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ABSTRACT

This paper critically examines the character trait of Shakuni in the Mahabharata through the
application of deconstruction theory to challenge the traditional portrayal of the quintessential
villain character. Often depicted as the mastermind behind the Kauravas' malicious actions,
Shakuni is considered as one of the main antagonists in the epic, especially in instigating the
war of Kurukshetra. However, a closer look at his backstory reveals a complex narrative
shaped by trauma, injustice, and a quest for revenge like a common individual. This
deconstruction seeks to question the binary oppositions that label Shakuni as a "villain" and
the Kauravas as "evil," offering a nuanced perspective on his motives. Rather than solely
embodying treachery and malice, Shakuni’s actions can be understood as the product of deep-
rooted victimisation, systematic oppression, and a desire for retribution like a common man.
This paper argues that Shakuni’s role in the Mahabharata reflects the broader themes of
power, justice, and the consequences of unresolved societal conflicts but also critically
examines the who or what has played the role of actual villain. The paper follows the
qualitative approach of descriptive study, close reading of the text Jaya: An Illustrated
Retelling of the Mahabharata by Devdutt Pattanaik, and Shakuni Master of the Game by
Ashutosh Nadkar through comparative critical examination of different historical characters
to understand the character of Shakuni here. By re-examining Shakuni's character, The study
explore how the epic's narrative can be interpreted as a reflection of human complexities and
the ways in which society constructs heroes and villains through interplay of power and
position. Ultimately, this paper invites a more empathetic and multifaceted reading of one of
the Mahabharata’s most controversial figures which is very significant in the fields of literature
and mythology, as it challenges conventional narratives and offers a deeper understanding of
power and position.

Introduction:

Mahabharata, the greatest epic of India is not just an epic or a book based on some
mythological stories rather it mirrors the whole India by dragging it back to the remote past,
by presenting its current value system and predicting its upcoming future through different
scenario, different characters, different perspectives and different situation which are still
carried out whether socially, economically or politically. The epic is divided in 18 parvas and
the story line is framed with 1200 named characters and evolve round the Kauravas Dynasty.
We see three parts of this Kuru clan here where at the beginning we entered to the story we get
introduced with kingdom of Kauravas, Kashi, Gandhar, Kuntibhoja, Madra etc. we get
introduced with the characters and the plot becomes ready for the story to go forward. In the
next section we see the raise in the Kuru clan with power, politics, jealousy, wealth and in the
last section everything ends with the devastating war of Mahabharata.
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Methodology:

This research adopts a qualitative methodology to descriptive the approach to analyse
Shakuni’s Character critically in the Mahabharata, by the application deconstruction theory to
challenge the traditional biased point of views about Shakuni one of as the quintessential
villain. This paper primarily engages with Devdutt Pattanaik's Jaya: An Illlustrated Retelling of
the Mahabharata, Shakuni Master of the Game by Ashutosh Nadkar analysing the complex
layers of Shakuni's characteristics and actions. Through a close reading of the texts and drawing
on comparative historical analysis of other villains in the history, this paper explores the themes
of power, victimisation, and revenge underlying that character. This approach aims to provide
a more critical and different interpretation of Shakuni's role in the Mahabharata.

Vedic Roots and the Genesis of Mahabharata

Devdutt Pattanaik, in Jaya: An lllustrated Retelling of Mahabharata, retells the stories of
Mahabharata, emphasising on the complexities of the society in more engaging way to the
modern readers. Where he also highlights the perspective of genesis of Mahabharata Vedas in
ancient times, the ancient sages created a society in which every natural being, whether human
or non-human, had their separate place and position in nature. Vedas led human lives with
insights and knowledge within it. The mystery of this dynamic, ever-changing world was held
inside Vedas. The ultimate meaning of life was taught. The cyclic way of life on earth which
was interconnected to everything around it was all found written in Vedas, went on smoothly
until the long 14 years of drought dried river Saraswati. The pain that this misfortune brought
huge impact which made human kind forget about Vedas(Pattanaik, 2010).

He further mentions that the illegitimate son of a fisherwoman named Krishna Dwaipayana
(grandson of Rishi Vasistha, son of Parasara) who later known as Veda Vyasa compiled a
scattered hymn. He later created four collections of his hymns. They are- Rig, Yajur, Sama and
Atharva. Upon creating this collection, he wanted to narrate a story for which he took help of
lord Ganesha to write it down. He narrated a story named ‘Jaya'. This story of ‘Jaya’ had six
parts, but only one part of ‘Jaya’ reached to human kind which later got known as ‘The
Mahabharata’ (Pattanaik, 2010).

The complex ideas about villainy in the Mahabharata:

As patriarchal society has always been cantered woman as the cause any mis happenings
whether inside home or out, here also one can find the similarity. The Character of Draupadi
got blamed like Sita in Ramayana, Eve in Bible, Helen in Iliad. Which is not the ultimate truth.
Just because she got married with five Pandavas, she broke the social code of conduct like
Surpnakha in Ramayana whose nose was cut because she as women came forward to propose
King Rama. Stereotypes are set in the society in such ways that whether it is a mythological
character or in reality, women are supposed to suffer and that’s why Draupadi got disrobed in
front of revenue where her five husbands were also present but just like silent stone idol without
uttering a single word without any protest. After all this when the war happened, when
everyone died, Draupadi got blamed. As a reader of 21 century this seems really unethical or
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unjustified but still in our daily life one comes across such news or narratives which are not
quite different.

Going by other direction some readers directly blame the great grandfather Bhisma, Son of
King Shantanu who got influenced by Queen Satyavati and took oath to not to become king.
Then comes king Dhritrashtra and his sons, Duryodhana and his brothers who are also
considered as the root of this war. But when the question is asked that why so much jealousy,
why so much cruelty why so much of politics in their mind that since the childhood they got
indulged in rivalry with their own brothers, Pandavas, which resulted the war of Mahabharata ;
One name comes out only and that is Shakuni.

Deconstructing Shakuni: A Villain Shaped by Tragedy or a Victim of Circumstance?

Deconstruction theory, by Jacques Derrida, challenges the stereotypes and breaks the fixed
traditionally ascribed meanings to texts, ideas, and characters. In this study, deconstruction is
employed to challenge the rigid categorisation of Shakuni as a "villain" and the Kauravas as
"evil."

Shakuni’s character, his influence over other character his politics has always been a matter of
discussion in the readers circle with full of hatred. He has presented as the evillest character in
Mahabharata, but if one critically examines the Mahabharata, the question arises that is he
really a villain or on the other side of darkness there are some hidden stories that most of the
readers miss-out. And without full information, without full knowledge about his character we
pass on the judgement that he is the one.

There is no doubt that he became the evil one but there might be some reasons and to know
that as a reader one should ask why? why he became like that? To find out the answer to this
question one needs to go back to Adi Parva where Gandhari was married to Dhritrashtra.
According to various sources prior to the marriage of Gandhari her knot was tied with a goat
which was killed later as she was Manglik as per the astrological predictions. When King
Dhritrashtra came to know that he punished the king of Gandhar and his sons by giving them
lifetime imprisonment and by giving them only hand full of rice once in a day. As per the other
sources hundred princes were the biggest threat of that time the thorn of Kauravas that’s why
Bhisma Fought against them and as they lost in the battle, they had to go behind the bars. King
Subala understood that among his hundred sons only Shakuni has the capability to take revenge
because he was to most cunning although he was physically disabled.

During the imprisonment the king knew that by the ill treatment of Kauravas all of them are
going to die in prison but deep inside in his mind there was the sparkle of revenge in his mind
which he successfully ignited in the mind of his most capable son Shakuni ; so he used to save
that handful rice to feed Shakuni by throwing his other sons and himself in the well of death
by keeping themselves hungry and when his father was about to die he told Shakuni to make
Dice out of his bones which will only play the game as per the verdict of Shakuni. After all this
Shakuni gained the trust of Kauravas and came out of prison and stayed in their kingdom till
the end of her life. This painful story made him the victim in one way but also gave him courage
and evil intention to become a Villain. Now the question comes here why Villain? just because
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he is playing the game behind the fagade to give justice to his own family? then is it justified
to call him a villain? So, this becomes very thoughtful here for the readers once again because
whatever he has done it was not his choice. As Nadkar mentions in the Shakuni Master of
Game, Shakuni was not Villain out of his own choice rather he was made because of his power,
potential and cunning nature. Here at this point one can get the similarity of Shakuni’s character
with the character of Satan in Milton’s ‘Paradise Lost.’

The Victim of Oppression Turned Villain:

The character of Shakuni in the Mahabharata and Satan’s Character in Milton’s Paradise Lost
has some profound similarity, particularly the challenges they take against the supreme divine
forces. Both of their characters are shaped by their personal sufferings and betrayal which
ignited the spark of rebel inside them to defy the greater powers in their respective places. They
way Satan became successful to influence and manipulate other angels by his encouraging
speech , in the same way Shakuni became successful to Manipulate the whole Kauravas
Dynasty to destroy it from within, as Shakuni took the oath that , < I will make certain that the
smaller kingdoms that Bhisma threatens and torments become the cause of his downfall and
the destruction of Kuru clan” (Nadkar,32), Their rebellious thought was not rooted in
ideological righteousness but in defiance, driven by pride and revenge. Although the heroic
path was not chosen by both of them like Krishna or God but Both Shakuni and Satan show
the audacity to fight against the supreme agency. Both of their choice could be related with a
common man whose pain and agony erupted like volcano out of oppression, that it declared
the greatest wars.

Shakuni's actions, therefore, can be seen as a response to the trauma and injustice he
experienced. His desire for revenge is not driven by an inherent malevolence, but rather by a
deep-seated sense of hurt and betrayal. Apart from Shakuni many other characters did politics
and actively taken part in the war of Mahabharata but the nuanced understanding of Shakuni's
character challenges the traditional portrayal of him as a one-dimensional villain when Nadkar
asked, “While Vidura’s were considered ethical strategies and Krishna’s regarded as divine
play... Let me therefore as, you a question once again: was I the vilest of Villains in that epic
Story?” (Nadkar,275).

Shakuni's Mastermind: The Web of Power, Revenge, and Manipulation:

Shakuni's character also reflects the broader themes of power and position in the Mahabharata.
As a member of the royal family of Gandhara, Shakuni is acutely aware of the intricacies of
power and politics. His actions are driven by a desire to reclaim his rightful place within the
kingdom and to exact revenge on those who have wronged him. In this sense, Shakuni's
character can be seen as a commentary on the corrupting influence of power and the dangers
of unchecked ambition. His actions serve as a warning about the consequences of allowing
personal desire and greed to cloud one's judgment.

Shakuni stayed focused on his goal and did all sorts of plotting to achieve it. his plotting
throughout the epic one after another shows his desperateness and intelligence as well. In the
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name of protecting his nephews he took revenge on kuru clan. Shakuni started his master plan
step by step. The first step was taking his nephews under his care and manipulating them with
his wicked plans. He made Kauravas go against the Pandavas (their cousins) who were the
rightful ruler to the throne of Hastinapur. Shakuni sowed the seed of hatred in hearts of
Kauravas for Pandavas and made them do all wicked things to harm Pandavas. Staying behind
the curtain he used Kauravas as puppets to fulfil his desires.

Bheema, the strongest and biggest of the Pandavas, was always ready for a physical duel. He
used to engage in bouts and would defeat the Kauravas each time. Duryodhana was already
angry at him for humiliating him so often. Understanding his nephew's hatred for the boy,
Shakuni asked made him poison Bheema’s food and tried to kill him at young age. They
prepared some poisonous sweets for him then afterwards they threw him at river. According to
the Mahabharata, the idea of building the Laksha Griha, also known as the House of Lac, was
conceived by Shakuni.

Shakuni, who was determined to eliminate the Pandavas, devised a plan to burn them alive in
the house made of lacquer. He convinced Duryodhana to build the Laksha Griha in the forest
of Varanavata, where the Pandavas were living in exile. The plan was to invite the Pandavas
to stay in the house, and then set it on fire, killing them. Even in the Game of Dice he used his
magic. And all this he did just to destroy the Kauravas from the root. In the Book Jaya, as
Mishra, Sakshi mentions, “Pattanaik invites readers to reflect on the complexities of human
existence and the moral dilemmas inherent in the human condition. By reinterpreting ancient
mythology through a contemporary lens, they enrvich our understanding of cultural heritage
while challenging us to confront timeless questions about identity, morality, and the nature of
power and ambition in society. In doing so, they contribute to a deeper appreciation of the
enduring relevance of storytelling as a vehicle for exploring the depths of the human experience
across time and culture.”

Conclusion:

In the Mahabharata Shakuni’s character is often presented as embodying villainy. However,
by critically examining the backgrounds and motivations through the lens of deconstruction,
this research presents that his actions can be understood from different angle as a response to
personal sufferings of betrayal, and systematic oppression. Shakuni’s manipulation the
Kauravas was rooted in a desire for retribution against the injustices for his family as well as
his kingdom. This critical reading challenges the traditional perspectives of Shakuni and invites
readers to understand the broader themes of power, justice, and the complexities in human
character. Through the recognition of Shakuni’s victimisation and the background shaping his
choice presents an empathetic understanding of his role to the reader.
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