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Thispaper examinesthe theme of the picaro
in selected novels of Charles Dickens and Mulk
Raj Anand, exploring how both authors employ
the picaresque tradition to critique the social,
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Copperfield depict wandering child protagonists
whose episodic journeys reveal the brutality of
Victorian England its workhouses, child labor,
class hierarchy, and criminal underworld. In
contrast, Anand’s Untouchable and Coolie reframe
the picaresque within the Indian colonial context,
using marginalized child protagonists such as
Bakha and Munoo to expose caste oppression,
economic exploitation, and colonial injustices.
While Dickens modifies the classical picaro by
portraying morally innocent heroes who resist
corruption, Anand transforms the picaro into the
oppressed victimwhose suffering reveal s systemic
social evils. Through episodic structures, mobility,
satire, and encountersacross diver se social spaces,
both authors use the picaresque mode as a
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powerful literary tool for social criticism. This
compar ative study arguesthat the picaro becomes
not merely a wanderer but a lens through which
the moral fabric of society isilluminated, exposing universal patterns of injustice across cultures.
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Introduction

Higtory of Victorian literatureisrepl etewith o many exampl esthat provethat thethemeof the picaresque
custom occupiesan essentid segment whichisoften described inVictorianfiction, particularly inthenarrative
technique of Charles Dickens. When weturn the pages of history of English literature, wefindthat , The
concept of picaresque writingsdevel oped from the tradition that wasrooted in the Spanish nove Lazarillode
Tormes (1554). It was later brought in English literature mainly through works of Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones
(1749) and Daniel Defoe’s Moll Flanders (1722), presents the life of a marginalized protagonist whose
journey exposesthe moral contradictionsand systemic injustices of society. This paper will focuson the

December 2025to February 2026  www.amoghvarta.com | mpact Factor 21
A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed & Referred, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and SJIF (2025): 7.842

Bilingual Research Journal



: Panka Kumar, Kumar Pankagj
ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) )
Year-05, Volume-05, 1ssue-03 AMOGHVARTA Page No. 21 - 25

themesof picarosin selected novelsof Charlesdickensand Mulkrgg Anand. Thepicaresquenovel generdly
followsapicaro, aroguish but attractive stranger who narrates his epi sodic adventures through a corrupt
society. Dickensnove srevolvesaround particul arly withinacontrasting mord framework, hisnovel sfrequently
discusses pi caresgue conventionswith awandering protagoni t, episodic structure, encounterswith eccentric
characters, which exposesboth socid injustice with movement through highly regarded and criminal spaces.
Dickens acceptsthe picaresgue modeto represents Victorian concerns. Treatment of children, institutional
brutality, urbanization and class mobility was hismain weapons onwhich he concentrated asnoveist. Hea so
focused on transforming thetraditiona rogue herointo aninnocent or morally striving wanderer.

This paper examines how thetheme of the picaro isdevel oped in two major works Dickens, Oliver
Twist 1837-39), David Copperfield (1849-50), and Mulkragj Anand Untouchable (1935) and Coolie(1936)
Although these novelsdiffer in plot, tone and structure but they share afamiliar narrative dependence on
pi caresgue movement asapi caro protagoni tsswhose charactersexposesdownfal of Victorian society. Dickens
usesthe picaresque techniqueto devel op social and mora responsibility of Victorian society.

Oliver Twististhe Dickensmost remarkable novd that largely dedl swith atraditiona picaresqueplot.
When we plungeinto Oliver lifewe seethat heispushed into aunreceptiveworld that forceshim to move
from one place to another: the workhouse, the undertaker’s institution, the streets of London, the t gang of
thieves’ den and the countryside. Each environment developed new dimensions in his characters. Each and
every incident which Oliver faced exposesthe extremesocietd cruelty andredity of theVictorian society. As
Robert L. Patten argues, “Dickens employs the picaresque structure not to glorify the rogue but to display the
systemic corruption surrounding the vulnerable child” (Patten 112). Oliver does not choose exploration rather
then heispushedintoit by thefaluresof ingtitutionsintended to protect him

Oliverismorally unpolluted and inactiveto fit the picaro style, Dickens surroundsthe novel with
characterswho extremely invol ved basically known as genuine picaros. TheArtful Dodger highlightsthe
urban model of London’s criminal underworld. He throws light on the picaro’s that how they can be resourceful
surviva intheworld of crimindity. Fagin, isaresourceful crimina whotrainsthechildrentoliveby stedling,
dishonesty and other criminal activities. These crimina surroundings devel op athematic freedom wherethe
picaresque mergeswith socid redlity.

Oliver Twist is Dickens’s striking character that is innocent into the world of criminal. Dickens has
observed thelife of criminal and avoids Oliver to become picaro. Although heisforced to live with the
surroundingsof roguesbut still Oliver remainsevery timeinnocent. Critics such asPhilip Horneargue that
Dickens “inverts the picaresque by giving us a hero who resists his environment rather than adapting to it”
(Horne 33). Oliver’s: refusal to indulge into the world of criminality exposes the cruelty and the situation that
pushesother childreninto crime.

Dickensa so epi sodes exposesthe administrativefailures, theworkhouse cruelty, the exploitation of
theofficiasand aso the behavior of the dite class people. According to Dickens picaro character in nineteen
century novelsareingtitutiona that criticizethe socia structures, Dickens usesthe picaresquejourney asa
invedtigativetool to critique nineteenth-century socia structures. Thethemeof picaroasofindsitsplaceinhis
another novel David Copperfield.

David Copperfield aso representsthelife of wonderersthat mergesthe character of picaresque. The
novel finally traces David’s fate and hard work that he becomes successful writer and gentleman. David’s life
journey from onestreet of London to another makes his striking character to be considered aspicaro. His
escape from Murdstone and Grinby’s factory, living with different guardians and his encounters with different
strange figures like, Peggotty, Mr. Micawber, Steerforth, Uriah Heep—creates theme of picaresque novels.
According to John Jordan, Dickens “deploys mobility to reveal the vulnerabilities of childhood labuor and
urban displacement” (Jordan 76). David wonders from one place to another serves as a weapon for Victorian
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soci ety to demonstrate how lifeof childrenwasdifficult intheworld wherethey were not treated with respect.
It indicated society’s failures to give healthy and better life to the children. Treatment towards children was
harsh, even theofficers of theworkhousewerenot inclined to servetheir duty to protect freedom of childhood.

Intheway to representation of picaro character in Indian context Mulkrgg Anand, isnot aconventional
picaresquenoveist. Headoptsfundamenta ementsof the picaro through theincident of itsyoung protagoni <,
Bakha. Anand’s representation of the picaresque form into an Indian sociopolitical context highlights an
important fictitiousinnovation. The picaro tradition allowed him to evaluate the caste structure through a
character whose societal position absolutely matches the picaro’s function to reveal corruption and hypocrisy.
Bakha’s life journey of a single day depicts a powerful picaresque structure of children during colonial rule. It
reveal sthelayersof casteviolence, rdigiousexploitation, colonid tensions, and socia hypocrisy. Hismargina
position, wanderings, innocence, and conflict with multiple socia institutions support himwith theclassica
picaro. Throughthe character of Bakha, Anand establishesthe picaresqueformto expressthelndian subdtern
understanding. Hefocus on transforming a European narrative modeinto avehiclefor anticolonial and anti-
castesocid critique.

Alastair Niven opines that Bakha’s marginality “gives the novel its moral center, for he becomes the
lens through which caste becomes visible in all its cruelty” (Niven 63). Bakha’s perception allows the reader
to witness systemic oppression with aclarity unfiltered by privilegeor power.

Anand’s has depicted picaresque fiction is its episodic structure. The protagonist in this form of fiction
movesfrom one placeto another. Each episode exposes anew dimension of social reaity. Untouchable
unfoldsentirely over asingleday, but within thislimited timeframe, Anand deploysaseriesof different episodes
that mirror the pi caresque pattern. Bakhawalking up in the outcaste colony whereisishumiliated by hindu
caste on the street. Thetempleincident involving Sohini, hisisvisit to the British barracks, hisconversation
withthe poet Igbal Nath Sarshar and the most important Gandhi jee speech about theflood system. All these
episodes hel ped in the devel opment of episodic picaroin untouchable.

In each episode Bakha is taught about new social institutions—religion, caste, colonialism, reform
movements, and modern technol ogy. Each episode mirrorsthe Sructure of classical picaresquenovelswhere
the roaming of the hero exposes society’s corruption. Anand’s breaks the narrative into separate encounters,
to emphasizesthat caste oppression isnot isolated but structural, ppearing in every sphereof life. Thereis
not asinglevilian who Bakhabut the entiremachinery of society triesto humiliateshim.

As K.R. Srinivasa lyengar notes, Anand’s episodic method “creates a panoramic vision of social life
through the eyes of a single outcaste boy” (lyengar 241). Like the picaro of European tradition, Bakha
becomesthewandering witnesswhosejourney reveal sthe entire mora fabric of society. Satirea so played
important roleinisacentra strategy of the picaresque novel . Thepicaroinnocently exposesthemora failings,
hypocrisy, and contradictions of the social order simply by existing in it. Bakha’s encounters with different
intuitionsfunction as sharp critiques of the caste system and itsoppressive structures.

The temple incident significantly also demonstrates religious picaro. Bakha’s sister, Sohini is molested
by the priest Pandit Kali Nath, later when this fact is revealed he then accuses her of “polluting” him and the
temple. Thishighlightsthe absurdity and abuseimplanted in casteand religious authority. Anand satirizesthis
hypocrisy by screening how ritua purity becomesatool for exploitation. Bakha, ishel plessand standsat the
temple gate and he couldn’t steps | the temple. He becomes the silent observer through whom the reader
perceivestheugly misuseof reigion.

When Bakha’s accidentally came into contact with an upper-caste man he faced violent humiliation:
“Keep to your caste, you dog!” the man shouts (Anand 44).This incident exposes the absurd brutality of caste
rules, particularly bearing in mind that Bakha’s physical touch is considered “polluting,” while verbal and
physical abuse from upper castes is normalized. Bakha’s love for the British soldiers is another humorous
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element. Though colonid ruleitsaf isexploitetive, the British gppear cleaner, kinder, and moreegditarian than
casteHindus. Thissarcadtic dissmilarity exposesthefailuresof Indian sociad structures. Thus, through satire,
Anand usesBakhaasapicaro who exposesthe hypocrisy of every socid ingtitution heencountersinasingleday.
Anand’s portray the picaro as innocent, susceptible, and morally sympathetic. Bakha fits in all these forms.

Bakha’s innocence makes him an ideal lens through which the cruelty of caste society becomes visible.
He never respondswith violence, nor does he harbor resentment toward those who dehumanize him. His
longing for dignity, symbolized through hisfascinationwith British cothing and cleanliness, showsadesirefor
self-worth rather than rebellion. Bakha’s struggles internally. He struggles with shame, fear, fatigue, and longing
for respect, all of which contribute to his identity as a modern picaro.Anand writes: “He was tired, very tired,
but it was the tiredness of the soul more than the flesh” (Anand 78). This introspection distinguishes Bakha
from thetraditiona picaro and dignshimwith twentieth-century literary realism.

Picaresque novel sfrequently end without clear resolution. The picaro hardly ever risesconsiderably in
datus, asasubgtitute, the ending usually offersuncertai nty and the suggestion of continual wandering. Gandhi
appearsa theend of thenove asafigure promisng reform. Hismessage gives Bakhahope but noimmediate
change.The technological solution proposed by the poet Sarshar—the flush toilet—symbolizes modern reform.
Yet it remains an idea rather than a reality. The novel closes with Bakha contemplating these possibilities: “A
way seems to open before him” (Anand 158). This uncertainty reinforces the picaresque nature of the novel:
the hero’s journey continues, in progress, mirroring the slow pace of social change.

The picaresque tradition, also revolves around Mulk Raj Anand’s Coolie(1936) .It offers one of the
most powerful picaresque narrativesin modern Indian literature. Through thelifeand suffering of Munoo, the
young protagonist, through lifeand sufferin of Munno, Anand deve opsdistinctly Indian picarowhosewanderings
from placeto placethrowslight on the atrocity of colonia capitalism, caste domination, child labor, and
structural poverty. | think Munoo doesnot influence society for persona gain; instead, he becomesexample
of thevulnerablechildin an exploitativeworld. Thispaper andyzesthethemeof thepicaroin Coolie.

Munooisatypicd Indian picaro becausehe movesregularly through different socid worlds. All thesocid
world of Munno depictstheoppressvestructuresthat describe colonid India. Hisjourney isnot saf-determined.
Itisforced by economicworry. It makes Cooliemixtureof the picaresqueand thesocid-redist nove.

Munoo’s picaro journey begins from his village, when he is forced to leave his due to poverty. Munoo
isforced by circumstancethat hemigratesto urban areafor livelihood. When heisempl oyed in the house of
Babu Nathoo Ram it exposes the hierarchies of division, caste, and domestic violence. Anand’s depiction of
Munoo’s misery at the hands of the Babu’s wife and his continuous fear of punishment completely reflects the
position of Munoo as a picaro.. As Narasimhaiah argues, Anand’s picaro “cannot even articulate rebellion; he
is shaped entirely by forces beyond his control” (Narasimhaiah 202). This early episode establishes picaresque
journey of Munoo’s from one social setting to another, adds a new stage of the journey in the picaresque.

Coolieisstructured in such away that closely resemblesthetradition of picaresquenovel. Thenovel
talksabout the sequence of epi sodes, each time Munno meetswith new employers, environments, and faces
different forms of exploitation. Munoo’s suffering at Nathoo Ram family reveals the degradation of child labor
and the absence of sympathy for the poor and depressed. Heisexploited asaservant, responsiblefor even
miner mistakes. Heisdenied human dignity asbeing servant. Through these experiences, Anand highlightsthe
cruelty of middle-classshaped by colonial modernity.

When Munoo migrated from Nathoo Ram family to Daulatpur, heentersinto theworld of industria
working class. Munoo wasintroduced by Daya Ram and the picklefactory to theworld of urban exploitation.
Hisemployment into the textile mill depictsthe growing capitalist economy of colonial India. Thefactory
becomesasymbol of misery, pain and suffering for thelaborerslike Munno. The character of Munoo shows
how colonial industry treats the picaro. Munoo’s service as a rickshaw-puller and servant in Simla describes
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thecolonia privileged society who becomesthe cul prit of creating picaro like character Munoo. Throughout
thenovel Munoo remainsapicturesque object, heisgivenimportancetill when heiscapabledoingwork. he
become escape goat of capitalist who lackshumanity and responsiblefor creating wonderersduring colonia
rule. Hisphyscd collgpsein S mlamarkswith theconclusion of systemic oppression. Theseegpisodic movements
of Munoo mirrorsthe picaresque path and each path discl osing new layersof socid hypocrisy.

Conclusion

Anand subvertsthe picaresquetradition to highlight the systemic natureof sufferingincolonia India. As
Meenakshi Mukherjee notes, “Anand transforms the picaro from rogue into victim, thereby intensifying the
moral force of the narrative” (Mukherjee 146. Munoo dies of tuberculosis, symbolically consumed by the
very forces he struggles against. Anands becomes sentimental with picaro and argues that , The picaro’s
doesn’t conclude with escape or salvation but with a bleak sympathy from the oppressed. His death in Mrs.
Mainwaring’s house illustrates that there can’t be charity ad they can never overcome structural injustice.

Mulk Raj Anand’s Coolie one of the fine novel that presents the most poignant adaptations of the
picaresque mode in Indian literature. Through Munoo’s episodic wanderings, Anand exposes the nexus between
oppressonsof cage, dass, colonidism, and industrid capitdism. Munoo truely fitsthestructural characterigtics
of the picaro, Anand reshapesthetradition by transforming the picaro into ahel pless, innocent child whose
suffering highlights the moral collapse of society. finally Anand’s achievement lies in merging the picaresque
formwith Indianreditiesto produceanarrativethat isboth artisticaly compelling and socidly trandformative.
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