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Abstract 

For decades, the creative geography of Indian fiction written in English has been partitioned between 

two familiar territories — the teeming metropolis on one side and the tradition-laden village on the 

other. Yet a third territory, equally fertile and far less theorised, has steadily claimed narrative ground: 

the provincial town. This paper investigates the ways in which selected novelists of Contemporary 

Indian Writing in English (CIWE) — including Chetan Bhagat, Upamanyu Chatterjee, Manu Joseph, 

Aravind Adiga, and Siddharth Chowdhury — construct the imaginative world of small town India. 

Employing spatial theory, postcolonial criticism, and the sociology of literary production as interpretive 

lenses, the study explores how provincial settings shape character motivation, define social boundaries, 

and encode ideological tensions. A central contention of this paper is that the small town functions not as 

a passive backdrop to human drama but as an active social force that governs the possibilities of identity 

formation, upward mobility, gendered behaviour, and caste negotiation. The paper further contends that 

this body of fiction is gradually dismantling the long-standing binary that positioned the provincial as 

peripheral and the metropolitan as normative. In rendering the small town as a site of competing 

temporalities — pre-modern and hyper-modern, global and stubbornly local — CIWE offers a nuanced 

account of India's social transformation in the post-liberalisation era. The conclusions drawn here have 

implications for how literary scholarship maps the geography of Indian fiction and evaluates its 

engagement with questions of class, caste, gender, and cultural change. 

 

Keywords: provincial fiction, small town India, CIWE, spatial identity, postcolonial narrative, social 
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1. Introduction 

Any reader familiar with the history of the Indian novel in English will notice a persistent spatial bias. 

Canonical works have tended to situate their moral and social dramas in one of two well-rehearsed 

settings. The first is the city — Mumbai's dense tenements and aspirational towers, Delhi's corridors of 

political power, Calcutta's layered colonial memory. The second is the village — rendered variously as a 

site of feudal oppression, Gandhian purity, or communal violence. What this cartography omits, or at 

best treats as a transitional zone, is the small town: the district headquarters, the railway junction 

settlement, the college town, the semi-urban cluster that is neither city nor countryside. 

This omission is neither accidental nor inconsequential. The small town in India is home to a substantial 

portion of the national population and to a social world of remarkable complexity. It is a space where 
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caste hierarchies that metropolitan fiction tends to aestheticise are experienced as immediate, daily 

realities. It is a place where the promises of economic liberalisation — the call centre job, the 

engineering degree, the foreign posting — arrive as images on television screens and in newspaper 

advertisements, generating aspirations that the local economy can rarely fulfil. It is a landscape shaped 

simultaneously by the momentum of global capital and the inertia of provincial tradition. 

A growing number of contemporary novelists have recognised this territory as both sociologically urgent 

and imaginatively rich. The present study engages with their work, asking how the small town is 

constructed as a literary space, what ideological work that construction performs, and what it reveals 

about the larger social tensions of contemporary India. The analysis proceeds through five 

interconnected thematic domains: spatial politics, the dynamics of aspiration and mobility, gender and 

patriarchal regulation, caste and class stratification, and the encounter between provincial life and 

globalising modernity. 

 

2. Review of Literature 

Scholarly engagement with space and setting in Indian fiction has a distinguished, if uneven, history. 

Meenakshi Mukherjee's foundational study of the Indian novel drew attention to the importance of social 

milieu in shaping narrative form, though her primary units of analysis were the village and the colonial 

city rather than the provincial town. Her work nonetheless established a critical vocabulary for thinking 

about the relationship between social geography and novelistic convention that later scholars have built 

upon. 

Tabish Khair's examination of class and cultural power in the anglophone Indian novel identified a 

persistent tendency to marginalise or silence subaltern bodies and voices, even in fiction that appeared to 

be socially progressive. His analysis implicitly raises questions about whose spatial experience gets 

narrated and in what language — questions directly relevant to any consideration of provincial 

representation. Similarly, Priya Joshi's historical study of the readership of English fiction in India 

revealed that provincial readers have long been primary consumers of the English novel, even when the 

small town they inhabit is invisible in the fiction they read. 

Rashmi Sadana's research into the social life of the English language in India provided essential 

sociological context for understanding what it means to write about provincial India in English — a 

linguistic choice that carries its own politics of class, aspiration, and cultural translation. Rosemary 

George's theorisation of domestic space in postcolonial fiction, and Ananya Kabir's work on cultural 

memory and regional belonging, offer additional theoretical resources for reading small town fiction. 

More recently, critics including Sara Dickey, Leela Fernandes, and Nilanjana Roy have explored the 

cultural imaginary of India's provincial middle class — its consumer desires, its relationship to 

Bollywood, its negotiations with modernity — providing a rich sociological backdrop against which 

literary representations can be assessed. However, a focused, theoretically sustained examination of 

small town India specifically within the corpus of Contemporary Indian Writing in English remains a 

scholarly gap. This paper is designed to address that gap. 

 

3. Research Problem and Objectives 

The problem motivating this research is the significant mismatch between the social importance of the 

small town in Indian life and its critical marginalisation within literary scholarship on CIWE. While 

metropolitan and diasporic settings continue to attract the lion's share of critical attention, a substantial 
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and growing body of fiction has turned its attention to the provinces. This paper argues that such fiction 

demands critical attention in its own right, and that its analysis requires both fresh theoretical tools and a 

willingness to revise received assumptions about the geography of Indian literary culture. 

The study is organised around the following research objectives: 

1. To survey and categorise the primary modes of small town representation in select works of twenty-

first-century Indian fiction in English. 

2. To analyse the spatial, psychological, and socio-cultural dimensions of provincial life as they are 

imaginatively constructed in these texts. 

3. To examine how the interrelated forces of identity formation, social ambition, caste hierarchy, and 

gender regulation are expressed through small town narrative settings. 

4. To assess the ways in which processes of economic liberalisation and cultural globalisation are 

refracted through the provincial literary imagination. 

5. To interrogate the ideological assumptions embedded in the centre-periphery structure that positions 

the small town as subordinate to the metropolitan in Indian cultural discourse. 

 

4. Theoretical Framework 

Three theoretical frameworks inform the analytical approach of this paper. The first draws on spatial 

theory, particularly the work of Henri Lefebvre, who proposed that space is not a neutral container of 

social activity but is itself socially produced through practice, representation, and lived experience. 

Applied to literary analysis, this framework allows us to ask how the small town is produced and 

reproduced through narrative — how its streets, homes, institutions, and boundaries are invested with 

social meaning. Michel de Certeau's complementary distinction between the strategies of power and the 

tactics of the everyday offers a further tool for examining how characters navigate, resist, or 

accommodate the spatial order of provincial life. 

The second framework is postcolonial theory, particularly Homi Bhabha's influential formulation of 

hybridity and the third space. The Indian small town is a colonial inheritance, shaped by administrative 

decisions made under the British Raj and now caught between the gravitational pull of rural tradition and 

the centrifugal force of metropolitan aspiration. It constitutes, in Bhabha's terms, a site of cultural 

enunciation where multiple temporalities and identities coexist in productive but often painful tension. 

This framework is particularly productive for understanding why small town fiction so frequently 

foregrounds ambivalence — the desire to leave and the pull to remain, the pride in local identity and the 

shame of provincial association. 

The third framework is drawn from the sociology of literature, specifically from Pierre Bourdieu's 

analysis of the literary field and the distribution of cultural capital. Writing in English about the Hindi-

speaking provincial town, or about the lower-caste neighbourhoods of a Bihari district headquarters, is 

an act that carries considerable symbolic weight within the Indian cultural field. It involves a form of 

translation — linguistic, cultural, and ideological — whose terms and consequences the paper examines 

in relation to specific texts. 

 

5. Analysis and Discussion 

5.1 Space, Place, and the Provincial Topography 

The imaginative topography of small town fiction in English reveals a consistent set of landmark spaces: 

the railway station with its promise of departure, the government colony with its decaying infrastructure 
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and rigid social hierarchies, the coaching centre where provincial youth prepare for competitive 

examinations, the tea stall that serves as the primary forum for male sociability, and the college campus 

where modernity and conservatism meet in uneasy proximity. These spaces are not merely descriptive 

— they encode social relations and power structures that the narratives proceed to interrogate. 

Chetan Bhagat's early novels construct the small town primarily through the perspective of those who 

wish to leave it. The provincial setting in his fiction is defined less by its own internal geography than by 

its distance — educational, economic, social — from the institutions of metropolitan advancement. The 

IIT entrance examination is the spatial threshold that separates the provincial from the cosmopolitan, and 

Bhagat's protagonists orient their entire imaginative world around the crossing of that threshold. In this 

sense, the small town in Bhagat's fiction is a space defined by negation: it is what must be overcome. 

Siddharth Chowdhury's Patna-centred fiction adopts a fundamentally different spatial sensibility. Rather 

than treating the provincial town as a problem to be solved through departure, Chowdhury invests it with 

its own dense, irreducible texture. The alleys of old Patna, its libraries and tea houses, its peculiar codes 

of male friendship and intellectual pride — these are rendered with an insider's affection that refuses the 

condescension implicit in metropolitan representations of the BIMARU states. Chowdhury's fiction 

models a form of provincial attachment that is neither nostalgic nor resigned but insistently particular. 

Manu Joseph's work introduces yet another spatial register: the provincial habitus carried in the body 

and consciousness of the migrant who has left the small town but never entirely departed it. His 

characters negotiate urban space through a provincial sensibility — alert to slights, sensitive to 

hierarchies, driven by an acute awareness of what they lack relative to those born into metropolitan 

privilege. In Joseph's fiction, the small town is as much a psychological state as a geographical one. 

5.2 Aspiration, Entrapment, and the Mobility Imaginary 

Among the most persistent narrative concerns of small town fiction is the drama of social ambition. 

Post-liberalisation India generated a new vocabulary of aspiration — merit, competition, self-reinvention 

— that was broadcast into provincial life through television, cinema, and the new educational industry. 

Fiction has been alert to the emotional and social consequences of this aspiration, charting both its 

energising force and its capacity to produce frustration, shame, and violence. 

Aravind Adiga's Booker Prize-winning novel presents the most unsparing analysis of this dynamic. His 

protagonist Balram Halwai, originating in a deeply impoverished fictional town in Bihar, narrates his 

own trajectory from servitude to entrepreneurship as an act of radical self-creation that requires him to 

shed every social loyalty and moral restraint. The small town in this novel functions as what Adiga calls 

the 'Darkness' — a space of psychological and material captivity whose internal logic perpetuates the 

submission of those at the bottom of the social hierarchy. The novel is fundamentally a meditation on 

what it costs a person from such a space to succeed in the metropolitan economy, and on who pays the 

price for that success. 

Upamanyu Chatterjee's debut novel, one of the earliest works to centre the provincial setting in CIWE, 

operates in a very different tonal register. Its protagonist Agastya is posted as a district administrative 

trainee in the fictional Madna, and his response to provincial life is one of cultivated detachment and 

ironic resignation. Unlike Balram, Agastya does not burn with thwarted ambition — he suffers from the 

opposite condition, an excess of cultural capital that the small town cannot accommodate. Chatterjee's 

novel suggests that the small town's relationship to aspiration is not simply one of unfulfilled desire but 

of fundamental incommensurability: the aspirations it produces and the aspirations it receives are 

systematically misaligned. 
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5.3 Women, Respectability, and the Gendered Provincial Space 

The small town in Indian fiction is consistently represented as a space of heightened surveillance over 

female behaviour. The codes of respectability that govern women's movement, dress, speech, and social 

interaction are more visible and more rigidly enforced in the provincial setting than in the anonymity of 

the metropolis. Fiction that takes the small town as its site of action frequently explores the ways in 

which these codes shape women's interiority — not merely their external behaviour but their sense of 

what is possible, desirable, and imaginable for them. 

Anita Nair's fiction draws extensively on the experiences of women from South Indian provincial 

backgrounds navigating the competing demands of domestic duty and personal fulfilment. Her 

characters carry the provincial construction of femininity into urban and mobile contexts, revealing how 

deeply ingrained it is. The respectable woman in the small town is defined by her containment — her 

relationship to the domestic threshold is the primary indicator of her social worth. To step beyond that 

threshold without sanction is to invite gossip, censure, and, potentially, violence. 

Shashi Deshpande's fiction, while occasionally set in urban contexts, draws on a provincial social 

imagination in its exploration of female silence and self-abnegation. The domestic ideology that her 

characters have internalised is recognisably provincial in its logic — it demands that women measure 

their worth in terms of their service to others and their capacity to suppress individual desire. 

Deshpande's achievement is to render this ideology from within, mapping its psychological architecture 

with a precision that refuses both sentimentality and simple condemnation. 

5.4 Caste, Class, and the Architecture of Provincial Inequality 

No analysis of the small town in Indian fiction can afford to ignore caste, which remains the most 

powerful organiser of provincial social space. Unlike metropolitan fiction, where caste often appears as a 

subterranean or residual force, small town fiction frequently places it at the centre of the narrative, 

rendering visible the spatial, economic, and interpersonal structures through which caste hierarchy is 

daily reproduced. 

Adiga's fiction is again exemplary here. The village and small town geography of Laxmangarh is 

mapped explicitly in terms of caste: the upper-caste landlord's compound occupies the spatial and 

symbolic centre, while lower-caste neighbourhoods are progressively displaced toward the periphery. 

This is not presented as a historical relic but as a living spatial order that actively shapes the material 

conditions and psychological orientations of those who inhabit it. The novel insists that the caste 

geography of the small town is not merely a social fact but an economic infrastructure that the post-

reform order has not dismantled but rather repurposed. 

Dalit autobiographical fiction, represented here by Bama's Karukku, provides the most unmediated 

account of small town caste experience in recent Indian literature. Writing from within the experience of 

Untouchability in a Tamil Nadu town, Bama refuses the literary aestheticisation that anglophone 

conventions tend to impose on caste suffering. Her account of spatial segregation — the lanes reserved 

for Untouchables, the water sources they are forbidden to use, the rituals of humiliation enacted in 

everyday market encounters — constitutes a counter-mapping of provincial space that challenges upper-

caste literary representations from the ground up. 

5.5 The Global Reaches the Provincial: Liberalisation and Small Town Life 

The economic opening of India in the 1990s did not bypass the small town; it entered it through specific 

channels — the cable television set, the mobile telephone, the engineering entrance examination 

coaching centre, the bank loan for a two-wheeler — and generated new forms of desire, new patterns of 
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migration, and new axes of inequality. Contemporary fiction has been attentive to these transformations, 

documenting with ethnographic precision the ways in which global consumer culture both empowers 

and unsettles provincial life. 

Bhagat's novels, for all their stylistic limitations, constitute a remarkably systematic account of the 

aspirational culture produced by liberalisation in the small town. His recurring cast of engineering 

students, call-centre workers, and MBA aspirants represents a social type — the provincial meritocrat — 

whose emergence is one of the defining demographic facts of post-reform India. The small town in 

Bhagat's fiction is characterised above all by the gap between the desires that global media culture 

manufactures and the opportunities that the local economy provides: it is a space defined by the 

productive frustration of that gap. 

Anuradha Roy's An Atlas of Impossible Longing offers a more lyrical and historically expansive 

account of provincial modernity. Tracing the life of a Bengal small town across several generations, 

Roy's novel traces the layered temporalities of provincial experience — colonial aspiration, nationalist 

fervour, partition displacement, post-independence disillusionment, and contemporary consumerism — 

as geological strata that shape the present without determining it. The small town in Roy's fiction is a 

repository of historical memory whose every surface is marked by the contradictions of Indian 

modernity. 

 

6. Suggestions 

The foregoing analysis points toward several directions for future research, pedagogy, and cultural 

criticism: 

1. University English departments would benefit from actively incorporating small town narratives into 

their CIWE syllabi, moving beyond the metropolitan and diasporic texts that currently dominate 

course design. Such inclusion would offer students a more socially representative and geographically 

diverse picture of Indian literary culture. 

2. Comparative studies tracing the representation of the small town across Indian-language literatures 

— Hindi, Tamil, Marathi, Bengali — alongside English-language fiction would illuminate how the 

same social experience is mediated differently across linguistic and generic traditions, and would 

challenge the implicit hegemony of anglophone critical frameworks. 

3. Critical attention should be directed more systematically toward the voices of women writers and 

Dalit writers from provincial backgrounds, whose accounts of small town life disrupt the narrative of 

aspiration-and-escape that dominates upper-caste male fiction and reveal the differential costs of 

provincial belonging. 

4. Interdisciplinary approaches drawing together literary analysis, human geography, and the sociology 

of education would enrich our understanding of how literary representations of the small town both 

reflect and actively shape public perceptions of provincial India and its possibilities. 

5. The growing body of literary non-fiction — reportage, long-form journalism, memoir — focused on 

provincial India deserves critical attention alongside novelistic texts, as it contributes to the same 

discursive construction of the small town that fiction inhabits and complicates. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This paper has demonstrated that the small town in Contemporary Indian Writing in English is neither a 

marginal nor a simple narrative space. It is, on the contrary, a site of considerable social complexity and 
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imaginative richness — a territory where the major tensions of contemporary Indian life are 

concentrated and made visible: the aspirational pressure generated by liberalisation, the enduring weight 

of caste hierarchy, the gendered regulation of social space, the incomplete and uneven penetration of 

metropolitan modernity, and the persistent tension between the desire to leave and the loyalty of 

belonging. 

The writers examined in this study have each approached this territory from a different angle, with 

different literary conventions and ideological assumptions. Adiga's fierce political anger, Chatterjee's 

ironic detachment, Chowdhury's affectionate particularity, Joseph's sociological acuity, Roy's historical 

lyricism — these are distinct imaginative responses to a shared social reality. Taken together, they 

constitute a body of work that significantly enriches our understanding of what India is, how it is 

changing, and what its changes cost those who inhabit its provincial spaces. 

The critical frameworks deployed here — spatial theory, postcolonial analysis, the sociology of 

literature — have proved productive but not exhaustive. Future scholarship might fruitfully bring 

psychoanalytic frameworks to bear on the ambivalence of provincial attachment, or engage with 

environmental and ecological dimensions of small town space that are absent from the urban-centric 

concerns of most existing criticism. 

What this paper has sought to establish, above all, is that the small town deserves its own critical 

vocabulary — one that neither subordinates it to the metropolitan norm nor romanticises it as an 

authentic alternative. It is a space that is fully, messily, and consequentially Indian, and the fiction it has 

begun to produce reflects the full dimensions of that condition. 
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