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Preface

This dissertation explores the ongcing polemic in the Mahabharata
regarding the powers that are thought to determine the course of human
action, starting from the desire behind the act, to the act itself and its results.
These include purusakira (literally "that which is done by a human being"” —
from the radical vkr = to do, and purusa = human being) and Daiva (that
which comes "from the gods" — from deva = god which, in turn, is derived
from the radical vdiv = to shine, though also to gamble), terms roughly
equivalent to what we would recognize as "human initiative" and "destiny”
respectively. We seek to determine the respective roles of these powers, their
relationship to the process of karma, and their implications with respect to
the epic’s notions of self-determination and human freedom.

The main contribution of this dissertation to the field of Mahabharata
studies lies in the light it sheds on the epic’s vision of the human journey
towards the special type of freedom known as moksa This involves a
quantum shift in self-identity in which the human ego (ahamkara), together
with its sense of agency (kartrtva), is "sacrificed” (or transcended) in favor of
a Jarger system of identity, described in the Bhagavadgita as “the self of the
self all beings” (sarvabhbitatmabhitatma). Purusakira based on ideas of "I"
(aham) and "mine" (mama) is thus fated to dissolve with the dissolution of
the ego, to be replaced by devotion to the higher purposes of the Cosmos.
These higher purposes are known as Daiva, and they are represented in the
epic by Krsna, the incarnation of God (avatdra) who has descended to Earth
to restore the moral order (dharma). From this perspective Daiva is the
driving force behind the great macrocosmic cycles of world creation and
destruction. However, it is also active in the microcosmic world of character
and behavior, experienced in human life as the various obstacles to the
fulfiliment of desire (kZma). In terms of the karma theory, daiva (with a
small d) is the inexorable "fate" resulting from the desire-prompted
initiatives of the past. In effect, these notions of Daiva and purusakira are
tied to two perspectives of human nature, the perspective of the karmmastha,



"those who take their stand in action,” and the perspective of the sattvastha,
"those who take their stand in the truth,” i.e. the truth that uitimately, the ego
and 1its sense of agency is a mental fiction— 2 case of mistaken identity.

The analysis nevertheless also reveals that, in spite of the pre-eminence
of Dajva in the cycles of the Cosmos, of human society, and of individual
birth and death (samsdra), purusakdra is essential to the spiritual growth, as
well as to the material betterment, of the ordinary mortal, most notably that
of the king. Without initiative, drive, the energetic pursuit of his goals, both
the king and his kingdom are lost. To carry out his responsibilities
(ksatriyadharma) in the proper maaner, however, the king must abandon all
thought of personal gain, and forever seek the welfare of the world
(lokasamgraha)in a spirit of detatchment (vairagya) and devotion (bhakti) to
Krsna. In this manner, all human behavior, including the inhuman violence
and "sacrifice” of the battlefield, may be transformed into a2 new devotional
path leading to moksa.

This dissertation also makes an important contribution to clarifying the
complex relationships between these ancient Indian ideas about Daiva and
purusakara, and modern concepts, such as autonomy, self-determination and
freedom, that tend to be loaded with connotations markedly different from
their epic Sanskrit equivalents. To cite one example: the modern English
word "freedom” (the state of being free) is often chosen to translate the epic
moksa, a desiderative form of the Sanskrit verbal root vmuc. This is a
defensible choice at first reading, since the two terms both carry the rather
similar sense of to loosen, untie, undo, release, etc. In fact, however, the
connotations of the two terms are radically at variance with one another. In
contrast to the this-worldly loosening associated with the English word
(which traces its genealogy to the civil conditions of old English feudal
society), the Sanskrit equivalent points beyond society, beyond what we
might recognize as the human "person,” to a supreme loosening of the
Lilliputian strings that bind the individual to the world itself.! Hans-Georg
Gadamer has wisely observed that: "Every time must understand a text
handed down to it in its own way; for this text is subject to the whole of the
tradition in which the times takes a material interest, and in which this time
seeks to understand itself...The meaning of a text surpasses its author not
only occasionally, but always."2 This is even more true when we are dealing



with an Indian text so far removed {rom the modern western reader, not only
intime, but by all that separates the western and Indian traditions.

Duplicating the complex of meanings conveyed by the Sanskrit original
in a modern western terminology was no easy task. Erazim Kohak has
pointed out that ideas are necessarily incarnated in a language with an inertia
of its own. No translation can thus hope to be "a perfectly transparent glass,
affording the reader a direct, undistorted view of the original work."3 A
partial solution to this dilemna has been found by the practice of repeating
the key Sanskrit terms in brackets behind their English equivalents in most
translations of Sanskrit text (to which considerable prominence must
necessarily be given). All translation into English, including that from
Freach and German secondary sources, is my own. However I have been
guided in the case of the Sanskrit by the excellent English version of the
Critical Edition (unfortunately only the first five books and the
Bhagavadgita) by J.A.B. van Buitenen, and (for the remainder) have had
occasion to consult the now dated translation of Kesari Mohan Ganguli, who
worked primarily with the Calcutta Edition of the text.* When given without
a prefix, reference numbers point to the volume (parvan), chapter and verse
of the Critical Edition of the Mah3@bharata, the Sanskrit text published in
nineteen volumes by the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute in Poona.s
Bhagavadgitd sources include both the reference to the Critical Edition and
the Chapter number of this famous dialogue. The occasional reference to
other Sanskrit sources is prefaced by the name of the source text, the only
exceptions being the Gitad commentaries by Samkara (SBG) and Ramanuja
(RBG)respectively.

Sanskrit words are highlighted by italics. However, certain terms in
common English use such as karma, yoga, and dharma, are given without
italicizaticn when they appear alone within, or in conjuacticn with, aa
English sentence. Sanskrit words are not capitalized except when they appear
at the beginning of an English sentence or constitute a proper name
(including the personified forms of Dharma, Kala, the goddess Earth, etc.).
The term Daiva (destiny) is an exception to this rule. This word is capitalized
when it appears within an English sentence to convey the meaning of a
Macrocosmic power in contrast to the destiny (with a small d) reflecting the



temporality of the individual human microcosm. English terms for the
Divinity in His Supreme aspect (referred to by the masculine He, His etc))
are also capitalized in contrast to the lower forms of the divinity such as the
divine incarnation (avatira). Of course I bear full responsibility for any
weaknesses that remain with regard to the translations and other matters.

I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the encouragement and
assistance of my supervisor, Professor Katherine Young of the Faculty of
Religious Studies of McGill University. In fact, if it was not for her continual
urging this endeavor would have been stillborn. Her own purusakira has
been truly remarkable. I would alsc like to thank my most cherished
supporter, Mrs Jutta K. Lehmann, for her patience and long-suffering
through days of semi-seclusion, punctuated by long and passionate
discussions on the different aspects of this enterprise. [ am eternally grateful
that she was able to stay the course.

1 The corollary is also true. We do not find the modern seanse of {reedom or "[reedom of the will™ conveyed
by any single Sanskrit term in the epic.

2 “Eine jede Zeit wird einen Uberlieferten Text auf ihre Weise verstehen mussen, dean er gehort in das
Ganze der Uberlieferung, an der sie ein sachliches Interesse nimmt und in der sie-sich selbst zu
verstehen suche.. Nicht aur gelegenttich, sondern immer ubertrifft der Sinn eines Textes seinen Autor.”
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wabrheir und Methode: Grundzuse einer philosophizchen Hermeneytik 3.,
erweiterte Auflage (Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1972), p. 280.

3 Erazim V. Kohak, “The Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur,” in his introduction to Paul Ricoeur, Freedom and
Naryre, translated by Erazim V. Kokik (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1966), v. xooiii.

4 J.A.B. van Buitenen (trans. and ed.). The MahibhJmata, 3 vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1973-78); and The Bhagavadeitd in the MahTbhdrara: g bilingual edition (Chicage: The University of

Chicago Press, 1981). Kesari Mohan Ganguli (trans.), The Mahabharata of Krishag Dwaipayna Vyasi,
2nd Edition. 12 vols. (Calcutra: Oriental Publications Co., 1952-62).

5v.s. Sukthankar, P.L. Belvalkar, P.L. Vaidya, etal., (eds.). The Mabdbbirata, for the First Time Critically
Edited, 19 vols. plus 6 vols. of indexes (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1933-72),



Abstract

This dissertation explores ideas about human agency and cenduct as
these are expressed in the Indian epic known as the Mahabharata (the "Great
Bhirata"). Two concepts in particular retain our attention: daiva, the power
that comes from the gods, and purusakara, the power that comes from human
beings (purusas). One current of thought holds that human life and the course
of history are governed exclusively by external agencies (“the gods” or
chance). On the other hand, the epic also carries the commanding message
that the lives of individuals and societies may be changed for the better
through human initiative (purusakara) in accordance with the dharma, the
moral order sanctioned by religious tradition. The issue is finally reduced to
the question: who is the real agent of action?

The analysis concludes that the question can only be resolved in the
context of epic ideas about the nature of the human being. But humanity is
simply a stage in the spiritual evolution of all life towards the realization of
the unity of existence as the manifestation of a Supreme Person
(paramapurusa; purusottama) or a Supreme Self (paramatman). Souls
(atmans) are embodied as human beings at the stage when consciousness
develops into the self-consciousness of an ego (abamkara), which arrogates
to itself the notion of self-determination or “freedom.” In reality, however,
the soul is not free but trapped in a cycle of rebirth, which can be broken
only by the abandonment of all notion of agency, action and control cver the
fruits of the action. The epic therefore operates at two levels. In terms of the
mundane tasks and responsibilities of daily Llife, particularly the
responsibilities of the king, the human being is regarded as enjoying a
modicum of freedom and self-determination to chart the course of his or her
future evolution. From the higher perspective of the unity of all life,
however, this self-concept is inherently flawed. The actions of such a being
spring from unconscious motives prompted by the higher purposes that
govern the course of the cosmos as 2 whole.



Résumé

Cette thése explore les idées sur l'activité et la conduite humaine telles
qu'exprimées dans l'épopée connue sous le nom de Mahabhirata (le "Grand
Bharata"). Deux concepts en particulier retiennent notre attention: daiva, le
pouvoir qui découle des dieux, et purusakira, le pouvoir qui découle des
étres humains (purusas). Un courant de pensée tient que la vie humaine et le
cours de lhistoire sont gouvernées exclusivernent par des agents externes
("les dieux” ou la chance). Par contre, l'¢popée porte le message impérauif
que la vie des individus et des sociétés pourraient €tre changée pour le mieux
par l'initiative humaine (purusakiara) en accord avec le dharma, l'ordre moral
sanctionné par la tradition religieuse.

L'analyse conclut que la question ne pourrait étre résolue que dans le
contexte d'idées épiques quant 2 la nature de l'étre humain. Cependant,
I'humanité n'est qu'une étape dans l'évolution de la vie entiére vers la
réalisation de l'unité de l'existence comme manifestation d'une Personne
Supréme (paramapurusa; purusottama) ou d'un Soi Supréme (paramitman).
Les ames (Ztmans) sont incarnées comme des étres humains au stade ol la
connaissance développe vers la conscience dun ego (ahamkira), qui se
prévaloit de la notion de l'autodétermination ou du libre arbitre. En réalité,
cependant, I'Ame n'est pas libre mais prise dans un cycle de renaissance qui
ne pourrait étre brisé que par 1'abandon de toute notion d'autodétermination,
d'action et de contrdle sur les fruits de l'action. Or, l'épopée opeére 2 deux
niveaux. En ce qui concerne des taches et des responsabilités de la vie
quotidienne, les responsabilités du roi en particulier, on accorderait 4 1'étre
humain une certaine liberté et une libre disposition de diriger les pas de sa
propre évolution. Cependant, de l'optique supérieure de l'unité de la vie
entiére, ce concept de soi serait essentiellement défectueux. Les actions d'un
tel etre découlent des motivations inconscientes, actionnées par des
intentions supérieures qui dirigent le cours du cosmos tout entier.

vi



I — Introduction

The history of philosophical and religious speculation about the
vicissitudes of human life is characterized by two principal lines of
thought. There is the more optimistic view that men and women,
though dwarfed by the powers and immensities of the Cosmos,
nevertheless have it within themselves to change themselves and the
societies in which they live, and to conquer Nature. The opposite,
and more pessimistic, view is that human beings are forever the
victims of circumstances beyond their control, hostages to
implacable and irrevocable fate.

These two positions, or rather attitudes to life, are seen in the
writings of both the West and the East. In classical Greece, Plato held
that the human soul, though lost in the shadows of its own prejudices
and passions (ekasia), can nevertheless escape this unhappy
condition through an epistemological ascent to the vision of the
Good, "..the cause for all things of all that is right and beautiful,...
the authentic source of truth and reason.“! This offers a stark contrast
to the world of fifth century tragedy, as Clytemnestra stands over her
murdered husband and the chorus chants, "Alas, it is the will of
Zeus, Who caused and brought it all to pass. Nothing is here but was
decreed in heaven."? Christianity retains the eschatological hope, but
often at the implied cost of human impotence in the face of the
power and glory of God,> or of utter demise without the saving
Grace of His Son, Jesys Christ.4

In India, too, these two traditions have a venerable antiquity. In
the early Rgvedic hymns, human beings are largely subservient to
the whims of the gods, who are praised for the favours they bestow
in the sacrifice (yazjda). This supplicatory tone is also evident in the
expiatory sacrifices designed to mollify the wrath of Varuna or to
remove guilt (often with the help of Agni), which is felt as some kind



of defilement or disease. This dependence on the whims of the gods
changes dramatically, however, when the priests gain control of the
gods by their knowledge of the rwual. A new sense of power
emerges in the BriZhmanas, reinforced, in part, by a magical tradition
which had received a stamp of approval in the Atharvaveda. (In
addition to the sacrifice, the powers of the cosmos may be harnessed
by means of various ascetic practices (fapas) and by use of
appropriate mantra and incantations.)

On the other hand, this new ritual knowledge still left the human
agent at the mercy, as it were, of external forces. The secret of the
cosmic power had passed inte human hands, but only to the leading
social group (varna), not to the individual. Lacking is that sense of
depth and coherence of inner life that would point to the existence of
what we would call a "person", an autonomous, self-directing center
of willing and doing. The desires (kdama) themselves are one's own,
but they are fulfilled not directly, but mediately through an esoteric
knowledge of the general order of the world over which one would
otherwise have little or no control. Whiie one is accountable for what
one does, one can have little confidence in one's inherent abilities to
shape one's own desiiny. Private actions are vain, impotent or even
illusory when set against the inexorable tide of events.

Suck conditions do iittle justice to the creative potential within
human nature itself, which lends dignity and uniqueness to the
individual person, and hardly provide an adequate explanation for
moral responsibility and human conduct in general. To the extent
that one attributes one's actions to external agencies, one is
determined and thereby diminished. To the extent that one attributes
these same actions to oneself, one is at least potentially free to
choose one's own ends, to be called to account for what one does,
and to accept some responsibility for the conditions of one's own
life.

In ancient Greece, a similar clash of ideals gave rise to the tragic
situatior of the hero who faces an impasse (aporia) involving an



agonizing choice on which his entire fate depends. However, he 1is
never actually free to choose between these two possibilities — only
to recognize the tragic path he has to take, and, in so doing, to
understand the purpose of his life. This conflict was never pushed to
such extremes in classical India, but the human agent nevertheless
remained suspended, as it were, between the external forces that bear
down upon him and a margin of free choice that finds its most
developed expression in the moral causality of karma, the doctrine
that the hard facts of human life are the inevitable fruit of past
behavior, whether in this or in some previous life. The natural
corollary of this more human-centred view is that humanity is
capable of determining the shape of its future all by itself, without
the need to propitiate the gods — or the sacrificial experts among the
brahmins. The human subject can, in this manner, finally become the
sole center and source for his or her own subsequent self-
development as a spiritual being.

The first movement in this direction was the appropriation, by
Varuna, of the role of dispenser of divine justice (e.g. Rkveda
124.9) Other gods subsequently assumed this function. In the
Mahabharata (II1.218.9-10):

indro disati bhitanam balam tejah prajah sukhaml|
tustah prayacchati tatha sarvan dayan suresvarahf

durvritanim sambarati vrttasthanZm prayacchati]

"Indra assigns to all beings their strength, glory (tejas),
offspring, and happiness. When satisfied, the king of the gods
distributes all good things (d3aya ). He denies them to evil-doers but
grants them to the good." Yama (V.42.5) and Dbhatar (IV.19.10) also
appear in this role. These developments eventually lead to the idea
of the Divine Grace of Visnu or Siva as a reward for the conduct of
the devotee. The conflict is never completely resolved, but as a
general rule, we find that the ascetic (and generally more orthodox)
traditions lean towards the goal of individual self-mastery through
self-knowledge, while for the devotional cults, justice is often meted



out by the Supreme Divinity according to the karma of the devotee.
However, this karma doctrine progressively gained the ascendancy,
even in the bhakti cults, and, "Leaving out the rank materialists who
are very few and far between, the entire structure of Indian culture
from one end of the country to the other is dominated by the
ideology associated with the doctrine of karma."s

The Mahabharata is an ideal sourcebook from which to study
human agency and conduct in the Indian context. Here, in fact, is an
entire gamut of ideas on the subject from those reminiscent of the
early Vedas to the role of divine grace and the mature doctrines of
karma. The earlier notions are echoed in the various attempts to seek
favours of the gods — the need for Arjuna to secure divine weapons
by propitiating Indra and Siva or the efforts of Amba to secure a
boon from Siva to kill Bhisma (V.188.7-13). More common is the
brahmanic (ie. orthodox) perspective of the many passages
comparing the brahmins to the gods (e.g. III.19720; XIL329.13;
XII1.129.2; etc.). Several passages even describe them as "the gods
of the very gods" — devinamapi devatah (e.g. XIL.60.41;
XI11.35.21; XII1.136.16-20). Furthermore, we are told that there is a
constant rivalry — sadZ vigraha — between the gods and the forest
sages or rsi (XIIL.6.25). The gods are also occasionally assimilated to
the powers of the senses, which, of course, the yogi must control
(eg. XIL316.16).

Hopkins was the first to recognize different strata of ideas in the
Indian epic literature by contrasting the karma theory with one 1in
which, "man owes what he gets, not to his anterior self, but to the
gods. What the gods arrange is, in any case, whether good or bad,
the appointed lot; the arrangement, vidhi, is fate. If the gods bestow
a share, bhaga, of good upon a man, that is his bhagya, luck,
divinely appointed, dista. As divine, the cause is daiva, which later
becomes fate, and is then looked upon as a blind power, necessity,
chance, hatha" 6

These terms and ideas are of particular interest since they lead
directly to the specific focus of the present investigation, namely, the



ongoing polemic about the springs of human actien in the
Mahabharata. This often takes the form of a radical opposition
between daiva, i.e. what comes "from the gods" (deva) and
purusakira or paurusa, i.e. what comes “from human beings"
(purusa), in short, human initative.? On the one hand, human life
and the course of history are seen by many epic characters as
governed exclusively by darva (and the other external forces noted
by Hopkins), or by svabhava, a term that suggests something
inherent (sva) in the nature (bh3va) of a thing that makes it act as it
does. Human effort or purusakidra is inconsequential, ephemeral, or
even futile in the face of the overwhelming tide of events, whether
these are the result of socio-political conditions or natural forces,
beyond the power of the individual to change. Such a position is
exemplified by the blind king Dbrtardstra, so much so that Dumézil,
for example, takes him to be "the very image, if not the incarnation
of Destiny, Bhaga"8 All the king can do is to see in his thoughts the
destruction of the Kurus (V.50.58):

manye parydyadharmo'vam  kalasyatyantagaminah|
cakre pradhirivasakto nasya Sakyam phalayitum||

“This, I think, is the law of the course of tume (paryayadharma
kalasya) that goes on for ever: all are fixed to the wheel like its rim;
there is no escaping its effects.” Many other characters in the epic
speak in the same vein in their troubled moments or when they feel
powerless against overwhelming odds. However, Dbhrtarastra not
only expresses these sentuiments, he is overwhelmed by them to the
point of actually becoming the chosen instrument of daiva.

And yet, paradoxically, the epic also carries a commanding
message that the lives of both individuals and societies may be
changed for the better through human initiative (purusakara) in
accordance with the dharma, the moral order sanctioned by religious
tradition. This is, indeed, the teaching that Krsna is at pains to
convey to Arjuna in the Bhagavadgitd. Krsna himself always acts for
the welfare of the worlds (lokasamgraha) and he urges Arjuna to do



the same. Action not oaly can but must be taken in f{ulfillment of
one's dharma. Arjuna must get up and fight (veristha  bkarata)! And
be is finally (V1.40/BG.18.63) urged to make up his own mind about
what he should do (yathecchas: tatha kuru).

Such sancuon by the Lord himself suggests that this more
posiive outlook is not the exuberance of youth or the ignorance of
the blind but is justified by the very condiuons of existence.
However, there is little consensus on the degree to which humans
can change or stem the tide of events that appear as if governed by a
greater divine force with a will of its own. Moreover — and this will
also claim our attention — there is still some question as to whether
the work of the human agent flows from a truly personal decision in
the first place. This creates a constant tension between the two
opposed poles.

The most reveaﬁng summary of the prevailing state of learned
opinion on this score is provided by Vyasa himself, the reputed
author of the text, when he states that (XII.224.50-52):

kecitpurusakaram tu prahuh karmavido janih
daivamityapare viprah svabhavam bhitacintakahi|

paurusam karma daivam ca phalavrttisvabhavatah)
traya eteprthaghhGta navivekam tu kecana|

evametacca naivam ca yadbhitam srjate jagai|
karmastha visamam briyuh sattvasthzh samadarsinahl)

"Some authorities in the science of action say that effects [are
due to] human initiative (purusakara). However, other authorities
[say they are due to] destiny (daiva), [while] the materialists [say]
that nature (svabhava) [is the cause]. But yet others [say that] effects
are driven by [a combination of] human initiative, destiny and
nature; that these should not be distinguished [but regarded as] a
triad. In reality, however, the world unfolds both in this manner and
not in this manner ." This clask of view is somewhat disconcerting at
first sight. Vyasa, however, immediately follows with the assurance



that: “[It is only] those who take their stand in acton (karmastha)
who would say that [the world] is a paradox (visama = lit. uneven,
disparate). Those who take their stand in the truth (satrvastha) look
upon [all things] with an equal eye (samadarsina)."?

This is also suggestive of a second radical opposition that occurs
throughout the epic, and indeed through all great works of Indian
literature, namely, the contrast that is often drawn between the
confusions of ordinary men and women and the truths entertained by
the person of wisdom who is able to reconcile all opposites in a
unitary vision. As Sukthankar has noted, this lterarure is “infused
with the idea of penetrating behind the phenomena to the core of
things, and they represent but so many pulsating reflexes of one and
the same central impulse towards seeing unity in diversity, towards
achieving one gigantic all-embracing synathesis."!0 What the real
truth is, in this case, is not given directly in the text cited above.
However, it offers the suggestion that the differences expressed
above are perhaps not mutually exclusive, but point to an underlying
vision of human nature, action and purpose, accessible only to
"those established in the tuth" (sartvasthah).

The task of this enquiry Wwill, therefore, be to explore the
ambiguities of the conceptions of action, freedom and human nature
implied by these two positons, and to establish how those
established in the truth of things (sattvastz) are able to reconcile the
apparent inconsistencies involved. To do this, we must identify the
various levels of meaning that lie hidden in these epic notions of
daiva and purusakara. How far do these notions penetrate to the very
roots of human action itself? Does the initiative come only from the
human agent or from both within and without, the same character
appearing now as agent, source of all action and instrument of
change (purusakara), and now as acted upon, engulfed in a force
from beyond that sweeps all before it (daiva)? Or does this divine
causality oanly come into play once the human action has been
initiated, to block, counter or divert its effects? In short, how does
human purpose fit into the sequence of arrangements made by the
gods? If human beings are like machines (yamtra ) moved by a



higher design — as suggested by Krsna in VI40/BG.18.61 — what
freedom can they really enjoy to shape their own destinies and those
of the societies in which they lLive? Or, finally, is the idea of "human
nature” itself so relative in the epic that issues of human volition and
"freedom” must be presented in an enurely different manner?l!
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II— Methodological Issues

Before we begin, it is necessary to discuss certain methodological issues
related to the task at hand. We proceed by first describing the nature of the
Mahabharata itself, its age and the key differences from Western epic
literature that give rise to scholarly concerns about the best way of
approaching the study of its various elements. This is followed by a review
of scholarly controversies, and how these have led to a growing post-war
convergence of Western and Indian views that the epic is not a hopeless
jumble of diversity but is the product of a conscious literary design
expressing its central ideas in myth. The emerging consensus concerning the
overall unity of aim and plan in the epic as a whole permits us to take up the
study of our particular theme of destiny and human effort with some
confidence.

1. Nature of the Text

The Mahabharata (or "Great [Tale of the War between] the descendants
of Bharata") appears to have been composed, in metrical stanzas designed to
be recited or sung, sometime between the fourth century B.C. and the fourth
century A.D.! The prevailing view is that the poem passed through the three
stages of: 1) oral composition and recital; 2) written compilation by a group
or school of priestly savants, or even by a single poetic genius, to 3) a final
stage of transmission involving supplementary accretion and interpolation by
different hands. However, the details of this process will likely never be
known.2 We incline to the view of van Buitenen (echoed by Ruth Katz and
others) that, “there is organic growth in the Mahabharata, in the sense that an
interpolation was not extraneous to the text but was attracted, even at times
provoked, by an incident in the ‘original'."3 The result is a remarkable
compendium of ancient lore, containing all manner of mythic, legendary,
didactic, and folkloric material—including even an abridged version of the
Ram3yana (the second great Indian epic) and, of course, the famous
BhagavadgitZ or "Song of the Lord."4 The editors of the version we now
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have in the Critical Edition (used by most scholars, including this one) have
claimed no more than that it constitutes, "a modest attempt to present a
version of the epic as old as the extant manuscript material will permit us 1o
reach with some semblance of confidence."S

The Critical Edition is based on review of over one thousand
manuscripts, mostly written Sanskrit, a language belonging to the Indo-
European linguistic group. However, while the constituted poem does have
affinities with European epics and sagas as Dumézil and others have shown,
it also differs from these in a number of respects. It differs, firstly, in terms
of sheer size, The received texts that were consulted contain up to 200,000
lines of verse, longer than the united extent of all the European epics—eight
times as long as the Hiad and the Odyssey put together. It differs too in its
encyclopedic scope. In an oft-quoted verse the poem itself claims that,
“whatever is here of dharma (rules of human conduct), artha {material
prosperity), kama (sensual enjoyment), and moksa (liberation, i.e. from
bondage to the other three of life's goals) may be found elsewhere. But what
is not here is nowhere else."?

However, perhaps the most significant difference with respect to
Western epics is the continuing allegiance the pcem commands to this day as
the most popular and influential of the canons of modern Hinduism. The
Mahabharata itself claims to be one of the samhitas("collections”) associated
with the four Vedas, in effect a "fifth Veda" (I.1.19). Its spiritual function is
suggested in a colorful analogy by Abhinavagupta, writing around 1000
A.D. Scripture, he says, "teaches after the fashion of a master, by giving
direct commands. The story literature edifies us more gently, after the
fashion of a helpful friend, by presenting interesting examples of what fruits
befell the actions of others in the past. And poetry instructs us in the most
effective way, after the fashion of a beloved woman, by so delighting us that
we are scarcely aware of an underlying purpose."® The avowed intent is
always to prompt the mind of the reader/listener to greater awareness of
spiritual truths, and ultimately, to lead it to the joy that springs from the
presence of God. "Aham gururmahabiho manah Sisyam ca viddhi me — 1
am the guru, O mighty armed one, and know that the mind is my pupil"
(XIV.51.45).

11



This spiritual thrust also suggests that the method of communication is
more than exemplary or even didactic; it 1s therapeutic insofar as seekers are
challenged to change themselves through confrontation with the
kaleidoscopic play of name and form (nima ripa)—the panorama of life
itself-—viewed through the allegories and images of the poet. This method of
fostering spiritual insight and emotional calm and control, leading to
liberation (moksa), is taken for granted by subsequent commentators,
including Arjunamisra (c. 1450-1500 A.D.), Caturbhujamisra (c. 1350-1550
A.D.), Devabodha (?), Nilakantha (c. 1700 A.D.), Ratnagarbha (?), Sarvajia-
Narayana (c. 1100-1300 A.D.) and Vidyasiagara (c. 1350 A.D.).% “The
Mah3abhirata," says Anandavardhana, the great Sanskrit literary critic of the
ninth century A.D., "teaches man ultimately to renounce the vanity of earthly
glories and attain dharma (truth and righteousness), vairagya (renunciation),
Sanu (eternal peace), and moksa (salvation). Vydsa himself remarks in his
epic that he has sung the glory of the Lord and that his epic is the Narayana
Katha, The Story of the Lord’, thus clearly indicating what the message of
his epic 1is; for the story of the Pandavas 1s only an occasion, the purpose
being to reveal the greatness of the Lord." 10

2. Initial Divergences of Modern Scholarly Opinion

While this spiritual/therapeutic purpose has been the source of the
greatness and abiding fascination of the work, the extraordinary scope and
complexity of the composition, and the apparent doctrinal divergences to be
found there, present methodological difficulties for scholars interested in the
study of specific themes. Norbert Klaes puts the matter succinctly when he
writes that, "one of the main difficulties of scholarly work on this immense
poem up to now has been how to approach it and with which method to
criticize the various sections. In other words, before discussing single
episodes, one should first know, whether the whole Mahabharata is
conceived according to a single literary design, whether central ideas or
purpeses govern it and justify the collection of multifarious elements, or
whether the poem is just 2 more or less accidental collection of both very old
and new material."!l, Individual components or particular themes can only
be understood in terms of one's understanding of the poem as a whole. As
the history of scholarly examination has shown, this understanding tends to
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depend, in turn, on one's view of the process of composition that made the
Mahidbhdrata what it is today.

Prior to the Second World War scholarly copinion tended to polarize
between those who saw the text as a confused assemblage of heterogeneous
material originating from wvarious sources and belonging to different
historical and philosophical strata, and those who saw it as the expression of
some central guiding agenda.!12 The first view regarded the text as consisting
of two fundamentally incompatible elements, an original epic core and an
undigested mass of later accretions that could be weeded out by the surgical
skills of higher criticism. For this first group, the Mah@bharata problem
“reduces itself to the discovery of criteria which will enable us to analyze the
peoem and to dissect out the 'epic nucleus’ from the spurious additions with
which it is deeply incrusted. This is the ‘Analytical Theory' of the origin and
character of the Mahabharata, which was espoused by the majority of the
Western critics of the Great Epic of India, chief among them being Lassen,
Webber (sic), Ludwig, Sorensen, Hopkins and Winternitz."13 To this list we
must add the name of Adolf Holzmann the younger who propounded an
extravagant "Inversion Theory" (subsequently discredited) to explain the so-
called "sins" of the Pandavas, arguing that it was, in fact, the Kauravas (i.e.
rather than the Pandavas) who were the embodiments of righteousness in the
original epic.

The second group of scholars, led by Joseph Dahlmann around the turn
of the century, propounded what was later dubbed (by Hopkins) as the
“Synthetic Theory" of the origin and character of the poem. "This theory
categorically repudiates as utterly fantastic the modern notion that the Great
Epic is but a haphazard compilation of disjointed and incoherent units. It
insists on the other hand—as the name of the theory already suggests—that
the Mahabharata is primarily a synthesis, a synthesis of all the various
aspects of Law, in the widest sense of the term covered by the Indian
conception of Dharma, cast by a master intellect into the alluring shape of a
story, of an epic...The poem is, as Indian tradition has always implied, a
conscious product of literary art (kd@vya) of the highest order, with a
pronounced unity of conception, aim, and treatment."14 Instead of separating
the gparrative from the didactic portions of the epic as the first group
attempted to do, this synthetic view saw the didactic material, including the
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Bhagavadgita, as an essential part of the poem—indeed so essential that the
story itself could well have been invented for the purpose of illustrating the
moral and ethical ideas of the author(s).!3

3. ThePost-warCoavergence

While Dahlmann himself had toyed with the idea of symbolism as a key
to the inner meaning of certain aspects of the plot (the polyandrous marriage
of Draupadi, for example), it was not uatil the post-war work of Wikander
and Dumeézil in the field of comparative mythology that attempts to explain
the poem as a reflection of historical events gave way to the opposite
conception, namely that the poem constitutes a sort of historicized
mythology.1é Thus, for Dumézil: "The problem is not to explain how the
poem developed from a nucleus of real events for which no evidence
remains, but to determine how, at what point of the story, at what generation
of the heroes, the link with history was forged."!? The poem itself is not
modelled after historical events but on an alleged eschatological myth dating
from Indo-European times, and featuring a trifunctional hierarchy of gods.13
Dumeézil argues that:

In essence, the Maha@bharata is the transposition of a vast system of
mythic representations into the world of men. The principal gods,
centered on the hierarchy of the gods of the three functions, as well as a
number of demons were related to the main heroes not as an
afterthought but as their models, and the conceptual links between these
gods were transferred to the heroes in the form of ties of kinship
(brothers, wife) or of alliance, friendship, hostility. The storyline of the
poem is itself the transposition of a myth related to a great world crisis:
the confrontation of the forces of Good and the forces of Evil develops
to a paroxysm of destruction which results in a renaissance....

The transposition was a well thought out literary project, rigorously
followed with no deviation by skiliful and talented technical specialists,
who fully explored the possibilities inherent in the mythic material. A
team working along the same lines and under firm direction, is the
hypothesis that best takes account of the scope and success of the
operation. And not only a team: a school, since, with the exception of
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out-of-context interpolations, of innumerable narrative or philosophical
excursions that are easily detached, we recognize revisions, associated
variations, certain proliferations (such as the fourth book), which attest
to the successive efforts in this direction, and in support of the
transposition.!¥

In his view, the transition from myth to history is not made until the very end
of the epic when rule passes from Arjuna—the mythical transposition of the
warrior god Indra—to his grandson Pariksit.

This emerging Western view of the Mahabh3rata as a symbolic whole is
in keeping with the traditional conception of the epic espoused by indigenous
commentators who based their own interpretations, in part, on this aspect of
the matter. A typical example is the Mahabhidrata-tatparya-nirnaya of
Madhvacarya. This eminent 13th century authority proposes that the poem
may be read on at least three levels, including the symbolic. "The meaning of
the ‘Bhirata, in so far as itis a relation of the facts and events with which Sri
Krsna and the Pandavas are connected, is called Zstikads (historical). That
interpretation by which we find lessons on virtue, divine love, and other ten
qualities, on sacred study and righteous practices, on character and training,
on Brahmi and the other gods, is called manvadi (religious and moral).
Thirdly, the interpretation by which every sentence, word, or syllable, is
shown to be the significant name, or to be the declaration of the glories, of

the Almighty Ruler of the Universe, is called auparicara (transcendental)."20

This manner of reading the text has not been lost on Indian writers of
more modern times. A similar three-dimensional interpretation of the
Mahabharata was offered by Sukthankar, the first editor of the Critical
Edition, in a well-known series of four lectures given in 1542. He reads the
story on the mundane level as the realistic account of a fierce fratricidal
conflict involving the epic characters. He goes on to interpret this war of
annihilation on the ethical level as the conflict of dharma and adharma, of
the principles of good and evil, justice and injustice. At this level the
contending parties are incarnations of gods (devas) and demons (asuras) and
the war ends in the victory of the gods and of dharma. However, beyond
 these struggles of dharma and adharma, Sukthankar also sees 2 third or
transcendental level, This is the perennial struggle between our higher and
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lower natures, a struggle that can only be resolved in our own minds. He
captures what he believes is the basic thrust of the epic by juxtaposition with
modern science: "Modern scientists are interested in breaking the Atom,
which we are told is a solar system in miniature, in order to release the
capltive energy for the exploitation of Nature. The Rsis of ancient India were
interested in breaking the tangled knot of personality, which is the very
cosmos in miniature, in order to release the captive energy for the
sublimation of Nature."2!

Krishna Chaitanya also follows tradition in adopting an aesthetic view
of the author(s) intentions (albeit with Western existentialist overtones). The
poem, as he sees it, 1s a umque literary product,

which tried to discover, through art, what philosophical thinking and
related modalities had tried to find out: how man can realize the greatest
possible meaning, the maximum value, in his liviag, in the conditions of
incarnate existence, The most liberated state of being (moksha) can be
attained only if one exists first. And existence has evolved on earth
through the tremendous impulsion of an elan vital, surfacing in man as
his libido (kama) which gives him the drive for acquiring the resources
of a secure material existence (artha). But the drive of the libido and the
desire for economic means have to be tempered by the discipline of
normative living (dharma) if man is to attain liberation. These are the
hierarchically arranged goals of man outlined by prior thought and the
epic explicitly states that it isin one respect the science of these goals (I.
62). But the tremendous thrust of the libido, which isolates man and sets
him against his brethren and nature, had to be grasped in its fullness and
inteasity with far greater understanding than in the rather bloodless
speculations of philosophy. Vyasa lays bare the structural violence that
is deeply embedded in the life of this world, the role it plays in creating
balances, before he proceeds to explore ways of securing harmony in
less ruthless ways. The germinal metaphor of the wood and the tigers
expands to colossal dimensions in the carnage of the Kurukshetra battle-
field. But solutions that can end this type of carnage are also offered in
the great discourse in the very same field. A comprehensively conscious
artistic intelligence is behind the creation of this work .22



This Indian exegetical tradition has since inspired Western readers such
as Ruth Katz, who interprets the epic and the character of Arjuna at the
heroic, human and devoticnal levels. In her view, "the creation of order by
sacrifice seems to be the heroic meaning of the Kurukshetra War and the
epic as a whole."?3 The human dimension is marked by the moral
ambiguities involved in fulfillment of this task, while the devotional
imperative is the “sacrifice" by which the hero abandons his ego in
acceptance of the divine plan of Krsna (equivalent to his "fate").24 She
explicitly acknowledges her debt to Sukthankar (going back to
Madhviacarya) by noting: "The three levels of Arjuna's personality
correspond in part to those noted by Vishnu Sitaram Sukthankar as running
through the epic as a whole." She acknowledges the existence of a
“metaphysical” (in contrast to devotional) dimension but feels that this is
better illustrated by the character of Yudhisthira than by that of Arjuna who
is "never strictly a philosopher in the epic."?3

Rirval has also received attention in recent years as a symbolic
repository of the inner meaning of the text. For example, Heino Gehrts sees
the Mahabharata as "the consequent development of one central idea: the
consecution of events as well as the characters and the distribution of its
heroes are regulated by the form of one of India's ancient rituals of royal
consecration, by the r3jasiiya....the author of the Mah2bhdrata is convinced,
that the rdjasiya is a dangerous ritual, that it may lead — under the
influence of demoniacal perturbations — to the extermination of the warrior
caste."26 Alf Hiltebeitel is also attracted by the sacrificial model.27 Starting
with the tr-functional Indo-Eurcpean model of Dumézil, Hiltebeitel
concludes by proposing a somewhat different view of the relation of myth
(concerning the gods) and epic (concerning the heroic exploits of men). The
way in which the epic poets composed/compiled the Mahabharata “would
seem to have been not so much through a process of ‘transposition' as
through a process of correlation between two levels of continually changing
and growing tradition: myth and epic. The epic poets would thus emerge not
so much as programmers, transposing one set of information into another
form, but as rsis, in this case the rsis of the 'Fifth Veda' whose 'school’ is
covered by _the name of the elusive but ever-available rsi Vyasa."28 In this
context, he sees the "sacrifice of battle" (rapayajia) as the fundamental
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symbolism shaping the Mahabharata war, with Krsna performing the role of
sacrificial priest.??

Recently, Hiltebeite]l has been influenced by the French structuralist
Madeleine Biardeau, to whom we owe perhaps the most thoroughgoing
analysis of the Mahabharata as a whole.30 Her path-breaking examination of
the poem has clarified a number of anomalies of form and content, casting
the epic as the product of an emerging "Hindu" devotional (bhakti) world
view. We ourselves, are particularly indebted to her work in what follows.
Like Dumeézil, she treats the events themselves as pure myth, without any
necessary basis in historic fact.’! While there may well be a germ of
historical truth in the central narrative, she argues that the work as a whole is
driven by what she calls a "mythical necessity." This prompts ker to argue
against a facrual treatment of the material. "The perspective must be
reversed; when describing a sal or wine palm, the reason is not that it is part
of the environment familiar to the poet — clearly a cultivated man, a
brahmin rather than a bard. On the contrary, it may be because it is part of
his mental landscape by virtue of the symbolic meaning(s) attached to it.
More generally, different landscapes are portrayed, not for their actual
location on the map [sic}, but for the positive or negative values they

carry."32

Under these conditions, it is not the historical facts, or even how the
various materials were assembled to form the text we now have, that is
exegetically important. Rather it is the intentionality and precccupations of
the brabmin composers/compilers that count and how this basic agenda has
transformed the original materials (whatever they may have been) to give
them new meaning and value. While these preoccupations and materials no
doubt have a history, they must be used without their history for the most
part, "stripped of their date, of their origin, but organized and hierarchized
according to a system of values drawn from inside the atemporal vision
which the Hindu has of the universe...."33

Biardeau reveals how the symbolic form of the Mahabhdrata is
modelied after the cyclic eschatology of the traditional Puranic accounts of
divine incarnation known as avatara. However, it is not an avataric myth per
se but a conscious attempt by a disaffected brahmin hierarchy to extend the
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possibility of salvation to the king. This effort turns out to be revolutionary
1n its impact on subsequent events. In recognition of its primary intent she
calls it a royal myth, "a teaching given to kings where the ideal sovereign
appears indissolubly linked to the avatdra for whom he is a substitute."34 In
her view, the curriculum for this royal instruction was designed by orthodox
brahmin priests, the spiritual custodians of the community and its rulers, at a
time when the Indian principalities were being undermined by a growing
ascetic trend on the part of the ruling caste of warrior kings (ksatriyas).35 She
explains: "For an individual brahmin there is no real problem: a simple
change from the status of householder to that of renunciate is all that is
required. But what becomes of the kingdom if the king abandons the
sacrifice to seek his personal salvation? In short, the choice between life in
the world and renunciation cannot be left free of all constraint. What is
needed is to reconcile the eternity of the world—that no one wishes to see
end—with the discovery of the possibility of a definitive personal
salvation.”36

A path to salvation for 2 king who remains within the world could only
be found by somehow incorporating the functions of the king. This could not
but raise the issue of ritual impurity associated with the use of violence
(hims3), for while the problem of the ritval killing of animals had already
been solved in the legal texts knowsn as the Dharmasastras,37 the brahmanic
priesthood of the time still faced the delicate matter of the royal killing of
human beings in defense of the social order. Somehow, a religious sanction
had to be found for the royal exercise of dandaniti, the duties incumbent
upon the king in the administration of justice (leading to the possibility of
salvation for the king). This was eventually accomplished by extending the
notion of "sacrifice” to include even the most abject functions of the king
(such as war), provided this activity was undertaken in a spirit of yoga, i.e.
with an attitude of non-attachment, ready to lose all — even life itself.

This notion of renunciation in action (in coatrast to the upanisadic
renunciation of action itself) eventually opened the door to salvation for the
lower caste strata (varnas) as well. Ultimately, human activities could be
undertaken as a form of worship by dedicating the fruvits to the Lord,
typically in the form of the divine incarnation (avatzra) who acts for the
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welfare of the world (Jokasamgraba). This involved a virtual revolution in
values leading to the rise of a new religion of devotion (bhakti) towards a
Supreme God (who may be conceived in personal terms). Bhako salvation
could henceforth be open to men and women alike, and even to those who
had been evildoers (VI.31/BG.9.32).

While Biardeau acknowledges her debt to Dumeézil, she thus views the
Mahabharata, not as the transposition of a pre-vedic mythology of social
function, but as a transformation of orthodox brahmanic vajues of sacrifice
and renunciation into the values of this new bhakti religious system (of
which the epic may be regarded as the "founding charter").3® This
transformation of values i1s nowhere more evident than in the imagery and
symbolism surrounding the “sacrifice” of the eighteen-day war itself,
regarded as the centerpiece of a triad of sacrifices that includes the rijastya
(royal consecration) and the asvamedha (horse) sacrifices.3? "In other words,
this episode of the central myth seeks to transpose the ritual values into a
truly epic key. We are not dealing with a reduction of the myth (concerning
the gods) into an epic (with respect to heroes), but with 2 new reading of
ancient values, where what was not sacrifice, becomes sacrifice,"40

4. Biardeau's Structural Analysis of the Narrative Events

The mult-dimensionality of the "ceantral myth" is progressively
uncovered with the help of the structuralist methodology developed by
Claude Lévi-Strauss. In one sense, the pouring of the two armies into the
fires of war is the "sacrifice" of adharma (the decayed social order). But the
reign of Duryodhana (incarnation of the demon Kali) is only the culmination
of a social malaise originating in the progressive breakdown of the
traditional functional relationship between the ksatriya and the brahmins, the
two pillars of epic society. Beginning with the ksatriya Samtanu — whose
very name evokes the renunciation of the brahmin ($§anti = peace) — and the
brahmin Par@sara (“the destroyer"), the father of Vy3sa, one can follow what
amounts to a progressive reversal of the natural order of things over the
course of the succeeding generations.

That king Samrtanu himself marries a princess (Satyavati) born from a
fish is itself suggestive of disorder (matsyanyaya is the "rule of the fish," i.e.
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the Indian law of the jungle where the big fish eat the little fish). Bhisma —
the pitamaha or (honorary) grandfather — must also bear his share of the
responsibility. Though a ksatriya, he opts for a higher dharma reserved for
the brahmin by his renunciation cof both artha (the throne) and kdma (his
marriage rights). The result is that he cannot fulfill the duties incumbent
upon his royal status, which would have involved marrying the princess
Amba3, and providing a legitimate heir to the throne, the responsibility for
which is delegated to his brahmin half-brother Vyasa.4! This succession is
defective from the start, and his nephew king Pandu finally abandons his
duties to devote himself to the traditional royal vices of lovemaking and the
chase, leaving the blind Dhrtarastra (bis half-brother) to covet the kingdom
in his absence. There follows the extraordinary situation of the generation of
the protagonists in which the god Visnu (in the form of Vyasa, his brahmin
representative) engineers the birth of the demons (asuras), while the god Siva
(in the form of the irascible sage Durvasas) sets the stage for the birth of the
gods (devas).

The circumstances leading to the crisis itself are no less irregular.
Drogpa, incarnation of the priest of the gods (Brhaspati) and mundane
representative of the brahmanic power, is found to be in the service of the
asuras, Furthermore, he no longer serves as priest but assumes the role of
commander-in-chief of the demon army (on the death of Bhisma). This
involves a double corruption of Dharma. Service on behalf of the asuras is
substituted for that of the devas, and the brahmin usurps the functions of the
king. As for his son, ASvarthaman, he embodies the collective venom of
Mah@deva (=Siva), Antaka (death), Kama (desire) and Krodha (anger) which
almost succeeds in foiling the restoration of the dharma symbolized by the
resurrection of the dead Pariksit, the rightful heir to the Paandava throne.
Karna too is a strange mixture, being of divine descent (ke is illegitimately
fathered by Strya, the Sun, on Kunti, the mother of the Pandavas) but linked
to the asura Naraka. Bhisma (Dyaus = the Heavens) and Vidura (Dharma)
are both captives to the asura. It is evident that the asuras have usurped the
brabmag power to their own advantage, a situation that clearly calls for the
intervention of the avatara.
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However, since intervention by the avalira inevitably involves
destrucuon on a cosmic scale (or at least on the scale of the three worlds
known as the trailokya), the Mahabhdrata war has been dramatized by the
epic author as a cosmic sacrifice analogous to the destruction of the worlds at
the end of the yuga — yuganta. The weapons of war are compares to the fire
at the end of a yuga, and,

this image is among the most frequent of the whole account. The war is
thus a crisis, not only terrestrial, but of the trailokya, which suggests the
juncture of two yugas. We can even say more precisely, between the
end of a Kaliyuga and the start of a Krtayuga. In fact, since the epic is
stll 2 myth, it is not enough to say that the conflict is the image of a
yuganta. Rather, it is the symbolic transformation, the re-employment
of this idea at another level. It is this level, where the yugas become
asuric princes and the cosmic conflagration becomes war, that defines
the epic.%2

This destruction is represented as a gigantic funeral pyre in which the
old order of the world, Pandava and Kaurava alike, must perish to give way
to a new order established with the assistance of the divine incarnation Krsna
from the remnant represented by Pariksit, the perfect monarch embodying
the qualities of Arjunz and Krsna.

5. ReligiousSignificance of Symbolic Structures

The question is: what is the significance of this symbolism? In
Biardeau's view, it reveals and reflects a sweeping transformation of the
ritual values attached to the traditional notion of the Vedic sacrifice. It must
berecognized that the,

victory is not only that of dharma over adharma. The order to be
restored is also that taught by Krsna to Arjuna at the start of the warin
the Bhagavadgita. Instead of imitating the brahmin, the ksatriya should
fulfill his royal duties in 2 spirit of detachment and devotion to Krsna,
transforming each of his viclent actions, beginning with war, into a
sacrifice. This is the sense of the year of living incognito prior to the
war, corresponding to the period of consecration for the sacrifice: the
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war being the sacrifice par excellence for the ksatriya who offers
himself as victim with the hope of substituting his enemy for himself.43

This leads to the idea that death in battle — the sacrifice of the self
(Fzmayajiia) on the battlefield — is the appropriate sacrifice for the ksatriya.
His bow is his sacrificial stake, his bow string the cord for tying the victims,
his shafts are the small ladle and his sword the large one. His chariot is the
altar and the blood he pours on the battlefield is the clarified butter. His
wrath is the fire of the sacrifice and the four steeds yoked to his vehicle are
the four sacrificial priests (botri). After pouring his own life-breath (prana)
and that of his foes as libations upon the sacrificial fire of the battlefield, he
becomes freed from sin, and secures a place for himself in heaven
(svargaloka) (X11.24; also XI. Appendix I, no 1.33-40; XI.2.11; XI1.8,1-4).
The initiation theme (diksa) of the forest exile clearly emphasizes the
sacrificial character of the war and the yogic preparation necessary for this.
This, in turn, leads to the idea that an inner conquest is required to assure
victory in the external combat of battle (cf. V.34.52-55; XII1.69.4-5).

In this manner, the sacrifice of battle becomes a form of total
renunciation (tLy3ga; samnydsa) in which one puts one's owa life on the line
(atmayajia). Arjuna (i.e. the ideal king) can neither abandon his
responsibilities nor pursue his own narrow self-interest. Instead, he is called
to dedicate his life to the wider goals of human welfare (lokasamgraha),
undistracted by family tes, and without attachment to the results of his
actions. The sacrifice he performs becomes an act of yoga, marked by one-
pointed concentration (ekdgra; apramatta) on the task at hand. In this manner
the notion of sacrifice is internalized to become a new ideal of human
conduct, a new path to salvation.

This epic symbolism is authenticated, in Biardeau's view, by close
puranic parallels to the cosmogonic myths of the epic, whatever chronology
of textrual development is adhered to (the Puranas were written down at a
later period than the epics). The epics and PurZnas both project the old
ritualistic and upanisadic ideals into a cosmic panorama of space and time;
what began as the mystical adventure of an individual aspirant in the
upanisads develops into a collective spiritual march through a hierarchy of



worlds constituted by the creator god Brahma3, the perpetually transmigrating
cosmic person whose lifespan 1s the birth and death of the Universe as a
whole. As the mythical personification of the sacrificial power of the
brahmin priest (known as the brahman), he symbolizes the orthodox this-
worldly religion (pravrttidharma) with it's Veda and sacrificial system. In

contrast, the upanisadic alternative of turning away from the world and its
values (nivrrtidharma) is projected on to the divine figure of the purusottama
("Supreme Person"), another mythical transformation with antecedents going
back to the Prasnopanisad and to the Purusastikta hymn of Rgveda X.90.
This epic/puranic symbolism constitutes a sort of cosmic backdrop to the
human eveats used to dramatize what amounts to 2 complete transposition of
traditional brahmanic religious values into 2 new system of bhaku

devetionalism.

6. A Hierarchy of Perspectives (Darsana)

The work of recent Western scholarship thus serves to confirm, in a
more methodical manner, what generations of Indian readers have intuitively
understood; that despite its enormous bulk and diversity, the Mahabharata
does indeed constitute a single literary design with unity of purpose and
continuity of meaning. However, since the work as we have it is myth rather
than historical fact (though possibly based on distorted memories of some
distant fratricidal conflict), this meaning is couched in 2 complex symbolism.
This allows it, like any good myth:

to function like a perfect prism through which are refracted
simultaneously all the possible ways of regarding the problems
encountered in the myth. The first level we encounter is the narrative,
usually quite a good story, though often with 2 rather predictable
ending. Closely related is the divine level, which concerns mythology as
it used to be understood by scholars of the classics: the metaphorical
struggles of divine powers and personalities. Above this is the cosmic
level of the myth, the expression of universal laws and processes, of
metaphysical principles and symbolic truths. And below it, shading off
into folklore, is the human level, the search for meaning in human life.
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Great myths are richly ambiguous and elusive; their truths cannot be
filed away into the scholar's neat categories.

Clearly, the epic is not a "horizontal” unity of a single strata but the
unity of a vertically arranged hierarchy of strata, of which the narrative (or
“historical") dimension is the least important, particularly from the Indian
point of view. In order to understand these levels it is necessary to delve
below whatever surface contradictions may be found in the poem to the
symbolic keys that provide access to the hierarchy of levels that reveal the
unity of the whole.

Unfortunately, this task is complicated by two characteristic features of
Hindu religious tradition. In the first place, the need to preserve the sanctity
and priority of the Vedas leads to a hermeneutic in which the concepts and
ideas of prior forms of thought are never rejected, but simply re-evaluated
and reworked into new hierarchies of meaning and value. As Chaitanya has
noted: "The concepts of all the systems are closely studied; but because of
their insufficincies (sic), they are radically transformed, deepened in
meaning, integrated into a unitary system of great stability, a world-view to
which the most advanced modern thinking in a multiplicity of fields becomes
a foot-note. Vyasa's Purusha and Prakrti are not the Purusha and Prakrti of
Samkhya; his Karma is not the Karma of the Mimamsakas; his Yoga is not
the Yoga of Patanjali. His treatment of the four ends of human existence
(purushartha) is radically new. And here we come to the profundity of his
final achievement."45 The view of Hiltebeitel is that, “the epic narrative itself
has been structured in part to bridge the gap between the Vedic and Puranic
mythologies, conserving the former (and conserving pre-Vedic themes as
well) and embracing it within the new ‘universe of bhakt' of the great gods
of epic and Purinic Hinduism ."46

This task is further complicated by what we noted earlier; that the very
intent of the poem is to foster the progressive spiritual insights that bring the
mind to a liberating vision of human existence as a whole. The fact that the
epic was originally designed as a work of kingly instruction should not lead
us into thinking that what it instructs is of no concern to the ignorant masses.
"Everyone is king in his own home" (sarvah sve sve grhe r3ja) as far as the
epic is concerned (XI1.308.147), and the epic view is clearly that we
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experience a kaleidoscope of different perspectives or darsanas according to
the meaning and insights we (as spiritual seekers) receive as we move to
successively higher vantage-points. Hiltebeitel has observed how, through
various devices, the epic poets are able to present “countless darsanas,
perspectives, on the drama that forms its core."47

Far from denying the overarching unity of the epic as a whole,
therefore, these hierarchies of content and perspective (darsana) form part of
its very structure. The diversity of different levels, and the juxtaposition of
didactic and narrative sequences, elusive and ambiguous as they may appear
on the surface, conceal a remarkable coherence of aim and plan. This has
prompted Biardeau to acknowledge that: "Even fifteen years of (good)
housekeeping is not enough to grasp the complexity of such a partaer, but ]
see it rising before me as an increasingly coherent monument, astonishing in
its unity, dizzying in the depth of meaning and level of detail that is
achieved."48 This unity is, of course, the unity of the new "Hindu" devotional
universe of meaning and value, forged—by mythical necessity—out of
traditional religious didactic and narrative material.

7. Relevance to the Present Study

These insights of recent scholars, coupled with our own reading of the
text, offer sufficient evidence for the unity of the epic as a whole to allow us,
with some confidence, to explore our chosen theme in what follows. In
keeping with the emergence of the new devotional bhakti world-view, we
can postulate that the concepts and ideas about destiny and human initiative
have evolved out of prior tradition, becoming progressively transformed as
they are taken up within more inclusive systems of meaning and value. This
will become clear from the manner in which, as we shall see in Chapter VIII
and elsewhere, the poem builds upon the sedimentary layers of its Vedic,
Brahmanic and Upanisadic antecedents. Since what we are working with is
the unity achieved by the extant epic that we now have in the Critical
Edition, it matters little, for our purposes, whether any postulated "original”
Wwas 2 composition/compilation by 2 body or school of priestly savants (such
as the Bhargavas or the Paficaratrins) or by a single creative genius in one
lifetime. In spite of the importance of this issue in other coatexts, it is
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therefore largely for stylistic reasons that we refer to an "epic author”
according to the name Krspa Dvaipdyana Vydsa by which he is known to
posterity, whoever he (or they) might have been 49

Furthermore, whatever "history" may lie behind the events narrated in
the story (and we do not discount the possibility of at least some basis in
historical fact, however mytholozized), we incline to Biardeau's view that
the work as a whole is driven largely by a kind of mythical necessity. This is
not to suggest that we can ignore or gloss over the obvious coatradictions
and inconsistencies in the language, style or doctrines of the poem. It simply
means we must probe beneath the surface contradictions to determine to
what extent they may be reconciled at another level, always remembering
that,

..the more that study of the epic strengthens the conviction of its
profound unity, the more one faces the need to approach it from
different angles. A single structure, no matter how subdivided to
account for all the details, will never surrender its full significance. The
unity resides in an interweaving of structures that we can claim without
great risk, are without flaw.... On the contrary, we must seek to isolate
bundles of relationships that can eventually be separated from different
schema to reveal different meanings: each bundle, each schema, each
meaning being indissolubly bound up with the whole. We must admit
that in this dense forest, we often have no other method of exploration
than trial and error.5°

Since our own agenda 1s 2 much more limited one, we have been able to
profit from the insights of others, using them as a foundation and point of
departure to proceed inductively by exploring the different contextsin which
the two fundamental sources of human motivation and activity are illustrated
or discussed. The next chapter, for example, profits largely from Biardeau's
comparative analysis of epic and pur2nic cosmogony to iltustrate the
cosmological setting of Daiva (destiny; fate). This eschatological vision is an
important driving force in the responses of individual protagonists to the
critical situations faced by them and that they are inevitably forced to explain
to themselves. We therefore also examine the discussions concerning human
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initiative and destiny that arise in these various situations, as also in the
wisdom teachings and discourses of the didactic sections of the poem, in
homilies and parental exhortaticns, in the secondary tales (upakhyiana) and,
most important of all, in Krsna's famous call to action in the Bhagavadgita,

1 Wendy Deniger O Flaherty, Hindu Myths: A Sourcebook translated from the Sanskrit (Ilarmondsworth:
Penguin, 1975), p. 17. She bases her estimate oo review of the work of previcus authors such as
Farquhar, Gonda, Pargiter, Pusalkar and Winternitz. Needless to say, the dates for the terminus a quo
and the ferminvs ad quem are the subject of continuing controversy. Pinini (fourth century B.C.?7)
teaches the formation of the word Mahdbhirata in stra 6.2.38 of bis Grammar. However, the Greek
traveller Megasthenes, who was in India about 315 B.C., makes no mention of the epic. Weber found
thas it was known to Dion Chrysostom in the second balf of the first century A.D. (though whether in its
presear form is unclear). We do konow from epigraphic evidence that by the fifth ceatury A.D. the epic
was already recognized as a work of 100,000 stanzas composed by the great rsi Vydsa. We thus do well
to hecd the warning of Whitney, thar: “All dates given in Indian literary history are pins set up to be
bowled down again. Every impertant work has undergone so many more or less ransforming changes
before reaching the form in which it comes to us, that the question of criginal constryction is
complicated with that of final redaction.” Cf. William Dwight Whitney, "Brief Account of the Indian
Licerarure.” Sapskor Grammar (Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University Press, 1973), p. xix.

2 For 2 good discussion of this issue, see Ruth Katz, Arjyna in the Mahibhirata: Where Xeishng 15, There
1s Vigtory (Columbia, S.C. University of South Carolina Press, 1989), pp. 11—135.

3 van Buitenea, Mghdbhdrara 111, p. 19. Cf. Ruth Katz, Arjuna, p. 10 and p. 14: also see A.K. Ramanvjan,
"Repetition in the MahIbhdrama. " Essavs, p. 441-442, who argues that, in order to enhance the symbolic
integrity of the whole, “new incidents are added only in certain places where there scems 10 be a need for
them, one thinks of such an analogy with crystal growth.”

4 As will be clear from discussion in Chapter VI, the Bhagavadgitd serves to highlight important issues
intrinsic to epic ideas of destiny and human effort. Opinion is nevertheless divided as to whether this key
text is an integral part of the Mah3bh3rata or a later interpolation. The present auther favors the view of
van Buitenen (supported by many receat scholars, including Biardeau, Hiltebeitel, Katz etc.) who
believe that: “The Bhagavadgitd was conceived and created in the context of the Mahdbhirata, It was not
an independent ext that somehow wandered into the epic.” Cf. J.A.B. van Buitenen, The Bhagavadeitl
in the Mabibhiratg (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), p. 5. However, for a recent contrary
view, see Georg von Simson, "Die Einschalrung der Bhagavadpitd im Bhismaparvan des MahIbhiirata,”
Indo-Iranian Jourmal 11 (1968-69): 159-74. Various formulations of the isterpolation theory are
proposed by former scholars such as Hopkins and Winternitz.

5 v .S. Sukrbankar, *Critical Principles followed in the Constitution of the Text.” Prolegomena to Book ] of
The MahIbhgraca: for the First Time crisically edited (Poona: Bbandarkar Oriental Research Institute,
1933), p. 103. See also pp. 76-77 for reasons behind rejection of traditional Western methods of text
reconstruction, and pp. 86-92 for details of the criteria on Which the final text is based. It should be noted
that not all scholars agree on the merits of the Critical Edition. Thus Biardeau, following Sylvain Lévi,
believes that: “Whar appears to many people as an unmanageable overgrowth of myths in epics and
purdaas is acrually an invaluable source of information for a better understanding of each of them.” Cf.
her “The Story of Arjuna Kirtavirya without Reconstruction.” Purding 12 (July, 1970): p. 293. The article
illustrates her method of revealing the inner meaning of the epic by means of a comparative analysis of
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different versions of text. Iz her view: "Any kind of variation is possible, provided the ipteaded
significance of the whole remairs clear.” (Jhid, p299).

6 vadcncc for lndo -European epic roots may be found in Georges Dumeézil, Mythe ef épopée: Tidéolopie
- 3 wvols. (Paris: Edidons Gallimard,

1968). Cf. elso the works of Stig Wikander, particularly “Pigdavasagan och Mahibhidratas mytiska
forutsattaingar.” Religion och Bibel, Nathan Soderblom-sillsapets Arsbok, V1, 1947, pp. 27-39. More
recently, Alf Hiltebeitel, The Rirugl of Bamle: Krishng in the MabJbhdirata (Ithaca: Cornell Universicy
Press, 1976).

7 Dbarme cifrthe ca kime ca mokse ca bharatarsabbal yadihdsti tadanyatra yanpehsti na tackvacid] 1.56.33
and XV1I1.5.38,

8 Gary A. Tubb, “$antarasa in the Mahdbbdrata” in Arvind Sharma (ed.), Essays oo the Mahibh¥raca
(Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1991), p. 172.

9 On Mababhirata commentary, see Sukthankar, “Notes cn Mahabharata Commeataters,” in Critical

Studies in the MahIbhimta. Vol. I of Sukthankar Memodal Edition, Ed. P.K. Gode (Bombay: Kamslak
Publishing House, 1944}, pp. 263—267.

10 Quotation of a passage from Anandavardhana's Dkvagydloks in Swami Prabhavananda, The Spiritual
Hertage of Tndia (Hollywood: Vedanta Press, 1979), p. 94. See also Gary A. Tubb, Op i, p. 199.
quoting a similar passage to the effecr that the wue purpose of the MahIbhirata is, “the highest human
aim characterized by liberation, and, from the poetic point of view, the flavor [rasa] of peace [§dnd],
characterized by the fostering of the happiness produced by the exunction of craving [&3na), as the
predominant rasa.” Tubb takes the Saaskrit original from Anandavardhana's Dhvagwilokn published in
Benares: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, Kashi Sanskrit Series 135, 1540 (Pr. PaniibhirIma S3sud,
ed.), p. 533.

Il Norbert Klaes, Conscience 3nd Consciousness: Fthical Problems of Mghibhimm (Bangalore:
Dbarmaram College, 1975),p.2.

12 \We are indebred here to the excellent summary of modern scholarship on the Mahibhdrata contained in
“Lecture I: The Mab3bhirata and its Critics”™ in his Meaging of the Mahfbhfirata, pp. 1-31. Cf. also A.D.
Pusalker, "Twenty-five Years of Epic and Puranic Studies.” RN. Dandekar (ed.), Progress of Indig
Studies 1917-1942 (Poonra: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1942), pp. 101-152.

13 Sukthankar, Ibid, p. 11.
14 Ibid, pp. 19-20.

15 This idea had appeared in India by the seventh or eighth ceatury A.D. in the works of the philosopher
Kumirila. Cf. Barend A. van Nooten, The Mahjbhiirata agributed to Kesna Dvpipivang Veisy (New
York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1971), p. 87. It would seem. from the quotation from Dhvanyilcka
(Swami Prabbavananda op cir) that this was also Anandavardhana’s view,

16 Both sides of the ongoing debate on the historicity of the central story are represented among articles
coatained in D.C. Sircar (ed.), The Bhirata War and Purfinic Genenlopies (Calcutta: University of
Calcurra, 1969), Cf. also SP. Gupta and K.S. Ramachandran (eds.), Mahbhirata; Myth and Realiny
Differing Views (Delhi: Agam Prakashan, 1976) and Ram Chaadra Jain, Jaya: The Ociginal Nuycleus of
Mahabharata (Delhi: Agam Kala Prakashan, 1979). The position of the presenr author is well
summarized in the view that: “The hitorical character of the persons celebrated in epic poerry isnotin
question. But their historicity does nor long resist the corrosive action of mythicizadon. The historical
event in itself, however important, does not remain in the popular memory, aor does its recollection

29



kindle the poetic imagination save insofar as the particular historical event closely approaches a mythical

model.” Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Frarpal Retum or Cosmos gnd History, traas. Willard R. Trask,
Bollingen Series, 46 (1954; rpt. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 42,

17 Dumezil, Mythe et épopée 1 p. 242,
18 1hid, p. 222 11,
19 1hid, pp. 238-239.

20 Quoted in A.D. Pusalkar, “The Mahdbhirata: its History and Character,” in The Cwltuen! Heritage of
India, 4 vols., eds. Haridas Bhartacharya et al. (Calcutta: The Ramakrishna Mission, Institute of Culture,
1953-62), vol. 11, "Itihdsas, Purinas, Dharma and other Sastras,” p. 68,

21 Sukthankar, Qn the Meaning of the MahIhhietz, p. 30. Significantly, Sukthankar draws his “meaning”
aot from the Critcal Edition, but from the Bombay edition of the text, a fact seized upon by Biardeau in
support of her views on textual reconstruction in the Indian context. CI. Biardeau, “The Story of Arjuna
Kirtavirys without Recoastruction.” Puring 12 (July 1970), p. 302, footnote 14,

22 Krishna Cheitanys, The MahJbhieaza: a literary study (New Detlhi: Clarion Books, 1985), p. 23-24.

23 Ruth Cecily Katz, Atjyna in the Mahobharata: Where Krishna Is There Is Victory (Columbia, S.C.
University of South Carolina Press, 1939), p. 118,

24 1pid, p. 234.
25 mbid, notel0,p.21.

26 Heino Gehrts, Mahdbhdraea: das Geschehen und seine Redeutung (Bomn: Bouvier Verlag Herbert
Grundmann, 1975), p. 262. For the rdjasdya as a model for Book 11, see JLA.B, van Buitenen, The
MahZhhdraty (Chicagoe: The University of Chicago Press, 1975), vol. 2, pp. -6, and "On the Structure of
the Sabbiparvan of the Mahibhirata,” India Maior, Festschrift J. Gonda 1972, p. 68-84.

27 AIf Hiltebeitel, “The Mabdbhirata and Hindu Eschatology.” Higtory of Religions 12,2 (November
1572): 95-135.

28 AIf Hiltebeitel, The Rirval of Bale: Krishng in the Mahfibhiimta (Ithaca: Cornell Universicy Press,
1976), p. 359. On the tri-functional nature of the Pindavas, cf. Ihid p. 165.

29 hid., p. 318. CI. also p. 9. Ruth Karz takes a similar position from within * ir inverpretation of the epic at
the heroic level: “The metaphor of the Kurukshewra War as a sacrifice caprures the central meaning of
the epic at the heroic level, which is built upon the structural opposition of order and disorder, both
represented by the imagery of fire and sacrifice.” See Arjung, p. 115.

30 10ig, p. 140 where be writes: "I have tried to suggest here, although in Part Three I will steer 2 middle
course between them, that the Indo-European perspective of Dumézil and the Purlinic, one might say
‘Hindu,’ perspective of Biardeau are both valid, and that, to borrow from a Simkhya similitude, they may
2t some points be as necessary to eack other, in making 2 way through the Mah3bhirata forest, as the
blind man and the lame.” Cf. also Ruch Karz, Ariuna, note 21, p. 120.

31 van Buitenen has criticized her fc=this. He claims a middle position. "While 1 have much symparhy for
those who argue that a text like the nfabdbhdraca should not be cut up in pieces but should be viewed as
a work that, whatever its various crigins, functioned 2s a whole, I do think that a middle pesition can be
taken. It is only afterwe have learned to discern what disparate parts have gone into the making of the
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Mahibhiratathat we are allowed the question Why these parts were felt to be compatible so that the text
as a whole made sease.” (The Mahabkirta: Introduction to Book TV, p. 20. Cf. also his detailed critique
in Introduction to Book V', pp. 142-184).

32 Madeleine Biardeau, [ 'hindovism: aathropolopie dyne civilisation (Paris: Flammarion, 1981), pp. 15-
16.

33 Ibid, p.21.

34 Madeleine Biardeau, “Erudes de mythologie hindou (IV),” Bulletin de I'école francnise d'Extréme Ogent
63 (1976): 173. Cf. also "The Salvation of the King in the MahIbhdrata.” Contributions to Tndign

Sociolopy (New Serjes) 15 (Jan.- Dec. 1981): 75-97.

35 Farquhar believes that this occurred during the $unga dynasty, & period of brihmagic revivalism, that
arose after the collapse of the Buddhist-leaning Mauryan empire in the second ceatury B.C. Cf. JN.

Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of India, Ist Indian rpt. (Dethi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1967),p. 78

36 Madeleine Biardeau and Jean-Michel Pétecfalvi, Le Mahibhiirara: Livees 12 V (Paris: GF Flammarion,
1985), p. 29.

37 See Laws of Manu V.39-40; “Svayambhi (the SeHf-existent) himself created animals for the sake of
sacrifices; sacrifices (have been ianstituted) for the good of this whole (world); bence the slanghtering (of
beasts) for sacrifices is not slaughtering (in the ordinary sense of the word). Herbs, trees, cautle, birds,
and (other) animals that have been destroyed for sacrifices, receive (being reborn) higher existences.”
Quoted from Georg Buhler, trans., The Laws of Many, the Sacred Books of the East, vol. 25 (1886; pt.
Delbi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1984), p. 175.
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IIT — Daiva as Time

While the merits of human initiative (purusakira) are frequently
extolled throughout the text, the epic characters are invariably
marked by daiva in some manner. Celestial voices are heard at their
birth, prophesies are made about them by sages and seers, and
several on the Kaurava side, including Duryodhana, are actually
possessed by demons. All without exception are preoccupied at
critical points by the weight of daiva in their own lives — almost
continually haunted by it in the case of Dhrtarastra. We sense the
frustration and despair of individuals who find themselves caught in
a vast web of causality over which they have no control. It is this
pervading mood of daiva that tends to set the tone of the epic as a
whole. Krsna himself refers briefly to this influence when he reminds
Arjuna in the BhagavadgitZ that the Lord (ISvara) “causes all beings
to move like a machine by the power of illusion (ma3ya)."! What is
the source of these ideas? And how does the way of thinking of
these epic characters come about?

A first, and rather general, answer to this question is suggested
when we look beyond the mundane events of the narrative to the
cosmic setting in which the human drama takes place. For the earth
is not the only battleground and human beings are not the only
actors in the drama. The fate of the three worlds (frailokya) is at
stake2 and beyond this we glimpse the ineXorable course of 2
cosmos governed by the yogic rhythm of the Supreme Divinity
(purusotrama). To understand the role of daiva in the epic, we must
examine the law of the course of time (paryayadharma kalasya)
experienced by Dhrtarastra in relation to the creative Life of the
Divinity, and to the life of the trailokya, specifically to the decline of
the socio-cosmic moral order or dharma (which becomes a function
of tme rather than of human conduct).



Insofar as it is linked to the Divinity and to the seven worlds of
epic cosmology, macrocosmic Daiva (distinguished with a capital D)
is time (k#la), an inexorable cyclic process of creation, manifestation
and destruction of the cosmos. In the puranic material studied by
Biardeau, this occurs at two levels of the Divinity and unfolds
according to a twofold arrangement of wume. In His highest form
(Visnu3 or Siva as Purusottama, Param3tman etc.), the Divinity is a
master yogil (mahdyogin) who periodically emerges from His yogic
absorption (yoganidra) to manifest the weoerlds. From the
psychological perspective He is a projection of the human yogin. At
this level of events, the period of time between the primary creation
(prakrtasarga) and the complete absorption of the cosmos that occurs
at the end of a life of Brahm3 (prakrtapralaya) is a mah3kalpa.
However, this Divinity also operates at a lower level at which he
becomes functionally divided into three forms (&imiru), Brahmad, the
creator; Visgu, the preserver; and Siva, who finally acts to destroy
the Universe at the end of a kalpa4 In contrast to the Divinity who
remains forever uninvolved in the activities of the cosmos, Brahmi
is the eternally transmigrating cosmic person whose life is the
existence of the cosmos itself. The kalpa is the period of time
between the secondary creation of the cosmos that occurs at the
dawn of each new day of Brahma (pratisarga) and the corresponding
withdrawal of the world system that accompanies the onset of night
(naimittikapralaya). Since the life of Brahma is taken to last for a
period of 100 divine years of 360 days each, the number of kalpa in
a mahakalpa works out to 100 x 360, or 36,000. These time periods
will be described in more detail shortly.

In effect, the epic and puranic cosmogony is the macrocosmic
equivalent of the yogic process of absorption and return to empirical
consciousness — 1in reverse order. Indeed, Biardeau argues that the
various cosmogonic stages may be traced to the yogic process
documented in the Kathopanisad, with the addition of ahamkara (as
cosmic ego), taken from other upanisadic (vedantic) sources. The
yoga involved in the Purdnas is also described as prabbavapyayau,



i.e. emergence and absorption. Looked at in this manner, the
kaleidoscopic effects we call life and world are regarded as the mind
(manas) or thought-stuff (samkalpa) of the purusottama, who
contemplates His manifestation for a while before withdrawing it
once again for a period of latency, often symbolized as a cosmic
night.

Evidence for a similar view in the Mahdbharata is not hard to
find, as in the following description of the secondary absorption
(pralaya) (XI1.225.10)

...abhivyaktatmakam  manah|
manaso vyaktamavyaktam braihmah sa pralisamcarah||

"BrahmZ is the mind. This mind, which is the soul of the
manifest, though itself wunmanifest, withdraws what has been
manifested by mind." In an earlier account by Bhrgu at XII.175, this
creative source is actually personified as Mind (manas).

However, there is another aspect of the matter. As a creation of
mind, the universe itself is a figment of mind (maya) established in
accordance with the desires (kama, icch3) and actions (karma) of the
living beings (jiva) who make :iv what it is. The emergence awakens
the latent tendency of creatures to act (pravriti);, the absorption
inaugurates the movement back to the primal state of quiescence
(aivrter). The very purpose of the ritual activities (karma) associated
with the Vedic sacrifice (yajda) is to ensure that the trailokya, the
centerpiece of this system as far as human activity is concerned,
functions in an orderly fashion for the benefit of all (cf. III.101.1-5;
XI11.329.7; also VI26/BG.3.10-11). In effect, as XI1.204.6-7 states:

ajidnakarma nirdistam etat KFranalaksanam||

tatkaranairhi samyukram  karyasamgrahakarakam|
yenajtad vartate cakramanddinidhanam mahat



"It has been declared [in the scriptures] thar this [the universe],
having the character of a cause, is the work of ignorance. That
[ignorance] which produces the totality of effects is itself connected
to causes. As a result, this great wheel [of existence] revolves
without beginning or end." Pravrrzi , the tendency to act that keeps
the trailokya in being, is prescribed for the vast majority who wish
to improve their lot in the form of rebirth in higher worlds and states
of existence. Only by way of the bhakti renunciation of acts and
their fruit (involving, as we shall see, a transformation of the
upanisadic notion of nivriti) can one attain to moksa, to absolute
freedom from this wheel of existence, The path of pravrd is
invariably associated with Brahma in his activity of creating the
world, the path of nivrtti with the purusottarna in His state of yogic
absorption (XI1.210.3-6). Humans in the Mahabh3rata have the
option of following one or the other of these two paths in accordance
with the functional requirements (svadharma) of their caste status
(varna).

Epic accounts of this world process are more difficult to follow
than those of the Purdnas since they are less structured or complete
and tend to emphasize a particular aspect or detal of the
fundamental myth. Furthermore, the time-scales and levels at which
creation and destruction take place are also not always clearly
delineated. Finally, the epic author has a habit of substituting 2 yuga
symbolism for that of the kalpa (a matter that Biardeau has studied in
great detail). In spite of these anomalies, however, these descriptions
offer a coherent vision of cosmic events that make it much easier for
us to understand the collective significance of Daiva in the minds of
the epic author and his characters.”

A complete description of the primary cycle of creation and
destruction of the cosmos — i.e. of a prakrtasarga followed by the
corresponding prakrtapralaya — is offered by the sage Y3ajmavalkya
at XII298-306. The cosmos wunfolds, in the puranic manner,
according to the twenty-five principles (tattvas) enumerated in the
proto-samkhya system of philosophy; and Brahma finally emerges

36



from a golden embryo (hiranyagarbha) made of these primary
constituents of the Universe. (In other accounts, eg. at I[.1.27,
Brahma is depicted as emerging from a large egg — brhadanda).
The durations of time deviate somewhat from the standard versions
of the Puranas but the juxtaposition of the temporal cycles is in
agreement with the puranic scheme.

During the destructive phase (prakrtapralaya), the purusottama

(in the form of Brahma) urges Mahdrudra (a form of Siva) to destroy
the rrailokya by fire. Maharudra thereupon assumes the destructive
form of the Sun (Strya) divided into a twelve-part fire. Fire 1is
followed by flood, and the creative process is then taken in reverse,
each element being swallowed vup by the following element
according to its degree of subtlety., Water is absorbed by fire, fire by
wind (in eight forms), wind by space, and space by mind (manas).
Mind is swallowed up in its turn, and what remains is the undecaying
and immutable, i.e. the Supreme Person (purusottama), in a state of
total yogic absorption (amirvikalpasamIdhi).

A brief account of the secondary cycle of existence, i.e. of the
pratisarga and the corresponding pratipralaya, is given at verse 7 of
the ninth chapter of the Bhagavadgita. "All beings, O son of Kunt,
return to Me at the end of the kalpa, whereupon I send them forth
once again at the beginning of the (subsequent) kalpa."¢ The same
process is described at verse 17 of the previous chapter, but with the
substitution of “one thousand yugas" for what should, technically, be
a mahdyuga (= a kalpa). This substitution of temporal symbols is
common throughout the Mahabharata. Biardeau believes that this is
the result of the fact that the epic is a double myth involving
dimensions that are royal (the yugas are also associated with the
actions of the king) as well as cosmic (the avatdra intervenes at
times of cosmic crisis).

According to a separate account by the sage Markandeya, at the
end of a thousand mahayuga (i.e. of the kalpa), the purusottama as
Narayana takes the form of most terrifying Time (kalanidarupa),
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destroys the Universe, and then goes to sleep for the same period of
time — until he awakens as Brahma. Then, once again (III.187.46):

tato vibuddhe tasminstu sarvalokapitimahe|
ekibhito hi sraksyami Sarirdd dvijasattamal|

"But then, when the grandfather of all the worlds has woken up,
O best of the twiceborn, I, having become one, shall send forth [the
universe], from this body of mine." The vuniverse is the body of God.

For the structural elements of ume itself, we turn to the account
given by the narrator of the action, the poet Vyisa, to his son Suka at
XI1.224-5. He begins at the human level by enumerating the
divisions of the day and explains that a month of human tme is
equal to a day and a night of the ancestors (pitrs), i.e. to the light and
dark fortnights of the lunar cycle. Extending this logic, the human
year is made equal to a twenty-four-hour period of the gods (devas),
based on the ayanas, the two equinoctial periods when the sun
moves north and south respectively.

Moving to the level of human society, he explains how social
conditions are governed by the temporal succession of the four
yugas which together constitute a devayuga, a period of 12,000
divine years, ie. 12,000 x 360 = 4,320,000 human years. During the
krtayuga, the dharma and its parts, together with truth, were all part
of the vedic curriculum. Nothing was accomplished in 2 manner not
in accord with the dharma ordained by the Vedas. However, this
dharma progressively declined by a quarter in each of the treta-,
dvapara-, aad kali-yugas. Adharma grew progressively as a result
of theft, falsehood (aartz ) and illusion (maya ).7

He finally proceeds to the cosmic level of time by explaining:
"They say that a day of BrahmZ [the secondary periodicity of the
universe] extends for a thousand yugas (= maha@yuga), and his
Nights for a similar period."® According to such reckoning, the
interval between a secondary creation and the subsequent

naimittikapralaya or secondary dissolution, extends over a period of
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4.32 billion human years (one is tempted to relate this to the life of
our galactic system). However, remembering that there are 36,000
kalpa in the life of Brahma, the interval between a primary creation
and the onset of the succeeding prakrtapralaya (not dealt with here

by Vyasa) extends the life of the universe as a whole to 155520
billion human years, a time scale well in excess of that curreatly
entertained by modern science.

For the final moments of social decline represented by the
kaliyvga we once again turn to the account of the sage Markandeya.
What happens 1s somewhat reminiscent of what he has already
described for the end of the kalpa (p. 37), except that the emphasis is
social rather than cosmic. The final breakdown of the social order
results in a period of drought followed by a conflagration of seven
suns. In place of a flood (as at the end of a kalpa or one thousand
mah3ayugas), the rains simply come out of season.

However, the main difference lies in what happens next. In an
inexplicable change of course (III.188.86, 89, 91):

tatah kalantare nyasminpunarlokavivrddhaye|
bhavisyati punardaivamanukilam  yadrcchay3|

kalkim vispuyasa nama dvijah kalapracoditah
utpatsyate mahaviryo mahabuddhiparakramab||

sa dharmavijayl raja cakravarti bhavisyati
sa cemam samkulam lokam prasadamupanesyati||

“Then, at another point in time, Daiva will again unexpectedly
(yvadrcchaya) be disposed to foster the world....A brahmin by the
name of Kalki Vispuyasas will arise, impelled by time
(kalapracodita), of great energy, wisdom, and courage...He will be a
king, a turner of the wheel (cakravarti), triumphant by the dharma,
and he will bring peace to this turbulent world." Kalki (the new
incarnation of God) will deliver the earth to the twice-born on the
occasion of a gigantic horse sacrifice, and reestablish the moral order
(maryadah subbah ) that the seif-existent lord has ordained (vihita 3



(111.189.1-2). Why fate turns favorable is not too clear, but it
evidently has more to do with the nature of time than with the
intervention of the divinity, Kalki himself is "prodded by time."?

It is important to note that as soon as the microscope is lowered
to observe conditions on the earth, we not only pass to a third cycle
of time (from mahakalpato kalpa to yuga) but to a third form of
divinity (the human incarnation or avatara) much closer to the
buman world and its concerns. The passage of succeeding jyugais
brings a gradual decline of the social and spiritual fabric of society,
followed by an abrupt restoration of the dharma with each transition
from one yuga or mahdyuga to ancther. This transition is marked by
a "descent" of the Lord to earth (ava vir = to descend). The
Santiparvan version of XII.337.28-32 explains that after creating the
world Nar3yana (Visnu) suddenly realized that poor Earth (here
personified as a goddess) would suffer under the increasing weight
of creatures. Furthermore, the asceticism (tapas) of the demons
(asura) would so inflate them with power and pride that they would
begin to tareaten the sages (rsi) and the deities (and presumably also
the dharma, the socic-cosmic moral order controlled by them).
Nardyana thereupon promises to rescue the earth by returning in
whatever animal or human form the situation demanded. The
Bhagavadgita is more direct (B.G.4.7-8):

yadZ yadaz bi dbarmasya glanirbhavati bharatal
abhyutthinamadharmasya taditmanam  srjamyahami|

paritrandya sadhUnam vinasdaya ca duskrtam|
dharmasamstbapandrthaya sambhavami yuge yuge||

"Whenever the dharma falls away O Bharata, and adharma rises
up I give myself forth. From yuga to yuga I come into being for the
protection of the good, the destruction of the wicked, and the re-
establishment of the dharma."l® We can easily imagine how these
periodic catastrophes and interventions by the avatara might foster
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the sense of a divine play (lila—herein the sense of a childrens'
game) experienced in the form of a Daiva opposed to human effort.

In the Mahabharata itself, the intervention of the avatara Krsna
takes place at the close of the dvaparayuga, the great war of the
Bharatas being the result of the decline of the dharma due to the
growing power and wickedness of demonic kings whe bring the
world to a catastrophe. In Biardeau's view, introducing Krsna at this
juncture serves to heighten the cosmic symbolism of a war that
involves not only the earth and its terrestrial kings, but also the gods
and the demons, symbolizing the cosmic struggle of good and ewvil
It is only from the ashes of this violent conflagration involving not
only the earth, but the frailokya as a whole, that a new and more
perfect dharma can arise. Significantly, the Machiavellian Sakuni
and the ambitious Duryodhana are portrayed as incarnations of
Dvapara and Kali, personifications of the respective yuga in the
form of demons (asuras). Furthermcre, the yugas themselves carry
the names of the throws of the Indian dice, clearly implying the
intervention of a power beyond the collective will of human beings.
In Biardeau's view, this yuga symbolism is an important key to
understanding the epic since: "It is [the symbolism of] the end of the
yuga that creates the unity of the symbols employed by the authors
and the characters of the epic. This unity is that of a socio-cosmic
crisis in which the regions governed by the dharma are
implicated."11

In such a vast arena of space and tume, linked to the inexorable
thythm of a Divine Yoga, it 15 not surprising that atteation should
focus on Daiva 1in the form of time. The whole universe is borne
along by the mighty river of time (kZlodakam mahat) whose currents
are difficult to cross (XII.227.13ff.). Like the flow of rivers, the days
and nights are continuously carrying away the periods of life of
human beings. The body is phenapatropama — froth on the surface
of water (XIL.303.6). The ceaseless succession of the lighted and
dark fortnights is wasting all mortal creatures without respite, and the
rising and setting sun is continuously cooking the joys and sorrows
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of everyone (XXI.318.5-7). In the words of Vyisa to his son Suka
(X11.230.19-21):

visrtam kalandnatvamanidinidhanam ca yai|
dhitedam prabhavasthinam bhitinim samyamo yamah|
sargah kalo dhrurvedah karta karyam knyaphalam)

“This profusion of Time without end is the source and destroyer
of that [i.e. the creatures].... It is time that makes them come and go,
that is their originator (Dhara ), their support, their Lord and
controller, the destroyer of all beings...Time is creation, constancy
and the Veda. Time is the agent, the action, and the result of action.”
And Samjaya assures Dhrtarastra that (1.1.188-9):

kalah pacati bhitini kalah sambarati prajih|
nirdabantam prajah kalam kalah $amayate punahjl

kalo vikuvrute bbhavansarvalloke sSubhasubhin)
kalah samksipate sarvah praja visrjate punah|
kalah sarvesu bhGtesu caratyavidhrtah samahijj

“Time ripens all beings; time rots them; and tme again softens
the time that destroys all beings. Time unfolds all beings in the
world, pure and impure; time shrinks them and expands them again;
time, unwavering and impartial, moves in 2all things." Many other
similar passages could be cited.

This sense of the inevitable is further heightened by the
conviction that each period of manifestation is the same as every
other period. People, things and eveats do not change. "Whatever
creatures have come into being and passed away, they will be in the
future; whatever are living now, they are all the creatures of
time...."12, Everything lost in the pralaya is acquired anew at the
dawn of the new creation. The Vedas are recovered by the same
Brahm3a, the branches (adga) by the same Brhaspau, the political
treatises (nitisastras) by the same Suka, the art of music by the same
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Narada, the martial arts by same Bharadvdja, etc. (XI11.203.17-19).
And this occurs over and over again throughout an eternity of time
(X11.326.104):

mahakalpasabasrani mahakalpasatani ca
samatitani rajendra sargdsca pralayasca hal|

"Thousands and hundreds of mahakalpa and creations and
absorptions have already passed away, O King of Kings." The earth
has seen it all before, and will see it all again. This conveys the
feeling of a single script written in advance and played repeatedly
according to the periodicities of time -— that time and Daiva are one
and the same. 13

Additional confirmation for this view is provided by the events
leading to the birth of the protagonists and to the conflict between
the two sets of cousins. In one sease, there is no beginning to this
story of conflict and war, for the wheel of ume (k&lacakra) has no
real beginning, as we have just seen. However, we may begin with
the story of Rama Jamadagmi (1.58.5ff), the avatara whose passage
brought the earth to new destructive heights at the junction of the
tret2- and the dvaparayuga. After the world is rid of the warrior class
(ksatriya) twenty-one times over, there is a brief krtayuga featuring
the rise of 2 new brood of warriors (ksatriyz), who reign over the
earth in strict accord with the dharma (1.58.22 and 24):

svakarmagpiratdscasansacve varnd naradhipa
evam tada naravyaghra dharmo na hBrasate kvacil|

evam krtayuge samyagvartamane tada nrpa|
aplryata mahi krtsnd prapibhirbahubhirbbrsam]||

"All the castes (varpa) devoted themselves to their own tasks, O
king, and thus, tiger among men, the dharma was in no way
diminished in that age.. . And the krtayuga (the age of the winning
throw of the dice) continuing in this way, the whole earth quickly
became filled with many creatures."14



However, this idyll does not last long. Soon, the demonic
(dZnava and daitya) hordes, who had been defeated by the gods, are
born among the various creatures and also among the kings of the
earth. Bloated with power and strength, they roam the world killing
and looting and, worst of all, tyrannizing the brahmins. Feeling
overwhelmed, the goddess Earth takes refuge with Brabma the
creator and grandfather of the worlds (pitamaha), who agrees to help
by ordering the gods (1.58.46):

asya bhumernirasitum bharam bh3gaih prthakprthak]
asyameva prasGyadhvam virodhdyati cabravit||

“to throw off the burden of Earth, you must each be born with a
part (bhaga ) of yourselves on her to hinder them.” With Indra in the
lead, these gods then ask Narayana-Vaikugtha (i.e. Visnu) to join
them (1.59.3-4): '

te'mararivindsaya sarvalokahitaya ca|
avateruh kramepemam mabim svargaddivauvkasahl|

tato brahmarsivamsesu parthivarsikulesu cal
jajdire rdjasardila yathatamam divaukasah||

"And so the sky-dwellers (divaukasz) descended, one after the
other from heaven to this earth, for the destruction of the enemies of
the gods (amarari) and the well-being of all the worlds; thereupon
they were born in the lineages of brahmin sages and in the families
of royal sages, as they saw fit, O tiger among kings."

From this perspective, the epic drama is but an episode in the
recurrent bid of the demons (asura, danava, daitya) for the
destruction of the gods (devas) and the sovereignty of the trailokya.
As Vyasa explains, first to the grieving Dhrtarastra (X1.8.12-44) and
later to Gandbari when the epic action is all but complete — the
eternal secret of the gods (devaguByam  sanitanam) is that the course
of things is decided by them ab =termo (XV.39.5-7 and 16):



bhavitavyamavasyam tatsurakdryamanindite|
avaterustatah sarve devabhagairmahitalam||

gandharvapsarasascaiva pisaca guhyaraksasdh
tatha punyajandscaiva siddha devarsayopi cal|

devasca danavascaiva tatha brahmarsayomalah|
ta ete nidhanam praptah kuruksetre raaajire||

evamete mabdprajie deva manusyametya bhi|
tatah punargatah svargam krte karmani Sobhanel

"O virtuous [Gandhard], the work of the deities could not but be
accomplished. It was for this purpose that they all descended (ava
vtr) to the surface of the Earth as portions of gods. Various heavenly
creatures such as gandharva and apsaras, piS§aca and guhyardksasa,
divine sages (devarsi) charged with spiritval powers (siddhas),
deities and demons, and brahmin sages (brabmarsi) without blemish,
they all went to their deaths on the battlefield of Kuruksetra...Thus,
O thou of great wisdom, the deities came in human form, and
returned to heaven when they had accomplished their splendid
purposes.” In the concluding chapter of the epic (XVIIL.6 — not
included in the Critical Edition), VaiSampayana also adds that, "The
deities of Heaven, O ruler of the Earth, came to this world for sport.
Having achieved their task, they ascended once more to Heaven' !5
The sphere of the action (karmabhimi) is the earth, but the script is
written in brahmaloka, the highest sphere in the cosmic hierarchy.16

This higher influence on human life is also suggested in the way
the gods and the demons come and go to shape events. Before she
leaves him, the goddess Ganga informs King Samtanu rthat it was to
accomplish a purpose of the Gods (devakaryartha) that she had been
with him (1.92.49). The five Pandava are born from the gods for the
continuance of the dynasty (devabhyah  samapadyanta  samtanaya
kulasya) (1.107.2). Vyasa, the brahmanic representative of Narayana
in the epic, engineers the birth of the hundred sons of Dhrtarastra —
including the evil Duryodhana — through a booa to Gandharil?
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Using special powers (siddhi), Narada, Markandeya and Loma also
circulate freely within the three worlds (zrailokya).

It may be noted in passing that, considered in practical terms,
this higher influence is no longer completely in the hands of a
brzhmanic orthodoxy (represented by the traditional vedic gods). It
must call on the assistance of the Supreme Divinity of bhaka (Visnu)
to restore the dharma. It should also be noted that the seven worlds
of the cosmos (loka) that culminate in brabmaloka are more than just
locations in space.!® They constitute the soteriological hierarchy of
the samsdra representing seven states of experience through which
the soul must wander for a2 period of ten kalpa before reaching the
final resting-place beyond all name and form, merged into the
Supreme Divinity at the final dissolution (prakrtapralaya) of the
Universe (XII. 280). These worlds are thus an integral part of the
psychology of the egocentric personality (jiva ).!° In the course of
this spiritual journey, the jiva displays various spiritual powers and
1s subject to a graduated mix of happiness and misery in ils
numerous embodiments from Brahma to a blade of grass (brahmad:
tranta) (111.2.68). A worm can become Brahma himself, provided
bhe always practices the dharma of his particular status in this celestial
ladder of being (XII1.118-120). Prior to final Lberation (which
occurs as a collective event according to Biardeau's analysis of the
puranic material), these various bodies appear to be subject to daiva
in inverse proportion to their spiritual merits.20

In this manner, the major protagonists, most of whom are human
embodiments of higher powers, reflect the qualities and
characteristics of their celestial forebears. In one sense, the five
Pandava alone have all that it takes to secure the final victory.
Indeed, this is the bhuman task to which they are called, the very
purpose of their sojourn on earth. In another sense, just as the gods
need the help of the Supreme Divinity (in the form of Vispu-
Narayana) to vanquish the demons, it is inconceivable that their
heroic enterprise on the earth could have succeeded without the
close association and guidance of His incarnation in the form of
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Krsna. While technically a non-combatant in the great war, it is he
who directs the major figures in the drama and pulls all the strings of
the play. His cheerful acceptance of the curse of Gandharl to die
thirty-six years after the end of the war even hints that his human
destiny is sacrificed to his own higher purposes as the Supreme
Being (XI1.25).

Viewed from this wvast cosmic background of creaton,
preservation and destruction dependent on the machinations of
higher beings, it is hardly surprising that the protagonists would tead
to view the terrible avalanche of war as the work of universal Daiva
made manifest in the history of temporal events. From such a
perspective, the script for this drama of history and human life was
written ab =terno and the ensuing eveats constitute but a single brief
scene in a dramatic extravaganza that repeats itself over the
successive days and nights of Brahm3. All is under the governance
of the Great God who, in a variety of intermediate forms — as the
tiumwirate  (imarti) of Brahmz, Vispu and Siva or as the
mythological Narayana who sleeps on the cosmic ocean — is also a
personification of this Daiva (II1.187.20-22):

kimam krodbam ca harsam ca bhayam moham tathaiva cal
mameva viddbi ripdni sarvdpyerami sattamall

pripauvanli nard vipra yatkrtva karma Sobhanaml|
satyam danam tapaScogramahimsi caiva jantusull

madvidhanena wvihitd mama dehavihZrinah]
mayabhibhitavijiind vicestante na kamatah||

"You must know that desire, anger, joy, fear, and confusion are
all forms of mine, and so is what wise men obtain by doing great
acts (karma sobhanam), speaking the truth, making gifts, performing
fierce austerities (fapas), and harming no one. My moral code
(vidhana) is enjoined on all who Live in bodies; they act, not by their
own volition (kZmatz), but with their minds controlled by me."” The
descent of the gods and the demons, the transfer of their eternal feud
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tc the mundane plane, the brief ascendency of the forces of
adbarma, the cosmic restoration by Krsna, all may be viewed and
experienced as the play of this overwhelming cosmic agency.

| phrimayan  sarvabbOc3ni, yanwidrddbdni mdyayd  (VI40/BG 18.61).
2 The three worlds or trailokya include the Earth (bhirioks), heaven (svarloka or svarga),

and the intermediate {(bhuvarioka) or, later, the nether regions (maraka). They form part

of a hierarchy cof seven worlds or Joka (although 33 are mentioned at III. 24725). The
cosmography of the seven dwipz of the Earth with their various countries [varsa) is

detailed in the Bhismaparvan (V1.6-13),

3 Visqu is the bighest Divinity and also one of the Aditya (ef. 1.59.17).

4 gyate brabmamirtis tu  raksata  paurus  tanuh, rauddbhivenz  Samayet  tisroVasthdh
prajipate, The reference is taken from Appendix 27 of Book III which follows after
11125630 in the Critecal Edidon.

5 It must be remembered that the epic is not specifically interested in cosmogony and
cosmology per se, in contrast to the Purinas. However, as Biardeau bas indicated, "I,
from one perspective it is true to say that the epic is anterior to the purlnas, this is
certainly not true of its doctrinal content”. See Biardeau, “"Erudes (IV)," p. 135,

6 sarvabaotini kauateya, prakrtim  yiou midmikam, kalpaksaye punas  tind,  kalpddau
visgijimy abam. (V132/BG.S.7).

7 Biardeau has drawn atention to the fact that the yuga are not related to the life of the
avatirs in the sume manner as the mabidkalpa and the kalps are reiated to the two higher
forms of the Divinity. The link is with the moral life of the trailokyn rather than to the
life of the Divigity as such, In fact, be could just as well be absenr. "We thus realise that
in fact, we can describe the succession of the yuga without any reference to an avacdra, it
was impossible to describe a creation or end of the world without introducing the
corresponding form of the divinity. With the yuga, the barmeny is broken. The state of
the earth is described but in fact it is the triple world that is at stake since the dbarma does
not allow us to dissociate the earth from heaven and the hells. As far as the supreme
divinity is concerned, he can simply be absent. This means that his presence is not
absolutely essential to the temporal sttucture of the yuga and to the idea of a progressive
decline of the dharma. It is true that this is often connected with time, the destructive role
of which is well known, but this reference only adds to tbe difficulty of reconciling
individual karma and the cyclic socio-cosmic process.” See Biardeau, “Ewdes (IV)", pp.
122-123. The apparent contradiction involved in accommeodaxting 2 collective socio-
cosmic process uarelared to buman conduct o the karma of individual acticn is npever
fully resolved.

8 sapasrayuga paryantam, abaryad brabmanob viduh, rltrim  yugasabasciocim. (X11224.31).

9 The decline and restoration of the dharma is blamed on the demons in a later story
(X11.283.7-18). After multiplying on the earth in the bodies of men, the deities decide to
impart their collective energies to Siva, who thereupon destroys the ri2in culprits in the
form of desire, anger, and greed, as well as the Great Delusion (mabimobz ) whe is the
chief among them.
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10 In Sintiparvan the reasca is given as aigrabear c¢a pldpdndm sidhlndm pragrabepa ca

(X11.337.32).
Il Bjardeau, "Etudes (IV). p. 135,
12 aeitdin Jgadt bhdvi, ye ca vartand sdmprajam, tdn kidlanirmitie  (1.1.1%0),

13 The Greek image of the “fates” is duplicated in the epic image of the two (rather than
three) women who weave the threads of past and preseat, night and day, at [.3.147ff

14 1 will en occasion use the van Buitenen translations of the yugas as they succeed, to some
exteant, in conveying the sense of the dice. Thus, krayuges — “Age of the Winning
Throw,” tretlyuga — , "Age of the Trey," dviparayuga — “Age of the Deuce,” and
kaliyuga — "Age of Discord.”

15 Kesari Moban Guaguli (trans.), The  Mahjbhirata of Krishng-Dwaipaymna  Vyasa:
Published by P.C. Roy, (Calcutta: Oriental Publishing Co., 1952-62), Vel. XII, p. 293.

16 The Earth is the world of acts, while heaven is regarded as the world of the fruit. Cf.
111.247.36; XII.185.19.

17 There is some confusion bere. Mention is made of a boon by Siva ar L103.8, but by
Vylisz at 1107.8. By coatrast, the birth of the Pagdava is ulumately the work of Siva
through bhis representative Durvisas. This paradox is noted by Biardeau.

18 -The ancient Indians stuctured their space differently. Space was shaped like two
pyramids joined at their bases. The four corners of the joinr base represent the four points
of the compass, the top of the upper pyramid the zenith, the top of the inverted, lower
pyramid the nadir, At the zepith is the World of Brabmi, ‘on the roef of the beam of
heaven'..” Cf. van Buitenen, The Makdbhimra, vol, 2, p. 10.

19 This is not without contradiction, as Biardeau has noted. "On reflection, the fact that the
Supreme Divinity of the yogin Himself becomes a great yogin, and submits himself —
for the salvation of the creatures potentially within himself — is not without problem. Is
it not true to say that, {rom the point of view of the creatures, deliverance from the round
of rebirth means precisely that they will once again be forever ugmited with this Diviniry?
Why then make them leave in the first place?” Cf. Madeleine Biardeau, Le Sacrifice dans
UInde ancienpe, (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1976), p. 107.

20 Those in the blissftul worlds of beaven enjoy luminous bodies "born from omnes deeds”
(11L.247.14).
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IV — Mundane Daiva

Further ramifications of this notion of Daiva become evident when we
make the transition from the Macrocosm (Daiva with a capital D) to the
microcosm of human life (daiva with a small d). In the first place, the
modera reader is struck by certain inconsistencies or anomalies that arise
when daivais viewed in the context of human aspirations. These include the
problem of reconciling divine and human intentionality and purpose (what
Nicolai Hartmann calls the antinomy of providence), the implications of
daiva with respect to epic valuations of personal effort and achievement (a
theme taken up by Yudhisthira in a different context), and the emergence of
a linear doctrine of human evolution against the larger background of a
cyclic vision of history and human society. Further complexities are evident
in the variety of forms in which daiva is presented throughout the epic: in the
symbolic link with the dice game; in the visionary statements of saints and
sages about the divine purposes of the heroes; and in the manner in which
Krsna himself is able to influence the course of events. These and other
subsidiary issues will be taken up in what follows.

As we have seen, at one level the dynastic struggle of the Mahabharata
is an episode in the eternal conflict of the gods and the demons fought by
proxy on the earth. At another level, however, it is the boundless appetite for
sensuval satisfaction (kZma) and self-aggrandizement (arthz) of human beings
— or gods and demons incarnated as human beings — that have brought the
world to this point of crisis. This suggests it would be spurious to attribute
the entire course of history (itihasa) to the controlling influence of Daiva
alone — or at least to 2 Daiva of Vedic gods who are themselves caught up
in the cycle of these events. Nor is this a Manichaean classification of good
and evil where the gods are necessarily on the side of the good. Rather, it
involves the proper balance of good (dharma ) and evil (adharma ) in the
cosmos, witnessed by the fact that 2 number of gods are represented on the
side of the demons. Indeed, the changing relationship between these two
cosmic forces, symbolized by this eternal struggle of gods and demons,
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would appear to be governed by a divine intentionality above and beyond
these celestial beings.

But whatever the ultimate source (and we may suspect it is Divinity at
the very highest level), the divine intentionality of Daiva is revealed as a
sort of transcendental scenario from which many lines of causality converge
to an explosive but momentously regenerative event. Somehow or other, the
Divine purpose is able to channel the intricate causalities of the world
through the collective actions of society as a whole. But it is evident that the
individual members of this epic society have at least a modicum of freedom
to choose plans and purposes of their own, and it is necessary to ask how it is
possible for a divine controller to weave the activities of such vast multitudes
into the single strand of events that culminate in this particular axial period
of history. Clearly, great ingenuity is needed to achieve such a subtle blend
of interacting causalities.

While the epic itself does not address the issue directly, the contextual
use of the term reveals two broad areas in which we meet this macrocosmic
Daiva as the microcosmic daiva confronting the lives of the protagonists.
The divine influence may be revealed in the form of a subtie influence from
within, whether by creating conflict or appearing as the conscious or
unconscious motivations behind the choices and actions of the protagonists.
Or such influence may confront the individual from without, whether in the
form of the objective conditions he or she is called upon to face, or as a force
that guides the trajectory of actions already undertaken. The implication in
the first case is that character itself is daiva; the second suggests that human
action counts for little in furthering human purposes and progress.

This, in turn, raises a second issue (at least for the modern observer),
namely, that of the ultimate value of personal effort and achievement — and
of the value and dignity of human life in general — in a world driven by
what appears to be an imperative anecessity. This issue does come up for
discussion in the epic as we shall see, but only in the context of concern over
the efficacy of the vedic sacrifice. The various modes of expression of
Dajva/daiva will become evident as we venture more deeply into the
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thought-world of the epic by tracing its path in the objective circumstances
of the story.

In doing so, however, we cannot fail to note a third anomaly, this time
in the form of an apparent paradox at the heart of epic notions of material
and spiritual progress. On the one hand, epic descriptions of the descents of
the various avatdra suggest 2 linear succession of evolutionary progress, “the
water creature Fish (Matsya), the amphibian Tortoise (Kurma), the land
animal Boar (Varaha), the ‘Missing Link' Man-Lion (Narasimha), the Hunter
‘Homo Erectus' Rama-with-Axe (Parashu-Rama), the feudal divinity Rama
(hero of the Ramayana, which is also an jtihasa, the earlier avataras being
recorded in puranas or ancient texts), the sensitively-loving and erotic
divinity Krishna (in the Mahabbarata seen as an adviser and guide, but
revealed in his full eighth avatara personality in the Harivamsha and the
Bhbagavata Purana ), followed by the ascetically compassionate, sex-
renouncing Buddha (cor, alternatively, in orthodox Hinduism, Kalki, the still-
to-come white apocalyptic horse."!

This contrasts radically with the fact that, left to its own devices, human
society is doomed to an irreversible fall from perfection (the krytayuga
inaugurated by the previous avartzra Rama Jamadagni) to an almost
Hobbsian state of anarchy (kaliyuga ) leading to renewed calls for divine
intervention. Again and again humanity is lifted up in this manner, and again
and again it returns to chaos under the rule of evil kings. On this basis,
history is nothing but an endliess succession of cycles of essentially similar
content; for the rejuvenation of society (and presumably of the individuals of
which it is composed) is dependent on the avatdra, but this only initiates a
new period of decline. The clockwork repetition of these events — clearly
under the control of Daiva — is areflection of the wheel of the samsara asit
turns at the level of human society, analogous to the eternal recurrence of the
cosmos that takes place over the more extensive kalpa cycle.

As if to remind us of the ubiquitous role of Daiva in this process, this
theme is made to recur, as a sort of echo, at different pointsin the story itself.
As we proceed down the generations of the Xurus, for example, we notice
that each generation is given a period of glory from which there is an
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inexorable decline. Thus, the early reign of Samtanu, the great-great-
grandfather of the protagonists, is portrayed as an ideal time in which
Hastinapura was ruled without lust or passion (kZmardgavivarjitah) and the
four varpa all knew their respective places (I. 54.9).

brabma paryacaratksatram visah ksatramanuvratah|
brahmaksatranuraktisca sudriah paryacaran visahi|

“The ksatriya served the brahmins, the vaiSya were sworn to the
ksatriya, and the $ddra — devoted to both the brahmins and the ksatriya,
served the vaisya" This constitutes a description — indeed a virtual
definitior, of a krtayuga. The first hint of a decline from these ideal
conditions is the "fall" of Samtanu himself for the fisher princess Satyavari.2
This initiates a chain of circumstances that leaves the kingdom without an
heir and eventually leads the family and the world to the brink of ruin.
However, as Biardeau commeants, "let us not look for the first in the line of
guilt: there is no one. All is combined in such a manner that we can never tell
who 1s responsible: everyone is, because daiva alone is in charge and
everyone plays his part in the game set up by it."3

Whatever Samtanu's part in this may be, it is certainly compounded in
the next generation by his son Bhisma¢, incarnation of Dyaus (= the sky) and
a man of undoubted wisdom and courage. He also demonstrates great filial
piety and self-sacrifice (Ztmayajia) in doing service to his father. However,
in renouncing his claim to the throne (artha) and to the joys of married life
(kama) he seriously compromises the future of the dynasty by committing
one of the cardinal sins of the Mah3bharata — performing the dharma of
another by adopting the samnyasa (renunciation) of the brahmin in place of
the svadharma (the caste duty) of a warrior prince born to rule and to beget
heirs to the throne. As a result, he spends much of his early career securing
brides for other members of the family, including his two younger half
brothers and his tiiree nephews (Dhrtarastra, Pandu and Vidura). And he
unwittingly lays the groundwork for his own demise, in spite of good
intentions, by his disastrous abduction of the princess Amba (who is secretly
betrothed to an asuric king). Amb3a is regarded by Biardeau as "a good



symbol of this wounded earth which Bhisma can neither wed nor kill" (since
Sky and Earth can never meer).s

The problems of the dynasty really begin when his two half-brothers
(children of SZmtanu and Satyavatl) die without issue, the first after his
overweening pride gets him into a fight with a gandharva , the second when
he succumbs to venereal disease as a result of an amorous nature (kimitma).
He is portrayed as deluded by a net of lust (kamajilavimobhita) (1.110.2), not
untypical for the rulers of the day. This leaves the kingdom not only without
an effective ruler (though now under the de facto control of Bhisma) but with
no succession in sight. Hungry for offspring (putragrdhini), Satyavau is
forced to call on her illegitimate brahmin son Vyasa to beget heirs on the two
surviving queens. These unfortunate ladies have little choice but to submit
~— ungraciously as it turns out — to the dynastic plans of their mother-in-
law.

Prospects for the first child do not look good when Queen Ambika, the
first who is called to this task, is unable to look at the matted orange locks
and fiery eyes of the sage. Prompted by divine injuncticn (vidhinZ
sampracoditz), VyZdsa has to inform the impatient Satyavati thar her
daughter-in-law's lack of virtue (vaigunya) has condemned the would-be heir
to be born blind, effectively disqualifying him from carrying out the royal
sacrifices and other functions normally expected of a king.6 His blindness
suggests an incapacity with respect to the dharma, and Biardeau adds tkat,
"he can be even less of a warrior, a royal function just as essential as the
sacrifice."? He will nevertheless be a great royal sage (rajarsisattama) with
the life-force of a troop of elephants (nZgayutasamaprana), wise (vidvan),
highly fortunate (mahabhaga), of great spirit (mahzvirya) and intelligence
(mahabuddhi), and father to 2 hundred sons.

Ambalika, the second of the surviving queens, also fails in her duties by
paling at the ugliness of the man, and is told that her son (Pandu = "pale”)
will come into the world with a sickly pallor. The final artempt also
miscarries as a result of the substitution of a slave girl by Ambika, who is
appalled at the thought of a second night with the wild-eyed sage. However,
the girl is rewarded for her good services by the birth of Vidura, the partial
incarnation of dharma. He is thus the only one of the three brothers who is an
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incarnation of a god.? The problem with this form of dharma in the flesh —
apart from the fact that he is of mixed blood and can therefore have no claim
to the throne — is that his sagacious advice is never heeded.

While the future already locks somewhat unpromising, the acrual
childhood of these children is represented as an interregnum (under the
regency of Bhisma) of perfect pastoral and social harmony — in fact a
krrayuga (1.102.1-14). Pride (mmana), anger (krodha) and greed (lobha) have
lost their hold and we are given typical descriptions of pleatiful harvests,
trees dripping with juicy fruit, and bustling citues where a devout and
cheerful citizenry help one another in mutual affection. We are explicitly
told this time that (1.102.5) the krtayuga age prevails in all sections of the
country (pradesesvapi rastranam krtam yugamavartata), and that the wheel of
the dharma (dharmacakra ) rolls through the land (1.102.12). These good
times are captured in the adage that:

virasinam kasisute desanam kurujangalam|
sarvadbarmavidam bhismah purandm gajaszhvayami

"Of all mothers of heroes (the best are) the daughters of Kasi (i.e.
Ambika and Ambalika), of all countries the Jungle of the Kurus, of those
who know the dharma in its entirety, Bhisma [is superior], of all cities, it is
the City of the Elephant.”

As the story moves to the third generation from the reign of Samtanu,
the aging Bhisma voices a certain satisfaction at having established the
"threads of the line" (kulatantu) as he puts it (1.103.3). He has made Pandu
king, and proceeds to secure brides (and the alliances that come with them)
for all three brothers. These include GZndhari (daughter of the king of
Gandhara) for Dhrtardstra; Prthd and Madri (daughter of the king of the
Madras) for Pandu; and the mixed-caste daughter of king Devaka for Vidura.
The choice of Prtha (clearly a symbol of the Earth — from prthivi = earth)is
of great importance for the subsequent course of events, since she is the
sister of Vasudeva, the father of Krsna. Indeed, it is almost as if her choice of
Pandu from among the thousands of princes assembled at her svayamvara is
the work of Daiva.
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This ume the early years of the new ruler are not painted in the same
ideal imagery of a krtayuga (they are probably too close for that), but they
do follow the characteristic rise to a peak — in this case a peak of material
splendor from which there is a sudden and characteristic decline. After
returning with the spoils of his successful military campaigns, Pandu spreads
delight among his subjects by distributing largesse in abundance. He enjoys
the gratitude of parents and friends by showering them with all the good
things they could desire. But then, deciding he has won a well-earned rest
(jitatandri), he abandons his administrative duties and takes to the forest to
enjoy the hunt in the company of his two wives. It is here that the five
Pandava are born, spending their childhood on holy mount Himavat
(1.115.27). Dhrtarastra ensures he is well supplied with whatever he might
want of pleasure (kima) and joy (bhoga) — all the while establishing
himself and his sons ever more firmly in the seat of power. The stage is
being set for the breach (bheds) to occur between the two sides of the
family.?

To complete the record of these echoes of Daiva dowa the generations
of the Mahabhiarata, we follow the rise and fall of the Pandava themselves —
the fourth generarion from our point of departure — after their return to
Hastinapira on the death of Pandu — another royal victim of kama. His
sraddha (ancestral ritual) introduces a sombre note as Vyidsa advises his
mother (Satyavati) to withdraw to the forest to avoid having to witness the
destruction of the dynasty. He offers some prophetic words (1.119.6-7).

atikrZntasukhah kalah pratyupasthitadarunahi
§vah §vah papiyadivasah prthivi gatayauvanal|

bahumayasamakirno nanadosasamakulal|
luptadharmakriyacaro ghorah kilo bhavisyati||

"The times of happiness are over and a dreadful period lies ahead.
Things are deteriorating by the day, and the earth is losing her youth. [I see]
a period of great confusion (maya), abounding in many vices. It will be a
dreadful time when all the acts and practices of the dharma will be violated.”
She leaves with her two daughters-in-law after persuading Ambika (1.119.9):
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ambike tava putrasya durnayatkila bharatah|
sanubandha vinanksyanti pautrascaiveti nah Srutaml||

"Ambika, we have heard that the imprudent conduct (durnaya) of your
son (i.e. Dhrtarastra) will destroy the Bharatas together with their followers
and their grandsons.” She is referring to the tragic pattern of inertia of the
blind king, arising out of his secret desire to secure the royal succession for
his eldest son Duryodhana. In contrast to the five sons of Pandu who are
particles descended from a portion of the gods (ams3vatarepa devabhaga)
(1.109.3) this Duryodhana is Kalipurusa — the demon Kali in human form (1.
61.80; X1.8.27). Later (II[.240.6), we are told that the demons obtained him
from Siva long ago in recognition of their asceticism (tapas). It has been
suggested that, in the aggregate, Duryodhana and his ninety nine-brothers
symbolize "the brood of ege-centric desires and passions like lust, greed,
hatred, anger, envy, pride, vanity, and so on, to which the empirical ego is
firmiy artached and to whick it clings desperately."10

Duryodhana grows up with 2 passionate envy and hatred of his cousins,
particularly of the powerful Bhima who continually torments him and his
brothers when they are at play. The failure of his various schemes to drowa
Bhima, put snakes in his bed, and poison his food serves only to intensify his
bitterness and animosity (I. 119.30 ff.). When it becomes clear that
Yudhisthira, as rightful heir, is also the preferred choice of the population to
be king, he can contain himself no longer. He urges his father to destroy the
dreadful thorn in my heart (ghoram $alyam brdi) by removing the Pandavas
to the provincial town of Varanavata on the pretext of a festival (1.130.20;
1.131.1-10).

This 1s the first of the many occasions that Dhrtarastra allows himself to
be swayed by the ambitions of his willful son. In the words of the brahmins
(1.133.7):

visamam paSyaleraja sarvatha tamasavrtah|
dhrtarastrah sudurbuddhir na ca dharmam prapasyati||

"Completely blinded by tamas, the evil-minded king Dhrtarastra sees
the problem but does not see the dharma.” When Dhrtarastra learns that the



Pandava have survived the lacquer-house fire (jatugrhadiha) engineered by
his son’s clique, and that they are now married to Draupadi (the daughter of
the king of the Paficalas), he is in a quandary. He wants the kingdom for his
son but is wary of the power of the Pandava, particularly when allied with
Drupada. He takes the side of Duryodhana and his other sons but gets
conflicting counsel from Karna (who advocates a preemptive strike) and
Bhisma, Drona and Vidura (who advocate conciliation). This time, however,
he follows the path of prudence, forms an alliance with Drupada, and agrees
to partition the kingdom among the two sets of cousins (1.195.25).

Almost immediately, the fortunes of the Pandava begin to change. They
agree to settle for a tract of largely uninhabited wilderness
(Khandavaprastha) where they build a radiant city, which, true to its name —
Indraprastha (the city of Indra) — is like the unshakeable world of heaven
(svargavadacyuta) (1.115.27). Prospects improve further with Arjuna's
abduction of Subhadri (sister of Krsna), thus cementing this alliance, the
birth of their son Abhimanyu on Arjuna's return to Indraprastha after a year
of self-imposed exile, the burning of the Khandava forest at the behest of
Agni, and the subsequent construction of 2 magnificent sabbd or assembly
hall by the demon (asura) Maya. With his star clearly on the ascendant,
Yudhisthira has no difficulty endorsing Narada's suggestion that he
legitimize his sovereigaty by performing the r3jasiiya, the traditional Indian
ritval for consecrating the king as a universal monarch (cakravartin or
samraj).

It looks as if the world is rapidly moving into a new and more
prosperous age of social harmony, a new reign of dharma in the form of
Yudhisthira, the king of Dharma incarnate — 1n short a krtavuga (though
this term is not used). The signs are all there (1.214.1-14; I1.30.1-9 etc.).
With the help of his brothers, he conquers the four quarters of the world. The
elements all work in his favour: crime, pestilence and disease are banished
from the land, all the citizenry are bent upon their owa tasks, and not a false
word is heard about him. But then suddenly — at the height of his power and
glory, when the accumulated income of his treasury cannot be spent in
"hundreds of years" (I1.30.8) — he loses this vast fortune and prosperity in 2
dice game, together with the kingdom and his whole family, including
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himself. With this symbolic collapse of the dharma, the pattern of history has
repeated itself for the fourth time in as many generations. It will repeat itself
again — this time at the scale of the whole earth, when the rise of the
adharma of Durycdhana is terminated by the almost total destruction of the
known world — to make way for a new age of dharma under the ®gis (or the
Daiva?) of Pariksit. When Yudhisthira has recovered the kingdom free of
thorns (akantakam) and the funeral rites of the dead heroes are over, life
again returns to conditions reminiscent of a krtayuga (XIV.15,Iff;
XIV.51.6). These scenes of pastoral and social harmony are climaxed by the
discourse of the Anugita (XIV.16-50) and the events leading up to the
Asvamedha sacrifice of Yudhisthira (XTV.84-91).

Beyond these echoes of the cosmic play of Daiva, the r3jasiya and the
dicing are of great symbolic significance in themselves for understanding
this process of Daiva. The central role of the r3jasiya episode has already
been noted by a number of scholars. As meationed (cf. p. 10), Heino Gehrts
has argued that the epic as a whole, including the characters and the
distribution of the heroes, is governed by the structural elements of this
ritval. Van Buitenen holds that the Sabh3parva (Book II) coastitutes a
dramatization of the rZjasgya ceremony, including the dicing episode that
forms an integral part of the ritual process. Chaitanya focuses on the dice
contest, suggesting thatitis,

perhaps the most crucial episode in the whole epic. Animosities
simmering over the decades come to 2 boil here in appalling wrongs.
These in turn trigger chain reactions of sombre causalities that become
critical thirteen years later in the terrible implosion of Kurukshetra.
Guilt may originate in the self-betrayal of individuals like Duryodhana.
But the social group is an interactive field where responsibility
necessarily becomes shared; and the reaction when it matures at last is
also a social phenomenon and 2 mass effect, which cannot make nice
distinctions, in its aspect as nemesis, between those who endorsed the
guilt actively like Dussasana, and those who virtually endorsed it by
apathetic tolerance like the vassals in the assembly. The great tragedy is
that this mass effect is too gross to have the fine discrimination to spare
even sensitive types like Vikarna. He deeply sympathized with
Draupadi, but he certainly could not be expected to break away from his
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family on this issue. And nemesis enguifs him too, along with the
others.!!

We would substitute the word Daiva for nemesis in this jnstance.,

However, once again we must turn to Madeleine Biardeau for the most
penetrating analysis of this episode and its symbolism. For her, the rajasaya
of Yudhisthira is the central link in a chain of sacrificial symbolism that runs
through the Mahabharata. As one of the three sacrifices (trimedh3d)
announced by a celestial voice at the birth of Arjuna (I.114.33), it constitutes
the moment at which the avatira transfers his functions to Yudhisthira and
his brothers. The myth is revealed in its dval nature as a royal myth in
addition to a myth modelled after a traditional avataric myth. This functional
shift is also important for understanding what she sees as the double
symbolism at work throughout the story, reflecting the different perspectives
that may be taken. From the more comprehensive cosmic standpoint, one
may detect behind the events of the ritual, "the enthronement of the king of
the dead, who will reign throughout this period for the re-establishment of
the equilibrium that has been endangered or to realize the decrees of darva,
according to the point of view one may adopt."!? In effect, a sombre
prediction by Vyasa (described at I1.46 of Biardeau's Citrashala Press edition
and at Appendix I. No.30 of the Critical Edition) followed by his
announcement of a dream in which Yudhisthira would see an inauspicious
form of Rudra turned towards the south — the direction of Yama — suggest
a symbolic link between Yudhisthira and the king of the dead, and "from the
point of view of the avatdra, the r3jastya is like the coronation of Yama by
Rudra, and the work of his reign is relentlessly pursued under the auspices of
Rudra-Siva, thanks to the take-over by Duryodhana. At the level of the royal
myth, the banishment of the Dharmaraja leaves adharma sovereign and
prepares the war for the restoration of the dharma."13 Aided and abetted by
Sakuni/Dvapara, the rgjasiya - dicing episode thus has the paradoxical effect
of inaugurating the reign of Duryodhana/Kali which it is the task of the
avatzra — through the person of the legitimate king — to overthrow. In this
respect, the rdjasdya is the starting point for the events leading to the war,
“with all its good and evil consequences, in short, to war and to the salvation
of the world that this will make possible."14
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The most striking finding of Biardeau about the rdjasiya, however, is
the inner connection with the dicing that follows. Significantly, the one thing
that Yudhisthira and the Pandava do not lose is their common wife Draupadi,
the incarnation of Sri symbolizing the prosperity of the earth and the realm 15
Of course, Yudhisthira actually loses twice after being saved on the first
occasion by the obstinate challenge of Draupadi regarding the dharmic
legitimacy of the wager.!6 There is no doubt that Draupadi is, "the real stake,
not only of the dice, but of the entire drama. Yudhisthira has submitted to the
two games of dice in 2 fatalistic spirit, without any illusion as to the
outcome. In the end, he is forced in this manner, together with his brothers
and their common wife, to live ia exile in the forest for a period of twelve
years, following which the six of them must live for a year without being
recognized by anyone. "7

Significantly, the Pandava leave for the forest as diksitah (according to
the Citrashala Press variant of C.E. I1.68.1), that is to say, as initiates who
must uvndergo the necessary ritual preparation for a sacrifice, suggesting the
sacrifice of the war to come.!® What is most striking about these events, aiso
noted by Biardeau, is that they are in direct contrast to the descriptions of the
actual ritval in the Brahmanas, an integral part of which is 2 ceremony in
which the king is required to win a game of dice for which a cow
(Dravoadi?) is the stake.l® This raises the question as to why the author of
the Sabhaparva would choose to separate the dice episode from the r3jasiya
episode and transform the outcome into a [oss of the power and possessions
of the rightful king.

It is evident that this loss of kingdom and subsequent exile is directly
related to the situation with which the epic opens — the eternal conflict of
the gods and the demons. This is confirmed by Duh3asana when he gleefully
exults as the Pandava are leaving (11.68.3-4):

pravritam Dhartarastrasya cakram r3jio mahatmanah|
parabhacih Papduputrah vipattim paramam gatzh||

adyadevihsamprayatah samairvartmabhirasthalaih|
gunajyesthastathi jyestha bhiyamso yadvayam paraih||
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“The reign of the great-spirited king, the son of Dhrtardstra, has begun.
The sons of Pandu bhave been defeated, and have fallen into extreme
misfortune. Today the gods have gathered here by their smooth aerial
pathways. But we [i.e. the demons] are their elders, more cunning and more
numerous than they."20 In the absence of the avatdra (Krsna is away battling
the demon king Sdlva — cf. II1.15-23), the first round in this cosmic war (the
dicing) is won by a subterfuge on the part of the demons, and this is followed
by the expulsion of the gods from their lawful place in heaven and their exile
in the nether regions (symbolized by the forest). The natural order of the
world is suddenly turned on its head, and we have a break in the course of
time, symbolized by the passage from a Dviapara to a Kaliyuga. 2!

The significance of these momentous events is heightened by the
evident associations with Daiva, for which the game of dice is the ideal
tangible and erymological symbol.

Whatever it be, from the time the decision is taken by Dhrtarastra to
allow the game to proceed, one is convinced that the dice game puts the
destiny of men in the hands of daiva, that mysterious cosmic agency
which decides the harmonious or chaotic march of events as a2 whole,
and which we translate, for want of 2 better word, by Destiny. But
daiva, related to deva (god), and to the radical div- (the sky)
(nominative: dyaus, the name of the god incarnated by Bhisma on the
earth), is also related to the radical div- (to gamble) (the game: devana
or dyita, the player: devizzr...). We kanow that Siva plays dice with his
wife. In short, we must never ignore the ambiguity of the dice game
which places mankind under the aegis of a divine power that is pitiless
and apparently blind. At the same time we note that Krsna is the son of
Devaki (the player — the divine?), that Yudhisthira enjoys a second
wife in his gynaeceum by the name of Devika (the bad player?) who,
strictly speaking, plays no role in the epic but may characterize that of
her husband, and, finalty, that Vidura is married to a daughter of mixed
blood of king Devaka. Daiva is thus not so much the equivalent of the
Graeco-Latin fatum as the global expression for all that concerns the
welfare of the gods (and of the earth), the great manipulator of which is
Krsna together with his counterpart Siva 22
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In spite of dire warnings by Vidura, who pictures the dice scheme as the
gate of Kali (kalidvara ) and the face of doom (vinaSamukha), Dhrtarastra is
foolishly drawn into this net of intrigue by Duryodhana's threat of suicide
and his own love for his son (putrasaeha). In any case, he tells his brother
(I1.45.54 and 57):

asubham va subham vapi hitam v3a yadi vahitam)|
pravartatim subrddyutam distametanna samsayab||

daivameva param manye yenaitadupapadyate|

"Whether good or bad, beneficial or otherwise, the friendly game of
dice will go on, for it has clearly been divinely appointed (dista). I believe
that this has occurred as a result of supreme Destiny (daivam param).” This
is evidently an expression of Daiva in the objective conditions of the world.
When Vidura raises the possibility of a split (bhinna) or a breach (bheda) in
the family, he can only reply (I1.51.25):

nehaksattah kalahastapsyate mam
na ceddaivam pratilomam bhavisyat|
dbatra tu distasya vase kiledam
sarvam jagaccestati na svataptrami|

"A quarrel in this matter will not trouble me, ksaztr (addressing Vidura
as “"son of a slave-girl"); previded that Daiva will not be so opposed This
entire cosmos does aot run by itself but is obedient to the will of Dhatr (the
one who disposes).”

But when Dhrtarastra has finally got what he secretly wanted all along,
his worries begin to mount, and we catch him in a rare moment of
introspection (11.72.8-11):

yasmai devah prayacchanti purusaya parabhavam|
buddbim tasydpakarsanti 5o pacinani pasyat|

buddhau kalusabLutayam vinase pratyupasthite|
anayonayasamkaso Ardayannapasarpatil|



anarthascartharipenarthascinarthartpinah)
utListhanti vindsinte naram taccasya rocate||

na kalo dandamudyamya Sirah kratati kasyacit]
kalasya balametavad viparitarthadarsanam||

“The gods take away the reason (buddhi) of the man to whom they
bestow defeat. He sees things reversed. When his mind is confused and
destruction is upon him, the wrong course looks like wisdom and cannot be
dislodged from his heart. When his end is near, wrong (anartha) has the
appearance of right (artha), and right takes the form of wrong. Rising up
before 2 man, they lull him into complacency. Time (kala) does not raise the
rod of justice (danda) and come down on his head; the power of time is just
this perverse view of things.” This is an example of Daiva (or Time) sowing
confusion from within, specifically in the buddhi, the function of the mind
used to discriminate what is right (artha, here equivalent to dharma in the
sense of the appropriate course of action) from what is wrong (anartha
=adharma).

Yudhisthira also finds himself in the net of Daiva, for he has filial
obligations to Dhrtarastra and has foolishly taken a vow that he would never
refuse a challenge (I1.52.15-16 and 11.53.13). Thus he too falls prey to inner
conflict and confusion (I1.52.18):

daivam prajiam v musnati tejascaksurivapatat
dhatusca vasamanveli pasairiva narah sitahi|

"It is said that Daiva obscures our reason as glare blinds the eye. Asif
bound by nooses, Man is controlled by Dhatr.” And when he is recalled for
the second game of dice, he resigns himself once again to his fate (I11.67.3):

dharurniyogadbbitani prapouvanti Subhasubhami
napivrttistayorasti devitavyam punaryadi|

"It is by order of the Dhatr that creatures obtain success or failure. There
is no escape from either of these two if we must play again.”



Additional confirmation {or the existence of a divine plan for the world
is given by the roles that define the lives of the major characters themselves.
The course of life of individuvals appears to be charted in much the same
manner as the path of the Sun about the great Mount Meru has been charted,
not in accordance with his own desires and purposes but by divine decree
(111.102.24). This information is often given in the form of oracular
statements. We are told, for example, that the portion of Kali that is
Duryodhana has been born for the destruction of the world
(lokasambarakdranat kaleramsah samutpanno) (X1.8.27), and that his friend
Karna was ordained in a former time (vrttam pura) for the purpose of
provoking a general war (XI1.2.4-5). Ghatotkaca, the good (raksasa) son of
Bhima is created by Indra in order to neutralize the javelin (Sakti) he gave to
Karna (1.143.38). He is finally sacrificed in place of Arjuna on the thirteenth
day of the war (VII.154.58). Dhrstadyumna, the son of king Drupada of the
Paificala, is bora for the destruction of Drona (dropavadhaya) (1.155.40) and
the function of his twin sister Draupadi (Krsna = the dark lady) is to lead the
warrior caste to their destruction (ksayam ksatram ninisati) (1.155.44).

These oracular pronouncements are supplemented by the prophecies
and predictions of sages with spiritual vision or advance warning of what is
fated to happen. Vyasa's predictions about his own sons as well as his
sombre warning at the death of Pandu have already been mentioned. He has
long seen in his mind the perfidy of the Kaurava (1.144.7) and is able to
comfort Uttard with information concerning her son Pariksit (XIV.61.10) as
well as Gandhari by enumerating the divine histories and purposes of all the
main characters of the story (XV.39.5-16). Markandeya, — from thie report
of his cosmic journey through the body of the child Krsna (I11.186.90ff.) —
and Narada are also important mercurial figures who bring their divine
knowledge to bear on the meanings of the lives of the major actors. Not only
is Narada given a preview of the present cosmic cycie (to be described
shortly), he is able to shed considerable light on the role of Karna (XI1.2-5)
and on the post-war period (XV.27.15).

Disembodied voices (vZguvacasaririni) heard at the birth of the Pandava
also comment on the roles they are called upon to play. For example,
Yudhisthira will be (1.114.6) the greatest of the upholders of the dharma



(dbarmabhrtam Sresta) ...glorious (yasas), and full of energy (tejas) and good
conduct (vrtta). And a wise brahmin added that he would rise again after
meeting great misfortune (V.132.9). Bhima (1.114.10) will be the greatest of
all the men of strength (sarvesim balindm Sresthah), while the twins
(1.115.18) will surpass their peers in beauty (ripa), courage (sattva) and
virtue (guna).

The most revealing of these wvisionary statements is that which
accompanies the birth of Arjuna (1.114.29-35; V.88.65; V.135.2-5). The
seven verses at [.114.29-35 make it quite clear that it is Arjuna — the equal
of Rama Jdmadagnya and the peer of Visnu in strength
(visnutulyaparakrama) — to whom the future destiny of the world has been
entrusted, not Yudhisthira, the incarnation of the god Dharma. Arjuna is, of
course, the son of Indra, king of the gods (1.114.22). These associations
(Rama Jamadagnya is the previous avatara) suggest that his task is no
ordinary one. With the help of his brothers, says the voice, he will offer up
three sacrifices (trimedha) which, according to the consensus of subsequent
tradition, include the rZjasiya, the sacrifice of the war, and the asvamedha
that follows. Like Rama, he is destined to vanquish the kings (mahipalan)
and recover the prosperity ($ri) of the realm. In effect, he is given the part of
the avatdra, since Krsna takes no active part in the fighting. These
associations alsc prepare us for the truth about his inner relationship to Krsna
— he was the rsi Nara who dwelt with NarZyana at Badari in a previous age
(1.210.5; 1.219.15; I11.37.29; II1.45.19 etc.). His association with Krsna
Vasudeva in his present embodiment is also foretold at V.135 4.

This avataric mission is later confirmed by Yama, the king of the dead
and world guardian (lokapala) of the south just before Arjuna is to visit his
father in svarga (I11.42.17-23). He is told he is the mighty ancient seer Nara
who, at the command (aiyoga) of Brahm3, has now become a mortal to
pacify the dZnava and the nivatakavaca demons. Together with Visnu, he
will lighten the burden of the Earth, etc. These statements certainly have the
ring of the avatara about them. In this respect, victory over the nivatakavaca
in svarga is arnong a number of tests he must undergo prior to his main
mission. He has already shown his command of men and gods (in the form
of Indra himself at Khandava), and he must now show that he is a2 worthy
oppoaent for the more powerful forces of adharma. Purging the heavens of
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these troublemakers will show he is fully capable of mastering all the powers
of the three worlds.23

With all this advance knowledge about the assigned roles of the
protagonists (presumably engineered by Daiva ), we might wonder how any
of them can have any confidence in his or her capacity to influence what has
all the appearance of an inexorable current of time. How could Duryodhana,
for example, imagine for one minute that he could prevail against the
combined forces of the gods, particularly after witnessing the visvaripa of
the avatdra himself during Krspa's personal attempt to mediate a settlement
(V.129.1-16). This cavalier "blindness” with respect to the forces arrayed
against them is particularly characteristic of the Kauravas. It is only after the
horrendous carnage of war has virtually annihilated his side of the family
that Dhrtar2stra himself is made aware of the eternal secret of the gods
(devagubhyam sanatanam) (XI.8.34), something that Yudhisthira has known
since the warning by the sage Narada at his r3jasiya to the effect that
(X1.8.33):

pandavah kavraviscaiva samasadya parasparam|
na bhavisyanti kavnteya yatte krtyam tadacara||

"The Pandava and the Kaurava will mutually destroy eachk other.
Therefore, O son of Kunti, do what has to be done.” The blind king, too, has
been an instrument for the unfolding of events that have been ordained from
all eternity. What place is there for grief under such circumstances? Vyasa's
counselling eventually has its effect, since after Dhrtarastra is finally granted
the vision of his dead sons on the banks of the Ganges, he is able to say that
the purpose of his life has been fulfilled (prayojanam ciram vrttam jivitasya
camepagka) (XV.44.20).

But the real secret of secrets is revealed a few days later when
Yudhisthira finally learns (from Bhisma) that Narada had been privileged
with this information by Krsna himself — though not in this birth but in the
preceding krtayuga. Not content with his meeting with Nara and Narayana,
the two forms of the Lord residing at Badari, Narada decides to go to the
white island ($vetah dvipah), a mysterious land of the blessed in the ocean of
milk (ksirodhih ) beyond Mount Meru. Here he hopes to see the Supreme

67



Deity in his primeval nawure (prakrtim adyim ) (X11.322.2). Other rsi have
tried and failed in this enterprise, but due to his extreme devotion (bhaktr),
the Lord is moved to appear before him in his Universal Form (visvaripa )
(X11.326.1£f.). Not even Brahma himself has seen this form, he is told. But
more than this, N@rada is offered a synopsis of the course of the three worlds
over the forthcoming cosmic cycle down to the birth of Kalkin, the avatira
who will re-establish dharma in the subsequent krtayuga. The linear
succession of avatira (through the evolutionary forms of the boar, the man-
lion, Rama, etc.) will eventually pass to Krsna. After recounting his early
deeds, Narayana proceeds to delineate his own role, together with that of
Arjuna, in the events of the Mahabharata itself (XI1.326.89; 846*; 50; 848*;
91-92):

jarasamdhasca balavansarvardjavirodhakah|
bhavisyatyasurah sphito bhumipalo girivraje|
mamabuddhiparispandzdvadhastasya bhavisyati||

siSupalam vadhisyami yajiie dharmasutasya vai]

samagatesu balisu prthivyam sarvardjasul
vasavih susahdyo vai mama hyeko bhavisyati||

yudbisthiram sthapayisye svarajye bhratrbhih saha|

evam loka vadisyanti naranarayanavrsi|
vdyuktau dahatah ksatram lokak3ryarthamisvacau||

krtvabharavataranam vasudhaya yathessitam|
sarvasatvatamukbyanam dvarakayasca sattamal
karisye pralayam ghoramatmajfiativindsanam||

"Jarasamdha will become king at Girivraja, a proud and powerful
demon (asura) who will quarrel with all the kings of the earth. His death will
be engineered in accordance with my plans (lit. by the movement of my
buddhi ). I shall then kill Sijupdla at the (rZjasiya ) sacrifice of the son of
Dharma (i.e. Yudhisthira), to which all the kings of the world will bring
tribute. The son of Vasava (i.e. Arjuna) will be my only assistant. I shall then
re-establish Yudhisthira and his brothers in their own kingdom. This world
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will know me as the great Nara and Nardyana when, putting forth effort
(udyukta), 1 will destroy the ksatriya for the sake of the world
(lokakaryartham). After the burden of the earth has been lifted as [ see fit, [
shall wipe out (lit. undertake the re-absorption of — pralaya) all the leading
members of the Satvata (Krsna's people) as well as the great city of Dvaraka,
by the destruction of my sublime self-knowledge (3tmajaati).” All individual
events appear to depend upon the contemporary stage of development of the
whole, effectively eliminating the possibility of free action. The use of the
term pralaya suggests that, from the perspective of the Supreme Divinity,
this history is part of the larger wheel of time involving the periodic creation
and destruction of the world. However, and perhaps more importantly, this
passage is revealing for the light it sheds on the ultimate source of Daiva.
For there can no longer be any doubt that this compelling power from the
gods derives from no ordinary (i.e. vedic) god, but from that (new bhake)
God of gods, the prim®val Narayana Himself (XIII.App.I.N0.16.203). Krsna
Himself is eternal Time with bloodshot eyes and club in hand (kzlo
lobitaraktaksah krsno dandi sanatanah.). Narayana, kala and Daiva are one
and the same.

In order to understand how this supreme arbiter of Daiva is able to
accomplish the purposes of the gods (surZnZmartha) in this world, we must-
be ready to shift our perspective, as required, from that of Krsna as the
source and substance of the world, the adideva, to that of the multiplicity of
the things and beings in the world. From the perspective of the world (i.e.
" Samsara ), including that of Krsna as one of the beings in the world, the
secret of his success is yoga or upaya, the skillful means that enable him to
turn the course of events to his advantage. Krspa is master of yoga
(vogesvara), and in the Gita itself yoga is defined as skill in action (karmasu
kausalam) (V1.24/BG2.50).

A good example of such skill is the death of Ghatotkaca, killed by
Karna with a magic javelin ($akti) that could be used oanly once, and had
always been intended for Arjuna. According to Biardeau, "In the killing of
Ghatotkaca by Karna we find the central motive of the avataric myths: the
invincible gift of Indra, father of Arjuna, to the asuric warrior Karna, has
been neutralized by the intervention of Krspa. Henceforth, the anon-
combartant status of Krsna may be doubted."2¢ As the Pandava turn in
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horror and dismay from the sight of the huge body lying on a full company
(aksauhini) of Kaurava troops, they are shocked to see Krsna dancing about
in transports of joy and delight like 2 tree shaken by a tempest (VI[.155.3).
Krsna attribuces this lightness of heart to the success of a long-held plan to
use this rdksasa son of Bhima to divest Karna of the one asset that remained
to him for the destruction of Arjuna (he had already been divested of his
natural armour and golden earrings). Furthermore, the otherwise invincible
Karna is now vulnerable to attack when the opportunity comes to Arjuna at
the time appointed for his chariot-wheel to sink into the earth (in fulfillment
of the curse of a brahmin sage). He is now like a man (i.e. implying he is no
longer like a god). The other Kaurava leaders had not ceased urging him
night after night to employ his magic spear against Arjuna (or Krsna) the
following morning. However, in some mysterious way that the text does not
venture to explain, Krsna had always managed to stupefy (Vmuh ) the son of
Radha (VIL.157.37) so that he would forget about his javelin as soon as he
entered the field of battle,

Krsna goes on to list a number of incidents in which he has had a hand,
including several episodes in which it was not hitherto apparent that he was
in any way involved. Jarasamdha, the king of Magadha who had visions of
world dominion through the sacrifice of a hundred kings incarcerated at
Girivraja, was killed by Bhima shortly before the rajasiya of Yudhisthira.
However (Krsna now reveals), this was possible only because he had
arranged for the neutralization of a mace carried by Jarasamdha that was
capable of slaying all creatures. Furthermore, there are hints that he was also
behind the decision of Dro:a to ask for the thumb of Ekalavya, a rival of the
young Arjuna from the nis3dztribe. Without this claim for payment on the
part of his guru (gurudaksinZ ), the nisada would have been incapable of
defeat by the assembled multitudes of deva, danava, raksasa and uraga.
Later, Krsna Himself dispatches SiSupila, the king of the Chedi, to the abode
of Yama. Thus (VII.156.22-23):

vadhartham tasya jatohamanyesam ca suradvisam||

tvatsahayo naravyaghra lokanim hitakimyaya)
hidimbabakakirmira bhimasenena patitZh|
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"I was born to slay him and the other enemies of the gods, with your
assistance, tiger among men, out of a desire for the good of the worlds.
Hidimba and Baka and Kirmira have all been killed by Bhimasena." This
implies that these deaths were also engineered by him. As he explains in the
case of Ghatotkaca (VII.156.24-25):

baidimbascapyupayena saktya karnena ghatitah||

yadi hyenam nahanisyatkarnah Saktya mahamrdhe|
maya vadhyobhavigyatsa bhaimasenirg* atotkacal||

"I have also slain Hidimba's son by skillful means (upaya) — i.e.
through Karna. If Karna had not slain him with his javelin in a great barttle, I
myself would have had to slay Ghatotkaca, the son of Bhima." He then
assures Arjuna that, when the time comes, he will tell him the yoga by
which he will be able to slay Karpa himself.

Other heroes on the Kaurava side whose deaths are later ascribed to the
dubious machinations of Krsna include (in order of their demise)
Bhiirisravas (by Satyaki), Jayadratha (at the hands of Arjuna), Drona (by
Dhrstyadumna), Karna (killed by Arjuna) and Duryodbana (by Bhima). His
knowledge of other minds (vittajaa) (VII1.49.2) enables him to direct events
by prompting quite uncharacterisiic modes of behavior, including the use of
stratagems repugnant to the accepted norms of the dharma. The death of
Bhurisravas, leader of the Bahlika tribe allied to the Kaurava, occurs on the
fourteenth day of the war. Just as this famous elephant warrior is about to
decapitate Satyaki, a staunch ally of Yudhisthira 25 Krsna urges Arjuna to
shoot off the upstretched arm that holds the sword, an ungallant act
according to the rules of single combat (VIL.117.62). This enables Satyaki to
reverse the situation by decapitating BhuriSravas when he subsequently
withdraws in praya-meditation. This Bzhlika warrior, whose name translates
as "a strong sound of neighing,” evokes the horse which is produced from
the churning of the milky ocean (Uccaihsravas). According to Biardeau, he is
"at the same time the somic victim and the substitute for Duryodhana, the
reigning king of the lunar dynasty (soma = moon and squeezing)"26 — in
fact the somic victim of an abortive horse sacrifice of Duryodhana, for which
Jayadratha is the horse.
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This incident is thus related — if we accept Biardeau's analysis of the
symbolism — to this brother-in-law of Duryodhana (married to Duhsala).
Jayadratha has been a thorn in the side of the Pandava ever since his failed
abduction of Draupadi during their forest exile (II1.248). The extreme tapas
he performed as a result of this humiliation netted him a boon from Siva that
he would be able to keep all the brothers at bay in battle except Arjuna, a
boon that created the necessary conditions for the tragic death of Arjuna's
young son Abhimanyu (finally clubbed to death by the son of Duhsisana).
The web of causality is always tightly woven in the Mahabhdrata, with one
event leading ineXorably to another. In this case, Arjuna is traumatized to the
point of making a vow to kill Jayadratha before the sun goes down the
following evening, failing which he will commit suicide by entering the
blazing fire.

Suddenly Jayadratha is the great stake of the battle, and the Kaurava
make Herculean efforts to ensure that the Sindhu king is kept far to the rear
of the main body of troops. But the saindhava is still alive and well protected
by six mighty and heroic car-warriors of the Kaurava army as the sun is
sinking towards the Asta mountain. So critical is the sitvation that Krsna
decides on drastic action. I will resort to skillful means (upaya ) and (create)
a covering of darkness over the sun (sraksyZmyahamupdyam
tamadityasyapavarane) (VII.121.1009*.6). Then, profiting from the
immediate joy and relief of the opposing side, he orders Arjuna (VIL.121.16)
to:

dhanamjayasiraschindhi saindhavasya duratmanah|
astam mabhidharasrestham yiyasati divakarah||

“Cut off the head of the evil-minded king of the Sindhu, Dhanamjaya.
The sun wishes to go to the great mountain of Asta.”

Now this is a highly perilous enterprise, since before retiring to the
woods to perform tapas, Jayadratha's father Vrddhaksatra had uttered a curse
to the effect that the head of the maa who would cause his son's head to fall
on the ground would break into a hundred pieces. Here we have yet another
example of destiny being known at birth from a hidden voice (antarhiti vani)
(VIL.121.18). Duly warried by Krsna, Arjuna is able to charge his magic



arrows with mantra, snatch away the head like a hawk snatching away a
smaller bird, and by repeated shots, direct the airborne head to the lap of
Vrddhaksatra who just happens to be praying in the nearby woods. As the
father rises from his prayers, the head falls to the ground and kis own head
splinters into a hundred pieces. When light returns, the Kaurava realize to
their cost that the darkness (tamas) had been an illusion (maya) created by
Vasudeva (VIL.121.1025* 3).

If we accept, once again, the interpretation of Biardeau, this death of
Jayadratha is an important turning point of the war. It announces the end of
caste disorder, symbolized on the one hand by Vrddhaksatra (a ksatriya
affecting the life of a brahmin) and, on the other, by Drona (a brahmin
affecting the life of a ksatriya), the next major figure to be killed. Drona's
appetite for battle is first undermined by the hosts of heaven who inform him
in the midst of the fighting that his time has come and that he should lay
aside his weapons for them to escort him to Brahmaloka. His taste for life
itself is then destroyed when Krsna counsels Yudhisthira — the son of
Dharma no less — to lie about the death of his son Ajvatthaman, charging
that under the conditions of the moment "falsehood (anrtam) is superior to
truth (satyam)” (VII.164.98). Bhima has just killed an elephant by the same
name. When Yudhisthira confirms the fact that "A§vatthaman is dead" —
adding the word “"elephant" in an indistinct whisper -—— Drona completely
loses heart and is beheaded by his own student Dhrstadyumna when in a
state of yoga (yogayuktavam) (VII.165.35)27 In this respect, his death
symbolizes not only the end of caste disorder, but also the epic teaching
regarding the sacrifice of battle as being the proper sacrifice of the warrier
— who thereby becomes the sacrificial vicum, priest, and patron of the
sacrifice all in one. Furthermore, Drona's assumption of a yogic trance and
the fact that he is, in any case, a warrior-brahmin, also suggest that, in order
to be effective, this sacrifice should be a yogic act, undertaken without self-
seeking, and for the welfare of the worlds.28

This dramatic event is immediately followed by a terrible onslaught
against Bhima by the real ASvatthaman, who is understandably furious at
this deception. He unieashes the Narayana, 2 magic weapon symbolizing the
universal force of the "brahman" against which the ksatra power of Bhima is



powerless. The yuga symbolism is particularly appropriate when one knows
the role of Asvarthaman, the incarnaton of Mahiddeva (=Siva), Antaka
(death), Kama (desire) and Krodha (anger). who is given the task of
completely annthilating the remnants of the Pandava forces at the end of the
war (VII.171.6).

yatha dagdhva jagatkrtsnam samaye sacardcaram,|
gacchedagnirvibhorasyam tathastram bhimamavrnot||

"As the yuga-fire which consumes the entire universe with its mobile
and immobile creatures when the hour of dissolution comes, at last enters the
mouth of the creator, even so the weapon of Drona's son began to penetrate
the body of Bhimasena." Once again, however, it is Krsna and Arjuna — this
time as Nar2yana and Nara, the One Being in the form of these two friends
— who come to the rescue. Diving into the field of energy investing the
body of Bhima, they resort to the power of maya (VIL.171.11) and manage
to neutralize (prati vhan ) the power of the Narayana by forcing Bhima to lay
down (i.e. sacrifice) his own weapons.

The death of Karna has already been predicted by Yama just prior to
Arjuna's sojourn in svarga (I11.42.1ff ). Karna is the tragic anti-hero of the
Mahzbbarata who exhibits a strange mixture of pride, arrogance and
malignity, yet is also capable of great generosity to brahmins and loyalty to
his friend Duryodhana. This loyalty is carried to the point of refusing a
suggestion by Krsna to change the course of history by exposing his true
identity to Yudhisthira (V.138.6ff.). He knows that a script has been written
for him but accepts his fate with equanimity. Caught between his duty to
Duryodhana and the realization that his cause is hopeless, he opts for the
tragic path of loyalty to the one who has befriended him. He sees the coming
war as the great abortive sacrifice of Duryodhana in which he ends up as the
victim with his army playing the part of the wife (V.139.29-49). He tells
Krsna (V.139.46-49):

yada draksyasi mam krsna nibatam savyasacina
punascitistada casya yajiasyatha bhavisyati||

duhsasanasyarudhiram yada pasyati pandavah|
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dnardam nardatah samyakrada sutyam bhavisyau||

yadd dronam ca bhismam ca paficalyau pdrayisyatah|
tad3 yajiiavasinam tadbhavisyati janardanal|

duryodhanam yadd hantda bhimaseno mahabalah|
tadd samapsyte yajio dhartarastrasya madhaval

"When you see me cut down by the left-handed archer, it will be the re-
piling of the fire of their sacrifice. When the Pandava drinks the blood of
Duhs$asana, bellowing his roar, it will be the soma draught. When the two
Padficalya fell Drona and Bhisma, that will be the conclusion of the sacrifice,
O Janardana. When the mighty Bhimasena kills Duryodhana, then the great
sacrifice of the Dhartarastra will end." And he admits his own part in the
destruction that looms ahead (V.141.2). As Chaitanya puts it, in Karna:

we have a splendid portrait of a man who triumphed over the tragic to
relish its austere yet resplendent beauty. Karna sees the war that is
imminent as a tremendous ritual sacrifice where the lives of courageous
men will be offered and burnt up in the fire to the ritval music of the
war-drums, trumpets and conches. He describes what he sees in his
mind and so vivid is the vision that he says that it causes horripilation in
him — an important detail because this psychosomatic reaction is
repeatedly mentioned in later teXts on poetics and dramaturgy as a
feature in aesthetic experience and relish. Karna knows that he will be
burned up in this flaming sacrificial fire. But no regret lingers; instead,
there is a surging euphoria, because his death will be a heroic lay that
will be sung by men as long as the great earth with its mountains and
rivers will last. The exaltation here is not one of unbalanced
hypertrophy of emotions. The finest perceptions of Karna occur at this
moment so near to his death, a death he longs to meet as if it were a
beloved. He realizes that the only chance for a finer world to be born is
this wemendous holocaust; he recognizes that Yudhisthira will be a
better man for the reconstruction than himself or Duryodhana; he asks
Krsna not to disclose his real identity as the son of Kuati since
Yudhisthira would not be able to take up the role for which he is the
fittest person.29
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Karna obviously already had an inkling about his role in provoking the
war of the Mahabharata. He dreams of Yudhisthira and bhis brothers
ascending to a thousand-pillared palace, while Krsna drapes the blood-fouled
earth with entrails (V.141.27-29).

The purpose of his existence — decided, once again, by the gods — was
to pave the way for the warrior caste to get to heaven (XIL.2 4-5):

ksatram svargam katham gacchecchastrapitamiti prabho|
samgharsajananastasmatkanyagarbho vinirmitahl|

sabalastejasa yuktah sitaputratvamagatah|

"How, my Lord, the ksatriya, cleansed by weapons, should attain to
regions of bliss. For this, a child was conceived in a maiden's womb, capable
of provoking a general war. Endowed with great tejas, he became the son of
a stra " As Biardeau points out, "Being the son of Sirya is not a curse per
se, quite the contrary since the regular course of the sun is necessary for the
weli-being of the world. But to be born out of wedlock and abandoned by his
mother takes the son of Strya out of the ordinary. He then becomes the
replica of the dreadful sun, which rises at the end of a cosmic period to
destroy the world by fire."30 He is thus a sort of anti-Arjuna to the extent that
his relationship to Duryodhana is symmetrical with that of Arjuaa to
Yudhisthira. In Narada's own brief summary of his trajectory through this
world (XI1.5.11-15):

brabmanasyabhisapenaramasyacamahatmanah|
kuntyasca varadanenamayaya ca Satakratoh|

bhisma vaxﬁinicsamk.&yiyz?mabz’né‘mardbakircanﬁq
Salyattejovadhaccapi vasudevanayenacal|

rudrasya devarajasya yamasya varunasya cd
kuveradronayoscaiva krpasyacamahatmanah||

astrini divyanyadaya yudbi gindivadhanvanal
hito vaikartanah karno divakarasamadyutih|
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evam saptastava bhrdta bahubhiscapi vancitah|

"As a result of a2 Brahmin's curse (abhisapa), as also of the curse of the
great Rama (Jamadagni), of the boon (vara) granted to Kunii and the illusion
(mayi) practised on him by Satakratu (=Indra) of his being counted by
Bhisma in a disrespectful manner as only half a chariot-fighter, of the
destruction of his energy caused by Salya, of the behaviour of Vasudeva, and
of the celestial weapons provided to Arjuna by Rudra and Indra (devardja)
and Yama and Varuna and Kubera and Drona and the great-souled Krpa, the
wielder of the Gandiva succeeded in slaying Vikartana's son Karna, shining
like the Sun (divakara = Siurya). Such was (the lot of) your brother, cursed
and shunned by many." The envy arising from the unfortunate circumstances
of his birth drives him to supplement his royal status (improperly conferred
by Duryodhana) with the brahmanical powers that would ensure his triumph
over Arjuna. When these powers are for ever denied him through these two
curses, his doom is sealed.3! Still, the final confrontation of the two on the
afternoon of the seventeenth day of the war is dramatized as a duel of giants
performed before the celestial hosts of the three worlds (VIIL.63.30ff.). As
might be expected, the gods (notably Indra) are on the side of Arjuna and the
demons (plus the god Strya as the renegade sun) are on the side of Karna.
Differences and disputes arise on all sides, but Brahma must clearly throw
his support to Arjuna in the interests of the gods (devakaryam). The outcome
is never really in doubt since, as Krsna points out to his protégé, a victory for
Karna would be the final end of the whole universe (VII[.63.77).

As the two chariots approach each other, the warriors are compared to
Indra and Vrtra and the barle itself, involving untold multitudes of men and
animals, is compared to the battle in former days between the gods and the
asuras (VII1.64.1013*; 65.7). The tension builds to a fever pitch, and as the
hour of Karna's death draws near (VIII. 66.1122%*; 1123*):

kalo hyaddasyo arpa viprasapa-
nnidarSayankarnavadhambruvanah|

bhimistu cakram grasatityavoca-
skarpasyatasminvadhakale bhyupete)

brahmam mahastram manasi pranastam



yadbbargavopyasya dadaumahitma3

"At that time, when the hour of Karna's death had come, O king, Kila
(i.e. Time personified), approaching invisibly, alluding to the curse, and
desirous of informing Karna that his death was near, told him ‘the earth is
devouring your wheel.' Indeed, when the time of his death had come, the
great Brahma-weapon that the Bhargava had given him escaped his
memory." Karna pleads for time, but Krsna has no compunction about
urging a reluctant Arjuna to take this opportunity to finish him off. As
Arjupa inspires his magic arrow (“resembling Nardyana's discus") with
mantra into 2 mighty force, the entire universe of mobile and immobile
crearures begins to shake. He finally strikes off his enemy's head "like Indra
striking off the head of Vrtra" (VIII.67.24) and a light is seen leaving the
lifeless corpse to pass into the sun.

The symbolic necessity of his life becomes even more apparent,
according to Biardeau, when we discover the paraliel between his death at
the hands of Arjuna-Krsna and the cosmic process associated with the end of
the world.

At the same time as he promotes the destruction of the war, Arjuna’s
task is also to limit it and to prepare the fecundity of the ‘remnant.’ As
grandfather of Pariksit and close associate of the avatara, this is

effectively the part he plays, but this part necessarily includes the death
of Karna: it is Nar@yana's task to preside over the humid’ and fecund
period of the pralaya after putting an end to the conflagraticn with the
help of the clouds brought by Vayu. At the epic level it is the
responsibility of the king, Indra’s son, to put limits on the fires of war.
This is the meaning of the death of Karna: in symbolic terms it promises
the death and the end of the reign — the cakra — of Duryodhana, and
through this the end of the war, the disappearance of the evil karman,
fomenter of adharma, just as the death of Jayadratha announced the
death of Drona and the end of the disorder of the varpa. We are thus
able to understand the final scene when Arjuna kills Karna by profiting
from the instance when the wheel — cakra — of the hero's chariot sinks
into the earth and he tries in vain to free it.32
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As Karna himself had been only too aware, the concluding rite of the
great sacrifice of the Dhartarastra in this war is the death of Duryodhana at
the bhands of Bbhima. Here, too, the work of Krsna is much in evidence.
Duryodhana has been located hidden in a lake called Dvaipayana (suggesting
the deluge of the pralaya ) the waters of which he had solidified by the power
of his "maya " (1X.29.7). Krsna immediately urges Yudhisthira (IX.30.6-7):

mayavinaimim m3yim mayay3a jahi bharatal
mayavi mdyaya vadhyah satyametadyudhisthira||

kriyabhyupayairbahulairmayamapsu prayojyahal
jahi tvam bharatasrestha papatmanam suyodhanam)||

"With your own powers of illusion (mZyd), O Bharata, destroy the
illusion of this master of illusion (mayiavin = Duryodhana). A master of
illusion should be slain with illusion. This is the truth, O Yudhisthira, With
acts (kriya) and means (Up3ya) and applying your power of illusion (maya)
to these waters, slay, O best of the Bharata, this Suyodhana who is evil
incarnate." He then goes on to illustrate how the gods themselves prevailed
over the demons by means of "acts and means,” providing a list of various
episodes 1in the lives of the gods (IX.30.8-14). Then, when Yudhisthira —
out of compassion (anukrosa) — gives Duryodhana the choice of arms in
single combat with any one of the Pandava, Krsna is furious (IX.32. 7):

tadidam dydtamarabdham punareva yatha pura
visamam $akune$caivatava caiva viSam pate||

“You have once again initiated a dangerous game of chance similar to
the one in former days between yourself and Sakuani, O lord of the people.”
In fact, the situation constitutes a2 reversal of the original dice game since, as
Biardeau has noted, "In the light of the fixed game of dice of the beginning,
we now have a duel with the mace — thus a veritable confrontation of
warriors, but modelled as closely as possible on the dice game because
everything must be resolved at a stroke — though this time it is Yudhisthira
who has a substitute to fight in Lis place and to cheat, something he caanot
do himself."33 However, Krsna is understandably worried since he knows
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that none of the brothers is 2 match for Duryodhana with the mace, not even
. the powerful Bhima who boldly offers a challenge.

Before the battle can begin, however, Balarama arrives (from a long
pilgrimage) and suggests they all return to Kuruksetra (IX.54.5-6).
Kuruksetra is:

prathitottaravedi s devaloke prajapateh||

tasminmahapunyatame trailokyasya sanaiane|
samgrame nidbhanam prapya dhruvam svargo bhavisyati||

"That spot in the world of the gods (devaloka), that is known as the
northern sacrifictal altar of Prajapati. Thus, he that dies in battle on that
eternal and most auspicious of all the places in the three worlds is sure to
reach svarga ." Duryodhbana is henceforth assured of a heavenly reward in
spite of his boundless greed and will to power. But, in the context of the
epic, this is only right since Duryodhana has, after all, faithfully
accomplished the purposes of (the goddess) Earth according to the divine
strategy agreed upon at a celestial conclave long before bis birth (X1.8.24):

duryodhana iti khyatah sa te karyam Karisyate|
tam ca prapya mahipalam krtakrtya bhavisyasi||

"He who goes by the name of Duryodhana is the one who will
accomplish your purpose. Once he is king, your business will be
accomplished.” And, as the learned Samba indicates in absolving the
Kaurava of all responsibility for the crimes against humanity they have
committed (XV.16.1-2):

natadduryodhanakriam na ca tadbhavata krtam|
na karnasaubalabhyam ca kuravo yatksayam gatah||

daivam tattu vijanimo yanna Sakyam prabadhitum|
daivam purusakarenana Sakyamativartitum]|

“The destruction that has overtaken the Kuru dynasty was not brought
about by Duryodhana. It was not brought about by you (i.e. Dhrtarastra). Nor
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was it brought about by Karna or the son of Subala (i.e. Sakuni). We know
full well that it was brought about by daiva and that there was no aveiding
it. There is no way that daiva can be resisted by human exertion
(purusakara)." He concludes that since everything is due to destiny (sarvam
daivakrtam — v. 9), Duryodhana should be allowed to sport blissfully in

svarga.

For the final act (avabhrtha) of the sacrifice of the Dhartarastra to be
concluded, however (VII.77.18), it is imperative that Duryodhana be
killed.34 It is the task of Krsna, the master controller of Daiva , to give the
necessary push in the right direction, and, once again, he does this by urging
the Pandava to resort to what amouants to unfair means. The term he uses is
"anyayena " — by a method which is not according to rule (ayayz), as
opposed to "dharmena,” i.e. according to the dharma (IX.57.17). Arjuna is
therefore encouraged to give Bhima a sign that the tume has come to fulfill
his vow and to break the thighs of his adversary with a low blow of the
mace.

The resulting sense of shame and dishonor in the Pandava camp in the
face of the angry denunciations of Balardma and others prompts a vigorous
response from Krsna that not only offers an interesting lesson in epic
morality but also throws light on his own role in the fighting. In his view,
such a stratagem is justified by the fact that the Pandava had lost the
kingdom by unfair means in the first place and alsc by the need for Bhima to
fulfil his vow. But beyond this is the bitter truth that the Machiavellian
forces of adharma are far too powerful to be dislodged in an equal contest
by the gentle forces of the dharma. Such a task calls for the kind of
extraordinary means that the gods themselves are wont to employ against the
asura. Krsna then goes on to admit that he himself is responsible for their
demise (IX.372*; IX.60.57; 61-62):

naisa Sakyah kadacittu hantum dbarmena parthivah|
te va bhismamukhah sarve mahesvasa maharathah|
mayanekairupayaistumavayogena cisakrt]|

hat3ste sarva evajau bhavarim hitamicchata
yadinaivamvidham jaru kuryam jibmamaham ranel
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kuto vo vijayo bhiyah kuro r3jyam kuto dhanam|

upay3a vihita hyete maya tasminnaridhipah|
anyatha pandaveyinim nabhavisyajjayah kvacit|

na ca vo hrdi kartavyam yadayam ghatito nrpah|
mithyavadhyastathopdyairbahavah satravo dhikahl|

pirvairanugato margo devairasuraghitibhihj
sadbhb:scanugatah panthih sa sarvairanugamyate||

"It would have been impossible to kill the king (i.e. Duryodhana)
according to the dharma or any of these great chariot-warriors and archers
with Bhisma at their head. It is I who killed them on the battlefield with the
use of various stratagems (Upay3a) that include my maya and my yoga, for 1
desired your welfare. Indeed, had I never acted in this deceitful manner
(jihma) during the battle, what would have happened to your victory, your
kingship and your riches? It was my updya that sealed the fate of these kings
who could not be vanquished in any other manner by the Pandava....Do not
worry about the fact that your enemy has been killed. I had to kill your more
numerous enemies by means of these dubious stratagems (mithyopaya). This
is the path followed in former times by the gods in order to slay the demons.
It is the path followed by men of goodwill, and the whole world follows their
example." Needless to say such justification is hardly acceptable to
Ajvarthaman for whom Duryodhana was brought down "by a most infamous
act" (sunrSamsena karmana — 1X.64.33).

We introduce these lines not for the moral issue, interesting though this
may be, but for what they reveal of the central and indispensable role of
Krsna in the destruction of the Kaurava and of their great war machine.
Evidence for this has been growing throughout the war, but in order to
understand the real nature of his relationship to the conflict as a whole we
must return to an event that took place just before the outbreak of hostilities
(V.129.1-15). After a last-ditch appeal to Duryodhana had failed, Krsna
offers dramatic proof of his divine power in the form of a theophany
reminiscent of the subsequent manifestation of his Universal Form
(vi$varipa) for the benefit of Arjuna in chapter 11 of the Bhagavadgita. At
first sight, this extraordinary display before the entire Kaurava court might

82



appear to symbolize the traditional opposition between the party of the gods
and the party of the asura (now led by Durycdhana). However, as Biardeau
has noted, "a closer look reveals Rudra among the divinities present —
Rudra who appears in Ajvatthaman and even in Krpa in the form of the
Rudra — as well as Brahma — whose presence is assured in the Duryodhana
camp in the form of Drona, incarnation of Brhaspati, and the Sun — the true
father of Karna."3% We find additicnal support for this view in the fact that
Krsna leaves the assembly hand-in-hand with both Satyaki (who will fight on
the side of the Papdava) and Krtavarman (who has already offered his
services to Duryodhana).3¢ And he already has one foot in the Kaurava camp
in the form of the gopi ndrayana army bequeathed to Duryodhana —
following his own recruitment by Arjuna as a non-combattant in the Pandava
forces (V.7.135).

Although the trimarti of Brahma, Visnu and Siva (or Rudra) is
explicitly mentioned on only one occasion in the epic (following III. 256. 30
of the Critical Edition as per Appendix 27), the three gods are assimilated to
each other on numerous occasions, notably in the Narayaniyaparva section of
the Santiparva where Krsna makes the claim that (X11.328.21; 23; 24):

ahamarma bi lokanam vi§vinam pandunandana
tasmadatmanamevagre rudram sampijayamyaham]|

yastam velti sa ma vetli yonu tam sa bi mamanu|
rudro nardyanascaivasattvamekam dvidhakrtam|

"I am the soul of all the worlds, O son of Pandu. And Rudra is my very
soul; therefore I always adore Him....He who knows Rudra knows Me; he
who follows Him follows Me also. Rudra is Narayana. Both are One Being
in two forms"” (cf. also II.187.5-6; XII[.330.64). And Krsna goes on 1o
explain how (XI1.330.67-70):

maya tvam raksito yuddhe mabantam praptavapjayaml||

yastu te so grato yati yuddhe sampratyupasthite|
tam viddhi rudram kavnteya devadevam kapardinaml|



kilah sa eva kathitah krodhajeti mayid tava)
nihatimstena vai pirvam hatavanasi vai pun||

"Under my protection you have won a great victory in battle. Know, O
son of Kunti, that He whom you saw going before you in battle was none
other than Rudra, that god of gods known as Kapardin and also as Time
(kala). They say He was born of my wrath. Those foes you {think you] have
slain were, in fact, first slain by Him." This only confirms what Arjuna
already knew from previous conversations with Krsna (V1.33/BG.11.33) and
Vyasa (VII.173.2f.) respectively — that he had been the instrument of the
Supreme Divinity during the battle (zimittamatram), revealed in the
“terrible" form of Visnu or in the form of a mysterious figure, lance in hand,
who destroys all his foes ahead of him (which turns out to be Siva). This
prompts Janamejaya to remark that (XI1.331.9):

na cilram krtavamstatra yadaryo me dhanamjayah|
vasudevasahayo yah praptavanjayamuttamam]|

"With Vasudeva as his ally my ancestor Dhanamjaya accomplished
nothing extraordinary in achieving that great victory at Kuruksetra."

In effect, what the Supreme Divinity in the form of Krsna reveals by
these happenings is not so much His opposition to the party of the asura (or
his partiality for that of the gods) but His omnipresence on the battlefield —
His encompassment of both sides in this conflict. As the avatara, Krsna
necessarily takes the side of the dharma. However, this preference merely
reflects the conditions obtaining at a particular point in the socio-cosmic
cycle of the yuga when the divine assistance of the avatara is called for. In
His true nature sub specie @ternitatis, He embodies a Daiva which
transcends the destiny of the three worlds with their petty jealousies of gods
and asura.

Krsna (and the Daiva He controls) thus emerges as the driving force
behind the conflict as a whole, and whatever partiality is shown for the
Pandava is an expression of a greater farality of which they are only dimly
aware (cf. also VI.29/B.G.7.6; XI1.337.905"%; XII1.337.68-68 etc.). His vital
role is later acknowledged in a profusion of bhakzi sentiment as Krsna

84



prepares to return to Dviraka after the funeral rites of the sluin heroes have
been concluded. After worshipping him as the Lord of the Universe who
creates, maintains and destroys the cosmos of mobile and immobile creatures
(sthanvjangamam) for His playfui sport (ratifi kridimayi), Arjuna continues
(XIV.51.17-20 and 45):

idam cddbhutamatyartham Krtamasmatpriyepsayd

yatpipo nihatah samkhye kauravyo dhrtarastrajah)
tvaya dagdham hi tatsainyam may3 vijitam3have||

bhavatd tatkrtam karma yenaviapto jayo mayd]
duryodhanasya samgriame tava buddhiparakramaih]

karnasyaca vadhopayo yathavatsampradarsitah
saindhavasya ca papasya bhirisravasa eva cal|

iyam hi vasudha sarv3 prasadittava madhaval
asmanupagata viryanihatascapi satravah|

"The destruction in battle of the Kaurava, the son of Dhrtaridstra, that
you (i.e. Krsna) have undertaken out of friendship for us, is a great
accomplishment. For that host which was vanquished by me in battle was (in
fact) destroyed by you. It was thanks to your actions (karma) that victory is
mine. It was the power of your mind (buddhi) that showed the way (upaya)
for effecting the destruction of Duryodhana in battle, as also of Karna and
the evil Sindhu king (i.e. Jayadratha) and of Bhiirisravas.” And Yudhisthira
adds (v. 45): "It is through your grace (prasdda ), O Madhava, that the whole
earth, great hero, has been subjugated by us, and our enemies have all been
slain." Though not an active participant in the fighting, Krsna has somehow
managed to turn the course of events to their advantage — not, of course, in
their personal interests or as a reward for good conduct but in accordance
with the needs of this particular juncture in the course of time.

In a later dialogue, the dying Bhisma also reminds Yudhisthira that
what he has won is due only to the subtle behind-the-scene maneuverings of
Krsna/Narayana. Using the sacrificial imagery found throughout the
Mahz@bh3araia, he reveals that (XIII. App. I. No. 16. 175-187):
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tava partha jayah krisnascava Kirtistatharula)
taveyam prthiviknsnd nZrayanasamasrayat

ayam nathastavacinlyo yasyanarayano hrdi|

sa bhavanbhimipaahvaryl ranagnau hutavannrpan|
krsnah sruvena mahata yugantignisamena vai|
duryodhanastu Socyo sau saputrabhratrbandhavah|
krtavanyobudhah kopaddharigandivavigraham|
daiteya dinavendraScamahakaya mahabalah|
cakragnau ksayamapanna davagnau salabha ival
pratiyvoddhum na sakyo hi manusairesa samyuge|
nihinaih purusavyighbrasattvasaktibaladibhih|
Jjayo yo'yam yugantabhah savyasaci rapigragah|
tejasa hatavinsarvam suyodhanabalam nrpal

“Your complete victory, O son of Prtha, your matchless achievements,
and the dominion you have achieved over the whole earth are all due to the
protection of Narayana. Because you have the inconceivable Nar@yana in
your heart, you have become an Adhvaryu for pouring multitudes of kings as
libations on the blazing fire of battle. This Krsna was your great sacrificial
ladle resembling the ali-destroying fire that appears at the end of the yuga.
Duryodhana, with his sons, brothers and kinsmen was much to be piued
inasmuch as, moved by wrath, he made war with Hari and the wielder of
Gandiva (i.e. Arjuna). Many sons of Diu (i.e. demons), many foremost of
Danava, of huge bodies and vast strength, have perished in the fire of Krsna's
discus like insects in a forest conflagration. How incapable, then, must
human beings be of battling against that Krspa, — human beings who, O
tiger among men, are destitute of strength and might. As regards Jaya (1.e.
Arjuna), he is a2 mighty yogin resembling the all-destroying yuga-fire in
energy. Capable of drawing the bow equally with both hands, he is alwaysin
the vanguard of the fight. With his energy, O king, he has slain all the troops
of Suyodhana.”

The reference to Krsna as Narayana, the intermediate form of the
Supreme Divinity who contains the worlds within himself at the ead of a
cosmic period (kalpa), suggests, according to Biardeau, a symbolic link
between his various tricks and stratagems and his divine powers as master of
yoga (yogesvara).37 Finally, the deference shown to him is also revealing
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since, "it is in this manner that the teachings of the Bhagavadgita are put into
practice, and we witness heroic warriors renouncing the glory of battle. Theyv
fought truly for the dharma and not for themselves" 38

1P, Lat, The Mahabkarata of Vyasa (Delki: Vikas Publishing House, 1980), p. 8.

2 We have already drawn attention to the association in the Indian context with the "law of the fish”
cquivalent to our "law of the jungle,” a premonition that the big fish will soon start eating the Little fish.

3 Biardeau, "Zrudes de mythologie hindou (V),” in Bullerin de Utcole francuise d'Exiréme Qrieng 65
(1978): 223. In the MahIbhdrata itself, this dilution of responsibility is justified in the conversation
between Death and GautamI with Killa and the Fowler and the secpent. Cf. XIIL1.1f.

4 Bhisma is the soa of Samtanu by the goddess Gangl who is cursed by the sage Vasistha to endure an
earthly existence as an expiation for the celestial folly of stealing the cow of plenty.

5 Biardeau, Annyugire 85 (1976-77): 183.

6 “Kim v miwh sa vaigunydd, Andba eva bhavisyati”. 1.100.10. We sense a touch of irony in the earlier
epithets — Dhrtaristra was hardly blessed with mabdbbiga. In addition, it may be noted that Dhptardstra
is pot the deserving victim through any favlt of his own, but must pay the price for “the fault of his
mother and the wrath of a sage™ — maturdosild rseh kopdd (1. 61.78).

7 Biardeau, "Erudes (IV)" p. 223,

8 Dumeézil claims that DhrtarSstra and Pigdu are, in fact, the respective incarnations of the pre-vedic gods
Varuga and Bhaga, and that Vidura is the incarnation of Aryaman (cf. Mythe et Fpopée ], p. 136).
However, this is not born out by the facts of the story itself. Dhtarfistra is an incarnation of a gandharva

king.

9 This is the first of a traditional three-part division of the Mahiibharata. The other two are war (yuddha)
and the eventual victory (faya) of the new dharma that rises out of the ashes of the old world order, (cf.
1.54.19). This bringing of a new dharma by the avadlra could only result in the inauguration of a new
krtayuga, probably symbolized by the reign of Pariksit. Of course, the Puranic tradition locates the
Mah3bhrata war at the junction of the dvipara and the kaliyuga. But how can the avatdra inaugurate 2
kaliyuga? Biardeau has made an extensive analysis of this issue.

10 suithankar, The Meaning of the MahJbhirata, pp. 44-45.

11 Craitanya, The Mahibhirgra, pp. 184-185.

12 Biardeau, "Erudes (V)" p. 104,

13 1bid, p. 105.

14 1bid, p. 103. The salvivic tone is suggested by the parallel she finds between the death of Siiupila,
particularly the manner in whick bis tefas “salutes” (vvand) and is "abserbed” (vivesa) into Krsna prior
to the ceremony (11, 42.23-24), and tize absorption of the worlds into Krsna described in chapter 11 of

the Bhagavadgitd

S ernmas. Es3 Pancilardjasya; sutaisd sriraguttamd; Pincdli Pindavilnetdn; daivasrstepasarpati.
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16 The second game is symbelically required to provide for a "remnant” to ensure the reaaissazce of the
world and of the dharma Cf. Biardeau, Agougire 80 (1971-72): 132,

17 Biardeau, "Erudes (V)" p. 206.

18 Biardeau points out that from the point of view of the Kaurava, the Pindava are the sacrificial victizms
that have been released instead of being killed, Cf, Annyaire 80 (1971-72): 130,

19 giardeau, "Erudes (TV).” pp. 206-207 and "Erudes (V),” pp., 101-106.

20The deva and the asura were both fathered by Kasyapa, the asura being the older brothers (cf. 1.60.33;
111.34.58).

2poth the rijasdya and the dicing have their counterparts heralding the ultimate demise of
Duryodhana/Kali. Thus the goharana or cattle raid — also an integral part of the rdjastiya ceremony —
will result in the bumiliation of Duryodhana in Book IV. Cf, Agnuaire 86 (1977-78): 152. The eveats of
the dicing will be re-caacted during the mace duel between Duryodhana and Bhima in Beok IX. This
time, however, Duryodhana is the one who fights alone while Yudkisthira is represented by Bhima who
wins by a single “throw™ of the mace — also involving a ruse, Cf, Annuaire 90 (1981-82): 147,

22 Madeleine Biardeau, Le Mghibhirata 1 (Pasis: Flammarion, 1985), p. 206.

23 may be noted that he also has zllies in the underworld in the form of Ullpi, davghter of the king of the
snakes — he has a child by her (1.206.34); and he has mastered the gandhbarva (in a night banle with
Citraratha, king of the gandbarva, who gives bim a clairvoyant power — 1.158.40).

249 Madeleine Biardeau, Le Mahabharata 1T (Paris: Flammarion, 1986), p. 138.

25-Qnthe contrary, Satyaki — whose name denotes the totality of things — is that aspect of the presence of
Krsna in the Pandava camp by which he prepares for the renewal of the world and of the dharma by

protecting 2 ‘remnant’ of human existence. Bhurisravas on the other hand, is a Kuru, grandson of a
younger brother of Samtanu and son of Somadata” Cf. Biardeau, Annuaive 86 (1977-78): 145,

26 Biardeau, Annaugire 90 (1981-82); 151.

27 Because of this falsehood, Yudhisthira's chariot, which bad always floated a few inches above the
ground, now cormes down 1o the earth,

18 Biardeau, “Erudes (TV),” p. 252,
29 Chaicanya, The MakJhhirata, pp. 444-445.
30 Biardeau, Annupire 86 (1977-78): 143.

31 The first curse denjes him the brahmanic power and the second takes away the royal powers he obtained
from Duryodharna (and later also from Jarisamdha).

2 Biardeau, "Etudes (V),” pp. 174-175. Dumézil regards this combar involving the son of the Sun and the
son of Indra as the earthly twransposition of the old myth where Indra himself triumphs over the Sun by
"tearing off” or "stealing” or "sinking” one of the wheels of his chariot. Cf. Dumézil, Mythe et Fpopee ],
p. 137.

33 Biardeau, Annyaire 89 (1980-81); 249,
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34 The avabbriba meztioned by Krsna here is the final tath uadergone by the person performing the
sacrifice.

35 Biardeau, Annvaire 84 (1975-76): 171-2.

36 g may also be noted that, although supporting the Pindava as a result of a wise decision by Arjuna,
Krsga has already seexn to it that his gopi Nirdyana army will fight — highly successfelly as it turns out
— on the side of the Kauravas.

37 ¢, Biardeau, Anqugire 87 (1578-79): 150.

38 Biardeau, Le Mahabharata 11, p. 321.
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V — Purusakara

The evidence so far presented would suggest that Daiva has a
number of aspects depending on the perspective taken. On the one
hand, Daiva is the eternal rhythm of the Supreme Divinity
(purusottama, Krsna as primal God or adideva) in his socio-cosmic
role as regulator of ihe wvarious classes of mobile and immobile
creatures (carZcara; sthanujangama). For example we are told at
V.66.12-13 that:

kalacakram jagaccakram yugacakram ca KkesSavahj
armayogena bhagavanparivartayate nisaml|

k3lasya ca hi mrtyosca jangamasthavarasya ca
iSate bhagavanekah satyametadbravimi te||

"The blessed Kesava (= Krsna) ceaselessly drives the wheel of
time, the wheel of the Universe, the wheel of the yuga in a ceaseless
round by means of his own yoga. What I say is the truth. The Lord
alone governs time and death, and the mobile and immobile
creatures.” The world is kept in motion by the great Mahayogin “as if
in play" — kridanniva (V.66.10), and the rise and fall of human
societies are part and parcel of the eternal mahdyoga that governs
the various phases of time. From this perspective Daiva and Kala
(cosmic time) are one, although, from our limited vantage point, the
mechanics of the procuss must remain 2 mystery. All we see are the
effects in terms of the progressive "fall® of the old society and its
values to the greed and ambition of evil kings, symbolized by the
asura who banish the gods and their values (Yudhisthira as king
Dharma) to the forest wilderness, i.e. to the outer peripheries of the
human world.

Significantly, adbarma is not a product of tyranny (Duryodhana
was generally loved by the citizenry of Hastinapura), but is fostered
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by a reversal of the traditonal functional relationships of soctety.
Instead of fulfilling their leadership role as kings and protectors, the
ksatriya are seen to abandon their responsibilities for Lives of parual
renunciation (e.g. Bhisma) or pleasure (e.g. Pindu). Brahmins such
as Drona and Asvarthaman also deviate from their appeinted role by
employing their spiritual energies for the accumulation of material
wealth and to achieve supremacy in the art of weaponry, both
traditional preserves of the ksatriya.

On the cther hand, a significant shift occurs when the matter is
viewed from the level of the avatira, i.e. from the perspective of the
divinity engaged in the affairs of the world. The same passage
(V.66.8, 11, 14-15) reveals that while Krsna could reduce the world
to ashes with His manas (i.e. as the Mah3yogin He could easily
erase all thought of the world from His consciousness), He now acts
as if to confuse the world (lokam sammobayanniva), giving the
impressicn of a powerless peasant (kinasa iva durbalah) and using
the Pandava as a "cover” (satram). In this manner, He is able to
deceive the worlds with His mayayoga (vadcayate
lokZnmayayogena).

This kind of behavior follows from the fact that the role of the
avatara 1is a human one. As Krsna points out to the sage Utanka, he
1S a human being (manusa ) among other human beings and must
therefore think and act like any other human being (XIV.53.16-19):

yada tvaham devayonau vartami bhrgunandanal
tadZbam devavalsarvamacarami na samsayahi|

yada gandharvayonav tu vartam: bhrgunandanal
tadZ gandharvavaccestah sarvascestami bhargava||

nagayonau yada caiva tadZ vartami ndgaval
Yyaksaraksasayonisca yathavadvicaramyahaml||

manusye vartamiane tu ..|
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"When, O descendant of Bhrgu, I live in the order of the geds,
then [ quite naturally act in every respect like a god. When, O
descendant of Bhrgu, I live in the order of the gandharva, I act in
every respeci like a gandharva, O Bhargava. When [ hive in the order
of the niga, or in that of the yaksa or the riksasa, or in the crder of
humanity, I must act accordingly." With no purpose to achieve in the
human sense (VI.2522/BG.3.22), he nevertheless works tirelessly
behind the scenes to shape the course of events. In most accounts he
accomplishes this by means of may3, that is, he plays upon the
natural propensity of buman beings to misrepresent the real facts of
existence. This term maya is not always used in the sense of illusion,
but it does imply that human beings are generally ignorant of the
roles they are called upon to play upon the stage of life. This leads 10
the mistaken belief that the only lines they have to follow are the
ones wrilten by their own desires and inclinations. In fact, however,
these desires and inclinations are strings in the hands of the Supreme
Puppet-master (V.39.1; V.156.15). As Krsna himself explains the
matter to Arjuna (VI40.61/BG.18.61):

iSvarah sarvabhGtinam hrddeSerjuna tisthati|
bhramayan  sarvabhitani yantrarddbdni mayaya)|

"The Lord abides in the heart of all beings, Arjuna. He makes all
beings turn by his mayz [as if] mounted on 2 machine." Living
beings do not act by virtue of their own power (svavasaz ) but at the
behest of the Lord (XIV.3.1—2); they have no volition (kZmata ) of
their own but function with their minds coantrolled by Me
(mayabhibhGtavijdana) (I11.187.22).

Krsna himself is a product of this maya (cf. VI.26.6/BG.IV.6),
but he is also the supreme mayavin, the master magician Wwith the
power to chart the course of human events by creating subtle shifts
in the perceptions and awareness of those around him. These
perceptual and mental tricks are most commonly described by the
terms yoga and upaya. The darkening of the sun is an example of
his ability to create a perceptual illusion (sammoha) by transforming
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the appearance of a natural phenomenon. He even has to warn
Arjuna in advance (VII. Appendix I, No.16.10) to: make sure you
dont imagine that the sun is really going down (vyapeksi  naiva
kartavya gato'stamili bkaskarah)., These powers are also evident in
the creation of thousands of separate forms of Arjuna and Krsna on
the battlefield that sow confusion among the samsaptaka warriors
(VII.18.11-13).

The power of truth (satya) is preferred by Krsna in commanding
the resuscitation of the dead Pariksit, killed in the womb of his
mother by AS$vatthiman. This truth command is accomplished
through an exchange of energies; the energy of the Brahmastra
weapon that killed him is withdrawn and replaced by the tejas of the
infant king, which is seen to illuminate the room as it returns to his
body (XIV.68.18-24; XIV.69.1). Truth is clearly a more potent
instrument that is used in cases involving a permanent change in the
natural order. A similar example, this time involving a transmutation
of energy, is the conversion of the destructive energy of the vaisnava
weapon of Bhagadarta into a victory garland on Krsna's breast (VIL
28.17-18). The means employed are not mentioned in this case,
although it is clearly the result of 2 magical power of some kind.

The terms ma3ya and upaya both convey a semse of subterfuge,
ruse or magical trick that sows confusion or turmoil in the opposing
camp. In some cases this may be nothing more than what we might
consider a shrewd sense of human psychology or, as the epic puts it,
a knowledge of place and tme -- desakala (eg. XIL79.31;
X11.297.16). “"Skill in acton is yoga" (yogah karmasuv kausalam),
says Krsna in the Bhbagavadgita (2.50). As with so many of these
ruses, the Bhagadatta case also raises 2 moral issue, the issue here
being whether the violation of Krsna's prior commitment of non-
participation in the battle is justified by the need to save Arjuna’s life.
Here too, the conditions of place and time form the critical element.
As Bhisma explains to Yudhisthira (XI1.79.31-32):

bhavatyadharmo dharmo bhi dharmadharmavubhavapi

93



kiranaddesakdlasya desakilah sa tadrsahl|

maitrdh krorani kurvapnto jayanli svargamuitam:m]|
dharmyih papani kurvanlo gacchanli paramam gatim|}

"Dharma becomes adharma, and adfarma becomes dharma
according to the conditions (kZrana) of place and time (desakala).
Such is the power of place and time (i.e. in determining the character
of human acts). Even by doing acts of cruelty friends have reached
the highest heaven (svarga). Even by doing sinful acts good people
have achieved the highest state.” The course of the dharma is subtle
indeed.

Finally, the intrusion of daiva may also be observed through the
eyes of the protagonists themselves as an outrageous fortupe that
thwarts their most cherished desires, or the source of an agonizing
choice that immobilizes or destroys them. This is most clearly
apparent in the case of the blind king Dhrtarastra. As the war
progresses, the mounting Kaurava losses appear to him as a superior
fortune opposed to reason and human voliticn. Four types of bartle
sitwation have been noted by Dumézil:

1. Whenever a great warrior of his army falls or fails, he sees
such misfortune as proof of the overriding power of an opposing
destiny: otherwise, how could such a man be vanquished? 2. In
contemplating total defeat, a massive retreat of his army, the
proof is of a similar nature: were it not for destiny, how could
such troops, well-armed, well trained and commanded as they
are, give way? 3. In judging a ‘train of blows' where his side is
merely checked, this is proof once again: without destiny, why
would success and failure not be evenly divided? 4. When, in
seeking to explain this inequality in the effects, he is forced to
concede an inequality at the level of cause, in other words that
in all areas the Pandavas are superior to his army, this is again
proof: natural law is flawed from within, with respect to the very
resources and relations of protagonists who should be equal (in



terms of their birth, education, technical know-how), and are

. not.!

Dumeézil represents the blind king ¢s the incarnation of the vedic
god Bhaga, the traditional distributor of the “shares" (bhigd, bhdgya,
bhagadheya) allotted to each man and woman at birth. As such, he is
an ambiguous figure, associated, on the one hand, with unjust
chance (batha® — the "blind Bhaga" of classical mythology — and,
on the other, with love and marriage and general good fortune
(phalguna, the spring marriage month is “"bhagadaivara”, i.e.
bestower of conjugal felicity). This ambiguity is expressed,
according to Dumézil, in the division of the king's life into an earlier
period marked by the disastrous events leading to the death of
Duryodhana, and the post-war period marked by his reconciliation
with the Pandava and with his own past.’

There is no ambiguity about his growing troubles through most
of the action, however, leading to an endless litany of complaints
against cosmic justice as he becomes more and more convinced that
he is the victim of an opposing daiva. The modern reader would be
more inclined to agree with Samjaya in tracing his difficulties to a
weakness of the will, a failure to take action where action is due.
Although the blind king has the eyesight of insight (prajaacaksu), he
is unable to exercise it. As he admits (V.156.4-6):

distameva param manye paurusam capyanarthakam|
yadaham  janamanopi  yuddhadosanksayodayan||

tathapi nikrtiprajiam putram durdyutadevinami
na Saknomi niyantum va kartum va hitamatmanahi|

bhavatyeva hi me sita buddbirdosanudarsini]
duryodhanam samasadya punah sa parivartatej]

"It is fate (dista) that is superior in my view, and man's efforts
(paurusa) are of no value. While I fully realize that the evils of war
will bring destruction, I cannot restrain my deceitful son who
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cheated at gambling nor act in my own interest. My mind (buddii)
does indeed see that it is wrong, O bard, but on encountering
Duryodhana, it goes into a spin.”

Duryodhana is clearly the very opposite of bis father. Driven by
hatred of the Pandava and an unbridled will to power, he knows
exactly what he wants and is determined to spare no effort to see his
ruthless ambitions fulfilled. His references to daiva 1in the days of
Pandava ascendency (e.g. 1.192.10; 1II43.30; II44.1) are an
expression of despondency and frustration at the growing fortunes of
his cousins who have not only thumbed their noses at all his evil
schemes, but married the Pafcila princess, gained half the kingdom,
and made themselves masters of the world to boot. Sakuni reassures
him by telling him not to worry about the good luck (bhiagadheya) of
the Pandava but to trust in Sakuni's own superior knowledge of the
dice (aksesvabhijidta). In judging the subsequent course of events,
Yudhisthira himself looks vuwpon the game as the product of an
uncompromising daiva which cannot be avoided, even at the
prospect of losing all. His predicament is rooted in what he sees as a
categorical imperative imposed by 2a conflicting dharma of filial
obligations and duties imposed by an ill-conceived vow.$

These differences in response to individual circumstance suggest
that the problems of epic characters in relation to their fellows and to
the society and world around them are the product of complications
and contradictions inherent in their own being. Although not
acknowledged in so many words, there is a sense that daiva is often
a function of character (Sila; svabh3va). Bhisma, for example, tells
Yudhisthira (XII.172.11):

svabhaviadeva samdrS$ya vartamanah provrttayah|
svabhavaniralaf sarvah paritapye na kenacit|

"When I consider that the propessities for action (i.e. pravrtti in
contrast to mivrtti) proceeding from nothing but nature (svabhava)
are all determined by nature (svabhava ), I am not tormeanted by
anything." According to a statement by Vyasa, this character (5ila) is
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fixed at birth (II1.5.10), a view supported by the absence of any
notable case of a jivanmukta (one who becomes enlightened during
the course of life) in the epic® On the other hand, as Klaes and
Chaitanya have shown in the cases of Yudhisthira, Karpa, and
others, there 1is clear ewvidence of character development, the
realization of the potentials of a person contained, in germ, at birth.

Given the countless occasions for frustration or impotence
before the weight of opposing circumstance in the Mahabhdrata, it
might seem surprising that human beings are given any credit at all
for what happens in the world. Nevertheless, we discover that the
human estate is privileged with an agency free enough not only to
choose their own ends with respect to kama (sensual and aesthetic
pleasures), artha (material security and well-being), dharma (virtue)
or moksa (liberation), but also the means to achieve them, fair or
foul as it pleases them. Most importantly, it provides the all-
important opportunity for spiritual advancement (XI[.286.31-32):

candilatvepi manusyam sarvatkd tata duclabham|

iyam hi yonih prattama yam pripya jagatipate|
atma vai Sakyate tratum karmabhih subhalaksanaih||

“The status of humanity is exceedingly difficuit to obtain, even
that of an outcast (candzla). For the foremost of births, O lord of the
earth, is that by attaining which the soul (aZuman) can be rescued by
pure acts.," This suggests that, in contrast to the instinctual
determinisms of lower life-forms, a human embodiment offers at
least some potential for initiative and self-determination.

This is not, however, to suggest that there is free will in the
modern sense, for it is abundantly clear that for the epic author, and
for Indian tradition generally, it is not the so-called "will" of the
empirical self (jiva) that is free but the self-realized transcendental
self or atman. The empirical self can, at best, ideatify with particular
motives, cast its lot with them, and, to that extent, "will" them. But
this so-called "will” is only the instrument of an entity whose true
freedom is effectively blocked by its identification with the various
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dispositions and impulses that collecuvely consttute what 1is

. subjectively experienced as "I" (ahamkara) and objectively described
as "person” (purusa). The great problem of human life is precisely
the bondage (vbandh) of this will, a fact that may explain why, as
R.N. Dandekar has noted, “the theoretical question as to whether the
human will is free or not does not seem to have particularly bothered
a Hindu."¢ This may also explain why epic Sanskrit has no term to
express the "free will" of an embodied self.

Significantly, this state of bondage is not traced to any moral
transgression but to an epistemological “fall" into ignorance
(avidyd). This process of self-forgetting is outlined by one of the
brahmins accompanying the Pandava in the Kamyaka forest, — the
very name of which is associated with kima = desire (II1.2.63-68.
See also VI[24.62-63/BG.2.62-63):

sadindriydni visayam samagacchanti vai yad3
tada pradurbhavatyesam ptrvasamkalpajam manabh||

mano yasyendriyagramavisayam prati coditam|
tasyautsukyam sambbavali pravritiscopajayate||

tatah samkalpaviryena kamena visayesubhih|
viddhah patau lobhagnau jyotirlobhatpatamgavat]]

tato vihdrairzharairmohitasca visdm pate]
mahamohamukhe magno natmdnamavabudhyate|l

evam patati samsire rasu tasviha yonisu|
avidyakarmatrsnabhirbbhramyamano tha cakravat||

brahmadisu trpaotesu bhitesu parivartatel
jale bhuvi tathzkase jayamanah punah punah||

"When the six senses (indriya) are focused on their respective
objects (visaya), the mind (manas), prompted by habitual modes of
thinking (pdrvasamkalpa = 'the ordered thoughts of the past’), is set

. in motion. With the mind provoked in this manner by the various
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objects of the senses, desire (utsukya) is born and action (pravritf) is
initiated. Then, with the desires (kima) stmulated by the arrows of
the sense objects and amplified by force of habit, he falls into the
fires of greed (lobha) as a moth falls from its attraction to the light.
Caught up in fun and feasting he finally sinks into the jaws of the
great delusicn (mahamoha), and forgets who he really is. In this
way, he falls into the samsara, spinning about in womb after womb,
his mind afflicted by ignorance (avidyd), karma and thirst (frsnd).
He cycles through the forms of existence from Brahma to a blade of
grass, born again and again in water, on land, or in the air." This is
the path of the ignorant (abudhimam gati) determined by antecedent
conditions, in contrast to that of the wise who delight in freedom
(vimoksarati), freedom being defined as free of love and hatred
(ragadvesavinirmukta).

Freedom may be 2 major casualty of this epistemological fall but
it i1s not entirely obscured or obstructed at the level of humanity.
Nonetheless, there is an important distinction between the freedom
of moksa and the humarn powers which allow for self-effort (yatna)
and initiative (purusakira). Moksa is a freedom of being comparable
to what Rollo May describes as essential  freedom in contrast to
freedom of doing. Whereas the latter refers to the genesis and course
of an action the former "refers to the context out of which the urge to
act emerges. It refers to the deeper level of one's attitude and is the
fount out of which ‘freedom of doing' is born. Hence, I call this
second kind of freedom essential freedom."? Modern talk of freedom
tends to focus on freedom of doing but the term is often so loosely
employed that William James even argued for its abandonment. He
complained that: "Nowadays, we have a soft determinism which
abhors harsh words, and, repudiating fatality, necessity, and even
predetermination, says that its real name is freedom; for freedom is
only necessity understood, and bondage to the highest is identical
with true freedom."? Rollo May compares this ambiguity to "a flock
of white butterflies bestirred in front of you as you walk through the
woods: rising in cluster they flit off in an infinite number of
directions."? Paul Ricoeur comes closest to the crux of the issue
when he asks: “Where is freedom? In the removal of all
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dependency? In the lack of determination? In the anxiety of
choosing oneself? Or does it coincide with the discovery and
understanding of an inner necessity, deeper than any choice and any
kind of autonomy? In a word, does the highest degree of freedom
consist in the surging up of an absolute power of choosing or in the
love of fate?"!10

From the epic point of view, the essenuial freedom of moksa is
the summum bonum and final end of all life. But it is not unul the
advent of human life that the necessary powers of right effort (yatna)
become available as an essential (though clearly not a sufficieat)
condition for its accomplishment. Freedom of doing emerges as a
potential only with the advent of powers that can override the
instinctual determinisms of the animal world. Recognized among the
most important of these powers in the epic is the ability to choose
between the moral order of the world (dharma) — recogmzed
through external prescription or inner imperative — and a life of
unbridled self-indulgence, seeking refuge in desire (kZmamasritya)
(V139/BG.16.10). The great majority of humans show little promise
of spiritual advancement. Dependent on other forces (paritantra) like
lumps of clay (XII.277.19) they are worthless (aihsara) as the pith of
the banana-plant (XI1.287.16). Even the wise (prdjdiz) engaged in
spiritual practices (abhydsa) are compared to blind men who finally
succeed in moving about their own house (XII.287.18).

We must postpone more detailed discussion of this important
issue until Chapter IX. Suffice it to say that the necessary conditions
of moral choice include an ability to discriminate between “right”
and “"wrong" actions (however defined) and the power to choose the
preferred alternative. An "ought" must imply a "can." This principle
is implicitly acknowledged in the epic by the fact that it is the actor
himself or herself to whom the moral responsibility — in the form of
the fruits (phala) of the action — is assigned. It would be the greatest
hoax (vipralambhoyamatyanta), says Yudhisthira (II1.3226), if acts
were fruitless. The connection between act and fruit is the guarantor
of the entire structure of vedic morality, the whole edifice of the
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dharma with its duties and rewards. He 1is, nevertheless, forced to
admit (vv.33-34) that:

karmanamuta punyinam pdpinim ca phalodayah|
prabhavascapyayascaiva devagubyani bhamini|

natani veda yah kaSciomuhyantyatra praja imdih)
raksyanyetdni devaniam gUdhamay3d hi devatdh||

“The distribution of the fruits of acts, both good and bad, their
origin (prabhava) and disappearance (apyaya), are mysteries of the
gods, my angry wife. Nobody knows them, these creatures are in the
dark about them, they are guarded by the gods, for the mayd of the
gods is a dark secret." Note the use of the same term as that used in
the mythology to describe the creation and disappearance of the
cosmos (prabhavapyayau. cf. p. 25).

Beyond the incipient freedoms that constitute the mysterious
inner sources of human action itself is the ability, once action has
been initiated, to overcome the resistances of the world that thwart
the realization of human purposes. These resistances, experienced as
daiva, may include the untoward results of past behaviour (such as
the daiva that plagues the life of Dhrtarastra) as well as natural
impediments such as cold and heat, rain, hunger and thirst (cf.
V.75.8-10). It is this drive to succeed that constitutes purusakira (or
paurusa), a term that suggests, etymologically, the power to realize
(Vkr = to make) something human (purusa), that is to say, to effect a
result in accordance with one's desires {or will). In effect, purusakara
has a more limited sphere of application than daiva to the extent that
the latter may intervene at any stage in the genesis and course of an
act; in determining the purpose or end soaght (e.g. I1.45.54), in
deciding to act or not to act (e.g. I[.67.3), in the choice of alternative
courses of action (e.g. I1.72.8-11), and as an untoward interference
in the production of the result. Purd;akz?m. on the other hand, is
normally restricted to describing the instrumental capacity to realize
one's purposes in the form of an external worldly event. In the
vocabulary of freedom it is the freedom to enjoy the fruits of action
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in accordance with the inner pressures of organic life covered by the
term kiama (desire).

The respective roles of divine and human agency impinging on
the individual from his inner and outer environments would thus
include destiny (connoted by terms such as daiva; distz;
iSvaranirdista; vidhi;, bhavitavyam; vidhatrvihitam, etc)), chance or
Iuck (connoted by terms such as bhatha; yadrccha;,  bhagadheya;
bhagya, samgati, etc.), and various powers attributable to human
self-deterwrination and initiative (collectively represented by a
variety of terms whick include purusakara; paurusa; purusartha;
purusaprayatna; mdnusya;, utthapma; vyayama;  iha; svaceglita,
svakarmata, daksya; vyavasaya, etc.)). Together, these are the three
determinants  (fraidha) of any successful human endeavor or the
three doors to worldly success (lridvaramarthasiddhr). They are
reviewed by Draupadi as follows (II1.33.30-32):

sarvameva hathenaike distenaike vadantyuta
purusaprayatnajam kecittraidhametannirucyate||

na caivaitvatz karyam manyanta iti capare]
asti sarvamadrsyam tu distam caiva tatha hathabh)
drsyate hi hathiaccaiva disticcarthasya samtatih|

kimciddaivadhathatkimcitkacideva svakarmatah|
purusah phalam3pnoti caturtham natra karapam|
kusalah pratijananti ye ltattvaviduso janah||

“There are those who hold that everything is done by chance
(hatha), those who hold that it is fate (distz), and those who hold that
everything springs from human effort (purusaprayatna). These are
called the three determinants (traidhz). But there are others who
think that this is not emough to account for what happens (karya).
But we cannot really determine whether it is chance or fate that
brought it about; for we only see the causal conmnection of events
(samtati), springing either from chance or fate. Some comes from
destiny, some from chance, some from ome's own doing
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(svakarmatZ); and it is thus that a man gets the fruit; there is no other
causal factor (karana), so profess capable men, wise in first
principles (tatrva).”

Krsna enumerates the following three marks of action in
response to Bhima (V.75.8-12):

sumantritam supitam c¢a pyayalascopapaditam|
krtam manusyakam karma daivendpi virudhbyate||

dalvamapyakrtam Kkarma paurusepa vihanyatel
Sitamuspam tatha varsam ksutpipdse ca bharata|

yadanyaddistabhavasya  purusasya  svayamkrtam|
tasmadanavarodbasca vidyate tatra laksanaml||

lokasya nagyato vritah pandavanyatra Karmanah)
evambuddhih pravarteta phalam syadubhayiavatai|

ya evam Kkrtabuddhih sankarmasveva pravartate]
nasiddhau vyathate tasya na siddhau harsamasnute||

"However well intended and conducted and however effectively
carried out (ayzayata = according to rule), human action (karma) may
be opposed by fate (daiva). On the other hand, some activity
(karma), or something left undone by daiva, may be salvaged by
buman effort (paurusa) — like cold and heat, as well as rain, hunger
and thirst, Bharata. And again, an action personally undertaken by a
man with the right wunderstanding may not be impeded by fate
(dista). These are known as the [three] distinguishing marks
(laksana) of action. Action (karma) is the only way of creating an
effect (vrtta) in the world, O Pandava, and the smart man (buddhi)
will carry on fearlessly, whatever the result (pbala) may be. One who
has come to realize this (krtabuddhi) will perform action without
being discouraged by failure or overjoyed with success (siddhi)."1l
The successful realization of human purposes in the world is subject
to the interplay of the various causalities of self and other, here
designated as human effort and fate. Chance as a third ingredient is
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not menticned, presumably because it would complicate matters and
contribute nothing to the main purpose of the discourse — which is
to prompt a change of attitude on the part of Bhima.

Krspa is thus in substantial agreement with Draupadi that human
beings have certain powers of their own for realizing their desires in
the world., Their respective triads both recognize the fact that
purusakara is impeded or assisted by a complex web of causality
already operating in the world (samsara) out there. Tampering with
this intricate fabric can affect the world and ourselves in an
unforeseen manner. When the attempt to realize our desires fails, as
is often the case, the advice of Krsna is to accept the situation with
equanimity. This, of course, calls for a rather different sort of
capacity within human beings, the power to effect a change of
attitude rather than circumstances. Is this also purusakara?

In contrast to this position is the claim that the very notion of
agent (kartr) is an erroneous one, implying the demial of purusakara.
This position is typical for the privileged few who enjoy the essential
freedom of release (moksa) from the conditions of the world.
Questioned by Yudhisthira as to whether or not the agent is the doer
of an action, Bhisma quotes the “good" asurz  Prahlada, advising
Indra as follows (XI[.215.17-18):

yastu KkartZramaiminam manyate sadhvasadhunol|
tasya dosavad prajiia svamurtyajieti me matifhl|

yadi syatpurusah kartd S$Sakratmasreyase dJdhruvan|
drambhastasya sidByeranna ca jatu parabhavet||

"Whoever believes himself to be the author of acts good or bad
suffers from an erroneous understanding, indeed is the very epitome
of ignorance in my opinion. If, O Sakra (= Indra), the person were
really the agent, then all those acts undertaken for his own benefit
would certainly be crowned with success, and none of them would
ever come to grief." He then goes on to argue that it is not the agent
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(karty) but svabbiva (inherent nature) that is responsible for the fruits
of acuon (XI[.215.24-27):

karmanam visayam Krtsnamaham vaksyami tacchrnul|

yatha vedayate Kkascidodanam v3ayaso vadag|
evam sarvini karmadpi svabhivasyaiva laksanaml||

vikaraneva yo veda na veda prakrtim param|
tasya stambho bhavedbilydnndsti stambhonupasyatah

svabhavabhavino bhavansarvineveha niscaye]
budhyamanasya darpo va madno va kim Karisyati||

"I will instruct you in full on the subject of action (karma ). Now
listen! Just as a crow eating some food causes it to be known [to
other crows] by the sound it makes, all our acts are an expression of
nature (svabbdva). He who does not know the highest state of nature
(prakrti) but only her transformations (wikira = the forms of the
world) becomes stupefied in consequence of his ignorance [literally
his childlike perplexity]. But he who is capable of understanding that
everything here is really the result of nature (svabhbiava) is never at a
loss. In consequence of one's certain conviction in this respect how
could one ever be affected by pride or arrogance?”

From this perspective, there is no agent since all the effects that
we know as the world, including the effects of human action, flow
from the nature of things (including what we label as character in
human beings). The word svabhava is used as a generic term that
describes the inherent tendency for any being or thing to express its
owa inner nature. Just as it is the nature of the sun to shine, so it is
the nature of 2 particular human being to express his desires and
purposes in action. There is no agent with a liberty of indifference
between acting in one way rather than in another.

This emphasis on the inner life may also be observed in another
discussion of the three elemeants (including the element of chance).
The interest in this case ceaters on the substitution of plrvakarma
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(previous acts), for the more concrete term purusakara (human
initiative). After voicing the belief that (V.156.14):

na hyeva karta purusah karmanoh sSubhapapayol|
asvatantro hi purusah kédryate daruyantravat|]

"A man is not the agent of his good and evil deeds: he is
helplessly manipulated like a wooden puppet (yantra)," Samjaya
adds (V.156.15):

kecidisvaranirdistah kecideva yadrcchaya)
purvakarmabhirapyanye traidhametadvikrsyate||

“Some people are fated (amirdista) by the Lord, others by chance
(vadrccha), others by previous acts (plrvakarma). It is this triad
(traidha) that is being torn apart." A link is thereby established
between past and present action on Wwhich any doctrine of karma
must be based, the implication here being that even purusakara isin
some way fated by the habituval patterns of behaviour we would call
character.

Review of discussion on these matters in the epic clearly shows
that a certain freedom of manceuvre is acknowledged with respect to
activities that have little to do with essential freedom of being or
moksa. These include the power to choose among a variety of
secular and spiritual goals of life falling under the general headings
of sensual/aesthetic satisfaction (kZma), personal security and well-
being (artha), moral striving (dharma) and commitment to achieving
the final beatitude of moksa (freedom of choice), the capacity to
realize these aspirations by taking the inittative (purusakara or
freedom of doing) and, last but not least, the ability to accept or
reject the moral imperatives of conscience and community in so
doing (moral freedom). Significantly, the respective values attributed
to these goals appears to divide fairly consistently between those
firmly attached to the conditions of this world and quite content to
seek happiness in the satisfaction of their desires, and those
committed to severing the bonds of attachment to the things and
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beings of the +world (samsaraz). This i1s evideat throughout the
Mahabharata, but particularly in the Sdntiparva and, most notably, in
the Bhagavadgita (VI. 23-40).

A prime example of this dichotomy is the differences of view
among the Pandava themselves revealed at the conclusion of the
R3jadharma section of the Santiparva (XIL161.1-48). They are
returning home from their first visit to Bhisma who lies dying on the
field of Kuruksetra when Yudhisthira suddenly asks the question
(XIL.161.2):

cdharme ciarthe ca kime ca lokavrttih samahit3)
tesam gariyankatamo madhyamah ko laghusca kahl|

"The course of the world depends upon dharma, artha (material
and psychological well-being) and kama (sensual pleasures, but also
desire). Which among them is the most important, which the second,
and which the least in importance?” Not surprisingly, Vidura argues
for the supremacy of dharma. By this he does not mean the
socialized rules of caste or stage of life (varnasramadharma) but the
inner values and artitudes essential to a meaningful life of spiritual
accomplishment (@rmasampada). He emphasizes 2 mix of orthodox
and bhakti values such as scriptural study (bahusrutya), asceticism
(tapas), self-surrender (tyaga), faith (Sraddha), the performance of
sacrifices  (yajfakriyz), forbearance (ksam3), purity of heart
(bhavasuddhi), compassion (daya), truth (satya) and self-restraint
(samyama). He is the mouthpiece of tradition (ucyate = "it is said
that") in concluding that (XIL161.8):

dharmo rajangunasrestho madhyamo hyartha ucyate|
kamo yaviyaniti ca pravadanti manisinah||

“It is said, O king, that dharma is the best in point of merit, that
artha 1is the second, and that kama is said by the wise to be the least
significant.”
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As a man of action rather than reflection, it is only natural that
Arjuna would support the arthavan (v.8), the king who cherishes his
dependents with objects of enjoyment and chastses his foes with the
rod of punishment (danda). The world is a field of action
(karmabhimi), and it is artha that constitutes the sum and substance
of all acts (karmanimavyatikrama). Without a social order (fra)
based on artha, there would be no dharma or kZma (v.11). Nakula
and Sahadeva also agree that artha must be pursued in a firm and
vigorous manner (drdham kuryadyogairuccavacaih), but they add
the important caveat that it must be based on dharma. They thus
adopt the middle position that (XII.161.26):

dharmam samacaretpirvam (athartham dbharmasamyutam|
tataff kdmam caretpascatsiddhirthasya hi tatphalami)

"The first to be practiced should be dharma followed by artha
based on (the principles of) dharma. Pleasure (kZma) comes only at
the end, for it 1s dependent on the successful accomplishment
(siddhartha) of the other two."

At this point we are jolted out of our orthodox comfort with what
looks like a defence of sensual pleasure (kZma) by Bhima who is, of
course, the embodiment of the impetuous force and passions of the
wind (Bhima = Vayu). This turns out to be a false alarm, however,
when we realize he has shifted the focus of debate from the notion of
kima as a goal of life (i.e. a purusartha) to the more penetrating and
vital truth that (XIL.161.28):

nakamah kamayatyartham nakamo dharmamicchati|
nakamah kamayano'sti rtasmatkimo vVisisyate||

"Without desire (kZma i.e. in the sense of motivation), one
would have no desire for worldly prosperity (artha). Without desire,
one would have no wish for dharma. One destitute of desire has npo
wish fer anything. It is for this reason that kZma is superior." He
points out that the very rsi engaged in austere razpas in the forest are
prompted in their activities by kama, not to speak of more ordinary
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folk engaged in the mundane tasks of life. Everyone in this world is
driven by desire and (v.33):

nasti  nasinnabhavisyadbhUtam  kimidrmakatparam|
etatsaram mahardja dbharmdrthavatra samsnraul|

"The man or woman beyond the reach of desire is not, was, and
never will be seen in this world. This, O king, is a fact. Both dharma
and artha are thus based on desire." It is the very source (yoni =
Literally the "womb") without which the various activities of the
world would no longer be seen (n2 vividha lokacestd drstah) (425*).
From these very valid premisses he draws the conclusion that (v.38):

dharmarthakamah samameva sevya
yastvekasevi sa naro jaghanyah
dvayostu daksam pravadanti madhyam
sa uttamo yo niratastrivarge||

"Dharma, worldly prosperity (artha) and pleasure (kima) should
receive equal attention. The one who attends to only one of them is
an inferior person. He is said to be mediocre who devotes himself to
two of them. But superior is the one who attends to all three." This
conclusion is illegitimate in that he shifts the focus back to the sense
of kdma as a goal of human activity (the word trivarga implies the
notion of purusartha regarded as a triple system).

In spite of these obvious deficiencies, however, the passage is
important in providing the foil for the response of Yudhisthira in
what follows. He has long been caught between the need to protect
the legitimate rights of the family and 2 sincere conviction that war is
an upmitigated evil. This conflict is the source of his constant
inclination to abandon the kingdom in favour of a life of
renunciation in the forest — which has been denied him under the
dharma of the warrior prince (ksatriyadharma). It is thus easy to.
understand why he would wish to break the bondage of desire. In his
opinion (XIL.161.42):
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yo val na pdpe mralo na punye
niarthe na dharme manujo na kame)|
vimuktadosah samalostakdncanah

sa mucyate duhkhasukharthasiddbeh||

"The man who is not attached to good or evil deeds; the one
who is not attached to artha or dharma or kama, who is free of all
faults, who looks equally at gold and a clod of earth, he 1s liberated
from all worldly ambitions that are productive of pleasure and pain.”
Interestingly enough, Yudhisthira uses the very buddhist-sounding
term nirvipapard — supreme extinction (of all desires) — to describe
this state of being. For him, the state of emancipation (moksa ) is the
best of all possible worlds. From this perspective we are all governed
by divine decree (vidhi) (XII[.161.45-6):

etatpradhanam na tu Kamakdro
yatha niyukto'smi tatha carami
bhitani sarvami vidhirniyunkte
vidhirballyaniti vitta sarvel|

na  karmanapnotyanavapyamartham
yadbhavi sarvam bhavatiti vittal
toivargabinopi hi vindate'rtham
tasmadidam lokahitaya gulyam)||

“This [view] is the best. We cannot do as we please. ] act as I am
bound to act. All creatures are governed by divine decree (vidhi). All
of you should realize that this divine decree is the greatest influence
(1.e. 1n our lives). What is unobtainable can never be had by means
of acts. You must realize that everything happens as it is meant to
happen. Artha is only really uvnderstood by one who is free of the
triple system (of the purusartha). This is indeed the invaluable secret
of the world." We must discover what subtleties of interpretation are
hidden in these divergences.
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VI — Pravrtti and Nivrtti

It is apparent that Bhima and Yudhisthira represent contrasting poles of
the epic spectrum of values. On the one hand, there is the man firmly
anchored in the affairs of this world for whom fulfillment consists in the
satisfaction of his desires; on the other, a troubled soul committed to escape
from what it regards as an impossible burden. Biardeau goes even further in
depicting these two personalities as "the two extreme values that command
the cyclical 'history’ of the universe. Creation occurs to allow individuals to
crave for moksa, and to ensure the continuity of that process, the world of
kdma should be kept constantly recurring through alternating cosmic days
and nights (the cosmic nights being equated to the yogic sleep of the
Purusottama at the highest level, or of Narayana between two kalpas)."! As
advocate of the world of kdma, Bhima would be a natural ally and sponsor of
a desire-driven freedom of doing (purusakara), while the more reflective
Yudhisthira might be more conscious of the unfreedom inherent in the very
nature of human desire.

This contrast of values is reflected in religious practice by an important
distinction that runs through the epic between the pravrtidharma, based on
the injunctions and social rules contained in the ritual sections of the vedic
corpus and the Dharmasastras, and the nivritidharma advocated in the
Upanizads. The former governs the lives cf the vast majority of epic
humanity desirous of the various worldly or heavenly rewards of the samsara
— all of which are necessarily temporary since they are conditioned by time
(kalaparimane). The nivrttidharma — involving the abandonment of all
ritval and social obligations (samayasa)-— is proposed for those seeking a
permanent solution to the problems of human life in the form of liberation
(moksa) from the eternal round of birth and death (samsara).

The conflicting injuxictions of the Veda in this respect were clearly the
source of a considerable amount of confusion and misunderstanding in epic
times. As Vydsa himself must concede, they constitute something of "an
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enigma" (gahvara) for most people (XI1.233.4). And his disciples, including
his own son Suka, find it necessary to ask why the Lord would sanction two
dharmas leading to such radically different states of existence (XII. 327)?

As might be suspected, the reason lies ultimately in the yogic nature of
the cosmic process whereby the Supreme Divimiy emerges from His
mahasamadhi 1o create a new world system at the beginning of each kalpa.
The pravrttidharma is thus the human counterpart of the active phase of the
Supreme Divinity in the form of Brahma (the creatoer) and Vispu (the
preserver). The sacrificial system on which it is based is a form of
generalized reciprocity designed to keep the three worlds with their various
orders of being in a state of good order and prosperity. The aivrttidharma, on
the other hand, corresponds to the destructive phase of the pralaya during
which the Supreme Divinity returns to a state of quiescence. It is the human
equivalent of the reabsorption of the outgoing cosmic energies (pravvrt = to
go forth), expressed at the microcosmic level in the form of kama (here
neutralized by the withdrawal of samy3sa).

The bhakti-inspired Narayaniya section of Santiparva legitimizes these
two religious paths in the mythological history of two groups of celestial
sages (surarsaya), seven of whom, — the so-called vedacirya (preceptors of
the Veda) — are associated with the pravrtzidharma, while the remaining
seven — the moksasastracarya (preceptors of ihe scriptures on Liberation,
probably referring to the Upanisads), are associated with the nivrttidbarma
(X1I1.327). First among created beings (they are all mind-born sons of
Brahma3), the seven vedZcarya are immediately faced with the issue
(XI1.327.37): how should the enatire system of worlds be upheld and keptin
operation (lokatantrasya krtsnasya katham karyah parigrahah)? Since
Brahma himself had no answer to offer, they all decide to seek the guidance
of Narayana in His unmanifest form as the Mahapurusa (i.e. the Supreme
form of the bhakti divinity). But they first have to get His attention (He is,
after all, engaged in perpetval samadhi ). This they do by performing tapas
for a thousand celestial years on the northern shores of the Ocean of Milk for
the well-being of the worlds (lokahitZrthina) (v. 39).

113



Their devotion (iradhanakamya) has the desired effect. The Lord
assigns each a cosmic function and orders a sacrificial system in which each
level of being agrees to offer a share (bh3ga) of the sacrificial offerings to
the level above in exchange for a share in the general well-being that results.
Brahma is established as the master (gurv ) and grandsire (pitamaha) of all
the worlds (X11.327.46). The gods receive their respective marks of authority
(adhikdra) in exchange for the dedication of their sacrificial offcrings to
Narayana (v.47). Owing to their propensity for action (pravrtu), these gods
are granted the possibility of temporary enjoyments only (a@vrttilaksana =
marked by return. i.e. to embodied existence in the samsara ) (v.52). These
enjoyments include a share in the sacrificial offerings associated with the
sacrifices performed by human beings (v.54). Significantly, Narayana also
promises that (v.55):

yo me yath3 kalpitavdnbhagamasminmahakratau]
sa tatha yajiabhagarho vedasitre maya kreah||

"I will accord a share (bhdga) to whoever gives Me a share of these
great sacrifices, (as stated) in the Vedasttras."

In this manner, the deities become the custodians of the world system,
and they are supported in this work by the sacrificial activities of mankind.
Each level of being supports the other and enjoys the [temporary] fruits that
the higher level is able to bestow (vv.56-58). Everyone eventually gets back
the equivalent of what he or she gives up in the sacrifice — a parallel to the
repunciation (samy3sa) involved in the nivrttidharma (and a perfect model
for a karmic theory of retribution in Which one reaps what one sows). On the
other hand, such an arrangement does not appear to offer any freedom for
creatures to choose their own way of life, at jeast in a single life. Creatures
are created for different purposes, some for the active path of pravrti
associated with return (Zvrtti), and some for the path of nivreti — leading to
a permanent state of beatitude (X11.327.68):

yo yatha pirmito janturyasminyasmim$ca karmani)
pravrtiau va nivritau va tatphalam so'snute'vasah||
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"Different creatures have been created for different rypes of work. But
whether on the path of pravrets or on that of nivrrtd they have no control
over what happens.” The gods themselves are granted control over the acts
of creatures (karma) as well as over their path (gati) and span of life (kala
aZyumsi) (v.72). In the last analysis, it is the Lord Himself who reserves the
nivrttidharma  for those whose dharma is the indestructible path
(gatimaksayadharminam), i.e. the path which yields fruits that are
indestructible. Atthe same time He creates the pravrtzidharmato give variety
to the world (krtva lokasya citratam) (v. 88).

In practice, as Vy#sa explains to his son Suka in an earlier passage
(XI1.233), the two dharmas were established to cater to the great diversity of
need and aspiration among human beings, most of whom are caught in a
predicament they are unable to understand, let alone resolve. He replies to
his son's questioning as follows (vv. 6-9):

dvavimavatha panthanau yatra vedah pratisthitah)
pravrttilaksano dharmo nivrttau ca subhasitah||

karmana badhyate janturvidyaya tu pramucyate|
tasmatkarma na kurvanti yatayah paradarsinabh||

karmanajayate pretyamirtimansodasatmakabh|
vidyaya jayate nityamavyayo hyavyayatmakabhl|

karma tveke prasamsanti svalpabuddhitara narah|
tena te dehajalani ramayanta upasate||

“These are the two paths upon which the Vedas are based; the duties
(dharma) characteristic of pravrtti, and those based on nivrtd that have been
so well expounded [i.e. in the Vedas]. Through acts (karma — here primarily
in the sense of ritual activity), 2 living creature is bound [i.e. to a life of
unfreedom]. By means of knowledge (vidyZ), however, he is liberated. For
this reason, clear-sighted yogins never perform [ritual] acts (karma). The
result of acts is rebirth after death with 2 body composed of sixteen elements.
Through knowledge, however, one is reborn into that which is eternal,
immutable and imperishable. There is, however, a class of persons of the
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very lowest intelligence whose needs are satisfied through acts. In
consequence of this they are trapped in a ceaseless dance of [different]
bodies.”

The path of nivrets is here associated with knowledge (vidya), and leads
to a state of existence and experience very different from the path of acts
(v.11-14):

karmanah phalamapnoti sukhaduhkhe bhavabhavau|
vidyayd tadavapnoti yatra gatva na socati|

yatra gatva na mriyate yatra gatva na jayate|
najiryate yatra gatvi yalra gatva na vardhate||

yatratadbrahma paramamavyaktamajaram dhruvam]|
avyahalamanayasamamrtam caviyogi cal|

dvandvairyatra na badhyante minasena ca karmana)
samah sarvatra maitrasca sarvabhitahite ratah||

"The results that flow from acts consist of pleasure and pain, of
existence and non-existence. By knowledge, however, one attains to a state
of being from where there is no occasion for grief; from where there 1s no
chance of death or rebirth; from where there is no possibility of growing up
or growing old; the highest state of that Brahm3a which is unmanifest,
deathless, secure, unrestricted, above the reach of pain, of the quality of
nectar, inalienable; where no one is bound by the pairs of opposites
(dvandva) or troubled by mental agitations. Persons in this state look at
everything with an equal eye and revel in friendship and goodwill to all
beings." While he is not explicit about the role of human initiative
(purusakira ) in choosing one path over the other, Vyasa does suggest that it
is somehow linked to what constitutes the source of action itself (v.20):

sacetanam jivagunam vadanti
sa cestate cestayate ca sarvam|
tatah param ksetravido vadanti
pravartayadyo bhuvanadni sapta||
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“They say that it is the gunas of the conscious individuality (jiva) that
acts and causes all bodies to act. Those acquainted with the field of reality
(ksetravid) recognize that beyond the conscious individual is He who keeps
the seven worlds in motion (pra v'vrr)."

We compare this response, given to a brahmin (Suka), with Krsna's
response to a similar question by Arjuna, a ksatriya with caste duties that
preclude the traditional vedic samy3sa according to epic tradition. Vyisa's
commentary on the respective merits of action (karma) and knowledge
(vidy@) is in response to his son's perplexity over the conflicting vedic
injunctions to act (kuru karma) and to "abandon" action (fyaja karma)
respectively (XII.233.1). Arjuna too is puzzled by the fact that
(VI27/BGS.1):

samyasam karmanam krsna punaryogam ca Samsasi|
ydcchreya etayorekam tanme brihi suniscitam||

"On the one hand you praise the renunciation (samyasa) of actions,
Krsna. And then again also yoga . Please make it clear to me which of these
two 1s the most beneficial?" Krsna, too, had introduced the idea of a twofold
dharma as early as the second chapter of the Bhagavadgita (v.39) by drawing
a distinction between the samkhye buddhi and the yoge [buddhi]. In the
introduction to his commentary on chapter 3, Samkara specifically relates
these two paths to the nivritidharma and the pravritidharma, respectively.
However, in contrast to Vyasa (and much to the discomfirure of Samkara),
Krsna specifically comes out in favour of the yoga of action — karmayoga,
over karmasamyasa (V1.27/BG.5.2).

samyasah karmayogascanihsreyasakaravubhauj
tayostu karmasamyasat karmayogo visisyate||

“The abandonment of action and also yoga both lead to the highest
bliss; but of the two, karmayoga is favoured over karmasamyasa." This
change of emphasis has to do with the reversal of Upanisadic values brought
about by the bhakti attempt to extend the prospect of salvation to all classes.
As we have already seen in the case of sacrifice (yajda), this involved
extending many of the traditional vedic notions. As Chaitanya puts it, "The
concepts of all the systems are closely studied; but because of their
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insufficincies [sic], they are radically transformed, deepened in meaning,
integrated into 2 unitary system of great stability, a world-view to which the
most advanced modern thinking in a multiplicity of fields becomes a foot-
note. Vyasa's Purusha and Prakrti are not the Purusha and Prakrti of
Samkhya; his Karma is not the Karma of the Mimamsakas; his Yoga is not
the Yoga of Patanjali. His treatment of the four ends of human existence
(purushartha) is radically new."2

We see this here in the case of karma. The action advocated by Krsna is
no longer undertaken for the satisfaction of personal desires but for the
welfare of the world (lokasamgraha) (VI.25/BG.3.25) and the benefit of all
beings (sarvabhutahita) (V1.27/BG.5.25). Krsna has nothing but scorn for the
kiamatma, the person dominated by attachment to pleasure and power
(bhogaisvaryaprasakta) (V1.24/BG.2.43-44). In contrast to the traditional
ritual goals of progeny, prosperity, heaven etc., the practice of karmayoga is
extended 1o any action undertaken in a spirit of non-attachment to the results
(V1.24/BG.2.47-48). What must be sponsored in the sacrifice (yajia) is not
personal gain, but the ecological cooperation of the gods (deva) responsible
for the administration and good order of the revolving cycle of life
(pravartita cakra) (VI25/BG.3.16). What is taken from the natural
environment must be returned. Only a thief enjoys the gifts of the gods (i.e.
the bounties of nature) without oifering anything in return (V1.25/BG.3.12),
and the person concerned oaly with his own sense pleasures (indyarima)
lives in vain (VI25/BG.3.16).

This preliminary extension of the vedic notion of karma as yajioa is
broadened considerably in the pext chapter to include the entire gamut of
religious practices (V1.26/BG.4.24-33). Krsna thus rejects all notion of a
physical abandonment of action, pointing out that action is part and parcel of
embodied life (VI.25/BG.3.8) and vital to the very existence of the world
(V1.25/BG.3.24). However, while all ritual and caste obligations constitute a
duty (VI.40/BG.18.9), the actions themselves must be surrendered to the
Lord (VI.25/BG.3.30; VL.34/BG.12.6; VI40/BG.18.57). Performed in this
spirit, Krsna says (VI26/BG.4.23), the various activities of life simply melt
away (karma samagram praviliyate).

118



In this manner, Krsna 1s able to transform action itself into a form of
non-action  (renuaciation-in-action) analogous to the traditional
karmasamyasa (renunciation-of-action) of the upanisadic aivrttidharma —
reserved for the traditional brahmin samayasin in the epic or for the ksatriy«
at the very end of his active life (exemplified by Dhrtar3stra in Book XV or
by the Pandava brothers themselves in Book XVII). According to Hiriyanna:
"The negative way of aivrtti still continues to be more or less the same as 1t
was originally, but the positive one of pravriti has become profoundly
tarnsformed [sic] by the incorporation in it of the essence of the other..,.What
particularly marks the later conception of pravrtui as distinguished from the
earlier, is the total exclusion of self-interest from it. It does not aim at merely
subordinating the interests of the individual to those of the community, or of
any other greater whole to which he may be regarded as belonging, but their
entire abnegation."? Furthermore, all the activities of life (dictated by one's
varnaSramadbarma ) performed in this spirit now become a legiimate
s@dhana. Indeed, they are transformed into a form of worship of the Lord
(V131/BG.9.27):

yat karosi yadasnasi yajjubosi dad3si yat|
yat tapasyasi kaunteya tat kurusva madarpanam|

"Whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you offer, whatever you
give, whatever tapas you perform, O son of Kunt, do this as worship of
Me." In 2ll he wills and does, Arjuna must henceforth be totally subservient
to the Lord.

This higher form of karmayoga — dubbed by the later bhakti
commentators as bhakliyoga — is characterized by Krsna as the greatest of
all secrets (sarvaguhyatamam) and My supreme word (paramam vacah)
(V1.40/BG.18.64; cf. also V1.31/BG.9.1). The true samnydsin is no longer
confined to the brahmin who ritually abandons his ritual obligations for a life
of mendicancy (VI128/BG.6.1), but is open to anyone Wwho is
karmaphalatyagi (V1.40/BG.18.11), i.e. one who abandons the fruits of
action (or one who abandons both action and its fruit according to certain
commentators). The way of salvation is opened to all, including women,
vai$ya, and even s@dra (VI.31/BG.9.32). All classes can reach perfection
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(siddhi) by performing their own line of work (svakarma) (V1.40/BG.18.45-
46). Even the greatest of all sinners (papakrttama papebhyah sarvebhyah)
can cross over all sin with this raft of wisdom (jdznaplava) (V1.26/BG.4.36).
Indeed, "all actions in their entirety, O Partha, culminate in wisdom" (sarvam
karmiakbilam partha jiizne parisamapyate) (V1.26/BG .4.33).

In this manner, the ksatriyadharma itself — war at its most violent,
including the sacrifice of oneself on the field of battle — is promoted to 2
legitimate way of salvation (moksa). Conduct that would otherwise lead to
bondage and grief (as Arjuna had earlier feared), is transformed into a means
of liberation from bondage. The author is no longer soiled by such behaviour
since his actions are consumed by the fire of wisdom, (jAZn3gnidagdha) (VI.
26/BG.4.19). Biardeau comments:

We are far from 2 sanctification of violence pure and simple, even if the
result is the same. In effect, it is not enough that violence be a sacrifice
for it to be justified and fully salvific for its author. It must also be
completely detached. The king is the representative of the supreme
divinity, thus a form of avatZra on earth, who must watch out for all that
threatens the dharma. His violence is exclusively in the service of the
dharma, that is to say of the only order capable of safeguarding the

integrity of the three worlds and their place at the center of the universe.
On this condition, which implies perfect devotion to the Lord of bhakti,
his violent acts do not soil him, since he seeks no fruit for himself. Here
we leave the orthodox world of the Manu-smrti which 1s still the world
of kama, of egocentric desire. One sacrifices because one desires a
certain persenal good, albeit only heaven after death. It is this link
between the act — karman — and the fruit reaped by its author that
must be broken.4

But this transformation of social values is only the surface reflection of
what is bappening to Arjuna on the psychological plane. Arjuna’s
despondency and confused babbling over his dharma point directly to the
source of the problem, his identification with that part of himself which
derives from the material element of his personality (prakrti in the form of
his present incarnation as the body, senses and mind of Arjuna). This leads
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him to regard his ksatriyadharma, viewed as 2 means to the enjoyment of
kingdom and power (bhogaiSvarya), as an unmitigated disaster for all
concerned. Krsna is particularly disturbed by Arjuna’s brief {lirtation with
the idea of abandoning his responsibilities by enjoying the life of a beggar
(V1.24/BG.2.5). He knows that Arjuna cannot exchange the battlefield of life
for 2 mendicant existence. "Better the performance of one's own dharma,
though deficient, than the dharma of another well-performed,” Krsna warns
him on two occasions {(VI.25/BG.3.35; VI.40/BG.18.47). But he understands
too, that Arjuna will get up and fight (ucthistha bhirata ) only when he
realizes the real truth about himself.

What this real truth is has been a subject of continuing debate down the
centuries in both India and in the West. We favour the visistadvaita reading
of Ramanuja, since we find that, by and large, his commentary better reflects
the form and content — and certainly the spirit — of the text than, for
example, the advaitic interpretation of Samkara.5 Arjuna’s predicament is
directly related to his state of embodiment, since embodiment necessarily
involves "a fall into the flowing stream of the gunas” (gunapravahapatita)
(RBG.13.4). As a result, says Ramanuja, his natural omniscience (i.e. as a
spiritual entity or Atman) becomes veiled (avrta) by a kind of trick of the
mind (dehatmabhimana), and he begins to relate to the things and beings
around him with false notuons of "I" (ahamkira) and "mine" (mamata)
(RBG.3.16)5 In short, he identifies with that part of himself that derives
from the material element of the personality (prakrti) in the form of his body
(Sarira), senses (incriya) and mind (manas). This identification is reflected in
language when he says (idenufying with the body), "I am hungry:” or
(identifying with the seases) "I am blind;" or (identifying with the mind) "I
am happy, sad, angry" etc. (RBG.13.1). The person (i.e. the embodied being
as a composite of spirit and matter — purusa and prakrti) thus becomes
subject to desire {(kama ; raga), hatred (dvesa), fear (bhaya), anger (krodha)
and other false feelings that prompt him to engage in egocentric activities
(kamyakarma) resulting in pleasure (sukha) and pain (duhkha) and the
formation of unconscious drives or archetypes in the mind (vasanz,
samsk3ara).
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These traces (pada = lit. "footsteps”) of the past prompt further activity
leading to similar situations in the future, perpetuating a vicious cycle of
birth and death (cf. RBG.5.15; 7.20; 13.21; 15.7 etc.). In this manner, desire-
prompted karma becomes the motive force that drives the entire wheel of
samsZra and constitutes the main cause (pradhanakarana) of the blatant
inequalities (visama) of embodied existence (RBG.4.14).

The most unfortunate effect of this veiling of the natural light of the
atman 1is that it estranges the resultant personality from its own vital source
and makes it impossible, without outside assistance, to escape this abject
state of delusion (moha). It also veils the fact that the Universe itself is the
Body of the Supreme Divinity (dramatically demonstrated in the eleventh
chapter), who is also the inner Self of all sentient (cit) and insentient (acit)
things and beings. Although, in fact, inseparable from the Lord Himself,
"He" is not part of "his" self-understanding. Arjuna can thus have no
experience, or even conception, of the unsurpassable bliss (niratisayasukha)
of communion with Him. What Arjuna needs is, first, the basic facts about
his own real nature (introduced at VI.24/BG.2.12-30) and then some
direction or path that would lead him to the experience of Brahman
(brahmanubhava or brahmabhiya), the supreme goal of human existence.
This is the main topic of the Bhagavadgita. In the meantime, however, he has
no inkling that his own ksatriyadharma — now seen as a recipe for disaster
— can serve as a legitimate s3dhana that provides a far better means of
escape from his abject condition than the mendicant life, provided he is able
to reverse the mind's attention and attachment from the prakrti (i.e. the
habitual extrovertedness of the mind through the senses to their objects) to
the atman itself,

The sitvation he has brought upon himself through karma can thus be
undone through other forms of karma (karmayoga and bhaktiyoga) based
on self-knowledge (Ztmajizna). God Himself can be attained only through
the higher form of karma known as bhaktiyoga (introduced by Krsna at
BG.6.47 according to Ram3anuja). Arjuna must first wake up to the vanity of
the world and change the direction of his life by abandoning all goals but
that of liberation (moksa). Krsna mocks the vedavadaratha (V124/BG2.42),
i.e. the person who delights in the Vedic formulz for securing worldly fruits
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(bhogaisvarya). He exhorts Arjuna, “aistraigunyo bhavirjuna "
(V1.24/BG.2.45),1.e. be free of the realm of prakrti and its gunas, {free of the
play of opposites (dvandva), free of the desire to have and to hold
(yogaksema). Seek the drman alone in all you do! Arjuna must be introduced
to 2 way of transforming himself from an indriyarima (V1.25/BG.3.16).1.e.
a person attached to the objects of the senses (including his kinsmen in the
opposing ranks) to an Jtmaratf, i.e. one who revels in the atman
(VI.25/BG.3.17). This way passes through the destruction of ahamkira and
all sense of possessicn (mamat3) that goes with it, by progressively shedding
the illusory identity with the body-mind-intellect complex, and with the
senses and their objects. These modifications (vikira) of the prakrti are
owned by God alone (i.e. as His Body), not by any egocentric self.

Having made this initial change of focus, the actual practice of
karmayoga can begin in earnest. For once Arjuna has accepted moksa alone
as the goal of life, the worldly ties to action (such as war in his case) will
tend to weaken by themselves. He will be less inclined to fret about who
wins and who loses, who lives and who dies. The very shift of goals will
initiate and facilitate the readjustment of attitude with respect to the conduct
and outcome of the war. However, since desire in any form is a form of
bondage (even the desire for moksa ), Krsna adds the significant warning
that: to work alone is your right, never to its fruits (karmanyevadhikaraste
ma phalesu kadacana) (V1.24/BG.2.47). Arjuna has no choice but to play his
pre-ordained role on the stage of life. However, he can play it in one of two
ways. He can identify completely with the role he has been given and panic
about the outcome. This is 2 recipe for bondage. Or, he can play it as "he" is
in reality, the atman, free of involvement with the role. This is the way of
knowledge and freedom from bondage.

He cannot immediately follow this advice completely since he has only
an intellectual understanding of his true nature at this stage (provided by
Krsna at VI24/BG.2.12-30). However, the very attempt to do so is a
sadhana, a means of weakening the unconscious drives of the mind (vasani),
and hence of removing the causes of his present state of ignorance (avidy3)
about himself. However, Krspa (according to Ramanuja) has little faith in the
ability of the human species to pull itself up by its own purusakira and,in
the final analysis, the sublimation of these energies into knowledge is the
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work of the Lord Himself. Ramanuja comments that, “one who strives to
conquer the senses with the weight of his own exertions (svayatna) and
without fixing his mind on Me in this manner, becomes lost" (RBG.2.61).7
What happens is that (RBG.3.9) "pleased by sacrifices and other such works,
the paramapurusa bestows on him the undisturbed vision of the self
(dtmavalokana), after eradicating the traces (v3sana) of the actions [of the
person] which have accumulated from time immemorial".3

The second line of V1.24/BG.2.47: Be not the cause of action or its
fruit; neither be attached to inaction (m& karmaphalaheturbhir ma te
sango'stvakarmani), is of great significance, both for RZmanuja and for our
main topic. The second part of the line (pada) is simply another warning to
Arjuna against taking the escapist route of false abandonment of action —
the rajasic form of abandonment later criticized by Krsna at VI1.40/BG.18.24.
However, the first segment leads directly to our main issue since it deals
with the ambiguous status of the agent (kartr) in a world (samsara) of
mistaken identity (abhimana). For if the spiritual nature (2tman) is confused
into identifying with the body (sarira), senses (indriya) and mind (manas)i.e.
with the material element of personality (prakrti), who then is the actor
(kartr), and who reaps the fruit of "his" or "her" acts? The warning "Be not
the cause of action and its fruit” is, in fact, the first hint of the truth of the
matter, which Krsna progressively reveals in the following chapters where
He points to the prakrti (nature) or to svabhava (character) as the source of
all desire to act in the samsdra.’

The first clear statement appears at VI1.25/BG.3.27 where He says:

prakrteh kriyamanani gunaih karmani sarvasah|
abamkdravimdhatma kartzhamiti manyatej|

“All actions without exception are performed by the material qualities
of nature (guna ). Deluded by the sense of T' (ahamkara), the atman thinks, T
am the actor' (kartr)." Commenting on this verse, RamZnauja defines
ahamkara as “the mistaken notion of T' in regard to the prakrti which is not
the thing denoted by 'I' (anahamarthe prakrtau aham iti abhimanah)." The
actor is thus not the Ztman but the qualities (guna) that make up what we
would regard as the personality of the individual, derived from the material
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element of the human composite (i.e. the prakrti ). So powerf{ul is this belief
in one's own personality that even the man of knowledge (jidnavan) is

forced to follow the dictates of the v3sand and confront ais two enemies of
love and hatred (ragadvesau). As Krsna points out: irving creatures follow
their nature (prakrti). What use 1is there to fight it (prakrtim yIati bhucani
nigrahah kim karisyati (VI25/BG.3.33)? And these inner drives have
nothing to do with the Lord Himself, siace (VI.27/BG.5.14):

na kartrtvam 02 xarmani lokasya srjat prabhu|
na karmaphalasamyogam svabhivastu pravartate||

“The Lord of the world is responsible neither for agency (kartrtva), nor
the work performed (karma), nor for the link between work and its results
(phala). It is the character (of a person = svabhdva) that is responsible.”
Ramanuja explains (RBG.5.14-15) that, “kartrtva, karma and phala have
nothing to do with the intrinsic nature of the dtman (atmasvariipa) but are the
result of unconscious drives (v@sand) arising from the mistaken identity
(abbimana) of the atman, on account of the entanglement (samsarga) with
prakrti 1in the form of gods, men etc., born of a karmic inheritance
(pirvaplrvakarma ) stretching back to beginningless time." In effect, the
various embodiments of the duman act out their natures (svabhava) as a
direct result of this accumulation of inherited tendencies (v@san3) leading to
further activities (karma) in a perpetual cycle of error as follows (RBG.5.15):
"Knowledge is veiled (Zvrta), that is to say, contracted (samkucita) by the
accumulation of previous karma opposed to knowledge, contracted in this
manner in order that the sZdhaka might reap the experience of his own fruits
(svaphalznubhava). As a result of this karma, which forms a veil over
knowledge (ja@anavaranaripena), union with the bodies of gods etc. and
delusion (moba) in the form of the false ideatification (abhimana) of the
Ztman with these bodies is produced. In this manner, there arise the vasanas
of the false identities of the 3tman, and the vdsanas in favour of karma
suitable for them. From these vasanas arise the mistaken identity (abhimana)
of the atman with that which is contrary to it [viz. the body], and the
performance of karma ." And so the cycle is perpetuated.
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However, since these agents uluumately belong to the transcencent Lord
who owns them as His Body, the ultimate seat and source of all action must
be in Him alone (as the Inner Self and Controller of all beings). Krsna
therefore makes the further suggestion (VI.25/B(G.3.30) that Arjuna free
himself of all anxiety over the battle by surrendering all actions to Me with a
mind [identified with] the auman (may1 sarvani karmam
samnpyasyatmacetasa). In effect, the sadhana proposed by Krsna is an
attempt to reverse the focus of the mind through abandonment of the three
most important causes of bondage, the sense of agency involved in the action
(kartrtva), the action itself (karma) and the fruits (or ends) of the action
(phala). The ratonale for this is briefly summarized by Ramanuja in his
commentary on Krsna's remarks at VI40/BG.18.4. The first part of the
teaching is designed to eradicate the sense of doership (I do) in the action by
attributing the source of all activity to the guna or to their ruler who is the
Lord Himself. Thus:

sarve§varekartrtvanusamdhanenatmanahkartrtatyagah
kartrtvavisayastyaga||

"Abandonment (fyaga) of the sense of agency (kartrtvavisaya) is
abandonment [of our own idea] of ourselves as an agent by attributing all
agency to the Lord." The second part of the teaching is designed to eliminate
the sense of ownership (mamat2) in something that can only belcng to the
Lord. Thus:

madiyaphalasadhanataya madiyamidam karmeti karmani
mamat3ya paritydgah karmavisayastyagah||

"Abandonment of the activity itself (karmavisaya) is the complete
abandonment of the sense of possession (mamatz) with respect to the action,
thus abandonment [of the idea] that this action belongs to me and is the
means (sadhanatz) for the realization of my own ends (phalz).” Finally,
abandonment of the ends (phala) should involve the notion that:

karmajanyam svargadikam phalam mama na syaditi
phalatyagah|
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“The fruits (phala) that result from action such as heaven and so forth
should not be mine. These results should be abandoned.” The results clearly
belong to the Lord who resides in the heart of all beings (sarvabharinam
brddese tisthati) (V1.40/BG.18.61).

In this manner, the practices and techniques proposed by Krsna together
constitute a sophisticated programme of "deconditioning” designed to
introduce Arjuna to his real self, i.e. to his Zrman which exists in an
inseparable relation (aprthaksiddhi) to the Lord Himself. As he progressively
detaches himself from his identification with the material constituents of his
nature (i.e. with the prakrts and its guna ), he will begin to act in the world in
the knowledge that it is not "he" that is really acting, that “the guna act
among the guna " — guna gunesu vartanta iti (VI.25/BG.3.28). These guna
will certainly compel him to act in the world (VI1.40/BG.18.59-60). But with
a being that has, to a large extent, been purified (atmasuddha) of the visans,
he will henceforth express the quality of saztva in his actions and fight
without attachment in total submission to the avatara (VI40/BG.18.23).

In place of the traditional practices that constitute the pravrttidharma —
the desire-prompted rites and activities (k@myakarma) that keep the world in
being (albeit at the cost of entrapment in the cycle of the samsira ) — Krsna
thus substtutes a2 new dharma of unattached action (naiskarmya) leading to
liberaticn from the cycle of rebirth (moksa). The principle of samayasa
(abandonment) is internalized by taking it out of its traditional
varpasramadharma context and building it back into the individual psyche as
a set of attitudes by which all the fuactions of life and society must
henceforth be undertaken. The traditional opposition between pravrtt and
nivreti is resolved by linking the goal of liberation (moksa) to the active
principle. In doing this, however, the individual must abandon the autonomy
he possesses within the traditional pravritidbarma (i.e., actions prompted by
desire leading to bondage). The embodied being is a unity of purusa and
prakrti (with the Lord Himself in the "heart"), but all action is associated
with the gunas or modes of the prakrti, the driving force of the personality.
He is thus unable to fulfill the ends of his true individuality, the Zrman who
must experience the effects of his conduct and character in the form of
pleasure and pain. His real goal is the Supreme Divinity in the heart (hrdi)
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who permits (anumanta) all action 1o take place, although he does not know
this (since his consciousness is veiled from the truth), — cf.
VI1.35/B.G.13.21-23. This compartmentalized anthropology necessarily leads
to a denial of all agency in human action together with the action itself and
its results. Such conditions hark back to the upanisadic path of aivrtes as
exemplified in the discourse of Vyasa on behalf of his son Suka.

In light of the above coasiderations, we might expect to observe a
tendency for the epic author to extol the merits of human exertion
(purusakara) in the context of the traditional pravrttidharma — 1.e. activities
undertaken in pursuit of the three worldly ends of human existence (the
trivarga of dharma, artha and kama), and ignore it when the perspective
shifts to sages and seers who have already transcended the cycle of the
samsara. Clearly, for one convinced that nirvZnam paramam saukhyam
dharmo’sav para ucyate (XI[.330.16), that "the greatest dharma and the
highest felicity for anyone to attain is extinction of individual consciousness
[i.e. by dissociating oneself from the prakrts]," the very notion of human
agency, a mazajor part of the problem, must be extirpated at afl costs
(VI.35/B.G.13.28-33). And we find that this stance is, indeed, typical of
beings who bave transcended the dualities (dvaadva) inherent in a world of
actors, actions and their fruits.

Most of the noteworthy examples given by Bhisma in the
Moksadharmaparva section of Book XII are taken from stories of demons
(daitya or asura) who attain moksa as a result of reflection on the
adversities of the embodied state (defeat at the hands of the gods in their
case). The result is a stoic resignation before a world that brooks no human
(or demonic) tampering with its ineluctable course, a quietism (mivreti ) of
indifference rather than one of despair. In addition to the case of Prahlada
(X11.215) who, as we have seen, attributes the source of action to svabhiva
("nature” in the sense of inherent character), this position is exemplified in
the views of Namuchi (X11.219), who attributes the happenings of the world
to the Ordainer (Sastr or dhatr), Bali (X11.216-217; 220), who attributes them
to time (k3la) and to chance (batha), and, finally, to the Lord Himself
(prabhu ), and Vrtra (XI1.270-273), who attributes them all to Vispu-
Narayana.
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The example of Namuchi is perhaps the most extreme of an asura
. totally reconciled with his loss of celestial prosperity and powers at the
hands of Indra. A sense of loss and sorrow can have no place when it is clear

that (X11.219.8-13):

ekah Sastd na dvitiyo'sti $asta
garbhe $ayanam purusam $asti sasta
tenznusistah pravanadivodakam
yatha niyukto smi tathd vabamyj||

bhavabhavavabhijanangariyo
Jjanami Sreyo na tu tatkaromi]
asasu dharmyah subrdam sukurv-
anyathd niyukto'smi tathd vabami||

yatha yathasya praptavyam prapnotyeva tatha tathaj
bhavitavyam yatha yacca bhavatyeva tatha tatha||

yatra yatraiva samyunkte dbat3 garbham punah punahj
talratatraiva vasati na yatra svayamicchati|

bhavo yo'yamanuprapto bhavitavyamidam mamal
1l yasya sad2 bhavo na sa muhyetkadacana|

parydyairhanyamanianamabhiyokta na vidyate|
duhkhametattu yaddvesti kartZhamiti manyate||

"There is one Ordainer ($Zstr = "divine lawmaker”) and no second. His
control extends to the human being resting in the womb. Controlled by the
Ordainer, I continue down the path to which I am confined, like water
running down an inclined slope. Though fully cognizant of the merits of both
existence [i.e. as a fiva or embodied soul] and non-existence [i.e. liberated
from this condition] and knowing full well which of the two is to be
preferred, I do nothing [to achieve either of these states]. Leading my life
according to the dharma resulting in pleasure, and also the coatrary [i.e. non-
virtuous activities leading to pain], I go on as I am impelled to do. Whatever
one is to achieve will be achieved and whatever destiny (bhavitavya = that

. which is to be) awaits one is what one gets. Again and again we are placed in
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whatever conditions of birth the Ordainer (dbatr = "the one who bestows") so
wishes without the slightest choice in the matter. But one is never upset if,
having achieved a certain state of being, one is always able to adopt the
attitude that, This is what has to be (bhavitavyam). People are governed by
alternating periods of pleasure and pain. There is only sorrow if one thinks, T
am the agent' (kartr)." And he concludes by saying (XI1219.21-23):

yadevamanujatasya dhataro vidadhuh pural
tadevanubhavisyami kim me mrtyuh karisyatil|

labdhavyanyevalabhate gantavyanyevagacchatil
praptavyanyeva prapnoti duhkhzni ca sukhani ca|

etadviditva kartruryena yo muhyati manavah|
kusalah sukhaduhkhesu sa vai sarvadhanesvarah||

"I will suffer the consequences of whatever the Ordainer (dhatr) decided
before I was born. [Under such conditions] what can death do to me? One
achieves the success that is due to one; one goes wherever one has to go; one
experiences the joys and sorrows that are one’s lot in life. Knowing whatitis
that creates the false impression of agency, a man is indifferent to pleasure
and pain and becomes master of all circumstances."

The asura Bali (now living as an ass in an empty room after losing the
sovereignty of the three worlds) takes a similar position by attributing all
change of fortune to the workings of time (kZzla) and chance (yadrccha), both
of which are really only extensions of the Supreme Divinity. He first warns
Indra not to flaunt his newfound prosperity by reminding him that
(X11217.25):

kalah sarvam samadatte kalah sarvam prayacchati]
kalepa vidbrtam sarvam m3 krthzh Sakra paurusam||

"It is time (k3ala) that gives all and takes all. Everything is ordained by
time. Do not brag about your great manliness (paurusa), O Indra". The new
Lord of heaven is mistaken in attributing what has occurred to his own
doing, since (XI1:217.35-36 and 39):
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naitadasmatkrtam $akra naitacchakra tvaya krtamy
yatrvamevamgato vajrinyadvipyevamgata vayam||

na karmatava nanyesam kuto mama satakrato)
rddhirvapyatha va narddhih paryadyakrtameva tat||

kalzh sthapayate sarvam kidlah pacati vai tathi

"What we have now become, O Indra is not because of anything we
have done. Nor is your present fortune, O Indra, due to anything you have
done. You have doge nothing, O thunderbolt-wielder, by which you are now
enjoying this affluence; nor have I done anything by which I am now
divested of this affluence....It is time that maintains everything, and it is also
time that destroys all things."”

These conditions are subsequently attributed to chance in 2 passage in
which the claim is made that (XI1.217.45):

nzham kartd na caiva tvam nanyah Karta sacipate]
paryayena bi bhujyante lokah sakra yadrcchaydj|

"I am not the agent, — kartr [of acts that appear to be mine]; nor are
you the agent of other acts [that appear to be performed by you], O Lord of
Saci. Itis chance (yadrecha), O Sakra, that governs the worlds."

Finally, however, all agency is attributed to the Lord who controls the
forces of time and of chance (X11.220.84):

nabam kartZ na karta tvam karta yastu sadZ prabhuhj
so0yam pacati k.o mam vrkse phalamivagataml||

"I am not the agent; nor are you the agent. It is the Lord (prabhu) whois
always the agent. Thus it is time (kala bemg synonymous with prab.bu) that
ripens me like a fruit emerging from a tree.”

The evident tension between these two paths is well illustrated in the
story of Vrtra, a well-known brahmin asura who falls foul of Indra’s
ambitions and is eventually killed by him with the help of Visnu and Siva
(X11.272). The account of the spiritual education of Vrtra (the Vrtragita) is

N



first introduced by Bhisma to reassure Yudhisthira (who wishes, as usual, to
abandon his duties for a life of samnyasa) that there will some day be an end
to his tormented life. Since all things in this world come to an end, and even
the cycle of rebirth must have an end, ke is able to tell the king that
(XI11.270.7-8):

udyogddeva dharmajiia kalenaiva gamisyathal|

iSo'yam satatam dehi nrpate punyapapayoh|
tata eva samutthena tamasa rudhyate pi ca||

"Your determination, O knower of the dharma, will pull you through in
time. But always [bear in mind], O king, that the embodied soul (dehi =
Jiva) is never the author of his merits and demerits [resulting from his
activities in the world]. It is from the darkness (tamas = the darkness of
ignorance) that envelops him that these [merits and demerits] take their rise."
This cryptic statement reminds Bhisma of how Vrtra first failed the test of
his guru Usanas (his knowledge being limited at this point to the immediate
consequences of the pravrttidharma ), whereupon he is exposed to the
wisdom of the sage Sanatkumara about the extended wanderings of the soul
(jiva) through the seven world-systems over a period of many kalpa. Most
noteworthy is what he reveals about the role of action (karma; pravrifi) in
this immense spiritual pilgrimage to the abode of Vispu. Whatever the
practices undertaken for this purpose (scriptural study, tapas, sacrifice, etc.),
they are far from useless (as some might claim) since the jiva (XI1.271.10-
12):

bahye cabhyantare caiva karmana manasi sthitahj
nirmalikurute buddhyaso mutranantyamasnute)|

yathd hiragyakartz vai ripymagnau visodhayet]
bahusotiprayatnenamahatitm akreena bil|

tadvajjatisatairjivahsudhyate Ipenakarmana|
yatnenamahatZ caivapyekajatau visudhyate||

“attains the infinite reaches of these higher worlds by relying on external
practices (karma) and acts of mind to purify his (nature) with his own
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understanding (buddhi). Just as a goldsmith, through repeated effort

(atiprayatna), is able to purify the (unrefined) metal by (repeated castings of
the metal into) the fire, the jiva is likewise able, as a result of his noble
activities, little by little to purify himself over the course of some hundreds
of births. Some, with great efforts (yatna) may even succeed in purifying
themselves in the course of a single birth" (see also XII.194.11). Reference
to "purification” probably refers to the elimination of meatal habits (vasand)
that have accumulated from time immemorial, He is thus driven to conclude
that (XI1.271.16):

evam jEtisatairyukio gunaireva prasangisul
buddhya nivartate doso yatnenabhyasajena||

"In this manner, problems (dosa) arising from attachment to the guna
[i.e. to the charms of the material element of the world — prakrti] are
dispelied by the understanding (buddhi) over the course of some hundreds of
births by dint of repeated efforts (yatna)."

Human effort is thus given a role but only in so far as the atman is not
yvet "cleansed" of the inherited tendencies arising out of its false
identification with the prakrti. This emphasis cn the cleansing nature of
noble [i.e. satrvic] acts is a recurrent feature in the epic, exemplified by
Krsna's description of the yogi who “"abandoning attachment (sangam
tyaktvd) performs actions with the body (kZya), the mind (manas), the
intellect (buddhi), and even with the senses (indriya), for the sole purpose of
purification of the ZFtman (atmasuddhi)” (VI.27/BG.5.11; see also
VI40/BG.18.5). In such a case the goal is not self-indulgence (kama),
worldly success (artha), or the practice of dharma for the sake of temporary
relief in heaven or in the next life (with the prospect of further entanglement
in the samsara) but the experience of moksa in the form of inseparable union
with the Lord Himself. Vrtra is thus told that he (XI11.271.28-29):

ekasya viddhi devasya sarvam jagadidam vasej)

nanabhitasyadaityendratasyaikatvam vadatyayam|
jaatuh pasyati jianena tatah sattvam prakasate|
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"should know that this entire universe is under the control of one divine
being (deva). The unity of all the various creatures is implied in this fact, O
prince of demons. A living being who sees this (unity) as a result of wisdom
(jiAZaa) will be imbued with noble qualities (sarzva)". This divine being is the
infinite Visnu, the author of the universe propelled by the wheel of tume
(X11.271.7-8):

Srnu sarvamidam daitya visnormahitmyamuttamam|
visnau jagatsthitam sarvamiti viddhi paramtapal|

srjatyesa mahabaho bhitagramam cardcaram|
esa ciksipate kile kale visrjate punah||

"Listen, O demon, to this complete account [sarvamidam also implies
‘the universe'] of the supreme greatness of Visnu. Know, O scorcher of foes,
that the entire universe is supported by Vispu. It is He who engenders the
teeming throng of mobile and immobile creatures, O mighty-armed one; and,
in the course of time (ke kale), it is He who destroys them, and once again
brings them 1into existence."

This leads to the conclusion that the fruit of all action undertaken in the
embodied state ultimately leads to 2 new self-understanding whereby the
atman shifts its vision from the material embodiznent with which it has long
been identified (deha; prakrts) to Narayana (= Visnu) Himself. The fruit of
all action, as well as the fruit of all renunciatior of action is thus conceived
as Narayana Himself. He is karmaphala as well a5 akarmaphala (X11.271.24-
25).

1 Madeleine Biardeau. “The salvation of the king in the MahJbbdrata,” in Congribyrions to Indian
Sociology (New Serfes), 15, 1-2 (1981): 92.

2 Chaitanya. The Mahibhirata p.449.

3 M. Hiriyanna, Popuiar Essays in Indian Philosophy (Mysore: Kavyalaya Publishers, 1952), p. 36.

4 Biardeau, “Erudes (V)", p. 196.

5 Cf. Julian Woods, “The Doctrine of Karma in the Bhagavadgitd.” In The Journal of Studies in the
Bhagavadgicd VII-IX, 1988-1989: 47-81. Samkara's views are clear enough. In the Inrreduction to

Chapter 5 of his GitIbhasya he states, for example, that, “it is impossible to imagine, even in a dream,
that a realized being (dtmacattvavid) would derive any benefit from karmayoga, so opposed to right
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knowledge (samyagdarsapa), and entirely based on illusory knowledge (mithyidjddna)”.
(kartavyatvopadesic dtmatacrvavidah samyagdarsagaviruddhsh michyidjdidnabetvkah  karmayogah
svapnepi na sambhdvayitum $akyate). All karma is a product of avidyd since it is only possidle in a
pluralistic world of individual actors and instruments of action. For him, therefore, Krspa's emphasis on
action in Chapeter 3 of the Gitd is significant only in comparison to the kind of false renunciation of
action described in VI26/BG.34 as mere renunciation and again at VI26/BG 3.8 as noa-action
(akarma).

6 1a contrast to the adhyisa theory of Samkara this trick of the mind takes effect at the individual {(vyas)
rather than at the collective (samasu) level of reality. Furthermore, the resulting human estate is
considered by Riimiaujn as “real” in the sense that it is a real (i.¢. not illusory) composite of soul (duman)
and body (Sarirs; deba; pinds, etc.).

7 evam mayi anivesya manah svayatnagauravena indriyajaye pravruo vinasto bhavat ityitha—

8 yajiddibhil karmabhil Sridbitah paramapuresah asya anddikikIlapravretakarmavidsandm samucchidya
avylkulitmivalokspamdadtithyarthah||

9 Cf. V1.25/BG.3.5; 3.27-28; 3.33: VI27/BG.5.14: VI35/BG.13.30: V136/BG.14.19 ete.,
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VII— The Ksatriyadharma

The foregoing analysis suggests that epic attitudes to human action are
dominated by two separate perspectives. From the cosmic vantage-point that
“sa kartd sa karyam " — He is the actor, and He is what has to be
accomplished (XII.327.89; also XIII.143.12) — purusakara would be
regarded as the product of a fictional ego-identity whose very existence is
predetermined by the ignorance (avidy&) that invests it with reality. On the
other hand, as active subject in confrontation with an objective world, this
fictional ego-identity appears to enjoy a measure of control over the course
of events “out there" (since ahamkara literally means"I do," from aham =1
and vkr = to do). Itis the ultimate source of this ability (material nature, the
“"Lord in the heart,” character etc.) and the causal effectiveness of its
interventions in the world that are in question.

We have already noted examples of the attempts made to distinguish the
various causalities involved (cf. pps. 89-91). In the Bhagavadgita
(V1.40/BG.18.14), five factors (kZrapa) are enumerated, including the
material basis of the action (adhisthana), the actor or doer (kartr
ahamkara), the instruments used (karana), the various energies involved
(prthak cest3), and destiny (daiva) as the fifth. At the same time, since the
right form of action leads to purification of the mental faculties (and
eventually to liberation), there must also be a certain potential within the
human composite for changing the prevailing conditions "in here."”

We will ignore for the moment any question about the reality of these
influences and potentials and concentrate on the manner in which the epic
deals with them in the light of its main message. And it would appear (cf. p.
13) that this is primarily a message of hope intended for the king, for whom
“the dharma consists in the administration of justice, O king, not the shaving
of the head" (danda eva hi ra3jendra ksatriyadbarmo na mundanam)
(XI1.24.30). The ksatriya path is notthe renunciation of the brahmin (nivreti)
which would be the dharma of another, but the active path of renunciation-
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in-action, the pravrttidharma advocated by Krsna in the Bhagavadgita. This
is why the ksatriya who turns away from confrontauon (as Arjuna was
initially tempted to do) or from his royal duties (as Yudhisthira is inclined to
do throughout) becomes an object of censure. Purusakdra may be a product
of mistaken identity, but for the ksatriya, particularly with respect to the
duties of the king (the r3jadharma), it is the key ingredient.

Debate over purusakara arises primarily in connection with family
differences over Yudhisthira's character and policies.! As events unfold, his
atypical (for a ksalriya) passivity appears more and more to belie the promise
of his name, "firm in combat.” Eventually, this “son of Dharma" beccines the
storm center of the conflict between the two dharmas, expressed by his own
personal conflict between his responsibilities as householder and king (that is
to say, his duties according to the traditional pravrttidkarma), and his natural
preference for the nivrttidharma. This fault line in his character is
dramatically revealed in the pressure of the war's aftermath by a sudden shift
from the one dharma to the other, as Yudhisthira makes a final bid to
abandon his responsibilities in favour of the life of a forest sage. As Klaes
has pointed out: "Thus Yudhisthira stood before the dilemma that the
renunciation of his kingdom was sinful according to the law and that war, the
means of regaining the kingdom, was sinful according to his
conscience....The problem was, which dharma ruled in which way: whether
the caste-dharma prevailed by the active destruction of the anti-social
adharma or the ethical dharma by its own moral strength converting adharma
into dharma and thus guaranteeing the order of society."? Three examples of
family differences arising out of this pacifist streak in his nature and
behavior stand out. The first is prompted by Draupadi during the period of
forest exile, the second by his mother Kunti shortly before the outbreak of
the hostilities, while the third is the final crisis of conscience that follows the
war. The resolution of this latter conflict — most significant in leagth and
intensity — leads directly to the questioning of Bhisma concerning the
rajadharma that Yudhisthira now reluctantly agrees to follow.

Ironically, the debate of the forest exile (II1.27-33) is sparked by concern
over the most appropriate policy for recovering the worldly life and kingdom
he will subsequently wish to abandon in 2 last desperate bid to return to the
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forest. It occurs while the brothers and their commeon wife are residing at
beautiful Lake Dvaitavana, portrayed as an idyllic time of social concord
when the vedic chants of the brahmins blend in perfect harmony with the
song of the bowstring (i.e. of the ksatriya). In short, we once again have 2
scene like the world of Brahma himself (brahmalokasama), reminiscent of a
krtayuga for which Yudhisthira might be expected to have a natural affinity
(111.27.2£f.). In fact, the very contrary is the case, and we find them all mired
in grief. One evening, Draupadi turns to Yudhisthira to enquire how it is
possible, under the circumstances, that he has no anger for the Kaurava. A
ksatriya without anger is unheard of in her experience, but Yudhisthira is
just the opposite (II1.28.34). "Why doesn't your anger grow?" she enquires
repeatedly (kasmanmanyurna vardhate). A ksatriya is expected to show his
mettle (tejas). This is a time for revenge, not forgiveness, and she seeks to
bring the point home with an old discourse of Prahlada and Bali Vairocana to
this effect (II1.29).

After listening to Yudhisthira extol the merits of patience (ksama3), {inally
concluding that it is the “eternal dharma {dharmah sanaranah) of those who
have mastered themselves" (1I1.30.50), her own patience runs out. She begins
to berate him for the kind of dharma he protects (which certainty smacks of
the nivritidharma), but which — as she points out — has been incapable of
protecting him (II1.31.8). How could the situation arise in which, all of 2
sudden, he is seized with the spirit of gambling? (v.18). She suddenly recalls
an old itthasa which leads her to conclude that he is somehow in the power
of the dhatr (the one who bestows), who, we are told, manipulates all living
creatures like wooden dolls (dZrumayi yosa) (v.22). Human beings have no
control over themselves or over others (v.24), since the dhatr operates from
within their bodies and uses them as mere instruments to realize his own
good or evil purposes (v.30). Spreading confusion with his mayz (v.31), he
plays with their fortunes like a child with its toys (v.36).

Now this, in itself, sounds like a pure aivrtti perspective which, under other
circumstances, Yudhisthira might be willing to entertain. In this case,
however, he is appalled at what he considers a heresy (nastika ) (II1.32.2). He
defends his policy of appeasement with a strong appeal to the need for
governing standards of morality, but in this instance the standards he
supports are those governing the traditional pravrttidharma of his caste and
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station of life (he describes himself as grhanivasatd — a person established
in a household). He himself obeys this dharma not for the rewards (phala) it
brings, however, but because it is his very nature (svabkava) to do so (v.4).3
Famous seers and teachers greater than the gods have all reached their
positions of eminence and power through strict adherence to this dharma.
Casting doubt upon it and upon the motives of the dhatr is thus a cangerous
course (v.10-14). Without a standard (pramana), human beings would each
become standards unto themselves (Ztmapramana) and, driven by desire and
greed (kimalobhinugid), fall into hell (v.18). Nor can there be any doubt

about acts bearing fruit, since if the various religious practices laid down by
the Veda were without effect, it would be the greatest hoax of all time
(vipralambho' yamatyantam}, and the men of old would have abandoned
them (v.25-26). As Bruce Long has noted, "Yudhisthira counters Draupadi's
condemnation of God with essentially the same message as that delivered to
Job by the voice in the whirlwind: "Dharma always bears [appropriate]
fruit...[and] is never fruitless....The fruition of acts, good as well as bad, their
appearance and disappearance, are the mysteries of the gods."4 The wizardry
of the gods is obscure, but neither the dharma nor the deva should be
doubted just because the results are not seen (adarsina) (v.36). In the words
of Brahma to his sons, "work has its rewards — this is the eternal dharma "
(karmanam phalamastiti tathaitaddharma $3svatam) (v. 37). The dharma
(here clearly the pravrttidharma) should under all circumstances be obeyed,
and Draupadi should abandon her lack of faith.

Yudhisthira's vigorous defence of the merits of action performed in accord
with the pravrttidharma forces Draupadi to abandon what was, in effect, 2
nivrttidharma perspective (I1I1.33). She does not, of course, reaily understand
either position (she admits that she is babbling from grief), but what she now
says is revealing, if a trifle confusing. She is now willing to admit —
repeating what she once overheard from a brahmin visitor to her father's
house — that the survival of all living things from the dhatr and the vidhatr
down to the crane in the water is dependent on effort (utthana) (v.7).

“Svakarma kuru m3a glasih " — do your own duty and do not slacken (v.8)
— for one's task is to increase and to preserve what one has (v.9). Without
action the whole system of life in the world would collapse (v.10). The key
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ingredient is thus the thought behind the action (karmabuddhi), not the
elements of fate (dista) and chance (harha), since (v.18):

evam hathaccadaiviaccasvabhavatkarmanastatha)
yani pripnoti purusastatphalam purvakarmanah||

"Whatever happens to a man from the combined effects of chance (hatha),
destiny (daiva) and natural causes (svabhava), as well as from the work put
into it (karma) is the result of all the acts performed by him previously
(pOrvakarma )." This sounds like the classical karma theory that one reaps
what one sows. However — and this is where the situation remains confused
— it appears that living creatures are still subject to external agencies (in this
case the dhitr) governing the apportionment of these previous actions (v.19):

dhatdpi hi svakarmaiva taistairhetubhirisvarah|
vidadhati vibhajyeha phalam plrvakrtam nroami)

"The Lord in the form of the dbarr ordains one's role in life (svakarma) as a
result of a chain of causes, and distributes the fruits of the previous actions
performed by men.” It would thus appear that the Supreme Being is stll
regarded as first in the chain of causes, a notion seemingly at odds with the
following two verses, which make it clear that the seed of action germinates
in the human mind (v.23-24):

manasarthanviniksitva pascatprapnoli karmana]
buddhiptrvam svayam dhirah purusastatra karanam]|

samkhbyatum naiva $akyani karmani purusarsabhal
agiranagaranam hi siddhih purusahaitukil|

"After deciding what one wants (artha) with one's mind (manas), man, as a
rational being (dhira), thereafter becomes the cause of what happens (kZrana)
as a result of previous thinking (buddhipirva). It is not possible to enumerate
the chain of acts, O bull among men, [but] the success of houses and towns is
due to human intervention.” It is by one's own mind (dhi) that the means
{updya) to effect the action becomes known (v.25). It is, of course,

impossible to know what portion of the final result is due to chance or
destiny as contrasted with man's own efforts (purusaprayatna), since we do
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not have a complete view of the chain of causes leading to the present state
of affairs (vv.30-31). Why, then, does the dhirr have a place? Seemingly for
the reason thart (vv.33-34):

yadi na sydnna bhitanam krpano ndma kascanal|
Yam yamarthamabhiprepsuh kurute karma pirusah|

"If he did not exist, none of the creatures would be wantng in anything
whatsoever. A man could perform an act to achieve whatever purpose he had
in mind." In this manner, the Lord has become the link between past and
present actions and their results. But whoever (or whatever) is responsible,
the most important thing is to act since there is glory even in failure,
previded that the act was well planned and executed. If the monsoon fails
after the peasant has tilled the soil and planted the seed, what fault is it of
his? (vv. 44-45). The smart man (dhira) thus uses his intelligence (medha) to
evaluate the conditions of place and time (desakala), applying various means
(upaya) according to his strepgth (bala) and capacity (sakt), not forgetting
an appeal to “"good luck" (mangalam svast) (v49). These arguments of
Draupadi do apparently have the desired effect on this occasion, since
Yudhisthira is later reported to have agreed to slay Duryodhana and "enjoy
the earth" (cf. XII.14.8-11). As Biardeau suggests: "Throughout this
dialogue, the princess evidently plays the role of $akti for the king. This is
well within the logic of her personality, the human projection of the
Goddess, the active element in the creation but at the same tume (within the
logic) of philosophy."S

Of course, this is not the end of his perverse tendency to compromise and to
avoid confrontation at all costs. His compliant apprcach to the impending
crisis becomes the subject of an impassioned plea by his mother Kuna
shortly before the outbreak of hostilities (V.130). She begins (v.6) by rating
him an ignorant fool (mandaka), the likes of a Srotriya (a brahmin scriptural
scholar) with nothing but a rote understanding of the Veda, and inspired by a
single dharma (dbarmamekajkamiksate). She even calls him a failure (avrtti)
(v.25). She clearly feels he must be weaned away from the dharma he is
following (presumably the nivrttidharma) and galvanized into action (v.7):
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angaveksasva dharmam tvam yatha srstah svayambhuvaj
urastah ksatriyah srsto bahuviryopajivita)
kririya karmane nityam prajanam paripalane||

"Come now! you should observe the dharma promulgated by the self-
existent Lord (svayambhu). The ksatdya was born from his chest to live by
the strength of his arms, to act forever harshly for the protection of his
subjects.” In other words, he should follow the pravrttidharma of the ksatriya
attested by the primal sacrifice described in the purusasikta hymn of
Rgveda X.xc.12. As she subsequently points out (V.130.28):

bribmanah pracaredbhaiksam ksatriyah paripalayet]
vaisyo dhandrjanam kuryacchudrah paricarecca tan||

"The brahmin should live as a mendicant, the ksatriya should protect, the
vaisya should generate wealth, and the §Gdra should serve the rest of
them”. And she further butiresses her argument with the significamt
statement that (V.130.15-16):

kalo va karanam rajio rdja va kalakaranam|
1ti te samsayo ma bhudraja kalasya karanaml|

raja krtayugasrasta tretaya dvaparasya caj
yugasya ca caturthasya raja bhavati kdranami|

"To the question: 'is it the time that is the cause (kZrapa) of the king or the
king the cause of the time? you should have no doubts. It is the king who is
the cause of the time. It is the king who initiates the krtayuga, the tretayuga
and the dviparayuga, and it is also the king who is the cause of the fourth
age (i.e. the kaliyuga)." This echoes similar statements made in the
Rajadharma section of Book XII (e.g. XI1.92.6; XII.139.7).

She also exhorts him further with an ancient history (itihasa) called "jaya "
(victory) to be heard by one who wishes to triumph (Srotavyo vijigisuna)
(V.134.17). This is cast in the form of a dialogue (samvada) berween a
mother (Vidur) and her son Samjaya (completely demoralized from defeat
at the hands of the Saindhava king). Viduri provokes him to action in no
uncertain terms, telling him to stop wallowing in self-pity and to have scme
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backbone. When a man shows courage he has nothing to be ashamed of,
since success or failure is not a matter of concern to the learned (alabdhva
yadi va labdhva panusocanti panditdh) (V.131.15). It is superionty over
cthers that is the measure of 2 man, whether in sacred knowledge (srutam),
tapas, good fortune ($ri), or gallantry (vikrama). However, being a ksatriya
she must warn him (V.13123):

narveva jalmim k3palim vrttimesitumarhasi)
nrsamsyamayasasydm ca duhkham kipurusocitim]|

"Do not pursue the coatemptible existence of a mendicant, vile,
dishonorable, wretched, practised by people of dubious reputation
(kapurusa)." A maan is called purusa because he is a match for a city (pura)

(V.131.33). Instead of lying down like a beaten dog, "the time has come for
action" (Zgate kile kidryam), she tells him (V.133.5). To fight and to win is
the task of the ksatriya on this earth, and “"to act forever harshly for the

protection of his subjects” (kriraya karmane nityam prajinim paripilane
[V.133.11, repeaung the third line of V.130.7 quoted above]). Without
desirable possessions a man soon becomes 2 non-entity (abhava) "like the
Ganges flowing into the ocean” (V.133.16). This, of course, is a common
image employed in the Upanisads (i.e. in the nivrttidharma) to symbolize the
dissolution of the ego in a man of realization; it is here employed in the
pejorative sense of one lacking in ambition. She admits that the fruit of
action is always impermanent, but (V.133.24-25):

anityamiti jananto na bhavanti bhavanti ca|
atha ye naiva kurvanti naiva jatu bhavanti te||

ekagunyamanihayamabhavahkarmanamphalam|
atha dvaigunyamihayam phalam bhavati va na va|

"Those who know that it is impermanent {(anitya) may prosper or they may
not. However, those who do nothing never get anywhere. Apathy (aniha) has
but one consequence: nothing. Exertion (ibZ) has two. There is either a
result, or there is not." The right attitude is always to think, "this is going to
be" (bhavisyati) (v.27). Her admonitions finally lead Samjz;"a to announce
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that he will rise up (ud vyam), subdue his enemies and win victory
(V.134.14).

As already mentioned, Yudhisthira's congenital desire for samny3asa reaches
its peak immediately after the war is over and the enormity of the destruction
hits home. In contrast to Arjuna whose personal crisis had been resolved
before the onset of hostilities, Yudhisthira becomes paralyzed by grief and a
sense of guilt when it is all over. This is due to the fact that the victory he
had gained as a king "was a complete defeat for him as man, since he was
disloyal to his own nature."¢ In particular, he must come to terms with the
knowledge that his own covetousness (i.e. rather than the ksatriyadharma
per se) was responsible for the death of thousands of brave warriors,
including his elder brother Karna. As Chaitanya notes, his motive had been
“personal aggrandizement through the acquisition of a realm that could be
regarded as a personal possession, not a trust involving great moral
responsibility."7 This triggers his natural propensity to abandon all worldly
responsibilities, and, addressing Arjuna, he reflects on what might have been
(X11.7.3):

Yyadbaiksamacarisyama vrsnyandhakapure vayam)|
Jjaatinnispurusankrtva nemam prapsyama durgatim||

"If we had led a life of mendicancy in the cities of the Vrsni and the
Andhaka, we would not have had to put up with this hard life as a result of
our kinsmen."” All anger and remorse is turned against the ksatriya values,
and he bursts out (XI1.7.5):

dhigastu ksatramacaram dhigastu balamaurasam|
dhigastvamarsam yenemamapadam gamita vayam||

"Fie on ksatriya practices, fie on might and valor and wrath, all of which
have brought us to this calamity.” Further indictment of the evils of war and
disclosure that grief is the only legacy of his initial hatred and anger at the
enemy is followed by his announced intention of leaving for the woods
(XI1.7.36):

sa dhanamjayanirdvandvo munirjianasamanvitah|
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vanamamantraya vah sarvangam. *vami paramtapal|

“Therefore, Dhanamjaya, disregarding the pairs of opposites, I will go to the
woods, O scorcher of foes, and become a muni dedicated to the path of
knowledge." His natural propensities have led him to abandon the
pravritidharma of the ksatriya and adopt the nivrrtidharma of the brahmin.
His brothers and frieads, and the company of sages who had come to offer
consolation and comfort to the king, are understandably appalled, this being
tantamount to the "rdjasic abandonment” already condemned by Krspa
(V140/BG.18.8), as well as involving “"the dharma of another” also
condemned by Him (VI.25/BC.3.35; VI.40/BG.18.47).

The subsequent debate between him and his well-wishers throws into sharp
relief the differences in character and world-view represented by the various
interlocutors as well as showing the inevitable convergence of ideas linking
purusakara with the proponents of the pravrttidharma of the warrior-king
(ksatriyadharma ; rajadharma). As the debate proceeds between the two sides
(with Yudhisthira seeking to justify his desire for the forest mode of life), his
opponents are forced more and more into philosophical arguments about
human action in general and, more specifically, about the vital necessity for
the king (and, by implication, for other human beings) to exercise his power
of purusakdrain the form of the danda or "rod of chastisement,” to guide the
course of events in the realm and 1n his own life.

The first to speak out (XII.8) is Arjuna who, as might be expected, makes the
point that without material well-being (artha), there can be no religious life at
all. He begins by asking rather pointedly why, after performing the dharma
of his own order well enough to win the entire earth, Yudhisthira now wishes
to throw it all away. Why then did he slay all these kings of the earth in the
first place? (v.5). If he abandons the kingdom now to adopt the miserable life
of a2 mendicant (kapalin), what will people think of him? (v.7). Making no
provision for the morrow may be all right for a recluse, but Yudhisthira has
been born into a race of kings, and the r3jadharma depends entirely on

material prosperity (dhana) (v. 12). Indeed, practically everything in Jife —
religious duties (dharma), pleasure (kama), heaven, courage, anger, leéming
(Srutam), and human dignity (dama) — are all grounded in material
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prosperity (artha) (vv. 17; 21), the purpose of which is to perform sacrifices
(v.27). The very gods have acted in this way, slaughtering their own kinsmen
(i.e. the asura ) in the process. He suggests Yudhisthira should perform a
horse sacrifice as a means of cleansing himself and his subjects (vv.34-37).

Needless to say, this line of argument does not sit very well with Yudhisthira
(X11.9). Rather than the course advocated by Arjuna, he would abandon the
pleasures and practices (sukb3card) of men and wander the forest, living with
the animals on fruits and berries, and performing the strictest rapas
(mahattapa) (v. 4). Looking to others like a blind and deaf idiot
(jadandhabadhirakrti), he plans to live contentedly by deriving happiness
from his-own soul (v.15). Why do this? He says it is all the result of his
reflection on the conditions of existence. He sees how human beings are
caught in relations of cause and effect by everything they do in life, such as
fooking after their wives and children and supporting their kinsmen. And
when it is all over and they leave this world, the consequences, good and
bad, must then be born by them alone. No one else is responsible (vv.30-31).
This makes him realize that (vv.32-33):

evam samsaracakre’sminvyaviddhe rathacakraval]
sameti bhitagramo'yam bhitagramena karyavan||

janmamrtyjaravyadhivedanabhirupadrutam|
asaramimamasvantam samsiram tyajatah sukhami|

"In this manner, doing what they have to do, the world's creatures all come
into this wheel of life (samsZracakra) that resembles the wheel of a chariot.
Coming here, they meet with their fellow-creatures. Whoever abandons the
samsdra — which is worthless and insubstantial, being soon affficted by
birth, death, old age, disease and pain — is a happy man." When even the
gods and great rsi in Heaven itself stand to fall from their positions of power
and eminence, what better then, on the strength of this nectar of wisdom
(prajiamyta), than to opt for what is permanent (avyaya), eternal ($asvara),
and secure (dhruva) (v. 36)?

It is now Bhima's turn to brand his elder brother “an ignorant fool (mandaka)
of a Srotriya with nothing but a rote understanding of the Veda" (XI1.10.1).
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He repeats the verbal jab made by Arjuna. Why tell us all this now, after a
battle that could otherwise have been avoided? He acts like a person who
gets covered in mud from digging a well but refuses to drink the water. Other
similar unflattering comparisons are made. However, the main thrust of his
argument is that a king should fulfil his responsibilities. He points out that
(X11.10.17-19):

apatkale hi samyasah kartavyaiti sisyate|
Jarayabhiparitenasatrubhirvyasitenaca|

tasmadiha krtaprajiastyagam na paricaksate| _
dharmavyatikramam cedam manyante siksmadarsinahi|

"It has been laid down that samny3dsa is to be adopted [by kings] only in
times of distress, when defeated by foes, or overcome by old age. Therefore,
the wise do not approve of renunciation (tyaga) in this case. Indeed, those
that understand the subtleties of things believe that such [a course of life]
involves a violation of the dharma." And he concludes that (XI1.10.26):

tatha cedatmabhagyesunanyesim siddhimasnute]
asmatkarmaiva kartavyam nasti siddhirakarmanah|

"Just as success in life (siddhi) is won on the strength of one's own good
fortune (bbaga) and not on that of another, you should do your own duty
(kartavyam — i.e. not that of another). Success is not won by doing nothing
(akarma)." This leads Arjuna to emphasize the importance of the domestic
mode of life (grhasthasrama) in the form of a story. When a number of

young brahmin boys decide to leave home for a life of tapas in the forest,
Indra appears as a bird to convince them that true tapas canbe obtained only
through a life of domesticity (X11.11.20).

The baton is then passed to Nakula who carries this theme 2 step further
(X1I.12). One who adopts the next mode of life by abandoning his
responsibilities as a householder is an Zrmatyagi (one who abandons his own
self) (v.8). The domestic mode is the foundation of all the other modes of
life. When the four modes were once weighed in a balance, he claims, it
required the three other modes on one scale to balance it on the other (v.12).
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But more importantly — and here the discussion moves to another level —
the true rencuncer is not the one who escapes to the woods, but the one who
fulfils all his domestic duties in the right spirit (XII.12.15):

abhimdnakrtam karma naitatphalavaducyate|
tydgayuktam mahdraja sarvameva mahaphalam||

“It is said, great king, that the action undertaken in a spirit of vanity is not
productive of fruit; but that those acts that are performed in a spirit of
renunciation (tyagayukta) are productive of abundant fruit." If Yudhisthira
wishes to renounce his wealth, he should perform sacrifices such as the
rdjasiya and the asvamedha (v.26). A king is the very embodiment of Kali
who does not provide for his subjects (v.27). The true yogi is the king who
abandons all internal and external attachments, not the one who abandons his
worldly responsibilities for dwelling in the woods (v.33).

This argument is, of course, strongly supported by his twin brother.
However, he adds the significant warning that (XI1.13.2-4):

bahyadravyavimuktasya Sariresu ca grdhyatah|
yo dharmo yatsukham va syaddvisatam tattathastu nah||

sdriram dravyamutsrjya prthivimanusasatah|
yo dharmo yatsukham va syatsubrdam tattathastu nah||

dvyaksarastu bhavenmrtyurtryaksaram brahma $asvatamy|
mameti cabhavenmyetyurna mameti ca $asvatami|

"The abandonment of all external objects by one who still covets them
himself leads to a perverse form of dharma and happiness. On the other
hand, the rejection of material attachments by one who governs the earth,
leads to an auspicious form of dharma and happiness. The two-syllable word
‘mama’ (mine) should be regarded as the equivalent of death. The three-
syllable word 'na mama' (not mine) should be regarded as the equivaleat of
eternal Brahma."

Draupadi, too, puts in a word here. She recalls what he had planned while in
forest exile at the Dvaita lake (XII.14.8-11) and reminds him that friendship
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towards all creatures (mitratd sarvabhitinim), charity (ddna), study of the
scriptures (adhyayana), and tapas constitute the dharma of the brahmin, not
that of a king (v.15). It was not by study, gift-giving, meadicancy, or
sacrifice that he has won the earth (v.18). She even goes as far as to suggest
he is on a path of madness (uamirga) and needs medical treatment (v.34).

Arjuna once again urges the king tec look to the natural course of things
(svabhavam pasya lavkikam) and take up his dutes (v.4). The world is
dependent on the rod of chastusement (danda) wielded by the king. There 1s
no way that one can live without inflicting some injury to others. In fact, the
whole universe with its mobile and immobile creatures has been ordained by
the gods (vidhanam devavihitam) as food for living beings. There is no point
in getting upset by it; yatha srsto'si rajendra tathd bhavitumarhasi ("you have
to adapt to the role created for you, O king") (v. 23). Even in the woods he
would be killing living beings (v.24). His task is to protect his subjects by a
judicious application of the danda, which constitutes the root of all civilized
life. Qur acts are dependent on our level of material prosperity (artha), but
this in itself is dependent on the danda of the king. It is danda alone that
prevents matters from degenerating into the law of the jungle (v.48). Better
by far to injure from righteous motives than not to injure from fear of sin; for
there is no act in this world that is wholly meritorious or wholly sinful. In ali
acts something of both are seen (v.50). In any case {as Arjuna himself
remembers from VI. 24/BG.2.19), we must remember that whoever is slain
in this process, is not really slain {vv.56-58). Bhima adds in this connection
that his elder brother now has a battle on his hands even more critical than
the battle just fought with Bhisma, Drona and his other enemies. This is the
battle for his own mind, which, if he does not conquer before he dies, will
bring him back to this earth to fight these very foes again (XI1.16.20-23).

Yudhisthira uses this 2s an opportunity for some well-chosen words about
Bhima's notorious appetite for food and for the pleasures of the world (XIL.
17). Appetite for worldly things has no bounds. Only those who have
renounced all enjoyments and have subdued the demands of their bodies by
tapas can attain to the highest state of beatitude (sthZnamanuttamam) (v.6).
He challenges him to free himself from the great burdens of dharma and
adharma with which the nature of kingship is invested (v.7). Enjoyments in

149



this world are a form of bondage (bandhana), and have also been called
action (karmehokta). The highest state is attained only when one is liberated
(vimukta) from both enjoyment and action (v.16). This is exemplified by
king Janaka, who reportedly made the claim that (v.18):

anantam bata me vittam yasya me nasti kimcana|
mithilayam pradiptayam name dahyati kimcanal|

"Truly immense is my wealth, yet [ have nothing. If the whole of Mithila
were reduced to ashes, nothing of mine would be burned." Human beings
have a faculty of understanding (buddhi) that should be used to rise above
the obvious and ccme to broader understanding of the whole (v.20). The way
to Brahm3a is to see the one homogeneous essence behind the infinite
diversity of things (v.22).

This is all very well, Arjuna interjects at this point (XII.18), but you have
forgotten the serious doubts that were raised by Janaka's wife about whether
he did, in fact, truly abandon his attachment to the things of this world. If it
is true as you claim (she challenges him) that the kingdom and a handful of
barley are all the same to you, what basis then your desire to abandon the
kingdom (v.20)? And what has become of your duties as householder (as
support to your wife and family) and king (as support to the true mendicants
who depend oa you for their existence)? Only those who are unattached in
the midst of aitachments (asakta saktavad), who are independent of the world
(nihsanga), who have broken their bonds (muktabandhana), and who look on
friend and foe with an equal eye are truly liberated (mukta) (v. 30). And this
apparently does not apply to the king in his present life. His place in the
scheme of things bas been ordained by the very fact of his birth as a ksatriya,
and his prospects for moksa will depend on the spirit in which he is able to
fulfill the role he has been given to play in this life. She therefore exhorts
him to keep his senses under control and "win the worlds, O king"(r3ja jaya
lokdn — i.e. the interim rewards of heaven) by supporting those given to his
charge (v.34).

Yudhisthira is not yet prepared to accept any of this (to his mind,
misleading) advice, particularly from a younger brother (XII.19). He
responds in a rather patronizing tone by suggesting that Arjuna may well
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know all there is to know about the art of weaponry (astrajiz) and the
practices of heroes (viravrata), but he has little sense for the scriptures (v.3).
He proceeds to give Arjuna a short pep-talk on religious practice, although
“you may have difficully (dubkha) understanding it" (v.15). Although most
people look for salvation in the wrong places, there is indeed a path, the path
of knowledge, that leads there. What purpose, then, in relying so much on
material prosperity (artha), which leads to all sorts of problems (v.21).

With neither side prepared to budge from their original positions, the
discussion is showing signs of degenerating into a dialogue of the deaf. One
of the assembled sages, Devasthana, decides that the time has come to
resolve the issue once and for all (XII.20). Both parties have only part of the
truth they claim for their rescective positions. Salvation is no doubt the goal
of all existence, but having won the whole earth according to the dharma (i.e.
the dharma of kings), "you should not abdicate on impulse, O king" (aa vrtha
r3jamstvam  parityaktumarhasi) (v.3). And he lays down an important
criterion. A king should pass through all four modes of life that have been
laid down by the Veda, one after another (v.4). His role is to perform great
sacrifices involving large amounts of material wealth (artha) in the form of
daksina (v.5). He emphasizes that karmanisthd (persons dedicated to the
path of action) are to be found even among the ranks of the sages themselves
(v.6). The truth is that (XI1.20.10):

yajndya srstani dhanam dhard
Yyastadistah puruso raksita ca
tasmatsarvam yajia evopayojyam
dhanam tato’nantara eva kamadh)||

"The Ordainer (dhatr) created weaith for sacrifice, and he designated human
beings to take care of it. For this reason, the whole of one's wealth should be
applied to the performance of sacrifice. Pleasure (kima) will follow soon
after.” For this reason everything should be offered in sacrifice —
tasmadyajiie sarvamevopayojyam (v.14). It is the satisfaction (samtosa) that
comes from mastering both desire and aversion (kZmadvesau) that human
beings are seeking above all else (XI[.21.2-4). However, the ways of
achieving this are many and various. Some opt for a life of tranquillity
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($ama), others for an active life (vyayama), some practice sacrifice (yajaa),
others renunciation (samnyasa), charity (dana), indulgence (pratigraha),
meditation (dhyana), sovereignty (r3jya), or just prefer to be alone
(ekantasilina) (vv.7-9). But one born to rule (yo &i r3jye sthitah) should
vigorously (prayatnena) practice the dharma laid down by Manu, keeping
himself forever in control ($asvadvasi) without preference for what is dear
and what is not (tulyapriyapriya) (vv.12-13). The extinction of all desires
(nirvana) is difficult to reach (suduspara) and attended by all sorts of
obstacles (bahuvignd), the implication being that Yudhisthira is not yet ready
for such a path (v.16). Yudhisthira should not grieve for what is past (Arjuna
interjects). In any case, death in battle is the highest sacrifice for the ksatriya,
Tapas and tydga are the duties of the brahmana (XI1.22.4). Rather than
wallow in remorse (samtipa) he should "Be ready for action” (damsito bhava
karmani) (v.9). Having conquered the earth he should now coaquer himself
(vijitatma) and perform sacrifices on the model of Indra (v.10).

Judging the time is right for him to throw the weight of his considerable
authority behind these arguments, Vyasa now alsc intervenes in support of
the domestic mode of life (X11.23). What Arjuna has just said is true. The
forest life has not been ordained for him (v.3), and Yudhisthira should
shoulder the burdens of his ancestral kingdom like an ox (v.7). He reiterates
the leading principles of the ksatriyadbarma, which include, significantly,
exertion (samutthana) and discontent with present prosperity (asamtosah
sriyam prati), i.e. Yudhisthira has more work to do before he is ready for the
samtosa that Devasthana mentioned as constituting the goal of life (v.10).
He emphasizes that the real misery of his forest exile has ended. Stretching
before him is a period of happiness (XI1.25.4) in which he can enjoy the
material rewards of life (dharma, artha and kima) with his brothers (v.5).
Only after he has fulfilled his obligations to the mendicants, the ancestors
and the gods, will he be ready to practise other modes of life (v.6). In the
meantime, he should perform the sarvamedha and the asvamedha sacrifices
(v.7) and see to it that his subjects — particularly the brahmanas — are well
protected. Exertion is particularly important since (X11.25.20-21):

sumantrite sunite ca vidhivaccopapadite|
pauruse karmani krte nastyadharmo yudhisthiral|
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vipadyante samarambhah sidhyantyapi ca daivatah
krre purusakare tu nainah sprsati parthivamy|

"It is not contrary to the dharma, O Yudhisthira, if an act is performed with
vigor (paurusa), after due deliberation (sumantrita) and with the good
counsel of men well-versed in the scriptural ordinances. Human enterprises
(samarambha) succeed or fail on account of destiny (daivata). However, if
the king acts with initiative (purusakara), he is free of sin (enas)." To make
his point, Vy@sa recounts the story of king Hayagriva who is now sporting in
the world of the gods (modate devaloke ) after pouring his own life-breaths
on to the field of battle in the great sacrifice of war (vs. 24-33).

But with the lamentations of the wives of the dead heroes still ringing in his
ears, Yudhisthira finds little joy at the prospect of earthly sovereignty, and
Vyasa decides he must raise the level of the discussion (XI1.26.5-7). He
quotes from what appears to be a traditional adage of some kind (the metre
changes from anustubh to tristubh).

na karmana labhyate cintaya va
napyasya data purusasya kascit
paryayayogadvihitamvidhatra
kalena sarvam labhate manusyah||

nabuddhisastradhyayanena Sakyam
praptumvisesairmanujairakale)
mirkhopi prapnoti kadacidartha
nkalo hi karyam prati nirvisesah||

nabhitikale ca phalam dadati
Silpam namantrascatathausadhani
tanyeva kalena samahitani
sidhyanti cedhyanti ca bhutikalel|

“Nothing is achieved by action or thought, nor is anything given to another.
The vidhatr has laid it down that the course of time be the means of
acquisition (yoga). Man acquires everything through time. No desirable
object can be obtained by intelligent planning or scriptural study if the time
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is not ripe {akale). There are times wken even a fool can enjoy material
prosperity (artha). For time is the efficient cause by which all things are
accomplished. In difficult times (abhitikale) neither technical skills (Sipa)
nor mantra nor medicinal herbs will give the desired result. In good times
(bhutikile), on the other hand, these same acts, if well-prepared, are favoured
by time and achieve success.” This is not, as it appears to be at first sight, a
denial of purusakara (which he will endorse soon enough). What Vyasa
seems to be saying here is that things happen in this world in cyclic fashion,
modelled on what we would now call the "laws of nature”, some examples of
which he now provides, such as the cycle of the seasons, the diurnal cycle of
day and night, other motions of sun and moon, of the tides etc. Happiness
and sorrow alternate in a similar pattern, and there is thus no point in
indulging in grief if things do not turn out the way one expects. Ignorant
fools (midbatama) or spiritual masters may enjoy happiness here, but the
vast majority of us have to accept these conditions (v.28). And, of course,
those who are upset at other people's problems will clearly never be happy
(v.31). Translating the ksatriyadharmainto the forms of religious practice, he
says (v.32):

diksam yajie palanam yuddhamahu-
ryogam rastre dandanitya ca samyak|
vittatyagam daksininim ca yajie
samyagjidnam pavaninitl vidyat||

"To be an aspirant for battle is said to be the sacrifice for a king; due
attention to the science of punishment (dandaniti) in the kingdom is his yoga;
and the daksini payments in the sacrifice is his "renunciation” of wealth
(vittatyaga). These should all be known as acts that sanctify him."

When Yudhisthira continues to blame himself for the deaths of so many of
his kinsmen, and even threatens to starve himself to death XI127.25), Vyasa
intervenes once again to advise that "all this 1s destiny” (distameraditi)
(v27), since (vv.28-29):

samyoga viprayogasca jatanam praninam dhruvam|
budbuda iva toyesu bhavanti na bhavanti cal|
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sarve ksayanta nicayih patanantah samucchrayih|
samyoga viprayogintd marandnram hi jivitam||

"Life-forms entering this world are sure to pass through stages of union
(samyoga ) and dissolution (viprayoga ). Like bubbles in the water, they
exist for a time and then they are gone. All things composed of parts are sure
to be destroyed and all things that rise are sure to fall. Union ends in
dissolution, and life ends in death". On the other hand (v.30):

sukham duhkhantamalasyam daksyam duhkham sukhodayam|
bhUtih srirhrirdhrtih siddhirnddakse nivasantyutal|

"Idleness, though pleasant in the beginning, ends in sorrow; Right effort
(daksya), though painful in the beginring, ends i1n happiness. Affluence
(bhuti), prosperity (sr1), modesty (bri), fortitude (dhrts) and success (siddhi)
do not proceed from idleness (adaksa).” In other words, without troubling
himself about the grand scheme of things that happen as a result of the very
nature of the world, Yudhisthira should focus instead on making the best of
his own responsibilities. Happiness and misery do not depend on what
happens in the world, but on the attitude taken to the role one has been given
to play. And in Yudhisthira's case (v.32):

yatha srstosi kaunteya dhatra karmasu tatkury|
ata eva hi siddhiste nesastvamatmana nrpal|

"Son of Kunti, do what the dhatr has ordered for you. Success abides in work
alone. There is no way for you to escape work, O king." Further authority in
support of these themes is offered in the ASmagita that follows (XI1.28). It1s
useless to grieve for those who are dead and gone. The circumstances in
which he finds himself have all occurred as a result of uume — wvicitrah

kalaparyayah, "wonderful is the course of time" (v.22). Creatures meet and
separate like logs on the ocean (v.36) or travellers at a wayside inn (v.39).
We have no lasting companionship with our own bodies, let alone with those
of others (v.51). Yudhisthira is therefore once again exhorted, in a phrase
reminiscent Krsna's exhortation to Arjuna at VI26/BG. 4.42: muidca

Sokamuttistha — "throw off your grief and rise up” (v.58) to fulfill your

dharma as householder and king! But all to no avail.
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Similar positions taken by Krsna and Narada also fail to strike a responsive
chord in the despondent king (XII.29-31). This wisdom and good advice
about the true dharma of kings is all well and good, Yudhisthira agrees, but
his conduct of the war was motivated by more than just a royal duty to
ensure that justice be done (XIL.32). It is his covetousness and desire for
rulership that are the real source of his despondency. He killed not because it
was his duty to do so, but "for the sake of sovereigaty" (r@jyakaranat) (v.10).
Vy3sa thus realizes the need for more radical arguments to deflect his sense
of guilt. He therefore goes directly to the heart of the moral issue by seeking
to show that this sense of responsibility is misplaced. For who is really
responsible for human action and for what happens as a result of i1t? This, of
course, brings him directly to a discussion of our theme, and we will,
therefore, cite the relevant versesin full (XI11.32.11-20).

i$varo va bhavetkarta puruso vapi bharata|
harho va vartate loke karmajam va phalam smrtaml|

i$varena niyukta hi sadbvasadhu ca parthival
kurvanti purusizh karma phalamisvaragami tai|

Yatha hi purusaschindyadvrksam parasuna vanej
chettureva bhavetpapam parasorna kathamcanal|

atha va tadupadanatprapnuyuh karmanah phalam|
dandasastrakrtam papam puruse tanna vidyate||

na caitadistam kauvnteya yadanyena phalam krtam|
prapauyaditi tasmacca i$vare tannivesaya||

atha vi purusah kartd karmanoh subhapapayoh|
na param vidyate tasmadevamanyacchubbam kurul|

na bi kascitkvacidrajandistatpratinivartate]
danda$astrakrtam papam puruse tangna vidyace||

yadi va manyase r3jan hathe lokam pratisthitam|
evamapyasuvbham karma na bhitam na bhavisyatel|
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athabhipattirloksya kartavy3 subhapdpayoh
abhipannatamam loke r3jiamudyatadandanam|

athapi loke karmani samavartanta bharatal
subhasubhaphalam ceme prapauvantiti me matih)

"Is it the Lord who performs the action or is it the man himsel? Is
everything that happens in the world the result of chance (batha ) orisit to
be considered the result of [previous] action, Bharata? If human beings, O
king, are driven to perform good and evil actions by the Lord, then the
responsibility for them [phala = for the results] should belong to the Lord.
For if a man cuts down a tree in the forest with an axe, it is certainly not the
axe that incurs the sin (papa) but the one who does the cutting. Alternatively,
the axe being only the material cause, the responsibility (phala) for the action
could be attributed to the man who made the instrument of punishment
(dandasastra — in this case, of the tree). This, however, is hardly credible. If
this [untenable position] that one should assume the responsibility (phala) of
an act undertaken by another be rejected, son of Kunti, then, on this basis,
the responsibility should be assumed by the Lord. If, on the other hand, the
human being himself is the perpetrator (kartr) of all his good and evil acts,
then there is no higher [i.e. no Supreme Lord], and you may do whatever you
find appropriate [i.e. without incurring sin). There is no way, O king, that
anyone can avoid destiny (dista). But, [by the same token] it is not fair to
attribute the responsibility (p@pa = "sin") to him who fashioned the means of
punishment' (dandasastrakrta — i.e. Yudhisthira is in the same position as
the man who made the axe that cut down the tree). If, O king, you believe
that the world is ruled by chance (hatha), then it is clear there is no such
thing as an evil deed, and there never will be. If you need to know what is
good and evil in the world, look to the scriptures. There it has been laid
down that kings should stand with the danda uplifted in their hands. I think,
O Bharata, that actions continually revolve in this world, and that men
receive the fruits of the good and evil deeds {that they do]." The implication
of these lines is that we are not punished for what we do (since we are either
not responsible for our actions in the first place, or, if we are, there is no one
above that judges us), but we are punished by what we do (since we will
inevitably experience the causal effects of our past actions as they
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“continually revolve” — sam-a v'vrt — in this world). This karmic argument
is, of course, designed to urge Yudhisthira to perform his scriptural duties,
i.e. according to the pravritidharma of kings (rajadharma): for Vyasa adds

significantly (v. 22) that even if the acts themselves are reproachable
(sdpavadepr), the king should still adhere to his own dharma (svadharma =
rijadharma) and then perform the necessary expiations (prayascitta).

Unfortunately, Vydsa muddies the waters of this karmic doctrine by bringing
in the instrumentality of time (kalz). In reply to Yudhisthira's self-

incriminating allegation that he is guilty of an infinite sin (papamanantakam)
(X11.33.11), he argues (X11.34.4-12) that it was time, not any human being
(and certainly not Yudhisthira) who was responsible for this killing (vv.4-5).
It is time that distributes the just deserts of the good and bad actions of
creatures, working through other creatures (vv.6-7). The responsibility, in
fact, must be arttributed to the dead soldiers themselves, since it was their
own past acts which (through the instrumentality of time) were the cause of
their demise (vv.7-8). Yudhisthira himself is totally biameless, being forced
by the faults of others to act in the manner he did. In effect, says Vyasa, he
was forced to it by vidhi — fate itself (v.9), adding (v.10):

tvastreva vihitam yantram yathi sthapayiturvase)
karmana kalayuktena tathedam bhramyate jagat]|

"This uwniverse moves by s:-tions controlled by time in a2 manner similar to
that of an instrument made by a carpenter which is under the control of the
person handling it." Although created by the Supreme Carpeater, it is now
tume that appears to control the operations of the Universe (presumably
because the Divinity in his supreme form is forever in a state of samadhi).
The message, however, is clear; whatever the cause, it has nothing to do with
Yudhisthira (in v. 11 the responsibility is further shifted to chance =
yadrccha). However, if he persists with this insidious entanglement of the
heart (vyalikam cittavaitamsikam) (v.12), he may, if ke still so desires,
perform an act of expiation such as a horse sacrifice. After a detailed review
of the available expiations (XI1.34-37), Yudhisthira is finally persuaded to
cast off his grief and anxiety (XI1.38.28).
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As Vydsa had predicted, Yudhisthira now begins "to enjoy 2 period of great

. happiness” (XI1I1.42.12). Following the coronation (XI1.41) and the Sraddha
rites for the dead warriors (XI1.42), Krsna urges him to seek the guidance of
Bhisma about the traditional pravrttidharma (XI1.46.22). As a veritable
treasure-house of the ancient wisdom of king-craft (r3jadharma), this
grandsire (pitimaha) is the key link in the chain of rransmission to the new
generation, and Krsna does not wish to see this go to waste with his passing
(v.23). And it is interesting to note that from the very first question
(XI1.56.2), Bhisma is very specific about the importance of personal
initiative on the part of the king, insisting (vv.14-15):

utthane ca sada putra prayatetha yudhisthira|
nahyutthanamete daivam r3jaamarthaprasiddhayel|

sadharanam dvayam hyetaddaivamutthanameva cal
paurusam he param manye daivam niscityamucyate||

Yudhisthira, you should always be ready to put forth effort (utchana) my son;
for without the merit of exertion, destiny (daiva) is not a sufficient condition
to realize the purposes (artha) of kings. While both exertion (utthina) and
destiny are causal factors, I believe that exertion (paurusa) is superior, for
destiny is said to be governed by it." And a little later he quotes three slokas
reportedly spoken by Brhaspati, the priest of the gods (X11.58.13-16):

vtthanam hi narendranam brhaspatirabh@sata)
rajadbarmasya yanmilam Slokamscatra nibodha me||

utthapnenamyrtam labdhamutthanenasura hatah|
utrhanena mahendrena Sraisthyam praptam diviba ca)|

utthanadbirah puruso vagdhiranadhitisthati|
utthapadhiram vagdhira ramayanta upasate||
vtthinakbino raja hi buddbimanapi nityasah|
dharsaniyo ripinam syadbhijamga iva nirvisah||

"Brhaspati has said that the exertion (utthZna) of kings is the very foundation
of the duty of kings (rajadharma). Listen to the verses pronounced by him. Tt
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was by exertion that the zmrta was obtained; it was by exertion that the
asura were slain; it was by exertion that Indra won the sovereignty of the
heavens and the earth. The man who acts decisively is greater than the man
of strong words alone. The great men of words worship and revere those
who act decisively. For the king who is destitute of exertion (utthana), even
though possessed of intelligence (buddhi), is always overcome by his
enemies like a snake bereft of poison.”

Somewhat later (XI[.120), Yudhisthira asks Bhisma to summarize the key
points to make it easier for him to remember them, and Bhisma once again
emphasizes the merits of exertion (vv.43-44):

vidya tapo va vipulam dbanam v3
sarvametadvyavasidyena Sakyaml|
brabma yattam pivasati dehavatsu
tasmadvidyadvyavasayam prabhitam]||

yatrasate matimanto manasvinah
sakro vispuryaira sarasvati ca)
vasaati bhUtani ca yalra nityam
tasmadvidvannavamanyeta deham]||

"Knowledge, tapas, great wealth, and indeed everything else is possible
through exertion (vyavasiya). As it occurs in embodied creatures, exertion is
governed by Brahma. For this reason, exertion (vyavas3ya) is regarded as of
utmost importance. Here [i.e. in embodied beings] is where reside many
intelligent creatures such as Indra, Vispu, Sarasvat and other beings. No
sensible person should thus ever dismiss [the importance of] the body."
While the power of exertion still derives from within, there is more than 2
hint in this case that it comes not from the individual himself, but from
various spiritual beings that have taken up residence within him.

However, this does not detract from its importance, as Witness the
conversation of king Brahmadatta with the bird PGjani on the subject of trust
(X1I1.137). Brahmadatta argues for a continuation of their friendship, in spite
of the fact that his friend has just put out the eyes of his son in revenge for
the unfortunate slaying of PUjani's son by the young prince. He is prepared to
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excnerate the bird on the strength that it is really time (klz) that does every
act (vv.45-49). "Who, therefore, injures whom?," he asks. If neither of them
is the cause of the other's sorrow, there is no reason why PUjani should not
continue to live at the palace as before.

But Pijani is too astute to be taken in by this line of argument (v.50-53). If
time be the cause (pramana) of all acts, no one would harbor any feelings of
animosity towards anyone else. Why, then, he asks, do friends and family
seek to avenge one another? Why, indeed, did the gods and the asura slay
each other in days of yore? If it is time that is the cause of happiness and
misery (sukhaduhkba) and birth and death (bhavabhavay), what need is there
of medicines for the sick (bhesajaih kim prayojanam)? More importantly
(v.53), how could dharma be acquired through human agency
(kasmaddharmo'sti kartrsu)? The animosities they bear for each other cannot
be washed away in a hundred years (v.63). Putting one's trust in the injured
party (Brahmadatta in this instance) would be the height of folly and lead to
great misery.

While it is common sense to avoid doing certain things (walking with sore
feet, opening sore eyes against the wind etc.), there are many occasions when
action is indicated, and Pijani concludes that (vv.78-80):

daivam purusakarasca sthitavanyonyasamsrayal|
udartanam karma tantram daivam kliba upasate||

karma catmahitam karyam tiksnam va yadi va mrdu|
grasyate karmasilastu sadanarthairakimcanah||

tasmarsamsayite pyarthe karya eva parakramah|
sarvasvamapi samtyajyakaryamatmabitam narail|

"Destiny (daiva) and exertion (purusakara) exist in mutual dependence on
each other. Persons of good character perform great feats while eunuchs pay
court to destiny (daiva). Whether it be harsh or mild, 2 person should actin
his own interests (Gzmahita). The unfortunate man of inaction (akarmasila) is
always overtaken by all sorts of problems. Therefore, in the midst of all
doubts, one should energetically do what has to be done (kdrya eva
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parikramah). Abandoning all else {in the sense of concentrating on the task
at hand], people should do what is in their own interests {&tmahita)."
Needless to say, Pijani follows his own advice about acting in his own
interest by leaving the palace never to return.

These attitudes are further elaborated in the conversation between a jackal
and a vulture (grdhrajambukasamvada) (XII.149). Effort (prayatna or yatna)
must be supplemented by confidence in one's own abilities (anirvedena
dirghena = constant expectancy) and steadfastness of purpose (miscayena
dhruvena). In this story (itihasa), the parents of a dead child finally obtain the
grace (prasada) of Samkara (=Siva) to revive their dead son (v.112). This is
due to the advice of a jackal (with his own interests at heart) who is made to
say (vv.4647):

Yyatno bi satatam karyah krto daivena sidhyati]
daivam purusakarasca krtantenopapadyatel|

anirvedah sada karyo nirvedaddhi kutah sukhamj
prayatnatprapyate hyarthah kasmadgacchatha nirdayah||

"It is always through right effort (yatna) that one succeeds through destiny
(daiva) in getting things done. Destiny in conjunction with human exertion
(purusakara) is what produces the result. Things should be undertaken with
confidence. How can there be happiness in despondency? For prosperity
(artha) can be won only through exertion (prayataa). Why go so heartlessly?"

Finally, Yudhisthira comes directly to Bhisma with the question (XIIL.6.1):
which of the two is the most powerful, destiny or human exertion (daive
purusakare ca kimsvicchresthataram bhavet)? Adding the weight of
orthodoXy to his own considerable authority, Bhisma respoads with 2 most
interesting twist to traditional imagery in the form of an old itihdsa entitled
"The relative strengths of destiny and exertion" (daivapurusakarabalabalam),
purporting to be Brahm3's answer to a similar query by Vasistha, Here the
analogy of the seed and the field is introduced to suggest that, while daiva
(here characterizing current conditions as the effect of the past) is fruitless
without bhuman effort (purusakdra), it also forces us to confroat our

circumstances and serves as an important goad to further effort in the
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direction of inner transformation and change. They are thus seen to depend
on each other (vv.7-8):

yathabijam vind ksetramuptam bhavati nisphalam|
tath3 purusakirena vina daivam na sidhyati||

ksetram purusakarastu daivam bijamudihrtam|
ksetrabijasamayogattatah sasyam samrdhyate||

"Just as the well-prepared field remains fruitless without the seed, so without
individual effort (purusakara) destiny (daiva) is of no avail. But the field is
[also] said to be effort, while the seed is the destiny [i.e. which promptsit]. It
is from the union of the field and the seed that the harvest is produced." This
reversal of the traditional imagery of the field and the seeds has been noted
by Chaitanya whose views will be taken up in the later discussion of the
various causalities of karma (¢f.p.196). What is important to observe here is
that the quality of the fruits, when they come, appears to depend entirely on
the quality of the seed in the form of human effort rather than destiny (v.6):

yadrsam vapate bijam ksetramasadya karpakabh|
sukrte duskrte vapi tadrsam labhate phalam||

"The farmer reaps the fruits, good or bad, as he sows the seed in his field."
Purusakara in the sense of the inner power to act is, of course, also a
necessary condition for any theory of individual moral responsibility.
Brahma introduces what looks like the beginnings of such a theory in what
follows, claiming that (v.9):

karmanah phalanirvrttim svayamasnati karakah|
pratyaksam drSyate loke krtasyapyakrtasya cal|

subhena karmand saukhyam dubkham papena karmanaj
krtam sarvatra Iabhate nakrtam bhujyate kvacit||

"It is for all the world to see that the doer reaps the fruits of the actions he
performs, as well as of those he does not perform; that noble actions lead to
good while evil actions lead to sorrow; that actions performed always
produce results but lead nowhere if not performed.” But he quickly returns to



what is his first interest: tc demonstrate the value of individual initiative in
the pursuit of human needs and ends (v.12-13):

tapasa ripasaubhagyam ratndni vividhani ca|
pripyate karmand sarvam na daivadakrtatmana)|

tatha svargasca bhiogasca nistha ya ca manigital
sarvam purusakarena krtenehopapadyate||

"By applying oneself (tapasa), one is able to acquire beauty, good fortune,
and riches of various kinds (ratnz = jewel). Everything is possibie through
work (karma) but not through destiny (daiva) by one without initiative.

Heaven, worldly enjoyments, and all the desirable things of the earth can be
acquired by well-directed individual exertion”. Work is the secret of the
success of all those who have attained to high status, including the heavenly
bodies, the gods, and various other beings (v.14). Different types of activity
are prescribed for the various castes — pure living (Sauca) for the brahmin,
prowess (vikrama) for the ksatriya, initiative (purusakara) for the vaisyz, and
service (Susriusa) for the $idra (v.16). Men would become mere idlers

(udasina) if events happened through destiny alone (v.19). The source of all
our frustrations in life is then traced to the jealously of the gods. (vv.22-29):

krtah purusakarastu daivamevanuvartate|
nadaivamakrte kimcitkasyaciddatumarhati||

Yyadasthananyanityani drsyante daivatesvapi]
katham karma vinZ daivam sthasyate sthapayisyati|

na daivatani loke'sminvyaparam yanti kasyacit|
vyasangam janayantyugramatmabbibhavasankaya|

rsinam devatinam ca sadz bhavati vigrahah|
kasya vaca hyadaivam syadyato daivam pravartate||

katham casya samutpattiryatha daivam pravartate|
evam tridasalokepi prapyante bahavaschalah||

atmaiva hyatmano banduratmaivaripuratmanab|
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aumaiva catmanah saksi krtasydpyakrrasya c4|

krtam ca vikrtam kimcitkrte karmani sidhyate|
sukrte duskrtam karma na yathartham prapadyate||

devinim $aranam punyam sarvam punyairavapyate
punyasilam naram prapya kim daivam prakarisyati||

"Applied in the right manner, purusakira enhances daiva; but when not

properly applied, daiva (alone) leads to nothing whatever. When we see that
the positions of even the deities themselves are not eternal, how could the
affairs of the gods be upheld without acting (Xarma). The gods do not always
lend their support to the pursuits of others (vy3para = occupation). Fearing
their own demise (Ftmabhibhava), they put great difficulties in the way of
others. [In this way] there is constant rivalry (vigraha) between the gods and
the sages. It is thus not true to say that daiva does not exist, since it is darva
that moves everything else. What, then, is the purpose (samutpatu = hit.

origin) of this (i.e. human karma) if it is daiva that moves everything? The
answer is that it allows for the development of innumerable virtues (chala),
even in the heavenly spheres (lit. the thirty-three worlds). We are our own
friend and our own enemy, and we are also the witness of what we have
done and not done. Whatever happens in terms of good orill is accomplished
through work (karma). But work is not sufficient to achieve everything one
desires. Merit (punya) is the refuge of the gods. Everything is attainable
through good deeds. For a man of rightecus behavior (pusyasila), what

remains for daiva to do?”

The reason we do not get exactly what we want is because our best efforts
are often thwarted by the actions of the gods (daiva). But in an ironic twist of
fate, it is these petty celestial jealousies that provide the challenges we need
to develop the stirling qualities (puaya) required for our further spiritual
advance (i.e. towards a cleansing of soul (Gtmasuddhi), and eventual
enlightenment, although this is not the issue here). Once again, it is not
success or failure that really counts, but the attitude we adopt 1n confroating
these divine obstacles. It is in this sense that we are our own friend — as also
OUr own Worst enemy.
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. 1Ct. Bhisma's graphic description of his character at XI1.76.18-20. Yudhisthira is kind (drrsamsa), soft
(mrdu), patient (ddnta), very ncble (atydrya), kighly principled (atidhirmika), unmanly (kifba), and addicted
to righteousness and mercy (dharmaghmidyukta).

2Klaes, Conscience ard Conscioysness, p. 96.
3Biardeau notes here; “This is already the teaching of Kryna in the GRtd, the teaching given to Arjuna by the
avatdra of Vijnu who does not directly take part in the action. The role of Yudhisthira is therefore very

close to that of the avatira, 2 logical ane for the son of Dharma, but he must above all count on the activity
of Arjuna in conformicy with the ideal ke proposes”. Madeleine Biardeau, “Conférence de Mlile Madeleine

Biardeau” Annuaire (1972-3): 138,
4J. Bruce Long. "The Concepts of Human Action and Rebirth in the Mahdbhirata”, In Wendy Deniger

OTlaberty (Ed.). Xamma and Rebirth in Classical Indian Traditions. Berkeley. University of California

Press, 1980, p. 47,

5Madeleine Biardeau. "Conférence de Mlle Madeleine Biardeau” Annuaire (1972-73): 136.

SKlaes, Consgience and Consciousaess, p. 113.
7Krishna Chaitanya. The MahTbhdraca: o lterary study. p. 281.

166



VIII — Karma as retributive causality

Whatever interpretation we give to these nuances of meaning there is little
doubt that purusakdra is a valued asset for all four classes (including the
majority of orthodox brahmins) who, by their birth and natural disposition
(which are theoretically synonymous), are fitted for an active role in epic
society (pravrtti). For success (siddhi) in any field of endeavor related to the
three worldly ends of human life {the trivarga of dharmirthakama), and

more particularly for the ksatriya king it is regarded as absolutely essential.
It 1s one of the four topics of the rajadharma as Hiltebeitel notes: "When
Bhisma introduces Yudhisthira to the subject of rdjadharma, the ‘duty of
kings,' he begins by breaking the subject down into four topics: attendance
on gods and brahmins, truth (satya), exertion (utthana), and the maintenance
of prosperity (5ri ; 12:56,12-20)."! The king may be thwarted by the gods
(1.e. by daiva), but he cannot abandon his responsibilities (svadharma)

without dire consequences (as Yudhisthira is repeatedly warned). These
challenges also have a positive side in being a goad to the spiritual advance
of the soul in this and future lives. When blocked, the drive to master our
environment (purusakara) can become the spur we need to master ourselves.

In spite of its obvious practical importance however, we are still in the dark
about its ultimate source. The epic psychology of action is reasonably clear.
The stimulus is the desire (kZma) thai seeks its satisfaction in the outer
world, desire itself being the expression of the qualities (guna) of the

material component (prakrti) of the embodied soul (jiva). However, the

mythological language suggests a mysterious inner connection between
daiva and purusakira. We are told that when suspicious or fearful of human
ambitions (often symbolized by the tapas of the rsi), the gods may thwart our
plans in one of two ways: they may strike at the root of human action by
provoking doubt or inner conflict, or they may bend or blunt the effects of
human interventions in the outer world (1I1.33.33-34).
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We have already met the symbolic representation of this inner connection in
a variety of contexts: as Krsna, "the Lord in the heart of all beings”
(V1.40/BG.18.61): the dhawr that operates within our bodies (I1.52.18;
[1.67.3; I11.30.30): the seven celestial custodians of the pravrttidharma who
control cur acts and ccurse of life (XII.327.72): various gods and other
beings who inhabit our bodies (I1.72.8-11; XII.120.44): the god Siva
(X11.149.112) etc. These may all be regarded as symbolizing a particular
aspect or level of daiva that prompts action from within {(cf. XIII.6.25). We
have also noted that the emphasis is continuously shifting between the
plurality of individuals who act (pravrtti), and those who seek their source in
the divine or cosmic Mind (aivriti — where individuals and tk~ir actions
tend to merge back intc the all-embracing unity of Being). From this latter
perspective, the Universe itself is seen to be governed by the $astr or
Supreme Governor (XI1.219.8): the prabhu or "Lord" (XI1.220.84): the god
Visnu (XI1.271.7): the adideva (XIII.Appendix I. No. 16.171) who appears
as Krsna wielding divine "powers" (including, as we have seen, m3y3,
upaya or, simply, "yoga"): or, most commonly, by time itself (J.1.188-189;
X11.217.25 and 39; XI1.230.19-20, etc.). In the final analysis, the desire
(kZma) that moves all creatures, including the gods and the demons, is
Narayana Himself (XIII. App. I. No. 6.164-165):

sa kamah sarvajantGnam S'arvabbz?gavato orpa|
Suranamasurdnam ca caratyantargatah sadal|

"He is that kdma that exists in every creature and every state of being, O
king. He 1s the one who forever moves within the hearts of both gods and
asura.” Cf. also VI1.29/BG.7.11. On this basis, Daiva sets the course of the
things and beings of the Universe either outward, to the world system in
whichk we find ourselves (pravrrri), or inward, to the divine source from
which we originate (aivrtl).

However, while God and the gods are all active within us, they are all part of
the causal system of action and reaction and cannot tamper with the world
with impunity. Though actions do not soil (Vlip) him as they do ordinary
mortals (V1.26/BG.4.14), Krsna himself is a manifested being who must
submit to the temporal effects of his own cosmic agenda. Thus when cursed
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by Gandhari for being indifferent to the plight of the world, Krsna accepts
her sentence of death "smiling awhile” (abhyusmayanniva) as if everything
was proceeding according to plan (X1.25.43-44). This is later confirmed by
Vyasa after the various curses have done their worst, and Arjuna is left grief-
stricken and confused. What are a few curses, Vyasa asks him rhetorically, to
a being such as Krsna who is fully capable of altering the course of the three
worlds if he so wished (XV1.9.27)? He urges Arjuna to follow the example
of Krsna in willingly accepting the loss of his own powers (vv. 33-35):

kalamilamidam sarvam jagadbijam dhanamjaya|
kala eva samadatte punareva yadrcchaya|

sa eva balavanbhiotva punarbhavati durbalahi
saevesasca bhutveha paurarajaapyate punah||

krtakrtyani castrani gatinyadyatathagatam|
punaresyanlti te hastam yadi kalo bhavisyati||

"All this 1s rooted in time, O Dhanamjaya, which is the source of the
Universe. And again it is time that withdraws everything when it sees fit
(yadrcchayZ = also "by chance"). After being mighty for a time, one
becomes weak once again From having enjoyed power in the past, one again
recovers the control of cities. Having achieved their purpose, your weapons
have gone back whence they came. They will again come into your hands
when the time is ripe." Symbolized in the case of Arjuna by his weapons,
purusakaraitself is eventually repossessed by time.

The important difference between gods and humans in this respect is that the
gods are not morally accountable for what they do (X11.283.28):

manusesu maharaja dharmadharmau pravartatah
natathanyesu bhitesu manusyarahitesvihal|

"Dharma and adharma apply only to human beings, O king. They do not
exist in this world among creatures other than man." But as we have seen,
they are ofien shown tc play an important moral role in apportioning the
results of human action according to the very standards of the dharma they
escape. We have already drawn attention to the activities of Indra (I111.218.9-
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10), the dharr (IV.19.10), and Yama (V.42.5) in this regard (cf. page 3). In
the famous story of the origins of the Kuru dynasty, Sakuntala uses these
words in condemning Duhsanta’s refusal to acknowledge their son Bharata

(1.68.27-31):

ekohamasmit ca manyase tvam

na Brechayam velsi munim puranam|
yo veditd karmanah papakasya
yasyantike tvam vrjinam karosil|

manyate papakam krtva na kascidvetti mamiti|
vidanti cainam devasca svascaivantarapurusahl|

adityacandravanilanalau ca
dyaurbhimirapo hrdayam yamascal
ahascaratrisca ubhe ca samdhye
dharmasca janati narasya vrttam||

yamo vaivasvatastasya niryatayati duskrtam|
brdi sthitah karmasaksi ksetrajiio yasya tusyati||

na tu tusyati yasyaisa purusasya duratmanah|
tam yamah papakarmanam niryatayati duskrtam)||

"You think you are alone with yourself, but are you not aware of the ancient
seer (muni) in your heart; the one who knows your evil deeds? It is before
him that you speak this faise testimony (vrjina). An evil-doer always thinks,
'no one knows me.’ But the gods and the inner man (svantarapirusa) know

him. Sun, Moon, Wind, and Fire, as well as Heaven and Earth, Water, and
his heart (brdaya) and Yama, and Day and Night, and Dawa and Dusk, and
the dharma — all know the character (vrttz) of 2 man. When the atman

(ksetrajiza = knower of the field), the witness of all actions in the heart (brdi
karmasakst), is content with a person, Yama Vaivasvata destroys the evil that
one has perpetrated. But when the Ztman is not content with the wicked man
{in whom it dwells], Yama snatches away the evil-doer himself." In this case
it would seem that the final judge is the man himself (or his atman ).
However, it is the god Yama who dispenses justice. This amoral link with
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human morality probably stems from the traditional ritual idea that the gods
return a share (bh3ga) of what they themselves receive in the sacrifice,

It is never clear whether judgement may involve the same action for which
the same gods, as daiva, were responsible in the first place. However, the
very idea that humans are judged for actions inspired by others is demeaning
of human dignity, and must have appeared increasingly unjust to enquiring
minds. This inchoate feeling of cosmic injustice no doubt contributed to the
birth and increasing popularity of what must originally have been the
revolutionary idea that character and the vicissitudes of life, including the
conditions of birth (jiri), length of life (gyus), and day-to-day experiences cf
pleasure and pain (bhoga) are not due to the machinations of any god (or to
dajva) but to the individual's own actions in the past, whether performed in
this or in some previous life. "Judged by historic standards, the Karma theory
did much to raise man's status and to wean him from coaxing gods through
sacrifice and prayer."2 One of the earliest formulations of the effect of choice
and action on character, is the statement of Brhadaranyakopanisad I'V.4.5:

yathakari yathacari tathd bavati|
sadhukari sadhur bhavati|
papakari papo bhavati|

punyah punyena karmana bhavati

papah papena|

"As a man acts, as he behaves, so does he become. Whoever does good
(saZdhu), becomes good: whoever does evil (papa), becomes evil. By good
works (punyena karman3) a man becomes holy (puaya), through evil [works]
he becomes evil." In the so-called 'pure’ form that emerged in the later
philosophical literature, it was accepted that:

every act, whether good or bad, produces a certain result or return
which cannot be escaped. In the physical world there is the universal
law of causation. The doctrine of Karma extends this inexorable law of
causality to the mental and moral sphere.... This doctrine of Karma
emphasizes three things; firstly it regards an existence as a sort of
expiation for the doings of a previous existence or existences; secondly,
an evil deed cannot be expiated by works of merit but its punishment
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must be borne; thirdly, the punishment for wrong is automatic and
personal. Under the doctrine of Karma there is no such thing as chance
or luck.?

However, H.D. Bhattacharyya is no doubt correct in arguing that: "The
doctrine of Karma had neither a single beginning nor a single growth. All
through its history, it has assumed diverse forms according to the emphasis
laid upon its different elements, and to-day it is difficult to say which is the
pure form and which the debased."4

The historical diversity of these ideas is nowhere more evident than in the
ferment of opinion regarding the source of action and the locus of individual
moral responsibility in the Mah#bharata (XII.137.53). However 1t is 2
diversity that marks a distinct shift in the balance of power from the gods to
the possibility of the fully self-determined act of a morally autonomous
individual. In effect, the self-imposed impulses of past karma (plrvakarma)
are seen to progressively take over the role of external material and spiritual
agencies as the source of human character and circumstance. Furthermore,
while the karmic law appears to duplicate the divine intentionalities visible
in the course ci events it also provides the needed challenges to human
transformation and freedom.

These ideas may be traced in a logical, if not a strictly chronological,
arrangement of textual material, starting with 2 variety of mixed
formulations that recognize the link with past acts, but which rely on an
external catalyst of some kind (the elements, time, a god, etc.) to precipitate
the consequences of past acts into the present. Bhisma, for example,
introduces the elements of nature herself (bhGta ) as a medium of retributive
transmission (X11.36.36-37):

subhasubhaphalam pretyalabhate bhiitasaksikah|
atiricyettayoryattu tat karta labhate phalaml|

tasmaddanena tapasa karmana ca Subbham phalam|
vardhayedasubham krtva yatha syadatirekavan||
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"At his death, the person obtains the pure and impure fruits {of what he has
dene], as witnessed by the elements (bhitasiksika). The agent experiences
the measure of the two of them [i.e. virtue and vice]. It is thus that one may
enhance one's fortune (pure fruits) by charity, tapas, and [good] works, and
that impure acts lead to misery."

The role of tume itself is reduced from a primary to a secondary role in this
process. In the discussion of X11.34, Vyasa clearly states that (v.7):

karmamurtyatmakam viddhi saksinam subhapapayohi
sukhaduhkhagunodarkam kalam kilaphalapradaml||

"Know that time is made up of actions; that it is the witness of pure and
impure deeds; that it bestows the fruits of time, [that 1s to say] the results of
the actions (udarka) distributed in the form of happiness and misery.” In
another discourse Bhisma indicates that these past acts mature in their own
tume (svakila) without external compulsion, after the manner of flowers and
fruit (X11.174.8-18):

susighramapi dhavantam vidhanamanudbavati|
sete saha $ayanena yena yena yatha krtam||

upatisthati tisthantam gacchantamanugacchati|
karoti kurvatah karma chayevanuvidhiyate||

Yena yena yatha yadyatpura karma samacitam|
tattadevanaro bhunkta nityam vihitamatmanal|

svakarmaphalaviksiptam vidhanapariraksitam|
bhutagramamimasm kalah samantatparikarsatil]

acodyamanani yathZ puspani ca phalani cal
svakZzlam nativartante tathd karmapurakrtami|

sammanascavamanasca labhalabhau ksayodayau|
pravrtta vinivartante vidhanante punah punabh|

armana vihitam duhkhamarmana vibitam sukham|
garbhasayyamupadayabhujyate paurvadehikami|
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balo yuva ca vrddhasca yatkaroti Subhasubham)|
tasyam tasydmavasthaydm bhunkte janmani janmani||

yath3 dhenusahasresu valso vindate mataram|
tatha purvakrtam karma kartaramanugacchate||

samunnamagrato vastram pascacchudhyate karmana)
upavasaih prataptanam dirgham sukhamanantakaml|

dirghakalena tapasa sevitena tapovane|
dharmanirdhUtapapandm samsidhyante manorathah||

"Whatever has been determined (vidhZna = as a result of past acts)
overtakes [the doer] however swiftly he runs. It sleeps when he sleeps and
does whatever else he does. Like a shadow, the karma [of the past]} rests
when he rests, follows when he moves, acts when he acts. A man is always
made to experience [the fruits of] whatever acts have accumulated in the past
as a result of his own doing (atmavihitam). Time (kZla) severely afflicts all
creatures [already] destined to be unsettled by the consequences of their past
acts. Action undertaken in the past (karma purZkrtam) matures in its own
time (svakalam) without external compulsion, just as do flowers and fruits.
At the end of their ordained course (vidbante), actions undertaken (pravrita)
are continuously transformed into honor and dishonor, gain and loss, growth
and decay. A creature experiences the joy and suffering ordained as a result
of his own acts (Ztmana vihitam = ordained by himself) in a former body
while still 1n the womb. Whenever he does a good or a sinful act, whether in
childhood, youth, or cld age, he will always experience the results of it at the
same period in every birth. The acts of u previous life (pirvakrtam karma)
catch up with the agent like a calf that locates its mother among thousands of
cattle. Drenched in water a garment is made clean. [Similarly], those who are
burning as a result of their acts obtain endless happiness by abiding in a state
of abstinence. Those whose sins have been destroyed according to the
dharma, by taking up residence in the woods and performing tapas for a
long period of time, succeed in obtaining the objects they desire." Life is
now ordained by oneself (Ztmavihitam),and it is only the pattern of unfolding
that remains in the hands of time.
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In a long conversation between Gautami and the fowler Arjunaka, the
previous acts of the murder vicum catch up with bim via the circuitous route
of a second agent who escapes responsibility for his own (inherently
culpable) act of violence. The onus is progressively shifted from the helpless
agent (in this case the snake who stands accused of the death of the old lady's
son) and the personified form of Time (who also disclaims responsibility) to
Gautami and then to her son, both of whom must suffer the "destiny" of their
past acts. This story is one of a number designed to relieve Yudhisthira of his
sense of guilt and therefore avoids reference to the influence of any previous
acts by Yudhisthira. Why do you consider yourself (or your atman) to be the
cause, Bhisma challenges Yudhisthira (XIII.1.8), when your actions are
dependent (paratantra = i.e. dependent on other causes, in this case the
perfidy of Duryodhana)? The fowler in the story that follows employs all the
usual arguments against the obvious perpetrator of the crime. The serpent
must die since it is guilty of the death of the old lady's son. Such punishment
will provide a remedy for anger and grief (the case for revenge) and also a
protection for others who may otherwise be bitten in the future. Gautami,
however, pleads for release of the serpent, arguing that nothing will be
gained by its death and certainly not the restoration of her son. Such an
atutude may be appropriate for a self-contained person (svastha), replies
Arjunaka, but hardly for one plunged in grief (v.17). The practical person
(arthavid) seeks solace (samipsanta) in revenge rather than assigning
everything to the course of time (v.18). The argument then proceeds to trade
the merits of forgiveness (ksam3) and compassion (mardava) against those
acquired by the serpent himself as a sacrificial victum.

While they are thus arguing back and forth, the serpent suddenly begins to
speak in its own defence (v.28). It argues that the sin (dosa ; kilbisa), if there
be any, is not his since he is not his own master (asvatantra) and had no
choice (kZmya) in the matter. Death (mstyu) is responsible (v.29). But the
fowler thereupon suggests that the serpent must at least bear part of the
blame, since he is the instrumental cause (kirana) in the same manner as the
potter's Wheel and rod and other instruments are instrumental causes of the
pot. But such instruments are not independent causes (asvavasa) of the pot,
replies the serpent (v.33). If there be any sin in the death of the boy, it must
somehow be shared among all the various causes (hetusamavaya).
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At this point, Mrtyu himself appears to reveal he was guided by Time (kala),
. and that neither he, nor the serpent are therefore responsible for the child’s
death (v.43). He continues (vv.44-49):

yathivayurjaladharanvikarsatitatastatah|
tadvajjaladavansarpa kalasyaham vasanugah||

sattvikd rajasascaiva tamasa ye cakecanal
bhavah kalatmakah sarve pravartante hi jantusul|

Jangamah sthavarascaiva divi va yadi vz bhuvi]
sarve kalatmakzh sarpa kalatmakamidam jagat]|

pravrttayasca yi loke tathaiva ca nivrttayah
t3sam vikrtayo yasca sarvam kalatmakam smrtaml||

adityascandrama visnurapo viyuvh Satakratuh|
agnih kham prthivi mitra osadhyo vasavastathal|

saritah s3garascaiva bhavabhavau ca pannagal
sarve kalena srjante hliyante ca tathZ pupah||

"Just as the clouds are tossed about by the wind, I too, like the clouds, O
serpent, am under the influence (vasanouga) of Kala. All conditions of Life
(bhava) related to sattva, rajas and tamas are governed by Kila, and operate
in all creatures. All mobile and immobile creatures in heaven and earth,
indeed this whole universe, O serpent, are influenced by K3ala. Everything
that happens in this world, whether tending to action (pravrtsi) or to

quiescence (aivreti), and all changes (vikets), are said to be influenced by
Kala. All existent and non-existent objects (bhavabhavau), including the

Aditya and the Moon, Visqu, Water, Wind, Indra, Fire, Sky, Earth, Mitra,
plants and the Vasus, and rivers and oceans, are created and destroyed by
Kala." Qur very moods of joy and anger (harsakrodhau) are kilapracodita

— determined by Time (v.60).

Finally, the personified form of Kala himself appears before them, bringing
the rather startling revelation that (vv.64-68):
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akarodyadayam karma tannorjunaka codakam)|
pranasaheturnianyo'sya vadhyate yvam svakarmani|

yadanena Kkrtam Karma tendyam nidhanam gatah|
vindsahetuh karmasya sarve karmavas3 vayam||

karmadayadavillokah karmasambandhalaksanah]
karmani codayantiha yathinyonyam tathi vayaml||

Yyathia mripindatah kartd kurute yadyadicchati
evamatmakrtam karma manavah pratipadyate||

Yyathd chayatapau nityam susambaddhau nirantaram|
tacha karma ca karta ca sambaddhavatmakarmabhih||

"It was the karma of this child, O Arjunaka, that acted as the driving force
(codaka) in this matter. Nothing else was the cause (hetu) of this child's
death. He was killed by his own actions in the past (svakarma). He met his
death as a result of the other actions he performed. It is his karma that was
the cause (hetu) of his destruction. All of us are subject to our actions
(karmava$a). Karma is inherited in this world, which is marked by the
bondage of action. It is karma that drives the activities of the world, just as
others drive us (tc action). Men make their own destiny (karma) from actions
performed in the past (Ztumakrtam karma) just as a person (karta) may fashion
whatever he wants out of a lump of clay. The agent (karta) and his actions
(karma) are bound together by his [previous] actions as sunlight and shadow
are forever bound up with each other.” Men cycle through the three worlds
according to their own karma (svakarma), Yudhisthira is told, and he should,
therefore, free himself of responsibility for something which 1the Kaurava,
through their own actions, brought upon themselves (v.74).

In light of this clear disavowal by Time, the tale ends on a decidedly
contradictory note, however, when Bhisma concludes this passage (adhyaya)
by telling Yudisthira that (v.75):

na tu tvaya krtam partha napi duryodhanena vai)
kalena tatkrtam viddhi vihata yena parthivah||
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"What has happened was not your doing, nor, indeed, was it Duryodhana’s.
Know that it was Time (kzla) that was responsible for the deaths of these
kings." This suggests either the possibility of interpolation of the words of
Time about the responsibility of the child (i.e. of verses 62-74), or the
existence of lingering doubts about the real truth of the matter. Bhisma
himself describes the discussion as dharm3thasamsaya (v.62) or "doubts

regarding the subject of morality.”

The increasing emphasis on the role of past karma in the formation of current
conditions inevitably calls into question the role of other agencies, including
God Himself. Despondent at the rising fortunes of the Dhartarastra,
Yudhisthira (who is in exile at this point) thinks that (I11.181.5):

karmanah purusah kart2 Subhasyapyasubhasya c4|
svaphbalam tadupasnati katham karta svidi§varahi|

"Man is the agent of his good and evil acts, and that he reaps the fruits. What
then does the Lord do?" And he asks the sage Markandeya (v.6ff.):

atha vZ sukhaduhkbesu nrnam brahmavidam vara
1ha vi krtamanveti paradehetha va punab||

"Is it true, O greatest of brahmin scholars, that the acts of men foliow him in
this life or in another birth?" In establishing a doctrine in the matter
(sthityartha), Markandeya begins by explaining how, in the beginning,

Prajapati created immaculate bodies for the housing of souls. However, as 2
result of lust and anger (kZmakrodhau), greed and confusion (lobhamohau)
overcame them, they began to live by tricks and deceit (mayavyajau), and
the gods deserted them (v.17). Over time, this god-created body has become
the repository of vast quantities of good and bad acts (v.23), and when it dies
the person is instantly (yugapad) reborn (v.24) together with all his previous
acts. These follow him like a shadow (svakrtam karma chilyevanugatam) to
create the joys and sorrows of the new life (v.25). Those with a past history
of good behavior are reborn with good characters (Subhalaksana) into good
families ($ubha-yonyantaragata) (v.29), grow up with little fear of illness or
bondage (alpabadaparitrasa), and are likely to encounter few obstacles
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(nirupadrava) in life (v.30). On leaving this world of acts (karmabhimi),
they proceed to the abode of the gods (surdlaya) (v.31).

Having established his theory, however, Markandeya immediately waters it
down by concluding that (v.32):

kimciddaivaddhathatkimcitkacidevasvakarmabhih|
pripauvantl nard rdjanma te’stvanyd vicarand||

“Some is the result of destiny (daiva), some the result of chance (hatha), and
part of what men get is the result of their own acts (svakarma), O king. Think
no more about it." The question of the role of the I$vara is left hanging,
except through this oblique reference to destiny (daiva). The emphasis is
clearly on one's svakarma which, in addition to creating the conditions of the
present, 1s also an important determinant of the future "world" in which the
greatest happiness (parasreyas ) will be found (v.33). Those in pursuit of
wealth (dhana = artha ) will find it in this world and not the next; those in
pursuit of yoga (yogayukta presumably = moksa) will find it in that world
not this (asau nayam lokah); those in pursuit of dharma will find it in both
this world and the next; while self-indulgent people who do nothing
(lmplying dedication to kZma) will find it neither in this world nor in the
next {vv.35-38). Markandeya then assures the Pandava that their fortunes
will change, since their own acts (surakaryahetu), determined by the
purposes of the gods (v.39), will win them the highest heaven where good
men dwell (svargam param pugyakrtam nivasam) (v. 41). There is some
suggestion here that the gods (and presumably i$vara) constitute a final
cause, creating the teleological conditions responsible for their ultimate
destiny.

Less uncertainty is evident in the story of the brahmin Kausika who is
directed for spiritual guidance to a pious butcher (dharmavyadha), a most
unlikely preceptor from the orthodox standpoint (though living in the perfect
society of king Janaka of Mithil3). The brahmin is initially ill-at-ease at
finding himself in the presence of this loathsome form of livelihood — ghora
karma (111.198.18), but the butcher explains that (111.199.1-3):

yadaham hyacarekarmaghorametadasamsayam]||
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vidhistu balavanbrahmandustaram bi purdkream|
purakrtasya papasya karmadoso bhavatyayam|
dosasyaitasya vai brahmanvidhate yatnavanaham||

vidhina vihite pirvam nimittam ghtako bhavet]
nimittabhGta i vayam karmano'sya dvijoliamal|

"This occupation of mine is no doubt loathsome. However, the weight (vidhi
= injunction) of our previous deeds is powerful and difficult to circumvent,
O brahmin. I am obliged to do this evil work as a result of evil acts
performed in the past, and I make every effort (yataa) to kill it off. When
such a thing has been ordained by previous injunction [i.e. of his own acts],
the killer is but the instrument. For we are but the instruments of these
[previous] actions, O best of the twice-born." Nevertheless, a place is still
reserved for "the one who bestows" (dhatr) the results of good and evil deeds
when he continues (vv.14-17):

svadharma iti kKrtva tu na tyajami dvijottamal
purakrtamiti jAatvajivamyetenakarmanal|

svakarma tyajato brabmannadharma iha drsyatel
svakarmanirato yastu sa dharma iti niscayah|

plrvam hi vibitam karma dehinam na vimufcati|
dharra vidhirayam drsto bahudha karmanirnaye||

drastavyam tu bhavetpréjia kriire karmani vartata)
katham karma subham kuryam katham muchye parabhavat
karmanastasya ghorasya bahudha nirpayo bhavet||

“This is my dharma; and this being so I will not give it up, best of the twice-
born. I know that it is the result of my deeds in the past, and [ earn my
livelihood by this work. Here [i.e. in this kingdom of orthodoxy which is
Mithila] it is considered coatrary to the dharma to abandon one's owa work.
When one is engaged in one's own work it is considered to be the dharma
[1.e. the task of that person in life]. For an embodied being cannot escape the
karma previously ordained for him. The Dhaty looks upon this ordinance
(vidhi) in a number of ways when determining one's work. A man who is
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working at a grisly task, O wise brahmin, must find out how he can make it
pure, how to aveid being destroyed by it. The final judgement on this gory
job will [thus] be varied." He then provokes Kausika to reflection by
questioning whether anyone can be an absolute practitioner of non-violence
(abimsa) in this cannibalistic world? There follows a number of examples of
how difficult this is, punctuated by repeated admonitions of "and what do
you think of that" (kim pratibhdu te)? Even those most devoted to non-
violence such as the ascetics (yati) do harm to other creatures (v.29), e.g. by
simply walking about (v.25).

But the dharma is more than just difficult to follow; it is confusing by its
very nature (I11.200.2) — stksm3a gatirhi dharmasya bahusikhd hyanantika
— “"the way of the dharma is subtle with a multitude of endless branches."s
Under certain conditions, a lie can become truth and a truth a lie, but whether
the act is judged (by the dba3ir ?) good or bad — avasyam (tatsamdipnoll
puruso natra samsayah — “there is no doubt whatsoever about the
inevitability of the resulting consequences for the man himself" (v.5). If the
result of actions were not dependent on something over and above
(paradhina) the current action, men would not experience the various

difficulties and obstacles they meet in life (v.8ff.). Or to put it another way
(v.19):

na mriyeyurna jiryeyuh sarve syvh sarvakamikah|
nidpriyam pratipasyeyurvasitvam yadi vai bhavel||

"If men were subject to their own wishes, no one would die, no one would
grow old, all would have their desires fulfilled, and no one would experience
any unpleasantness.” But, at death, the soul (jiva = here the dtman together
with the subtle body) moves on, and (vv.27-28):

anyo hi nasnati krtam hi karma

sa eva karta sukhakuhkhabhzgi]
yattena kimciddhi krtam hi karma
tadasnute nasti krtasya nasah||

apunyasilascabhavantipunya
narottamah papakrto bbhavanti]
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naronuyatastviha karmabhih svai-
statah samutpadyati bhavitastaik)

"No one else inherits the deeds that were done. The doer (kartr) himself has
the share (bhzga) of good and bad. For he gets whatever kirma he has done;
there 1s no such thing as the destruction of what has been performed. The
evil-natured man hecomes good; the best of men becomes an evil-deer. For
the man in this world is followed by his own deeds [of the past]. His [new]
existence 1s prepared by them in this manrer, and then he is (re)born.” One is
thereby consigned to a life of wandering through the samsira asif ona

wheel (parikramati samsare cakravatbahuvedanah), suffering great pain until
one 1s freed from bondage (nivrttabandha) by the performance of pure acts

(viSuddhakarma), and attains to the worlds of the virtuous (sukrtaloka) where
suffering is no more (vv.37-38). Successful performance of one's own duties
(svadharmaphala) leads to tranquillity of mind, accompanied by meaningful
personal relationships and werldly influence (prabhutvam) (v. 46).

In the long run, however, even this dharmaphala (fruits of dharma) is not
satisfying (v.47), particularly when one has realized the fragile nature of the
world (drstvZ lokam ksayatmakam). When this point comes, a person first
undertakes 1o renounce everything (sarvatydge yatate), though he still does
not abandon his duties, and "then strives for liberation, not by the wrong
means but by the right" (tatc mokse prayatate ninupayidupayatah),
presumably through the punctilious performance of his duties (vv.48-49). It
is interesting to observe the emphasis on effort in this process through use of
the root vyar = to strive, endeavor, etc.

In light of the foregoing, it is easy to understand how destiny (in the form of
kZla or daiva ) eventually came to be synonymous with the results of past
acts. A link with daiva is evident in remarks made by the sceptic

(pirvapaksa) in the course of a long, and rather rambling, account of the
matter given by Parasara, the father of Vyzsa, in response to a question by
King Janaka (XI1.279). After explaining (v.7) that the essence of the dharma
for embodied creatures is contained in the scriptural ordinances laid down on
the subject of action (dharmatmakah karma vidhirdehinam), he continues
(v.10-12):
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sauvarpam riajatam vap! yatha bhandam nisicyate]
tatha nisicyate jantuh purvakarmavasanugah|

nabijajjayate kimcinnakrtva sukhamedhate|
sukrti vindate sukham prdpya dehaxsayam narah||

daivam tita na pasyami nast daivasya sidhanam
svabhavato hi samsiddha devagandharvadanavah||

"As a pot when dipped into gold or silver (takes on the qualiues of these
precious metals), so do pecople become subject to then past karma
(pirvakarma). Nothing grows without a seed. No one can prosper and enjoy
fife without action. On the destruction of the body, a person obtains
happiness as a result of good acts. (It is only the sceptic who argues), T do
not, my dear sir, see anything that is the result of destiny (daiva here equated
with present circumstances the result of past actions). There is no evidence
that destiny has any cause. It is in consequence of their own nature
(svabhava) that the gods, the gandharvas, and the demons have prospered.”
This position (i.e. that svabhavais the cause) is then refuted by Parasara who
argues that, on the contrary, one inevitably experiences the consequences of
past conduct, whether this be by the "eye,” mind, speech, or by physical
action (vv.15-18).

caksusa manasa vaca karmana ca caturvidham)|
kurute yadrsam karmatadrsam pratipadyatel|

nirantaram camisram ca phalate karma parthival
kalyanam yadi va papam na tv naso'sya vidyate||

kaddcitsukrtam tata katasthamiva tisthati
majjamanasyasamsareyavaddubkhadvimucyate||

tato duhikhaksayam krtva sukrtam karma sevate|
sukrtaksayadduskrtam ca tadviddhi manujadhipal)

“One receives an equal measure of which ever of the four kinds of action one
performs, (action performed) in a suggestive manner (lit. with the eye),
meantally, in speech, or in (physical) action. Karma always leads to mixed
results, O king; but whether these tend to good or evil, these results are never
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destroyed. Sometimes, O good sir, the results of good acts are not apparent
(Lit. ‘remain as if hidden’) to one sinking in the [ocean of] the sumsira untl
such time as he is released from his sorrows. Once these sorrows have been
exhausted, he begins to enjoy [the fruits of] his good acts. And know [also],
O king, that the exhaustion of [the effects of] good acts are followed by those
of evil "6

Parasara goes on to assure the king that the consequences of one's deeds do
not last for ever, neither is one ever made to enjoy or suffer the deeds of
another (v.21). The only way to control karma is to control the chariot of the
body with the mind, by curbing the horses of the senses with the reins of
knowledge (XI1.280.1). In this manner, the wise man is able to “exert
himself for the purpose of spiritual advancement by means of righteous acts”
(utkarsartham prayatate nparah punyena karmana) (v.3). Numerous
mythological examples are harnessed to demonstrate the validity of what
became the great moral assumption of Emmanuel Kant, namely that virtue
(here practiced over the course of many lives) will ultimately lead to success
and happiness (XI11.281.12ff.). He concludes that if the dharma could be
preserved, the whole world would be happy, and the heavens would rejoice
(X11.282.13).

In addition ro one's social duties (varpasramadharma), the practice of virtue
also has an individual component. This consists in the performance of tapas
— hera regarded as an antidote to the erroneous belief that happiness follows
from the gratification of the senses. As Parasara points out (XI1.284.6):

krtartho bhogato bhitva sa vai ratiparayanah|
labham gramyasukhadanyam ratito ndnupasyati||

"Believing, as a result of attachment to pleasure (rauta), that life's
accomplishments (krtartha) consist only in sensual enjoyments (bhoga), the
man who is devoted to pleasure cannot imagine that there is anything to be
gained beyond sexual intercourse.” But, as is well-known (v.10):

tapo hi buddhiyuktanam sasvatam brahmadarsanaml|
anvicchatam Subham karma naranam tyajatam sukhami|
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"Happiness is obtained by those persons who are endowed with intelligence,
who are always looking to the eternal Brahmia, who are devoted to pure
conduct, and who abstain from actions driven by desire [alone]." In the
opinion of Parasara (v.35):

aprayatnagatah sevya grhasthairvisayzh sada
prayatnenopagamyasca svadbarmaitime matih|

"Whatever objects of the world come of themselves (aprayatna = without
any effort on our part) may be enjoyed without reservation by householders.
However, it is my belief that their svadbarma [i.e. their social
responsibilities] should be vigorously pursued (prayatnena = with effort).”
Roy refers, by way of a footnote, to the commentary by Nilakantha in which
he, "points out that the object of this Verse is to show that everything one
owns or does is not the result of the past acts. Spouses, food, drink, &c., one
obtains as the result of past acts or 'praravdha karma.' In respect of these,
'purushakara’ or Exertion is weak. Hence, to put forth Exertion for their
acquisition would not be wise. As regards the acquisition of righteousness,
however, there Exertion is efficacious. Hence, one should with Exertion,
seek to conform to one's own duties as laid down in the scriptures. Without
such a distinction between destiny (praravdha) and Exertion (purushakara),
the injunctions and interdictions of the Scriptures would be unmeaning."?
The term prarabdhakarma would here be synonymous with pirvakarma
which, as we have seen above, is associated with daiva (destiny that happens
to one).

The body itself is part of the chain of effects flowing from such desire-
prompted actions of past existences (X11.286.17):

bhavitam karmayogena jayate tatra tatra ha|
1dam Sariram vaideha mriyate yatra yatra ha|
tatsvabhdvo paro drsto visargah karmanastatha|

"As a result of its association with acts, this body is always (re)born under
corresponding conditions [i.e. conditions determined by these acrs].
Furthermore, O king, whatever the circumstances of death, it is observed that
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the nature of the following birth is a product (visarga = spreading out) of
[past] actions." And, contrary to the views of Markandeya (vv.18-19):

na jayate tu nrpate kimcitkilamayam punah
paribbramati bhGr3itmIdyImivimbudharo mahan||

sa punarjayate rijanprapyehdyatanam nrpal
manasah paramo hyarma indriyebhyah param manahi|

"The soul {(bhtitatm3a) does not, O king, obtain a new birth immediately but
wanders through the sky like a great cloud. Obtaining 2 new embodiment, O
king, it is reborn once again. The soul (Ftman) is superior to the mind, and
the mind is superior to the senses.”

Those whose souls have been perfected (krticmanah) to the point of knowing
the true condition of the 3tman (Ztmapratyayadarsina) are never afflicted by
the fruits of their acts (XI1.287.8), the key being freedom from attachments
(v.10):

vitardgo jitakrodhah samyagbhavati yah sada
visaye vartamZnopi na sa papena yujyatel|

"The one who is free of attachments and who has conquered his anger is
never affected by sin, though he be in the midst of worldly objects.” Once
this hankering after worldly enjoyments (bkogamstyaga) has been
abandoped, one is assured of happiness (v. 24). By contrast, the seasualist
(§isnodarapar3yana = lit. one devoted to his penis and his belly) goes around
the cycle of births in a thick mist without seeing his way, like one afflicted
with congenital blindness (v.25). Thus (vv.26-29):

vanigyathi samudradvai yathartham labhate dhanam|
tatha martyarnave jantoh karmavijianato gatih||

ahoratramaye loke jarardpenasamcaran|
mrtyurgrasati bhitani pavanam pannago yathal|

svayam krtani karmani jato jantuh prapadyate|
nakrtam labhate kascitkimcidatra priyapriyami|
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Sayanam yinlamasinam pravrtam visayesu ca
. Subhasubhbani karmani prapadyante naram sadd||

“As traders crossing the ocean make profits in proportion to their investment,
creatures who ply this ocean of mortality attain to ends in proportion to the
way they act. Death wanders through the days and nights of this world in the
form of decrepitude, devouring all creatures like a snake devouring air.
When born, a creature is responsible for his own acts. There is nothing,
whether agreeable or disagreeable, that 1s obtained other than as a result of
acts performed in the past. Whether lying or moving, sitting or dealing with
the objects of the world, a person is always meeting the result of the pure and
impure acts {of the past].” And he summarizes his view in what appears to be
aringing endorsement of personal initiative (vv.39-40; 42-44):

sarvam Karmani purd krtant
subbdsubhanyatmano yanti jaatoh|
upasthitam karmaphalam viditva
buddhim tathd codayate ntaratma)|

vyavasayam samasrityasahayanyo dhigacchati|
natasya kascidarambhah kadacidavasidati|

astikyavyavasayabhyamupayadvismayaddhiya
yamarabhatyanindyatmana so rthah parisidati]]

sarvah svani subhaSubhdni niyatam karmani jantuh svayam
garbhatsampratipadyate tadubhayam yattena plrvam krtam|
mrtyuscaparibiravansamagatih kdlena viccheditd
daroscUrnamivasmasaraviBiitam karmantikam prapayet|

svargpatimatmakrtam cavistaram
kulanvayam dravyasamrddhisamcayam)|
naro hi sarvo labhate yathakrtam
Subhasubhenirmakrtena karmana||

“All the actions done in the past, whether pure or impure, return to the
person himself. Knowing that everything that takes place [in the present] is
. the result of [past] action, the inner soul urges the mind (buddhi) to act
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accordingly. [In this manner], the different projects (Zrambha) that may be
undertaken will never fail, [provided that] one relies on one's own efforts
(vyavasaya) and on such other assistance as there may be. The business

(artha) of a worthy man of blameless soul, who acts without pride and

anxiety, putting forth effort (vyavasdya) with the necessary skill (upiya), is
never lost. From the very outset in the mother's womb, a person is invariably
responsible for all the pure and impure acts he has performed in the past.
Death, which is irresistible (aparzhdrava) and responsible for the destruction
of life, together with time (kala), leads all creatures to their end like sawdust
scattered by the wind (samagatr). As a result of pure and impure acts

performed by himself in the past, the person obtains whatever he has and has
accomplished in life, including his family and associates, his fame and
fortune and everything else he has done of his own accord.” The only caveat
in all of this would appear to be the activites of Death and Time from which
there is no escape whatever one does.

This link between past karma and the daiva of present circumstances is also
evident from remarks made by Bhisma at the very beginning of the
Moksadharma section of Santiparva (X11.168.37-39a):

pirvadehakrtam karma Subham va yadi vasubham]
prajiam miudham tatha §dram bhajate yadrsam krtami)

evameva kilaitani priyanyevapriyani ca|
jivesu parivartante dubhkhani ca sukhani ¢a||

tade 7am buddhimasthaya sukham jivedgunidnvitah|

“The [results of] what has been done in a previous incarnation, whether pure
or impure, are Visited upon the wise and the foolish, as well as on brave
persons, according to one's just deserts. It is even thus that living creatures
have these good and bad experiences, together with joy and sorrow. Once
aware of this, the man endowed with the qualities of his material nature
(gupa — thus character) lives happily."

The mechanism by which the acts of the past are transmitted to the presentis
dealt with in the Anugiti section of the A§vamedha-parvan (XIV.16ff.)
where Krsna recalls a dialogue berween two brahmins, one of whom,
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Ka$yapa, puts a number of questions about death and rebirth and the role of

. action (karma). Bruce Long® has drawn attention to a disjunction in this text
between a naturalistic account of death and rebirth (XIV.17 and 18.1-13) and
the theistic account of the original creation of bodies by Brahma that follows
(XTV.18.24-34). It is in the first segment that the propensity of action to
leave habit-forming traces in the mind is introduced. The entire process is
driven exclusively by actions undertaken in the past, i.e. by plrvakarma.
(XIV.17.28-29):

sa jivah pracyutah kayatkarmabhih svaih samavrtah|
ankitah svaih subhaih punaih papairvapyupapadyate||

brahmana jndnasampannd yathavacchrutaniscayah]
itaram krtapunyam va tam vijananti laksanaih||

"Dissociated from the body, the jiva is surrounded on all sides by his own
acts. He is endowed with "marks" (ankita) of his pure and good and bad
deeds. Brahmins endowed with knowledge, and duly conversant with the
conclusions of scripture, know by these indications (laksanaih) about his
good and evil deeds.”" The terms ankita and laksana are nc doubt equivalent
to the v@sanZ and samskara that are given prominence in the later
philosophical literature. That the mind itself is the repository of these
"marks" is clear from what follows (XIV.18.1-4):

subhanimasubhanim caneha naso’sti karmanam)|
prapya prapya tu pacyante ksetram ksetram tatha tatha)|

Yyatha prasiyamanasty phali dadyatphalam bahu|
tatha syidvipulam punyam Suddhena manasa krtaml|

papam capi tathaiva syalpapena manasa krtam |
purodhaya mano hiha karmanyatma pravartate||

yatha karmasamadistam kamamanusamavrtah|
naro garbham pravisati taccapi Srou cottaram||

"Pure and impure actions ripen upon the artainment of body after body
(ksetra = a field, i.e. of action). They are not subject to destruction. As a
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fruit-bearing tree (phalf) brings forth much fruit when the season comes, the
acticns performed by a pure mind result in much merit (pugya). And the
actions performed by an evil mind are productive of sin (pdpa). The soul
(atma), led by the mind (manas), sets itself to action. Hear then how the
person who 1s governed eatirely by his [past] acts (karmasamadistam), being
overwhelmed by desire and anger, enters the womb." Clearly a mind that is
Suddha, i.e. cleansed of the mental habits (or marks) that direct it into sinful
paths, would no longer be karmasamadistam. This is evident from the
statement that (vv.11-12):

Yyadyacca kurute Karma Subbam va yad: asubham|
purvadehakrtam sarvamavasyamupabhujyate|

tatastatksiyate caiva punascanyatpraciyate]
yavattanmoksayogastham dharmam naivavabudhyate||

"W hatever the acts, pure or impure, performed [by the person] in a former
body, he will go through [the effects of] all of them whether he likes it or
not. By this means, [the effects of] former acts are exhausted, while others
accumulate once again until such tume as the person becomes aware of the
dharma related to the means of liberation.” It is thus the acts themselves that
are responsible for rebirth (v.22):

evam pUrvakrtam Karma sarvo janturnisevate|
sarvam tatkarapam yenanikrto yamihagatahi|

"A living being thus always meets the action previously performed by him.
All these [acts] constitute the cause (kZrapa) by which he comes into this
world in a debased form (nikrta, i.e. in a body)." As noted once again by
Bruce Long: "That the embodied state of being (dehin) is thought to be an
abnormal condition for the jiva is indicated by the standardized use of the
term dosa (impurity, fault, pollutant) in referring to the basic humors in the
body."?

In contrast to this naturalistic account, the creation of the first (macrocosmic)
body is the work of a supernatural agent in the form of Brahma-Prajapati,
who creates his own body before creating the pradhana or material cause of
all the other (microcosmic) bodies of mobile and immobile creatures (vv.24-
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25). As in the Bhagavadgitd, every purusa is a duality, consisting of a
destructible body (ksara) and an indestructible soul (aksara), that migrates
from body to body. Instead of time, however, it is Brahm3a himself who
assigns the temporal limits to exit (parivrtl) and return (punaravrtli) to each
state of embodiment (v.28). Nowhere 1is there any mention of the
contribution of the individual and his acts to this process. Bruce Long
concludes that: "This passage supports a position midway between
philosophical Vedanta and devotional Krsna-ism, by attributing all primary
causative action to god while, at the same time, identifying that Creator as
Brahma-Prajapati rather than Krsna. We might be justified in assuming that
the idea of karma is the underlying assumption of every statement on human
destiny in the MBh., but taking this text as it stands, the responsibility for the
creation of the world-order and the actualization of human destiny lies with
the divine being, with no contribution of any magreitude from man
himself."10

Perhaps the most "pure” enunciation of the karma doctrine in the
Mahabharata is given by Vidura as part of his continuing efforts to lift the
spirits of Dhrtara@stra. This time the blind king is grieving over what must be
the most perfect example of the maturation of past action (or, in his case,
failure to act) in the epic — the destruction of his entire family (X1.3.6-17).
Willy-nilly, says Vidura, we must all accept responsibility for our own
actions (v.8). It is in accord with such actions that creatures are born and
destroyed, some while yet in the womb, some shortly after birth, some in
youth, some in middle and some in old age, just as pots produced by a potter
may break at any time, «ven on the potter’s wheel (vv.9-14). Life's
difficulties are all the result of past behavior, which, in turn, is g sverned by
the degree of insight into the workings of the world. Those with little insight
come under the dominion of greed (lobha) which brings them to ruin (o
doubt Vidura has the king himself in mind). By contrast, those who are wise
(prajda), established in truth (satya), and conversant with the comings and
goings of beings in this world (samsara), attain to the very highest end
(v.17). The results of this past behavior accompany the person at birth
(pOrvakarmabhiranvita) to produce what we have come to regard as
“character” (X1.4.5). Bound by the chains of the senses (baddham
indriyapasaih) to family, wealth, and the other sweet things of life, i.e. by
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attachments (sanga), he continues to act (v.8). The person is then paid out of
this accumulated deposit of desire-prompted acts in the form of the various
calamities (vyasaninr) encountered in this life, including his own death at the
appointed time (v.9). This process is seldom seen for what it is on account of
greed, anger, lust, and madness (lobhakrodhamadonmatta) that deceive the
whole world, including ourselves (v.11). Others are then blamed for what we
have brought on ourselves (v.13):

mUrkhaniti parandha nitmInam samaveksate|
Siksdm ksipati cinyesim natmanam Sastumicchati|

"We speak of others as ignorant fools, but never take a look at ourselves.
One is quick to instruct others, but has no wish to instruct oneself.”

One familiar with the nature of freedom (the moksavid) looks at the world as
a place to avoid. This is illustrated by the famous “parable of the wilderness
of life" — samsaragahanopamina (X1.5.1-22) which recounts the
wanderings in the great world of human experience (mahasamsara) of a
certain brahmin who enters a large forest teeming with beasts of prey. He has
no apparent way of escape since the forest is surrounded by a net and
guarded on all sides by huge five-headed snakes reaching to the sky
(nabhahsprsia). A dreadful woman with arms reaching over the net is also to
be seen. Running hither and thither to avoid these horrible creatures he
inadvertently falls into a well (salilasaya ; kipa) by the side of a great tree.
He ends up hanging by his heels halfway down the well, caught in a tangle
of creepers that breaks his fall. But this is not all. Looking down he sees a
large and powerful snake at the bottom of the well and looking up he sees a
gigantic elephant with six faces and twelve feet approaching the mouth of
the well. Killer bees in the tree above are buzzing about a honeycomb that
releases intermittent streams of honey into the well, while the roots of the
tree are being gnawed away by a troop of black and white rats. His thirst is
unquenchable even after repeated draughts of the honey that continues to fail
into the well. In spite of his almost impossible predicament, however, the
unfortunate brahmin never abandons attachment to life, and even strives to
proloag it.
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This graphic imagery is clearly designed to open the eyes of the blind king
(supposedly endowed with "the eyesight of insight” — prajiacaksu) to the
true nature of the human condition (XI1.6.1-12). Such insight, says Vidura, is
all that is needed to secure happiness (sugati) in the higher worlds

{paralokah). The wilderness is the samsara as a whole, he explains, while
the great forest is the more limited sphere of one's own life. The beasts of
prey are the various diseases to which we are subject, and the woman of
gigantic proportions (nari brhatkaya) with arms outstretched is the prospect
of decrepitude (jard) that awaits us. The well or pit is the physical
embodiment into which we "fall,” continually buzzed by desires (bees) that
are never {ully satisfied, no matter how much pleasure (honey) is available
for their gratification. Our condition would seem hopeless, yet, suspended by
creepers of hope, we continue to hang on to our pathetic ego-centred
existence.

From the nivrtti perspective of one with knowledge of freedom (moksavid),
human effort (karma, prayatna, purusakira) is of little consequence in the
face of time (kala), here represented in its threefold destructive aspect. The
nights and days (black and white rats) are gnawing away at the very roots of
the tree of life (of the embodied soul), clearing the way for the approaching
eiephant (of the years) with six faces (seasons) and twelve legs (months).
And finally there is the embodiment of Time as Death in the form of a huge
snake, who waits patiently at the bottom of the pit for the rats to complete
their task. Suitably impressed and now fully roused from his former state of
emotional collapse, Dhrtarastra presses Vidura to continue.

The situation may be grim, but it is not entirely hopeless, Vidura hastens to
re-assure the king (XI1.7.1-20). The course of existence can well take the
form of a long journey (adhvana) through a forest of adversity, punctuated
by frequent "falls" into different embodiments. However, this is only for the
ignorant (like the king himself). Men of wisdom are aware that these fierce
beasts are nothing but the concretization of their own svakarma and are no
longer disturbed by them (v.8). And he proceeds to illustrate the different
degrees of coatrol that may be exercised over one's life by the analogy of
handling a chariot (vv.13-14):
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ratham sariram bhutanim sattvamahusiy sarathim)|
indriydns hayinihuh karmabuddhisca rasmayval||

tesam hayanam yo vegam dhavatimanudbivati|
sa tu samsaracakre'smimscakravatparivartate||

“The body of creatures is called a chariot, and the driver is the living
principle (sattva). The senses are represented by the horses, and our acts and
understanding are the reins. Whoever is carried along by these impetuous
steeds has to return to the samsdra in a perpetual round of rebirths.” This is
the "chariot of Yama" that confuses the ignorant (v.15). On the other hand
(vv.195-20):

damastyago pramaddasca te trayo brahmano hayah))

silarasmisagidyukte sthito yo manase rathe]
tyaktva mrtyubhayam r3janbrahmalokam sa gacchati|]

"Self-restraint (dama), renunciation (tyiga) and vigilance (2pramida) are the
three horses of Brahma. Whoever controls the chariot of the mind to which
the reins are firmly attached by good character ($ila), casting off all fear of
death, is destined, O king, for the world of Brahma (brahmaloka)." The key
to control of one's life and spiritual bettermeat lies in control of the "mind,"
suggesting contrel of the emotions through knowledge (though it is not clear
whether purusakara is equivalent to the power of this mind). The alternative
1s to fall victim to the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune (daiva) in the
manner of a Dhrtar3stra, dragged by his own emotional attachments {rom
one disaster to another. Of course even full control is not true freedom, since
the very need for control implies a state in which the horses of the senses are
drawn — by attachment — towards their objects.

In this connection, we must remember the lines of Vyasa quoted at the
beginning of our inquiry (¢f. p.7) to the effect that: "It is [only] those who
take their stand in action who say these things." We are still in the realm of
samsara and of pravrtri. Chaitanya has nevertheless observed a curious

parallelism between the karmic mechanics of epic events and the divine
intentionalities of higher powers. He writes: "if for expressing his very subtle
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concept of a supererdinate transcendental intentionality, Vyiasa indicates an
event as designed from above, he carefully maiches 1t with a Karmic
causality that is self-sufficient in terms of the world's precesses and human
reactivities."!! His examples are the destruction of the Yadava, and the
culpability of Arjuna in the death of Bhisma. In the first instance the divine
intentionality is suggested by the willing submission of Krspa to the fate
meted out to him and his countrymen; in the second by the revenge of the
Viasus in the (temporary) death of Arjuna at the bands of his own son
(XTV.79-81). These events are also precipitated in karmic fashion, the former
through the absence of Krsna during the dice game; the latter through the
killing of Bhisma perpetrated by Arjuna for his own advantage, even though
the former had sought death as a soluticn to problems of his own. The final
demise of Duryodhana is a further example. As Chaitanya explains: "The
reactions of the world, the objective situation, harden when the provocations
continue and beyond a certain stage they become unalterable and confront
the doer as his destiny."12

Chaitanya, with typical existentialist verve, alss sees the deterministic thrust
of past conduct into the present as 2 necessary c¢ - '>ntatio~ with a "destiny”
that challenges the exercise of an inherent freedom to shape oneself and
one's own future. He offers the example of Karna in this regard.

The confidential dialogue with Krishna in the chariot was Karna's hour
of illumination and perhaps it was even more profound than the
illumination of Arjuna in the dialogue of the Gita. Life had throughout
heaped misfortunes on him. But they ceased to have any significance
for him at this hour; he does not even remember them. The empirical
effects initiated by his past misdeeds — but not his own misdeeds alone,
the web of causalities was too intricately woven for such simplist
reading — had jelled into a situation which squarely confronted him
with destiny. He could have become king; but he chose a different road,
knowing full well that at the end of the road he chose, death would be
waiting for him. But he has no thought for his owa certain death either.
He transformed what loomed up as a dark Karmic fatality into a
personally wrought destiny and fulfillment. By the position he took wp
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in his freedom in regard to the fruition of the past as the present on the
empirical plane, he changed punishment into redemption.!3

Chaitanya makes much of the ladder of human initiative implied in the
different uses of the agricultural metaphor of sowing. In the Vanaparvan, for
example (II1.33.45), the farmer fulfills his duty simply by sowing the seeds
(purusakara ) in a field that has already been ploughed. Here the text simply
suggests that he cannot thereafter be faulted if the monsoon fails to arrive. In
the Udyogaparvan, however, Krsna insists that the farmer should make
further efforts to water the field by hand, implying that the husbandman
should not just be resigned to his fate if the rains do not come (V.77.1-5).
But this metaphor, which assimilates purusakdra to the seed, is later
completely transformed by Bhisma (XIII.6.7-8) when he suggests that,
“man's initiative becomes the field and Daivam or the design of the webbed
causalities of the world becomes the seed. Trials and tribulations can also
thus become seeds that can yield splendid fruit, depending on the field,
which is human initative. Vyasa incorporates his theory of human actions
and consequences into his overall conceprualization of a benign
intentionality behind creation even while underscering man's responsibility
to strive."!4 The objective conditions of life created by our past behavior
now confront us as an existential challenge to mobilize our inner resources
for a quantum leap into new conditions of life. But just how far we ourselves
are responsible for this existential leap is a moot point which he refers back
to the assertions of the epic: "As to whether events are finally determinzd by
human volition or the fortuitous patterns of the world's multiple and
intricately webbed causalities (Daivam, or what we call act of God in legal
parlance), there are repeated assertions that human volition is effective and
that man must rely on his initiative."15

1 Atf Hilrebeitel, The Rimual of Bamle Krishna inthe MahhhIrara (Itbaca: Cornell University Press, 1976),
p- 214,

2T.G. Kalghatgi, Kaema and Rehigh (Abmedabad: L. D, Institute of Indology, 1972), p. 43.
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3P.V. Kane. Zlistorv of Draemacistra, § vols. (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Rescarch Instirute, 1977), vol.
Vi1l p. 1561,

4 H.D. Bhawacharyya, "Vicissitudes of the Karmaa Doctrire,” in Malagwivy Commemortionr Volume
(Benares: Benares Hindu University, 1932), Quoted in Benoy Gopal Ray, Gods gnd Karma jn Indign
Relipions (Santiniketan: Center of Advanced Study in Philosephy, Visva-Bharati Universicy, 1973), p.
89,

5 This formulation is common in the Mahabhirata,

6 These verses were subsequendy used by Samkara to bolster the “pure” theory of karma expressed iz his
commentary on Vedintasurra 111. 1. 8,

7 Kesari Moban Ganguli (trans.), pp. 390-391.

8 1. Bruce Long, "The Concepts of Human Acticn and Rebirth in the Mabibhirata,” in Karmgp gnd Rebirch
in Classical Indian Traditions, ed. Wendy Doniger OFlakerty (Berkeley: University of Califernia Press,
1980}, pp. 52-57.

9 Ibid, footnate (39), p. 56.

10 1bid, p- 57. Unfortunately, the article is too short to provide the necessary support for his "underlying
assumption” about the contribution of karmato human destiny.

11 Chaitanya, The Mahibhirara, p. 337,
21hid, p. 338.

13 Ivid, pp. 341-2.

14 Ibid, p. 343.

15 1bid, p. 342.
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IX — The Path of Self-Determination

The varied explanations for the vicissitudes of human life and conduct in the
Mahabhidrata may be viewed in two ways. As we have seen, the diachronic
arrangement suggests the gradual emergence of a more autenomous “person”
in classical India.! This evidence is corroborated by analysis of other texts.
De Smet, for example, notes that the human endeavor of the early Vedic
period was marked not by personal but by a collective concern {or the good
order of things, particularly for the maintenance of rta — the physical and
moral order of the world. This collective interest is later superseded by a
promethean quest for the brahman, the mysterious power behind the cosmic
system, identified (in the Brahmana texts) with the sacrifice itself and later
internalized in the Upanisads as being one with the atman, the supra-personal
“self."? Indra, Visnu, Sarasvati and other epic gods that take up residence in
the human body (XII.120.44) are subsequently reduced to the status of
mental functions. '

However, these materials may also be regarded synchronically as symbolic
expressions of patent differences in human beings that become particularly
evident in times of crisis. Epic characters narurally express their momentary
states of mind in images and ideas drawn from the rich cultural lore available
to them. From this perspective, what seems a haphazard collection of ideas
may be interpreted as a reflection of the disparate confusions of individual
minds struggling to make sense of the various predicaments in which they
find themselves. We have noted the vast range of feeling involved, from
experiences of complete powerlessness and/or frustration to various levels of
control and responsibility for a given action or situation. Paralyzed by ties of
greed and affection, King Dhrtarastra is forced to accept what happens to
him as fate (daiva), experiencing himself as the "blind" victim of cosmic
forces over which he has no control. Other characters, too, reach back into
the stock of traditional imagery to express helplessness or anger in cases of
seemingly irreconcilable conflict of duty (dbarmapasa), or apparent injustice
(adharma). We can think of Yudhisthira when cornered into participating in
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the dice-game (I1.52.18), or of Draupadi angrily contemplating the
discomforts of a fourteen-year forest exile resulting from her husband's
adherence to a dharma she fails to understand (II1.31.21ff.). References to
daiva, or to a particular god, or to karma, in these situations here suggests an
increasing scale of personal autonemy. Explaining the present in terms of the
past actions of the agent himself (pirvakarma) may, on this view, stmply
reflect a heightened sense of autonomy and moral responsibility ca the part
of the speaker.

Both the diachronic and synchronic readings are supported by 2 mythology
that suggests that the human drive for autonomy and self-determinationis an
important milestone in the evolution of embodied life (jiva). We saw in
Chapter III how the cosmic process was modelled after the yogic passages of
Kathopanisad II11.9-11 and I'V.7-8 taken in reverse. The Creation appears as a
sort of "fall" from knowledge to ignorance (avidya; moha), from subtle

(suksma = satvic) to gross (sthila = tamasic) forms of existence, from

Brahma down to a blade of grass (brahmadi trnanta). The nirvikalpasamadhi
(rippleless consciousness) of the Supreme Divinity is shattered into a
multplicity of individual energy centers, all of which are impelled by a
desire (kama) to return to their source. This leads to the vision of an
eschatological journey through successive embodiments and states of
experience (Joka) (X11.199.3; X11.271.361f; X11.292.1ff; X11.296.47-49, etc.).

This movement of energy centers through time and space is, as J. Bruce
Long has noted, "clearly articulated in the Sanskrit term for metempsychosis,
or rebirth. The term samsdra means literally the act of going about,
wandering through, coursing along, or passing through a series of states or
conditions, specifically the passage through successive states of birth, death,
and rebirth. The basal universal energy (tejas, tapas, sakti) is a kind of élan
vital, which creates, supports, and (according to certain ‘schools of thought')
constitutes substantively all living things."3 A lowly worm may rise to
become Brahm3 as a result of spiritual advances over many lives (XII1.118-
120).

The earth provides an appropriate locale (loka)—the second of the seven
Iokas (cf. chapter III. n. 2), for the consciousness of this evolving jiva to
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emerge into self-consciousness, including the faculty of conscience. This is
the critical phase where the (now human) individual becomes responsible for
his or her own further evolution in the context of the interactional
confrontation of the "I" (ahamkara) with the "other" of the world. Human
beings are the only species with the right mix of awareness (prukisa = light)
and pain (duhkha) to prompt them to act continuously, either to satisfy desire
(pravrit) or, by reflection, to turn away from its objects (avreo).

This spiritual entelechy is characterized, in the more philesophical mode of
the Bhagavadgitd, as the progression of nature (prakrti) towards the
possibility of the fully self-determined act, that is to say, towards control
over the springs of one's own action.? This possibility is illustrated at
VI.30/BG.7.4-5 where Krsna makes the distinction between "the segmental
processes of nature, which he generically groups as Apara Prakrti, and nature
as a holistic and superordinate principle that manifests itself at every level of
material organization, giving a directionality to the numerous components of
material entities and processes that otherwise do not recognize each other or
act in concert. At this creative level, nature is distinguished as Para Prakrti.">
Unfortunately, instead of abruptly disappearing with the advent of human
life, most of the deterministic features of the lower prakrti go underground
"to create fantastic complicaticns, though their uitimate indication still is that
freedom is a reality even if it can be realized only by a great striving."6 This
inner drive towards freedom (which is generally expressed by the term yatna
in the epic) becomes purusakira when this drive is diverted into satisfying
mundane desires in the external world.

All the complex of forces at work behind the human events of the epic may
be interpreted in light of this cosmic journey of the soul. Such a vision
reveals the epic conflict as the climax, on the "stage of action" (karmabhtumi)
that is this world, of the drama of inner struggle that takes place on the "field
of values" (dharmaksetra) between our lower organic 'heritage, and our

higher nature acting as proxy for the human spirit (purusa) who takes no
active part in the war. This inrer war is the constant attempt by the self-
centered forces of desire (kZma), aversion (dvesa) and anger (krodha), to

usurp the throne of the higher values and ideals (dharma) that point the way
to a transcendent mode of being. The stakes are nothing less than the future
of human evolution and of human society to come. In contrast to the
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animals—governed by instinct, humans have the power to resist the atavistic
drag of impulse, and this capacity for spiritual advance, in modern parlance,
goes by the names of autonomy, self-determination and "freedom.” The epic
author would have nc quarrel with Dr. Bhattacaryya's definition of the
(human) individual as one "who is not entirely an item of Nature, accepting
unquestioningly what Nature offers and submitting blindly to its forces, but
one who often resists it and initiates new actions, one, in other words, who 1s
as much above Nature as in it. This over-natural status of man is called
freedom "7 While this modern sense of freedom has no direct equivalent in
epic Sanskrit, it is clearly implied in the choice between "the good" (sreyas)
and “the pleasant” (preyas) of Kathopamsad II.1.2; in short the choice
between a life of moral commitment and the pursuit of unbridled self-
interest. Present satisfactions must be "sacrificed” in exchange for assurances
of a higher state of existence in the future.®

As we pointed out in Chapter V, this self-determination or autonomy is not
complete freedom in the epic sense of moksa but is a progressive loosening
of the net of attachments (kamajzala) that bind the embodied soul (jivatman)
to the cycle of life (samsara).9 Moksa is not a freedom of the will related to
the ego (ahamkara). Nevertheless, we are assured by Indra (in the form of a
jackal) that the human estate enjoys incomparable advantages that make it
the envy and aspiration of all lower orders of being (XII.173.8ff.). Our
bumanity, flawed as it is, puts us on the staircase to heaven (sopZnabhiizam
svargasya) (XI11.309.79; ct. aleo X11.286.31-32). On the other hand we need
not be reminded that these advantages also carry the risk of deviating from
the path of spiritual evolution in 2 manner that has no parallel among the
things and beings governed by the causal laws of (lower) prakrti. In this
respect, the human endeavor is "finer than the edge of a razor and grosser
than 2 mountain” (XI1.252.12). Humans have achieved a certain "freedom”
to pilot their own evolution but, depending on how they use this, they may
degenerate 1nto the self-seeking demonic type or enjoy a meteoric rise to
functional  similarity  (sadharmya) with the Supreme Being
(VI37/BG.XIV.2). Self determination (or autonomy) is 2 necessary
condition of the ultimate freedom of moksa, but it can also lead to a
permicious inflation of the ego, which makes it possible for 2 man like
Duryodhana to resist the divine plan.
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This weakening of iastinctual controls clearly poses a serious threat to the
stability and well-being of society, particularly in the coatext of the
progressive decline of the yuga (leading to Hobbsian conditions in which the
big fish eat the Little fish—marsyanyaya). At the instigation of the lesser
gods, Brahma, the story goes (XI[.58.13-141; XII.91.16), is prompted to
introduce moral standards (dharma), backed by a system of rewards and
punishments, to control the libidinal (kdma) and materialistic (artha)
excesses of the community. Regulation of social life (Jokaraksanakirika —
literally “"measures taken to protect the world”, XIL59.77; cf. also
XI1.251.25) had, during the formation of the epic, become enshrined in
complex formal codes of duties "to be done" (kidrya) according to caste
(varna) and stage of life (ZSrama). The asramadharmaistechnically restricted
to brahmins (XII.62.2), though the epic is replete with examples of kings
who retire to the woods when their social responsibilities have been fulfilled
(Dhrtarastra, the heavenly ascent of the Pandavas etc.). It may be
distinguished from the varpadharma by the fact that: "Whereas the
organization of Asrama-dharma approaches life from the side of nurture
(Srama), training it through successive stages; the crganization of Varna-
dharma approaches life from the side of nature (guna), defining the role of
the individual in society by virtue of natural tendencies and innate
dispositions."!¢ The "legal” aspect of relations between the individual and
the group was part of the responsibility of the king (rdjadharma), to be
enforced by means of the danda or rod of chastisement (XI1.59.77-78).

However, these social norms are viewed in the epic within the much broader
ethical context of human aspirations in general (purusartha), including the
vital quest for inner harmony, and for a more meaningful integration within
the cosmic system as a whole. In this context, emphasis on the regulatory
aspect of the dharma tends to give way to normative disciplines designed to
bring the mind to a greater radius of awareness and 2 finer grain of being.
Thus, in addition to the fulfillment of one's social duties in a spirit of
"sacrifice” (that is to say for the welfare of the community rather than one's
own), more encompassing norms or sadbdranadharmas—such as non-

violence (abims3a), charity (dZaa), and truth (satya)—are encouraged as an
integral part of spiritual and moral disciplines (sd@dhana; abhy2sa) directed to
personal growth and self-realization. Thus, (using the Moksaparvan example
of XI1.266.6-7), the merits of patience (dhairya) are the antidote to desire
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(iccha), aversion (dvesa) and lust (kama), and study (abhyasa) is encouraged
to dispel confusion (bhrama), ignorance (pramoha) and doubt (avarta).ll The
idea is to gradually transform these moral imperatives, through discipline,
into the attitudes and behaviors that reflect the spiritual passage of the
individual from bondage to liberation (moksa). "Where the dharma is, there
is victory" (yato dharmas tato jayah, etc.) is an oft-repeated expression that
suggests spiritual as well as temporal victory.12

This movement from the social to the personal, from objective to more
subjective standards of value, itself reflects a progressive spiritual evolution.
As S. Cromwell Crawford points out:

Objective Ethics constitutes the first stage of Hindu Dharma. On this stage
morality is represented by social codes demanding external conformity.
Psychologically understoed, this is the stage of socialization and
introjection. The voice of conscience is the interiorized voice of the group.
The essence of conscience is a ‘'must’. The feel of conscience is that of fear
of punishment for duties not done. Hindu Dharma further teaches that one
should progress from the ‘must-consciousness' te the ‘ought-
consciousness'.... This is the Subjective stage known as Cittasuddhi or
purification of the mind. Subjective Ethics is an advance over Objective
Ethics because 'virtues are superior to duties.' Whereas duty represents
external sanctions, virtue represents internal sanctions. Duties are related
to experiences of prohibition and fear, but virtues arise from experiences
of preference and the feeling of self-respect.t3

Of course this moral progression did not escape the ambiguities posed by the
relativity and incommensurability of values built up layer upon layer since
the Vedic period. By the time of the epic the dharma had proliferated into a
confusion of muluple doors (XI1.342.16), varying according to place and
time (desakala) (XI1.297.16) and according to the respective capacities of
human beings in different yuga (XI1.252.8). Stksma gatirhi dharmasya
bahusazkha hyanantiki — “the way of the dharma is subtle and has many
branches without end” is the oft-repeated complaint (II1.200.2. cf. also
XII1.108.1; XIL254.35-36; XIII.10.2; XII1.10.32).14 Not even the venerable
Bhisma can say exactly what it is (XI1.109.9-11). However, following its
etymological meaning of ‘bear' or 'support’ (from v'dbr), he defines it, in part,
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as "that which supports all creatures” (dhiraniddharma ityiburdharmena
vidhrtdh prajah), its purpose being, "the growth and well-being of creatures”
(prabhavarthdya bhitanim). This suggests that the ultimate good is self-
realization, but that this goal must wait upon the need for social regulation
when the cause of justice or the life of the community as a whole is at stake
(a particularly difficult lesson for Yudhisthira). It also reveals that the inner
struggle is not restricted to the conflicting forces of dharma and adharma but
may involve a conflict of different systems of value — different
"dharmas."15 This leads, finally, to the recognition that no act is wholly good
or wholly bad (VI1.40/BG.18.48; XII.15.50).

The vedic and dharmasastra prescriptions (the "eyes of the virtuous” —
XI1.28.53) came to be supplemented by other sources of authority such as
the conduct of the good (sadacira), the purpose (artha) of the act (X11.251.3)
or what we would recognize as the inner voice of conscience (atmatusti ).16
We have seen that the final judgement is frequently reserved for some god
(such as Agni at 1.523) or for “the Heart" (1.68.27). The latter, though
sounding more autonomous, is really the inner voice of the atman, "a particle
of Myself in the world of the living" (VI.37/BG.15.7). We also find that
these paradigms of behavior have been adapted, in many cases, to the needs
of the nascent bhakti worldview, such as the distinction between the
traditional dharma of punishment and reward, and the so-called sanarana
dharma of duties performed in a manner free of desire for reward.!?

Humanity thus provides the bridge between the worlds of value and
actuality, forever called to practice the good (or dharma) in face of the ever
present possibility of evil (or adharma). In the context of the inexorable
karmic law, the spiritual return for what one accomplishes in this respect is
progressively deposited to the account of the individual psyche in the subtle
form of merit (puaya) or sin (papa), with whatever consequences for future
entanglement this may entail.l® On the other hand, this is precisely what
makes it possible to reverse the entanglement with the world by moving
from the pravrttidharma of the Veda (i.e. the desire-prompted ritual activities
that uphold the cosmic system) to the new renunciation at the heart of action
itself, the renunciation-in-action, or bhakti form of nivrtti, that purifies the
mind by destroying these subtle accumulations of past karma (pirvakarma).
This radical change of direction is specifically designed to lead the aspirant
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away from the notion of "own action" (mama) in favour of one that is
nirmama and nirazhamkara (i.e. thatis not related to the ego and its desires).
As we shall see, these ideas are important for understanding the inner
connection between daiva and purusakara.

There are also suggestions that good and evil (punyapipau; subbasubhav
etc.) are endemic to this new-found freedom of humanity to chart its own
course (cf. VI.24/BG.2.33 and 38). This is perhaps the central intuition of the
mythological churning of the primeval ocean by the demons as well as by the
gods (1.15.5ff). The creative churning brings prosperity (SrI; Laksmi) and
other good things but also a poisonous effluent that has to be contained and
controlled in the throat of Siva to prevent the destruction of the cosmos.
"Due to the accession of freedom, man can rise to godliness or descend to be
a devil. In that sense, and using the language of symbolic metaphor, there is
a god as well as a devil 1in every man. But t* - world is the creation of deity
and he ever abides with man; in fact he is tue deepest self of the self of man
that has been evolved by nature, again under the direction of deity, out of the
materiality of the incarnate world, the world of becoming. Evil arises out of
the denial of this indwelling deity, due to the abuse of freedom and the
embracing of wrong self-images."19

The inner clash of dharma and adharma is thus projected into a mythology of
cosmic struggle between divine and demonic forces, leading inevitably to the
triumph of the superior legions of adharma were it not for the direct
intervention of the avatdra on the side of the dharma (cf. VI.27/BG.4.7-8).
Thus the name of Krsna is sometimes substituted for the term dharma in the
above-mentioned adage that: "Where the dharma is, there is the Victory"
(e.g. ar VI21.12 and 14). In some miraculous way the karmic energies that
promote the good automatically spring into action to destroy evil whenever
the divine spark within (Zumnan) is denied in favor of self-interest and self-
indulgence. The defiance of 2 Duryodhana is inevitably “shattered against
the throne of God, which is the world and its law."20 He discovers to his cost
that: "The reactions of the world, the objective situation, harden when the
provocations continue and beyond a certain stage they become unalterable
and confront the doer as his destiny."2!



This seif-determination—the freedom to cheose evil as well as good —
implies a power of moral discernment which, it is agreed in the epic, is
exercised by the buddhi, a faculty with intellectual as well as moral

overtones, In its sittvic mode of operation, this buddhi distinguishes true
and false as well as what ought to be done (kiryz) from what ought not to be
done (VI.40/BG.18.30). This dual role produces a blurring of the dividing-
line between the practical and the theoretical reason, a phenomenon that goes
back to the epic tendency to regard morality in relative terms as a necessary
antidote to the fundamental error (avidy3) to which the jivais subject. Action
1s prompted by kima in the form of desire (XII.171.37), but the object of
one's desires is a function of knowledge or lack of it (XII.246.11f).
"Knowledge, the object of knowledge and the knower are the threefold
source of action," says Krsna (VI1.40/BG.18.18). Voliton is intellectualized
in the absence of our modern distinction between moral discernment and
moral decision. It is not the result of a separate “act of will" (which has no
direct equivalent in Sanskrit) but is seen to follow automatically upon a
direct act of knowledge (in the sense of a "seeing" or darsana).22 Knowledge
(i.e. of the truth=satya) becomes the highest virtue. Indeed: "Itis the virtue of
virtues. If one is able, for instance, to see the absolute truth, there is little left
for the will to do. The will is quieted. It is absorbed in the truth."23 In
keeping with Indias tradition, the epic thus inclines to the view that manisa
“rational animal" (to borrow the definition of Aristotle).

On the other hand, the human endeavor is certainly not a matter of intellect
alone but involves a commitment of the whole person to action that is
initially painful, but eventually becomes the source of enduring delight
(sukbham  atyantikam) (V129/BG.6.21). Such a commitment spurs a
progressive change in the system of identities to which the individual 1s
bound (i.e. his character) according to the meaning and insights he receives
as he moves to successively higher vantage-points. At the emotional level
the aspirant learns to transform his functioning into “a motivation that does
not have the compulsive, deterministic, obsessional power of 2 drive or a
blind instinctual mechanism."24 It is here one is confronted with the struggles
and confusions arising out of competing claims for allegiance. The human
entity is neither a wholly spiritual being who would follow the imperatives
of the dharma as essentially his owan, nor a wholly physical being who would
follow it unconsciously. He is always "tempted to defy its operation in him
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because he is neither wholly unconscious like the physical beings nor wholly
conscious like the Supreme Being or Ged. It is for this reason that the moral
law makes its power and presence felt in man as the categorical
imperative,"25

The highest categorical imperative of the epic is Krspa's call to raise
ourselves by our own efforts and to transform what looks like fate into a
heroic self-affirmation. As he putsit (VI.29/BG.6.5-6):

uddhared aumanatmanam natmanam avasadayet|
atmaiva bydtmano bandbur atmaiva ripur atmanah|

bandhurdtmarmanastasya yenatmaivatmana fitahj
anatmanas tu §atrutve vartetitmaiva satruvatj|

"One should uplift oneself by the self and not degrade the self. Thus the self
alone is the friend of the selt, and the seif alone can be the enemy of the self.
For he who has conquered his self by himself the self is 2 friend. But for him
whose self is not conquered, the self is hostile, like an enemy." And,
Kaveeshwar adds that: "In this self-uplift there need be no real impediment
other than the weakness of the individual's own will (sic) and effort."26
Moreover, an important corollary to this self-uplift is to act, through the
redemptive possibilities inherent in one's particular sitvation (daiva), as an
accessory (nimittamatram) to the realization of the divine program for the
weorld; in short, to rise to a similarity in functioning (sadbarmya) with Krsna
himself (VI.37/BG.14.2). This is made possible precisely through that
victory on the field of dharma (dharmaksetra) that frees the soul (purusa;
atman) from the residual determinisms of nature (prakrti). This "winning the
battle of the mind" is later confirmed in the aftermath of the war when Krsna
warns Yudhisthira (XIV.12.11-14, echoing similar advice by Bhima at
X11.16.20-23) that:

manasaikena yoddhavyam tatte yuddhamupasthitam)
tasmadabhyupagantavyam yuddbiya bharatarsabhal|

paramavyaktar@pasya param muktva svakarmabhih|
yatra naiva $araih karyam na bhrtyairna ca bandhubhih
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dtmanarkenayoddhavyamtatte yuddhamupasthbitaml|

tasminnanirjite yuddhe kimavasthim gamisyasi)
etajjAdtva tu kaunteya Krtakrtyo bhavisyasi||

etim buddhim viniscitya bhdtinimigatim gatim|
pitrpaitZmahe vrtte Sadhirajyam yathocitaml|

"The battle you now face is the battle which each must fight single-handedly
with his mind. Therefore, O bull of the Bhiiratas, you must be prepared to
carry the struggle against your mind; and freeing yourself by your own
efforts (svakarma) you must transcend the [powers of the] unconscious mind
(avyakta = unmanifest). In this war there will be no need for arrows nor for
attendants or friends. The battle that is to be fought alone and single-handed
1S now upeon you. And if vanquished in this struggle, you wilt be lost in [a
flood of] emotion (kZma). Knowing this, O son of Kunt, and acting

accordingly, you will fulfill the purpose of your existence. And
acknowledging this wisdom (buddhi) and the way of all creatures, and in
accordance with the conduct of your ancestors, you should properly
administer your kingdom." Like Arjuna before him, Yudhisthira finds in his
own crisis of conscience the inner strength to triumph over his lower nature
and see where his duty lies — to administer the kingdom that Arjuna and the
others have won back for him. Vyasa has already told him that if he wants to
rule in complete non-attachment, he can dedicate the realm to God and
administer it as a servant (X11.32).

On the other hand, the ambiguity about the non-active presence of Krsna
leaves one wondering whether this victory can, in fact, be won without the
tacit alliance or grace (prasada) of God Himself. After performing awesome
austerities (tapas) in his quest for divine weapons (of self-control needed to
accomplish the work of the gods— devakarya), Arjuna is attacked by a wild
boar (symbol of untamed nature?) which he shoots at the same instant as a
kirgra (tribal or "savage") who had suddenly appeared out of the forest
(111.40.16). When his claim to the dead animal (actually a raksasa in the
form of a boar) is challenged by the kirata, his heroic effrrts fail him and he
is reduced to 2 sacrificial oblation (pinda) in the dramatic encounter that
follows (v.50). The kirata turns out to be the god Siva who restores his
powers and "grants him eyesight" (I11.40.54). When Arjuna thereupon falls
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to the ground and worships him, his powers are multiplied immeasurably by
the gift o1 the dreaded Brahmasiras and various cther divine weapons.
Possession of a weapon by the name of Brahmasiras suggests to Biardeau
that Arjuna has supplemented his ksatra powers with the divine potentials
embodied in the power of the braiman, a truly lethal combination that, she
argues, reveals his association with the avatZra.2? But just how much of this
is his own doing is debatable. Commenting on this episode, Chaitanya asks
rhetorically, "Can man's action have fruition, if the intentionality behind the
working of the world does not endorse it?," adding that the total inadequacy
of the Gandiva oa this occasion, "indicates the deep spring whence flows the
efficacy of all the instrumentalities and processes of the manifested world."28

The varied agencies inmtroduced to explain the sources of the human
predicament testify not only to the great range of spiritual dispositions
(svabhava) but also to the huge stakes that are gambled in this struggle for
human betterment. As we have seen, we may arrange the winners and the
losers in this game of life on a great evolutionary ladder leading from
complete moral blindness and identification with pnature, those who, in the
words of Krsna at VI.32/BG.9.8, are "powerless by the forces of narure”
(avasam prakrter vasat), to successively higher states of moral awareness and
emotional detachment (vairdgya), culminating in freedoem (moksa ) from the
determinations that come from false identification with the causal system of
nature. The line of this evolution is traced by the various combinations of the
gunas or modalities of nature. Those with a prepoanderance of the quality of
tamas (from vtam = to faint) show a tendency to drift as a result of a failure
to be in touch with reality. "Tamasika movements are biological and
therefore uncontrollable and unfree."29 Dhrtardstra is the prime example of
such a type, a man so governed by unconscious drives that he acts (or fails to
act) yantraradha, — “as if mounted on a machine” (V1.40/BG.18.61). He
acknowledges the authority of the dharma (or of his conscience in the form
of Vidura) but can do nothing about it and falls victim to circumstances (i.e.
to daiva). According to Sukthankar, "he is the perfect symbol of the
vacillating ego-centric self, pandering to its own base passions and weaving
its own evil designs, engrossed in self-esteem and bent on self-
aggrandization, alternately gloating over transient gains and moaning over
inevitable losses."30
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The conventional order of humanity is marked by a predominance of
rajoguna, — aclivity directed to the satisfaction of libidinal-msthetic (kama )
and material (artha) ends of life based on attachment to the fruits of its
endeavour (phalikinksi).’! "Rajasika movements are propelled by strong

passions of love (raga) or hate (dvesa) and are therefore also unfree even
through [sic] the person knows these actions to be his own."32 The
progressive type accepts the meral order of the world (dharma), while the
deviant form is the demonic type (@surisampad) of VI.38/BG.16.7-21 that
falls away from the line of evolution. The first type is exemplified by the
person of Arjuna who listens to the advice of his guide. He is (in
Sukthankar's reading), "the symbol of the jivatman, not indeed of the
ordinary mortal, the ego-centered personality, but the Superman
(Narottama), who by practice of self-control and discipline, has purified
himself, conquering the baser part of his own nature.”33 The asuric type is
exemplified by Duryodhana who pays lip-service to the dharma while
ruthlessly pursuing his quest for power (bhogaisvarya).34 Sukthankar sees
him and his ninety nine brothers as symbolizing “in their aggregate the brood
of ego-centric desires and passions like lust, greed, hatred, anger, eavy,
pride, vanity, and so on, to which the empirical ego is firmly attached and to
which it clings desperately."33

The higher form of humanity is characterized by a predominance of
sattvagupa. Actions undertaken under the influence of sartva are
characterized by freedom to the extent that they incorporate detachment
(vairagya). This sattva is the inteliectual acumen of the spiritual seeker
(mumuksu) who, by adopting 2 program of self-discipline (sZdhana ;
abhyZ3sa), gradually becomes free of attachment (muktasanga) and
egocentricity (anabamvidi), steadfast (dhbrti) in his determination (utsZha),
and unshaken whatever the outcome (VI.40/BG. 18.26). The hierarchical
aspect of this discipline is portrayed by Krspa in the following manner
(V1.25/BG.II1.42; cf. also X11.240.2; X11.267.16):

indriyani paranyahurindriyebhyah param manah|
manasastu para buddhiryo buddheh paratastu sah||

"It is said that the senses are high; greater than the senses is the mind
(manas); greater than the mind is the intellect (buddhi); but greater than the
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intellect is he [i.e. the purusal."” Commenting on this verse, Crawford

remarks that: “The outward life of sense is least free because conscicusness
is constricted by the sway of senses. Freedom emerges when the senses are
made dependent on the mind. Freedom is enhanced when the mind is yoked
with intelligence. Greatest frcedom is achieved when intelligence is
informed by the consciousness of the Self."36 In addition to saints and sages
this type is represented by famous ksatriya kings of yore such as Janaka,

The epic ideal of human autonomy is perfectly captured in the image of the
chanoteer (atman ) who is able to guide the chariot of the body by taming the
wild horses of the senses with the reins of the buddhi (X1.7.13-14;
X11.280.1; XIV.50.4-5. cf. also [I1.20221 and V.34.57 which use the same
image without referring to the reins). This image is, of course, duplicated by
the presence of Krsna (symbolizing the atman or purusa who is not an active
participant in the fighting)} as the charioteer and guide of the embodied soul
represented by Arjuna. Returning to the image of victory (jaya), the epic
view of self-determination is the victory of the rational element (buddhi)

over the self-seeking impulses of desire and aversion (r3gadvesau) for the

objects of the senses, marked by enhanced self-sufficiency and coantrel. The
epic would not contest that involuntary bodily movement is governed by
natural causality (prakrti). However, action prompted by desire or aversionis
driven, in turn, by the accumulated puaya and papa resulting from the

desire-prompted activities (kZmyakarma) of past lives, currently maturing as
the existing personality. We are only "free" to the extent we can resist
(vairagya) patterns of behavior contrary to the path of evolution (regarded as
sin). Without this capacity, however, the sense of freedom that accompanies
our activities is really only an illusion rooted in the sense of agency involved
in viewing the action as “mine". Commenting on the psychological
significance of the Gita's analysis, Crawford notes that:

it does not fall into the customary traps of modera Behaviourists or
Existentialists who argue either for freedom or determinism. Instead of
taking a polaristic position, the Gita tries to do justice to all ranges of
bumagn experience. Op the lowest range, it concurs with Behaviouristic
thought that nature is determined. But, unlike the Behaviourists, the
Gita does not stop there. In existentialistic fashion it proceeds to qualify
the determinism of nature by man's mental and spiritual capacities to
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control nature. The lower self is progressively brought under the control
of the higher Self, but in so doing, the lower is not abrogated by the
higher. Instead, the interests and activities of the empirical self are
sublimated, s¢ that all aspects of personality are made to function
helpfully and harmoniously.3?

At some point along this evolutionary road we arrive at that key crossroads
of choice between the broad (easy) avenue of pleasure and power
(bhogaisvarya) or the narrow path of non-attachment leading to true freedom
(moksa). As we have noted in the case of Arjuna, the acquisition of power
through the performance of tapas is a legitimate — indeed, a necessary path
for the ksatriya to follow, but in the interests of society rather than of self.
Bhisma argues strongly for the selfless exercise of power as guarantor of the
dharma (XII.132). On the other hand (VI.24/BG.2.4144), this quest for

power can easily turn demonic when pursued by desirous natures (kZmatma)
concerned only with what they can appropriate for themselves (yogaksema).
One should therefore strive, by constant spiritual practice (abhyasa), to act
without attachment to the fruits of action (phalakanksi; niskama etc.). And
this purifies and prepares the mind for the essential freedom that "consists in
my accepting or not what stands determined for me, whether by Nature itself
or by scriptures, saints, sages, and others."328

This ultimate realm of freedom is no longer the freedom of doing that stands
on this side of good and evil and is capable of either, but the higher freedom
of being in which the individual (if we can still describe him as such) aligns
himself with the cosmic teleology of the avatara, and indeed no longer

enjoys the freedom to be good or bad. Paradoxically, it is only the imperfect
will that needs to be free to choose between good and bad courses of action.
"The transition to the perfect will, which no longer has an Ought over it,
takes place in freedom. But in this unique and final act of freedom the will
'exhausts' its capacity, it ‘uses up' the substance of its freedom; and then forit
there is ‘at the root of its Being no freedom left over'. According to this view,
man's true act of freedom is the self-annihilation of the ego and of the
Ought."39 This is clearly the view of the epic author (albeit without the

notion of "=7ill" as such).
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As suggested above, this raises the issue as to whether a freedom beycnd
good and evil may not also transcend our commonly accepted (Western)
notions of the human person? We have already learned from the Gitd that
moksa involves the sacrifice of the affective bonds of the little ego-self in
favor of a larger system of identities that enables one to progressively
expands one's perspectives and ego-boundaries to the point at which one is
able to identify one's self with the self of all beings (the
sarvabhititmabhiotarma of V1.27/BG.5.7). The dharma clearly has no value
or purpese at this point, since behavior is no longer governed by external
prescription or inner imperative but is the spontaneous expression of 2 being
whose actions are no longer his (or hers). Like flowers or the sun wkich
scatter their splendors freely according to their nature, such a person has
become, in every respect, God's instrument (nimittamatram) on earth
(X11.276.28-30).

In psychological terms, the ego with its deficiency needs are replaced by 2
plenitude of being (nmiskama ) and a feeling of companionship with all life
(samatva) that seeks the welfare of the world (lokasamgraha). This is the
dissociation of the purusa from the prakrti that comes from calming the
restless mind by means of the various spiritval practices (abhyasa;
abhy3dsayoga) recommended in the Bhagavadgita (VI.28/BG.6.35). Vairagya
and abhyasa together provide a sattvic bridge from the world of causal
determimsm (which is the samsara) to the transcendental freedom of moksa.
This reveals the strange paradox that what was the source of the bondage of
the soul (i.e. nature herself) becomes, in her higher teleclogical mode of
operation (sazrva), a means of releasing the purusa from its previous
attachments and spurious identifications with itself (VI.35/BG.13 21).

Only in this manner can we reconcile the apparent contradictions between
the so-called free will statements and the determinism of the Gita. As S.K.
Belvalkar has noted, it is evident that Arjuna "does not doubt for 2 moment
that he is a free agent, free to fight or not to fight."4¢ But this is only because
he identifies so completely with his nature (prakrti) in the form of a

particular body, mind, and intellect (buddhi). He regards what he does as
"my actions” whereas, in reality, they do not derive from his true self at all
(tbe drman) but from the modalities of nature (gupas ) expressed through
him. What he regards as his personality (svabhava) is a product of the past
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(V1.28/B(G.6.43), and his habitual modes of thinking and acting are therefore
completely determined by the causal energies of nature (V1.25/BG 3.5;3.27-
28; 3.33; V1.27/5.14; V1.35/13.20; 13.29; V1.36/14.19; V1.40/18.59-61).

The only way out of this impasse, Krsna instructs him, is to abandon this
identification with the gupas by purifying the buddhi of its habitual mode of
thinking kartzham iti — "I am the doer” (VI.25/3G.3.27). He follows with
some practical techniques on how to accomplish this. Arjuna should first
seek to renounce the fruits of his actions either by offering these fruits as a
sacrifice or yajia (V126/BG.4.23), or by dedicating his actions and their
fruits to the Lord who dwells 1in the heart (VI1.25/BG.3.30; VI1.27/5.10;
VI1.34/12.6; 12.10; V1.40/18.57). But the significant further suggestion is that
he replace the thought of himself as the doer with alternatives more in
keeping with the reality of things such as, guna gunesu vartaata iti — “the
gunas work among the gunas " (V1.25/BG.3.28), narva kimcitkaromiti — "1
do nothing at all* (V1.27/BG.5.8), indriyanindriyarthesu vartanta iti — “the
senses work among the objects of the senses” (VI.27/BG.5.9), vasudevah
sarvmiti — “Viasudevais all” (VI.29/BG.7.19), gund vartanta ityevam — "It
is only the gunas working" (VI1.36/BG.14.23). These seeds are all planted to
cultivate in him the idea that he (i.e. the purusa or drman) is not really the
actor, and thus untouched by the actions of prakreti (V1.35/BG.13.32). These
practices combine with others (such as meditation) to sever all ties to nature's
field of activity (ksetra) until he gets to the point at which he knows
(jiZnacaksusz = "with the eye of knowledge") what it is to be free of nature
(bhuraprakrtimoksa), and can proceed to the supreme state
(V1.35/BG.13.34).

1 Theterm “autopomy” comes from the Greek autos (“self”) and nomos ("law"). Hence the reference is to
“that which gives law to irself”, or "that which is its own law". We use the word interchangeably with
the term "self-determination” (the determinarion of oae’s actions by oneself without compulsion). The
terma "person” is from the Latin persona, a translation of the Greek prosopoa, both words signifying the
mask worn by actors onstage. The term is appropriate since, as we have already learned from Chapter
V1, the epic “person” is ultimately a case of mistaken identity.

2R.V.De Smer, SJ., "Early treads in the Indian understanding of man,” in Philosophy Egst and Wesr22: 3
(July 1572), pp. 255-268.
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3 J.Bruce Long. "Human action and Rebirth ia the Mabibhirata,” pp. 57-58.

4 Kane defines moral self-determination as the sole or ultimate dominion of the agert over the choice "in
the sense that (i) the ageat's making the choice at t rather than doing otherwise, or vice versa (i.e.
choosing from duty or seif-interest), can be explained by saying that the agent ‘rationally willed attto do
50° in the sense of ‘endorsed reasons or motives at t for choosing as he or she did choose rather than
doing otherwise' (the motives of duty or of self interest as the case may be), and (ii) no further
cxplanation can be given for the agent’s choosing rather than deoing otherwise (or vice versa), er for the
agent's endorzing the set of reasons he or she did endorse at ¢, that is an explanation in rerms of
conditions whose existence cannot be explained by the agent's choosing cor rationally willing semething
art,” R. Kane, Free Will and Values (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1985), p. 153.

5 Chaitanya. The Mahdbhirta. p. 237.
6 Ibid, p. 256.

7 K. Bhattacharyya, “The Status of the Individual in Indian Metaphysics,” in the Indign Mind: essentials of
Ingding philosophy and culture, ed. Charles A. Moore with the assistance of Aldyth V. Morris (Honolulu:
East-West Center Press and University of Hawaii Press, 1967), p. 300.

8 A distinction must be made here berween practical, prudential and moral choice, Practical choices involve
no conflict berween what the ageat believes ought to be done and what he wants te do. In prudential
choice the conflict is between immediate satisfactions and the agent’s own long-range interests whereas
in moral choice both short and long-range self-interest conflict with the demands of some moral
prescription or imperative. Itis generally agreed that the highest expression of freedom isto befound in
maoral choice.

% As Kathopanisad I1.1 shows, even the choice of the good is able to "chair & man” (purusam sinitah). The
epic uscs the image of the net {e.g, 1.110.2; XI1289.111f,; XI11.295.23) as well as that of the cocoon
which the embodied soul, in its ignorance, spins about itself (cf, XI11.136.28-29; X11.212.47; XI11.309.14;
XIL316.28-29).

10 5. Cromwell Crawford, The Evolution of Hindy Ethical Ideas (Calcutta: Firma K.L. Mukhopadhyay,
1974), p. 216.

11 These two functions are contrasted at 11.149.34-36 as follows: dvijindmamrram dharmo
byekasecaivaikavarnikah| yajiddhyayanadinini trayah sidhiranih smredh || yljanddhydpane cobbe
bribmani¥odm pratigrabah| pilanam ksatriylndm vai vasyadharmasca posanam|| susrdsd o dvijitinim
§8drindm dbarma ucyate] bhaiksahomavratairhindstathaiva guruvilsinim|] Of course the
sddbiranadkarmas go far beyond the virrues of sacrifice, study and charity promoted bere.

2Cf.v2.14; VI21.11; VL61.16; VI.117.33; IX.62.58; X1.13.9; XL.17.6; XIIL.150.8 etc.
13 Crawford, Hindy Fthical Idegs. p. 223.

14 According to Katz, these moral ambiguities or impasses of dbarma are a mark of the "buman” dimension
of the epic heroes, particularly of Arjuna. In addition to Bhisma's problem, examples include the
bantlefield dilemna of the Gitd (V1.23/BG.1241f.), Arjuna’s self-doubt prior to the death of Bhisma
(V1.102.36-37), his dubious assistance to Sdryaki (VII.116-118), deceit associated with the killing of
Jayadratha (VIL121) and Karna (VIILG6), as well as moral issues surrounding the deaths of Droga
{VIL.164) and Duryodhana (IX.57).
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15 According to the case built by Klaes (Conscinnce and Consciousness), Yudhisthira's problem is of this
nature. Thus, he is caught between the categorical imperative of his own conscience and the demands of
the traditional varndsramadbarma espoused by Krsna,

16 The mark of 2 good action, viz. that it be undertaken in a spirit of detachment (Vairagya: niskima) for the
welfare of others (Jokasamgraha), cannot be left to individual judgement unless he or she is already ina
state of detachment, Hence the need for written codes,

17 ¢f, XI11.150.692*.7-8. Biardeau also suggests a connection between epic dharma and music and dance
as the barmony of the Divine L7 which it is the dury of the king to maintaist. Thus, Arjuna must learn
the Veda of the Gandharvas during his sojourn in svarga to prepare him for his royal duties. Cf. “Etudes
V)" p. 150,

18 However, the epic has no sense of “radical evil”. Fora discussion of the origins of punye and pipa see
C.L. Prabhakar, "The Idea of Pipa and Punya in the Rgveda,” in

University of Baroda 24: 3-4 {March-June 1975), pp. 269-283.

19 Chaitanya, The Mandbhiraca, p. 305. The churning process may well be modelled after the pressing of
the soma during the Vedic Soma sacrifice. See Katz, Arjung, p. 75.

20 1nig, p. 364.
21 1nid, p. 340.

22 The closest Sanskrit equivalents of “will" would perhaps be samkalpa = purpose, intention, resolution,
or abhisamdhicd = decision.

23 GR. Malkani, "Philosophy of the Will," in World Perspectives in Philosophy Religion and Culture, ed
Ram Jee Singh (Bombay: Bharati Bhawan, 1968). p. 196.

24Chaitanya, The Mah3bhiraca, p. 272.

25 Batbir Singh, The Concentual Framework of Indiap Philesophy (Dethi: Macmillan Co. of India, 1976),
p.50.

26 G.W. Kaveeshwar, The Ethics of the Git3 (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1971), p. 173.

27 Biardeau regards this episode as a consecration (diksa) for the battle with the asuras that Arjuna will
undertake on behalf of the gods in svarga. She notes that Krspa bimself incorperates the ksatrr and
brabmaa powers through his line of descent from Yadu, eldest son of Yayiti and Devayidni, daughter of
the brahmin Sukrea, priest of the demons (and grand-daughter of lndra on her mother's side). The
brabmasiras is the power inhering in the part of the sacrificial victim which is offered in the sacrifice.
The awesome extent of this power may be measured by the fact that it is equivalent to the pasupata, the
instrument that “kills” the sacrifice of Daksa. According to Biardeau, this story refers to the cosmic
death of the sacrifice itself, "2 monstrous sacrifice, the end of all others, a cosmic funeral,” equivalent to
the end of the world, Cf. "Erudes {V),” p. 154-6. Katz notes the death/rebirth structure of this encounter
with the kiraza which she views as a shamanic initiation emphasizing the ascetic side of Arjuna’s
“heroic” character. Cf. Ruth Katz, Arjuna, pp. 90-104,

28 Cpaitanya, The Mahabhirata, pp. 203-204.
29 Crawford, Hindy Frhical Ideas. p. 224.
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30 suirhankar, Measing of the Mababhirata, p. 104,

31 Deseribed by Kryaa at VI1.40/BG.18.34.
32 Crawford, Hindy Ethical 1deas, p. 224,
33 Suiahankar, Meaniog of the Mahdbhirata, p. 107,

34 Neither Durycdhana nor his father can claim any measure of personal autonomy. The difference is that
the former seemingly escapes the pain of moral conflict (though not the pain of defeat) while the latter
is subject to recurrent bouts of "{ear and rembling”.

35 Sukthankar, ibid.. p. 105.

36 Crawford, Hindy Fthical Idegs. p. 125.

37 1bid. p. 125-130.

38 K. Bhattacharyya, “The Status of the Individual,” p. 315,

39 Nicolai Hartmann, Ethics. 3 vols. (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1951), vol. 3, "Moral Freedom,” p.
116.

40 5 X, Belvalkar, "The Bhagavad-gith: A Geaeral Review of irs History and Character,” in The Culnyrg!
Heritage of India, 4 vols. eds. Haridas Bhattacharyya et al. (Calcutta: The Ramakrishna Mission Institute
of Culrure, 1962), vol. II, "Itihdsas, Purlinas, Dharma and other S3stras,” p. 140.
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X — Conclusion

Thus we find that the quest for essential freedom leads the soul (jiviatman) to
abandon its own self-identity in favour of a greater identity as purusa (spirit)
or atman (self). This purusa or dtman is identified or associated in some
manner with a Supreme Person (purusottama; paramapurusa) or a Supreme
Self (paramatman). While the status of this purusa became an important
topic in later commentaries, the Mahabharata itself is not definitive as to
whether there is ulumately only one or a multiplicity of purusas (cf.
VI.37/BG.15.16-17; XII.338). Our interest focusses on the implications of
this passage from one form of self-experience (as the jivatman or purusa
associated with prakrt) to another (as purusa disassociated from all
determinations by prakrtr) for what, at the beginning of this investigation, we
noted regarding the divergence of ideas about the role of purusakara and
daivain the conduct of life.

This leads us back to the two distinct categories of learned opinion
menticned at X[1.224 50-52—repeated at X11.230.4-6—regarding the factors
contributing to worldly success. These are characterized in our translation on
page 6 as, "those who take their stand in action" (karmastha) and, "those who
take their stand in the truth” (sattvastha), respectively. What is involved in
these two points of view on action may be now gleaned from what we have
learned so far about the complexities (visama = lit. "uneven") faced by those
who argue from the perspective of action. Even the ancient bards are
confused (mokhitzh) about the mystericus course of action (gabana karmano
gatih) (V1.26/BG.4.16-17).

A major complexity is the succession of stages (or ‘'moments’ in Ricoeur’s
terminology) involved in the course or gati of 2 voluntary action, each of
which is liable to determination by karmic or alien forces, daiva (fate) or
batha (chance) as the case may be. Perhaps the clearest outline of the
etiology of action is offered by the following exposition to Brhaspati
attributed to Manu-prajapati (X11.199.5-8):
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yathd Byekarasa bhomirosadhyatmInusarinii
tathd karmanugd buddhirantardtmanudarsini|

jAanapirvodbhava lipsa lipsapirvabhisamdhita]
abhisamdhipGrvakam karma karmam @lam tatah phalaml|

phalam karmatmakam vidyatkarma jieyatmakam tacha]

jianindm ca phalinam ca jieyanam karmanam tatha
ksaydnte tatphalam divyam jiidnam jieyapratisthitam]||

"Just as plants in the soil are dependent on the one earth, the buddhi, with the
inner self as witness, [is dependent upon] the actions associated with it (i.e.
on past conduct). [Just as] the propensity to act (abhisamdhita) is born of
past desire [and] desire (lipsZ) is born of prior habits of thought
(jiZnabhava), the fruit of action (phala) is rooted in action (karma), and
action in 2 prior propensity to act. [In effect], the fruit is produced by the
action, action [arises] from knowledge (vidy3) which [in turn] is produced by
the intention (jdeya = lit. the object of knowledge). The intention is made up
of concepts (jdana). [This] jaZna is produced from knowledge (vidya)
consisting of truth and error. The destruction of [this chain of] actions,
intentions, results of action and concepts [leads to] the establishment of that
divine fruit called the [true] object of knowledge (i.e. Brahman)." The human
predicament thus arises as an effect of past conduct, producing a
“personality” with a tendency to perpetuate these past patterns of coanduct
into future cycles.

This also reveals what we have suspected all along, namely that purusakara
is but daiva in disguise. Whether the driving force behind this cycle is a god,
demon or karmic causation (the daiva of unconscious motivations) would
make no difference. As Manki muses on losing ail his worldly wealth to the
waywardness of a came! (XII.171.13):

yadi vapyupapadyeta paurusam ndma karhicit]
anvisyamanamtadapidaivamevavatisthate)|
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“1f there should occur anything that might be called exertion (paurusa), on
being examined, it would, in fact, turn out to be destiny (daiva).”

While these determinations may intervene at any point in the cycle of action
(karmano gati), those moved by desire for worldly gain naturally tend to
focus on the darva of unforeseen or untoward events in the external social or
natural environments, As we have seen, Krsna counts this form of daiva
among the contributory causes involved in the furtherance of human
purposes (V1.40/BG.18.14), and Narada wryly comments that (XI1.318.9):

yoyamicchedyathakamam kamanam tattadapnuyat]
Yadi syannaparidhinam purusasya kriyIphalam||

“Were it not that the results of action were governed by other circumstances
persons would obtain whatever object they desired.” The aging process and
other human calamities would be unknown (vv.37-40). Unlike Narayana
(who is able to fulfill his plans without the least impediment), the fruits of
our endeavors do not always conform to our desires (XI1.337.905*). Our
own control over nature appears to be proportional to the degree of control
we are able to exercise over our own natures (XI1.263.53):

vih3yasZ ca gamanam tathZ samkalpatarthata
dbarmacchaktya tathd yogadyd caiva parama gatihi|

"The powers (Saktr) gained by the practices of virtue and yoga enable one to
roam the heavens at will, to realize all one's purposes and to attain the
highest state of existence." This is because the prakrti controlled from within
("own nature") is the stuff of the world itself (“external nature™). However,
since power corrupts, there is an acute danger of inflation of the ego leading
to an abuse of power and eventual destruction at the hands of the avatara
(exemptlified in the cases of Duryodhana, Jarasamdha, SiSupala and other
epic characters).

From Manu's description, the oaly possibility of escape from this vicious
circle is by breaking the chain of causality. However this introduces
additional complications arising out of the conflicting vedic injunctions to
"perform action!" (kuru karma) and “abandon action!” (tyaja karma)
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respectively (cf. XI1.233.1). For if the chain of action can be broken only by
rencuncing all active social involvement (the givritidbarma of the brahmin
samnyasin), what are the prospects for the salvation of the ksatriya king, or
for anyone else called to active social duty (pravrttidharma)? This conflict is
greatly intensified in the case of Yudhisthira, when he finds himself forced
by circumstances (daiva) to exercise the most deadly force (danda; himsa) —
one of the most negative values of the vedic tradition — with all the vigor
(purusakira; utthana, etc.) at his command.

The genius of the solution propused by Krsna in the Bhagavadgita—namely
karmayoga and its higher amplification in the form of bbakti—is that
purusakira becomes the hallmark of successful endeavor that is no loager
judged for its outward form or function but for the inner spirit that animates
it. This implies a revolution of traditional values that may be understood in
cosmic as well as in psychological terms. Cosmically, the world and its
driving forces are no longer depreciated as a "fall” from the pristine
Consciousness but become objects of worship as the "wonders” (vibhus) of
God's Creation (VI.32/BG.10.19ff.). The model for the nivrttidharma of the
upanisadic samnyasin was the cosmic pralayain which the processes of the
world are dissolved into the yogic quiescence from which they came. In the
ritual of entry into samnyasa the brahmin aspirant formally abandons the
world of action (karmabhimi). Summarizing the analysis of Biardeau
Hiltebeitel describes how the, “"one who performs this ceremony
symbolically renounces the three sacrificial fires and the three samsaric
worlds and eaters into the enlarged uaiverse in which there are four
additional worlds beyond those of the ordinary person, there to find himself
in the company of the Devas and the Pitrs, ‘all of these, like himself, being
admitted to deliverance at the moment of the cosmic pralaya."! Human
activity (karma) and initiative (purusakara) thus tended to be devalued. In
place of the external rirual of the sacrifice the samny3sin is enjoined to
perform a libation of his senses and mind into the fire that dwells in his own
heart (XI1.237.28).

But this pralaya model is abandoned by bhakti in favour of 2 new model of
salvation based on the creative phase of the cosmic cycle. Practically and
psychologically, the promise of moksa is not only extended to all members

21



of society (including women) but may be realized at the heart of the most
abject activites, including the ‘“reprehensible duties" (svadharma
sapavadepr) of a king (XI[.32.22) and even the duties of a butcher
(II1.158.20ff.). By replacing the physical abandonment of acuons
(karmasamnyasa) with actions (1.e. pravret) undertaken with an inner attitude
of renunciation (i.e. nfvrez) the aspirant can have the best of both worlds.
The unconscious mind is gradually purified of the atavistic pattern of
identifications (samskaras) that fetter the human spirit (purusa) to the causal
cycles of nature (prakrtr). Purusakira is thereby rehabilitated in the vigor of
duues performed without self-involvement (nirmama;, nirahamkara)
(V1.24/BG.2.71) and self-interest (naiskarmyam) (V1.25/BG.3.4), dedicating
all actions and fruits to Krsna (VI.25/BG.3.30). Karmasamnyasa remains
open to the brahmin, and is even preferred over the traditional
pravrttidharma of a vedic ritualism motivated by a desire that perpetuates the
cycle of rebirth (cf. X11.233.6-8). However karmasamnyidsa must be closed
to the ksatriya king since it is opposed to his svadharma as a warrior
(V1.25/BG.3.35). It is also beyond the competence of a rajasic personality
such as Arjuna (VI1.27/BG.5.6).

We must recognize, however, that while purusakira becomes a leading
virtue of the active life, and perfectly consistent with the quest for true
freedom, 1t is clearly fated to dissolve with the dissolution of the ego
(abamkara) and its sense of agency (kartrtva). In the lnst analysis, the
perspective of those who take their stand in action (karmastha) is the
perspective of a purusa particularized by a given body, mind, and iniellect,
in short the perspective of the human personality (jivatman) entangled in the
causal cycles of prakrti. However, the actions themselves are no illusion (as
Samkara asserts in his Introduction to SBG.5), since the world of bhaktiis an
objectificadion of the Lord Himself, and He works tirelessly to sustain it
(V1.25/BG.3.22-23). On the other hand, the activities of the human
personality are truly "self"-determined (by the purusa) only to the extent that
the notion of "I do" has been shed; that is to say that the attitude of the agent
is nirahamkara — without the feeling that his or her actions are "mine”
(girmama).

The question then becomes: who is the real agent? This subject is not
addressed directly in the Mahabharata itself, but important later
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commentators of the Bhagavadgita suggest that, ultimately, it is the Supreme
Divinity (purusottama) who is the agent. While this is in line with the

cosmogony of the Divine Yoga, it does leave the twin issues of human
responsibility and the status of the vedic injunction very much in limbo.
Samkara and Ramaianuja both approach the issue in the context of their
respective theories about the relationship berween the purusa and the
purusottama, Arguing from the relative standpoint (vyavahdrikasatya) in his
Brahmasitrabhisya I1.1I1.42 Samkara reverts to the traditional mode of
thinking that the jivais driven by 2 god. The major difference is that, in this
case, the god in question is the manifested form of the Lord (i.e. Isvara)
acting in accordance with the previous efforts (pdrvaprayatna) of the jiva
itself: “"For though agency (kartrtvam) is derived from above, it is

nevertheless the jiva who reaily acts. As he acts so also does I§vara.
Furthermore, I§vara acts in accordance with [the jiva's] previous efforts
(pirvaprayatna), and He acts earlier in accordance with even earlier efforts.
Thus, since the samsara is beginningless (anadi), this view is above

reproach."? From the ultimate standpoint (paramarthikasatya), however, the
jivatman and all else are a product of the divine projection of the werld

which is maya.

In Sribhasya 1.II1.41 Ramanuja too argues that the Lord is the source of all
agency. However, more conscious of preserving the integrity of the vedic
injunctions he wishes to salvage some responsibility for the individual by
falling back on his theory of qualified difference (visistadvaita). But though
the purusa is independent (svatantra) of the Supreme Self and thus can act
on its own, it is still the latter who, by means of “granting permission”
(agumatidanena) to the jivarman to act, must be allowed the final say in the
matter. This idea of "agumati" is clearly inspired by V1.35/BG.13.22 which
reads:

Upadrastinumanta ca bhartZ bhoktz mahesvarah|
paramatmeti capyukto dehe sminpurusah pacah||

"The purusa in this body is called the witness (upadrastz), the permitter
(anumanta), the sustainer, the enjoyer, the Great Lord and the paramatman."3



The initial direction of human development is thus towards a "freedom of
doing” made possible by increased self-control and insight into the truth
about the abject state of the embodied purusa (jivatman). But this
enlargement of vision also brings a progressive shift in self-identity and
sense of ageacy from the characteristic "I do” of ahamkira to the realization
that the real "[" (the purusa) is inherently free of the prikrtic encumbrances
of body, mind and intellect governed by natural causality. Whether divine
particle (amsa) or divine totality, this purusais, in reality, the passive subject
of experience, the witness (Upadrasta) and enjoyer (bhoktd) of the cosmic
play of name and form. Embodied as the jivatman, its task is to dissociate
itself, that 1s to say, to sacrifice the ahamkara and to offer the body as a pure
channel for the higher divine agency expressed through it. This renuncration
of attachment to self-interest (airahamkira) brings the essential freedom of
moksa.

True self-determination thus involves the mutation of the ego-bound
personality whose claim to autonromy and freedom is ultimately founded on a
misconception of its own true nature. All that may be claimed for the
freedom of one who takes his stand in action (karmastha) is a freedom-in-
bondage that reminds us very much of the "liberté seulement humaine" (only
human freedom) of Paul Ricoeur. Such a freedom necessarily falls short of
the ideal limit that lies beyond the limitations of space and time and the
frictions of matter, beyond all particularity of existence and limitations of
knowledge. In the epic context such an ideal can only be realized by one who
takes his or her stand in the truth (sattvastha), that is to say, by a seif that no
longer identifies with the body-mind-intellect complex of personality (or
with Ricoeur's "incarnate cogito") but with the Grand Design of Krsna. It is
no longer the ahamkara that acts but the Lord who uses this body as His
instrument — nimittamatram bhava savyasacin (V1.33/BG.11.33). This is the
essential freedom (moksa) beyond identification with the causal system of
prakrti. From this higher vision of liberation, the purusa freely accepts the
determination of the Lord in the heart of all beings, whose form of agency is
daiva.

From the perspective of the ahamkara the course of action is a mystery
(gahana), since it moves from the necessities received from the past towards
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an uncertain furure state determined by a mix of individual! and cosmic
forces. Here we sense the only toc human condition of the incarnate will as
the unity of the voluntary and the involuntary, and Ricoeur's analysis offers
tantalizing parallels to epic notions of the ahamkara as the unity of purusa
and prakrti. The Bhagavadgita is, of course, quite clear in relating prakrti
with the realm of the involuntary. In contrast to Ricoeur's person, however,
the epic person is moved not so much by a will as by atavistic impulses
(kama; krodha etc.) modulated by a power of insight {viveka) into the nature
of the purusa and its human predicament. While not directly the actor, the
witnessing purusa is nevertheless the catalytic agent of human activity in
proportion to the visionary insight sparked in the buddhi. This buddhi
progressively reins in the runaway horses of the passions, producing more
sattvic modes of behavior and a shift in the focus of attention from mundane
striving (purusakara) to the quest for liberation (mumuksu). In sum, the epic
personality is a mental fiction that dissolves in the visionary insight, together
with the cycle of desire (lips3; kZma), propensity to act (abbisamdhita),
action (karma) and fruit (phalz) that fuels the eternal round of buman
initiative (purusakira).

Here, too, the parallel with Ricoeur is instructive. The complexities involved
in the movement from cdecision, to movement, and finally to consent to the
conditions of absolute necessity in human life (his equivalent of daiva)
reveal a hierarchy of freedoms based on the reciprocity of the voluntary and
the involuntary, action and condition for action.4 "Deciding is the act of the
will which is based on motives; moving is the act of the will which activates
abilities or powers; consenting is the act of the will which acquiesces to a
necessity-—remembering that it is the same will which is considered
successively from different points of view: the point of view of legitimacy,
of efficacy, and of patience."> And do not our epic characters, too, enjoy
these contingent freedoms? They enjoy a "freedom of choice" in which they
are motivated (that is to say conditioned, determined, circumscribed) by the
horizon of reasons and values represented by their svadharma; they exhibit a
"freedom of movement" (or of doing) in which they are governed by the
limits of their various capacities as human beings; and they are urged to a
“freedom of consent” by which they can (potentially at least) say a final
"yes" to the karma received from the past in the form of character ($ila), the
uncoascious tendencies of the mind (vZsana; samskara), and “the necessity
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that comes from living in a particular place, being born on 2 particular day,"$
(rendered by the absolute karmic necessities of jiti — birth, 3yus — length
of life and bhoga — our preordained quanta of pleasure and pain). Each
stage is marked by a polarity of acuvity and receptivity. In decision, for
example, "there are choices which tend toward a simple obedience to reasons
not questioned at the moment of choice, and other choices which, in
confusion of motives, tend toward a risk, even the throw of the dice."7 We
are reminded of Yudhisthira's decision to participate in the dice game and of
Siva playing dice with Parvari at 1.189.14{f. (dice being the symbol of Dajva
par excellence). Human effort itself (purusakara) is a measure of the
resistance of self and world that must be overcome. The ebb and flow of all
aspects of life are both willed and endured; we are all "fated" to act from
given conditions.

Ricoeur also makes the important further point that this only human freedom
"responds to the no of condition with the no of refusal....In effect, what we
refuse, is always, in the last analysis, the limitation of character, the shadows
of the unconscious, and the contingence of life."® Whether in the form of
surrender or 2 Promethean defiance; "At the core of refusal is defiance and
defiance is the fault. To refuse necessity from below is to defy
Transcendence. I have to discover the Wholly Other which at first repels me.
Here lies the most fundamental choice of philosophy: either God or I."? The
figure of Duryodhana is surely a prime example of the demonic drive for
absolute sovereignty that comes from his refusal to accept any limit to his
human condition. His last words are a magnificent demonic gesture of
defiance before the awesome power of Divinity. Significantly, this defiance
1s greeted by a heavy rain of fragrant flowers out of heaven accompanied by
the music and song of gandbarva and apsara (1X.60.47-53; X1.63.18-39). 10

Of course we must be careful pot to carry these parallels too far in view of
the obvious differences between the epic ahamkara and Ricoeur's cogito

(which is no mental fiction but the prime datum of consciousness). In
particular, his notion of consent falls far short of the bhakti rransformation of
human agency and identity, yet he sees no possibility of its achievement.
"Who can say yes to the end, without reservations? Suffering and evii,
respected in their own shocking mystery, protected against degradation into a
problem, lie in our way as the impossibility of saying an unreserved yesto
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character, the unconscious, and life and of transforming the sorrow of the
finite, the indefinite, and of contingence perfectly into joy."!! But this is
precisely the achievement of the sattvasth who, from the sublime heights of
their vision, can freely consent to this divine agency — Daiva — at work in
themselves and in the world around them.

The antinomy between purusakira and extrahuman agencies such as daiva
or hatha can only be reconciled in the light of this quantum shift of self-
identity that takes place at the vanishing point of the ahamkara, This
(symbolic) death of the [-center is the prelude to a new rebirth in which the
play (lifa) of the sense objects ceases to evoke the incessant demand to "be
mine" (mama). No longer directed to filling a lack, human striving
(purusakara) gets transformed into a plenitude of divine energy which may
be viewed as the Daivalild of Krsna playing in the world through the flute of
the human body. Seen from the macrocosmic perspective of the mythology,
the combinations of purusa and prakrti follow the Supreme Spirit
(paramapurusa) through His triple forms (states) as Brahma — creator of the
cosmic ahamkara and Lord of pravrtti, Visnu — supporter of this process in
time, and Siva — who returns the process to a state of quiescence = nivrtti.
The gulf that separates the karmastha from the satrvasthz is thus a gulf
between two views of the universe and human nature according as the
movement is towards pravrtti or towards nivrtti. This, in turn, constitutes the
basis for two views of self-identity and buman agency. Limited by their own
confusions, the karmasthZ can only struggle towards the limits of their "only
human freedom;" while the sattvastba abandon this useless struggle for the
greater freedom that comes from (freely) consenting to the part they are
givento play in the divine drama of the world.

This dichotomy of view is also reflected in the two distinct connotations of
the word given to the term daivain the epic, the first constituting a mark of
seif-centerdness, the other based on the true state of things (sar). From the
self-centered perspective of the ahamkara, the term is typically used to

express the seanse of powerlessness that emerges as a result of untoward
reversals of fortune. The daiva (with a small d) that continually thwarts the
cherished hopes and plans of king Dhrtarastra provides an eloquent example
of someone who falls victim to his all-toc-human attachments. On the other
hand, the cosmic Time referred to by the various sages and reformed demons
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met with in the S@ntiparva (Bali, Namuchi, Vrira etc.) points to a
transcendent Daiva (with a capital D) that governs the course of things as a
whole, including human society and the microcosmos of embodied
existence. The world process is an expression of the one divine power that
works not only beyond us but also through us. From this perspective
everything is seen "with an equal eye" (samadarsina), that is to say as an
expression of the one cosmic power of Daiva. Under these conditions the
only course is to align oneself — like Arjuna after the divine theophany in
the eleventh chapter of the Gita — with what we know of the cosmic
purpose, and to accept what comes in the knowledge that success and failure,
victory and defeat, pleasure and pain, are endemic to the temporal cycle of
samsara,l2

On the other hand, the epic author himself does not appear to be aware of the
basic contradiction posed by the juxtaposition of a finalistic teleology that
permeates the course of the world, and our God-given freedom to choose
between the good (Sreyas) and our own self-indulgence (preyas). In the light
of the cosmic determinism of Daivahuman self-determination is reduced to a
groundless phantom. This 1s Hartmann's antinomy of providence in which
the ethos of man “is annihilated, his will paralyzed. All imuative, all setting
up and pursuit of ends is transferred to God....In this way the finalistic
determinism of divine providence abolishes ethical freedom. Butif we grant
validity to personal freedom, it inevitably abolishes the finalistic
determinism of divine providence. Each stands in contradiction to the other,
as thesis to antithesis."13

It was left to the medieval commentators to wrestle with this nagging
tension, 2 tension that could only intensify with the bhakti emphasis on the
life-affirming values of human activity in society. This led to a spirited
defense of the vedic injunctions and the traditional structure of the
varnasramadharma against the world-denying tendencies of the upanisadic
samnyasa. Human life is exalted when the individual is made accountable for
transgressions against svadharma, the complex system of religious duties and
obligations to which he or she is subject. Without the human power to effect
results, says Yudhisthira (111.32.25-27), there would be no reason why the rsi
or anyone else should follow the dharma. Age-old prescriptions regarding
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tapas; brahmacarya; yajia; svddhyaya; ddna; and arjavam would go down as
the greatest hoax of all time (vipralambhatyanta). And Draupadi concurs that
human advancement must depend on freedom of choice (I11.33.23-24):

manasidrthanviniksitya pascatprapnoti karmanal
buddhipirvam syayam dhirah purusastatra kiranam||

samkhyatum naiva Sakyani karmani purusarsabbal
agdranagaranam hi siddhih purusahaituki]|

"QOne first makes up one's mind on what one wants to do and then acts on 1.
Endowed with reason (dhira), the man himself is responsible (kXarana =
cause) for what follows, based on prior deliberation (buddhipirva). While it
is not possible to provide an exact accounting of the [chain of] acts involved,
domestic and sccial progress are the result of human choice." This echoes
the oft-repeated claim (e.g. at V.130.15-16; XII.92.6; XI1.139.7), already
noted on page 142, that it is the conduct of the king that determines the
conditions of the time (k!la) and the different ages of the world (yuga).

Here we find another instance of this antinomy of providence. What may be
true for a world of human agents is hardly coasistent with 2 mythology of
yuga determined by the strictest periodicities of time. But are we asking too
much of our epic author, as Biardeau suggests?

The difficulty we have is only conceptual and would not be a problem
for the mythographers.... At times we are told that daiva is all-powerful
to the point where no one is responsible for the great carnage of the
battle, at other times however it is Dhrtarastra or Duryodhana, or even
Yudhisthira who bear the burden of the catastrophe. The intervention of
the avardra, invariably set at the meeting point of two yuga, is

necessarily a product of inexorable daiva which any attempt to avoid
would be useless. If on the other hand, we take the point of view of the
king who, by his action, introduces the reign of this or that yuga,
thereby imposing a human causality on the course of time, daiva can be
overcome and the role of the king is to turn it to the advantage of his
kingdom. When the epic narrative is set at the meeting point of two
yuga it is the first perspective that prevails. When on the other hand,
attention is centered on the war to be declared or avoided, it is the
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human drama that is the main issue. But it is in the nature of this double
myth to keep these two types of causality together whatever difficulty
we might have — conceptual once again — of thinking them together, !4

Biardeau traces these two perspectives to her view of the Mah@ibhirata as a
"double myth" — aroyal myth to justify the acts of the king (who makes the
yuga) that is modelled on the traditional myths of the avatira (who
invariably appears at the end of a yuga). This leads her to miss the deeper
ambivalence of the epic view of human nature, based on the two antithetical
views of self-identity discussed above. It is to these two forms of self-
idenuty exemplified by the karmastha and the sattvastha, that the ultimate
source of this dichotomy of opinion on the subject of human agency must be
traced. The antinomy is solved by Samkara by losing humanity and the
world to the divine illusion (m3y3). In his view, human beings (jiva) are
fictional self-identities performing unreal activities out of attachment for the
objects, emotional states and ideas about a world that never really was.
Commenting on VI.37/BG.15.7 he writes: "'Myself’ (mama): thatis to say a
spark, i.e. a portion, of Myself, i.e. the paramatman, Nardyana, manifests as
the eternal, i.e. age-old embodied soul (jivabhita) in jivaloka, i.e. in samsira
as the doer (kartr) and the enjoyer (bhoktr). He is like the sun (reflected) in
water. The (reflected) sun is but a spark of the (real) sun; and once this has
disappeared on the removal of water the (reflected) sun does not return byt
remains as it is in itself. Or, it is like the space (3kZsa) in a jar which is
limited by the form (upadhi) of the jar. On the destruction of the jar this
portion (amsa) of space becomes one with (infinite) space and does not
return” (SBG.15.7).15

Ramanuja, on the other hand, seeks to save the world and its karma with a
Divine Power that "permits” the self-centered activity of real individual
entities until the proper order of things (which is the dharma) deteriorates to
the point at which the Divinity is forced once more to intervene, in the form
of the avatara, to destroy the perpetrators of social chaos (adharma) and re-
establish a new order of society upon the ashes of the old. In this reading —
much closer to the spirit of the text — the things and beings of the world are
fully real. The source of human misunderstanding is not with objective
reality as such, but with the relationships that apply between the entities
involved, namely the paramapurusa (or paramatman; I§vara), the individual
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souls or purusas, and the matenial evolutes of prakrti. A living being is a real
composite of soul and body involved in a real cycle of change. "This prakru,
active from time immemorial, having evolved into a field of experience
(ksetra), and being in association with the purusa, becomes the cause of the
bondage (of the purusa) through its own modifications such as desire and
aversion (fcchadvesau). This (same prakrti), through other modifications
such as humility (amdinitvam) etc., becomes the cause of salvation
(apavarga) of the purusa" (RGB.13.19).16

Biardeau is probably correct in her view that the epic author would have
tended to see this issue in the context of the practical needs of his
reader/listeners, not as a problem to be solved intellectually. His message is
directed, not to the scholar, but to the practical men and women of his day.
This is- born out by the surring exhortation of the Bharatasavitui (the
"Essence of the Bharata") with which the epic concludes—clearly designed
to galvanize the nameless muititudes travelling his vision of the great human
journey (XVIIL5.47-50):

matapitrsahasrani putradarasatini ca
samsaresvanubhUtani yanti yasyanti ciparel|

harsasthana sabasrani bhayasthana $atani ca
divase divase mudham aviSanti na panditami|

urdbvabahur viraumyesa na ca kascicchrnoti me|
dharmadarthas$ca kamasca sa kim artha na sevyate||

na jatu kaman na bhayanna lobhad
dharmam tyajejjivitasyapi hetoh|
nityo dharmah sukbadubkhe tvanitye
Jivo nityo heturasya tvanityah||

"Thousands of mothers and fathers, and hundreds of sons and wives come
and go in this world. Others too (Will similarly come and go in the future).
There are thousands of occasions for joy and hundreds of occasions for fear.
These come day after day to the ignorant but never to the wise. With uplifted
arms I cry aloud but nobody hears me. Dharma is the foundation for arthz
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and k3ma. Why is it not respected? For the sake of neither pleasure nor of
fear nor greed should anyone cast off dharma — not even {for the sake of life
itself. Dharma is eternal but pleasure and pain are not eternal. The jivais
eternal but its cause [i.e. ignorance] is not eternal.”

1 Alf Hiltebeitel, The Rituat of Bagle, p. 115.

2 parfyauwepi A kargtve karoryeva jiva | kurvagtam  hi  taumisvarah  kdrayad | apica
pirvaprayatpamapeksyedindm kirayali pdrviataram ca prayawamapeksyn pdrvuamakirayaditynddievi-
samsIrasyetyagavadyasn|

3 In discussing the compexities of the Hindu dharma Paul Hacker observes that: "Der Hindu-Theismus hat
sich zwar auf verschiedene Weise bemuht, dem hochsten Gont einen Einfluss auf das Karmangeschehen
einZuraumen. Aber 50 wenig wie der Hindu in der Lage war, den Dharma konsequent als Willen Goutes zu
verstehen, ebensowenig konnte er die Auswirkung des getanen oder verfehtten Dharma als Belohnung oder
Bestrafung von Verdienst oder Schuld auffassen. Die Rolle des hochsten Gottes in dem Mechanismus der
Dharma-Adbarma-Kausalitdt blieb die eines eigentlich entbebrlichen Aufschers.” ("Hindu theism has
sought i various ways to find a place for the highest God te influence the process of karma. But it was as
difficult for the Hindu to conceive of the dharma as the Will of God as it Was to imaginc the consequences
of dharmic or adbarmie acts as reward for merit or punishment for sin. In practice, the role of the highest
God in the causal mechanics of dharma-adharma remained that of a virtually dispensable supervisor™), See
Paul Hacker, "Dharma im Hinduismus,” in Hacker's Kleine Schrifren (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag
Gmbk., 1978), p. 506.

4 Paul Ricoeur, Freedom ang Notyre: The Voluntary and the Involyntary, trans., with an Introduction by
Erazim V, Kobak (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1966).

S Inid, p. 341.

6 Paut Ricoeur, “The Unity of the Voluntary and the Involuntary as a Limiting Idea”, in The Philosephv of

Pay! Ricoeyr: an antholopy of his work, eds. Charles E. Reagan and David Stewart (Boston: Beacon Press,
1978), p. 16.

7 bid, p. 19.
8 Ricoeur, Freedom and Natvre, p. 463.
9 1vid p. 477.

10 Ricoeur's view is that ultimate conseat must pass through this stage of refusal as one of two "Coperaican
revolutions.” In his introduction to Freedom and Namure, Ricceur's translator writes that: “While the first
Copernican revolution won the Cogito by placing man at the center of the universe, the note of adoration
makes consect possible by replacing man with Transcendence as the center of reality. Only because the first
revolution won the Cogito can the second revolution be a consent rather than a surreader.” Cf. Erazim V.
Kohak, “be Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur,” in ibid, p. xcviii,

11 1hig p. 479-480.
12 guth Karz would appear to be in substantial agreement. However, she casts the issue in light of the
decline of the yuga, the onset of the kaliyuga being the signal for a transition from the "heroic” to more

“human" modes of conduct. Human effort and fate work in harmony with each other at both the heroicand
devotional levels of interpretation, the former giving the pricrity to effort the latter to fate. "AC the hercic
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level, there is no doubt that effort will succeed: fate and effort will not be in opposition to one another, At
the buman level, the Xaliyuga represents the interference of fate.” Cf. Arjuna in the Mahabhacoga, p. 179.

From the transcendent perspective of the Krsna theophany of VI1.33/8.G.11.32 she notes that: "The fate-
cffort opposition of the human level is thys transcended in favor of a fuller recognition of fate.” Jhid, p. 228,
This is the devotional mode in which, "the significance of all actions taken throughout the Mababharata is
altered radically: action is no longer seen as something apart from fate or opposed to fate; fate is supreme,
but actioa harmonizes with it to fulfill the Mababbarata’s paradoxical concepticn of united fate ard effort as
the componeats of success.” lbid, p. 234, The way to transcendence, whether along the path of knowledge
or the path of devetion to Krspa, thus involves a devaluation of the ego and its efforts. “Clearly, in
underrating the role of the individual ego, both [i.e, paths] underrate the role of individual
accomplishment,” Cf. [bid, p. 227,

13Nicotai Hartmann, Eghigs 11, p. 267.

19 Biardeau, “Erudes V," p. 87-88.

15 mama iti || mama eva paramitmanah odrdyanasys amsah bhlgah avayavah ekadejah iti anarthintara
jivaloke jivinim loke samsire jivabbdtah kartl bhoked iti prasiddbah sandtanal ciraatanah yathd
jalasdryakal sdrydmsah jalanimittdplye sicyameva gatvil na pivartate tensiva ltmand gacchal evameva
yathd vi ghatidyupddbiparicchinnah ghatidyikasah dk3sImsah san ghatddinimittipdye dkdsam pripyz aa
nivarcate jtyevam | For more information on Samkara’s conception of human nature see Paul Hacker,
Kleige Schriften (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag Gmbh., 1978), "Samkara's Conceprion of Man”, pp.
242-251,

16 |purusena samsrseI {yam anddikaldpravrttd ksecrikdraparinacd prakriih svavikicaih icchbidvesddibbih
purvsasya bandbabetuh bhavati, Sa eva aminivadibhih svavikiraih purusasydpavargabetuh bhavad

ityarthah||
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