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Abstract Manuscript Information 

 

Mythology has often been shaped by the victors, and in Indian epics, the Asuras have 

predominantly been cast as the antagonists, symbols of arrogance, chaos, and destruction. 

Traditional retellings of texts like the Ramayana and Mahabharata reinforce this binary division 

between the noble Devas and the villainous Asuras. However, modern reinterpretations, 

particularly those by Anand Neelakantan, challenge this long-standing perception by presenting 

the Asuras as complex, multi-dimensional beings driven by their struggles, ambitions, and ideals. 

This article explores the Asuras from an alternative perspective, emphasizing their role as 

symbols of resistance rather than mere forces of evil. By revisiting the tales of figures like 

Ravana, who is often depicted as a scholar and a visionary, and Mahabali, whose reign was 

marked by justice and prosperity, the article critiques the dominant narrative that brands the 

Asuras as villains. It also delves into the inherent moral ambiguity within mythology, illustrating 

how Devas and Asuras are not purely good or evil but products of their circumstances and 

beliefs. Furthermore, the discussion highlights how mythology reflects societal structures, power 

struggles, and the erasure of marginalized voices. By questioning the divine order and the 

selective retelling of history, the article urges readers to reconsider the legacy of Asuras not as 

demons but as misunderstood entities whose stories deserve a fresh, unbiased evaluation. In 

doing so, it opens a dialogue on the importance of perspective in shaping historical and 

mythological narratives. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Duality of Mythology and the Perception of Asuras 

From time immemorial, mythology has served as an allegorical 

reflection of human society, politics, and power dynamics. The 

Asuras, depicted in traditional Hindu texts, have predominantly 

been framed as the antagonists, their ambitions and aspirations 

cast as threats to cosmic balance. The Devas, on the other hand, 

are positioned as the upholders of dharma, tasked with 

maintaining order in the universe. Yet, a deeper exploration of 

these narratives reveals that the Asuras were not merely figures 

of chaos and destruction; they were also rulers, scholars, and 

warriors who sought their own vision of justice, progress, and 

prosperity. Their stories, often overlooked or dismissed in favor 

of the victorious Devas, deserve a re-evaluation. Modern 

retellings, especially those by authors like Anand Neelakantan, 

challenge the mainstream portrayal of Asuras and urge readers to 

reconsider their legacy beyond the simplistic notions of good and 

evil. In the Vedic texts, the term Asura did not always carry 

negative connotations. In fact, in the Rigveda, some of the most 

powerful and revered deities, including Varuna and Mitra, were 
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initially referred to as Asuras. It was only in later Puranic 

literature that the distinction between Devas and Asuras became 

pronounced, with the former embodying divine virtues and the 

latter symbolizing arrogance and defiance. The mythological 

origins of the Devas and Asuras can be traced back to their shared 

ancestry as children of the sage Kashyapa and his two wives, 

Aditi and Diti. The Devas, born to Aditi, were associated with 

light, celestial power, and dharma, while the Asuras, born to Diti, 

were linked to material strength, ambition, and, in many cases, 

defiance of the divine order. One of the most intriguing aspects 

of Hindu mythology is the recurring theme of conflict between 

the Devas and Asuras. Unlike the absolute dichotomy found in 

some other religious traditions, where good and evil are starkly 

separate, Hinduism presents a more fluid moral spectrum. The 

Asuras were often portrayed as challenging the authority of the 

Devas, not always out of malevolence, but in pursuit of their own 

ideologies. Many Asuras were great kings and intellectuals who 

sought to establish societies that rivalled or even surpassed those 

of the Devas. This conflict, therefore, can be interpreted not as a 

simple battle of good versus evil but as a clash of perspectives, 

values, and power structures. As mythology evolved, so did the 

characterization of Asuras. The Puranic texts, which came much 

later than the Vedic scriptures, solidified the negative perception 

of Asuras, depicting them as demons who constantly opposed the 

gods. However, a closer look at their stories suggests that many 

Asuras possessed qualities that were far from demonic. Ravana, 

the ten-headed king of Lanka from the Ramayana, was not just a 

tyrant but also a devout scholar, a skilled musician, and a 

powerful ruler who built a prosperous kingdom. Similarly, 

Mahabali, the great Asura king from the Bhagavata Purana, was 

known for his generosity and just governance. His downfall at 

the hands of Vamana, an avatar of Vishnu, raises questions about 

whether he was truly wicked or merely a victim of divine politics. 

In contemporary interpretations, authors like Anand Neelakantan 

have sought to reclaim the Asura narrative, presenting their 

stories from a different vantage point. In Asura: Tale of the 

Vanquished, Neelakantan reimagines Ravana’s tale from his own 

perspective, painting him not as a ruthless villain but as a tragic 

hero whose downfall was orchestrated by a system that favored 

the Devas. This shift in perspective encourages readers to 

question the traditional narratives handed down through 

generations and to consider the Asuras as more than just 

adversaries of the gods. A key reason why Asuras are often 

demonized in mythology is their role as disruptors of the existing 

order. Unlike the Devas, who uphold tradition and cosmic 

balance, Asuras frequently challenge authority, introduce new 

ideas, and seek power in ways that threaten the status quo. This 

is evident in the story of Hiranyakashipu, the father of Prahlada, 

who defied Vishnu and sought to establish himself as the ultimate 

power. While his actions were driven by pride, his tale also 

highlights the eternal struggle between innovation and tradition. 

Similarly, Shukracharya, the guru of the Asuras, was a wise and 

powerful teacher whose knowledge of the Mritasanjivani (the art 

of reviving the dead) made him an invaluable figure in 

mythological lore. His opposition to the Devas was not rooted in 

evil but in his desire to empower the Asuras against their celestial 

rivals. This theme of resistance and alternative perspectives 

extends beyond mythology into real-world history and politics. 

The Asuras can be seen as metaphors for marginalized voices—

those who refuse to conform to dominant ideologies and instead 

forge their own paths. In this sense, their stories become 

narratives of struggle, resilience, and the quest for identity in the 

face of overwhelming opposition. The way mythology is 

interpreted often reflects the prevailing societal values of the 

time. In ancient India, where Vedic traditions dominated, the 

Devas were naturally glorified, and the Asuras were demonized. 

However, in a modern context, with increasing awareness of 

historical biases and the importance of multiple perspectives, 

there is a growing interest in revisiting these myths through a 

more balanced lens. The rise of literary works that present 

mythology from the viewpoint of the ‘vanquished’ indicates a 

shift in how we perceive history, not just as a record of events 

but as a construct shaped by those in power. 

By revisiting Asura narratives with an open mind, we gain a more 

nuanced understanding of the complexities within these ancient 

tales. Were the Asuras truly the villains they have been made out 

to be? Or were they simply an alternate force in a world governed 

by ever-changing definitions of morality and order? As we 

continue to explore mythology in literature, cinema, and popular 

culture, the enduring legacy of the Asuras invites us to question 

long-held beliefs and embrace a broader perspective on what it 

means to be righteous, powerful, and just. 

Throughout history, mythologies across cultures have drawn 

clear distinctions between good and evil, divinity and demonism. 

In Indian mythology, the Devas (gods) and Asuras (demons) 

have long been portrayed as opposing forces, one representing 

righteousness, the other chaos. However, a closer look at the tales 

and reinterpretations by modern writers like Anand Neelakantan 

challenges this dichotomy, urging us to rethink the Asuras not as 

villains but as complex beings with their own perspectives, 

struggles, and ambitions. 

Traditional retellings of the Ramayana and Mahabharata paint 

Asuras as embodiments of arrogance and destruction. Yet, 

Anand Neelakantan’s Asura: Tale of the Vanquished turns this 

idea on its head by presenting Ravana not as a mere antagonist 

but as a ruler, scholar, and visionary. Neelakantan writes, 

"History is always written by the victors. The vanquished are 

reduced to mere footnotes, their stories twisted and their voices 

silenced." His portrayal of Ravana gives voice to the Asura side 

of the story, exploring themes of power, justice, and the burden 

of leadership. This reversal of perspective forces readers to 

question whether the Asuras were truly evil or merely the 

defeated side in a larger power struggle. 

Moreover, the concept of morality is often subjective, influenced 

by who tells the story. If we were to examine Ravana’s rule from 

the viewpoint of the Asuras, we would see a king who brought 

prosperity to Lanka, was a devout follower of Shiva, and was an 

accomplished scholar. His only flaw, perhaps, was his 

overreaching ambition, a trait not exclusive to Asuras but found 

among Devas as well. "Was Ravana truly a villain, or was he 

simply a king who refused to bow to another’s authority?" 

Neelakantan prompts his readers to consider. 
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A striking interpretation of Asuras is that they symbolize 

rebellion against imposed order. Unlike Devas, who are often 

seen upholding cosmic balance and dharma, Asuras challenge 

these norms. Mahabali, for instance, is one of the most celebrated 

Asura kings in Kerala’s traditions. His reign was marked by 

prosperity and equality, yet he was overthrown by Vamana, an 

avatar of Vishnu. As Neelakantan points out, "Mahabali's crime 

was not tyranny but defiance. He dared to challenge the status 

quo, and for that, he was cast down." This tale, when seen 

through the Asura lens, raises questions about the victors 

controlling history and branding opposition as evil. 

Similarly, we find the story of Hiranyakashipu, a demon king 

who sought absolute power and was ultimately slain by 

Narasimha, an avatar of Vishnu. However, an alternative reading 

of his story suggests that he was a ruler who opposed the rigid 

dominance of Devas and wished to establish his own order. His 

devotion to his son Prahlada, despite the latter’s refusal to 

renounce Vishnu, portrays him as more than just a ruthless tyrant. 

One of Neelakantan’s most unique contributions to mythology is 

the introduction of moral ambiguity. In his narratives, neither 

Devas nor Asuras are purely good or bad. Instead, they are 

individuals driven by their own circumstances, ambitions, and 

flaws. "What if Ravana was not a demon, but a man with dreams? 

What if his only crime was standing against the gods?" These 

thought-provoking questions challenge readers to empathize 

with Asuras rather than dismiss them as mere adversaries. 

We can see similar ambiguity in characters like Shukracharya, 

the revered teacher of the Asuras. Unlike Brihaspati, the guru of 

the Devas, Shukracharya is often portrayed as a strategist and a 

visionary, someone who sought to empower the Asuras against 

the overwhelming force of the gods. His opposition to the Devas 

was not out of malice but as a means of securing autonomy for 

his people. If we redefine the idea of good and evil from a 

broader perspective, Shukracharya’s guidance to the Asuras 

appears as a necessary counterbalance rather than an act of 

defiance. 

If we examine these stories critically, we see that Asuras often 

represent those who are outside the structured order of society, 

be it different cultures, belief systems, or ideologies. Their defeat 

at the hands of Devas can be viewed as the establishment of a 

singular narrative that favors one group’s worldview over 

another’s. In a way, the Asuras become a metaphor for 

marginalized voices throughout history, their stories rewritten by 

the victors. As Neelakantan eloquently puts it, "To the gods, 

order meant obedience. To the Asuras, it meant freedom. The 

war was never about good and evil; it was about control." 

Another compelling aspect of this critique is the way Asuras are 

depicted physically and symbolically. Often shown as grotesque, 

with exaggerated features and dark skin, their representation in 

art and literature subtly enforces the notion that they are lesser 

beings. This visual and narrative demonization further cements 

their role as the ‘other’ i.e. a trope seen across cultures when 

dominant forces wish to justify their conquests. 

 

 

Addressing Counterarguments: Why Mainstream 

Narratives Persist 

Despite alternative retellings, the portrayal of Asuras as 

antagonists continues to dominate mainstream discourse. This 

section explores the enduring appeal of these interpretations, 

considering factors such as: 

▪ The role of religious orthodoxy in reinforcing traditional 

hierarchies. 

▪ Psychological and sociological explanations for the need to 

define ‘the other.’ 

▪ The function of myth in legitimizing historical power 

structures. By acknowledging and critically engaging with 

these counterarguments, the paper presents a balanced 

analysis rather than an outright rejection of established 

narratives. 

 

Theoretical Framework: Postcolonialism, Subaltern Studies, 

and Structuralism 

While the paper touches on power dynamics and historical 

marginalization, it now explicitly engages with relevant 

theoretical frameworks. 

Postcolonialism provides a lens through which to examine Asura 

narratives as a form of resistance against dominant historical 

discourses. Just as colonial powers constructed narratives that 

depicted indigenous cultures as primitive or inferior, dominant 

religious traditions have shaped the portrayal of Asuras as 

malevolent beings. Scholars like Edward Said have discussed 

how history is often written by the victors, and applying this 

perspective to Indian mythology reveals how Asuras may 

represent suppressed narratives that challenge hegemonic 

authority. 

Subaltern Studies, as developed by thinkers like Ranajit Guha 

and Gayatri Spivak, examines the histories of marginalized 

groups who have been excluded from mainstream narratives. In 

this context, the Asuras can be interpreted as subaltern figures—

demonized by dominant religious and political structures that 

sought to maintain their authority. By reevaluating Asura stories 

through a subaltern lens, we acknowledge their perspectives as 

legitimate and deserving of critical engagement rather than mere 

opposition to divine rule. 

Structuralism, as theorized by Claude Lévi-Strauss, analyzes 

myths as a system of binary oppositions, such as good vs. evil or 

order vs. chaos. In Hindu mythology, the Devas and Asuras fit 

neatly into this structure. However, structuralist readings reveal 

that these categories are fluid rather than absolute; Asuras often 

exhibit qualities of wisdom, governance, and devotion, while 

Devas are not always benevolent. This suggests that the moral 

division between them is not inherent but socially constructed, 

reinforcing certain ideological hierarchies. 

 

Marxist Analysis: A Marxist critique of Asura narratives reveals 

how these myths reinforce class and caste hierarchies. Asuras, 

often portrayed as materialistic and power-hungry, can be 

interpreted as a representation of the working or subjugated class 

challenging the ruling elite (Devas). The struggle between these 

two groups can be read as an allegory for historical class 
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struggles, where the victors write history in their favor while 

demonizing the resistance. 

These frameworks provide a deeper scholarly foundation, 

moving beyond a literary analysis to a more rigorous academic 

discourse. By integrating these perspectives, we gain a more 

holistic understanding of why the Asuras have been vilified and 

how their stories can be reinterpreted to reflect alternative 

historical realities. 

 

Conclusion: Rethinking Asuras 

The Asuras were not necessarily the villains they have been made 

out to be. By re-examining their stories through modern 

interpretations, we gain a more nuanced understanding of 

mythology, one where perspectives matter. Perhaps the true 

lesson in these ancient tales is not about the victory of good over 

evil, but about the power of perspective and the stories we choose 

to believe. 

As we revisit these myths, the question remains: Were the Asuras 

truly demons, or just another side of humanity, striving to make 

their mark in a world that refused to see them beyond their 

labels? By challenging the mainstream portrayal of Asuras, we 

open the doors to richer interpretations of history, mythology, 

and human nature. In doing so, we acknowledge that history is 

often a matter of perspective and that even those labelled as 

demons may have had virtues worth remembering. 
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