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“The English language ceased to be the sole possession of the English some time ago.” 

                                                                          — Salman Rushdie, Imaginary Homelands (1991) 

 

Abstract: 

 

This paper examines the role of multilingualism in the short stories of R. K. Narayan, with special 

reference to how language is used to express Indian culture, society, and identity. Although Narayan writes in 

English, his stories are deeply influenced by the multilingual environment of India. He skillfully blends 

English with Indian words, expressions, idioms, and culturally rooted speech patterns to reflect the natural way 

Indians communicate in their everyday lives. This study explores Narayan’s use of techniques such as code-

mixing, Indianized English, indirect speech, and culturally specific dialogue to create realistic characters and 

authentic social settings. 

Through a close reading of selected short stories such as An Astrologer’s Day, The Martyr, and Under 

the Banyan Tree, the paper analyzes how language functions not merely as a medium of communication but as 

a cultural and social tool. Narayan’s characters use language to express respect, authority, intimacy, belief, and 

tradition, reflecting Indian conversational norms and values. The study also highlights how characters shift 

between formal and informal modes of speech depending on context, audience, and social position, revealing 

the influence of both indigenous traditions and colonial power structures on language use.  

The paper argues that Narayan’s use of multilingualism adds depth, realism, and cultural richness to his 

narratives while maintaining clarity and simplicity. The study concludes that Narayan’s multilingual approach 

significantly contributes to Indian English literature by preserving cultural diversity and allowing Indian voices 

to speak authentically through the English language. 
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Introduction 

R. K. Narayan is one of the most respected and widely read writers in Indian English literature. He is 

especially known for his short stories, which portray ordinary people and everyday situations with simplicity, 

gentle humor, and deep human understanding. Although Narayan chose English as his medium of writing, his 

stories are deeply rooted in Indian culture, traditions, social values, and patterns of thought. The characters in 

his stories speak, behave, and think like real Indians, making the fictional world of Malgudi feel authentic and 

familiar. This paper examines how Narayan skillfully uses multilingual elements—such as Indian words, 

expressions, and culturally specific speech patterns—within English narratives. In a multilingual country like 

India, where people naturally shift between languages in daily life, Narayan’s writing realistically reflects how 

language operates in society. His use of multilingualism not only enhances realism but also helps express 

cultural identity and social relationships. 

Understanding Multilingualism  

Multilingualism refers to the ability of an individual or a community to use more than one language. In 

the Indian context, multilingualism is a normal and everyday experience rather than an exception. Most Indians 

grow up learning their mother tongue at home, another regional or national language for wider communication, 

and English for education, administration, or professional purposes. For instance, a person may speak Tamil or 

Marathi at home, use Hindi in public spaces, and communicate in English at the workplace or in formal 

settings. This natural mixing of languages reflects India’s linguistic diversity and cultural complexity. When 

such language practices are represented in literature, they help portray characters more realistically. Authors 

who include multilingual expressions in their writing capture the true rhythm of everyday speech. As a result, 

the narrative becomes richer, more authentic, and closer to lived experience. 

Multilingualism in Indian English Literature 

Indian English literature has developed its own distinctive style by blending English with Indian 

linguistic and cultural elements. Many Indian writers intentionally include words, phrases, idioms, and 

sentence structures from Indian languages in their English writing. Writers such as R. K. Narayan, Salman 

Rushdie, and Arundhati Roy frequently employ this technique to reflect the multilingual reality of Indian 

society. This practice is commonly referred to as code-mixing or code-switching, where speakers shift between 

languages within a conversation or text. Through this method, writers are able to convey local emotions, 

customs, and cultural meanings that cannot always be fully expressed in standard English. In Narayan’s short 

stories, such multilingual usage helps preserve Indian identity while writing in a language inherited from 

colonial rule. It also makes the stories more relatable for Indian readers and introduces international readers to 

the cultural richness of Indian life. 
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How R. K. Narayan Uses Multilingualism 

R. K. Narayan primarily writes in English, but his language carries a strong Indian flavour that makes 

his stories culturally rich and authentic. Instead of using pure or standardized British English, Narayan blends 

English with Indian linguistic elements to reflect the real speech of Indian people. He frequently includes 

Indian words such as tiffin, dhobi, puja, guru, and verandah without providing direct translations. Rather than 

explaining these terms, he allows readers to understand their meaning through context. This technique 

preserves the Indian essence of the story and prevents the language from sounding artificial or overly foreign. 

By doing so, Narayan successfully adapts English to suit Indian experiences, making it a natural medium for 

expressing local life and culture. 

Examples of Language Use in Stories 

One of the most noticeable features of Narayan’s multilingualism is his natural use of Indian words in 

English narratives. In many of his stories, particularly those set in Malgudi, Indian terms are used as part of 

everyday conversation. For instance, in Malgudi Days, the word tiffin is used to refer to a light meal. Narayan 

does not define the term because it is commonly understood in the Indian context. This creates a strong cultural 

bond between the text and Indian readers, while also gradually familiarizing non-Indian readers with Indian 

life. 

Another important aspect of Narayan’s language use is the Indian style of dialogue. Although his 

characters speak in English, their speech patterns reflect Indian modes of conversation. The sentence structure, 

politeness markers, and emotional tone closely resemble Indian languages. In The Missing Mail, the postman’s 

speech is gentle, respectful, and emotionally restrained, reflecting the Indian tradition of humility and 

politeness, especially when dealing with elders or sensitive matters. This Indian rhythm of speech makes the 

characters sound real and socially grounded. 

Narayan also effectively uses cultural speech acts in his stories. Indian conversations often rely on 

indirectness, politeness, and suggestion rather than direct statements. In An Astrologer’s Day, the astrologer 

carefully uses vague and indirect language to maintain authority and mystery. His polite and cautious manner 

of speaking reflects traditional Indian conversational practices, where respect and social hierarchy play an 

important role. Such speech acts reveal how language functions within cultural boundaries.  

Case Studies 

In An Astrologer’s Day, language plays a key role in creating an atmosphere of mystery and respect. The 

astrologer speaks in a controlled, indirect, and respectful manner to impress his clients and establish credibility. 

His language reflects traditional Indian values such as humility, wisdom, and belief in fate. Through his 
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speech, Narayan shows how language can be used as a social tool to gain trust and authority in a traditional 

setting. 

The Martyr presents another important example of multilingualism linked with power and identity. In this 

story, the characters change their language and tone depending on whom they are addressing. When speaking 

to British officers, their language becomes more formal and restrained, often influenced by colonial English. 

However, when they speak among themselves or with local people, their language becomes more relaxed and 

culturally rooted. This shift in language highlights the impact of colonial rule on communication and identity, 

showing how power relations influence speech. 

In Under the Banyan Tree, Narayan celebrates the richness of Indian oral tradition. The central 

character, Nambi, narrates stories to the villagers using local expressions, folk songs, and traditional 

storytelling methods. His language reflects the collective wisdom of the village and the cultural practice of 

sharing stories orally. Through this narrative style, Narayan preserves indigenous storytelling traditions while 

presenting them in written English. 

Multilingualism and Identity 

Language plays a vital role in shaping personal and social identity. In Narayan’s stories, characters 

express who they are through the way they speak. A schoolteacher or government official often uses formal 

and structured language, reflecting education and authority. In contrast, a street vendor or common villager 

uses informal and conversational speech, showing closeness and familiarity. Characters may switch to English 

to display education, social status, or power, while their native language expresses emotional connection and 

cultural belonging. These language choices reveal the social position, profession, and personal identity of each 

character, making them more realistic and layered. 

Why Narayan’s Use of Multilingualism Matters: 

Narayan’s use of multilingualism is significant because it makes his stories vivid, believable, and 

culturally authentic. By blending English with Indian languages and speech patterns, he captures the true spirit 

of Indian society. His writing respects and celebrates India’s linguistic diversity rather than suppressing it . This 

approach helps readers connect deeply with the characters and understand the cultural environment in which 

they live. Ultimately, Narayan’s multilingual technique transforms English into an Indian literary language and 

strengthens the cultural identity of Indian English literature. 
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Conclusion:  

R. K. Narayan’s short stories may appear simple in language and structure, but they are deeply 

connected to Indian life, culture, and linguistic practices. Through his careful blending of English with Indian 

words, expressions, and speech patterns, Narayan creates narratives that are easy to understand yet rich in 

cultural meaning. His use of multilingualism reflects the natural way in which Indians communicate in 

everyday life, where languages coexist and interact smoothly. By incorporating Indian modes of speech into 

English, Narayan successfully captures the social realities, values, and identities of his characters. His writing 

demonstrates that English, though a colonial language, can be adapted to express Indian experiences 

authentically. In doing so, Narayan allows Indian voices to speak confidently through English without losing 

their cultural identity, thereby strengthening the foundation of Indian English literature.  

References: 

 Narayan, R. K. Malgudi Days. Penguin Books, 2006. 

 Narayan, R. K. An Astrologer’s Day and Other Stories. Indian Thought Publications, 1947. 

 Narayan, R. K. Under the Banyan Tree and Other Stories. Viking Press, 1985. 

 Kachru, Braj B. The Indianization of English. Oxford University Press, 1983. 

 Mukherjee, Meenakshi. The Twice Born Fiction. Heinemann, 1971. 

 Kumar, A. R. K. Narayan: A Critical Study. Atlantic Publishers, 2003. 

 Rushdie, Salman. Imaginary Homelands. Granta Books, 1991. 

 

http://www.ijcrt.org/

