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Abstract- K. Narayan, one of the triumvirate of Indian 

English fiction, has long been appreciated for his simple 

narrative style and depiction of middle-class South 

Indian life. However, feminist critiques of his works 

reveal complex and often ambivalent portrayals of 

women. This article explores the representation of 

women in Narayan’s fictional world, especially in The 

Dark Room, The Guide, and The Painter of Signs, through 

a feminist perspective. While his women characters often 

appear confined within patriarchal norms, some 

challenge societal structures in nuanced ways, revealing 

Narayan's subtle engagement with gender discourse. 

This article explores how patriarchy shapes the lives of 

women in Narayan’s novels such as The Dark Room, The 

Guide, and The Painter of Signs. These novels reflect both 

the pervasiveness of patriarchal norms and the moments 

of feminine resistance, making Narayan’s oeuvre an 

important site for gender discourse. 
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I.INTRODUCTION 

R. K. Narayan’s fictional town of Malgudi is often 

seen as a microcosm of traditional Indian society. His 

narratives are seemingly apolitical, grounded in the 

ordinary. In one of his interviews, R.K.Narayan 

precisely declares that human relationships are his 

core: 

“I value human relationships very much, very intensly. 

It makes one’s existence worthwhile-human 

relationships in any and every form, whether at home 

or outside. I think I have expressed this philosophy in 

my work successfully”. 

 However, when read from a feminist perspective, they 

open up a layered world of gendered experiences and 

social conditioning. The roles and representations of 

women in Narayan’s oeuvre reflect the tensions 

between tradition and modernity, duty and desire, 

submission and assertion. His fictional world also 

presents a variety of women. Notwithstanding the fact 

that most of them could be bracketed as conventional, 

there are some characters who become prominently 

distinct and noticeable, They are women in pursuit of 

an ideal, who comfort various problems and have a 

mindset of their own.  R.K. Narayan’s fiction, set in 

the semi-fictional South Indian town of Malgudi, 

subtly yet powerfully mirrors the workings of 

patriarchy in everyday life. While not overtly feminist, 

his novels provide critical insights into the constraints 

faced by women, their inner lives, and their attempts 

to assert agency within restrictive social frameworks. 

Traditional Roles and Domestic Confinement 

In many of Narayan’s early works, women are situated 

within the domestic sphere, fulfilling roles as wives 

and mothers, and often rendered voiceless in the larger 

narrative. The Dark Room (1938) is a seminal text in 

this regard. The protagonist, Savitri, is the epitome of 

the traditional Indian wife—dutiful, sacrificing, and 

emotionally repressed. The novel provides a rare 

critique of domestic patriarchy. Savitri’s husband, 

Ramani, is autocratic and emotionally distant, treating 

his wife as a functional object in his household.  When 

Savitri finally protests and leaves the house, she is 

unable to sustain her independence and returns, 

disillusioned. Her temporary rebellion highlights both 

the oppressive nature of social structure and the 

limited options available to women.  

Art, Ambition, and Female Desire in The Guide 

The Guide (1958) offers a more complex and dynamic 

portrayal of a woman through Rosie, who aspires to be 

a dancer. Trapped in a marriage with the ascetic and 

emotionally distant Marco, Rosie’s decision to pursue 

her artistic passion with the help of Raju challenges 

traditional gender norms. Dance, considered taboo for 

“respectable” women, becomes for Rosie a form of 

liberation. Her affair with Raju and her pursuit of a 

career in dance are acts of resistance against a deeply 

patriarchal system that devalues women’s artistic 
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expression and autonomy. Dance, in this context, 

becomes a metaphor for liberation. 

Although Rosie is objectified by Raju and judged by 

society, she gradually gains self-confidence and 

professional success. Narayan’s sympathetic portrayal 

of Rosie’s transformation from a suppressed wife to an 

independent performer reflects a subtle endorsement 

of female agency. However, her identity continues to 

be shaped through the male gaze, and her emotional 

needs remain unresolved. Rosie defies the 

stereotypical image of the submissive wife. She claims 

her identity not as someone's daughter or wife, but as 

an artist. 

The Modern Professional Woman: 

In The Painter of Signs (1977), Daisy represents the 

most liberated woman in Narayan’s fiction. She is an 

educated government worker committed to family 

planning and population control, a symbol of the 

state’s modernizing project. Daisy is unmarried by 

choice, career-oriented, and disinterested in 

conventional romance or motherhood. 

Her interactions with Raman, the sign painter, reveal a 

clash between tradition and modernity. Raman’s 

desire for a conventional relationship is thwarted by 

Daisy’s rejection of domesticity. Her exit from the 

novel—choosing professional duty over personal 

attachment—is a radical act that challenges the 

reader’s expectations of female roles in Indian 

fiction.Unlike Savitri or Rosie, Daisy does not return 

to the fold of patriarchy. She leaves Malgudi to 

continue her mission, unmoved by emotional appeals. 

Her character reflects a new paradigm of femininity in 

Narayan’s fiction—self-defined, professional, and 

forward-looking.  Daisy marks a significant departure 

in R.K.Narayan’s portrayal of women. She is not 

presented as a passive victim but as an agent of change.  

The Nationalist Woman in Waiting for the Mahatma 

In Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), Bharati is a young 

Gandhian volunteer who combines nationalist 

idealism with personal strength. Bharathi is portrayed 

as a devoted follower of Mahatma Gandhi and an 

active participant in the Indian freedom movement. 

She deeply believes in non-violence, truth, and selfless 

service, the core principles of Gandhian philosophy. 

Unlike the passive women of earlier novels, Bharati is 

outspoken, politically active, and aligned with 

Gandhi’s values. Her life revolves around social 

service, village upliftment, and the nationalist cause 

rather than personal ambitions. Her relationship with 

Sriram is defined by her principles, and she refuses to 

be swayed by romantic sentiment. Bharati’s portrayal 

suggests Narayan’s recognition of the changing status 

of women in colonial and postcolonial India. Through 

the character of Bharathi, Narayan presents the image 

of the modern, educated, and idealistic Indian woman 

who participates equally in the nation’s struggle for 

independence. She challenges traditional gender 

roles—she is independent, politically conscious, and 

firm in her convictions, representing the emerging 

woman of a changing India. Her character is not 

explored in great psychological depth, she nonetheless 

represents the emergence of the “new woman” shaped 

by nationalist and reformist ideologies.  

Idealized Yet Passive 

Susila, the wife of the protagonist Krishnan, in the 

novel The English Teacher (1945) embodies the 

idealized Indian wife—devoted, gentle, and self-

sacrificing. Her untimely death transforms her into a 

spiritual presence rather than a fully realized character. 

While her portrayal is affectionate, it lacks depth, 

reinforcing the trope of the "angel in the house." 

 

II.LIMITS OF MODERNITY 

In The Vendor of Sweets, Grace, the American 

daughter-in-law of Jagan, represents Western 

modernity and sexual freedom. However, her 

character remains underdeveloped, serving more as a 

cultural contrast than a fully fleshed-out individual. 

This reflects Narayan’s tendency to use female 

characters as narrative devices rather than protagonists. 

Repositories of traditional wisdom and emotional 

support: 

Another recurrent image in Narayan’s fiction is that of 

the grandmother—wise, affectionate, and steeped in 

folklore. The grandmother in Swami and Friends and 

The Vendor of Sweets symbolizes the living repository 

of tradition. Through her stories, prayers, and 

affectionate discipline, she transmits cultural values to 

the younger generation. Her presence adds warmth 

and continuity to family life, acting as a link between 
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the past and the present. This archetype reinforces 

Narayan’s vision of women as the moral and 

emotional nucleus of the household, ensuring that 

traditional wisdom survives despite social 

transformations. 

III.BALANCING MODERNITY AND TRADITION 

 

Narayan’s women often negotiate between the 

pressures of modernity and the pull of tradition. Their 

sapience lies in their capacity for adaptability rather 

than confrontation. While male characters frequently 

yield to materialism or existential confusion, female 

characters maintain emotional steadiness through faith, 

intuition, and practical understanding. Their silent 

endurance, far from being a sign of submission, 

reverberates a moral and emotional maturity that 

upholds familial cohesion. In this sense, Narayan 

portrays women as the shakti—the sustaining force 

that harmonizes human relationships and societal 

order. 

IV.CONCLUSION 

S. K. Narayan’s treatment of women in his novels 

reveals a sensitive, if restrained, engagement with 

gender dynamics in Indian society. Narayan’s fictional 

world is not overtly feminist, yet it engages 

meaningfully with gender dynamics. Female 

characters he has portrayed, reflect both the 

constraints of patriarchy and the possibilities of 

agency. Narayan may not be a feminist writer in the 

ideological sense, his nuanced portrayals contribute to 

a deeper understanding of gendered subjectivity in 

Indian English fiction. Narayan’s portrayal of women 

is often criticized for lacking a strong feminist voice. 

His women characters are rarely central and are often 

filtered through the male gaze. However, his narratives 

contain implicit critiques of patriarchal authority. 

From Savitri’s voiceless suffering to Daisy’s 

autonomous departure, Narayan’s fiction captures the 

gradual evolution of the Indian woman—from the 

margin to a place of emerging prominence. Male 

characters like Ramani, Marco, and Raman are 

portrayed as emotionally inadequate, intellectually 

rigid, or morally compromised. In contrast, the 

women—though often constrained—display depth, 

resilience, and the capacity for transformation. While 

not a feminist in ideology, Narayan was a chronicler 

of a changing India, and through his women, he 

registered its most intimate transformations. R. K. 

Narayan portrays men and women as they truly are, 

without ideological distortion or exaggeration. 

Although certain feminist perspectives can be 

discerned in his characterization of women, he cannot 

be strictly categorized as a feminist writer. His primary 

focus lies in the exploration of human relationships 

and the complexities of individual experience. As 

Narayan himself affirmed in an interview with 

William Walsh for the BBC, “My main concern is 

with human character—a central character from 

whose point of view the world is seen, and who tries to 

overcome a difficult situation, or succumbs to it, or 

fights it within his own setting.” 
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