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Abstract

Sudha Murty has emerged as one of the most influential figures in contemporary Indian
children’s literature, blending simplicity of expression with profound cultural and ethical values.
Her writings extend the traditional role of children’s stories as vehicles of both delight and
instruction, while adapting them to the needs of modern readers. Rooted in the legacy of Indian
oral traditions such as the Panchatantra and Jataka Tales, Murty’s narratives preserve cultural
memory even as they engage with contemporary concerns like gender equality, empathy, and
education. This paper critically examines her contribution to children’s literature by exploring
her personal background, literary philosophy, and major works—including short story
collections, folktale anthologies, mythological retellings, and chapter books. It highlights her
distinctive narrative style, characterized by clarity, accessibility, and cultural authenticity, which
has enabled her works to reach diverse audiences across India and beyond. The study also
evaluates recurring themes of morality, social awareness, and empowerment, sitting in
comparison with authors such as Ruskin Bond, Devdutt Pattanaik, Rabindranath Tagore, and
Sukumar Ray. Beyond her role as an author, Murty’s philanthropic work through the Infosys
Foundation, particularly in establishing school libraries, has further advanced the culture of
reading among children in India. The paper concludes that Sudha Murty not only revitalizes the
tradition of value-based storytelling but also positions children’s literature as a significant force
in shaping ethical, empathetic, and culturally aware future generations.
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Introduction

Children’s literature occupies an indispensable position within the broader literary canon, as it
performs a dual function of delight and instruction. Beyond entertainment, it nurtures the
imagination, cultivates empathy, and transmits ethical and cultural values to young minds. For
many readers, children’s stories constitute their earliest exposure to moral dilemmas, social
relationships, and cultural identity, thereby shaping not only intellectual growth but also
emotional and ethical sensibilities. In the Indian context, this genre has historically been enriched
by a vibrant oral tradition, represented by the Panchatantra, Jataka Tales, and diverse regional
folklore. These narratives seamlessly combine moral instruction with cultural continuity,
sustaining a collective heritage across generations. However, the contemporary era poses new
challenges for writers of children’s literature. The forces of globalization, rapid technological
advancement, and evolving family structures require stories that are relevant to modern
childhoods while preserving the wisdom embedded in traditional narratives.

Within this changing landscape, Sudha Murty has emerged as one of the most influential figures
in Indian children’s literature. She is widely respected as both an author and philanthropist, she
has successfully bridged the gap between classical storytelling modes and the expectations of
contemporary readers. Her works are distinguished by clarity of language, accessibility of style,
and a distinctive moral orientation. Drawing inspiration from lived experiences, folklore, and
mythology, she crafts narratives that resonate with readers across geographical, linguistic, and
generational boundaries. Murty’s storytelling affirms values such as honesty, empathy, and
perseverance, while simultaneously reflecting the realities of everyday Indian life.

This paper undertakes a critical examination of Sudha Murty’s contributions to children’s
literature. It explores her personal background and literary philosophy, surveys her major works,
and analyzes the recurring themes and narrative techniques that define her oeuvre. Furthermore,
it situates her writing in comparative perspective with other Indian authors and evaluates her
broader role in fostering a culture of reading in contemporary India.

Sudha Murty: Life, Background, and Influences

Sudha Murty (born in 1950) is widely recognized as a pioneering figure who combines the
identities of engineer, writer, educator, and philanthropist. Her early academic achievements
were groundbreaking in a period when women in technical education faced multiple barriers.
After completing her engineering degree in electronics and communication, she became the first
female engineer to be appointed at TELCO (Tata Engineering and Locomotive Company). This
achievement not only marked a personal milestone but also represented a significant step for
women entering male-dominated professional spaces in India. Despite the prestige of her
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engineering career, Murty’s interests gradually expanded toward education, storytelling, and
social development, which ultimately defined her lifelong vocation.

Her marriage to N. R. Narayana Murthy, co-founder of Infosys, marked the beginning of another
influential chapter in her life. Together, they established the Infosys Foundation in 1996, through
which Sudha Murty played a central role in advancing rural development, education, public
health, and social welfare. Her vision emphasized inclusivity, particularly focusing on
marginalized communities. Under her leadership, the foundation-built thousands of libraries,
supported underprivileged schools, and initiated projects for the empowerment of women and
children. Her philanthropic endeavors became an extension of her personal belief that education
and compassion are the most powerful tools for social transformation.

Murty’s formative years in Shiggaon, a small town in Karnataka, deeply influenced her
worldview. Growing up in a household that followed the Gandhian ideal of “simple living and
high thinking,” she internalized values of humility, self-discipline, and service. She often recalls
that books were her greatest companions during childhood and that local folk tales and oral
narratives nurtured her imagination. These early experiences became the foundation of her
literary sensibilities. Many of her stories incorporate rural settings, everyday struggles, and
traditional wisdom, reflecting her close connection with her roots.

Her bilingual proficiency in English and Kannada enabled her to reach a wide and diverse
readership. Writing in Kannada allowed her to preserve and celebrate regional culture, while her
works in English extended her influence to national and global audiences. Across both
languages, Murty’s works are distinguished by clarity, accessibility, and thematic relevance.

Over the years, Sudha Murty has published more than forty books, including novels, short story
collections, travelogues, and children’s literature. Her literary achievements have been widely
recognized through prestigious awards such as the R. K. Narayan Award for Literature, the
Padma Shri, the Padma Bhushan, and the Sahitya Academy Bal Sahitya Puraskar. Collectively,
her life’s journey demonstrates how personal conviction, professional excellence, and social
responsibility can converge to create a legacy in both literature and public service.

Literary Philosophy and Approach to Writing for Children

Sudha Murty’s literary philosophy reflects her conviction that children’s stories must be both
engaging and enriching. She emphasizes accessibility, relatability, and the communication of
moral lessons without adopting an overtly didactic tone. In several interviews, Murty has
remarked that, while writing for children, she tries to “become a child and think like one,”
thereby understanding what elements sustain a young reader’s attention—humor, adventure, and
positive resolutions (Press Trust of India, “Of Granddaughters™). Her narrative style is marked by
simplicity of language, conversational tone, and clarity (Dumpala). Murty consciously avoids
complex vocabulary, dense sentence structures, or abstract concepts, ensuring her stories remain
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approachable for children who are just beginning to develop reading habits. However, the
simplicity of her writing should not be mistaken for superficiality. The depth of her work
emerges from its authenticity, derived from real-life incidents and universal human values that
resonate across generations. A distinctive feature of her approach is the subtle embedding of
ethical lessons. Rather than preaching or moralizing, she allows values to unfold organically
through the experiences of her characters. For example, the famous story in which a
granddaughter teaches her grandmother to read conveys themes of empowerment, literacy, and
intergenerational bonding without any heavy-handed moralizing. Furthermore, Murty seeks to
cultivate empathy, critical thinking, and social awareness among young readers. Through
accessible narratives, she addresses themes such as inequality, kindness to the less fortunate, and
environmental responsibility (Menon). Her philosophy, therefore, blends entertainment with
education, making her works both enjoyable and instructive for children.

Major Works in Children’s Literature

Sudha Murty’s contribution to children’s literature is remarkable for both its range and depth.
Her bibliography encompasses semi-autobiographical short stories, folktale retellings,
mythological narratives, chapter books, and picture books. This diversity allows her to engage
readers of varying ages, interests, and linguistic backgrounds, while consistently weaving moral
instruction with cultural resonance. Each work reflects her broader literary philosophy of
combining simplicity, accessibility, and ethical values with engaging storytelling. One of her
earliest and most celebrated contributions is How | Taught My Grandmother to Read and Other
Stories (2004). This collection is semi-autobiographical, with the title story recounting her
childhood experience of teaching her illiterate grandmother to read. The narrative is touching yet
powerful, emphasizing the transformative role of education and the intergenerational bond
between teacher and learner (Chatterjee and Khan). The collection as a whole blend’s warmth,
humor, and everyday situations with deeper moral lessons. By drawing upon her own life and
observations, Murty creates a relatable body of stories that continue to inspire children and adults
alike.

Another significant milestone is Grandma's Bag of Stories (2012), which along with its sequels
(Grandparents’ Bag of Stories and Grandpa's Bag of Stories), uses the frame narrative of a
grandmother, Ajji, narrating tales to her grandchildren during a family gathering. These works
integrate folktales, moral fables, and humorous anecdotes while situating them firmly within the
rhythms of Indian family life (Kher). The frame structure not only preserves the oral storytelling
tradition but also creates a sense of intimacy, as if the reader is part of the circle listening to Ajji.
By embedding lessons of honesty, courage, and compassion within entertaining stories, Murty
revitalizes traditional storytelling for contemporary audiences.

Her folktale anthology, The Magic Drum and Other Favorite Stories (2006), further illustrates
her dedication to preserving and reimagining India’s vast cultural heritage. This collection
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presents twenty-two tales drawn from different regions, featuring kings, villagers, tricksters, and
magical beings. While the stories retain the flavor of traditional folk narratives, Murty adapts
them in a style that is approachable for modern children. Themes of bravery, kindness, and
generosity remain central, allowing children to grasp enduring human values through lively plots
and colorful characters (Nadkarni). Equally important are her mythological retellings, including
The Serpent’s Revenge (2016), The Man from the Egg (2017), and The Upside-Down King
(2018). Unlike purely encyclopedic accounts of mythology, Murty selects lesser-known tales and
reinterprets them for younger audiences. These books introduce children to the complexities of
Hindu mythology while emphasizing moral choices, compassion, and the humanity of divine
figures (Agrawal and Dwivedi). By presenting gods such as Rama, Krishna, and Shiva in
relatable contexts, Murty ensures that children engage not only with the grandeur of myths but
also with their ethical underpinnings.

Her chapter books also deserve recognition. The Magic of the Lost Temple blends adventure with
history as it follows the story of a curious girl discovering a stepwell, thereby teaching lessons
about heritage, community, and perseverance. Similarly, The Gopi Diaries presents family life
from the perspective of a pet dog, introducing young readers to empathy, responsibility, and
affection in an innovative manner.For younger audiences, Murty has created illustrated picture
books such as How the Sea Became Salty and How the Onion Got Its Layers. These works
employ vivid illustrations alongside simple prose to reintroduce folklore to early readers, making
them ideal for children taking their first steps into the world of stories.Collectively, these works
highlight Murty’s versatility as a writer. Whether she draws from autobiography, folktales,
mythology, or imaginative modern settings, her stories maintain clarity of style, moral depth, and
cultural authenticity. Their widespread use in schools and their popularity among parents and
children confirm her enduring legacy as one of India’s most beloved storytellers.

Education as Empowerment: Gender and Literacy in Murty’s Works

The thematic fabric of Sudha Murty’s children’s literature is woven with enduring values and
cultural richness, making her works both instructive and engaging. Foremost among these is her
emphasis on morality and ethical instruction. Murty consistently integrates lessons of honesty,
humility, perseverance, and kindness into her narratives, presenting them not as abstract ideals
but as lived experiences of her characters. As Kher observes, each story subtly reinforces values
that children can absorb naturally, such as the importance of truthfulness or the rewards of
generosity. Closely linked to this moral framework is her celebration of Indian culture and
heritage. Her stories are deeply rooted in the rhythms of Indian life, depicting festivals, foods,
rural customs, and diverse regional traditions. By doing so, she not only entertains but also
preserves cultural memory for younger generations, aligning with Agrawal and Dwivedi’s view
that her writing offers a bridge between tradition and modernity. Equally important is Murty’s
focus on empathy and social awareness. Through relatable characters, she sensitizes young
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readers to issues such as poverty, gender inequality, and environmental care, encouraging them to
respond with compassion and responsibility (Menon). Her protagonists often encounter
situations that demand fairness, kindness, and inclusion, thereby teaching children to see beyond
themselves. Finally, education emerges as both a central theme and a transformative force in her
stories. Perhaps the most iconic example is How | Taught My Grandmother to Read, where
literacy is portrayed as a source of empowerment and dignity, especially for women (Chatterjee
and Khan). Murty’s thematic concerns thus converge to create a body of literature that affirms
human values, safeguard’s cultural identity, and inspires young readers to become empathetic,
ethical, and socially responsible individuals.

Narrative Style, Cultural Representation, and Reception

Sudha Murty’s children’s literature is distinguished by a narrative style that is simple, direct, and
consciously child-centric, qualities that make her work widely accessible. She employs clear and
straightforward language, natural dialogues, and a brisk narrative pace, often punctuated with
gentle humor to sustain the interest of young readers (Dumpala). Importantly, Murty avoids overt
moralizing; instead, she respects the intelligence of her audience by allowing them to draw
conclusions from the actions and outcomes of her characters (Press Trust of India, “Of
Granddaughters”). This technique ensures that ethical values are absorbed organically rather than
imposed. Her bilingual proficiency and the subsequent translation of her works into multiple
Indian languages further extend their accessibility, enabling both rural and urban children to
engage with her narratives. Through vivid depictions of festivals, food, and village life, she
portrays Indian culture authentically, steering clear of stereotypes while celebrating the country’s
diversity (Nadkarni).

The reception of Murty’s works affirms the effectiveness of her style and cultural rootedness.
Her stories enjoy both commercial success and academic recognition, being widely incorporated
into school curricula and studied in higher education (Menon). Parents and teachers frequently
recommend her books for their ability to cultivate moral reflection alongside reading skills
(Writersmelon). Murty’s readership extends across class and geography, uniting rural and urban
audiences through relatable characters and contexts. Internationally, while diaspora readers may
find resonance in cultural details, the universal themes of empathy, kindness, and perseverance
render her works appealing to global audiences as well. Recognition through awards such as the
Sahitya Academy Bal Sahitya Puraskar and the Padma Bhushan testifies to her institutional
standing and enduring influence (Press Trust of India, “Want to Encourage”). Thus, her narrative
simplicity, cultural authenticity, and widespread acclaim collectively establish her as one of the
most significant figures in contemporary Indian children’s literature.

Comparative Perspectives
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Sudha Murty’s place in Indian children’s literature can be better appreciated when her work is
examined alongside that of other influential authors. Like Ruskin Bond, she employs simple,
accessible language that appeals directly to young readers. However, while Bond often dwells on
nature, childhood innocence, and nostalgia rooted in the Himalayan landscape, Murty’s focus is
more value-driven and socially conscious, with narratives that consistently emphasize ethical
living and cultural grounding (Dumpala). Her treatment of mythological stories also
distinguishes her from writers such as Devdutt Pattanaik. Pattanaik’s works prioritize myth as
cultural knowledge, often delivered in an encyclopedic or explanatory style, whereas Murty
retells myths through engaging, child-friendly narratives that weave in morals and everyday
lessons, thereby balancing entertainment with instruction (Agrawal and Dwivedi).

In comparison to Rabindranath Tagore and Sukumar Ray, two pioneers of Indian children’s
literature in Bengali, Murty’s style is less allegorical or whimsical but similarly seeks to impart
wisdom through storytelling. Tagore’s children’s stories often contained subtle humanist themes,
while Ray’s nonsense verse introduced humor and imagination; Murty, on the other hand,
focuses on realistic characters, cultural traditions, and moral dilemmas that reflect contemporary
childhoods in India. Her position is also distinct from Paro Anand and Anita Desai, whose
writings for children and young adults frequently grapple with darker or more complex social
issues, such as violence or urban alienation. Murty consciously avoids such bleakness, believing
that children’s stories should conclude with positivity and hope. By contextualizing the fable
tradition of the Panchatantra and Jataka Tales within modern Indian life, Murty ensures
continuity with the past while speaking to the realities of present-day readers. This synthesis of
tradition, accessibility, and moral instruction firmly situates her within the canon of
contemporary Indian children’s literature while highlighting her unique narrative contribution.

Promoting a Reading Culture in India

Sudha Murty’s contribution to Indian children’s literature extends beyond authorship to an active
role in cultivating a culture of reading among young audiences. She has consistently emphasized
the formative value of books, urging parents and educators to guide children away from
excessive screen time and toward the habit of reading (Press Trust of India, “Want to
Encourage”). For Murty, reading is not merely a leisure activity but an essential tool for
nurturing imagination, empathy, and critical thought. Her advocacy is reinforced by her
extensive philanthropic initiatives through the Infosys Foundation, of which she has been the
guiding force since its inception. One of the foundations’ most impactful projects has been the
establishment and expansion of school libraries. Under Murty’s leadership, nearly 70,000
libraries have been built and stocked across India, many of them located in rural and
underprivileged areas (Nadkarni). These libraries have provided children, often encountering
books for the first time, with access to literature beyond their textbooks, thereby democratizing
knowledge and stimulating curiosity. Murty also plays a visible role in public literary life. She
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frequently attends literature festivals, school events, and storytelling sessions, where she interacts
directly with young readers. Her approachable demeanor and personal enthusiasm for books
transform such occasions into powerful endorsements of reading as both enjoyable and
meaningful (Menon). By combining advocacy, personal example, and institutional support,
Sudha Murty has created a sustainable model for promoting literacy, ensuring that reading
remains central to the intellectual and cultural development of future generations in India.

Conclusion

Sudha Murty’s contribution to Indian children’s literature demonstrates the transformative
potential of storytelling in shaping young minds. Through her extensive body of work—ranging
from semi-autobiographical sketches and folktale collections to mythological retellings and
chapter books—she has revitalized the tradition of value-based narratives while ensuring
accessibility for contemporary readers. Her stories combine simplicity of language with moral
depth, presenting values such as honesty, empathy, perseverance, and respect in ways that are
both relatable and engaging. At the same time, she affirms cultural identity by drawing on India’s
diverse traditions, festivals, and folklore, thereby bridging the gap between heritage and
modernity. Murty’s narrative style, distinguished by clarity and authenticity, has earned her
widespread popularity among children, parents, and educators, while also gaining academic
recognition. Her philanthropic initiatives, particularly the establishment of thousands of libraries
through the Infosys Foundation, further extend her influence by creating tangible opportunities
for children to access books and develop a love for reading. In comparison with her
contemporaries and predecessors, Murty’s unique blend of moral instruction, cultural
preservation, and social awareness positions her as a leading figure in contemporary Indian
children’s literature. Her legacy endures not only in her published works but also in the
generations of readers she has inspired toward ethical, empathetic, and culturally grounded lives.
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