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Abstract: 

Indian mythology has long been a subject of scholarly debate and exploration, with its expansive 

narratives offering multifaceted interpretations of gender, sexuality, and identity. Contemporary Indian 

writers, particularly Devdutt Pattanaik and Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao, have reshaped the understanding 

of gender roles, sexuality, and fluid identities through their re-imagined retellings of classical 

mythological texts. This paper investigates the portrayal of sexuality and gender fluidity in the works of 

these authors, who bring fresh perspectives to ancient mythological narratives. While Pattanaik’s writings 

re-examine key figures from the Ramayana, Mahabharata, and Puranas, presenting them as embodiments 

of non-binary gender identities and complex sexualities, Raj Rao’s fiction deeply interrogates the 

intersections of desire, power, and identity through mythological and contemporary lenses. Through their 

works, both authors challenge the rigid norms of patriarchal and heteronormative readings of the epics, 

offering a nuanced portrayal of sexuality that encompasses fluidity and transcendence. The paper explores 

how these authors' interpretations of characters such as Shikhandi, Arjuna, Draupadi, and others reflect 

evolving attitudes towards gender and sexual identities, and how their portrayals serve as a commentary on 

contemporary society’s complex negotiations with gender and sexuality. 
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Introduction 

Indian mythology is an essential facet of the cultural landscape, rich with stories that have been told, retold, 

and reinterpreted over millennia. The epics, the Ramayana and Mahabharata, as well as the vast array of 

Puranic texts, serve as key sources for understanding the complexities of human nature, the divine, and the 

intersections of gender and sexuality. However, these ancient texts, steeped in patriarchy, have historically 

been read through narrow, binary lenses— where gender roles and sexual identities are rigidly defined. In 

recent decades, writers like Devdutt Pattanaik and Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao have reinterpreted these 

mythological narratives in innovative ways, challenging established norms and offering alternative 

perspectives that allow for a more fluid and inclusive understanding of sexuality and gender. 
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This research aims to examine how Devdutt Pattanaik and Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao engage with 

mythology to explore themes of sexuality and gender fluidity, revealing how these authors use 

mythological figures and stories to question the limitations of traditional gender binaries and embrace a 

more inclusive, nuanced conception of identity. 
 

 

 

Devdutt Pattanaik Re-imagining of Gender and Sexuality in Mythology 

Devdutt Pattanaik is a prominent Indian mythologist who is known for his modern interpretations of 

ancient myths and legends. His works, such as Jaya: An Illustrated Retelling of the Mahabharata, Sita: An 

Illustrated Retelling of the Ramayana, and The Pregnant King, present mythological narratives through 

the lens of gender and sexuality, focusing on the complexity of identities and relationships within the 

context of traditional stories. Pattanaik’s focus on gender fluidity and non-binary identities challenges the 

reader to question the heteronormative frameworks that have dominated the understanding of these texts. 

 

1. Arjuna  and  Shikhandi:  Gender  Fluidity  in  the  Mahabharata One 

of Pattanaik’s most significant contributions to the discourse on gender fluidity is his 

reinterpretation of Arjuna’s story. Arjuna, in Pattanaik’s account, is not just a male warrior but also 

a person who undergoes multiple transformations that transcend the binary conception of gender. 

His time spent as a woman (as Brihannala during the exile) and his role as a bisexual character (in 

some interpretations of the Mahabharata) are examples of Pattanaik's commitment to exploring 

fluidity in gender identity. Furthermore, the character of Shikhandi, who is biologically female but 

identifies as male, becomes an embodiment of the challenges faced by those whose gender identities 

transcend the traditional male-female binary. Shikhandi’s role in the death of Bhishma (a pivotal 

moment in the Mahabharata) symbolizes the power that gender fluidity can hold in a patriarchal 

society. 

2. The   Pregnant   King:   A   Tale   of   Transcendent   Masculinity In 

The Pregnant King, Pattanaik further deconstructs traditional gender roles by presenting the story 

of King Shantanu, who, due to a divine curse, must carry a child within his body. The narrative 

subverts conventional notions of masculinity and explores the fluidity of both gender and 

sexuality, suggesting that gender is not fixed but rather malleable and subject to divine will and 

circumstance. This retelling challenges the dominant heteronormative views of masculinity and 

highlights how mythological texts offer room for more inclusive interpretations of gender roles. 
 

 

 

Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao: Queering Mythology and Exploring Desire 

Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao is an author and scholar whose work intersects mythology, identity, and 

queer theory. His novel The Boyfriend is a modern retelling of the Mahabharata, through which he 

explores themes of desire, sexuality, and gender in the contemporary world. Rao’s writings delve into the 

complexities of sexual identities by queering mythological narratives, presenting alternative readings of 

characters from the epics. 

 

1. Queering    Arjuna    and    Bhima:    Desire    and    Power 

 

In The Boyfriend, Raj Rao reimagines the relationship between Arjuna and Bhima, two central 

characters of the Mahabharata. The relationship between the two is presented through a queer lens, 

where the boundaries of love, friendship, and desire blur. This exploration of homoeroticism and 

sexual power dynamics challenges the heteronormative readings of the Mahabharata and presents the 

possibility of alternative relationships beyond traditional marriage and reproduction. By queering these 

characters, Rao engages with themes of forbidden desire, identity, and power, creating a space for non-binary 

sexual identities to exist within the framework of myth. 
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2. Gender   and   Desire   in   the   Context   of   the Ramayana 

 

 In his retelling of the Ramayana, Raj Rao emphasizes the nuances of desire, particularly through the 

character of Ravana. Ravana’s complex relationship with women, including his desire for Sita and his 

interactions with other female figures, is explored in a manner that questions the gendered dynamics 

of power. Rao’s retellings highlight how desire is not always bound by traditional gender roles, 

instead allowing for a more fluid understanding of relationships and sexualities. 
 

 

Conclusion 

Devdutt Pattanaik and Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao, through their contemporary retellings of Indian 

myths, provide profound insights into the complex interrelations between mythology, sexuality, and 

gender fluidity. While Pattanaik’s work expands upon the possibilities of non- binary gender identities 

within the structure of classical myths, Raj Rao’s explorations delve into the queering of mythological 

figures, revealing how desire and power intersect in complex ways across the spectrum of human 

relationships. Together, these authors illustrate how Indian mythology, when reimagined through the 

lenses of gender fluidity and queer theory, offers a rich and transformative framework for understanding 

identity beyond the binary. 

 

Their works suggest that mythology is not a static reflection of ancient social norms, but rather a living, 

evolving set of stories that continue to challenge and redefine the boundaries of gender and sexuality in 

contemporary society. By reading these myths through a lens of fluidity, both Pattanaik and Raj Rao 

contribute to a broader and more inclusive dialogue about the nature of identity, power, and desire, 

demonstrating the potential of myth to transcend time and space while addressing the complexities of 

modern life. 
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