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c 
V̂ _>OMMENTATORS ON R. K . N a r a y a n g e n e r a l l y see i n his w o r k an 
a f f i r m a t i o n o f H i n d u i s m . E d w i n G e r o w , for ins tance , argues that 
N a r a y a n has a n " u n f l i n c h i n g l y t r a d i t i o n a l o u t l o o k , " a n d that he 
c a n o n l y be u n d e r s t o o d i n r e l a t i o n to a " t r a d i t i o n a l p h i l o s o p h i 
ca l a n d m e t a p h y s i c a l un iver se o f d i s c o u r s e " ( 17) . Syd C . H a r r e x 
suggests that b o t h N a r a y a n a n d his c o n t e m p o r a r y Raja R a o have 
a " p r o f o u n d a n d d i s c r i m i n a t i n g r e v e r e n c e for those a n c i e n t 
t r a d i t i o n s w h i c h they find to be st i l l c u l t u r a l l y a n d m o r a l l y v i t a l " 
( 13). F o r V . S. N a i p a u l , N a r a y a n ' s nove ls are " r e l i g i o u s b o o k s , at 
t imes r e l i g i o u s fables, a n d intense ly H i n d u " ( 2 2 ) . B u t N a i p a u l 
sees N a r a y a n ' s H i n d u i s m as o f ten b e i n g o n the defensive . T h i s 
v iew is a p p a r e n t i n h i s analysis o f The Vendor of Sweets, whose 
p r o t a g o n i s t , J a g a n , r e n o u n c e s the w o r l d i n the t i m e - h o n o u r e d 
H i n d u f a s h i o n . N a i p a u l i n t e r p r e t s this a c t i o n as a desperate 
a t t e m p t to c o u n t e r the threat to H i n d u c u l t u r e p o s e d b y j a g a n ' s 
s o n M a l i , w h o has r e t u r n e d f r o m A m e r i c a w i t h a g i r l - f r i e n d a n d a 
b i z a r r e p l a n to m a n u f a c t u r e a n o v e l - w r i t i n g m a c h i n e : 

Jagan's is the ultimate H i n d u retreat, because it is a retreat from a 
world that is known to have broken down at last. It is . . . not a return 
to a purer Aryan past, as Jagan might imagine, but a retreat from 
civil ization and creativity, from rebirth and growth, to magic and 
incantation. (43) 

H e r e , the retreat is a s y m p t o m o f cracks i n the H i n d u v iew o f l i fe , 
c racks w h i c h N a r a y a n c a n n o t o p e n l y a c k n o w l e d g e . It is a s ign o f 
H i n d u i s m ' s fa i lure to a d a p t to m o d e r n i t y . 

A l t h o u g h the i m p o r t a n c e o f H i n d u i s m i n N a r a y a n ' s w o r k is 
u n d e n i a b l e , what I w a n t to a rgue i n this a r t ic le is that this p i c t u r e 
o f h i m as a H i n d u t r a d i t i o n a l i s t , w h e t h e r o f the c o n f i d e n t o r the 
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defensive sort, gives a d i s t o r t e d perspect ive o n his w o r k a n d 
needs s o m e q u a l i f i c a t i o n . A n u m b e r o f his novels i n fact p r o b e 
l i m i t a t i o n s a n d c o n t r a d i c t i o n s i n H i n d u world-v iews a n d i d e n t i 
ties. T h e y d o n o t s i m p l y a f f i rm H i n d u i s m ; they ident i fy tens ions 
w i t h i n it. 

I sha l l a rgue these p o i n t s w i t h re ference to two w o r k s w h i c h 
focus o n c o n c e r n s c e n t r a l to H i n d u i s m : The Man-Eater of Malgudi 
( 1961 ) , i n w h i c h the H i n d u c o m m u n i t y ' s stability is t h r e a t e n e d 
by forces l i n k e d w i t h Western m o d e r n i t y , a n d A Tiger for Malgudi 
( 1 9 8 3 ) , w h i c h is based o n the n o t i o n s of r e i n c a r n a t i o n a n d 
karma. B o t h texts also re ly o n t r a d i t i o n a l narrat ive m o d e l s . The 
Man-Eater of Malgudi r eworks a m y t h a b o u t the g o d V i s h n u , a n d 
A Tiger for Malgudi draws o n the d i d a c t i c a n i m a l fable , e x a m p l e s 
o f w h i c h c a n be f o u n d i n c o l l e c t i o n s s u c h as The Pancatantra o r 
TheJataka (stories o f the B u d d h a i n his past l i v e s ) . 1 

I 

A n u m b e r o f c o n c e p t s c r u c i a l to H i n d u i s m are also c r u c i a l to 
these two novels . P e r h a p s the m o s t i m p o r t a n t is the n o t i o n o f 
dharma, a t e r m w h i c h has b e e n t rans la ted var ious ly as " law," 
" r e l i g i o n , " " the e t e r n a l law that governs a l l h u m a n a n d n o n -
h u m a n e x i s t e n c e , " " r i g h t a c t i o n , " " c o n f o r m i t y w i t h the t r u t h o f 
t h i n g s , " the "rules o f c o n d u c t ( m o r e s , cus toms , codes , o r laws) o f 
a g r o u p " ( Z a e h n e r 2; R a d h a k r i s h n a n 56 ; E m b r e e 2 10 ) . C o m 
m o n to m a n y o f its m e a n i n g s is the i d e a o f o r d e r , s o m e t h i n g o n 
w h i c h H i n d u i s m places great e m p h a s i s , as R. C . Z a e h n e r m a k e s 
c lear i n h i s d e f i n i t i o n o f the t e r m : 

Dharma i s . . . the " form" of things as they are and the power that keeps 
them as they are and not otherwise. A n d just as it maintains the whole 
universe in being in accordance with eternal law . . . so, in the moral 
sphere, does it maintain the human race by eternal moral law. (2-3) 

I n its widest sense, t h e n , it refers to s o m e t h i n g l i k e " c o s m i c 
o r d e r . " I n r e l a t i o n to the i n d i v i d u a l a n d society, the t e r m dharma 
c a n be t rans la ted as "duty . " Duty , however , is n o t s o m e t h i n g to be 
w o r k e d o u t i n the pr ivacy o f the i n d i v i d u a l c o n s c i e n c e ; it is 
d e f i n e d by i n s t i t u t i o n s s u c h as caste a n d family . 

A n o t h e r c e n t r a l H i n d u c o n c e p t , karma, c a n be seen as the law 
o f cause a n d effect a p p l i e d to the s p h e r e o f mora l i t y . O n e suffers 



N A R A Y A N A N D H I N D U I S M 9 

o r benefits f r o m the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f o n e ' s ac t ions , d e p e n d i n g 
o n w h e t h e r those ac t ions were b a d o r g o o d . T h e d o c t r i n e o f 
karma is l i n k e d w i t h the i d e a o f r e i n c a r n a t i o n : the fruits o f a c t i o n 
c a n m a k e themselves felt over m a n y lives. H o w e v e r , H i n d u i s m 
also places great e m p h a s i s o n moksha, the eventua l l i b e r a t i o n 
f r o m the cycles o f d e a t h a n d r e b i r t h . A c c o r d i n g to Z a e h n e r , 

The Upanishads teach . . . that the human soul in its deepest essence 
is in some sense identical with Brahman, the unchanging something 
that is yet the source of all change. This soul, then, must be distinct 
from the ordinary empir ical self which transmigrates from body to 
body carrying its load of karma with it. H o w to realize this eternal soul 
and how to disengage it from its real or imaginary connexion with the 
psychosomatic complex that thinks, wills, and acts, is from the time of 
the Upanishads onwards the crucial problem facing the H i n d u reli
gious consciousness. (60) 

T h e s e d o c t r i n e s c a n give rise to a n u m b e r o f anx iet ies , par
t i c u l a r l y w h e n c o n s i d e r e d f r o m the perspect ive o f W e s t e r n 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i d e o l o g i e s . T h e stress o n dharma, for ins tance , sub
o r d i n a t e s i n d i v i d u a l desires to the d e m a n d s o f society a n d r e l i 
g i o n , to the m a i n t e n a n c e o f o r d e r a n d the f u l f i l m e n t o f f ami ly 
a n d caste dut ies . T h e i n d i v i d u a l is d i m i n i s h e d i n o t h e r ways, t o o . 
" T r u e " real i ty is l o c a t e d n o t i n the " e m p i r i c a l self," b u t e l sewhere 
(the " e t e r n a l s o u l , " B r a h m a n ) . A c c o r d i n g to the d o c t r i n e o f 
karma, rewards o r p u n i s h m e n t s a c c r u e d f r o m u n r e m e m b e r e d 
p r e v i o u s l ives shape o n e ' s fate a n d d e t e r m i n e o n e ' s c u r r e n t 
chances o f h a p p i n e s s . T h e s e ideas a p p e a r to deva lue i n d i v i d u a l 
h u m a n l i fe i n this w o r l d , the o n l y l i fe of w h i c h we have k n o w l 
edge. S u c h c o n c e r n s seem to u n d e r p i n N a i p a u l ' s d e n u n c i a t i o n 
o f the n o t i o n o f karma: 

the H i n d u killer, the H i n d u calm, which tells us that we pay in this life 
for what we have done in past lives: so that everything we see is just 
and balanced, and the distress we see is to be rel ished as religious 
theatre, a reminder of our duty to ourselves, our future lives. ( 17) 

A l t h o u g h N a i p a u l expresses a c o m m o n l y h e l d view, o thers , it 
s h o u l d be a d d e d , d i s p u t e this i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . M . H i r i y a n n a , for 
ins tance , rejects the i m p l i c a t i o n o f fa ta l i sm, a r g u i n g that " n o t h 
i n g i n the d o c t r i n e . . . e i t h e r e l i m i n a t e s r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o r i n 
val idates self-effort" ( 130) . 
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U n e a s i n e s s a b o u t life as " r e l i g i o u s t h e a t r e " m i g h t be r e i n 
f o r c e d bv the c o n c e p t o f maya. T h i s w o r d is usua l ly t rans la ted as 
" i l l u s i o n , " a n d s o m e t i m e s i n t e r p r e t e d to m e a n that the p h e n o m 
e n a l w o r l d itself is u n r e a l a n d o f l i t t le va lue ( a l t h o u g h a g a i n there 
are a l ternat ive a c c o u n t s w h i c h d i s p u t e this v iew) . S u c h ideas c a n 
give rise to the uneasy f e e l i n g that the i n d i v i d u a l self a n d the 
p h e n o m e n a l w o r l d are u n i m p o r t a n t , a n d that o n e ' s a c t i o n s lack 
a u t o n o m y , s ince t h e i r o r i g i n s a n d causes l ie i n f o r g o t t e n past 
lives. I n the sect ions that fo l low, I analyse ways i n w h i c h N a r a y a n ' s 
novels The Man-Eater of Malgudi a n d A Tiger for Malgudi engage 
wi th such anx ie t ies . 

II 

T h e g e n e r a l c o n t o u r s o f Tlie Alan-Eater of Malgudi are reasonab ly 
we l l e s t a b l i s h e d . 2 T h e n o v e l is o r g a n i z e d r o u n d a pa t te rn f o u n d 
i n m a n y o f N a r a y a n ' s w o r k s a n d i n H i n d u narrat ives g e n e r a l l y : 
the d i s t u r b a n c e a n d r e s t o r a t i o n o f the H i n d u o r d e r o r dharma. 
T h e agent o f d i s r u p t i o n is a t a x i d e r m i s t n a m e d Vasu (the " m a n -
eater " o f the nove l ' s t i t l e ) , w h o arrives i n the t o w n o f M a l g u d i , 
w h e r e h e rents a r o o m f r o m the nove l ' s h e r o , N a t a r a j , the p r o p r i 
e tor o f a s m a l l p r in t ing-press . H e uses this base to r u n h i s taxi 
d e r m y business a n d i n d o i n g so causes c o n s i d e r a b l e u p h e a v a l for 
Natara j a n d M a l g u d i . 

Vasu's a c t i o n s q u i c k l y establ ish his o p p o s i t i o n to H i n d u values. 
F o r ins tance , h e sacr i l eg ious ly k i l l s a n d stuffs a g o l d e n eagle , 
i d e n t i f i e d by the o u t r a g e d Natara j as a sacred "garuda . . . the 
messenger o f G o d V i s h n u " ( 5 0 ) . Vasu's c h a l l e n g e is n o t o n l y a 
r e l i g i o u s o n e , as V . P a n d u r a n g a R a o notes w h e n h e observes that 
" the n o v e l is a n a l l egory o f the c o m i n g o f m o d e r n i t y to I n d i a a n d 
m o r e p a r t i c u l a r l y to S o u t h I n d i a " ( 3 8 ) . Vasu represents forces 
associated w i t h Western m o d e r n i t y , s u c h as i n d i v i d u a l i s m , i n d u s 
t r i a l i s m , a n d c o m m e r c i a l i s m . O n e e x a m p l e o f this is the way he 
c o m p o u n d s his sacr i lege over the g o l d e n eagle by t h i n k i n g of 
t u r n i n g it i n t o a bus iness act ivity a n d s e l l i n g stuffed eagles to the 
fa i thful ( 5 0 ) . 

Vasu's threat to H i n d u i s m is p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p a r e n t i n the 
nove l ' s c l i m a x , w h i c h centres o n a r e l i g i o u s festival. A n i m p o r 
tant feature o f this festival is a t e m p l e e l e p h a n t whose recovery 
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f r o m i l lness Natara j has b e e n i n s t r u m e n t a l i n h e l p i n g to achieve . 
Vasu p lans to s h o o t the e l e p h a n t a n d sell its parts; however , 
be fore h e c a n d o this , h e a c c i d e n t a l l y k i l l s h imsel f . W a i t i n g i n his 
r o o m for the e l e p h a n t to pass be low, h e is p l a g u e d by m o s q u i 
toes, a n d , i n swatt ing those w h i c h settle o n h i s f o r e h e a d , he 
crushes his o w n s k u l l (he e a r l i e r was d e p i c t e d as i m m e n s e l y 
p o w e r f u l ) . 

I f Vasu is the d e s t a b i l i z e r o f the H i n d u order , Natara j is its 
s o m e w h a t c o m i c de fender . H i s n a m e , w h i c h m e a n s " L o r d o f the 
D a n c e , " is a n e p i t h e t o f the G o d Sh iva . A s the c h a m p i o n o f 
H i n d u i s m , h e tries to foresta l l Vasu's a t t e m p t to k i l l the e l e p h a n t . 
Natara j is also less d r i v e n by c o m m e r c i a l i m p e r a t i v e s t h a n Vasu is. 
H e dedicates h i s business act ivit ies to the G o d d e s s L a x m i ; a n d , 
u n l i k e his n e i g h b o u r , the Star Press, h e does n o t possess m o d e r n 
p r i n t i n g m a c h i n e r y . 

T h e m y t h o l o l o g i c a l para l le l s to the p l o t are d e s c r i b e d by 
Natara j ' s e m p l o y e e Sastr i , w h o ident i f ies Vasu as a rakshasa, "a 
d e m o n i a c c r e a t u r e w h o possessed e n o r m o u s s t r e n g t h , strange 
powers , a n d g e n i u s , b u t r e c o g n i z e d n o sort o f restraints o f m a n 
o r G o d . " A rakshasa, Sastri adds, "gets s w o l l e n w i t h his ego. H e 
t h i n k s h e is i n v i n c i b l e , b e y o n d every law. B u t s o o n e r o r later 
s o m e t h i n g o r o t h e r w i l l dest roy h i m " ( 7 2 ) . H e t h e n r e c o u n t s 
the m y t h w h i c h the n o v e l re-enacts, the m y t h o f the rakshasa 
B h a s m a s u r a , w h o " a c q u i r e d a s p e c i a l b o o n that e v e r y t h i n g h e 
t o u c h e d s h o u l d be s c o r c h e d , w h i l e n o t h i n g c o u l d ever destroy 
h i m . " Because o f this gift, h e c a u s e d suf fer ing , u n t i l the g o d 
V i s h n u t o o k the f o r m o f a d a n c e r n a m e d M o h i n i , to w h o m 
B h a s m a s u r a was at t racted: 

She promised to yield to h i m only i f he imitated all the gestures and 
movements of her own dancing. A t one point in the dance M o h i n i 
placed her palms on her head, and the demon followed this gesture 
in complete forgetfulness and was reduced to ashes that very second, 
the b l ight ing touch becoming active on his own head. (73) 

Vasu's o w n d e a t h is a v e r s i o n o f this , the r o l e o f M o h i n i b e i n g 
filled by a t e m p l e d a n c e r n a m e d R a n g i . 

A t the e n d o f the n o v e l , Sastri descr ibes the lesson to be learnt 
f r o m the story o f V a s u / B h a s m a s u r a : "Every d e m o n carr ies w i t h i n 
h i m , u n k n o w n to h imsel f , a t iny seed o f se l f -destruct ion, a n d 
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goes u p i n t h i n a i r at the m o s t u n e x p e c t e d m o m e n t " ( 173-74) . 
N a r a y a n m a k e s the same p o i n t i n his essay " T h e W o r l d o f the 
S toryte l le r " : 

The strong man of evil continues to be reckless unt i l he is destroyed 
by the tempo of his own misdeeds. Evil has in it, buried subtly, the 
infallible seeds of its own destruction. (5) 

In the same essay, N a r a y a n also offers an e x p l a n a t i o n o f the 
r e w o r k i n g o f m y t h i n terms that c lear ly a l i g n h i m w i t h the t rad i 
t i o n a l s toryte l ler : 

The characters in the epics are prototypes and moulds in which 
humanity is cast, and remain valid for all time. Every story has implicit 
in it a philosophical or moral significance, and an under l in ing of the 
distinction between good and evil. (4-5) 

B h a s m a s u r a is the p r o t o t y p e for Vasu , a n d the m o r a l s ign i f i cance 
o f the story c o n c e r n s the se l f -destruct ion o f e v i l , the r e s t o r a t i o n 
o f dharma. In this way, t h e n , The Man-Eater of Malgudi w o u l d 
c lear ly seem to af f i rm H i n d u ideas. 

I n his essay " T h e Q u i n t e s s e n t i a l N a r a y a n , " E d w i n G e r o w ex
tends this c o n c l u s i o n , r e l a t i n g the n o v e l very c lear ly to I n d i a n 
p h i l o s o p h i c a l c o n c e p t i o n s o f a c t i o n a n d reality. T h e p o i n t a b o u t 
the rakshasa, G e r o w argues , is n o t the fact that h e is e v i l , b u t that 
h e is " u l t i m a t e l y not real." T h e r e a s o n for this l ies i n I n d i a n ideas 
o f o r d e r a n d c h a n g e : 

The settled order of the cosmos is, in the Indian view, the fundamen
tal ontological fact: change itself is not seen for what it produces, for 
what new possibilities it suggests or creates . . . but much more 
negatively as a play of shadows within the stable whole which is 
creation. (¾) 

A s a result , I n d i a n narrat ives are typica l ly m a r k e d n o t by a p l o t 
r e s o l v i n g "a play o f forces" a n d l e a d i n g to a c o n c l u s i o n b u t by an 
" a n t i - p l o t , " a t e r m G e r o w def ines as " the r e i n t e g r a t i o n o f a n 
o r i g i n a l state . . . w h i c h has for a t i m e b e e n t h r e a t e n e d w i t h 
d i s l o c a t i o n " (3-4) . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , activity i n the p h e n o m e n a l w o r l d is d e v a l u e d , 
s ince "events . . . are a m o m e n t o f m e r e a p p e a r a n c e i n . . . 
a n o t h e r , m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l level o f e x i s t e n c e " ( 6 ) . C lass ica l 
story l ines , G e r o w goes o n to a rgue , e m b o d y this view, s ince they 
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" d e n y the efficacy o f a c t i o n by assert ing that the agent is u n a b l e 
to i n t e n d the r e a l s ign i f i cance o f his o w n acts. ' A c t i o n ' r e m a i n s as 
a k i n d o f d i s e m b o d i e d event, o b e y i n g its o w n laws t h r o u g h , b u t 
n o t by, the actors . . . " (7 ) . G e r o w sees this as b e i n g true o f The 
Man-Eater of Malgudi: 

A l l that "happens" is that the miasma of confusion created by the 
demonic " i r rupt ion" is finally dissipated; all that can happen is what 
we began with: the stable cosmos. . . . What Vasu and the others 
think they are doing , in fact, not only is not done but is as action 
ephemeral . (4, g) 

It is n o t Natara j ' s a c t i o n s that h i n d e r Vasu : " N a r a y a n ' s p o i n t is 
par t ly t h a t . . . the e n t i r e r a t i o n a l e o f d i r e c t e d activity is d i s r u p 
tive, d e m o n i c , a n d u l t i m a t e l y fut i le , a n d par t ly that Natara j 
e m b o d i e s prec i se ly that leve l o f ex i s tence w h i c h is not a c t i o n -
o r i e n t e d " ( 12) . 

G e r o w ' s analysis o f The Man-Eater of Malgudi is w i d e - r a n g i n g 
a n d i l l u m i n a t i n g . I w a n t to suggest, t h o u g h , that it is poss ible 
to p u t a d i f ferent c o n s t r u c t i o n o n the same features o f the 
n o v e l that h e has n o t i c e d — a c o n s t r u c t i o n w h i c h poses ques t ions 
a b o u t the v iew o f a c t i o n h e descr ibes . 

N a i p a u l ' s t e r m " r e l i g i o u s t h e a t r e " h e l p s to focus the issues 
i n v o l v e d h e r e . T h i s seems a n a p p r o p r i a t e d e s c r i p t i o n o f The 
Man-Eater ofMalgudi; Natara j ' s efforts to save the e l e p h a n t c a n be 
seen as " r e l i g i o u s t h e a t r e " i n the sense that they arise o u t o f 
devoutness b u t have n o r e a l i m p a c t o n the s i t u a t i o n s ince Vasu is 
a l ready d e a d . H o w e v e r , this may raise d i s t u r b i n g quest ions : i f the 
e n d is p r e - o r d a i n e d , w h a t is the p o i n t o f Natara j ' s act ions? T h e 
i d e a that o u r " d i r e c t e d act iv i ty" m a y b e " u l t i m a t e l y f u t i l e " is a n 
u n c o m f o r t a b l e o n e . 

W e c a n a p p r o a c h the nove l ' s e n g a g e m e n t w i t h these anx iet ies 
by n o t i n g F a k r u l A l a m ' s p o i n t that N a r a y a n does n o t set u p 
a s i m p l e o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n g o o d (Natara j) a n d e v i l (Vasu). 
Natara j has c e r t a i n l i m i t a t i o n s , s u c h as passivity, a n d Vasu t h o u g h 
d e m o n i c nevertheless has posi t ive character i s t ics : spontaneity , 
i m p u l s i v e n e s s , sp i r i tedness , a greater capac i ty for a c t i o n t h a n 
N a t a r a j , a n d a c o n c e r n to regula te h i s great phys i ca l s t rength 
( A l a m 7 7 - 8 2 ) . D u r i n g the course o f the n o v e l , Natara j ident i f ies 
w i t h a n d absorbs s o m e o f Vasu's m o r e active qua l i t i e s , as is c lear 
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f r o m the in i t iat ives he takes i n o r g a n i z i n g the t e m p l e ce lebra
t ions a n d f r o m his a t tempt to forestal l Vasti . T h e n " h a v i n g i n c o r 
p o r a t e d m a n y features o f this m o r e ins t inc t i ve , m o r e p r i m i t i v e 
b e i n g , " Natara j is ab le to "dispose of h i m s y m b o l i c a l l y by p u t t i n g 
h i m s e l f i n t o a p o s i t i o n w h e r e h e c a n s tand g u a r d a n d c o n t e m 
plate the d e s t r u c t i o n of this o t h e r self." T h e n o v e l , A l a i n c o n 
c ludes , c a n be seen as "a narrat ive o f i d e n t i f i c a t i o n " w i t h the 
d o u b l e ( 8 8 ) . 

A l a m ' s analysis suggests that The Man-Eaterof Malgudi does n o t 
s i m p l y set Natara j a n d t r a d i t i o n a l H i n d u i s m against Vasu a n d 
Western i n d i v i d u a l i s m ; n o r does it s i m p l y e n d o r s e the f o r m e r 
a n d c o n d e m n the latter. It c a n be a r g u e d that the n o v e l i n 
part interrogates a passivity e n c o u r a g e d bv s o m e c u r r e n t s w i t h i n 
H i n d u t h o u g h t . 

In fact, the n o v e l goes even f u r t h e r a n d p r o b e s the poss ib le 
f o u n d a t i o n s o f that passivity i n H i n d u ideas o f a c t i o n a n d 
c o n s e q u e n c e , s u c h as those d e s c r i b e d bv G e r o w . T h i s v iew c a n 
be substant ia ted by c o n s i d e r i n g the narrat ive o r g a n i z a t i o n o f 
the events l e a d i n g u p to Vasu's d e a t h — i n p a r t i c u l a r , the way 
N a r a y a n b u i l d s u p a sense o f t e n s i o n o n l y to diss ipate it i n ant i 
c l i m a x . D u r i n g m u c h of the t e m p l e p r o c e s s i o n , N a t a r a j is at 
h o m e , r e s t i n g after a co l l apse b r o u g h t o n by e x h a u s t i o n . H e is 
the n a r r a t o r a n d this m e a n s that as the n o v e l moves towards its 
crisis we get o n l y his d is tant , u n c e r t a i n perspect ive o n events. 
N e i t h e r Natara j n o r c o n s e q u e n t l y the r e a d e r c a n have a c l ea r 
i d e a o f w h a t Vasu is u p to. T h i s is o n e source o f the t e n s i o n . A 
s e c o n d source is the fact that the cris is is d e f e r r e d because o f 
Natara j ' s r e p e a t e d fa i lure to act. A l t h o u g h h e is e n v e l o p e d by 
anx iet ies a b o u t Vasu's p lans , h e falls as leep, a n d wakes u p later to 
f i n d that the festival p r o c e s s i o n is o n a r o a d p a r a l l e l to his h o u s e . 
O n e m i g h t e x p e c t h i m to d o s o m e t h i n g at this stage, b u t ins tead 
the m u s i c f r o m the p r o c e s s i o n sets h i m m u s i n g a b o u t his c h i l d 
h o o d , a n d he falls as leep a g a i n . W h e n h e wakes u p for the s e c o n d 
t i m e , the p r o c e s s i o n is n e a r l y w i t h i n range o f Vasu . It is o n l y n o w 
that he finally stirs h imsel f . 

T h e t e n s i o n is a c c e n t u a t e d by what fo l lows w h e n h e goes to 
Vasu's r o o m . F i n d i n g Vasu a p p a r e n t l y asleep i n a cha i r , Natara j 
grabs a g u n , i n t e n d i n g to h o l d h i m at g u n p o i n t u n t i l the procès -



N A R A Y A N A N D H I N D U I S M 15 

s i o n has passed. Vasu does n o t wake u p but , as far as the r e a d e r 
knows , h e m i g h t d o so at any m o m e n t a n d spark o f f a c o n f l i c t . 
( H e is, i n fact, a l ready d e a d , a l t h o u g h n e i t h e r we n o r Natara j 
l e a r n this t i l l la ter on . ) W h e n the p r o c e s s i o n has passed, the 
i n c i d e n t e n d s a n t i - c l i m a c t i c a l l y : a n a l a r m c l o c k goes off, s t a r t l ing 
N a t a r a j , w h o r u n s away. T h e p o i n t I want to e m p h a s i z e is the way 
N a r a y a n structures these events so that they b u i l d u p to a p o t e n 
t ia l c r i s i s — a c o n f r o n t a t i o n b e t w e e n Vasu a n d N a t a r a j — w h i c h , 
i n the e n d , does n o t take p lace , a n d i n d e e d , g i v e n Vasu's d e a t h , 
proves to be unnecessary . 

I have a l ready d e s c r i b e d o n e set o f ways o f i n t e r p r e t i n g this 
sequence o f events: G e r o w ' s v iew that the n o v e l d e n i e s the "effi
cacy o f a c t i o n " a n d N a i p a u l ' s c l a i m that N a r a y a n ' s w o r k s are 
" r e l i g i o u s theat re . " J o h n T h i e m e s u m m a r i z e s this type o f inter
p r e t a t i o n , saying that the " n o v e l e n d o r s e s his [Nataraj ' s] i n e r t i a 
by suggest ing that active h u m a n effort is i r re levant i n the struggle 
against d e m o n i c forces a n d that a p r e o r d a i n e d o r d e r d e t e r m i n e s 
the o u t c o m e o f a l l events" ( 16) . 

H o w e v e r , a d i f f e rent e m p h a s i s is also poss ib le : N a r a y a n , i n fact, 
focuses a t t e n t i o n o n a source o f unease . B y b u i l d i n g u p the 
t e n s i o n i n the ways I have o u t l i n e d , a n d t h e n n o t s u p p l y i n g the 
" n a t u r a l " o r " o b v i o u s " r e s o l u t i o n o f that t e n s i o n — a s h o w d o w n 
b e t w e e n Vasu a n d Natara j — the n o v e l arouses o n l y to deflate the 
reader ' s e x p e c t a t i o n s . I n d o i n g so, it enacts a n d e m p h a s i z e s the 
disparity , the l ack o f c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n w h a t G e r o w calls " d i 
r e c t e d act iv i ty" (Natara j ' s a t tempts to save the e l e p h a n t ) a n d 
o u t c o m e (the quas i -d iv ine p r o t e c t i o n o f the e l e p h a n t t h r o u g h 
Vasu's " m i r a c u l o u s " d e a t h ) . Natara j ' s ac t ions are d i r e c t e d to
wards an e n d w h i c h ¿5 a c h i e v e d ; yet it is a c h i e v e d n o t as a 
c o n s e q u e n c e o f those a c t i o n s b u t by qu i te o t h e r means . 

Ins tead o f see ing this as a n a f f i r m a t i o n o f d i v i n e p r e o r d i n a 
t i o n , t h e n , o n e m i g h t a rgue that the p u n c t u r i n g o f narrat ive 
e x p e c t a t i o n s serves to s h a r p e n o u r sense o f w h a t G e r o w de
scribes as the "wide gap . . . b e t w e e n a c t i o n a n d c o n s e q u e n c e , to 
the p o i n t w h e r e the two are c o n s i d e r e d a l m o s t separate catego
ries o f e x i s t e n c e " ( 11 ). R e a d i n g the n o v e l i n this way, we c a n see 
that it c o n t a i n s e l e m e n t s w h i c h d o n o t jus t assure us that every
t h i n g w i l l w o r k o u t w e l l b u t i n s t e a d h e l p us to focus o n a p r o b l e m 
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w i t h i n H i n d u ways o f t h i n k i n g . F r o m this perspect ive , there fore , 
The Man-Eater of Malgudi does n o t s i m p l y e n d o r s e passivity a n d 
r e s i g n a t i o n to d i v i n e w i l l ; rather , it poses q u e s t i o n s a b o u t these 
att i tudes a n d a b o u t the c o n c e p t i o n s o f h u m a n a c t i o n w h i c h 
u n d e r l i e t h e m . It p r o b l e m a t i z e s , r a t h e r t h a n j u s t reaf f i rms, this 
p a r t i c u l a r aspect of the H i n d u view o f l i fe . 

rv 

Q u e s t i o n s o f a c t i o n are also c e n t r a l i n A Tiger for Malgudi, this 
t i m e i n r e l a t i o n to the i d e a o f karma. A g a i n , however , anx ie t ies 
c o n c e r n i n g the poss ib le point lessness o f h u m a n a c t i o n m a k e 
themselves felt. H e r e , t o o , N a r a y a n draws o n a t r a d i t i o n a l nar ra 
tive f o r m , the a n i m a l fable, w h i c h his n o v e l re sembles i n a 
n u m b e r o f ways. Its n a r r a t o r is a n a n i m a l , the tiger, Ra ja , w h i c h is 
c a p t u r e d a n d m a d e to p e r f o r m i n a c i r c u s u n t i l h e k i l l s the o w n e r 
a n d is taken u n d e r the p r o t e c t i o n o f a h o l y m a n . W h e n Ra ja 
grows o l d , the h o l y m a n arranges for h i m to be t a k e n care o f i n a 
z o o . T h e f r a m i n g o f the narrat ive resembles that o f the a n i m a l 
fables: as i n the stories o f the Pancatantra, we l o o p b a c k at the e n d 
to the n a r r a t i n g s i tua t ion w i t h w h i c h we b e g a n : the t iger i n his 
cage at the z o o . 

T h e n o v e l also resembles the a n i m a l fable i n its d i d a c t i c i s m , its 
d e p i c t i o n a n d e n d o r s e m e n t o f Raja's m o r a l progress a n d o f the 
n o t i o n o f karma, a d o c t r i n e w h i c h the n o v e l r e p e a t e d l y e m p h a 
sizes. W h e n Ra ja descr ibes his sufferings d u r i n g h i s ear ly days i n 
the c i r c u s , the h o l y m a n , k n o w n as the Master , e x p l a i n s that these 
sufferings were the c o n s e q u e n c e s o f the t iger 's ac t ions i n an 
e a r l i e r l i fe: 

You probably in a previous life enjoyed putting your fellow-beings 
behind bars. O n e has to face the reaction of every act, i f not in the 
same life, at least in another life or series of lives. . . . people only 
follow their inclinations, and sooner or later find their reward or 
retribution. That's the natural law of life. (42-43) 

E l s e w h e r e , the M a s t e r tells Ra ja that " W h a t e v e r o n e h a d t h o u g h t 
o r felt is never lost, b u t is b u r i e d i n o n e ' s p e r s o n a l i t y a n d c a r r i e d 
f r o m b i r t h to b i r t h " ( 143) . 

W h a t Ra ja has to l e a r n , suggests the Master , is to erad icate his 
p r i d e , v i o l e n c e , a n d anger , a n d to "start a n e w l i f e " ( 127) . I n -
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creas ing ly r e m o r s e f u l a b o u t h u n t i n g a n d k i l l i n g , R a j a c u r b s his 
appet i tes i n a n a t t e m p t to "at ta in s o m e k i n d o f p u r i f i c a t i o n . " H e 
beg ins to fee l " n o b l e r " as a c o n s e q u e n c e : "I felt I h a d a t t a i n e d 
m e r i t t h r o u g h p e n a n c e , m a k i n g myse l f w o r t h y o f m y Maste r ' s 
g r a c e " ( 1 37-38) . T h e text thus is e n d o r s i n g a lesson to d o w i t h 
the p u r i f i c a t i o n o f karma t h r o u g h n o n - v i o l e n c e . 3 

Yet h e r e t o o there are e l e m e n t s w h i c h suggest p r o b l e m s i n the 
d o c t r i n e s it appears to u p h o l d . O n e p o i n t o f t e n s i o n that D a v i d 
A t k i n s o n has n o t e d is to be f o u n d i n the t iger 's c o n c l u d i n g fate: 
the M a s t e r arranges fo r the a g e i n g Ra ja to be p u t i n a z o o . A t the 
e n d o f the n o v e l , th e re fo re , Raja 's p r e d i c a m e n t is the same as it 
was i n the c i rcus : h e is a g a i n t r a p p e d , w i t h o u t c o n t r o l over h i s 
fate. A s A t k i n s o n argues , the "aesthet ica l ly u n s e t t l i n g way i n 
w h i c h the n o v e l is left h a n g i n g is . . . a n effective c o u n t e r p o i n t to 
the i m p l i e d i n a d e q u a c i e s o f the w o r l d v iew w h i c h it espouses" 

( 13) . 
T h e r e is, however , a f u r t h e r aspect to this e n d i n g w h i c h ties i n 

w i t h w i d e r patterns o f the n o v e l . I have i n m i n d h e r e the narra t ive 
f r a m e r e f e r r e d to ear l ie r , the way it beg ins a n d e n d s w i t h the t iger 
i n the cage. I have r e l a t e d this c i r c u l a r i t y to the narrat ive struc
ture o f c o l l e c t i o n s o f d i d a c t i c a n i m a l fables, b u t o t h e r inter
p r e t a t i o n s are also poss ib le . T h e n o v e l is h a u n t e d by anx ie t ies 
a b o u t the poss ib le repet i t iveness a n d i l lusor iness o f a c t i o n , a n x i 
eties that we m i g h t m e r e l y be l i v i n g o u t o u r l ives " l i k e mar
ionettes i n a puppet -p lay , " as Z a e h n e r puts it i n a c o m m e n t o n 
the Mahabharata ( 107) . I n t u r n , these anx ie t ies raise ques t ions 
a b o u t the lesson o f karma a n d r e b i r t h w h i c h the M a s t e r preaches . 
T h i s fear that o u r l ives m i g h t be l i k e those o f " m a r i o n e t t e s i n a 
p u p p e t - p l a y " is p resent i n A Tiger for Malgudi, d i s t u r b i n g the 
of f ic ia l m o r a l o f the narra t ive . T h e n o v e l is f o u n d e d o n the 
t h e o r y o f karma b u t is c o n c e r n e d also w i t h its i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

T h e c i r c u l a r s t ructure o f the narrat ive is a f o r m a l a n a l o g u e o f 
s u c h anx iet ies . O t h e r s y m p t o m s are a n u m b e r o f mot i f s w h i c h 
r e c u r d u r i n g Raja 's e x p e r i e n c e s i n the c i rcus : the f e e l i n g o f 
b e i n g c o e r c e d i n t o p e r f o r m i n g m e a n i n g l e s s a n d repet i t ive activ
ity, the i d e a o f a c t i o n as i l l u s i o n , a n d the n o t i o n o f f o l l o w i n g a 
scr ipt . D u r i n g h i s t r a i n i n g , fo r ins tance , Ra ja is c o n s t a n t l y m a d e 
to d o th ings w h i c h seem m e a n i n g l e s s to h i m . I n o n e e p i s o d e , the 
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o w n e r o í the c i r c u s , a m a n k n o w n as the " C a p t a i n , " tries to force 
the u n c o m p r e h e n d i n g t iger to m o v e be tween two cages: 

He gave me no rest, but drove me r o u n d and round . . . till in sheer 
desperat ion , . . . I dashed on and found myself in another cage, where 
the door immediately came down. This was my first act of obedience. 

(40-41) 

T h e same e l e m e n t s — l a c k o f c o m p r e h e n s i o n a n d a sense o f 
b e i n g f o r c e d i n t o po int less activity ( r u n n i n g " r o u n d a n d r o u n d " ) 
— r e a p p e a r aga in a few pages f u r t h e r o n : "I r a n r o u n d a n d r o u n d 
i n c i rc le s i n p u r s u i t of n o t h i n g — a n d that s e e m e d a very f o o l i s h 
senseless ac t " ( 4 5 ) . 

A g a i n , w h e n he is b e i n g t r a i n e d to d r i n k m i l k w i t h a goat 
bes ide h i m , he is first c o n f r o n t e d w i t h a d u m m y goat , w h i c h he 
mistakes for a rea l o n e a n d r e p e a t e d l y a t tempts to attack. E a c h 
t i m e , however , the goat is w h i s k e d away, b e w i l d e r i n g the t iger : 
"what was h a p p e n i n g was b e y o n d m y u n d e r s t a n d i n g " ( 5 5 ) . 

T h e same features are e m p h a s i z e d w h e n Raja is h i r e d for a 
f i l m : 

Day after day I had to do the same thing over and over again. . . . A 
motley crowd around, outside the enclosure, watching me perform 
acts which I never understood. . . . H e [the cameraman] was never 
satisfied and wanted me to repeat, improve, further improve and 
repeat, my Captain bl indly earn ing out his orders, whipping , hitt ing 
and yel l ing. (96-97) 

Clear ly , s u c h a c c o u n t s o f a c t i n g w i t h o u t u n d e r s t a n d i n g are part ly 
d u e to the fact that the n a r r a t o r is a t iger w i t h ( in i t ia l ly , at least) a 
l i m i t e d c o n c e p t i o n of h u m a n ac t ions a n d p u r p o s e s ; b u t they c a n 
also be r e a d as o b l i q u e i n d i c a t i o n s o f a m o r e g e n e r a l anx ie ty 
a b o u t o n e ' s a c t i o n s b e i n g m e a n i n g l e s s a n d d e t e r m i n e d by a n 
outs ide power . 

T h e n o v e l also h i n t s at o t h e r d i m e n s i o n s to this anxiety , s u c h as 
the worry that a c t i o n m i g h t be i l lusory . H e r e , the c i n e m a ' s capac
ity for v isual d e c e p t i o n is a suggestive source o f images . T h e 
C a p t a i n offers M a d a n , the film d i r e c t o r , a p i e c e o f adv ice that 
u n d e r l i n e s this: 

You must utilize the flexibility of the film medium. O n my side I'll 
make Raja stand on his h i n d legs and place his forepaws on a wrestler 
who is not there, and you will ask your giant to imagine himself to 
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wrestle with a tiger which is not there. . . . Shoot them separately and 
j o i n them through an optical printer. (88-89) 

T h i s adv ice is f o l l o w e d , a n d the "g iant , " a s t r o n g m a n c a l l e d 
J a g g u , is " r e h e a r s e d endless ly a n d m a d e to g o t h r o u g h the m o 
t ions o f w r e s t l i n g w i t h a n u n s e e n t i g e r " ( 9 4 - 9 5 ) . F i l m , t h e n , c a n 
fabricate a n event w h i c h never t o o k p lace , a v i v i d i m a g e for the 
n o t i o n o f maya. 

A n o t h e r feature o f the c i n e m a serves f u r t h e r to e m b o d y a n x i 
eties a b o u t karma: the scr ipt , i n w h i c h o n e ' s ac t ions are w r i t t e n 
d o w n i n advance . F o r ins tance , w h e n the s i m p l e - m i n d e d J a g g u is 
t o l d by the film d i r e c t o r , "I have w r i t t e n a story i n w h i c h y o u 
k n o c k d o w n the tiger, k i l l i t , a n d t h e n m a r r y a b e a u t i f u l g i r l , " h e 
r e s p o n d s w i t h h o r r o r , " O h n o , I ' m m a r r i e d " a n d is t a u n t e d i n 
terms w h i c h l i n k scr ipt a n d fate: "It's a l l w r i t t e n d o w n l i k e fate, 
n o t h i n g c a n be c h a n g e d " ( 9 4 ) . E l s e w h e r e , tens ions b e t w e e n 
fidelity to , a n d d e v i a t i o n f r o m , the scr ipt , are d e b a t e d . I n o n e 
e p i s o d e , the f i l m - d i r e c t o r , M a d a n , wants the t iger to retreat w i t h 
its ta i l b e t w e e n its legs, a n d the C a p t a i n p o i n t s o u t that h e has 
never seen a n a n i m a l o f the cat f a m i l y d o i n g this . " B u t . . . it 's i n 
the s c r i p t , " says M a d a n , to w h i c h the C a p t a i n r e s p o n d s , " C h a n g e 
the s c r i p t " ( 8 4 - 8 5 ) . A g a i n , w h e n M a d a n says "at s o m e p o i n t we 
m u s t f o l l o w the s c r i p t , " the C a p t a i n q u e s t i o n s this : " Y o u m e n t i o n 
it as i f it were y o u r s c r i p t u r e r a t h e r t h a n y o u r s c r i p t " ( 8 7 ) . I n s u c h 
exchanges , t o o , the n o v e l seems o b l i q u e l y to raise the q u e s t i o n o f 
w h e t h e r o u r l ives a n d ac t ions are m e r e l y karmic scr ipts to be 
f o l l o w e d , scripts w h i c h are p r o d u c e d by forces o u t s i d e us. 

V 

A n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f these two novels is c l ea r l y i m p o s s i b l e w i t h 
o u t re fe rence to s u c h c e n t r a l aspects o f H i n d u t h o u g h t as dharma 
a n d karma a n d to s u c h H i n d u narra t ive t r a d i t i o n s as m y t h i c a l 
p rototypes a n d the d i d a c t i c a n i m a l fable. G e r o w is r i g h t to c l a i m 
that N a r a y a n needs to be l i n k e d to a " t r a d i t i o n a l p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
a n d m e t a p h y s i c a l un iver se o f d i s c o u r s e . " Yet, as I have a r g u e d , i f 
o n e reads the nove ls w i t h a n eye to t h e i r p a r t l y s u b m e r g e d 
tens ions , N a r a y a n n o l o n g e r emerges as s i m p l y a n a f f i rmer o f 
H i n d u i s m . A l t h o u g h H i n d u i s m is i n d i s p e n s a b l e to h i m , it is n o t 
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u n c h a l l e n g e a b l e . H e is e n g a g e d i n q u e s t i o n i n g — a n d thereby 
r a i s i n g the poss ib i l i ty o f c h a n g i n g — t h e H i n d u scr ipt . 

NOTES 
1 See The Pancatantra ( trans, by C h a n d r a R a j a n ) ; a n d 7¾« Jataka or Stories of the 

Buddha's Former Births ( e d . E. B. C o w e l l ) . 

- In a d d i t i o n to the c o m m e n t a t o r s o n The Man-Eater of Malgudi q u o t e d i n this a r t i c l e , 
see a lso M u k h e r j e e 150-55 a n d M a h o o d 92-1 14 . 

3 A t k i n s o n a lso sees the n o v e l as e n d o r s i n g this lesson o f karma. 
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