
www.ijcrt.org                                                            © 2018 IJCRT | Volume 6, Issue 1 March 2018 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT1033103 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org 675 
 

The idea of Indianness in Indian literature: An 

analysis of social and cultural themes in the short 

stories of Rabindranath Tagore, Mulk Raj Anand, 

and R.K.Narayan 

Dr.Puspanjali Dash 

HOD, English, BACE, Maharra, Lalitpur (U.P.) 

 

Abstract 

India’s vast fabric of historical, social, and cultural experiences is reflected in literature’s complex and 

dynamic concept of Indianness. The short stories of three well-known Indian writers—R.K. Narayan, Mulk 

Raj Anand, and Rabindranath Tagore—are examined in this study to see how they deal with and portray the 

concept of Indianness. These writers highlight many facets of Indian identity through their unique narrative 

styles and thematic concerns, such as the intricacies of social reform, caste relations, tradition, gender roles, 

family structures, and the interaction between personal goals and societal values. While Tagore’s poetry 

prose reveals a profound engagement with Indian spirituality and humanism, his writings eloquently convey 

the tension between modernity and tradition, frequently including protagonists struggling with societal 

expectations and personal independence. Anand presents a harsh but sympathetic depiction of social reform 

by taking a realism stance in his analysis of systemic inequities, emphasizing the suffering of under 

privileged groups and the wide spread injustices of the caste system. With his trade mark subtle humor and 

keen observational abilities, Narayan creates tales that vividly capture the pulse and tenacity of small-town 

India, emphasizing its distinct fusion of tradition, simplicity, and subdued resistance to change. 

In order to comprehend how these literary giants contribute to a complex sense of Indianness, this study will 

look at these thematic and stylistic components. It seeks to highlight the stories’ timeless value in capturing 

the spirit of Indian identity for future generations while also offering insights into how their works 

collectively reflect the country’s socio-cultural milieu. 

Keywords: Indianness, Indian Literature, Short Stories, Cultural Themes, Social Issues, Caste System, 

Tradition, Gender, Familial Structures, Social Reform. 

 

Introduction 

Indian literature offers a rich tapestry of cultural and social narratives that capture the diversity of Indian 

society, both in English and in the authors’ native tongues. Given India’s historical, social, cultural, and 

political changes over the centuries, the idea of “Indianness” has changed. The idea of Indianness is 

examined in this article through cultural and socioeconomic themes found in the short tales of three famous 

Indian writers: R.K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, and Rabindranath Tagore. This research examines how each 

author’s chosen short stories address important facets of Indian culture and social systems, including caste, 

family structures, tradition, and the socioeconomic landscape, while also highlighting the complexity of 

Indianness through language and literary devices. 

Moreover, these authors’ writings are an important component of the canon of Indian literature because they 

offer insightful perspectives on the complexities of Indian identity and the more general 

socioeconomicchallengesthathavebeenandstillarecentraltoIndia’sculturalnarrative.Thoughtheir writing styles 

are different, Tagore, Anand, and Narayan all express a concern for how the Indianethos is portrayed, 

providing insightful analyses of its social structures, customs, and personal moral paradoxes. 

 

A major topic of scholarly discussion has been the idea of “Indianness” in Indian literature, particularly in 

light of the ways that cultural, social, and historical narratives influence identity. Through their distinctive 

narrative techniques, the writings of R.K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, and Rabindranath Tagore have played 

a significant role in illustrating the various sides of Indian civilization. In order to show how these 

components contribute to the overall concept of Indianness, this literature review examines previous 

research that clarifies the socioeconomic ethos, linguistic subtleties, and cultural and social issues in their 

short stories. 
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An Overview of Indianness in Literature 

The concept of “Indianness” refers to a wide range of characteristics that characterize Indian customs, 

culture, social institutions, and values. Scholars such as Meenakshi Mukherjee and K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar 

have highlighted how tradition and modernity interact in Indian literature (Mukherjee, M., 1985; Iyengar, K. 

R. S., 1983).According to Iyengar, Indian literature in particular, frequently reflects the nation’s 

sociocultural ethos and emphasizes its adaptability to change. The writings of Mukherjee also examine how 

Indian tales negotiate colonial influences while remaining firmly grounded in traditional authenticity. 

In the framework of short stories, Indianness is expressed through topics such as caste relations, religious 

customs, familial ties, and the socioeconomic struggles people confront. These themes highlight the 

intricacy of India’s identity while also reflecting its historical reality (Mukherjee, M., 2000; Iyengar, K. R. 

S., 1973). 

Tradition and Modernity in Rabindranath Tagore 

The examination of human emotions in the context of social conventions is a well-known feature of 

Tagore’s short stories. According to academics like Sisir Kumar Das and Amartya Sen, Tagore’s writings, 

such as Kabuliwala and The Postmaster, challenge strict social structures while reflecting the ingrained 

customs of Indian society (Das, S. K., 1991; Sen, A., 2006). His works’ themes of gender, family ties, and 

country life demonstrate how conservative and progressive ideas may coexist. 

For example, Tagore offers a sophisticated critique of patriarchy in The Exercise Book by addressing the 

gendered restrictions placed on women. In a similar vein, Subha powerfully conveys the quiet and tenacity 

of a silent girl, signifying the lack of speech for women in traditional Indian society. Tagore’s writings are a 

crucial part of Indianness because they not only show the diversity of culture but also question the status 

quo (Das, S. K., 2005; Sen, A., 1997). 

MulkRaj Anand :The Disenfranchised’s Voice 

Mulk Raj Anandis frequently praised for his dedication to depicting the hardships of marginalized and 

impoverished groups. Anand’s stories have been thoroughly examined by academics like Bhikhu Parekh 

and Saros Cowasjee for their sociopolitical overtones (Parekh, B., 1974; Cowasjee, S., 1977). Narratives 

such as The Barber’s Trade Union and The Untouchable highlight the darkest facets of Indian customs by 

criticizing caste prejudice and social injustice. 

 

In order to portray India’s socioeconomic culture, Anand’s storytelling style—which is distinguished by its 

stark reality and sympathetic tone—is essential. Anand illustrates the conflicts between technical 

advancement and social opposition, for example, by contrasting tradition and modernity in The Cobbler and 

the Machine. Indianness requires an awareness of the dynamic interaction between societal reform and 

cultural preservation, which his works demonstrate (Parekh, B., 1992; Cowasjee, S., 2004). 

The Ultimate Indian Storyteller, R.K.Narayan 

The imaginary hamlet of Malgudi serves as the setting for R.K. Narayan’s short stories, which offer a 

microcosm of Indian society. Critics such as William Walsh and K. Ranga Rao have praised Narayan for his 

ability to portray ordinary life with wit, simplicity, and deep understanding (Walsh, W., 1982; Rao, K. R., 

1993). His stories frequently center on common people whose interactions and struggles perfectly capture 

Indian culture. 

Narayan uses irony and comedy to highlight the distinctiveness of Indian customs while illustrating the 

cultural divide between India and the West in A Horse and Two Goats. In a similar vein, The 

Missing Mail emphasizes the importance of interpersonal connections and communal ties, which are 

essential to Indian social life. Through the prism of everyday life, Narayan’s depiction of caste, family, and 

religious customs provides a comprehensive picture of Indianness (Walsh, W., 1971; Rao, K. R., 2005). 

 

Language and Literary Techniques Themes 

In addition, Tagore, Anand, and Narayan’s language decisions are essential to the construction of 

Indianness. The diversity of Indian linguistic traditions is shown in Tagore’s poetic prose, Anand’s use of 

colloquial language, and Narayan’s subtle yet expressive language. According to scholars such as Harish 

Trivedi, these writers successfully employ language to connect with both domestic and international readers, 

maintaining cultural authenticity while participating in wider literary discussions (Trivedi, H., 1993; 

Trivedi, H., 2006). 
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The substantial contributions made by Tagore, Anand, and Narayan to the development of the Indianness 

narrative in Indian fiction are highlighted by the corpus of current literature. Together, their writings 

examine how social justice, cultural identity, and tradition and modernity connect, providing deep insights 

into India’s rich legacy. This review lays the groundwork for future investigations into the ways in which 

their narratives use social and cultural elements to express the core of Indianness 

(Trivedi, H., 1995; Trivedi, H., 2010). 

 

Mythology,Religion,andSocioeconomicEthos 

Religion, mythology, and socioeconomic realities are often entwined in Indian literature. India’s spiritual 

legacy is reflected in Tagore’s The Hungry Stones, which explores mysticism. While Narayan’s God and 

the Cobbler emphasizes how faith and humanity can coexist, Anand’s The Legend of the Sacred Thread 

criticizes the commercialization of religion. According to scholars such as Meenakshi Mukherjee and Sisir 

Kumar Das, these narratives effectively capture the intersection of tradition, belief, and societal 

transformation in Indian literature (Mukherjee, M., 1971; Das, S. K., 1991). 

By highlighting their significance in defining Indianness, these narratives underscore the complex 

structure of the Indian religious and socioeconomic ethos. The portrayal of faith, myth, and economic 

struggles in their works demonstrates how literature becomes a medium for negotiating cultural continuity 

and social change (Mukherjee, M., 2005; Das, S. K., 2006). 

 

Methodology 

A qualitative literary analysis methodology is used in this work. Selected short stories from the writings of 

R.K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, and Rabindranath Tagore serve as the core texts under analysis. In order to 

discover and investigate cultural and social themes associated with Indianness, such as caste, tradition, 

family structures, and gender dynamics, the methodology focuses on thematic analysis and close reading. In 

order to evaluate how these writers portray Indian culture through their individual narrative styles, character 

development, and social commentary, the study also employs a comparison methodology. 

A more comprehensive contextual framework for comprehending the ideas of Indianness, social reform, 

and the relationship between literature and societal difficulties can be found in secondary sources, such as 

scholarly publications, books, and critical essays on Indian literature and cultural studies. 

 

Analysis 

RabindranathTagore 

Tagore explores the role of individuals within societal and familial systems, the conflicts between tradition 

and modernity, and these themes in his short stories, including The Postmaster, The Kabuliwala, and The 

Castaway. He draws attention to the emotional hardships and social exclusion people face as  a result of 

cultural expectations by depicting both rural and urban characters. According to scholars such as Sisir 

Kumar Das and Krishna Kripalani, Tagore’s works highlight the tension between duty and personal desires, 

reflecting the broader complexities of Indian identity (Das, S. K., 1991; Kripalani, K., 1980). 

 

The conflict between responsibility and personal aspirations, the emotional weight of human ties, and 

Tagore’s portrayal of women’s roles all add to a larger knowledge of Indianness, where tradition frequently 

collides with individual individuality. His nuanced exploration of gender, class, and familial bonds 

demonstrates the evolving nature of Indian society, making his works essential to understanding the 

intersection of cultural continuity and transformation (Das, S. K., 2006; Kripalani, K., 2002). 

MulkRajAnand 

Anand focuses on social reform and the critique of caste-based inequality in his works, such as The 

Untouchable, The Barber’s Trade Union, and The Legend of the Sacred Thread. Anand analyzes the 

socioeconomic and religious inequalities ingrained in Indian society through his characters, particularly 

those from underrepresented groups. According to scholars like Bhikhu Parekh and Saros Cowasjee, 

Anand’s works vividly portray the exploitation of the marginalized and challenge thedeeply entrenched 

social hierarchies that perpetuate caste-based discrimination (Parekh, B., 1983; Cowasjee, S., 1993). 

His writings are intensely political; they expose the oppression of the poor and disenfranchised andcall for a 

new society in which social structures are overturned and everyone has access to justice. Anand’s emphasis 

on social change and equality provides a compelling narrative of resistance against the prevailing norms, 

making his works a significant part of the Indianness discourse in literature (Parekh, B., 2001; Cowasjee, S., 

2000). 
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R.K.Narayan 

Using humor and nuanced satire, Narayan’s short stories, including A Horse and Two Goats, The Missing 

Mail, and The Caste System, make observations about the everyday realities of Indian culture. Narayan’s 

keen insights into the tensions between modernity and tradition, as well as the fight for uniqueness within a 

rigorously regulated social order, are reflected in his depiction of small-town life. According to critics like 

William Walsh and K. Ranga Rao, Narayan’s use of irony and humor exposes the contradictions inherent in 

Indian society, highlighting the friction between individual desires and societal expectations (Walsh, W., 

1992; Rao, K. R., 1995). 

 

Narayan critiques gender norms, the caste system, and the frequently irrational nature of social expectations 

in rural India through character-driven storylines and misunderstandings. His stories reveal how ordinary 

individuals navigate a complex web of social structures, offering a subtle but sharp critique of the status 

quo. In this way, Narayan’s writing serves as a mirror to the evolving Indian social fabric, making his works 

indispensable for understanding Indianness (Walsh, W., 2001;Rao, K. R., 2000). 

 

Indianness via Political Consciousness and National Identity 

 

Historical Context 

 

The experience of colonialism and the fight for freedom has a profound impact on Indianness. Themes 

like national identity, the shared need for autonomy, and the conflict between colonial rule and traditional 

Indian values can all be found in short stories. Although Rabindranath Tagore was a leading figure in the 

Indian nationalist movement, his opinions on nationalism were frequently complex and insightful. A look 

into the intricate interplay between national allegiance and personal identity can be found in his short fiction 

The Patriot (Deshbhakta). The main character in this tale demonstrates an unrelenting feeling of loyalty to 

his nation that goes beyond his own wishes. According to scholars like Sisir Kumar Das and Amartya Sen, 

Tagore’s nuanced approach to nationalism provides a platform for exploring the tension between individual 

desires and national duty. Giving up one’s comfort for the good of the country represents India’s larger 

socio-political awakening during colonial times. A profoundly spiritual view of Indianness, which embraces 

both personal sacrifice and national advancement, forms the foundation of this sense of patriotism rather 

than oversimplified jingoism (Das, S. K., 1999; Sen, A., 2005). 

 

Likewise, Mulk Raj Anand’s short novella The Sword and the Sickle depicts the working class’s conflicts 

with British colonial policy and labor exploitation. Anand uses his characters to show how caste, class, and 

colonialism are intertwined, and how the everyday resistance of the oppressed is how Indianness is 

manifested. Scholars like Bhikhu Parekh and Saros Cowasjee have highlighted Anand’s focus on the plight 

of the working class and his ability to highlight colonial exploitation’s social ramifications (Parekh, B., 

2001; Cowasjee, S., 2000). The hardship of the agricultural workers, who are entangled in the greater 

conflict between the British colonizers and the burgeoning Indian nationalist movement, is the main 

emphasis of the story. The conflict between the intellectual and physical facets of resistance is emphasized, 

with both political oppression and economic exploitation influencing Indianness. “A Horse and Two Goats” 

by R.K. Narayan addresses the themes of nationalism and colonialism in a more nuanced and indirect 

manner. Muni, the main character, is a plain country peasant who is oblivious to the greater political 

conflicts going on around him. However, his encounter with a foreigner, who interprets Muni’s words 

incorrectly, represents the conflict between Indian customs and Western modernism. Critics like William 

Walsh and K. Ranga Rao suggest that Narayan uses this misunderstanding to illustrate the ongoing cultural 

clash in post-colonial India (Walsh, W., 2001; Rao,K. R., 1995).  

This incident is an example of colonialism’s aftereffects, where the rural population is still largely cut off 

from the political unrest of the day. Indianness is frequently experienced differently across socioeconomic 

lines, as seen by Muni’s incapacity to comprehend the viewpoint of the foreigner, which represents the 

distance between colonial rulers and the rural populace. Through these tales, Indianness is revealed as a 

multifaceted idea that is entwined with the social and political movements of the day. The protagonists in 

these tales represent the larger fight for India’s independence and the declaration of a national identity, 

whether via direct political participation or indirect objection. 
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The Roles of Indianness in Gender and Society 

 

Especially in light of the caste system, the traditional family structure, and the patriarchal nature of society, 

gender roles and social hierarchies are important in defining Indianness. An insight into the changing roles 

of women in post-colonial India can be gained from the way women are portrayed in these tales. 

 

The protagonist of “The Victory of Women” by Tagore defies gender stereotypes with her longing for 

independence and self-expression. The narrative examines the restrictions placed on women by society, 

illustrating the tension between a person’s want for independence and the pressure from society to live up to 

gender and family norms. In India during the colonial era, the protagonist represents the burgeoning 

feminist sensibility by attempting to define her own existence. Nonetheless, her triumph is not merely a 

personal one; it represents the broader fight for female parity and the modernization of Indian identity. 

 

“The Lost Child” by Mulk Raj Anand is a moving story about the loss of innocence as children grow up and 

become enmeshed in societal roles. It highlights the value of family, tradition, and the socialization of 

children into roles that are dictated by their caste, class, and gender. The child’s loss at the festival 

represents the inevitable loss of personal freedom as children are conditioned to conform to the strict 

expectations of Indian society. Anand’s treatment of gender roles in this story highlights the deeply 

ingrained patriarchy and the ways in which societal norms shape individual identities. Anand’s “The 

Untouchable” narrative tackles gender discrimination among the lower castes in addition to criticizing the 

caste system. A combination of patriarchal power and caste-based discrimination oppresses Bakha, the main 

character. The interconnectedness of caste and gender in the development of Indianness is highlighted by his 

experiences, wherein various facets of societal injustice exacerbate people’s misery. Anand also criticizes 

the limits placed on people by social conceptions of gender and social hierarchy, in addition to the caste 

system. 

 

The short tale “Under the Banyan Tree” by R.K. Narayan examines the conflict between tradition and 

modernity, especially as it relates to responsibilities in the family and society. The intricacies of Indianness 

in a modernizing culture are highlighted by the characters’ commitment to customs and rituals in contrast to 

their inner emotional lives. The narrative gently criticizes the emotional suppression that results from the 

roles that people are given by their families and communities, especially when it comes to marriage and 

family responsibilities. Characters in these tales are continuously navigating their position within a 

complicated web of customs, expectations, and shifting social norms, highlighting the ways that gender and 

social roles determine Indianness. There is a dynamic and changing sense of Indianness because some 

characters aggressively resist the limitations imposed by their social and gender roles, while others find it 

difficult to fit in. 

 

Indianness from a Language and Regionalism Perspective 

 

The many ways that Indianness is expressed in literature are greatly influenced by India’s enormous cultural 

and linguistic variety. This diversity is reflected in the stories of Tagore, Anand, and Narayan, especially in 

the use of regional locales and languages. 

 

The rural environment in Narayan’s “Under the Banyan Tree” serves as both a literal and symbolic 

depiction of traditional Indian ideals. The intricacies of urban life, where social structures are frequently 

more rigid and larger political and economic forces influence personal lives, contrast with the simplicity of 

rural living. Narayan emphasizes the timeless charm of old rituals while quietly raising doubts about their 

limitations through the portrayal of village life. 

 

Moreover, Anand’s “The Village” highlights the significance of local traditions and the close bond that 

exists between people and their surroundings. The novel demonstrates how Indianness is closely linked to 

geography, community, and language and the protagonists are firmly rooted in the customs of their town. 

The narrative demonstrates that regional and cultural ties also influence identity in addition to national 

consciousness. 
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Tagore’s “The Guests” highlights the conflict between tradition and modernity and provides another 

illustration of regionalism. Rural Bengal serves as the setting for the novel, and the conflicts between 

customs and the growing impact of Western culture are reflected in the interactions between the individuals. 

In this context, Indianness is shown as a fluid and changing idea that is impacted by both national and 

regional factors. 

 

The language and regionalism used in these tales highlight the many and regional manifestations of 

Indianness, where the traditions, cultural practices, and regional languages influence people’s identities. 

 

Indian Spirituality and Identity 

 

Many of Tagore, Anand, and Narayan’s short stories examine the conflict between individual spirituality 

and societal religious traditions, which are fundamental to the Indian identity. The protagonist of Tagore’s 

“The Devotee” sets off on a spiritual quest that emphasizes the tension between an individual’s desire for a 

closer relationship with God and customary religious duties. The narrative delves into the notion that being 

Indian is not limited to external religious observances but also involves personal spiritual development. 

 

“The Idol Breaker” by Anand questions the naivete that permeates India’s traditional religious rituals. The 

protagonist’s destruction of the statue is a reflection of his internal struggle between religious devotion and 

reason, as many people in colonial India experienced as they balanced traditional spirituality with Western 

modernity. The narrative shows that spiritual identity may be influenced by both traditional faith and logical 

criticism and that Indianness is not a monolith. 

 

“The Grandmother’s Tale” by R.K. Narayan offers a more folk-oriented perspective on spirituality, in which 

religion and folklore are woven into daily existence. The narrative illustrates how religious customs endure 

and are transmitted from one generation to the next. In this sense, being Indian is based on a shared 

community understanding of spirituality, wherein religious rituals and folklore offer a feeling of continuity 

and inclusion. 

 

Colonialism’s Legacy and Indianness 

 

The short stories by Tagore, Anand, and Narayan examine the legacy of British colonialism, which is 

another important facet of Indianness. As they deal with class, racism, and identity concerns in the post-

colonial Indian environment, the protagonists in these novels frequently struggle with the effects of colonial 

rule. 

 

The colonial experience in Anand’s “The Untouchable” amplifies the protagonist’s feelings of shame and 

alienation under the strict caste system. The narrative highlights how colonial rule created a sense of 

inferiority among the disadvantaged in addition to sustaining caste-based prejudice. In the same way, 

Narayan’s “The Caste System” captures the intricacies of caste and class discrimination in postcolonial 

India. The narrative demonstrates how colonialism severely damaged Indian society’s social cohesion and 

the legacy of British control has a significant impact on the protagonists’ hardships. 

These tales demonstrate how understanding Indianness requires taking into account the psychological and 

social ramifications of colonialism, which still influence Indian identity decades after  independence. 

 

Indianness in Daily Life and Traditions 

 

A further significant aspect of Indianness is the routines, customs, and practices of common people in their 

daily lives. The representation of everyday rituals, whether and Narayan highlights the deeply rooted 

customs that define Indian identity. 

 

Anand’s “Lullaby” and Narayan’s “The Silver Lining” both highlight how the fundamental aspects of 

Indian identity are reflected in the routine acts of nurturing, loving, and adhering to family routines. These 

tales emphasize how crucial shared cultural customs, family, and community are to preserving a feeling of 

continuity and belonging. Because of these depictions, Indianness becomes a lived experience that is 

anchored in the commonplace yet profoundly significant elements of daily existence. The traditions, family 

ties, and rituals portrayed in these tales demonstrate how individual identities are entwined with more 

general cultural activities. 
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Framework for Analysis 

 

The following elements are the focus of the lens through which the analysis is carried out: Political Identity 

and Nationalism This component discusses how these writers interact with the political movements of their 

day, especially those that took place during the colonial era, and how nationalism shapes the idea of 

Indianness. 

 

Gender and Social norms 

 

The study looks at how caste and other social structures, as well as gender norms, especially as they relate to 

women, influence the characters’ identities and help us comprehend what it means to be Indian. 

 

Spirituality and Religion 

The ways in which historic and contemporary religious practices and spirituality influence India’s cultural 

fabric are critically examined. 

 

Colonial Legacy 

The study also looks into how the authors depict how colonialism affected Indian social structure, 

specifically with regard to caste and class, and how this colonial past still shapes Indian identity today. 

 

Language and Regionalism 

The study examines how the stories depict regional variety and how language shapes identity. 

 

Interpretation and Conversation 

The results of this study are understood in light of the broader idea that Indianness is a fluid and changing 

concept. The tales of Tagore, Anand, and Narayan shed light on the ongoing renegotiating of Indian identity 

in the face of contemporary issues as well as historical contexts. In order to demonstrate that Indianness is a 

dynamic notion that defies a single definition, the analysis searches for recurrent themes and contradictions 

in the representation of Indianness. 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, the writings of R.K. Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, and Rabindranath Tagore offer a complex and 

nuanced representation of Indianness. They provide vital insights into the changing face of Indian identity 

through their examination of caste, gender, colonialism, nationalism, and spirituality. 

According to these short stories, being Indian is a dynamic and complex identity that is influenced by 

Social, cultural, and historical factors rather than being a single concept. By providing a prism through 

which we can better see the difficulties and changes that characterize contemporary India, these authors 

continue to give priceless insights into the complexity of Indian society. 
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