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Abstract: This collection of essays explores the regional Indian literatures as vibrant sites of cultural adaptation, where
continuity and change are contingently negotiated through sustained practice in writing. Breaking out of the frames of
preservative or resistance-oriented understanding, it develops an argument that regional literatures do not simply
preserve inherited traditions but reinvent them in order to engage with emerging social realities. Drawing on
interdisciplinary scholarship from postcolonial studies, cultural memory, and vernacular literary history, the work
conceptualizes adaptation as a central analytical framework for understanding Indian literary modernity.

Although comparative references are drawn from a number of regional contexts, the analysis foregrounds Bengali
literature as a persistent case study. From the indigenisation of the novel in the nineteenth century to post-Partition
narratives and contemporary short fiction, Bengali literature shows how literary cultures absorb modern forms, ethical
dilemmas, and historical ruptures without dissolving into cultural dissolution. Figures such as Bankim Chandra
Chattopadhyay, Rabindranath Tagore, Manik Bandopadhyay, and Mahasweta Devi illustrate the functions of literature in
mediating inherited moral worlds with emerging social conditions. The study further shows how cultural memory,
reflective nostalgia, and the localization of modernity enable literature to sustain regional identity while accommodating
transformation.

Through foregrounding adaptation rather than rupture, the work makes three contributions to postcolonial literary
studies: it challenges homogenizing national and global narratives; reconceptualizes continuity as an evolving process
rather than static preservation; and situates literature within lived cultural environments shaped by memory, ethics, and
social negotiation. The study finally places regional Indian literatures not as diminished cultural residues but as resilient,
adaptive practices that continue to shape identity and meaning in a rapidly changing India.
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L INTRODUCTION In postcolonial literary studies, the literatures of India
are often treated within national or Anglophone frameworks.

Regional Indian literatures are not singular traditions
but include a variety of regional literary cultures determined
by a variety of factors such as language, geography, social
history, and the experience of an individual. It is rooted in
customs, collective memories, and ethical values passed
down through generations, which allow modification to suit
the change in social conditions. They reflect society, but at
the same time contribute to the broader acceptance of
culture. They maintain continuity, yet are simultaneously
susceptible to  change, re-expressing themselves
continuously in a transformed manner.
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While these might offer important perceptions regarding
colonial modernity and global literary circulation, they
necessarily flatten internal diversity within Indian literary
cultures. Regional literatures may approach modernity not
just as rupture or resistance but also as accommodation.
Tradition and change are never dichotomies; they continue
to respond to each other through narrative form, language
choice, and literary imagination.

This paper argues that regional Indian literatures
operate as sites of cultural adjustment, enabling particular
communities to sustain local identity as a function of
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responding meaningfully to social transformation. While
comparative references are drawn from a variety of regions
to illuminate broader applicability, the analysis foregrounds
Bengali literature as a case study in depth. The Bengali
literary tradition offers a particularly rich locus for
examining how literature negotiates continuity and change,
with its extensive engagement with colonialism,
nationalism, partition, and globalization.

» Background Context

The development of regional literatures in
contemporary India is closely linked with the spread of print
culture, vernacular education, and the rise of new reading
publics in the colonial period. In Bengal, literature played a
uniquely central role in the construction of cultural selthood.
From the nineteenth century onwards, reading and writing
meant not only aesthetic pleasure but also were part of moral
education, social reform, and intellectual life. Engagement
with literature thus became an important constituent of what
it meant to be a “modern” Bengali.

Chakrabarty’s study of Bengali literary culture
illustrates the ways in which literary practice constituted
habits of cognition, affective life, and social being, a process
accomplished through daily reading of periodicals, literary
society meetings, and adda (2). This study places the
bhadralok as a constitutive presence within this frame, in
which linguistic competence, moral conduct, and cultural
leadership come together. Literature, within this paradigm,
is symbolic capital that organizes relations between the
inside and the outside. Parallel formations are, of course,
visible in other regional locations but take sharply dissimilar
shapes therein. Marathi social reform literature, Tamil
devotional traditions, and Assam’s oral-written traditions
show different ways regional literatures balance tradition
and modernity. Bengal is unique because its literary culture
influences public discourse, education, and social ideas.
Reading practices have altered, print cultures have
weakened considerably, and literary institutions have shrunk
as centers of influence. This argument states that regional
literatures haven’t declined but have changed their
storytelling styles, themes, and ways they circulate.
Literature still helps communities process loss, handle
change, and express their sense of belonging.

» Problem Statement

Although there is a lot of research on Indian literature,
regional traditions are often viewed in a limited way. They
are either seen as accurate representations of culture or as
forms of resistance against modernity. Both views can be
too simple. Seeing literature only as heritage makes it seem
unchanging, while viewing it only as resistance ignores how
it adapts and mediates. Both approaches miss their dynamic
nature. In Bengali studies, most research has focused on
colonial modernity, nationalism, or elite literary groups.
Less attention has been given to how literature keeps
cultural continuity during social changes. We need to
explore how regional literature maintains cultural identity
while embracing change and how old forms are reworked
for today’s world.
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» Research Objectives
The objectives of this study are:

e To conceptualise regional Indian literatures as adaptive
cultural sites.

e To examine how continuity and change co-exist within
literary traditions.

e To analyse Bengali literature as a sustained case study of
cultural adaptation.

e To contribute a regional perspective to postcolonial
literary debates on modernity and identity.

» Research Questions

e How do regional Indian literatures negotiate continuity
and social change?

e In what ways does Bengali literature mediate identity
across historical transitions?

e How does literature sustain local cultural meanings
within evolving contexts?

e What insights do regional literatures offer for
understanding Indian modernity?

II. LITERATURE REVIEW

Research into the regional literatures of India has
grown in recent decades along several lines: literary
criticism, cultural history, sociology, anthropology, and
memory studies. Yet, all too often, these literatures are
regarded through a narrow optic, as preservers of cultural
authenticity or as signs and symptoms of resistance against
colonial or global modernity. Both such approaches bring
important insights, yet fall short of explaining the ways in
which regional literatures negotiate cultural persistence with
social transformation.

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s analysis of Bengali literary
culture provides a productive framework for thinking
through the ways literature is not simply art, but part of
everyday culture [2]. His account illustrates how Bengali
literature formed part of the modern self through quotidian
acts of reading, discussion, and affect. In this perspective,
literature was an institutional site that articulated ethical
conscience and cultural citizenship. Notably, Chakrabarty
flags contemporary concerns over the undermining of this
ecology in globalization processes, which displace literate
habits and linguistic resources. The question of regional
identity and cultural memory has also been elaborated
through Partition literature. Maurice O’Connor’s study of
Bangla fiction foregrounds conviviality as a rhetorical
strategy for showing how authors contest rigid religious or
nationalist binaries by envisioning a shared cultural life [3].
Through the means of phenomenology and memory studies,
O’Connor demonstrates that reflective nostalgia enables
literature to confront loss rather than recapture a mythic
past. This chimes with Svetlana Boym’s distinction between
reflective and restorative nostalgia, in which the former
maintains a critical engagement with memory rather than
striving for closure [12].
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Memory studies have likewise contributed a great deal
to understanding how literature mediates continuity and
change. Jan Assmann’s concept of cultural memory allows
for a better study of how literary texts retain common
meaningfulness over different generations while being
resiliently open to reinterpretations [13]. In the Indian
context, the regional literatures function as repositories of
such cultural memory by transmitting ethical values and
social norms and historical consciousness through narration
and not through institutional history alone.

Dalit literary scholarship has further expanded the
scope of regional literary inquiry by foregrounding voices
that have been historically excluded from elite cultural
spheres. For instance, Meenakshi Thapan’s work on Dalit
autobiographies theorizes these texts as counterpublics,
enacting both a collective identity and the resistant
dimension against caste-based silencing [4]. Along these
lines, Sharmila Rege argues that Dalit life narratives serve as
testimony, which valorises personal experience into political
knowledge [14]. Together, these works illustrate the fact that
regional literature is not a single monolithic cultural
expression, but rather a site of struggle and assertion in and
through which continuity is renegotiated. Another important
strand of scholarship deals with how regional literatures
negotiate global forms of literature. This category includes
Sayan Chatterjee’s analysis of the indigenization of the
Victorian novel within Bengali literature and cinema, which
is exemplary in this regard: it demonstrates how Western
narrative forms were appropriated and reinterpreted to
express vernacular moral universals [5].

These forms were not implicated in a process of
supplanting indigenous ones but were rearranged to confront
the family, class, and ethical responsibility. Priya Joshi’s
work shows how Indian readers and writers adapted
European novels during colonial India, placing them within
local cultural contexts [15]. Studies on language and literary
cultures highlight the flexible role of regional writing. The
work of Sheldon Pollock on the “vernacular millennium”
underlines how regional languages have historically been
used as sites of literary and cultural authority, challenging
the dominance of cosmopolitan languages [16]. This
framework sees regional Indian literatures as part of long-
standing cultural discussions, not just recent reactions to
globalization. Scholars like Sudipta Kaviraj and Ashis
Nandy have helped us understand how Indian modernity
develops differently across regions. Kaviraj highlights the
importance of regional cultural forms in shaping political
and social ideas [17]. Nandy critiques the idea of a uniform
modernity, emphasizing that cultural texts should be read as
places of ethical debate rather than straight progress [18].
Postcolonial theory also offers tools to analyze voice,
representation, and subalternity in regional literatures.

Gayatri  Chakravorty Spivak’s interrogation of
subaltern speech retains relevance for understanding both
the limits and the possibilities that exist in literary forms of
representation [19]. While often applied at the level of the
nation, Benedict Anderson’s concept of imagined
communities also helps shed light on how regional
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literatures imagine forms of cultural belonging through
shared language and narrative [20]. Taken together, this
body of scholarship demonstrates that regional Indian
literatures operate in overlapping temporalities wherein
tradition and modernity are co-constitutive. However,
although negotiation and transformation are implicit in
many such studies, rarely is adaptation theorized as a key
analytic category. This paper extends these scholarly
interventions by foregrounding regional literature,
particularly Bengali literature, as an adaptive cultural site
wherein continuity is sustained through its continuing
reinterpretation rather than its static preservation.

II1. KEY FINDINGS FROM LITERATURE
REVIEW

A critical synthesis of the expanded corpus of
scholarship offers a few important, interrelated findings that
reshape current understandings of regional Indian literatures
in contemporary literary and cultural studies. Together,
these findings confirm that regional literatures represent
neither peripheral nor residual cultural forms but are crucial
sites through which Indian societies negotiate both
continuity and change and, indeed, identity.

First, regional Indian literatures are adaptive cultural
systems rather than static repositories of tradition. An earlier
generation of critical approaches often understood regional
writing as a conduit for the preservation of beleaguered
cultural practices. However, the scholarship reviewed here
rightly makes the case that it is because literary traditions
can change that they perdure. For instance, Chakrabarty’s
study of Bengali literary culture emphasizes that literature
was grounded historically in a living cultural ecology
situated in everyday life rather than in a canon as such [2].
This point finds iteration in Pollock’s notion of the
“vernacular millennium,” which locates regional languages
as resilient sites of cultural authority able to absorb and
redefine historical transformation [15]. Put together, these
two perspectives indicate that continuity in regional
literature is maintained not through repetition but through
reinterpretation.

A core finding pertains to how identity forms over time
within regional literatures. In literary texts, identity appears
in the form of a process of dialogue rather than an attribute.
Bangladeshi fiction about partition, for example, shows that
Bangladeshi authors avoid fixed religious or nationalist
identifiers; instead, they develop a common cultural
imagination based on a quotidian social interface [3]. The
category of reflective nostalgia, according to Boym, enables
literary confrontation with discontinuities without a desire
for the recovery of a lost idealized past [12]. Thus, identity
does not rest on a preserved tradition; it comes into being
through an ongoing confrontation with memory and loss.

This perspective is also reflected in Dalit literary
narratives, which often record a conversation between the
self and the community. Thapan’s study of Dalit
autobiographies reads these narratives as counterpublics in
which life experiences serve as collective statements [4].
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Rege argues that Dalit life narratives serve as testimony,
demonstrating that personal accounts are a mode of political
knowledge [14]. Together, these views contest the idea of
regional literature as monolithically uniform in cultural
tenor. Instead, regional literature emerges as a site of
contestation and resistance in which tradition is constantly
remade.

A third important discovery has to do with the fact that
regional literatures do not wholesale oppose modernity but
indigenize modernity through selective appropriation.
Chatterjee’s examination of the process of indigenization of
the Victorian novel within Bengali literature shows how the
Western narrative forms were assimilated and, at the same
time, reworked to articulate local moral questions regarding
family, class, and moral responsibility [5]. Priya Joshi’s
work on reading in the colonial era reinforces this point by
revealing that Indian readers and writers approached
European novels based on indigenous cultural frameworks
rather than through the avenues of passivity and imitation
[11]. Modernity, therefore, is neither imported en bloc nor
rejected; it is negotiated from within regional contexts.

A fourth finding emphasizes the role of cultural
memory as a mediating mechanism that performs a function
between continuity and change. Assmann’s theory of
cultural memory is useful in this context as it provides a
useful lens for understanding how literature transmits shared
meanings across generations while remaining open to
reinterpretation [13]. In India, regional literatures help keep
alive ethical words, social norms, and historical memory
through stories. Bengali literature, which deals a lot with
colonialism, nationalism, and partition, shows how cultural
memory is always being renewed rather than simply stored.

The fifth finding has to do with the roles of literary
environments rather than isolated texts. Chakrabarty’s
concern about the decline of Bengali literary culture under
globalization draws attention to the fragility of these
environments [2]. Yet, when read alongside Appadurai’s
discussion of global cultural flows, it becomes clear that
cultural production does not disappear but shifts form and
location [1]. Literary meaning persists through altered
platforms, genres, and readerships. This at once suggests the
decline in more traditional literary institutions does not
necessarily signal the end of regional literature’s cultural
function. The expanded literature shows a conceptual gap
that this paper tries to bridge. Although many scholars
recognize negotiation, hybridity, and change, few focus on
adaptation as a main idea for analysis. Kaviraj talks about
the fragmented nature of Indian modernity and emphasizes
the need to go beyond single national stories [9]. Nandy also
criticizes the idea of uniform modernity and calls for
attention to culturally rooted ethical worlds [10]. When we
consider Anderson’s idea of imagined communities and
Spivak’s questions about subaltern representation, it
becomes clear that regional literature offers different ways
of belonging that resist both nationalist and global sameness
[7,8]. Together, these points show that regional Indian
literature is a place where culture adapts through ongoing
reinterpretation. Bengali literature, in particular, shows how
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literature handles historical breaks, social change, and
ethical continuity without falling into nostalgia or resistance.
By highlighting adaptation as a key idea, this study aims to
better understand Indian literary modernity based on
regional experiences, cultural memory, and active
negotiation.

Iv. BENGALI LITERATURE AND CULTURAL
CHANGE

Bengali literature shows how regional literary cultures
adapt over time. Starting in the 19th century, Bengali
writing was closely linked to ethics, social reform, and
cultural identity. Literature was not just art but a social
practice where Bengalis discussed duty, community, and
morality. This early link between literature and social issues
created a tradition that could change while keeping its
cultural roots. Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay’s novels are
important in this process. He made the novel a key genre not
by abandoning old story and moral structures but by
reshaping them. His fiction presented the novel as a moral
domain in which the questions of social duty, collective
belonging, and ethical dilemma could be debated by the
reader within the terms of cultural legibility. This
indigenization of form is representative of the manner in
which Bengali literature localized modern genres without
dispensing with the specificities of its culture altogether.

Rabindranath Tagore expanded this idea by changing
the relationship between individual feelings and social life.
His novels and short stories don’t reject tradition but
question it from within. He focuses on inner life, gender
roles, and moral choices, showing a balance between social
norms and new modern ideas. Tagore’s literary humanism
shows that adapting is about negotiating, not choosing
directly between tradition and modernity. His work also
shows how literature acts as cultural memory, sharing values
and allowing them to be revisited and revised over
generations [13].

In the early and mid-twentieth century, writers like
Manik Bandopadhyay and Tarashankar Bandopadhyay
extended the adaptive scope of Bengali literature by
engaging with material realities of class, labor, and rural
transformation. Their realist modes did not simply document
social change but framed it within the terms of culturally
located narrative forms. Situating economic hardship and
social conflict within recognizable ethical worlds ensured
that realism was regionally resonant rather than being
imposed through ideology. This is part of the larger pattern
evidenced in regional literatures: modern narrative technique
comes into being through absorption rather than through a
process of displacement going in the other direction [11].

The Partition of Bengal was a major event that
challenged Bengali literature’s ability to adapt. Stories and
movies inspired by this time dealt with themes of
displacement, trauma, and broken connections. Instead of
ending with solutions, Bengali narratives kept cultural life
alive through what O’Connor calls conviviality, a shared
cultural experience even amid political division [3]. Ritwik
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Ghatak’s films show how cultural memory became a way to
reflect ethically rather than just record history.

It was through the writings of Mahasweta Devi and
others during the post-Independence and late twentieth-
century period that Bengali literature was reoriented toward
the voices and experiences of the marginalized. Her work
shows how adaptation can have an ethical aspect, including
the tribal and oppressed groups in literature without making
them fit into the same mold. Larger Dalit and subaltern
literary movements see regional literature as a space for
debate, where tradition is reshaped through struggle and
assertion. Bengali short fiction today continues this tradition
by exploring migration, urban alienation, language issues,
and generational breakage. Although the institutions that
supported Bengali literary culture have weakened, the
literature itself remains a place for reflection, where
identities are changed rather than discarded. As Chakrabarty
warns, the decline of literary environments leads to
compromises, but the ongoing process of storytelling shows
that adaptation is key to survival [2]. Overall, Bengali
literature proves that it is not resistance to change but
ongoing reinterpretation that keeps culture alive. The way
Bengali literature has absorbed new forms, reflected new
social realities, and expanded ethical perspectives shows
how regional literature can adapt culture. This ability to
balance continuity and change without losing cultural
identity provides a useful model for understanding Indian
literary modernity beyond uniform national or global stories.

V. RECOMMENDATIONS

The results of this study indicate a number of further
avenues through which regional Indian literatures may be
interrogated, particularly within postcolonial and cultural
studies perspectives. First, there is a need to transcend
descriptive or preservationist framings of regional literature
and to foreground adaptation as a primary analytic category.
Instead of seeing regional texts as outdated or just
alternatives to global modernity, scholars should study how
these literary traditions change received forms to fit new
social realities. The Bengali case shows that continuity is
preserved precisely through such processes of interpretation,
rather than through cultural stasis.

Second, a set of comparative regional studies merits
creation. While Bengali literature indeed provides a dense
and well-documented case, similar adaptive strategies might
be evident in other linguistic traditions. Comparativism can
uncover the shared patterns of localization, ethical
negotiation, and cultural memory, while also making
regional particularities legible. This approach would go
against the tendency to segregate regional literatures within
linguistic silos.

Thirdly, translation should be treated not merely as a
technical procedure but as a site of critical cultural
negotiation. Translation reformulates cultural meaning and
ethical frameworks where regional texts circulate beyond
their linguistic communities. Increased scholarly attention to
translation practices can highlight how regional identities
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are reframed for national and global audiences without
erasing their local grounding.

Fourthly, there is a need for greater interdisciplinary
engagement among sociology, anthropology, and memory
studies. Literature does not exist outside of everyday
practices, institutions, and affective worlds. Integrating
literary analysis with social theory can further elaborate on
how literature mediates lived experience, especially in
contexts of displacement, marginalization, and social change
[2,13].

Finally, scholars should work more closely with
current regional writing, including short stories and non-
traditional forms. Only seeing regional literature as history
might ignore its ongoing cultural importance. Focusing on
present literary practices can help view regional literatures
as active, changing cultural systems instead of closed
traditions.

VL CONCLUSION

This work suggests that regional Indian literatures are
places where culture adjusts over time, balancing tradition
and modern ideas through ongoing literary practice. Instead
of seeing tradition and modernity as opposite forces, the
analysis shows that regional literatures keep these elements
in a productive tension. Literature is not just a passive
mirror of social change but an active way for communities
to interpret inherited values, ethics, and memories.

A good example of this adaptability is Bengali
literature. Since the 1800s, Bengali writers have created
works that reflect modern styles and ideas, address moral
issues, and respond to historical disruptions without losing
cultural identity. Examples include the indigenization of the
novel, Tagore’s ethical humanism, the realistic writing of
Manik and Tarashankar Bandopadhyay, and the way trauma
and memory are handled after partition. All of these show
how literature can change by reinterpretation rather than
erase tradition [3,5]. Contemporary Bengali writing
maintains this tradition in engaging with migration,
linguistic anxiety, and generational change and, in doing so,
reaffirms literature’s role as a reflective cultural space even
in the face of dwindling institutional support for the
discipline [2].

This is reinforced by the broader corpus reviewed in
this study, which argues that adaptation is not unique to
Bengal but characteristic of regional Indian literatures more
broadly. Dalit autobiographies, indigenous narratives, and
vernacular literary movements reveal how regional texts
extend ethical horizons through the incorporation of
marginalised voices and contested histories [4,14]. The same
view is further sustained by theoretical frameworks drawn
from cultural memory, vernacular studies, and postcolonial
theory, which indicate that regional literatures operate
within multiple, overlapping temporalities in which past and
present co-exist [13,15].
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By placing adaptation at the forefront as a
consolidating analytical framework, this study contributes to
postcolonial literary studies in three ways: Firstly, by
highlighting regional specificity, it challenges the
homogenisation of both national and global narratives.
Secondly, continuity is reconceptualised as a dynamic
process which is sustained by negotiation, rather than by
preservation alone. Thirdly, literature is placed in lived
cultural surroundings, where fragility and resilience alike are
coming under test in current conditions. Regional Indian
literatures should be understood not as outdated or eroded
remains of cultural heritage but, rather, as dynamic and
adaptable practices involved in shaping identity, memory,
and ethical standards. Bengali literature, specifically,
provides a clear example of how cultural continuity may
survive change without resorting to nostalgia or conflict.
Such a perspective allows a more critical consideration of
Indian modernity, one rooted in regional experiences,
cultural memories, and continued literary discourse.
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