AboutUs: http://www.the-criterion.com/about/
Archive: http://www.the-criterion.com/archive/
ContactUs: http://www.the-criterion.com/contact/
EditorialBoard: http://www.the-criterion.com/editorial-board/
Submission: http://www.the-criterion.com/submission/
FAQ: http://www.the-criterion.com/fa/

ISSN 2278-9529

Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal
www.galaxyimrj.com

The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 12, Issue-VI, December 2021

ISSN: 0976-8165

Debating Tradition and Modernity in Shashi Tharoor’s The Great Indian
Novel
Madhukar Hanmant Dhanje
Research Scholar,
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Marathwada University,
Aurangabad.
Article History: Submitted-28/11/2021, Revised-27/12/2021, Accepted-28/12/2021, Published-31/12/2021.

Abstract:
The present research paper is about the manifestation of India’s tradition and modernity
in the novel The Great Indian Novel of Shashi Tharoor. This is a social-political novel
demonstrate the traditional lives of the characters of Mahabharata and modern views of the
newly emerged leaders and rulers of post independence India. It will critically analyse the
relation of tradition and modernity to understand the Indian society. In the novel, Shashi
Tharoor tries to scoff at the ascertained tradition and modernity by means of political satire as
tool. Thus, this paper tries to explore the element of tradition and modernity in context of
characters of Mahabharata and modern Indian milieu in The Great Indian Novel.
Keywords: Tradition, Modernity, Indian Literature, War, Politics.
Introduction:
In the post independence era, Indian Literature almost spread all over the world due to
its global touch. The influence of globalisation and its impacts have produced varied literary
products, mostly with the advancement of technological developments and its conveniences.
Thereby, in last few decades, the emerging interests in different themes have grown immensely
in wider scope literary studies. As Sen and Roy pointed out that, “The first decade of the present
millennium has been an exciting time for India Fiction. While the established authors went
from strength to strength, fresh voices opened up a host of new possibilities in the articulation
of the Indian consciousness.....the range of themes extended from re-mapping mythology and
history to reassessing the globalised India today” (Sen and Roy, 9). The major writers of the
Indian literature are Raja Rao, R. K Narayan, Mulk Raj Anand, Salman Rushdie, Rohinton
Mistry, V.S. Naipaul, Anita Desai, Amitav Ghosh, Vikram Seth, Bharati Mukherjee, Chitra
Banerjee Diwakaruni, Kiran Desai, Arundhati Roy etc. These entire writers very popularise in
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modern independence era and reach almost global audiences. They have projected social reality
mythical realism and the romance of history and mythical realism in their literary works.
Indian Writing in English: A Brief Introduction
Indian writing in English said to be started with the publication of Bakimchandra
Chatterjee’s Rajmohan’s Wife and this novel set in rural area of Bengal. He has also published
several novels primarily in Bengali language. In the beginning of twentieth century, many
writers came forward to express their views in the form of poetry and novels such as Romesh
Chandra Dutt and Rabindranath Tagore were significant writers who have produced number of
novels depicted various issues of Indian society. Rabindranath Tagore’s Gora and Gitanjali
emerged as masterpieces of Indian writing in English.
In later period, R. K. Narayan, Raja Rao, and Mulk Raj Anand known as trinity of
Indian Writing of English because of their various themes and technique in novels. English
Critic William Walsh called them The Big Three, He said:
“It is these three writers who defined the area in which the Indian novel was to
operate. They established its assumptions; they sketched its main themes, freed
the first models of its characters and elaborated its particular logic. Each of them
used an easy, natural idiom which was unaffected by the opacity of a British
inheritance. Their language has been freed of the foggy taste of Britain and
transferred to a wholly new setting of brutal heat and brilliant light” (Walsh,
27).
After Big three or Trinity, next very crucial writer is Bhabhani Bhattacharya who wrote
number of novels but So Many Hungers (1947), and Music for Mohini (1952) are most popular
and celebrated work of Bhattachary.
In the contemporary scenario, significance of the Indian writing in English is most
important in the field of language and literature. The literature of contemporary writers
produced in different form dealt with the various themes relevant to contemporary society.
Indian English literature by itself is inadequate to represent who are to the rest of the world.
Only broad representation of the full range of Indian Literatures, translated into a world
language such as English, can do what is needed. In view of literature, disseminates the ideas
and thoughts of writers in different forms.
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Writers of the Indian diasporic literature has created their own space in Indian Writing
in English. They have focused on various issues of Indian immigrant people who are residing
in different parts of the world. There are many major writes of Indian origin in diaspora
including V. S. Naipual who has written number of novels and awarded with Nobel Prize in
literature for his writing style and themes that he had discussed in his literary works. The
Characters of Naipaul like Mohan Biswas from his most celebrated work A House for Mr.
Biswas and his other characters belong to different generation that their ancestors. However,
all these characters cannot forget the legacy that they have brought from their home country.
Bharati Mukherjee is also a significant female writer who has focused on women issues
of Indian diaspora. Her vast writing in the field feminism in Indian diaspora is crucial for the
scholars of Indian diaspora. Some of the major works of Bharati Mukherjee that witnessed her
feminist writing such as, Jasmine, Desirable Daughter, and Wife. Like Bharati Mukherjee,
other writer of Indian diaspora from Bengal, Indian is Jumpa Lahiri has explored he themes
from her novels such as Namesake and The Lowland. Kavita Daswani’s Matrimonial Purposes
post rayed the experiences of Indian immigrants in United States. Abraham Vegeshe’s My Own
Country is an autobiographical works that contribute and engage with a community that make
any place as home.
Rohinton Mistry is a Parsi writer from Mumbai, Indian who migrated to Canada and
focused on the issues of identity and identity crises of Parsi community in host land. He has
dealt with custom and tradition of Parsi community in different parts of the world. Salman
Rushdie is from the Mumbai and he has primarily focus on the city of Mumbai in his many
novels like Rohinton Mistry and both of these writers created a sense of nostalgia in their
writing.
Among all writers, Shashi Tharoor is one of the most significant writers in the Indian
literature written in English, most popularly called as Indian Writing in English. The Indian
writer Shashi Tharoor is extraordinary for a sequence of the novel which undermines number
of ideas and concepts linked with post independence Indian writing in English, even as they
rise above the precincts of the classic realist fiction. In the paper, with the brief demonstrations
of the text The Great Indian Novel, an effort is made to locate the writer Shahshi Tharoor in
social as well in political terms. His personal point of view is very unambiguous that his
contemporary writers. Thus, the social and political ideology of the author is clearly expressed
in The Great Indian Novel. Tharoor Known as postmodern writer but in this paper we call him
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post independence writer to understand his most powerful mythical novel named The Great
Indian Novel. He is the writer who known for his experimental writing not only in fiction but
also in non fictional work.
Shashi Tharoor was born in London in 1965 and brought up in both India and England.
He has written many books that falls under the category of fiction as well as non-fiction. The
Great Indian Novel (1989), Show Business (1992), Riot: A Love Story (2001), Kerala, God’s
Own Country (2003), An Era of Darkness: The British Empire in India (2016), Why I am a
Hindu (2018), and The Paradoxical Prime Minister (2018). These are some selected texts of
Shashi Tharoor. He has dealt with the theme like, Indianness, diaspora, and politics of identity,
power and knowledge, spiritualism, culture, tradition and modernity in his literary works. He
can be called as visionary and global writers due to themes and issues of his writings. He has
received prestigious awards such as Commonwealth Writers Prize in 1991, and Sahitya
Akademy Award in 2019.
The Great Indian Novel published in 1989 and used political satire as genre of the text.
For this novel, Tharoor interprets Mahabharata as the history of modern India. It shows that,
his traditional and modern views on society. The Great Indian Novel uses the theme of
Mahabharata a popular epic of Hindu tradition and mythology. So, all the significant characters
of Mahabharata reset and recast in this novel to portray the Indian independence movement
and almost 30 years after independence. As Sen and Roy opines, “Shashi Tharoor’s The Great
Indian Novel rewrites the Mahabharata as satirical political history of independent India, claims
that ‘the spoof is inaccessible to the international readership of commonwealth literature” (Sen
and Roy, 10). Most of the characters transformed mythological and mythical story of India and
retold as a history of Indian independence movement. The narrator of the novel is Ved Vyasa
who is the actual writer of the Mahabharata.
The central story of the novel is about the clash between two great clans of the same
family known as hundred Kauravas and five Pandavas over the quarrelled heritage of
patrimony. There are some significant and central characters of the epic poem Mahabharata
visualised as the foremost institutions of India. For example, Bhishma belong to the army,
Arjuna belongs to the press and the Draupadi considered being the democracy. According to
Shashi Tharoor, disrobing of the Draupadi is parallel to the Prime Minister; Indira Gandhi
(Dushashan) during the state of emergency declared in 1975 and came to an end in 1977.
Arjuna and Draupadi have a symbolic implication because Arjuna represents Indian press.
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Tharoor has taken liberties with actual story and its characters. Kunti in epic Mahabharata was
very traditional and in The Great Indian Novel Tharoor has liberated her role because she
enjoys smoking cigarettes, wearing modern Banarasi saree, Bombay nails, Bangalore sandals
and Bareilly bangles. So, he fully transformed Kunti from tradition and portrayed her as
modern lady in the novel.
Myth is very important in Indian literature and many writers’ fictions inspired from
these myths. The Great Indian Novel of Shashi Tharoor is also inspired by Mahabharata. Thus,
this parody endows with utensils for contemptuous traditions and creates literary space.
Tharoor divided this novel into eighteen books and gave proper shape to his story. Shashi
Tharoor has incorporated some of the significant historical incident in his novel that includes
Jallianwala Bagh massacre, salt Satyagraha of Gandhi, partition of India. Even post
independence incidents also a significant part of the novel such as formation of ENA, State of
Emergency, and the assassination of Indira Gandhi. Mahabharata’s Priya Duryodhani and post
independence India’s Indira have shown as very powerful characters in the novel.
Debating Tradition and Modernity in Shashi Tharoor’s The Great Indian Novel:
Tradition and modernity remain significant part of the story of The Great Indian Novel
in which Tharoor contrasted between two significant values of life styles such as tradition and
modernity. Shashi Tharoor has use tradition of ancient India Vakrokati to portray the weakness
of modern Indian society in his novel. Tharoor opines,
The British neglected village education in the efforts to produce a limited
literate class of petty clerks to turn the lower wheels of their bureaucracy, so we
too neglected the villages in our efforts to widen that literate class for their new
place at the top” (Tharoor, 47).
Thus, there are some issues of tradition and modernity to debate due to surroundings of
the novel. One way or other, tradition of ancient India is very much suitable to modern India.
Thus, the story of Mahabharata is fully relevant to the freedom movement of India as well as
political upheaval during 1960’s to 1980’s. In the novel Tharoor scoff at sacraments of the
Vedic tradition while contemptuous to the modern society. As he mentioned,
“I born with the century, a bastard in a fine tradition, the offspring of a
fisherwoman seduced by a travelling sage” (Tharoor, 19).
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By retelling a story from the past about inbreeding between high and low cultures,
Tharoor firmly establishes the presence of the postmodern in both the epic The Mahabharata
as well as his contemporary novel. The novel tells the story of defeat and triumph in
Mahabharata as well as modern India. As Skinner states,
“In moral terms it is also traditionally read as a struggle between the forces of
good and evil, dharma and adharma. Fraudulently dispossessed by the
Kauravas and forced into exile, the Pandavas later return to reclaim their
birthright. The climactic battle of Kurukshetra is a vindication of the Pandavas,
although the cost of victory is so high that there might seem to be no real winners
in the struggle” (Skinner, 10).

In Hindu dharma tradition has its own values as Ved Vyasa portrayed his character in
the epic. Here, in the novel Tharoor has given importance to tradition but also emphasises on
modern values of the society. Tharoor has derived his real value standards from myth and
history and text itself reconstructed amalgamation of the myth and history. His mockery to the
many national leaders of India is a new kind of technique and evolution of a new political
archetype. The great and extraordinary leaders like Gandhi and Nehru did not notice properly
in the novel due to disloyalty about them and trapped in the local politics and forget the ethical
norms from their moral commitment. Tharoor tells the bitter experience of colonisation and
fight of leaders to decolonise it. The binary opposites of tradition and modernity be positioned
in the pre-figuration of central characters of the novel (Mastud, 373). As we all know,
traditional models and modern practices seems to divide Indian society. Most of population in
present scenario follow modern practices while many other do believe in traditional practices.
Tharoor has brought tradition and modernity together to demonstrate the Indian society in his
novel.

Conclusion:
In a nutshell way, Shashi Tharoor’s novel The Great Indian Novel demonstrated the
tradition and modernity relationship to show the reality of Indian society. Tradition and
modernity are contrasted term never used simultaneously in the academia before but the
expansion of writing of Indian literature beyond subcontinent and diaspora or migratory
experiences of writers like Tharoor made it possible to discuss this term. It does not mean that,
tradition and modernity create conflict because in the modern world, both terms used together
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a term it as traditional modernity. Tharoor has taken efforts to discuss story of Mahabharata to
describe pre-and post independence India. Thus, tradition is past oriented and modernity is
hope for future.
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