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Abstract 

The representation of masculinity in Indian English fiction has undergone a significant shift 

from colonial and Westernized ideals of dominance and physical power toward ethically 

grounded models rooted in restraint, responsibility, and moral self-awareness. R. K. Narayan’s 

The Man-Eater of Malgudi (1961) offers a compelling critique of aggressive and hegemonic 

masculinity through the character of Vasu, whose obsession with power, violence, and self-

assertion destabilizes both individual morality and social harmony. In sharp contrast, the novel 

presents Nataraj as a figure of ethical masculinity, whose patience, non-violence, and moral 

endurance function as an alternative paradigm of strength. 

This paper undertakes an extensive critical analysis of masculinity in The Man-Eater of 

Malgudi by engaging with theories of hegemonic masculinity, Gandhian ethics, and 

postcolonial cultural discourse. It argues that Narayan deliberately exposes the hollowness and 

self-destructive nature of violent masculinity while redefining strength as ethical self-restraint 

and social responsibility. By situating the novel within the cultural milieu of Malgudi, the study 

demonstrates how Narayan critiques imported models of masculine power and foregrounds an 

indigenous moral vision rooted in coexistence, balance, and humility. The paper further 
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establishes the contemporary relevance of Narayan’s vision in the context of ongoing global 

debates on toxic masculinity and ethical leadership. 

Keywords: Masculinity, Ethical Masculinity, Hegemonic Masculinity, Indian English Fiction, 

R. K. Narayan, Postcolonial Literature, Gandhian Ethics 

1. Introduction 

The question of masculinity occupies a central yet often understated position in Indian 

English literature. While early critical discourse primarily focused on themes of nationalism, 

identity, and colonial resistance, contemporary scholarship has increasingly turned its attention 

toward the ethical, psychological, and cultural dimensions of gendered identity. Masculinity, 

in particular, emerges not as a fixed or biologically determined essence but as a socially 

constructed and culturally mediated phenomenon shaped by historical forces, ideological 

frameworks, and moral values. Indian English novelists have repeatedly challenged Western 

paradigms of masculinity that glorify domination, aggression, and heroic individualism, 

offering instead nuanced portrayals grounded in ethical responsibility and social harmony. 

R. K. Narayan stands as one of the most significant figures in Indian English fiction 

whose work consistently foregrounds moral inquiry over dramatic spectacle. His fictional town 

of Malgudi functions as a symbolic microcosm of Indian society, where everyday life becomes 

a site for ethical negotiation rather than grand ideological confrontation. In The Man-Eater of 

Malgudi, Narayan constructs a narrative conflict that is fundamentally moral rather than 

physical, centering on the clash between two contrasting models of masculinity: the violent, 

ego-driven masculinity embodied by Vasu and the restrained, ethically grounded masculinity 

represented by Nataraj. 

Unlike conventional narratives where power is asserted through action and conquest, 

Narayan’s novel derives its tension from the disruption of social balance caused by unchecked 

masculine aggression. Vasu’s entry into Malgudi introduces a form of masculinity that is alien 
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to the town’s moral rhythm. His belief in physical strength, domination over nature, and disdain 

for communal values reflects a worldview rooted in power without accountability. Through 

Vasu, Narayan exposes the dangers of hegemonic masculinity, revealing how its obsession 

with control ultimately leads to alienation and self-destruction. 

In contrast, Nataraj’s masculinity is characterized by patience, tolerance, and moral 

discipline. As a printer, his profession symbolically aligns him with preservation, continuity, 

and communication rather than violence or domination. Nataraj’s refusal to confront 

aggression with aggression reflects an ethical stance influenced by Gandhian ideals of non-

violence and self-restraint. Narayan does not portray Nataraj as heroic in the traditional sense; 

instead, he presents him as an ordinary individual whose strength lies in his ability to endure 

moral pressure without compromising ethical values. 

This paper argues that The Man-Eater of Malgudi serves as a sustained critique of toxic 

and hegemonic masculinity while simultaneously proposing an alternative model rooted in 

ethical self-control. By juxtaposing Vasu’s destructive assertion of power with Nataraj’s quiet 

moral resilience, Narayan redefines masculinity as an ethical practice rather than a display of 

dominance. The novel thus contributes significantly to postcolonial debates on identity by 

challenging inherited colonial notions of masculine authority and advocating a culturally 

grounded moral framework. 

2. Research Gap and Objectives 

Despite the extensive critical attention devoted to R. K. Narayan’s fiction, The Man-

Eater of Malgudi has often been read primarily as a moral fable or a satirical critique of modern 

arrogance. While such readings acknowledge the ethical dimensions of the novel, they 

frequently overlook its sustained engagement with masculinity as a central thematic concern. 

Existing scholarship tends to focus on Narayan’s narrative simplicity, his depiction of Malgudi, 
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or the symbolic irony of Vasu’s death, without fully exploring how masculinity operates as a 

cultural and ideological construct within the text. 

Moreover, studies that address masculinity in Indian English fiction often privilege 

overtly political or nationalist narratives, leaving Narayan’s subtle moral explorations 

relatively under-theorized. There remains a critical gap in examining The Man-Eater of 

Malgudi through the combined lenses of hegemonic masculinity, Gandhian ethics, and 

postcolonial cultural discourse. Such an approach allows for a deeper understanding of how 

Narayan interrogates dominant power structures and reimagines masculine identity within an 

indigenous ethical framework. 

Objectives of the Study 

● To analyze the representation of hegemonic and ethical masculinity in The Man-Eater 

of Malgudi 

● To examine Vasu as a figure of aggressive, toxic masculinity and moral disintegration 

● To explore Nataraj’s character as an embodiment of ethical and Gandhian masculinity 

● To situate the novel within postcolonial debates on power, identity, and moral 

authority 

● To establish the contemporary relevance of Narayan’s critique of masculinity 

3. Review of Literature 

Critical responses to R. K. Narayan’s fiction have consistently emphasized his narrative 

simplicity, moral vision, and realistic portrayal of Indian middle-class life. Early critics often 

viewed Narayan as a chronicler of ordinary existence whose work avoided overt political 

engagement. K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar observes that Narayan’s strength lies in his ability to 

“transform the commonplace into the morally significant,” suggesting that ethical concerns 

rather than ideological confrontation dominate his fiction. This ethical orientation becomes 
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particularly significant in The Man-Eater of Malgudi, where moral conflict replaces 

conventional narrative action. 

Meenakshi Mukherjee, in The Twice Born Fiction, argues that Narayan’s novels derive 

their power from cultural rootedness and moral restraint rather than dramatic excess. She notes 

that Narayan’s protagonists are rarely heroic in the traditional sense; instead, they embody 

endurance, accommodation, and ethical reflection. While Mukherjee does not explicitly frame 

her analysis in terms of masculinity, her insights provide a foundation for understanding how 

Narayan constructs alternative masculine ideals grounded in moral responsibility rather than 

dominance. 

Several critics have interpreted The Man-Eater of Malgudi as an allegorical narrative. 

William Walsh reads the novel as a moral fable in which Vasu represents modern arrogance 

and moral blindness, while Malgudi symbolizes a fragile yet resilient ethical order. Walsh’s 

reading foregrounds the symbolic function of Vasu but does not extend the discussion to the 

broader implications of masculine identity. Similarly, C. D. Narasimhaiah focuses on the ironic 

structure of the novel, particularly the manner of Vasu’s death, interpreting it as a moral lesson 

on the dangers of unchecked ego. While these interpretations highlight the novel’s ethical 

dimension, they often treat masculinity as incidental rather than central. 

More recent scholarship has begun to engage with questions of power and gender in 

Indian English fiction, drawing upon theoretical models of masculinity developed in Western 

sociology and cultural studies. R. W. Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity has been 

particularly influential in examining how dominant masculine norms marginalize alternative 

identities. However, applications of this framework to Narayan’s work remain limited. Studies 

on masculinity in Indian literature tend to focus on post-Independence nationalist narratives or 

urban, politically charged texts, leaving Narayan’s understated moral universe relatively 

unexplored. 
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Critics who have addressed masculinity in Narayan’s fiction often emphasize the 

contrast between aggression and restraint. Some readings interpret Vasu as a caricature of 

Westernized masculinity, shaped by colonial notions of conquest and exploitation. Yet, these 

interpretations rarely integrate Gandhian ethics into their analysis, despite the clear presence 

of non-violence and moral endurance in Nataraj’s character. The absence of an integrated 

theoretical approach combining hegemonic masculinity, Gandhian philosophy, and 

postcolonial discourse constitutes a significant gap in existing scholarship. 

This paper seeks to address this gap by positioning masculinity as a central analytical 

category in The Man-Eater of Malgudi. Rather than treating Vasu merely as an antagonist or 

symbolic figure, the study examines him as an embodiment of toxic and hegemonic masculinity 

whose moral disintegration exposes the instability of power rooted in violence. At the same 

time, Nataraj is analyzed as a representation of ethical masculinity that challenges dominant 

norms through restraint, responsibility, and moral self-discipline. 

4. Theoretical Framework 

The present study employs an interdisciplinary theoretical framework that draws upon 

three interrelated perspectives: hegemonic masculinity, Gandhian ethics, and postcolonial 

cultural theory. Together, these frameworks enable a nuanced understanding of how 

masculinity operates as a moral, social, and ideological construct in The Man-Eater of Malgudi. 

4.1 Hegemonic Masculinity 

The concept of hegemonic masculinity, as articulated by R. W. Connell, refers to the 

culturally dominant ideal of manhood that legitimizes male power and sustains gender 

hierarchies. This form of masculinity privileges traits such as physical strength, aggression, 

authority, and emotional detachment, often marginalizing alternative expressions that 

emphasize empathy, cooperation, and ethical restraint. Importantly, hegemonic masculinity is 
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not the most common form of masculinity but the most socially endorsed and ideologically 

powerful. 

In the context of The Man-Eater of Malgudi, Vasu exemplifies many characteristics 

associated with hegemonic masculinity. His obsession with dominance, his contempt for social 

norms, and his belief in violence as a legitimate expression of power align closely with 

Connell’s model. Vasu’s masculinity is performative and coercive; it requires constant 

assertion and relies on intimidation rather than moral legitimacy. By portraying Vasu as 

isolated and ultimately self-destructive, Narayan exposes the fragility and moral emptiness of 

hegemonic masculine ideals. 

4.2 Gandhian Ethics and Moral Masculinity 

While Connell’s framework helps explain the mechanics of dominance, it does not fully 

account for the culturally specific alternatives to hegemonic masculinity present in Indian 

literature. Gandhian ethics provide a crucial counterpoint. Mahatma Gandhi redefined strength 

as moral courage rather than physical force, advocating non-violence, self-restraint, and ethical 

accountability as the highest expressions of human agency. Gandhi’s vision of masculinity 

rejected aggression and domination, emphasizing inner discipline and social responsibility. 

Nataraj’s character can be read through this Gandhian lens. His refusal to respond to 

Vasu’s aggression with violence is not a sign of weakness but an assertion of ethical strength. 

Nataraj embodies a form of moral masculinity that values patience over confrontation and 

harmony over dominance. This ethical stance challenges Westernized notions of masculine 

power and aligns with indigenous philosophical traditions that privilege balance and restraint. 

4.3 Postcolonial Perspectives on Masculinity 

Postcolonial theory provides an additional dimension for understanding masculinity in 

Narayan’s novel. Colonial power structures often imposed models of masculinity associated 

with conquest, control, and exploitation, marginalizing indigenous ethical frameworks. In 
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postcolonial societies, these inherited models continue to shape cultural expectations of 

masculinity, often generating tension between aggression and moral responsibility. 

Vasu’s masculinity reflects this colonial legacy of domination. His antagonism toward 

communal values and religious institutions mirrors the alienation produced by colonial 

modernity. Nataraj, by contrast, represents a culturally rooted masculine identity that resists 

such alienation through ethical engagement with society. Narayan’s narrative thus participates 

in a broader postcolonial project of reclaiming indigenous moral values and redefining 

masculinity outside colonial paradigms. 

5. Vasu and the Anatomy of Aggressive Masculinity 

Vasu, the taxidermist, stands at the center of Narayan’s critique of aggressive 

masculinity. His profession itself is symbolically loaded, as taxidermy involves killing animals 

and preserving them as trophies of domination. This act mirrors Vasu’s worldview, which 

equates masculinity with control over life, nature, and others. He does not merely hunt for 

sustenance; he kills to assert superiority. Narayan uses this profession to foreground the 

violence inherent in Vasu’s understanding of power. 

Vasu’s physical strength is repeatedly emphasized, yet it is accompanied by a striking 

absence of ethical awareness. He occupies the attic of Nataraj’s press not as a tenant who 

negotiates space but as a conqueror who claims it through intimidation. His language is 

aggressive, his gestures threatening, and his presence suffocating. Vasu’s masculinity is 

performative and coercive, demanding submission rather than respect. This aligns closely with 

hegemonic masculinity, which relies on domination to sustain authority. 

Crucially, Vasu’s aggression isolates him from the social fabric of Malgudi. He has no 

meaningful relationships, no sense of belonging, and no moral accountability. His disdain for 

religion, tradition, and community underscores his alienation. Narayan thus presents aggressive 

masculinity not as a source of empowerment but as a mechanism of self-exile. Vasu’s obsession 
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with asserting power ultimately erodes his humanity, reducing him to a figure driven by 

impulse rather than purpose. 

6. Violence Against Nature and Symbolic Transgression 

One of the most disturbing dimensions of Vasu’s masculinity is his antagonistic 

relationship with nature. His relentless hunting and desire to kill the temple elephant, Kumar, 

represent a violation not only of ecological balance but also of cultural and spiritual values. 

The elephant is a sacred symbol within the community, embodying tradition, religious 

continuity, and collective identity. Vasu’s intention to destroy it reflects his rejection of any 

authority beyond his own will. 

This conflict between Vasu and the elephant operates at a symbolic level. The elephant 

represents restrained strength and dignified power, qualities absent in Vasu’s masculinity. By 

seeking to kill it, Vasu attempts to assert dominance over a form of strength that does not rely 

on violence. Narayan thereby contrasts two models of power: one rooted in harmony and 

reverence, the other in destruction and ego. 

The violence Vasu directs toward nature mirrors the violence he inflicts upon social 

relationships. His masculinity thrives on disruption, incapable of coexistence. Through this 

portrayal, Narayan anticipates contemporary discussions on toxic masculinity and 

environmental exploitation, suggesting that domination over nature and domination over 

people stem from the same ethical failure. 

7. Nataraj and the Practice of Ethical Masculinity 

In contrast to Vasu’s aggression, Nataraj embodies an ethical model of masculinity 

grounded in restraint, patience, and moral responsibility. As a printer, Nataraj is symbolically 

aligned with preservation and communication. His press functions as a space of continuity 

rather than conquest, reflecting his role within the community. Unlike Vasu, Nataraj does not 

seek power; instead, he seeks balance. 
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Nataraj’s response to Vasu’s intimidation is particularly significant. Rather than 

engaging in physical confrontation, he chooses endurance. This endurance is not passive 

submission but a conscious ethical stance rooted in self-discipline. Nataraj’s masculinity 

reflects Gandhian principles, where true strength lies in controlling one’s impulses rather than 

overpowering others. 

Narayan deliberately presents Nataraj as an ordinary individual, emphasizing that 

ethical masculinity does not require extraordinary heroism. His fears, doubts, and frustrations 

humanize him, making his moral choices more meaningful. By allowing Nataraj to survive and 

continue his life after Vasu’s death, Narayan affirms the resilience of ethical masculinity in 

sustaining social harmony. 

8. The Irony of the “Man-Eater” and Self-Destruction 

The title The Man-Eater of Malgudi operates as a central metaphor in the novel. While 

it initially evokes the image of a predatory beast, the true man-eater is Vasu himself. His 

aggression consumes not only the peace of Malgudi but also his own moral and psychological 

stability. Narayan’s use of irony reaches its peak in Vasu’s death, which occurs not through 

external punishment but through self-inflicted violence. 

Vasu’s accidental death underscores the novel’s central argument: violence is 

inherently self-destructive. His masculinity, built on domination and ego, collapses under its 

own weight. This ending denies Vasu the martyrdom or heroic downfall often granted to violent 

figures, reinforcing Narayan’s moral vision that aggression ultimately turns inward. 

9. Masculinity, Community, and Moral Order 

Narayan situates masculinity within a communal framework rather than treating it as 

an individual attribute. Malgudi functions as a moral ecosystem where individual behavior has 

collective consequences. Vasu’s aggression disrupts this ecosystem, while Nataraj’s restraint 
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helps restore balance. Masculinity, in this context, is evaluated not by assertion but by its 

impact on social harmony. 

This communal perspective challenges Western individualistic models of masculinity. 

Narayan suggests that true strength lies in sustaining relationships and respecting ethical 

boundaries. Masculinity, when divorced from moral responsibility, becomes a destructive force 

rather than a constructive one. 

10. Contemporary Relevance and Critical Implications 

The concerns raised in The Man-Eater of Malgudi resonate strongly with contemporary 

debates on toxic masculinity. In a global context marked by increasing awareness of gendered 

violence and ethical leadership, Narayan’s critique remains remarkably relevant. His emphasis 

on restraint, empathy, and moral accountability offers a counter-narrative to dominant ideals 

that equate masculinity with control and aggression. 

The novel encourages a re-evaluation of power, urging readers to recognize ethical self-

discipline as a form of strength. Narayan’s vision aligns with contemporary efforts to redefine 

masculinity in ways that promote social well-being and moral integrity. 

11. Conclusion 

The Man-Eater of Malgudi presents a profound ethical meditation on masculinity 

within Indian English fiction. Through the contrasting figures of Vasu and Nataraj, R. K. 

Narayan exposes the instability and moral emptiness of aggressive masculinity while affirming 

the enduring value of ethical restraint. Vasu’s self-destruction serves as a cautionary tale 

against the illusion of power rooted in violence, while Nataraj’s survival underscores the 

resilience of moral strength. 

By integrating hegemonic masculinity theory, Gandhian ethics, and postcolonial 

perspectives, this study demonstrates that Narayan redefines masculinity as an ethical practice 

rather than a display of dominance. The novel ultimately advocates a vision of masculinity 
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grounded in responsibility, coexistence, and moral self-awareness. In doing so, Narayan 

contributes significantly to literary and cultural debates on gender, power, and ethics, offering 

insights that remain deeply relevant in contemporary society. 
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