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Abstract 

R. K. Narayan, one of the most distinguished Indian novelists of the twentieth century, lived and wrote during a period 
when India was undergoing a profound historical transition—from colonial subjugation to political independence. His 
literary career, spanning nearly six decades, offers a sustained and nuanced representation of the social, cultural, and 
psychological changes that marked Indian society during and after British rule. Unlike many of his contemporaries whose 
fiction was shaped by overt political commitment or nationalist rhetoric, Narayan refrained from foregrounding anti-colonial 
polemics. Instead, he focused on the everyday lives of ordinary individuals, allowing the idea of the nation and the 
experience of colonialism to emerge as subtle undercurrents rather than explicit themes. 

Through the fictional town of Malgudi, Narayan captures India in transition, delicately exploring the tensions between 
tradition and modernity, colonial influence and indigenous values, and political awakening and personal freedom. This 
paper examines Narayan’s engagement with colonial and postcolonial realities through a close reading of Swami and 
Friends, Mr. Sampath, and A Tiger for Malgudi. It argues that Narayan achieves a distinctive synthesis of Indian cultural 
ethos and colonial experience, presenting India’s historical transition with remarkable restraint, irony, and humanism. 

Keywords: Colonial India, Postcolonial India, Literary Transition, Nationalism and Everyday Life, Malgudi, Cultural 
Transformation 

Full Paper 

Postcolonial literary theory provides a useful framework for understanding R. K. Narayan’s engagement with colonial and 
post-Independence India. Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism explains how colonial discourse constructs the East as 
inferior and passive in order to justify imperial dominance (Said). Although Narayan does not directly confront colonial 
ideology, his portrayal of Indian life from an indigenous perspective challenges stereotypical colonial representations by 
presenting Indians as complex, autonomous individuals rather than exotic subjects. By normalizing Indian experience and 
foregrounding everyday life, Narayan quietly resists the representational politics of empire. 

Homi K. Bhabha’s ideas of ambivalence, hybridity, and mimicry are particularly relevant to Narayan’s fiction. Bhabha 
argues that colonial authority is never absolute, as it produces subjects who simultaneously imitate and resist colonial culture 
(Bhabha). Narayan’s characters—especially in Swami and Friends—embody this ambivalence. Swami’s attraction to 
English education, cricket, and colonial symbols coexists with his instinctive participation in nationalist activities. This 
hybridity reflects the in-between condition of colonial subjects negotiating identity within overlapping cultural influences 
rather than through rigid ideological positions. 

Similarly, Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin argue that postcolonial writers often appropriate the English 
language to articulate indigenous experiences and “write back” to the empire by reshaping the colonizer’s language (The 
Empire Writes Back). Narayan’s use of English to convey Indian sensibilities, ethical values, and cultural rhythms aligns 
with this argument. Rather than rejecting English, he domesticates it, transforming it into a medium capable of expressing 
Indian social realities with authenticity and nuance. 

Born and educated during the colonial period, Narayan belonged simultaneously to colonial and independent India. English 
education had already been firmly institutionalized in the Indian subcontinent by the time he entered school, and he was 
educated entirely in English. While employing English as his literary medium, Narayan consistently used the language and 
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the novel form to examine the effects of colonialism and to portray an Indian society undergoing gradual transformation 
under British rule. His engagement with English reveals an ambivalent yet pragmatic position shaped by historical realities. 
Although Tamil and Sanskrit formed part of his schooling, they were often treated as secondary to English, which enjoyed 
social, political, and intellectual prestige. This linguistic hierarchy did not result in a sense of alienation for Narayan; rather, 
it fostered a distinctive linguistic confidence and cultural ease. Unlike many postcolonial writers who experienced English 
as a language of displacement or conflict, Narayan regarded it as a practical and expressive medium shaped by long 
familiarity and everyday use. His attitude toward English was neither defensive nor apologetic but grounded in historical 
realism. Having grown up in a society where English functioned as the primary language of education, administration, and 
intellectual exchange, Narayan perceived it less as an alien imposition and more as a naturalized instrument of 
communication. This perspective allowed him to reconcile the use of English with an indigenous cultural sensibility, treating 
the language as adaptable rather than oppressive, and as capable of articulating Indian social realities without erasing cultural 
specificity. In an interview with Sundaram, Narayan remarks: 

 “For me, at any rate, English is an absolutely swadeshi language. English, of course,  in a remote horoscopic 
sense, is a native of England, but it enjoys, by virtue of its  uncanny ability, citizenship in every country in the world. 
It has sojourned in India  longer than you or I and is entitled to be treated with respect. It is my hope that  English 
will soon be classified as a non-regional Indian language.” (Narayan qtd. in  Sundaram 23). 

Narayan’s first novel, Swami and Friends, vividly portrays the pervasive yet understated impact of colonial rule on Indian 
society, particularly through the lived experiences of children. The novel reveals a paradoxical response to British authority: 
while colonial domination is resented, its symbols of power, discipline, and prestige exert an undeniable attraction. This 
ambivalence is most clearly visible in the colonial education system, where English functions as a marker of authority, 
cultural superiority, and social advancement. At Albert Mission School, English is treated as the most valued subject, 
reinforcing colonial hierarchies of knowledge and identity. Shankar is admired for his fluency, and Rajam is revered for his 
impeccable English accent: 

 “Rajam was a fresh arrival in the First A. He spoke exactly like a ‘European’; which  meant that few in the 
school could make out what he said” (Narayan, Swami 14). 

Rajam’s speech, dress, and confidence mark him as an object of fascination and authority among his peers. His father’s 
position as the Superintendent of Police further aligns him with colonial power, making Rajam a symbol of imperial 
privilege within the microcosm of the school. Yet Narayan avoids portraying Rajam as a villain; instead, he presents him as 
a child shaped by colonial circumstances rather than consciously endorsing imperial ideology. This nuanced portrayal 
underscores Narayan’s refusal to reduce colonial influence to simple binaries of oppression and resistance. 

Swami and Friends reflects a dual allegiance—an implicit respect for imperial authority alongside a growing resistance to 
it. Swami’s attempts at rebellion against British rule are often impulsive and short-lived, yet the novel suggests that 
nationalist consciousness had deeply permeated everyday life. Swami rejects the religious fanaticism and colonial loyalty 
of Mr. Ebenezer, whose aggressive denunciation of Hindu beliefs exposes the moral violence embedded in missionary 
education. Swami’s discomfort in Ebenezer’s class reflects a broader unease with colonial cultural domination. His 
participation in an anti-British rally, the burning of his foreign-made cap, and his spontaneous shouting of nationalist slogans 
indicate how political awareness enters his life not through ideology but through emotion and imitation: 

 “Swaminathan quailed with shame. ‘Oh, I didn’t notice,’ he said, and removing his cap  flung it into the fire with 
a feeling that he was saving the country” (Narayan, Swami  112). 

The episode is significant not for its political clarity but for its emotional immediacy. Swami’s action is driven by shame, 
excitement, and a desire to belong rather than by a coherent understanding of nationalism. Narayan thus captures nationalism 
as an experiential phenomenon rather than a doctrinal commitment, reflecting how political movements reached ordinary 
people, including children, during the colonial period. 
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On a hartal day, Swami’s involvement in nationalist protest leads to vandalism, chaos, and fear. He narrowly escapes police 
violence and is eventually expelled from school. The presence of police batons, marching crowds, and sudden disorder 
reveals the fragility of colonial authority when confronted by mass unrest. Yet Narayan resists turning the episode into 
heroic resistance. Swami’s father rebukes him not out of loyalty to colonial rule but out of concern for safety and discipline, 
suggesting that parental authority does not merely replicate imperial power. Even Rajam, the son of the police 
superintendent, momentarily sympathizes with Gandhiji, indicating the widespread reach of nationalist sentiment across 
social and administrative divisions. 

At the same time, colonial influence remains deeply ingrained in everyday life. Cricket, a colonial import, is admired with 
near-religious fervour, symbolizing the internalization of British cultural practices. The boys’ obsession with forming a 
cricket club mirrors their unconscious participation in colonial cultural reproduction. Similarly, material symbols such as 
the Rolls Royce signify ultimate success and prestige, revealing how colonial values shape aspirations even among those 
who resent imperial rule. Narayan does not endorse colonial domination; rather, he realistically depicts a society 
permanently shaped by British presence. Lawley Extension in Malgudi becomes a symbolic reminder of colonial intrusion, 
representing the spatial and cultural imprint of empire on Indian life. 

Narayan also foregrounds the desire for personal independence, often portraying protagonists who temporarily leave home 
but eventually return. Swami’s repeated acts of running away—from school, home, and authority—reflect a yearning for 
autonomy that parallels the nation’s struggle for self-determination. Yet these departures are always provisional, 
underscoring the uncertainty of a society negotiating between tradition and modernity rather than decisively breaking from 
the past. 

Narayan’s use of children as central characters enables him to portray political unrest with emotional intensity and moral 
ambiguity. Mani embodies suppressed anger and impulsive resistance, Rajam represents colonial accommodation and 
privilege, while Swami occupies a middle ground, embodying the conflicted consciousness of the average Indian subject. 
Swami’s oscillation between resistance and compliance illustrates what Homi K. Bhabha describes as colonial ambivalence, 
where the subject is never fully aligned with either authority or rebellion (Bhabha). Through Swami, Narayan captures the 
psychological complexity of colonial subjectivity, revealing how identity is shaped through negotiation, contradiction, and 
partial resistance rather than ideological certainty. 

In Mr. Sampath, Narayan’s first major post-Independence novel, Malgudi emerges as a space undergoing swift social and 
cultural transformation, mirroring the uncertainties of a newly free nation. The protagonist, Srinivas, initially appears as an 
idealistic journalist committed to exposing social evils such as caste prejudice, rigid educational systems, and blind 
adherence to orthodoxy. As the editor of The Banner, Srinivas sees journalism as a moral vocation and believes in the 
written word as an instrument of social reform. His outlook reflects the lingering influence of nationalist idealism that 
continued to shape Indian intellectual life even after 1947 (Narayan, Mr. Sampath). 

Srinivas’s association with the film industry, facilitated by the flamboyant and opportunistic Mr. Sampath, gradually 
exposes him to the contradictions of post-Independence India. Cinema, portrayed as a powerful yet commercially driven 
medium, represents the shifting priorities of a society moving away from Gandhian austerity toward spectacle, profit, and 
mass appeal. Srinivas’s desire to write socially meaningful film scripts—rooted in Gandhian ideals of simplicity, moral 
integrity, and social justice—reveals his struggle to reconcile idealism with the realities of a rapidly modernizing nation. He 
hopes cinema can educate the masses and promote ethical values, echoing the nationalist belief in culture as a tool for 
nation-building (Narayan, Mr. Sampath). 

However, Narayan subtly undercuts this optimism. Srinivas’s scripts are repeatedly sidelined in favour of melodrama and 
sensationalism, highlighting how commercial interests overpower reformist intentions. Mr. Sampath’s success lies not in 
social commitment but in his ability to exploit emerging opportunities, making him a representative figure of post-
Independence entrepreneurial India. This contrast underscores Narayan’s realistic assessment of freedom: political 
independence does not automatically lead to moral or cultural regeneration. 
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Critics have noted that Narayan avoids overt political commentary, choosing instead to depict the “quiet erosion of ideals 
in everyday life” (Iyengar). Srinivas’s gradual disillusionment symbolizes the fading of nationalist fervour and the difficulty 
of sustaining Gandhian ethics in a consumer-oriented society. Yet, Narayan does not portray this loss tragically. Srinivas 
eventually retreats from the film world, suggesting a return to personal integrity rather than public activism. 

Thus, Mr. Sampath captures the transitional moment of post-Independence India—a society caught between nationalist 
ideals and modern aspirations. Through Srinivas’s journey, Narayan reveals how freedom reshapes, but does not necessarily 
resolve, the tensions between idealism and pragmatism, making the novel a nuanced reflection on the cultural consequences 
of independence (Narayan, Mr. Sampath). 

In A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), R. K. Narayan engages more directly with questions of national policy and cultural pluralism 
than in his earlier fiction, particularly through the articulation of the three-language formula. The novel affirms the 
coexistence of regional language, national language, and English, reflecting post-Independence India’s attempt to balance 
cultural rootedness with national unity and global engagement. This ideological position is explicitly voiced by the 
headmaster, who explains the educational rationale behind multilingual instruction: 

 “In Hindi since it is our national language… also in English because… it opens a  window on the world… In 
Tamil, because it is our mother tongue” (Narayan, A Tiger  66). 

This statement encapsulates the pragmatic and inclusive nationalism that Narayan consistently endorses. Rather than 
privileging one language over another, the novel recognizes linguistic plurality as an organic feature of Indian identity. 
English, once the language of colonial authority, is no longer presented as an oppressive instrument but as a functional 
medium for global communication. Hindi symbolizes political unity, while Tamil represents cultural continuity and 
emotional belonging. Through this triadic framework, Narayan subtly redefines the colonial language as a postcolonial 
resource rather than a lingering burden. 

The choice of Raja the tiger as the narrative voice further reinforces this pluralistic vision. Raja’s journey—from the jungle 
to the circus and finally to the ashram—parallels India’s own transition from colonial spectacle to ethical self-reflection. 
His encounters with humans across different social institutions expose the tensions between authority, discipline, and 
freedom. Notably, the school represents a space where national ideals are formally articulated, yet imperfectly practiced, 
mirroring the gap between policy and lived reality in post-Independence India. 

Narayan also critiques mechanical nationalism through irony. While the three-language formula is celebrated as enlightened 
policy, the actual process of learning is often rigid and performative, lacking emotional engagement. This echoes Narayan’s 
broader skepticism toward institutionalized reform when divorced from human understanding. The Master’s compassionate 
guidance of Raja contrasts sharply with bureaucratic authority, suggesting that moral education, rather than policy alone, 
enables genuine transformation. 

Importantly, A Tiger for Malgudi does not reject the colonial past outright. Instead, it integrates colonial legacies—such as 
English education—into a reimagined national framework grounded in ethical humanism. The novel thus represents a 
mature phase in Narayan’s fiction, where India’s transition is no longer marked by resistance or imitation but by 
accommodation, synthesis, and quiet confidence. Through irony, allegory, and restraint, Narayan presents a vision of 
postcolonial India that is neither nostalgic nor defensive, but securely plural and self-aware. 

Through his sustained portrayal of ordinary lives, R. K. Narayan offers a quietly powerful representation of India in 
transition, tracing the movement from colonial rule to post-Independence realities without resorting to ideological excess. 
His fiction neither romanticizes resistance nor celebrates independence as a definitive rupture; instead, it reveals the 
continuities, adaptations, and ambiguities that shape a society negotiating change. By embedding colonial and postcolonial 
experiences within the rhythms of everyday life, Narayan captures the complexities of historical transformation at the level 
of individual consciousness. 
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Narayan’s achievement lies in his ability to represent colonial and postcolonial dimensions as lived experiences rather than 
abstract political categories. His novels depict an India that resists, absorbs, and redefines colonial influence while retaining 
cultural continuity. In doing so, Narayan positions himself as a novelist of transition—one who documents the making of 
modern India through restraint, irony, and humanistic insight. His fiction thus offers a compelling literary record of a nation 
in transition, where change unfolds not through dramatic confrontation but through the subtle negotiations of everyday life. 
In this sense, Narayan quietly counters Orientalist representations by asserting Indian subjectivity through ordinary lives 
rather than ideological confrontation (Said). 
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