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Abstract

This paper re-examines R.K. Narayan’s Swami and Friends (1935) through
Edward Said's theoretical framework of Orientalism (1978), with detailed consideration
of colonial education as a device of cultural control and identity creation. It claims that
Narayan’s representation of the Mission School and the understandings of young
Swaminathan disclose the indirect ways in which the British colonial education system
continued to hold the Orientalist ideology in India. The novel’s humour, local
practicality, and portrayal of friendship and revolt concurrently echo and resist this
process. Drawing on Said’s conception of the Orient as a broad construction of the
West, this study discovers how Narayan discloses the psychological habituation and
alienation shaped by the colonial schooling. Through a close analysis of key scenes—
the Mission School, Swami’s associations with his peers, his captivation with cricket,
and his symbolic uprising—the paper validates how Swami and Friends alter the
colonial classroom into a site of stiffness, cooperation, and developing struggle.
Narayan’s narrative humanises the “Orientalized” subject, subtly undermining the
Western claim to epistemological and moral superiority.
Keywords: Orientalism, Colonial Education, R.K. Narayan, Swami and Friends,
Edward Said, Postcolonial Studies, Childhood and Identity, Mimicry, Colonial
Hegemony, Cultural Alienation

Introduction

R.K. Narayan’s Swami and Friends, his first and questionably most delightful
novel, is often famous for its portrayal of childhood and small-town life in colonial
South India. Nevertheless, underneath its simplicity lies a profound engagement with
the politics of education and identity under Imperial rule. Printed in 1935, amid a
cumulative wave of nationalist sentiment, the novel positions its protagonist,
Swaminathan, in the invented town of Malgudi—a space at once ordinary and
representative. Malgudi’s schools, churches, and streets replicate the realisms of
colonial modernism, where traditional Indian culture and presented Western systems
cohabit clumsily.

Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) offers an appreciated lens for
understanding this text, predominantly in understanding how the colonial education
system helped as a vehicle for the Orientalist development. Said says that “the
relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of
varying degrees of complex hegemony” (Said 5). In India, that hegemony was
institutionalised through education. The British system intended not to teach but to
transform Indians into translators of their own suppression—“a class of persons Indian
in blood and colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, in morals and in intellect,” as
Macaulay excellently professed in his 1835 “Minute on Indian Education.”

Narayan’s Swami and Friends portrays this process at the level of childhood
experience. Swami’s education at the Mission School familiarizes him with a world in
which English and Christian ethics express achievement and politeness. The novel’s
light quality opposes the deeper violence of this system, as Swami’s misunderstanding,
fear, and imitation disclose the psychological load of being sophisticated in a discourse
that isolates him from his own culture. At the same time, Narayan’s story reveals the
bounds of colonial authority: through humour, bonds of friendship, and thoughtless
revolt, Swami and his friends recover rubbles of agency that fight the totalizing power
of Orientalism.

Theoretical Framework: Said’s Orientalism and Colonial Pedagogy

In Orientalism, Said dismantles the impression that Western illustrations of
the East were impartial or unbiased. Instead, he discloses that the “Orient” was
produced through texts, institutions, and discourses that legitimised European
supremacy. Orientalism, consequently, is not just a body of information but “a
corporate institution for dealing with the Orient—dealing with it by making statements
about it, authorising views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it”
(Said 3). Education, in this logic, is essential to Orientalism’s operative: it distributes
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distributes the West’s authority as reality.

In British India, English education was established as the primary means of propagating this authority. Gauri
Viswanathan records that the introduction of English literature as part of the colonial syllabus was meant to take
ethical dominance and cultural modification, relocating indigenous traditions of education. Students like Swami were
thus wedged amongst the promise of development and the removal of cultural barriers. Through prospectus, language,
and discipline, colonial education wanted to normalise Western epistemology while diminishing Indian styles of
thought.

Narayan’s tale performs this ideological purpose of education. The Mission School, with its stiff teachers
and unfamiliar moral codes, epitomises the Orientalist organisation—apparently compassionate but fundamentally
hierarchical. Nevertheless, Narayan’s satire and local detail destabilise this authority, skimpy how colonial education
produces not obedience but confusion, parody, and eventual disobedience. The colonial classroom, as depicted in
Swami and Friends, becomes a site where Said’s “textual authority” meets its counter-discourse: the lived experience
of the colonised child.

Colonial Education and the Making of the “Other” in Swami and Friends

Narayan’s representation of the Mission School centres the cultural distance between the colonial educator
and his pupils. The teachers are often shown as ridiculously authoritarian, English language, and Christian morality as
tools of punishment. The headmaster, for example, applies compliance through intimidation rather than understanding.
Swami’s distress at his teachers summarises the oppressive nature of colonial pedagogy: “Swaminathan realised with
a shudder that his arithmetic notebook was not in order, and that there was every chance of getting four cuts on each
palm” (Narayan 34). The danger of physical penalty reflects the wider violence of the colonial state—education as
control, not enlightenment.

The Christian ethical teaching that Swami receives demonstrates Said’s idea of the Orient being “taught” by
the West. In one class, Swami struggles to comprehend the story of Jesus: “He knew that Jesus was always watching
him, but he could not quite remember what he looked like” (Narayan 23). This misunderstanding exposes the child’s
isolation from an organisation that stresses the faith in a foreign idol while liquidating his native traditions. The
Western spiritual framework succeeds indigenous trust, strengthening the Orientalist impression that Indian
religiousness is substandard or superstitious. The actual act of “learning” involves unlearning oneself.

Swami’s inner battle sharpens when he transfers from the Mission School to the Board High School, where
he must renegotiate his sense of fitting in. The Mission School, however domineering, had given him a clear right
order; the new school reveals him to secular modernity and nationalist stimulations. Nevertheless, even here, the
language of English remains a measure of intelligence. When Swami says wrong English words or struggles to write
his essays, he is made to feel like he is lacking. The classroom thus becomes a miniature of colonial society: a
hierarchy in which Indians repeatedly struggle to meet the standards of the West.

Narayan’s delicate humour in portraying Swami’s mishaps serves to analyse the irrationalities of this system.
The comedy of errors—Swami’s unsuccessful homework, his fear of Euclid, his misunderstanding about “benign” and
“bend”—discloses the oddness of imposing foreign facts upon a local context. As Said notes, Orientalism rests on “a
relationship of power in which the West is always in a position of strength” (Said 7). Narayan’s tale exposes this
unevenness by representing education as a performative mimicry rather than an honest understanding. The Indian
child studies to replicate English phrases and sentences and Western manners, but not once to question their meaning.

Language, Discipline, and Cultural Alienation

The language of English plays a crucial role in Orientalization. In Swami and Friends, English is not just a
subject but an authoritative symbol of power. The students’ association with the boundaries wavers between respect
and anger for the subject and the colonial teacher. Swami’s intense fear of his English teacher, Mr. Ebenezer,
demonstrates to the readers how language becomes entangled in a repetitive cycle of correction and punishment. Mr.
Ebenezer’s ethical and religious lectures on his religion, Christianity, joined with his contempt for the Hindu gods,
demonstrate the colonial educator’s sense of being superior. When he ridicules Hindu deities as “dirty little idols,” the
classroom becomes a stage for Orientalist discourse—asserting Western rationality against Eastern superstition.
Swami’s silence in response reflects his internalised subjugation: he fears both God and the cane.

The link between language and violence is clear in the headmaster’s use of physical punishment. Narayan’s
explanation of Swami’s thrashing is unflinching: “The cane came down with a whizz and Swaminathan’s hand burnt
and quivered. He howled, his knees bent, and tears gushed from his eyes” (Narayan 72). The image strongly echoes
with Said’s disagreement that Orientalism is “a form of cultural strength whose legitimacy derives from force” (Said
12). The school’s corporeal punishment literalizes the representative violence of colonial education—engraving power
upon the native body.

Language also seems to structure the students’ social hierarchy. English proficiency becomes the degree of
value amongst Swami’s peers. Rajam, the son of a police superintendent, expresses himself well in English and thus
commands respect. Swami adores him, describing him as “a very good-looking boy and very smart, and he spoke
English exactly like a European” (Narayan 49). Rajam’s command over the language of English makes him
representative of nearness to the coloniser who speaks the same language. In divergence, others like Mani or Somu,
who are less expressive, remain on the edge. This dynamic mirrors the internal social stratification of colonial
civilisation, where Westernisation is used to discuss status even within the colonised community and make the others
feel left out.
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Though Narayan’s tale indistinctly challenges this pecking order. Rajam’s Westernised self-confidence
eventually proves to be fragile; his long friendship with Swami crumbles under the stress of misunderstandings and
political turmoil. Their relationship metaphorically reflects the restrictions of colonial mimicry: the mockery of the
West cannot withstand sincere fitting together or selfhood. Swami’s final signal—his unsuccessful attempt to reunite
with Rajam by presenting him a book—represents the failure of the colonial promise of mutual understanding. The
gift of Andersen’s Fairy Tales, a quintessentially Western text, becomes ironic: Swami tries to bridge their friendship
through the very cultural medium that divides them.

Friendship, Play, and the Limits of Colonial Order

The bond between friends in Swami and Friends offers a contrast to the firmness of the colonial classroom.
The companionship among the boys — Swami, Mani, Rajam, and others — denotes a very casual, impulsive
community that challenges the hierarchical structure of colonial education. Their expeditions in the streets of Malgudi,
their fake battles, and their playful negotiations of authority replicate a microcosmic rebellion against enforced
punishment.

The boys’ cricket club is predominantly important. Cricket, the typical British sport, functions as both a sign
of colonial culture and a space of assumption. Firstly, Swami and his friends approach cricket with admiration; it
signifies modernism, organization, and justice—the values adorned by their colonial teachers. They form the M.C.C.
(Malgudi Cricket Club) and adopt English names and rituals. Swami’s enthusiasm for obtaining the uniform is
intense: “He had never possessed anything so grand in his life. He felt like a prince when he put on his cap and
flannels” (Narayan 112). The uniform, though, also indicates submission to a Western model of order.

However, as the cricket matches unfold, Narayan exposes the contradictions inherent in this imitation. The
boys brawl to obey the game's unbending discipline, as their local realisms clash with newly introduced rules.
Swami’s fiasco to join the practice because of his school’s demands epitomises the pressure between colonial
responsibility and indigenous yearning. His ultimate eruption—tearing off his cap and running away—alters the play
into revolt. Cricket, envisioned as a symbol of British politeness, becomes the catalytic agent for disobedience.

Through the cricket incident, Narayan exemplifies how colonial culture, once appropriated, can obtain new
meanings. The boys’ flawed imitation of English manners turns out to be an indirect form of rebellion. As Homi
Bhabha claims, mimicry is “at once resemblance and menace” (Bhabha 86). By incorrectly imitating the colonial
symbols, the colonised subject destabilises the authority of the coloniser. In this light, the M.C.C. develops a site of
hybrid struggle, revealing the gap between the model of Western discipline and the existing reality of Indian youth.

Rebellion and the Reclamation of Agency

Swami’s act of insurgence—his verdict to flee school—marks the pinnacle of his journey from submission
to self-assertion. The instant cause is unfair punishment, but the deeper motive lies in his collected frustration with
authority. His escape into the night signifies a strong psychological break with the colonial command. Narayan’s
description of this flight is both literal and metaphorical: “He did not know where he was going. He only knew that he
would not return to that horrible school again” (Narayan 133). The darkness into which Swami disappears evokes both
fear and freedom—the unknown space beyond colonial surveillance.

Said’s understanding that Orientalism's supremacy is never entirely; it is the lived everyday experiences of
the colonised people that frequently put it to the test. Swami did not want to be a lifeless figure in his own life; thus,
he revolted in his own way. His disobedience throughout the novel, however immature his behaviour, points to a
rejection of being merely an object within the colonial discourse. His journey through the thick forest, his contact with
unfamiliar people, and his subsequent release all highlight his transformation. When he finally returns home, tired but
steady, the reader senses a delicate development of the character. The boy who once required authentication from his
teachers and peers has seen a world external to their control.

Narayan refrains from turning Swami into a political hero; his rebellion remains personal and emotional.
Nevertheless, its implications are unmistakably political. It reveals the delicacy of the colonial organisation, signifying
that even a child’s intuitive confrontation can firmly challenge its authority. The novel's climax, where Swami’s bonds
with his friends melt under the pressures of politics of the adults and colonial stiffness, echoes the broader
disenchantment of a whole generation that had gained education to appreciate the West but intended to contest it.

Conclusion

Swami and Friends functions both as a tale of childhood and a comment on the colonial hegemony. Using
Edward Said’s thought of Orientalism, the novel discloses how colonial education intended to create obedient subjects
by enforcing Western knowledge and lessening native identity. The order of the Mission School, the fetishisation of
English, and the disciplinary strictness that Swami had tolerated all demonstrate the mechanisms of Orientalist power.
Nevertheless, Narayan’s indirect representation of bonds with friends —playing games, talking, and revolting—
transforms the colonial classroom into a space of collaboration rather than absolute defeat.

Swami, who demonstrates misinterpretation, mimicry of power, and ultimate rebelliousness, proves phases
in the progress of postcolonial awareness. His anxiety and trouble in integrating English ethics with his own nature
highlight the cultural battle faced by colonised subjects throughout generations. Through humour and empathy,
Narayan humanises this struggle, demonstrating that the Orientalised individual is not a passive victim but an active
interpreter of his world.

Ultimately, Swami and Friends foresee the postcolonial critique of education and culture that thinkers like
Said, Bhabha, and Viswanathan would express decades later. By placing a child’s experiences within the broader
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context of colonial discourse, Narayan discloses the satires of colonial empire: that the very foundations meant to
civilise the colonised and plant the seeds of their struggle. In the laughter, misunderstanding, and bravery of
Malgudi’s schoolboys, the novel reiterates the right of the Orient to express—and to acquire—on its individual terms.
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