
Blue Ava Ford Publications 

International Journal of Trends in English Language and Literature (IJTELL) 

An International Peer-Reviewed English Journal; Volume-3, Issue-4; 2022 

www.ijtell.com Impact Factor: 5.144 (SJIF);ISSN: 2582-8487 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

IJTELL | BLUE AVA FORD PUBLICATIONS 58 

 
 

Kanthapura as National Allegory: The Village and the Making of Indian 

Nationalism 

Md. Abu Katadah 
Research Scholar, Integral University, Lucknow, India 

Email: abukatadah9148@gmail.com 

DOI: doi.org/10.53413/IJTELL.2022.3408 

Received Date 02/12/22, Revised Date 28/12/22, Accepted Date 30/12/22, Published Date 31/12/22

Abstract 

This paper examines Kanthapura (1938) by 

Raja Rao as a national allegory in which the 

village becomes a microcosmic representation 

of India’s anti-colonial struggle. Set during the 

Gandhian phase of the freedom movement, the 

novel transforms a small South Indian village 

into a symbolic space where myth, religion, 

caste, and politics converge to articulate 

nationalist consciousness. Through the oral 

narration of Achakka, Rao blends indigenous 

storytelling traditions with modern political 

realities, creating a uniquely Indian narrative 

mode in English. 

The paper argues that Kanthapura constructs 

nationalism not merely as a political movement 

but as a spiritual and cultural awakening deeply 

embedded in rural life. By examining Gandhian 

ideology, mythic structure, gender 

participation, caste dynamics, and narrative 

technique, this study demonstrates how the 

novel functions as both a literary experiment 

and a political text. Ultimately, Kanthapura 

reimagines the Indian nation through the lived 

experiences of its rural subjects. 
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Introduction 

Published in 1938, Kanthapura occupies a 

foundational place in Indian English literature. 

Written during the height of India’s anti-

colonial struggle, the novel portrays the impact 

of Gandhian nationalism on a remote South 

Indian village. At first glance, Kanthapura 

appears to narrate the story of a localized 

political awakening; however, on closer 

examination, the village becomes a symbolic 

representation of the Indian nation itself. The 

social, religious, and political transformations 

within Kanthapura mirror the larger historical 

processes unfolding across colonial India. 

This paper reads Kanthapura as a national 

allegory in which the village functions as a 

microcosm of India. Drawing upon Gandhian 

philosophy, indigenous myth, and oral narrative 

traditions, Rao crafts a text that bridges 

tradition and modernity. The novel does not 

merely depict political events; it mythologizes 

them, embedding the freedom struggle within a 

sacred and cultural framework familiar to rural 

communities. In doing so, Kanthapura 

transforms nationalism into a collective 

spiritual mission. 

By analyzing the novel’s allegorical 

framework, Gandhian ideology, mythic 

structure, gender roles, caste tensions, and 

narrative form, this study argues that 

Kanthapura reimagines the Indian nation as 

rooted in its villages. The village becomes both 

the stage and the symbol of India’s 

transformation from colonial subjugation to 

collective self-awareness. 

Historical and Political Context 

To understand Kanthapura as national allegory, 

it is necessary to situate it within the broader 

context of the Indian freedom movement. The 

1920s and 1930s witnessed the rise of mass 

political mobilization under the leadership of 
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Mahatma Gandhi. Through movements such as 

the Non-Cooperation Movement and the Civil 

Disobedience Movement, Gandhi transformed 

nationalism from an elite political discourse 

into a mass-based movement rooted in villages. 

Gandhi’s emphasis on non-violence (ahimsa), 

truth (satya), and self-reliance (swadeshi) 

profoundly influenced rural India. He believed 

that India lived in its villages and that true 

independence could only be achieved through 

grassroots awakening. Kanthapura reflects this 

philosophy by presenting the freedom struggle 

as beginning not in metropolitan centers but in 

an obscure village. 

The colonial presence in the novel is 

represented by the British government, the 

police, and the Skeffington Coffee Estate. 

Economic exploitation, police brutality, and 

administrative oppression mirror the realities of 

colonial rule. Yet the resistance that emerges in 

Kanthapura reflects the broader national 

struggle, thereby turning the village into an 

allegorical India. 

The Village as Microcosm of the Nation 

Kanthapura is geographically small but 

symbolically vast. The village’s social 

hierarchy—Brahmins, Pariahs, landowners, 

and coolies—reflects the stratified structure of 

Indian society. Religious rituals, caste 

divisions, and local disputes shape everyday 

life. When nationalist ideas enter this closed 

community, they disrupt established norms and 

create new solidarities. 

The character of Moorthy, the Gandhian 

protagonist, acts as a catalyst for 

transformation. His conversion to Gandhian 

ideology initiates political consciousness in the 

village. Moorthy’s journey parallels the 

awakening of India itself. His rejection of caste 

discrimination and embrace of Harijan uplift 

echo Gandhi’s reformist agenda. 

As political activism spreads, the village 

becomes a site of collective action. Processions, 

prayers, boycotts, and confrontations with 

colonial authorities reflect national events in 

miniature. Arrests, imprisonments, and 

violence faced by villagers mirror the suffering 

endured by freedom fighters across India. Thus, 

Kanthapura stands as a symbolic India in 

struggle. 

The eventual destruction and dispersal of the 

village at the novel’s end signify both loss and 

transformation. Although Kanthapura 

physically collapses under colonial repression, 

its spirit survives, suggesting the nation’s 

resilience. 

Gandhian Ideology and Spiritual 

Nationalism 

Gandhian thought permeates the ideological 

core of Kanthapura, shaping both the political 

direction of the narrative and its moral 

framework. Moorthy, the central figure of 

reform and resistance, is portrayed as an ardent 

follower of Gandhi. His adoption of khadi, 

commitment to fasting, and adherence to non-

violent resistance reflect Gandhian principles in 

everyday life. 

Gandhi’s presence in the novel assumes a 

mythic dimension. Though rarely seen, he is 

constantly invoked by villagers who compare 

him with figures from Indian epics such as 

Rama and Krishna. Through these associations, 

political activism becomes a sacred mission 

rather than merely a political strategy. 

Nationalism is thus transformed into dharma—

a moral duty. Activities like spinning the 

charkha, boycotting foreign goods, and 

participating in protests become acts of spiritual 

discipline. The villagers’ adherence to non-

violence elevates their struggle to an ethical 

plane, presenting independence as a quest for 

truth and justice. 

Myth and Allegorical Structure 

One of the most distinctive features of 

Kanthapura is its integration of myth with 

political narration. Achakka, the narrator, 
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frequently interprets nationalist developments 

through episodes from the Ramayana and the 

Mahabharata. The conflict between villagers 

and colonial authorities resembles the mythic 

battle between righteousness and evil. 

The village goddess Kenchamma plays a 

central symbolic role. As the guardian deity of 

Kanthapura, she represents continuity, cultural 

memory, and spiritual protection. Her presence 

connects the nationalist struggle to sacred 

history, reinforcing the idea that resistance is 

divinely sanctioned. 

Through epic symbolism and mythic parallels, 

Rao situates modern nationalism within an 

ancient narrative tradition. The nation thus 

appears as both a historical reality and a 

spiritual inheritance. 

Narrative Technique and Oral Tradition 

The narrative voice of Achakka is central to the 

artistic structure of the novel. Modeled on oral 

storytelling traditions, her narration includes 

digressions, repetitions, and communal 

commentary that echo the rhythms of village 

speech. 

This technique indigenizes English as a literary 

language. The syntax reflects Kannada speech 

patterns, and Indian idioms and mythic 

references permeate the text. English becomes 

a vehicle capable of expressing Indian cultural 

rhythms. 

Achakka’s communal storytelling also 

emphasizes collective memory rather than 

individual psychology. By choosing an elderly 

village woman as narrator, Rao foregrounds 

voices often excluded from official histories. 

The nation is imagined from below—from rural 

society—suggesting that national 

consciousness arises from shared experiences. 

Women and National Participation 

Women in Kanthapura play a transformative 

role in the nationalist movement. Characters 

such as Rangamma and Ratna move from 

domestic spaces into public political life. 

Inspired by Gandhian ideology, they participate 

in meetings, protests, and spinning activities. 

The formation of women’s volunteer groups 

symbolizes collective empowerment. When 

male activists are arrested, women assume 

leadership and continue the struggle. Their 

courage challenges patriarchal norms and 

demonstrates moral strength. 

This transformation parallels the nation’s own 

awakening. Women’s participation signifies a 

broader social revolution, where independence 

involves not only political freedom but also 

gender emancipation. 

Caste, Reform, and National Unity 

Caste tensions represent one of the novel’s 

central social conflicts. Moorthy’s interaction 

with Pariahs challenges orthodox Brahminical 

norms and reflects Gandhian reformist ideals. 

His advocacy of equality provokes backlash 

from conservative villagers. 

Moorthy’s excommunication illustrates the 

difficulty of reconciling tradition with reform. 

The village becomes a space where competing 

visions of India—hierarchical and egalitarian—

confront one another. 

As the nationalist movement grows, shared 

suffering begins to dissolve caste barriers. Yet 

Rao acknowledges that prejudice persists. 

National unity thus emerges as an aspirational 

project rather than a fully realized reality. 

Violence, Suffering, and Collective Memory 

Colonial repression in the novel culminates in 

scenes of police brutality, arrests, and the 

destruction of the village. These events reveal 

the coercive foundations of imperial authority. 

Despite this violence, the villagers’ 

commitment to non-violence strengthens their 

collective identity. Their suffering becomes a 

source of solidarity and moral strength. 

Although Kanthapura is physically destroyed, 

its memory endures through stories and shared 

experiences. The village survives as a symbol 

of resistance, illustrating how national 
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consciousness is sustained by collective 

memory and sacrifice. 

 

Conclusion 

Kanthapura stands as a seminal work of Indian 

English literature, transforming a local 

narrative into a national allegory. Through the 

symbolic space of the village, Raja Rao 

reimagines the freedom struggle as a spiritual 

and cultural awakening. 

Gandhian ideology, mythic symbolism, gender 

participation, caste reform, and oral narrative 

traditions converge to construct the nation as 

lived experience. The village becomes India in 

miniature—divided yet united, oppressed yet 

resilient. 

Even the destruction of Kanthapura signals 

transformation rather than defeat. The novel 

ultimately affirms that the making of Indian 

nationalism began in its villages. Through 

allegory and myth, Kanthapura preserves the 

memory of that awakening and remains a 

cornerstone of postcolonial literary discourse. 
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