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Abstract 

This study critically examines how myth is delineated and reinterpreted in the select novels of Devdutt 

Pattanaik, a leading contemporary Indian mythologist and author. The objective is to explore Pattanaik’s 

narrative strategies and thematic frameworks as he retells ancient Indian myths for modern audiences. 

Utilizing qualitative and interpretative literary analysis, the research focuses on novels such as The 

Pregnant King, Shikhandi and Other Tales They Don’t Tell You, and Jaya: An Illustrated Retelling of the 

Mahabharata—examining recurring motifs, archetypes, and the author's treatment of complex themes like 

gender fluidity, dharma, desire, and identity. 

The methodology combines structuralist, post-structuralist, and comparative mythology approaches, 

drawing upon both primary texts and secondary scholarship. Special attention is given to Pattanaik’s 

blending of literary storytelling with philosophical and psychological commentary, as well as his use of 

allegory and intertextual reference. 

Key findings reveal that Pattanaik’s novels redefine myth not as static tales but as living, evolving 

narratives capable of critically engaging with contemporary issues, challenging patriarchal norms, and 

foregrounding marginalized voices. His reinterpretation of classical stories offers fresh perspectives on 

identity, power structures, and human dilemmas, positioning myth as a dynamic force in modern Indian 

literature. Major insights highlight the capacity of myth to connect past and present, foster empathy, and 

inspire cultural transformation, with Pattanaik’s works serving as both mirrors and catalysts for societal 

dialogue. 

Keywords: Indian mythology, Myth reinterpretation, Gender fluidity, Queer narratives, Dharma, 

Human identity, Social transformation, Storytelling 

 

1. Introduction 

Background and Context of Myth in Indian Literature 

Myth has always been fundamental to the cultural and intellectual fabric of India, shaping its literature, 

philosophy, and collective identity across millennia. In the Indian context, myths are not merely archaic 

tales or religious legends; they form the narrative backbone of epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, 
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as well as the Vedas and Puranas, serving as repositories for ethical guidance, social customs, and spiritual 

philosophies. Indian literature draws extensively from these mythological sources, reflecting values, moral 

dilemmas, and existential questions central to human experience. Myths transcend entertainment, acting 

as vehicles for the transmission of wisdom, communal memory, and cultural values, thereby bridging the 

divide between the ancient and the modern. 

In contemporary Indian literature, myth continues to evolve, serving as both a mirror and catalyst for social 

change. Modern authors reinterpret and revive ancient mythic motifs to engage with urgent issues like 

gender, identity, politics, and morality. Through this dynamic interplay, mythological narratives remain 

vital, offering alternative frameworks to challenge norms and inspire dialogue in an age of accelerating 

transformation. 

Devdutt Pattanaik’s Literary Significance 

Devdutt Pattanaik stands out as one of India’s foremost contemporary mythologists and literary figures. 

With a diverse body of work spanning retellings, commentary, and illustrated narratives, Pattanaik is 

celebrated for making complex mythological stories accessible to a wide audience. His novels—such as 

"Jaya: An Illustrated Retelling of the Mahabharata," "Sita," and "The Pregnant King"—offer fresh 

interpretations that foreground themes of gender fluidity, pluralism, and social justice, challenging 

conventional readings rooted in patriarchal and heteronormative worldviews. Pattanaik not only draws 

from traditional texts but also reimagines myths through contemporary lenses, blending philosophical 

depth with engaging storytelling and visual symbolism. 

His works are notable for foregrounding marginalized voices and questioning fixed binaries, using 

mythology as a tool for personal and social transformation. Pattanaik’s accessible style and comparative 

approach have influenced literary criticism, popular culture, and discussions around identity, making him 

a pivotal figure in the revaluation of mythology in modern India. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

This study seeks to critically analyze myth as delineated in the select novels of Devdutt Pattanaik, focusing 

on how his reinterpretations engage with contemporary cultural, social, and philosophical issues. The 

central research questions are: 

● How does Devdutt Pattanaik reinterpret traditional Indian myths to address contemporary themes 

such as gender, identity, and social norms? 

● In what ways do Pattanaik’s novels challenge or reinforce canonical readings of mythology, and 

what narrative strategies underpin these reinterpretations? 

● How do Pattanaik’s mythological retellings contribute to broader debates on inclusivity, pluralism, 

and ethical frameworks in modern literature? 

Hypothesis: Pattanaik’s novels not only revitalize mythological narratives for modern audiences but also 

serve as catalysts for cultural negotiation, identity formation, and critical reflection on societal norms. His 

retellings challenge binary constructs and highlight the fluidity and multiplicity inherent in Indian mythic 

tradition. 
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Justification for the Study in Contemporary Discourse 

This research is necessary and timely within contemporary discourse for several reasons. First, as 

questions of gender, sexuality, power, and identity become increasingly central to social debate, 

Pattanaik’s retellings offer unique tools for re-examining traditional narratives and their cultural 

consequences. His novels create space for marginalized and queer identities within myth, challenging the 

exclusivity of classical interpretations and advocating for a more inclusive, pluralistic understanding of 

Indian heritage. 

Second, by interrogating how myth functions in constructing both personal and collective identities, 

Pattanaik’s work provides valuable frameworks for negotiating the tensions between tradition and 

modernity, collective morality and individual freedom. In a rapidly globalizing society, these narratives 

address the need for cultural continuity as well as critical self-reflection. 

Finally, the scholarly exploration of Pattanaik’s approach enriches myth studies, literary criticism, and 

comparative literature, offering new perspectives for understanding how ancient stories can be 

transformed into living traditions that speak to the complexities of modern existence. Examining his novels 

thus contributes meaningfully to ongoing conversations about the role and relevance of myth in shaping 

thought, culture, and social transformation today. 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Scholarly Foundations of Myth and Narrative 

Myth has been a focal point of analysis across literary, anthropological, and psychological disciplines. 

Seminal theorists such as Joseph Campbell, Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, and Roland Barthes have shaped 

global understandings of myth’s place in society and narrative structure. 

 

Figure1: Key Myth Theorists and their Contributions. 
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Joseph Campbell’s concept of the “monomyth” and the hero’s journey laid the groundwork for the 

comparative analysis of global myths, emphasizing patterns of adventure, transformation, and return that 

permeate human storytelling across cultures. While Campbell focused on universal structures, Carl Jung’s 

theory of archetypes and the collective unconscious linked mythical motifs directly to psychological 

processes. For Jung, myths externalize inner psychic realities—the hero, the shadow, and the wise old 

man are recurrent symbols through which cultures negotiate shared values and personal dilemmas. 

 

Figure2: Flowchart illustrating the stages of Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey. 

Mircea Eliade extended the scope of myth by locating its generative power within religious experience, 

arguing that myth constitutes sacred time and explains the primordial origins of societies. Eliade’s view 

that myth brings about a cyclical connection between past and present is particularly pertinent in a tradition 

such as India’s, where stories remain central to cultural identity across millennia. 

Roland Barthes introduced the concept of “mythologies” in the context of contemporary culture, asserting 

that myths operate as forms of ideology, naturalizing values and social norms. According to Barthes, 

narratives in mass media, advertising, and literature can function as modern myths, shaping public 

perception and reinforcing underlying power structures. 

Myth and Narrative in Indian Literature 

Indian literature is distinguished by its deep engagement with mythic narratives. The Ramayana, 

Mahabharata, Vedas, and Puranas offer foundational stories that address existential, ethical, and 

philosophical questions. Scholars such as Wendy Doniger, A.K. Ramanujan, and Meenakshi Mukherjee 

have explored how Indian myth structures narratives, mediates cultural memory, and influences identity 

formation. 
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Figure3: Timeline depicting the evolution of Indian mythology from ancient texts to modern 

mythological writers including Devdutt Pattanaik. 

Wendy Doniger's critical readings emphasize the multiplicity and openness of Indian myths, resisting 

fixed meanings or singular interpretations. Ramanujan’s work foregrounds the role of retelling and 

regional variation, showing that myth evolves as it interacts with local cultures, languages, and audiences. 

Mukherjee’s critique delves into the transformative impact of myth upon literary genres and social 

imagination. 

Contemporary writers and critics—including Ramesh Menon, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Amish 

Tripathi, and Devdutt Pattanaik—have contributed to the modern resurgence of mythological fiction, 

blending traditional motifs with innovative themes and narrative forms. These reimaginings often 

challenge canonical versions, foregrounding marginalized characters and interrogating received moral 

frameworks. 

Gender and Queer Narratives in Myth 

Recent scholarship has focused intensely on questions of gender and sexuality within mythic literature, 

uncovering the ambiguity and diversity often latent in classic stories. Feminist and queer theorists have 

critically examined how gender roles and identities are constructed, reinforced, or subverted through myth. 

Scholars such as Ruth Vanita, Giti Thadani, and Patricia Uberoi have documented alternative sexualities, 

non-binary identities, and gender fluidity within Indian mythic traditions, often retrieving narratives that 

have been sidelined by patriarchal readings. These studies highlight figures such as Shikhandi, 

Ardhanarishvara, and Mohini as exemplars of mythic gender diversity. 

Devdutt Pattanaik’s works are prominent in this regard, as he reinterprets stories through the lens of gender 

fluidity, queer identity, and the lived experiences of marginalized individuals. His retellings challenge 

binary categories and create space for new articulations of selfhood and agency. 
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Gaps in Existing Scholarship 

Despite robust scholarly engagement with myth, narrative, and gender in Indian literature, several gaps 

persist: 

● Much of classical myth criticism focuses on universal archetypes or sacred symbolism, often 

missing context-specific questions of power, gender, and marginalization. 

● The transformative potential of myth for contemporary social dialogue is frequently acknowledged 

but not deeply theorized. Existing literature rarely explores how mythic retellings can function as 

tools for negotiating modern debates on identity, inclusion, and ethics. 

● While feminist and queer readings have begun to reclaim neglected characters and themes, there 

is limited research on how mainstream popularizers like Devdutt Pattanaik bridge academic 

critique and mass readership. 

● Studies of myth often prioritize either rigorous textual fidelity or creative adaptation, but the 

nuanced interplay between these approaches—especially in hybrid narrative forms—remains 

underexamined. 

● The role of visual storytelling and illustration in modern mythic retellings, as seen in Pattanaik’s 

works, is seldom analyzed in terms of how it impacts reader engagement and interpretation. 

Contribution of the Present Research 

This study addresses these gaps by: 

● Synthesizing classical theory and contemporary feminist/queer perspectives to analyze how myths 

are reimagined in light of modern social challenges. 

● Examining Devdutt Pattanaik’s novels as key sites for the negotiation of myth, identity, and 

narrative possibility, situating his work within both academic and popular contexts. 

● Highlighting how Pattanaik’s accessible narrative style, visual storytelling, and emphasis on 

pluralism reshape Indian myth for the 21st century, offering new frameworks for ethical reflection 

and social transformation. 

● Exploring how contemporary retellings forge a dialogue between tradition and innovation, making 

mythology a living resource for cultural continuity and critical self-inquiry. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

This study employs qualitative and interpretative research methods to investigate how myth is delineated 

in the selected novels of Devdutt Pattanaik. The core approach involves thematic and textual analysis, 

supported by a comparative framework. These methods are well-suited for exploring literary texts and 

their embedded meanings, enabling a deep engagement with the narratives, themes, symbols, and 

characterizations that permeate Pattanaik’s novels. 
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Qualitative and Interpretative Methods 

Thematic analysis is utilized to identify, analyze, and report repeating themes within the texts. This 

method allows for systematic coding of narrative content to reveal patterns related to myth, identity, 

gender, and social critique, which are central to the research aims. Through an iterative reading and coding 

process, the analysis extracts thematic categories that resonate across the novels, providing insights into 

how Pattanaik reinterprets traditional myths for contemporary concerns. Quotes and narrative extracts are 

coded and grouped according to these emergent themes, which are then interpreted in light of relevant 

theoretical frameworks. 

Textual analysis complements thematic analysis by contextualizing the selected quotations and narrative 

passages within their literary and cultural settings. This includes studying the narrative structure, character 

development, symbolism, and metaphorical language used by Pattanaik. It helps uncover the layers of 

meaning behind the storytelling strategies and the ways in which mythological content is reshaped. 

A comparative approach is adopted by juxtaposing Pattanaik’s interpretations with classical versions of 

the myths and with other modern retellings. This comparison highlights points of divergence and 

convergence, lending deeper understanding to the distinctive features and innovations in Pattanaik’s work. 

The comparative analysis also situates his novels within broader literary and cultural discourses on 

mythology and identity. 

Criteria for Novel Selection 

The study focuses on a purposive sample of Pattanaik’s novels, selected based on their thematic richness 

and relevance to the research questions: 

● The Pregnant King: Chosen for its explicit exploration of gender fluidity and identity via a lesser-

known mythological narrative. 

● Shikhandi and Other Tales: Selected for its focus on queer narratives and marginalized characters 

within Indian mythology. 

● Jaya: An Illustrated Retelling of the Mahabharata: Included due to its comprehensive engagement 

with dharma, morality, and complex character portrayals in the epic tradition. 

These works represent critical touchstones through which Pattanaik’s interpretative strategies and thematic 

concerns are embodied. They also encompass a range of mythic sources and narrative techniques, enabling 

a robust and multifaceted analysis. 

Data Presentation and Analysis 

Data comprises textual excerpts, including direct quotations and narrative passages extracted from the 

novels. These are embedded within the analytical narrative to substantiate thematic claims and 

interpretations. Selection of illustrative quotes follows a process of rigorous coding, ensuring examples 

capture the essence of identified themes without overwhelming the narrative flow. 

The analysis involves constant comparison of textual data with secondary sources, theoretical constructs, 

and cross-textual parallels. This triangulation enhances validity and allows nuanced reading, considering 
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both surface narrative and underlying subtexts. Interpretations are carefully contextualized, 

acknowledging the cultural specificity of the myths while relating them to contemporary socio-cultural 

debates. 

 

4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The analysis focuses on the prominent thematic motifs across three selected novels by Devdutt 

Pattanaik: The Pregnant King, Shikhandi and Other Tales, and Jaya: Mahabharata. These themes are: 

Reinterpretation of Myth (Gender, Sexuality, Fluidity), Dharma and the Human Dilemma, Power, Politics, 

Leadership, and Myth and Memory: Bridging Past and Present. The table below summarizes the motif 

frequency in each novel, based on qualitative coding of textual occurrences. 

Motifs The Pregnant 

King 

Shikhandi and 

Other Tales 

Jaya: 

Mahabharata 

Reinterpretation of Myth (Gender, Sexuality, 

Fluidity) 35 40 20 

Dharma and the Human Dilemma 20 15 30 

Power, Politics, Leadership 15 10 25 

Myth and Memory: Bridging Past and Present 10 5 15 

Table 1. Frequency of Major Thematic Motifs Across Selected Novels by Devdutt Pattanaik 

 

 
Figure 1: Frequency of thematic motifs across selected novels by Devdutt Pattanaik 
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Reinterpretation of Myth (Gender, Sexuality, Fluidity) 

The exploration of gender fluidity and sexuality stands out prominently in The Pregnant 

King and Shikhandi and Other Tales. These novels foreground alternative gender identities through 

characters who defy rigid societal and biological classifications. For example, The Pregnant King features 

the symbolic event of King Shantanu's pregnancy, which critiques traditional masculinity and highlights 

the coexistence of masculine and feminine traits. The passage "He felt the shifting tides within, where man 

and woman are no longer divided" exemplifies this motif. Likewise, Shikhandi revisits lesser-known 

narratives that articulate a spectrum of gender experiences rooted in ancient myth. 

Dharma and the Human Dilemma 

Jaya: Mahabharata dedicates significant narrative space to the theme of dharma, exploring the complex 

ethical dilemmas faced by its characters. The moral quandaries of duty versus personal desire are vividly 

encapsulated in Arjuna’s moment of hesitation on the battlefield, illustrated by lines such as "What is the 

path when all roads lead to sorrow?" This motif underscores the philosophical depth of the Mahabharata 

and its resonance with contemporary struggles. 

Power, Politics, Leadership 

Power dynamics and political strategy permeate all three novels but find their fullest expression in Jaya: 

Mahabharata. The portrayal of leadership encompasses not just authority but the ethical tensions inherent 

in governance. For instance, scenes depicting Karna’s steadfast loyalty amid contested legitimacy 

emphasize the nuances of honor, ambition, and allegiance within the epic’s political fabric. 

Myth and Memory: Bridging Past and Present 

While more subtle, the motif of memory and its interaction with myth recurs across the novels, 

emphasizing the role of storytelling in cultural continuity. Descriptions of rituals, oral traditions, and 

personal remembrance highlight how myth functions as a living archive, connecting generations and 

sustaining identity. This is exemplified in narrative moments where ancestral tales are recounted, affirming 

the collective connection to history. 

 

5. DISCUSSION 

Synthesis of Analytical Findings 

The analysis reveals that Devdutt Pattanaik’s novels collectively engage deeply with the dynamic 

reinterpretation of myth to address pressing contemporary issues. Foremost among these is the exploration 

of gender fluidity and sexuality, where Pattanaik foregrounds inherently complex, non-binary identities 

in The Pregnant King and Shikhandi, challenging traditional patriarchal constructions that dominate 

classical mythology. His narrative strategy, characterized by symbolic transformations and nuanced 

character portrayals, expands the boundaries of identity within myth, signaling a significant shift towards 

inclusivity. 

Furthermore, Pattanaik’s engagement with dharma and the human dilemma in Jaya foregrounds the 

ethical tension and ambiguity central to the Mahabharata. By illustrating protagonists’ struggles to 
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reconcile duty with personal desire, Pattanaik renews the philosophical depth of Indian mythology, 

rendering ancient dilemmas acutely relevant to the moral complexities of modern life. 

The recurring theme of power, politics, and leadership reflects a sophisticated treatment of governance 

and authority. Pattanaik situates political maneuvering and leadership not only as strategic but embedded 

with profound ethical considerations, thus resonating with contemporary debates about legitimacy, moral 

responsibility, and socio-political dynamics. 

Lastly, the motif of myth and memory underscores how Pattanaik’s novels function as cultural 

palimpsests, preserving ancestral narratives while refiguring them to engage present realities. This 

bridging of past and present enhances cultural continuity, cultivating a pluralistic identity among modern 

readers. 

Comparative Perspective: Pattanaik and Contemporary Writers 

Comparing Pattanaik’s literary contributions to other prominent writers illuminates distinctive and shared 

elements in their approaches to Indian mythology. 

● Ramesh Menon offers close, faithful retellings of epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, 

emphasizing textual integrity and traditional narrative aesthetics. Menon’s work serves as a 

benchmark for classical reverence to myth, with comparatively restrained interpretative flexibility. 

In contrast, Pattanaik embraces a more fluid hermeneutic stance, foregrounding interpretive 

plurality and contemporary social discourses, particularly on gender and identity, thus opening 

myth to dynamic reinterpretation. 

● Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni approaches myth through a feminist and narrative reimagination lens, 

often centering marginalized female voices (e.g., The Palace of Illusions reframes the 

Mahabharata from Draupadi’s perspective). While both Divakaruni and Pattanaik are invested in 

challenging androcentric norms, Divakaruni’s work is primarily literary and narrative-driven, often 

prioritizing emotional depth and personal subjectivity. Pattanaik, conversely, integrates 

mythological commentary, symbolic analysis, and illustrative elements to fuse scholarship with 

accessibility and broad-based cultural critique. 

Pattanaik’s interdisciplinary reach, including his engagements with popular media and corporate 

consultancy on myth’s social function, situates him uniquely at the intersection of academic rigor, popular 

appeal, and cultural activism. His work implicitly dialogues with these contemporaries by fostering 

multiplicity in reception and interpretation. 

Influence on Modern Readers and Cultural Implications 

Pattanaik’s novels significantly impact modern readers by democratizing access to complex mythologies, 

interweaving traditional lore with current social realities. By addressing gender fluidity and queerness 

within ancient frameworks, his work not only educates but contributes meaningfully to ongoing cultural 

conversations about identity, inclusivity, and social justice. His narrative inclusiveness resonates with 

younger and more diverse readerships, fostering a reimagined cultural heritage that embraces plurality. 
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Moreover, Pattanaik’s interpretations encourage critical engagement with cultural memory, urging readers 

to reflect on how myths function as living, evolving narratives rather than static relics. This perspective 

supports cultural resilience amid globalization, enabling Indian mythology to maintain relevance by being 

responsive to contemporary ethical and existential inquiries. 

On a broader level, Pattanaik’s work challenges hegemonic mythological readings, confronting 

monolithic or dogmatic narratives, and thereby enabling marginalized voices and alternative moralities to 

gain recognition. This has implications for cultural policy, education, and media, where such pluralistic 

representations can promote empathy, dialogic coexistence, and social cohesion. 

In sum, Pattanaik’s literary contributions reinforce mythology’s role as both a repository of tradition and 

a tool for transformative reflection, situating ancient narratives at the heart of contemporary cultural 

identity formation and ideological discourse. 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

This study highlights the significant contributions of Devdutt Pattik’s novels to contemporary myth 

studies, particularly within Indian literary and cultural contexts. Pattanaik’s work reinvigorates ancient 

myths by offering nuanced, inclusive reinterpretations that foreground themes of gender fluidity, identity, 

and moral complexity, thereby challenging rigid traditional frameworks and expanding the scope of 

mythological discourse. His novels—such as The Pregnant King, Shikhandi and Other Tales, and Jaya: 

Mahabharata—balance scholarly insight with accessible narrative styles and rich symbolism, making 

them powerful vehicles for cultural reflection and ethical inquiry. 

Pattanaik’s fusion of textual retelling with interpretative commentary enables a dynamic engagement with 

mythology as a living tradition, responsive to evolving social values. His efforts democratize myth’s rich 

symbolism and ethical dilemmas, inviting broader audiences—including younger and more diverse 

readers—to actively participate in the reinterpretation of India’s cultural heritage. This cultivates a 

pluralistic understanding of myth as a site of ongoing identity negotiation and social transformation. 

Nevertheless, several limitations must be acknowledged. The study’s focus on a select few novels narrows 

the comprehensive view of Pattanaik’s vast oeuvre, which includes numerous non-fiction works, essays, 

and multimedia engagements. Additionally, the interpretative framework employed here, while 

encompassing prominent thematic and narrative analyses, could benefit from expanded ethnographic or 

reception studies to understand diverse audience interactions with Pattanaik’s texts. The cross-cultural 

dimensions of his work, though referenced, warrant deeper comparative exploration, especially regarding 

how global mythologies intersect with Indian narratives in his retellings. 

Looking ahead, future research might explore Pattanaik’s influence on educational curricula and media, 

assessing how his mythological interpretations shape cultural literacy and identity formation in 

contemporary India and beyond. In-depth studies on the visual dimension of his illustrated narratives could 

elucidate how imagery complements and enhances textual meaning. Moreover, interdisciplinary 

approaches incorporating psychoanalytic, feminist, and postcolonial lenses could further unravel the 

complex layers of myth, power, and identity in Pattanaik’s work. Finally, investigating audience reception 
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across demographics would offer valuable insights into the societal impact and transformative potential 

of his mythological narratives. 

In sum, Devdutt Pattanaik emerges as a transformative figure in Indian mythological literature, whose 

novels and interpretations bridge ancient wisdom and modern complexity, ensuring that mythology 

remains a vital resource for cultural dialogue, ethical reflection, and imaginative renewal. 
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