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Abstract: Waiting for the Mahatma stands out in R.K. Narayan's literary repertoire for its unique depiction of 

Indian culture, particularly the intricacies of life in a South Indian village. Narayan's rich descriptions bring his 

characters and settings to life, offering readers an immersive experience that vividly portrays the essence of the 

region. This research paper examines the protagonist, Sriram, through various pivotal situations in the novel, 

highlighting his cultural behaviours and the puerilistic traits he displays. These behaviours are scrutinized within 

the framework of cultural and sociological influences to understand how his family and cultural surroundings 

shape his personality and actions. 

The narrative explores Sriram's growth against the backdrop of India's independence movement, influenced by 

Mahatma Gandhi's teachings. Initially immature and self-centred, Sriram's development is catalyzed by his 

interactions with Gandhi and his romantic interest, Bharati. The novel artfully contrasts Sriram's naive, self-

centred nature with the selflessness required by the independence movement. His transformation from a 

pampered youth to a more aware and engaged individual mirrors the larger national awakening. 

It emphasizes that Sriram's character is deeply shaped by his environment, reflecting the traditional values and 

cultural expectations of his family and society. His sheltered upbringing and the protective nature of his 

grandmother play significant roles in his initial immaturity. As Sriram becomes more involved in the freedom 

struggle, he begins to shed his childish ways and embrace the responsibilities of an adult. Narayan's portrayal of 

Sriram captures the essence of a transitional period in Indian society during the fight for independence, 

showcasing the interplay between individual development and cultural heritage. Through Sriram, Narayan 

adeptly explores the complexities of personal and national identity, making Waiting for the Mahatma a 

significant and distinctive work in his collection. The novel not only provides a rich narrative but also serves as 

a microcosm of the broader cultural and societal changes occurring in India during that era. 
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Introduction 

Colonialist discourses often promote the belief that their race, culture, and civilization are superior, aiming to reinforce 

this perception of dominance. In contrast, post-colonialist literature challenges and refutes these claims, celebrating and 

emphasizing the significance of indigenous culture and identity. R.K. Narayan, a prominent post-colonial author, delves 

into various facets of Indian culture and identity in his novel "Waiting for the Mahatma." The novel highlights multiple 

aspects of Indian culture through its narrative set in the fictional town of Malgudi. This setting, though fictional, is rich 

in ancient myth, history, and culture, allowing Narayan to depict the richness of Indian life and traditions. 

Narayan's work is important in post-colonial literature as it provides a counter-narrative to colonialist ideologies, 

showcasing the value and depth of Indian culture. V.S. Naipaul, another influential writer, links Malgudi with both 

myth and history, recognizing it as a symbolic representation of India's enduring cultural heritage. Through "Waiting 

for the Mahatma," Narayan not only tells an engaging story but also reclaims and reasserts the significance of Indian 

cultural identity against colonial narratives that sought to undermine it. 

The Research Methodology 

 For this study, the entire text of the chosen novel was meticulously analyzed, focusing on Indian culture and tradition. 

The research revolves around specific questions formulated to guide the reader's understanding. The primary research 
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questions are: How does the author portray the culture and ideologies of the colonizers, and how does the author portray 

and discuss Indigenous culture? By addressing these questions, the study aims to uncover the nuanced ways in which 

the author contrasts the imposing, often oppressive culture of the colonizers with the rich, resilient traditions of 

Indigenous culture, highlighting the impact on identity and societal values. 

Cultural Manifestation  

The novel opens with a vivid depiction of the British's complete dominance over Indian culture and society. This 

dominance is starkly illustrated through the character of Sriram, whose father died fighting for the British in 

Mesopotamia. The fact that an Indian soldier served and sacrificed his life for the empire underscores the profound 

internalization and assimilation of imperial culture and colonialist ideology among Indians. This is further emphasized 

when Sriram's grandmother secures his pension based on his father's service to the British kingdom, reflecting the 

widespread acceptance of British rule and values. 

Sriram himself is portrayed as being deeply influenced by British culture and ideology. He harbours a belief in the 

superiority of British culture, race, and civilization. This is symbolized by his fascination with a picture of the British 

queen displayed in Kanni's shop. Sriram admires her curly hair, apple-shaped cheeks, and beautiful, large, dark eyes, 

viewing the queen as an epitome of beauty and superiority. His desire to own a portrait of the British queen, who 

represents the supremacy of British culture and race, is indicative of his complete cultural marginalization—a necessary 

outcome of colonialist rule. 

Sriram's attempt to buy the picture from Banya, despite any cost, further exemplifies his deep-seated admiration for 

British symbols of power and his disregard for his own cultural heritage. Banya's refusal to sell the picture, considering 

it a symbol of good fortune, contrasts sharply with Sriram's blind imitation of British norms. This interaction highlights 

the varying degrees of acceptance and resistance to colonialist ideology among Indians. 

Throughout the novel, Sriram is depicted as a man who lacks awareness of his own identity and is oblivious to the 

unique characteristics of Indian culture, traditions, and customs. His longing for the British queen's rosy cheeks and 

curly hair on his deceased mother further illustrates his internal conflict and cultural disconnection. Sriram's inability 

to recognize and appreciate his cultural heritage underscores the pervasive impact of colonialist dominance, which 

sought to marginalize and diminish indigenous cultures while promoting the superiority of the colonizers' way of life. 

Through Sriram's character, Narayan poignantly portrays the complexities of cultural assimilation under colonial rule, 

highlighting the challenges of maintaining one's cultural identity amidst pervasive foreign influence. The novel thus 

serves as a critical examination of the cultural and ideological ramifications of British colonialism in India, offering a 

nuanced perspective on the struggles of identity and self-recognition within a colonized society. 

In the novel, the portrayal of English cultural dominance is juxtaposed with a celebration of Indian identity and ancient 

customs embodied by Sriram's grandmother. She is depicted as an ageless figure, akin to the timeless essence of India 

itself, characterized by qualities of devotion, sacrifice, and profound love. Narayan illustrates her unwavering 

commitment by diligently saving her late son's pension for Sriram's future, demonstrating her deep-rooted dedication 

to family and traditional Indian values. 

Sriram's grandmother serves as a custodian of traditional Indian culture, symbolizing resilience in the face of British 

colonial influence. Narayan blends elements of myth and reality in her portrayal, showcasing how her adherence to 

cultural values transcends the turbulent historical backdrop of the novel. 

Through Sriram's grandmother, Narayan underscores the pivotal role of familial and cultural ties in shaping individual 

identity and resilience amidst external pressures. She contrasts sharply with Sriram's admiration for British culture, 

embodying a steadfast allegiance to Indian traditions. Her character embodies the enduring spirit of India, celebrating 

its cultural heritage in defiance of colonial challenges. 

Narayan's depiction of Sriram's grandmother enriches the novel's exploration of cultural identity and resistance, 

providing a profound symbol of India's cultural continuity and strength throughout history. Her presence illuminates 

the intricate interplay between tradition and modernity, myth and reality, underscoring the complexities of Indian 

identity during the colonial era. 
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R.K. Narayan eloquently highlights the enduring essence of Indian identity and culture through Sriram's grandmother 

and their traditional lifestyle in their ancient neighborhood. The novel vividly portrays native festivals and customs that 

imbue Sriram's daily life. During meals, Sriram sits on the floor while his grandmother serves him food on a leaf with 

rice in a bronze pot, adhering faithfully to Indian customs. This scene underscores their deep-rooted connection to Indian 

traditions, further emphasized as Sriram drinks water from a brass tumbler. Narayan meticulously describes Indian 

delicacies like badam halwa, idlies, vadai, chicken pulao, and chappatis, showcasing the richness of Indian culinary 

heritage (195). 

A pivotal moment in the novel unfolds on Sriram's twentieth birthday, significant for both him and his grandmother as 

it symbolizes his transition to adulthood. This milestone parallels India's journey towards independence, signifying 

maturity and self-realization. Sriram's grandmother embodies the archetype of the Indian matriarch, profoundly 

entrenched in cultural roots and traditions. Symbolically, she receives sugarcane, esteemed for its auspiciousness in 

Indian culture, and embellishes their home with coloured rice powder at the doorstep and mango leaves on the door, 

traditional gestures to invoke blessings and mark celebrations. 

The novel poignantly celebrates indigenous Hindu and Indian cultures through these rituals, highlighting their innate 

value and enduring relevance amidst colonial pressures. Sriram's grandmother's reverence for tradition is evident in her 

observance of rituals like puja with offerings of jaggery and jasmine, embodying the spiritual and cultural essence of 

Indian society. 

Through these vivid portrayals, Narayan not only charts Sriram's personal growth and cultural awakening but also 

honours India's resilience and cultural continuity. The novel stands as a tribute to the depth and diversity of Indian 

traditions, affirming their pivotal role in shaping individual identities and national consciousness during a transformative 

era in Indian history. 

In the novel, Sriram initially embodies a naive persona, detached from social responsibilities and unfamiliar with the 

depth of India's cultural traditions. His hesitation to invite friends to his birthday celebration, despite his grandmother's 

encouragement, underscores his disconnection from communal festivities rooted in Indian culture. This detachment 

gradually shifts as Narayan weaves Sriram's journey with Mahatma Gandhi's call for cultural revival and self-

sufficiency. 

Gandhi's directive for all to "spin and read Bhagavad Gita and utter Ram Nam and wear khaddar" symbolizes a 

comprehensive celebration of Indian identity (96). Narayan emphasizes Gandhi's mission to rejuvenate indigenous 

culture and identity, highlighting the significance of language and cultural practices among Gandhi's followers who 

engaged in activities such as reading Tulsi Das's Ramayana and spinning khadi even while in jail. This deep immersion 

in Hindu culture contrasts starkly with Western influences, marking a pivotal rejection of Western civilization in favour 

of embracing Indianness. 

Narayan's positive portrayal of Gandhi's religious and cultural principles aligns with Jaswant Singh's later observation 

of Gandhi's "religiously provincial character," a factor some attribute to India's Partition. Despite this, Narayan 

celebrates profound themes of love, devotion, sacrifice, and loyalty through Sriram's relationships, particularly with 

Bharati, an embodiment of these virtues within the context of Indian Hindu traditions. 

Sriram's initial unkempt appearance upon arrival by train reflects his inner turmoil and insecurity. He feels inadequate 

and desires to present himself better to impress Bharati. His anxiety diminishes upon meeting her, and Narayan vividly 

captures Bharati's joyous reception as she rushes toward Sriram, expressing her happiness to see him again and clasping 

his hands warmly. 

This scene encapsulates Sriram's gradual awakening to both personal and cultural identity. Through interactions with 

Bharati and Gandhi's influence, Sriram begins to embrace his Indian heritage and values. Narayan intricately intertwines 

these personal and cultural narratives, illustrating Sriram's evolving understanding and integration into Indian society 

amid the backdrop of India's struggle for independence from colonial rule. 

"Waiting for the Mahatma" ultimately serves as a testament to Narayan's exploration of identity, cultural legacy, and 

the transformative potential of reconnecting with one's roots in the face of external pressures. Sriram's journey parallels 

India's quest for self-realization and independence, making the novel a poignant exploration of the complexities of 

personal and national identity during a pivotal era in history. 
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In the novel, Sriram undergoes a profound transformation influenced by his early exposure to imperial culture. His 

encounter with Bharati, the daughter of Bharat and a dedicated supporter of Congress, plays a pivotal role in his journey 

towards embracing Indian identity and the depth of Indian culture. Bharati embodies a modern India deeply rooted in 

its traditions, symbolizing the celebration of Indian culture and identity. In contrast, Sriram's grandmother embodies 

ancient India, steadfastly preserving traditional values and customs. 

Narayan portrays Bharati as a symbol of Indian beauty and resilience, challenging colonial stereotypes. While figures 

like Naipaul might overlook her as merely a khadi-clad girl, Sriram is captivated by her radiant beauty and inner 

strength. Her youthful vitality and spirited eyes captivate Sriram, surpassing even his admiration for the British 

monarch. This admiration marks Sriram's rejection of colonial ideologies and assertions of cultural superiority, 

embracing instead the essence of Indian pride and identity. 

Sriram's act of burning his factory-made clothes with kerosene oil while clad in his traditional dhoti and jibba signifies 

his symbolic rejection of Western materialism in favour of Indian simplicity and authenticity (99). This gesture 

underscores Sriram's evolution, distancing himself from Western influences and forging a deeper connection with Indian 

cultural values. 

Through Sriram's evolving perspectives and interactions with Bharati, Narayan intricately explores the intersections of 

personal growth and national identity amidst India's struggle for independence. Sriram's journey mirrors a broader 

societal awakening to the importance of cultural heritage and self-determination, echoing India's collective pursuit of 

autonomy from colonial rule.  

In essence, "Waiting for the Mahatma" not only chronicles Sriram's individual metamorphosis but also serves as a 

profound meditation on themes of cultural identity, resilience, and the transformative impact of embracing one's heritage 

amid turbulent historical circumstances. Narayan's narrative deftly navigates the complexities of personal and national 

identity, highlighting the enduring relevance of Indian traditions and values in shaping the trajectory of a nation striving 

for freedom and self-definition. 

In the novel, Narayan highlights the charm and beauty of India through Sriram's love affair with Bharati. Bharati's 

graceful movements captivate Sriram, making him yearn to touch her. To Sriram, she is like a bird gliding effortlessly, 

inspiring him to sing for her. He regrets not contributing all his money to her cause, feeling unworthy in the presence 

of this "otherworldly creature" (24). He wishes he had completed his B.A. and developed the refined manners to be 

deserving of Bharati's love. To him, Bharati is akin to an angel or goddess (Deveta). This "sweet-smelling creature" 

(132) becomes the object of his undying love, appearing beautiful even in her simple khaddar attire. 

Narayan's narrative is akin to a romantic poem, celebrating the admiration of an Indian girl dressed in homespun fabric 

rather than the "new world" fashions. Driven by personal desire, Sriram arrives at Gandhi's camp at three in the morning, 

just as Bharati requested. However, acting on his impulsive nature, Sriram desires an immediate marriage with Bharati. 

Bharati, deeply rooted in Indian traditions and customs, cannot make such a decision alone. Narayan emphasizes her 

adherence to cultural values, showcasing her need for Bapu's (Gandhi's) permission to marry, highlighting her respect 

for authority and tradition. 

Sriram must abandon the Western conception of a woman and embrace his love for Bharati. Sriram realizes that Bharati 

is deeply connected to Gandhi's cause, symbolizing social responsibility, Indian culture, and identity. This realization 

leads Sriram to join Gandhi's side, recognizing Bharati as part of a broader cultural and national movement. 

Narayan intricately explores the intersection of personal desires and national identity through Sriram's evolving 

relationship with Bharati. Bharati's character embodies the spirit of modern India, grounded in its rich traditions and 

cultural heritage. Sriram's journey reflects a broader societal awakening to the importance of cultural heritage and social 

responsibility. His love for Bharati becomes a pathway to understanding and embracing Indian values and identity. 

Ultimately, "Waiting for the Mahatma" serves as a poignant reflection on the complexities of personal and national 

identity during a transformative period in Indian history. Through Sriram's love for Bharati, Narayan highlights the 

enduring charm and beauty of India and its people, celebrating their resilience and cultural richness amidst the backdrop 

of colonial struggle and independence. 
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Conclusion 

In "Waiting for the Mahatma," R.K. Narayan intricately celebrates indigenous Indian culture, traditions, customs, and 

beliefs. He honours Mahatma Gandhi as a pivotal national hero dedicated to India's freedom and liberty. Narayan 

portrays Gandhi not only as a political and social reformer but also as a revivalist of ancient Hindu culture and identity. 

Gandhi's efforts to dismantle untouchability and other social taboos are highlighted, along with his advocacy for 

women's equal status in society. Narayan's narrative illustrates the individual's subservience to Indian culture, mirroring 

Gandhi's understanding of the importance of social phenomena. This theme resonates throughout the novel, showcasing 

the Indians' pride in their culture, tradition, history, and identity while rejecting the colonialists' presumptions of 

superiority.  

Through the characters of Sriram and Bharati, Narayan depicts the evolution of Indian culture from imitation to the 

celebration of its unique identity. Sriram's initial fascination with British culture gradually shifted towards an 

appreciation of his heritage, influenced by his encounters with Bharati and Gandhi's teachings. Bharati, symbolizing 

modern India deeply rooted in its traditions, catalyzes Sriram's cultural awakening. 

Narayan also emphasizes the connection between culture and imperialism, showcasing the Indians' rejection of imperial 

culture and colonialist ideology. This cultural resistance is portrayed through various narrative elements, including the 

use of Indian words, phrases, and idioms, which enrich the text with authentic expressions of Indian English. By 

incorporating these linguistic elements, Narayan reinforces the indigenous identity and cultural pride that permeate the 

novel. 

Overall, "Waiting for the Mahatma" serves as a testament to the enduring strength and resilience of Indian culture amidst 

colonial oppression. Narayan's portrayal of Gandhi as both a revivalist of ancient traditions and a harbinger of social 

change encapsulates the duality of India's struggle for independence. The novel celebrates the richness of Indian culture 

and the profound impact of Gandhi's leadership, highlighting the collective efforts of individuals like Sriram and Bharati 

in reclaiming and redefining their cultural identity. Through this narrative, Narayan underscores the importance of 

cultural heritage and the power of unity in the face of adversity, offering a poignant reflection on India's journey towards 

self-realization and independence. 
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