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Abstract:

Karmabhumi is heavily influenced by Mahatma Gandhi and his principles of non-violence and non-
co-operation both at the theoretical and practical levels. ‘The influence of Mahatma Gandhi is seen not only
in the realm of ideas but also in the methods adopted by leaders of the various movements.' Karmabhumi is
considered a mature creation of Premchand. The political consciousness of the middle class has been strongly
delineated through this novel. Besides political consciousness, the middle-class’s social, religious, and
economic problems are also reflected in this novel.
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Introduction:

Karmabhumi (The Field of Action) was first published in Hindi in August 1932; a few years later, its

Urdu version was published as Maidan-i-Amal (The field of Practical Work). This novel was written in the
1930s; to be more specific, Premchand started writing Karmabhumiin the summer of 1931. It is set in pre-
independent Uttar Pradesh, which comprises Agra and Oudh’s provinces and called the United Provinces of
Agra and Oudh. (UP) Lalit Srivastava aptly described it:
... To see the novel in its historical and local perspective, it is essential to understand Hindu-
Muslim relations, the Hindu caste system, the abject misery of peasants and the poor in villages
and cities, and its impact on Mahatma Gandhi and his Satyagraha movement on the Indian national
scene. i

The title of the novel is self-explanatory and indicated that the novel is action-oriented. The struggle
is the novel’s core theme; it is a struggle against poverty, a struggle against bureaucracy, against the
subjugation of untouchables, against the exploitation of tenant farmers by the Mahant, and above all, it is a
struggle of the have-nots against the haves. The novel’s story is perfectly interwoven by the elements of city
life and the villagers’ abject condition. It is a superb mixture of rural and urban environments, its charm, and
agonies.

Karmabhumi is heavily influenced by Mahatma Gandhi and his principles of non-violence and non-
co-operation both at the theoretical and practical levels. ‘The influence of Mahatma Gandhi is seen not only
in the realm of ideas but also in the methods adopted by leaders of the various movements. ¥

Karmabhumi is considered a mature creation of Premchand. The political consciousness of the middle
class has been strongly delineated through this novel. Besides political consciousness, the middle-class’s
social, religious, and economic problems are also reflected in this novel.”

When Premchand started writing, the political upheaval in India was at its peak. Indian National
Congress was formed as a political institution and the Indian freedom movement was gaining momentum
under the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi made this middle-class movement a movement of all,
including ordinary people. In the 1930s, the decade of Karmabhumi and Godaan’s publication, Premchand
was highly influenced by Gandhi’s Satyagraha movement. Lalit Srivastava says in his introduction that “his
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writings, stories and essays clearly reflected his sympathies with India’s poor and the fight for India’s
freedom” (p. ix). Indian peasants, lower caste people, untouchables, labourers and illiterate masses in the first
two-three decades of the twentieth century lived in squalor and very much exploited by the privileged few.
Premchand considered his moral obligation to expose these privileged few in his works and help society get
rid of various social and religious practices, which were the hindrances in society’s progress. He considered

himself a writer with a message.

Talking about his own stories, he (Premchand) said, “In my view, the plots of the stories should be
taken from real life and should solve the problems of real life.” The secret of Premchand’s success is that he
knew his subject matter well and identified his characters with real life."!

Like B. R. Ambedkar, Premchand also considered liberation from the social and religious evils like
untouchability, caste oppression as important as liberation from British imperialism, as the former was a pre-
condition to political liberation.*!

Karmabhumi reaffirms the fact that Premchand was still wedded to the constructive approach to social
problems."l He considered himself an idealist; however, his views were changing very rapidly.

Karmabhumi: Lower Caste Exploitation and Humiliation

From 1918 onwards, B. R. Ambedkar led the movement against evil social practices such as
untouchability, a ban on untouchable’s entry in temples and public wales and other social oppressions. He
took a firm stand against the Hindu social order and Hindu principles of Varna and the caste system. He was
a great champion of the oppressed cause and turned their movement into a revolutionary movement.

Caste does not result in economic efficiency; caste cannot improve and has not improved the race. Caste has,
however, done one thing. It has completely disorganized and demoralized the Hindus.™*

The debate over the annihilation of caste between Ambedkar and Gandhi was going on in the first half
of the twentieth century and the writers, poets and other intellectuals were not unaware of it. Premchand, being
the product of the age, was fully aware of these developments in society. Moreover, being a writer with the
message, Premchand rightly depicted these social and religious practices which were unjust in Karmabhumi.
Struggle against Caste Oppression

Karmabhumi depicts the lower caste people’s plight and the inhuman treatment meted out by the upper
castes. There is a perfect blend of oppression in an urban area and oppression in a rural area. The first instance
is that of a Hindu temple, Thakurdwara. Katha’s reading was in progress under Pandit Madhusudanji and other
upper caste people were managing things. They included Brahmachari and Lala Samarkant. Brahmachari was
particularly restless because some untouchables had come to listen to Katha and were sitting nearby the
temple’s door. Brahmachari in his eyes red was shouting, “Do these people come to listen to Bhagwan’s Katha
or to spoil our religion! Sweeper, chamar, whosoever, comes barging, is it a temple for Thakurji or is it an
inn?” (172) He was particularly restless over the matter of lower caste people attending the Katha. He was
joined by Lala Samarkant and said that “Throw them all out, by force if necessary.” (172) These helpless
untouchables got frightened, and one of them responded very humbly by folding his hands, “we were sitting
there at the door, Sethji, where shoes are kept. We are not so ignorant as to come and sit amongst you.” (172)

This dialogue represents the untouchables’ abject condition; they were not considered more than the
upper caste people’s shoes. Brahmachari accuses them of contaminating everything by their touch and
presence and harshly scolds Mithua, an elderly from untouchables. Brahmachari incited the people and all of
them attack the untouchables with the shoes in their hands.

Dr. Shantikumar, a college professor and social worker, with their other teachers intervene in the matter
and criticizes upper caste people’s Gods sarcastically. Brahmachariji defends his stand by referring to the
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Shastras but Dr. Shantikumar exposes their hypocrisy in accumulating the wealth by adulterating every
product. The next day Shantikumar arranges Katha for all, including the untouchable in the open ground and
it was a huge success. Dr. Shantikumar enlightened the untouchables by his brilliant speech on humanity and
made them aware of their rights. He says:

God has brought you into this world so that you should bear the burden of slavery. You serve others

with all your heart, but you are slaves, and society has no respect for you...you are untouchables.

You can’t enter temples. Such injustice would not prevail anywhere else except in this unfortunate

country. Do you wish to remain downtrodden and outcaste all your life? (177)

Further, he makes them aware of their dharma and incites them to enter the temple without moving
away, even though their lives are in danger. Shantikumar’s words provided the spark in the minds of the
untouchable and all of them started marching towards the temple. They are stopped at entry of temple by Lala
Samarkant and Brahmachari by giving some weak excuses, which were heavily turned down by Shantikumar.
Brahmachari said that these people eat meat and drink liquor and do menial work outside the temple.
Shantikumar defends him and says that “Many Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas eat meat and drink liquor.
Why don’t you stop them? Probably everyone here partakes of bhang, yet they all pose as teachers and priests.”
(179)

Samarkant reports it to the police and accuses them of inciting a riot; following priests and acolytes
started beating the crowd with sticks. Shantikumar was hit hard on his head. The crowd was dispersed, but the
next day all the untouchables came and sat in the temple’s door and did not let anybody in. The police force
was called and Lala Samarkant asked them to fire bullets at the mob. The mob started running away, the bullets
were fired and many people lost their lives in the firing.

Sukhada, Amarkant’s wife, now joins the battle to support the untouchables; they stand together with
her and the police department had to decide to open the doors of the temple for all. Lala Samarkant announces
the decision, “The temple is open to all. Whoever wishes can go and have a darshan of Thakurji. No one will
be stopped. (184)
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