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The Impact of Gandhian Thought on Indian English Literature
Dr. Shravan R. Banasure
HOD English
Kala Wanijya Mahila Mahavidyalaya, Ballarpur
Dist. Chandrapur

shravanbanasure@gmail.com
9158901348

Abstract:

Mahatma Gandhi, a prominent figure in India's struggle for independence, left a profound impact on Indian
literature. His ideologies and principles have been widely explored and depicted in various literary works. This study
examines the impact of Gandhian philosophy on Indian English literature, focusing on the period from the early 20t
century to the present day. Through an analysis of selected literary works, this paper highlights the themes,
ideologies, and literary techniques employed by Indian English writers to reflect and respond to Gandhian thought.
The findings of this research shed light on the enduring legacy of Gandhi's ideas in shaping the literary discourse in
India. The impact of Gandhian thought seen clearly on novels, plays, poems, and essays that reflect the influence of
Gandhi's philosophy, such as R.K. Narayan's ‘The Guide’, Mulk Raj Anand's ‘Untouchable’, and Arundhati Roy's
‘The God of Small Things’.

Key Words: Iconic leader, literary realm, ideologies, legacy.

Themes and Ideologies:

Nonviolence (Ahinsa): Mahatma Gandhi's philosophy of nonviolence was a central theme in his
life and teachings. Indian literature often reflects this principle, emphasizing the power of
nonviolent resistance and peaceful coexistence. In R.K. Narayan's novel ‘The Guide’, the
protagonist, Raju, embodies Gandhian ideals of nonviolence and self-sacrifice. Through his
journey, Raju learns the importance of compassion and nonviolent resistance in bringing about
positive change in society. ‘Rangbhoomi’ by Munshi Premchand: this play, written in 1924,
explores themes of social justice, equality, and nonviolence. It portrays the struggle of the
protagonist, a poor farmer, against an oppressive landlord, highlighting the Gandhian principles
of nonviolent resistance and the fight against injustice.

Satyagraha: Satyagraha, a term coined by Mahatma Gandhi, meaning ‘truth-force’ or ‘soul-
force,” was Gandhi's method of nonviolent resistance. Indian literature often explores the concept
of Satyagraha, highlighting the importance of truth, justice, and civil disobedience in the face of
oppression.

A notable example is R. K. Narayan's novel ‘The Guide,” which portrays the journey of Raju, a
tour guide turned spiritual leader. Through Raju's experiences, Narayan explores the idea of
Satyagraha as a transformative force that challenges societal norms and expectations. Raju's path
towards self-realization and his eventual sacrifice for the greater good reflect the principles of
Satyagraha.

Another prominent work is ‘Midnight's Children’ by Salman Rushdie. Although not exclusively
focused on Satyagraha, the novel incorporates elements of nonviolent resistance as a backdrop to
the larger narrative. Rushdie weaves together the stories of various characters born at the stroke
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of midnight on India's Independence Day, highlighting their struggles against oppressive forces
and their quest for personal and national freedom.

Arundhati Roy's ‘The God of Small Things’ also touches upon the theme of Satyagraha
indirectly. Set in Kerala, the novel explores the lives of the twins Rahel and Estha, who navigate
a society marked by caste discrimination and political unrest. Roy subtly portrays acts of
resistance and defiance against oppressive systems, reflecting the spirit of Satyagraha in the
characters' pursuit of justice and equality.

In the scene of R. K. Narayanan's ‘Waiting for the Mahatma,” where we find the hero Sriram
becoming a blind follower of Mahatma Gandhiji and joining the Indian freedom movement but
not at all understanding what Gandhian is actually about. There are people who still remain a
Gandhian even if their leader leaves them or the Mahatma is defeated, severely criticized or if the
Sahibs put them behind bars. In R. K. Narayanan's ‘The Vendor of Sweets,” Jagan considers
himself a staunch Satyagrahi, spins the charka regularly, and equates himself with achieving
Nirvana, like the Buddha, by following the principles of Gandhism. Bakha in Mulk Raj Anand's
‘Untouchable’ is introduced before Gandhism in the end of the novel, as redemption from the
social evils of untouchability and casteism. After listening to the speech of Gandhiji as a counsel
from God, Bakha's life becomes more tolerable from the next day.

Swaraj: Mahatma Gandhi advocated for Swaraj, which means self-rule or self-governance.
Indian literature often delves into the idea of Swaraj, emphasizing the need for individual and
collective empowerment, self-sufficiency, and freedom from external control. The concept of
‘Swaraj’ in Gandhian thought has indeed been widely explored in Indian English literature. It
emphasized the empowerment of individuals and communities to take charge of their own
destiny. An example is the play ‘Tughlaq’ by Girish Karnad. Set during the reign of the 14"
century Delhi Sultan Muhammad bin Tughlaq, the play delves into the theme of Swaraj through
the character of Tughlaq himself. Tughlaq's vision of a utopian society, where people have the
freedom to govern themselves, ultimately leads to chaos and disillusionment. The play raises
questions about the challenges and complexities of implementing Swaraj in a practical sense.
Sarvodaya: Sarvodaya, meaning ‘the welfare of all,” was another key principle of Gandhi's
philosophy. Indian literature often reflects this idea, focusing on social and economic equality,
upliftment of the marginalized, and the well-being of society as a whole.

In a progressive meeting, Moorthy, the village Gandhi counsels a woman:

"To wear cloth spun and woven with your own God given hands is sacred, says the

Mahatma. And it gives work to the workless and work to the lazy. And if you don't need the cloth
sister, 'give it away to the poor'... Our country is being bled to death by foreigners. We have to
protect our mother" (Rao, Raja. 23)
Village Life and Simplicity: Mahatma Gandhi emphasized the importance of rural life and
simplicity. Indian literature often portrays the beauty and virtues of village life, highlighting the
harmony between humans and nature, and the significance of sustainable living. Tagore's poetry
and plays often celebrate the beauty of rural life and advocate for the preservation of traditional
Indian values and culture.
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Raja Rao’s ‘Kanthapura’ sketches the step by step social development of a south Indian village
Kanthapura, and its people, who following Gandhiji became successful not only in forming a
Swadeshi or anti-colonial group and performing anti-colonial protests but also redeeming their
village from the social evils of untouchability, casteism, women backwardness, disunity and
toddy or wine drinking.

Kanthapura experiences a total reformation from a place with a common term, 'village' to a
village in the real sense of the term, in the end, where there is no caste distinction, backwardness
and religious fanatism, but self-employment, women emancipation, love, social awareness and of
course the pride of their Sthalapurana.

Interreligious Harmony: Mahatma Gandhi promoted interreligious harmony and believed in the
unity of all religions. Indian literature often explores this theme, emphasizing the need for
tolerance, respect, and understanding among different religious communities. ‘Kanthapura’ by
Raja Rao: Published in 1938, this novel tells the story of a small South Indian village and its
involvement in the freedom movement. The narrative is deeply influenced by Gandhian
philosophy, emphasizing the power of nonviolence, self-reliance, and communal harmony.
Women's Empowerment: Mahatma Gandhi was a strong advocate for women's rights and
empowerment. Indian literature often addresses gender inequality, women's struggles, and the
importance of women's participation in social and political spheres. Many authors have explored
the concept by depicting strong female characters that embody Gandhian principles and
challenge societal norms. Here are a few examples, ‘The God of Small Things’ by Arundhati
Roy: This novel portrays the character of Ammu, a single mother who defies societal
expectations and fights for her independence. Ammu's struggle for empowerment reflects
Gandhian ideals of self-reliance and non-conformity. ‘A Thousand Splendid Suns’ by Khaled
Hosseini: Although set in Afghanistan, this novel resonates with Gandhian principles of non-
violence and resistance against oppression. The female protagonists, Mariam and Laila, endure
immense hardships but ultimately find strength and empowerment through their resilience and
determination. ‘The Palace of Illusions’ by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni: This retelling of the
Mahabharata from Draupadi's perspective explores themes of gender inequality and women's
empowerment. Draupadi's character challenges traditional gender roles and embodies Gandhian
principles of justice and equality. ‘The Home and the World’ by Rabindranath Tagore: This
novel delves into the complexities of women's empowerment in a changing society. The
character of Bimala undergoes a transformation as she navigates her role as a wife and her desire
for personal freedom. Tagore's exploration of self-realization and social change aligns with
Gandhian ideals.

Contemporary Perspectives:

Gandhian thought continues to be a significant influence in Indian English literature, offering
contemporary perspectives on various social, political, and cultural issues. Many Indian authors
have explored and engaged with Gandhian ideals, reflecting on their relevance in today's context.
One prominent aspect of Gandhian thought that finds resonance in Indian English literature is the
emphasis on nonviolence and peaceful resistance. Authors often depict characters who embody

R E R R R E R E R E O EE A F R EE L rrr

Quarterly Journal Peer Reviewed Journal ISSN No. 2394-8426 Page 5
Indexed Journal Referred Journal http://www.gurukuljournal.com/



Gurukul International Multidisciplinary

ot g oor 7357 Thoughts o e
p : Gandhi-2023

Peer Reviewed Journal Issue-III(I), Volume-XI

LE L LA L L L AL L L L LA L L LA A LA AL LLLLLLLLLLALLLLLLLLLLLLL AL LLLLLLLLLLL LR L CE L L L L L L LR XN

e-ISSN No. 2394-8426

these principles, advocating for social justice and change through nonviolent means. They
explore the power of peaceful protests, civil disobedience, and the transformative potential of
nonviolence in addressing societal inequalities. Gandhian philosophy also highlights the
importance of self-reliance and simplicity. Indian English literature often portrays characters who
strive for self-sufficiency, rejecting materialistic pursuits and embracing a minimalist lifestyle.
These narratives delve into the tension between traditional values and the allure of modern
consumerism, questioning the impact of globalization on Indian society. Furthermore, Gandhian
thought emphasizes the need for communal harmony and religious tolerance. Indian English
literature frequently explores themes of religious diversity, interfaith dialogue, and the challenges
of religious fundamentalism. Authors delve into the complexities of religious identities and the
potential for peaceful coexistence, drawing inspiration from Gandhi's vision of a pluralistic
society. Moreover, Gandhian thought's focus on rural development and upliftment of
marginalized communities is another recurring theme in Indian English literature. Authors shed
light on the struggles faced by rural populations, the exploitation of natural resources, and the
impact of industrialization on the environment. They examine the tension between progress and
sustainability, seeking to find a balance that aligns with Gandhian principles.

In a nut shell, contemporary perspectives of Gandhian thought in Indian English literature
explore themes such as nonviolence, self-reliance, communal harmony, and rural development.
By engaging with these ideas, authors contribute to ongoing discussions about social justice,
cultural identity, and the challenges faced by modern India.

Conclusion:

In a nut shell the key findings of the research and emphasizes the enduring impact of Gandhian
thought on Indian English literature. It highlights the significance of Gandhi's philosophy in
shaping the literary discourse and calls for further exploration of this topic. It highlights the
themes, ideologies, and literary techniques employed by writers to reflect and respond to
Gandhi's ideas. By examining select literary works, this research article reveals the enduring
legacy of Gandhi's philosophy in shaping the literary landscape in India. Further research in this
area will contribute to a deeper understanding of the interplay between literature, ideology, and
social change.
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T I STEET FehIL=AT A= ATEqeh Tid. Ul QuIdell Hel TH=T ¥ F3 o sTemdsd sAder
STl AT ST STHA, T AR T HTATIE! e TSATd. Bt = ATy & e fofa e oierd 1l &
Aol o ed. TEeT Scatesh AT Aol S HIGAT THUNG SedTfed e STSTRrd ST0Ri SAT7 7 e
ATl fwfor Sl ST, GTERHER, S HATHNh SRl e dl UTeshil I s STThE Ll 10T
STRUSAT B FehTamrgd et & S8 T 9 dF e 3Tl 3T o Tehseh I8, Toid o T
Higofl, TT Hel, UTEshi=aT A= ST « ST 37 STef fSrerelid e 3. 0T &1 @real forehrey =rivrean
T o VAT USUS ST AT STTSfET AT, el ST a1 i< Sesasi-r= aTu el S,
ey e -

2. g Hifed TETCHT et TR JeRTIH, AT

2 STessR fo, T, wETeHT it Sfte SATIOT Hrihiet, STeHT JohTRH, TE 033

3. JAclioe STRE  FETCHT Tieft, SO =T el Her, e gfeciesher s, o R02%
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