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Mulk Raj Anand is a well known Indian novelist. Along with Raja Rao and R.K Narayan he has been regarded 

as one of the founding fathers of the Indian English novel. Anand’s Coolie has received a good deal of critical 

attentions from both reviewers and literary critics. It could be regarded as social tragedy. The artistic treatment 

of the cruel, inhuman social forces of poverty and exploitation which are responsible for the tragic denouement 

makes it powerful. Munoo is the central character in Coolie. When the novel opens he is a poor orphan boy 

hardly fourteen years of age. His character is a triumph of characterisation in Indo-Anglican fiction. Saros 

Cowasjee states that, “He belongs with some of the most endearing juvenile characters in modern literature; 

with Victor Hugo’s Gavrahe and Dickens’s David Copperfield ...  He is a passive character, he does not act, but 

acted upon the society. (6) 

Munoo becomes the part of the toiling, struggling, starving masses and we see the world through the 

distorted eyes of Munoo. In Bombay the centre of interest is not Munoo but the millions of suffering workers; 

Munoo is no more than a speck in this tide of humanity and it is precisely for this reason that the author does not 

conclude his tale here but retrieves him and sends him to Simla where he regains his identity. Coolie is a great 

work of art and a number of themes and ideas have been woven into its texture. However, its central theme is 

the exploitation of the poor and the under-privileged by the forces of Capitalism, Industrialism and Colonialism. 

Exploitation has been studied in depth with references to Munoo, a poor, helpless orphan, who is denied his 

fundamental right to live a happy life, he is exploited and made to suffer, till he dies of consumption. 

Munoo is not only the victim if such exploitation, the novelist makes it quite clear, that such 

exploitation and denial of life and happiness is the lot of the poor everywhere in India, whether in a village 

Bilaspur or Small town like Sham Nagar or big cities like Daulatpur and Bombay. When the novel opens 

Munoo, despite the ill treatment of his uncle and aunt his life is one of idyllic happiness.  Even at young age he 

has harrowing experience of hunger and starvation. 

The ill-treatment which he receives at the hands of his uncle and aunt is nothing in comparison with the 

suffering he is fated to endure in the near future. His uncle takes him to Sham Nagar where he is employed at 

Rs. 3 per month as a boy servant in the home of Nathoo Ram. His wife makes him work from morning till night, 

gives him poorest of food to eat he is practically starved and showers a torrent of abuses and curses on his head 

without rhyme or reason. When he complains to his uncle, instead of showing any sympathy with the boy, he 

beasts him mercilessly. Unable to bear the cruel, inhuman treatment, he runs away from his uncle and 

inconsiderate mistress. 
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In the next phase of life we find him in Daulatpur. Prabu Dayal and his wife are kind to him, but 

Praba’s partner Ganpat, ill-treats him. It is by Ganpat Villainy that Prabha Dayal is reduced to beggary, the 

pickle factory is sold out and Munoo has to work as a coolie – which means mere beast of burden first in the 

grain market and then in the vegetable market. In the grain market there is cut throat competition between the 

naked starving coolie each competing with the others for jobs at extremely low wages The novelist gives us a 

harrowing account of the suffering of Munoo and other coolies in the grain market. They are treated as 

vagabonds and are entirely at the mercy of the forces of Capitalism represented by the traders. Munoo is not 

alone, he is only one out of the countless victims of such exploitation. 

When Munoo detrains in Bombay, the elephant-trainer warns him “The bigger a city is, the morecruel 

it is to the sons of Adam” (177). Munoo much too well from his  peregrinations to reflect on it, and his mind is 

full of what a coolie in Daulatpur had said of Bombay, it is truly a wonder city one should visit before one dies. 

But Bombay offers him infinitely more possibilities for contrasts as nowhere in India is there more garish 

opulence existing alongside rampant filth and privation. The exploitation is presented on such on a much larger 

and more terrible scale in the Bombay phase of Munoo’s life. In Bombay the ill-paid, ill-housed, under-

nourshied and bulled labourer is broken, both in body and mind, as Munoo finds his friend Hari is though his 

own youthful vitality saves him from this ultimate fate. 

As soon as Munoo emerges from the station, he is overpowered by the confused medley of colour 

shapes and sounds of Bombay’ s strange, hybrid, compelled character. It is important to bear in mind that we are 

looking at the world through Munoo’s eyes and those of the starving millions, and for them there is of such 

thing as the middle class. The idea is further reinforced by Sauda of the red Flag Union when he exhorts the mill 

employees to go on strike. Though himself a member of the middle class, he tells the workers that there are only 

two kinds of people the rich and the poor. 

Munoo’s sojourn in Bombay as a factory worker provides Anand with an opportunity to describe the 

pathetic conditions of the workers and their plight in society. The Cotton Mills where Munoo comes to work are 

intended to expose the exploitation of the Indian proletariat by the British imperialist. Munoo here finds himself 

one of the herds of anonymous workers, cheated and victimised by the English masters. Anand’s political 

alignment with the workers is evidenced as he delineates the harsh lives of the workers and their families, the 

squalor of the Bombay slums and their exploitation by the money lenders. Anand’s avowed purpose is to treat 

literature as social evidence or testimony rather than the literary problem of what happens to the novel when  it 

is subjected to the pressure of politics and political theology. In the riot and confusion in the mills Munoo, tries 

to escape but he is knocked down by Mrs. Mainwarning’s car. She takes him as her personal servant and 

rickshaw-puller. He dies of consumption at the age of sixteen. Thus the novel Coolie, ends in a dirge-like 

movement, with the dath of Munoo as a result of consumption as much as of the ills of society. 

It is a picaresque novel, where he is forced to move from one to another, from village to the town, from 

town to a city, from the North to South and then back again to the North. Thus Anand dramatizes in Coolie the 

evils of poverty, exploitation and cruelty that crush a bud of youth before it can bloom. 
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Anand universalizes the individual tragedy of Munoo following the anthropological dictum that the 

proper study of mankind and man. Anand presents Munoo as a victim of irrational systems and human in 

cruelties of society. What happens to this obscure hill boy is by no means an isolated example of human 

suffering and exploitation. Munoo’s destiny symbolises the tragic situation of the poor and the under-privileged 

who in themselves are not responsible for their unalleviated suffering, but who are, all the same, victims of 

ruthless exploitation. The very title of the novel is emblematic it is not “The Coolie” or “A Coolie” but “Coolie” 

encompassing all coolies and their fate. 

Anand thus gives a universal touch to his basic theme. Munoo is not merely an individual who is “an 

intellectual pawn on the chessboard of destiny”(47), but an archetype of the downtrodden, the substance of 

whose life-stories is always the same unendurable apathy and perpetual suffering. Munoo is a sacrifice to the 

remorseless cruelty and exploitation of industrial colonial society. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Being a minute observer of human situation in the realistic tradition of fiction, Anand exposes a social hypocrisy 

and taboos, class exploitation and class struggle, social and economic injustice, the atrocities committed on the 

oppressed dishevelled lot. He depicts human beings who are unmeshed in poverty and injustice, struggling to 

come out but shackled by the coils of evil. The village-money lender, priests, tea-planters and Caste Hindus treat 

them as beasts. The novelist favours the degraded people, the peasant, the sweeper, the city drudge, the sepoy, 

and the labourer – the miserable human beings. As a champion of equality, justice and fair play, Anand accords 

to his characters a touch of magnanimity. 
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