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Abstract: This article critically examines The Pregnant King by Devdutt Pattanaik as a significant work of contemporary Indian 

mythological fiction that reinterprets ancient narratives to address modern concerns regarding gender, identity, and social structures. 

The study explores how Pattanaik transforms the lesser-known myth of King Yuvanashva into a philosophical and socio-cultural 

narrative that challenges rigid binaries of masculinity and femininity. Through the protagonist’s unusual experience of pregnancy, the 

novel questions patriarchal definitions of gender roles, motherhood, kingship, and power. The article further analyses the concept of 

dharma as presented in the text, emphasizing its contextual and flexible nature rather than its rigid moral interpretation. In addition, the 

paper discusses the representation of gender fluidity, masculinity, feminism, and social exclusion within the framework of Indian 

mythology. Pattanaik’s narrative style, symbolism, and use of mythological references are also examined to understand how 

mythology becomes a medium for contemporary social commentary. The study argues that The Pregnant King not only revives ancient 

Indian myths but also demonstrates their relevance in present-day discussions on identity, inclusivity, and human experience. 

Ultimately, the article highlights the novel as a progressive literary work that advocates empathy, acceptance, and the recognition of 

diverse identities beyond conventional social categories. 
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Introduction 

Contemporary Indian English literature has increasingly 

turned towards mythology to reinterpret ancient narratives in the 

light of modern social concerns. Among the prominent writers in 

this field, Devdutt Pattanaik occupies a significant place for his 

innovative retelling of myths and epics. His novel The Pregnant 

King (2008) is a remarkable exploration of gender identity, 

dharma, sexuality, and power through the reinterpretation of an 

obscure mythological episode from the Mahabharata. The novel 

narrates the story of King Yuvanashva, who accidentally becomes 

pregnant after consuming a magical potion intended for his queens. 

Through this unusual narrative, Pattanaik questions rigid 

definitions of masculinity and femininity while exploring the 

fluidity of identity and social roles. 

The novel is not merely a retelling of mythology; rather, it 

is a philosophical and social commentary on the limitations 

imposed by patriarchal structures. Pattanaik uses mythology as a 

tool to discuss contemporary issues such as gender fluidity, 

motherhood, masculinity, and individual freedom. The text 

challenges the binary understanding of gender and demonstrates 

how ancient Indian myths contained narratives that were far more 

inclusive than many modern social structures.  

This article critically examines the major themes, narrative 

techniques, and socio-cultural implications of The Pregnant King. 

It also analyses how Pattanaik blends mythology with modern 

sensibilities to create a text that is both literary and philosophical. 

Mythology and Modern Reinterpretation 

One of the most significant aspects of The Pregnant King is 

Pattanaik’s reinterpretation of mythology. Indian mythology has 

often been viewed as a repository of moral lessons and cultural 

traditions. Pattanaik, however, approaches mythology as a dynamic 

and evolving body of narratives that can be interpreted differently 

in different periods. The story of Yuvanashva appears only briefly 

in ancient texts, but Pattanaik expands it into a full-fledged 

narrative dealing with identity and social expectations.  

The novel demonstrates that mythology is not static. 

Instead, myths serve as mirrors reflecting human anxieties, desires, 

and cultural values. Pattanaik reshapes ancient myths to address 

contemporary concerns regarding gender and sexuality. Through 

his storytelling, he highlights that Indian mythology historically 

acknowledged complex identities beyond rigid binaries. 

The author also integrates several mythological characters 

such as Shikhandi, Arjuna in his Brihannala form, and Ila/Ileshwar 

Mahadev to emphasize the recurring presence of gender 

transformation in Indian mythology. These stories collectively 

suggest that gender fluidity was not alien to Indian traditions. 
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Pattanaik thereby challenges the belief that non-binary identities 

are purely modern or Western concepts.  

Gender Fluidity and Identity 

The central theme of the novel is gender fluidity. 

Yuvanashva’s pregnancy destabilizes traditional ideas of 

masculinity and femininity. In patriarchal societies, motherhood is 

associated with women, while kingship and authority are 

associated with men. Yuvanashva’s transformation forces society 

to reconsider these assumptions. 

Pattanaik uses Yuvanashva’s experience to question 

whether biology alone determines identity. The king struggles 

internally as he tries to reconcile his role as ruler with his role as a 

mother. Society around him also becomes uncomfortable because 

his existence does not fit established norms. The novel repeatedly 

asks whether a person can simultaneously embody qualities 

traditionally assigned to both men and women. 

The text also critiques rigid gender expectations. Women in 

the novel are expected to nurture, while men are expected to rule 

and fight wars. However, Pattanaik shows that such divisions are 

artificial social constructs rather than natural truths. Characters 

who challenge these boundaries often face social resistance but 

also reveal the limitations of patriarchal thinking. 

The portrayal of Shikhandi further strengthens the theme of 

gender transformation. Shikhandi’s identity in the Mahabharata 

itself challenges conventional notions of sex and gender. By 

including such characters, Pattanaik suggests that identity is fluid 

and contextual rather than fixed and biological.  

Dharma and Moral Complexity 

Another important theme in the novel is dharma. In Indian 

philosophy, dharma generally refers to duty, righteousness, and 

moral order. However, Pattanaik presents dharma not as a rigid law 

but as something flexible and contextual. The characters in the 

novel constantly struggle to balance personal desires with social 

obligations. 

Yuvanashva’s situation complicates traditional definitions 

of dharma. As a king, he is expected to produce an heir and 

maintain political stability. Yet his pregnancy creates confusion 

regarding his identity and responsibilities. The novel asks whether 

dharma should be determined by biological roles or by compassion 

and fairness. 

Pattanaik repeatedly demonstrates that dharma changes 

according to circumstances. A rule that may appear morally correct 

in one context may become oppressive in another. This 

interpretation of dharma reflects Pattanaik’s broader mythological 

philosophy that morality cannot be reduced to absolute categories 

of right and wrong.  

The novel also critiques social hypocrisy. Society claims to 

value justice and morality, but it often excludes individuals who do 

not conform to accepted norms. Through Yuvanashva’s suffering, 

Pattanaik exposes how social systems can become cruel when they 

prioritize rigid traditions over empathy. 

Masculinity and Motherhood 

A striking aspect of the novel is its exploration of 

masculinity and motherhood. Traditionally, masculinity is 

associated with strength, dominance, and emotional restraint, 

whereas motherhood symbolizes nurturing and emotional care. 

Pattanaik disrupts these assumptions by making a male king 

experience pregnancy and childbirth. 

Yuvanashva’s transformation forces him to develop 

empathy and emotional understanding. His motherhood humanizes 

him and changes his perception of power. The novel thereby 

suggests that masculinity does not need to exclude nurturing 

qualities.  

The text also critiques patriarchal anxieties surrounding 

male vulnerability. Yuvanashva experiences shame and confusion 

because society perceives pregnancy as incompatible with 

kingship. Pattanaik uses this conflict to reveal how patriarchal 

systems harm men as well as women by forcing them into 

restrictive roles. 

Modern critics have interpreted the novel as an important 

contribution to masculinity studies because it examines the 

psychological burden imposed on men by rigid gender 

expectations.  

Feminism and Patriarchal Structures 

Although the novel focuses on a male protagonist, it also 

provides a strong critique of patriarchy. Women characters in the 

novel face restrictions regarding power, freedom, and social 

identity. Queen Shilavati, for example, represents the frustrations 

of women denied authority simply because of their gender. 

Pattanaik highlights how patriarchal societies associate 

political power exclusively with masculinity. Women may possess 

intelligence and leadership qualities, yet they are denied 

legitimacy. Through his female characters, Pattanaik reveals the 

unequal distribution of power within traditional social systems. 

At the same time, the novel avoids simplistic binaries 

between men and women. Instead, it portrays patriarchy as a 

system that harms everyone by enforcing rigid roles. Men suffer 

because they are denied emotional freedom, while women suffer 

because they are denied social power. 

The novel’s feminist dimension lies in its demand for 

inclusivity and recognition of diverse identities. Rather than 

presenting feminism as hostility toward men, Pattanaik portrays it 

as a broader struggle against restrictive social structures.  

Narrative Style and Symbolism 

Pattanaik’s narrative style combines simplicity with 

philosophical depth. The language of the novel is accessible, yet it 

contains complex symbolic meanings. The use of mythology gives 

the narrative a timeless quality while simultaneously making it 

relevant to contemporary society. 

Symbolism plays a major role in the novel. Pregnancy 

symbolizes transformation, creation, and the merging of masculine 

and feminine energies. Yuvanashva’s body becomes a site of social 

and philosophical conflict, representing the instability of rigid 

gender categories. 

The recurring references to transformation in mythology 

reinforce the idea that identity is fluid. Pattanaik uses these 

mythological symbols to argue that human identity cannot be 

confined within narrow definitions. 

The novel’s structure also reflects the oral storytelling 

traditions of Indian mythology. Stories within stories create a 
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layered narrative that encourages readers to question fixed truths 

and consider multiple perspectives. 

Social Relevance of the Novel 

The Pregnant King remains highly relevant in 

contemporary discussions about gender and identity. In many 

societies, debates surrounding LGBTQ+ rights and gender 

inclusivity continue to generate controversy. Pattanaik’s novel 

contributes to these discussions by showing that Indian mythology 

itself contains narratives that challenge binary gender norms. 

The novel also encourages readers to rethink cultural 

assumptions. Instead of treating tradition as rigid and unchanging, 

Pattanaik demonstrates that traditions evolve through 

reinterpretation. This perspective is important in modern societies 

where cultural values are often contested. 

Furthermore, the text promotes empathy toward 

marginalized identities. By presenting Yuvanashva’s emotional 

struggles, Pattanaik humanizes individuals who do not fit 

conventional social categories. The novel ultimately advocates 

acceptance, compassion, and openness. 

Conclusion 

The Pregnant King is a powerful reinterpretation of 

mythology that challenges conventional ideas of gender, power, 

and morality. Through the story of Yuvanashva, Devdutt Pattanaik 

explores the fluidity of identity and critiques the rigid structures 

imposed by patriarchy. The novel demonstrates that mythology can 

serve as a meaningful framework for discussing modern social 

issues. 

Pattanaik’s treatment of dharma, masculinity, motherhood, 

and feminism reflects a progressive and humanistic worldview. By 

revisiting ancient myths, he reminds readers that Indian cultural 

traditions contain narratives of diversity and transformation. The 

novel therefore becomes both a literary achievement and a social 

commentary. 

Ultimately, The Pregnant King invites readers to embrace 

complexity rather than rigid binaries. It encourages society to 

recognize the humanity of individuals beyond conventional 

categories of gender and identity. Through its philosophical depth 

and imaginative storytelling, the novel continues to hold significant 

relevance in contemporary literary and cultural studies. 
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