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ABSTRACT

R. K. Narayan has emerged as a complex writer whiosgid novels reveal unsuspected depths. He has
consciously attempted to naturalize or Indianize Western novel by transporting the traditions inédr narration,
Victorian realism and the modernist psychologicaltirtext upon the circular and digressive struetuand the symbolical
and ethical framework, of the ancient Hindu nawesti This fabular quality in Narayan’s fiction cerd universality and
depth and extends the significance of the novey® their immediate small-town context. This pagees a detailed
analysis of R.K. Narayan$he English Teachdan the light of postcolonialism by pointing outetlension or the conflict

that one can find between colonialism and nativism.
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INTRODUCTION

R.K. Narayan, one of the foremost Indian writerg&in international recognition, began his literaayeer in the
1930s when the freedom struggle was at its pea&reftre, what strikes in Narayan'’s fiction are $gsittered references
to the then contemporary freedom movement andrtiperialistic British rule. These references, reedrdas it were, in
his novels seem to tell a profoundly ambivalentysttbout Narayan'’s relation to the political andioalist movements

that were popular across India during his earlyimgiperiod.

This ambivalence resulting from the writers’ scadtereferences to politics does give room for thaders to
interpret some of R.K. Narayan'’s novels from po&taial perspective. However, it should be notecehtbat the allusions
to both native and foreign cultures as found inresels are not Narayan’s conscious attempt atatag his political
commitments. Of all the references found in hisei®those that refer to English discourse are mdrpaunt importance to
the present chapter. On the one hand, the referen&mglish discourse make it clear that the c@bnile acted so
effectively as a seducer that it has weaned thivezatiway from their own roots. On the other haihderved as a
provocateur; so much so that the natives aggrdgsfeét the need for freeing themselves from thataties of the
tyrannical rulers. It is the tension between the {geducer and provocateur) forces that lends Rafayan’sThe English

Teacherthe possibility of reading it as a postcoloniattte

Teacheris set in the little town of Malgudi. Its protageniand narrator is a lecturer named Krishna, whiosea
hundred rupees a month lecturing on King Lear, dviiland so on to young Indian students. The stoap@it the collapse
and recovery of happiness. Krishna’'s wife Susikesdalfway through the novel — yet she comes badbetwith him
forever. Krishna is enabled to establish, afteymglpractice, a physical contact with her spiritacially realization comes

to him that a profound, unmitigated lonelinesshis only truth of life — a realization that eases gain of his wounded
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heart and enables him to come to terms with lifauslthe theme of crisis followed by reconciliatiepresented here on a

supernatural plane.
DISCUSSIONS

The English Teachas full of unexpected things — the turning of egelge brings a surprise. The atmosphere and
texture of happiness, and above all, its exclugissnhave seldom been so perfectly transcribed.pdignancy of the
Sunday, the day out by the restaurant and by #ee and inspecting the imposing empty villas, framnich Susila returns
mortally ill, is still felt. One weeps over the seeding chapters. But Susila’s death, as it tutisie only to begin a
second phase of love. Communications from her beégimome through once a week, in the evenings, ilttla

summerhouse by a lily pool, the hero sitting besid®ld man, who does automatic writing.

Krishna was a lecturer in English in the Albert Mim College, Malgudi. The nové@lhe English Teacher
describes the life of Krishna as a teacher of Bhgin the college. But the important part of the@eiacenters round the
love between Krishna and his wife Susila. They wismag a very happy life when suddenly Susila dafdyphoid. After
that Krishna concentrated himself on bringing up déughter Leela. Then the novel takes a mystit irishna started
receiving messages from his wife through a medmcheerful gentleman with a philosophic outlookeBwveek he used
to go to the medium for a sitting and he receivedute instructions about the things of his houskictv convinced him
that they could only come from his wife’s spirite puts up his daughter Leela to a school run bgvatdd master. The

master’s unhappy life and his devotion to the stfaron a minor sub-plot in the novel.

In the end Krishna resigns his job and joins thahpive school. That very night, he could in hisrhe, directly

talk to and see the spirit of his wife because da: feached that stage of mental development.

Thus this novel, which starts as an interestingeh@f domestic felicity, later gets connected te 8piritual
things and philosophic discussions, which tax thgepce of the readers. As a work of art this navebeak: the mystic

world of spirit robs the novel of its realism.

The characters are well worked out. Susila is ab®jmof a devoted Hindu wife with whom her familycaher
domestic duty came first. Even the minor charactees clearly sketched. Principal Brown, who getgrarbecause a
student spelt the word ‘honour’ without ‘u’, staridssharp contrast with professor Sastri of loglowvas more practical
and made more money out of estate brokage. Eveunnthappy schoolmaster inspires diginity, fills tkaders with a sort

of reverence. But in spirit of its artistic styljbtle humour, the novel suffers from lack of iatdr

Krishna, the hero oThe English Teachemwas a product of a system of education which make morons,
cultural morons and his repeating mugged up notes fear to year was “ a fraud practiced (on yooamn and women)
for a consideration of hundred rupees” (5). Heewad in social freedom and independence of mindveaslopposed to
the perpetuation of the system that crippled hiagimation. He had studied English Literature anchieed the wonderful
writers, but he could do so only at the cost ofdnesativity. His soul revolted against the Englestucation. This led him
ultimately to resign his job to maintain the freadof conscience, which actually was the real géalahatma Gandhi —
political freedom being only a step towards thalffiliberation of mind of all temptations. It is grafter this standpoint is

accepted that the significance of the latter hilflee English Teacheran be understood.
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Krishna came under the spell of an old man whodtestablish contact with dead souls. Krishna asoned that
technique and started communicating with the spiritis wife. This habit was so developed thathe tast scene of the

novel he got out of his bed and garlanded his wiie, he felt was smiling, standing before him.

Krishna was irked to see the English Principal Brown — who feels all- important and puts the blafoe
everything on Indians. The Principal made a lofusfs about the dropping of ‘u’ from ‘honour’ bysaudent without
realizing the irony that Americans write ‘honouritiout ‘u’. Thus the theme is the disillusionmeiittioe Indian mind

during the British regime and the consequent ge¢iograf self-consciousness.

The English teacher’s conversation to Indianisnmhisrexcessive interest in the mystery called Iridiaot an
accident. It is worked out in stages and is wagarity circumstance$he English Teachespened on the note of marital
bliss. In the first half of the novel, the novelialt with the thousand smiles, worries, trifled dollies of married life. In
the latter half, after the death of his belovedewiKrishna drifted toward spiritualism and foundckéahis wife in

imagination although lost in life.

This bare outline cannot describe the complexitiethe narrative. For instance, one cannot simplyose the
two pedagogical approaches to education offerethéyext. Both systems of education participateEinglish discourse:
Although the Albert Mission College is obviously Bxitish institution run by the British Principal MBrown, the
experimental school run by Krishna's friend is ddsed by him in a language that cannot be exgitafrom its

Wordsworthian traces:

This is the meaning of the word joy — in its pursshse. We can learn a great deal
watching (children) and playing with them. When &teh them, | get a glimpse of

some purpose in existence and creatidhe(English Teach&P5-126)

The Indian headmaster’s words echo Krishna’s owheeastatements, in which a similarly Wordsworthigace

OCcurs:

Nature, Nature, all our poets repeat till they hoarse. These are subtle, invisible
emanations in nature’s surroundings; with them tleepest in us merges and

harmonizes. I think it is highest form of joy anelgge we can ever comprehend. (10)

Thus, in both its institutional and literary artiations, English discourse underpins the narrativiact, when it is
read, the entire narrative shows how English dissmuegulates its reception and has its influermenuKrishna. In

particular it also points out how the two forcesvmrcation and seduction act as a function of tistodirse.

The opening pages @he English Teachaffer a nightmarish look at the conditions undeichiKrishna teaches
English Literature at the Albert Mission Collegedistracted and bored students. He has a compalsatipod position
and is respected in the community, but he is dedi@yatisfied. He fails to see that there isn't mpoint in what he is
doing, and as the novel opens he takes stock diféniand reviews what he thinks of as his cow-léddstence. Narayan

describes Krishna’s daily routine in a characteadty comic, ironic, and in a disengaged way:

...My duty ... had been admonishing, cajoling and btmating a few hundred boys
of Albert Mission college so that they might mug 8pakespeare and Milton and

secure high marks and save me adverse remarksnisoohiefs at the end of the year.
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For this pain the authorities kindly paid me a heddrupees on the first of every
month and dubbed me a lecturer... | was constantigea by the feeling that | was

doing the wrong work. (5)

This has a familiar ring to it; it could be the lamt of any harassed academic. But by the timeatsiechapter of
the novel has been reached Krishna had decidezsignrand has become more explicit about the reaeomis dislike of
his job. We can find one’s philosophy, when henigéstasy or when he is in the most dejected mderk when Krishna
is in most dejected mood and while he wants tgyrehis college job in search of a more harmonioistence, he wants
his proposed letter of recognition-would be a dtasge in its own way, describing his view on edigasystem, in the

following manner:

| would send in a letter, which would be a classiéts own way, and which would

singe the fingers of whoever touched it. In it Isagoing to attack a whole century of
false education. | was going to explain why | contd longer stuff Shakespeare and
Elizabethan metre and romantic poetry for the hedifr time into young minds and
feed them on the dead mutton of literary analysid theories and histories... This
education had reduced us to a nation of moronswvere strangers to our own culture

feeding on leavings and garbage. (25)

When Krishna gives up his job, he goes to teacanirexperimental school for small children at asabf 25
rupees a month, “... not with a feeling of sacriffoe a national cause, but with a very selfish psgiq49) — the purpose
of finding inner peace. Peace is sought throughneiation and through the repudiation of westerlnaesand attitudes; it
is significant that Brown, the English principal @ie college, Cannot understand Krishna’'s motivatiWhen the latter
says “l have no use for money” (50), Brown lookdflbd because the rejection of the commercial neotuns him.
Behind Krishna's abandonment of western cultureethies the rich Hindu tradition of contemplativecaticism, with its

insistence on the primary importance of the cutioraof the inner self.

A further significant aspect afhe English Teaches the way in which Krishna makes contact with dead wife
through séances with a medium. The western readeclined to regard such activities as pre-posterdut the joyful

intimacy which Krishna comes to enjoy with his dedte is one of the liberating forces at work ugos consciousness.

Narayan’s perception of English education could betclearer than this. Like most of his countrynmentoo
promotion of British culture which will effectivelfelp to keep the country in subjugation and sigyvilThis English
education bred a class of youngsters revering fitesiB culture, disregarding their own heritage amdgome cases even

showing contempt towards their own.

However, Krishna is not ignorant of the aesthetitug of English literature and is not opposed &xléng it as a
matter of pride or principle. His opposition to Hiag education is a well-informed decision. As Kiris later says to Mr.
Brown who has been the principal of Albert Miss@allege for nearly 30 years “| revere them (i.& English dramatists
and poets) and | hope to give them to these chilfbvetheir delight and entertainment, but in #iedent measure and in a
different manner” (5). Krishna also knows that MBrown will not be able to grasp the idea of sel«elepment, inner
peace and service in the Indian sense despite didérn in India for three decades. “His Westerndmiassifying,

labeling, departmentalizing...” (7), is so unlike gltha’s Indian mind. The subjugated native undedstghe western
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conqueror, whereas the latter hardly makes anteffotearn the true culture, in his superiority faa&t that Indians

vehemently resented at the time.

Through Krishna, Narayan questions the idea ofemdrand pure English. When Krishna’s English lestur
remarks on the importance of the English languagktiae need for preserving its purity and claina tiis “thirty years in
India had not been ill-spent it they had openecetfes of the Indians to the need for speaking anitthgy correct English”
(6). Krishna reacts by saying:

Let us be fair, Ask Mr. Brown if he can say in aoge of the two hundred Indian
languages: ‘The cat chases the rat. He has spemny tyears in India. It is all
irrelevant, said Gajapathy. Why should he think rissponsibility for leaving is all on

our side and none on his? Why does he magnifyvarsimportance? (6)

For Krishna, who studied in the English languabe,English writers, poets and the Bible, and whderecareer
out of the same education, did not bring him comdorsupport or relief at his time of need. He imsd education and his
choice of career have actually removed him fronrdigs and culture — and ultimately from realitye Healizes the futility
of an education such as this that serves to effdgtikeep them in subjugation not only physicalyt also in their
approach to life and mind-set, being discontenhliteir lot and hankering after another culture clihwill not sustain

them. It is to Narayan’s credit that he had interamthis — this theme of roots, with the themeeality.

Gauri Viswanathan’s findings in “The Failure of dgfish”, in Masks of Conquest: Literary study andtiBh Rule
in India, are proven most persuasively through plaissage and the first section of Narayan's Thdigingeacher, where
there seems to emerge a picture that evokes alirthafilled promises of English literary educatitor the British colonial

administration:

The Study of English literature had merely succdemfecreating a class of Babus
(perhaps the Indian equivalent of the English Btiiles of whom Mathew Arnold
wrote so soothingly) who intellectually equippedttwithe desirable amount of
knowledge and culture. English education came taritiized for its imitativeness
and superficiality and for having produced uproatété who were at once apostates to

their own national tradition and imperfect imitataf the West. (159)

In this passage, Viswanathan is concerned withsthte of affairs for the British administrationtime late 19
century. By the 1930s and 1940s, of course, ‘th@atpd apostates’ and ‘imperfect imitators’ she tioes have turned
out to be either active nationalists or effectivel g in some cases, subversive mimics, or both ridépg upon the

dispersal of particular discursive functions whemgksh discourse is refracted through a modern lens

In Narayan's text, the provocation of English disa® for the young teacher is its injunction toufst
Shakespeare and Elizabethan metre and romanticypoénto young minds and feed them on the dead anutf literary
analysis and theories and histories, at the expehsssons in the fullest use of the min@’hé English Teach&78).

Time and again, this portrait of the relentlesgsudf discourse emerges:

| spent the rest of the period giving a generallyaig of the mistakes | had

encountered in this batch of composition ratheryveas such, for hence, spilt
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infinitives, collective nouns, and all the resttbhé traps that the English language sets
for foreigners. | then set (the students) an egerai essay — writing on the epigram
“Man is the master of his own destiny”. An idiontatheme, | felt this abstract and
confounded metaphysics, but | could not help ftadl been ordered to set this subject
to this class. (15)

In this passage, the subject-position of the teaarethe set of rules enabling him to inhabit stuwes of power
in the classroom, is most powerfully and ironicallyderwritten by both the colonial agency that@ssiauthority (“I had
been ordered to set this subject”) and the thentleeofomposition topic (“Man is the master of hienadestiny”).

We learn that the colonial agent in question is Bingish principal, Mr. Brown. Brown exacerbatesistma’s
provocation, reminding Krishna of the predicameihhaving to occupy intimately a discourse of powéthin which he
himself seems disempowered. For instance, when Broonvenes a meeting of the teachers, he voiceargsr at
learning from an English honors student that todest did not know ‘honors’ was spelt with the ghtory British ‘u’. In
private Krishna responds to this sarcastically,vBrs thirty years in India had not been ill-spenthiey had opened the
eyes of Indians to the need for speaking and writiarrect English! The responsibility of the Englidepartment was

indeed very great” (5-6).

Here, Krishna interestingly confronts Brown by skmyvthe ignorance marked by the school principapparent
knowledge. But he does not answer his own plairdivestion (“Why does he think the responsibility larning is all on
our side and none on his?”); nor is his questianally answered by the novel itself. The convewsativith Gajapathy
comes to an end, and Krishna concludes, after smitgted thinking, that “all this trouble was dodack of exercise and

irregular habits” (7).

What, then, keeps Krishna in a profession, whidlord§ so little satisfaction? Here, one might ineothe
complementary play of English discourse as excitam8pecifically, the articulation of an emphatiosjiion on the
ideological practices of colonialism and natiormaliss pre-empted by the ability of the British |aey tradition to excite
Krishna. When, at the end of the novel, Krishnalkes to resign from his job, he plays with theaid# stating anti-
colonial motives in his resignation letter. Sigodtly, however, he cannot actually mobilize thasg-colonial statements
in his letter of resignation because they are dikabid attack on all English writers, which wasdiathe purpose. “What
fool could be insensible to Shakespeare’s sonmetiseo ‘ode to the West wind’ or ‘A thing of bewus a joy forever?
| reflected” (78).

This question poignantly rewrites Krishna's atteegphegotiation of nationalist issues. Indeed, thgeal of the
British literary canon is articulated throughout ttext, and everywhere its function is to forestaltadical political
critique. The liberal humanist assumptions at wioeke are clear: one sees the characteristic céil@mbraf the human
imagination, which is seen to function autonomousiyg independently of the public and political domeaYet these very

assumptions release immense complications whenatteeseceived as supposedly self-evident truthisrishna.

For, recast in colonial India, the aesthetics b&dal humanism cannot be diverted of their politis@ight.
Krishna simply cannot distinguish the literaturetdonial, ideological traces in his liberal humameception of it. Later it
gives an idea of how this inability was historigaihflected and produced rather than a mark of seare of self-willed

failure on Krishna's or Narayan’s part. Viswanatisgmoint of view is that “Momentarily locating, thebut never quite
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fixing the repetitious habits of attempted negatias and extricationd,he English Teacheemains in what appears to be

moment, which endlessly enacts, without resolvihg,play of in-excitement” (Failure In English 234)

To some extent, these explanations help to coraézéuand explain why and how English discoursdatéigure
in Narayan'’s identification with and reception of lt must be added, however, that in the mode0%9The English
Teacherassumes a particular global, geopolitical dimengioits project to represent India to the West drel West-like
in the West's own terms. Such a solidified matepiaject would not have been possible in the nexgtecentury India,

where more fluid, contradictory or correspondinghgre resistant readings of English discourse weoairring.

Another component of Krishna's journey is that meEainters the coexistence of western and nativeurall
attitudes, which also represent the attitudes diaims of a newer and older generation. For examyhien Susila is ill she
is treated both by a doctor who practices Westerentfic medicine, and by a Swamiji who uses noatimethods of
healing. The Swamiji is summoned by Susila’s mqthepresenting an older generation that Krishnashlfnwho believes

the ‘evil eye’ could have fallen on her daughter:

She was convinced that the evil eye had fallen endaughter and that at the new
house a malignant spirit had attacked her. She aimed me: you should never step
into an unknown house in this manner. You can nbeesure. How do you know what
happened to the previous tenants or why they Bf& went out in the evening and
visited a nearby temple and prayed to the god éordaughter’s recovery. She brought
in regularly every evening sacred ash and vermilind smeared it on her daughter’'s
forehead. The English Teach8B)

And in yet another instance it is notable that Knig feels ashamed that the doctor finds the Swanmtijie house,

showing that he is alienated from, and embarralsgethe native culture of the older generationisfdwn country.

Meanwhile, the doctor's car stopped before the @pusnd | heard his steps
approaching. | felt ashamed and wished | coulditspiwvay this mystic. The doctor
came in, and saw him and smiled to himself. Thetimysat without noticing him,

though looking at him. My mother-in-law’s idea oéatment, | said apologetically. Ah,
no, don't belittle these people, said the doctdrerg is a lot in him too, we don't
know. When we understand it fully | am sure we detwill be able to give more

complete curses. He said this with a wink at miée(English Teached5)

In the event, both the scientific and the mystatéémpts at healing fail, and Susila dies. Nargyasents us with
the coexistence of these two systems of thoughtdian culture, but does not make an issue of bingne and against
another because, in the matters of life and desah e wants to focus on here, the distinction betwWestern and

Eastern thought becomes insignificant.

Other instances of the juxtaposition of English aative cultures can be seen in the novel. For pi@nit may
be significant to point out the street where thadmeaster lives, with its poor sanitation, and tlecg where the wild-
looking children rolled about in the dust: the stris named Anderson Street. The name itself brimgsy aspects to think

about:
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Who is the Anderson of this lane? | asked, lookihghe impressive nameplate nailed
on to the wall of a house. God knows. At least émdur the name | hope they do
something for this place... | have often tried todfiout who Anderson was. But

nobody seems to know. Perhaps some gentleman dgbelndia Company’s days!

(The English Teachelr42-143)

But while this observation is potent, it is the etstion he wishes to make on the educational sysievards the

end of the novel, which represents the main fo¢ussoattack.

The final stage of Krishna’s Journey takes himhartfrom the Western intellectual frame of mind,ieththough
influenced him in the beginning later makes himmttawards his own native Indian spiritual practices reach his goal of
harmonious existence, he takes up his deceaseds wifgsically-communicated challenge, which he nez® initially
through a medium, to develop his mind sufficierttty communicate with her physically himself, anddge the gap
between life and life-after-death. Although inityahe had been bemused by his wife’s devotionattpres, mocking her

with “Oh! Becoming a Yogi! (32) He now relies onrtie guide him, from beyond the grave, in his sifrelopment.

This self-development consists of Zen-like meditatin which, for a certain amount of time each deyempties
his mind. His main motive for undertaking this dieyament is to have closer psychic communicatiomkis wife, but he
also experiences a general improvement in his stateind as a result. “It was a perpetual excitetnemer promising
some new riches in the realm of experience and rstataling...there was a real riches in the realmxpkegence and

understanding... there was a real cheerfulness ggpwithin me, memory hurt less...(162)

Compare this to the boredom and spiritual deadnedsgad come to find in Western literature and @oifhy and
one sees how he has found something truly enridnifngs native culture. The simply message of #&fhlvhich his wife
offers as the key to his progress also shows hademuate the Western approach, with its “clasgifyiabeling,
departmentalizing, was for his real needs, ‘Beldlief’ above reason, skepticism, and even imntedailures, | clung to
it" (162).

In R.K. Narayan'sThe Bachelor of Art§1937), which prefigures some of the concernsangol by the author in
The English Teachef1945), the system of education which produces @famas a bachelor of arts is represented
having a disruptive effect in Indian society. Tlepnesentation of English education, especially Ehditerary education,
demonstrates how far it is divorced from the evawytife of the Indian students. The English Teachasistant professor
Mr. Gajapathy, is presented as one who has unguegyiaccepted the canonical greats of Englishdlitee, but refuses to

be intimated by big names in literary criticism:

Though Dowen had said so-and-so Mr. Gajapathi veaone to be browbeaten by a
big name. No doubt Bradely and others had donerticeamount of research in
Shakespeare, but one couldn’t accept all that g as gospel truth. Although he
himself read Shakespeare in a sing-song fashiai, avivernacular twang, he claims
that not ten persons in the worls had understoatk&peare; he arrested that there
were serious errors even in Fowler's Modern Englishge; he corrected everybody’s
English; he said that no Indian could ever writegligh; this statement hurt all his

colleagues, who prepared their lectures in Englisth wished to think that they wrote

Impact Factor (JCC): 3.8727 Index Copernicus Value (ICV): 3.0

as



R. K. Narayan’s The English Teacher — A Postcolonial Discourse 47

well. (The English Teachex3)

While Narayan’s own tone is clearly ironical andkas gentle fun of The English Teacher, his desonip
suggests that Indians were questioning Anglo-cewtitical authority and quietly appropriating Eis)l literature as well
as critical perspectives to it. The prestige agacto English in tertiary education is also re#ecin Mr. Gajapathi’'s

attempts to put all others users of English inrthkice.
Narayan’s defence of his position as an Indiatingiin English is worth quoting. His views arefaows:

We have fostered the language for over a centmywee are entitled to bring it in line
with our own thought and idiom. Americans have aedphe English language to suit
their native mood and speech without feeling apetiog and have achieved directness
and unambiguity in expressio.He English Teach&g7)

Narayan has expressed mixed feelings about theteffehe rise of English upon Indian languagésyditure and cultures.
In The English Teach&945) published just before Independence, the igimdhead teacher (one of the very few
non-Indian characters in his fiction) is keen tegarve the purity of the language, much to the raofjthe protagonist

Krishna, who abandons his teaching career, andligfgs the education.

This hostility may have something to do with thetfthat Narayan’s father was a head teacher. Nmless the
English language itself he later imagines arguing:

| will stay here; whatever may be the rank andustgiou may assign me — as the first
language or the second language or the thousaldil.may banish me from the

classrooms, but | can always find other places ateran stay... | am more Indian

than you can ever be. You are probably fifty, sibdy seventy years of age, nut I've
actually been in this land for two hundred yea$lécted Essaysd)

CONCLUSIONS

To state in conclusion for Narayan, English isradidn as any other language used in the subcontiHence he
has remained committed to writing his novels inn8&d English if with a local habitation and a nafbat name is
Malgudi. The important aspects such as A dour intBoit of the English system of education, Co-eristeof East and
West, The preference of Eastern aesthetic wayfef Narayan’'s contempt for those Indians who disrégheir own
native culture and his use of English in the ngales a way for the readers to read the novel Hgiidh Teacher, in the
light of postcolonialism.
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