian writing in English has come a long way from the mere use of English language as 
a tool of expression to the sincere and authentic tool of expressing ideas, concepts, thoughts, 
feelings, experiences and observations with special focus on Indianness in its totality. They have 
portrayed the rural India - the Indian village life in their novels. They were under the influence of 
Mahatma Gandhi and his thoughts, principles and philosophy which they expressed consciously 
or unconsciously in their novels. An ordinary Indian was at the centre of their novels. M. K. Naik 
says: “Mulk Raj Anand is the novelist of the social man, whereas R. K. Narayan is the novelist 
of the individual man and Raja Rao that of the metaphysical man”. (Naik 1983). K. R. S. Iyengar 
remarks: “. . . of the Indo-Anglican novelists, only Mulk Raj Anand and R. K. Narayan have 
shown anything like stamina and stern consistency of purpose”. (Iyengar 1985).   
 Narayan was the first novelist who portrayed a pure Indianness and Indian sensibility in 
his writings. K. R. Shrinivas Iyengar writes: “He is one of the few writers in India who takes his 
craft seriously, constantly striving to improve the instrument, pursuing with a sense of dedication 
what may often seem to be the mirage of technical perfection. There is a norm of excellence 
below which Narayan cannot possibly lower himself”. (Iyengar 359). Narayan, who began his 
literary career with his novel Swami and Friends published in 1935, has contributed significantly 
to the literary movement known as Indian Literature in English. Between his first novel, Swami 
and Friends and his last A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), he has created the whole cycle of the 
human seasons from boyhood to old age. His novels move around a changing and progressive 
human condition evolving from boyhood wonder to old age wisdom. Similar to Thomas Hardy’s 
Wessex, he has created a fictitious town of Malgudi which captures Indianness in its true sense. 
His novels are simple stories of ordinary people trying to live their simple and ordinary lives in 
the fast-changing world. In all the novels that he wrote, he has realistically depicted the issues 
and problems of ordinary everyday life deeply rooted in Indian soil. He minutely observes his 
society, men and women around him, and presents realistic pictures charged with gentle irony 
and humour in his novels. He accepts reality ungrudgingly and never tries to criticize or correct 
things. His characters deal with everything that exists and happens around them. R. S. Singh 
rightly says: “Narayan’s heroes are aware of social and political changes, but they do not take 
sides, nor do they commit themselves to any ideology. Narayan imbues them with social 
awareness and a sense of responsibility only to the extent it helps him to bring out their human 
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qualities. His vision is comic and his central concerns, vivid presentation of ironies of life”. 
(Singh August 7).  

Narayan’s women characters are conventional as well as unconventional. His 
conventional women protagonists, who represent conventional and traditional feminine values 
and sensibilities, are the followers of Sita, Damyanti and Savitri, mythological female characters. 
On the country, his unconventional women protagonists show courage and confidence in raising 
a voice of protest against orthodox beliefs, superstitions, customs, conventions and traditions 
prevalent in a contemporary society. They try to be strong, bold and confident by asserting 
themselves. Narayan’s woman, Shanta Krishnaswamy says: “is unique in that she is able to cast 
aside all culturally imposed feelings of guilt and shame on womanhood and sex”. 
(Krishnaswamy 49).  His characters, male as well as female, are real and life- like; settings are 
familiar; and events and incidents possible and probable. It is Narayan who brought Indian 
writings in English to the rest of the world through his novels, essays and short stories. Narayan 
is a winner of various awards and honours for his contribution in the field of Indian English 
literature. His novel, The Guide, won him the Sahitya Academy Award in 1964 and A. C. 
Benson medal by the Royal society of literature in 1980. He was elected an honorary member of 
the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters in 1982. He was nominated to the Rajya 
Sabha in 1989. In addition to these achievements, honorary doctorates were conferred on him by 
University of Mysore, Delhi University and University of Leeds. 

 Mulk Raj Anand, one of the exponents of Indian writing in English, started his literary 
career with his first novel, Untouchable, published in 1935. He has to his credit sixteen novels, 
twelve collections of short stories, more than twenty five books on art and other subjects, and 
hundreds of articles. He is a prolific writer whose literary career covers a period of more than 
seventy five years. He has dealt with a variety of subjects - art, sculpture, politics, Indian 
literature and history. His novels, generally, move around the divisions of caste, class and 
religion. He is a writer whose life is most closely and most clearly connected with his novel at 
different levels - at the level of content, characters, incidents, episodes, experiences and attitudes. 
He himself writes: “At last some people have realized . . . that my writing has a direct, intimate 
and organic connection with my life”. (Anand 18). He writes about the ordinary, mundane, 
everyday life experiences of Indians in his writings. He has depicted the lives of the poor Indians 
in a realistic and sympathetic manner. Being a true follower of Gandhi and his philosophy, he 
was against social evils such as caste-system, untouchability, violence and communalism. He 
had a sense of sympathy and compassion for the poor, the downtrodden and the untouchables. 
Untouchable is a novel in which he expresses and presents Gandhi’s idea of untouchables as 
harijans, children of God. Coolie, his second novel, portrays the life of a young boy who is 
subjected to harassment, beatings and financial exploitation.  
               Anand, who was basically concerned about a social disparity prevalent in a 
contemporary Indian society, gained recognition as one of the popular Indian English novelists. 
He uses ‘novel’ as a tool, as a means of exposing inequality, injustice, gender-discrimination, 
exploitation and many other social ills. His novels move around the issues and problems 
prevalent in a contemporary India. He projects the image of an Indian woman caught in a 
traditional socio-cultural milieu where she is forced to face a life of degradation, 
dehumanization, mental torture, harassment, subjugation and exploitation. In his early novels, he 
projects a traditional image of the Pativrata who suffers in silence. Her courage lies in facing 
poverty, calamity, oppression and exploitation. He depicts the plight and predicament of an 
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Indian woman who is a victim of the social and economic oppressive forces prevalent in a 
contemporary rigid and orthodox social set-up.  

              The woman, in his opinion, should not be treated as an inferior being, a pleasure-giving 
creature and a child-bearing machine, but on an equal footing with man. While stressing the need 
for the emancipation of the woman, he wants her to break the ties of conventions and traditions, 
and to rebel against injustice and exploitation. His novel is the journey of a meek, mild, obedient 
woman from a traditional platform to a modern platform where she can taste the fruits of 
equality, justice and liberty. His novel, Coolie, is based on the British rule in India and deals with 
the issue of caste-system prevalent in a contemporary India. His popular triology, The Village, 
Across the Black Waters and The Sword and the Sickle, is a protest against social injustices and 
exploitations. He received the International Peace Prize from World Peace Council. His 
contribution to society and to Indian literature in English won him the Sahitya Academy Award 
and Padma Bhushan in 1967.  
 Raja Rao, one of the three exponents of Indian English Fiction, started his literary career 
with his novel, Kanthapura, published in 1938. Being a child of the Gandhian age, he was 
greatly influenced and inspired by Gandhi with his philosophy and principles of truth and non-
violence. His involvement in the nationalist movement is reflected in Kanthapura which is an 
account of Gandhi’s philosophy of non-violence and non-cooperation. He has beautifully and 
artistically depicted the aura of Gandhiism in this novel. The novel offers a life-like portrait of a 
small village from South India. Owing to the efforts of a young man from the village, the 
villagers begin to have full trust in Gandhi’s principles of truth and non-violence. A young man 
motivates the villages to participate in the campaign of non-cooperation with and disobedience 
against the British rule. The story which is filled with colourful characters, colloquial language, 
rituals, legends and superstitions, an inseparable part of Indian life, is narrated from a point of 
view of a grandmother in that village.  
             His novels offer us a vivid, real and life- like picture of the rural India with its common 
men and women whose lives are moulded by customs, conventions, traditions, beliefs, 
superstitions and myths. Women, in Rao’s fiction, are the victims of domestic injustice and 
tyrannical tradition which denies them the possibility of being a person capable of enjoying 
freedom and achieving individualization, self- realization and self-assertion. He proves his 
sensitive awareness on the plight and predicament of an Indian woman and on the force let loose 
by the Gandhian revolution in India. He is also known for his metaphysical writings that explore 
a clash between the East and the West and also for his search for a fundamental reality of human 
life. He treats ‘novel’ as a form of spiritual growth. He deals with themes such as human life, 
certainty of death, immortality of the human soul, a clash between illusion and reality, good and 
evil. His contribution, in terms of themes, insights, use of English language and his total 
achievement in creating a valuable texture of Indianness, has been successfully explored by 
distinguished scholars and critics, both in India and abroad.  
            The earlier Indian English novelists, R. K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao are 
basically concerned with the poor, the deprived, the down-trodden and the exploited. Their 
novels are an expression of the traditional, spiritual, cultural and philosophical ethos of India. 
They are a genuine representation of the primary rural issues, problems, emotions and local 
realities. In Coolie, for example, Anand deals with the issue of social discrepancy and gross 
inequality in a contemporary India. Narayan deals with the ordinary men and women living a 
miserable and heart-rending life with all its contrariness and arbitrariness in a fictitious and 
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visionary village, Malgudi. In Kanthapura, Rao is concerned with Gandhian philosophy, which 
he feels, can give a proper direction to human life. In a sense, they have written social novels to 
serve a social purpose of uplifting the lot of the poor and the downtrodden, and of eradicating 
social ills and evils.   

Bhabani Bhattacharya, another big name from the field of Indian English Fiction, was 
sensitive about the issues and problems prevalent in a contemporary Indian society. His literary 
art is an outcome of his observations and experiences of the human life around him. He himself 
said in an interview: “Unless a writer has a keen observation and an eye for details of general 
behaviour of folks, he cannot write a social novel. I have developed this habit and I have not 
missed a single opportunity of observing incidents, happenings where I can gain something for 
the writer in me   . . .” (Bhattacharya 7). He clarifies his intention as a novelist: “I hold that a 
novel must have a social purpose”. (Bhattacharya 7). His social novels explore the causes of 
human sorrows and sufferings and also their possible solutions and remedies. He uses ‘novel’ as 
an instrument of social change and reform. In his novels, the woman, who plays an important 
role in bringing about social reform, is the epitome of all virtues. However, he regrets that in 
spite of being pure, noble and virtuous, she is suppressed, exploited and victimized in one way or 
the other. His novels embody not only sorrows and sufferings, dreams and aspirations of the 
individual heroes and heroines but also the cruelties and inhuman acts of the anti-social and anti-
democratic forces in a contemporary India.   

    However, a true revolutionary change in Indian English fiction came with the 
publication of Salman Rushdie’s novel, Midnight’s Children which realistically describes a 
generation of Indians born at midnight on August 15, 1947. Since the publication of this novel, 
Indian English Fiction has witnessed a lot of change and growth owing to the writings of the 
eminent writers like Arundhati Roy, Jhumpa Lahiri, Shobha De, V. S. Naipaul, Shashi Tharoor, 
Vikram Sheth, Khushwant Singh, Amit Chaudhari, Amitav Ghosh, Vikram Swaroop, Anil 
Menon, Ruth Praver Jhabvala, Kiran Desai, Arvind Adiga, Manju Kapoor, Rohinton Mistry, 
Vikram Chandra, Kamala Markandaya, Anita Desai, Nayantara Sahgal, Shashi Deshpande and 
many others. Indian women novelists in English, too, have contributed significantly to the 
growth of Indian English Fiction. In addition to the ‘Big Three’, their younger contemporaries 
have continued to be active in writing novels, thus contributing to the growth of Indian English 
Fiction. Balchandra Rajan seems to have given up writing fiction after the publication of his two 
novels: The Dark Dancer (1959) and Too Long in the West (1961). G. V. Desani’s novel, All 
about H. Hatterer (1948), is treated as a classic of Indian English Fiction. Manohar Malgonkar 
and Khushwant Singh were prominent among the novelists who began their literary career after 
Independence. Malgaonkar is a prolific writer with a number of novels, historical books, plays, 
essays and short stories to his credit. Khushwant Singh is known as an essayist, novelist, short-
story writer, historian, journalist, biographer and an editor. He, who attained international 
recognition for his writings, won literary awards and appreciations. He was awarded Grove Press 
India Fiction Prize in 1956 for his novel Mano Majra (Train to Pakistan). He was also awarded 
the Punjab Government Prize for ‘Distinguished Men of Letters in India’ in 1970 and ‘Padma 
Bhushan’ in 1974. He is known for his novels, I Shall Not Hear the Nightingale (1959), Delhi 
(1990) and The Company of Women (1999). 

 S. Menon Marath has contributed to Indian English Fiction with his novels, Wound of 
Spring (1960) and The Sale of an Island (1968), dealing with Kerala life. He has written another 
novel entitled Janu (1988), a story of a highly sensitive girl who falls in love with a freedom 
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fighter. After his death she tries to work for her living, gets sexually exploited, wanders from 
place to place and ultimately finds peace in a temple. K. A.  Abbas is known for his novels, The 
World is My Village (1984), a sequel of Inqilab written twenty-nine years earlier. Arun Joshi and 
Chaman Nahal are outstanding novelists of the late sixties and seventies. Joshi began his literary 
career with the publication of his first novel, The Foreigner, in 1968. His novel, The Last 
Labyrinth (1981), won him the Sahitya Academy Award in 1982. His novels deal with the theme 
of crisis and quest for peace. Chaman Nahal’s the most outstanding novel is Azadi (1975), one of 
the significant novels dealing with the theme of partition. This novel won him the Sahitya 
Academy Award and The Federation of Indian Publisher Award in the year 1977. His novel The 
English Queen, too, won him The Federation of Indian Publishers Award in 1979. He gives 
expression to Indian sensibility in his novels. His novels deal with the themes of understanding, 
sympathy, love and values. The novelists like Timeri Muraru, Victor Anant, Ahmed Ali, Shiv K. 
Kumar, Raj Gill, Vasant A. Shahane, Pratap Sharma, Gurcharan Das, Manoj Das, Rafique 
Zakaria, Murli Das Melwani, Romen Basu and others are a few of the notable Indian writers in 
English. The fast-changing, growing and developing India has been a source of inspiration for 
the Indian novelists in English. They have portrayed India with its glory, customs, conventions, 
traditions, myths, legends, rites and rituals, heritage, culture, civilization, current events, issues 
and problems in a contemporary Indian context, in short with Indianness in most effective ways.  
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