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ABSTRACT 
Urbanization is more than a modern phenomenon, it is a quick and historic 
transformation of one’s social roots on a global scale, so much so that an individual’s rural 
culture gets almost permanently replaced by urban culture. The present paper discusses 
how the intimate relationships and communal behaviour of the native culture have been 
overshadowed by the unfamiliar relations and competitive behaviour of the city culture. 
The ongoing argument can be contextualized in the poems of A. K. Ramanujan, and the 
novels of Khushwant Singh, Manohar Malgonkar, Amitav Ghosh, and Vikas Swarup. The 
paper shall discuss the proliferation of the slum culture, the irrevocable degradation of 
one’s value system, and the apathetic marginalization and embarrassment of refugees, 
immigrants, and women. There shall be implications about class struggle, alienation, and 
physical punishment, which have burdened our choice of survival and existence. 
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Introduction 

Urbanization, as a global 
phenomenon, has experienced 
unprecedented growth in the Third World 
during the latter half of the 20th century 
and into the 21st century. This rapid 
transformation of rural landscapes into 
sprawling urban centres is one of the most 
significant sociopolitical and economic 
developments of our time. Within this 
context, Indian literature has emerged as a 
rich and multifaceted source for 
understanding the complexities of 
urbanization in the Third World, 
particularly in the Indian subcontinent. 

The transformation of India's urban 
landscape is emblematic of the broader 
changes taking place in the Third World. 
With its vast population and diverse 

cultural tapestry, India provides a unique 
canvas on which the impacts and 
implications of urbanization are painted. 
As cities swell in size and importance, they 
become the epicentres of sociocultural 
dynamics, offering authors and writers a 
rich canvas upon which to portray the 
myriad facets of urban life. Contemporary 
Indian literature, including works by A. K. 
Ramanujan, Khushwant Singh, Manohar 
Malgonkar, Amitav Ghosh, Vikas Swarup, 
Arundhati Roy, Aravind Adiga, and Jhumpa 
Lahiri, among others, has captured the 
multifaceted reality of urbanization in 
India, providing readers with poignant 
insights into the challenges, opportunities, 
and contradictions of urban life. 

This paper seeks to delve into the 
intricate narratives and imagery woven by 
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these contemporary Indian authors, as 
they explore the urbanization process in 
the Third World through their literary 
creations. Through the selected texts, the 
paper aims to uncover the diverse themes, 
experiences, and conflicts associated with 
urbanization in India, offering a profound 
understanding of how cities and urban life 
are portrayed in contemporary Indian 
literature. The rise of urban India has 
raised profound questions about identity, 
belonging, migration, poverty, and 
inequality. These narratives not only 
reflect the unique Indian context but also 
resonate with broader trends in 
urbanization across the Third World, 
where cities have become crucibles of 
change, aspiration, and disruption. As such, 
this analysis not only contributes to the 
understanding of contemporary Indian 
literature but also provides a lens through 
which to examine the global implications of 
Third World urbanization. 

The paper shall pertinently 
highlight the voices and perspectives of 
those who bear the brunt of urbanization's 
challenges and the aspirations of those 
who see the city as a beacon of opportunity. 
This work is not only about literature but 
also about the lives, experiences, and 
transformations that these narratives 
encapsulate. In doing so, we hope to shed 
light on the complexities and 
contradictions of Third World 
urbanization as seen through the eyes of 
contemporary Indian authors. This 
endeavour ultimately seeks to deepen our 
comprehension of the global urbanization 
phenomenon and its profound impact on 
societies across the Third World. 
Urbanization in the Third World, 
particularly within the context of India, 
presents a complex and multifaceted 
phenomenon that transcends mere 
demographic shifts. Modernization theory 
posits that urbanization is a natural 
consequence of societal progress, marking 
the transition from traditional agrarian 
societies to industrial and urban ones. This 

framework helps to analyze how 
urbanization in contemporary Indian 
literature reflects the broader socio-
economic changes associated with 
modernization. Authors often depict the 
clash between tradition and modernity in 
rapidly urbanizing societies.  

 
Postcolonial Literature, Postmodern 
Theory, and Urbanization 

Postcolonial theory explores the 
legacies of colonialism, including its 
influence on urbanization. Contemporary 
Indian literature often delves into the 
enduring effects of colonial urban 
planning, the perpetuation of inequalities, 
and the negotiation of cultural identities in 
postcolonial urban environments. This 
theory assists in understanding the 
nuanced depictions of power dynamics, 
identity, and resistance in these contexts. 
This framework examines urbanization 
through a critical lens, focusing on issues of 
power, inequality, and social justice in the 
urban landscape.  

Authors in contemporary Indian 
literature often shed light on marginalized 
communities, slums, displacement, and the 
socio-economic disparities that 
accompany urbanization. Critical urban 
theory helps analyze the portrayal of these 
disparities and the struggles of the 
marginalized. The framework of identity 
and belonging theory helps to explore how 
the characters in contemporary Indian 
literature grapple with questions of 
identity, migration, displacement, and 
cultural integration in the context of 
urbanization. 

Postmodern theory emphasizes the 
fragmentation of urban life and the 
plurality of narratives. In rapidly 
urbanizing societies, traditional structures 
often give way to a mosaic of experiences 
and identities. Urbanization affects 
different social groups in distinct ways. 
Intersectional analysis helps in 
understanding how various factors like 
gender, class, caste, religion, and ethnicity 
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intersect to shape the experiences and 
opportunities of individuals within urban 
settings. This paper shall explore how 
individuals and communities navigate the 
challenges and opportunities of 
urbanization. It helps to analyze how 
characters in postcolonial literature 
respond to urban change, from acts of 
resistance to attempts at social and 
economic mobility. 

 
Selected Texts from Contemporary 
Indian Literature: 
“Death and the Good Citizen" by A.K. 
Ramanujan  

It is a thought-provoking poem that 
subtly portrays the impact of urbanization. 
The poem captures the transformation of 
landscapes, identities, and values in the 
wake of rapid urban development. While 
the poem does not explicitly mention 
urbanization, it hints at the societal 
changes and disruptions that urbanization 
brings. The poem starts with the line "The 
paper's full of every kind of smudge," 
suggesting that the speaker is referring to 
a newspaper filled with stories about 
urban life. The "smudge" conveys the idea 
of a blurred, chaotic urban landscape 
where the traditional is being replaced by 
the modern. This mirrors the changing 
physical landscapes of urban areas as rural 
environments are transformed into 
concrete jungles. 

The poem alludes to the loss of 
connection with nature and the natural 
world. The speaker notes that "The 
evening sky is down for repairs," which 
may symbolize how urbanization often 
leads to the degradation of the 
environment. In urban areas, green spaces 
are often replaced by buildings and 
infrastructure, disrupting the natural 
world. The poem hints at the erosion of 
cultural and traditional values. The 
speaker laments, "No public event is now 
left pure." Urbanization tends to disrupt 
traditional ways of life as societies adapt to 
new norms and values. The "good citizen" 

in the poem may represent someone 
struggling to uphold traditional values in a 
rapidly changing urban environment. 

The poem suggests a sense of 
disconnection and alienation. The line "The 
good citizen, by now, should understand," 
implies that the urban environment has 
become so complex and fragmented that it 
is difficult for individuals to fully grasp or 
connect with it. This reflects the common 
experience of alienation in densely 
populated urban areas. 

Additionally, the poem touches 
upon the idea that urbanization can 
sometimes lead to a dehumanizing effect 
on society. The mention of "traffic 
accidents in the midst of peace" 
underscores how urban life, with its fast 
pace and competitiveness, can lead to a 
loss of compassion and empathy. The 
phrase "the wicked have freedom" hints at 
the disparities in urban societies. The 
"good citizen" might be struggling to 
reconcile their values with the glaring 
disparities they encounter in the city. 

In "Death and the Good Citizen," 
A.K. Ramanujan reflects the sense of 
disorientation and disconnection that can 
accompany rapid urban development, as 
well as the tension between traditional 
values and the complexities of urban life. 
While the poem doesn't explicitly address 
urbanization, it provides a poignant 
commentary on the impact of modernity 
and the shifting landscapes of 
contemporary urban existence. 

 
 "Ecology" by A.K. Ramanujan 

This poem offers a contemplative 
exploration of the delicate balance 
between nature and human development. 
Although the poem does not explicitly 
mention urbanization, it provides poignant 
insights into the impact of human activities 
on the environment, which is a central 
concern in urbanization. The poem starts 
with the lines, "Water in water, dirt in dirt. 
/ Live green, let live," highlighting the 
simplicity and harmony of the natural 
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world. However, as the poem progresses, it 
introduces the concept of human 
intervention with "girders and sandpaper." 
This suggests the intrusion of human 
technology and construction into the 
natural landscape. This resonates with 
urbanization, which often involves 
extensive construction and development 
projects. 

The poem mentions "cities and 
fields" and "downtowns and farms," 
emphasizing the contrast between urban 
and rural environments. This duality 
reflects the impact of urbanization, which 
leads to the transformation of rural 
landscapes into urban centres. The 
juxtaposition of these settings illustrates 
the tension between natural ecosystems 
and built environments. 

The lines "The cloud, the 
thunderhead, the rainstorm / together 
with the cricket, the grasshopper, / the tree 
frog at dusk" highlight the 
interconnectedness of various elements of 
nature. However, the poem introduces 
elements of human intervention, such as 
"dams and drills," which disrupt natural 
cycles. This disruption echoes the 
environmental consequences of 
urbanization, including altered water flow, 
habitat destruction, and changes in 
ecological balance. The poem touches upon 
environmental degradation with the lines, 
"Dust on the lens, / air bubbles in the eye." 
This imagery suggests a distorted view of 
nature, potentially due to pollution or 
alterations brought about by human 
activity. Urbanization often leads to 
increased pollution levels and 
environmental degradation, which can 
impact the quality of life for both humans 
and wildlife. 

The mention of "sparrows, owls, / 
the last leopards" in the poem hints at the 
decline of biodiversity. Urbanization 
frequently leads to habitat loss and 
fragmentation, which can have detrimental 
effects on wildlife populations. The poem 
suggests a poignant reflection on the 

diminishing natural diversity in the face of 
human progress. The poem concludes with 
the lines, "We have swallowed / all but the 
boundaries." This indicates a realization of 
the extent of human intervention in nature. 
The mention of boundaries implies a 
recognition of the need to respect and 
preserve the remaining natural spaces. 
This can be interpreted as a call for a more 
balanced approach to urban development. 

"Ecology" by A.K. Ramanujan subtly 
conveys the impact of human activities, 
including urbanization, on the natural 
world. The poem prompts reflection on the 
consequences of human intervention in the 
environment and highlights the need for a 
more harmonious relationship between 
human development and ecological 
preservation. 

 
Dead and Living Cities by Manohar 
Malgonkar 

It is a novel that provides a vivid 
portrayal of urbanization and its effects on 
society and individuals. The story is set 
against the backdrop of post-independence 
India and revolves around the 
transformation of a small town into a 
bustling city. The novel explores the 
conflict between traditional values and the 
forces of modernity that come with 
urbanization. The protagonist, Balu, 
represents the older generation's 
attachment to their rural roots, while the 
younger generation, particularly his sons, 
symbolizes the allure of the city and its 
promise of a more modern lifestyle. This 
generational clash is emblematic of the 
broader tension between traditional and 
urban life. 

Urbanization often involves the 
physical transformation of landscapes, and 
the novel depicts this through the gradual 
development of the small town into a 
sprawling city. The construction of 
buildings, roads, and infrastructure is a 
prominent feature, and it highlights the 
alteration of the natural environment to 
accommodate urban expansion. The novel 
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portrays the economic disparities that 
accompany urbanization. While some 
characters prosper and find economic 
opportunities in the city, others are left 
behind, struggling to adapt to the fast-
paced urban life. This mirrors the common 
experience of growing economic inequality 
in rapidly urbanizing areas. 

Urbanization often leads to a sense 
of aspiration among the population. The 
characters in the novel seek opportunities 
and social mobility in the city, driven by the 
promise of a better life. The city represents 
the possibility of upward mobility and 
personal growth for individuals, which is a 
common theme in the context of 
urbanization. The novel subtly hints at the 
environmental and health consequences of 
urbanization. The rapid growth of the city 
comes at the cost of environmental 
degradation, increased pollution, and the 
spread of diseases. This reflects the 
negative externalities of unchecked urban 
development. The urban environment in 
the novel brings about significant cultural 
shifts. Traditional practices, rituals, and 
customs are challenged by the pace of 
urban life. The novel explores how 
individuals adapt or resist these changes, 
and the impact of urbanization on cultural 
identity. As the town transforms into a city, 
the novel portrays a sense of alienation and 
disconnection among the characters. The 
anonymity and fast pace of city life led to 
isolation and loneliness, highlighting the 
social and psychological impacts of 
urbanization. 

The novel examines the role of 
institutions in urbanization. Government 
policies, corporations, and other 
organizations play a significant role in 
shaping the urban landscape. The 
characters must navigate these institutions 
in their quest for a better life. Dead and 
Living Cities offers a multi-faceted 
portrayal of urbanization, touching on 
various aspects of societal change, 
economic development, and cultural 
transformation. Through its characters and 

their experiences, the novel provides a 
nuanced perspective on the challenges and 
opportunities that come with urbanization, 
ultimately reflecting the broader themes of 
urban growth and its impact on society and 
individuals. 

 
The Accidental Apprentice by Vikas 
Swarup  

It is a novel that delves into the 
urban landscape of contemporary India 
and highlights the journey of a young 
woman, Sapna Sinha, as she navigates the 
complexities of the modern city, reflecting 
various aspects of urbanization. The novel 
portrays the city as a place of economic 
opportunity and social aspiration. Sapna, 
the protagonist, leaves her small town in 
rural India to seek a better life in Delhi. 
This mirrors the common theme of 
individuals migrating from rural areas to 
urban centres in pursuit of economic 
advancement and social betterment, which 
is a significant aspect of urbanization. 

Delhi, the primary setting of the 
novel, represents the epitome of rapid 
urban growth and modernization. The city 
is depicted as a dynamic and evolving 
landscape, with gleaming skyscrapers, 
bustling markets, and a vibrant urban 
culture. This reflects the common 
trajectory of urbanization in many 
developing countries, including India. The 
novel captures the cultural diversity that 
comes with urbanization. Delhi is 
portrayed as a melting pot of various 
cultures, languages, and traditions. This 
cultural diversity is a direct result of the 
migration of people from different parts of 
the country to urban areas, where they 
bring their unique identities and traditions, 
contributing to the cosmopolitan nature of 
the city. Swarup's novel doesn't shy away 
from addressing the challenges and 
inequities associated with urbanization. It 
sheds light on issues such as poverty, 
corruption, and the stark divide between 
the rich and poor. Sapna's journey reveals 
the harsh realities faced by many urban 
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migrants as they navigate the complexities 
of city life. 

The novel highlights the 
bureaucratic and administrative 
challenges that individuals face in urban 
areas. The story involves Sapna navigating 
a complex and often corrupt bureaucracy 
as she becomes embroiled in a high-stakes 
corporate competition. This reflects the 
administrative complexities often found in 
rapidly growing urban centres. The novel 
subtly incorporates the role of technology 
in urban life. Characters use smartphones, 
the internet, and social media platforms to 
communicate and gather information. This 
reflects the increasing reliance on 
technology and digital infrastructure in 
contemporary urban environments. 

The novel also explores the theme 
of alienation and loneliness in the city. 
Sapna, despite her economic aspirations, 
experiences a sense of disconnection from 
her rural roots and a feeling of isolation in 
the bustling city. This emotional aspect of 
urbanization is a common theme in 
literature that portrays the challenges of 
adapting to urban life. Sapna's journey in 
the novel is not just about economic 
betterment but also a quest for identity. 
Her transformation from a humble 
salesgirl to a formidable corporate player 
highlights the changing roles and identities 
that individuals take on as they navigate 
urban life. 

In The Accidental Apprentice, Vikas 
Swarup weaves a compelling narrative that 
offers a multifaceted portrayal of 
urbanization. Through the experiences of 
the protagonist and the vibrant backdrop 
of Delhi, the novel captures the 
opportunities, challenges, and cultural 
shifts that come with urbanization in 
contemporary India. It provides readers 
with a window into the evolving urban 
landscape and the diverse experiences of 
those who find themselves caught up in the 
whirlwind of urban life. Vikas Swarup, the 
renowned Indian author, is known for his 
compelling narratives that often delve into 

the lives and cultures of the marginalized, 
including those living in slums. His novels 
provide a unique insight into slum culture 
in India, shedding light on the challenges, 
resilience, and dreams of individuals living 
in these urban areas. Swarup's novels often 
use the slum as a microcosm of broader 
society. Through well-drawn characters 
and intricate storylines, he explores the 
diversity and complexity within slum 
communities. He shows that slums are not 
just places of poverty but also hubs of 
cultural richness, with individuals from 
various backgrounds and traditions 
coming together. 

Swarup vividly portrays the day-to-
day struggle for survival in the slums. From 
inadequate housing to limited access to 
basic amenities like clean water and 
healthcare, his novels highlight the harsh 
realities faced by slum dwellers. 
Characters often display remarkable 
resourcefulness and resilience in the face 
of these challenges. Swarup's works 
capture the economic disparities within 
slum communities. While some individuals 
may be trapped in cycles of poverty, others 
aspire for a better life and are willing to 
work hard or seize opportunities when 
they arise. The pursuit of economic 
mobility and social progress is a recurring 
theme in his narratives. The novels often 
confront social injustices and 
discrimination experienced by those in the 
slums. Swarup portrays issues related to 
caste, class, gender, and religious 
prejudices. Characters face discrimination 
and are often treated as second-class 
citizens, reflecting the harsh reality of 
social hierarchies. 

Swarup's characters in the slums 
have dreams and aspirations that go 
beyond their current circumstances. His 
novels highlight how individuals living in 
difficult conditions still harbour hopes and 
ambitions. These dreams, whether for 
education, a better job, or personal 
relationships, serve as a testament to the 
human spirit's resilience. Swarup explores 
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the intricate social networks within slums. 
Friendships, familial relationships, and 
community bonds play a significant role in 
his novels. These networks serve as 
sources of support and solidarity, offering 
a sense of belonging and emotional 
sustenance amidst adversity. Education is 
a recurring theme in Swarup's works. He 
often portrays the transformative power of 
education, showing how access to 
knowledge can be a means of escape from 
the confines of the slum and a path toward 
a better future. Education is portrayed as a 
vehicle for social change and individual 
empowerment. 

Swarup's characters demonstrate 
remarkable resilience and determination 
in the face of adversity. Their ability to 
overcome challenges, adapt to 
circumstances, and work towards their 
goals serves as an inspiring portrayal of 
human strength within the slum context. 

Vikas Swarup's novels provide a 
nuanced and empathetic perspective on 
slum culture in India. They humanize the 
individuals living in these communities, 
highlighting their strengths and 
vulnerabilities. His stories not only shed 
light on the difficulties faced by slum 
dwellers but also underscore the 
universality of dreams, aspirations, and the 
human spirit's capacity to transcend 
challenging environments.  

 
Train to Pakistan by Khushwant Singh  

It is a powerful novel that offers a 
poignant portrayal of the twin themes of 
marginalization and urbanization in the 
context of post-independence India. Set 
during the partition of India in 1947, the 
novel reflects the tumultuous period when 
the country was undergoing significant 
social, political, and geographical 
transformations. One of the central themes 
of the novel is the marginalization of 
religious and ethnic minorities. As the 
partition unfolds, the Sikh community in 
the village of Mano Majra is targeted and 
marginalized due to their religious 

identity. The novel illustrates how 
religious identities are exploited to sow 
division and hatred. Women in the novel 
are depicted as marginalized in a 
patriarchal society. The character of Iqbal's 
mother is a notable example, as her voice 
and agency are suppressed by societal 
norms. The novel touches upon the 
vulnerability and oppression experienced 
by women during this time. Economic 
marginalization is evident through the 
character of Malli, a low-caste sweeper. 
The caste system and economic disparities 
play a significant role in the village's social 
dynamics, where marginalized groups 
have limited access to resources and 
opportunities. The novel also explores the 
psychological effects of marginalization. 
The fear and trauma experienced by the 
villagers as a result of communal violence 
highlight the psychological impact of 
marginalization on individuals and 
communities. 

The novel portrays the divide 
between the rural and urban settings 
during a period of urbanization. As rural 
areas experience mass migrations, urban 
centres like Lahore become the epicentres 
of political and social upheaval. 
Urbanization is depicted as a disruptive 
force that draws people away from their 
familiar rural settings into an uncertain 
urban environment. The novel presents 
Lahore, a once-prosperous and culturally 
vibrant city, undergoing a dramatic 
transformation due to the violence and 
turmoil of partition. The urban landscape is 
marred by riots and communal clashes, 
highlighting the dark side of urbanization. 

The migration of refugees from 
rural to urban areas is a key aspect of the 
novel. It portrays the struggles of displaced 
people and the challenges they face in 
adapting to urban life. The influx of 
refugees into urban centres is a direct 
result of partition and represents a 
significant aspect of urbanization. The 
novel depicts how urban life is disrupted 
by violence and social turmoil. The once-
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thriving urban centres are transformed 
into chaotic, unsafe spaces, further 
emphasizing the negative aspects of rapid 
urbanization. Khushwant Singh paints a 
stark and grim picture of the consequences 
of both marginalization and urbanization 
during a tumultuous period in India's 
history. The novel serves as a commentary 
on the disruptive forces that come into play 
during moments of political and social 
change, shedding light on the experiences 
of marginalized individuals and the 
transformation of urban spaces. It remains 
a powerful work that continues to be a 
significant part of the literary discourse on 
these important themes. 

 
Conclusion 

The texts shed light on the complex 
challenges that individuals face as they 
navigate the rapidly changing urban 
landscapes of developing nations like 
India. Contemporary Indian literature 
frequently addresses the deep-seated class 
disparities that persist within urban 
settings. As cities expand and evolve, they 
offer new opportunities for economic 
growth and prosperity, but these 
opportunities are often disproportionately 
distributed. The stark divide between the 
haves and the have-nots is a recurring 
motif. The struggle for economic survival 
and upward mobility is an ever-present 
reality for those on the lower rungs of the 
socio-economic ladder. The system often 
perpetuates inequality, making it difficult 
for individuals to escape the cycle of 
poverty and gain access to basic 
necessities. 

Urbanization in the third world can 
lead to a profound sense of alienation and 
disconnection. As rural populations 

migrate to cities in search of better 
prospects, they often find themselves 
uprooted from their familiar surroundings, 
customs, and support systems. This 
alienation can be compounded by the rapid 
pace of urban development, which erases 
the history and culture of the areas being 
transformed. In this context, literature 
often explores the feelings of estrangement 
and isolation that individuals experience as 
they grapple with the challenges of urban 
life. 

The process of urbanization in the 
third world is not without its physical toll. 
The demand for labour in expanding cities 
can lead to gruelling working conditions, 
exploitation, and sometimes even physical 
abuse. Those at the lower end of the 
economic spectrum are often subjected to 
long hours of labour in hazardous 
environments, without proper workplace 
protections. Literature often portrays the 
physical suffering endured by individuals 
who are forced into such circumstances in 
their pursuit of survival and a better life for 
their families. 

Contemporary Indian literature 
underscores the persistence of class 
struggle, alienation, and physical 
punishment in the lives of many 
individuals. The narratives within these 
texts address the root causes of these 
struggles to ensure that the benefits of 
urbanization are more fairly distributed, 
and that individuals can lead lives free 
from the burdens of inequality and 
exploitation. While literature can serve as a 
mirror reflecting the harsh realities, it is 
ultimately up to society, governments, and 
institutions to actively work toward 
creating a more just and equitable urban 
environment for all. 
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