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Mulk Raj Anand’s “Barber’s Trade Union” 

Mulk Raj Anand, (born December 12, 1905, Peshawar, India [now in Pakistan]—died 
September 28, 2004, Pune), prominent Indian author of novels, short stories, and critical essays 
in English, who is known for his realistic and sympathetic portrayal of the poor in India. He is 
considered a founder of the English-language Indian novel. The son of a coppersmith, Anand 
graduated with honours in 1924 from Punjab University in Lahore and pursued additional 
studies at the University of Cambridge and at University College in London. While in Europe, 
he became politically active in India’s struggle for independence and shortly thereafter wrote 
a series of diverse books on aspects of South Asian culture, including Persian Painting (1930), 
Curries and Other Indian Dishes (1932), The Hindu View of Art (1933), The Indian Theatre 
(1950), and Seven Little-Known Birds of the Inner Eye (1978). 

 A prolific writer, Anand first gained wide recognition for his 
novels Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1936), both of which examined the problems of 
poverty in Indian society. In 1945 he returned to Bombay (now Mumbai) to campaign for 
national reforms. Among his other major works are The Village (1939), The Sword and the 
Sickle (1942), and The Big Heart (1945; rev. ed. 1980). Anand wrote other novels and short-
story collections and also edited numerous magazines and journals, including MARG, an art 
quarterly that he founded in 1946. He also intermittently worked on a projected seven-volume 
autobiographical novel entitled Seven Ages of Man, completing four volumes: Seven 
Summers (1951), Morning Face (1968), Confession of a Lover (1976), and The Bubble (1984). 
 

Source: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Mulk-Raj-Anand 
 

Summery 

At a tender age, Chandu embarks upon full-fledged domestic responsibility. Every morning 
Chandu has to make errands to the notables in the village for shaving and hair-cutting. All goes well 
and the set ordered is not disturbed unless Chandu starts going to the Taluka for transacting business. 
He observes certain novelties there, particularly the rig out of doctor Kalan Khan- a white turban, a 
white rubber coat and a leather bag in hand. He is uncontrollably fascinated towards the apparel. He has 
attraction for the medical profession as he has bequeathed some medical tips and snippets from his 
father. Chandu’s new attire brings about great clamour and chaos in the village. when he approaches 
the landlord’s house. The landlord, an ideologue of dogmatism and orthodoxy, having seen Chandu in 
the new robe, mortifies Chandu in the foulest terms. The landlord reprimands calling Chandu –”The 
son of a pig! Get out ! Get out ! … You will defile my religion”. It is a fact that innocent low –caste 
people like Chandu are always treated with humiliation for no fault of theirs. Did Chandu commit any 
blemish or blunder by wearing a dress like doctor Kalan Khan’s ? 
 

The conservative society always prefers injustice and oppression. Chandu is impelled to realize 
that due to his being a low-caste boy, he is not entitled to such felicity and that he is perpetually 



harnessed to serve the upper caste society. This is his ineradicable destiny and that he is bound to be in 
it. The village Sahukar, too, goes one step ahead and deals with Chandu in harshest possible terms –
”You little swine, you go on disguising yourself as a clown …” Pandit parmanand, the keeper of the 
village shrine, also bullies saying –”He is a low caste devil! He is a rogue! ”. Chandu is thoroughly 
humiliated and exasperated at this treatment. There is a distinct discrepancy between Chandu and Mulk 
Raj Anand’s other protagonists like Bakha and Munoo. They would have wilted, submitted and 
succumbed to the circumstance as normal creatures of circumstance would have. But Chandu is entirely 
unlike them. He is one in hundreds and hundreds in one. He is intent on topsey- turveying everything 
orthodox. He is representative of the modern man in the modern world. Chandu, insulted and affronted 
though, instead of giving into the village superiors, adopts a course of action with a view to teaching 
the idiots a lesson. 
 

His course of action is a course of revolt. He desires to change his fate and fate of his fellow – 
brothers by way of overcoming his predicament. Despite his being a mere barber boy, he has prowess 
to outwit and outsmart others. With a view to teaching the orthodox idiots a lesson, he ceases to dance 
attendance to the village notables and others for shaving and hair –cutting. Instead, he frequents the 
town for earning. Within a few days, the outcome is easily visible, causing a great problem and 
inconvenience. Chandu is so shrewd and cunning that he has already had his Verka counterpart in his 
league. 
 

The result is that the landlord looks hoary and his wife has even threatened to leave 
him. The Sahukar looks like a leper with the brown tinge of tobacco on his moustache. The 
elders in the village become a stock subject of laughter. Chandu very conveniently succeeds in 
his plan of non-cooperation. The villagers approach the barber at Verka with a double money 
offer, but in vain. The villagers reel under the new situation while Chandu makes hey in the 
town. He summons all the barbers in the purview of seven miles and convinces them that it 
was high time that all the elders came to them and that they must stop dancing attendance to 
them. And thus, they launch into “Rajkot District Barber Brothers’ Hairdressing and Shaving 
Saloon” and thus become the harbinger and herald of the new era of freedom and justice. 
Chandu’s victory assumes greater significance especially in the backdrop of the orthodox and 
inhuman traditions in the Indian society. His triumph restores sanity to the situation. It is not a 
win which belongs only to Chandu. It is victory of justice, parity, morality and rejuvenation of 
human dignity. 
 

Taken from FOUNDATION ENGLISH TEXTS AND SUMMARIES 
(Web source: http://foundationenglish20172018.blogspot.com/2017/03/summary-barbers-
trade-union.html 
 

 

In The Barber’s Trade Union by Mulk Raj Anand we have the theme of class, appearance, 
alienation, arrogance, ingenuity, independence, admiration, respect, control and freedom. 
Taken from his Selected Short Stories collection the story is narrated in the first person by a 
young unnamed boy and after reading the story the reader realises that Anand may be exploring 
the theme of class. Chandu is considered to be of a lower caste or class than other people in the 
village. It is as though he is being judged solely on the fact that both he and his father are 
barbers. The content of their character is not taken into consideration rather a traditional 
hierarchy is imposed by those of a higher caste. The simple matter of Chandu changing his 
clothes to a style that he prefers is also frowned upon by those in the village who are of a higher 
caste. This may be important as those of a higher caste may be suggesting that Chandu because 



he is of a lower caste. Has no right to dress as he does. Something that some readers might find 
unusual considering that Chandu is only trying to improve his appearance. However, it is by 
improving his appearance that others feel threatened and as such alienate Chandu. 

It is also noticeable that those who alienate Chandu are arrogant and appear to be rooted 
to a value system (caste system) that Chandu himself does not believe in adhering to. Chandu 
sees nothing wrong with trying to better himself. However due to the rigid values of those in 
the town Chandu ends up losing business. Though it is interesting that Chandu knows that he 
can outwit those who have alienated him. All he has to do is to be patient and wait for each 
individual’s hair to grow. This too may be important as it suggests that Chandu is using his 
ingenuity. He will not be beaten by a system that will not include him. Purely because he is of 
a lower caste. If anything Chandu knows that those in the village who are alienating him are 
reliant on him and his services. The narrator’s relationship with Chandu is also interesting as 
he not only respects Chandu but he is full of admiration for him. In many ways the narrator 
envies the freedom that Chandu has when it comes to him being able to go into town. 

Unfortunately, others do not respect or admire Chandu. Something that is clear to the 
reader by the fact that Bijay Chand throws Chandu out of his home because he believes that 
Chandu has no right to dress as he is doing so. What is interesting about Bijay Chand and others 
is that they do not appear to realise that they need Chandu more than he needs them. He may 
be of a lower caste and attempting (in their eyes) to dress above his class but he is the only 
barber in the village. Chandu has a monopoly. Something he himself is very much aware of. 
Chandu can also go into town and earn money and not be judged for wearing the clothes he is 
wearing. If anything the fact that Chandu can earn a rupee for a haircut yet only two pice in the 
village suggests that not only is Chandu not being judged by his caste but his efforts are also 
respected by those in the town. It may also be important that Chandu buys the bicycle as 
symbolically this may suggest he is independent of those in the village. He has his own means 
to get into town and earn money. He is not reliant on the business of the men who alienated 
him because of his choice of clothing. 

The end of the story is also interesting as Anand appears to be exploring the theme of control. 
Chandu by setting up a barber’s union and forcing those in the village to come to him rather 
than having him travel to them. Has taken control of the situation he finds himself in. Where 
many might have done as instructed by the elders in the village. Chandu does not. He not only 
continues to dress as he wants to but he also forces the men in the village to adhere to his rules 
rather than Chandu having to do as he has been told by Bijay Chand and others. Similarly 
Chandu’s mother is able to ignore the instructions of those in the village now that she has 
money (coming from Chandu). If anything Chandu and his mother have freed themselves from 
the preconceived societal norms that have been accepted for so long in the village. It might also 
be worth noting that Chandu’s actions have benefited other barbers in the neighbouring 
villages. They too have taken control of their situation thanks to Chandu’s ingenuity and his 
resilience. In reality Chandu started off as an underdog fighting against the caste system and 
managed to turn things around in his favour. It is easy for the reader to see as to why the narrator 
respects and admires Chandu. 

Note: The contents are not my original. They have been taken from internet. 
“The Sitting Bee: SHORT STORY REVIEWS” source is: 

http://sittingbee.com/the-barbers-trade-union-mulk-raj-anand/ 
 



C J George in his book Mulk Raj Anand-His Art and Concerns: A Study of His Non-
Autobiographical Novels opines:  

Anand has all along written novels and short stories with a view of teaching 
men the fundamental principles of human living and exercise vigilance in regard 
to the real enemies and socialism. It has been a life time apostolate for him             
( which he still continues ) to help raise the untouchables, the peasants, the serfs, 
the coolies and the other suppressed member of the society to fight for human 
dignity deliberately denied to them by the privileged section of the society. 
(George, 6-7)  

Anand always believed in the awakening of the social conscience of the mass. He was ‘a 
humanist, a proletarian’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Axe” by R K Narayan 

R. K. Narayan is considered one of the three best Indian authors writing in English; the other 
two are Rao Raja and Mulk Raj Anand. Narayan's fiction contains a unique blend of Indian 
mysticism and English form. Rasipuram Krishnaswami Narayan is an Indian novelist, 
short story writer, essayist, memoirist, travel writer, journalist, critic, and editor. 

Biographical Information 

Rasipuram Krishnaswami Narayan was born in Mysore, India, in 1906. His father was an 
administrator and headmaster at several government schools and instilled in Narayan a love of 
literature. He did not have much academic success, however, having difficulty with his college 
entrance exam in English. In 1926, he enrolled in the B.A. program in English in Maharaja 
College, Mysore, after which he embarked on a short-lived teaching career. Finding the 
academic life was not for him, Narayan turned to writing. After being turned down by several 
publishers, Narayan gave the manuscript of his first novel, Swami and Friends (1935), to a 
friend and gave him permission to destroy it. The friend showed the novel to Graham Greene, 
who was impressed and found a publisher for the book. Narayan's writing career was born and 
the prolific writer went on to publish novels, several volumes of short stories, collections of 
essays, and his memoirs, entitled My Days (1974). 

Major Works 



Narayan's fiction inhabits the world of everyday events and common people in a fictional place 
called Malgudi. He incorporates traditional Hindu mythology and legends in stories of modern 
events. He tells stories of ordinary people who rely on Hindu principles to guide them through 
the ethical dilemmas and problems of modern life. Narayan's fiction avoids being overtly 
political or ideological. His early novels focus on the conflict between Indian and Western 
culture. Swami and Friends chronicles an extroverted schoolboy's rebellion against his 
missionary upbringing. The Bachelor of Arts (1937) depicts an idealistic college student who 
attacks the bourgeois order but eventually reconciles himself to an obedient, lawful existence. 
In The English Teacher (1945; published in the United States as Grateful to Life and Death), 
an educator who endures the premature death of his wife overcomes his grief through religion 
and philosophy. After 1945, Narayan's fiction portrays middle-class characters who must 
reconcile Western ideals of financial and personal success with the everyday reality of Indian 
life. Mr. Sampath (1949; published in the United States as The Printer of Malgudi) chronicles 
a village printer's unsuccessful attempt to become a film producer. Narayan's most obviously 
political novel, Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), recounts the adventures of a man whose love 
for a young woman leads him to attempt to sabotage Mahatma Gandhi's peace movement. The 
Guide (1958) is Narayan's most popular and accomplished novel. This work is the tale of Raju, 
a former convict who is mistaken for a holy man upon his arrival in Malgudi. Implored by the 
villagers to avert a famine, Raju is unable to convince them that he is a fraud. Deciding to 
embrace the role the townspeople have thrust upon him, Raju dies during a prolonged fast and 
is revered as a saint. In The Sweet-Vendor (1967; published in the United States as The Vendor 
of Sweets), a merchant abandons his profession and his family concerns for a life of tranquillity 
and meditation. In A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), Narayan makes use of Indian legends and 
folktales to suggest that beasts may be as capable of thought and feeling as human beings. 
Narrated by a tiger, this novel traces the animal's spiritual development in overcoming its 
potential for violence. 

Source: https://www.enotes.com/topics/r-k-narayan/critical-essays/narayan-r-k 
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

In The Axe by R.K. Narayan we have the theme of independence, pride, dedication, 
prosperity, loss, control, change and acceptance. Taken from his Malgudi Days collection the 
story is narrated in the third person by an unnamed narrator and after reading the story the 
reader realises that Narayan may be exploring the theme of independence. After Velan has been 
slapped by his father he abandons his father and sets out to find work for himself. Eventually 
becoming a gardener. This may be important as Velan is displaying an independent streak. He 
is showing his father that he can make it on his own. That he does not need to be guided by his 
father. The old man who employs Velan is also interesting as he allows Velan to have complete 
control of the garden which would further suggest that Velan has a degree of independence in 
his life. Though he is answerable to the old man. The old man does not get in Velan’s way. He 
leaves him to his own devices. It is also interesting that despite claiming his father’s property 
on his father’s death. Velan does not leave the garden preferring to stay in his hut by the garden. 
This may be important as it suggests that Velan is dedicated to the garden. Something that is 
also noticeable by the fact that Velan also talks to each plant and flower. Urging them on in 
growth. If anything Velan’s world is dedicated or devoted to the garden. 

It might also be a case that Narayan is comparing Velan’s father to the old man who 
owns the garden. Both men treat Velan differently. Where Velan’s father has treated Velan 



inappropriately the relationship between the old man who owns the garden and Velan is good. 
It is possible that Narayan is suggesting that should a person (the old man) treat another person 
(Velan) correctly than that person (Velan) will prosper. Which appears to be the case for Velan. 
Since moving to his hut by the garden. Velan’s life has prospered and he is happy. In many 
ways the growth of the garden and the blooming of the flowers matches the prosperity and 
happiness in Velan’s life. He has managed to get married and have children. Something that 
may not have been possible should he have stayed working with his father. Narayan might also 
be exploring the theme of loss. Despite having gotten married Velan has lost his wife and eight 
of his children. All dying before Velan. However it is noticeable that despite this loss Velan 
has persevered. He has not been beaten by circumstances. He again has continued to prosper 
just as the garden has. 

What is also interesting about Velan is that despite his age he never gives up. This along 
with the fact that he is answerable to a different master may be important as Narayan may be 
again highlighting how dedicated Velan is regardless of the circumstances he finds himself in. 
It is also obvious to the reader that Velan takes great pride in the work he has done in the 
garden. He has taken a patch of land and changed what was an eyesore into a thing of beauty. 
Again through hard work, dedication and devotion. It is also clear to the reader that Velan does 
not like some of his new masters. They have no interest in the house or the garden. Despite this 
Velan still tries his best to keep the garden as tidy and well-preserved as possible. In reality the 
garden is Velan’s whole world. He knows no other life. Though some critics might suggest that 
Velan has lived a limited life due to his dedication to the garden. It is important to remember 
that the garden brings joy to Velan. He is at his happiest when he is in the garden. Velan has 
never strived for complexity in his life. He is a simple man who likes simple things. 

 

The end of the story is also interesting as Narayan may be exploring the theme of control. When 
Velan hears the axe hitting against the margosa tree he knows that his life is about to change. 
He is no longer in control of his environment for the first time since he was eighteen. This 
alone is something that would be difficult for someone to accept but what makes it worse in 
many ways is the fact that Venal had no opportunity to prepare himself for the events that were 
about to happen. Nobody had told Velan of the new owner’s wishes nor the reader expects had 
anybody told Venal that new owners had bought the house and garden. If anything Venal is 
ignorant of what is happening though he does know that the life he had lived working in the 
garden is over. Change is difficult for anybody but even more difficult for someone as old as 
Venal. Even though Venal accepts what is happening the reader senses as though he is leaving 
the garden as a broken man. All the effort he has put in over the years will have been in vain 
now that the new owners plan on building houses in the garden. 

Source: http://sittingbee.com/the-axe-r-k-narayan/ 
 

Source for summery of the story: https://englishsummary.com/lesson/the-axe-rk-narayan-summary/ 


