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 The novel graphically captures the challenges of the generational 

gap and the related parental anxiety and stress in R. K. Narayan's 

The Vendor of Sweets. This Indian novel, published in 1967, also 

explores the multiple dimensions of the interface between 

traditional and Western ideologies. The objective of this paper is 

to find the novelist’s creative exploration for the solution of this 

postcolonial situation. This research paper adopts a cultural 

theory methodology. The study examines how the social, 

historical, and political forces of the postcolonial era shaped the 

novel's creation. Gender and racial roles are also pondered. The 

key findings are recorded after the deep textual analysis. 

“Conquer taste, and you will have conquered the self” (Narayan 

1). The very first line of the novel, said by the protagonist, Jagan, 

prepares the readers about the central issue of the novel: the 

fundamental search of everyone, the self-realisation and the 

question of identity. As a single parent, Jagan sacrifices his self-

interest for his only son. However, Mali, without realising his 

father's sacrifice, hurts his emotions by quitting school, flying to 

America, and bringing his girlfriend, Grace, to his home in India 

without marrying her. These cultural shocks tear away Jagan's 

attachments, and he turns toward spirituality. 
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Introduction 

R.K. Narayan’s The Vendor of Sweets (1967) is a novel set in his fictional 

town of Malgudi, exploring the generational clash between tradition and modernity 

through the strained relationship of Jagan, a Gandhian sweet vendor, and his 

ambitious son Mali. It highlights themes of cultural identity, parental authority, and 

the tension between Indian values and Western influence. R.K. Narayan was one of 
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India’s most celebrated English-language novelists. Malgudi, Narayan’s fictional 

South Indian town, serves as the backdrop for many of his works. Written during a 

period when India was grappling with modernization and Western influence, the 

novel reflects Narayan’s interest in everyday Indian life and moral dilemmas. 

Jagan, a 55-year-old widower, is deeply influenced by Mahatma Gandhi’s 

teachings. He runs a successful sweet shop, lives, and reads the Bhagavad Gita 

daily. Mali is Jagan’s son, uninterested in tradition, and drops out of college to 

pursue writing in America. He later returns with Grace, a Korean American woman 

and demands money for a new business venture. The father-son relationship 

deteriorates as Mali embraces Western habits and disregards his father’s values. 

When Mali is jailed, Jagan withdraws from worldly concerns, choosing solitude and 

spiritual freedom. 

Jagan embodies Gandhian simplicity, while Mali represents Western ambition 

and consumerism. The novel portrays the gap between parents rooted in Indian 

values and children drawn to global opportunities. Grace’s presence highlights cross-

cultural tensions and Jagan’s discomfort with Western lifestyles. Jagan, who avoids 

sugar for health reasons, ironically earns his living selling sweets. Narayan uses 

simple, humorous prose to depict complex social issues. The novel reflects 

postcolonial India’s struggle between preserving cultural heritage and embracing 

modernization. It is often studied as a symbolic father-son allegory, representing 

India’s own conflict between tradition and progress. The Vendor of Sweets is not 

just a family drama but a social commentary on India’s transition in the mid-20th 

century, making it one of Narayan’s most thought-provoking works. 

R.K. Narayan’s novels remain deeply important in the modern world because 

they capture timeless human experiences family, tradition, identity, and moral 

dilemmas while also reflecting India’s cultural transition into modernity. His works 

continue to resonate globally, offering both literary artistry and social insight. His 

fictional town represents the everyday Indian experience, blending humor and 

realism. It remains a lens through which readers understand Indian society. 

R.K. Narayan, often hailed as the “Grand Old Man of Indian Fiction,” is 

renowned for his ability to capture the essence of everyday Indian life through 

simple yet profound storytelling. His novel, The Vendor of Sweets, is a poignant 

exploration of generational conflict, cultural identity, and the psychological burdens 

of parenthood. At its heart lies the strained relationship between Jagan and his son 

Mali, whose Westernized ambitions challenge his father’s values. This paper 

examines the aim and scope of Narayan’s narrative, focusing on how parental 

anxiety and stress are portrayed as universal experiences in a rapidly modernizing 

society. 
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Aim and Scope 

The novel aims to depict the psychological turmoil of a parent caught 

between tradition and modernity. Jagan’s anxiety stems from his inability to guide 

his son along the path of Gandhian simplicity and Indian values. Narayan situates 

this conflict in Malgudi, his fictional town, thereby universalizing the father-son 

struggle. As Narayan writes, “Malgudi is not merely a geographical location but a 

symbol of the Indian ethos” (12). 

Simple, lucid prose makes Narayan’s novels accessible worldwide. A blend of 

tragedy and comedy reflects the complexity of real life. His impartial, observational 

storytelling avoids didacticism and appeals to modern readers. Narayan captures 

this tension with subtle irony: “Jagan wondered if she was his daughter-in-law or a 

guest who had overstayed” (54). This ambiguity reflects his inability to fully accept 

Grace, deepening his stress and highlighting the generational gap. 

Mali’s demand for money to fund a modern business epitomizes the clash 

between traditional values and capitalist ambition. Jagan’s stress is amplified by his 

helplessness he cannot openly oppose his son without jeopardizing their fragile 

relationship. As Narayan notes, “Jagan felt trapped between his duty as a father 

and his duty to truth” (Narayan 67). This highlights the psychological cost of 

modernization on Indian families. 

The aim is to explore the psychological dimensions of parental anxiety and 

stress as depicted in R.K. Narayan’s The Vendor of Sweets. It also shed light on how 

Jagan’s relationship with his son Mali reflects broader concerns of Indian parents 

facing generational and cultural shifts. The paper highlights Narayan’s literary 

portrayal of the clash between tradition and modernity, especially in the context of 

family dynamics. 

Objectives 

The objectives of this paper are to examine the novelist’s creative exploration 

of solutions to this postcolonial situation of cultural identity and of the self and 

society. 

Statement of the Problem 

While rooted in Indian society, the novel’s themes resonate globally. Parents 

everywhere grapple with generational gaps, cultural shifts, and the fear of losing 

influence over their children’s lives. Jagan’s stress reminds readers that parenthood 

is as much about emotional endurance as it is about guidance. This paper aims to 

determine whether Indian cultural values hindered Jagan in understanding his only 

son, or whether it was merely a generational gap. 
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Method 

Hypothesis 

R.K. Narayan’s The Vendor of Sweets is more than a father-son story; it is a 

psychological study of parental anxiety and stress in a society caught between 

heritage and modernity. Through Jagan’s struggles, Narayan universalizes the 

emotional burden of parenthood, making his narrative enduringly significant. 

Literature Review 

The scholarship on R.K. Narayan underscores his artistic purity, cultural 

insight, and narrative accessibility. In the context of The Vendor of Sweets, critics 

focus on how Jagan’s parental anxiety reflects both individual psychological stress 

and societal transformation. The literature situates Narayan’s work as a bridge 

between tradition and modernity, East and West, and personal and universal 

struggles. 

Critics such as P.K. Singh (The Novels of R.K. Narayan: A Critical Evaluation) 

emphasize Narayan’s lucid prose and observational storytelling, which avoids overt 

moralizing. His blend of tragedy and comedy allows readers to engage with complex 

social issues such as parental stress without losing accessibility. This stylistic 

approach makes The Vendor of Sweets particularly effective in portraying Jagan’s 

psychological struggles. 

Narayan’s creation of Malgudi has been studied as a microcosm of Indian 

society, reflecting both local traditions and universal human experiences (Panicker, 

Indian Writing in English). This fictional town provides the backdrop for exploring 

generational conflict and parental anxieties. 

Studies of Narayan’s novels often highlight the generational gap between 

parents and children. In The Vendor of Sweets, Jagan’s Gandhian ideals clash with 

Mali’s Westernized ambitions, symbolizing the broader cultural tension in 

postcolonial India. Scholars argue that this conflict mirrors the universal parental 

struggle of adapting to rapid social change (Venkat, R.K. Narayan: A Critical 

Appreciation). 

Grace’s role as Mali’s partner has been analyzed as a representation of 

transcultural anxiety. Her presence in Malgudi underscores the intrusion of Western 

lifestyles into traditional Indian households. Critics note that Narayan uses Grace to 

amplify Jagan’s stress, making the novel not only a father-son narrative but also a 

commentary on globalization and cultural hybridity (Zargar, Unveiling the Literary 

Tapestry). 

Narayan’s narrative techniques have been compared to those of writers like O. 

Henry, particularly in his use of irony and unexpected turns. This comparison 

situates Narayan within a broader literary tradition, while highlighting his unique 
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ability to contextualize universal themes such as parental anxiety within Indian 

society. 

Both Jagan and Srinivas of The Painter of Signs are middle-aged men deeply 

rooted in tradition but confronted with modern challenges. While Jagan struggles 

with parental anxiety, Srinivas wrestles with romantic entanglements and ideological 

conflicts. Jagan’s stress is familial, whereas Srinivas’s is personal and philosophical. 

Jagan and Margayya, of The Financial Expert, are fathers whose lives revolve 

around their sons, and both are disappointed in their children’s choices. Margayya’s 

obsession with wealth contrasts with Jagan’s Gandhian simplicity. However, both 

face parental stress when their sons reject their values, showing Narayan’s recurring 

theme of generational conflict. Jagan and the Talkative Man, Madhu, are characters 

embodying Narayan’s humor and irony, often caught between ideals and reality. 

The Talkative Man’s dilemmas are light-hearted, while Jagan’s are deeply 

psychological, reflecting the seriousness of parental anxiety. 

Mali and Raju of The Guide both embody ambition and a desire to break free 

from traditional expectations.  Raju’s journey leads him from materialism to spiritual 

transformation, while Mali remains trapped in Western consumerism and fails to 

reconcile with his father. Mali symbolizes cultural alienation, whereas Raju 

represents moral redemption. 

Mali and Chandran of The Bachelor of Arts are young men seeking 

independence and identity beyond their families. Chandran’s rebellion is intellectual 

and romantic, while Mali’s is materialistic and global. Chandran eventually reconciles 

with tradition, but Mali remains estranged, intensifying Jagan’s anxiety. 

Thus, Narayan consistently uses father-son or generational conflicts to explore 

India’s cultural transition.  Jagan represents the Gandhian ideal—simplicity, 

tradition, and moral duty. Mali represents modern ambition—Western influence, 

consumerism, and rebellion. Together, they echo similar tensions found in Narayan’s 

other characters, making The Vendor of Sweets a microcosm of his larger literary 

vision. 

Research Questions 

1. How much was Jagan responsible for Mali’s inclination to westernization? 

2. Did the financial security of his father make Mali give up on his daydreams?  

3. What is the role of Grace in making Jagan realize the reality? 

Methodology 

This research paper adopts a cultural theory methodology. The study examines 

how the social, historical, and political forces of the postcolonial era shaped the 

novel's creation. Gender and racial roles are also pondered. 
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Results and Discussion 

Jagan’s anxiety is rooted in his loss of authority and control over Mali’s 

choices. His stress intensifies when Mali abandons his studies and later returns from 

America with Grace. Jagan reflects: “I have always believed in simple living, but my 

son talks only of machines and money” (The Vendor of Sweets 45). This line 

captures his helplessness and the widening gap between father and son. Narayan 

uses irony to deepen Jagan’s stress: “He avoided sugar for his health yet earned his 

living selling sweets” (The Vendor of Sweets 23). This contradiction mirrors his 

inability to reconcile ideals with reality. 

Grace, Mali’s Korean American partner, is central to Jagan’s growing anxiety 

because she embodies the cultural clash between East and West. Her presence in 

Malgudi unsettles Jagan, who struggles to reconcile his Gandhian ideals with her 

modern lifestyle. Narayan describes Jagan’s discomfort: “He could not understand 

how a girl from another land could suddenly become part of his household” (The 

Vendor of Sweets 52). This line highlights his unease with cross-cultural 

relationships, which he perceives as a threat to tradition. 

Jagan feels estranged when Grace cooks differently, dresses in Western 

styles, and speaks in a manner unfamiliar to him. Her habits symbolize the erosion 

of the cultural continuity he values. Jagan cannot openly oppose Grace’s presence 

without further alienating Mali. His silence reflects the emotional burden of parents 

who feel powerless in the face of their children’s choices. Grace represents the 

globalized world Mali embraces. Jagan’s anxiety grows as he realizes that his son’s 

life is no longer rooted in Malgudi but in a hybrid identity that he cannot control. 

1. I do not care what he does. I am going to watch a Goddess come out of a 

stone.  

2. If I do not like the place, I will go away somewhere else. I am a free man. 

I’ve never felt 

3. more determined in my life. I’m happy to have met you now, but I’d have 

gone away  

4. in any case. Everything can go on with or without me. The world doesn’t 

collapse  

5. even when a great figure is assassinated or dies of heart failure. Think that 

my heart has failed, that’s all.” (pp.184) 

This stoic revelation to his cousin is the peak of his maturity and unconditional 

acceptance of the situation. Jagan’s avoidance of sugar while selling sweets is often 

interpreted as a metaphor for his inner contradictions preaching simplicity while 

living in a world of consumerism. His stress is heightened by this irony, showing 

how parents often embody values they cannot fully impose on their children. 
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Grace’s presence is seen as a catalyst for Jagan’s stress. Scholars interpret 

her role as a symbol of globalization, representing cultural hybridity that unsettles 

traditional households. Jagan’s inability to fully accept her reflects the parental 

anxiety about cultural displacement in a rapidly globalizing society. 

 Jagan’s eventual retreat into solitude is interpreted as both a failure 

and a liberation. Some critics see it as escapism his inability to confront modern 

realities. Others argue it represents Gandhian renunciation, a spiritual solution to 

parental stress. Scholars highlight that while the novel is rooted in Indian society, 

its themes resonate globally. Jagan’s stress mirrors the universal parental struggle 

of losing authority over children’s choices, making the novel timeless in its 

psychological insight. 

Limitations 

The paper focuses primarily on The Vendor of Sweets and Jagan’s parental 

anxiety, but it does not engage deeply with Narayan’s broader body of work. Other 

novels, such as The Guide or The Financial Expert, also explore psychological and 

generational tensions, which could provide comparative insights. While the paper 

highlights parental stress, it does not apply formal psychological theories (e.g., 

Freud’s psychoanalysis, Erikson’s stages of development, or modern stress theory). 

This limits the depth of psychological analysis, as Jagan’s anxiety is described 

narratively rather than systematically. 

The analysis situates Jagan’s stress within postcolonial India but does not 

fully explore the historical and socio-political backdrop of the 1960s. A richer 

contextualization such as India’s economic changes, Gandhian influence, or Western 

cultural penetration would strengthen the argument. 

The paper emphasises Jagan’s perspective but gives limited attention to Mali 

and Grace’s roles in shaping parental anxiety. Grace represents cross-cultural 

tension, yet her contribution to Jagan’s stress is only briefly acknowledged. The 

study is primarily literary and descriptive, relying on textual interpretation: 

Jagan felt so heartily in agreement that he wanted to explain why he needed 

an escape- his wife’s death, son’s growth and strange later development, and how 

his ancient home behind the Lawley Statue was beginning to resemble hell on earth- 

but he held his tongue. He felt shy and reserved about talking of his son- like one 

not wishing to exhibit his sores. (pp.120) 

It does not incorporate empirical data (e.g., surveys of parental stress in 

modern India) or interdisciplinary approaches (e.g., psychology and sociology), 

which could broaden its scope. The paper suggests that Jagan’s anxiety reflects 

universal parental struggles, but this claim is not substantiated with cross-cultural 



Journal of Psychology and Social Sciences 615 
Vol.4 No.4 2026  

Kusuma M et.al (Character Strengths and Mental Health Among Students .….) 

comparisons. Without examining similar themes in other literatures, the universality 

of parental stress remains an assumption. 

The paper provides valuable insights into Jagan’s parental anxiety but is 

limited by its narrow textual focus, lack of psychological frameworks, and minimal 

engagement with broader cultural and comparative contexts. Addressing these 

limitations could make the study more comprehensive and academically robust. 

 

Conclusion 

The 20th century witnessed the transformative rise of Indian English fiction, 

transcending national borders to become a transnational literary phenomenon. “As 

the Indian diaspora flourished in the West, narratives from the subcontinent gained 

global recognition. R.K. Narayan emerged as a central figure in this literary 

movement, skilfully weaving narratives that resonated across cultures.” (Zargar, 

472) Narayan's contribution to Indian English literature played a pivotal role in 

representing India's diversity and cultural intricacies on an international stage. His 

works served as a bridge between the East and the West, offering readers an 

authentic glimpse into Indian life, thought, and tradition.  

 R.K. Narayan’s novels are timeless mirrors of society, offering lessons on 

human nature, cultural identity, and moral choices. In today’s fast-changing world, 

his works remind us of the importance of balance between tradition and progress, 

simplicity and ambition, individuality and community. His works highlight India’s 

transition from colonial to modern times. Still resonates in today’s globalised world, 

where tradition and modernity often clash. 

 Adding Grace’s role strengthens the argument that The Vendor of Sweets is 

not only about father-son conflict but also about cross-cultural anxieties:  

1. There was a knock on the door, which was lost in the purring of the spinning 

wheel. 

2. The middle door opened and Mali came in, looking like an arrival from 

another planet  

3. in the dim light (Jagan had fitted only ten-watt bulbs in the light sockets in 

order to 

4. benefit the human retina). Excited at the sight of his son, Jagan quickly 

snatched a  

5. towel and hid his chest under it; if he had known that he was coming, he’d 

have had his jibba on. (pp.123) 

Jagan’s stress is magnified by Grace’s presence, making the novel a broader 

commentary on India’s encounter with globalisation and intercultural relationships. 

Critics argue that Jagan’s anxiety is emblematic of the generational gap in 



616 Journal of Psychology and Social Sciences 

 Vol.4 No.4 2026 
 

Kusuma M et.al (Character Strengths and Mental Health Among Students….) 

postcolonial India. His Gandhian ideals clash with Mali’s Westernised ambitions, 

creating a psychological burden that reflects the parental fear of irrelevance. This 

conflict is not just personal but symbolic of India’s struggle to balance tradition with 

modernisation. 

 Narayan’s use of simple, humorous prose is interpreted as a deliberate strategy to soften 

the weight of parental anxiety. Critics note that this style makes the novel accessible while 

still addressing profound psychological and cultural issues.  Critical interpretations of The 

Vendor of Sweets emphasise that Jagan’s parental anxiety is both deeply personal and 

broadly symbolic. It reflects the tension between tradition and modernity, the psychological 

burden of generational conflict, and the universal struggle of parents in adapting to 

changing times. Narayan’s narrative style ensures that these heavy themes remain 

approachable, making the novel enduringly relevant. 
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