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Abstract 

 
This paper addresses the issues of counter-narrative and subversion in the modern retellings of an 

Indian myth, the Mahabharata. Also, the terms ñmythò and ñretellingò are given new meanings. 

V. Raghunathanôs novel Duryodhana is an appropriate example for modern way of retelling. In 

this paper this novel is studied through the framework of counter-narrative, resistance of 

marginalized and subversion. Placing the vanquished Duryodhana as a hero and seeing his life 

from the positive angle makes the plot more interesting. This type of retelling brings out the new 

meaning or dimension to the famous episodes of the Mahabharata which is not discussed earlier. 

Giving voice to the marginalized from the new perspective creates more space to interpret the 

myth in depth. In essence, this paper has viewed the effect of the counter-narrative and subversion 

in the novel Duryodhana and how readers can educate themselves about their myth through this 

modern retelling. 
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 Writers derive their inspiration from various sources. Their inner conflicts often result in 

wonderful piece of literature. Some writers try to draw sources from their childhood experiences. 

Writers are not born in vacuum. They are the part of this society. They live among other people 

but experience the world in a different way. Some are being affected by the incidents of the 

society which force to react. Hence the social and cultural problems are also driving the creative 

writers to express themselves. A few writers turn to myths of their society for the source of their 

inspiration. They try to reconstruct myths in their process of writing either accepting them or 

denying. Myths have created this society from generation to generation. Hence there is always a 

purpose for the writer when he handles the prevailing myths of the society. The study of myth is 

also rewarding. It helps one to understand its functions in the society and also in the creative art. 

The interpretation of such is much more interesting. 

This paper focuses on the retelling of The Mahabharata in the work of the Indian writer- 

V. Raghunathanôs Duryodhana. In addition, it also looks at how this novel functions as a 

counter-narrative and subverts the notion of retelling. Moreover it also spotlights on the purpose 
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and the relevance of studying mythological stories in the modern society and its use to us today. 

In the novel Duryodhana, V. Raghunathan focuses on the vanquished crown prince Duryodhana 

and portrayed him as a hero. The whole episode of The Mahabharata is seen from the 

perspective of Duryodhana who is portrayed as a negative character so far in the history of 

retelling of The Mahabharata. Through this novel, he breaks the tradition of master narrative or 

grand narrative. He also questions the conventional ideas formed by the early writers on the 

character of Duryodhana. 

 In the last few years, many writers retold The Mahabharata in order to pass its richness 

to the next generation. In the contemporary retellings, the story is seen in a manner that one has 

never thought of or known. Myths are no longer a story of Kings and Gods; the views have 

changed. Retellings carry forward the story beyond from a point where people know the plot. 

 Retelling can also be considered as a counter-narrative. The term counter-narrative was 

coined by Angel Crarcia Landa. According to Tisha Turk, counter-narrative takes a wide range 

of forms: 

é an author may fill in the outlines of a tale with greater detail; move the story to 

different setting; tell it from a different point of view or focalize it through a 

different character; offer a new interpretation of a story in order to subvert ité or 

combine these approaches in various ways. (295) 

The goal of the counter-narrative is to challenge the so-called óuniversal truthsô which is 

constructed by grand narratives or conventional narratives. 

Counter-narratives strive to tell the story from the point of silenced characters. Secondly, 

counter-narratives challenge the binary oppositions created in the grand narratives. Thirdly, they 

try to establish an identity for the silenced characters. Moreover in literature myths and epics are 

told in the form of grand narratives in order to give a space for such interpretation. 

Though from early writers till modern writers, myth is retold many times and many 

interpretations are given to it. Still the voice of the prime characters dominates the grand 

narration. One finds in the early retelling of the Mahabharata, the voice of the vanquished is 

marginalized but now the modern writers have brought them to the centre of focus. Vanquished 

characters are reviewed from new point of views which are not discussed in the past. One can see 

it as a resistance to the act of presentations of the marginalized in the grand narratives. 
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 This paper views Duryodhana within a framework of counter-narrative which is 

employed as a óresistanceô to question the established versions of retelling. This novel gives 

importance to the historically silenced or suppressed character of Duryodhana. By focusing from 

the perspective of Duryodhana, this novel challenges the binary opposition created by the grand 

narrative. It also subverts the so-called óuniversal truthsô created by the grand or master 

narratives. Duryodhana is normally seen as the retelling of The Mahabharata from 

Duryodhanaôs perspective. But this novel can also be seen as a counter-narrative of the 

established narrative of The Mahabharata. 

 In this context, V. Raghunathanôs Duryodhana retells The Mahabharata and also 

parodies the established versions of The Mahabharata. Since the time when The Mahabharata 

has been told  people has unquestioningly seen Duryodhana as the man whose greed for power 

has brought him to the battle of Kurukshetra and has seen the whole episode from the Pandavasô 

point of view. But this novel resists the canonical and grand narrative by presenting the same 

episode from the loser side (Kauravas). It focuses on Duryodhanaôs voice over the Pandavas. In 

this novel, Duryodhana has presented himself as an advocate of the contemporary world and 

justifies his past actions against the Pandavas. It presents Duryodhanaôs narrative by finding 

similarities and contrasts among other established retellings of the Mahabharata. 

 V. Raghunathan is an adjunct professor at the University of Bocconi in Miltan, Italy and 

Schulich School of Business, York University in Toronto, Canada. He is an academician, writer, 

translator, columnist and corporate executive. He has written for leading newspapers and 

magazines and blogs for the Times of India. His books include Locks, Mahabharata and 

Mathematics, Ganesha on the Dashboard, Corruption Conundrum, Donôt Spirit the Marathon and 

Games Indians Play. 

 His latest novel Duryodhana is published in 2014. In this, V. Raghunathan, takes the side 

of Duryodhana to give an alternative perspective to the myth. It is the story of young 

Duryodhana who tells the story from his childhood till Draupadiôs public disrobing. This novel is 

divided into four parts. First part deals with the childhood experience of Duryodhana with his 

ninety nine brothers and one sister in his Hastinpura palace. The second part discusses his 

childhood experiences with his cousins, Pandavas in the Dronaôs Kurukulam (school). The third 

part talks about his friendship with Karna and the caste issue. The last part deals with the dice 



The Text, Vol.1, No.1. (January 2019) 

ISSN: 2581-9526 

 

                                                            33         Discourses and Counter Discourses 

G. Anitha  
 

 

game between Pandavas and Kauravas and the traits of king. Though Mahabharata has many 

important characters like Lord Krishna, Bhisma, Draupadi, Arjuna, Balarama, and Sakunthala 

etcé he centers his story on the character of Duryodhana. Now, he (Duryodhana) has come to 

justify his actions which are interpreted unfairly by the early writers in the past. 

 Though narration of the story from Duryodhanaôs perspective is not a new style in the 

history of retelling, still this novel stands out as a unique among them. In the second century 

Bhasa has written the play Urubhanga from the view point of Duryodhana. Later in Tamil, S. 

Vijayakumar has written Oru Vazhakku Duryodhanai Adharithu (2012) from Duryodhanaôs 

perspective. But these two novels have presented Duryodhana not as a hero but only a tragic 

victim. 

 Recently Anand Neelakandanôs novel, Ajaya discusses caste issues though it is from the 

view point of Duryodhana. It also gives more importance to Ekalaivyaôs voice than Duryodhana. 

Though these novels are not presented Duryodhana as a hero, they are written in favour of 

Kauravas and pointed out that Duryodhana has fought only for what he has deserved. 

 Although Raghunathanôs Duryodhana also talks about the same issue, he has made some 

transitions from the early retelling of the Mahabharata. He locates Duryodhana not in the past as 

early writers but in the present period as a modern man who tries to set his actions right. In the 

end of the prologue Duryodhana directly questions the audience and tells the purpose of this 

novel (retelling) as: 

What am I going to tell you about myself that you do not already know? Why 

should you invest time in understanding the real me? Isnôt the epic protracted 

enoughwithout my adding to it further? 

éMy only response to these questions is to ask another question: Wouldnôt you 

want to see the other part of the Mahabharata- Dr. Jekylls among the Kauravas 

and Mr. Hydes among the Pandavas? (20) 

 The author has presented Duryodhana as a man who turns back to see his life and justifies 

his actions and questions the writers who were all represented him as a grey character and villain 

in the retelling of The Mahabharata. He tells reasons for his actions and questions the writers 

who have all treated him unfairly in the retelling of The Mahabharata. The author justifies 
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Duryodhanaôs actions in the name of Kingôs duty (Raja dharma) through the detailed internal 

monologue. The story is narrated in first person by Duryodhana himself. 

 The story begins with the prince Duryodhana who introduces his family history, ninety-

nine brothers and one sister, and their abnormal conception. The novel, in brief, deals with the 

emotions and the childhood experiences of Duryodhana. It traces the life of Duryodhana right 

from his birth and how he has brought up with the desire of becoming a crown king, his 

friendship with Karna, his love for Draupadi, his marriage with Banumathi, his hatred towards 

the Pandavas and Kunti. 

 The prologue gives the detailed understanding of the history of Hastinapura and Kuru 

dynasty.  In this section, Duryodhana questions the established versions of The Mahabharata in 

which he has portrayed as a cunning and devious man by his grandfather, sage Vyasa. Through 

Duryodhana, the author spotlights on the story which is told and retold many times from the 

Pandavasô perspective and how the Kauravas are coloured as evil in order to prove Pandavas are 

good. Besides Duryodhana thinks why the later writers are treated him unfairly like his 

grandfather. Whether is it because Vyasa has told the story as such? (1) 

 He explains his first encounter with the Pandavas and how Kunti has manipulated the 

power. He questions the lineage of Pandavas and dismisses that they do not have the rights to 

claim the throne which is meant to him. Their arrival becomes a threat for Duryodhna who is 

really a crown- prince of Hastinapura after his father. So he decides to eliminate the people who 

have been stand as a hindrance to achieve the throne. 

 The Second part moves with the plot of murder. Duryodhana has started to think the 

weakness of Arjuna and Bhima (the two pandavas). Then he discovers that Bhimaôs weakness is 

his gluttony. So he has attempted to murder Bhima by poisoning but he fails. Then he hatches the 

plan to murder all the Pandavas by firing their house which is made up of lac.  But the Pandavas 

escape from the house through the tunnel and start to live in the forest in disguise. He talks about 

his friendship with Karna and tells how Karna is humiliated in the hands of Drona and Pandavas. 

 The last two parts explains the kingôs duty as the protagonist narrates the major turns of 

the epic that leads towards the beginning of the Kurukshetra war. This part is also set to correct 

the misrepresentation of the scene- disrobing Draupadi in public by providing different meaning 

to it. 
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 This novel gives different meaning to the familiar episodes like Duryodhanaôs attempt to 

poison Bhima, burning of lac house, the game of dice or disrobing Draupadi in the public, and 

his love for Draupadi. V. Raghunathan comments that: 

 The popular telling of The Mahabharata are about Duryodhanaôs deviousness,  

 obstinacy and greed for power that would bring about the battle of Kurushetra  

 between the Kauravas and the Pandavas, and his own downfall. But was there  

 more to him? Was he all black, or was it a matter of shades of grey? What was  

 he? (308) 

 Duryodhana takes ñnamingò as an example to show how his reputation was damaged by 

earlier retellings. In modern society one can come across the people are being named as Arjuna 

and Krishna but never as Duryodhana. It is because of the retellings in which the story of the 

Pandavas has been exaggerated whereas the Kauravas have been suppressed and sniffed out. He 

wonders how ñevery little defect and mistake of the Kauravas was painted with tar and parallel 

accounts of the Pandavas white washedò in the history of retellings. (13) 

 He worries how the Pandavas have made it difficult for him to live in peace; at the same 

time the posterity has denied him peace ever even after his death. He further states: 

We did our share of good deeds. We committed our share of mistakes. But we no 

worse, if no better, than the Pandavas. it is simply somewhere along the long road 

of mythological storytelling, someone decided to paint us a dark shade and then 

with every coat it just got darker and darker, as the stories were repeated again 

and again. (17) 

 Duryodhana is a rebellious man. His love for Draupadi is complex because it has 

interpreted differently in each version. He confronts that he has fallen in love with Draupadi or 

Panchali when he sees her painting. He has eagerly been waiting to get a single glimpse from 

her. 

 In the history of retelling of The Mahabharata, one of the famous events is Duryodhanaôs 

attempt to poison Bhima. It is one of the scenes that help the early writers to shape the character 

of Duryodhana as a villain. But Raghunathan inserts one more incident before this incident to 

subvert the earlier viewpoints. 




