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2.9 QWISTIONS Background .- 

1. Write a short esdy on the soiices of Kanthapura. 

2. What do you know about the historical and political background of 
Kanthapura? 

3. How deep and wide is the impact of Gandhi's personality and his thought r \  I 

the thane of Kanthapura? 

4. How does Raja Rao convey in Kanthapura the spirit of Indian life through .\ 
foreign medium? 
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The objective of this Unit is to give you an overall view of : 

9 Kanthapura village and its surroundings. 
9 The happenings at the Skeffington Coffee Estate. 
9 The caste system and its influence on the villagers. 
9 How Moorthy leads the satyagrzha in his village. 

3.1 INTRODUCTION - 

In this Unit, we give you a brief account of Kanthapura and the village community 
that lives there. The chief l a n h a r k  around the village and some of the main 
characters ape also mentioned. We tell you about how Moorthy spreads the message 

, of Gardhi in the village. There follows an account of how the Skeffmgton Coffee 
Estate was formed and the happenings there at the time of the action of Raja Rao's 
Kan!hapura. A section of the Unit is devoted to explaining the distinctions of caste 
and how these influace the thinking of the villagers. Finally, we tell you briefly 
about the satyapaha movement in the village as this theme will be referred to again 
and again in the Ucits, 

3.2 THE VILLAGE 

Kanthapura, as described in Raja Rao's novel, is a village in the province of Kara in 
the former state ofMysore, which is now part of Karnataka. Far above the 
port city of Mangalore, it is high on the Western qhats, up the steep mo-mtalns that 
fzce the .4r&ian Sea. In the lands around the villgge are grown coffee, cardamom, 
rice and sugarcane. While cmps of coffee and cardamom are shipped to England, rice 
and sugar &e consumed at home. The nearby forests are full of teak, sal and svldal 
trees. Kanthapura is situated on the road that connects the sea-coast with the interior. 
Bay and night long caravans of builock carts can be seen on the road carrying the 
p d u c e  of the land. The carts of two village traders, Rama Chew and Shubba 



Some of the landmarks of the viilage are the Main Street, the Potter's Lane, Themes 
Cherinayya's Pond, the B r a h i n  Street and the Temple square, There are two temples 
in the village. One is devoted to the worship of Kenchamma, the goddess of the hill 
of that name, and the other is dedicated to Goddess Manthapdrishwari, the deity of the 
village. There is ra legend about Kenchamma that ages ago she sslayivkd a denon who 
came to ask for the young men of the village as food and the young w?men as wives. 
The blood of the demon soaked into the earth to make the 1iCench~n;ma Will  red. The 
goddess is believed to protect the people ot'Kanthuprsra in times of famine, drscasc, 
dearh and despair, 

The village is divided into several quarters. In the Brahmin quarter there are ~ s n t y -  
four houses, including those of postmaster Sqmarayana, Patwari Nmjundia. 
Bhatta, Achakka (the nmator), Front-House A&atzia, Waterfall Venkan~ma, 
Moorthy and bngamma. (Note the narrat~ +r "s habit of naming people accorcdmg to 
their calling ~r some pcrsonal traits), The other part of +he village csnasr,s of several 
quarters : the Pariah quarter, the Potter's q~arter, the weaver's quarter. and the Sudra 
quarter - ail together nearly one hundred hut;. There is no soclal interact-oa between 
the Brahmlns and the Pariahs. The nine-beamed house of Patel Range Gowda, who 
happens to be a Sudra, is near the Temple Square. 

The dlagers lead a calm afid placid life till Moorthy disturbs it by bnii?gng in the 
Gandhian Satyamha Movement into their life. '& village is no !ofigrz :h: same 
after that as it becomes part of the countryvide struggle against the Brkis?, rule. The 
air resounds with the cry of slogans - 'vande Matram', 'Mahatma Ganall;i Ki Jat9, 
and Inquilab Zindabad'. People are exhorted to give up their foreign clothcs arid dress 
in Swadeshi Khaddar. Free spinning wheels are distributed so tnat pp~p:e can spin 
cotton yarn. Moorthy tells them that the Mahatma himself spins for twrr hours every 
morning, and regards it as purifying as praying. Moorthy leads the villagers in an 
attempt to picket the toddy shop near the Skeffington Coffee Estate to ~rcven t  the 
coo!ies and other people fiom buying and consuming co1111tr-j liquor. The po1.tce tries 
to foil their attempt and beats them mercilessly. Rotest marcher; axe orgdnizcd against 



the repression let logse by the police. It provokes more lathi charges, arrests and 
police brutalities. But ~ o o r t h ~ ' a n d  his followers remain firm in their resolve. 

As time passes, it brings many changes in the life of the village community, but the 
village and its topography remain the same. The hill and the river, the land and the 
sky, and the surrounding fields are not altered by the passage of time. But the day to 
day life of the villagers and their social intercourse undergo a big change. Under the 
impact of the Gandhian national movement, the cross-currents of the time take the 
village to the brink of total destruction, but its permanent image lives on in the pages 
of Raja Rao's novel. Goddess Kenchamma and the River Himavathy symbolize the 
permanent quality of the traditional life of the villagers, which is buffeted by the 
winds of change. It is remarkable how the social life of Kanthapura revolves round 
an endless cycle of fairs, festivals, and religious gatherings. The Gandhian movement 
too is coloured by the ritual practices. The secular message of Gandhi is transformed 
into folk-song, prayer and H~rikatha. That is the only way the villagers of 
Kanthapura can feel one with the national movement of Mahatma Gandhi. But what 
follows is the destruction of the village. Eventually, as Range Gowda report. at the 
end of the novel, there is left 

Neither man nor mosquito in Kanthapura, for the 
men fiom Bombay have built houses on the Bebbur 
Mound, houses like in the city, for coolies, and 
they own this land and that, and even Bhatta has 
sold all his lands, . . . and he's now gone back 
to a s h i .  (258) 

3.3 THE SKEFFINGTON COFFEE ESTATE 

As a counterpoise to the village in Kanthapura, Raja Rao presents the Skeffington 
Coffee Estate. The village stands for the Indian values, traditions, myths, faith and 
influence of the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi. The coffee estate, on the other hand, 
is a citadel of the British supremacy, colonialism, and enslavement of the people of 
India. It is a vast estate, spread across the land from the Babbur Mound on one side, 
the Kenchamma Hill, on the other, right up to the jungles of the Horse-head Hill. 
Nobody knew how large it was or when it was founded; but all said it was at least ten 
thousand acres wide. Some people in Kanthapura remembered having heard of the 
Hunter Sahib who used his hunter and his hand to reap the first h i t s  of his 
plantation. Then it grew bigger and bigger till it touched all the hills around the 
village. 

More and roore coolies came from below the Ghats. They talked Tamil or Telugu, 
and broughl their families along. Half-naked, starving armies of coolies marched 
past the Kenchamma Temple and up to the Skeffington Estate. They carried bundles 
of their belcbngings in their arms or over heads and shoulders. The Sahib's maistri had 
gone to far flung villages to spread the news of availability of work in the Estate. He 
offered one-fourth of a rupee to a man and one-eighth to a woman for a day's labour. 
Still they came eagerly as there had been a drought in their province , and the maistri 
enticed then1 with the advance of a rupee to each and the promise of plenty of food in 
the Estate. .He told them that the British master of the Estate was a kind and generous 
man who would be good to them. So the coolies left their homes, travelled part of the 
way in a tram, and marched the rest of the distance on foot. When all of them passed 
through the entrance of the Estate, the maistri closed the gates behind them. He led 
them to the master, and told them that they would be treated well if they worked hard, 
but beaten up if they worked badly. Little did they realize that they had become 
virtual prisoners in the Estate, and slaves of the British Sahib. 



The coolies were taken to the foot of a hill where they erected their thatched huts. Themes 
They all said, 'This will be a fine place to live in,' and they slept the sleep of princes. 
The next morning they rose with the sun and were put to work. Then they realized 
what lay in store for them. The work was heavy and the wages inadequate; the Estate 
was crawling wth  snakes; the rainy season brought with it bouts of fever. The Sahib 
prescnbed them pills as medicine, but there was no respite from hard labour. Some of 
them perished, but there was no escape from the Skeffington Coffee Estate. Years 
passed, the old Sahib died, and his nephew was the new Sahib. He was not harsh or 
cruel, but he wanted the young women of the coolies for his pleasure. When one man 
resisted this exploitation, the Sahib shot him dead. The case was taken to the British 
court where the Sahib was forgiven. 

Two Brahmin clerks fiom the city, working at the Estate, took a few of the coolies to 
Moorthy at Kanthapura, asking him to do something for them. Consequently, 
Moorthy came to the Estate, but was prevented by Bade Khan, the policemen, from 

I 

entering. There was a scuffle at the gates in which two coolies hit Bade Khan with his 
own lathi. The next day the family of one of them was expelled from the Estate, but 
they were prowded shelter by Moorthy. The other coolies rallied together to rebel 
against the harsh treatment they received fiom their master. The wllagers of 
Kanthapura went on a march towards the Estate to demonstrate their solidarity with 
the coolies. That is how the Gandhian Movement reached even the Skeffington 
Coffee Estate, and created a turmoil within its boundaries. It was only afier this 
incident that Moorthy began his 'Don't-touch-the Government compaign', in other 
words, Gandhi's Non-cooperahon Movement. 

3.4 CONSIDERATIONS OF CASTE 

Achakka, the narrator of Kanthapura, is an upper caste Brahmin, belonging to the 
family of Veda Sastra Pravina Krishna Sastri. It is only natural that there are many 
references to considerations of caste in her narrative. When she begins her account of 
the social structure of the village, it is of the Brahmin households that she talks of 
first and that too in some detail. Only afier that she mentions the other quarters of the 
Pariahs, Potters, Weavers, and Sudras. She fiankly admits that she has never been to 
that part of the village, and has only a rough idea of the number of huts situated there. 
The only member of the lower castes that she speaks well of is Pate1 Range Gowda, 
who is well off and wields considerable authority in Kanthapura. She adds : 

The other sudras were not badly-fed householders 
and they had as usual two or three sons and 
a few daughters, and one could not say whether 
they were rich or poor. They were always badly 
dressed and always paid revenues due and 
debts afier several nobces. But as long as 
Range Gowda was there, there was no fear. 
He would see them through the difficulties. 
ktld they were of his community. (15) 

Moorthy is a prominent Brahimn youth of the village, but swayed by the teachings of 
Mahatma Gandhi, he learns to care for the lower castes and the untouchables. When 
he gets free spinning - wheels fiom the Congress Committee, he distributes them 
among the villagers of all castes. He even goes to the Pariah quarter, and the people 
there are so happy to have a Brahmin visiting them that they say 'Yes, yes, learned 
one.' They were going to spin, and if that Brahmin boy was to be believed they 
would have clothes to wear, blankets and shirts and loin-cloths. Later, when they are 
told about Russia, where pariahs and Brahmins are the same, they find it hard to 
believe in such talk. But Waterfall Venkamma, another Brahmin, is not impressed by 



Kunthqpum this 'na-sense.' She does not think much of Moorthy. whom she regards as a good- 
for-nothing fellow, who has taken to this Pariah upliftmerit business. She declares 
that because of his sins she will not give her daughter in marriage to him even when 
he is not keen on it. To k s  mother, she says that she is happy not to have tied her 
daughter ' to the neck of a panah - mixer.' She goes on . 

'Do you hear that, Narsamma? Well 1st 
him take care, Moorthy. And our commuaity 
will not be cormpted by such dirt-gobbling 
curs. Pariah ! pariah !' She spat at the 
door and walked away. . . . (57) 

Bhatta reports that the Swami in the city was gorng to excommunicate Mosrthy if he 
continued his pariah business. He also says that PMonrthy retaliated ii; these words. : 

Let the 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 ? And the 
Swami, who is he ? . ;. . He may be learned 
in the Vedas and all that. But he has no heart. (63) 

From then on Moorthy sits by the kitchen threshold and eats his feed i;erved by his 
mother like a servant. It breaks the heart of his rtlother, but she feels helpiess caught 
in the awkward web of casteism. Moorthy contilraucs to visit the Pariahs, to give them 
cotton.to spin and yarn to weave, and to teach tkem alphabets, grammar. anthet ic  
and Hindi. But he remains conscious of the fact that he is a Brahmin z ~ d  the spirits of 
his ancestors are watching from above. 

On one occasion; Moorthy visits Pariah Racharma's hut. Racharula's wife 1s 
overwhelmed, and invites him in. Jt is with a trembling heart that Moorthy crosses the 
threshold. &;hen she offers him milk to drink, he iinds excuses to avoid doing so. She 
persists : 

1 'Touch it, Moorthappa, touch it only as though 
it were offered to the gods, and we shall be 
sanctified; and Moorthy, with many a 
trembling prayer touches the tumbler brings 
it to his lips, and taking one sip, lays it aside, (185) 

This episode shows haw deep are the comsidmstie~ of caste in a B r a h ~ i n ,  and that 
one might be a disciple of Mahatma Gandhi but one cannnt, in spirit, be exactly like 
him. It is not only the upper classes but the lower c!asses too that are she::k!,ed by the 
traditional views about the distinctions of caste. M a t  is &fie of the rest of indiia is 
equally true of Kanthapura. 

-- - 
3.5 MOORTHY LEADS A SATYAGRAHA 

Moortby tries his best to educate the people of Kanthapura in the Gandhian 
principles, but they find it hard to break their links with the past which persists in the 
form of superstition, casteism and orthodoxy. Quite a few of them remain unaffected 
by his teachings and the personal example that he provides them. Waterfall 
Venkamma and Bhatta lose no opportunity of using their poisonous tongues against 
him. While struggling against the British oppression, Moorthy and his disciples have 

28 to fight the conservative forces entrenched within their own community. It takes time 
for the villagers to understand the true significance of the fieedom movement and 



Gandhian satyagraha. Moorthy never despairs, and continues his good work in spite 
of the heavy odds against the success of his mission. 

Moorthy is encourged by the enthusiasm of his followers like Rangamma, Ratna and 
h n g e  Gowda. They realize t h ~ t  the villagers can be won o-;CT only through a 
religous approach. Hence, they project Gandhi as a Mahatma, a superior soul of 
great faith and tremendous spiritual powers. They arrange B'najans and Harikathas at 
the temple and other places to subtly plant political ideas in the minds of the people 
in the form of religious preaching. Moorty succeeds ir. persuading people from all 
sections of the village to spin cotton yam and weave Khaddar. Range Gowda is 
elected President of the local Congress Committee. The national spirit is further 
strengthened when Rangamma subscribes to some papers that carry news about the 
activities of Gandhl and the Congress. She reads out choice items of news to those 
who care to listen to her. 

T h e m  



Kanthapura A new wave of patriotism and national consciousness comes over Kanthapum, and 
the Satyagraha Movement gains strength. The villagers go on protest marches and 
picket the local toddy shop to prevent the coolies from wasting their meagre earnings 
on liquor. After arresting the main leaders of the movement, the police lets loose a 
reign of terror in the village. While Moorthy is in prison, Rangamma organizes the 
'Sevika Sangha,' a voluntrary group of women to continue the passive resistance 
against the British rule. The police force does not spare them, and uses brutal 
measures against them, but they remain staunch in their resolve. When Rangamma 
too is arrested, Ratna takes over the leadership of the group. After some time, 
Moorthy is released and he is welcomed by the people of Kanthapura. It gives them a 
renewed hope in the success of their unequal fight against the police. Moorthy tells 
them to contribute to Gandhi's Civil Disobedience Movement against the Bntish by 
pursuing 'Don't - touch - the Government campaign' and the 'no tax campaign.' 
These campaigns coincide with the famous Dandi March of Mahatma Gandhi, which 
formed part of his Salt Satyagraha. The protesters in the village are mercilessly 
beaten up by the police, but they do not yield, nor do they give up the struggle. 
Ultimately, Kanthapura is destroyed but not defeated. In spite of failure, the sources 
of inner resolve within the village community remain strong. This is mainly due to 
their following the teachings of Mahatma Gandhi and the leadership provided by 
Moorthy. 

3.6 LET US SUM UP 

Kandhapura of Raja Rao's novel of that name is a village in the former Mysore state, 
now part of Karnataka. It is situated high on the Western Ghats on a winding road 
that goes down to Mangalore on the Arabian Sea. There are two temples in the 
village : one dedicated to the Goddes Kenchamma of the Hill and the other to 
Kanthapurishwari. The village is divided into several quarters according to the 
different castes. Moorthy, a young man of the village, brings the message of Gandhi 
to his people, and starts his own satyagraha movement against the British. The 
Skeffington Coffee Estate on the periphery of the village is a symbol of the British 
attempt to enslave the Indians. Moorthy cames the message of Gandhian teachings to 
the Estate, and it causes much turmoil all around as the police tries its best to 
suppress the movement. But the people of Kandhapura remain staunch followers of 
Moorthy even when he is imprisoned. One of his followers starts a 'Sevika Sangha' 
group among the women of the village. The people of Kanthapura suffer greatly at 
the hands of the police but remain defiant to the end. 

Though Moorthy unites his community in the name of Gandhi and the principles that 
he stands for, it remains divided on considerations of caste. The tradition - bound 
orthodox Brahmin do not mix with the lower caste Panahs and Sudras, who 
contribute equally to the satyagraha with the rest of the people. Even the emancipated 
Moorthy, a Brahmin by birth, has qualms of conscience when he visits one of the 
untounchable families. That shows how deep-rooted the distinctions of caste are in 
the Hindu mind. 

Waterfall Venkamma: The Character is so called for her talkativeness, 
words coming out of her mouth non-stop like the 
flow of a waterfall. 

Sudra: The lowest of the four main Hindu castes 
Inquilab Zindabad: Hindustani for 'long live the revolutian' 
Buffeted: Blown this way and that 



Maistri: Hindustani for a foreman 
Sevika Sangha: Women's service goup 

Themes 

3.8 QUESTIONS 

1. What picture have you formed of Kanthapura and its people? 

2. What is the significance of the Skeffington Coffee Estate in the overall 
account of the village in Raja Rao's Kanthapura? 

3. Write a short essay on 'Considerations of Caste' in Kanthapura. 

4. How successful is Moorthy in leading his followers in the satyagraha 
movement of the village? 
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4.0 OBJECTIVES 

The objective of this unit is to give you some idea of the followmg: 

e The structure of Kanthaprara. 
e The narrative techrjque used Iry Raja Rao in Kanthapura. 
e Achakka, the narrator of thc :iovel. 
e Tne use of the Harikatha element in the novel. 
e Myth and symbolism in Kcil;tkapuru. 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 
-- -- 

For students like you, it is important to +mow the structure of a novcl that is 
prescribed for your study. So, first of all, in this Unit, we rrnalyse the stnicture of 
Kanthapura for you. Next, we discuss the narrative lcchn~que that Raja Rao employs 
in thss novel. It is an important element of the ficuonal art through which he 
communicates the story and his message to you. An ~mportant part of the technique is 
Achakka, the narrator, who tells you the story. Some of the other elements that Raja 
Rao in&es use of are the Harikirtha, myth iind symbolism. It1 this Umt, we -have 
given yeu information about all these important aqects of Kanthupram. 

4.2 THE STRUCTURE OF KANTHAPURA - -- 

Kunthsptara shows Raja Kao's art~stic skill in achieving a fusion of theme, form and 
narration in a literary form which ss Indian and modem at the same time. He 
superimposes the Indian tradition of imaginative romance over the Western form of 
the realistic novel, and mingles actual history with mythic 'Purana' to create a poetic 
work in prose. K.R. Rao nghtly points out: 

Kanthapura does not project the Indian spirit isolahvely, 
but as a living experience moving in time and space. 
The three levels of action in the novel, political, social 


