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THEMES IN PRE-INDEPENDENCE
INDIAN ENGLISH FICTION

' Shridhar Vijay Nayak

Lecturer of English Department

Divekar College of Commerce
Karwar, Karnataka

Indian Writing in English has a very recent history, which is
onc and halt contury old. Britishers ruled India for 150 years. India and
Encland hac dealt with each other in trade, military and political
aftarrs, During this period, England acquired wealth and empire of
India. India. m return, got English language and the concept of
consttutional Government. From the historical perspective, Indian
Enelish Literature has passed through several phases such as Indo-
Angchian. Indo-English, Indian Writing in English and recently Indian
Enehish hitermure. Inspite of its diverse cultures, races and relicions
Indian Wnune in English has successtully recaptured and reflected the
multi-cultural. mululingual society. As a result, it hastaroused a good
deal of mterest at home and abroad also. Many Indian writers have
choosen Enelish as a medium of expression and left a great impact on

difterent torms of literature. They have been using English to represent
the Indian culture and spirit.

[Indians possess the gilt of storytelling from the time ol Rig-
Veda and Upanishad. There was Thirty Two Tales of the Throne
dealing with King Vikramaditya. In the beginning the translations of
the western classics have appeared. Then translation took the form of
adoption and summarization and finally the creation of the original
works took prace in the form of an imitation of the western models. Ttis
assumed that Indian novel in English has its roots in nineteenth century
realistic tradiion of English novel, The impact of English education,
national awakening and the iniluence of European models are the chiei
factors responsible for the rise and development of Indian novel in
Enclish. indin novel in English has become thoroughly Indiin i
terms of themes, echniques and human values,

Novols written in the first phase from 1864 (o 1930 are
entitled as the novel of nativity. The novels written in the second phase
from 1931 10 1980 are called as novel of confluxion and novels written
i the third phase from 1981 are known as the novel of culminution
During the st phase, novelists had concentrated on social reatism,
Indianness.  !'ndian  political movement, Indian Freedom Struzgle,
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Indian History and Gandhian philosophy. Indian political and historical
novels were also written before and after Independence. These novels
are set in situation of freedom struggle, Gandhian movement, British
rule, historical stories of prince and princess, Kings and Queens.
Themes are appropriately adjusted to the location and setting both in
political and historical novels.

The time between 1930 and 1965 was a flowering period of
the novel form. Three pillars of Indian novels in English Mulk Raj
Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao the Big-Three contributed in this
period. The credit of fame and reputation to Indian fiction in English
goes to them. It was during this period that Indian fiction in English
discovered its most significant themes, such as struggle for freedom,
EastWest c¢ncounter, communal problem, plight of poor and
untouchables. plight of womensand,landless poor etc.

Raja Ram Mohan Roy an advocate of English education was
the first Indian to write prose in English. Bankim Chandra Chatterjee
(1838-94) vas the founder member of the modern school oi Indian
fiction. He was the first Indian to write a novel in English. He began
with Rajmohan’s Wife(1864). Later the nationalistic zeal forced him to
write in his native language i.e. Bengali. Ravindranath Tagore’s
‘Choker Bali’. which was originally written in Bengali, wus later
translated into English in 1902, Tagore translated many of his works
into English. which were Originélly composed in Bengali. R. C. Dutt
has written six novels in Bengali; two of them were translaied 1mto
English by himself. R. C. Dutt.and Tagore influenced the ezrly Indian
English novelists. Dr. Radhakrishinan, a great writer and philosopher
expressed philosophical thoughts. Swami Vivekananda’s speeches and
writing spread over the volumes. Other legendary thinkers like Keshab
Chunder Scn. Madan Mohan Malaviya, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee,
Ravindranath Tagore and Dayanand Saraswali, the tounder of the Aryz
Samaj have contributed for social, educational and religious reform
through their works. Of four novels of Sirdar Jogendra Singh “The
Romance of an Indian Queen’ (1909) is a historical novel ot the
Mughal age. The Indian English novel afte 1920 was deeply influenced
by the epoch-making political, social and ideological ferment caused by
the Gandnian movement.  Mahatma Gandhi’s writing was marked by
simplicity, pointedness, and clarity of thought, which are the essential
attributes of a good prose. His The Story of My Experiments with
Truth (1940) is a great work. Jawaharlal Nehru's principal works
include Glimpses of World History (1934), Autobiography: 'l“owurds‘
Freedom (1936) and Discovery of India(1946). The impression of
Gandhism is witnessed strongly on Venkataramani’s second novel
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‘Kandan the Patriot’ : A Novel of New India in the Making (1932)
which is set against the background of the Civil Disobedience
Movement of the nineteen thirties and it tells the story of Kandan, an
Oxford - educated Indian youth who resigns from the Indian Civil
Service to plunge into the freedom struggle and finally succumbs to a
police builet. A. S. P. Ayyar’s both novels ‘Baladitya’ (1930) and
‘These Men of Destiny’ are set in ancient historical background of
India. K. A. Abbas the novel ‘Inquilab : A Novel of the Indian
Revolution’ is a more amibtius work offering a panorama of Indian
political scene during nineteen twenties and thirties.

India has been facing a number of social problems related (o
caste, class and social discrimination within family and in social
situations also. In 1930’s Sirdar Jogender Singh attempts ‘Kamala’
(1925) and ‘Kamini’ (1931) as social novels where we can see the
above said social problems. K. A. Venkatsamani’s first novel
‘Murugan, The Tiller’ (1927) deals with social theme of establishing an
ideal colony by advocating Gandhian principles by Ramu as the central
Character in the novel.

The most significant event in the history of Indian English
fiction in the nineteen thirties was the appearance on the scene of its
major writers Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao. Anand’s
first novel ‘Untoucheable’ deals with the life of Bakhua, a young
sweeper from the outcastes and Bakha fights for low classed treatment
given by high classed society turning into one of social evils resulted
out of conflict of classes and castes. His another novel ‘Coolic” (1936)
is an indignant comment on the tragic denial to a simple peusunt of the
fundamental right to happiness as the novel deals with social problem.
Both of Mulk Raj Anand’s novels Untouchable and Coolic are under
the influence of industrialism, capitalism, communalismi and
colonialism. Many of Anand’s novels Wwritten before Independence are
influenced by the freedom struggle. R, K. Narayan’s novels are ‘Swami
& Friends’, ‘The Dark Room’, ‘The English Teacher™ before
independence. Raja Rao has written last four novels beginning with
Kanthapura (1938) which is the story of a small South Indian village
caught in the freedom struggle of the nineteen thirties and traasformed
completely in the end that there is neither man not mosquito leit in it It
is only nove! written before Independence.

Ahmed Ali’s “Twilight in Delhi’ (1940) and ‘Ocean of Night’
(1964) are depicting middle class muslim family and loss ol culture in
their society. Bhabhani Bhattacharya’s first novel, ‘So Manv Hungers’
(1947) published within a few months of Independence, is sct against
the background of the ‘Quit India’ Movement. The novel deals with the
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theme of exploitation of political, economic and social ki licia
political and historical novels are influenced by poliical unc
Independent movement of Gandhi against the British rule. 'This kind or
novel has also depicted history of Mughal and Maratha Empire duriny
the British rule. In addition, these novels have focused on the theme of
Partition of Hindu and Muslim after Independence.

The progress of the nation is measured on the basis of
woman's status in it. It is a wuth that a woman of any nation is a mirror
to its civilization. If a woman of the nation enjoys good status, 1L is u
symbol that shows that the nation has reached a level of maturity and a
sense of responsibility. In the galaxy of Indian novelists m English.
Indian women novelists too shine luminously along with their male
counterparts. We have a list of women writers of the past that possess a
skill of storytelling. The stories told by niothers and grandmothers werc
transformed into prose, poetry, novel or drama. The amount of Indian
writing in English by women is definitely less than the writing by
women in their regional languages. The last few decuades show
remarkable development in Indian women’s writing in English. Indian
women novelists constitute a significant group. Women novelists prefer
to write about child marriage, protest against polygamy svstem and
widowhood in the earlier days.

The Indian novel in English before indcpendence was male
dominated. Very few women novelists emerged in this era. The first
generation of the-women novelists describe the traditional women.
Toru Dutt (1856-1877) has dealt with the archetypes of women like
Sita, Savitri and Draupadi. Raj Laxmi Debi in her two novels “The
Hindu Wife’ and ‘The Enchanted Fruit’ (1876) has revolted against the
existing social conditions. Pandita Ramabai Saraswati (1855 1922) has
written a book about ‘High caste Indian (Hindu) women’. She
expressed her views about the marriage system and commented on how
women remain satisfied in their relationship with their husbands and
how they were happy (o be in the bondages. Swarna Kum:ri Ghoshal
(1856- 1932), the elder sister of Ravindranath Tagore, was a poct.
novelist. playwright, storywriter and a journalist. Her mujor works
include The Unfinished Song, (1913) and An Indian Love Story (1910).
Her works proved to be the torchbearer in the tradition of women
writing in Bengal and showed the quality of woman’s writine. Women
characters in most of the early novels are typical traditional Indran
women  These women hold their concern with the tradition:! feminine
quzhse of famhfulaess sncenty and love. All these wiiters wrote
abous e consmmpersry social sitwanons. They have writter -bout whit



they have suffered. Their real aim was o exhibit and explore the real
status of women in Indian society.

CONCLUSION

Indian English Novel written before Independence have de.all
with social issues, problems and evils prevailed in Indian family
system. India is a nation of different castes, creeds and classes and the
problems related with castes and classess are serious. They are all
treated in proper way by Indian novelists of all times. Plots, settings
and character sketches are properly chosen for fiction writing and they
have helped o produce positive effects of themes involved in novels.
Novels have portriyed social realities with human touch and have
attracted readers towards better society in future. Indian English novel

has successfully depicted social pictures of past and present life of
India.
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