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T 
J L H E I N D I V I D U A L ' S A L I E N A T I O N f r o m his fe l low m a n a n d h i m ­

self a n d his search for ident i ty constitute the t h e m a t i c centre of 

A r u n Joshi ' s The Apprentice ( 1 9 7 4 ) a n d his other novels, The 

Foreigner ( 1 9 6 8 ) , The Strange Case of Billy Biswas ( 1971 ) , a n d 

The Last Labyrinth ( 1981 ) . 1 A l i e n a t i o n , sociological or psycho­

l o g i c a l , is often the consequence of the loss of ident i ty . A l i e n a t i o n 

a n d ident i ty are closely i n t e r t w i n e d . W h e t h e r one seeks ident i ty 

w i t h a lover o r a cul ture , the search has social , m o r a l , a n d s p i r i t u a l 

dimensions, w h i c h are interrelated, especially i n the sense that the 

f o c a l po int i n each case is the discovery of the self. R a t a n R a t h o r , 

the protagonist-narrator i n The Apprentice, w h o recounts the story 

of his Ufe i n a somewhat episodic a n d reflective m a n n e r , is i n i t i a l l y 

a n idealist l i k e his father b u t is obl iged later to sacrifice his idea l i sm 

i n the face of the h a r s h , f rustrat ing realities of bourgeois existence. 

A s h a m , a crook, a d e b a u c h , a n d a whore , R a t a n R a t h o r ponders 

the crypt ic loss of his i d e a l i s m , asp ir ing to the a w a k e n i n g i n himself 

of a perspective w h i c h w i l l give m e a n i n g to his o w n existence a n d 

his cruel , chaot ic w o r l d , the classic example of w h i c h is the sensual 

i m a g e of the c i ty that, b u r n i n g i n its o w n nakedness at n ight , 

subsumes a l l a n d everything. T h e B r i g a d i e r considers the w o r l d 

" a b e a u t i f u l w h o r e — to be assaulted a n d t a k e n " ( 1 8 ) . H i m m a t 

S i n g h , the d o u b l e of R a t a n R a t h o r , provides another contextual 

m e a n i n g of the m e t a p h o r of w h o r e b y p o i g n a n t l y a n d i r o n i c a l l y 

reveal ing that his m o t h e r was a m a d d e n i n g w h o r e . I n this basical ly 

flawed a n d perverted cul ture , everyone is w h o r i n g k n o w i n g l y or 

u n k n o w i n g l y : b o t h the antagonist a n d the protagonist are m a l i ­

ciously engaged i n w h o r i n g , a n d d u r i n g this m e c h a n i c a l process 

they r o b each other v io lent ly a n d i n e x o r a b l y of h u m a n i t y a n d of 
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the spir i t that distinguishes m a n f r o m beast. R a t a n R a t h o r finally 

searches for the m e a n i n g of a l l th is ; he strives to find himself a n d 

to establish a n e q u i l i b r i u m that balances m a n w i t h himself a n d his 

fe l low m a n i n a c o m m u n a l fe l lowship. 

I t is i n the I n d i a of the 1940s that R a t a n R a t h o r first finds h i m ­

self c o n f r o n t i n g t w o w o r l d s : the w o r l d of the father, one of i d e a l ­

i s m , p a t r i o t i s m , a n d socia l a n d m o r a l concern , a n d the c r i p p l e d 

w o r l d of bourgeois f i l th , one of ravenous a n d m o n e y - h u n g r y gods. 

I r o n i c a l l y , R a t a n R a t h o r ' s m o t h e r is a s taunch realist w h o , k n o w ­

i n g f u l l y the p r a c t i c a l v a l u e of money , states categorical ly that 

w i t h o u t m o n e y life a n d a l l its i d e a l i s m are total ly meaningless. 

R a t h o r ' s m o t h e r w a r n e d her h u s b a n d not to give u p his lucrat ive 

l a w pract ice for the sake of the falsetto i d e a l i s m of the M a h a t m a . 

F o l l o w i n g her husband's sacri f ic ia l death, she is m o r e c o n v i n c e d 

about the va lue of money. H i m m a t Singh's m o t h e r w h o , l ike most 

other helpless a n d destitute w o m e n , was d r i v e n to prost i tut ion b y 

society p r a c t i c a l l y shared the same v iew. N o doubt poverty is a 

fertile soi l for b r e e d i n g c r i m e , but i t is the rich a n d the bourgeoisie 

of the pre- independence a n d the post-independence periods w h o 

w i l l d o a n y t h i n g to gratify the ir i n d u l g e n t lust for money. Joshi 's 

astute analysis of the c r u m b l i n g values of the bourgeoisie a n d of the 

complete absence of e th ica l concerns on the part of the aristocracy 

reveals the nature of the m o r a l a n d psychological confl ict that 

people l ike R a t a n R a t h o r face, especially i n preserving their o w n 

i d e a l i s m . I n fact, one sees c learly that the structure of bourgeois 

values is as embarrassingly c o n t r i v e d a n d fake as is its p r o d i g y 

R a t a n R a t h o r : H i m m a t S i n g h calls h i m a " s h a m , " " a bogus 

m a n . " I t is this structure that i n d u b i t a b l y divests people of any 

sort of hero ism, d e t e r m i n a t i o n , a n d the w i l l to aspire to excellence. 

T h e self-destructive confusion a n d m o r a l ambiva lence of R a t a n 

R a t h o r , w h i c h finally m a k e h i m s u c c u m b to the m o u n t i n g t e m p t a ­

t i o n of accept ing ta inted m o n e y a n d to sacrifice his p a t r i o t i s m a n d 

h o n o u r , result f r o m the spineless structure of bourgeois m o r a l i t y . 

B y accept ing the b r i b e f r o m H i m m a t S i n g h , he has r isked the fives 

of thousands of p a t r i o t i c soldiers w h o n o w w i l l be fighting the 

enemy w i t h in fer ior weapons. I r o n i c a l l y , w h e n i t comes to r a t i o n ­

a l i z a t i o n — one of the last resorts of a c r i m i n a l l ike o u r hero — 

R a t a n R a t h o r is f rant ica l ly obsessed m o r e b y his h o n o u r t h a n by 
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the severity a n d m a g n i t u d e of his c r i m e . B u t he is not a lone, for 

the p lot of sel l ing in fer ior a r m s to the a r m y is cleverly a n d m e t i c u ­

lously m a s t e r m i n d e d b y n o n e other t h a n the Secretary a n d the 

M i n i s t e r . W h a t h a p p e n e d to the patr iot ic a n d nat ional i s t ic i d e a l ­

i s m for w h i c h his father died? H e is o v e r w h e l m e d b y the deceit ful-

ness a n d wickedness of this i l lusory w o r l d , the w o r l d of appearance 

that envelops real i ty . T h e p h e n o m e n a l universe w i t h a l l its gutter­

i n g nets a n d entrapments is l ike the w o r l d of the d e v o u r i n g m o t h e r 

archetype w h o u l t i m a t e l y eats her o w n c h i l d r e n . T h i s w o r l d is the 

b o d y of history, the s u m tota l of socia l energy a n d its representative 

modes a n d structures, the city a n d the c u l t u r a l a n d social forces. 

I n any i d e a l concept ion of a cu l ture a n d its representative socia l 

orders, whether soc iopol i t i ca l o r theologica l , m a n is supposed to be 

i n h a r m o n y w i t h n a t u r e ; he seeks h u m a n fe l lowship to create a 

c o m m u n i t y of beings; a n d he endeavours to develop his i n d i v i d u a l ­

i ty b y seeking utmost perfect ion, so that he c a n c o m p r e h e n d the 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y of others. B u t i n a m o d e r n c u l t u r a l context w h i c h 

essentially derives its m e a n i n g a n d p o w e r f r o m c o m m e r c e , m a ­

ter ia l i sm, a n d l u x u r y , m a n a n d the c i ty h a p p e n to be the t w o 

w a r r i n g adversaries that i n the social a n d h is tor ica l process de­

h u m a n i z e each other a n d are finally themselves d e h u m a n i z e d . I n 

Culture and Anarchy,2 M a t t h e w A r n o l d defines a n a r c h y m o r e o r 

less as a m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n i n w h i c h m a n accepts a n d perpetuates 

i m p e r f e c t i o n , mediocr i ty , a n d grossness a n d i n d o i n g so loses his 

m o r a l f reedom. T h e greatest threat to c u l t u r a l progress, as A r n o l d 

w o u l d have us believe, stems f r o m the b a r b a r i a n s a n d the p h i l i s -

tines, not f r o m the p op ulace . T h e u n c o u t h , d e h y d r a t e d m e n t a l 

structure of the phil ist ines is ev ident ly s y m p t o m a t i c of the decl ine 

a n d f a l l of cul ture . Phi l is t ines l ike R a t a n R a t h o r , H i m m a t S i n g h , 

the Secretary, a n d the M i n i s t e r share responsibi l i ty for the retro-

g r a d a t i o n of cul ture a n d , hence, for s u c h repugnant condi t ions as 

b o r e d o m , stagnation, a n d vulgar i ty . It is, i n d e e d , i r o n i c that 

whereas R a t a n R a t h o r c a n be redeemed, the retr ievabi l i ty of soci­

ety remains m o r a l l y ambiguous . I n the theologica l c o n c e p t i o n of 

the city, whether C h r i s t i a n o r H i n d u , the v is ion of the c i ty of G o d 

holds a promise of h u m a n perfection, but the v i e w of h is tor ica l 

decay of a cul ture is m u c h m o r e seriously self-deprecating a n d self-

a d m o n i s h i n g . W h i l e the m y t h i c v i e w of fa l len h u m a n i t y is one of 
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h o p e a n d r e d e m p t i o n , the issue of c u l t u r a l decl ine a n d the p a i n f u l 

p r e d i c a m e n t of p u t r i d h u m a n waste raise the larger issue of the 

o r i g i n of e v i l . 

W h e t h e r w e take the H o b b e s i a n or the Rousseauist ic v i e w , the 

p r o b l e m of e v i l i n m a n a n d society is a potent one, especially w h e n 

w e e x a m i n e the nature of the amel iorat ive a n d redemptive forces 

a n d processes. L o n d o n , M o m b a i , N e w Y o r k , a n d D e l h i are m o d ­

ern cities b u t , l ike elegant a n d seductive whores, they r o b s u c h 

persons as R a t a n R a t h o r of their i n d i v i d u a l i t y , conscience, a n d 

i m a g i n a t i o n . I n r e t u r n , i n d i v i d u a l s l ike R a t a n R a t h o r are equal ly 

engaged i n the business of w h o r i n g — of forceful ly disengaging the 

central i ty a n d f u l c r u m of c o m m u n a l values a n d ideals, a n d of 

sat iat ing their u n q u e n c h a b l e desires for that w h i c h is a n outr ight 

p r e v a r i c a t i o n . W h o r i n g i m p l i e s b o t h the grat i f icat ion of lust as 

w e l l as the c o m m e r c i a l b a r g a i n i n g of means, b u t i n either case 

pleasure a n d sex are c o m m e r c i a l commodi t ies to be careful ly a n d 

schematica l ly bartered. Psychologica l ly , grat i f icat ion of lust i n ­

volves jealous possessiveness, abusive violence, a n d corrosive per­

version of e m o t i o n . I n a sense, i t is b o t h masochist ic a n d sadistic. 

T h e w o m a n as a w h o r e is the object-world , the " o t h e r , " the "de-

s e x u a l i z e d " 3 female body , for such a percept ion of w o m a n care­

fu l ly excludes the creative f u n c t i o n of love as sexuality a n d 

erot ic ism. L i k e w i s e , the c i ty as a w h o r e is the object -wor ld that 

worships only malevolent gods. N o d o u b t w h o r i n g is m o r a l l y of­

fensive a n d sp ir i tua l ly degenerative, b ut i t e x p l i c i t l y means that 

b o t h m a n a n d society h a v e been d e p r i v e d of the centra l soul-force 

a n d the m o r a l v is ion of good a n d perfect ion. W h i l e society traps 

a n d seduces the i n d i v i d u a l , the i n d i v i d u a l takes advantage of so­

ciety i n m u c h the same m a n n e r : society induces m a n to m o v e i n 

a cer ta in d i rec t ion a n d m a n i n r e t u r n forces himsel f u p o n society. 

R a t a n R a t h o r has seen t w o pictures of I n d i a : the c o l o n i a l I n d i a 

that p r o d u c e d a n a t i o n of clerks, the p i l lars of R a j , a n d the post-

independence I n d i a , w h i c h , i n spite of fervent patr io t i sm, ancient 

heritage, a n d G a n d h i a n m o r a l zeal , is st i l l o v e r w h e l m e d b y the 

B r i t i s h c o l o n i a l t r a d i t i o n . T h e u n i q u e class of clerks is i r o n i c a l l y 

p o r t r a y e d b y J o s h i as a class of emaciated m e n whose a m b i t i o n 

does not extend b e y o n d the constr ic t ing goals of c lerkship, career-

h u n t i n g , m a t r i m o n i a l g a m e - p l a n n i n g , a n d other h i g h l y charged 
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ritualistic games i n v o l v i n g status a n d money . H e g e l ' s v i e w of his­

tory as a progressive synthesis of the d ia lec t i ca l forces is, indeed, 

opt imist ic , b u t i t seems to prec lude the stagnant a n d frozen c o n ­

d i t i o n of the bourgeoisie. S u r p r i s i n g l y enough, even the M a r x i s t 

thesis of class struggle as a basis of revo lut ionary r e f o r m a n d 

progress does not extend m u c h reassurance to the sociology a n d 

psychology of the bourgeoisie . 4 F o r one t h i n g , the nature of the 

bourgeois discontent, i f discontent be the seed of progress, is as 

embarrassingly r e p u g n a n t a n d self-deprecating as is the nature of 

their aspirat ion o r the absence of any aspirat ion at a l l . A n d , i n d e e d , 

c o l o n i a l i s m as a f o r m i d a b l e a n d repressive force has been instru­

m e n t a l i n restructur ing the sociology a n d psychology of R a t a n 

R a t h o r a n d his k i n d . 

I n a bourgeois structure, the d e h u m a n i z a t i o n of m a n , b o t h as a 

target a n d a social process, is not too diff icult to i m a g i n e : the p r o ­

cess i n e v i t a b l y engenders m o r a l decrepitude, u n f el icitous vu lgar i ty , 

a n d unwholesome v i t r i o l i s m . I t is a diseased c i v i l i z a t i o n i n w h i c h 

R a t a n R a t h o r a n d his m o t h e r "suffer f r o m the same disease: 

discontent a n d discontent" ( 2 5 ) . T h i s discontent stems f r o m 

m a n ' s i n c a p a c i t y to fight against the precipi tous forces of social 

d e t e r m i n i s m , the H o b b e s i a n l e v i a t h a n . U n l e s s m a n responds to 

this monstrous social c a n n i b a l i s m heroica l ly a n d resolutely to 

regain his m o r a l f reedom lost i n the sociohistorical process of de­

h u m a n i z a t i o n , the disastrous consequences is the loss of f a i t h , hope, 

a n d h u m a n i t y . T h e bourgeois social apparatus persistently e m p h a ­

sizes d o c i l i t y a n d obedience as values; a n d i t is this pungent a n d 

castrated spir i t of d o c i l i t y a n d obedience, whether enforced b y the 

c o l o n i a l masters o r c h a m p i o n e d b y the d o g m a t i c t r a d i t i o n " t h a t 

makes the middle-class so b l i n d l y f o l l o w its masters" ( 3 8 ) . O n c e 

m a n surrenders his o w n freedom to the obdurate collective w i l l , 

subject ing himself to d e m o r a l i z a t i o n , d e h u m a n i z a t i o n , a n d de­

featism, he a u t o m a t i c a l l y becomes a part of the t y r a n n i z i n g social 

structure a n d its va lue system that approves m a r r i a g e as a q u i c k 

fix a n d a negotiable entity, engenders m o r a l indif ference to social 

e v i l , promotes career-consciousness at the cost of m o r a l conscious­

ness, a n d expects a n u n c o m p r o m i s i n g obedience to its o w n c o n ­

stricted standards of social progress. Surely , b o t h M a r x a n d F r e u d 

ta lk about discontent as s y m p t o m a t i c of the sickness of m o d e r n 
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c i v i l i z a t i o n : i n the M a r x i s t thesis, discontent, l ike the F a l l , is c o n ­

sidered to be a fortunate p h e n o m e n o n because i t w i l l b r i n g about 

a r e v o l u t i o n , a benef ic ia l change that w i l l replace the exist ing 

order. B u t i n the F r e u d i a n context, the nature of discontent is psy­

cholog ica l , i n n e r rather t h a n outer. R a t a n R a t h o r , i t s h o u l d be 

noted, is not a r e v o l u t i o n a r y ; since the seed of discontent is m u c h 

m o r e of psychologica l a n d m o r a l — indeed, existential — nature , 

i t w i l l not fruct i fy i n t o a social revolt. A s a bourgeois, he is a m i c r o ­

cosm of the social order he represents. 5 B u t he lacks the w i l l to rebel 

a n d transgress; i n a s m u c h as he lacks the w i l l to rebel against the 

bourgeois structure of values, that has c r i p p l e d his m o r a l i d e a l i s m , 

he st i l l remains a part of this s tub b or n structure a n d at t imes he 

seems to be speaking as a " [bjourgeois speaks to b o u r g e o i s . " 6 

T h e p a r a d o x is that i n p r o p o s i n g a m o r a l rect i tude to the i r o n i c 

p r e d i c a m e n t of R a t a n R a t h o r , J o s h i chooses to go t o the very root 

of the p r o b l e m of "bourgeois filth." B y project ing i n t o the i n t e r i o r 

consciousness of R a t a n R a t h o r a n d b y m a k i n g the confl ict finally 

centre o n m o r a l sense, J o s h i careful ly avoids the possible loss of 

the hero to the l e v i a t h a n of social d e t e r m i n i s m . O n e m i g h t argue 

that the course J o s h i outl ines for R a t a n R a t h o r is m o r e a k i n to the 

H e g e l i a n i d e a l i s m t h a n to the M a r x i s t v i e w of m a n a n d society. 

A l i e n a t i o n , a c c o r d i n g to H e g e l , results f r o m the experience of the 

object-world as a l ien or " the o ther , " for the external w o r l d is 

deemed a project ion of consciousness. T h u s , i n Hegel ' s epistemol-

ogy consciousness, b y r e l a t i n g itself to the "object i f ied, a l ienated 

otherness" ( A v i n e r i 9 7 ) , the object -wor ld perceived as b e i n g out 

there, recognizes only itself. B u t since consciousness perceives o n l y 

the appearance of the object, i t must keep o n perce iv ing layers of 

its o w n manifestat ion. W h e r e a s i n H e g e l consciousness is the basis 

of r e a l i z i n g ident i ty , i n M a r x the emphasis is p l a c e d o n the recog­

n i t i o n of autonomous existence of the object-world , o n the objecti-

fication of the real i ty of the m a t e r i a l w o r l d i n such specific a n d 

concrete forms as property , things, a n d value . Consciousness i n 

m a n , a c c o r d i n g to M a r x , s h o u l d emerge f r o m economics — p r o p ­

erty, va lue , a n d things — a n d f r o m col lect ivi ty a n d its supposed 

i d e a l structure. W e have seen that R a t a n R a t h o r i n i d e n t i f y i n g 

himself w i t h mater ia l is t ic ca lculus of m o n e y becomes the a u t h o r 
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of a p a i n f u l tragedy, exper ienc ing p r i v a t i o n , misery, a n d suffering 

that he h a d not seen before. 

I t is clear f r o m the n a r r a t i v e that i n a society e c o n o m i c a l l y a n d 

m o r a l l y c o r r u p t , n o structure, i n c l u d i n g the M a r x i s t structure, c a n 

guarantee i n d i v i d u a l f r e e d o m — m a n ' s del iverance f r o m e v i l a n d 

his achievement of u n i t y . " I f a l ienat ion is the s p l i n t e r i n g of h u m a n 

n a t u r e i n t o a n u m b e r of misbegotten parts , " wonders O i l m a n 

about M a r x ' s concept ion of a l ienat ion , " w e w o u l d expect c o m ­

m u n i s m to be presented as a k i n d of u n i f i c a t i o n " ( 1 3 5 ) . T h e p h i l o ­

s o p h i c a l assumption is that i n order to overcome var ious forms of 

estrangements m a n must r e t u r n f r o m the three "misbegotten 

p a r t s " — property , industry , a n d re l ig ion — b a c k to the social 

order. R a t a n R a t h o r has a lready stayed a w a y f r o m r e l i g i o n ; his 

a t tempted ident i f i cat ion w i t h m o n e y has g iven h i m a rude a w a k e n ­

i n g ; a n d the social order to w h i c h h e is supposed to r e t u r n is mere ly 

a degenerated shell . I n fact, R a t a n R a t h o r a n d the social order 

have been at odds, a l t h o u g h , finally, he becomes conscious of the 

"otherness" : his consciousness begins to perceive the object -wor ld 

as its integra l part . R a t a n R a t h o r , i t s h o u l d be emphasized, is seek­

i n g m o r a l f reedom — the recovery of his consciousness a n d i d e n ­

t i t y ; whereas this search is i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the M a r x i s t thesis, 

i t is on ly p a r t i a l l y c o m p a t i b l e w i t h the H e g e l i a n concept ion. R a t a n 

R a t h o r the bourgeois, the v i c t i m of the system, can be redeemed, 

a n d yet the p u z z l i n g p a r a d o x is that the decadent bourgeois social 

order itself cannot be revo lut ionized a l l at once. R a t a n R a t h o r 

recognizes this p a r a d o x of i n d i v i d u a l r e d e m p t i o n w i t h o u t the re­

d e m p t i o n of col lect ivi ty a n d the possible l i m i t s of the projected 

social change. 

Since the bourgeoisie is not faced w i t h any signif icant a n d seri­

ous challenges of a R o m a n t i c hero, a n d since i t has n o l i m i t s to 

transgress, i t suffers f r o m b o r e d o m , stagnation, a l ienat ion, anxiety, 

a n d fear. F o r R a t a n R a t h o r , the question of ident i ty is i m p e r ­

ceptible a n d hence, i rre levant , for either the goals are identi f ied 

m u c h too readi ly or these are v i r t u a l l y non-existent. T h e slow a n d 

sly process of history, the monstrosity of the c i ty a n d the mechanis­

t ic a n d self-indulgent fa ta l i sm of the bourgeois have str ipped R a t a n 

R a t h o r of a v i s i o n , power , a n d c o m m i t m e n t . T h e rise to the clerk­

ship a n d then to the superintendency is not the p r o b l e m , n o r does 



78 K . D . V E R M A 

the acquis i t ion of w e a l t h , status, a n d m a r r i a g e m e a n a n y t h i n g b u t 

a t r i v i a l socia l rout ine . T h e resultant i m p a c t of a l l this is that l i fe , 

based u p o n h a b i t a n d c o n f o r m i t y rather t h a n o n i m a g i n a t i o n , 

i n i t i a t i v e , a n d creat ivi ty , has become f r i g h t f u l l y m e c h a n i c a l a n d 

ritualistic. R a t a n R a t h o r ' s h a b i t u a l h a n d l i n g of his posi t ion is as 

mechanis t ic a n d superf icial as his m a r r i a g e . E v e n the sexual act 

w i t h his wi fe is n o t h i n g m o r e t h a n a m e c h a n i c a l a n d artless c o i t i o n 

a n d is often confused w i t h love. R a t a n R a t h o r c a n accept a br ibe 

because i t is customary for people i n his posi t ion to seek graft. A n d 

once he has become r i c h , he does n o t see m u c h p r o b l e m w i t h de­

bauchery , d r i n k i n g , a n d prost i tut ion as possible cures for his l o n e l i ­

ness a n d b o r e d o m . T h e upstarts a n d the bourgeois, it appears, 

c a n i m i t a t e b l i n d l y a n d h a b i t u a l l y , strike compromises a n d enter 

i n t o convenient wheel ing-deal ing proposit ions w i t h o u t any m o r a l 

considerations. E v i d e n t l y , these unwholesome tendencies of a b o u r ­

geois l ike R a t a n R a t h o r reveal the psychopatholog ica l structure of 

his personali ty : i n a sense, he is a m o r a l a n d asocial , the result of 

his e m o t i o n a l a n d m e n t a l disorientat ion. 

I t s h o u l d be clear f r o m the foregoing discussion that the m o d e r n 

bourgeois cu l ture of the i n d u s t r i a l i z e d era subscribes to the m o r a l ­

i ty of convenience a n d compromise . E v e n r e l i g i o n , i n c l u d i n g the 

tute lary knowledge of Gita a n d other scriptures, is a meaningless 

ritual. F o r R a t a n R a t h o r b r i b e r y or graft is not m o r a l l y w r o n g , 

b u t the unexpected accusat ion of b r i b e r y a n d f r a u d has threatened 

his h o n o u r , that p r i z e d possession of the status-conscious bourgeois, 

for w h i c h he is n o w determined to take revenge f r o m H i m m a t 

S i n g h a n d then f r o m the Secretary. T h a t the n a t i o n was defeated 

because of the conspiracy of s u p p l y i n g defective weapons to the 

a r m y , a n d that the B r i g a d i e r , his c h i l d h o o d f r i e n d , stands accused 

of v o l u n t a r y desertion stir not m o r a l conscience but the m u d d l e d 

n o t i o n of the l ike ly loss of a name. A f t e r a l l , he has taken a br ibe 

o n l y once a n d s h o u l d therefore be j u d g e d not as g u i l t y as his other 

colleagues w h o have been rout ine ly a n d h a b i t u a l l y accept ing 

bribes. I t is as m u c h a quest ion of deconstruct ing the exist ing pat­

tern of m o r a l i t y as i t is of recogniz ing the absence of a n e thica l a n d 

s p i r i t u a l basis of a n e v o l v i n g culture. T h e search for ident i ty entails 

l i v i n g not b y presumptuous ignorance , i m p u d e n t wickedness, a n d 

w i l f u l deceitfulness b u t b y the unst inted a n d i m p l a c a b l e f reedom 
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f r o m the bondage of i l l u s i o n . T h a t he m a y register legal confession 

s i m p l y to save the life of his f r i e n d , the B r i g a d i e r , as the pol ice 

w o u l d w a n t h i m to d o , that he w o u l d v i n d i c a t e his h o n o u r b y k i l l ­

i n g H i m m a t S i n g h a n d the Secretary, a n d that he c a n hide the 

m a t t e r of br ibery f r o m his wife as a convenience are some of the 

non-truths a n d half-truths. B u t the i n t r i g u i n g part of a l l that a n x i ­

ety a n d f rustrat ion he experiences d u r i n g the course of his sche­

m a t i c p l a n of l i v i n g b y deceiv ing, conceal ing , a n d f a b r i c a t i n g is 

that he does not recognize his c r i m e . 

R a t a n R a t h o r is g u i l t y of accept ing a br ibe that D a n t e w o u l d 

characterize as c o m p o u n d f r a u d , the sin against c o m m u n i t y . H e 

persistently fai ls to regard his c r i m e as s in, a l t h o u g h he n o w reaches 

a p o i n t where he finds i t impossible to w i t h s t a n d the pressure f r o m 

the pol ice to confess. L i k e Dostoevsky's R a s k o l n i k o v i n Crime and 

Punishment, R a t a n R a t h o r has consistently denied his knowledge 

of the c r i m e . 7 R a t a n R a t h o r ' s a p p a r e n t dis integrat ion results f r o m 

his fa i lure to perceive social s i n ; i t is a part of the psychological 

process of his s p i r i t u a l recovery. B u t there is a good dea l of uncer­

ta inty i n the epistemological process. Dostoevsky, as P h i l i p R a h v 

m a i n t a i n s , uses " the p r i n c i p l e of uncerta inty or i n d e t e r m i n a c y i n 

the presentation of character , " of " h y p e r b o l i c suspense" that " o r i g ­

inates i n Dostoevsky's acute awareness (self-awareness at b o t t o m ) 

of the p r o b l e m a t i c a l nature of the m o d e r n personality a n d its tor­

tuous efforts to stem the dis integrat ion threatening i t " ( 5 4 2 ) . 

Joshi ' s treatment of R a t a n R a t h o r reflects that indeterminacy or 

" h y p e r b o l i c suspense" w h i c h dramatizes the complex i ty of m o d e r n 

m a n ' s psychic structure — the loss of his social a n d p o l i t i c a l fa i th , 

the degeneration of his m o r a l consciousness, a n d the f ragmentat ion 

of his v i s i o n of identi ty . R a t a n R a t h o r himsel f cannot perceive the 

process a n d structure of e v i l , n o r c a n he c o m p r e h e n d the forces, 

b o t h i n n e r a n d outer, that have l e d to his disintegration. H o w e v e r , 

the suspenseful i n d e t e r m i n a c y i n either case is real , especially as i t 

pertains to the d i s m a n t l e d personali ty of R a t a n R a t h o r a n d the 

degenerated social order. T h e i n d e t e r m i n a c y i n R a t a n R a t h o r ' s 

case serves as a n i r o n i c t o o l of reveal ing the f u n d a m e n t a l nature 

of the i n c o m p a t i b i l i t y that persists between the d r e a m of h u m a n 

progress a n d the s tubborn social order that has not a l lowed for 

that progress. T h e system, i t appears, w i l l not prevent the process 
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of dis integrat ion, n o r w i l l i t restore h u m a n digni ty . W e m a y n o 

doubt c o n d e m n the social a n d c u l t u r a l m i l i e u that produces m e n 

l ike R a t a n R a t h o r , H i m m a t S i n g h , the Secretary, a n d the M i n i s ­

ter, b ut i t remains that people c u m u l a t i v e l y define the character of 

society. I r o n i c a l l y , R a t a n R a t h o r cannot conceptual ize the nature 

of socia l e v i l ; his i n a b i l i t y to define the forces that b r o u g h t about 

his collapse is merely s y m p t o m a t i c of the insufficiency of our k n o w l ­

edge of h u m a n nature a n d , hence, of o u r helplessness a n d i n a b i l i t y 

i n general to define that w h i c h otherwise remains d a r k , inscrutable, 

a n d indef inable . 

B y m a k i n g R a t a n R a t h o r confront the forces that have d i s i n ­

tegrated his personality, J o s h i employs the epistemology a n d m e t a ­

physics of social ev i l . Joshi ' s methodology includes, a m o n g other 

things, existential confrontat ion , i n d i v i d u a t i o n , a n d re- integrat ion. 

It is H i m m a t S i n g h w h o i n d o m i t a b l y challenges R a t a n R a t h o r to 

cast off his fear a n d c o w a r d i c e a n d to face the s i tuat ion c o u r a ­

geously a n d b o l d l y . H i m m a t S i n g h knows w e l l that R a t a n R a t h o r 

cannot p u l l the trigger o n h i m a n d that he cannot dodge the 

authorit ies any longer. H e overcomes anxiety a n d fear by g o i n g 

t h r o u g h several stages, finally r e c o g n i z i n g the nature a n d degree 

of e v i l i n w h i c h he was a n active p a r t i c i p a n t a l l a l o n g . F o r a w h i l e 

he reflected u p o n the meaninglessness a n d absurdi ty of h u m a n 

existence, its disgusting hollowness a n d treacherous emptiness. B u t 

w i t h the g r a d u a l recogni t ion of his o w n self, he comes to recognize 

the source of h u m a n baseness a n d depravi ty . H e was lonely because 

he was e n t r a p p e d b y the i l lusory w o r l d of appearance a n d because 

he hi therto denied himself the o p p o r t u n i t y to k n o w his real self. 

B o t h H i m m a t S i n g h a n d R a t a n R a t h o r p a w n e d their souls ; they 

m a d e their shadowy choices self-righteously a n d w i t h o u t k n o w i n g 

the m e a n i n g of g o o d a n d ev i l . R a t a n R a t h o r was a t i m i d c o n ­

formist i n every respect, a n d l a c k e d the w i l l a n d courage to reject 

h a b i t a n d t r a d i t i o n , the b o r i n g a n d ugly c o m m e r c e of l i fe, a n d to 

confront real i ty — the recogni t ion that his l i fe of twenty years has 

been a tota l loss, a n d that between g o o d a n d evi l he himsel f opted 

for e v i l not k n o w i n g the m e a n i n g of the i m p r u d e n t choice he m a d e . 

F i n a l l y , n o w , there arise stern a n d a g o n i z i n g reverberations of the 

i n n e r voice, a l l reminiscent of a heavier gui l t a n d enl ightened 

remorse; he p a w n e d his soul i n the d a z z l i n g g a m e of "bourgeois 
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filth" a n d f r a u d u l e n t crookedness; he was a s h a m , a n d his l ife was 

w i t h o u t purpose. B u t he n o w realizes that his soul is o n l y p a w n e d 

a n d not k i l l e d , a n d that l ife is not " a z e r o " ( 2 0 5 ) . T h e w o r d 

" h o n o u r " has a n e w a n d m o r e comprehensive m e a n i n g : i t means 

a recovery of a n authent ic a n d sincere consciousness — the casting 

off of self-centred seclusion a n d conceit a n d the r e a w a k e n i n g of 

the spir i t of self-redemptive social good. 

I t is strange that J o s h i saves R a t a n R a t h o r f r o m c o m m i t t i n g 

suicide. T h e fact that R a t a n R a t h o r does not h a v e to opt for death 

as b e i n g the o n l y f reedom f r o m deject ion, anxiety, a n d fa i lure , a 

course c la i rvoyant ly echoed b y a m o d e r n school of existential p h i ­

losophy, not on ly strengthens his f rac tured sense of ident i ty but also 

gives a n i m m e d i a t e sense of f o r m to the digressional narrat ive . 

R a t a n R a t h o r is g u i l t y of i n c i v i s m , b u t he does not suffer f r o m 

p e r m a n e n t m a l i g n i t y a n d i l l w i l l ; he has s h o w n capr ic ious g u l ­

l i b i l i t y to v ice , even i n its inchoate state, b u t he has also e x h i b i t e d 

a r e m a r k a b l e sense of recovery; he c a n i m p u t e c r i m e to H i m m a t 

S i n g h , b u t the ascr ibabi l i ty of c r i m e a n d the open expression of 

i m p u d i c i t y are essential to the cognit ive process. F o l l o w i n g the be­

l a b o u r e d a n d slow recogni t ion of his gui l t , R a t a n R a t h o r ' s m e t h o d 

of e x p i a t i n g the gui l t , i t s h o u l d be noted, is m o r e G a n d h i a n t h a n 

V e d a n t i c : 

E a c h morning , before I go to work, I come here. I sit on the steps 
of the temple a n d whi le they pray I wipe the shoes of the congre­
gation. T h e n , w h e n they are gone, I stand i n the doorway. I never 
enter the temple. I a m not concerned w i t h what goes on i n there. 
I stand at the doorstep a n d I fold my hands, my hands smell ing of 
leather a n d I say things. Be good, I tell myself. Be good. Be decent. 
Be of use. T h e n , I beg forgiveness. O f a large host : my father, my 
mother, the Brigadier, the u n k n o w n dead of the war, of those 
w h o m I harmed, w i t h deliberation and w i t h cunning, of a l l those 
who have been the victims of my cleverness, those w h o m I could 
have helped and d i d not. Af ter this I get into m y car and go to 
office. A n d d u r i n g the day whenever I find myself getting to be 
clever, lazy, va in, indifferent, I put u p my hands to my face and 
there is the smell of a hundred feet that must at that moment be 
toi l ing somewhere a n d I a m put i n my place. (206) 

I t is o n l y i n the context of the p h i l o s o p h i c a l d isquis i t ion of the 

Gita, m o r e appropr ia te ly the G a n d h i a n i z e d Gita, that one w o u l d 
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understand the asseveration : " W i t h o u t v a n i t y a n d w i t h o u t expec­

tat ion a n d also w i t h o u t cleverness" ( 2 0 8 ) . T h i s v o l u n t a r y i n j u n c ­

t i o n categorical ly purports that the i n d i v i d u a l s h o u l d pursue the 

p a t h of ac t ion w i t h o u t expect ing any r e w a r d (Nishkam Karma), 

overcome i n d u l g e n t desire, a n d a n n i h i l a t e his ego v o l u n t a r i l y a n d 

unreservedly. R a t a n R a t h o r is a p p r e n t i c e d to the c h a l l e n g i n g task 

of m o r a l reconstruct ion of himself : " I f y o u c a n l e a r n to w i p e shoes 

w e l l , w h o k n o w s , " as R a t h o r comments w i t h unquest ionable s in­

cerity a n d ins ight fu l c lar i ty , " y o u c a n perhaps learn other things. 

I t is h u m i l i a t i n g at t imes but apprentices need to be p u t i n the ir 

p l a c e " ( 2 0 8 ) . I r o n i c a l l y , this peni tent ia l process of seeking m o r a l 

a n d s p i r i t u a l ident i ty goes o n outside not inside the temple , the 

inside h a v i n g become "[ f j rozen, petri f ied, l ike o u r c i v i l i z a t i o n it­

self" ( 2 0 8 ) . A d m i t t e d l y , R a t a n R a t h o r is f a c i n g a n u p h i l l task; 

actual ly , it is t w o f o l d : one of ensuring his o w n recovery a n d p r o g ­

ress, a n d the other of us ing his w i s d o m to redeem the " p e t r i f i e d " 

c i v i l i z a t i o n . A n d yet there persists st i l l another danger of the ab­

sence of a clear guarantee that d u r i n g the course of future amel io­

rat ive endeavours a n d of a possible social in teract ion w i t h the 

s l u m b e r i n g mass, he, the bourgeois, m a y not slip d o w n o n the 

decl iv i tous p a t h a n d lose his identi ty . Does R a t a n R a t h o r k n o w 

that there are cycles a n d spirals of growth? O r , s h o u l d he w o r r y 

only about the present? Surely , R a t a n R a t h o r knows that whereas 

social ident i ty is vu lnerable to m o r a l hurr icanes , on ly s p i r i t u a l 

ident i ty w i l l endure. 

T h e task of m o r a l recovery a n d reconstruct ion presupposes a 

battle against h u m a n depravi ty , " T h e crookedness of the w o r l d ; 

the crookedness of oneself" ( 2 0 5 - 0 6 ) . W h e r e a s the nature of ev i l 

is essentially social , the battle for e r a d i c a t i o n of e v i l must begin 

f r o m w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l . I n the case of R a t a n R a t h o r , the psy­

chology a n d epistemology of e v i l show that, i n the cognizance of 

e v i l a n d i n his attempt to achieve perfection, p o l i t i c a l p r o g r a m m e s 

a n d religious doctrines d o not p l a y any significant p a r t : 

H o w to get r i d of i t [crookedness] ? R e v o l u t i o n or G o d ? the Sheikh 
had said. B u t what do I k n o w of either of them, my friend? O f 
R e v o l u t i o n ; or of G o d ? I know nothing. T h a t is the long and the 
short of it . T h e Superintendent's G o d is no use. O f that I a m sure. 
Whose G o d then? T h e G o d of Kurukshetra? T h e G o d of G a n d h i ? 
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M y father's G o d , i n case he had any? A n d whose Revolut ion? T h e 
Russian? T h e Chinese? T h e A m e r i c a n ? M y father's? Whose? 
C o u l d they possibly be the same — R e v o l u t i o n a n d G o d ? R e v o l u ­
tion a n d some G o d ? C o i n c i d i n g at some point on the horizon. 

(206) 

T h e interrogat ive sentence, " H o w to get rid of i t ? " l ike the c o n t i n ­

uous t e r r a i n of other interrogat ive sentences, posits serious m o r a l 

a n d m e t a p h y s i c a l issues, some of w h i c h are unresolvable a n d are 

u n d o u b t e d l y beyond the l i m i t s of the narrat ive . F o r one t h i n g , the 

m o r a l a n a r c h y of the Nietzschean m o u l d a n d of cer ta in other s i m i ­

l a r doctrines is n o t the answer. F o r the M a r x i s t , e v i l is strict ly a 

social p h e n o m e n o n w h i c h w i l l be overcome b y a r e v o l u t i o n , b u t 

for a G a n d h i a n moral is t , i t is b o t h inside a n d outside. W h i l e the 

battle against e v i l must be w a g e d b o t h inside a n d outside, i t is the 

i n d i v i d u a l self that must become cognizant of e v i l , fortify his m o r a l 

w i l l , a n d then wage a P r o m e t h e a n w a r against i t o n the outside. 

B u t the i r o n y is that R a t a n R a t h o r is not a P r o m e t h e a n hero : he is 

seeking ident i ty w i t h his o w n consciousness a n d not w i t h the bour­

geois col lect ivity , the cul ture that is basical ly disoriented a n d 

flawed. I n a cul ture of this type, G o d a n d R e v o l u t i o n , contrary to 

the ideal ist ic pos i t ion, are v i e w e d as divergent, stereotyped, a n d 

finite forces. B u t i f ever the i d e a of G o d a n d the i d e a of R e v o l u t i o n 

must co inc ide , i t w i l l h a p p e n only i n the revelatory m o m e n t of 

i n n e r grace a n d p u r i t y : after a l l , the m o m e n t of a w a k e n i n g to 

redemptive change is the m o m e n t of sel f-puri f icat ion a n d , hence, 

of a p p r e h e n d i n g i n n e r d i v i n i t y . B u t R a t a n R a t h o r is only a n ap­

prentice a n d he has a l o n g w a y to t ravel to experience this type of 

fu l f i lment . 

Does R a t a n R a t h o r become penitent? Is his penitence sincere, 

vo luntary , a n d authent ic? I t is clear f r o m the c o n c l u d i n g section 

of the novel , w h i c h reads l ike a t ight ly s tructured m o r a l discourse, 

that the p a t h of connat ive s e l f - i m m o l a t i o n a n d penance comes 

a w f u l l y close to the C h r i s t i a n out l ine of the recogni t ion of gui l t , 

remorse, a n d penitence, for the H i n d u ethica l system, as has been 

observed i n the case of G a n d h i ' s m o r a l phi losophy, does not a d m i t 

self-debasement as a f o r m of penance a n d as a step i n the process 

of m o r a l reconstruct ion. 8 A n d yet the n a t u r e of R a t a n R a t h o r ' s 

r e d e m p t i o n , it must be noted, is b l a t a n t l y u n o r t h o d o x , especially i n 
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the sense that J o s h i does not i n d u c t h i m i n t o a n austere yogic 

d isc ip l ine of m o r a l reconstruct ion a n d self- integration. R a t a n 

R a t h o r ' s m o r a l w i l l is to be cont inuously a n d regular ly fort i f ied b y 

a n assiduous epistemological process that inc ludes , a m o n g other 

things, a repetit ive r e m i n d e r of the rotten a n d filthy s m e l l of the 

shoes of the v i a t o r s to the temple. T h e p r o b l e m of a possible m o r a l 

deviance has to be resolved b y a n i terative c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h the 

concrete f o r m of h u m a n debasement —• offensive odorous smel l of 

the shoes, a bathet ic i m a g e of self-debasement, that bears strong 

resemblance to that of bourgeois filth a n d serves as a stern r e m i n d e r 

of the sweat a n d b l o o d of suffering h u m a n i t y . R a t a n R a t h o r has 

g r a d u a l l y recognized the p r o b l e m of e v i l : 9 the nature of e v i l is n o 

d o u b t social , b ut i t has to be cont inuously recognized a n d p u r g e d 

b y a d i s c i p l i n e d process of confrontat ion w i t h the i n d i v i d u a l self 

that has been debased i n the social process. 

T h e r e seems to be a m u c h m o r e subtle a n d comprehensive out­

l ine a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h J o s h i realigns a n d reconstructs R a t a n 

R a t h o r ' s m o r a l w i l l w i t h o u t subject ing h i m to a n y k a r m i c i l l u s i o n 

or a t r a d i t i o n a l ascetic d isc ipl ine : R a t a n R a t h o r is not n o w bar­

g a i n i n g for sa lvat ion b u t is s t r i v i n g for a s p i r i t u a l ident i ty between 

the i n n e r self a n d the social self. B y constantly exper ienc ing the 

odorous foulness — that is symbol ic of col lective h u m a n ugliness 

— R a t a n R a t h o r c o n t i n u a l l y annihi lates his non-self, thus seeking 

a definit ive re lat ionship between his o w n m o r a l conscience a n d 

social good. I n a s m u c h as his m o r a l self part ic ipates i n social good, 

his sense of ident i ty becomes stronger, especially f r o m the stand­

poin t of his recogni t ion of the difference between the c r i m i n a l i t y 

of b r i b e r y as merely a legal offence a n d the m o r a l gui l t as expres­

sive of remorse a n d penitence. It must , however, be noted that i n 

Joshi 's theodicy R a t a n R a t h o r ' s e x p i a t i o n of gui l t does not reach 

the level of c o n t r i t i o n , n o r does i t aspire to the supreme i d e a l i s m 

of Ananda a n d Moksha. I n rejecting the apocalypse a n d inst i tu­

t i o n a l re l ig ion , R a t a n R a t h o r affirms the p a t h of e th ica l h u m a n ­

i s m . R a t a n R a t h o r does not seek u l t i m a t e l i b e r a t i o n f r o m the 

i l l u s i o n of l i f e ; o n the contrary , he seeks ident i ty w i t h l i fe, h is true 

self, a n d the very stuff of w h i c h life is m a d e . A n d i n this d u a l 

process of sel f- immersion i n the f o u l smel l a n d of p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

the p u b l i c good, he ensures a g r a d u a t e d progression of pr ivate 
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good. I n fact, for R a t a n R a t h o r the p u b l i c a n d the pr ivate g o o d 

are inseparable. H e has recognized the root of e v i l , w h i c h is desire 

or ego, the a l loyed w o r l d of tamas:10 he conquers this w o r l d of 

desire, ego, anxiety, a n d fear b y surrender ing himsel f — b y deflat­

i n g a n d " d e c o n s t r u c t i n g " his ego self. H e finally sees the d a w n of 

enl ightenment , the m o r n i n g of re juvenat ion a n d renewal . B u t 

i r o n i c a l l y he is mere ly a n " a p p r e n t i c e " to the m o r e c o m p l e x a n d 

esoteric art of f i n d i n g t r u t h , w i s d o m , a n d e q u a n i m i t y . 

It m a y be argued that The Apprentice is p r e d o m i n a n t l y about 

m o n e y , power , a n d pol i t ics , that i t is basical ly about " a N e w 

Slavery w i t h n e w masters : pol i t ic ians , officials, the r i c h , o l d a n d 

n e w " (83 ) , a n d that the n a r r a t i v e direct ly a ims at exposing social 

a n d p o l i t i c a l c o r r u p t i o n . 1 1 I t c o u l d also be argued that the n o v e l 

deals w i t h the p r o b l e m of c h a r a c t e r - b u i l d i n g , since R a t a n R a t h o r 

the y o u n g idealist a u t h o r e d a n essay o n the crisis of character . O n e 

i n e v i t a b l y derives these a m b i v a l e n t impressions f r o m the deep re­

flective broodings of the protagonist-narrator , b ut i t remains that 

he moves i n t o the heart of social real i ty w i t h o u t m e r g i n g himself 

w i t h bourgeois col lect ivi ty , that is, w i t h o u t los ing his i n d i v i d u a l 

ident i ty to perverted c o m m u n a l consciousness. H i s pervasive a n d 

l u c i d knowledge of the real i ty of his universe extends f r o m the 

servile yoke of the bourgeois to the o p p r o b r i o u s acts of social s in 

a n d is finally s u m m e d u p i n the p o w e r f u l i m a g e of the smel l of the 

shoes of h u m a n i t y . H o w e v e r , one must ask perplex ingly i f R a t a n 

R a t h o r w i l l ever overcome the peni tent ia l foulness of the smell 

a n d i f J o s h i w o u l d have considered softening the u n u s u a l l y harsh 

epistemology of m o r a l recovery. T h e centra l theme of The Ap­

prentice is u n d o u b t e d l y the existential struggle of R a t a n R a t h o r , 

the protagonist-narrator — his i d e a l i s m a n d a l ienat ion , f a l l , ex­

p i a t i o n , a n d recovery; the narrat ive p o i n t e d l y centres o n his search 

f o r ident i ty , his t rue self. T h e s t r u c t u r a l p r o b l e m , i f there is a 

noticeable p r o b l e m , is created b y censorious l i m i t a t i o n i m p o s e d 

o n the theme : rightly or w r o n g l y , R a t a n R a t h o r is a l l o w e d o n l y a 

l i m i t e d v ic tory . A d m i t t e d l y , such a h i g h l y c o m p l e x issue is direct ly 

related to a wri ter 's m o r a l v is ion a n d his v i e w of h u m a n nature . 

O n e m a y , however, legi t imately a n d dispassionately assert that 

a c r i m i n a l l ike R a t a n R a t h o r s h o u l d n o t be a l l o w e d tota l f reedom 

a n d that to r e t u r n to his place i n c o m m u n i t y he must cont inue 
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p e r f o r m i n g the i n t e r m i n a b l e act of atonement, of c leansing a n d 

s m e l l i n g the sweaty shoes of suffering h u m a n i t y . A l t h o u g h J o s h i 

must decide some of these matters i n a larger c u l t u r a l context, the 

questions s t i l l r e m a i n open : w i l l R a t a n R a t h o r ever entitle himsel f 

to complete m o r a l freedom? Is J o s h i i n his a p p r o a c h to the re­

h a b i l i t a t i o n of R a t a n R a t h o r a n absolutist, a stern a n d u n c o m p r o ­

m i s i n g moral is t? These p r o b l e m a t i c issues a n d even some other 

inconsistencies a n d uncertainties c a n c l o u d the n a r r a t i v e : that 

R a t a n R a t h o r is st i l l a bourgeois a n d not a r e v o l u t i o n a r y m a y be 

regarded as a n i rksome i n c o n g r u i t y between the larger theme of 

s p i r i t u a l ident i ty a n d the conf igurat ion of social reality. M a y b e , 

the single voice of the p r o t a g o n i s t - n a r r a t o r , 1 2 because of its char­

acteristic l i m i t a t i o n , cannot reveal the w h o l e t r u t h ; maybe , too, the 

n o v e l as a c o m m e n t a r y o n l i fe a n d society does not prov ide exact 

m a t h e m a t i c a l analogues a n d i n i m i t a b l e causal truths, n o matter 

h o w m u c h h a r d e r a f a b u l a t o r tries to tabulate a neatly designed 

fictional universe based u p o n the p r i n c i p l e of t r u t h a n d v e r i s i m i l i ­

tude. B u t whatever we m a k e of these themat ic a n d s tructura l diff i­

culties, Joshi ' s v is ion effectively a n d successfully portrays the larger 

side of R a t a n R a t h o r — his search for s p i r i t u a l ident i ty that i n ­

cludes his concern for h u m a n i t y . R a t a n R a t h o r is freed f r o m the 

fear of a possible judgement of society, b ut he remains b o u n d to 

his o w n m o r a l conscience i n a v o l u n t a r y attempt to mit igate the 

"otherness." I n d e e d , there are n o guarantees of a n apocalypse, 

n o r is there a m a g i c a l escape l a t c h f r o m existential c o m m i t m e n t 

a n d reality. H o w e v e r , i n the process of discovery of self there are 

m a g i c a l moments w h e n the i n d i v i d u a l sees congruence between 

social m o r a l i t y a n d i n d i v i d u a l consciousness. 

T h e story of R a t a n R a t h o r is the story of m o d e r n m a n ' s a l iena­

t i o n — of his relentless struggle to conquer a l ienat ion a n d achieve 

some f o r m of ident i ty w i t h the object-wor ld . T h e progress m a d e 

b y R a t a n R a t h o r f r o m w h o r i n g to exper ienc ing the smelly shoes of 

h u m a n i t y defines the art a n d methodology of e x p i a t i o n a n d recov­

ery. H i s m o r a l recovery remains incomplete , because he has just 

b e g u n his apprent iceship to the arduous task of m o r a l reconstruc­

t i o n . T h e c o n t e m p o r a r y p h i l o s o p h i c a l thought , as P a p p e n h e i m 

argues i n The Alienation of Modern Man, has t r ied to grapple 

w i t h the p r o b l e m of m o d e r n m a n ' s a l ienat ion, but nevertheless the 
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issue has become only m o r e sharply p r o n o u n c e d : c a n m a n , w i t h i n 

the f r a m e w o r k of m o d e r n c i v i l i z a t i o n , conquer, b y his o w n actions 

a n d w i l l , a l ienat ion a n d , hence, p a i n , anxiety, a n d suf fer ing? 1 3 

I f w e consider M a r x ' s belief that m a n ' s d r e a m of self-realization 

is dependent u p o n the external forces i n nature a n d society a n d 

especially u p o n the i m p r o v e m e n t of socio-economic institutions, 

w e w i l l unhesi tat ingly conc lude that m a n is certa in ly n o t free to 

shape his destiny. I n the case of R a t a n R a t h o r , however, A r u n 

J o s h i does not let h i m w a i t for his recovery u n t i l the social order 

has been reconstructed a n d revi ta l ized. F u r t h e r m o r e , J o s h i even 

bypasses society insofar as R a t a n R a t h o r ' s c r i m i n a l i t y is concerned, 

assuming, of course, that perverted c o m m u n a l consciousness is not 

ent i t led to judge i n d i v i d u a l m o r a l deviance. B u t the emphasis, as 

has been seen, is o n the re-awakening a n d strengthening of R a t a n 

R a t h o r ' s i n n e r consciousness, a methodology a n d a n epistemology 

that, i n d e e d , do not rely o n the prodigious g r o w t h a n d i d e a l i z a t i o n 

of a socia l order a n d that, therefore, d o not subscribe to social 

d e t e r m i n i s m . R a t a n R a t h o r ' s d i s c i p l i n e d endeavour a n d his m o r a l 

w i l l have s h o w n h i m the w a y of establishing s p i r i t u a l ident i ty w i t h 

himself a n d w i t h the o b j e c t - w o r l d . 1 4 

N O T E S 

1 W e may also include i n this group The Survivor (1975), a collection of 
short stories. 

2 See also L i o n e l T r i l l i n g ' s Matthew Arnold a n d Patr ick J . M c C a r t h y ' s 
Matthew Arnold and the Three Classes. Note T r i l l i n g ' s conception of 
culture : " C u l t u r e is not merely a method but an attitude of spirit contrived 
to receive truth. I t is a mora l orientation, involving w i l l , imagination, f a i t h ; 
a l l of these avowedly active elements body forth a universe that contains a 
truth w h i c h the intui t ion c a n grasp a n d the analytical reason can scrutinize. 
Cul ture is reason involving the whole personality; i t is the whole personality 
in search of the t r u t h " (241 ). 

3 I a m indebted to Barthes's essays "Striptease" and " T h e W o r l d as Object . " 
" W o m a n , " remarks Barthes i n his essay "Striptease," "is desexualized at 
the very moment when she is stripped n a k e d " ( 8 5 ) . A s metaphors there 
is very l i tde difference between a striptease and a whore, for they both 
represent the "desexualized" female. 

4 See M a r x ' s cr i t ic ism of the bourgeoisie i n Avineri 's The Social and Political 
Thought of Karl Marx. O f course, the only alternative to bourgeois society 
is the communist society. " F o r M a r x ' s theory of history," remarks Barzun, 
" is above a l l a theory of things, dist inction between the 'real ' base and 
superstructure of appearance. . . . B u t M a r x enlarges this insight into a 
general proposit ion: the way i n w h i c h men earn their l ivel ihood is funda-
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mental to everything else" (133). A n d Barzun cites M a r x : " T h e method 
of product ion i n material life determines the general character of the social, 
pol i t ica l , and spir i tual processes of l i f e . . . . I t is not the consciousness of 
men that determines their being, but, o n the contrary, their social being 
determines their consciousness. I n the first view, one proceeds from the 
consciousness as the l i v i n g i n d i v i d u a l ; i n the second, w h i c h conforms to 
real l ife, one proceeds from the really l i v i n g individuals themselves and 
regards consciousness only as their consciousness" (133). 

" I f civilizations are macrocosms of h u m a n nature," remarks D a v i d Daiches, 
" i n d i v i d u a l characters are microcosms of civil izations . . . " (114). 

I n "George B e r n a r d S h a w : A Study of the Bourgeois S u p e r m a n " ( 1 4 9 ) , 
Christopher C a u d w e l l uses this expression for Shaw. 

There are general echoes of Dostoevsky, especially of the psychological pro­
cess through w h i c h Dostoevsky takes Raskolnikov to help h i m recognize his 
crime a n d recover his consciousness. B u t i t must be noted that w i t h the 
exception of the psychology and sociology of the c r i m i n a l — transgression, 
confession, and penance — the two situations are otherwise greatly dis­
s imi lar : Raskolnikov kills for a principle , whereas R a t a n Rathor 's crime 
of bribery is a case of blatant social and moral deviance. 

Referr ing to Gandhi 's view of man's inferiority or superiority based on the 
H i n d u hierarchical structure of castes, A u r o b i n d o remarks: " T h e view 
taken by the M a h a t m a i n these matters is C h r i s t i a n rather than H i n d u — 
for the C h r i s t i a n , self-debasement, humil i ty , the acceptance of a low status 
to serve humanity or the D i v i n e are things w h i c h are highly spiritual and 
the noblest privilege of the soul" ( 4 8 6 ) . 

T h e I n d i a n thought admits two positions on evil , the monistic and the dual-
istic. T h e Bhagavadgita traces the or ig in of evi l to the gunas: evi l belongs 
to the lower order of nature, Prakrti, and does not have any absolute and 
independent existence. See Radhakrishanan's "Introductory Essay" ap­
pended to the Bhagavadgita. T h e C h r i s t i a n view of evi l is essentially 
dualistic. I n the history of the European intellectual thought, the Hobbes-
ian view presupposes that m a n by nature is basically depraved. But evi l , 
according to Rousseau, is a product of society and does not have any inde­
pendent existence of its own. 

I n the Bhagavadgita, the three gunas, sattva, rajas, and tamas, as R a d h a -
krishanan explains, "are the three tendencies of prakrt i or the three strands 
m a k i n g u p the twisted rope of nature" (317). Tamas, the lowest of the 
three gunas, signifies "darkness and i n e r t i a " (317). 

See, for example, Sarma's peremptory assertion ( in his Nationalism in Indo-
Anglian Fiction 276 i f . ) that The Apprentice is basically about the social 
and pol i t ica l corrupt ion i n I n d i a after independence. Indeed, the issue 
w i t h a l l its ramifications is controversial. Is the novelist mainly concerned 
w i t h social and pol i t ical reform or is he committed to the communicat ion 
of universal truth? W h a t makes a work of art more enduring? Is art capable 
of absorbing historicity? Does art have to destroy historicity i n order to 
create i l lusion? It w i l l be utterly inappropriate to suggest that Conrad's 
Heart of Darkness a n d Forster's A Passage to India are treatises on i m ­
perial ism and colonialism. Admit ted ly , i n each of these works, there are 
deeper, subtler, and more profound issues — universal truths of h u m a n 
nature — although they remain rooted i n history. I n his Preface to The 
Nigger of the "Narcissus," C o n r a d defines art "as a single-minded attempt 
to render the highest k i n d of justice to the visible universe, by br ing ing to 
l ight the truth, manifold a n d one, underlying its every aspect. I t is an 
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attempt to find i n its forms . . . what of each is fundamental , what is endur­
ing and essential — their one i l l u m i n a t i n g and convincing quality — the 
very truth of their existence" ( v i i ) . 

1 2 There is no authorial intrusion, editorial analysis, a n d direct commentary 
or the mult iple voices of a dramatic narrative that we normally get from 
an omniscient narrator. T h e entire narrative of The Apprentice comes from 
R a t a n R a t h o r , the protagonist-narrator. 

1 3 M y question is an extended paraphrase of Pappenheim's question: " C a n 
alienation be overcome?" (115). M a r x , notes Pappenheim, h a d believed 
that the "forces of commodity production . . . h a d brought about modern 
man's a l ienat ion" (116) and had "rejected the attempt 'to overcome alien­
ation w i t h i n the framework of alienation, ' to conquer alienation w i t h i n a 
society geared to commodity relations" (134). 

1 4 A port ion of this article was read at the annual convention of the Phi lologi­
cal Association of the Pacific Coast, held at the Port land State University , 
Port land, 1988. 
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