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ABSTRACT 

The reinterpretation of mythological narratives in contemporary literature has become an 

important aspect of modern Indian literary and cultural discourse. Among the writers who have 

contributed significantly to this movement, Devdutt Pattanaik occupies a distinctive position 

due to his accessible and interpretive retellings of Hindu mythology. His work The Book of 

Ram revisits the ancient narrative of the Ramayana and presents Lord Ram not merely as a 

divine hero, but as a cultural, ethical, and philosophical figure relevant to the contemporary 

world. This paper examines how Pattanaik reinterprets the character of Ram and the broader 

Ramayana tradition for modern readers. It explores the themes of dharma, morality, leadership, 

gender, symbolism, and cultural identity within the text. The study also investigates how 

Pattanaik bridges mythology and modernity by transforming ancient narratives into tools for 

ethical reflection and self-understanding. Through textual analysis and critical interpretation, 

the paper argues that The Book of Ram functions as both a retelling and a reinterpretation that 

makes the values of the Ramayana meaningful in contemporary society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Mythological retellings have become a significant part of contemporary Indian literature. 

Ancient epics such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata continue to influence modern 

cultural consciousness because they address timeless human concerns including morality, duty, 

sacrifice, justice, and identity. In recent decades, Indian authors have revisited these epics to 

reinterpret them for modern readers. Among such writers, Devdutt Pattanaik has emerged as 

one of the most influential mythologists and interpreters of Hindu tradition. 

Pattanaik’s writings differ from conventional retellings because they combine mythology, 

philosophy, psychology, symbolism, and cultural analysis. His work attempts to simplify 

complex mythological narratives while simultaneously revealing their deeper symbolic 
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meanings. In The Book of Ram, Pattanaik presents the story of Ram in a manner that connects 

ancient mythological wisdom with contemporary ethical and social concerns. 

The figure of Ram occupies a central position in Indian civilization. Ram is not only 

worshipped as an incarnation of Vishnu but also regarded as the embodiment of ideal kingship, 

moral discipline, and righteousness. Traditionally, the Ramayana has been interpreted as a 

story of the triumph of dharma over adharma. However, Pattanaik’s interpretation goes beyond 

conventional religious understanding. He explores Rama as a symbolic figure whose journey 

reflects human struggles with responsibility, ethics, relationships, and selfhood. 

According to Pattanaik, mythology is not simply a collection of stories from the past but “a 

framework through which cultures understand the world” (Pattanaik 14). This perspective 

allows him to reinterpret Rama not as a distant divine figure but as a meaningful symbol for 

modern society. Through his retelling, Pattanaik emphasizes that myths survive because they 

evolve with changing times. 

The objective of this paper is to examine how Devdutt Pattanaik reinterprets the story of Ram 

for the contemporary world. The study analyzes the themes of dharma, symbolism, morality, 

leadership, gender, and cultural identity in The Book of Ram. It also investigates how Pattanaik 

balances faith and rational interpretation while presenting mythological narratives in a modern 

literary framework. 

DISCUSSION 

Myth and Contemporary Relevance 

Myth has always played an important role in shaping cultural consciousness. Myths are not 

merely fictional stories; they are symbolic narratives that express collective values, beliefs, and 

fears. Joseph Campbell argues that myths provide symbolic structures that help societies 

understand human existence (Campbell 5). Similarly, Mircea Eliade states that myths preserve 

sacred truths and cultural memories that continue to influence human civilization (Eliade 12). 

In the Indian context, the Ramayana is more than a literary text. It functions as a cultural and 

spiritual guide that shapes social values and ethical ideals. Different versions of the Ramayana 

exist across India and Southeast Asia, demonstrating the adaptability of the narrative across 

cultures and historical periods. A. K. Ramanujan observes that there are “many Ramayanas” 

because every culture recreates the story according to its own worldview (Ramanujan 24). 

Pattanaik’s The Book of Ram belongs to this tradition of reinterpretation. However, unlike 

purely devotional retellings, his narrative engages directly with modern readers who seek 

philosophical and psychological meaning in mythology. He transforms mythological episodes 
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into reflections on contemporary life. Through this approach, Pattanaik demonstrates that 

mythological narratives remain relevant because they address universal human experiences. 

For instance, the exile of Rama is interpreted not merely as an act of obedience but as a lesson 

in emotional resilience and ethical commitment. Pattanaik writes that “Rama accepts exile not 

because he is weak, but because he understands the importance of preserving social harmony” 

(Pattanaik 41). This interpretation shifts attention from divine obedience to ethical 

responsibility. 

Similarly, the conflict between Ram and Ravana is presented as more than a battle between 

good and evil. Pattanaik explains that Ravana symbolizes uncontrolled desire and ego, while 

Ram represents balance and self-discipline (Pattanaik 67). Such symbolic interpretations allow 

readers to connect mythological characters with psychological realities. Thus, Pattanaik 

modernizes mythology without rejecting its spiritual essence. His reinterpretation ensures that 

the Ramayana remains intellectually and emotionally relevant in contemporary society. 

Reinterpreting Dharma in the Modern Context 

One of the central themes of The Book of Ram is dharma. In Indian philosophy, dharma refers 

to duty, righteousness, moral order, and ethical responsibility. However, dharma is often 

difficult to define because it changes according to context and circumstance. In traditional 

interpretations of the Ramayana, Ram is described as “Maryada Purushottam,” the ideal human 

who always follows dharma. Pattanaik revisits this idea and examines the complexities 

involved in ethical decision-making. He argues that Ram’s greatness lies not in perfection but 

in his willingness to prioritize collective welfare over personal desire. 

Pattanaik states, “Dharma is not about personal happiness; it is about sustaining relationships 

and social order” (Pattanaik 53). This interpretation is particularly relevant in modern society 

where individualism often conflicts with social responsibility. The episode of Ram’s exile 

becomes an important example of ethical sacrifice. Rather than portraying Ram as blindly 

obedient, Pattanaik interprets his decision as a conscious act of preserving trust and stability 

within society. Ram’s acceptance of suffering reflects emotional maturity and ethical 

awareness. The text also explores the moral dilemmas faced by Ram. Modern readers 

frequently question Ram’s treatment of Sita, especially during the trial by fire and her later 

exile. Pattanaik does not ignore these controversies. Instead, he presents them as examples of 

the tension between personal emotions and public duty. 

According to Pattanaik, “Ram’s tragedy lies in the conflict between his role as husband and his 

responsibility as king” (Pattanaik 118). This interpretation humanizes Rama by presenting him 

as a figure struggling with ethical contradictions. Contemporary readers often expect 

mythology to provide absolute moral certainty. However, Pattanaik suggests that mythology is 
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valuable precisely because it reveals the complexity of human choices. Ram becomes a symbol 

not of flawless perfection but of ethical struggle. Such reinterpretations make the concept of 

dharma relevant in the modern world. In an age characterized by political conflict, social 

fragmentation, and moral ambiguity, Pattanaik’s reading of Ram encourages readers to think 

critically about responsibility, sacrifice, and ethical leadership. 

Symbolism in ‘The Book of Ram’ 

Symbolism forms a major component of Pattanaik’s interpretation of mythology. Rather than 

treating mythological events as historical facts, he interprets them as symbolic narratives that 

reveal psychological and philosophical truths. Hanuman, for example, symbolizes devotion 

combined with strength. Ravana represents knowledge corrupted by ego. Sita symbolizes inner 

purity, emotional resilience, and spiritual integrity. Rama represents balance, discipline, and 

self-awareness. 

Pattanaik explains that mythology communicates through symbols because symbols possess 

universal emotional power. He writes, “Myths survive because symbols can adapt to changing 

societies” (Pattanaik 29). This perspective allows him to reinterpret ancient narratives without 

reducing them to literal events. The forest in the Ramayana symbolizes transformation and 

self-discovery. During exile, Rama, Sita, and Lakshmana leave the comforts of civilization and 

encounter uncertainty, suffering, and spiritual growth. Pattanaik interprets the forest as “the 

psychological space where human beings confront fear and attachment” (Pattanaik 75). 

Similarly, the bridge to Lanka symbolizes cooperation and collective effort. It demonstrates 

that even divine missions require social participation. Pattanaik notes that “Rama cannot defeat 

Ravana alone; victory becomes possible only through shared action” (Pattanaik 88). 

This symbolic interpretation transforms the Ramayana into a philosophical exploration of 

human experience. Readers are encouraged to understand mythological characters not only as 

religious figures but also as psychological archetypes. 

Carl Jung’s theory of archetypes becomes relevant in this context. Jung argues that myths 

express universal patterns within the human unconscious (Jung 42). Pattanaik’s symbolic 

reading of Rama aligns with this perspective because it treats mythology as a reflection of 

human psychology. Thus, symbolism becomes a bridge between ancient spirituality and 

contemporary self-understanding. 

Ram as an Ethical and Political Ideal 

The figure of Ram has historically been associated with ethical kingship and social order. The 

idea of “Ram Rajya” symbolizes a just and harmonious society governed by fairness and moral 

https://shodhprakashan.in/


 

SHODH  PRAKASHAN 
An International Open Access, Peer Reviewed, Refereed Journal 

ISSN : 2583-9861 

Vol. 3, Issue 9, March 2026 

Available Online : https://shodhprakashan.in/ 

 

© Shodh Prakashan                                                                                                               73    

integrity. In The Book of Ram, Pattanaik revisits this ideal in relation to contemporary political 

and social realities. He emphasizes that Ram’s leadership is based on empathy, discipline, and 

responsibility rather than domination. 

Pattanaik writes, “A king is not measured by power but by the ability to create trust” (Pattanaik 

94). This statement reflects the text’s emphasis on ethical governance. Modern political 

systems often struggle with corruption, inequality, and abuse of authority. Pattanaik’s 

reinterpretation of Ram therefore becomes highly relevant. Rama’s leadership model 

emphasizes accountability and social welfare. The text also critiques authoritarianism through 

the figure of Ravana. Although Ravana is intelligent and powerful, his inability to control 

desire and ego leads to destruction. Pattanaik explains that “knowledge without humility 

becomes dangerous” (Pattanaik 102). 

This contrast between Ram and Ravana reflects broader ethical concerns about leadership and 

power. Rama symbolizes restraint and balance, while Ravana symbolizes excess and 

domination. The contemporary relevance of this symbolism is significant. Pattanaik uses 

mythology to encourage reflection on the ethical responsibilities of leaders and citizens alike. 

Gender and the Representation of Sita 

One of the most debated aspects of the Ramayana concerns the representation of Sita. 

Traditional interpretations often portray Sita as the ideal obedient wife. However, modern 

readers frequently question the patriarchal assumptions underlying such portrayals. Pattanaik 

addresses these concerns by presenting Sita as a complex and resilient figure rather than a 

passive victim. He argues that Sita possesses emotional and spiritual strength that rivals Rama’s 

moral discipline. 

According to Pattanaik, “Sita’s power lies not in aggression but in unwavering self-respect” 

(Pattanaik 111). This interpretation emphasizes agency rather than submission. The episode of 

Sita’s exile is interpreted as one of the most tragic moments in the narrative. Pattanaik does not 

attempt to justify Rama’s actions uncritically. Instead, he presents the event as evidence of the 

painful conflict between public expectation and personal emotion. Modern feminist readings 

of mythology often challenge patriarchal interpretations of epics. Scholars such as Nabaneeta 

Dev Sen argue that women in the Ramayana should be understood as active participants in 

cultural discourse rather than silent symbols (Sen 56). 

Pattanaik’s reinterpretation reflects this shift toward more nuanced representations of female 

characters. Sita becomes a symbol of endurance, dignity, and inner strength. This modern 

interpretation allows contemporary readers to engage critically with mythology while still 

appreciating its cultural and spiritual significance. 
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Mythology and Psychological Self-Understanding 

Another important dimension of Pattanaik’s work is the connection between mythology and 

psychology. He frequently interprets mythological narratives as symbolic reflections of human 

emotions, fears, and desires. In The Book of Ram, the journey of Rama becomes a metaphor 

for personal growth and self-discovery. Exile symbolizes uncertainty, Ravana symbolizes ego, 

and the return to Ayodhya symbolizes inner balance. 

Pattanaik writes, “The Ramayana is not only the story of a prince; it is the story of the human 

mind searching for harmony” (Pattanaik 126). This interpretation transforms mythology into a 

guide for emotional and spiritual development. 

Modern society often experiences anxiety, alienation, and identity crises. Pattanaik suggests 

that mythology remains relevant because it provides symbolic frameworks for understanding 

these experiences. 

Joseph Campbell similarly argues that mythological journeys reflect universal patterns of 

transformation and self-realization (Campbell 37). Rama’s journey can therefore be interpreted 

as a symbolic representation of human psychological evolution. This psychological dimension 

explains why mythological narratives continue to resonate with contemporary audiences. 

Pattanaik’s work demonstrates that myths are not obsolete stories from the past but living 

narratives capable of addressing modern emotional realities. 

Language, Accessibility, and Narrative Style 

One of the reasons for Pattanaik’s popularity is his accessible narrative style. Unlike highly 

academic interpretations of mythology, his writing combines simplicity with philosophical 

insight. In The Book of Ram, Pattanaik uses clear language and concise explanations to make 

complex ideas understandable for general readers. He avoids excessive theological terminology 

while preserving the symbolic richness of mythology. 

This accessibility plays an important role in modernizing devotional literature. Younger readers 

who may feel disconnected from traditional scriptures can engage with mythology through 

Pattanaik’s interpretive approach. The text also incorporates illustrations and symbolic 

commentary, which enhance reader engagement. Pattanaik’s narrative strategy demonstrates 

that mythology can remain relevant when presented in contemporary literary forms. His 

reinterpretation therefore functions not only as literary adaptation but also as cultural mediation 

between tradition and modernity. 
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CONCLUSION 

Devdutt Pattanaik’s The Book of Ram represents a significant contribution to contemporary 

mythological literature. By reinterpreting the Ramayana for modern readers, Pattanaik 

transforms mythology into a medium for ethical reflection, psychological understanding, and 

cultural dialogue. His portrayal of Rama moves beyond conventional devotional idealization 

and presents the character as a symbol of ethical struggle, emotional discipline, and social 

responsibility. Through symbolic interpretation, Pattanaik demonstrates that mythology 

continues to possess intellectual and emotional relevance in the contemporary world. 

The themes of dharma, leadership, symbolism, gender, and self-discovery explored in The 

Book of Ram reveal the adaptability of mythological narratives across historical periods. 

Pattanaik’s work bridges faith and rational inquiry, tradition and modernity, spirituality and 

psychology. The continuing relevance of the Ramayana lies in its ability to evolve with 

changing social realities. Pattanaik’s reinterpretation reflects this dynamic process of cultural 

renewal. Rather than treating mythology as static or outdated, he presents it as a living tradition 

capable of guiding individuals through ethical uncertainty and emotional complexity. 

Ultimately, The Book of Ram demonstrates that myths endure because they speak to universal 

human experiences. Pattanaik’s reinterpretation ensures that the story of Ram remains 

meaningful not only as a sacred narrative but also as a source of philosophical insight and self-

understanding for contemporary readers. 

References 

 Pattanaik, Devdutt. The Book of Ram. Penguin Random House India, 2021. 

 Campbell, Joseph. The Hero with a Thousand Faces. Princeton UP, 2004. 

 Eliade, Mircea. Myth and Reality. Harper & Row, 1963. 

 Jung, Carl Gustav. The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious. Princeton UP, 

1981. 

 Ramanujan, A. K. “Three Hundred Ramayanas: Five Examples and Three Thoughts on 

Translation.” Many Ramayanas: The Diversity of a Narrative Tradition in South Asia, 

edited by Paula Richman, University of California Press, 1991, pp. 22–49. 

 Sen, Nabaneeta Dev. “When Women Retell the Ramayana.” Manushi, no. 108, 1998, 

pp. 50–58. 

 Tulsidas. Ramcharitmanas. Gita Press, 2015. 

https://shodhprakashan.in/

