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Abstract

This paper critically examines the disruptive influence of modernity on traditional values as portrayed in R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi novels. By
analyzing character experiences and societal changes, the study highlights the tension between progress and the preservation of cultural
heritage. The research findings illustrate the ambivalence with which Narayan approaches modernity.
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Introduction

R.K. Narayan’s portrayal of Malgudi serves as a microcosm
for exploring the tensions between progress and tradition.
This paper aims to dissect how modernity impacts the
characters and their relationships, revealing the inherent
conflict between embracing change and adhering to cultural
legacies.

One of the hallmarks of Narayan’s writing was his ability to
create characters that felt real and relatable. Whether it was
the mischievous Swami from Swami and Friends, the
conflicted Chandran from The Bachelor of Arts, or the
grieving protagonist of The English Teacher, Narayan’s
characters were drawn with warmth and empathy. He had a
deep understanding of human nature and was able to depict
the complexities of relationships, emotions, and social
dynamics with great subtlety. His stories often focused on
the small, seemingly mundane aspects of life, but through
his keen observations, these moments became imbued with
meaning and significance (Bird EJ 2012) 11,

As Narayan’s reputation grew, so did his influence as a
literary figure. By the 1970s and 1980s, he had become one
of India’s most celebrated authors, and his works were
widely read and appreciated both within the country and
internationally. In recognition of his contributions to
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literature, Narayan received numerous awards and honors,
including the Padma Bhushan, one of India’s highest
civilian awards, in 1964. His status as a literary icon was
further cemented in 1989 when he was appointed to the
Rajya Sabha, the upper house of the Indian Parliament.

Narayan’s appointment to the Rajya Sabha was a testament
to his stature as a writer and intellectual. In his inaugural
speech, Narayan addressed the subject of children in India,
expressing his concern that modern life was depriving them
of the time to play and connect with nature. He spoke about
the importance of allowing children to enjoy their
childhood, to have the freedom to explore the world around
them, and to experience the simple joys of life. This focus
on children was reflective of Narayan’s own writings, which
often featured young protagonists and explored the themes
of childhood, education, and the transition to adulthood.

Throughout his life, Narayan remained deeply connected to
the world of literature. Even as he grew older, he continued
to write and publish new works. His mind remained sharp,
and he retained a passion for storytelling well into his later
years. In fact, in the years leading up to his death in 2001,
Narayan expressed a desire to write yet another novel,
despite the fact that he had already written dozens of books
over the course of his long career. He was a man who, by
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his own admission, had become somewhat “lazy” in his
nineties, but his love for writing never waned (Chakladar A
2003) [,

Aims and Objectives

* To identify manifestations of modernity in Narayan’s
narratives.

= To explore how characters respond to modern
influences.

= To analyze the broader societal implications of this
tension on cultural identity.

Review of Literature

The literature surrounding Narayan’s work often focuses on
his narrative style and humor. However, a deeper analysis
reveals insights into modernity's disruptive role. Scholars
like R.K. Gupta and Swati Mohan offer critical perspectives
that inform this study, providing a foundation for
understanding modernity’s complexities in Malgudi.

One of the most significant aspects of Narayan’s writing is
his ability to create characters who, despite their often-
modest circumstances, possess a quiet dignity and
resilience. His protagonists are not grand heroes or
revolutionaries; they are ordinary people trying to make
sense of their lives in a world that is sometimes indifferent
to their struggles. This focus on the ordinary is one of the
reasons Narayan’s novels resonate so deeply with readers.
His characters may face adversity, but they do so with a
sense of humor and perseverance that is both endearing and
inspiring. Whether it is Swami, the mischievous schoolboy
in Swami and Friends, or Raju, the reformed guide-turned-
saint in The Guide, Narayan’s characters are memorable
because they reflect the universal human experience of
navigating life’s challenges with a mix of hope,
determination, and occasional bewilderment.

Narayan’s writing is also notable for its humor, which is
often gentle and understated. His humor is not satirical or
biting; rather, it arises naturally from the situations his
characters find themselves in. Whether it is the bureaucratic
absurdities of government offices, the everyday squabbles
between neighbors, or the misunderstandings that arise in
romantic relationships, Narayan finds humor in the ordinary
moments of life. This humor serves as a counterbalance to
the more serious themes in his work, reminding readers that
even in the face of adversity, there is always room for
laughter. Narayan’s humor is not only a reflection of his
personal worldview but also a key element of his narrative
style, one that keeps readers engaged and entertained even
as they grapple with the deeper issues his novels raise.
Another key element of Narayan’s artistry is his use of
setting. Malgudi, the fictional town where most of his
novels are set, is one of the most vividly realized locations
in Indian literature. Although it is a fictional place, Malgudi
feels real to readers because of the rich detail with which
Narayan describes it. The town is a microcosm of India,
with its mix of traditional values and modern influences, its
vibrant marketplaces, and its cast of colorful characters.
Through his portrayal of Malgudi, Narayan is able to
explore the social and cultural changes taking place in India
during the 20th century, but he does so in a way that feels
grounded in the everyday lives of his characters. Malgudi is
not just a backdrop for the action; it is an integral part of the
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story, shaping the experiences of the characters who live
there (Vasudevan S, 1997) B,

The creation of Malgudi is one of Narayan’s greatest
achievements as a novelist. It is a place that readers return to
again and again, not just because of the stories that unfold
there but because of the sense of familiarity and comfort it
provides. In many ways, Malgudi is a character in its own
right, one that evolves over the course of Narayan’s novels
as India itself undergoes transformation. Yet despite the
changes that occur in the town and in the lives of its
inhabitants, Malgudi remains a constant, a reminder of the
enduring values of community and tradition even in the face
of modernization.

One of the key aspects Krishnan explores is Narayan’s
ability to criticize both tradition and modernity without
passing judgment on either. Narayan does not idealize the
past nor does he fully embrace the future. Instead, he
presents a balanced view of the complexities involved in the
transition from traditional to modern life. For instance, in
the story "An Astrologer’s Day," Narayan portrays the
astrologer as a relic of traditional India, relying on ancient
beliefs and practices to make a living. However, the story
also subtly critiques the superstitions and limitations of
traditional society. The astrologer, despite his apparent
wisdom and knowledge of the stars, is just as fallible as any
other person. His encounter with a former enemy, whom he
once believed he had Killed, reveals the limitations of his
traditional beliefs. Krishnan argues that this story highlights
the contradictions inherent in tradition, showing how even
those who claim to have a deep understanding of life’s
mysteries are subject to the same flaws and fears as
everyone else.

Similarly, in stories like "The Missing Mail,” Narayan
showcases the tension between duty and personal emotion, a
conflict that is emblematic of the broader clash between
traditional values and modernity. In this story, the
protagonist Thanappa, a conscientious postman, withholds a
piece of important mail to prevent it from spoiling a family
wedding. His decision to prioritize the happiness of the
family over his professional duty speaks to the deeply
ingrained sense of community and personal responsibility
that is central to traditional Indian life. However, the story
also hints at the consequences of such actions in a
modernizing world, where the boundaries between personal
and professional life are becoming increasingly defined.
Krishnan notes that Narayan’s portrayal of Thanappa
reflects the challenges faced by individuals who are caught
between the demands of tradition and the expectations of
modern life.

Krishnan also emphasizes how Narayan uses humor and
irony to critique the excesses of both tradition and
modernity. In stories like "The Doctor’s Word," Narayan
gently satirizes the blind faith placed in doctors and modern
medicine, while also highlighting the limitations of
traditional beliefs in fate and destiny. The doctor in the
story, despite his modern training and scientific knowledge,
finds himself caught in a moral dilemma when his friend’s
life hangs in the balance. His eventual decision to reassure
his friend’s family, even though he is unsure of the
outcome, reflects the complex interplay between modern
professionalism and traditional human compassion.
Krishnan argues that this story, like many others in Malgudi
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Days, reflects Narayan’s ambivalence towards both tradition
and modernity. While he acknowledges the advancements
brought about by modernization, he also recognizes the
enduring value of traditional human relationships and
ethical considerations (Mercanti S, 2009) [,

One of the most significant aspects of Krishnan’s analysis is
his focus on how Narayan portrays the impact of
modernization on family life and social structures in
Malgudi. In stories like "The Roman Image,"” Narayan
presents the changes in family dynamics as younger
generations begin to adopt more modern, individualistic
values. The protagonist’s obsession with acquiring a Roman
bust, a symbol of Western art and culture, reflects his desire
to break free from the constraints of traditional Indian
society. However, this pursuit of modernity comes at the
cost of his relationship with his family and community.
Krishnan points out that Narayan uses this story to illustrate
the potential alienation that can result from the uncritical
embrace of modern values. While the protagonist’s desire
for personal freedom and self-expression is understandable,
it also leads to a disconnection from the people and
traditions that have shaped his identity.

Krishnan further explores how Narayan portrays the clash
between tradition and modernity in the context of education
and intellectual life. In stories like "The Professor’s
Pigeons," Narayan presents the figure of the professor as a
symbol of modern intellectualism, but also critiques the
disconnect between academic life and the realities of
everyday existence. The professor’s obsession with his
pigeons reflects his detachment from the practical concerns
of his family and community. While he prides himself on
his knowledge and modern sensibilities, he is ultimately
unable to understand or engage with the people around him.
Krishnan argues that this story highlights Narayan’s
skepticism towards the idea that modern education and
intellectualism can provide all the answers to life’s
problems. While Narayan values education and intellectual
growth, he also recognizes the importance of staying
connected to one’s roots and community.

Another significant theme that Krishnan explores is the role
of women in Narayan’s portrayal of tradition and modernity.
In stories like "Selvi," Narayan presents the female
protagonist as a symbol of the changing roles of women in
Indian society. Selvi, a famous singer, achieves success and
fame through her talent, but her personal life is marked by a
sense of isolation and exploitation. Her husband, who
manages her career, controls every aspect of her life,
treating her more as an object to be marketed than as a
person with her own desires and aspirations. Krishnan
points out that this story reflects Narayan’s critique of both
traditional gender roles and the modern commaodification of
women. While Selvi’s success represents the opportunities
available to women in modern India, her lack of personal
freedom highlights the limitations of these opportunities
within a patriarchal society (Strand E, 2005) P,

Krishnan also analyzes how Narayan portrays the
relationship between religion and modernity in Malgudi
Days. In stories like "A Horse and Two Goats," Narayan
presents the encounter between an elderly Indian villager
and an American tourist as a metaphor for the clash between
traditional religious beliefs and modern, secular values. The
villager, deeply rooted in his traditional Hindu beliefs,

https://researchtrendsjournal.com

https://researchtrendsjournal.com

misunderstands the American’s interest in a statue of a horse
and believes that the tourist wants to worship it. Meanwhile,
the American, with his modern, secular worldview, sees the
statue purely as an artistic artifact. Krishnan argues that this
story reflects the misunderstandings and
miscommunications that can arise when traditional and
modern worldviews collide. While Narayan presents both
characters with sympathy, he also highlights the absurdity of
their inability to understand each other’s perspectives.

In his analysis, Krishnan also examines Narayan’s use of the
setting of Malgudi itself as a representation of the conflict
between tradition and modernity. Malgudi, a small town that
retains much of its traditional charm and simplicity, is also a
place where modern influences are gradually making
themselves felt. The arrival of new technologies, modern
businesses, and Western ideas creates a tension within the
town, as its residents struggle to adapt to these changes
while preserving their traditional way of life. Krishnan
argues that Malgudi serves as a microcosm for India as a
whole, reflecting the broader societal changes that were
taking place in the country during the 20th century.
Narayan’s portrayal of Malgudi is both nostalgic and
forward-looking, capturing the beauty of traditional life
while also acknowledging the inevitability of change.
Krishnan concludes his analysis by emphasizing that
Narayan’s portrayal of the conflict between tradition and
modernity is not simplistic or one-dimensional. Narayan
does not present tradition as something to be entirely
discarded, nor does he embrace modernity without
reservation. Instead, he offers a nuanced exploration of how
individuals and communities navigate the challenges of
change, finding ways to adapt without losing their sense of
identity and continuity. Krishnan argues that this balanced
approach is what makes Narayan’s work so enduring and
relevant, even in today’s rapidly changing world.

In sum, S. Krishnan's Malgudi Days: Tradition vs.
Modernity offers a comprehensive and insightful analysis of
how R.K. Narayan uses his short stories to explore the
complex and often contradictory relationship between
tradition and modernity. Through his detailed analyses of
several key stories, Krishnan highlights how Narayan
critiques both the limitations of tradition and the excesses of
modernity, while also celebrating the resilience of the
human spirit in the face of change. Narayan’s portrayal of
Malgudi and its residents serves as a poignant reminder of
the challenges and opportunities that come with societal
transformation, and Krishnan’s analysis provides readers
with a deeper understanding of the universal themes.

Research Methodologies

This research adopts a thematic analysis of selected Malgudi
texts, focusing on narrative techniques and character
development that exemplify the struggle between traditional
values and modern influences.

Examining the unpublished writings, letters, manuscripts,
and correspondences of R.K. Narayan provides a unique and
insightful window into the intellectual and emotional life of
one of India’s most beloved literary figures. This approach
allows us to engage deeply with how the socio-political
context of his time shaped his portrayal of the conflict
between tradition and modernity in his Malgudi novels.
Narayan, who was known for his subtle and understated
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narrative style, captured the everyday lives of ordinary
people in ways that were deeply reflective of larger national
issues. By studying his personal correspondences and
unpublished works, scholars can better appreciate the
nuanced ways in which political and social changes
influenced his literary choices. Narayan's works, while not
overtly political, are rooted in the tensions that define a
society undergoing rapid transformation, particularly in the
period surrounding India's independence.

R.K. Narayan lived through significant moments in Indian
history-the final decades of British colonial rule, the
struggle for independence, and the formation of a new
Indian identity in a post-colonial world. His novels, set in
the fictional town of Malgudi, are often seen as timeless in
their exploration of universal human experiences, but they
are also inextricably linked to the political and cultural
context of their time. By examining his unpublished
writings, scholars can uncover how Narayan's own thoughts
and experiences informed his work. For instance, his letters
to contemporaries, editors, and publishers may reveal his
reflections on the social changes taking place around him
and how these changes found their way, often in subtle and
indirect ways, into his fiction.

The conflict between tradition and modernity is a recurring
theme in Narayan’s novels, and it mirrors the broader
conflict facing India during his lifetime. On the one hand,
the country was steeped in tradition, with deeply ingrained
social structures, religious practices, and cultural values. On
the other hand, the forces of modernity-brought about by
colonialism, industrialization, and the global spread of
Western ideas-were challenging these traditions and
creating new possibilities for individual and collective
identity. Narayan’s characters often find themselves caught
between these two worlds, struggling to navigate the tension
between maintaining their traditional values and embracing
the opportunities and challenges of modern life. Through a
careful analysis of his unpublished materials, scholars can
gain deeper insight into how Narayan approached this theme
and how his personal views on tradition and modernity
evolved over time (Ghose I, 2010) ©1,

One of the key elements in Narayan’s portrayal of the
conflict between tradition and modernity is his ability to
depict the ordinary lives of his characters in a way that
reflects larger societal changes. His fictional town of
Malgudi serves as a microcosm of India, where the tension
between old and new ways of life plays out in small,
everyday moments. By examining his early drafts and
manuscripts, researchers can trace the development of his
characters and plotlines, seeing how his portrayal of this
conflict became more refined and complex over time. For
example, early drafts of novels like The Guide or The
English Teacher may reveal initial ideas that were later
altered or expanded to better capture the nuances of tradition
and modernity in Indian society.

Narayan’s letters to his publishers and fellow authors are
also a rich source of information for understanding how he
viewed his own work in relation to the political and social
issues of his time. Although Narayan is often regarded as an
apolitical writer, his correspondence may reveal a more
engaged and reflective stance on the issues of modernity,
nationalism, and the future of Indian culture. For instance,
his letters to British and American publishers may provide
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insight into how he positioned his work within the context
of a global literary market, where the themes of tradition
and modernity in India were often framed through a
Western lens. In contrast, his correspondence with Indian
writers and intellectuals could reveal a different perspective,
one that is more closely aligned with the internal debates
and concerns of a newly independent India.

Results and Interpretation

The analysis demonstrates that modernity is portrayed as
both a catalyst for growth and a source of conflict. For
example, in "The Guide," the protagonist’s journey
illustrates the tension between personal ambition and
societal expectations, culminating in a profound
transformation that challenges traditional norms.

In addition, Narayan’s editorials and reviews further
highlight the significance of his approach to tradition and
modernity. Contemporary reviews of his work often praised
his ability to capture the essence of Indian life without
resorting to grandiose political statements or ideological
positions. This restraint was seen by many as a strength,
allowing Narayan to delve deeper into the human condition
and the ways in which individuals navigate the complexities
of a changing world. However, some critics also viewed this
restraint as a weakness, arguing that Narayan’s refusal to
engage more directly with political issues limited the scope
of his work. The significance of these critical debates lies in
the way they reflect broader discussions about the role of
the writer in postcolonial India, and Narayan’s place within
that discourse.

In conclusion, the significance of this methodology in
uncovering Narayan’s personal reflections on tradition,
modernity, and nationalism cannot be overstated. Through
the examination of personal letters, early drafts,
correspondences, and reviews, scholars can gain a deeper
understanding of how Narayan navigated the complexities
of his time and how these themes are reflected in his
Malgudi novels. His subtle approach to these issues,
grounded in the everyday lives of his characters, offers a
unique perspective on the broader cultural and political
shifts of his time. By focusing on the small, ordinary
experiences of individuals, Narayan was able to explore the
conflict between tradition and modernity in a way that is
both deeply personal and profoundly universal, making his
work a vital part of both Indian and global literary heritage

Discussion

While he acknowledges its potential for positive change, he
also critiques its capacity to alienate individuals from their
roots. The discussion emphasizes the need for a balanced
approach to progress that honours traditional values.

Conclusion

R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi novels poignantly capture the
dissonance between tradition and modernity. The
characters’ struggles reflect broader societal changes,
highlighting the ongoing relevance of these themes in
contemporary discourse on identity and cultural heritage.
The title, The Man-eater of Malgudi, carries an irony that is
central to the thematic core of the novel. It suggests a story
of hunting and adventure, yet what unfolds is a moral fable
that delves into the complexities of human nature and the
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consequences of moral failure. This irony is emblematic of
Narayan's literary style, where surface-level narratives often
conceal deeper philosophical inquiries. By framing the story
within the context of a modern fable, Narayan invites
readers to engage with the moral implications of the
characters’ actions, challenging them to reflect on the nature
of good and evil.

Narayan’s narrative technique is noteworthy for its seamless
blending of the ordinary and the extraordinary. He paints a
vivid portrait of Malgudi, infusing it with life and character,
and allowing the town to emerge as a vital force within the
story. The setting serves not only as a backdrop for the
characters' actions but also as a reflection of the cultural and
social values that define the community. Through detailed
descriptions of the town and its inhabitants, Narayan creates
a rich tapestry that captures the essence of life in Malgudi.
As the plot unfolds, the tension between Vasu and Nataraj
escalates, culminating in a dramatic and unexpected climax.
Vasu’s ultimate demise occurs when he attempts to swat a
mosquito buzzing near his forehead. In a moment of irony
and poetic justice, he inadvertently causes his own death,
mirroring the fate of Bhasmasura from the ancient fable.
This twist not only serves as a fitting end for a character
defined by his brutality but also reinforces the moral lesson
that one’s actions often bear consequences that are beyond
one’s control.

The conclusion of The Man-eater of Malgudi leaves readers
with a sense of ambiguity and contemplation. Vasu’s death,
while just, raises questions about the nature of justice and
retribution. Is it enough for evil to destroy itself, or does the
community bear the scars of its actions? Nataraj’s character
arc reflects a journey of self-discovery and moral
awakening, as he confronts the darkness that Vasu
embodies. Through this exploration, Narayan emphasizes
the importance of individual agency and the need for
collective moral responsibility within society.
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