
 
BHARGAVA Insights Multidisciplinary Research Journal                                                                                                                             
ISSN: 3139-4175 
Volume: 01, Issue: 02, July- September: 2026 
https://bhargavafoundation.in/ 

*Corresponding Author  
Tapas Biswas,  

Research Scholar, Seacom Skills University,  

West Bengal, India 

  

                                                                                                                      Article Info 
                                                                                                                      Received: 25 May 2026 

                                                                                                                Final Accepted: 19 June 2026 
                                                                                                                      Published: 26 July   2026 
   

 

R.K. Narayan and the Contemporary Society: A Critical Study 

                                                                                                                               BIMRJ  
                                                                                          ISSN: 3139-4175 (online)  

                                                                                               Double-Blind Peer Reviewed                                                                      
                                                                                                  Open Access Quarterly Journal 

                                                                                                    ©The Author 2026    

Tapas Biswas,  

Research Scholar,  

Seacom Skills University, West Bengal, India 

Professor Dr. Shankar Nath Sen,  

Seacom Skills University, West Bengal, India 
 

 Abstract 

 R.K. Narayan occupies a unique position in Indian English literature because of his realistic depiction of 

Indian society through ordinary people and everyday experiences. His fictional town, Malgudi, represents a 

microcosm of Indian social, cultural, and moral life. Although his novels and short stories were written during 

the twentieth century, their themes continue to remain relevant in the contemporary world. This paper 

examines Narayan's portrayal of contemporary society by analyzing issues such as tradition and modernity, 

family relationships, education, social mobility, moral values, and individual identity. The study adopts a 

qualitative and analytical method based on selected novels and short stories, including Swami and Friends, 

The Guide, The Vendor of Sweets, The Financial Expert, and Malgudi Days. The paper argues that Narayan's 

simple narrative style, psychological insight, and balanced social criticism make his works timeless.  
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His fiction not only reflects Indian society but also explores universal human experiences that 

continue to influence readers across generations. 

Keywords: R.K. Narayan, Contemporary Society, Malgudi, Indian English Literature, Social 

Change, Modernity. 

Introduction 

 R.K. Narayan (1906–2001) is regarded as one of the pioneers of Indian English fiction. Along 

with Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao, he established Indian English literature as an important 

branch of world literature. Narayan's literary achievement lies in creating the fictional town of 

Malgudi, where ordinary men and women experience the joys, conflicts, and challenges of 

daily life. His novels avoid sensationalism and instead focus on common people whose 

experiences mirror larger social realities. 

The contemporary relevance of Narayan's writings lies in their ability to portray human nature 

beyond specific historical periods. His characters struggle with education, employment, family 

responsibilities, economic pressures, and personal ambitions—issues that continue to dominate 

present-day society. Although India has undergone rapid technological and economic changes, 

many of the social concerns reflected in Narayan's fiction remain significant. His works 

therefore offer valuable insights into the continuity and transformation of Indian society. 

Objectives of the Study 

The present study aims to: 

Examine the representation of contemporary Indian society in R.K. Narayan's works. 

Analyze the relationship between tradition and modernity. 

Explore Narayan's treatment of family, education, morality, and social values. 

Evaluate the relevance of Narayan's fiction in the twenty-first century. 

Research Methodology 

The study follows a qualitative and interpretative approach. Primary sources include selected 

novels and short stories written by R.K. Narayan. Secondary sources consist of scholarly books, 

journal articles, and critical essays on Indian English literature. Close textual analysis is 

employed to understand the social, cultural, and ethical dimensions of Narayan's fiction. 
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Tradition and Modernity 

One of the most important aspects of Narayan's fiction is the conflict between traditional Indian 

values and the influence of modern civilization. His characters often find themselves caught 

between inherited customs and changing lifestyles. In The Vendor of Sweets, Jagan represents 

traditional Indian culture, whereas his son Mali embraces Western education and modern 

business ideas. Their relationship illustrates the widening gap between generations in modern 

India. 

Similarly, The Guide portrays the transformation of Raju from a tourist guide to a spiritual 

figure. His journey reflects the changing moral landscape of Indian society, where material 

success and spiritual values often coexist in conflict. Narayan neither glorifies tradition nor 

blindly celebrates modernity. Instead, he advocates balance, suggesting that social progress 

should not destroy ethical and cultural foundations. 

Family and Human Relationships 

Family forms the emotional centre of Narayan's literary universe. His novels emphasize 

affection, responsibility, misunderstanding, and reconciliation within families. In Swami and 

Friends, the relationship between children, parents, and teachers demonstrates the importance 

of emotional security and moral guidance during childhood. 

Narayan portrays family not merely as a social institution but as a space where individuals 

develop their identity and values. Contemporary society continues to witness conflicts between 

generations, career ambitions, and changing lifestyles. Narayan's realistic representation of 

family relationships therefore remains highly relevant today. 

Education and Youth 

Education occupies a significant place in Narayan's fiction. Swami and Friends presents 

childhood as a period of curiosity, imagination, and resistance to rigid educational systems. 

Swaminathan's experiences reveal the emotional pressures faced by students, including 

examinations, parental expectations, and disciplinary practices. 

Even today, educational institutions continue to struggle with balancing academic achievement 

and holistic development. Narayan's depiction of childhood encourages educators to value 

creativity, emotional intelligence, and ethical learning rather than mere examination success. 
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Social and Economic Transformation 

Narayan's fiction provides a detailed picture of India's middle-class aspirations. His characters 

seek financial stability, professional success, and social recognition while confronting 

economic uncertainty and moral dilemmas. In The Financial Expert, Margayya's rise and fall 

symbolize the dangers of excessive greed and material ambition. 

Modern consumer culture has intensified similar challenges. Economic development has 

undoubtedly improved living standards, yet it has also increased competition, stress, and ethical 

compromises. Narayan's criticism of blind materialism remains remarkably applicable to 

contemporary society. 

Moral and Ethical Values 

Unlike writers who preach directly, Narayan allows moral lessons to emerge naturally from the 

lives of his characters. Honesty, compassion, patience, forgiveness, and self-realization appear 

as essential virtues throughout his fiction. 

In The Guide, Raju gradually discovers responsibility through suffering and sacrifice. His 

transformation illustrates that genuine personal growth arises from self-awareness rather than 

external success. Such ethical insights continue to inspire readers living in increasingly 

materialistic societies. 

Women and Social Identity 

 Although Narayan's female characters are generally portrayed within traditional social 

structures, many display remarkable individuality and inner strength. Rosie in The Guide 

challenges social conventions by pursuing her passion for dance despite societal criticism. Her 

character reflects the emerging aspirations of Indian women during the twentieth century. 

Contemporary discussions on women's empowerment reveal the continuing importance of such 

representations. While Narayan may not be considered a feminist writer in the modern sense, 

his sympathetic portrayal of women's struggles contributes meaningfully to discussions of 

gender and identity. 

Malgudi as a Symbol of Contemporary Society 

The fictional town of Malgudi serves as Narayan's greatest artistic achievement. Although 

imaginary, it resembles countless Indian towns where tradition and modernity coexist. Malgudi 
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contains schools, markets, temples, railway stations, banks, and government offices, creating a 

realistic social environment. 

Its universality explains why readers across different cultures identify with Narayan's 

characters. Malgudi symbolizes humanity itself, where individuals confront love, ambition, 

fear, hope, failure, and redemption. 

Findings 

The study reveals several important findings: 

Narayan successfully portrays Indian society through ordinary experiences rather than 

extraordinary events. 

His works emphasize harmony between traditional values and modern progress. 

Family relationships remain central to personal and social development. 

His criticism of materialism continues to be relevant in today's consumer-oriented society. 

Malgudi functions as a universal representation of human civilization. 

Narayan's ethical vision encourages readers to value compassion, honesty, and self-discipline. 

Conclusion 

R.K. Narayan's contribution to Indian English literature extends far beyond the creation of 

memorable stories. His fiction presents a sensitive and balanced understanding of Indian 

society while addressing universal human concerns. The themes of family, education, morality, 

economic ambition, and cultural identity continue to shape contemporary life, making his 

works permanently relevant. 

Narayan demonstrates that literature need not rely on dramatic events to achieve greatness. 

Through ordinary lives and everyday situations, he uncovers profound truths about human 

nature. His gentle humour, psychological insight, and realistic portrayal of society enable 

readers to recognize themselves within the fictional world of Malgudi. Consequently, R.K. 

Narayan remains one of the most significant interpreters of Indian society, and his writings 

continue to provide valuable guidance for understanding the complexities of contemporary 

social life. 
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