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R. K. Narayan's A Tiger for Malgudi is an unusual novel in which 

a tiger, Raja, serves as both narrator and central character. 

Through Raja's life in the forest, his captivity in a circus, his 

exploitation by the film world, and his eventual companionship 

with a spiritual Master, Narayan examines violence, 

domination, freedom, suffering, and moral transformation. 

This paper studies the significance of the novel's title, the 

 

human qualities attributed to Raja, the satire directed at 

human vanity and cruelty, and the philosophical and spiritual 

dimensions of the tiger's development. Raja initially behaves 

like an absolute ruler of the forest, but his power is gradually 

replaced by humiliation and suffering under the Captain. His 

encounter with the Master marks the decisive stage of his life: 

Keywords: 

violence,  
non-violence,  
spiritual transformation, 
satire 
 

 
 

instinctive violence gives way to discipline, repentance, and 
 

 

non-violence. The paper argues that Raja's journey is not 

merely an animal adventure but an allegory of human moral 

growth. By giving narrative consciousness to a tiger, Narayan 

reverses the conventional relationship between human 

beings and animals and exposes the brutality, greed, fear, and 

self-deception of human society. The novel ultimately 

combines humour, satire, mythology, metaphysics, and 

spirituality to communicate a universal lesson about 

compassion, self-control, and the possibility of inner 

transformation. 
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Introduction 
R. K. Narayan occupies a distinctive place in Indian English fiction because of his ability to 

combine simplicity of narration with humour, irony, and philosophical reflection. In A Tiger for 

Malgudi, he departs from his usual concentration on ordinary human characters and places a 

tiger at the centre of the narrative. Raja is not merely an animal observed from the outside; he 

is the narrator of his own life and possesses memory, judgement, emotion, pride, fear, and the 

capacity for moral change. The novel therefore presents the animal world and the human world 

from an unconventional perspective (Narayan 6-7; Atkinson 8-9). 

The narrative follows Raja from his early life as the feared ruler of the forest to his capture, 

exploitation, and suffering in a circus. It then traces his involvement in film production, his 

violent resistance to the Captain's cruelty, and his eventual rescue by the Master. Under the 

Master's influence, Raja gradually learns restraint and develops a more reflective 

understanding of life. His development gives the novel its central movement: the 

transformation of instinctive power into spiritual awareness (Narayan 11-151; Atkinson 9-12; 

Dupras 186-210). 

This paper examines the appropriateness of the title, Raja's role as an animal protagonist, 

Narayan's satire on human conduct, the opposition between cruelty and compassion, and the 

mythological and spiritual dimensions of the novel. Although the story is rooted in Malgudi, its 

moral and philosophical concerns extend beyond a particular place and address readers 

everywhere. Earlier criticism has approached the novel through ecocriticism, human-animal 

relations, and Hindu philosophical concepts (Atkinson 8-13; Dupras 186-210; Kar 65-71). 

The Title and Its Universal Implications 
The title A Tiger for Malgudi immediately announces the unusual position of the tiger in 

the novel. Raja is the central character, and almost every major event develops around his 

experiences. The phrase 'for Malgudi' connects him with Narayan's familiar fictional world and 

makes his presence in the town both comic and extraordinary. Nevertheless, the paper's central 

argument is that Raja's significance is not limited to Malgudi. His story carries ethical and 

spiritual lessons for humanity as a whole (Narayan 10-151). 

From this perspective, the shorter title A Tiger might appear sufficient, while A Tiger for 

the World could more directly express the universal reach of the novel's message. Raja's 

experiences teach the value of compassion, discipline, freedom, and coexistence. However, the 

existing title may also be understood symbolically: Malgudi represents a small but complete 

human world in which fear, greed, entertainment, authority, violence, and spirituality meet. 

Raja is therefore 'for Malgudi' in a literal sense, but he is also for the larger world that Malgudi 

represents (Narayan 10-151). 

Narayan's account of the novel's origin further supports the importance of the human-

animal relationship. The idea was associated with a report of a hermit moving freely with a tiger 

near the Kumbh Mela at Allahabad. The absence of a rope or chain made the companionship 

appear astonishing. This image of trust between a spiritual figure and a dangerous animal 

becomes the imaginative foundation of Raja's later relationship with the Master (Narayan 7-9). 

Raja as the King of the Forest 
Raja's name is appropriate because, in the early part of his life, he behaves like the 

sovereign of the forest. Other creatures fear him, and his roar produces silence. He expects 

obedience and respect, and he punishes any creature that appears indifferent to his authority. 

http://www.watchmanjournal.com/


Dr. Shahin Parween / The Watchman Vol. I, No. 01 (March 2017) 24-28 
 

Website: www.watchmanjournal.com 

26 

His power is physical, immediate, and unquestioned. In this phase, Raja resembles an absolute 

ruler who has not yet learnt the limits of freedom (Narayan 12-14). 

Narayan gives Raja several recognisably human qualities. The tiger possesses pride, ego, 

anger, memory, and a desire for recognition. He can be vindictive when his superiority is 

ignored. These weaknesses make him more than a conventional animal character. Through 

Raja, Narayan indirectly exposes human vanity, aggression, and the misuse of power. The 

humour of the novel arises partly from this reversal: the tiger appears human in his faults, while 

many human characters behave with greater cruelty and irrationality than the animal (Narayan 

6-7, 13-14; Atkinson 8-11; Kar 65-71). 

Raja's authority becomes destructive when he begins to enter the nearby village and carry 

away domestic animals. The villagers initially attribute the disappearances to a ghost or 

supernatural power, but they eventually realise that a tiger is responsible. Their exaggerated 

account before the Collector creates a comic scene. Each villager gives a different description of 

Raja's size, turning fear into absurdity. Narayan thus combines danger with humour and reveals 

the tendency of human beings to exaggerate when driven by panic (Narayan 23-27). 

Captivity, Entertainment, and Human Cruelty 
Raja's capture by the Captain marks the end of his unrestricted life. The former ruler of 

the forest becomes a prisoner and performer. His freedom is replaced by hunger, beating, and 

forced obedience. At first, the communication gap between Raja and the Captain makes training 

difficult. Raja gradually learns the Captain's commands, but this learning is produced through 

fear rather than understanding or kindness. The circus converts a living creature into an object 

of public entertainment (Narayan 36-47; Atkinson 9-11; Kar 65-71). 

The act involving Raja and a goat demonstrates the conflict between natural instinct and 

artificial discipline. Raja is expected to sit beside the goat and drink milk from a pot, although 

his instinct urges him to attack the animal. He successfully performs the act several times, but 

eventually kills the goat and eats its flesh. The scene disrupts the carefully constructed spectacle 

and exposes the impossibility of completely controlling animal nature for commercial 

amusement (Narayan 54-64; Atkinson 9-10). 

Madan, the owner of a film company, responds to the violence not with horror but with 

enthusiasm. He interprets killing, violence, and sex as the fundamental realities of life and 

wishes to use Raja in a film. His reaction satirises an entertainment industry that values 

sensation over moral responsibility. Raja is again treated as a commodity whose fearsome 

nature can be converted into profit. The transition from circus to cinema does not improve his 

condition; it merely changes the form of exploitation (Narayan 69-77; Atkinson 10-11). 

Before the film shooting, the Captain tries to train Raja through renewed beating and 

intimidation. Raja is exhausted and unwilling to continue, but the Captain refuses to recognise 

his suffering. Provoked beyond endurance, Raja knocks the Captain down and kills him. The act 

is violent, yet the narrative presents it as the result of prolonged cruelty rather than as 

meaningless aggression. The Captain, who attempts to dominate the tiger through force, is 

ultimately destroyed by the violence he has repeatedly used against him (Narayan 97-100; 

Atkinson 9-10). 

The School Episode and the Arrival of the Master 
After the Captain's death, Raja moves freely through the town, creating panic. People run 

for safety, and Raja eventually enters a classroom where the headmaster is present. The 

headmaster hides in an upper part of the room, while someone locks the room from outside. A 
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crowd gathers around the school, and the scene becomes one of fear, confusion, and public 

commotion (Narayan 101-08). 

The authorities respond in different ways. Alphonse, an armed hunter, prepares to shoot 

Raja, whereas members of the Save Tiger Committee argue that he should not be killed unless 

he has become a man-eater and poses an immediate danger to human life. The episode places 

fear, law, conservation, and compassion in conflict. Raja's life depends upon whether he is 

viewed merely as a threat or as a living creature capable of being understood and guided 

without violence (Narayan 108-16; Kar 65-71). 

At this critical moment, the Master arrives and declares that no one should harm the tiger. 

He opens the room and leads Raja away without force. Raja follows him with his eyes lowered, 

showing neither aggression nor resistance. The contrast between the Captain and the Master is 

central to the novel. The Captain uses hunger, beating, and fear; the Master uses calmness, 

spiritual authority, and mutual trust. The tiger who resisted physical domination willingly 

submits to moral influence (Narayan 103, 126-29; Atkinson 10-12; Dupras 186-210). 

From Instinctive Violence to Spiritual Awareness 
Raja's companionship with the Master begins the most important stage of his 

development. Under the Master's influence, he reflects upon his earlier killings and gradually 

experiences repentance. He begins to question the necessity of taking life merely to satisfy 

hunger. His desire to live on harmless food, like elephants and horses, symbolises his effort to 

rise above instinct. Although a tiger cannot entirely cease to be a tiger, Raja learns to control his 

impulses and kill less frequently (Narayan 135-42; Atkinson 9-10; Dupras 186-210). 

This transformation gives the novel an allegorical dimension. Raja's movement from pride 

and violence to restraint and self-knowledge resembles the moral development expected of 

human beings. His animal nature becomes a means through which Narayan explores the 

universal struggle between instinct and discipline. Ironically, Raja becomes more humane 

through spiritual education, while the Captain and Madan reveal the predatory qualities of 

human society (Atkinson 8-12; Dupras 186-210). 

The novel also draws upon Hindu ideas of rebirth and the continuity of relationships 

across different lives. In the introduction, Narayan recalls a report about a hermit who claimed 

that he and his tiger companion had been brothers in previous lives. This account becomes part 

of the imaginative and philosophical framework of Raja's bond with the Master. It gives the 

narrative a mythological and metaphysical dimension and helps explain why the Master can 

approach Raja without chains or violence (Narayan 7-9; Atkinson 8-10; Dupras 186-210). 

The Master's spiritual authority should not be confused with fraudulent asceticism. The 

narrative distinguishes genuine spiritual depth from greed and deception. Authentic 

spirituality appears in self-control, compassion, fearlessness, and harmony with other forms of 

life. The Master does not perform power for public admiration; instead, his conduct 

demonstrates an inward discipline that affects Raja directly (Narayan 8-9; Atkinson 10-12). 

Separation, Mortality, and the Final Reconciliation 
As both Raja and the Master approach old age, the Master prepares the tiger for 

separation. He explains that meeting and parting are natural conditions of worldly existence 

and that separation should not produce endless sorrow. This teaching extends the novel beyond 

the immediate story of a tiger and his companion. It introduces a philosophical acceptance of 

change, ageing, and death (Narayan 149-50). 

In the final stage, Raja enters the cage brought by the head of a zoo, who has come to take 
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charge of him. The situation outwardly resembles his earlier captivity, but the Master assures 

him that the zoo official is not another Captain and will not subject him to the same cruelty. Raja 

now enters the cage voluntarily and with understanding. The cage therefore no longer 

represents only defeat; it also indicates acceptance, trust, and the practical adjustment required 

in old age (Narayan 150-51). 

The Master's promise that he and Raja will meet again after death gives the conclusion 

emotional and spiritual unity. Their relationship is not ended by physical separation. The final 

assurance completes the novel's movement from fear to trust, violence to companionship, and 

instinct to spiritual understanding (Narayan 151). 

Conclusion 
A Tiger for Malgudi is more than an adventure centred on an extraordinary animal. 

Through Raja's first-person account, Narayan creates a narrative in which a tiger becomes a 

mirror of human nature. Raja's early pride, anger, and violence resemble the weaknesses of 

powerful human beings, but his capacity for suffering, reflection, and moral change also reveals 

the possibility of growth. His journey from the forest to the circus, the film world, the school, 

and finally the Master's companionship gives the novel a clear pattern of domination, 

resistance, education, and transformation (Narayan 10-151; Atkinson 8-12; Dupras 186-210). 

The Captain and Madan represent forms of human exploitation that reduce the animal to 

entertainment and profit. Their behaviour enables Narayan to satirise cruelty, commercialism, 

sensationalism, and the human desire to control nature. By contrast, the Master establishes a 

relationship based on compassion and spiritual discipline. He does not destroy Raja's nature 

but helps him control its destructive impulses. Under this influence, Raja moves towards 

repentance, non-violence, and self-knowledge (Narayan 36-151; Atkinson 10-12; Dupras 186-

210). 

The novel's mythological, metaphysical, philosophical, and spiritual elements deepen its 

meaning. Ideas of rebirth, the continuity of relationships, the inevitability of separation, and the 

hope of reunion after death transform Raja's story into a reflection on existence itself. Although 

the title locates Raja in Malgudi, his story has universal significance, urging human beings to 

reconsider cruelty to animals, dependence on violence, and the need for inner transformation 

(Narayan 7-9, 149-51; Atkinson 8-13; Dupras 186-210). 
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