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The Ramayana 
 

 
With my students I definitely plan to discuss three topics – or clusters of topics – that I 
believe The Ramayana (or at least R. K. Narayan’s version of The Ramayana) does a 
phenomenal job foregrounding and exploring.  The below three clusters feature a few 
different things: commentary, with a little argument thrown in for sport; examples from the 
text; and questions for discussion, quizzes, exams, and essays.  I debated different ways of 
presenting this information, finally settling on the narrative/essay approach for coherence.   
 
As you will notice, my approach takes a largely rhetorical/literary bent: I’m interested in 
what this epic communicates, what potential responses it might elicit from diverse 
audiences, and how it achieves these effects through both its form and content.  I’m also 
very interested in Narayan’s literary style and how his style informs the content, and vice 
versa, in rhetorically interesting (and arguably ethically significant) ways.   
 
I hope you find this resource useful.  I very much look forward to our conversation on this 
fascinating text. 
 

 
A Question of Values 
 
Whether explicitly or in subtle, perhaps more tacit ways, The Ramayana (like every text) 
inevitably promotes certain values over others – for instance, through the attitude, actions, 
and words of its hero, Rama.  Among other things, these values may include ethical ideals, 
or virtues, as well as cultural norms and assumptions.  What do these values perhaps 
suggest about the culture to which this epic belongs?  Or better yet, what do these values 
suggest about how this culture wishes to represent itself?  Further, what does this epic say 
to the people who have read it over the past 2400 years?  What about themselves do they 
find represented in this tale that keeps them coming back to it, even reinterpreting it for 
various media?  Indeed, why might it be important to a person’s or even a culture’s sense of 
identity?  Finally, how might these values in turn suggest or attach to certain 
epistemologies, to unique ways of making sense of the world? 
 
Right off the bat, we gain quickly a sense of the values important to at least some of the 
characters within the tale.  For the tale opens with the sage Viswamithra requesting Rama’s 
assistance in destroying the asuras (demons) at Sidhasrama – a task the severity of which 
he likens to “conquer[ing] the five-fold evils within before one can realize holiness” (8).  A 
footnote lists these five evils: lust, anger, miserliness, egoism, envy.  And throughout the 
tale the reader witnesses Rama struggling to preserve certain attitudes and practices, not 
only for his benefit but also presumably for the welfare of others.  In many of these 
instances, he seems motivated also by tradition.  In a debate with Lakshmana (over his 
brother’s belligerent reaction to their stepmother Kaikeyi’s actions regarding the empty 



throne) Rama implores him to cool off and to remember that he “must not utter such bitter 
remarks about people who after all are none other than [his] father and mother”; Rama 
then takes him to task about his temper and violence: “Is this anger, which seeks to destroy 
all firm relationships, worth nurturing?  Control yourself, and take your hand off your bow” 
(51-52).  Even the narrator weighs in on Rama’s virtuous nature, offering this presumably 
(ostensibly?) objective assessment:  “Rama’s whole purpose of incarnation was ultimately 
to destroy Ravana, the chief of the asuras, abolish fear from the hearts of men and gods, and 
establish peace, gentleness, and justice in the world” (63).   
 
Earlier in the tale, when Dasaratha decides to turn his kingdom over to Rama, he lists the 
criteria that for him make for a virtuous ruler: “He has compassion, a sense of justice, and 
courage, and he makes no distinctions between human beings – old or young, prince or 
peasant; he has the same consideration for everyone.  In courage, valour, and all the 
qualities – none to equal him” (34).  And to Rama directly he states, “You will have to 
pursue a policy of absolute justice under all circumstances.  Humility and soft speech – 
there could be really no limit to these virtues.  There can be no place in a king’s heart for 
lust, anger, or meanness” (35).   
 
To make connections with our other texts from this unit on journeys (The Epic of 
Gilgamesh, Exodus, and Muhammad) we can explore with students how some of the above 
values are in these other works variously celebrated or shunned (or altogether 
missing/neglected).  Humility, for instance, is often hard to come by in these other three 
texts.  Compassion is a virtue that’s usually eclipsed by courage and valor.  In fact, even 
with The Ramayana, it’s hard to know exactly how one is to define and rank these virtues – 
a nearly exhaustive list that excludes few.  For instance, what is “courage”?  Does valor 
come before or after soft speech?  By what means do we achieve justice – and what kind of 
justice is it, anyway?  Case in point: Where’s the compassion in banishing your wife because 
you suspect she has compromised her “virtue”?  What virtue does one invoke to justify that 
action? 
 

 
What’s the Argument? 
 
Imagine this tale is also an argument of sorts – as, arguably, every tale is.  If it is indeed an 
argument (and we are at least imagining that it is), then what’s the central claim that the 
tale (or this version’s particular author) hopes to advance?  That is, if its chief message 
could be placed on a bumper sticker, then what’s that message?  (Granted, this claim might 
not be explicit; nor might it be easily reduced to a slogan.  In any case, the author did 
choose to write about some things and not about other things, which already narrows the 
field for what messages it might communicate to readers.)  What evidence does the tale 
provide to illustrate and support that claim?  Finally, what audiences would buy that 
argument outright; who might need more evidence, and of what kind; and who would flat 
out resist it, and why? 
 



For instance, we hear it all the time that a story is universal in its themes and significance, 
that its message transcends time, speaking to all people perhaps for all occasions.  In fact, 
introducing his version of the epic, novelist R. K. Nayan writes that The Ramayana “has 
lessons in the presentation of motives, actions and reactions, applicable for all time and for 
all conditions of life” (xxiv) – a damned strong claim about its universality but one that 
might very well prove fairly accurate, if not downright true, at least in some ways (e.g., its 
representation of human motives, actions and reactions, as Nayan writes).  So, does The 
Ramayana yield universal insights or truths?  If so, what are they?  Specifically, what does it 
say about humanity that might prove indisputably true, or at least perennially valuable?   
 

 
The Radiance in Dailiness 
 
In his candid introduction to the book, Pankaj Mishra tells us a little about what makes 
novelist R. K. Narayan’s prose version so unique: “Happily, Narayan doesn’t linger much 
over battle scenes, where his prose seems to be weighed down by untranslatable 
archaisms.  The realistic fiction writer in him is more at ease with the detail of everyday 
life” (xiv).  Narayan’s attention to the detail of everyday life, I agree, is what makes this 
book such a delight.  And his attention to such detail – to the “[h]eavy-breasted women clad 
in gossamer-like draperies [astride] dark elephants” (29) and the “musth running down the 
haunches of mountainous elephants [flowing] in dark streams along the main 
thoroughfare, blending with the white froth dripping from the mouths of galloping horses, 
and churned with mud and dust by ever-turning chariot wheels” (23) – his attention to 
such detail, I would argue, is both rhetorically/stylistically and ethically significant.   
 
As one might expect, much of the epic concerns the plight not of the common person but 
instead those of noble stock, as evidenced, for instance, in the (arguably tedious) section of 
the book detailing the pomp and circumstance surrounding Rama’s exile and his father’s 
resultant despondency.  However, the world of The Ramayana is peopled with, well, other 
people, too: folks who aren’t merely the unnamed masses of Exodus or the named but often 
arguably two-dimensional cast of Muhammad.  The world of the The Ramayana is rich with 
humanity – with people viscerally lovesick (23), with men who leer at “the lightly covered 
breast of a girl in a chariot” (29), with women whose youth and beauty may today flow like 
“a wild stream” but whose charms will dry up tomorrow (37).   
 
And this is also significant: the people in this epic have feelings, real human feelings.  They 
express fear and sorrow and anger and lust.  They may take commands and head off into 
the forest, but they do so while struggling with inner turmoil, with the dilemma of facing 
these obligations while abdicating those, with choosing to honor promises and to respect 
authority at the expense of facing exile and abandoning loved ones.   
 
In these ways, Narayan’s version seems both democratizing and humanizing.  It is an epic 
set on a more human scale.  The heroes are not just flawed, a familiar enough epic trope.  
Struggling with their flaws, they are made very human (albeit also reincarnated and 
otherwise exceptional).  The people are not mere window dressing for a tale about a hero’s 



travels and travails, also a well-worn narrative approach.  They, too, are made human, as 
Narayan provides the reader the occasional glimpse into their lives and the energy with 
which they live them.   
 
Narayan’s attention to detail illustrates for me “the radiance in dailiness” – a phrase 
contemporary American novelist Don DeLillo uses to describe “the sense of importance of 
daily life and of ordinary moments.”  Poetry is made of many things: and many things are 
perfectly, awe-inspiringly ordinary: a shoulder, a breast, and language itself, like this lovely 
sentence into which is packed a densely lyrical panoramic shot of Mithila, a city bustling 
“with people enjoying the business of living”:  “They observed arenas where strange 
elephant fights were in progress, cheered by crowds of young men; groups of women 
practicing ballads and love songs under wayside canopies; horses galloping with a break 
round and round bridle tracks, watched by elegant men and women; swimming pools with 
multicoloured fish agitated by people sporting in the water” (22-23).   
 
Wow.  Now ain’t that something. 
 
- Zachary 
 
 


