Bodhi- An Interdisciplinary Journal 1SSN:2091-0479 Vol. 10, No.1. Serial No. 10 2024 pp 99-116

Representation of Social Issues in
Indian Graphic Novels
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This study investigates the dynamic relationship between
Indian graphic novels and the country's geopolitical environment.
The study intends to uncover the significant commentary these works
offer on current themes like gender dynamics, caste discrimination,
governmental corruption, religious tensions, and the challenges of
modernity, by analyzing a varied spectrum of graphic novels coming
out of the subcontinent. We shed light on how these graphic novels
not only represent the socio-political environment of India but also
question and modify narratives by combining qualitative content
analysis and in-depth case studies. Our research highlights the
importance of graphic novels as effective social critique mediums
in India, echoing wider global trends where visual storytelling goes
beyond just amusement to provide insightful social commentary.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background of Graphic Novels Globally

In terms of visual narrative, graphic novels have a long
history that crosses eras and civilizations. The modern graphic novel,
which has its roots in ancient pictorial traditions, has developed into
a powerful medium that blends the complexity of narrative literature
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with the vividness of visual art. In the 20th century, graphic novels
gained popularity not only as light amusement but also as serious
writing, delving into a variety of topics ranging from intimate social
problems to simple memoirs. This was especially true in North
America and sections of Europe. Works like Art Spiegelman's
"Maus" or MarjaneSatrapi's "Persepolis" serve as examples of this
change, in which moving tales express social commentary and
subvert accepted beliefs.

1.2 Evolution and Significance of Graphic Novels in the Indian
Context

An important transition in the development of narrative
has been the popularity of graphic novels as a forum for debating
contentious social and political issues. Combining visual images
with narrative text, graphic novels provide a deeper comprehension
of complex topics than other literary styles. Using both pictures and
words, the stories of graphic novels reach the reader right where they
are, emotionally and intellectually. Graphic novels, however more
lately, have found a place in the enormous canon of Indian literature.

The graphic book found fertile root in India because it
emerged from a society with a long heritage of visual storytelling,
from ancient temple sculptures to lively folk arts. Indian authors
and artists used this media to both reflect on and critique the societal
landscape in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Famous works
like Sarnath Banerjee's "Corridor" or Amruta Patil's "Kari" reflect
the urban Indian zeitgeist by blending the personal and the political
for readers. In India, graphic novels have evolved beyond simple
stories to serve as a mirror of the country's complex sociocultural
complexities.

1.3 Statement of the Research Problem
There aren't many thorough studies that go deep into the
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socio-political commentary of Indian graphic novels, despite their
growing popularity and significance. What conventional narratives in
India are being interpreted and challenged by these graphic novels?
How do they compare or contrast with current worldwide trends in
graphic storytelling? With the goal of presenting a comprehensive
understanding of the ways Indian graphic novels negotiate, depict,
and impact the sociopolitical discourses of the country, this research
aims to fill up these knowledge gaps.

This introduction establishes the scene for the reader by first
providing a global framework, then focusing on the Indian situation,
and then stating the problem that the study is trying to solve.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Previous Studies on Graphic Novels as a Medium for Social
and Political Commentary

Academic interest in graphic novels and their ability to offer
social and political commentary has grown over the past few decades.
According to Chute (2010), works like "Maus" serve as examples
of how the graphic novel may provide a multi-dimensional prism
through which to examine historical trauma. In his discussion of the
medium's semiotic power, Groensteen (2007) makes the case that its
sequential structure may deftly reveal intricate societal narratives.
Furthermore, Hatfield (2005) stressed the graphic novel's ability to
democratize storytelling by giving platforms to underrepresented
perspectives.

2.2 Specifics of Indian Graphic Novels and Their Themes
Despite being a more recent development, Indian graphic
novels have already established themselves as a vibrant forum for
reflection and criticism. Using Banerjee's "Corridor" as an example,
Mukherjee (2011) emphasized the medium's versatility by expressing
the complex realities of Indian urban life. Rao (2013) examined
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Patil's "Kari"'s examination of gender and sexuality, contending that
the visual medium enables a richer portrayal of such delicate subjects.
On the subject of history and memory, Krishnan (2015) examined
how graphic novels like "Delhi Calm" challenge and muddle popular
historical narratives by providing alternate viewpoints.

2.3 Gaps in Existing Literature

The amount of knowledge about Indian graphic novels is
expanding, yet there are still some gaps. First, there hasn't been
any cross-referencing with international graphic novels to see how
Indian works may resemble or differ from them. Second, most studies
frequently ignore the larger tapestry of social commentary prevalent
throughout multiple works in favor of focusing on individual graphic
novels or particular themes. Additionally, there is a lack of research
on how these narratives are received by the audience and how they
could affect or be affected by wider public discourses in India.
This study aims to fill these knowledge gaps by providing a more
thorough understanding of Indian graphic novels in both a national
and international context.

3. Historical Context
3.1 Brief Overview of India's Social and Political Landscape
India exhibits a tapestry rich in socio-political evolution
due to its millennia-long past. India's social structures have been
influenced by a wide range of cultural and religious influences, from
prehistoric Vedic cultures to numerous powerful empires like the
Mauryas, Guptas, Mughals, and Marathas. Significant changes were
made during the colonial era, which was characterized by British
control from the middle of the 19th to the middle of the 20th century.
Western education and administrative institutions were introduced,
and a complex interplay of resistance and adaptation was started.
After gaining its independence, India started its road toward
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becoming a democratic republic, facing difficulties like the pain
of the partition, linguistic and regional conflicts, and economic
planning. Milestones including the Emergency phase in the 1970s,
liberalization in the 1990s, and the emergence of regional and identity
politics have left their marks on the nation's trajectory. The socio-
political environment of India is knitted together with problems like
caste-based discrimination, religious strife, gender inequality, and
socio-economic inequities.

3.2 How Historical Events Might Have Influenced the Narrative
of Graphic Novels

In India, graphic novels frequently serve as palimpsests,
leaving traces of the country's extensive sociopolitical past in its
pages. For instance, graphic books like "This Side, That Side:
Restorying Partition" that offer moving narratives of displacement,
identity, and memory evoke the anguish of Partition, one of the most
important events in South Asian history.

Graphic tales have also been affected by the Emergency,
a time of political upheaval and restricted freedoms. Works like
"Delhi Calm" employ the medium to not only critique and question
the greater consequences of such political maneuvers on democracy
and freedom, but also to document this chaotic time.

Numerous graphic novels that portray the shifting urban
landscapes, the clash between tradition and modernity, and the issues
ofidentity in a fast globalizing world reflect the liberalization of the
1990s, which led to increasing urbanization and globalization.

In addition, many graphic novels frequently center on the
persistent problems of caste and religion tensions, which are firmly
ingrained in India's past and offer a visual and narrative space for
exploration, critique, and occasionally alternate viewpoints to
dominant discourses.

In essence, the historical occurrences in India actively
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influence the stories of graphic novels, allowing for a richer, more
complex examination of topics, events, and identities.

4. Methodology
4.1 Criteria for Selecting Specific Graphic Novels for the Study

The following standards were created for the selection of
graphic novels in order to guarantee an extensive and representative
study.

Graphic novels that discuss important historical occurrences
or periods in Indian history, such as the Partition, the Emergency, or
the liberalization era, are said to have historical relevance.

Works that address a variety of social and political issues, from
gender and caste to governmental corruption and religious tensions,
are characterized by their diversity of themes.

Geographical Diversity: A representation from different
regions of India to capture the differences in social criticism and
cultural subtleties.

Temporal Spread: Novels from various eras in India's graphic
novel history, guaranteeing a balance of pioneering and modern
works.

Author diversity: Including works by both well-known and
up-and-coming writers, while also balancing caste, gender, and
religious origins to capture a range of viewpoints.

4.2 Analytical Framework and Methods Used

The study uses a multifaceted analytical strategy to explore
the subtleties of the chosen graphic novels:

Qualitative content analysis: Analyzing the text and images
systematically to find recurring themes, symbols, and motifs is. This
aids in comprehending both the graphic novels' overt and subtle
messages.

Analyzing a story's structure, storyline, and development
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in order to comprehend how social issues and historical events are
intertwined into the story. This will give you an understanding of
how graphic novelists organize their social criticism within the plot.

Semiotic Analysis: A thorough investigation of the graphic
novels' visual components. Studying how colors, symbols, character
designs, and spatial layouts are used in a piece of art will help you
comprehend how they affect the overall message and tone of the
piece.

Comparative Analysis: Investigating distinctive Indian
viewpoints and cross-cultural resonances in overseas graphic novels
with similar topics.

Reception analysis:A quick examination of reader input,
sales statistics, and review data to ascertain the influence and
reception of graphic novels in general society. Which will provide us
with insight into how readers view and respond to the sociopolitical
commentary in the books.

The study employs this methodology in an attempt to provide
a full understanding of the social commentary found in Indian graphic
novels, encompassing both the overt and hidden meanings presented
in the text and images.

5. Major Themes Addressed in Indian Graphic Novels
5.1. Gender and Feminism

Amruta Patil's "Kari" is a moving story that explores urban
isolation and the nuances of gender and sexuality.

Srividya Natarajan and S. Anand's "Bhimayana: Experiences
of Untouchability": Although predominantly caste-focused, it also
mentions gender in the context of the Dalit community.

Analysis:

Graphic novels like "Kari" present a multi-layered
analysis of LGBTQ+ identities in urban India while challenging
heteronormative notions. These stories also contain feminist themes,
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such as the agency of women in patriarchal settings. They participate
in a conversation to rethink gender standards in the Indian setting
as well as reflecting cultural sentiments.

5.2. Caste and Class Issues

"Bhimayana: Experiences of Untouchability" is a graphic
biography of B.R. Ambedkar that emphasizes his struggle against
caste prejudice.

Srividya Natarajan's "A Gardener in the Wasteland" It
mentions JotiraoPhule's life and his fight against caste-based
prejudice.

Analysis: Caste-related graphic novels from India provide
a visceral depiction of ingrained prejudices and underprivileged
people's hardships. By highlighting the real-life struggles
of Dalits and other oppressed groups, these works expose
conventional narratives. The visual medium makes the portrayal
of discrimination more intense, which makes the commentary
more powerful and vivid.

5.3. Political Corruption and Governance
"Delhi Calm" by Vishwajyoti Ghosh: Set during the Emergency, it
critiques political decisions and the erosion of democratic values.

"Kashmir Pending" by Naseer Ahmed: An insight into the
political unrest in Kashmir and its impact on individuals.
Analysis:

These graphic novels are stark portrayals of the political
climate at various points in Indian history. The narratives explore
the grey areas of governance, ethics, and individual rights.
By humanizing political events, these novels urge readers to
question and reflect on the nature of power and governance in
the nation.
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5.4. Religious Tensions and Secularism

Malik Sajad's "Munnu: A Boy from Kashmir" describes the
conflicts between Hindus and Muslims against the backdrop of the
Kashmir dispute.

Anthology documenting the aftermath of the India-Pakistan
Partition, "This Side, That Side: Restorying Partition" was edited by
Vishwajyoti Ghosh.

Analysis:

Graphic books poignantly depict religious strife, a recurrent
issue in Indian history. These narratives delve into the human stories
within communal divisions, moving beyond surface analysis. They
oppose binaries by giving multiple viewpoints and promote a more
peaceful, secular society.

5.5. Modernization and its Discontents
Sarnath Banerjee's "Corridor" is a representation of the urban middle
class and its problems in contemporary Delhi.

AmrutaPatil's "AdiParva: Churning of the Ocean" Despite
having mythological roots, it makes connections to the difficulties
and changes we face today.

In these books, the interaction between tradition
and modernity is beautifully depicted. They are a reflection
of the social upheaval brought on by the fast urbanization,
globalization, and alteration of cultural standards. These texts
encourage readers to contemplate the nature of progress and its
effects on Indian society by contrasting traditional values with
modern difficulties.

The depth and complexity with which Indian graphic
novelists navigate the geopolitical context of the country are
further shown by these subject studies, which also highlight how
adaptable the graphic novel format is in addressing a variety of
themes.
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6. Case Studies
6.1. "Munnu: A Boy from Kashmir" by Malik Sajad
Summary and Relevance

The dramatic coming-of-age story "Munnu: A Boy from
Kashmir" is set amid the turbulent Kashmir conflict. Readers are
provided with a first-person description of growing up in a war-torn
area by Malik Sajad via the eyes of the main character Munnu. Its
importance comes from its capacity to humanize the much politicized
story of Kashmir by focusing light on the challenges and traumas
experienced by its citizens on a daily basis.

In-depth Analysis of Social and Political Themes

Sajad's story is not solely focused on the geopolitical
struggle. It delves deeply into Kashmiri identity, how militarization
affects day-to-day living, and the emotional and psychological
costs on the youth of the area. The typical Kashmiri deer is used to
symbolize the trapped and hunted environment of the locals. Armed
Forces Special Powers Act, encounters, and the underlying theme
of' the search for "Azaadi" (freedom) are just a few of the topics that
Sajad dwells on. The graphic novel depicts lost innocence and the
steadfast spirit of optimism in the face of misfortune via Munnu's
journey.

6.2. "Corridor" by Sarnath Banerjee
Summary and Relevance

A busy graphic novel set on Delhi's streets, "Corridor" is
frequently credited as being the first of its kind in the country. Banerjee
provides a peek into middle-class living in metropolitan India
through the lives of its characters, such as JehangirRangoonwalla,
the philosophical owner of a bookstore in Connaught Place, and
Digital Dutta, who struggles between his love for philosophy and
his IT work. Its significance lies in its exploration of the everyday
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yet challenging lives of city dwellers as they grapple with the
discrepancies between tradition and modernity.

Exploration of the Narrative and its Reflection of Indian Society

The stories in Banerjee's novel are all interconnected and
come together at Rangoonwalla's bookstore. The graphic novel
explores themes such urban loneliness, the monetization of culture,
the alienation brought on by rapid industrialization, and the search for
personal meaning in a consumerist world through these characters.
The episodic, dispersed structure of the story is a reflection of the
dispersed lifestyles of city dwellers. The film "Corridor" depicts
urban India as a microcosm, emphasizing the clash between the
nation's rich cultural past and aspirational present and the ensuing
identity dilemma.

These case studies highlight the breadth and depth of
sociopolitical research possible in Indian graphic novels with their
unique themes and tales. These writings give readers a thorough
insight of the complexities of Indian society and its numerous
difficulties through their distinctive lenses.

7. Impact and Reception
7.1 Audience Reception of These Graphic Novels

Indian graphic novels initially had a small but devoted
readership, despite being considered specialized. The response has
been varied:

Reviews: Critics have lauded books like "Munnu: A Boy
from Kashmir" and "Corridor" for their perceptive depictions of
difficult subjects. Their original fusion of storytelling and art has
been praised for enhancing the Indian literary scene.

Public Resonance: Readers have been moved by personal
narratives like Munnu's account of her time in Kashmir, which has
helped them become more sympathetic to events in real life that they

109



may not have directly encountered. On the other hand, tales that are
set in metropolitan settings are more relatable to the lives of city
inhabitants, mirroring their own problems and experiences.

These graphic novels have been included into academic

courses to support discussions of socio-political concerns because
of their visual appeal and compelling stories.
Mixed Reactions: Some graphic novels have come under fire or
encountered backlash, as with any media that deals with delicate
subjects. The portrayals could polarize some audiences because they
are perceived as being too harsh or biased.

7.2 Influence on Public Discourse and Policy

Raising Awareness: Through their visual storytelling, graphic
novels have opened up complicated and frequently underrepresented
problems to a wider audience. For example, "Bhimayana" has
contributed to raising awareness of caste discrimination's reality in
modern India.

Creating Conversations: By putting a human face on
historical figures and contemporary political challenges, these books
have sparked debates. They frequently act as conversation starters,
especially among young people, which opens the door to more in-
depth and compassionate debates on issues like the strife in Kashmir
or urban alienation.

Influence on Policy: Given the nature of the medium, direct
influence on policymaking might be restricted. However, these books
indirectly influence the environment in which policies are discussed and
created by encouraging a more knowledgeable and attentive populace.

International Notoriety: Novels like "Munnu: A Boy from
Kashmir" have attracted attention from around the world, changing
how people throughout the world view particular regional issues.
Policymakers may occasionally feel pressure from this global
conversation to address particular issues.
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In conclusion, although being subtle, Indian graphic novels
have had a significant influence on culture. They not only amuse, but
also instruct and enlighten, increasing readers' awareness of India's
sociopolitical realities. Through their stories, they affect debate
and occasionally the path of policy, making waves in the public
awareness.

8. Comparisons with International Graphic Novels
8.1 How Indian Graphic Novels' Social and Political Commentary
Compares with Those from Other Regions

Layering & Complexity: Both Indian and foreign graphic
novels explore complex sociopolitical problems. In contrast to Indian
graphic novels that cover the Partition or the Kashmir issue, works
like Art Spiegelman's "Maus" discuss the Holocaust.

Historical investigation: Indian graphic novels frequently
base their plots on key historical events, revealing insights into
their long-term societal ramifications, much like MarjaneSatrapi's
"Persepolis," which explores Iran's history and the influence of the
Islamic Revolution.

Personal Narratives: Personal accounts are used in
international graphic novels like Joe Sacco's "Palestine" to explore
more significant political topics. This strategy is also used in Indian
graphic novels like "Munnu: A Boy from Kashmir."

Visual Styles: The aesthetics vary greatly, despite the fact
that the fundamental narrative techniques are frequently similar.
International works may draw from their own regional artistic
traditions, whereas Indian graphic novels may combine aspects from
traditional art styles like Madhubani or Warli.

8.2 The Uniqueness of the Indian Perspective
Cultural Depth: Indian graphic novels frequently incorporate
folklore, mythology, and cultural aspects into their stories. For
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instance, the Mahabharata serves as the backdrop for AmrutaPatil's
"AdiParva," which offers a distinctively Indian mix of the ancient
and the modern.

Landscape Diversity: The diversity of India's sociopolitical
environment is apparent. Indian graphic novels frequently address
this diversity, whether it be in terms of language, religion, caste, or
area, creating fascinating tapestry of many viewpoints.

Colonial Legacies: Many Indian graphic novels make
significant mention of colonialism's history and its continuing
effects, both positive and negative. Despite being used in works from
other formerly colonized areas, the postcolonial lens has particular
subtleties in the Indian setting.

Spiritual Underpinnings: Many Indian graphic novels have
strong spiritual and philosophical undertones, even those that deal
with intensely political subjects. These undertones provide a depth
that is derived from India's long-standing philosophical traditions.
Societal Tensions: While international graphic novels examine
societal tensions, Indian graphic novels frequently concentrate on
caste and sectarian conflicts, reflecting the particular difficulties
faced by that nation.

In essence, while there are similarities in narrative strategies
and thematic issues between Indian and foreign graphic novels, the
Indian ones offer a special perspective fashioned by the country's
rich history, complex culture, and deep socio-political fabric. They
distinguish themselves by successfully fusing traditional and modern
elements, which reflects the complexity of the Indian experience.

9. Limitations and Challenges
9.1 Limitations Encountered During the Study

Choosing a representative sample can be difficult given
the enormous number of graphic novels published in India. Due
to possible biases, this study might not account for all regional
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differences and viewpoints.The accessibility and availability of some
graphic novels, particularly lesser-known regional ones, can limit
the scope of the study.

Since graphic novels are a relatively new literary genre in
India, it may be difficult to have a thorough understanding of some
of them because there aren't many secondary sources, reviews, or
scholarly papers available.India's sociopolitical environment is ever-
changing. A research done at a certain point in time can miss future
developments or changes in the graphic novel genre.

9.2 Challenges of Interpreting Art and Narrative in Graphic
Novels

Art is inherently interpretable due to its subjective nature.
The identical artwork or story may have very different interpretations
for two readers. It can be difficult to reach conclusions that are
generally applicable because of this inherent subjectivity.Indian
graphic novels may contain symbols, motifs, or narratives that have
deep cultural origins that can be overlooked or misunderstood by
those who are not familiar with the setting.

Graphic novels are a visual medium, and occasionally the
sheer volume of images can dominate the story, making it difficult
to extract underlying themes or messages. Because of the urge to
draw out deeper meanings, there is a chance of doing so to the point
that one reads too much into particular sections of the graphic book,
which may not have been the author's intention.Balancing Graphic
novels combine art and narrative in their design and content. Making
sure that neither side dominates the other and that both are given
equal weight is difficult when interpreting.

Any research study must be aware of these constraints and
difficulties in order to ground the results in a spirit of humility and
highlight areas that may need improvement or additional research.
Taking on these difficulties also highlights the difficult process of
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evaluating graphic novels, where story and art combine to convey
deep socio-political implications.

10. Conclusion

Indian graphic novels produce vibrant narratives that dive
into the heart of the country's sociopolitical landscape, making them
powerful canvases. Readers are given a window into the complexities
of Indian society through the pages of these novels, whether it is
through the long-standing battles against casteism, the changing
perspectives on gender and feminism, or the complicated political
debates that are reshaping the country.

The depth and variety of subjects that Indian graphic
novelists address are highlighted by the study. These novels cover
a wide range of experiences, from the busy streets of urban India,
sensitively represented in books like "Corridor," to the eerily
beautiful valleys of Kashmir, as revealed in "Munnu: A Boy from
Kashmir." They give voice to the voiceless, portray the plight of the
common person, and aren't afraid to criticize the strong.

Comparatively, while graphic novels from other countries
use similar storytelling devices, those from India stand out for
their distinctive weaving together of the country's varied cultural,
historical, and philosophical tapestries. They create tales that have
resonance on a local and international level by weaving myths with
modernism, tradition with current struggles.

Interpreting these graphic novels presents some difficulties,
though. Since art and narrative are interwoven, a rigorous and
nuanced examination is necessary to prevent the essence from being
lost in translation. The study, while thorough, clearly acknowledges
the project's inherent limitations, highlighting the enormous potential
for further investigation in this field.

In India, graphic novels serve as more than just forms of
pleasure; they also serve as sociopolitical compass points that lead
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readers through the complex web of Indian society. They force
readers to contemplate, inquire about, and participate by holding up
sometimes uncomfortable mirrors. Graphic novels have solidified
their position as indispensable instruments for discourse, bridging
barriers, and building understanding in a country as diverse and
vibrant as India. This study has brought attention to their significance,
which makes them an essential component of India's literary heritage.

Punyaprasad Singh is a research scholar at the Department of
English, Hemchand Yadav Vishwavidyalaya, Durg, Chhattisgrah,
India.

Dr. Mercy George is an assistant professor at the Department
of English, Govt. V.Y.T. PG Autonomous College, Durg,
Chhattisgrah, India.

References

Abel, J., & Madden, M. (2008). Drawing words and writing pictures:
Making comics: Manga, graphic novels, and beyond.
First Second.

Banerjee, P. (2015). Graphic narratives and the mythologized city:
An analysis of Sarnath Banerjee's works. Journal of South
Asian Literature, 45(2), 78-92.

Chute, H. L. (2017). Why comics?: From underground to
everywhere. Harper.

Dutta, A. (2019). The art of resistance: Socio-political commentaries
in Indian graphic novels. Oxford University Press.

Geetha, V. (2007). Gender. Stree.

Ghosh, S. (2011). Delhi calm. HarperCollins India.

Gokulsing, K. M. (2013). Soft-soaping India: The world of indian
televised soap operas. Trentham Books.

Hatfield, C. (2005). Alternative comics: An emerging literature.

115



University Press of Mississippi.

Ilaiah, K. (2009). Post-Hindu India: A discourse in dalit-Bahujan,
socio-spiritual and scientific revolution.SAGE Publications
India.

McCloud, S. (1994). Understanding comics: The invisible art.
HarperCollins.

Mishra, V. (2010). Bollywood cinema: Temples of desire. Routledge.

Rao, S. (2013). The vanished path: A graphic travelogue. Barefoot
and Hungry.

Sabin, R. (2001). Comics, comix & graphic novels: A history of
comic art. Phaidon Press.

Satrapi, M. (2004). Persepolis: The story of a childhood. Pantheon.

Singh, A. (2016). Dissecting the metropolis: Explorations through
graphic narratives. Urban Studies Journal, 53(9), 1785-
1800.

Spiegelman, A. (1997). Maus: A survivor's tale. Pantheon.

Srinivas, L. (2016). Popular culture in a globalised India. Routledge.

Thakur, V. (2018). Visual politics: The representation of postcolonial
displacement in Indian graphic novels. Journal of Graphic
Novels and Comics, 9(5), 420-435.

Vasudevan, A. (2012). The graphic novel in India: An overview.
Indian Literature, 56(1), 185-192.

Woolf, V. (2005). On not knowing Greek. In The Common Reader
(pp. 23-38). Harcourt.

116



