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Abstract 

R.K. Narayan is a renowned novelist whose works have been the subject of public scrutiny for many 

years. Narayan deeply empathizes with the plight of women, illustrating their essential roles within the 

family and broader society. This analysis focuses on Narayan's female protagonists, shedding light on 

his feminist perspectives, beginning with Savitri from The Dark Room. Narayan’s novels, often 

described as mythical comedies or modern fables, authentically portray the Indian Women. He utilizes 

the novel as a medium to reveal the inherent social evils. 

In the novel, the character Savitri symbolizes the silent suffering endured by numerous Indian women. 

Through Savitri, Narayan critiques the patriarchal systems that confine women to submissive roles. Her 

transition from silent suffering to active resistance highlights Narayan's awareness of women's issues 

and his commitment to depicting their struggles authentically. Narayan’s depiction of women extends 

beyond their suffering, highlighting their strength and resilience. Characters like Rosie in The Guide 

and Daisy in The Painter of Signs challenge traditional roles, striving for independence and self-

realization. Rosie's evolution from a neglected wife to a celebrated dancer exemplifies women's 

potential to assert their identities despite societal restrictions. 

Narayan’s novels often merge myth with contemporary themes, crafting stories that are both timeless 

and relevant. His narratives, rich with humour and irony, emphasize the inconsistencies of modern 

Indian society. Through realistic characters and situations, he addresses social issues such as gender 

inequality, caste discrimination, and bureaucratic corruption. By leveraging fiction to tackle social 

issues, Narayan engages a wide audience, prompting readers to contemplate the injustices in their 

surroundings. His works remain pertinent, continuing to inspire discussions on social reform and 

women's empowerment. Through his compassionate portrayal of female characters and critique of 

societal norms, R.K. Narayan emerges as a pivotal figure in Indian literature, advocating for a fairer 

and more equitable society. 
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Introduction 

The Dark Room by R.K. Narayan is an insightful examination of Indian women's lives, 

illustrating their silent struggles and subtle resistance within a patriarchal framework. 

Published in 1938, the novel delves into the complexities of gender dynamics, familial roles, 

and societal expectations in pre-independence India. Through the central character Savitri, 

Narayan weaves a narrative that is both a personal tale of suffering and a broader 

commentary on the status of women in Indian society. 

The story centres around Savitri, a dedicated housewife and mother trapped in an unloving 

marriage with her husband, Ramani. Ramani, an authoritative and insensitive figure, 

embodies the patriarchal authority that dominates the household. He takes Savitri for granted, 

dismissing her opinions and disregarding her feelings. The dark room in their house 

symbolises Savitri's mental and emotional confinement, a place where she withdraws to deal 

with her despair and isolation. 

Narayan’s portrayal of Savitri is both empathetic and critical. Savitri is not merely a passive 

victim; she is acutely aware of her suffering and the injustices she endures. Her pain is 

tangible, yet she finds small ways to assert her autonomy. The novel reaches a turning point 

when Ramani begins an affair with Shanta Bai, a modern and independent woman who 

sharply contrasts with the traditional Savitri. This betrayal catalyses Savitri, prompting her to 

leave her husband and home in a bold act of defiance. 
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 Savitri's journey outside her home is a significant part of the 

novel, showcasing her attempt to break free from societal 

constraints. She faces numerous challenges, reflecting the 

harsh realities encountered by women who step out of their 

traditional roles. Savitri’s struggle for survival and dignity 

in the outside world underscores the limited options 

available to women and the societal resistance they face 

when asserting their independence. 

However, Savitri's rebellion is short-lived. Societal 

pressures and her sense of duty towards her children compel 

her to return to Ramani. This return is not a defeat but a 

poignant acknowledgement of the harsh realities of her 

world. Savitri's brief escape and subsequent return highlight 

the cyclical nature of her struggle, emblematic of many 

women's experiences in a patriarchal society where true 

freedom remains elusive. Narayan’s narrative technique is 

understated yet powerful. His prose is simple but evocative, 

capturing the nuances of everyday life and the inner turmoil 

of his characters. Through Savitri's story, Narayan critiques 

the societal norms that bind women to oppressive roles. He 

sheds light on the psychological and emotional toll of these 

norms, portraying the resilience and strength of women who 

navigate these challenges. 

The Dark Room remains a relevant and compelling read, 

offering insights into the gender dynamics of Indian society. 

Narayan's sympathetic portrayal of Savitri invites readers to 

empathize with her plight and reflect on the broader issues 

of gender inequality. The novel is not just a portrait of one 

woman's suffering but a mirror reflecting the collective 

experiences of many Indian women. It urges a re-

examination of the societal structures that perpetuate 

gender-based oppression and calls for a more equitable and 

compassionate society. Through Savitri's story, Narayan 

advocates for recognition and respect for women’s roles and 

their right to autonomy and dignity. 

 

Portraits of Women in R. K. Narayan’s The Dark Room 

This article examines R.K. Narayan's empathetic portrayal 

of women, highlighting their complex lives and struggles. It 

critically analyzes female characters in Narayan's novels, 

focusing on his feminist perspectives. Narayan 

compassionately depicts women's hardships, emphasizing 

their crucial roles in both family and societal contexts. This 

analysis particularly spotlights Narayan's female 

protagonists, beginning with Savitri in The Dark Room. 

A notable aspect of The Dark Room is Narayan's intentional 

choice to present the narrative from Savitri's viewpoint. This 

approach immerses readers in her world, offering insight 

into how she perceives her surroundings and relationships. 

By framing the story through Savitri's eyes, Narayan 

provides a deeper understanding of her emotional and 

psychological state, starkly contrasting with her husband 

Ramani's controlling perspective. 

Narayan's focus on Savitri's inner life reflects his dedication 

to exploring the intricacies of female experiences. Through 

this perspective, readers gain a clearer view of the 

challenges and resilience of women within a patriarchal 

framework. By depicting Savitri's struggles and quiet 

defiance, Narayan not only highlights the injustices women 

face but also their strength and agency. This article 

underscores the importance of Narayan's feminist viewpoint 

and his nuanced portrayal of women's roles in Indian 

society. In The Dark Room by R.K. Narayan, Ramani is the 

authoritative figure in his household, with his wife Savitri 

and their three children compelled to accommodate his 

volatile whims. Ramani's unpredictable temper sets the tone 

for the household, affecting everything from his food to his 

office attire. His perpetual anger creates an environment 

filled with fear and tension. The children tread cautiously, 

keeping their voices low in his presence, and only feel at 

ease when he leaves for work. Savitri, too, is deeply affected 

by this oppressive atmosphere. 

At the start, Ramani appears to be a devoted husband, 

seemingly above suspicion regarding his fidelity. However, 

the arrival of Shanta Bai, the first female probationer at his 

company, Englandia Insurance, signals a dramatic change. 

Ramani becomes infatuated with Shanta Bai, shifting from a 

satisfied family man to an unfaithful and arrogant 

individual. This transformation significantly impacts Savitri, 

who evolves from a submissive, unquestioning wife to a 

woman who begins to challenge her husband's infidelity. 

Ramani's arrogance and pride in his professional 

achievements make him largely neglectful of his family. His 

presence instils fear and discomfort, and it is only in his 

absence that the household members find peace. The 

situation deteriorates further with Ramani's growing 

infatuation with Shanta Bai, which Savitri initially pretends 

not to notice. However, when Ramani fails to come home 

one night, Savitri decides to take decisive action. 

In a significant departure from her previous behaviour of 

seeking solace in the dark room of her house, Savitri now 

seeks refuge in the darkroom of a local temple. This shift 

marks a profound change in her character. Previously, the 

darkroom at home symbolized an enforced retreat, a place 

where she would hide in helplessness and despair. In 

contrast, the dark room of the temple represents a chosen 

sanctuary, reflecting her newfound sense of freedom. 

Savitri's journey to the temple's dark room highlights her 

personal growth and evolving sense of agency. Unlike the 

oppressive dark room at home, this space offers her a sense 

of control and freedom. Her decision to leave the confines 

of her house and seek solace in the temple's dark room 

signifies her break from the enforced subservience of her 

past. Narayan effectively contrasts these two dark rooms to 

underscore Savitri's transformation. The dark room at home 

symbolizes her suppression and enforced retreat, while the 

dark room at the temple represents her deliberate quest for 

emancipation. Through this narrative device, Narayan 

vividly illustrates Savitri's journey from subjugation to self-

assertion, providing a significant commentary on the roles 

and resilience of women within a patriarchal society. 

In the novel, Savitri's attempt to win back her husband by 

withdrawing to the dark room fails, prompting her to leave 

home permanently. This pivotal moment marks a profound 

transformation in Savitri, leading her to question her identity 

and contemplate suicide. Rescued by a blacksmith, she 

briefly seeks solace in a village temple but returns home 

driven by concern for her children. Her return brings joy to 

the children and confusion to the servants, yet Ramani 

remains indifferent to her absence. 

Throughout the novel, Savitri's life revolves around 

managing her children's needs and appeasing her husband's 

volatile temperament, interspersed with conversations with 

other women in her community. While she outwardly 

maintains a placid demeanour, Narayan challenges whether 

she truly accepts this monotonous existence. Unlike her 

peers Janamma and Gangu, who seem content with their 

roles, Savitri is distinctly discontented. She frequently 
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 questions the purpose of her life confined to domestic 

chores and worries about sustaining her family. Despite her 

awareness of being trapped in a stifling routine, Savitri 

complies out of necessity, highlighting her complex role 

within the traditional expectations of her society. The 

contrasting characters of Janamma and Gangu provide a 

broader view of women's roles in their orthodox, upper-

caste, middle-class milieu, emphasizing Savitri's resistance 

to conforming to societal norms. 

Savitri reluctantly tolerates Gangu's free-thinking ways, 

acknowledging her religious devotion and lack of 

immorality, which makes her intriguing in the community 

extension. However, Gangu's conversations hold little sway 

over Savitri. In contrast, Janamma embodies the orthodox 

ideals of Malgudi, viewing her husband as infallible and 

believing unquestioning subservience is her duty as a wife. 

Savitri, however, stands apart from both Gangu and 

Janamma. Despite her compliant nature, she harbours 

independent thoughts, questioning whether life merely 

revolves around basic survival. During crises, Savitri seeks 

advice from Janamma, valuing her adherence to traditional 

wife roles. Yet internally, Savitri resists conforming to 

Janamma's norms, unwilling to accept a life where a wife 

cheerfully serves a husband who entertains concubines at 

home. On one occasion, when Ramani requested the family 

cot for his office, Savitri dared to suggest he use office 

funds to purchase a new cot, voicing her opinion cautiously 

during a rare moment of Ramani's good humour. 

Shanta Bai's bold defiance of patriarchal norms catches 

Ramani's attention during their interview when she openly 

states, "If I had a family holding me back, I wouldn't be here 

applying." Having severed ties with her family-husband, 

parents, and siblings-she rejects and disregards traditional 

values. Ramani is enthralled by her audacity, commenting, 

"Your story is quite fascinating." Her fair complexion and 

courage captivate him so much that he overlooks verifying 

her background. He admires her daring, a trait prized in a 

mistress but frowned upon in a wife. Shanta Bai remains 

focused solely on her personal ambitions, indifferent to 

Ramani's social status, which further intrigues him. 

According to Jayant Biswal, she embodies feminine 

independence combined with opportunism characteristic of 

a new era. Her philosophy revolves around self-indulgence, 

evidenced by her desire to own a Baby Austin car despite 

knowing her reliance on Ramani's goodwill. Biswal 

identifies her attitude as a product of the "New civilization," 

sharply contrasting with the conservative social norms of 

Malgudi. Unlike Savitri, Shanta Bai boldly leaves her 

alcoholic husband and family, symbolizing a protest against 

societal norms. However, her newfound independence is 

tainted by her selfish pursuit of material gain, breaking up 

families to satisfy her desires. Ramani struggles to 

understand her true intentions, which adds to her 

significance in the novel. In Savitri's presence at home, 

Ramani remains distant and aloof, but with Shanta Bai, he 

becomes servile, promising her favors and protection, 

revealing his hypocrisy and the facade of Indian middle-

class men. 

Savitri, plagued by suspicions, decides to improve her 

appearance in a desperate attempt to win back Ramani's 

attention. Believing in the old belief that feminine charm 

can rekindle marital bonds, she dresses up like a young 

bride. However, her hopes are dashed when Ramani chooses 

to spend the evening with Shanta Bai instead. Savitri spends 

a sleepless night disillusioned and hurt. The next evening, 

when Ramani appears only for dinner, Savitri gathers her 

courage to confront him, demanding an end to his 

behaviour. Despite Ramani's feigned ignorance, Savitri 

stands firm, insisting he comes to his senses. Ramani is 

surprised by Savitri's unexpected reaction, given her 

typically timid demeanour. He attempts to persuade and 

coax her, briefly succeeding as Savitri momentarily wavers. 

Ramani feels relieved that the conflict seems to be resolving 

easily. However, Savitri's subservience doesn't last long. 

The moment Ramani refuses to end his relationship with 

Shanta Bai, Savitri reverts to her assertive self, accusing him 

of maintaining both her and Shanta Bai simultaneously. She 

declares her immediate departure from the house, leaving 

without her children after Ramani intervenes. Before 

leaving, Savitri challenges Ramani, questioning whether she 

will continue to accept the provisions he provides under 

their marital obligations. She symbolically relinquishes her 

possessions, emphasizing that in her societal context, 

everything she owns is ultimately controlled by her father, 

husband, or son. With resolve, she quietly exits the house, 

determined to live independently under her own terms. 

Savitri rejects Janamma's counsel to accept her husband's 

concubine, refusing to share her bed with Shanta Bai. She 

condemns both Ramani's impurity and the societal 

expectation that women like her must depend on male 

generosity for survival. Recognizing her own situation as no 

different from Shanta Bai's, whom she calls a prostitute, 

Savitri concludes that dependence on men for sustenance 

and shelter is unacceptable. She decides to leave the house, 

pondering her transformation while sitting by the River 

Sarayu, questioning her identity. Despite her newfound 

resolve, she hesitates to embrace a life independent of 

marriage, reflecting her deep-rooted societal conditioning.  

Providence intervenes when a burglar and blacksmith 

named Mali rescues Savitri. Mali brings her to his home 

where his wife Ponni warmly welcomes her without prying 

into Savitri's background or troubles, unlike their middle-

class acquaintances. To Ponni, Savitri represents the harsh 

reality of patriarchal oppression and deserves immediate 

rehabilitation. Savitri embarks on a new life in the darkroom 

of a temple, where she toils diligently to earn a living. The 

temple's elderly priest reminds her constantly of his 

charitable act, highlighting the contrast with Shanta Bai's 

situation. Shanta Bai, unencumbered by social inhibitions, 

gains favour with her employer as a result, while Savitri's 

refusal to compromise forces her to accept less charitable 

treatment. Initially, Savitri finds happiness and a sense of 

triumph in her newfound freedom, relishing moments when 

she gazes at the sky from her humble abode. 

 

Conclusion 

The Dark Room by R.K. Narayan presents a profound 

portrayal of Indian women through the character of Savitri, 

whose journey embodies both the constraints and resilience 

within traditional societal roles. Savitri navigates a 

tumultuous path defined by patriarchal norms and personal 

challenges. Initially depicted as a dutiful wife enduring her 

husband Ramani's infidelity and neglect, Savitri's character 

undergoes a transformation fuelled by disillusionment and 

eventual defiance. Her decision to leave Ramani's home, 

driven by her refusal to accept his relationship with Shanta 

Bai, marks a pivotal moment of assertion against societal 

expectations. Savitri's departure into the unknown is fraught 
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 with uncertainty yet resonates with a search for personal 

identity and agency. As she contemplates her circumstances 

by the river, questioning her place in a society that dictates 

her role primarily as a wife and mother, she embodies the 

internal conflict faced by many Indian women constrained 

by traditional norms. 

The novel contrasts Savitri with characters like Shanta Bai, 

who represents a more provocative defiance of societal 

norms through calculated compromise. Shanta Bai's 

willingness to navigate patriarchal structures for personal 

gain stands in stark contrast to Savitri's steadfast refusal to 

compromise her integrity, even at great personal cost. This 

juxtaposition underscores the complex choices women face 

in negotiating autonomy within societal constraints. 

Providence intervenes in Savitri's journey through Mali and 

Ponni, who offer her refuge and solidarity outside the 

judgmental gaze of middle-class society. Mali's humble 

abode and Ponni's unconditional acceptance provide Savitri 

with a sanctuary where she finds temporary peace and a 

sense of belonging. This phase of her life reflects a quieter, 

yet significant, rebellion against societal expectations, as she 

embraces a simpler existence in the dark room of the 

temple. 

Savitri's eventual return to Ramani's home, prompted by 

maternal concern for her children, illustrates the enduring 

complexities of familial ties and societal roles. Her decision, 

while appearing to some as a resignation, also reflects her 

pragmatism and the enduring bonds that tie her to her 

children. It symbolizes a nuanced negotiation between 

personal autonomy and familial duty, challenging the 

simplistic notions of rebellion often associated with feminist 

narratives. Narayan's portrayal of Savitri resonates with 

broader themes of Indian womanhood, depicting the 

multifaceted roles and constraints faced by women in 

traditional settings. Savitri embodies the resilience and quiet 

strength of many Indian women who navigate patriarchal 

structures with varying degrees of defiance and acceptance. 

Her journey, from submission to defiance and eventual 

reconciliation, mirrors the evolving narratives of women's 

agency and identity in Indian literature. 

Thus, The Dark Room offers a poignant reflection on the 

complexities of Indian womanhood, portraying Savitri as a 

symbol of quiet rebellion and resilience within the confines 

of societal expectations. Narayan's narrative challenges 

stereotypical portrayals by highlighting the internal conflicts 

and nuanced choices faced by women striving for autonomy 

and self-assertion in traditional Indian society. Through 

Savitri's story, Narayan invites readers to contemplate the 

enduring struggle for identity and agency amidst the cultural 

tapestry of India's patriarchal traditions. 
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