IJAER/March-April-2025/VVolume-14/1ssue-2 ISSN: 2278-9677
International Journal of Arts & Education Research

(Peer-Reviewed, Open Access, Fully Refereed International Journal) Impact Factor:7.06

The Concept of "Myth=Mithya" in Devdutt Pattanaik

Ms. Nitu Sharma,
Research Scholar,
Shyam University, Dausa (Raj)
Dr Vinay Tripathi,
Research Supervisor,

Shyam University, Dausa (Raj)

Abstract

Devdutt Pattanaik, a prolific Indian mythologist, author, and illustrator, has significantly reshaped
contemporary understanding of Indian mythology. Central to his interpretive framework is the
concept he frequently articulates as "myth=mithya." This seemingly simple equation, far from being
a dismissal of myth, represents a profound philosophical and psychological insight into the nature
of truth, belief, and human experience. For Pattanaik, "mithya" does not equate to "false" in the
Western sense of an untruth or a lie, but rather signifies a subjective reality, a psychological truth
that is distinct from objective, verifiable facts. To grasp Pattanaik's "myth=mithya" paradigm, it is
crucial to differentiate it from a literalist or historical interpretation of mythology. In a literalist view,
myths are seen as historical accounts or factual narratives that either happened or did not. If they
did not, they are deemed false. Pattanaik argues against this reductionist approach, asserting that
the power and purpose of myth lie not in their historical accuracy but in their ability to convey deeper,
often paradoxical, truths about human nature, society, and the cosmos. "Mithya," derived from
Sanskrit, is often translated as "unreal,” "illusory,” or "not ultimately true." However, in the context
of Vedanta and Hindu philosophy, it refers to something that is conditionally true or subjectively
experienced, rather than absolutely real (satya) or absolutely unreal (asatya). A dream, for instance,
is "mithya"—it is real within the dream state but not real in waking reality. Similarly, for Pattanaik,
myths are "mithya" because they are constructs of the human mind, narratives that we use to make
sense of the world, to navigate complex emotions, and to establish social order. They are real in
their psychological impact and cultural function, even if their events never transpired in a factual,

objective sense.
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Introduction

Devdutt Pattanaik consistently emphasizes that myths are human creations, reflections of our
deepest fears, desires, and aspirations. They are frameworks through which we understand
concepts like good and evil, dharma and adharma, life and death. The stories of gods, goddesses,
demons, and sages, while fantastical, serve as metaphorical representations of universal human
experiences and dilemmas. For example, the narrative of Rama and Ravana in the Ramayana is
not merely a historical account of a war, but a "mithya" that explores themes of duty, righteousness,
temptation, and the complexities of human relationships. The internal struggle within each individual

to choose dharma over adharma is mirrored in the epic's external conflict.

Pattanaik uses "myth=mithya" to highlight the subjective and contextual nature of truth. What is
“true” for one person or culture might be "mithya" for another. Myths are culturally embedded and
evolve over time, reflecting changing societal values and understandings. This fluidity is not a
weakness but a strength, allowing myths to remain relevant across generations and diverse
interpretations. By acknowledging myths as "mithya," Pattanaik encourages a nuanced engagement

with them—not as rigid dogma, but as flexible tools for introspection and societal reflection.

The implication of "myth=mithya" is also deeply liberating. It frees individuals from the burden of
literal belief, allowing for a more symbolic and psychological engagement with mythological
narratives. One doesn't need to believe that a specific event literally happened to appreciate its
profound wisdom. Instead, the focus shifts to what the myth reveals about the human condition,
about the patterns of human behavior, and about the principles that govern the universe. This
perspective allows individuals to extract meaning and guidance from myths without abandoning

rational thought or scientific inquiry.

At the core of Pattanaik’s mythology is the belief that myths are not merely ancient tales but living,
evolving frameworks that help individuals make sense of the world, their relationships, and their
own selves. He posits that Indian mythology, in particular, is less about rigid dogma and more about

diverse perspectives and the inherent pluralism of truth. This is evident in his frequent discussions
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of the multiple avatars of Vishnu, the varied interpretations of Shiva, or the multifaceted nature of
the Goddess. For Pattanaik, these variations are not contradictions but rather reflections of a holistic

understanding that accommodates different viewpoints and experiences.

A key aspect of Pattanaik’s approach is his emphasis on the interplay between the objective (devis),
subjective (devas), and collective (bhutas) realities within mythological frameworks. He argues that
myths provide a vocabulary to understand human aspirations, fears, and motivations, often
projecting these internal states onto divine figures. For instance, in his analysis of the Ramayana,
he often delves into the psychological journeys of Rama, Sita, and Ravana, illustrating how their
choices and fates resonate with universal human dilemmas. Similarly, his interpretations of the
Mahabharata go beyond the epic battle to explore the ethical and moral complexities faced by its

characters, offering insights into leadership, dharma, and human nature.

Pattanaik also frequently draws parallels between mythological concepts and contemporary
management principles, a unique application that has garnered him a wide audience in corporate
circles. He argues that ancient Indian narratives offer valuable lessons in leadership, team
dynamics, strategy, and innovation. For example, he might analyze Krishna’s role as a strategist in
the Mahabharata or discuss the concept of dharma as a framework for ethical decision-making in
organizations. This interdisciplinary approach not only makes mythology accessible to a broader

audience but also highlights its practical relevance in an increasingly complex world.
Review of Literature

Pattanaik frequently delves into the concept of dharma as a central theme, not as a rigid set of rules,
but as a contextual and often paradoxical principle. He explores how different characters grapple

with their duties and responsibilities, and how their choices lead to both triumph and tragedy. [1]

Pattanaik often uses the example of Rama's banishment of Sita as a particularly complex and
ethically challenging situation, prompting readers to question the absolute nature of dharma and
consider the human cost of upholding societal norms. Rather than simply condemning Rama,
Pattanaik invites contemplation on the impossible choices faced by rulers and the inherent conflicts

between personal desire and public duty. [2]
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Pattanaik demystifies the divine aspects of the Ramayana by connecting them to human psychology
and societal structures. He interprets divine beings and supernatural events not just as literal
occurrences, but as metaphors for human emotions, desires, and conflicts. For example, he might
view Ravana's ten heads as symbolic of the ten human passions or egoistic tendencies, rather than

a literal physical anomaly. [3]

The mythical creatures and magical weapons often represent internal struggles or the forces of
nature that humans must contend with. This approach makes the seemingly fantastical elements of
the Ramayana relatable and relevant to contemporary human experience. [4]

Pattanaik sheds light on the fluidity of identity and the concept of avatars. Pattanaik emphasizes
that Rama is not just a historical figure but an avatar, a manifestation of the divine in human form,
highlighting the cyclical nature of time and the recurring themes of good versus evil, order versus
chaos. He often discusses how these myths evolve and are reinterpreted across different cultures

and time periods, demonstrating their enduring power and adaptability. [5]

The Concept of "Myth=Mithya" in Devdutt Pattanaik

Devdutt Pattanaik's mythology is a dynamic and multifaceted exploration of ancient Indian narratives
that transcends traditional academic boundaries. By focusing on the symbolic, psychological, and
practical applications of myths, he has made these timeless stories relevant and accessible to a
contemporary audience. His work encourages a deeper engagement with the rich wisdom
embedded in Indian mythology, demonstrating its enduring capacity to provide profound insights
into the human condition, organizational dynamics, and the very nature of reality itself. Through his
unique blend of storytelling, analysis, and illustration, Pattanaik has cemented his position as a
leading voice in the modern discourse on mythology, inviting us to see ancient tales not just as relics

of the past, but as living guides for the present and future.

Pattanaik is known for demystifying and de-sanitizing mythological figures, presenting them with
their flaws, complexities, and human-like qualities. He challenges simplistic good-versus-evil
narratives, preferring to explore the shades of grey and the motivations behind characters’ actions.

This nuanced portrayal encourages readers to engage with myths critically and to find their own
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meanings, rather than passively accepting predefined interpretations. His illustrations, often
accompanying his writings, serve to further this understanding, offering visual metaphors that enrich

the narrative and make abstract concepts more tangible.

One of the central tenets of Pattanaik's interpretation is the idea of "subjective truth" versus
"objective truth." He argues that while Western historiography often seeks to establish a singular,
objective account of the past, Indian traditions are more comfortable with multiple narratives and
interpretations. This is rooted in the Indic emphasis on dharma, a concept that encompasses
righteousness, duty, and cosmic order, rather than a fixed historical record. He often highlights how
seemingly contradictory stories or divine actions in Hindu mythology are not meant to be taken
literally as historical events, but rather as metaphors and allegories that convey deeper

philosophical and cultural truths.

For Pattanaik, the Ramayana is not merely a historical account but a fluid, living tradition that reflects
the diverse ways humans understand dharma, karma, and the complexities of human relationships.
One of Pattanaik's key contributions is his emphasis on the subjectivity of truth within the
Ramayana. He argues that there are multiple Ramayanas, each told from a different perspective,
and none holding absolute supremacy. For instance, while Valmiki's Ramayana focuses on Rama
as the embodiment of dharma, Pattanaik often highlights the perspectives of Sita, Ravana, or even
the animals, demonstrating how their experiences and understandings differ. This challenges the
notion of a monolithic truth and encourages readers to appreciate the various "truths" that coexist
within the epic. He might point out how Ravana, despite being portrayed as the villain, acts
according to his own understanding of dharma, albeit a distorted one, and how Sita's agency and

suffering are often overlooked in traditional retellings that prioritize Rama's heroism.

In essence, Devdutt Pattanaik's exploration of the Ramayana's myths is an invitation to engage with
the epic on a deeper, more intellectual, and psychologically informed level. He encourages readers
to question, analyze, and interpret, rather than passively accept, the narratives. By unveiling the
multiple layers of meaning, the inherent contradictions, and the human dilemmas embedded within
the stories, Pattanaik transforms the Ramayana from a mere collection of ancient tales into a
profound commentary on the human condition, inviting continuous reflection and personal

understanding.
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Pattanaik frequently employs mythological frameworks to understand historical patterns. For
instance, he might analyze political leadership through the lens of divine archetypes like Rama or
Krishna, illustrating how different rulers embody (or fail to embody) ideals of justice, dharma, or
strategic thinking. He delves into the symbolism embedded in everyday rituals, art, and architecture,
revealing how these cultural expressions serve as a continuous commentary on human nature,
societal structures, and cosmic principles. This approach allows him to connect seemingly disparate
historical periods and events through recurring symbolic motifs and underlying philosophical

currents.

Furthermore, Pattanaik is keen on deconstructing the "othering" gaze often present in colonial and
post-colonial interpretations of Indian history. He challenges the notion of India as a monolithic
entity, instead highlighting its inherent diversity, its regional variations, and the constant negotiation
between different traditions and belief systems. He critiques the tendency to impose Western
frameworks of linearity, progress, and historical judgment onto Indian thought, arguing that such
attempts often miss the nuanced and cyclical understanding of time and existence prevalent in Indic
traditions. He emphasizes that Indian history, unlike many Western historical narratives, is not
necessarily about a march towards a definitive end-state, but rather a continuous process of

becoming and self-reflection.

He also frequently points out the distinction between "history" as itihasa (meaning "thus it
happened") and purana (meaning "that which happened in the past"). While itihasa might refer to
factual accounts, purana encompasses myths, legends, and folklore, all of which, for Pattanaik, are
equally crucial in understanding the Indian worldview. He argues that dismissing puranas as mere
fiction is to miss a significant dimension of Indian historical consciousness and the way people have

historically made sense of their world.

However, Pattanaik's approach is not without its critics. Some historians argue that his emphasis
on mythology can sometimes overshadow the importance of empirical evidence and socio-
economic factors in shaping historical events. Others contend that his broad generalizations, while
insightful, might sometimes oversimplify the complexities and conflicts within Indian history. Yet,
even his detractors often acknowledge the immense value in his ability to make ancient Indian

concepts accessible and relevant to a contemporary audience.
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In essence, Devdutt Pattanaik invites us to engage with Indian history not just as a collection of
facts and dates, but as a rich tapestry of stories, symbols, and ideas. He encourages us to move
beyond a purely rationalistic understanding and embrace the intuitive, the metaphorical, and the
deeply cultural dimensions of the past. By doing so, he offers a more holistic, nuanced, and

ultimately, a more Indian understanding of India's fascinating and enduring historical journey.
Conclusion

Devdutt Pattanaik's "myth=mithya" is a cornerstone of his insightful approach to Indian mythology.
It is not a denial of the value or power of myths, but a sophisticated understanding of their nature
as subjective realities, psychological truths, and cultural constructs. By framing myths as "mithya,"
Pattanaik invites us to move beyond literal interpretations and engage with these timeless narratives
as profound reflections of the human mind and spirit, offering endless avenues for self-discovery
and a deeper understanding of the world around us. It is a concept that truly enriches our

appreciation of the enduring relevance and transformative potential of myth.
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