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Abstract 

This paper examines Anand Neelakantan’s Ajaya: The Rise of Kali (2015) as a 

philosophical reconfiguration of narrative authority and moral epistemology within the 

Mahabharata tradition. Drawing on postcolonial theory, subaltern studies, and Foucauldian 

notions of power/knowledge, the study argues that Neelakantan destabilizes canonical 

binaries such as dharma and adharma through a perspectival inversion centered on 

Duryodhana. Using qualitative textual analysis, the paper demonstrates how the novel 

reconstitutes the “villain” as a site of ethical inquiry and challenges the epistemic 

legitimacy of dominant narratives. The study contributes to philosophical debates on moral 

relativism, narrative truth, and the politics of representation in literary discourse. 
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1. Introduction 

The Mahabharata has long been interpreted as a moral allegory structured around 

the triumph of dharma over adharma. However, such binary interpretations obscure the 

epistemological complexity embedded within the epic. Contemporary retellings, 

particularly Anand Neelakantan’s Ajaya: The Rise of Kali (2015), challenge this moral 

absolutism by foregrounding alternative perspectives. 
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This paper argues that Ajaya is not merely a literary retelling but a philosophical 

intervention that interrogates the nature of moral truth and narrative authority. While 

existing scholarship on mythological retellings has explored issues of adaptation and 

cultural memory (Hutcheon, 1988; Richman, 1991), insufficient attention has been paid to 

their philosophical implications, particularly in relation to moral relativism and epistemic 

power. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Narrative and Power 

Michel Foucault’s concept of power/knowledge provides a critical lens for understanding 

how narratives produce and legitimize truth. According to Foucault (1980), power operates 

through discursive formations that define what counts as knowledge. In this sense, the 

Mahabharata can be viewed as a hegemonic narrative that privileges the Pandava 

perspective. 

Neelakantan’s retelling disrupts this structure by re-centering the narrative around 

Duryodhana, thereby exposing the contingency of narrative truth. 

 

2.2 Postcolonial Rewriting and Hybridity 

Homi K. Bhabha (1994) conceptualizes cultural texts as sites of hybridity where dominant 

meanings are negotiated and rearticulated. Ajaya exemplifies this hybridity by blending 

traditional epic material with modern ideological concerns, thereby destabilizing fixed 

interpretations. 

Edward Said (1978) further emphasizes that representation is inherently political. By 

privileging one narrative over another, texts participate in structures of domination. Ajaya 

resists this dominance by offering a counter-narrative. 

 

2.3 Subaltern Voice and Ethical Recovery 

Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) notion of the subaltern is central to this analysis. Duryodhana, as a 

marginalized figure within the epic tradition, represents a silenced voice whose perspective 

is systematically excluded. 

By enabling Duryodhana to “speak,” Neelakantan performs an act of narrative recovery 

that aligns with subaltern historiography (Guha, 1982). 

 

3. Methodology 

This study employs qualitative textual analysis to examine: 
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 Narrative perspective  

 Character reconstruction  

 Ethical ambiguity  

 Discursive strategies  

The analysis is interpretive and informed by philosophical and literary theory. 

 

4. Perspectival Inversion and Moral Relativism 

One of the most significant philosophical contributions of Ajaya is its rejection of moral 

absolutism. By presenting Duryodhana as a rational and ethically complex subject, the 

novel destabilizes the binary logic of good versus evil. 

This aligns with Nietzschean critiques of morality, where values are understood as 

contingent rather than universal. The narrative compels readers to confront the possibility 

that moral judgments are shaped by perspective rather than objective truth. 

 

5. Demythologization and Human Agency 

Unlike traditional versions of the Mahabharata, Ajaya minimizes supernatural elements, 

thereby foregrounding human agency. This demythologization transforms the epic into a 

socio-political narrative grounded in realism. 

Roland Barthes (1972) argues that myths function as ideological constructs that naturalize 

cultural values. By stripping away divine intervention, Neelakantan exposes the 

constructed nature of mythological authority. 

 

6. Power, Justice, and Ethical Ambiguity 

The novel critically interrogates the concept of dharma, revealing it as a flexible construct 

employed to justify power. The Pandavas, traditionally viewed as moral exemplars, are 

depicted as ethically compromised figures. 

This representation aligns with Foucault’s (1980) assertion that power shapes moral 

discourse. Justice, in this framework, is not an absolute principle but a product of 

ideological negotiation. 

 

7. The Politics of Narrative Truth 

Ajaya foregrounds the multiplicity of narrative perspectives, thereby challenging the notion 

of a singular historical truth. This aligns with postmodern critiques of grand narratives 

(Hutcheon, 1988). 

The novel suggests that what is remembered as “truth” is often the result of narrative 
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dominance rather than objective reality. 

 

8. Contemporary Philosophical Relevance 

The philosophical concerns raised in Ajaya—including moral relativism, epistemic 

authority, and narrative plurality—resonate with contemporary debates in ethics and 

political theory. 

In a global context marked by competing narratives and ideological polarization, the 

novel’s emphasis on perspectival multiplicity acquires renewed significance. 

 

9. Conclusion 

Anand Neelakantan’s Ajaya: The Rise of Kali constitutes a significant philosophical 

intervention in mythological discourse. By re-centering the narrative around a marginalized 

figure, the novel challenges dominant epistemologies and redefines moral inquiry. 

This study demonstrates that Ajaya is not merely a literary retelling but a critical 

exploration of the relationship between narrative, power, and truth. It underscores the 

necessity of engaging with multiple perspectives in order to arrive at a more nuanced 

understanding of ethical and historical realities. 
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