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ABSTRACT

A. K Ramanujan's poem Obituary presents a sharp
and ironic critique of traditional family structures and
societal expectations in Indian culture. The poem revolves
around the death of the speaker's father and the material and
emotional legacy he leaves behind. Through irony, satire, and
vivid imagery, Ramanujan exposes the contradictions
embedded in patriarchal authority and familial obligations.
Rather than portraying the deceased father as a respected
family patriarch, the poem highlights his failures, debts, and
the burdens he imposes on his family even after death.
Traditional rituals associated with death are depicted with a
sense of detachment, emphasizing the gap between cultural expectations and personal realities. The poem
also explores how family members inherit not only property but also responsibilities, social pressures, and
unresolved tensions. By blending humor with criticism, Ramanujan challenges idealized notions of family,
inheritance, and tradition. This study examines how irony functions as a literary device to reveal the
complexities of familial relationships and the persistence of cultural expectations in modern society.
Ultimately, Obituary emerges as a powerful commentary on the intersection of tradition, individual
identity, and social obligation.
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INTRODUCTION:

Modern Indian English poetry often explores the complexities of cultural traditions, family
relationships, and social expectations through innovative literary techniques. Among the prominent
voices in this field, A. K. Ramanujan occupies a significant position for his insightful portrayal of Indian
society and its intricate familial structures. His poetry frequently examines the tension between
traditional values and individual experiences, reflecting both attachment to and criticism of inherited
cultural norms. The poem Obituary is one of Ramanujan's most celebrated works, offering a satirical
and ironic perspective on family life and the institution of patriarchy. Written as a reflection on the
death of the speaker's father, the poem departs from the conventional tone of mourning usually
associated with an obituary. Instead of glorifying the deceased, Ramanujan presents a realistic account
of a father who leaves behind debts, responsibilities, and unresolved family burdens. Through this
unconventional portrayal, the poet challenges the idealized image of the patriarch that is often upheld
in traditional Indian society.
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Irony serves as the central literary device in the poem, enabling Ramanujan to expose the
contradictions between societal expectations and lived realities. The father's life and death are depicted
in a manner that reveals the limitations of traditional authority and the burdens imposed on family
members. At the same time, the poem highlights how cultural customs surrounding death, inheritance,
and family obligations continue to shape individual lives regardless of personal feelings. The speaker's
detached tone further emphasizes the gap between public rituals and private emotions. This study aims
to analyze how Ramanujan employs irony to critique traditional values and familial expectations in
Obituary. By examining the poem's themes, imagery, and satirical elements, the paper seeks to
demonstrate how Ramanujan questions established social norms while portraying the enduring
influence of family and tradition in contemporary Indian life. Through its ironic treatment of death,
inheritance, and patriarchy, Obituary emerges as a powerful commentary on the complexities of
cultural identity and familial responsibility.

Aim

To examine the ironic portrayal of tradition and familial expectations in Obituary and to analyze
how A. K. Ramanujan critiques patriarchal values, social customs, and family obligations through the
use of irony and satire.

Objectives

+ To study the use of irony as a major literary device in Obituary.

To analyze the depiction of traditional family structures and patriarchal authority in the poem.

* To examine how the poet portrays familial expectations and responsibilities inherited by family
members.

* To explore the contrast between social rituals associated with death and the personal realities

experienced by the speaker.

To investigate Ramanujan's criticism of conventional cultural values and inherited traditions.

To identify the themes of inheritance, duty, and family burden presented in the poem.

To evaluate how satire and irony contribute to the overall meaning and message of the poem.

To understand the relevance of the poem's social and cultural critique in the context of modern

Indian society.
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SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS
Scope

This study focuses on the ironic depiction of tradition and familial expectations in Obituary by A.
K. Ramanujan. It examines how the poet employs irony, satire, and imagery to critique traditional
family structures, patriarchal authority, and cultural practices associated with death and inheritance.
The study explores the representation of familial responsibilities, social obligations, and the impact of
inherited traditions on individual identity. It also analyzes the poem within the broader context of
Indian society and culture, highlighting Ramanujan's perspective on the relationship between personal
experience and social expectations. The research is limited to a close textual analysis of Obituary and its
major themes related to family, tradition, and irony.

Limitations

The study is confined to a single poem, Obituary, and does not provide a comprehensive
analysis of Ramanujan's entire body of work. The research primarily focuses on the themes of tradition,
familial expectations, and irony, while other aspects such as linguistic style, psychological
interpretation, and comparative literary analysis receive limited attention. The interpretation is based
on textual analysis and may vary according to different critical perspectives and readers' responses.
The study does not extensively examine the historical and biographical factors influencing the poem
beyond their relevance to the selected theme. The findings cannot be generalized to all Indian families
or cultural practices, as the poem reflects a specific literary and personal perspective. Thus, while the

Journal for all Subjects : www.lbp.world



IRONIC DEPICTION OF TRADITION AND FAMILIAL EXPECTATIONS IN ..... VOLUME - 15 | ISSUE - 6 | MARCH - 2026

study offers an in-depth understanding of irony and familial expectations in Obituary, its conclusions
remain limited to the thematic and literary framework of the selected poem.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study on the ironic depiction of tradition and familial expectations in Obituary by A. K.
Ramanujan adopts a qualitative and interpretative research methodology based on close textual
analysis. The primary source for the study is the poem Obituary, which is analyzed in detail to
understand its themes, structure, tone, and use of literary devices such as irony, satire, and imagery.
The research focuses on how Ramanujan presents family relationships, patriarchal authority, and
cultural traditions through a critical and ironic lens. Secondary sources include scholarly articles,
critical essays, books on Indian English poetry, and literary interpretations of Ramanujan’s works.
These sources are used to support the analysis and provide critical perspectives on the poem’s thematic
concerns. The study follows an analytical and descriptive approach, where key passages from the poem
are interpreted in relation to social and cultural contexts. Attention is given to how irony functions as a
central technique in exposing contradictions between traditional expectations and lived family realities.
The research is limited to literary interpretation and does not involve fieldwork, surveys, or statistical
analysis. It is primarily text-based and subjective in nature, relying on established literary criticism
methods to draw conclusions. Overall, this methodology enables a focused exploration of Obituary as a
poetic critique of tradition, family structures, and social expectations in Indian society.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The poem Obituary by A. K. Ramanujan has been widely discussed in the context of Indian
English poetry, particularly for its ironic treatment of death, family relationships, and traditional values.
Critics have often noted that Ramanujan’s poetry reflects a complex negotiation between cultural
inheritance and modern individual consciousness, where personal experience becomes a site of tension
and critique. Several scholars of Indian English literature observe that Ramanujan’s works frequently
challenge idealized representations of family and tradition. In Obituary, the depiction of the father’s
death is not sentimental but sharply ironic, revealing the burdens, debts, and unresolved
responsibilities left behind. This approach has been interpreted by critics as a deliberate departure
from conventional elegiac poetry, where mourning is typically foregrounded. Instead, Ramanujan
reconstructs the idea of an obituary as a social document that exposes rather than glorifies family life.
Literary critics also emphasize the role of irony as a central device in Ramanujan’s poetic technique. In
Obituary, irony operates at multiple levels—structural, verbal, and situational—highlighting
contradictions between public rituals of mourning and private emotional realities. Scholars argue that
this irony allows Ramanujan to critique patriarchal authority without overt moral judgment, instead
presenting a nuanced and layered representation of family dynamics. Feminist and cultural readings of
the poem further suggest that Obituary reflects the burden of inherited patriarchy and the unequal
distribution of familial responsibilities. The poem has been analyzed as exposing how traditional family
systems often privilege authority while obscuring the emotional and financial strain placed on surviving
members. In this sense, Ramanujan’s work is seen as contributing to a broader discourse on gender
roles, inheritance, and cultural expectations in Indian society. Overall, the existing body of literature
positions Obituary as a significant text in modern Indian poetry that combines personal narrative with
social critique. While interpretations vary, there is a general consensus that Ramanujan’s ironic style
serves to destabilize conventional notions of family, tradition, and mourning, making the poem an
important subject for continued literary analysis.

DISCUSSION

The poem Obituary by A. K. Ramanujan presents a layered and ironic critique of tradition and
familial expectations within Indian society. Rather than offering a conventional elegy, the poem
subverts the expected tone of mourning and respect typically associated with death rituals. Instead,
Ramanujan constructs a narrative that exposes the practical, emotional, and social burdens left behind
after the death of the father figure.One of the central aspects of the poem is its use of irony to challenge
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the idealized image of the patriarch. Traditionally, the father is seen as the head of the family, a figure of
authority and stability. However, in Obituary, this image is destabilized as the father is portrayed as
someone who leaves behind debts, unfinished responsibilities, and unresolved tensions. This ironic
reversal forces the reader to reconsider the gap between societal expectations and lived family realities.
The poem also highlights the weight of familial obligations imposed on the surviving members. Instead
of inheritance being purely material or positive, it becomes a burden that includes financial liabilities,
emotional strain, and social responsibilities. This depiction challenges the conventional understanding
of inheritance in traditional Indian families, where it is often associated with continuity, honor, and
respect.

Another significant element is the contrast between public rituals and private emotions. The
formal practices of mourning and death rituals stand in stark opposition to the speaker’s detached and
almost matter-of-fact tone. This contrast emphasizes how cultural traditions often function as social
performances, masking deeper emotional complexities within the family. Furthermore, Ramanujan
subtly critiques the rigidity of tradition itself. The poem suggests that inherited customs and
expectations do not always align with individual experiences or emotional truths. Through irony, the
poet reveals how tradition can sometimes perpetuate contradictions, especially in the context of family
hierarchy and patriarchy. Overall, the discussion shows that Obituary is not merely a reflection on
death, but a broader commentary on family structures and cultural expectations. The ironic treatment
of tradition allows Ramanujan to question established norms and highlight the complexity of familial
relationships in modern Indian society.

FINDINGS

The analysis of Obituary by A. K. Ramanujan reveals several important findings regarding the
ironic depiction of tradition and familial expectations. Firstly, the poem consistently uses irony to
challenge conventional perceptions of the father as a respected patriarch. Instead of being portrayed as
a figure of authority and honor, the father is shown to leave behind confusion, debts, and unresolved
responsibilities, thereby subverting traditional ideals associated with family leadership. Secondly, the
study finds that familial expectations in the poem are presented as burdens rather than privileges. The
inherited responsibilities—both financial and emotional—highlight the pressure placed on surviving
family members, questioning the traditional belief that inheritance is purely a form of continuity and
pride. Thirdly, the research identifies a strong contrast between cultural rituals and personal realities.
While societal norms dictate formal mourning practices, the speaker’s tone remains detached and
realistic, suggesting a disconnect between public expressions of grief and private emotional
experiences. Fourthly, it is observed that Ramanujan uses irony as a tool to critique patriarchal and
traditional family structures. The poem exposes contradictions within these systems, showing how they
often create more complications than harmony in real-life situations.Finally, the findings indicate that
Obituary reflects a broader social commentary on modern Indian family life. It suggests that tradition,
while deeply rooted, is not always aligned with individual experiences, and may sometimes impose
unnecessary emotional and social burdens. Overall, the poem demonstrates how irony can effectively
reveal the complexities and contradictions of tradition and familial expectations in contemporary
society.

CONCLUSION

The study of Obituary by A. K. Ramanujan highlights how the poem effectively uses irony to
question and reinterpret tradition and familial expectations in Indian society. Rather than presenting
death as a purely solemn or reverential event, Ramanujan reconstructs it as a moment that exposes
hidden truths about family life, authority, and inherited responsibilities. The analysis shows that the
poet deliberately subverts the traditional image of the father as a symbol of strength and stability.
Instead, the father’s death reveals unresolved debts, emotional distance, and burdens passed on to the
family. This ironic portrayal challenges idealized notions of patriarchy and emphasizes the complexities
embedded within familial relationships. It is also evident that the poem critiques the gap between
cultural rituals and lived realities. While society upholds structured practices of mourning and
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inheritance, the speaker’s detached tone reveals a more pragmatic and often uncomfortable truth. This
contrast underscores Ramanujan’s ability to question social norms without direct confrontation, relying
instead on subtle irony and observation. Overall, the study concludes that Obituary serves as a powerful
commentary on the contradictions of tradition and the pressures of familial expectations. Through
irony, A. K. Ramanujan exposes how inherited customs can both shape and burden individual lives. The
poem ultimately encourages readers to reconsider the relationship between tradition, identity, and
personal experience in modern Indian society.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

The analysis of Obituary by A. K. Ramanujan opens up several avenues for further research that
can deepen the understanding of its themes and literary significance. Future studies may extend the
analysis beyond a single poem by comparing Obituary with other poems by Ramanujan that deal with
family, memory, and tradition. Such comparative studies would help in understanding the consistency
and evolution of his ironic style and thematic concerns. Researchers may also explore a comparative
literary approach by examining Obituary alongside works of other Indian English poets who engage
with similar themes of family structure, patriarchy, and cultural expectations. This could highlight both
shared concerns and unique stylistic approaches within Indian English poetry. Another possible area of
study is a feminist reading of the poem, focusing more deeply on how patriarchal systems influence
familial roles and responsibilities, particularly the impact on women and children within traditional
family structures. Further research may also incorporate psychological and sociological perspectives to
better understand how inherited family burdens and social expectations affect individual identity and
emotional well-being. Additionally, postcolonial readings of the poem could provide insight into how
Ramanujan negotiates between traditional Indian cultural frameworks and modern influences,
especially in relation to changing family dynamics. Overall, these directions can enrich critical
understanding of Obituary and contribute to broader discussions on irony, tradition, and familial
expectations in modern Indian literature.
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