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Abstract 

R. K. Narayan is widely celebrated for his simple style and gentle humour, yet beneath this apparent 

simplicity lies a deep and sustained engagement with social reality. This paper offers an interdisciplinary 

re-reading of select short stories by R. K. Narayan to examine how humour and silence operate as simple 

but powerful modes of social critique. Drawing on perspectives from literature, sociology, psychology, 

anthropology and communication studies, the study argues that Narayan’s narrative techniques are not 

merely aesthetic choices but carefully employed strategies to expose social contradictions, emotional 

repression and cultural pressures within Indian middle class life. Through close readings of stories such 

as “Attila”, “Iswaran”, “The Blind Dog” and 

“A Hero”, the paper demonstrates how humour reveals the gap between social expectations and lived 

reality, often highlighting human weakness, fear and irony without resorting to harsh judgement. At the 

same time, silence emerges as a significant expressive force that conveys suppressed emotions, 

psychological conflict and the weight of social norms. Characters frequently endure failure, authority 

and injustice not through rebellion but through quiet acceptance, emotional restraint and silent suffering. 

By situating Narayan’s fiction within broader social and cultural contexts, the paper 

shows how Malgudi functions as a microcosm of Indian society where power operates subtly through 

tradition, examination systems, family authority and community judgement. The study concludes that 

Narayan’s distinctive mode of social criticism lies in its humane, indirect and non confrontational nature. 

His fiction transforms ordinary experiences intomeaningful social commentary, making his work 

enduringly relevant for understanding both individual psychology and collective social behaviour in 

Indian society. 

 

Conceptual Framework and Critical Background 

According to A Glossary of Literary Terms by M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Harpham, critique refers to a 

serious, reasoned and systematic form of criticism. It involves a careful examination of ideas or literary 

works with attention to their assumptions, contradictions and possible limitations. Social critique, in 

particular, focuses on the close study of society in order to identify its problems, injustices and structural 

weaknesses. It questions social customs, power relations and inequalities to understand their impact on 

human life and to suggest the need for reform or change. 

Re-reading select short stories of R. K. Narayan through an interdisciplinary lens therefore becomes both 

relevant and meaningful. An interdisciplinary approach, involving insights from literature, sociology, 

psychology, anthropology and communication studies, helps to reveal the deeper social significance of 
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Narayan’s apparently simple narratives. R. K. Narayan occupies a distinctive and enduring position in 

Indian English literature. Along with Mulk Raj Anand and Raja Rao, he is regarded as one of the 

pioneers who gave Indian fiction in English its identity and international recognition. 

Although imaginary, Narayan’s fictional town of Malgudi presents a convincing and realistic portrayal 

of Indian middle class life, marked by simplicity, contradictions, quiet struggles and silent endurance. 

His style is deliberately plain and unornamented, a quality that makes the sharpness of his gentle but 

effective irony stand out more clearly (M. K. Naik, A History of Indian English Literature. p. 174). On 

the surface, his stories often appear light hearted and humorous, but beneath this simplicity lies a deep 

awareness of social reality. 

Unlike writers who criticise society through open protest or aggressive realism, Narayan follows a 

subtler path. He employs humour, satire, irony and silence as his principal narrative strategies. Through 

ordinary characters such as clerks, students, shopkeepers, postmen and villagers, he quietly exposes 

social hierarchies, emotional insecurity, fear of authority and the pressures of tradition. His social 

critique is never loud or harsh. It is calm, humane and sympathetic. 

This paper attempts to re-examine Narayan’s short stories through an interdisciplinary framework in 

order to show how humour and silence function not merely as literary devices but as effective tools of 

social criticism. By focusing on stories such as “Attila”, “Iswaran”, “The Blind Dog” and “A Hero”, the 

paper explores how Narayan reveals the complex emotional and social life of ordinary Indians through 

seemingly simple narratives. 

 

Humour as a Mode of Social Reflection 

Humour is one of the most distinctive features of R. K. Narayan’s fiction. His humour is neither 

exaggerated nor bitter. It arises naturally from everyday situations and familiar human behaviour. While 

it certainly entertains, it also serves a deeper purpose by exposing the contradictions and limitations of 

social life. 

 

Comic Irony and Social Contradictions 

Narayan frequently uses humour to highlight the gap between appearance and reality. His characters 

often seek respectability, authority or social prestige, but their actions reveal confusion, insecurity and 

folly. In “Attila”, a family desires a fierce watchdog to protect their house and enhance their social 

status. Ironically, the dog turns out to be harmless and misunderstood and becomes valuable only by 

accident when a thief is caught (R. K. Narayan, Malgudi Days, P.135). The comic situation exposes the 

middle class obsession with security, reputation and imagined power. 

Through such ironic situations, Narayan reveals how human expectations are repeatedly challenged by 

reality. People like to imagine themselves as intelligent and powerful, but life constantly undermines 

these assumptions. Humour thus becomes a mirror that reflects human weakness without cruelty. 

 

Psychological Dimensions of Narayan’s Humour 

From a psychological perspective, humour functions as a coping mechanism. As Noel Carroll observes, 

humour can relieve stress, reduce tension, promote social bonding, criticise injustice and display 

intelligence (Noel Carroll, Humour: A Very Short Introduction. p.76). Narayan’s characters often use 

humour, sometimes unconsciously, to endure frustration, helplessness and uncertainty. They laugh at 

misfortune, misunderstand situations and adapt to unexpected circumstances. 
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Importantly, Narayan never ridicules his characters harshly. His humour is compassionate and 

understanding. He recognises fear, pride, greed and innocence as universal human traits and presents 

them with warmth. This approach avoids moral condemnation and instead encourages empathy and self 

reflection. 

 

Silence as an Expressive Narrative Strategy 

Silence is another significant but often overlooked narrative strategy in Narayan’s short stories. From the 

perspective of communication studies, silence is not simply the absence of speech but a meaningful form 

of expression. In Indian society, silence is closely linked to social hierarchy, emotional restraint and 

cultural values. Narayan uses silence to communicate what words fail to express. 

 

Silence as a Carrier of Suppressed Emotion 

In “The Blind Dog”, silence becomes a powerful means of conveying unspoken emotion. The dog, 

Tiger, cannot speak, but his pain, fear, hunger and exhaustion are vividly conveyed through his silent 

suffering. The blind man treats the dog as a tool for survival rather than as a living being. The dog’s eyes 

silently express despair and helplessness: “Once again there was the dead, despairing look in the dog’s 

eyes… He tugged the chain, poked with the stick and the dog moved away on slow steps” (R. K. 

Narayan. An Astrologer’s Day and Other Stories. p. 51). 

The dog’s silence reflects obedience, loyalty and emotional attachment despite cruelty. Similarly, the 

blind man’s silence conceals his fear of loneliness and dependence. The unspoken bond between them is 

shaped more by need than affection. Through silence, Narayan reveals emotional truths that words 

cannot capture. 

 

Silence, Failure and Social Expectation 

In “Iswaran”, silence and social pressure combine to reveal the inner suffering of a young man 

repeatedly defeated by examination failure. Malgudi society measures worth almost entirely through 

academic success. Iswaran’s repeated failure makes him an object of pity and ridicule. Although people 

speak about him, no one listens to his emotional pain. 

Iswaran adopts silence as a shield. Outwardly cheerful and careless, he inwardly experiences despair and 

self hatred. Alone in the theatre, he feels isolated and depressed: “Somehow fate seemed to have isolated 

him from his fellow beings… He felt an utter distaste for himself” (ibid., p. 84–85). His silence reflects 

how social pressure forces individuals to suppress emotions rather than express them. 

Even his parents retreat into silence, not out of understanding but out of helpless disappointment. The 

silent senate house at night symbolises Iswaran’s loneliness. Ironically, when he finally passes the 

examination, his sudden joy overwhelms him and leads to his tragic death. Narayan thus exposes how 

rigid social expectations and emotional neglect can destroy mental balance and human dignity. 

 

Silence and the Breakdown of Communication 

In “Attila”, silence also becomes a source of misunderstanding and humour. The dog’s inability to 

communicate leads the family to misjudge him. Their fears and expectations are projected onto a silent 

animal whose true nature remains unknown. From a communication perspective, Narayan shows that 

meaning is constructed not only through speech but also through assumptions, perceptions and silence. 
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Silence and Inner Conflict in Childhood 

In “A Hero”, silence functions as an emotional burden in the life of Swami, a timid schoolboy. When his 

father challenges him to sleep alone in the office room to prove his courage, Swami is terrified but 

unable to express his fear openly. His silence reflects his helplessness before parental authority. 

Throughout the night, Swami lies in silence filled with anxiety and terror (R. K. Narayan. Under the 

Banyan Tree and Other Stories. p.58–59). Even after accidentally injuring a thief and being praised as a 

hero, Swami remains silent about the truth. He knows his act was driven by fear but not bravery. This 

silence forces him to live with a false image of courage, highlighting the emotional cost of social 

expectations. 

 

Interdisciplinary Interpretative Perspectives 

Sociological Reading of Malgudi 

Malgudi serves as a symbolic representation of Indian society. Through everyday professions and 

ordinary lives, Narayan reflects economic insecurity, class hierarchy and social inequality. Power 

operates through tradition, bureaucracy and social norms rather than through overt violence. Humour 

and silence reveal how individuals adapt to pressure through compromise and endurance rather than 

rebellion. 

 

Cultural and Anthropological Contexts 

From an anthropological perspective, Narayan’s stories preserve the cultural rhythms of Indian life, 

including festivals, rituals, family relationships and neighbourhood interactions. Silence often reflects 

cultural codes of behaviour. Emotions such as grief, desire and anger are conveyed indirectly through 

gesture, delay or avoidance. Narayan shows that emotional restraint and indirect communication are 

socially conditioned rather than personal weaknesses. 

 

Psychological Undercurrents in Characterisation 

Psychologically, Narayan’s characters reveal suppressed emotions, fear of judgement and a strong desire 

for social approval. Humour provides emotional relief while silence exposes inner conflict and anxiety. 

Characters such as Swami and Tiger represent the quiet psychological struggles of ordinary individuals. 

 

Silence and Meaning in Communication 

From a communication perspective, Narayan demonstrates that meaning emerges through silence, 

hesitation and context as much as through dialogue. What remains unsaid often communicates more 

powerfully than spoken words, giving emotional depth to his narratives. 

 

Narayan’s Method of Social Criticism 

Narayan’s social criticism differs from the overt protest found in writers like Mulk Raj Anand. His 

approach is indirect, humane and non confrontational. 

 

Humour as Indirect Criticism 

Narayan’s humour disarms readers. Laughter leads gradually to reflection. This method allows social 

criticism to operate gently but effectively. 
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Everyday Life as a Site of Social Meaning 

By concentrating on everyday life, Narayan shows that social problems exist not only in political 

institutions but also within homes, schools and neighbourhoods. Ordinary experience becomes the site of 

social struggle. 

 

Textual Illustrations from Select Short Stories 

“Attila”: Fear, Status and Comic Misjudgement 

The story critiques middle class anxiety about security and status through comic misunderstanding. 

Silence and misjudgement reveal how fear distorts perception. 

 

“Iswaran”: Examination Anxiety and Silent Despair 

Iswaran’s tragedy exposes the destructive effects of examination pressure and social judgement on 

sensitive individuals. 

 

“The Blind Dog”: Power, Dependence and Silent Suffering 

The story reveals exploitation rooted in power imbalance and shows how survival often forces the 

helpless back into suffering. 

 

“A Hero”: Childhood Fear and the Burden of Expectations 

Swami’s experience highlights how parental authority and social ideals of courage impose emotional 

strain on children. 

 

Concluding Observations 

An interdisciplinary reading of R. K. Narayan’s short stories clearly shows that humour and silence are 

not decorative elements but essential strategies of social critique. Humour exposes social contradictions 

and human weakness without bitterness while silence reveals suppressed emotions and invisible 

pressures. Narayan transforms ordinary life into a powerful reflection of society. His fiction remains 

relevant because it speaks quietly yet profoundly about universal human emotions while remaining 

deeply rooted in Indian cultural reality. 
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