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Abstract: This paper explores the nuanced portrayal of marginalized women in the fictional 

landscape of R.K. Narayan’s Malgudi, with a primary focus on The Dark Room (1938) and The 

Guide (1958). While early critics like K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar emphasized the "sacramental 

endurance" and moral resilience of Narayan’s heroines, this study adopts a more critical lens to 

examine the systemic forces of their displacement. Drawing upon Meenakshi Mukherjee’s theories on 

the "realism of limitation," the article argues that the marginalization of characters like Savitri and 

Rosie is a product of a rigid socio-legal framework and the panoptic nature of Malgudi itself. 

By analyzing the transition from the domestic confinement of the "dark room" to the stigmatized 

public stage of the "New Woman," the research investigates how economic dependency and caste-

based social codes function as tools of subjugation. The study concludes that Narayan’s "gentle 

irony" serves as a sophisticated mask for a poignant critique of patriarchal hegemony, offering a 

realistic depiction of the "subaltern" woman who remains at the periphery of the very social order she 

sustains. 

Keywords: nuanced, sacramental, endurance, resilience, panoptic, stigmatized, patriarchal, 

hegemony, subaltern 

Introduction 

In the contemporary study of Indian literature, "marginalization" has evolved beyond the simple 

binary of the 'oppressor' and the 'oppressed.' It is now understood through the lens of 

Intersectionality—a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw but applied here to the Indian caste-class-

gender triad. 

To be marginalized in the context of Narayan’s India is to experience "Social Invisibility." It is a state 

where a woman’s labor (domestic chores), her body (reproduction), and her silence are the 

"infrastructure" upon which the patriarchal house is built. 

 Marginalization is the denial of agency over resources. In The Dark Room, Savitri’s lack of a bank 

account or ancestral claim makes her a "refugee" in her own home. It is the "Othering" of women 

who do not fit the Pativrata (devoted wife) archetype. 
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 Narayan often uses "silence" as a tool for his female characters. Their marginalization is reflected in 

the fact that they are often spoken about by men, but rarely spoken to as intellectual equals. 

One of the most profound aspects of R.K. Narayan’s writing is that Malgudi is not just a backdrop; it 

is a sentient, watchful character. Much like Thomas Hardy’s Egdon Heath, Malgudi has its own 

personality, its own memory, and—most importantly—its own "Moral police. Malgudi operates as a 

Panopticon (a psychological term for a space where everyone is under constant surveillance). The 

streets of Malgudi—Kabir Street, Market Road, and the banks of the Sarayu River—function as the 

"eyes" of the community. The town enforces a Social Geography. The "respectable" families live in 

Lawley Extension, while the "marginalized" elements are pushed towards the fringes or the ruined 

temples. 

When Savitri leaves her house, it isn't just a private matter; the "spirit of Malgudi" (represented by 

neighbors and gossips) immediately begins to judge and marginalize her. Every time a female 

character tries to evolve (like Rosie becoming Nalini the dancer), the town reacts with a cold, 

collective shrug of disapproval. 

Malgudi is inherently conservative. It acts as an anchor that pulls characters back to their traditional 

roots. On the character of Malgudi, Iyenger writes: 

"Malgudi is a character in itself—a sentinel of tradition that watches its inhabitants and pulls them 

back whenever they stray too far into the 'modern' or the 'irregular'." 

The very houses in Malgudi—with their specific "inner courtyards" for women and "outer pyols" for 

men—enforce a physical marginalization. The house itself dictates that a woman’s place is in the 

kitchen or the "dark room," while the man’s place is the world outside. 

The Sarayu river often acts as the boundary line. To cross the river or to go to the Mempi Hills is to 

step away from the "norms" of Malgudi. However, as Rosie discovers in The Guide, even when you 

leave Malgudi, the "Malgudi mindset" follows you. The town's norms are internalized by its men 

(like Raju and Marco), who then become the primary agents of marginalization. 

The marginalization of women is not just the fault of "bad husbands" like Ramani or Marco. It is the 

fault of a Collective Social Consciousness that Malgudi represents. The town rewards submission and 

punishes transgression, making it the ultimate enforcer of the status quo.  

In her seminal work, The Twice Born Fiction, Meenakshi Mukherjee argues that Narayan’s strength 

lies in his "unheroic" realism. She observes that Narayan’s women are often defined by their 

"inherited role-models" from Indian mythology (like Savitri or Sita). As she says: 

"Narayan’s world is one where the individual’s rebellion is ultimately absorbed by the collective 

pressure of tradition. The return of Savitri is not a triumph of love, but a recognition of the 

sociological wall." 

She points out that even when Narayan’s women rebel, the narrative usually forces a return to the 

status quo. She views this not as Narayan's personal bias, but as a reflection of the social stability of 

Malgudi, where the "individual must eventually yield to the family or the community." 

On the exploitation of Rosie, she states: 

"Rosie’s liberation is an illusion; she merely moves from one form of male custody (Marco) to 

another (Raju), proving that in Malgudi, a woman’s success is often a commodity for male 

management." 

Known as the father of Indian English literary studies, K. R. Srinivasa Iyenger, in his book Indian 

Writing in English, views Narayan’s women through a more humanistic and cultural lens. He 

suggests that for Narayan, the woman is the "soul of the home." He notes that characters like Savitri 

represent the "suffering and the endurance" of the Indian woman.  He argues that Narayan portrays 
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women with a "gentle sympathy," seeing their domestic struggles not just as social issues, but as a test 

of their moral character and spiritual resilience within the Indian "Dharma." 

On the "Sacramental" suffering of Narayan’s women, he says: 

"Savitri is the quintessential Indian woman of the old world, whose strength lies not in defiance, but 

in her capacity for silent endurance and her adherence to the Dharma of the home." 

M.K. Naik  argues that Narayan maintains an "ironic detachment" from his women. He suggests that 

Narayan is neither a reformer nor a traditionalist; he is a "watcher." Naik believes that Narayan 

depicts the marginalization of women as an absurdity of life rather than a political call to arms. 

In The Dark Room, R.K. Narayan provides a haunting psychological study of a woman, Savitri, 

whose identity is entirely tethered to her role as a wife. When her husband, Ramani, begins an affair 

with the "modern" Shanta Bai, the psychological impact on Savitri is not just heartbreak—it is a total 

ontological crisis (a crisis of being. For a traditional woman in Malgudi, the husband is the "center" 

of her universe. When Ramani commits infidelity, he doesn't just break a promise; he effectively 

“erases” Savitri's status within her own home. With broken heart she says: 

 "I am a human being. You can't treat me like a piece of furniture." 

Savitri finds herself unable to command the servants or even look her children in the eye, as her 

husband’s blatant disregard for her makes her feel like a "ghost" in the house.  

"A part of me is dead. I have no more feelings... I am a ghost in this house." 

The literal dark room where Savitri retreats is a physical manifestation of her psychological 

depression. It is a space of Regression, where she tries to withdraw from a reality she can no longer 

control. 

The most tragic element of Savitri’s marginalization is her realization that she has no "exit door." 

Narayan highlights the economic helplessness of traditional wives through Savitri’s failed attempt at 

independence. When Savitri decides to leave, she realizes she cannot take anything with her. She 

says, "I don't possess anything in this world. What possession can a woman call her own? Except her 

body. Everything else that she has is her father's, her husband's, or her son's." This reflects what 

scholars call "Resource Marginalization." 

 Savitri tries to work at a temple to earn her own rice, but the physical labor and the social stigma of 

being a "woman alone" are too much to bear. Her eventual return to Ramani is not an act of 

forgiveness, but an act of Economic Submission. Psychologically, this is the ultimate 

marginalization—she returns to a husband she no longer respects because the alternative is starvation. 

 The marginalization of the traditional wife in R.K. Narayan’s fiction—most poignantly seen in The 

Dark Room—is primarily anchored in the absence of economic agency. In the socio-legal landscape 

of the 1930s and 40s, a woman’s identity was "subsumed" into that of her husband, a concept known 

in legal history as coverture. While traditional Indian society recognized Stree-dhan (jewelry and gifts 

given at marriage) as a woman’s property, Narayan shows its practical futility. While the "vibe" or 

atmosphere of a traditional home suggests stability and "Dharma," Narayan exposes it as a trap. The 

home is supposed to be a sanctuary, but for Savitri, it becomes a prison where she must "smile" and 

"serve" even after being betrayed.  

The transition from The Dark Room (1938) to The Guide (1958) represents a shift in the "site" of 

female struggle. However, a comparative study reveals that while the mode of suffering changes, the 

structure of exploitation remains remarkably identical. 

 Savitri’s protest is "inward." When betrayed by Ramani, she retreats into the "dark room" of the 

house—a literal and symbolic rejection of the light of the domestic world. Her suffering is articulated 

through silence, fasting, and withdrawal. She attempts a physical escape, but her lack of "financial 

exit doors" forces a humiliating return. Her marginalization is characterized by Invisibility. 
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When Rosie expresses her desire to dance, Marco’s reaction is not just a "no"; it is a calculated act of 

social and professional shaming. He dismisses her passion by calling it "a specialized branch of 

public entertainment." By using the word "entertainment" instead of "art," he strips her talent of its 

dignity. He reminds her of her lineage, implying that her desire to dance is a "relapse" into her 

"tainted" Devadasi background. He tells her,  

"You are a self-appointed dancing girl... I don't want to hear about it. It’s a specialized branch of 

public entertainment... not for a respectable woman." 

 Marco treats her passion as a "sickness" or an "obsession" that interferes with his "serious" work. He 

effectively tells her that her identity as a dancer is an embarrassment to his identity as a scholar. 

Rosie’s protest is "outward." She defies the "wife" archetype by pursuing her passion for 

Bharatnatyam. Unlike Savitri, she successfully leaves her husband (Marco) and achieves fame as 

'Nalini.' Her suffering is vocal; she argues, she dances, and she earns. However, her marginalization is 

characterized by Hyper-visibility—she is seen by the world, but only as a "commodity" or a 

"performing monkey." Even when Rosie becomes a famous dancer (Nalini), she feels like a puppet 

controlled by Raju: 

"I am like a performing monkey... I am tired of it all." 

 The transition from The Dark Room (1938) to The Guide (1958) represents a shift in the "site" of 

female struggle. However, a comparative study reveals that while the mode of suffering changes, the 

structure of exploitation remains remarkably identical. 

Both women are marginalized by the men who claim to "own" or "guide" them. 

Ramani treats Savitri as a household utility; Marco treats Rosie as a "social embarrassment" due to 

her Devadasi lineage. Both men marginalize their wives by denying them a unique identity—Savitri 

is "the mother," and Rosie is the "unrespectable woman." 

 This is where Rosie’s "success" becomes a new form of margin. Raju appears to "liberate" Rosie 

from Marco’s coldness, but he quickly becomes her "manager." He controls her dates, her money, and 

her social interactions. As Meenakshi Mukherjee notes, Rosie is merely traded from one male 

"custodian" to another. Her success is "vocal," but the profits and the decisions remain in male hands. 

Savitri’s marginalization is rooted in her absolute lack of funds. She returns to Ramani because she 

cannot sustain herself. Her story is a critique of the 1930s legal system that left wives destitute. While 

Rosie earns thousands, yet she feels equally trapped. Even with money, she cannot find a "center" in 

Malgudi’s society because her past and her profession keep her on the moral margins. Her story is a 

critique of a society that accepts a woman's earnings but refuses her dignity. 

 

Conclusion 

"Narayan’s genius lies in his ability to show that marginalization is not always a loud, violent act. 

Often, it is a quiet, daily erosion of self. By reading Savitri and Rosie today, we realize that while the 

'Dark Room' might have better lighting now, the psychological walls are still being built by the same 

social expectations that governed Malgudi." Narayan suggests a grim continuity. Whether a woman is 

a submissive housewife in 1938 or a famous celebrity in 1958, the "Malgudi Framework" ensures she 

remains a marginal subject. Rosie’s success is a "vocal" version of Savitri’s "silence"—both are 

responses to a world that refuses to grant women the "center." 
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