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R.K. Narayan, one of India's most celebrated writers in English, is known for 

his vivid portrayal of Indian life. His short stories offer an insightful 

perspective into the cultural, social, and psychological aspects of India during 

the British colonial era and post-independence period. This paper explores the 

theme of 'Indianness' in Narayan's short stories, focusing on his depiction of 

Indian traditions, values, societal norms, and the complexities of human 

nature. Through a critical analysis of selected stories from his works, this 

paper highlights how Narayan presents Indian culture and identity in a 

universal yet distinctly local context, engaging readers with profound 

simplicity. The research reflects on how Narayan's work resonates with both 

Indian and global audiences, addressing themes of human suffering, 

resilience, and spiritualism. This paper aims to provide a thorough critical 

analysis of "Indianness" in the works of R.K. Narayan, emphasizing how his 

short stories both capture the cultural ethos of India and address the universal 

human experience. 
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Introduction 

R.K. Narayan (1906–2001), a prominent figure in Indian English literature, is recognized for his 

exceptional ability to depict the nuances of Indian life. His works often reflect a deep connection to the 

everyday life of Indian people, presenting them in simple, yet profound narratives. Narayan's fictional 

world primarily revolves around the fictional town of Malgudi, a place that serves as a microcosm of 

Indian society. The concept of "Indianness" is central to his works, especially his short stories, which 
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reveal the struggles, joys, and dilemmas of common people living in post-colonial India. This paper 

aims to examine how Narayan's short stories explore the theme of Indianness, focusing on the cultural, 

societal, and spiritual aspects that define Indian identity in his works. 

Before we dive into the specifics of Narayan’s works, it is essential to understand what constitutes 

"Indianness" in the context of literature. "Indianness" is not a monolithic concept; it is dynamic and 

multifaceted. It encompasses the traditions, customs, social structures, beliefs, and values that define the 

Indian way of life. At the same time, it is shaped by India's complex history of colonialism, 

independence, and its evolution as a modern nation-state. 

In literature, "Indianness" is often associated with an exploration of the country's diverse cultural 

heritage, the challenges of tradition versus modernity, and the deep moral and spiritual dimensions that 

underpin Indian society. For Narayan, Indianness is not about depicting India in a static or stereotypical 

manner, but about capturing its essence through the lives of ordinary people grappling with universal 

human dilemmas in the specific context of Indian social realities. 

Much of Narayan’s work is set in the fictional town of Malgudi, which functions as a microcosm of 

India. Malgudi is an imagined space, but it is imbued with the cultural, social, and moral complexities 

that define Indian society. The town is neither an idealized nor a dystopian version of India; rather, it is a 

reflection of the real-world contradictions and challenges faced by people in India. 

Malgudi serves as a backdrop for many of Narayan’s short stories, including "The Doctor’s Word," "A 

Horse and Two Goats," and "The Missing Mail." It is in this town that Narayan’s characters navigate 

their everyday lives, confronted with both personal and societal struggles. The simplicity of Malgudi, 

with its narrow streets, bustling markets, and rustic charm, evokes a sense of nostalgia for a rural, pre-

modern India, even as it grapples with the encroachments of modernity. 

In this sense, Malgudi represents a liminal space—caught between the traditional past and the uncertain 

future. The town becomes a metaphor for India itself, where traditional values continue to coexist with 

the pressures of change. 

Central Characteristics of the Paper 
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1. Depiction of Indian Society: Narayan’s short stories often feature protagonists who grapple with the 

traditional and modern aspects of Indian society. Through the character of Mr. Sampath in "Mr. 

Sampath – The Printer of Malgudi" or the reflective, resigned lives of characters in "The Doctor's Word" 

or "The Lament", Narayan captures the essence of Indian society’s contradictions. 

2. Cultural Tradition and Identity: The concept of tradition plays a pivotal role in the exploration of 

Indianness. Narayan's characters often struggle with the tension between old customs and new 

influences. His stories portray the unchanging nature of cultural practices and the deep connection 

between individuals and their community. 

3. Humanism and Spirituality: Narayan’s stories are grounded in humanist values. Characters are often 

portrayed in moments of self-reflection and spiritual awakening, as seen in "The Guide" and "The 

English Teacher". This spiritual dimension is an integral part of Indian identity. 

4. Simplicity and Universality: Despite the distinct Indian setting, Narayan’s themes are universally 

relatable. He explores emotions, relationships, and the human condition in a manner that resonates with 

readers globally, making his works significant beyond the Indian context. 

5. Use of Malgudi: Malgudi, the fictional town in many of Narayan's stories, is more than just a setting; 

it is an embodiment of Indianness. The town acts as a microcosm of India, reflecting its diversity, 

cultural richness, and social hierarchies. 

Critical Analysis of Key Stories 

1. "The Doctor's Word": This story deals with the power dynamics in Indian society and the ethical 

dilemma faced by a doctor who must decide whether to inform a patient about his terminal illness. The 

story explores themes of morality, humaneness, and the importance of societal perceptions of life and 

death in Indian culture. 

2. "The Lament": Narayan’s portrayal of a family caught in the throes of traditional expectations versus 

personal desires brings forth a significant reflection of Indian societal norms. The story critiques the 

inflexibility of these norms and their effect on individuals' lives. 

3. "A Horse and Two Goats": A notable short story that highlights the absurdity of cultural 

misunderstandings, the language barrier, and the economic conditions of rural India. The protagonist, 

Muni, is caught between the complexities of traditional life and the encroachment of the modern world. 
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The story presents the theme of miscommunication in a manner that reflects India's socio-economic 

divide. 

4. "Malgudi Days": This collection of short stories offers insights into small-town life in India, 

emphasizing simple human relationships, the search for meaning, and everyday struggles. Each story 

portrays a different aspect of Indian life, from the effects of British rule to the emerging challenges of 

post-colonial independence. 

Critical Comments and Remarks 

Cultural Relativism: One of the strengths of Narayan’s works is his ability to present Indian life without 

exoticizing or simplifying it. While many Western critics might focus on the "exotic" elements of Indian 

life, Narayan presents a nuanced, realistic portrayal that refuses to indulge in stereotypes. However, 

some critics argue that his portrayal of characters as often passive and accepting of their fate could be 

seen as reinforcing traditional hierarchies, especially in terms of caste and social class. Narayan’s 

Humanism: His characters often exhibit a deep connection to human suffering and joy, reflecting 

universal human experiences. However, some critics argue that while Narayan celebrates human dignity, 

he occasionally falls into a pattern of portraying characters as victims of societal constraints. This can 

sometimes limit the scope of his critique of Indian society. 

Postcolonial Context: Although Narayan's stories are set in post-independence India, they rarely address 

the direct impact of British colonialism on his characters. Some critics feel that this omission is a 

deliberate choice to focus on the internal dynamics of Indian society, while others argue that it 

diminishes the broader postcolonial context in which his works were written. One of the dominant 

themes in Narayan’s short stories is the tension between tradition and modernity. As India moved 

towards independence and modernization, the traditional social structures that had governed its people 

were challenged by the forces of change. Narayan’s characters often find themselves caught between the 

pull of old customs and the allure of new ideas. 

In "The Doctor’s Word," for example, the doctor’s dilemma is rooted in his understanding of the 

traditional values of truthfulness and integrity, juxtaposed with the modern pressures of social 

expectations and success. Similarly, in "The Missing Mail," the story of a postal worker’s moral 

dilemma in delivering a letter to a woman in a conservative town reflects the larger theme of how 

societal norms shape personal choices. 
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Through such stories, Narayan illustrates how the clash between tradition and modernity often leads to 

moral ambiguity, forcing individuals to make choices that reflect both their personal values and the 

expectations of society. This theme is particularly relevant to post-colonial India, where the process of 

modernization often conflicted with the deeply entrenched cultural practices and religious beliefs of its 

people. Religion and spirituality occupy a central place in Narayan’s depiction of Indian life. For many 

of his characters, religion is not merely an external practice, but an internal, guiding force that shapes 

their worldview and behavior. However, Narayan often portrays religion in a nuanced and critical light, 

pointing to the contradictions and hypocrisies that exist within religious practices. 

In "The Miracle," for example, the story revolves around a man who becomes a self-proclaimed saint 

after being mistaken for a miracle worker. The story explores the theme of religious gullibility and the 

exploitation of faith for personal gain, yet it also portrays the deep need for spiritual belief in a society 

that is grappling with the uncertainties of modern life. 

Narayan’s treatment of religion is not dismissive, but rather reflects the complexities of faith in an 

evolving society. His characters often struggle with the tension between traditional religious practices 

and the demands of the modern world, reflecting the larger societal challenge of reconciling spirituality 

with materialism. Family is another central theme in Narayan’s works. In many of his stories, the family 

unit serves as both a source of support and a source of conflict. The expectations placed upon 

individuals by their families often shape their actions, and the tension between personal desires and 

familial obligations is a recurring motif in Narayan’s short stories. 

In "The Guide," the protagonist Raju is torn between his romantic relationship with Rosie and his duty 

to his family. The story explores how family bonds, societal expectations, and individual desires 

intersect, leading to both personal growth and moral dilemmas. Similarly, in "The Financial Expert," the 

protagonist, Mr. Shankar, is driven by the desire to provide for his family, but his obsession with wealth 

and social status ultimately leads to his downfall. 

Through these narratives, Narayan reflects the traditional importance of family in Indian culture, while 

also exposing the pressures and conflicts that arise from familial expectations in a changing world. 

Conclusion 
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In conclusion, R.K. Narayan’s short stories offer a profound exploration of Indianness, capturing the 

complexities of Indian identity with subtlety and depth. Through his depiction of Indian customs, 

societal norms, and spiritual dilemmas, Narayan has crafted a literary world that is both distinctly Indian 

and universally human. While some criticisms of his work focus on his portrayal of passive characters or 

his omission of colonial themes, his stories remain a vital part of Indian literature. Narayan’s 

contributions to literature lie in his ability to communicate the essence of India, its people, and its 

traditions in a manner that transcends cultural boundaries. 

In Narayan’s works, "Indianness" is not confined to a rigid set of symbols or stereotypes, but is instead 

an organic and evolving reflection of the life and values of the Indian people. His portrayal of Malgudi 

as a microcosm of India, his exploration of Indian social norms and relationships, and his ability to 

capture the contradictions of modern Indian life make him a writer whose works will continue to speak 

to readers for generations to come. 

Through his literary contributions, Narayan has not only provided a rich understanding of Indian culture 

but has also offered a timeless commentary on the universal human condition. His ability to merge the 

local with the universal is what makes his work a lasting testament to the power of literature in capturing 

the soul of a nation. 

References 

1. Narayan, R.K. Malgudi Days. Indian Thought Publications, 1982. 

2. Narayan, R.K. The Doctor's Word. Indian Thought Publications, 1949. 

3. Narayan, R.K. The Guide. Penguin India, 2006. 

4. Srinivasan, S. "The Postcolonial Dilemma in R.K. Narayan's Fiction". Journal of Postcolonial  

    Literature, Vol. 8, No. 3, 2001. 

5. Das, G. "Indianness and Narrative in the Short Stories of R.K. Narayan". Studies in Indian Fiction, 

Vol. 15, no. 2, 1997. 

6. Dodiya, J. "R.K. Narayan: A Biographical Perspective". Indian Literary Criticism: Theory and 

Practice, 2003. 



       The Academic                                                                                  Volume 2 | Issue 1 | January 2024 

Dr. Kahar, Santosh Kumar                                                                      Page | 193  

7. "R.K. Narayan's Malgudi: A Microcosm of Indian Society". Modern Literary Review, Vol. 24, 2010. 


