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 The research paper Sanjay Patel’s The Little Book of Hindu Deities as a Site of Innovation in the 

Domain of American Spirituality explores the ideas of ‘multiculturalism’, ‘transculturation’ and 

‘transnationalism in relation to the above mentioned text. The research paper will attempt to study the 

use of Japanese cartoons and computer animation like ‘Anime’ and ‘Manga’ as art forms in Sanjay 

Patel’s literary work The Little Book of Hindu Deities which gives a description of the gods and goddesses 

in the Hindu pantheon for an American audience. It will study the use of popular culture in relation to 

Hinduism in the domain of American spirituality. It will explore the ideas of ‘Anime’ which is the 

abbreviated Japanese pronunciation for animation and ‘Manga’ which refers to Japanese comics and 

cartoons with their origin in earlier Japanese art as well as their import into the domain of Hindu 

mythology. The innovative use of these Japanese computer animation and comic or cartoon art forms to 

explain Hindu mythology in an American cultural apparatus not only upholds the ideas of 

multiculturalism, transculturation and transnationalism but is also an implicit expression of the diasporic 

identity of the author. The paper will attempt to show the text to be a cultural mosaic. The text being a 

site of convergence of three cultures namely Indian, Japanese and American. The demographic group 

that is the target audience of this work is that of American children. The author’s aim is to expose the 

children of the American culture to Hindu mythology and also to entertain them simultaneously. Thus, it 

is influenced by ‘Kodomomuke Anime’/‘Children’s Anime’ and ‘Kodomomuke Manga’/ ‘Children’s 

Manga’ which are also known as ‘Kodomo’ meaning child. The paper will study the moralistic and 

didactic nature of the work which attempts to guide the children to follow the path of righteousness and 

peace. It will study anthropomorphism/personification in relation to ‘Moe Anthropomorphism’ in 

‘Anime’ and ‘Manga’.  It will also study the role played by the text in conveying the important 

philosophical concepts such as righteousness, peace, non-violence and conservation of nature.     

 

Multiculturalism is defined as an idea that characterizes diversity in a society especially a 

Western democratic liberal society as a result of multiple cultural traditions existing in a single society or 

country upholding the ideal in which the members of the minority groups maintain their distinctive 

collective identities and practices (“Multiculturalism”). Sanjay Patel’s The Little Book of Hindu Deities 

(2006) is based on the idea of ‘Multiculturalism’ as the text provides a comprehensive idea of Hinduism 

including the Hindu pantheon of gods and goddesses, Hindu epics, demigods, nine planets or navagraha, 

animal gods and the chronology of creation through Japanese cartoons and computer animation such as 

“Anime” (“What is Anime?”), that is, ‘Kodomuke Anime/Children’s Anime’ which is the abbreviated 

Japanese pronunciation for children’s animation and “Manga” (McCarthy 6), that is, ‘Kodomuke Manga/ 

Children’s Manga’ which refers to Japanese comics and cartoons for children with their origin in earlier 

Japanese art and for a demographic group of American readership, that is, American children thereby 

bringing together Indian, Japanese and American cultures in the multicultural text.  
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(Patel 22-23) 

 

An example is the comprehensive but concise description of Lord Shiva from Hinduism and its 

corresponding illustration which introduces Lord Shiva as an important god of the Hindu pantheon and 

also as an important member of the Hindu trinity. The description talks of Lord Shiva’s role in the 

process of creation as per Hinduism which is destruction, transformation and regeneration. But the 

explanation related to this god is provided in English not only to appeal to its target readership, that is, 

the American readership of children but also to disseminate the knowledge of Hinduism among a global 

children’s readership. The description is made interesting by the use of Japanese cartoons such as 

‘Anime’ and ‘Manga’ in creating the illustration accompanying it. The body proportions of human anime 

characters tend to accurately reflect the proportions of the human body in reality. Sometimes the anime 

artists produce super deformed characters that feature a disproportionately small body compared to 

the head. The illustration of Lord Shiva is that of a super deformed character which is shown to have a 

small body compared to the head. A common anime character design has exaggerated eye size. The 

eyes of Lord Shiva are big although they are closed. Hair in anime is often unnaturally lively and 

colourful or uniquely styled. The illustration of Lord Shiva is shown to have long hair which is primarily 

black with reddish brown streaks that highlights his matted locks. It is uniquely styled as his matted locks 

are shown to sport a snake and a new moon. The description and illustration of Lord Shiva are colourful 

showing the influence of manga comics. The description is printed on a page, that is, carmine in colour. 

The illustration for the same is on a red page with the figure of Lord Shiva in blue with black and reddish 

brown matted locks, an amber coloured loincloth, a brown rudraksha necklace and armlets, the trident 

and the drum in a combination of yellow and light green, the snake in a combination of yellow, amber 

and white and the moon in white thereby making the rendition very colourful.  

The immigrant Indians who are primarily followers of Hinduism form an ethnic and religious 

minority group in United States of America but the conception, the creation, the production and the 

marketing of a text that provides a glimpse into Hinduism is a proof of the fact that the above 
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mentioned minority group has been able to maintain its distinctive identity thereby projecting the ideal 

of a “salad bowl” rather than that of a “melting pot”. This recognition and positive accommodation of 

minority group practices is referred to as “group-differentiated rights” (1995) by the leading theorist of 

multiculturalism Will Kymlicka (“Multiculturalism”). At the same time there is an exchange of cultural 

influences as anime and manga are being used to illustrate the gods and goddesses of Hindu pantheon 

and English is the medium in which the descriptions are provided. This shows pop culture veering into 

Hinduism. On the other hand, Hinduism becomes another ingredient in the domain of American 

spirituality thereby resulting in an exchange of cultural baggage between various cultures. 

 
(Patel 124-125) 

 

 
(Patel 14-15) 
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Transculturation is a concept associated with multiculturalism. This term was coined by a Cuban 

anthropologist Fernando Ortiz in 1947 to describe the phenomenon of merging and converging cultures. 

It demonstrates the ongoing process of cultural exchange which refers to a process whereby cultural 

forms literally move through time and space where they interact with other cultural forms and settings 

influence each other produce new forms and change the cultural setting (“On interculturality and 

intercultural communication competence”).    

 

The various animals in nature are exalted to the status of gods in Hinduism as the Hindus believe 

that god resides in all living creatures. In Hinduism, many gods and goddesses manifest themselves as 

animals or have divine creatures as their means of transport or are symbolized by their respective 

animal or are the hybrids of animals and humans or gods. This aspect brings in compassion for all living 

creatures in nature thereby upholding the spiritual unity that exists among all living creatures in nature. 

Some of the animals have attained godhood because of the practical services that they render to 

humans. Garuda is a hybrid of a bird and a man and is known to travel from one world to another at the 

speed of light so it is easier for him to relay messages between gods and humans. Garuda is also a mode 

of transport for Vishnu as he is seen soaring across the sky on the back of Garuda. Thus, he is a means of 

communication between the two worlds and also a mode of transport for Vishnu. Ganesha is a hybrid of 

a god and an animal and is known for his intelligence. His blessings are taken before initiating any 

endeavour or religious rituals as he brings good luck and clears obstacles with his symbolic axe. He 

symbolizes the spiritual unity that exists in nature between various living creatures. Ganesha has a 

mouse or ‘mushika’ as his means of transport and a constant companion which symbolizes human ego 

that he keeps in check. Even Sanjay Patel initiates The Little Book of Hindu Deities by honouring and 

introducing Ganesha. The ancients cultivated a deep reverence for animals and learned to coexist with 

them peacefully in nature by interweaving gods and nature. These ideas in Hinduism reflect the 

traditional environmental concerns. A cultural exchange occurs when the age old ideas from Hinduism 

travel through time and space and interact with pop cultural forms of Japanese cartoons and animation 

in the domain of American spirituality. The new forms such as the above mentioned illustrations of 

Garuda and Ganesha which are hybrid products of Hinduism and Japanese cartoons meant for the 

consumption of American readership which is primarily that of children so that American cultural 

setting’s philosophy is altered from that which views nature as an adversary that has to be overcome to 

that which considers nature to be sacred and believing in the essential spiritual union that exists among 

all living creatures in nature. It highlights the environmental concerns for maintenance of ecological 

balance in nature and instructs the children to be compassionate towards all living creatures as the life 

that exists in them also exists in other forms of life. Therefore, transculturation is manifested in this kind 

of exchange of cultural baggage. 
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(Patel 26-27) 

 

The book presents “Uma Maheshvara”, that is, Lord Shiva and his consort Parvati, as yin and 

yang in nature of Chinese philosophy. “Uma Maheshvara” symbolizes ‘dualistic monism’ or ‘dialectical 

monism’ as per which there are two complementary forces that interact to form a dynamic system in 

which the whole is greater than the assembled parts. The creation of the universe occurs when these 

two complementary forces are united thereby explaining the mysteries of the creation of the universe. 

This traditional Hindu philosophy is incorporated in the domain of American spirituality through 

transculturation.      

Transnationalism is another idea that is associated with multiculturalism. It refers to the 

multiple links and interactions linking people and institutions across the borders of nation-states. The 

ideas of Hinduism that Sanjay Patel presents in The Little Book of Hindu Deities are the ideas that link 

people and institutions across the borders of nation-states (“What is Transnationalism?”).  

 

 
 

(Patel 142-143) 

The book presents the idea of “Om Shanti” (Patel 143) which means praise peace and this is an 

idea that is desired globally by all the nation-states in every political scenario. Thus, the children learn 

the significance of peace in every context.  This example also exhibits anthropomorphism which refers 
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to attribution of human traits such as emotions and intentions to non-human entities or personification 

which refers to attribution of human form and characteristics to abstract concepts such as nations, 

emotions and natural forces. “Shanti” which is peace is an abstract concept that has been given a human 

form. The illustration of “Shanti” is an example of “Moe (a Japanese slang loanword) 

anthropomorphism” which means that the non-human entity has “moe qualities” such as feelings of 

affection towards any subject, sexual feelings and desires. In the illustration of “Shanti”, she seems to 

display her attainment of inner peace.      

  
(Patel 38) 

 

 
(Patel 40-41) 

 

 

 
(Patel 42) 
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(Patel 49) 

 

The idea of venerating the goddesses embodies the idea of venerating women especially in the 

impressionable minds of the children as women have been marginalised and victimized since ages 

across the length and breadth of the globe. The worshipping of Sarasvati, Durga, Lakshmi and Kali who 

represent different forms of womanhood sends out the message that women should be respected and 

worshipped. 

  

    

   
(Patel 72-73) 

 

 

    
(Patel 79) 
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(Patel 74-75) 

 

  
 (Patel 76-77) 

 

The book provides a concise introduction to the Hindu epics Ramayana and Mahabharata along 

with Bhagavad Gita which is a section from Mahabharata. These epics are known to have a universal 

value which defies borders as these revolve around championing of righteousness, the dangers 

associated with lust for another individual’s wife, greed for land and power and instructions related to 

following the path of righteousness in one’s daily life. Ramayana is about Lord Rama and his small band 

of devotees in their quest to rescue his wife Sita from the lustful clutches of Ravana. Mahabharata is 

about dynastic struggle with one another for land and power. Bhagavad Gita is about the message that 

Lord Krishna conveyed to Arjuna that one should do his duty. These epics impart valuable lessons to the 

upcoming generations regarding truth, righteousness, honour, duty, compassion towards others, love 

for all and peace. In the epics, the truth is upheld in the defeat of Ravana by Lord Rama and in the 

defeat of Kauravas by Pandavas. The righteousness is championed when Ravana is punished for his lust 

for Sita and Kauravas are punished for their greed for land and power. The honour of Sita is restored 

when she is rescued from the hands of Ravana by Lord Rama with the help of Sugriva, Hanuman and the 

monkey army. In Bhagavad Gita, Arjuna lost his nerve to fight so Lord Krishna advices Arjuna to do his 
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duty and told him being a member of the Kshatriya caste which is a warrior caste his duty is to fight. 

Lord Rama’s relationship with Hanuman, the loyal monkey friend, Sugriva, the monkey chief, and the 

monkey army shows his compassion and love for all. Lord Krishna’s advice to Arjuna in Bhagavad Gita 

that one’s own ego should be merged with divine consciousness to fulfil his/her duties helps to attain 

mental peace teaches one and all to attain peace.   

 

The veneration of different elements of nature both living and non-living for sustenance of life 

on earth as seen in Hinduism has a universal appeal which defies the boundaries of nation-states. The 

various living creatures in nature that are venerated are snakes or “Nagas” (Patel 123) which are semi-

divine and semi-demonic symbolizing the infinity of creation as well as cow or “Surabhi” (Patel 128) 

which is considered to be a symbol of abundance and generosity. The snake’s venom is considered to be 

a precious source of medicine whereas cows provide milk and dairy products, its dung is used as fuel, it 

helps in agriculture and rural development and after its death its skin is reclaimed for use in leather 

goods. The veneration is based on the support and sustenance provided by nature for all its living 

creatures. The various non-living elements in nature that are venerated and exalted to the status of gods 

and goddesses are “Agni” on his goat which is believed to provide heat and light and “Ganga” on her 

crocodile the main river in Indian subcontinent which is sacred as it is a water body thereby bringing 

home the importance of water as a precious resource for sustenance of life. Thus, it helps in satisfying 

the spiritual concerns. 

 

 
(Patel 122-123) 

 

 
 

(Patel 128-129) 
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(Patel 82-83) 

 

 
(Patel 96-97) 

 

 The text that has been created by Sanjay Patel foregrounds the hybridity (a combination of 

eastern and western cultural trends in an individual) of his diasporic identity (the identity of an 

individual who has settled in a territory far removed from his/her land of origin) as he was born in 

United Kingdom to Gujarati parents and raised in United States of America. The Indian essence that had 

been instilled in him by his Indian parents and his exposure to Japanese and American cartoons led to a 

confluence of diverse trends in him which is manifested through his creative expression, that is, The 

Little Book of Hindu Deities which is a site of innovation in the domain of American spirituality. He retells 

anecdotes from Hinduism innovatively by incorporating Japanese pop cultural elements so that it would 

appeal to American children. He rediscovered Hindu mythology while working on his creative project, 

The Little Book of Hindu Deities. He hopes that the illustrations and descriptions will help the readers to 

make a fun connection to the ancient mythologies of Hinduism (Patel 11).  

The text, The Little Book of Hindu Deities, presents various facets of the essence of Hinduism in 

English language using Japanese cartoons and art forms for the American children. The diasporic identity 

of the author supposedly has an influence on the text as it displays multiculturalism, transculturation 
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and transnationalism thereby highlighting the coexistence of various cultures in a given cultural 

apparatus. The text advocates the philosophical concepts such as righteousness, peace, non-violence 

and conservation of nature. The text preaches the significance of following the path of righteousness, 

peace and non-violence by an individual. These universal values are personified to make the abstract 

concepts appear concrete.  The text is didactic in nature as it talks of environmental concerns, valuable 

resources on earth which are to be conserved through a religious discourse venerating the living and 

non-living aspects of nature by bestowing godhood on them. The text uses religious discourse to make 

the philosophical concepts embodied in it acceptable to the readers as religious discourses have more 

currency than any other type of discourses among the masses.  
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