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The Cat and Shakespeare (1965) – A 
playful yet deeply Vedantic novel on 

destiny and selfrealization 
 

I. Introduction : 
In the decades following India’s independence in 1947, 
English-language novelists initially continued the 
Gandhian tradition of social realism—Mulk Raj Anand’s 
So Many Hungers (1947), R.K. Narayan’s The Guide 
(1958), Bhabani Bhattacharya’s Shadow from Ladakh 
(1966)—but by the mid-1960s a new strand of fiction 
emerged, one less concerned with social document-
tation and more with metaphysical inquiry. Post-
Independence Indian fiction retained much of its earlier 
momentum, yet writers such as Arun Joshi and Chaman 
Nahal began to explore interior landscapes; it is against 
this backdrop that Raja Rao’s 1965 novel The Cat and 
Shakespeare appears as a landmark departure, 
foregrounding spiritual quest over social critique 
dodl.klyuniv.ac.in. 

Raja Rao (1908–2006)—often counted alongside 
R.K. Narayan and Mulk Raj Anand as a founder of Indian 
writing in English—had already won the Sahitya 
Akademi Award for The Serpent and the Rope (1960), a 
philosophically intense narrative of illusion and reality. 
With The Cat and Shakespeare, first published by 
Macmillan in 1965, Rao shifts from earnest allegory to a 
“teasing comedy of manners exploring metaphysical 
themes,” adopting a feline‐guide frame to examine the 
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paradoxes of existence scribd.com. 
Critics have noted that, in this 

novel, Rao manages to “bridge the very 
idea of opposition with his Vedanta 
philosophy, which denies ontological 
opposites like space/time, cause/effect, 
reality/illusion by maintaining that they 
are identical, since change is unreal.” 
Through the alter-ego protagonist Rama-
krishna Pai and his enigmatic cat 
companion, the narrative satirizes logical 
thinking (avidya) as the chief obstacle to 
recognizing the unity of the individual 
self (ātman) with the universal Brahman 
theguardian.com. 

This playful yet profoundly 
Vedantic blend of satire and spiritual 
teaching makes The Cat and Shakespeare 
unique in mid-20th-century Indian fiction. 
Unlike the social realists of his gene-
ration, Rao turns outward cosmic 
concepts into an intimate beast-fable, 
inviting readers to laugh at the absurdi-
ties of logical dualism even as they 
confront questions of destiny, illusion, 
and liberation. 
Thesis Statement: 
This paper argues that The Cat and 
Shakespeare stages a metaphysical 
journey through its cat-beast allegory, 
dramatizing core Vedantic ideas of 
destiny (karma), māyā (illusion), and self-
realization (mokṣa). By tracing the novel’s 
structural interplay of satire and philoso-
phy—and situating it within both Rao’s 
wider oeuvre and the post-Independence 

literary landscape—we will see how this 
work playfully yet powerfully interroga-
tes human freedom and cosmic unity. 
II. Authorial & Historical Background 
Raja Rao’s Life and Oeuvre 
Born in 1908 into a South Indian Brahmin 
family, Raja Rao forged a rare confluence 
of scholarship, philosophy, and literary 
artistry. Educated in both English and 
Sanskrit—and later teaching Eastern 
thought as Professor of Philosophy at the 
University of Texas at Austin from 1966 to 
1980—Rao brought to his fiction a depth 
of metaphysical reflection uncommon 
among his contemporaries therajaraoend 
owment.orgtherajaraoendowment.org. 
Over a career spanning seven decades, he 
published novels (Kanthapura 1938; The 
Serpent and the Rope 1960; The Cat and 
Shakespeare 1965), short‐story collecti-
ons, and essays, earning India’s Sahitya 
Akademi Award and the Neustadt 
International Prize for Literature. Critics 
and readers alike recognize his fiction as 
more than narrative: it is a vehicle to 
dramatize Vedantic concepts and to 
present what he termed the “India of the 
Imagination” to a global audience. 

Dr. Suprita Jha characterizes 
Kanthapura, The Serpent and the Rope, 
and The Cat and Shakespeare as a 
coherent “metaphysical trilogy,” each 
work probing successive stages of spiri-
tual quest—from communal awake-ning 
to jñāna (knowledge) to bhakti 
(devotional surrender) ijrar.org. In this 
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trajectory, The Cat and Shakespeare 
emerges as the apex of his bhakti vision, 
where playful allegory and comic 
inversion serve to reveal the unity of self 
(ātman) and ultimate reality (Brahman). 
1960s India & Literary Milieu 
By the mid‐1960s, Indian writing in English 
was shifting from the social‐realist 
concerns of the immediate post‐
Independence era toward inner landsca-
pes and spiritual inquiry. Whereas earlier 
novelists such as Mulk Raj Anand and R.K. 
Narayan had chronicled social change 
and cultural collision, a new cohort—Arun 
Joshi, Chaman Nahal, and Raja Rao—
turned inward, exploring existential 
questions through narrative form. Letizia 
Alterno notes that Rao’s oeuvre “leads to 
a metaphysical exploration that gives an 
insight into the ideological foundations 
of India, the country and India, the 
spiritual Mother,” signaling readers’ 
growing appetite for what came to be 
called the “Indo‐Anglian metaphysical 
novel” books.google.comijrar.org. In this 
climate of post‐colonial ferment, The Cat 
and Shakespeare carved out its niche as 
both a teasing fable and a profound 
Vedantic inquiry—inviting an audience 
newly attuned to questions of destiny, 
illusion, and self‐realization. 
III. Philosophical Foundations: Vedanta 
& Bhakti 
Core Vedantic Concepts 
At its deepest level, The Cat and 
Shakespeare unfolds as a dramatization 

of Advaita Vedanta’s non-dual vision, 
weaving together the key concepts of 
ātman (the true Self), Brahman (the 
absolute Reality), and māyā (the cosmic 
illusion). In Vedanta, ātman denotes the 
innermost, unchanging witness-consciou-
sness within each individual—pure 
awareness that remains when all 
transient identifications fall away 
en.wikipedia.org. Brahman, by contrast, is 
that infinite, formless principle underlying 
and pervading all existence; it is “the 
pervasive, infinite, eternal truth, consci-
oussness and bliss” that transcends every 
duality en.wikipedia.org. Māyā, literally 
“illusion,” refers to the power that 
projects the ephemeral world as real, 
veiling Brahman’s unity and prompting 
the soul’s ignorance (avidyā) of its own 
divine nature en.wikipedia.org. 

Raja Rao not only names these 
doctrines but embodies them in narrative 
form: his every digression and surreal 
episode gestures toward the collapse of 
apparent opposites—self and other, life 
and death, the mundane and the 
mystical—so that the reader might 
glimpse the underlying oneness beyond 
the veil of māyā. 
Bhakti and Guru–Disciple Paradigms 
While Advaita stresses knowledge (jñāna) 
of the Self, The Cat and Shakespeare 
emphasizes the complementary path of 
bhakti—devotional surrender—and the 
indispensable role of the guru. Through 
the allegory of Govindan Nair as the 
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“Mother-Cat” guru, Rao draws upon 
Viśiṣṭādvaita (qualified non-dualism), 
where the infinite Support (Brahman) and 
individual souls remain distinct yet 
inseparable like parts to a whole 
wisdomlib.org. Stefano Mercanti highly-
ghts this partnership model, noting that 
Rao’s fiction consistently dramatizes a 
dialogic interplay between teacher and 
disciple, Eastern and Western thought, 
culminating in the cat-guided soul’s 
ultimate merger with divine will 
tandfonline.com. 

In Pai’s transformation—from 
earnest sadhaka (practitioner) to surre-
ndered bhakta (devotee)—the novel 
stages the bhakti-mārga in action. 
Govindan Nair, as guru, introduces Pai to 
the form (saguna) aspect of the Absolute, 
teaching him through paradoxical humor 
that true knowledge arises not through 
argument but through loving abandon-
ment to the “Mother-Cat” principle. 
Divine Feminine Symbolism 
Central to Rao’s bhakti vision is the figure 
of the Mother-Cat as an embodiment of 
Śakti, the dynamic, creative power of the 
Absolute. Uma Parameswaran reads the 
novel’s feline goddess as a direct 
invocation of the Hindu Divine Feminine, 
whose intuitive, nurturing energy raises 
the disciple above fear and duality 
jstor.org. In scenes of cat-worship within 
a mundane ration-office, the absurdity of 
religious forms paradoxically reveals their 
deeper truth: the cosmic Mother lifts the 

seeker as gently—and irresistibly—as a 
kitten in her jaws, symbolizing the 
effortless grace by which liberation 
(mokṣa) ultimately descends upon the 
surrendered soul. 

Through these layered Vedantic 
and bhakti paradigms, The Cat and 
Shakespeare becomes not merely a fable 
but a living upaniṣad, guiding readers 
toward the realization that the Self they 
seek has, from the start, been carried by 
the divine Mother all along. 
IV. Narrative Structure & Allegory 
Beast-Fable Frame 
The Cat and Shakespeare adopts the 
classical beast-fable form, reconfigured 
as a modern Upaniṣad. Raja Rao weaves 
Govindan Nair’s “Mother-Cat” and Rama-
krishna Pai into a dialectical pair whose 
concrete surroundings—a rat in the ration 
shop, the sunlit courtyard wall, the busy 
office corridor—are subsumed into a 
living allegory of soul and cosmos. As the 
Triveni Journal analysis observes, “the 
physical details of the novel…the cat, the 
rat, the wall, and the ration shop are all 
subsumed into the details of the myth 
and the allegory,” lending conceptual 
unity to Rao’s “metaphysical comedy” 
wisdomlib.org. CORE.ac.uk further notes 
that the novel represents the culmination 
of Rao’s metaphysical principle, unfolding 
through a fable in which ordinary objects 
become signposts to divine surrender 
and self-realization core.ac.uk. In this 
beast-fable frame, the cat is no mere 
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animal but a trickster-guide whose 
playful unpredictability invites Pai—and 
the reader—into a living dialogue with 
destiny. 
Temporal Play: Time, Memory, and 
Destiny 
Raja Rao disrupts linear chronology to 
dramatize Vedanta’s assertion that time 
is māyā—an illusory projection veiling the 
timeless Self. Sudhir K. Arora describes 
the novel as “a gentle, almost teasing, 
fable” whose episodic leaps—childhood 
reminiscences, office routines, dream-
visions—function less as sequential 
events and more as reflections on 
eternity, death, and life’s unfolding 
researchgate.net. These nonlinear episo-
des fracture the narrative continuum, 
signaling that past, present, and future 
coexist in a single, changeless reality. 
Every temporal shift reminds Pai of his 
soul’s deeper journey: the liberation that 
transcends the clock-time in which 
human anxieties are trapped. 
Satirical Elements 
Laughter in The Cat and Shakespeare is 
not mere ornament but a philosophical 
instrument. Rajeshwari Guha highlights 
how Rao’s comic relief—the farcical 
rituals of cat-worship, the bureaucratic 
absurdities of the ration office, the witty 
banter between clerk and philosopher—
delivers “philosophical punch” by under-
mining rigid rationalism and dualistic 
thinking literarycognizance.com. Each 
satirical vignette skewers Pai’s limited 

logic, exposing how intellectual pride 
becomes an obstacle to ātman-
awareness. Through gentle mockery, the 
novel disarms the reader’s certainties, 
opening a space where paradox and 
devotion converge in a single, 
transformative laugh. 
IV. Narrative Structure & Allegory 
Beast-Fable Frame 
The Cat and Shakespeare adopts the 
classical beast-fable form, reconfigured 
as a modern Upaniṣad. Raja Rao weaves 
Govindan Nair’s “Mother-Cat” and Rama-
krishna Pai into a dialectical pair whose 
concrete surroundings—a rat in the ration 
shop, the sunlit courtyard wall, the busy 
office corridor—are subsumed into a 
living allegory of soul and cosmos. As the 
Triveni Journal analysis observes, “the 
physical details of the novel…the cat, the 
rat, the wall, and the ration shop are all 
subsumed into the details of the myth 
and the allegory,” lending conceptual 
unity to Rao’s “metaphysical comedy” 
wisdomlib.org. CORE.ac.uk further notes 
that the novel represents the culmination 
of Rao’s metaphysical principle, unfolding 
through a fable in which ordinary objects 
become signposts to divine surrender 
and self-realization core.ac.uk. In this 
beast-fable frame, the cat is no mere 
animal but a trickster-guide whose 
playful unpredictability invites Pai—and 
the reader—into a living dialogue with 
destiny. 
Temporal Play: Time, Memory, and 
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Destiny 
Raja Rao disrupts linear chronology to 
dramatize Vedanta’s assertion that time 
is māyā—an illusory projection veiling the 
timeless Self. Sudhir K. Arora describes 
the novel as “a gentle, almost teasing, 
fable” whose episodic leaps—childhood 
reminiscences, office routines, dream-
visions—function less as sequential 
events and more as reflections on 
eternity, death, and life’s unfolding 
researchgate.net. These nonlinear episo-
des fracture the narrative continuum, 
signaling that past, present, and future 
coexist in a single, changeless reality. 
Every temporal shift reminds Pai of his 
soul’s deeper journey: the liberation that 
transcends the clock-time in which 
human anxieties are trapped. 
Satirical Elements 
Laughter in The Cat and Shakespeare is 
not mere ornament but a philosophical 
instrument. Rajeshwari Guha highlights 
how Rao’s comic relief—the farcical 
rituals of cat-worship, the bureaucratic 
absurdities of the ration office, the witty 
banter between clerk and philosopher—
delivers “philosophical punch” by under-
mining rigid rationalism and dualistic 
thinking literarycognizance.com. Each 
satirical vignette skewers Pai’s limited 
logic, exposing how intellectual pride 
becomes an obstacle to ātman-aware-
ness. Through gentle mockery, the novel 
disarms the reader’s certainties, opening 
a space where paradox and devotion 

converge in a single, transformative 
laugh. 
VI. Symbolism & Mythic Imagery 
Cat as Archetype 
Throughout The Cat and Shakespeare, the 
feline figure transcends mere animalhood 
to become an archetypal guide—a trick-
ster who both provokes and instructs the 
seeker. Stefano Mercanti notes that 
Govindan Nair’s “Mother-Cat” embodies 
the dual roles of shakti (dynamic power) 
and guru, leading Ramakrishna Pai 
through playful riddles that mirror the 
soul’s own hidden depths . As trickster, 
the cat’s unpredictable antics—stealing 
papers, vanishing at crucial moments, 
perching imperiously atop bureaucratic 
desks—undermine Pai’s illusions of 
control, echoing the upaniṣadic teaching 
that avidyā (ignorance) disguises the Self 
as separate from the world. Simulta-
neously, the cat functions as a mirror of 
Self, holding up Pai’s fears and desires in 
its emerald gaze until he learns to see 
“beyond the fur” into the one consci-
ousness that animates both man and 
beast. 
Shakespearean Intertexts 
Raja Rao layers his allegory with 
deliberate nods to the Bard, weaving a 
literary dialogue between West and East. 
Dr. Kalyan Dnyaneshwar Sonawane obse-
rves that Pai’s occasional recitations of 
Hamlet and The Tempest underscore the 
universality of questions about destiny 
and illusion, positioning Shakespearean 
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madness and magic alongside Vedantic 
themes of māyā and cosmic drama 
oldror.lbp.world. The hero’s flirtations 
with soliloquy—murmuring “To be or not 
to be” while contemplating life’s great 
absurdities—create a playful counter-
point to his more earnest spiritual less-
ons. In this intertextual framing, Shakes-
peare’s stagecraft becomes a distant 
echo of the divine līlā, reminding readers 
that all the world’s a stage where the Self 
dons masks only to discover its own 
boundless reality. 
Nature & Landscape 
For Rao, the Indian environment is never 
mere backdrop; it is sacred geography 
that participates in the novel’s mythic 
resonance. As the CORE.ac.uk study of 
Rao’s philosophy-in-fiction notes, landsc-
apes—from the arid courtyard where the 
cat first appears to the banyan-shaded 
village lanes of Pai’s youth—are 
“animated extensions of the inner 
journey,” each breeze and stone bearing 
symbolic weight oldror.lbp.world. The 
temple grove becomes a locus of bhakti, 
its rustling leaves echoing whispered 
mantras; the dusty ration office serves as 
a microcosm of karma-samsāra, with 
every paper shuffle reflecting lives in 
motion. By sacralizing everyday spaces, 
Rao collapses the distance between the 
outer world and the inner Self, inviting 
readers to recognize the divine presence 
in even the most mundane setting. 
VII. Comparative Philosophical Strands 

Indian vs. Western Thought 
Raja Rao’s synthesis of Eastern and 
Western philosophies in The Cat and 
Shakespeare reveals striking parallels 
between Platonic idealism and Vedantic 
non-dualism. In Plato’s theory of Forms, 
the visible world is a shadow of an 
unchanging reality; similarly, Advaita 
Vedanta posits that māyā—the world of 
names and forms—is an ephemeral 
projection veiling the one Brahman. Dr. 
Kalyan Sonawane demonstrates how 
Pai’s early dialogues—reminiscent of 
Socratic questioning—serve to expose 
the unreality of sensory phenomena, only 
to be transcended by a Vedantic leap 
into direct intuition of the Self . Letizia 
Alterno further argues that Rao 
deliberately stages encounters between 
Eastern sages and Shakespearean allusi-
ons to mirror the Platonic dialectic: just as 
Socrates guides his interlocutors toward 
recollection of Forms, the Mother-Cat 
leads Pai beyond mere conceptual 
knowledge into experiential unity with 
the Absolute. 
Satire in Global Context 
While deeply rooted in Indian 
metaphysics, Rao’s use of satire aligns 
him with the global comic tradition 
exemplified by Cervantes and Voltaire. 
Cervantes deployed the figure of Don 
Quixote to parody the chivalric ideal, only 
to reveal deeper truths about illusion and 
identity; in an analogous fashion, Rao’s 
Mother-Cat undermines Pai’s rational 
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certainties through absurd rituals, 
exposing the folly of intellectual pride. 
Rajeshwari Guha notes that Rao’s 
“philosophical comedy” channels Voltai-
rian wit—mocking bureaucratic pompo-
sity and dogmatic thinking—while simul-
taneously pointing toward spiritual liber-
ation. These satirical echoes situate The 
Cat and Shakespeare within a lineage of 
world-literature fables that use laughter 
as a means of disclosing both societal 
foibles and hidden metaphysical realities, 
thereby creating a multicultural dialogue 
on freedom, illusion, and the human 
condition. 
VIII. Reception, Legacy & Dissemi-
nation: 
Contemporary Reviews & Obituaries 
Upon Raja Rao’s death in July 2006, The 
Guardian lauded him as “a very spiritual 
being, but also a humorous man,” whose 
“luminous blue eyes and voluminous 
head” bespoke a rare union of intellect 
and intuition. The obituary highlights his 
gift for blending profound philosophy 
with gentle wit, noting how The Cat and 
Shakespeare exemplifies this “Vedantic 
comedy of manners” that both entertains 
and instructs theguardian.com. Nearly a 
decade later, Rajni George’s Open 
Magazine feature on the 2014 reissue of 
Rao’s four “spiritual comedies” emphas-
izes the enduring vividness of his quest 
for ultimate reality. George observes that 
the revival brought readers “face to face 
again with Pai’s feline guru, whose playful 

riddles still unsettle our certainties about 
destiny and illusion” openthemagazine. 
com. 
Academic Criticism & Courses 
The Raja Rao Endowment at the 
University of Texas at Austin maintains a 
dedicated archive—“Scholar, Philosopher, 
Literary Artist”—that includes syllabi, 
lecture notes, and conference procee-
dings on Rao’s major works, among them 
The Cat and Shakespeare therajaraoend 
owment.org. Graduate seminars regularly 
pair Rao’s beast-fable with secondary 
texts by scholars such as Darshita Dave 
(2015) and Kalyan Sonawane (2018), 
ensuring that his metaphysical trilogy 
remains central to courses in world 
literature and comparative philosophy. 
The Endowment’s bibliographies guide 
students through both primary editions 
and critical anthologies, underscoring the 
novel’s ongoing relevance in academic 
discourse on post-colonial spirituality. 
Reading Culture in India 
Government data reveal that the 
circulation of classics like The Cat and 
Shakespeare depends on robust public-
library networks. The National Mission on 
Libraries’ 2022 survey reports over 60,000 
public libraries nationwide—yet highlig-
hts persistent gaps in rural access, with 
book-per-reader ratios still below 
UNESCO recommendations rrrlf.gov.in. In 
response, the Draft National Book 
Promotion Policy (NBPP) 2023 proposes a 
“Books for All” initiative, allocating central 
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funds to modernize library infrastructure, 
subsidize regional print runs, and launch 
mobile-library units in remote districts 
nbtindia.gov.in. These measures aim to 
expand readership of India’s literary 
heritage, ensuring that future generations 
can discover Rao’s playful Vedanta in 
both urban reading rooms and village 
reading circles. 
IX. Research Gap & Further Directions 
Despite the rich metaphysical and 
allegorical readings of The Cat and 
Shakespeare, several avenues remain 
underexplored. First, an ecocritical 
perspective could illuminate how Rao 
sacralizes everyday landscapes—the 
courtyard, the ration office, even the 
rat—to collapse the boundary between 
nature and ātman. While CORE.ac.uk 
gestures at “sacred geographies,” a 
systematic study of environmental 
symbolism would deepen our understa-
ndding of how the novel enacts Vedanta 
through ecological relationships. Second, 
the figure of the Mother-Cat invites a 
gender-fluid allegory: she is at once 
nurturing Shakti, trickster guide, and 
guru. Yet critical discourse has largely 
read her through a binary lens of divine 
feminine power. A queer-theoretical 
approach could reveal how Rao’s feline 
figure destabilizes fixed gender identities, 
offering a more inclusive vision of 
spiritual authority. 

Methodologically, future research 
could employ comparative myth analysis, 

drawing parallels between Rao’s beast-
fable and other trickster traditions—from 
Native American coyote tales to West 
African Anansi stories—to map universal 
patterns of divine play and self-discovery. 
Additionally, reader-response surveys in 
contemporary Indian and global contexts 
could assess how modern audiences 
interpret the novel’s humor, its Vedantic 
teachings, and the Mother-Cat’s ambigu-
ous authority—thereby capturing the 
evolving reception and relevance of Rao’s 
playful spiritual fable. 
X. Conclusion 
In The Cat and Shakespeare, Raja Rao 
achieves a seamless blend of playful 
satire and profound Vedantic insight, 
using the deceptively simple beast‐fable 
to dramatize cosmic principles. The 
Mother-Cat’s trickster antics—at once 
whimsical and wise—undermine Pai’s 
intellectual certainties, gently steering 
him toward the non-dual vision at the 
heart of Advaita Vedanta . Laughter and 
absurdity thus become pedagogical 
tools: each comic episode carries a philo-
sophical punch, inviting the reader to 
recognize the illusory nature of duality 
and the ever-present unity of ātman and 
Brahman . 
Through a narrative architecture of 
nonlinear episodes, Rao collapses past, 
present, and future into a single lived 
moment—mirroring Vedanta’s claim that 
time is māyā . The temporal leaps, 
coupled with satire of bureaucratic 
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routines, underscore the tension betw-
een human striving and divine grace, 
illustrating how surrender to the Mother-
Cat’s līlā reveals true agency . Symboli-
cally rich, the novel reconfigures ordinary 
spaces—the ration office, the temple 
grove—into sacred geographies, reaffir-
ming that every aspect of the world 
participates in the divine play . 

Thematically, Rao interrogates 
destiny and free will by staging Pai’s 
oscillation between karmic action and 
devotional surrender. At first bound by 
logic and routine, Pai learns that real 
freedom emerges only when the ego 
yields to cosmic order—an insight 
dramatized through both his failed 
attempts to control the cat and his 
moments of spontaneous bhakti . His final 
anubhava—“neither seer nor seen”—
echoes the Upaniṣadic revelation of Self-
realization, positioning the novel as both 
literary comedy and spiritual text. 

Decades after its publication, The 
Cat and Shakespeare continues to 
resonate within contemporary philoso-
phical and literary discourse. Its cross-
cultural dialogue—linking Platonic diale-
ctic with Vedanta, Cervantesian wit with 
Upaniṣadic wisdom—secures its place in 
global comparative studies, while its 
pedagogical efficacy in courses from 
Austin to New Delhi underscores its 
enduring power to awaken readers to the 
unity underlying all apparent diversity. 
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wnloadpdf/book/9789042028340/B97
89042028340-s001.pdf brill.com 
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