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ABSTRACT:
Folk literature reflects the shared memory, values, and 

lived experiences of a society. The Mahabharata stands as one of 
the most powerful examples of how folk tradition and classical 
literature exist together in Indian culture. Although it is preserved 
today as a written epic, the Mahabharata was transmitted for 
centuries through oral storytelling, folk theatre, and regional 
narrations. These forms allowed the epic to reach people across 
social, linguistic, and educational boundaries and become part of 
everyday cultural life.

The lasting relevance of the Mahabharata lies in its 
portrayal of human complexity. Its characters face moral dilemmas, 
emotional conflicts, and difficult choices that closely resemble 
real life. Rather than presenting clear divisions between good and 
evil, the epic explores ethical uncertainty and human weakness. 
This quality helped people relate to the epic and apply its lessons 
to their own social realities.

In modern times, the Mahabharata continues to be 
reinterpreted through literature, theatre, and popular media. 
Modern retellings have focused on marginalized voices, especially 
women, offering new perspectives on familiar narratives. Such 
reinterpretations connect ancient tradition with contemporary 
concerns while preserving the spirit of the original epic. This 
paper examines the Mahabharata as a product of folk tradition, its 
preservation through oral culture, and its transformation through 
modern retellings, highlighting its enduring cultural significance.
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Introduction

Ancient Indian epics are not only literary works but also 
cultural texts that reflect the moral thinking, social values, and lived 
experiences of society. Among these, the Mahabharata occupies a 
unique position due to its vast narrative scope and deep engagement 
with human life. Though it is often viewed as a classical Sanskrit 
epic, the Mahabharata has strong roots in folk tradition and oral 
storytelling. For many centuries, the epic survived through spoken 
narratives, village performances, and regional adaptations before it 
was preserved in written form.

Folk literature plays a vital role in shaping cultural identity. 
It carries stories that people relate to emotionally and socially rather 
than through formal education. The Mahabharata became part of 
folk culture because its stories were retold in simple language and 
adapted to local traditions. Through these retellings, the epic entered 
the everyday lives of ordinary people and became a source of moral 
reflection and guidance.

One of the reasons for the continued relevance of the 
Mahabharata is its focus on human complexity. The epic does not 
present characters as purely good or evil. Instead, it portrays 
individuals struggling with duty, desire, loyalty, jealousy, and moral 
confusion. These conflicts closely resemble real human situations, 
which allows readers and listeners to see themselves in the characters.

What gives ancient Indian epics their lasting power is not 
only the scale of their narratives but the way they engage with 
uncertainty and contradiction in human life. These texts do not 
attempt to simplify moral experience. Instead, they accept confusion, 
conflict, and emotional struggle as part of living. The Mahabharata 
stands out in this regard because it does not promise moral clarity. 
It presents life as it is lived, shaped by hesitation, compromise, and 
consequence.

Unlike texts that aim to instruct through clear ideals, the 
Mahabharata invites reflection. It allows readers to sit with 



AKSHARASURYA: Peer-Reviewed, Multi Lingual E-Journal.	 E-ISSN: 2583-620X

VOLUME – 13, ISSUE – 02, FEBRUARY 2026. SPECIAL ISSUE130

discomfort rather than resolve it quickly. This openness explains 
why the epic survived not just as a religious text but as a cultural 
and emotional reference point. Through folk retellings and oral 
transmission, the epic became less about authority and more about 
shared questioning. This quality allowed ordinary people to see 
their own dilemmas reflected in the struggles of its characters.

In modern times, the Mahabharata continues to inspire new 
interpretations. Writers and artists have reimagined the epic to 
address contemporary issues such as identity, gender roles, power, 
and justice. These modern retellings help bridge the gap between 
ancient tradition and present-day concerns. This paper explores the 
Mahabharata as a work rooted in folk tradition, its transmission 
through oral culture, and its reinterpretation in modern literature.

Folk Literature and the Mahabharata

Folk literature represents the collective memory of a society. 
It develops through repeated storytelling rather than individual 
authorship. Stories are passed down from one generation to another, 
often undergoing small changes that reflect local culture and social 
values. This flexible nature allows folk narratives to remain relevant 
over long periods.

Although the Mahabharata exists today as a written epic, its 
early transmission relied heavily on oral narration. Storytellers 
narrated episodes in villages, temples, and public spaces. These 
narrations were not fixed versions but changed according to audience 
response and regional traditions. This adaptability helped the epic 
spread across different parts of India.

The epic became part of folk tradition because it addressed 
familiar human concerns. Themes such as family conflict, injustice, 
loyalty, and moral responsibility were deeply connected to everyday 
life. People could easily relate the struggles of the Pandavas and 
Kauravas to situations in their own communities. This emotional 
connection helped the epic survive beyond elite literary circles.
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Folk performance traditions such as Yakshagana, Kathakali, 
and local dramatic forms played a major role in popularizing the 
Mahabharata. Through music, movement, and dialogue, these 
performances made the stories accessible to a wide audience. Even 
those who were unable to read became familiar with the epic through 
such performances.

Oral Tradition and Cultural Memory

Oral tradition was central to the preservation of the 
Mahabharata for centuries. Before the widespread use of manuscripts, 
memory and repetition were the main tools through which the epic 
survived. Storytellers memorized long passages and narrated them 
with variations that suited local customs and beliefs.

Cultural memory is created when stories are shared repeatedly 
within a community. The Mahabharata became part of this memory 
through rituals, festivals, and storytelling sessions. Episodes such as 
the dice game, the exile of the Pandavas, and the Kurukshetra war 
were widely known, even among those who had never read the epic.

Oral storytelling encouraged emotional engagement. Listeners 
reacted to the characters, questioned their actions, and discussed 
moral choices. This interactive process allowed the epic to remain 
meaningful across generations. Oral tradition also allowed flexibility, 
as storytellers could explain difficult ideas in simple ways.

Even in the modern era, oral elements remain strong. 
Television serials, stage adaptations, and audio narrations continue 
the tradition of storytelling for a broad audience. These modern 
forms reflect the same oral spirit that kept the Mahabharata alive in 
earlier times.

Another important aspect of oral tradition is the role of 
memory and community participation. Storytelling was not a one-
way process but involved interaction between the narrator and the 
audience. Listeners often questioned, reacted, or expressed agreement 
during narrations. This participatory nature helped strengthen 
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emotional connection with the epic. Through repeated listening, 
stories became deeply embedded in social consciousness. This 
collective involvement ensured that the Mahabharata was 
remembered not as a distant story but as a shared cultural experience.

Oral tradition did more than preserve the Mahabharata; it 
shaped the way the epic was understood. When stories are told 
aloud, meaning is influenced by tone, pause, repetition, and audience 
reaction. A narrator could emphasize suffering, hesitation, or 
injustice depending on the social moment. This flexibility allowed 
the epic to respond to lived reality rather than remain fixed in one 
interpretation.

Cultural memory formed through oral narration is not passive. 
It is emotional and participatory. Listeners remember not only 
events but feelings-anger during the dice game, silence after 
Draupadi’s humiliation, uncertainty before the war. These emotional 
responses became part of collective memory. Over time, the epic 
was remembered less as a sequence of events and more as a shared 
moral experience. This explains why certain episodes remain 
powerful even when details fade.

Human Conflict and Moral Dilemmas

One of the most striking features of the Mahabharata is its 
realistic portrayal of human nature. The epic does not offer simple 
moral lessons. Instead, it presents situations where every decision 
involves uncertainty and consequence.

Characters such as Yudhishthira, Arjuna, Karna, and Draupadi 
face deep moral struggles. Yudhishthira values truth but becomes 
trapped by his own sense of duty. Arjuna hesitates on the battlefield, 
questioning the meaning of war and righteousness. Karna struggles 
with loyalty and social rejection, while Draupadi suffers humiliation 
and injustice. These experiences reflect real human emotions.

The epic shows that morality is often complicated. Actions 
taken with good intentions may still lead to suffering. This approach 
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makes the Mahabharata different from texts that present clear moral 
divisions. Readers are encouraged to think critically rather than 
accept fixed moral answers.

Because of this complexity, the Mahabharata continues to 
invite reinterpretation. Each generation finds new meaning in its 
stories, making the epic timeless.

The Mahabharata also highlights how social roles influence 
moral decisions. Characters are often trapped between personal 
emotions and social expectations. Duty to family, kingdom, and 
social order frequently clashes with personal belief. This tension 
reflects real-life situations where individuals are expected to 
conform to norms even when they experience inner conflict. By 
presenting such struggles, the epic avoids idealized morality and 
instead presents ethical ambiguity, which continues to engage 
readers.

What makes the Mahabharata deeply human is its refusal to 
idealize suffering. Characters do not become morally superior 
through pain. Instead, suffering often leads to doubt, resentment, 
and emotional exhaustion. This portrayal challenges the idea that 
hardship automatically produces wisdom. In doing so, the epic 
reflects a mature understanding of human psychology.

The conflict between personal conscience and social duty is 
central to the epic. Characters are aware of moral ideals, yet they 
struggle to act upon them. This gap between knowledge and action 
is where the epic finds its realism. The Mahabharata suggests that 
moral failure is not always caused by ignorance but by limitation-
emotional, social, or situational. This insight makes the epic relevant 
in professional, political, and personal life, where individuals often 
know what is right but find it difficult to act.

Modern Retellings and Changing Perspectives

In recent decades, the Mahabharata has been reimagined 
through modern literature. Writers have explored the epic from 
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alternative viewpoints, especially those of marginalized characters. 
These retellings challenge traditional interpretations and offer new 
insights.

One important trend in modern retellings is the focus on 
women’s perspectives. Characters like Draupadi are presented as 
individuals with inner conflict and personal agency. These narratives 
question traditional gender roles and highlight emotional experiences 
that were often overlooked.

Modern retellings also address contemporary concerns such 
as identity, power, and justice. By placing ancient characters in 
modern contexts, writers make the epic accessible to present-day 
readers. These adaptations do not reject tradition but engage with it 
critically. Through modern reinterpretations, the Mahabharata 
continues to evolve while maintaining its core themes. This balance 
between tradition and innovation reflects the strength of folk 
narrative.

Modern interpretations of the Mahabharata also use simple 
language and narrative forms to reach a wider audience. Graphic 
novels, stage adaptations, and simplified prose versions have made 
the epic accessible to younger readers. These retellings do not 
attempt to replace the original but rather act as entry points for 
engagement. Through this process, the epic continues to function in 
a manner like folk tradition, where stories evolve while retaining 
their core meaning.

Cultural Relevance in Contemporary Society

The Mahabharata remains culturally relevant because its 
themes are universal. Issues such as power struggles, ethical 
dilemmas, and personal responsibility continue to exist in modern 
society. The epic offers a space for reflection rather than direct 
solutions.

Popular media has further increased the reach of the 
Mahabharata. Films, television series, and digital platforms have 
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introduced the epic to new audiences. These formats simplify 
complex narratives but retain emotional depth. The continued 
presence of the Mahabharata in education and popular culture shows 
its lasting influence. It remains a source of discussion, debate, and 
reinterpretation.

The ethical questions raised in the Mahabharata remain 
relevant in professional, political, and personal contexts. Situations 
involving power, loyalty, compromise, and responsibility continue 
to exist in modern life. Readers often find parallels between epic 
conflicts and contemporary challenges. This ability to reflect 
changing social realities is one of the reasons why the epic remains 
widely discussed and revisited.

Conclusion

The Mahabharata stands as a powerful example of how folk 
tradition and classical literature intersect. Rooted in oral storytelling 
and community performance, the epic became part of everyday 
cultural life long before it was written down. Its survival through 
centuries reflects its deep connection with human experience.

The epic’s portrayal of moral complexity and emotional 
struggle makes it relatable across generations. Rather than offering 
simple answers, it encourages reflection and ethical questioning. 
This quality explains its continued relevance.

The Mahabharata endures because it accepts contradiction as 
part of truth. It does not offer moral comfort but moral recognition. 
Its survival through folk tradition, oral culture, and modern retellings 
demonstrates that stories remain alive only when they continue to 
resonate with lived experience.

Rather than presenting an ideal world, the epic presents a 
world that feels familiar-one shaped by imperfect decisions and 
lasting consequences. This realism is what allows the Mahabharata 
to move across centuries without losing relevance. As a cultural 
text, it reminds us that tradition does not survive through preservation 
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alone, but through reinterpretation, questioning, and emotional truth. 
In this sense, the Mahabharata is not only an ancient epic but an 
ongoing conversation about what it means to be human.

In conclusion, the Mahabharata is not just an ancient epic but 
a living narrative that continues to evolve. Its journey from folk 
tradition to modern literature highlights the enduring power of 
storytelling and cultural memory.
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