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Abstract 

Raja Rao is one of most well known Indian English novelists with a considerable talent. He, along with 

Mulk Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan has laid a solid foundation for the Indian English novels. He has left an 

indelible mark as a post-colonial writer. Raja Rao has played a key role in the growth of Indian English 

novels genre. He has written in English with Indian content. The present paper depicts the pre- 

independence days. In it, Raja Rao explores the events that took place during the colonial era. Being a 

participant in the national movement, the novelist has presented pre-independence days at macro level. 

The gory days of Colonial era has been presented through life- like characters. The theme, characters 

and narrative style are unique in the novel.The novelist has presented colonial days in a realistic way. 

K. R. Srinivasa Iyengar points out- “The Indian novelist who has literally made English bow to his 

creative energy is surely Raja Rao’’ (P 686, Indian Writing in English)1. 

 

Keywords: Radical, dumbstruck, bumfuzzle, zero sum game, indecisive, bring fruition and step ford 

wife. 

 

Kanthapura is a fictitious small village in South India. But it is a microcosm of the then Indian villages. 

It had four hundred and twenty houses based on caste-hierarchy. The main occupation of the villagers is 

agrarian. The novel was written when India was under the British rule.The novelists has portrayed the 

cruel days of the colonial era. Gandhi, Nehu and Patel and many more played a crucial role in shaping 

the freedom movement. But many unsung heroes’ sacrifices can’t be kept aside. This paper explores the 

intricacies of caste, religion, customs   and the practices of fundamentalism of the village. Outwardly, 

there seem two classes in Kanthapura-- the ruling and the ruled but inwardly there is division within 

division (caste division).The protagonist Moorthy is a Gandhian hero. He leaves his college studies to 

join freedom movement.The caste based division has been embedded with Indian culture since ages. 

Moorthy  is a radical Brahmin. He is dumbstruck to see caste hierarchy in Kanthapura. The lower caste 

persons (the pariahs) can’t touch the upper castes’ persons and their belongings. Moorthy’s   mother is a 

conservative woman. She   believes in caste system. She cannot shun the caste- based   system. But 

Moorthy, being educated does not believe in these man- made division. He is a staunch follower of 

Ghandian principles. He starts mixing and educating with the pariahs. He is engrossed to lift the 

neglected section of the society. At this, the contractors of the society at the behest of Red Man 

Government plan to excommunicate him from the village. Bhatta, Waterfall Venkemma and Swami 

bumfuzzle the villagers. They stimulate the villagers not to support Moorthy as he has polluted the 

whole village by mixing with the pariahas. These social ills  pass callous remarks against Gandhian men. 
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The villagers deem the lower caste people bigger enemy than the Britishers. Waterfall Venkemma 

passes a  remark against  Moorthy-: 

… the cat has begun to take to asceticism,only to commit more sins.(P.55 Kanthapura)2. 

Caste and religion hold a different meaning for Moorthy. He goes from house to house and from 

younger to elder to spread the message of Gandhi. As Achakka points out-: 

“He is one of those Gandhian –men ,who say there is neither caste nor clan nor family, and yet they pray 

like us and they live like us.’’( P-8 Kanthapura)3. 

The untrodden road is always replete with problems. Moorthy takes an untrodden road  i.e. mixing with 

lower caste people .Moorthy  endeavours to break the worn out practices of caste and religion. But these 

things are not accepted by the villagers.  Mixing with the parias  amounts to a sin  for the villagers.The 

caste and religion based discrimination have been deeply embedded in each ethnic culture. The same 

things happened in  eponymous novel Kanthapura. In Kanthapura, people had no vision about their 

motherland. They were grappling with vicious circle of castism, poverty, ignorance and exploitation.The 

‘ism’ of caste and religion had blinded their eyes to see the crystal clear image of humanity. Moorthy 

tells the villagers about Mahatma Gandhi and his vision about the Bharat Mata. The protagonist brings a 

change in their lives and thinking. But he had to pay through his nose. His own mother could not shun 

dogmatic ideas. She didn’t respect for equality for everyone. The fear that Moorthy will be 

excommunicated takes her life. Being steadfast and upright, Moorthy says-: 

“Let Swami do what he likes. I will go and do more and more Pariah work. I will go and eat with them if 

necessary. Why not? Are they not men like us”?( P.-36, Kanthapura)4. 

The pre- independence days were a saga of misery and exploitation. The Skeffington Coffee house 

owned by the English is a house  of exploitation, forced labour during the British rule. The ruler looted, 

disgraced, physically and sexually exploited the ruled to the core. The coolies were underpaid four annas 

for man and two annas for woman a day. The Skeffington Coffee Estate was a zero- sum- game for the 

coolies. What is earned by them, is spent to buy toddy (liquor).The coolies are addicted to taking 

alcohol. Moorthy, along with the villagers sits on dharna following the Gandhian  principles in front of 

Coffee Estate. The ignorant, indecisive and unlettered coolies understand the nobility of Moorthy’s 

mission. They not only give up liquor but also take part in national freedom movement. Although the 

police banged lathis on them but nowhere the villagers disobey Gandhian ideologies. The Satyagrahis 

were struck to non –violence. Some coolies left the Skeffington Coffee Estate forever and settled in 

Kanthapura. Moorthy freed  them from the clutches of slavery and exploitation. Gandhi’s invisible   

presence at national level becomes a beacon of hope for the grappling masses. The invisible presence of 

Gandhi shows that how the ideologies of a half naked fakir instills fresh air in the dead cells. He arouse 

the patriotic feelings among the villagers. They regarded Moorthy a small Mountain and Mahatma as a 

bigger mountain to free the motherland. 

Patriarchal system has dominated in Indian society. Man has held sway over the family. Women have 

been puppets at the hands of men. They were considered to do domestic chores. Earlier the fair sex was 

mere a number in the house. She had no power of decision making. She was neither respected nor 

consulted in family affairs. On the contrary, the male considered himself the master of the house..The 

novelist has combined fact with fiction very well. When Moorthy is sentenced for three months, it 

created a vacuum of Leadership in Kanthapura. Who would take place of Moorthy, was hovering over 

them? But Moorthy anticipated that the women could  offer yeomen service in the national awakening. 

He encouraged them to come forward in awakening the innocent and unlettered masses. During 
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Moorthy’s imprisonment, the women proved their mettle particulary  Rangamma and Ratana. They not 

only continued the freedom movement but also consolidated it. The women were told the heroic deeds 

of Rani Lakshmi Bai, Kamala Devi, Sarijini Naidu, Annie Beasant and many unnamed women who 

fought for the mother land. They discarded the traditional roles given by the Patriarchal society. They 

excelled to men in leading the freedom movement. Gandhiji believed in equality between man and 

woman. He examined this yardstick in early days of his life. He has regarded woman as an incarnation 

of tolerance. Without participation of women, no task can be completed. As he himself points: 

Woman is the companion of man, gifted with equal mental capacities. She has the right to participate in 

the minutest details in the activites of man, and she has an equal right of freedom and liberty with 

him.(P-46)5. 

Moorthy is an epitome of Gandhian principles. He is an ultra modern boy in thinking. In the earlier 

times, a Hindu wife regarded her husband as the highest religion. And the husband deemed himself as 

the lord and the master of his wife who must ever dance upon his wishes. The villager women were 

reluctant to shun four walls. Moorthy had to swallow many bitter droughts of humiliation to bring  

females  out of their thresholds. At last he succeeded to make them join the freedom movement. But it 

was a herculean task  to cajole the women to participate in freedom movement. It shows that he has an 

uncompromising attitude. He anticipates that the woman can offer tremendous contribution if they are 

given an opportunity. He encouraged them to come forward in awakening the unlettered masses. 

Moorthy brings a sea change in their lives. His efforts brought fruition at last. A moral strength surges in 

each woman of Kanthapura. When Moorthy was in jail for three months, Rangamma formed Women 

Volunteers Corps or Savika Sangha in no time. The Savika Sangha women awaken the people from 

slumber of slavery and ignorance. They are at forefront at every level. All carry out their assigned task 

with enthusiasm. The women known for step-ford wives, now they were mobilizing the masses for 

liberation of the country following the Gandhian principles of truth, non-violence and the use of 

Swadeshi goods. As the narrator points out: 

They were for the Mahatma and not for the Government. (P-103, Kanthapura) 6. 

The novelist has presented the plight of colonized Indian very well.The man-made divisions were more 

detertimental than the colonizers.The ism of colour, caste and religion was dragging the nation into the 

pit of ignorance, slavery, poverty and exploitation. How could the half naked masses fought with the 

mighty red men government- full of power and powder? First of all Gandhi tried to unite his countrymen 

and  with  great difficulities ,he  succeeded in doing so. He delved into deep to know the masses. As 

Gandhi himself points out: 

“Service of the poor has been my hearts’ desire, and it has always thrown me amongst the poor and 

enabled me to identify myself with them’’. (P-135,The Story of my Experiments With Truth) 7. 

Following the Gandhian principles-  non-violence,  truth and  swedeshi, Moorthy uplifted the 

downtrodden and neglected section of the society. His  disposition matched with the Gandhian 

ideologies.  He was struck to truth, non-violence,  and  use of swedeshi and made Gandhian ideologies 

his powerful weapon to unite the villagers.. Keeping fasts,and  prayers had been  the internal parts of 

Gandhi;s life. From beginning to end, Moorthy’s character reflects these things. Truth was amount to 

god for Gandhi. As pointed by Gandhi-…the convention that morality is the basis of things, and that 

truth is the substance of all morality.  .(P-31, The Story of my Experiments With Truth)8. 

Moorthy’s adopting Gandhian views diminished the chasm of caste. The villagers stood to fight against 

the British for the first time. They hold their heads high with respect. Men, women, children, the pariahs, 
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the pundits, coolies and the peasants all were of one caste and religion- Satyagrahias. Impudent 

behavour was adopted by the villagers. They unanimously decided not to pay taxes to the British 

Government. No amount of pressure and torture by the British government could work against the 

satyagrahis.The village Kanthapura became a centre of resistance for the British government. They were 

beaten but rose again with more strength to bear the onslaught of the Red man;s government. The greater 

the government repression, the stronger was the resistance of the satyagrahis. Gandhian ideologies 

brought fruition in the end. As Gandhi points out—Ahimsa is a comprehensive principle. We are 

helpless mortals caught in the conflagration of himsa. The  saying that life lives on life has a deep 

meaning in it. (P-310,  The Story of my Experiments With Truth)9. 

Truth does not need any power and powder to defeat any force .The emergence of .Moorthy’s character  

proves this point. When he is arrested by the police without any fault, he says to the villagers- 

“Between truth and me none shall come’’.10. (P73 Kanthapura) 

Gandhi takes a shield of truth, non-violence and love to lead the national freedom movement. By these  

unfathomable power, he conquered over the British. At last the colonizers were forced to leave the 

nation. The novelist has presented the Gandhian ideologies in an impeccable way.The villagers who 

hated Gandhi and his views, were shouting slogan- Mahatma Gandhi Ki Jai. His ideologies inspire many 

Moorthy to take part in national movement. Nehru points – 

“Gandhi was like a powerful current of fresh that  made us stretch ourselves and take deep 

breaths.’’(P.303, Discovery of India) 11. 
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