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RAJA RAO-DEVOTEE OF HINDU PHILOSOPHY: A STUDY  

(With special reference to on the Ganga Ghat, the Cat and Shakespeare and Kanthapura) 

Wadhwaniya Mayur1 

Abstract 

Raja Rao has expressed his interpretations of life through the medium of English in their unique way 
and thereby enriched the field of Indian writing in English. His prose style skillfully conveys his appreciation of 
the Indian way of life. To be more specific about contribution of Raja Rao in the matter of fiction there is hardly 
anyone in the entire range of Indian English fiction to equal Raja Rao in the field of wisdom and empire of art. 
His name comes with those few Indian English novelists who are well informed about Indian myths, folklore and 
religious (Hindu) literature. More than any other writer, Raja Rao’s use of quotations from scriptures, Sanskrit 
literature and devotional literature of India has been amazingly copious and in an extremely appropriate style. 
He highlights the ‘spiritual and philosophical India’ in his characters and their dialogues. A discussion in detail 
has been attempted in the article. Hindu culture, mythology and philosophy are one of the oldest one where the 
concept of most of the religion are already there for many years back. The study deliberately wishes to highlight 
Hindu culture, mythology and philosophy revealed to the world by Raja Rao in his fictions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Raja Rao is a powerful philosophical writer. He is profoundly metaphysical in the way he thinks and 
feels. He has a scholarly background and intimate familiarity with primary texts of Hindu religion. Most of 
Rao’s works explore philosophical concepts of Hinduism. His works are deeply rooted in Brahmanism and 
Hinduism. All of his works involve a search for the fundamental reality in life based on Hindu cultural and 
Hinduism. For him, writing is a SADHANA, a spiritual discipline whose goal is the realization of truth itself. His 
writing is the voice of ancient, insightful Hindu culture that speaks to the modern world. Rao’s themes include 
the metaphysical apprehension of god, the nature of death, immortality, illusion & reality, duality and non-
duality, good and evil, existence and destiny, Karma and Dharma, the quest for self-knowledge, the place of the 
guru, the influence of the religion and social concept on individual and collective life and also the meaning of 
India’s real and symbolic content. Researcher’s selected works are reinterpretation of Indian religious 
philosophy (Hinduism). Rao was deeply influenced with Indianness and Hinduism. Raja Rao is a true Sadhak, 
who considers literature - a spiritual experience. His traditional sensibility can be seen in almost all his works. 
He was also deeply impressed with India’s spiritual tradition and therefore his works are highly and deeply 
influenced by invisible strings of traditional Hindu culture. 

Hinduism or the Hindu Religion refers to the set of beliefs and faiths that are included in the concept of 
Hinduism. Every religion has its own set of beliefs and principles, which are followed by the practioners of that 
particular religion. Hinduism is one of the world’s oldest organized faiths and religions that primarily exist in 
India. It is not really a unified religion, but a much larger socio-cultural philosophy. It is often regarded as the 
world’s oldest living major tradition. India, the world’s second most populous country and the largest democracy 
has a few other identifying points too. It is predominantly Hindu. India has always been a breeding ground for 
spirituality, right from the world’s oldest city, Kashi or Varanasi, where Lord Shiva seems to come for a visit 
once in a while. Thus, Hinduism has grown to become the world’s third largest religion, after Christianity and 
Islam. Hinduism differs from Christianity and other Western religions in which it does not have a single founder, 
a specific theological system, a single system of morality, or a central religious organization. It is actually made 
up of thousands of different religious groups and sects that have evolved in India over the last 5000 years or 
more. Hinduism is generally regarded as the world’s oldest organized religion.    
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Raja Rao’s work is not only a testimony of intellectuality which goes beyond the textual, but of a 
spiritual dimension which tells as much about India, although its main stance remains linked with Hindu India, 
more specifically with Advaita Vedanta. Rao has interpreted the reality surrounding him and the world he was 
living in through his Vedantic lenses. Hindu mythology and philosophy is one of the oldest one. The present 
study wishes to highlight Hindu culture mythology and philosophy revealed to the word by Raja Rao. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1. To study Raja Rao’s selected work in a systematic manner with reference to Hindu philosophy in his 
fictions. 

2. To study mythological, philosophical and social-cultural elements of Hinduism reflecting in Rao’s 
fictions. 

3. To study Hindu ideas and fundamentals realities of Hinduism which are the real foundation of Rao’s 
fictions. 

4. To understand  how most of his character act and react with incidents to throw light on Hindu 
mythology and religious folkways in Rao’s fictions. 

5. To understand Raja Rao’s endless experiments at evolving diction which would successfully combine 
native sanskritic features with the English language.    

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

On Raja Rao, a great amount of work still needs to be done while too much attention is being devoted 
exclusively to the contemporary Indian writers. He is over most significant and interesting writer of the world. 
What a great knowledge of Hindu religion we find in his work, which are offered from the Gita and our Hindu 
epics? Don’t they offer us the whole knowledge of the universe? To fully understand what Raja Rao says in his 
short stories and novels requires some knowledge of the philosophy and metaphysics of Hinduism. His 
commitment to Vedanta-a universal religion, to interpreting India to the west in the right perspective, and to 
creating international understanding has resulted in his master pieces. It is of course understood that there is not 
a single approach to work of art, any approach should be considered valid if it helps to bring out what is actually 
realized in the work, but criticism should demonstrate the way it is realized by the author through the various 
recourses at his command. So this study becomes significant. 

Hindu religion, not as superstition but as the fundamental way of Indian life has been closely watched 
and painted by Raja Rao. If this is found in literature, and particularly in fiction it is all the more praise worthy. 
Society must learn that almost all his works reveal Hindu religious depth. He has proved the ancient nature and 
superiority of Hindu religion through his work- world community should know this. Rao has been very 
significant in introducing a several intrinsic Hindu preoccupations into English novel form. The study is 
reinterpretation of Indian religious philosophy (Hinduism) in selected works of Raja Rao. 

METHODOLOGY 

Original work by Raja Rao which are selected for the study, critical books on Raja Rao, reference books 
on selected topic, internet has been used for preparation of article. 

Kanthapura:  

The actual historical and political situation of India in the 1930’s provides the back ground of the story 
that is narrated in Kanthapura. The action of novel dates and back to the time when Gandhian idea fired the 
imagination of the Indian nation and paved the way for a non-violent revolution against the British rule. 
Whatever happens at Kanthapura was happening everywhere in India. In spite of its social realistic mode, the 
novel evolves round its mythic, philosophical and symbolic frame work. As a Purana, it recalls the legendary 
exploits of Rama and Krishna which are known to most Indians from their very childhood. Rao writes a 
narrative that not only takes us back to the world of the Hindu epics, but also interprets experience in the forms 
of Hindu thought. Gandhi is an Avatra (incarnation) of Rama sent from heaven to rescue India (Sita) from the 
British (Ravana). Non Violence of Satyagraha is integrated with ancient Hindu tradition. Ancient history, Hindu 
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religion, characters form the Hindu epics and ordinary life of the village community of Kanthapura- all these 
elements synthesized to raise the message of the novel above mere nationalism. Rao builds up an image of to 
west without sacrificing realism. 

Raja Rao has barrowed the style and structure of Kantapura from Indian Vernacular tales and Hindu 
folk-epic. Hinduism is found both in theme and treatment of this novel. Myths from Hindu culture are integral 
part of this novel. There are a number of mythical or Puranic devices in this novel. It can be called as excellent 
example of the combination of Puranic and Hindu folktale elements. The central myth of Kantapura is of Rama-
Sita-Ravana, which is used to illustrate the fight between Mahatma Gandhi and the British. The battle between 
the suras and asuras is a recurrent motif in the Hindu mythology and in kanthapura too, the fight between the 
Britishers (asuras) and Indian (suras) is found. Myth is like a religious ritual which makes life more meaningful 
and enriches it by penetrating to its essence. Thus, both myth and ritual are seen renewing the life of the 
community in Kanthapura. In this novel, Rao shows full reverence to the Hindu gods and temples, the hills, the 
rivers, the sun, the saints and sages and all forms of Hindu religion celebrations. The entire novel is a monument 
to Hindu worship, myth, legend and tradition. The novel also preaches a philosophy of Karmayoga. 

The divisions of the village into the Brahmin quarters, the potter quarters and so on speak of the age-
long caste system and untouchability of Hindu society. Gandhi rejected the tenet of Hindu caste system. The 
opening of the temples to the pariahs whom Gandhi called Harijan is an event of historical importance in the 
novel. The technique of storytelling is like the technique of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana which tells an 
interminable tale, without punctuation and prepositions. It is essentially Puranic in spirit and technique of 
narration. Kantapura is structured as a Sthalapurana, a legendary history of a Particulars place. When he wrote 
Kantapura, his object was to integrate his consciousness of the Hindu tradition with his experience of 
contemporary time in the thirties of the twentieth century. Therefore, in his narrative art there is a mingling of 
Hindu myth and realism. His models in the narrative art are the ancient Hindu Puranas and Kantapura is 
structured like one.              

Raja Rao’s spiritual doctrine presented in Kanthapura has a Puranic pattern which fundamentally suits 
the socio-spiritual cosmic insight articulated in the novel. The novel is full of Vedantic nuances focusing the 
doctrine of incarnation as nucleus of the philosophy of avatar. It is a novel having Hindu metaphysical Vigour, 
Philosophical depth and a symbolic richness.   

The cat and Shakespeare:  

This is third novel of Raja Rao. The title of the novel has the very suggestive base line- ‘a philosophical 
comedy’. The plot is simple and questions-answers of philosophical interest are introduced into it. The word 
‘comedy’ is used here in the same sense as it is used in Dante’s DIVINE COMEDY. Hence it hands for the quest 
of truth, salvation, and the achievement of higher stage in life – a concept from Hindu culture and tradition. It is 
a novel which can be read at various levels of significance. In this novel we find the philosophy of Marjaranaya 
– that of total surrender to god. The” cat hold theory” which is the central doctrine of Visista-adavaita (qualified 
monoism) is well exemplified by Raja Rao at thematic level through the life of Nair (name of character in the 
novel). Novelist has projected the Hindu metaphysical truths and spiritual values. The novel is also called a ‘tale 
of modern India’ as the novelist gives picture of India at social level-depiction of Indian life at physical planes. 
Raja Rao here highlights the Vedantic idea of Hinduism. 

The Cat and Shakespeare is primarily outcome of Raja Rao’s deep interest in spiritually and Hinduism. 
His motives behind writing this novel manifest his quest for truth of life based on Hindu religion. His desire to 
know the reality reveals his metaphysical bent of mind. His predilection for Hindu philosophy has provided a 
philosophical ethos to this work which he calls a spiritual discipline. The subject in this novel is problem of 
individual destiny and the solution. It is conveyed by an analogy offered by Govindan Nair which he explains by 
describing the way of kitten. He tells Pai to allow the mother Cat to carry him. Here Raja Rao with the help of 
Vedantic idea explains how the world is a play-Lila of Absolute. This fiction is essentially in the form of 
spiritual quest where Hindu theories are at foundation. Rao’s vision of life is articulated by this characters and 
incident in the novel. Metaphysically, Rao wishes to portray life as a mode of celebration as said by Hindu 
Shastra which successfully catches readers’ attention as well as compels them to think about themes, symbol and 
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the metaphors with their metaphysical connotation. Both stylistically and thematically, Raja Rao succeeds in 
capturing the true spirit of India and Hindu religious theories in this novel. 

In The Cat and Shakespeare, the Hindu myth and philosophy is visible not only at the level of the 
narrative but also in the craft and technique of the writing. His deep rooted Hindu thought has influenced Raja 
Rao in writing this novel. This work of Rao holds universal appeal in its presentation of the traditional Hindu 
world-view. The Cat and Shakespeare is more like one of the longer Upanishads, part narrative, part 
speculation, part dialogue or discussion. It has a philosophical basis of the great tradition of Hinduism. 

Raja Rao may not believe to all that Govindan Nair does or says. But the soundness of this religious 
principle (Marjara-nyaya: kitten principle- complete surrender to the almighty.) by which both Pai and Nair, 
tackle all the problems of their routine life is clearly vindicated by the novelist here. The philosopher in Raja Rao 
once again dominates over the novelist in him, when he expounds this Indian religious philosophy which is a 
part of Adwaitvada. The word Shakespeare used in the title of the novel indicates the universality of application 
and the usefulness of this simple religious philosophy which is much easier to be understand and practiced by the 
common people, than the abstruse metaphysics of Adwaivada treated so confusingly in the earlier novel. 

Thus, in The Cat and Shakespeare, Raja Rao has projected the metaphysical truths and spiritual values 
of Hindu culture, tradition and religion with full of colour, freshness and vitality. 

On the Ganga Ghat:  

It is the third collection of Raja Rao’s short stories. If the eleven short stories of this collection are read 
at one go, they weave themselves into a novel. These stories from myths and reality associated with the Ganges. 
The collection has a broad canvas of river Ganga at the backdrop. Here we find that Benares has served not 
merely as a holy center of pilgrimage but also as a great saint of traditional Hindu learning and culture. In this 
work Raja Rao projects Benares as sort of India in miniature by different stories by taking upon the other aspects 
regarding mystery of human life. He presents Benares as a city of life or a city of enlightenment. Once a person 
becomes free from fear of death, s/he begins to celebrate the carnival of life. Benares is the place where one can 
attain the state of fearless. Thus, death is constant present in this holy city. In fact what dies in Benares is death, 
itself. Death is considered auspicious –an emancipation or “Moksha”. Therefore life is not a burden but a 
celebration. It reflects Rao’s point of view about life and death based on Hinduism. 

 Like Malgudi of R.K.Narayan, the ‘Ganges’ is the real hero of the eleven stories. The Ganges and the 
people swarming on the Ghats for various reasons is the real theme of these stories. These compelling stories 
with their metaphysical and philosophical content from Hindu religion make a delightful reading. They are 
paradigmatic and lovely as mother Ganges is. Many people from different parts of India come to Benares as 
Ganga purifies all. Death and Cremation on the Ghats makes one immortal. Benares is part of eternity and is 
above cause and effect. Various incidents and actions are wielded into one through the presentation of the 
awareness of the narrator, whose view point pre-dominates the book which has been so structured as to pass for a 
novel. In these stories Raja Rao explores the play of life as it unfolds in Benares, the holy city to die in. In the 
writing of this volume, Rao follows the Indian Hindu literary tradition of Panchatantra. 

 It is evident from the critical reading of On the Ganga Ghat that   Hinduism is revealed throughout the 
text. Raja Rao’s roots are profoundly lying in the Hindu philosophy and this can be felt after reading this novel. 
It presents Hindu’s attachment to this Holy city-Benares. The centre of all the stories is the Ganga Ghat which 
has the invaluable importance to all the castes of Hindu. They believe that their birth, living and death become 
holy if they go to Benares and take bath in the flowing water of holy Ganga. It seems that Rao’s profound 
attachment for Benares forced him to write the novel in a story form, On the Ganga Ghat. Here Benares is 
viewed as an inter-entity connecting the above and below – between heaven and earth, that what can be called as 
the Hindu view of life. Hindu folklore, spiritual beliefs, legends and myths are deftly depicted in this work. In 
On the Ganga Ghat Raja Rao’s overt concern appears with a particular city, river, nation or people. But his true 
concern is with the universal human condition rather than a specific group or a place. Hinduism strongly gives 
importance to life, death and life after death and here, such themes are made universal. Such themes have been 
important since time immemorial in Hindu culture. Essence of the novel is based on Hindu belief that anyone 
who takes life as a spiritual mode of celebration becomes fearless of death. It is important on the part of Raja 
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Rao that he takes such a Hindu aspect and makes it memorable through his craftsmanship. After reading this 
novel the final picture that emerges of Raja Rao is that of a man whose heart is firmly rooted in the immutable 
Hindu culture of ancient India.  

 The novel presents Rao’s unity of vision of the rich and the age old yet vital and living Hindu tradition. 
In Benares death is desired as it leads to release and liberation. That is why it is so important in all the stories. So 
is the case with Ganga. It is a celestial river. A bath in her is supposed to make free from the cycle of rebirth 
forever.  

CONCLUSION  

Raja Rao’s writing demands a different level of competence in the reader the sincerity and capacity to 
share something deeper than physical experience. His predictions for Indian and Hindu philosophy have 
provided a philosophical ethos to all his literary creatively which he calls a spiritual discipline. India, to him is 
not merely the country with hills and valleys, cities and villages, poverty and prosperity- India, for him is an 
idea, metaphysics and above all a Hindu consciousness. 

Kanthapura is Indian both in theme and treatment. His English is replete with Indian phrases translated 
freely into English and sometimes he employs the Indian mode of expression. It is an Indian novel, and it 
expresses the Indian sensibility to perfection. It is Indian in theme, myths, images, narration and style. Rao 
regards the Indian philosophy superior to other philosophies in the world, including the Greek philosophy and he 
thinks that it too is an off shoot of the Indian philosophy. Kanthpura shows how the call of Gandhi turns 
thousands of youths into soldiers against the rule of England, shouting and struggling for freedom of their 
mother-land from slavery. At the same time it also shows how the society is afflicted with the dowry system, 
human bondage, and maltreatment of the widows, drinking, corruption, child marriage, untouchability, 
superstitiousness and resentment against co-education.The religious elements and the social and political issues 
are artistically transformed into one entity. It is natural that prayers and national songs are sung side by side. The 
objective is to attain independence, but the means adopted are religious harikaths, bhajans, fasts, prayers and 
non-violent resistance. This novel of Rao is often regarded as Gandhi Purana. It will always have a central place 
in Gandhi Literature. 

The Cat and Shakespeare represent a modified western literary form. In other words he reinvents and 
Indianzes the form as no one else had done it. His innovative experiments with novels conveys Raja Rao’s 
metaphysical ideas to the reader which otherwise would have remained enigmatic to readers. Thus, both 
stylistically and thematically Raja Rao succeeds in capturing the true spirit of India and Hinduism in The Cat 
and Shakespeare. Raja Rao has proved that the novel–form, though intimately related to time and place at the 
narrative level is also a medium for the expression of experience that transcends the limitation of geography and 
history. His contribution lies in the fact that he has brought to the Indian English fiction an epic vision, symbolic 
richness lyrical flavor and above all an essential indianness of style. 

On the Ganga Ghat reveals Raja Rao’s attitude to the issues such as life and death. Benares is believed 
to be a holy place where millions of the Hindus aspire to die. He defamiliarises this aspect and presents Benares 
as a city of life or a city of enlightenment. Of course it is a metaphysical process of enlightenment. People from 
all around the world come here to reach that spiritual state. Physically all (have to) die but the enlightened ones 
accept death as a necessary event of their life. Thus, death is a constant presence in this holy city. But in 
Benares, death is considered auspicious – an emancipation or Moksha. In fact what dies in Benares is death 
itself. Raja Rao presents Benares as a sort of India in miniature. It unveils the mystery of human life by showing 
the way to liberation through the dissolution of ego. Each of the stories of   On the Ganga Ghat presents this 
aspect, though in a different ways. 
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