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ABSTRACT  

In India, the Post-Colonial literatures are a outcome of the interaction between British culture and the complex of 

indigenous cultural practices. It is used to discuss the texts and other cultural discourses that emerged after the 

end of the colonial period. Most of the post-colonial writings reject the master-narrative of Western imperialistic 

culture. It talks about the formation of the colonial and post-colonial matters. It is simply a medium through 

which one can study literature that is set in colonized countries or deals with post colonial issues. Edward in his 

article “Figures, configurations, transfigurations” says that the contemporary post-colonial literary writings 

exhibit the ideas, values and emotions of suppressed people. He further says that the post colonial literatures 

have played an important role in the re-establishment of native cultural heritage, including the re-naming and re-

figuring of local histories, geographies and communities. According to the Indian Novelist Tharoor, Modern 

India is a post colonial nation which has emerged from a variety of contexts. The Great Indian Novel (published 

in 1989) is the maiden novel of Shashi Tharoor that deals with the post colonial issues in India in an allegorical 

way.  It belongs to the polymorphous genre of fiction. This award-won, internationally acclaimed satirical novel 

is an amalgamation of twin sources namely the Mahabharata and the modern India. Tharoor has skillfully recast 

the 2000 year-old epic with fictional but highly recognizable events and characters from twentieth-century Indian 

politics. Hence, this paper explains not only the essence of Indian freedom struggle and its freedom but also the 

polarities of the British and Indian freedom struggle.  

Keywords: Imperial Culture, Western Imperialism, Post-colonialism, Cultural Heritage, the Mahabharatha 

and Modern India, Indian politics. 

 In this novel some personalities from Indian history are transformed into the characters of mythology, and the 

mythical story of India is retold as history of Indian independence and its consequent history up to 1980s. This 
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novel is in the allegorical form, though the novelist does not admit so specifically in or outside the novel. Many 

of the characters, incidents and issues in this novel are based on the persons and incidents described in The 

Mahabharata. The novel contains eighteen books, just as The Mahabharata has and the Battle of Kurukshetra 

lasted for 18 days which is the bone of contention of The Mahabharata. The title of every book is a counterpart 

to the titles of The Mahabharata and the titles may be allusions to some popular works of literature. Though this 

novel highlights many of the key issues in the independent India, this paper tries to amplify the voices of the 

oppressed, marginalized and downtrodden people in the Indian society. The tenth Book is titled as “Darkness at 

Dawn”, which is the counterpart to the Mahabharata’s “Book of the Sleeping Warriors.”  

Here, Ashwathaman, the son of Drona joins the Pandavas as a student of Drona to learn history, science, martial 

arts, geography, geometry, ethics and arithmetic, the Vedas, the classical music, folk dance, rhetoric and oratory 

classes. Jayaprakash Drona, ‘the saffron-clad sage’ is pleased to teach his “own special skills” to them. When 

Arjuna has to share an academic prize with Ekalaiva, the son of a maidservant, everyone is dumbfounded. To 

their surprise “… the child who has tied with him is from a lowly government school”. When Ekalaiva is 

enquired, he admits that he has been sharing in the Pandavas’ lessons while standing outside the door. Ekalaiva 

is accused him as “an eavesdropper … and a free-loader”. In exchange for payment for his tuition, Drona 

demands Ekalaiva’s thumb from his right hand. After hearing Drona’s demand, the Pandavas are shocked and 

stare at one another in stupefied silence.  The bewildered boy, Ekalaiva is stunned. When he is forced for the 

demand, the boy refuses to offer the promised ‘gurudakshina’. The boy looks despairingly around the room and 

stutters these words “The … the ... th… thumb of my hand sir? … but without my th … thumb, sir, I won’t be 

able to write again!. Kneeling at the feet of his teacher, the boy retreats to forgive him. Further he blurts out “If I 

do not do well and make a success of my studies, who will look after my poor mother when she becomes too old 

to work”?. But Drona shows no sympathy on him. The boy looks disbelievingly up at Drona and rises slowly 

from the floor. He looks at the sage with starry-eyed for the first time and very assertively says “I cannot pay it”.  

 Here the novelist’s perception of the classicist oppression mapped by the fortunes of Ekalaiva presents the 

downtrodden classes as Ekalaiva of modern India. Dronacharya’s inordinate demand of the right thumb as 

‘gurudakshina’ has no parallel in The Great Indian Novel but the repression of the lower classes by the upper 

class is a reality. In this context, Tharoor reveals the power relations in the teacher-student relationship but 

resistance remains superior because power cannot exist otherwise. Tharoor brings out the manipulative tactics of 

power in order to contain resistance within class conflict. Drona’s power over Ekalaiva is built over resistance. 

Actually, the encounters between Dronacharya and the forester Ekalaviva can be viewed in three phases. 

Ekalaiva regards the great preceptor Dronacharya as his guru, though his lowly social standing has made it 

impossible for him to be Dronacharya’s regular disciple. But he intentionally learns the lessons by 

eavesdropping. Further he shares the first place with Arjun in the archery contest between them.  
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Then the guru is revealed the truth that he learns the art from him. Now, since according to the social mores of 

the day, a low-class person could not practice in archery the way the upper caste man did.  Now Dronacharya 

demands a very stiff fee as ‘gurudakshina’ from Ekalaiva that he must surrender to the guru the thumb of his 

right hand. Then the critic, M.K.Naik examines this episode with the prefatory note that the invention introduced 

by the novelist is eminently justified though there are a few cases that lack artistic justification. “Ekala iva 

demurs at having to lose his archery skill in this fashion, but the combined weight of custom and tradition 

compels him to offer to the guru what he wants. It was said that from that day, no forester used his thumb while 

practicing archery…. Tharoor’s Ekalaiva therefore tells his guru bluntly that he cannot pay the fee demanded by 

the preceptor”.Further the Ekalaiva of the novel emerges as a representative of the so-called Dalit classes. They 

have, during this century come to realize the monstrous justice done to them over the centuries by the so called 

higher castes, and to feel that they owe nothing to those who enjoy the good fortune of being located on the 

higher rungs of the caste-ladder.  

The novelist continues the Ekalaiva story to the logical extreme in the Indian political context. Ekalaiva was 

forced to sacrifice his thumb. The depressed classes of the Indian polity were similarly oppressed both longer 

and more comprehensively. Without a thumb, one can neither shoot nor write. Without social recognition and 

with rampant oppression the deprived classes can do no more than swallow the reality. The sacrifice of the 

chances for intellectual attainment faced by the deprived class of today is what Ekalaiva was forced into the epic. 

Ekalaiva in Vyasa’s myth cut off the thumb of his right hand gleefully once his master demanded it as 

‘gurudakshina’ thus lost his skill of archery forever. He derived great spiritual satisfaction from his super-human 

self sacrifice. He felt greatly relieved from the sin of violence, the ingredients of the art of archery. He expressed 

his gratitude stating that the guru had saved his soul and felt that he had gained emancipation from the terrestrial 

bondage.  

In this way, Ekalaiva becomes an epic example of the classical theory that in education inspiration is the most 

important trait and instruction is only a subsidiary factor. On the other hand, the reason given by Tharoor’s 

modern Ekalaiva for not cutting of his thumb despite the persistent demand is ‘without my … thumb, I won’t be 

able to write again.’ Here, the voice of Ekalaiva is the voice of the oppressed. It is the voice of his future and the 

voice of the life of his own and his clan. The contrast between these two responses of the Ekalaiva underscores 

the essential difference between the primary values of the two ages. M.K Naik in his article states, “the 

mythological tale values physical prowess; its modern version rightly emphasizes the value of intellectual 

attainment”.  

Many literary critics have expressed their views that the novelist has rewritten the epic, the Mahabharata.  Once 

he is subservient to the original without changing the persons, episodes and the plot. Then he writes against it 

that is writing from a twentieth century perspective. This method is significantly manifested with the political 

pundits of yesteryears Jayaprakash Narayan as Drona and V.V.Giri as Ekalaiva.  This scene exploits the very 
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spirit of the original episode. But Tharoor writes against the scene where his contemporary Ekalaiva defying 

Drona and pragmatically refusing to gift him a chopped off thumb is tellingly exemplified the spirit of the post 

colonialism.  The parody ends with Drona exiling Ekalaiva from the vicinity of his class and accuses him a 

“worthless brat!” The writer satires at his best when he concludes: “Next time, Arjun stands first in the 

examinations – alone” (199). Viney Kirpal in his article, “Politics and Philosophy in The Great Indian Novel” 

writes, “Tharoor’s interpretation is a successful comment on the present day Indian elite rising on the backs of 

their more unfortunate brethren. Thus, through a multilayered treatment, the novelist both questions the ethics of 

tradition and evokes the essential Mahabharata to understand the persisting orthodoxy in present day India”.  

Though ‘gurudakshina’ is considered to be a worthy tribute to a teacher in the myths, Drona’s inordinate demand 

of Ekalaiva’s thumb is with a hidden motive. Drona cannot stomach Ekalaiva sharing the first position with 

Arjuna in the class. Moreover, Drona does not want Ekalaiva to be identified as his student. This is explicated in 

Drona’s evasive reply to the question of Yudhistir, “Had the poor boy been less of a literalist and gladly stuck 

out his thumb as a gesture of devotion and subservience, would Drona have hacked it off with a knife or 

laughingly invited the lad to join his class”? In the same vein, Tharoor writes about the deprivations of the 

backward classes and the way they rise to the occasion by voicing their mettle in some other parts of the novel.  

It is quite natural that the creative writes of post colonialism make heroes out of villains. Karna is the supreme 

tragic hero of Vyasa and has been a favourite of the creative writers down the centuries. T.P. Kailasam’s Karna 

or the Brahmin’s Curse and M.Raman’s Karna are the best examples in English under this category. Both of 

them treat Karna as a hero. Tharoor is no  exception. Karna is shown as the champion of the deprived backward 

class in the post colonial India. The emergence of Karna is the spirit and the live-wire of the backward class. The 

Seventh Book in the novel is titled “The Son also Rises” is the counterpart to the Mahabharata’s “Book of 

Drona.” The title of this section alludes to Ernest Hemingway’s “The Sun also Rises”. Ved Vyas describes the 

divisions in Indian society which is engendered by British policy and the formation of the Muslim Group under 

the figurehead leadership of the Gaga Shah is an “overweight sybarite.” The arrogant and literally brilliance of 

Mohammed Ali Karna, the son of Kunti and Hyperion Helios, educated by the generosity of Indra Deva, the 

employer of Karna’s adoptive father, rises to prominence as a lawyer and a member of the Kaurava Party. Kunti 

sees Karna and realizes that he is her firstborn son. The story is told of how Indra Deva gave him the surname 

“Karna’, the “Hacker-Off”, after Karna circumcised himself with a knife.  

And then, the character Karna comes to national attention as a flourishing lawyer in Bombay. He is “sharp, suave 

and self-assured, with a bungalow on Malabar Hill and an accent to match the cut of his Saavile Row suits”. He 

is an orphan and no one knows about his birth and parentage. He lives alone, “seemingly without parents, 

friends, a background such as all Indians take for granted”. But people are of great admiration for Karna. The 

women folk in his locality are impressed with his appearance and personality as he glows like the sun from the 

heavens. When he walks, crowds part naturally, and people keep a reverential distance from him as if afraid to be 
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signed by his warmth. He maintains his natural glowing luster. He possesses all the skills of a warrior and is an 

expert in archery. His poise and confidence are matched by his forensic skill.  

Karna begins his political career in the Kaurava – Congress party. He excels upon its rostrums and soon 

represents it on various ‘Raj committees’ and ‘councils’. But his view of the nationalist cause is, of course, quite 

different from Gangaji’s. According to Karna, Indians have the legal right to be consulted in the British 

governance in India and he intends to obtain and asserts those rights through legal means. “It was as a skilled 

advocate of a constitutional brief that Karna approached his politics”(137). Gangaji addresses the mass rallies in 

one or another vernacular language, whereas Karna always “elegant and well-groomed, was comfortable only in 

the language of his education and in the kind of surroundings in which he had acquired it”.A foundling brought 

up by a Muslim chauffeur, Karna resigns from the Kaurava Party unable to stand the jibes of Dhritarashtra – 

Nehru and the pompous secularism of the Mahaguru – Mahatma Gandhi. In the party’s working committee 

meeting, Dhritarashtra and Pandu try to prevent the defiance of Karna. When his foster father comes in ‘a 

driver’s uniform’ to meet Karna, his party members speak in utter sarcasm that “A driver’s son has been 

lecturing us on the unsuitability of the masses” (139). These words have very much hurt the feelings of Karna 

and leaves from the party once for all.  

Actually one of Karna’s sycophants reacts at this juncture that “Karna was gone, defeated – like so many of his 

compatriots – by his origins” (139). The narrator pities that there is no inner party democracy in the Party and 

this is how things often work in India. He accuses the core committee of the Kaurava party with a pungent satire. 

He says, “If a man cannot be overcome on merit, you can always expose him by uprooting his family tree. 

Family trees are versatile plants … in our country incompetence and mediocrity also flourish under the shade of 

their leafy branches”. Despite the gossip lovers and rumour-mongers circulate fanciful and malicious versions 

about his parents, Karna remains untarnished. He is determined and controls his self and proudly proclaims to be 

the son of a chauffeur. Though his adoptive father is a devout Muslim, he had left the boy uncircumcised. One 

day he demands an explanation casually while they are taking bath in a river, his father discloses the fact that he 

is not his own son. The grey-haired chauffeur admits, “God allowed me to find you, but that did not give me the 

right to change the way He had made you” (141). But Karna asserts in a strong voice “… I am your son … I do 

not care what I was before you found me: my past abandoned me. I will be like you”(141). Declaring his 

relationship strongly, he seizes a knife and circumcises himself. Thus it is that Mohammed Ali, adopted son of a 

rich man’s driver, becomes Mohammed Ali Karna, destines to be ‘Star of the Inner Temple and Defender of the 

Mosque’.  

Relinquishing the party Karna goes to England.  The newly formed Conservative Nationalist Party under the 

headship of Gaga Shah approaches Karna to lead the new party from the front. Karna becomes the President of 

the Party. Under his leadership the party voices out vociferously in constitutional terms demanding a new form 

of federalism, the protection of minority rights and the importance of other communities. Karna considers his 
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options after the Muslim Group’s candidate are bested by Muslim members of the Kaurava Party in the 

elections. Karna proposes a coalition government in the legislative assembly of the Northern Province. 

Later, Vidur urges Dhritarashtra to accept Karna’s proposal, even though the Kaurava Party controls enough 

seats in the Northern Province to rule without a coalition. Mohammed Rafi, a Muslim .Kauravaman urges 

rejection of Karna’s offer whereas Dhritarashtra and Gangaji concede. Karna is resolved to find other means of 

gaining power. Tharoor exemplifies that Gandhi’s exploitation of Hindu symbols to galvanize the nation against 

the British gets boomeranged within the nation. This leads to the division of the Hindu-Muslim in India. “The 

Mahaguru’s traditional attire, his spiritualism, his spouting of the ancient texts, his ashram … all made the young 

man mistrustful of the Great Teacher …. Karna is not much of a Muslim but he finds Gandhiji too much of a 

Hindu. 

Tharoor’s India is a far cry from Vyasa’s Bharat. The problem of the backward classes has been a thorn in the 

flesh of Indian polity, and has embedded itself in the society with cancerous ramifications. In a later episode 

when Karna has to confront Arjun and Arjun being a great warrior as Karna, the outcome of the confrontation 

hung in the balance. The escape for Arjun is in disqualifying Karna citing his lowborn status as unfit to confront 

the Kshatriya prince Arjun. Karna is instantly proclaimed as the king of Angadesh and thereby elevated as a 

Kshatriya and he gets qualified to confront Arjun. Karna is not a mean archer. He has his training under the same 

guru. The emancipation of Karna is a proclamation.  

The emancipation of the backward classes is by constitutional guarantee. This has paved way for reservation in 

the administration of government machinery. The parallel is too close to be overlooked but far too ramified to be 

easily examined. Prema Nandhakumar in her article, “Shashi Tharoor’s Karna” appreciates that “Vyasa’s 

Radheya Karna and Tharoor’s Mohammed Ali Karna run on identical parallel tracks, thanks to Tharoor’s 

exuberant imagination”. Apart from this social ramification there is a political side. The socially oppressed, when 

get recognition tend to overreach themselves and Karna’s example holds a border to the present day politicians.  

 To sum up, in this novel the writer makes a genuine attempt to present the account of recent Indian history in 

this novel which reviews the memory of the mythic age. For him, the Indian myth appears to be the touchtone to 

comprehend the contemporary Indian reality. He exploits some of the key episodes of the Mahabharatha in 

order to present some of the seminal political events of post – independence India. It depends in the mind set of 

the individual. Minority and majority are determined by power. As usual, with his familiar satiric device of 

‘insinuation’, Tharoor has brought out the power politics in the post colonial India.     
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